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CHAPTER ONE

 


 


The newborn waved her tiny fists as she lay
along Dr. Quentin Ladd’s arm with her head cradled in his hand. Her
face, still red from the journey into life, quirked with a hint of
a smile.

“Seven pounds, three ounces. Ten fingers and
toes,” he told her, and double-checked the name on the bassinet.
“Lisa, you passed your first test with flying colors. Next stop,
Harvard.”

Baby-blue eyes blinked at him, not quite
focusing. Then she sneezed.

“That’s good,” Quent said. “You can clear
your airways with the best of them. I knew you were a winner.”

He’d thoroughly tested her reflexes,
heartbeat, breathing and other parameters. All normal. He was glad
for her sake and for that of her numerous doting relatives, who had
overflowed the waiting room during her birth.

It was one more happy event for Doctors
Circle, a private hospital and clinic established in Serene Beach,
California, to ensure the best care for mothers, would-be mothers
and their babies. As a newly minted neonatologist, Quent had been
thrilled when he was invited to join the staff a couple of months
ago.

While he was gently replacing the baby
beneath her warmer light, Lisa’s gaze connected, ever so briefly,
with his. A sense of wonder spread through Quent as the little
girl’s future shimmered before him, from her early steps to the day
she would hold a baby of her own.

Where had all that come from? It wasn’t as
if he would be spending a lot of time with this particular infant,
cute as she was. But it gave Quent a gut-level appreciation for the
joy he saw on the faces of new fathers.

Although babies had always interested him
from a clinical point of view, lately he’d begun to take a more
personal interest. This was the most intense experience yet.

Perhaps it was because he’d spent time this
past year with his now fifteen-month-old niece and four-year-old
nephew. Or maybe it had something to do with finally, at age
twenty-nine, having finished his training and taken his place as a
full-fledged specialist.

Turning away, he stripped off his gloves and
picked up his clipboard to finish his notes. Smiling, Quent paced
through the dimly lit nursery, saying hello to some of the babies
he’d checked in the past day or two, although others were in the
rooms with their moms. He would see many of them again when their
parents brought them for regular care at the Well-Baby Clinic in an
adjacent building, where he spent most of his hours.

Before leaving the nursery, he removed his
white coverall and stuffed it into a laundry container to be
sterilized. A nurse, Sue Anne, greeted him with a flare of interest
on her face.

Quent wasn’t sure why he didn’t invite her
to join him for dinner, since it was almost five o’clock on a
Friday night. She was pretty and friendly, and, until recently,
he’d enjoyed playing the field. These days, though, he’d lost
interest in spending time with anyone except his best buddy.

Having a woman, even a colleague like
psychologist Amy Ravenna, as his best buddy was unusual, he
supposed. They’d started attending ball games and playing sports
together as if it were the most natural thing in the world, and
going with the flow suited Quent.

Speak of the devil, when he emerged from the
nursery, there she stood, Amy in the flesh, gazing through the
window at the babies. Among the usual scattering of cooing
grandparents, aunts and uncles, her tall, slim figure stood
out.

In profile to him, Amy studied one baby
after another. As the staff psychologist, she must be treating the
parents of some of the infants, Quent figured. Checking out the
newborns apparently figured into her counseling strategy, although
he could have sworn he saw wistfulness in her expression.

He’d never met anyone with such an
intriguing mixture of professionalism and tomboy enthusiasm. It
amused him to see how, this late in the day, her black French braid
was beginning to unravel behind her tailored suit jacket.

“Hey,” he said.

Startled, Amy swung around. “Oh! Hi, Quent.”
He noticed, as he did every time he saw her, how stunning she was,
with her high cheekbones and lively dark eyes, and how utterly
unaware she was of it. No wonder she had to fend men off with a
stick.

“What brings you here?” With a teasing note,
he added, “Coming to see me, I hope.”

“As a matter of fact, yes. Before I left for
the day, I wanted to ask you about the rain,” she said.

“It’s raining?” Mid-November was well into
the Southern California rainy season, but it had been only partly
cloudy earlier that afternoon.

