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Chapter 1

	Sara Foster explained her reasons for leaving Crooked Creek, but, of course, Kaye, her mother, didn’t listen. James, her father, understood. Her mother never tried to understand. To Kaye, adventure was better left to the movies. Internet was for perverts and ax murderers.

	Too old-fashioned, and set in her ways, Kaye expected Sara to marry a local boy and spend the rest of her life driving a dilapidated old pickup down dirt roads. Oh, and grandkids, mustn’t forget those. Had to preserve the Foster genes. Sara didn’t want that life. The world was too big and exciting to ignore. She wanted to make a name for herself and be remembered.

	Lucy Ripley, Kaye’s younger sister, lived in Shreveport, a city a hundred miles north of Crooked Creek. When possible, Sara spent summer breaks with her. It gave Lucy a chance to catch up, and Sara a chance to breathe. At least that had been the arrangement until three years ago, when Lucy joined a country-rock band called Raging Storm.

	Kaye hated musicians as much as she hated Native Americans. Why she was so prejudiced remained a mystery to Sara, but Kaye hated everything about them. When she learned Lucy was part of the band, Sara wasn’t allowed to communicate with her aunt, let alone visit during her breaks.

	Sara’s mother saw her younger sister as a bad influence. She didn’t want her only daughter exposed to Lucy’s promiscuous ways. Musicians traveled from town to town, living off the crumbs from someone else’s table or by selling their bodies. To Kaye, another name for a musician was a gigolo or in Lucy’s case, a whore.

	------------

	Until Sara turned eighteen and graduated high school, she’d followed her mother’s rigid small-town rules. If Kaye knew James had been mailing Sara’s letters to Lucy for three years, she would’ve thrown a fit. If she found out he’d given their daughter a cell phone, to stay in touch with Lucy, Kaye would’ve thrown him out and divorced him. But James didn’t care. Sara was his world. He did whatever made her happy.

	She was a singer and a songwriter, and she was good at it. Her only problem was singing in public. It petrified her. Regardless, James knew one day his daughter would be a star. It was her dream, and to make it happen, she needed to chase her rainbows. Sara had to break free from her mother, which meant breaking free from him, as well. To James, that was part of being a father, letting go and allowing his child to grow.

	------------

	On Sara’s sixteenth birthday, Lucy told her when she finished school, she could come and live with her. She promised to show her niece life in the big city. With a population of around 300,000, Shreveport didn’t qualify as ‘the big city’, but it beat Sara’s little hick hometown. After all, how many famous musicians came from a place called Crooked Creek?

	From experience, and reading her letters, Lucy knew Sara couldn’t withstand Kaye’s badgering much longer. She was smothering her, and if it continued, Kaye would destroy Sara’s dreams. One of the reasons Lucy joined the band was to help Sara. Lucy had blown her chance at stardom, but for her niece, the door was wide open.

	------------

	Sara packed her bags and was ready to go, a week before graduation. She didn’t have much, some clothes, a guitar, laptop and several boxes of music and memories.

	The day after graduation, she loaded her things into the trunk of her car and hugged her parents one last time. With tears in her eyes, Kaye made Sara promise to call, the second she got to Shreveport.

	Sara made a quick trip to the gas station and hit the highway. She turned her music up loud and left her old life behind. She’d never felt so free. She sensed her life was about to change. Everything was different, even the leaves on the trees, and the smell of the misting rain spattering on her windshield. Sara was seeing her world for the first time through new eyes.

	------------

	Jared grabbed the door handle on his black BMW and glanced across the street. A strange car pulled into Lucy’s drive. He frowned and scratched the back of his head.

	Lucy stood by the car, waiting. The girl barely got out before Lucy grabbed her and hugged her.

	Jared did a double take.

	“Hi, Luce,” Sara giggled.

	“Sara! Hi, kid. You finally made it!”

	Sara smiled. “Um, Luce, could you let me breathe now?”

	Jared narrowed his eyes. So, her name is Sara. She looked so familiar; he couldn’t help but stare. “Who are you? Where have I seen you? You can’t be her, can you?” Using his enhanced hearing, he continued to eavesdrop.

	Lucy put an arm around Sara’s shoulders. “I’m so glad you’re here. We’re gonna have so much fun!” she said in a high-pitched voice. Sara opened the trunk and handed Lucy a carryall.

	Jared leaned against the back of his car and smirked slightly, not hiding the fact, he was watching them.

	Lucy grabbed Sara’s laptop and slung the carryall strap over her shoulder. “This isn’t heavy, Sara. It can’t be all of your stuff!”

	Sara sighed. “Mother wouldn’t let me bring a lot. It’s part of her plan to lure me back.” She grunted, set a box of books on the driveway and reached for her guitar case. “Besides, I figured when I got a job, I could buy what I need.” She propped the case against the back bumper. 

	Lucy forced the air from her lungs and frowned. “That reminds me. When we’re done, you get on your phone and call your mother. She’s called twice already. My sister seems to think you should’ve been here thirty minutes ago.”

	Sara shook her head and groaned. “Luce, she knows how long it takes to get here. I’ve been driving for three years, without a single speeding ticket or being involved in an accident. I don’t understand why she insists on worrying about me.”

	Jared chuckled a little too loudly. Sara glanced across the street and held his gaze for a few seconds. He crouched as though he’d dropped something. He didn’t want to seem rude, but he couldn’t keep his eyes off her.

	Lucy laughed. “Don’t knock it, kid. I guess it’s her way of showing she loves you.”

	“No, it’s not! It’s her way of making sure I didn’t do something impulsive, like head for Nashville.”

	“Maybe,” Lucy said and glanced up at the cloud-covered sky. “You didn’t threaten to run away again, did you?”

	Sara exhaled and glanced across the street again.

	Jared took a spray bottle from his trunk and pretended to polish his hubcaps.

	“The thought crossed my mind,” she said and glanced across the street a third time.

	One side of Jared’s mouth turned up slightly. He held Sara’s gaze like a hungry predator. She turned, grabbed Lucy’s arm and leaned closer. “Who’s the guy by the black BMW?”

	“A dream!” Lucy said and sighed. “That’s Jared Thundercloud.”

	Sara smiled slightly; her cheeks showed some color. “He’s Native American!”

	Lucy snorted. “You noticed?”

	She forced her breath out and shook her head again. “Well, duh!”

	Lucy chuckled. “Come on, let’s get your stuff inside. It looks like the bottom could fall out any second.”

	Jared shook his head. “This is stupid. It can’t be her!” He stood in thought. Finally, curiosity got the best of him.

	Sara struggled to reach some CDs at the back of her trunk.

	Jared grinned and admired the view. He softly cleared his throat. Sara didn’t respond. He frowned. Didn’t she hear me? He waited. I guess not. Now, what am I supposed to do? He groaned inwardly, remembering the vision.

	“It started sprinkling on me, right before I got to the turnoff,” she said, grunted and stretched. Her fingertips barely touched the edge of the jewel case. “Now I remember why I didn’t want this monster of a car!” She crawled into the trunk. “It’s so hard to reach the back of the – gotcha!”

