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Chapter 1



Harp Cove, Maine
 April

 

The only sure thing about luck, Delaney Poole’s mother always said, is that it’ll change.

Delaney was starting to believe that was true.

After a year of bad luck—wherein she’d endured an unhappy relationship; lived with parents who barely spoke to each other, let alone her; and worked for peanuts as a resident in a busy inner-city hospital emergency room—it looked as if it might all turn around.

First, she’d dumped the guy. Then she’d gotten her own apartment. And now she was up for an assignment in the most beautiful place she’d ever been: Harp Cove, Maine.

As she stood across the street from a bar called the Hornet’s Nest, Delaney couldn’t help but smile into the darkness. She loved this town. Loved it with the excitement of a kid getting exactly what she wants for Christmas.

This backward little two-stoplight town, bathed in sea salt and populated with eccentrics, was exactly what she had in mind when she checked “Rural” on her National Health Service Corps questionnaire. No high-profile, big-city emergency room for her. No sprawling suburban hospital with professional hierarchies and stepladders to success. Sure, they offered an intense form of professional stimulation, but they couldn’t give her what she really wanted: community.

She wanted to work somewhere she felt needed. Not by the staff or administration, but by the people, the neighborhood, the town.

And here it was. Harp Cove. Population 5,000. In the winter, that was. In summertime, that number probably tripled, but it was still a friendly, manageable town. A town in need of a doctor who, in a little over a year, would be fresh out of residency with state-of-the-art medical knowledge.

Music from the bar thumped across the April night, stumbling through the air like a clumsy drunk, begging her to revel in the teeming energy of the only watering hole in town.

Delaney tilted her head back, hugged her arms around her middle, and looked up at the stars. The sky was carpeted so thickly with them they looked like shattered glass, splintered and bright. So different from the dim sparks visible through the murk of a D.C. night. She breathed in slowly. Salt, pine, soil. Intoxicating earthy scents.


Harp Cove.

She imagined herself telling people back home, when she returned for the occasional visit. “It’s just a tiny town on the coast of Maine,” she’d say, smiling wistfully, “but I love it.”

And they would picture her in some wild, dramatic setting, resourcefully saving lives with pinecones and twine. Pioneering.

Delaney laughed. As if she cared what the people in D.C. thought of her life. Most of them were just people she worked with anyway. Between med school, her internship and residency, she’d lost touch with most of her old friends. And she’d really only dated one guy since college—the disastrous Lonnie she’d gotten rid of six months ago.

So now she was free—free to start life fresh, in a brand new place. And this was the place she wanted. This odd, mystic, northern town, so unlike the predictable suburbs and myopically driven city she’d known all her life.

She smiled and realized she was happy. Irrationally, deliriously so. She couldn’t remember another time in her life when she felt so hopeful. It was the most centered feeling she’d ever had. And it was because she knew exactly what she wanted to do, and where she wanted to do it. Odd, she thought, how the place instantly made her feel as if she’d been lost her whole life, until she happened to come here.

She just had to get this assignment.

Delaney had been in Harp Cove for four days, exploring the town in which she hoped to be assigned to work by the National Health Service Corps, the organization that had paid most of her med-school tuition. NHSC required one year of service for every year of tuition they paid, so, since Delaney had saved and paid for the first year herself, she could be in Harp Cove for three years. More, if she chose.

Granted, she had one more year of residency to go—in the frantic hustle and revolving-door busyness of a D.C. hospital—but after she finished up next June she might be here, living her dream of being a country doctor. And all it took was four years of med school, one year of internship, and three years of residency.

She smiled to herself. The end was in sight. Soon, she told herself, soon she would be a real, certified doctor. Not a student, not an intern, not a resident, but a doctor.

Chances were good she would get the assignment. Apparently most people chose locations in warm climates, or towns not too far from a major city. This town—nearly four hours up the coast from Portland—was too cold and too remote to interest anyone but her. She hoped.

If she got it, she would start in July of next year. Perfect timing for this northern clime. She imagined herself moving in, unpacking her boxes, and getting to know her neighbors. They would be happy to have a doctor so close, she thought. And she would be happy to be the one these kind, quirky folk came to when they needed help.

Delaney’s whole body quivered with anticipation. She wished she was already settled here and this was her first weekend as a resident. She wished that, instead of leaving tomorrow to go home for another year, she was going to start work at the clinic here in town. She wished the waiting were over and it was all starting now, because up to now it seemed she’d done nothing but prepare for life. But here…here she would live it.

She spun suddenly in a circle, her arms outstretched, her shoes scrunching on the sidewalk—like something from the opening sequence of a sitcom—and came to a stop facing the tavern. She laughed to herself and glanced self-consciously around the square. But no one had seen her, and it wouldn’t really matter if they had.

Music from the bar grew louder as the door of the Hornet’s Nest belched a small crowd of people. They laughed and hung on each other as they meandered down Milk Street, no doubt to walk along the piers in the unseasonably warm weather and stare out into the vast blackness that was the Atlantic Ocean.

