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Susie looked down at her wet blouse as the drizzle
made it stick to her skin. What had possessed her to wear a white
peasant blouse to an outdoor concert, especially when rain
threatened? She had forgotten something – her jacket.

Trying to stay focused on the music while she
convinced herself no one would pay attention to the fact that her
white lace-edged bra showed so vividly through the thin white
blouse, she saw some guy’s eyes fall to where hers had just been.
To protect whatever dignity she had left, Susie moved behind
Duncan’s arm, the one she held. He looked over with a question in
his gaze, so she backed up enough to let him see what she hid from
the other guy.

With a quick catch of her eyes, Duncan pulled his
vest off and wrapped it around her. It was big on her small frame
and the front edges overlapped plenty well enough. It was also warm
and took away part of her chill.

Susie thanked him but she doubted he’d hear her over
the music. He noticed the guy still eyeing her and gave him a
warning glare as he wrapped an arm around her. The rain was
strengthening. She would have been completely exposed by now if he
hadn’t offered it. Not completely. She wouldn’t think of going
braless like some girls now did, and wet material made it even more
apparent which ones did. They didn’t seem to care. She would have
been horrified.

“Let’s ge’ out of here. I donae think it is going t’
stop.”

She shivered and nodded. So far it was only rain, an
icy rain. There was no thunder, but the clouds were getting darker,
beginning to blend in with the dusk-blue sky, and their rapid
movement predicted changing weather. She had barely been warm
enough before it started.

Grasping his arm again, she followed as he pushed
through the crowd. The band kept playing. But then, they were under
a canopy, not soaked like the audience packed in as close to the
front as they could get. It was more crowded than she expected.
They were local bands and singers, all of them. All were good,
though, worth listening to, and she hated to leave. She hoped the
next day would be nicer.

Their progress was slow as they weaved through the
crowd, trying to avoid those dancing erratically, with plastic
glasses of beer sloshing, and those who had more than enough
already who leaned on others around them. Susie had to press
against Duncan in order to keep someone from walking between and he
put a hand over hers to make a stronger bond.

Finally at the edge, they increased their pace and
listened to the fading strains of music all the way to the parking
area. The wind struck against her wet skin and she shoved water
from her eyes. It was dripping from her bangs by now. Other than
being cold, though, Susie couldn’t remember the last time she’d had
so much fun.
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Duncan unlocked the passenger door and held it. She
shivered as she got in. He felt like an ass for not watching the
sky better and getting her back to the car before it poured. Being
out there with her, though, watching her enjoy the music and be
part of the crowd, and noticing the stares he got as though they
wondered why she was wasting her time with him, Duncan got too
distracted. He was even more distracted when she pressed her
breasts against his arm, and he had trouble trying to keep his
thoughts from where they went. Her feminine white blouse topped by
his worn out old leather vest was such a sensual look, the
combination of her different personalities. He guessed she wouldn’t
appreciate knowing what he’d been thinking, what he was still
thinking, but it looked too damn good on her to avoid the
thoughts.

Inside the car, Duncan wiped his face on his sleeve
and shoved a hand through his bangs to keep it from dripping into
his eyes. They were soaking the inside of her car. He started the
engine and turned on the heat and looked over at her. “I am sorry
about this.”

“About what?” She brushed hair away from her face.
Some of it had pulled out of the braid.

“We should have left sooner. I wasnae paying enough
attention.”

“I knew it was coming. I could feel it.”

“Feel it?” He hadn’t noticed a temperature drop.

“Well...” She avoided his eyes. “The air changes,
you know. It’s different just before it rains. You can feel it.”
She ran her hands over her arms to sop the extra moisture and wiped
it on her jeans. “You can say it. The guys think I’m nuts,
too.”

“I do not think y’ are nuts. Why did y’ not say we
should go?”

“I didn’t want to go. I was having fun. But I guess
I should have. Leather isn’t supposed to get wet, is it? Will this
be okay?”

She was worried about the vest? “It has been wet
plenty often. It doesnae matter. But your car...”

“It’s been wet before, too.” She shrugged. “I tend
to forget the windows. Guess it’s good that it’s an old car,
right?”

Duncan gave her a soft kiss, then moved the gear
shift to reverse. She set a hand on his as soon as they were on the
main road.