	She thinks Luce is still behind her. He softly smiled and leaned closer. “You look like you could use a hand,” he said in a voice as soft and smooth as melted chocolate.

	Sara jerked her head up, knocked herself silly and stumbled. He grabbed her arm and frowned, agitated with himself for frightening her. “Careful!”

	She timidly lifted her eyes to see the face that went with the deep sexy voice. Oh, no! It’s him! Her lips parted; her face turned every possible shade of red. She couldn’t find her voice. Great, Sara! Now he thinks you’re a clumsy idiot!

	“No, I don’t!” he said without thinking and winced. “You OK?”

	“Huh?” She touched the top of her head. “I think so,” she said, glanced at her hand and swayed.

	Jared pulled a white handkerchief from his back pocket and placed it on her head. “Here, apply pressure to it.” He put her arm around his shoulders and wrapped his around her waist. “It’s alright, lean on me. I’ve got you.” He led her under the carport to the kitchen door. “You banged your head pretty hard. Sorry, I scared you. I honestly thought you heard me.” He forced his breath out.

	She swallowed hard and softly smiled. “I get queasy when I see my own blood.”

	Jared helped Sara to a dining chair. “Luce, bring me a first aid kit!”

	Lucy appeared at the end of the short hall and saw blood on the side of her niece’s neck. “Sara! What happened?”

	 Sara groaned. “It’s not as bad as it looks. I bumped my head.”

	Jared carefully removed the blood-soaked cloth. Bumped? You nearly knocked yourself out! He took a penlight from his pocket and checked her eyes. “Lemme be the judge of that.”

	“You’re a doctor?”

	He smirked. “Did my cold hands give me away?”

	“It was the, um,” Sara broke off and sighed, embarrassed.

	Jared frowned and shook his head slightly.

	“You know. The thing around your, um… neck.”

	His eyes lit; he lightly brushed the back of his index finger down her cheek.

	“Here you go,” Lucy said and slid a clear plastic box, across the table to him.

	Jared glanced at it and rolled his eyes. “Lucy, that’s pathetic. What I need is a small bowl, with some hydrogen peroxide in it, and some cotton balls. I need to clean the wound. I assume you have those?”

	Lucy frowned, taken aback. “Sure,” she snorted. “I’ll get them.”

	Sara glanced at Jared with hard eyes. You didn’t have to be so harsh!

	With a pair of tweezers, he separated her hair from the wound. “When was your last tetanus?”

	Her mind was still fuzzy. Did he say tetanus? She tried to unscramble her thoughts. She swallowed the bile at the back of her throat. Her blood pressure jumped several notches. “Um, gosh, I don’t know. Probably four or five, maybe six years ago. Why?”

	“Your trunk latch looked a little rusty. I might need to give you a booster, just to be on the safe side.”

	Lucy put a bowl and some cotton balls on the table. She sat in a chair beside Sara.

	Jared dipped a cotton ball and dabbed her head.

	Sara clenched her teeth. “It stings!”

	“Sorry. I’ll try to be more careful.”

	Strange, Jared practically yelled at Lucy. Why is he being so nice to me? Lucy’s more attractive and closer to his age. He’s at least five or six years older than me.

	 “What happen?” Lucy asked again.

	Jared dipped another cotton ball. “It was my fault. I was trying to be a gentleman, and I scared the daylights outta her.”

	“You know each other?” Sara prompted, trying to sound indifferent.

	“Yeah,” Lucy smirked.

	 “Oh,” Sara exhaled. Just my luck.

	Jared smiled. She thinks I’ve got a thing for Luce.

	“Sara, this is Jared Thundercloud. He owns Raging Storm, the band I told you about, and he plays keyboard for us. This is my niece, Sara Foster. Oh, and as you might’ve guessed, Jared’s a doctor.”

	Sara rolled her eyes. No joke. The stethoscope around his neck was a dead giveaway – honestly Lucy!

	Jared smiled and briefly shook her hand. “Nice to meet you, Sara.”

	Their eyes met; she forgot about everything. She took a slow, shaky breath, dazzled by his handsome features and deep, round voice. “Nice to meet you too, Jared, I mean Dr. Thundercloud.”

	He smiled. “Call me Jared,” he said and slowly stroked the full length of her hair against her back. She shivered. “I think you can get by without stitches. I’d be better satisfied if you’d let me give you a tetanus booster. I could make a quick trip to the clinic and bring it back. Will you let me do that?”

	Sara’s face warmed. Lucy tucked her chin. Her niece hated hospitals and needles. “I’ll be gentle,” he said and wiped the blood from the side of her neck.

	She took another slow breath. “I guess so,” she said reluctantly. He would never know how much she wanted to say no.

	“Thank you,” he whispered in her ear and stood. His hot breath made her shiver again. “Speaking of Raging Storm,” Jared said to Lucy. “We’re still on for practice tonight, aren’t we? Unless you two wanna spend some time with each other.” He sat in the chair beside Sara, took her hand, and turned it over. “That’s your head clean. Let’s get rid of the blood on your hand before you throw up on me.” He smiled and wiped it with an alcohol swab.

	Sara thought her heart would jump out of her chest. Jared was so handsome. She couldn’t help but stare at his deeply tanned skin. His long black hair, hanging below the end of his shoulder blades, tied back at the base of his neck.

	Lucy winked at her. “I was thinking about bringing Sara with me. You see, the kid plays guitar and sings pretty good too. I taught her everything I know. I was hoping we could use another female vocalist.”

	Sara sighed and rolled her eyes. “Thanks, Luce!” she said with sarcasm. Now he’ll want me to play and sing for him. Even if I didn’t have stage fright, if he’s anywhere near me, I’ll have trouble remembering my name, let alone song lyrics. Breathe, Sara, breathe!

	Jared smirked. “Yeah, I saw the guitar. In that case, Sara, would you like me to teach you to play?”

	Lucy punched him in the arm, hard. “You rat!”

	“Damn, Luce!” He glared at her and rubbed his arm. “I’ll look forward to tonight. That’s if you’re feeling up to it. If not, we can put it off until next week. You might have a slight headache from your head-butting session,” he teased.

	If you wanna spend time with me, I won’t let a headache spoil it. “I’m fine!” Sara said quickly. He turned the full force of his dark, piercing eyes on her. I think. He stood. Oh, no, he’s leaving! She groaned inwardly.

	Jared softly chuckled, enjoying his advantage over Sara. “How about you and I go for a walk so I can make sure you’re not gonna have any adverse effects from your bump?”

	Did he ask me to go for a walk with him? Alone? Sara had followed rules for so long she automatically looked to Lucy and waited. After all, if there were rules to adhere to, they would be Lucy’s now.

	“You’re almost nineteen, Sara. It’s up to you.”

	Wow! She’s right. I’m an adult. She can’t legally stop me from doing anything.

	Lucy was sweet and always treated Sara with respect. She intended to extend Lucy the same courtesy. Sara would respect her mother more if Kaye would stop treating her like a child. “Sure, I’d love to unless you want me to stay here with you, Luce.”

	She smiled. She’d seen right through Sara’s sugarcoated gesture. Lucy, he doesn’t want you. Remember that! “If I didn’t know better, I’d swear you were hitting on my niece.”

