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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Savanah Jackson and Jack Buchanan met while in line at Café Latte, their brief encounter just long enough to ignite a spark between them. That fleeting moment—recalled here from Goodbye Heartbreak, Hello May, Book 8—planted the seed  for March, a Song and a Dance.

      So, whether you’re new to the Twelve Months, Twelve Love Stories series, or a long time reader—and I thank you for that—I hope this glimpse of their beginning will sweep you right into their story.
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      Lost in his thoughts, his fingers drumming on the steering wheel, it was a few seconds before Jack Buchanan realized the light had turned green.

      A horn sounding behind him, he glanced in his rearview mirror.

      For God’s sake, what’s your hurry buddy? Give me a break.

      Though he knew the guy couldn’t see him, he sent a threatening scowl in the mirror.

      Then he stepped on the gas, sending his car shooting right through the intersection.

      A very immature gesture…

      Yes, he was aware of this. But it had been a long day, and he wasn’t in the mood. He was beat, and after being cooped up in the studio for almost nine hours, a mishmash of tunes were still stuck in his head.

      Since Jason had returned from his honeymoon, he had the band working on so many projects, Jack would swear he didn’t even know what day it was anymore.

      He knew this pace wouldn’t last forever. And like his dad had always been quick to remind him, any chance to up his financial security was something he should never lose sight of, no matter how young he thought he was.

      But making lots of money wasn’t cutting it for him anymore.

      You want more… someone to share your life. You’re tired of being on your own.

      He’d had the crazy thought this might be with Stephanie. But after watching her dance with this Evan—a guy who appeared out of nowhere and no one seemed to know anything about—he knew she would never be his.

      He’d played at enough weddings and written enough songs to know the signs of someone in love.

      Stephanie’s heart was with Evan.

      So, it looked like he was back to square one.

      Yep, just you and your music.

      Thank God he at least had that…

      

      The car in front of him made a slow turn into the Café Latte parking lot.

      Without even thinking, Jack followed him and pulled into the first parking space he saw. Coffee might be just what he needed. And even though he wasn’t a dessert kind of guy, he could never pass on one of their sour cherry scones. If they had any left at this late hour.

      He’d swear they were addicting.

      

      The café was quiet on this late Wednesday afternoon. Taking advantage of this, Ellie Cook was taking a quick inventory of the available baked goods.

      She was talking to herself. “Hmm… it looks like we’ll be okay. Not the best selection, but enough to carry us through until closing.”

      The sound of someone clearing their throat, she glanced up from the display case to see it was Jack.

      Smiling, he bided his time. He hadn’t seen Ellie since she’d left Cleveland over a year ago for an internship at Ohio State. He missed her ever-present smile and cheerful banter.

      She grinned. “Jack… how’ve you been?”

      “Ellie… it’s great to see you. I’m good, doing my thing, keeping busy. What about you? And why are you even here? Shouldn’t you still be in Columbus? Or has your internship ended?”

      She shook her head. “I’m home on a break. They needed extra help here since Laurel, the café owner, had a baby. So, I volunteered to come in for a few days.”

      When she saw him glance over at her left hand, she grew flustered, averting her gaze. “So, still the usual? Regular, no cream or sugar, and a sour cherry scone?”

      A slight frown marked his features, noting her unease. He thought she’d be engaged to her boyfriend, Michael, by now. The one time he’d met him, he’d come across as a nice guy. Together, he and Ellie seemed like a perfect fit.

      Goes to show you, when love singles you out, who knows what will happen next.

      “Or maybe you want something else today?” This coming from Ellie, he shook his head. “No, what you said is fine.”

      Then, unsure of what to say, he fell silent, watching as she put the scone in a bag.

      She was the first to speak. “Looks like today is your lucky day since this is the last cherry scone. They are by far our most popular pastry. They’re usually gone by noon.”

      “Oh, no. Is that really the last cherry scone? Tell me it isn’t so.”

      This disappointed comment coming from behind him, followed by a long and dramatic sigh, was enough to have Jack turn around, a smile tweaking the corner of his mouth.

      This is when he’d swear everything around him came to a grinding halt. His heart pounding in his chest, he could only stare at the woman standing in front of him.

      The vague thought entered his mind this must be what it felt like to be hit by Cupid’s arrow.

      It had zinged his heart, all right. But in a wonderful and amazing way.

      He wanted to say something, if only to ask her name. But the most he could manage was a smile. So, this is what he did… he smiled like he had never smiled before in his life. While drinking in every single detail.

      She was by far the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. She was exquisite. Definitely out of his league, she was a woman he would never even think of approaching. Let alone try to start up a conversation.

      Her hair was the shade of a rich, dark espresso. Pulled back in a loose bun, wispy tendrils framed her face. He wanted to reach over to tuck these behind her ears, maybe even trail his fingers over the satiny softness of her cheeks. The possibility he might lose his mind and do this, he clenched his fists to his sides.

      Her face was a classic oval, a face an artist dreams of painting. A molten chocolate brown, her eyes were wide and expressive. Soft and tempting, her mouth begged to be kissed.

      He’d give anything, starting with the sour cherry scone, to experience such a kiss.

      But you already know it would be amazing.

      When he saw his inspection had brought a faint flush to her cheeks, he cleared his throat, relieved to find his voice was ready to join him. “Hello.”

      Yeah, it wasn’t a lot, but at least it was a start.

      “Hello.” She took a step closer, her move graceful as a gentle breeze.

      He briefly closed his eyes.

      What the hell is wrong with you? A gentle breeze? Thank goodness you didn’t say that out loud. What’s next? You’re going to recite poetry to her?

      Actually, this was something most people didn’t know about him. Fascinated by the whole concept of poetry, he had fooled around a bit, writing a few lines himself.

      And he could write volumes about this woman.

      If he had to guess, he would say she was a dancer. But not just any dancer.

      A ballerina.

      The kind of ballerina everyone imagines in their mind… all beauty and grace.