Part of the tourist trade, most likely. She’d been told by more than one person this weekend that tourism had started early this year, thanks to an unusually warm spring. Most of the people at that bar right now were probably “from away,” and it was only going to get worse. Summer, people had warned her, was far different from the frozen, snowy winters in Harp Cove. But that didn’t scare Delaney. She didn’t need throngs of people. She certainly didn’t need the loud music and smoky press of a barroom crowd. In fact the only reason she was here right now, contemplating entry into the melee at the Hornet’s Nest, was because of the guy in the red sweatshirt.

She’d seen him all over town this weekend—not always in the red sweatshirt, of course—and what a treat that was. He was exactly her idea of good-looking. She’d noticed him the first morning after she’d arrived, when she’d woken up early, as usual, and walked from her B&B to the marina in the crisp air. He was the only thing stirring other than herself, his red sweatshirt catching her eye across the empty boats anchored in their moorings. She watched him moving around his sailboat, tying stuff up, unfurling things and furling them back up, moving boxes from the dock into the cabin.

As she’d strolled along the walk within view of where he was docked, he’d looked up at her from the cockpit of the boat, dazzled her with a smile, and said, “Good morning” in a tone that seemed so intimate in the early stillness that she’d actually blushed.

Later she’d seen him at the post office, then the Clam Shack, the pharmacy, the hardware store, and, finally, this morning, the coffee shop. At first they’d exchanged hellos and short pleasantries—each interaction unaccountably making her palms sweat—until this morning in the coffee shop, when he stopped by her table and asked if he could join her.

He had dark blond hair and greenish brown eyes. A rugged, slightly weathered face—from sun-drenched days on the boat, she presumed—complemented by white teeth and serious cheekbones. And he had hands that looked more than capable of producing any knot the Boy Scouts could dream up. They’d produced a few in her stomach, that was for sure.

Jack. That was his name. Sailboat Jack, as she referred to him in her mind. They had hit it off immediately, their senses of humor bouncing and feeding off each other so easily that their conversation had taken off like a shot and never gotten back to the basics. She didn’t even know his last name. She only knew he owned the sailboat and it was named the Silver Surfer after some comic-book hero he’d read as a kid. And that tomorrow he was sailing back to Cape Cod.

“I decided to stay for the weekend because I know the band playing at the Hornet’s Nest, down the street,” he’d told her, “but tomorrow it’s back to Massachusetts to spend a week putting a roof on my sister’s house. She’ll have my head if I’m not finished by the end of spring break.”

Ah, a guy who knew his way around a toolbox. Good.

“Where in Massachusetts are you heading back to?” she asked, simultaneously relieved and disappointed that he did not live here in town.

“Wellfleet.” At her obviously blank look he added, “It’s a little town on the Cape.” He stirred some sugar into his coffee.


“Wellfleet,” she repeated. It sounded familiar.

His eyes flicked up to hers, his mouth quirked into a small smile, and she felt a quiver run through her. Everything about him was attractive, she thought. Even that tiny little glance.

“You probably wouldn’t know it, unless you’ve been to Cape Cod.” He glanced at her again, questioningly—the look somehow hitting her in the solar plexus—and she shook her head. “It’s not much more than a couple of streets and a harbor, but it’s nice.” He shrugged. “Real artsy. Not much going on if you live there year round, though.”

“I imagine this place is the same way,” she said, looking out the window of the diner to avert the unaccountable blush she felt coming on. If she moved up here, maybe they could see each other again. How far was Cape Cod, anyway?

He laughed. “Sure. It’s not as bad as Wellfleet, but it’s pretty dead. Summer’s a different story, though. I usually spend half the summer here because the crowds on the Cape are so much worse. That and my sister’s kids are hellions. I’m usually ready to get away from them after a few weeks.”

She laughed. “That’s charitable. I’m sure your sister appreciates that.”

“Believe me, she feels the same way.”

“Well, it must be nice to have the whole summer off,” she said, wondering if she’d found the fatal flaw in this seemingly perfect man. Sailboat Jack—unemployed drifter.

“Biggest reason I became a teacher.” He flashed a smile as mischievous as any fifth grader’s.


“Oh my God.” She laughed. “Don’t tell me you’re paid to influence young minds.”

He leaned his seat back on two legs and looked at her through amusement-narrowed eyes. “Don’t worry. They only give me the hardheaded ones.”

“Like your sister’s kids?”

He laughed. “God, no. Not as bad as that. There seems to be a gene in our family that produces demon children. No, I like other people’s kids fine, but the ones related to me are insane.”

“Oh you’d feel differently if they were your own.” She smiled, thinking it would be a shame if no one got the chance to inherit those beautifully lashed eyes.

“That’s what everyone says, but I’m not sure I want to find out. I’ve avoided it so far, anyway.” At this he stopped, tilted his head, and looked at her. “You have kids?”

“Oh no. I’ve been too…busy, I guess.”

“I bet you’ll get around to it,” he said then. “You seem like the type to produce nice, quiet children.” He smiled slightly, his eyes warm on hers.

For some reason the look had addled her brain because after that he’d invited her to the Hornet’s Nest, and she’d declined. For what? she’d thought later. Another night alone in her room at the B&B? Twelve hours to think about leaving?