	“Lucy!” Sara groaned and rolled her eyes again.

	Jared smiled down at her. “That’s because I am!”

	Yep - thought so. “Where are you taking her?” Lucy asked, faking approval.

	“By the river.”

	“Oh, no!” Sara said. “What about my mother?”

	 It’s official. I don’t stand a chance with Jared. He wants my niece! Be happy for her Lucy. Be happy for her. She shook her head and waved it off. “Go on – get outta here. I’ll think of some kinda lie to pacify her. That’s what she expects me to do anyway.”

	Yes! Sara tried to contain her excitement. “Are you sure?”

	“I’m sure. Now get outta here before I change my mind.” “You behave!” she said and flashed Jared a warning glare.

	“Shoot!” he frowned. “There goes my fun. Don’t worry, Luce. Sara’s safe with me.” Safer than you could imagine.

	He put a hand on the small of Sara’s back and guided her to the door. “Oh! Don’t eat, Luce,” he threw over his shoulder. “We’re having a cookout.”

	 


Chapter 2

	There was an awkward silence as they strolled down the sidewalk. Jared didn’t know what to say and Sara was too shy to say anything. “So… are you going to college in Shreveport?” he asked, finally breaking the ice.

	 “To be honest, I hadn’t given it a lotta thought. If I could get past my stage fright, I’d like to pursue my music.”

	“I could get you past that,” Jared said and smirked.

	Sara took a slow breath. I’ll bet you could too. He’s flirting with you stupid! Do something! Say something. I can’t! I just can’t! Sara, you’re a chicken!

	He softly chuckled. She certainly seems like the right girl. “Luce is right. Raging Storm could use another female vocalist. Maybe you and I could do some duets?”

	His voice is so sexy, I can only imagine what he sounds like when he sings. She snorted. “You might not say that after you’ve heard me sing.”

	“Not hardly.”

	Sara snickered and blushed. “Um, do you sing or just play?” You idiot! Lucy already told you Jared does both. What’s wrong with me? I’ve been around guys before. But Jared doesn’t even compare to Jeff, the cheat! Try asking Jared something he hasn’t answered - dunce!

	He smiled, sensing her embarrassment. “I do both.”

	“Can I ask a question?”

	He chuckled and gave her a sideways glance. “No, I’m not married. And no, I don’t have a steady girlfriend – yet,” he said, answering the questions she was too shy to ask.

	“Very informative, but that wasn’t what I wanted to know,” she lied.

	“Oh, sorry,” his voice trailed off.

	She took a deep breath. “I’m not prejudiced, or anything, but which tribe are you from? I mean, obviously you’re Native American.”

	“Aren’t we observant? Was it my dark skin, high cheekbones or long hair? Please tell me it wasn’t the accent. I’ve been working hard, not to say ‘how’ when I greet people. You tell me. Guess, Sara.”

	Great, you’ve offended him. He’s too polite to say anything. Offending him was the last thing I wanted to do. “I’m not good at guessing games!”

	He stood in front of Sara, forcing her to look up at him or at her feet. “Oh, come on, try, please.”

	Oh, God, don’t beg, Jared. She taxed her memory but came up blank. Since she was a child, she’d been intrigued with Native Americans. It was one of the things which attracted her to him. She glanced at his leather wristband but didn’t recognize the baying wolf. “Navajo?”

	Jared’s expression was serious, his eyes unreadable.

	Oh, no! I got it wrong!

	Close enough. “Yep,” Jared finally grinned and stepped to her side again.

	Sara exhaled noticeably, still not thinking too clearly. “Do you live on a reservation?” Idiot! Her face turned a deeper shade of red. You’re so stupid! Of course, he doesn’t. There are no Navajo reservations anywhere near Shreveport. You moron!

	He softly laughed. “I live at Wisteria Hall, to the north of Cross Lake. My grandfather, in Arizona, lives on one, though. Maybe I could take you there sometime. Raging Storm plays at the annual country music convention every year.”

	Sara smiled. “I’ve always wanted to see Arizona. I loved ‘Geronimo’ and ‘Last of the Mohicans’.”

	Jared snorted. “Well, at least you got one of them right.”

	Her eyebrows shot up. “What?”

	They started walking again. “Um, Sara, ‘Last of the Mohicans’ was filmed in North Carolina.”

	“Oops, sorry,” she said and blushed again. “Guess I took the movies too seriously.”

	“It’s alright. I’ll enjoy serving as your guide.”

	She frowned. “For where? North Carolina?”

	“No, silly! Arizona. I’ll look forward to showing it to you, all of it.”

	~ ~ ~

	They walked a while longer before Sara mustered enough courage to say anything else. “Is Wisteria Hall some kinda plantation?” Maybe the house is a safer subject. If you embarrass yourself much more, your face is gonna burst into flames. You already look like you’ve been sunburned!

	Jared smiled slightly. “Yes. During the slave days, it was a cotton plantation. It’s about eight or nine miles outside the city limits.”

	“Why is it called Wisteria Hall?” she asked, feeling a little braver as they neared the curb.

	He pursed his lips, glanced at her sidelong and took her hand. “You’ll understand when you see it,” he said and led her across the street. They crawled over a low, white picket fence. Instead of letting go of her hand, Jared laced his fingers with hers.

	Sara drew in a quick breath; her eyes widened. She shivered. If I’d known you were here, I would’ve moved long ago. Even if it meant running away from home and finishing school in Shreveport!

	Jared grinned knowingly and led her to the edge of the river. Every so often, he looked at her and smiled. After a while, it made her feel self-conscious. Each time their eyes met, Sara blushed and glanced away. She stared across the water. “Why do you keep doing that?”

	“Doing what?” Jared asked.

	“Staring at me and smiling.”

	“Oh, I’m sorry,” he said and cleared his throat. “I didn’t realize I,” he broke off. “I’m just making sure. I’m afraid you’re gonna vanish like you do in my dreams.”

	Sara cocked her head. We’re strangers! Maybe it was a pickup line. “You’ve seen me in your dreams?”

	“That’s why I crossed the street when I saw you with Lucy.” He tucked his chin. “It’s stupid, but I had to find out if you were real.”

	“Um, to say the least, I’m flattered, but why dream about a total stranger?”

	Jared skipped a stone across the water and snorted. “Depends on who you’re talking to.”

	Without thinking, Sara skipped a stone all the way to the opposite bank. “I don’t understand.”

	His lips parted. “You’re good at that!”

	She arched an eyebrow. “And you’re good at avoiding questions.”

	He reflected her grin and sighed. “I’m not avoiding your questions. I don’t wanna scare you.”

	“How could you scare me?”

	He took a slow breath. “If you asked my grandfather, he would say, you were my destiny.”

	Sara’s eyes widened; her heart began to pound. Me? His destiny? She laughed to diffuse the situation. She didn’t want him to see how much he’d piqued her attention. “Destiny?”

	Jared shook his head. OK, here goes. “A Tribal leader, something similar to royalty for us, has a heavy responsibility to look out for the welfare of our people. As Navajo, we have a responsibility to look out for all people. We don’t view relationships in the same way as others do. We don’t divorce. We don’t need to. Our perfect match, if you believe the legend, finds us. We’re drawn to each other by an invisible force.”