      Not that he knew much about dance. Or ballerinas. His sister had taken dancing lessons. Forced to sit through far too many of her recitals, what he remembered most was a lot of tulle and glitter. Along with a fair share of falls and missed cues. This invariably ended with a lot of dramatics and tears. Not at all the dancer this woman would be.

      No, she would be perfection.

      He just blurted it out. “You’re a dancer.”

      She tilted her head, a look of surprise flashing across her face. Then an almost teasing smile curved her lips. “Yes, I am. And you? Are you also a dancer?”

      She had moved even closer, the scent of her perfume pulling him in. A combination of lemon, jasmine and musk, it awakened his senses. Filling his mind with the possibility of long walks in the moonlight and sizzling summer nights of passion.

      Again, what’s going on with you? Just look at her. You don’t have a chance.

      He slowly shook his head. “No, I’m a musician.” Then he completely surprised himself with what he said next. “I would say this means you and I are a perfect match, no? You need music to dance. And I need inspiration to write the music. I believe this is how all great love stories start.”

      Surprised, and even more relieved this hadn’t sent her running out of the café to get away from him, he grew bolder, sending her a grin. “After all, we’ve already found out we have the same tastes in scones. So, imagine the possibilities.”

      She laughed. “But you know nothing about me. I might be a terrible dancer.”

      His gaze leisurely traveling over her, he slowly shook his head. “No, something tells me, as beautiful as you are, you’re an amazing dancer.”

      He watched the color deepen in her cheeks. Amazed this was because of something he said, he was filled with a sudden determination.

      You are not going to let this woman get away.

      And how did he plan to go about this?

      He hadn’t a clue.

      Ellie, who had been watching this take place, was getting more frustrated by the minute. What was Jack’s problem? Why wasn’t he making his move? The chemistry between them was undeniable, so what more did he need?

      Enough was enough.

      She cleared her throat. When Jack glanced over at her, she sent a pointed look at the bag with the scone.

      He gave her a blank stare. Then, comprehension flashing across his face, he grabbed the bag from the counter.

      He held it out to the woman. “Here, I believe this scone belongs to you.”

      She shook her head. “Oh, no… I can’t possibly take it from you. I can easily find something else.”

      Still holding out the bag, he smiled. “Please… I insist.”

      She began searching through her purse. “Then let me at least pay you.”

      He shook his head. “No, absolutely not. My treat.”

      She finally took the bag from him. “Okay. And, thank you.”

      The smile she gave him sent a warmth through him he couldn’t describe. It was a smile that had him wanting more.

      You’d do anything to spend the rest of your life making her smile.

      But again… this wouldn’t even have a chance of happening if he let her leave without at least finding out her name.

      He moved closer. “You’re more than welcome. Maybe one day you can return the favor. Or we can share a scone and some conversation.”

      He smiled. “By the way, I’m Jack.”

      Her smile abruptly disappeared, panic filling her face.

      Puzzled, he watched as she began backing away. Avoiding his gaze, she mumbled her response. “I have somewhere I need to go, and I can’t be late. Again, thank you for the scone.”

      She turned, and after almost running into an incoming customer, she slipped outside.

      Jack was in shock. He was also a little in denial. This wasn’t what he’d expected. Was it something he said? Had he been too forward? Too familiar?

      Dragging his hand back through his hair, he turned to Ellie. “Do you know her? Or, at least, know her name?”

      She shook her head. “No, I don’t. But I’ve only been filling in since yesterday.” She waved her hand towards the door. “What are you waiting for? Go after her.”

      So, this is what he did.

      As he went sprinting out of the café, he tried not to think about his behavior. Because, seriously—had he lost his mind? Chasing after a woman he knew nothing about? This wasn’t something he’d do. Or even think about doing.

      But, for whatever reason, crazy or not, he felt like he had no choice… it felt right.

      She was his destiny.

      He came to a halt in the middle of the parking lot, scanning the cars and anywhere else she could have gone.

      He came up with nothing.

      This is when, believe it or not, he began searching the ground, thinking she may have left some kind of clue behind.

      And what are you expecting to find? A glass slipper? You’re losing it, buddy, you need to get a grip.

      After one last glance around the parking lot, he made his way back into the café

      

      Crouched down in driver’s seat of her car, Savannah Jackson stared at her shaking hands. Her heart was also beating so hard, and so loud, she was afraid it was going to leap right out of her chest.

      Closing her eyes, she tried to slow her breathing.

      The door to the café suddenly flew open. Slipping even further down in the seat, she watched as a man came running out, slowly scanning the parking lot.

      It was him.

      For a brief moment, she thought of making herself known. If only to thank him again for the scone. Then she’d apologize for running out on him.

      But the consequences of what could happen if she did? This was too overwhelming for her.

      Instead, she watched as he walked back into the café. Then, cautiously inching her way back into a sitting position, she started her car and drove out of the parking lot.

      

      Jack shook his head at Ellie’s hopeful expression.

      She sighed, reaching over to pat his hand. “Oh, Jack… I’m so sorry.”

      He shrugged, and after leaning back against the counter, a silence fell between them. Ellie didn’t know what to say, while Jack was trying to figure out where he went wrong.

      He heaved a frustrated sigh. “Please don’t tell me I imagined what happened. There was definitely something between us, right? A connection of some kind?”

      She nodded. “Yes, I’d say there was definitely something there.” Then she gave a short laugh. “But maybe I’m not the one to ask.”

      Aware of his concerned glance, she grabbed a cup and filled it with coffee. After slapping on a lid, she slid it across the counter to him, her smile overly bright. “Now, how about your scone? I know we still have blueberry and cinnamon.”

      He shrugged. “Sure, you pick.”

      He watched her put a scone in a bag before she rang up the sale. All while she chattered away about nothing.

      But she had no reason to worry. He had received her unsaid message loud and clear. Any talk about her and Michael was off limits.

      There was now a line of customers behind him, so he picked up his scone and coffee. “Well, I better be on my way. If I don’t see you before you go back to Columbus, I wish you the best.”