“Not yet. It’s in the forecast for tomorrow.
We’re supposed to catch the tail of a hurricane that’s lingering
down off Mexico,” Amy said. “Should we cancel our plans?”

“I’m not afraid of a little water. Are you?”
He already knew the answer, but challenging each other was part of
the fun.

Soon after he’d arrived in Serene Beach,
he’d run into Amy at the sports-oriented Paris Bar and recognized
her as a colleague. That night, they’d battled each other at video
games until their eyes crossed from overuse. Soon they were jogging
together, watching ball games and simply hanging out after work,
with no strings attached. Amy was never flirtatious like other
women.

That had been a relief. Lately, it had
occurred to Quent that maybe, being four years older than him and
accustomed to more sophisticated men, she considered him too young
for anything more involved than attending the movies. He might
surprise her one of these days.

“Afraid of water? Hardly!” She sniffed in
feigned indignation. “The fact is, I figured you might wimp out on
me. It’s going to be hard enough jogging in the sand when you’re
not used to it, without having to deal with a downpour, too.”

“If you can handle sand, so can I.” He
couldn’t resist adding, “I’ll probably run you ragged.”

“I’ll bet you won’t.” The way Amy lifted her
chin reminded him that she’d held her own in a household with three
brothers.

“You’re on for tomorrow,” he said.

“My place. Three o’clock.”

“I’ll be there.” He was looking forward to
it.

*

Amy jogged in place, waiting for the light
at Pacific Coast Highway to change. The rain was so heavy, she
could hardly see the signal.

“I thought you could handle anything,” Quent
challenged. Beside her, he stood grinning cockily, not seeming to
mind that the downpour had flattened his thick blond hair and made
his T-shirt cling like a second skin to his sculpted chest.

“So I lied,” she said, tearing her gaze away
from his muscular build.

Everything was fine as long as they kept
things on a buddy level. Amy would rather shrivel up and get rinsed
down the drain than let Quent know that she found him just as
irresistible as did all the nurses and receptionists who gossiped
about him at work.

He assumed, because she encouraged him to,
that Amy knew the ropes. She tossed out frequent, joking references
to her active social life and many admirers because that was a lot
more comfortable than letting him, or anyone other than her closest
friends, in on the truth.

She was a tomboy who rarely dated. Always
had been and, like it or not, probably always would be. Having
spent her teen years with just her dad and three brothers, she’d
grown up as one of the wolf pack, so to speak.

Amy wished she knew how to be more feminine,
but, until she’d met Quent, she hadn’t had a good enough reason to
venture outside her comfort zone. Now she had no idea where to
start. Besides, with him, it was too late.

At one point this afternoon, they’d drifted
a short distance apart while jogging. Almost immediately, a lushly
built woman in tight exercise shorts and a halter top had fallen
into step with Quent and was inviting him home for a drink.

The woman had never met him before. Where
did she get the nerve? Or the courage?

Amy wished she could flirt easily. She kind
of wished she were smaller and daintier with a large bust and full
lips, although the truth was that those things wouldn’t help unless
she got over her social anxiety.

That fear of being judged in society had
drawn her into the field of psychology. Helping others overcome
their insecurities and survive their losses proved deeply
rewarding. Applying those insights to herself was trickier.

The light changed. “Go!” Amy said, and shot
forward.

Although she’d been faster off the curb,
Quent’s long stride caught her up by the time they’d crossed the
six lanes. With her peripheral vision, Amy could see the hard
muscles pumping in his thighs and buttocks as he passed her.

Determined not to be left behind, she put on
a burst of speed and moved ahead. Growing up in a family of men,
she’d learned to push herself to the limit.

Quent didn’t strain to reclaim the lead. He
seemed content to match her pace as they traversed the funky
neighborhood, whose narrow streets and pocket-sized dwellings
belied its exorbitant housing prices.

Living near the beach wasn’t cheap. Amy was
grateful that she’d managed to buy a condo, although it had been a
financial stretch. That kind of risk didn’t intimidate her.

A quarter mile farther on, they arrived
breathless at her complex. The condos were two stories high except
for hers, at one end. Due to the lay of the land, if it had had
more than one story, it would have blocked the view from an
expensive home located behind it. Serene Beach had an ordinance
protecting properties’ views.