They had decided to leave their things in the car
for the day and find a hotel when they left for the night. Nearby,
with any luck. But it was more crowded than Duncan expected for
unknown bands, which he took as a good omen for their own show on
the last night of the season. Even the rain hadn’t chased much of
the crowd away.

The first three hotels Duncan checked out were
booked solid, or at least said they were after looking at him. He
should have reserved rooms. The next two had only one room each,
with a single bed.

They drove farther away, with the storm gaining
strength and rain pelting the windshield too hard for the wipers to
keep it clear. Susie tensed more as they went along. She jumped at
a nearby flash of lightning and pulled her legs up against the seat
when the car hydroplaned in a puddle he hadn’t seen. It was black
by now, with clouds covering any light the moon would have
provided.

Twenty-five miles away from the beach, he spotted
another small motel sign. He didn’t want a motel. He wanted
something with at least two levels so her room wouldn’t be on the
ground floor, but they were leaving the city area and finding fewer
options. With her agreement, he pulled up to the building. He
didn’t like how this one looked. For himself, it was fine. Not for
her.

She again refused to stay in the car while he went
in, though there was no canopy to keep her out of the rain this
time. And they had only one room, a double, but still only one
bed.

“Take it. It’s okay.” Susie squeezed his arm.

Ignoring the expression on the old man’s face as he
accepted, Duncan told himself she was only desperate to get off the
road.
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Susie set her bag on the table by the entrance. She
wasn’t sure she wanted it on the floor of the dingy motel. At least
they were out of the storm. The bed seemed small for a double, but
at this point, she didn’t care. The mix of anxiety and cold had her
exhausted. As long as there was hot water and the heat worked, it
was fine.

Duncan checked the room’s radiator and suggested she
go shower and warm up while it started to work, so she picked up
her bag again and wished she had brought her robe along. Silly, she
supposed, since her pajamas would cover her, but they were pajamas.
She wasn’t even comfortable that way in front of Evan.

She looked back at her boyfriend from the sink area
at the far side of the room as he pulled his shirt off, used it to
mop his guitar case, and laid it over one side of the heater.

Susie pulled the vest off her shoulders and hung it
on one of the attached hangers in the opening that served as a
make-do closet. With another glance at his bare skin, she went in
to shower.

The room was warmer when she stepped back onto the
worn carpet with her bare feet. The idea of her unprotected skin
touching whatever wasn’t cleaned off the stained areas made her
think about putting her shoes back on. But they were soaked. So
were her clothes. She’d thrown her undergarments into the plastic
bag she brought, as she always did when she travelled in order to
separate clean from dirty, and hung her clothes beside the
vest.

An absence in the room pulled her eyes. He wasn’t
there. His guitar case was propped against the table. Moving
farther into the room, she stopped at the turn of the door handle
and breathed again when she saw Duncan’s face.

He looked surprised as he dropped towels onto the
table. “That was fast. Are y’ warm already?”

His back, turned to her while he closed and
dead-bolted the door, was wet, and still bare. So was his chest.
She lectured herself; it wasn’t the first time she had seen so much
of him. This felt much different, though, than the day at the beach
with the whole group.

“Babe?” He came to her.

She remembered his question. He’d asked whether she
was warm. He meant why was she already out of the shower. His
nearness disturbed her. “I thought you’d want to get in, too. I
mean, to warm up. You must be freezing.”

The blue eyes blazed into her soul. “Nae, I donae
get cold easily. Laura says I ’m like a wood burner.”

Laura. He was talking about his sister. A rare thing
for him to bring up his family on his own. “That would be handy on
cold nights.” Susie flushed at his raised eyebrow. She hadn’t meant
it the way it sounded. Or maybe she did, but...

He touched her arm. “Are y’ still cold?”

She shook her head. She was, slightly, but not so
much.

He didn’t react to the fact that she was standing
there in her pajamas, feet and shoulders both bare. Her own
reaction was enough for both of them, she supposed. It was
embarrassing, and it was intoxicating. Just to know she could. To
know she was only slightly embarrassed instead of full-out
mortified. And to know he was treating her the same as when she was
fully dressed.