      She gave him one of those big smiles he remembered. “Thanks. And I’ll keep my eyes open while I’m here. You know… just in case a certain person comes in again. And don’t worry, I have a good feeling about this.”

      As he walked out of the café, he decided Ellie’s comment was proof he had every reason to feel optimistic. But this also meant he had his work cut out for him.

      He needed to figure out a way to find this woman again.

      Then he was going to marry her.

      He stopped right in the middle of the parking lot and, raising his face to the sky, he yelled out. “It’s official. You’ve gone absolutely insane.”

      He was laughing as he headed for his car. When two elderly women turned to stare at him on their way into the café, he responded with a big smile and a wave. “Have a wonderful day, ladies.”

      He got in his car, turned on his favorite audio track, and started the drive home.

      Believe it or not, he was in a great mood.

      And he had every reason to be.

      He’d found the love of his life.

      

      As Savanah drove home, she replayed every single detail of the last ten minutes in her mind. Twice, maybe three times, she did this.

      What happened back there in Café Latte? This kind of  behavior wasn’t something she’d normally encourage. She didn’t have the time, nor did she have any interest in finding a man.

      Not now. This would be absolute craziness.

      Her mother would be the first to remind her of this. She needed to concentrate solely on her dancing right now. Any distractions were to be avoided. She had worked so hard and for too long to let her heart fool her into thinking she could have both.

      That her mother had even suggested she take a yoga class was still a mystery. But this was probably only because she thought it might help relieve the stress from all the new changes in her life.

      She only hoped with her twenty-sixth birthday coming up in a few months, her mother would finally realize it was time to step back and let her run her own life.

      Mistakes and all.

      A faint smile touched her lips.

      But, this man…

      He was so handsome. And the way he looked at you. Like he thought you were the most beautiful woman in the world.

      She wasn’t used to this kind of attention. From her early childhood, compliments had been discouraged. Unless they were in regard to her dancing. And those had to be earned.

      As she pulled into her driveway, reality kicked in. It would be best if she forgot what happened. Planned out to the smallest detail, her life was no longer her own.

      There was no room in her life for a man like him.

      But, try as she might, she couldn’t stop thinking about his smile.

      A man like him in your life?

      She couldn’t even imagine…
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        Love is like playing the piano. First you must learn to play by the rules.

        Then you must forget  the rules, and play from the heart.

        ~ Anonymous
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        With the right music, you either forget everything.

        Or you remember everything.

        ~ Anonymous

      

      

      After a sweeping glance around the small café, Jack Buchanan sighed as he turned back to the counter.

      Nope, looks like it’s not happening today, either.

      There was no sign of the woman he’d hoped to find. The woman he’d dubbed “the dancer,” sometimes even “his ballerina,” a habit he knew he should break.

      Nearly ten months had passed since their chance encounter here at Café Latte, yet he kept coming back, chasing that unshakable memory.

      He stuffed his wallet back in his pocket. Grabbing the coffee cup and bag with the sour cherry scone, he smiled at the girl behind the counter as she held out the change from his order.

      “Add it to your tip jar,” he said, nodding towards it. “If only for the great smile you always have for everyone.”

      Her blush, making him worry he’d said too much, or lord help him, something too familiar, he turned to leave.

      As a member of Cleveland’s most popular and hottest band, Banded Together, he had experienced his share of crazy fans. He’d learned how just about anything, even a simple hello, could be taken the wrong way.

      Stuffing the bills in the jar, she called out as he began walking away. “Thanks, Mr. Buchanan. Enjoy your scone and coffee.” After a dramatic sigh, she turned to the girl working with her. “He is so dreamy, don’t you think?”

      Whoa… dreamy? Hmm…

      A smile tweaked the corner of Jack’s mouth as he pushed the button for Dark Roast and waited for his coffee cup to fill.

      Was he flattered?

      Of course he was—what man wouldn’t be?

      Curious to hear more, he slowly reached for a lid. Proof that 99.9% of the time eavesdropping leads to no good, her coworker let out a loud laugh. “Ha… are you crazy? I bet he’s at least fifteen years older than you. Possibly even twenty.

      As she set a tray of mega-sized peanut butter cookies on the counter, a customer favorite, she rolled her eyes. “With such a huge age gap, what are the chances you’d have anything in common?”

      The first girl shrugged. “Well, stranger things have happened. There are tons of articles about celebrities in May-December relationships. It works for them, so why not for us?”

      After she pulled an empty tray from the display case and replaced it with the tray of peanut butter cookies, her coworker frowned. “Yeah, I wonder what the real story is with those.”

      She grabbed a bottle of glass cleaner from behind the counter, waving the bottle to emphasize her point. “There’s also a good chance he already has a girlfriend. Perhaps even a wife and a couple of kids. Think about it… he might even be on his second or third marriage. You know how those celebrities are. One of anything is never enough for them.”

      She was scowling as she began wiping down the counter. After her recent breakup, men had become a sensitive topic for her.

      This would include all men.

      The first girl nodded. “Yeah, you’re probably right. Despite that, I’m willing to bet a cinnamon roll Mr. Buchanan is a man you can depend on. It shows in his eyes. And he has a great smile.”

      “Hah… in the beginning, they’re all like that. They give you those puppy dog eyes to get what they want, and you fall for it every time. Then everything changes, and they move on.”

      She shrugged. “Whatever…”

      After scanning the remaining pastries in the display case, she picked up the empty tray. “I’m going to the kitchen to get more sour cherry scones. I don’t get it. They have been flying out of here like crazy. Have you had one yet?”

      The first girl shook her head. “Nope. But they must be good, since they are the only pastry Mr. Buchanan orders. With a coffee. Dark Roast. Every single time.” Her eyes grew wide. “Maybe they added in some kind of magic ingredient. Who knows? Stranger things have happened.”

      “Yeah, some kind of love potion.”

      They were both laughing as she turned to help the next customer.

      

      A magic ingredient? Love potion?