As the two of them hurried along the
walkway, rain streamed into the unoccupied swimming pool, while a
couple of palm trees swayed in the stiffening wind. This was
turning into a gale.

Amy unlocked her door. “Coming in?”

She wasn’t sure what she hoped he’d say.
They usually met in neutral places, only entering her condo for a
game of darts or to grab a beer from the fridge. Partly by choice,
she hadn’t visited Quent’s apartment at all.

There was no sense in tormenting yourself
with what you didn’t have. Or, more accurately, with what you
doubted you could handle.

“That’s the best invitation I’ve had all
day.” With a grin, he followed her inside.

There was no turning back now. Not that she
expected anything much to happen.

While Quent waited, dripping, in the tiled
entryway, Amy retrieved a couple of towels from the bathroom and
tossed him one.

“Great,” Quent said, drying his face. “This
will greatly lessen our risk of hypothermia.”

“Spoken like a doctor.”

“I’m not entirely kidding. I can hear your
teeth chattering,” he said.

Okay, she was shivering in her running
clothes. Big deal. “I’ll be fine as soon as I make coffee.” Amy
pulled off her sodden shoes and dropped them in a corner. “No,
wait. I’m out.”

“You’re out of coffee?” Quent said. “That’s
un-American.”

“I think I’ve got a bag of microwave
popcorn.”

“Just one?”

“I didn’t get to the supermarket this week.”
Amy swiped the towel across her legs. “I’m not much of a cook.”

Amy had been twelve when her mother ran off
with another man, and she’d refused to become a substitute
housekeeper for her brothers and her father, a chiropractor. She’d
avoided cooking and shopping as much as possible.

Along the way to her early thirties,
youthful habits had become ingrained. Amy had developed such a
mental block that, even as an adult, she procrastinated about any
kind of shopping. If her friends Natalie and Heather hadn’t pushed
her to furnish her condo, she might still be sleeping on a
futon.

“I’ll pop the corn. You go change.” Quent
caught her shoulders and steered her toward the bedrooms.

Amy wasn’t sure which pleased her most, his
touch or the fact that he was taking care of her. Not that it meant
anything. He was her buddy, that was all.

“Need a dry sweatshirt?” she asked. His thin
running shorts looked like the type to dry quickly and, besides,
she definitely didn’t have anything that would fit him there.

“Sure,” he said. “As long as it doesn’t say
Rams on it.”

“I hope you don’t think I would sully my
house with a Chargers sweatshirt!” Amy retorted.

They both claimed fierce allegiance to their
favorite teams. She wasn’t sure either of them really meant it.

Come baseball season, they’d simply switch
the names of the teams and continue their rivalry. Or, more likely,
by then Quent would have a girlfriend and would be kidding around
with her instead.

Stop feeling sorry for yourself. You’re fine
the way you are.

In a bedroom that featured sports posters
above a light-oak bed and bureau, she stripped off her soaked
garments. After a moment’s debate, she pulled on a forest-green
sweater over a pair of jeans and brushed her long black hair out of
its ponytail. She added a touch of lipstick, which was as much
makeup as she usually wore.

Amy regarded her reflection in the small
mirror above the dresser. Darn, she couldn’t see the whole picture.
Come to think of it, she didn’t own a full-length mirror, because
she rarely needed one.

What was she fussing about? she asked
herself grumpily. She didn’t want to be some guy’s plaything. Quent
had made it clear when they’d met that he was bent on sowing his
wild oats after years of grinding away at his medical studies. Let
him enjoy it, while she enjoyed her independence.

Remembering her promise to provide him with
warm clothing, she prowled through the closet. From the back, she
lifted a bright-pink sweatshirt bearing the image of a black cat.
Her friend Natalie Winford, who was soon to become the bride of the
clinic’s administrator, had bought it for her at the nearby Black
Cat Café as an impulsive gift.

Pulling it off the hanger, Amy scooted past
the second bedroom, which served as a home office, and the third
one, which was empty. The combination living-dining room had the
usual assortment of furniture, thanks to her friends’ supervision,
but Amy had augmented the décor with a few touches of her own.