He’d tried to talk her into it. The band was terrible, he’d said. She really shouldn’t miss the opportunity to get a headache without having to consume even one sip of alcohol.

But she’d continued to demur, mostly out of habit, saying she had to get up early to leave the next morning. Which was true, but still. Why not go?

Unfortunately, her practical side told her exactly why not. He was too good-looking, he lived too far away, and the last thing she needed right now was the distraction of a man. Besides, even if she moved here, it wouldn’t be for a year, and he would still live several hours away. And once she started working, she’d have no time for any kind of relationship, least of all one that would require a lot of driving. So what would be the point?

There was no point, but here she was. Standing outside the bar whose roof should be shaking from the force of the bass guitar inside, ready to take this last night and paint the town red.

She crossed the street and took hold of the door handle. Music blasted as she pulled it open and pushed into the bar. She was immediately enveloped by a blanket of smoke, heat, and humanity. All around her people with fresh sunburns and thick sporty sweatshirts laughed and bellowed at each other over the music. Delaney kept one eye peeled for Jack as she snaked her way through the crowd.

The bartender spotted her immediately as she bellied up to the bar. He sidestepped a coworker and called across the noise, chin jutting upward with the word, “Yeah?”

His forearms were enormous and covered with tattoos. A bird with upstretched wings slipped under her gaze as he took a cursory wipe at the bar in front of her with a dingy cloth.

“Beer,” she called back, and gestured toward the tap with the Geary’s lobster label on it.

He nodded and slid a pint glass under the tap.

Delaney leaned back against the round varnished edge and looked through the crowd. It was unlikely Jack would be wearing the red sweatshirt she’d first seen him in, but she found herself looking for it just the same. A surprising number of people were wearing red and each time she spotted it her stomach gave a little leap.

Simple physical chemistry, she told herself. Nothing but raging pheromones and overreacting endorphins. Still, she hadn’t felt so infatuated with anyone since she was fifteen. But then this whole weekend had been spent enjoying life in a way she hadn’t since childhood, so it should hardly be surprising.

She handed the bartender a five when he slid a dripping beer across the bar to her, and let the change sit in the puddle it had left. She’d be wanting another, she thought. She’d give Jack two beers’ time to show up before she left.

“Hi, I’m Phil.” A tall, pudgy fellow with a bright pink face squeezed next to her at the bar and held out his hand. His light hair was thinning, and his high forehead looked painfully sunburned. She automatically thought of cautioning him about the incidence of malignant melanoma in people with his coloring, but nobody liked a spoilsport.


“Delaney.” She shook his hand.

“Come here often?” He smiled, revealing a row of smallish teeth.

Delaney smiled. Definitely not from around here, she thought. The accent was too New York, not enough Down East.

Then she caught sight of him. Jack. He shouldered through the mob with a grin here, a wave there, a short conversation over one shoulder, and a familiar clasp of hands with the bartender. His hands were tan against the sleeves of his white shirt, his left one—as it had been on previous occasions—ring free. His hair was windblown but fell into an unstudied style, and his sweatshirt bagged attractively to his jeans-clad hips.

As Delaney’s eyes scanned lower, the thought came to her, unbidden and completely surprising: What would be wrong with a one-night stand?

Blushing, she looked at her beer. Empty. She ordered another.

“I’m sorry?” she asked. Phil had said something to her. She dragged her eyes from Jack’s face and tried to look attentive.

“I asked if you were here with someone.” He scratched his forehead, leaving a momentary trail of white in the scorched area.

“Ah yes, actually. I just saw the person who invited me.” She inclined her head toward Jack and picked up her new beer, leaving the change for the bartender. She paused. “You know you can use calamine lotion for that burn. Or aloe vera.”


“Oh.” Phil raised a hand to his forehead and laughed self-consciously. “Yeah, thanks.”

She smiled. “Would you excuse me?”

Delaney made it through the crowd to stand just behind Jack before she noticed the petite redhead beside him. They were talking while Jack leaned both elbows on the bar, watching the bartender draw a beer from the tap.

She stood uncertainly, wondering if he’d hoped she wouldn’t actually come when he’d invited her, which was ridiculous. She let her eyes drop down his wide back to his legs and back up when the redhead turned and nailed her with bright blue eyes.

The wretched woman nudged Jack with her elbow, and said through an amused smile, “Hey, Jack, someone’s checkin’ you out.”

Delaney shook her head and exhaled, then forced a smile as Jack turned around.

The look she got in return was well worth the embarrassment. His face lit up at the sight of her, and he gave her that killer smile.

“You made it!”

Delaney was pretty sure she was glowing. “I may be sorry in the morning, but I made it.”

He pushed back to make a space for her in the crowd, and the redheaded girl behind him jabbed him in the back.

“Oh, sorry Carol.” He adjusted his stance to face both of them. “Delaney, Carol. Carol, Delaney.”

Delaney held out her hand. “Nice to meet you.”

Carol’s mouth formed a one-sided smile as she shook Delaney’s hand in a strong, bony grip. “You too.”

“Carol was just complaining about how often she’s had to listen to this,” Jack explained.

“The bass player’s my husband,” Carol said.