      Jack could only wish. His smile now a thing of the past, after tossing some napkins in the bag with the sour cherry scone, he pulled his keys out of his pocket.

      He wasn’t too happy with most of what he just heard.

      Come on… fifteen or twenty years older? Not as old as you look?

      He groaned.

      And… dependable?

      This made it sound as if he’d already settled into the middle-aged state of his life. To be clear, the last time he’d checked, he hadn’t found a single gray hair. But, evidently, a man of his age, with no serious relationship in the works, or plans of marriage in the near future?

      They were doomed…

      Well, as far as he was concerned, he was doing just fine. Better than most, he’d say. He’d challenge anyone around town to put together a list of guys his age who still played in a band. A popular and in demand band, where age was all forgotten in lieu of talent.

      All things considered, he figured he was a pretty hip and young thirty—nowhere near the fifty years the girls behind the counter guessed.

      Don’t forget, the one girl did say you were dreamy.

      Yeah, he’d settle for this.

      But they’d gotten one thing wrong. This would be his relationship status.  No girlfriend, and no wife. If there was, he wouldn’t be haunting Café Latte like a lovestruck fool.

      Their opinion of you would change in a second  if they knew the reason for your frequent visits. Dreamy would fly right out the window.

      Still, he was banking on a miracle—all because of a mutual fondness for sour cherry scones.

      He needed to leave. Dragging his hand through his hair, he headed for the door, pausing to send one more searching glance around the small coffee shop. There was nothing—no sign of the woman he couldn’t shake, the one whose name he never got.

      It’s been almost a year now—what are the odds?

      Frustrated, and half-convinced he was losing it, he shoved open the door and sprinted to his truck.

      After he dropped the coffee cup in his cupholder and tossed the bag with the scone on the passenger seat, he glanced over at the Café Latte sign above the door. He didn’t even want to think about how many stop he’d made here lately—enough to consider buying stock in the place.

      He glanced over at the bag. Was he nuts, or what? The last thing he needed was another sour cherry scone. He already had over a half-dozen stashed in his freezer.

      So why did he keep coming back?

      It was simple. By reliving the events of that day, he would eventually get lucky—he’d turn around to find her right behind him in line.

      And this time, you won’t let her get away.

      Yep, he was hoping for a miracle.
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      Jack was about to start up his truck when his phone buzzed. He picked it up to see he had a voicemail from Stephanie.

      
        
        
        “Hey, Jack, it’s me calling to see if you got

        your invitation for the wedding, and if you

        plan on bringing a date. The wedding is less

        than three weeks away, so if you have asked

        no one yet, you’re running out of time. Hold

        on a minute…”

      

      

      

      Jack could hear her talking to someone before she came back on the phone. “

      
        
        
        “Sorry about that, I’m at work. Now what

        was I talking about? Oh, yeah, if you don’t

        have a date yet, I have someone who would

        be perfect for you, my friend from yoga class.

        And guess what? She doesn’t have a date

        either. So, would you be open to meeting?”

      

      

      

      He hit pause, and dragging his hand down over his jaw, he groaned.

      Seriously?

      What the hell is going on?

      First the girls at Café Latte, and now Stephanie?

      Did he come across as that desperate? And this yoga friend … was there a reason she didn’t have a date? He knew little about yoga people, only that they seemed to enjoy distorting their bodies in poses he wouldn’t even think of attempting.

      Since you also don’t have a date, you have no room to talk, do you?

      After staring down at the phone, wishing he’d never picked it up in the first place, he listened to the rest of Stephanie’s voice mail.

      
        
        
        “We’ll make it simple, meet at Café Latte for

        coffee. So you won’t feel obligated if you don’t

        hit it off. Even though I don’t see this happen-

        ing. So, think about it. And when you decide

        what you’d like to do, call me and I’ll set it

        up. You won’t have to do a thing. Don’t wait

        too long, though. The next three weeks are

        going to fly by. Talk to you later.”

      

      

      

      He tossed the phone on the passenger seat, and starting up his truck, he pulled out of the Café Latte parking lot. After he lowered the visor against the late afternoon sun, he thought about what Stephanie said in her voice mail.

      A blind date, huh?

      He thought he’d made his opinion of blind dates pretty clear… he wasn’t interested.

      He didn’t like the pressure. the notion he needed to prove himself. Or worse yet, give the impression he wasn’t desperate. That this all took place when it wasn’t something he wanted to do in the first place?

      This made for a very long and uncomfortable evening. And when the date ended? He was left with another sense of failure.

      You’re not good at blind dates. Hell, make that any kind of date.He remembered Stephanie mentioning this woman from her yoga class. It was the night she’d agreed to be his date for the Cleveland’s Elite Awards Banquet. The same night he’d realized she had fallen in love with someone else.

      However, he’d been fine with this. If anything, it had been a relief. One shouldn’t have to try so hard to make a relationship work. And now he and Stephanie had become close friends.

      His phone rang, Jason’s name popping up on the audio display.

      He hit answer. “Hey, what’s up?”

      After a long pause, Jason’s voice filled the interior of his truck. “Umm... just checking to see if you picked up the demo. And where the hell are you, if you did?”

      At first, Jason’s inquiry didn’t register.

      The demo?

      Then he remembered.

      Damn… he’s talking about the new demo the band put together. You told him you’d stop by the studio and pick it up.

      Jason also told him he needed it by four at the latest.

      He glanced over at the clock on the dashboard.

      4:28 p.m.

      He groaned, and hitting the brakes, he made a sharp right into a parking lot. Tires squealing, he did a u-turn back out onto the main highway and headed for the studio.

      “So, is this silence a way of letting me know you forgot?”

      Jason’s dry tone of voice had Jack responding with an embarrassed laugh. “Umm… sorry. Unfortunately, I did. But don’t worry, I’m already on my way to the studio. Give me about twenty minutes and you’ll have your demo.”

      After a brief silence, Jason gave a resigned sigh. “You’re sure about this?”

      “Yes, I’m sure. But then, who’s sure about anything these days?”