There was, for instance, the electronic
dartboard on one wall. Also, a video-game system dominated the
dining room. They suited Amy perfectly.

There was no sign of Quent. Judging by the
mouth-watering scent, he’d kept his promise to pop the corn.

Sure enough, she located him in the kitchen,
larger than life and twice as sexy, leaning against the counter.
When Quent wasn’t working or otherwise active, he always seemed to
be leaning on something, Amy mused.

The first time she’d seen him, he’d been
holding up one wall of the hallway between her counseling office
and the Well-Baby Clinic. She had the same reaction now that she’d
had then: a racing heartbeat and a melting sensation in her
core.

Now, as then, she did her best to ignore
it.

“I’m glad to see what a gourmet cook you
are,” Quent joked, nodding toward the take-out sacks stuffed in the
wastebasket.

“Huh. Anybody can whip up a chicken cordon
bleu.” Amy indicated a refrigerator magnet displaying the phone
number of a local pizza parlor. “I’m famous for devising the most
inventive combinations this side of Italy. Ever try pineapple,
anchovies and onions?”

“I think I treated a kid for eating one of
those last week,” Quent said. “By the way, I made the mistake of
opening your fridge and nearly got sucked into the void.”

“You’re just mad because I’m out of
beer.”

“That, too.” He removed the bag of popcorn
from the microwave and replaced it with two mugs of water. Judging
by the box of hot chocolate mix sitting nearby, Amy guessed she was
in for a treat.

A thrumming noise drew her attention to the
window. “What a torrent! It’s only rained this hard once or twice
since I moved in.” She’d moved to Serene Beach four years ago,
after counseling patients at a low-cost clinic in Fresno.

“We could light a fire in the fireplace,”
Quent said.

A crackling blaze, hot chocolate, the man of
her daydreams taking her in his arms…Abruptly, Amy’s idyll vanished
and she thudded down to earth. Or, more accurately, down to
hearth.

“I don’t have a fireplace,” she said. “How
about a portable heater?”

“Does it glow when it gets hot?” Quent
asked.

She nodded.

“That’ll do.” He indicated the garment
tucked under her arm. “What’s that?”

“Catch.” She tossed him the pink sweatshirt.
“As I promised.”

He held it up. “Not really my color.”

“Pink looks good on blonds,” Amy said.

“In that case, how can I refuse?” He
shrugged off his clinging wet shirt, gave his powerful chest a
swipe from his towel, and reached for the sweatshirt.

Her kingdom for the nerve to reach out, Amy
thought. She longed to stroke him so much her palms itched. It was
almost an ache, this yearning to run her hands along that rippling
bare skin and feel the masculine hardness.

Hardness? Seriously?

She didn’t dare risk changing their
relationship. It might be fun, but before long, Quent would start
to feel uncomfortable around her. Then he’d simply add her to his
collection of conquests, and she’d hate the sight of him. A quick
fling was not worth risking their good times.

He yanked the sweatshirt into place.
Although loose on Amy, it clung to him. “Not bad,” he said. “You
loan this to all your boyfriends?”

“Only the blond ones,” she said.

“I hope you wash it in between.” The
microwave bell rang, summoning Quent.

“Usually. If I remember. I mean, they come
and go so fast, who can keep track?”

She didn’t like misleading him, even as a
joke, but if Quent discovered how little experience she had, the
man would laugh. Amy would hate to be teased about the fact that
she’d reached her third decade still a virgin, and not entirely by
choice. Above all, she didn’t want Quent to be the man with whom
she finally experienced intimacy, because it would mean much more
to her than it would to him.

Someday, Amy hoped to meet a gentle guy who
would love and treasure her. The problem was, when she did run
across men like that, she felt a big fat nothing toward them.
Certainly not the scary, exhilarating sense of riding a roller
coaster that hit her whenever she imagined Quent’s mouth covering
hers, his body pressing her down…

“Is it something I said?” He stood there
holding out a steaming mug of cocoa. “Or are you ignoring me on
purpose?”

“I was remembering the last macho hunk who
wore that sweatshirt,” Amy invented.