	He studied her eyes and smiled. She doesn’t look freaked out, yet. “It starts in our dreams. When we find this other person, our perfect match, in the waking world, well, nothing else matters to us but them. Our goal in life, our duty, is to secure the relationship and pass it on to our children. According to my grandfather, neither, of the pair ever wants or needs anyone else.” Jared, you’re pushing this. “They um, they never wanna be apart. We’re like wolves. We mate for life or until our mate dies. Sometimes, we might find someone else, but they seldom come close to our perfect match.”

	Sara glanced away and blinked to clear her vision. She swallowed and fought to keep her voice steady. “And, you think I’m your perfect match because you saw me in your dreams?”

	He chuckled. Easy, Jared if she thinks you believe what you’re saying, you’ll scare her off. But Sara’s eyes were not wide with fear, they were wide with admiration and awe.

	He snorted. “If you believe my granddad’s stories. You see, in the spirit world, we’re all the same, made up of two parts, one male, and one female. When we enter the world of the waking, which is what we call this world, those parts split and go their separate ways. But… neither person ever feels quite the same until they find each other again. Only then, can we feel whole. We might have short-term relationships with different people before our perfect match, but it never lasts.”

	Sara wouldn’t make eye contact with him. She couldn’t. She didn’t dare. Jared felt her hand, moist and slightly shaking in his.

	Either ask him or drop the subject. “Do you believe the stories?” she asked quickly.

	Jared gazed at her for a long while and smiled. “I didn’t,” his voice trailed off.

	She blinked to break away from his penetrating eyes.

	He squeezed her hand. “Come on. We better go back. Lucy’s gonna think I’ve run off with you.”

	~ ~ ~

	On the way, they talked continuously. Jared told her stories about his people and some more about Raging Storm. He shared his dreams of eventually going on the road full-time, but said he was torn between the band and his medical practice.

	Lucy exhaled as they entered the kitchen. “It’s about time. I was getting ready to send out a search party.”

	Sara frowned. Oh God, she’s turning into my mother. That’s all I need now.

	Lucy smiled but it didn’t reach her eyes. “Just kidding. Your mother wanted to talk to you. I told her you were out walking with a friend of mine.”

	“What did she say?”

	“Oh, you know your mother. It’s gonna take her a while to get used to the idea of you being an adult. She still thinks of you as a little girl.” Lucy glanced at their hands. “I’m finding it a little hard myself, but you are definitely growing up.”

	Jared stood. “Well, I need to run and get the studio set up. I’ve got people to do it for me, but I like to do some things myself. Besides, I don’t trust anyone with my equipment.”

	He glanced at Sara. She looked as if she might burst into tears any second. She wasn’t willing to let him go, and he wasn’t ready to let her go either. “Why don’t you and Sara ride with me, instead of coming with Laurel and Hardy across the street?”

	Lucy’s eyes widened. “Now? Jared, I can’t. I’m waiting for a phone call.” Sara gave Lucy a pleading look. Oh, no – her puppy dog eyes. Kaye’s gonna kill me for this! “You can go if you want to.”

	Sara cocked her head. “Are you sure?” she prompted, trying to sound unmoved.

	Lucy sighed. “Yes, I’m sure. I’ll ride with Curly and Moe as usual.”

	Sara frowned. “Don’t you drive your car?”

	“Not to band practice. Why should I, when two of the members live right across the street from me? Seems a little silly to waste gas when I don’t have to.”

	“We could always take my….”

	“Go!” You’re being polite. I would already be in his car.

	 Sara hugged her aunt. “You’re the best, Luce.”

	Lucy smiled as they walked out the door. Yeah, but I’ll always settle for second best for you, kid.

	------------

	Jared led Sara across the street. “Come inside for a minute. I’ll introduce you to two of the Three Stooges, my buddies in crime.” He led her to the kitchen. Both men were facing the opposite direction. Jared whistled. “I’m gonna cut out now, and get things set up. Sara, this is Steve Goodard. The ugly guy by the sink with the goatee is Carl. This is Sara Foster, Lucy’s niece, and my newest female vocalist.”

	Steve and Carl stumbled into each other, to shake her hand first. With an elbow to Carl’s side, Steve succeeded, holding it a little longer than necessary. “Very pleased to meet you, Sara. Will you be spending the whole summer in Shreveport?”

	She smiled. “I moved in with Lucy, today, so I guess I’ll be hanging around for a while.”

	Steve arched an eyebrow. “Really?”

	Jared glanced at Sara’s hand and gave Steve a look of warning.

	Steve abruptly let go of it and swallowed. “Welcome to Shreveport, Sara,” he said with less enthusiasm.

	She smiled shyly and dipped her chin. “Thanks.”

	“Nice to meet you, Sara,” Carl said and briefly shook her hand. “Welcome to the neighborhood and the band. Now, I’ll see if I can find a mop to clean up Steve’s drool.”

	She laughed.

	Steve punched Carl in the arm, hard. “You moron!”

	Jared rolled his eyes and sighed. Buffoons! “As you might’ve guessed, these two are brothers. They could easily pass for two of The Three Stooges, the way they trip on their feet. Carl, here, can make a lead guitar talk, and Steve is one hell of a drummer,” he said and put an arm around Sara’s shoulders, reaffirming his claim on her. “How long will you three be? Lucy said she was waiting for a phone call.”

	Steve sighed. “Bonehead here needs to stop by the music store and get some new strings. Maybe an hour or an hour and a half at the most. Depends on when Luce gets here.”

	Damn! So soon! Jared sighed. “I guess we’ll see you then,” he said, trying to sound ardent. He certainly didn’t look the part. “There’s um, there’s no rush. We’re having dinner first. I’ve got the cooks grilling steaks and the works.”

	Steve followed them to the door. “OK, cool, sweet!”

	Jared led Sara to his convertible, held the door for her and hopped behind the wheel. “Don’t forget to put your seatbelt on.” He revved the engine and backed out onto the street.


Chapter 3

	Jared pulled onto a narrow dirt road. Off in the distance was a large colonial-style mansion. Fifteen feet on either side of the road stood ancient oaks thickly laden with wisteria vines. Neither the trees nor the vines had been pruned. Through the years, they had wildly wound their way across the road to each other. Cascading purple blossoms swayed gently in the breeze filling the air with a sweet, familiar fragrance. Together, the trees and vines had created a natural green and purple tunnel all the way up to the house. Wisterias hung from the second-floor balcony, adding the finishing touches.

	“Wow! I see why it’s called Wisteria Hall now,” Sara said.

	He glanced at her sidelong and smiled. “I figured you might.”

	~ ~ ~

	He followed the drive to the back of the house and into a well-lit garage. Inside were several other vehicles, a couple motorcycles, and a bass boat. White marble stairs led up to the first floor.

	Jared held the door and waited. Sara was a little overwhelmed when they entered the house. It was enormous from the outside, but nowhere near as massive, as it was on the inside. He took her hand and led her to the kitchen, where Cassie, the maid, greeted them. “Let’s get something cool to drink, and I’ll show you around,” he said.