      Another brief silence passed before Jason responded. “Okay, then… I’m not going to touch that. See you in twenty.”

      

      Five minutes later, Jack walked out of the studio, demo in hand. Muttering to himself, he wondered if he was entering the early stages of dementia.

      Nah… you just need to stop pushing yourself. Scale back on the workload.

      But he was desperate. He hadn’t had a break since he won the Cleveland Elite award for one of his original scores almost a year ago. Working long hours and pressured by deadlines, his mind was demanding a rest, his creativity begging to be put on hold.

      He was almost to the point he wished he’d never heard of the damn award. Not that he was ungrateful, there was only so much one person could do.

      He was reaching for his coffee when the car in front of him came to an abrupt stop. As he slammed on his brakes, he could only watch as the coffee appeared to shoot right out of the cup and into his lap.

      The only positive note? The coffee was lukewarm, not hot.

      A wake up call, he kept his mind on the driving and his eyes on the road.

      

      Jack turned into The Regency parking lot. After he pulled into his usual parking space, he cleaned up as much of the coffee spill as he could.

      This latest mishap had him thinking. Maybe he needed to quit being so stubborn.

      Yeah, shake things up a little. Put yourself out there…

      Or, as they say in his line of work… it’s time to face the music.

      And his first step would be?

      Tonight, he would call Stephanie to tell her he would meet her yoga friend.

      At this point?

      What did he have to lose?
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        Nothing improves the memory more

        than trying to forget.

        ~ Anonymous

      

      

      Jack grabbed the demo from the passenger seat and jumped out of his truck. As he approached the party center, he could hear a woman talking to a small child. This came from an SUV parked in front of the main entrance.

      He recognized the woman’s voice as Abby Kardell’s. The child’s voice was her two-year-old daughter, Madeline Rose.

      When she saw Jack, Madeline Rose gave an excited shriek, almost dropping the cookie she was holding. And before Abby realized what she had in mind, she ran over to him, wrapping her arms around his legs in a big hug.

      “Up, up, up…” This coming in a chant, she reached up to him.

      So, Jack did what anyone would when confronted by an adorable toddler with curly red hair and an angelic face. He picked her up, laughing at the big grin this brought to her face. “Well, hello little one. My goodness… life would be perfect if everyone was as glad to see me as you are.”

      After rewarding him with another hug and insisting he take a bite of her cookie, she patted him on the cheek.

      Then, as children often do, she began a close inspection of his face.

      This made him nervous.

      Jack had very little experience with children. Because of his father’s demanding schedule and his mother’s frequent travels, he and his sister spent most of their time with a constantly changing succession of nannies. And even though he had friends from school, his most cherished moments were those spent in his mother’s music room, writing songs and playing the piano.

      He was one of those rare kids who genuinely looked forward to practicing every day.

      His mother, a well-known and popular soprano in the Denver theater scene, had encouraged his wish to be a professional pianist. While his father, a prominent criminal defense lawyer, believed his focus should be on a more financially rewarding profession.

      Ideally, this would be as a lawyer.

      This had been an ongoing argument between his parents for as long as he could remember.

      The month before he was supposed to graduate from high school was the beginning of the end of the only family he’d ever known. On their way to San Francisco for a cousin’s wedding, his mother and sister perished when the small plane they were on crashed into the mountains during a snowstorm.

      Jack and his father would’ve also been on that plane had his father not canceled out at the last minute because of a big case he was working on. Jack’s choice to stay with him would have a lifelong effect on both of them.

      Overcome with grief, and filled with guilt for choosing to forgo the wedding, his father had turned into someone Jack no longer knew. He rarely left his office, ignoring Jack almost completely. If, by chance, they spent time together; they fought about everything, some of their arguments leading to full-blown shouting matches. This eventually turned into long periods of silence until they didn’t talk at all.

      The blame for these disagreements almost always ended with what his father referred to as Jack’s “damned obsession” with music.

      Jack didn’t think of music as an obsession. Music made him comfortable with who he was. A life filled with music was the only career he could envision.

      Music was also what had helped get him through the dark days following his mother and sister’s death.

      Determined to make amends, Jack set aside his dream of a career in music. He took his father’s advice and enrolled in college. His plan was to earn a law degree and eventually take over his father’s practice.

      He lasted halfway through his first year of graduate school before he left to do what he should’ve done from the beginning… make music.

      The day Jack called his father to tell him about his change of plans was the last time they spoke. And despite his efforts to keep his father updated on what he was doing, he’d never received a response.

      No one in Cleveland knew the story of his former life. And he wanted it to stay that way. This had been his goal when he’d joined Banded Together, to make a fresh start.

      His vow to put a career as a pianist behind him, his first move had been a bold one. He switched from piano to drums. Not only was the transition easier than he’d expected, he also found drumming was a great way to let out his frustrations.

      And, no… he hadn’t given up hope, still sending updates to his father.

      

      “Jack? Are you okay?”

      He blinked, sending his thoughts scattering. When Madeline Rose held her cookie up to his mouth for another bite, the look he sent Abby bordered on panic.

      “Here, let me take her.” Concerned, Abby reached for Madeline Rose, settling her comfortably on her hip. Then she sent Jack a tentative smile. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      He shrugged, jamming his hands in his pockets. “Yeah, I’m fine. Let’s just say it’s been a long day.”

      He nodded toward the large bakery box on the back seat of the SUV. “I take it you’re dropping off a cookie order?”

      “Yes, they’re for a bridal shower luncheon tomorrow. Since I’m leaving for New York in the morning, I needed to deliver them today. The guys have a three-game series with the Yankees, so Sophie, Hannah and I decided to tag along.”

      She grinned. “Do some shopping. Maybe even get a little wild.”

      Jack laughed. “Oh, boy… the three of you unchaperoned in the big city? This could be dangerous, no?”

      She grinned. “To be honest, what I’m most looking forward to is some adult conversation. Along with a good night’s sleep.” She pressed a kiss to the top of Madeline Rose’s head. “This little monkey is excited about spending time with grandpa.”