“I could wipe up the floor with him.”

“Oh, yeah? He was a wrestler.”

“Professional?” he asked.

“Just with me,” she said. “I won, by the
way. Pinned him best two out of three. Come to think of it, we
never got to three.”

Carrying the popcorn, Quent proceeded into
the living room. “Maybe we should try that.”

“I wouldn’t want to hurt you,” she said.

“Hurt me? You didn’t take a close enough look at my
muscles while I had my shirt off,” he shot back. “Care for me to
strip again?”

With all my heart. “I’ll pass,” Amy
said. “Hang on.”

Setting aside her mug, she dug through the
front closet for the portable heater. She discovered it behind her
ski poles and Boogie board.

Set up in front of the couch and plugged
into an extension cord, it radiated a luxurious circle of warmth.
Amy and Quent sank onto the sofa to enjoy it.

Unfortunately, they kept sliding to the
middle. She tried not to react when his knee nudged hers or to the
brush of his shoulder as he raised his mug to drink. Not so he’d
notice, anyway.

“I like your hair loose that way.” Quent’s
voice sounded hoarse.

“It won’t dry in a ponytail.” She couldn’t
meet his eyes, not sitting this close. They’d practically be
kissing.

Overhead, a gust of wind hit the roof.
Instinctively, she shifted closer to Quent, as if he could protect
her from the storm.

Their hands met when they both reached into
the popcorn bag. Amy’s skin prickled.

“Next time I’ll stock up on supplies so we
can each have our own,” she said.

“I prefer this,” Quent murmured.

She stopped trying to deny the heat deep
inside her, the tingling in her lips, the inability to think of
anything except Quent’s broad chest. She simply had to touch him,
just once.

“Are you sure that sweatshirt isn’t too
tight?” She ran her hand across his shoulders. “It looks snug.”

“I can’t tell you what that does to a guy.”
He set his mug beside Amy’s on the coffee table and clasped her
waist. “You’re going to slug me for this, but I can’t resist.”

Amy’s mind went white. Time slowed, and the
universe filled with the slow, inevitable descent of Quent’s mouth
onto hers.

Her lips parted to welcome him. Despite its
tenderness, the kiss jolted her. She swayed toward him until her
breasts grazed his chest.

His palms caressed her hips, bringing her
closer, then raised trails of sparkles as he stroked up her rib
cage. She ought to draw back. Ought to, but couldn’t.

Amy played her hands along Quent’s back,
down to that incredibly tight masculine butt. She might never get
this chance again, she thought dazedly.

When his tongue explored the corners of her
lips, she teased it with light nips that intensified his probing.
His strong, skilled hands slid beneath the waistline of her sweater
and smoothed upwards to the swell of her breasts.

She wore only a thin sports bra, a fact that
he discovered rapidly. His hands covered the small nubs, arousing
white-hot flames that licked through her body.

Was he simply acting like a guy, responding
unthinkingly to whatever woman he was with? Amy didn’t want to
know. She’d never felt such powerful sensations before.

“Amazing.” Quent drew his head back. “I
should have known you’d be…you’d be…”

Whatever he meant to say, Amy was never to
learn, because at that moment a huge crash shook the room. It felt
as if a bomb had gone off.

She was too shocked to move until cold water
blasted her face and tiny pieces of something spattered across her
hand. “What on earth?”

With an oath, Quent pulled her away from the
couch. “We’d better turn off the power before something catches
fire.” He reached down and unplugged the heater. “That’s for good
measure.”

There were pieces of white ceiling plaster
clinging to her sweater, Amy realized. Her brain still struggled to
accept what had happened, but as they reached the doorway en route
to the fuse box, the truth dawned.

She’d finally kissed the man of her dreams, and the
roof had caved in.

 


 


 


CHAPTER TWO

 


 


“That’s one heckuva palm tree,” said the
fireman, studying the wreckage from the rain-drenched parking
lot.

The tree had fallen straight across Amy’s
roof, smashing shingles and the gutter. The fire-team members,
their bright yellow slickers deflecting the downpour, had thrown a
tarp over the roof to protect the contents from further damage, but
it was clear the place would be unlivable for some time to
come.