	They passed through the kitchen to the conservatory, and out onto a raised deck. Gerald, the butler, was busy cooking steaks, baked potatoes, and a variety of fruits and vegetables on a huge grill. Jared grabbed a fruit kebab and shared it with Sara.

	“This is delicious!”

	He grinned, watched her lick the corners of her mouth and take another bite of grilled pineapple. She blushed. “It’s really juicy. I’ve never tasted grilled fruit.” Jared staring into her eyes made her nervous. “What spices did your cook use?” she asked, hoping to distract him.”

	Jared shrugged. “I have no idea, Sara. You’d have to ask Gerald. He and Cassie do the cooking. I just eat it, but they’re very good at their jobs.”

	She smiled. “They certainly are!”

	~ ~ ~

	Jared led her around a large rectangular pool. Spaced alongside it were several patio tables covered with colorful cloth umbrellas. He pointed to a wide manicured lawn. “That’s where we usually play touch football and volleyball. If it doesn’t rain, we’ll probably get a game started later on.”

	In another part of the grounds, was a magnificent rose garden. Past the house, over a grassy knoll, was a fowl pond. To Sara, it looked more like a smaller version of Cross Lake. Out of the center, rising to a height of twenty feet shot a single jet of water, making the pond look like an enormous fountain.

	From a nearby bench, it was possible to enjoy a view of the entire pond. They sat for a while. Jared took her hand again. “Sara,” he said in a voice barely above a whisper.

	She turned and met his near-black eyes. Her breath froze in her lungs.

	“I don’t wanna scare you, but,” his voice trailed off.

	She leaned closer so she could hear above the noise of the water. “But what?”

	“The more I’m with you… the more I believe.”

	She softly smiled and tucked her chin. She understood, how he felt, but wasn’t bold enough to share her opinion. “What’s the building on the other side of the pool?” she asked, to escape his penetrating gaze.

	Jared pulled her to her feet. “That’s where we practice. It’s a full-blown recording studio, with a dance hall and staged area. I have sound and lighting equipment for special effects. We make our own music videos. “Come on, you can help me set up.”

	“I thought you didn’t trust anyone with your equipment.”

	He grinned again. “You’re not just anyone, Sara. I trust you.”

	~ ~ ~

	Jared flipped on the lights; Sara’s lips parted. He wasn’t kidding!

	At one end was a control room filled with mixing consoles, monitor speakers, and other audio equipment. Through some soundproof glass doors, was the staged area. Once on the raised platform, it gave the impression of being onstage during a live show. He pointed. “This is where we practice. Start taking the covers off the instruments. I’ll fire up the control room.”

	Sara glanced around. “Where do I put the covers?” It’s so well organized, he probably has a specific place for everything.

	“Toss them over there, in the corner,” Jared said and pushed back a partition wall, revealing a dark mahogany Yamaha digital grand piano.

	Her eyes lit. “This is the keyboard you were talking about?”

	He chuckled and patted the space next to him, on the piano stool. “Sit with me,” he said and began playing.

	Being so close to Jared made Sara’s insides tingle. I must be dreaming!

	He smiled and switched on another light. “I only use this while I’m in the studio.” He turned slightly and pointed to three electronic synthesizers. “I use those for gigs.”

	Sara nodded. “That’s what I expected you to use.”

	~ ~ ~

	Jared played a couple of songs and turned. “I know you have stage fright, but I wanna hear you sing before the others get here. This way, you can get a feel for what it’s like.” He locked his dark eyes with hers. “For now, it’s just you and me.”

	The depth of feeling in his voice made Sara’s stomach somersault. If he doesn’t stop looking at me, I’m gonna melt. “Jared, are you sure you wanna do this?” she asked in a shaky voice. “This seems real, and it makes me feel uncomfortable. I might disappoint you.”

	“If you think this is real, wait ’til you start singing,” he said and smirked. “You’ll be fine, Sara.”

	Her heart began to pound. She swallowed the lump in her throat. “OK,” she exhaled, “but promise me one thing, well, actually, two.”

	He smiled and adjusted the microphone in front of her. “Anything you want, name it.”

	She took a slow breath and bit her lower lip. “Don’t laugh if I mess up, and promise we’ll still be friends if I pass out.”

	Jared smirked again, remembering. “Deal. What key and what do you wanna sing?”

	Sara stalled, trying to remember the name of a song, any song. She looked at the microphone as if it would devour her. Of all the times for her mind to draw a blank, it chose now. She closed her eyes, hoping if she couldn’t see the microphone, inspiration might come. Oh, God. Come on, Sara – think! “Um.”

	He patiently waited.

	A minute went by, still nothing. Sara forced her breath out. “Sorry, Jared, but I can’t think of anything. Just keep playing. Maybe something will come to me. Play something you think I might like. Maybe we’ll get lucky.” Or I’ll thoroughly make a fool of myself, and you won’t want me in the band!

	Jared smiled slightly and closed his eyes as though recalling something from memory. “I know a song that would suit you perfectly. I’ll lay odds you’ll know it too. Close your eyes, and don’t open them ’til you start singing the chorus.”

	When Sara heard the introduction, she smiled. The room went dark. A spotlight focused on her. “Remember what I said. Keep your eyes closed. This is part of your therapy.” He selected record on his piano.

	Sara took a deep breath and nodded. There was an eruption of applause and whistles. She smiled again. She desperately wanted to open her eyes but remembered what he’d said. She kept singing. When she started the chorus, Jared harmonized with her. Slowly, she opened her eyes.

	The area in front of them was so real, she wanted to scream. Faces of men, women and children, it felt as though she were performing on stage. Oh, no. I think I’m gonna throw up. If she’d been standing, her knees would’ve buckled. She pushed her jittery feelings aside and concentrated on the sound of their harmonizing voices.

	~ ~ ~

	By the time she’d repeated the chorus, Sara was feeling more relaxed. She finished the last few words. A tear slid down her cheek. Jared brushed it away with the pad of his thumb and smiled encouragingly. “Don’t stop! What’s wrong? It was beautiful. You sounded like a pro!”

	She swallowed hard. “How did you know?”

	“How did I know what?”      

	“That ‘The Rose’ was a favorite of mine. How could you…?”

	“Destiny,” he said and brushed the back of his fingers across her cheek.

	------------

	Steve, Carl, and Lucy entered the studio, making enough noise to wake the dead. Sara and Jared jumped and looked up. “No, Steve! No ‘Wipe Out’ tonight,” Lucy said. “I’ve already got a headache.”

	“Looks like you two got started without us,” Steve said and smirked.

	Jared exhaled and turned on the stool. Sara stood. He held her wrist. “Stay,” he said in a voice she couldn’t possibly refuse.

	“I didn’t want to move,” she breathed in his ear. Her hot breath sent his control in a tailspin. He closed his eyes, took a slow breath and groaned. Holy shit! I almost lost it! “Carl. Steve. Listen to this. Luce, I’m sure you already know.” Jared played the song again, still fighting to control his emotions.

	Lucy smiled. Carl and Steve listened. Except for the absence of the audience, the song was exactly as before. When Sara finished singing, the room was silent. “You said you were single, right, Sara?” Steve prompted.