      “Gampa?” Twisting in Abby’s arms, Madeline Rose’s face lit up with a big smile. After searching the area, she turned back to Abby, her face scrunched in confusion. “Where’s Gampa?”

      Abby laughed, giving her a hug. “He’s not here, sweetie. You’ll see him when we get home.” She nodded over at Jack. “Now that my father has moved closer to us, the two of them have become the best of friends.”

      After stuffing the demo in his pocket, Jack had removed the box from the SUV. “I’m sure you have a lot to do before you leave, so let me deliver this for you. I’m headed in that direction to meet up with Jason.”

      “Jack, that would be fantastic.” Taking advantage of his offer, she plopped Madeline Rose in her car seat, buckling her up as she spoke. “The luncheon is in the Garden Room. There should already be a buffet table set up. This is where I told them I’d leave the cookies.”

      He shifted the box in his arms to get a better grip before he glanced over at her, eyebrows raised. “Geeesh… this is heavy. How many cookies did they order?”

      “Believe me when I say too many. I don’t know who’s worse, the bride or groom. They’ve turned their wedding into a three-ring circus. It’s insane.”

      He shrugged. “Yeah, we’ve seen it all, haven’t we?” He shifted the box in his arms to get a better grip. “Promise you’ll ask for help if you need it. There’s always one of us around, so you only need to ask.”

      She studied him for a moment before she smiled. “People always assume guys in a band are crazy and full of themselves. But you are all so kind and always ready to help.”

      She pressed a kiss to his cheek. “Thank you for that.”

      He grinned. “Yeah? Well, I’ll let you in on a little secret… we do it for the cookies.”

      She laughed. “Ah… gotcha. I’ll see what I can do.”
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      After Jack delivered the cookies to the Garden Room, leaving them on the buffet table as Abby had instructed, he headed for the band’s equipment room where Jason would be waiting.

      As he passed by Darcey’s office, he glanced inside. When she looked up from her computer. he grinned, coming to a stop. “Well, if it isn’t our fearless leader. How’s it going? Working hard?”

      “Hi, Jack.” Her smile was more like a grimace as she leaned back in her chair, tossing her pen on the desk.

      Concerned, he moved closer. “Hey, are you okay?”

      After staring at him for what felt like an eternity, she shook her head. “I’m afraid you’ve caught me in one of my—what was I thinking when I agreed to take on this job—moments. Because working hard doesn’t even come close to describing the past three hours I’ve spent with Elenore Cromley and the new chef.”

      She ran her hand through her hair, exhaling a long, drawn-out sigh. “It seems they are in a standoff over the new menu choices. She’s all about elegance and tradition, while he’s into keeping up with the latest trends. I don’t understand why this didn’t come up when he interviewed with her. But I guess this is to be expected. Elenore’s expectations are so high, it’s hard to satisfy her. It’s a well-known fact she’s also not one to compromise.”

      Then she shrugged, sending him a bright smile. “Oh, well… I told them, from now on, I’m out of it. They’ll have to work it out on their own.”

      He chuckled. “It will be interesting to see who wins. From what little I’ve heard, the chef is very demanding. And Elenore? Well, she’s Elenore.”

      She laughed. “That’s as good a description as any. I guess we shall have to wait and see, huh?” Coming from around her desk, she smiled. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to bore you with my problems. If anything, I’m glad you’re here. There’s something I want to show you. I believe Elenore had you in mind with this surprise.

      Elenore had you in mind? You don’t like the sound of this… no, not at all.

      A sudden uneasiness filling him, he frowned.

      Quick to notice this, Darcey put her hand on his arm. “I think you’ll find it’s a delightful surprise.”

      He dragged his hand through his hair, avoiding her gaze.

      Delightful? The way this day has been going, you doubt this. Especially if Elenore is involved.

      When he seemed to hesitate, she grinned. “I know Jason is waiting for you, but this will only take a few minutes. Come on…”

      She left the room, giving him no choice but to follow.

      She kept up a continuous chatter about the catering changes they were planning to make until they reached the Grand Ballroom. After she hit the master switch to turn on the crystal chandeliers, flooding the room with light, she again motioned for him to follow her.

      She led him over to the area reserved for the band, grinning as she glanced over at him. “As you can see, we have a recent addition to The Regency.”

      She nodded. “Compliments of Elenore.”

      Where there once was an arrangement of ornamental trees, a popular setting for photo shots, the space was now occupied by a majestic grand piano.

      Darcey watched as Jack walked over to run his fingers in a light caress over the keys. As he stared down at the keys, his silence confused her.

      She sent him a tentative smile. “I found out only last week this would be delivered today. Elenore was very insistent it was to be a surprise. She also told me I’m to let you know you have use of the piano whenever you’d like.”

      When Jack still had nothing to say, she added. “From what little she shared, I got the impression you’ve played on a piano like this one before. So you must be very good at it.”

      After a slight pause, she glanced over at him. “Does Jason know this?”

      He traced the familiar gilded Steinway & Sons emblem with his fingertips. After dropping his hand to his side, he slowly shook his head. “I haven’t played for a long time, close to fifteen years. I guess you could say I lost interest.”

      He shrugged. “And no, I didn’t feel the need to tell Jason. A pianist wasn’t what he was looking for.”

      Lost interest?

      Curious what he meant by that, but discouraged by the closed expression on his face, Darcey gave him a big smile. “Well, according to Elenore, when you get the urge to play again, it’s only right you have this amazing piano here waiting for you.”

      When his only response was another nod, she was at a loss.

      She didn’t understand. What was happening here? She thought he’d be thrilled when he saw the piano.

      She glanced up at him, her look searching. “So, what do you think? It’s beautiful, isn’t it? And knowing Elenore, it’s the best money can buy.”

      He finally spoke, his words almost robotic-like. “Yes, it is.” And though he wanted to say more, if only to put Darcey at ease, the memories swirling around in his mind wouldn’t allow this. Blinking back the unfamiliar threat of tears, he had to clear his throat before he sent Darcey a brief smile.