“How big do you make it?” Quent asked.
“Twenty, thirty feet?”

“Hard to tell. You’ll need to get a private
contractor out here to cut it up and haul it away, and you’ll need
to board over that hole. I’d suggest you contact a roofer as soon
as possible.” The man turned to talk to another firefighter.

The sheeting rain and stormy late-afternoon
darkness diffused the lights of the rescue vehicles. Their flashing
reds and haloed whites reflected eerily off the blacktop.

Holding the umbrella a neighbor had loaned
them, Quent strolled to the overhang where Amy stood surveying the
mess. “You wouldn’t happen to know a good roofer, would you?” he
asked.

“The condo association will take care of
it,” she said. “I already called the manager.” Somehow, he saw,
she’d managed to snag her purse and cell phone on their way out of
the unit. “They’re the ones who carry our insurance and maintain
the common roof.”

“We’ve been complaining about that tree for
years,” grumbled the middle-aged woman who’d given Quent the
umbrella. “I’m glad nobody got hurt.”

“I’ll ask the battalion chief if it’s safe
to go in and fetch my clothes.” Amy took the umbrella. “My laptop,
too.”

“I’ll talk to him.” Quent swiveled toward
the firemen.

“It’s my condo. Besides, those guys have
been taking funny looks at your sweatshirt,” she said.

“Huh?” He glanced down in surprise. Darn,
he’d forgotten about the pink top and the feminine-looking cat.

“I can handle the situation,” Amy said. “Why
don’t you just stand here and look pretty?”

“Why not? I’m so good at it,” he shot back.
Her answering grin told him she’d enjoyed the quip.

Despite his remark, Quent would have
preferred to take care of business himself, but Amy had already
crossed the pavement. Her slim figure managed to be both
authoritative and sweetly appealing as she put her case to the man
in the yellow slicker.

“Tell Amy to keep the umbrella as long as
she needs it,” said the neighbor, and went inside.

Quent stuck his hands in his pockets to
quell his instinct to charge out there and protect Amy. It was
obvious she could take care of this herself. He admired that.

She stood her ground, speaking calmly as the
chief listened. A younger fireman, working nearby, kept glancing at
her with unconcealed interest.

What a relief when the younger man moved
away. The guy looked too immature for Amy.

Quent hoped he hadn’t annoyed her by
grabbing her on the couch. After holding himself in check all these
weeks, he’d seized his chance so abruptly he hadn’t shown much
subtlety.

Maybe it was a good thing they’d been
interrupted. Sleeping with Amy would be fabulous, but
relationships, in his experience, had a way of careening out of
control.

Several years ago, Quent had nearly become
engaged to a graduate student in business. The closer he and his
girlfriend grew, however, the more they’d quarreled.

She’d resented his long hours at the
hospital, while he’d experienced a spurt of jealousy when he’d seen
her flirting with another man. Their friendship had degenerated
into mistrust and tension that their efforts had failed to dispel.
Soon they’d broken up, painfully

He didn’t want anything like that to happen
with Amy. He’d hate to lose her, and he knew their friendship would
change irrevocably if they became intimate. Yet there’d been a
fierceness to her response that stirred him profoundly. The things
she could teach him…

He swallowed hard and tried to turn his
thoughts to something unpleasant to cool his ardor. Foul-tasting
medicine. Tetanus shots. Dr. Fingger, the interim head of the
Well-Baby Clinic, wearing his customary prune-sucking expression of
disapproval.

The tactic failed, to Quent’s dismay. He
knew perfectly well that his cutoffs didn’t hide much of anything.
He preferred not to think of Amy’s pals chuckling if she described
his awkward groping on the couch, followed by his obvious physical
arousal as he stood watching her in the rain like a lustful
tomcat.

Oh, heck, Amy wasn’t the kind of woman to
belittle him to others. At least, Quent didn’t think so, but the
image of her friends’ mirth succeeded where his discouraging
thoughts had failed, and his body came under control.

Amy returned. “They believe the place is
structurally safe but they have to err on the side of caution,” she
said. “They’ll allow me inside for ten minutes. Can you believe
that? Ten minutes to collect my gear for who knows how long!”