“Oh.” Delaney nodded politely, relieved. Then added, “They sound good,” which was a lie so blatant both Carol and Jack started laughing.

“I told you she was nice.” Jack shifted his eyes from Carol to Delaney.

“Or deaf.” Carol smiled at her. “I’ll leave you to your date, Shep.” She threw a quick wink at Delaney, then turned back to Jack. “And don’t forget, I have some stuff to give you before you go tomorrow.”

“Might be early,” he warned.

“I don’t care. Wake me up.” She pushed off into the crowd.

Jack let her go with barely a glance. “So what changed your mind?”

Delaney shrugged, unable to repress a smile now that she had him to herself. What was it about him that turned her into a grinning idiot? “I’m not sure. I packed my bag and sat on the bed and thought, what the hell.”

Those hazel eyes, so unthreatening yet so unnerving, smiled back. He raised a brow. “What the hell, Jack? Or what the hell, beer?”

Delaney swallowed some of her beer. “That’s a very leading question.”

He raised his brows and crossed his arms over his chest. “I know.”


“I think I’m going to have to give you the safe answer and say beer.”

He shook his head and picked up his glass. “Story of my life.”

“Oh I’ll bet.”

They both laughed.

They stood next to each other for a long minute while Delaney searched for something to say. But all she could think about were his hands. What would he do if she took one in hers? she wondered. If she just held it, felt the breadth of its palm, the arrangement of its bones…

He leaned close. “Hey, this is about as slow as this band gets. Do you want to dance?” He gestured toward the packed dance floor.

Delaney glanced at the dancers locked in close embraces under a couple of dim strobing lights, and looked back into his eyes. “Yes. I would.”

He took her hand, enfolding it in his, and she squeezed it, feeling a sudden, overpowering hunger to be touched. They weaved through the crowd.

“I find myself wishing I’d decided to spend the week here,” he said, drawing her toward him with one hand and putting his other on her hip. “But then you’re leaving tomorrow anyway, aren’t you? It wouldn’t have done me any good.”

He was tall, at least six feet because Delaney at five-foot-five had to look quite a ways up to meet his gaze.

“Yes. I’ve got an 8:00 A.M. flight.” She wondered if she should mention that she might someday be back, but decided against it. Too many ifs and assumptions in that. Besides, he was probably just being polite.

“So we’re destined to be two ships passing in a weekend, huh?” He cocked his head.

“Well, one ship and a rental car.”

He laughed. “Right. Unfortunately the rental car’s moving a lot faster than my ship. So, what is it you do for a living? No, wait, let me guess.”

She gazed up at him, brows raised.

“You’re a vet. Veterinarian, that is, not a war veteran. You’ve got that scientific look in your eyes.”

The guess was so close she was momentarily taken aback.

“Wow, I’m impressed,” she said.

He bent his head toward her to hear as she spoke, and she could smell the shampoo he used, or maybe it was the fabric softener from his sweatshirt. Clean.

“So I was right? No kidding—hah!”

She’d been about to correct him, but he looked so happy to be right she didn’t have the heart.

“You know,” he continued, “I went against the obvious. Since you’re from D.C., I might have gone with lawyer, but you seem too human for that,” he said over the music.

She blinked up at him. “How did you know I was from D.C.?”

He smiled. “There are very few secrets in a town this small.”

“Goodness.” It was all she could think of to say. Why hadn’t she found out anything about him?

He chuckled. “Don’t look so nervous, now, I’m only kidding. You told Lois, at the diner, and she told me right after we had coffee this morning. Actually, I think her exact words were, ‘Don’t even think about it—she’s from D.C.’”

Delaney breathed a small sigh of relief. For a second she thought he might have called up the rental-car agency or somehow riffled through her purse. It would be just her luck to pick some great-looking stalker to flirt with.

They moved to the music, a vague, easy sort of rhythm. Her hand was on his shoulder, her palm small against its width.

She wanted to look up at him, to study his face, try to detect a flaw, but she couldn’t just stare up at him from so close. It wasn’t that he was perfect. No, he was not a pretty-boy. It didn’t even look as if he’d shaved today. But he had the kind of face that intrigued. Masculine, expressive. The flick of an eyebrow, the flash of a glance, the smallest smile, all communicated with an eloquence she found mesmerizing.

“Are you here on vacation?” His breath brushed her ear as he leaned in.

She had the ridiculous urge to turn quickly and catch his lips with hers.

She spoke loudly toward his ear. “Yes. It’s beautiful here. I’ve had a great weekend.”

“And you sure got some great weather,” he added.

She nodded, again toying with the idea of telling him she might be back. But the unusual and illicit idea of a one-night stand was still strolling around the back of her mind and revealing too much about herself somehow seemed to compromise that.

“You’re very pretty, you know.”

Delaney’s eyes flicked back to his.

He shrugged, as if he couldn’t help but pay her the compliment. “I have a weakness for blue eyes and dark hair. An Irish fixation, you might say.”

“Hm, that doesn’t sound healthy.”

One side of his mouth kicked up. “Is that your medical opinion, or a warning?”

She lifted a brow but could not stop herself from smiling. “You decide. You’re very pretty too, by the way.”