      “I’ll have to thank her.”

      And that was it… he had nothing more to say.

      Now even more concerned, Darcey’s smile was overly bright. “Well, I should get back to work. When you see Jason, can you tell him there’s no hurry? I have more than enough work to keep me busy.” She turned to walk away, only to pause. “I can’t wait to hear you play.”

      A faint smile touched his lips. “I guess we’ll have to see what happens...”

      Relieved to see something resembling a smile, she gave him a comforting pat on the arm and left.

      

      Halfway to her office, Darcey remembered she’d wanted to ask Jack what he thought about Margie, the new sous chef. Only yesterday she’d confessed to having a huge crush on him since Banded Together played at her cousin’s wedding. And even though Darcey knew Jack probably wouldn’t be interested, she’d promised Margie she’d check it out.

      So she headed back to the Grand Ballroom, coming to an abrupt stop right inside the entrance. Seated at the piano, his hands resting on his knees, Jack appeared to be deep in thought.

      Not wanting to intrude, she backed out of the room, almost taking off in a run back to her office.

      She wandered over to the window. As she gazed out at the courtyard, she wondered… what happened in Jack’s past to bring on such an emotional response to the piano?

      This worried her. She liked Jack. So she’d hate to see something as simple as a piano mess up his life.

      

      Once she was back at her desk, she refreshed her computer. She hadn’t been kidding when she told Jack she had a lot of work to do. The towering pile of folders on her desk, each one containing information about an upcoming event, were a testament of this. She still couldn’t believe the party center was almost completely booked into the next year.

      Her phone rang. Praying it wasn’t another problem to add to her list, she checked her caller I. D.

      She groaned. Gloria Miller, one of their most difficult clients.

      Pasting a big smile on her face, she reluctantly hit answer. “Mrs. Miller, it’s so nice to hear from you. Now, how may I help you?”
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        You can choose to move on,

        take a chance in the unknown.

        Or you can stay locked in the past,

        thinking of what could’ve been.

        ~ Unknown

      

      

      After Darcey had left the Grand Ballroom, Jack had planned to do the same. Yet, as though he had no control over his actions, he pulled out the piano bench.

      Seated, he again reached over to run his fingers over the raised logo in front of him.

      Flooded with memories, he closed his eyes. His mother’s words came at him so clearly. If he didn’t know better, he’d swear she was standing right next to him.

      
        
        “You must never forget how lucky you are   to have one of the finest hand-crafted pianos in the world  at your fingertips. But the piano alone means nothing, Jacky. Your hard work and dedication will be what makes the music sing.”

      

      

      Jacky… this had been her nickname for him.

      Against his will, his thoughts flipped right over to what could have been had his mother and sister not died in the plane crash.

      A slight rustling sound told him he was no longer alone. He turned, and his gaze sweeping the room, he saw no one. Whoever it was, they had left.

      This, of course, was if someone had actually been in the room.

      Damn… now you’re imagining things?

      He groaned, dragging his hand down over his jaw.

      Taking this as a sign he needed to leave, he brushed his fingers over the keys one last time. Pushing the piano bench back where it belonged, he left the room.

      He was walking down the hall when he came to a dead stop.

      Was this some kind of challenge? Because, for some unexplained reason, he felt this was exactly what Elenore intended it to be.

      However, in his opinion, an impossible one.

      He let out a sigh of frustration. He didn’t like this. Until now, he had been diligent in keeping the past where it belonged, behind him, and to be forgotten. He had even convinced himself it no longer mattered.

      But now? This move of Elenore’s was proof he’d been fooling himself all along.

      Damn…

      Jack was almost to the equipment room when he realized he’d left the demo on the piano bench. He hurried back to the ballroom, and making sure not to even glance over at the piano, he grabbed the demo. Muttering to himself, once again he headed towards the equipment room.

      His plan was to deliver the demo to Jason and call it a day.

      Once he got home, since he’d spilled most of the coffee from Café Latte, he’d make a fresh pot.

      Yeah, and he’d eat the sour cherry scone.

      Heck, you might even eat two.

      

      When Jack pushed open the door to the equipment room, he found Jason sitting at the desk, a stack of papers in front of him. He groaned, and after raking his hands through his hair, dropped his head down in his hands. The wild hair he had going on showed how frustrated he was.

      Jack cleared his throat. “Hey…”

      Jason lifted his head, and after throwing his pen down on the desk, he leaned back in his chair. “Well, well, well… look who finally showed up. Glad you could make it.”

      Choosing to ignore his sarcasm, Jack nodded over at the pile of papers. “What are you so worked up about?”

      A disgusted look on his face, Jason massaged the back of his neck. “Another contract. With way too much information required.” He shook his head. “I don’t understand why these lawyers can’t write in a language the average person can understand. Hell, I bet they don’t even know what half this stuff means.”

      Jack wanted to tell him, from what little he remembered from his short stint in law school, knowing what half the stuff meant was a major requirement of the job.

      But this might only lead to a lot of questions. Or, with Jason’s current mood, a long and sarcastic commentary about lawyers in general.

      Instead, he tossed the demo on the desk in front of him. “Here, this should cheer you up. Nick was pleased. He said it turned out better than expected.”

      When Jason didn’t respond, his attention back on the contract, Jack sank down on the sofa. After a brief silence, he spoke. “I made a stop on the way. Darcey wanted to show me The Regency’s newest acquisition, a grand piano, compliments of Elenore. It’s one surprise after another with her, isn’t it?”

      Jason had picked up his pen and, with a dramatic flourish, signed the contract. After stuffing everything in a folder, he grinned over at Jack. “There, that’s done. I trusted my gut and signed it. And, yeah… Elenore is something else. Darcey never knows what to expect.”

      The glance he gave Jack was curious. “When Darcey mentioned the piano, it occurred to me that I never asked if you play. Or if you had professional training. I play a little, yet only by ear. Now I wish I had taken lessons to at least learn the basics.”