	Jared glared at him and made a noise almost like a growl. He held up his hands. “Easy man, I was kidding!” I got my sights set on someone else.

	Sara frowned; her eyes widened. Why did Jared get upset? I’m not interested in Steve!

	Jared glanced at Sara, sighed and smiled.

	Once the other band members arrived, the practice session began. Lucy and Sara harmonized on some old Judd’s songs, and some of Sara’s songs, as well. Jared and the rest of the band managed to keep up with the new songs. Everything had come together like clockwork.

	~ ~ ~

	After a while, they stopped to eat. Jared, Carl, Steve, and the rest of the men in the band went outside for a game of touch football. Jared needed a way to get rid of some of his frustration. Sara had tested his willpower to its limit.

	She and Lucy watched them play. “So, what did you and Jared do before I got here? Was I right? Is he a dream or what?”

	Sara smiled. “I feel like I’m flying, Luce. I would never have dreamed he would be interested in me. You, yes, but not me!”

	Lucy laughed. “What makes you think that? He’s a handsome hunk, but he’s not my type!” she lied.

	Sara honestly hadn’t paid Lucy’s statement much attention. “I don’t know, I mean, look at you. You’re young, you’re beautiful, and you’re closer to his age. Why would Jared want someone like me?”

	Lucy brushed some loose hairs behind Sara’s ear. “Kid, you sell yourself short. You’re beautiful and talented. You deserve someone you love, who loves you too.” She glanced sidelong at Jared. “If you ever get a chance at true love, take my advice, don’t let it pass you by.” Especially if it’s with him.

	Sara nodded and they turned to watch the rest of the game.

	~ ~ ~

	They tussled around, doing more wrestling than playing, until the cook announced it was time to eat. After filling their plates, they sat at one of the patio tables by the pool. Jared draped his T-shirt across the back of his chair. The way he tucked into his food; he must’ve worked up a super appetite. Sara glanced at his smooth chest and bit her lower lip. He locked eyes with her.

	“So, what do you think, Jared?”

	He glanced at Lucy, finished chewing his food and wiped his mouth with a paper napkin. “About what, Luce?”

	If you could keep your eyes off her long enough to listen, you might be able to think straight! “About Sara! Was I right? Is she Raging Storm material?” Lucy didn’t want to be jealous of her niece, but it was hard not to be. She almost wished Jared would say no, but she knew he wouldn’t. Even if Sara couldn’t carry a tune, he wouldn’t say no.

	Jared glanced at Sara. “Yep!”

	Sara smiled and concentrated on her food.

	~ ~ ~

	Except for Carl, Steve, and Lucy, the other band members had left already. Lucy had to work the next day, so around 10:30, she got ready to leave. Since Lucy rode with Steve and Carl, when they left, the practice session ended, at least for the entire band. Jared wanted to go over a couple more songs with Sara. He told Lucy he’d bring her home later. Lucy was hesitant but agreed when she understood how much Sara wanted to stay.

	Sara told Lucy if her mother called, to tell her she was in the shower or something, and then text her. To get Lucy off the hook, Sara said she’d call her mother back from Jared’s. Sara was sure Kaye wouldn’t approve of her being alone with Jared. The fact that Sara was legally an adult and capable of making her own decisions wouldn’t matter to her mother. In Kaye’s eyes, three things were already against Jared, and they hadn’t even met. He was Native American, a musician, and he barely knew her daughter.

	~ ~ ~

	Jared and Sara were alone in the studio again. He sat back at the piano and played something she didn’t recognize, but it was pretty. He finished playing the piece and told her it was Bella’s Lullaby from the movie ‘Twilight’. He played the introduction to another piece. He softly smiled. “You would’ve been around thirteen when I started writing this. I finished it tonight while you and Lucy were outside getting some air. Seeing you inspired the ending. I didn’t wanna play it while the others were here. It wasn’t meant for them. It’s special, private, just for you.”

	Sara was speechless. A lump rose in her throat. “You wrote something for me when I was thirteen, but how?”

	“I hope you like it,” he said.

	“I’m sure, I will. Please, play it for me. I’d love to hear it.” Why didn’t Jared answer my question?

	She closed her eyes and concentrated on the melody. Despite her fighting to hold them back, a few tears slipped out. Jared stopped playing and brushed them away. “You don’t like it?” he asked invitingly.

	Sara cleared her throat. “It’s beautiful. No one has ever written a song for me.”

	He smiled. “I’ve never written a song for anyone but you.” Though, I’m sure there’ll be many more to come. If only, his thoughts trailed off.

	She laughed. “Come on, Jared. You must have someone special in your life.”

	Jared gazed into her eyes. “Not ’til now. The only girl who was ever special to me, was the one from my dreams, the one sitting beside me. We hardly know each other, and I can’t stand the thought of being away from you. I hope that doesn’t scare you off. I know a relationship takes time and won’t work without trust and honesty. Lies cause too many misunderstandings.”

	He waited for Sara to respond. She couldn’t find her voice. He leaned closer. His hot breath cooled on her lips. “Sara, if you don’t believe in love at first sight, and you don’t wanna be kissed by a stranger… tell me now.”

	Sara felt as if she were floating. She stared into his eyes for a long while and softly smiled. “I do believe in love at first sight, and you don’t feel like a stranger to me.”

	Jared cradled her face and softly kissed her. Sara’s stomach tingled. Jeff, her former boyfriend, had kissed her before, but never like this. She was sad when it ended. Jared held her. “Now, I believe,” he breathed into her hair. He kissed her again, thoroughly and held her for a long time. Things were moving so fast. Unfamiliar feelings consumed Sara. She knew he’d felt it too. Sadly, it was time to take her home before either of them realized it.

	~ ~ ~

	Jared walked her to the door. They exchanged numbers, he softly kissed her and left. Sara could barely feel the floor beneath her feet as she tiptoed down the short hallway. Gentle snoring noises greeted her from Lucy’s room. Sara smiled and went into her bedroom.

	She took out her short, silk nightgown and thought about taking a shower. In the end, she decided not to. She crawled between the sheets. Her eyes widened; she sat up in bed. She remembered; she hadn’t thanked Jared for tonight. Too chicken to call him, she typed out a text message.

	 Thnks for 2nite. Miss U alrdy.

	Sara took a slow breath, closed her eyes, pressed send and put her phone on the nightstand. She stared at it. When a reply didn’t come, she turned out the lamp.

	~ ~ ~

	Forty-five minutes later, her phone vibrated and flashed. She smiled. “Hello.”

	“Oh, no! I guess I woke you - sorry.”

	“I’m in bed, but I wasn’t asleep. I’m glad you called. I’m whispering because I didn’t wanna disturb Lucy. She sleeps with her door open. Her room is across the hall from mine.”

	“I got your text, but I needed to hear your voice again before I went to sleep. I’m in bed too. I started missing you when I realized it was time to take you home. I didn’t want to,” his voice trailed off.

	Sara smiled again. “Me either. I’ve never felt like this, Jared. It’s like,” she broke off. “I don’t know, like a part of me is missing. Like I left half of my heart with you.”