He laughed. “If that’s true, then I guess there is a secret or two left in this town.”

She smiled. Great-looking and self-deprecating. The guy couldn’t be shaping up any better.

She leaned toward his ear again, ostensibly to speak over the music but also because she liked the way his hand ran lightly up her back when she did so. “I don’t know about you, but I could use a little fresh air. Do you want to go for a walk?”

He cocked his head and regarded her speculatively. “I don’t know. Would I be safe with you?”

She shrugged. “Guess you’re going to have to take your chances.”

He shook his head, his eyes warming in a way that sent her heart racing. “I’m nothing if not a gambler. Let’s go.”

 

Delaney gave him the keys to her rental car. She probably wasn’t supposed to, but she didn’t care. She wasn’t in a mood for rules tonight. They rode through the night with all the windows down and their hair blowing wildly about their heads. Jack’s would probably look fabulous at the end of this beating, she thought, but hers would look like something out of Greek mythology.

But she didn’t care about that either. She felt too good. Delaney took deep breaths of the sharp, clean air. A twinge of coolness in the breeze had her cradling her arms across her chest, but the scent of pine and sea salt was so intoxicating she leaned her head on the seat back, looked out the window, and relished the feel of the wind in her hair. A half-moon sat high in the sky as the car flew down the road to the sea.

She looked over at Jack, saw his hand draped easily on the wheel, and she laughed out loud, stretching one hand out the window. The wind grabbed her fingers, and the sleeve of her white shirt billowed. Jack laughed too. For some reason she was sure he felt exactly as she did.

They reached the shore—a wide and deserted stretch of sand that Jack knew about—and stepped out of the car. The closing car doors echoed like gunshots in the stillness. The ocean rolled blackly ahead of them, invisible but for occasional whitecaps on the waves and the low hush of sound.

The beach, white in the moonlight and dotted with boulders, stretched out before a forest of dark towering pines. To Delaney it felt like an elaborate secret. Remote and primeval. She pulled off her shoes and ran toward the water, sand still warm from the day’s sun, flipping up behind her bare feet and crackling against her jeans. She slowed when she reached the dampness near the surf and was caught from behind by strong arms. She hadn’t expected him to follow, but the feel of his arms around her was so delicious she laughed as he pulled her from her feet and spun her.

“Do you know how beautiful you are?” Jack turned her around to face him. He bent his knees to look levelly into her eyes. “No, I don’t think you do. I sure am glad I waited till tomorrow to leave.”

His smile was open, and she surprised herself by putting her arms around his neck. “Me too.”

Jack’s hands ran down her sides, broad palms following her curves, warming the skin beneath her cotton shirt. Her body drank in the sensation, craving more, pushing close. She wanted to curl into his hands like a cat being stroked, wanted his touch everywhere, awakening her senses.

His lips touched hers, and she melted against him, opening her mouth as his tongue slipped past her lips. His arms tightened around her. She let herself go, awash in the feel of his hair in her hands, his chest on hers, his long, muscled thighs against her legs.

He cupped her waist, exploring the shape of her, making her feel small, sensual, and important. She wanted to disappear into his body, become nothing but a spark of heat and passion dancing along the waves.

Jack made a sound low in his throat and pulled away. “Damn.” His voice was quiet, his hands tight along the small of her back. “My heart is beating dangerously fast.”

“In that case, I prescribe a cold shower.”

Even in the dark she could see his eyes smile as his hands traveled up her back. “You might be right.” In one fluid motion he swung her up into his arms and started walking.

“What are you doing?” she demanded, but she could not help the laugh that skipped out across the beach.

She could just make out the dimples his smile made. “Veterinarian,” he said, moving toward the water, “heal thyself.”

Before she knew it, he was wading into the surf, cold waves crashing about his legs. She clung to his neck, screaming with laughter and giving in to the abandon that had taken over her soul.

Despite herself, Delaney heard herself squealing like a teenage girl who wanted nothing more than for the teasing to continue. “Don’t! Oh God, don’t do it. I’m serious. Please.”

Jack waded farther in, until Delaney felt the icy water hit her in the behind. She shrieked with surprise, pulse racing, hands gripping his shoulders. Then an unseen wave whitecapped in front of them and she knew it was all over—at least the dry part. The wall of water pushed them backward until the wave broke over their heads, but Jack’s arms were tight. He dunked them under the crest, the cold shocking, and they floated upward on the other side of the breaker.

Delaney sputtered, laughing, out of the water.


“I’m sorry.” Jack flipped his hair out of his eyes, water spraying her face. His laughter sounded close in the vast night, and she clung gratefully to the warmth of his body against hers. “I didn’t mean for that—”

Another wave caught them and this time they broke apart, rolling and bouncing in the surf. Delaney’s palms scraped the sandy bottom and water tugged the shirt from her pants. They surfaced independently in the shallows and crawled out to the shore.

Delaney’s hair and shirt were plastered to her body. Her jeans were stiff as wet cement and coated with sand. She got just out of reach of the waves and fell onto her back, shivering. Sand crunched beneath her as she gasped for air, laughing and coughing at the same time.