      He sent Jack a thoughtful glance. “Hmm… how good are you? Is this something we could build on?”

      Jack shrugged. “I started taking lessons when I was about four, continuing until my late teens. At one time, I had plans to take it even further.” Jack shrugged. “Then I decided to go a different route.”

      Jason raised an eyebrow. “From piano to drums? That’s quite a drastic leap in another direction, wouldn’t you say?”

      A sudden need to be alone with his thoughts, Jack came to his feet, pulling out his keys.

      Yep, this is your cue to leave.

      He sent Jason a wry smile. “Yeah, I guess you could say that. However, sometimes life gets in the way and things change.” He nodded over at the demo. “So, now that you have your demo, I’m going to take off. It’s been a long day.”

      As he began walking out of the room, Jason called out. “Hey, did Darcey say anything to you about Margie, the new sous chef they hired a while back?” He grinned. “Believe it or not, for some strange reason, she’s interested in you. ”

      Holding back a groan, Jack came to a halt.

      Here we go again. The perfect way to top off your day.

      He turned to Jason. “I’m sure Margie is a fantastic person, and I’m flattered, but she’s not the woman for me.”

      Then a sharp laugh escaped him. “What is it with you and Stephanie? She left me a message for the same reason. She wants to fix me up with a woman from her yoga class, so I’ll have a date for her wedding. I assure you, I will be fine. I don’t need a date. And who knows, I might even surprise both of you and find a date on my own. Stranger things have happened.”

      He walked out of the room, with Jason staring after him, a confused expression on his face.

      He didn’t understand.

      What was Jack so fired up about?

      

      Almost an hour later, Jason walked into Darcey’s office.

      Engrossed in her work, her face scrunched up in concentration, she was unaware of his presence.

      And, just like that, he fell even more in love with her. A smile spreading across his lips, he shook his head. He was living the life in all the love songs he’d always wanted to write.

      You are one lucky guy...

      Sauntering over to her, he cleared his throat.

      Darcey glanced up, his bemused expression making her laugh. “My goodness, what are you thinking about? You look like you’re not sure about something. Or you’re hiding some kind of secret.”

      Not sure about something? With her, you’ve never been more sure.

      He cleared his throat. “A secret? Me?” Slowly shaking his head, he came around the desk and pulled her up from her chair. After he wrapped his arms around her, he dropped a kiss in her hair. “Ah, gorgeous, it’s no secret how much I love you.”

      “Hmm… I love you, too.” Her head tilted, she gazed up at him. “So, did you ask Jack about Margie? Did he say anything to you about Elenore? Or, the piano?”

      He chuckled. “Wow… that’s a lot of questions to throw out all at once. About Margie? Despite being flattered by her interest, Jack claims she’s not the woman for him. He also said he doesn’t need a date for the wedding. And if he did, he’d be more than capable of finding one on his own.”

      He smiled at her disappointed expression. “Sorry, gorgeous… these are his words, not mine.”

      Darcey sighed. “Oh well, we tried. But, wait a minute, what did he mean, she’s not the woman for him? Is there someone else we don’t know about?”

      He shrugged. “Hell if I know. Jack isn’t one to share details about his personal life. And Margie? She’ll get over it.” Then he frowned. “Jack seemed all rattled up about something. What happened when you showed him the piano?”

      “I’m not sure. At first, it was if he’d found an old friend, one he never expected to see again. Yet, when I told him Elenore said it was his to use whenever he pleased, he acted like he didn’t care. While at the same time, he seemed so sad. And when I returned to the ballroom because I’d forgotten to ask him about Margie, I found him seated at the piano, staring down at the keys. So, I left.”

      She sighed. “I got the impression he was re-living a lot of memories, good and bad. It made me sad.”

      After pressing a kiss to the top of her head, Jason smiled. “An old friend, huh? I guess we’ll have to wait to see what happens next. It will be interesting to see if he takes Elenore up on her offer.”

      He pressed another kiss in her hair. “I’ve always felt there’s a lot we don’t know about Jack since he always changes the subject when you ask about his past. But I can’t imagine what he told Elenore to have her bring in a grand piano.” He shook his head. “I mean, who does something like that? I only know she has a way of getting information out of people. Even their deep, dark secrets.”

      He shrugged. “Maybe Jack is a famous pianist. This wouldn’t surprise me in the least. Like they say, it’s always the quiet ones that surprise you.”

      She studied him, a smile curving her lips. “Hmm… deep, dark secrets, huh? And did you share any of these secrets with Elenore that I should know about?”

      She could see the teasing glint in his eyes before he laughed. “Ah… I’ll have to think about that and get back to you.”

      Then, after giving her another kiss, he nodded over at her computer. “Now, are you about done here? I want to go home and spend some time with my gorgeous wife.” He grinned. “I’ll even make dinner.”

      He winked. “Or at least call in the order.”
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      After spending too much time on his computer, yet accomplishing nothing, Jack decided to call it a night. Before he signed out, he sent a text to Stephanie.

      This accomplished, he shut off the computer, plugged it into the charger and turned off the light.

      After the day he’d had, he figured he’d have no problem falling asleep.

      No such luck. An hour later, he was still awake.

      Wide awake...

      All because of the damn piano.

      Every time he closed his eyes, an image of the piano popped up in his head. The vision was so real, he could almost feel the smooth ivory veneer of the keys under his fingertips.

      Or catch the fleeting scent of beeswax and turpentine in the furniture polish his mother had used to maintain the piano’s beautiful shine.

      Stop it—don’t go there.

      Giving his pillow a few punches to knock it into shape, and adjusting it more comfortably under his head, he closed his eyes.

      Fifteen minutes later, he was still staring wide-eyed up at the ceiling.

      He didn’t get it. What was Elenore Cromley up to?

      Because, come on…a grand piano isn’t something you send to someone on a whim. This would be the act of a person who is a bona fide and dedicated pianist.

      Or, like Elenore, a lifelong patron of the arts with more money than they knew what to do with.

      Grand pianos don’t come cheap.

      There was only one
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