	“Me too.”

	There was a long pause. Sara listened to his breathing. Is he asleep? “Jared… are you still there?”

	“Yes!” he answered quickly. “I was just thinking about you and tonight. How beautiful you are, and how lucky I am to have found you.”

	“You can stop now. You’re making me blush.”

	He laughed. “You’re even prettier when you blush.”

	“OK… I’m hanging up now.”

	“Don’t!” he said and sighed. “I’ll try to keep my fantasies to myself. I can’t be on much longer anyway. Big day tomorrow – lots of sick people to see. I just wanted to tell you how much I enjoyed tonight and singing with you. You have a beautiful voice, Sara. You shouldn’t be worried about stage fright. A few more sessions in the studio with me, and you won’t have the problem.”

	“Jared,” she groaned.

	“I gotta go. See you soon. Bye, angel.”

	She opened her mouth to respond, but he was gone.


Chapter 4

	Next morning, while Lucy and Sara were sitting at the table having breakfast, Sara’s phone rang. She glanced at Lucy and blushed.

	Lucy took a slow breath. “Is it him?” Of course, it’s him. Who else would call her this early in the morning? Unless it’s….

	Sara nodded. “Hello, again.”

	“I hardly got any sleep last night.”

	“Oh, why is that?” She fought to keep the smile from her voice.

	“I couldn’t get you off my mind.”

	“Sorry, if I disrupted your sleep.”

	“Hey, I don’t mind. I’m headed to work, but I needed to hear your voice again. Think I’m obsessed?”

	I know I am! “Probably. It’s nice to hear your voice again too. I had a really good time last night.”

	Jared chuckled. “Listen, if the weather keeps, would you like to go for a bike ride with me? I have this secret place, I wanna show you.”

	Sara glanced up and frowned. “Hang on. Lemme see what our plans are.”

	Lucy put her bowl in the dishwasher and sighed. I might as well look for a Chihuahua.

	“Luce, did you have anything special planned? Jared wants to take me for a bike ride after he gets off work.”

	Lucy laughed and shook her head. “Have a good time but be careful. If anything happened to you, I’d never forgive myself, and your mother would murder me.” She slung her purse strap on her shoulder.

	“I could tell him no and stay with you.”

	Lucy kissed the top of Sara’s head. “And I’d have to watch you mope around the house all evening. Not a chance. I gotta run. I’ll see you tonight, sometime.”

	“Are you still there?”

	He laughed. “Of course! I love the sound of your voice, even when you’re not talking to me. It reminds me of a sunny day. Go ahead and smile. I know you’re blushing.”

	Sara could hear the smile in Jared’s voice. “OK, well, anyway, Lucy doesn’t have anything planned. Are you sure you wanna see me again this soon?”

	“I’ll pick you up around four. Wear something old. It might be muddy, where we’re going.” His conversation became rushed. “Bring your digital camera or phone if you wanna take pictures. Listen, luv, I need to run. Got angry patients waiting for me. See you later.”

	“Bye,” she said, but like last night, Jared was gone. Sara sat for a while, pondering on his last words. “Did he call me luv? Wow!”

	~ ~ ~

	For the rest of the day, Sara was so anxious she couldn’t sit still. Lucy wasn’t the best housekeeper in the world, so after rearranging the furniture in her room, Sara did the rest of the house. She wanted to listen to some music while she worked, but the CDs were so mixed up, it took forever to find something. She reorganized them.

	Later in the day, she decided to watch a film. The DVDs were in worse shape than the music. She reorganized them, as well. When she’d finished, she categorized Lucy’s book collection, according to the Dewey Decimal system. Lucy would probably throw a fit, but Sara didn’t care. She needed something to do.

	Lucy probably wouldn’t thank her, but Sara rearranged Lucy’s desk, so her aunt could work more efficiently. Sara figured Lucy would form a lynching party for her later, but Sara was so hyper, she couldn’t help it.

	~ ~ ~

	Time seemed to crawl. Sara tried everything to keep her mind off Jared, but his penetrating eyes kept sneaking into her thoughts. Every song she listened to reminded her of him. She shook her head and groaned. “What have you done to me?”

	 They’d met yesterday, and already she felt lost without him. She’d never been so obsessed with anyone. Why did he have such a hold on her? Doubt seeped into Sara’s thoughts. She began to wonder if this was for real. Whether Jared was for real. Old feelings and fears weighed her down. “Am I reading too much into one date? Did last night count as a date?”

	She’d been alone with him for a while, on two occasions. They’d kissed twice, no wait, three times. Did that make it a date? “This evening would certainly qualify as our first official date. Am I getting ahead of myself? Does Jared feel as strongly about me as I do about him?”

	Maybe she was being impulsive. Maybe she’d assumed he’d felt the same. Sara desperately wanted to call him, send him a text, anything to form a connection with him.

	“What if my feelings aren’t genuine? I’ve been wrong before.”

	~ ~ ~

	Sara sat down at Lucy’s upright piano and played what she felt. Eventually, a melody took shape. She played through it a couple of times and smiled. She grabbed her laptop. Using her composer program, she made a recording of the piano part. She also made a quick harmony track of herself, singing backup.

	She played her guitar and recorded it with the other two tracks. Sara made a recording of her voice and mixed all the tracks together. She used different effects to tweak the sound and copied the file to her USB key. She fastened it back to the strap around her neck so she could share it with Jared later if she got the chance. He might not even show up.

	Thinking of Jared was a mistake. Sara’s doubts and fears came flooding back, crashing her semi-happy mood. She didn’t have the heart to work anymore. She needed an escape, a way to express her feelings. The emptiness was like a cancer, slowly devouring her confidence. Only one song could express the pain she felt inside. Music was Sara’s way of coping and dealing with feelings she was afraid to act upon, in the real world.

	She worked through the chord progressions, grabbed her laptop and guitar and went to the backyard. She leaned against a big tree, by the birdhouse, and loaded her accompaniment program.

	~ ~ ~

	Sara closed her eyes and strummed her guitar. Soon she was lost in a world of her own. As always, she was so wrapped up in her music, she lost all track of time. She didn’t hear the doorbell. When she didn’t answer, Jared walked around and came through the side gate.

	Her eyes were still closed, lost to the real world. Sara became aware of another presence, a new vibration in the air around her. One of those urges, you simply can’t ignore. She swallowed hard and slowly opened her eyes.

	He was standing perfectly still, not making a sound. His face was twisted in an odd expression, almost like pain.

	Sara’s heart jumped to her throat. She felt like she couldn’t breathe. Oh, God! He’s changed his mind about me! He’s come to end it. He doesn’t wanna see me anymore! She waited for him to say something, do something, make a move of some kind.

	Jared stared at her with an empty, lost look in his eyes. He knelt on one knee and brushed some loose hairs behind her ear.

	She thought her heart would stop. The anticipation was killing her. His nearness was driving her mad. What are you doing? Why are you stalling? Oh, God! Why doesn’t he get it over with? She was dying inside. She swallowed and closed her eyes. Maybe this was what he wanted. “Just say it,” she whispered.

	His lips lingered on her forehead. “What’s wrong, Sara?”