Then Jack was beside her, warm and potent, his lips on hers, salty, wet, and demanding. Passion exploded within her. She brought her hands up to his forehead, pushed back the hair that dripped water onto her face, then slid her fingers down his back, pulling him onto her. He stopped, sat up, and pulled his shirt over his head. Delaney’s hands instantly reached for the cool skin of his chest and stomach.

He smoothed the hair from her face and bent to kiss her lips softly.

“Want me to help you out of those wet things?” he asked, his voice low.

Delaney wanted nothing more, but she hesitated. Habits of caution die hard, she thought, then said slowly. “You know…” A smile spread itself across her face. “I think I do.”

She sat up and plucked at the buttons of her shirt. Jack stopped her, raised her arms and peeled the wet shirt up and over her head. She felt it go with a mixture of exhilaration and surprise. He unhooked her bra and tossed it aside with the shirt. The night air caressed her breasts, and the chill made her nipples stand hard.

“Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” he murmured. His hands skimmed her body, raising shivers of pleasure along her skin. “I don’t know what I did to deserve it, but tonight I am the luckiest man alive.”

Delaney touched his cheek. “It’s not luck.” She wasn’t sure why she said it, or even exactly what she meant. All she knew was that she felt something stronger than the moment seemed to warrant.

He turned his head and kissed her palm, his eyes on hers. “No.” His voice was quiet, and they looked at each other for a slow beat.

He moved his hands to cover her breasts lightly, then brought his head around to kiss beneath her ear. Her neck curved back as his lips moved down to her collarbone, then on to her breast. He took the peak in his mouth and she inhaled with the sensation, his tongue swirling around the aureole before pulling against the nipple. She arched back, and his hips pressed into hers, his erection obvious.

Part of Delaney’s mind attempted to get her attention, tried to reason whether or not this was smart over the thrum of nerves and the humming of adrenaline. But her limbs were molten, and only her hands sought answers. Her body was in the grip of an instinct more powerful than reason, one she had no inclination to ignore.

She shifted to her side and her fingers fumbled for, then found the button of his jeans. The zipper opened easily, and she pushed her hand into his heat. He inhaled when she touched him, and she smiled at his obvious pleasure.

“I want you,” she heard herself say, and knew for a fact at that moment that she was dangerously drunk. Drunk with abandon and excitement. Drunk with pleasure.

They parted and shed their jeans as quickly as they were able, laughing together at the effort it took to get the wet denim over their damp bodies.

As they came back together he stopped and gazed at her. “Delaney.” His voice was deep.

“Jack.” Her voice was just a whisper, and the word felt strange on her lips.

He pushed his hair back from his face and took her hand, looking down at it a moment. His thumb moved across her fingers as if counting the number of bones.

“I want you to know that…I find you incredibly attractive.”

Silence hung in the aftermath, and while he looked like he might say more, the absurdity of the statement struck her, and she began to giggle. Here she was, naked in front of him, just as he was in front of her, and he decided to tell her he’s attracted to her?


He smiled, too, but continued looking at her hand. “I guess I just want to say that I don’t do this all the time.”

Delaney paused, the smile still playing about her lips. Though she hadn’t been nervous about him before, she felt even better about him now. He was a truly nice guy. Just as she’d suspected.

“I don’t either,” she said, glad to be able to make the admission. “But I sure want to tonight.”

He kissed her, then, until they were both lying on the sand, the waves licking at their feet.

His hot skin warmed hers and the feel of his chest, his palms on her body, his tongue tracing her lips, exhilarated her. Their hands roamed, caught each other, squeezed, and moved on. Jack’s fingers trailed down her stomach and into the hair at the apex of her thighs. Delaney opened her legs and felt his fingers slide slick inside. Her muscles stretched and contracted at the same moment, and in the dark she saw him smile. She breathed out with a satisfaction she hadn’t felt in years.

He kissed her neck again and traced his tongue to her ear. She shivered.

“Wait.” His voice was molten lava, his breath hot on her cool skin. He started to pull away.

“No.” She held him. She didn’t want anything to stop. Her body felt possessed, craving his hands, his lips, his touch inside of her.

He kissed her lightly. “Just for a second,” he whispered. “Let’s be careful.” He reached for his pants.


She let go and watched him, missing the warmth of his body on hers. She folded her arms across her stomach.

He wrestled a wallet from the back pocket of his wet jeans and pulled from that a plastic packet. A condom.

Relief almost made her laugh. He didn’t want to stop, she thought. Thank God. But what a fool she might have been, carried away as she was. She, the doctor, hadn’t thought of a condom.

A wave broke low on the bank and tickled her feet. Jack opened the package with deft fingers and pulled the condom out. He hesitated. Her eyes scanned his body, from his chest to his hardened manhood, before she realized he’d paused. She looked into his face.

“Are you sure, Delaney?” His quiet voice carried over the sound of the surf.

She paused. This was a man who carried a condom in his wallet. A man who had a day and a half ago no fewer than three women on his boat. A man who, despite his words, probably did this all the time. She knew she should think harder about this.

She nodded. “I’m sure.”

He smiled, then slid his hand behind her neck, under her wet hair, and kissed her soundly on the lips.