“Let me help,” he said.

“Great! I’d appreciate it.” She led him to
the wide-open front door. “We’re ready,” she told the battalion
chief.

He nodded. “Go on in.”

The two of them hurried into a living room
that resembled a war zone. Astonishing that one lousy tree could do
so much damage.

The other rooms appeared undamaged. With her
usual efficiency, Amy handed Quent a suitcase from the hall
closet.

“I’m going to get some papers and the laptop
out of my office,” she said. “Grab my clothes out of the bedroom,
will you? Business suits, jeans and blouses are in the closet. My
underwear’s in the top drawer of the bureau and my nightgowns are
in the middle.”

“You want me to handle your—?” He stopped,
remembering that they had only ten minutes and he was wasting time.
Her approach made sense, since he’d have no idea what papers to
take or where to find them in her office. “Okay.”

She vanished through a doorway to the right.
The other bedroom on that side was empty, so Quent turned left.

Amy’s fresh floral scent struck him
immediately. Just ignore it. Easier said than done.

After plopping the suitcase on the bed, he
retrieved clothes as directed. There wasn’t time to fold them
neatly. Suits, jeans and blouses all got rolled up and stuffed
inside.

Although they were pressed for time, Quent
hesitated before opening the bureau drawers. He didn’t like
invading Amy’s privacy. Even with his girlfriend, his only contact
with her lingerie and lace nighties had been removing them in a
hurry.

He yanked on the center drawer first and
took out a folded nightgown. The silky fabric flowed across his
hands like warm water. Draped on Amy’s body, it must reveal every
curve and inlet, he thought, and hurriedly stuffed it into the
suitcase.

Quent braved the top drawer. Panties and
bras were stuffed together, in a jumble that reminded him of his
own sock drawer.

Try as he might, he couldn’t suppress an
image of Amy wearing this stuff and peeling it off in front of him.
Sophisticated as she was, she’d probably perfected the art of the
striptease.

“Hey!” the subject of his yearnings called
from the hallway. “They’re urging us to come out. You ready?”

“I’ll be right there!” Quent grabbed a
handful of underwear, shoved it into the suitcase and clicked it
shut.

They scurried out together. Amy lugged a
satchel plus her laptop and the umbrella. “I’m glad they let me in
there. I kept thinking of other things I need. Did you get
everything?”

“You bet,” Quent said. “If I ever need a job
as a ladies’ maid, you can give me a reference.”

“You did take some shoes, didn’t you?” she
asked.

“Shoes?”

“You know, the things to go on my feet?” Amy
groaned as they emerged into the blustery day. “Oh, well, I suppose
it’s my fault for forgetting to mention it.”

The firemen refused to let them back in.
“The building inspector told us to keep the premises vacated until
he makes sure it’s safe,” the battalion chief told them. “He won’t
be able to get here before Monday.”

“I’ll survive,” Amy said. “At least I have
my credit cards.”

“I’ll pay you back for the shoes,” Quent
said.

“You will not. I can always use a new
pair.”

She left the place open, after the chief
promised to lock up personally when his crew was finished and give
the key to her neighbor. Even under the eaves, the air hung heavy
with moisture, and Quent knew they should both dry off.

In the parking lot, he had a bright idea.
Well, maybe not totally bright, if he’d allowed himself time to
think about it, but Quent’s brain couldn’t stretch beyond the need
to get Amy alone and resume the activity that had been so rudely
interrupted.

“You can stay with me,” he said.

She handed him the umbrella and, waving
aside his attempt to help, began stowing things in the trunk of her
sporty sedan, which she’d moved out of her carport because it, too,
was damaged. “You’re inviting me to move in with you till my roof
is fixed?”

“Why not?” That was one of Quent’s
mottos.

“Because…” Amy pushed back a strand of black
hair that had draped across her cheek. Quent fought down the urge
to reach out and stroke that tantalizing wisp. “We’re friends. If I
move in with you, stuff will happen, and then we’ll both be
self-conscious about it and we might not be friends anymore.”