	“I’m not sure I wanna hear what you’re gonna say.”

	Jared’s frown deepened. “What did you think, I was gonna say?”

	Sara blinked; tears rolled down her cheeks. “That you don’t want,” she broke off. “That you’ve thought about us, and you don’t,” she broke off again. This isn’t working. Just say it, coward! “That you don’t wanna see me anymore,” she blurted.

	Jared smiled. Nothing could be further from the truth! “I was gonna say, your song was beautiful, but I hope it wasn’t about me. If it was, I haven’t made my feelings clear. Sara, I can’t bear to be away from you.”

	Sara didn’t know what to say. She didn’t know what to do, how to feel. She stared into his eyes, hoping a moment of inspiration would come out of the blue and eliminate her doubts. What am I supposed to do? How am I supposed to feel? Should I fall into his arms and kiss him? Where’s my silent muse when I need her?

	There was a long pause while he patiently waited for her to find her voice. She kept her chin tucked; she wouldn’t look at him. “I’m scared, Jared.”

	He lifted her chin with his index finger until their eyes met again. It wasn’t easy for her to hide her feelings from him. It was as if he was a part of her already. His penetrating gaze pierced her heart, straight to her soul.

	Jared’s wide eyes glossed. “Scared? Of what, me? Of what I said?”

	Sara sighed and sniffed. “I’m confused and overwhelmed. I’m not in control of my feelings anymore. I’m beginning to think I’m part of some elaborate plan that’s been weaving my life and pushing me in this direction. Pushing me closer… to you. I don’t know how to take this.” She sighed again. She needed to focus. She needed clarity. She tried to look away. Jared wouldn’t let her.

	“I’ve lived my life, mostly on absolutions, and logic,” she reluctantly continued. “Whatever is going on between us, well, it doesn’t fall under those categories.”

	Jared’s eyes turned dark and serious, swirling with sorrow. “Am I, moving too fast for you? Do you want me, to back off?”

	“No! I don’t, and that’s what scares me,” she answered quickly. “I’ve reached a point of no return. If this ends. If we end, I’m headed for one hell of a fall. I’m living in a fantasy world, and I’m not Cinderella. There won’t be a happy ending, not for me.”

	He smiled. “It’s not a fantasy world, Sara! It’s real. I’ve spent the last two hours, cleaning my office. My desk is spotless. My office is spotless. My receptionist thinks I’m mad. It’s unusual for me to spring clean my desk or my office, but I needed something to do. Thirty minutes ago, I began feeling so lost and empty. If I’d let my guard down, I would’ve cried. I could think of only one thing that could make me feel that way. I had to know if you were OK.”

	Jared stroked her hair. “When I left the clinic, I couldn’t get home fast enough.” He snorted. “I showered and dressed so fast, I’m not even sure my socks match. All I thought about was getting to you. Holding you in my arms and scaring away whatever made you feel this way. I jumped on my bike and rushed straight over here. I know I’m early, but I couldn’t stand it another second!”

	He brushed the back of his fingers across her cheek. “What do I find when I get here?” He stood. “Come here,” he said and pulled her into his arms. He kissed her neck and buried his face in her hair. “I’ve missed you, Sara. It’s been hours since we were together, but I’ve missed you!”

	“I’ve missed you too! I can’t take this. It hurts like hell. I can’t breathe without you. I don’t want to breathe without you.”

	“I feel the same. What are we gonna do?”

	“I don’t know,” her voice trailed off.

	Jared tightened his jaw. He held her so close she could hardly breathe. “I can’t be away from you! I don’t care what anyone thinks or says. I’ve gotta have you with me. One way or the other, I will have you with me.”

	Sara blinked to clear her vision. Jared’s words filled her with such warmth. Her heart was so full, she thought it might burst. “I don’t care either,” she finally whispered.

	“Let’s get outta here,” he said and put her guitar in its case. “We’ll talk about this some more when we get where we’re going. I’ll take your guitar. My bike is parked under the carport. I’ll wait for you there.”

	~ ~ ~

	Sara tossed her laptop on the foot of the bed and clipped her pen to the collar of her T-shirt. She sent Lucy a quick text, telling her she was with Jared, and probably wouldn’t be home for dinner. In case inspiration struck, Sara stuffed a notepad in her back pocket and locked the door.

	Jared smiled, pulled her into his arms and thoroughly kissed her. He handed her the extra helmet he’d brought. Using a bungee strap, he secured her guitar to the back and crawled on his bike.

	She slipped in behind him and wrapped her arms, tightly around his waist. She wondered how they would communicate with their helmets on.

	As if reading her mind, Jared fiddled with a dial on his bike; the speaker next to Sara’s ears hissed. “Can you hear me alright?”

	“Yes, but how?”

	“They’re voice-activated. They’re connected directly to my radio.”

	“Wow! This is neat.”

	“It’s kind of a long trip. I wanted us to be able to talk.” He kick-started the bike and revved the engine. “Ready?”

	“I think so.”

	Jared chuckled. “You don’t sound too confident.”

	“I’m fine. I love being with you.”

	“Hang on tight. We’re gonna fly!”

	Sara squeezed him. His body reacted to her touch. “Oh, angel, be careful there! I could get used to this.”

	She sighed contentedly and rested her head against his back. “So could I.”

	Jared turned the bike around. “Steve’s outside. I’ll get his attention. Wave as we go by. I wanna make sure he understands you’re mine.”

	She frowned. “I think he knows that.”

	“Yeah, but I like rubbing it in.”

	Jared whistled. Steve looked up, smiled, shook his head and waved back.

	~ ~ ~

	He pulled onto the main highway and headed out of the city, toward the hills. “Wanna listen to some music or just talk?”

	“Can’t we do both?”

	“Sure, I can adjust the music and the helmet volume separately. What do you wanna listen to? I noticed you were wearing a flash drive around your neck. It wouldn’t happen to have music on it, would it?”

	Sara smiled. “Yes. Do you want it?”

	“No!” Jared answered quickly. “Wait ’til I stop.”

	He pulled to the shoulder and reached back. “I’ll take it now.” He put it in his radio and adjusted the volume. “Can you still hear me alright?”

	“Yes.” Sara loved the sound of Jared’s voice. It made her all tingly inside.

	“Is the music loud enough?”

	“It’s fine.”

	“Is this you? It sounds like the same song you were singing outside.”

	Sara snorted. “I wish. It’s the same song, but this is by the original artist. It’s called ‘My Immortal’ by Evanescence.”

	“Honestly, Sara, I thought it was you. Are any of your songs on here?”

	“Yeah – one, something I worked on earlier today.”

	“If it’s not too late when we get back, I want us to try the Evanescence song.”

	She smiled. “I love singing with you.”

	“Oh, no! I’ll help you with the chorus like I did with ‘The Rose’, but I want you to do this one on your own. I’m just gonna play the piano.”

	“Why?”

	“As sad as the song is, it’s still beautiful. It suits your voice. I think it would sound better as a solo.”

	“OK,” Sara said skeptically.

	“Hang on tight. I would never forgive myself if you got hurt. You don’t act as if you’ve done this before.”

	“That’s because I haven
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