“I could really fall for you.”

Her lips curved against his, and she fought an urge to laugh. What was it about this guy that made that kind of corny line so seductive? She pulled him down over her. When he entered her, smooth and sweet, she felt as if her body were welcoming him home. They fused and moved as one. Their breath coursed together, and their hands spoke volumes to each other, more eloquently than words ever could.

Maybe it had simply been too long a time, but Delaney didn’t remember sex ever being like this. How in the world had she gone so long without this, she wondered, as her body and mind rolled in waves of desire. Her hips rose, and he thrust deeper and harder inside of her. His arms and chest flexed under her roving fingers, and his hips drove against hers in a driven, instinctive rhythm neither one could stop.

“I wish you could stay inside me forever,” she whispered.

“I will,” he said, then threw back his head with a deep exhalation. “Oh Jesus.” The words floated on a breath as he pulsed deep within her. “Don’t move. I’ll stay. I promise I’ll stay.”

And he did, until Delaney thought she’d spun off the face of the earth to glitter with the stars so clear in the sky above.









Chapter 2



Washington, D.C.
 June

 

Six weeks later Delaney sat in the bathroom of her D.C. apartment and stared at the white-plastic stick in her hand.

A minus sign and a plus sign. First one, then the other, big as life on the narrow piece of plastic. Such childish, simple things. She pictured them written big and blocky on a schoolroom chalkboard. 1+1=3

“Dee?” Michael, her best friend since high school, called through the door, his voice tentative with concern. “Your mother’s on the phone. Should I tell her you’ll call her back?”

Her arm began to ache, and she dropped it to her lap, shifting her gaze out the bathroom window to the Dumpster in the alley.

“God, yes,” she said, amazed that her own voice emerged so steadily.


“Right.”

She heard his steps return to the phone in the kitchen, then his muted words placating her mother.

I’ve been on every other night this month, she thought, the toughest call schedule I’ve had this year. That’s why I’m tired. That’s why I feel kind of sick in the morning. That’s why my period is so late. I’m stressed.

She dropped her head, her eyes closed.

“What did she want?” Delaney called back through the door when she heard Michael return to the living room. Surely if she thought about something else for a while the pregnancy test in her hand would disappear.

She was a doctor, for God’s sake. Doctors didn’t accidentally get pregnant.

“I’m not sure. Maybe it was her mother’s intuition, but she said she was just calling to chat. How weird is that?”

Delaney frowned. Her mother rarely called “to chat.” Maybe her father had left the house for cigarettes or something. Otherwise, Mrs. Poole would never dare have a conversation he was not aware of.

Michael’s steps approached the bathroom door again. “Honey,” he said against the crack, his voice muffled and close, dramatically intoned, “dare I ask?”

She took a deep breath. “I think it’s wrong,” she said finally, and heard him sigh heavily. “I should probably throw it away and start over tomorrow, or the next day.”

“Dee.” His voice, always gentle, was implacable. “You’ve put this off long enough. Don’t toy with me now. Did you get a result?”

He was right. It was already unavoidable. The vague nausea, the missed period, the sudden sensitivity to smells and foods, it all made perfect sense. Her body was behaving properly for the situation she had gotten it into.

“Yes.” She closed her eyes and pressed a hand to her fluttering stomach. Fear. She stood up and opened the door. Michael’s soft blue eyes and concerned expression nearly undid her. She swallowed hard and held out the stick for him to view. “I’m scared, Michael. I can’t remember the last time I felt this scared.”

Michael’s face reflected the same shock and disbelief she felt. “Oh Dee,” he said. “Oh God.”

He opened his arms and she stepped into them. It felt weird. Michael was not a tall guy and his frame was slight. They’d never been physically affectionate with each other, but they’d shared so much in their fifteen years of friendship that she couldn’t turn away from the gesture. Still, it felt odd to be held by Michael. Everything in this circumstance felt odd.

“This is wrong,” she said into his shoulder. “Have you ever had that feeling? That you’re falling into a situation that is just utterly wrong?”

He laughed ruefully, and they stepped apart. “All the time. But I know you don’t. I can’t believe this is happening to you.”

She backed up and sat down on the toilet lid. “It could be wrong.”


Michael shrugged, and she knew neither one of them believed it.

“When I was a kid,” she began slowly, “I always had the feeling that things were out of my control. That’s why I spent my entire adult life managing things so meticulously. You know how I worked in high school. How I saved every dime to get to college, and then medical school. And now, when I’m finally close to getting out of residency, when I’m finally going to get to live a life of my own choosing and control, now I’m supposed to deal with this? How could this have happened?”

She glanced up and saw a dubious look on Michael’s face and had to laugh. “All right, I know how it happened. But I had sex one time in the last seven months. Once.”

“I know,” Michael said gently.

Delaney swallowed back tears. God, when was the last time she’d cried, for pity’s sake?

“Oh hell,” she said then, forcing a wry smile to her lips. “All right, it’s not as if this happened without my participation. Nothing immaculate about this conception.” She tried to laugh.

“That’s right, at least you got the benefit of some great sex first. You did say it was great, didn’t you?”