“Sure we will.” He had a sneaking suspicion
she was right, but it didn’t pay to think too far in advance,
because you never knew what the future would bring. “Life’s too
short to deny yourself.”

“You really believe that?”

Quent shifted the umbrella to keep her dry.
Rain tickled the back of his neck. “Sure I do.”

“Don’t you ever worry about
consequences?”

“Not if I can help it.” That had been his
attitude until last year, when his niece and nephew were orphaned.
He’d faced a difficult choice and had done his best for their
sakes. Although he’d struggled with doubts since then, he preferred
not to dwell on things beyond his control.

Amy shook her head. “Whatever works for you.
Anyway, thanks for the offer, but my aunt lives a couple of miles
away. I’m hoping she’ll take me in.”

A mixture of disappointment and relief
welled up in Quent. Sure, he’d love to take Amy home and ravish
her, or rather, let her ravish him. He’d been fantasizing about it
for weeks.

But underneath her gung-ho exterior, Amy was
complicated. Around her, he sometimes caught himself thinking about
things he was in no way ready for, like a long-term
relationship.

“You’re sure?” he said.

“Positive.” She reached out and ruffled his
hair. “See you at work on Monday.”

“You bet.”

He handed her the umbrella and waited until
she pulled out of the parking lot before taking refuge in his SUV.
Quent debated whether to stay and keep an eye on her unit until the
condo association got workmen out here. Considering that it was
nearly dusk on a Saturday, however, he might have a very long wait.
If Amy wasn’t worried about security, she probably knew best, he
decided, and pulled away.

He negotiated the side streets to Pacific
Coast Highway and swung north onto Serene Boulevard, which ran
uphill toward the inland mesa area where he lived. Partially
blocked by fallen palm fronds and other wind-blown debris, traffic
inched up a steep incline toward the bluffs that separated the
beach area from the mesa.

Quent was passing Serene Park, a green
expanse with a great view of the ocean, when one of his contact
lenses began to smart. It was a sharp, intense itch, as if a grain
of sand had worked its way under there. Concerned about driving
with such a distraction, he pulled into the deserted park and
stopped.

There was no sense trying to fix things
under these circumstances, so Quent popped out both lenses. He
replaced them with a pair of glasses from the glove
compartment.

Water gusted across the windshield and
drummed on the roof. The SUV swayed in a burst of wind. Even the
tail of a hurricane could pack a lot of force, he mused, and
decided to wait before resuming his journey along the clogged
street. Maybe this downpour would let up.

Only now, sitting quietly with rain pounding
outside, did Quent become aware of the tautness in his body. It
wasn’t the pleasurable sexual tension he’d felt earlier with Amy,
but an intermittent uneasiness that had dogged him for the past
year.

He supposed this might be a delayed reaction
to the crash of the tree breaking through the roof. It had brought
back with vivid clarity the moment when he’d awakened in darkness
to the jarring ring of the phone. He’d been living in San Diego,
where he’d grown up, and had been finishing his neonatology
residency.

After a disoriented moment, he’d answered.
He could still hear his father’s voice, almost toneless with shock.
“They’re dead,” he’d said. “I should have seen it coming. Why did
Jeffrey let her drive?”

Quent had reacted with confusion. “What do
you mean, they’re dead? Who’s dead?”

“Everyone,” Bruce Ladd had growled. “All of
them. Except the kids.”

The demands of studying and working had kept
Quent from paying much attention to his family’s problems. He’d
assumed the people he loved would always be around, always be fine,
always be able to cope.

He knew his mother, Alice, drank too much,
and that his father responded by withdrawing emotionally. He’d
never understood why his older brother Jeffrey refused to
acknowledge the seriousness of Alice’s drinking, but then, Quent
had tried to persuade her to seek help and knew how futile that
was.

That night changed everything, too late. He
hadn’t known, at a gut emotional level, that the people you loved
could suddenly be snatched away from you. And he’d never imagined
the abyss that would open up inside.

At the hospital, he learned that Jeffrey,
Jeffrey’s wife Paula, their infant daughter and young son had gone
with Alice to a friend’s barbecue in the countryside. Quent’s
father, Bruce, had declined, because he had brought home overflow
work from his law practice.

At the
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