The callused fingers slid along her arm, up to a
bare shoulder, and gently pulled her toward his body. His face
lowered, waiting, asking permission to touch her lips. It scared
her. Suddenly. And for no reason she could ascertain.

She looked away, at the rain on his bare shoulder.
“You’re wet.”

He froze, then retreated and turned to gather the
towels from the table. “I was tryin’ to dry the seats a bit. Should
be good enough by mornin’.” Grabbing his duffel with the other
hand, Duncan moved around her to the bathroom, and shut the
door.

Susie pondered his withdrawal, and her own. Standing
still, alone in the room, she listened to the storm outside the
motel. The wind’s howl echoed her confused thoughts. What had
scared her? She wanted the closeness. She’d told him more than once
that she wanted the closeness. What was he thinking now?

Rubbing a hand across her arm, she realized how
chilled she had already become again. She told him she wasn’t still
cold. He wouldn’t believe her, not as warm as his own hand had been
against her skin. He would think... What? The possibilities of what
he might think swirled in her brain. That she was lying? Or hiding?
Or ... or maybe that she didn’t want him that close, after all?

She frowned. Their first weekend away together.
Their first. Susie didn’t want it to be their last.

The click of the door opening again pulled her out
of her trance. Not sure what else to do, she grabbed her book from
her bag and moved to the bed, pulling the covers over her for the
warmth.

“D’ y’ want the lights out already?”

She met his gaze across the room. He’d changed into
sweats and a dry T-shirt. “No. I mean, unless you do. I was just...
I guess I am starting to get cold again and I didn’t bring my robe.
I’m not tired.” Susie pushed the pillow behind her back.

“D’ y’ mind if I mess with a song I have been
workin’ on? I just had a thought for it.”

“Of course not.” She watched him head toward his
instrument. “I was hoping you might play tonight.”

Duncan stopped and looked back at her. “Y’ donae
have to hope. Y’ can just ask.” He retrieved the case and pulled
out the guitar, tuning it by ear.

Just ask. Susie opened her book but didn’t
bother trying to read it. Just ask. He wanted her to quit
being so careful. She was keeping him at a distance and she didn’t
want that, but she wasn’t sure how to stop. It was such an
ingrained habit by now, to only let people get so close, it was
part of who she was. Not even Evan had been allowed as close as
Duncan seemed to be trying to get. Her boyfriend didn’t want her to
hide anything, although he still kept so much hidden himself.

She looked over at where he was propped on the edge
of a chair with an ankle over the other leg. The strum of his
guitar mixed with the hotel’s vibrating heater and the occasional
rumble of thunder from the storm holding its strength. She was
struck by the way he was absorbed into the music, repeating and
changing phrases, and all in his head. He wrote nothing down.

She was startled when he met her eyes.

“Am I botherin’ you?”

“No. It’s beautiful. Are there words?”

“A few floating around. Nothing t’ hear.”

“You always write the music before the lyrics?”

“I have the idea of wha’ I want t’ say first, then
shape the music to it. It all floats around together.” He tilted
his head, watching her. “Why?”

“I can’t even imagine playing music, much less
writing it. It seems kind of magical, I guess.”

“Y’ started t’ play.”

“And I wasn’t any good. I use the excuse that I was
too busy, well, I was busy, too, but ... ask Evan. I don’t have any
musical talent, only a music obsession.”

“That is no’ what he says. He said y’ have a
wonderful voice, but y’ willnae let anyone hear it.”

Warmth spread across her face as she twisted the
book in her fingers. Why would Evan tell him that? She didn’t sing
in front of others, not even Kate intentionally, though her
roommate had walked in and surprised her now and then. She had sung
with Evan when they were younger, because he asked her to, and once
Nathan convinced her to sing with him. But only once. His comment
affirmed that she should keep it to herself.

Duncan came to her, with his guitar, and sat beside
her. “Will y’ sing with me?”

She shook her head. No, not this time.

“Why do y’ not?”

“I’m not good.”

“Y’ think Ev doesnae know a good voice?” He
continued at her silence. “It wouldnae matter if y’ arenae.”

“It does to me.”

He propped his guitar against the bed stand. “I
amnae judging you, Suse. Y’ know I am the last person t’ be judging
anyone else. Why are y’ so worried about everything y’ do around
me?”

Susie couldn’t begin to know how
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