Her rueful smile became real for just a second before she squelched it. “Yeah, so I had some great sex with a good-looking guy who had a little charm. A one-night stand with a guy whose last name I can’t even remember…though I think someone called him ’Shep’ at some point. And now I’m going to have his child. Can you beat that? God, when I screw up, I do it right.”

It was inconceivable. So inconceivable, in fact, that even as she sat there, stunned, she could not work up the requisite panic the situation seemed to call for. Thank God for Michael, she thought. Just seeing his concerned face kept her from feeling as if her life was over. At least she wouldn’t be alone through it. Michael would help her.

“So you were responsible for what happened. It almost doesn’t matter now,” Michael said. “The facts are what they are. So what are you going to do about them?”

She looked up at him and shrugged. “I’m going to have a baby.”

He raised one brow, a hand on his hip. “Are you?”

She knew what he was implying, that she had another choice. But she knew in her heart she didn’t.

She nodded slowly. “Yes. I am.” After a second she added, “It’s funny. I always assumed I’d think about having children later. It was one of those ‘maybe someday’ things, you know?” She shrugged, then smiled wryly. “I guest someday is today.”

He stood silently a minute, their eyes on each other. “You know what?” he said finally. “I’m not even worried about you. If anyone can handle this, you can. Now come on.” He leaned into the bathroom, took her hand, and pulled her up.

Delaney tossed the pregnancy test into the trash can as he pulled her out into the living room.

“What are we doing?” she asked.


“We’re going to figure this out.” He sat her down on the sofa and seated himself in the armchair across from her. “Now. Remember how we worked through the problem of your getting out of your house to go to college? Remember how we found you that public-health money for med school? Remember how we got you this apartment for next to nothing?”

She nodded after each of these things.

“Well, we’re going to figure this out, too. Now I’m going to ask you some tough questions, and I want you to give me your gut answer. All right?”

She nodded again, mentally thanking God that someone else was here to take charge of her chaotic thoughts.

“How far along are you?”

She counted backward to that balmy April night. “About six weeks.” Her mind worked. “That would make the fetus about the size of a grain of rice right now…”

She paused, thinking how close that felt to being correctable, changeable, as if she could just take a tiny step back in time and alter reality.

“Pretty small,” Michael said, watching her.

She nodded. But there was only one way to alter this reality, and she couldn’t do it.

“So that puts the due date around…January 20,” she said quietly.

There had probably already been some softening of the cervix and uterus, she thought. “I should start prenatal vitamins immediately. And there are some tests that should be done as soon as possible. Hematocrit, rubella titer, Pap smear, urinalysis, albumin, white blood cell, blood and bacteria, and tuberculin skin tests.”

She ticked them off as if she were taking an exam.

“Okay,” Michael said. “Think of this clinically, if that helps you. Anything else?”

She felt a blush rise to her cheeks. “VDRL and gonorrhea tests should be done, too.” Because who knew anything about Jack Maybe-Shepherd?

Michael frowned. “Honey, I thought you said you used a condom.”

“I did,” she said with all the feeling of injustice the situation provoked in her. “And it should have protected me from some of that, but let’s face it. It’s already failed—spectacularly—on at least one front, so the tests should be done.” She pressed three fingers to her forehead and took a deep breath.

“All right, all right.” Michael sat forward in the chair, his hands out patting the air calm in front of him. “Now, here’s the toughie. Will the father be involved?”

A shudder ran through her. “No,” she said immediately. “No, no, no. I don’t need some man in here thinking he has a right to tell me what to do. Besides, I have no idea how or where to find him. I can’t even remember the name of that town he said he was from. Something like Wellsley? Wellsmead? Who knows?”

“Dee, honey, that’s sounding like an emotional response to me. Think about it now.”


“No,” she said, shaking her head, unwilling to stop and examine the anxious flutterings in her head and stomach. “I can do this on my own. After all, I’m going to be thirty years old in a couple of months. I’ve got a solid career and a stable income. There’s no reason I can’t have this child and bring it up myself.”

“Except that he’s the father,” Michael said gently.

She rubbed a hand across her forehead again.

“He’s got a stake in the outcome,” Michael continued.

She exhaled firmly.

“He might be needed by your child down the road. He might want to help raise it, be part of its life.”

“He might think he could tell me what to do,” she objected. Adrenaline pumped through her veins so vehemently that she almost stood up. The only thing that kept her seated was knowing that Michael would think she was getting hysterical, and she hated anyone thinking she was anything but rational and logical. “He would think he could tell me what I’m doing wrong, or how I should be. He could have the mistaken idea that I owe it to him to alter my plans to accommodate his rights.”

She stood up then, aghast, and walked in a circle, stopping next to the sofa upon which she’d sat.

“But what rights does he have?” she demanded. “He has no rights. We had a one-night stand. No strings. Neither of us said anything about seeing each other again.”


Michael was wearing that dubious look again. He ran one hand through his hair, the tight blond curls springing instantly back into shape.

“And why should we have?” she persisted. “He lives somewhere in Massachusetts. I live in Washington, D.C. Who would pursue a romance over that long a distance? We had sex, that was all. One overexcited night that came and went like the weather
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