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        God gave us two ears to hear,

        two eyes to see and two hands to hold.

        But why did he give us only one heart?

        I think this is because he wants us to find

        the other one.

        ~ Anonymous

      

        

      
        Definition of serenade (ser-e-nade) ~

        A complimentary vocal or instrumental performance,

        given outdoors at night for a woman being courted.

      

      

      

      
        
        As for me?

        Nothing to say this time… except enjoy!
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        Wherever you go

        no matter how long you’re gone,

        there’s no place like home.

        ~ Anonymously Yours

      

      

      “Come on… open, damn you. I don’t feel like dealing with this right now …” Muttering this under his breath, Jason Bennett  was not in a good mood. 

      Yeah, he was grouchy. He was exhausted. And completely done in after six weeks on the road. With a schedule that left no time to even think, let alone relax.

      He definitely wasn’t up for this, standing on his front porch in the middle of the night, trying to bust open his door. No, he should be inside already, in his own bed. Where he could finally get a decent night’s sleep.

      Was this too much to ask?

      He didn’t think so … 

      He took a deep breath, ready to try again. “Come on… work with me here.” This coming through gritted teeth, he gave the key one more hard twist, finally bringing on that telltale click. 

      He pushed at the door.

      But, as he expected, it didn’t budge, not even a fraction of an inch. After leaning against it for a few seconds, he gave it his all, shoving as hard as he could.

      The door flew open, sending him barreling into the darkness. After more muttering and a lot of groping for the light switch, the room was flooded with light, almost blinding him.

      You need to get the damn door taken care of before you break your neck. You are way past the limit of excuses. It’s been over two years since you bought the house.

      He glanced over to where Paul was waiting in his jeep, the motor running. He raised his hand, sending him a thumbs-up. 

      With a short beep of his horn, Paul was off. Flying down the driveway, his tires squealed in protest as he made a sharp turn onto the street.

      Jason shook his head.

      The guy was going to kill himself one of these days.

      But he understood. Paul had a wife waiting for him at home, with the promise of a home cooked meal. 

      And even better … someone to kiss goodnight.

      Trying not to think about this, he grabbed his bag and, after lugging it down the hall and up the stairs to his bedroom, he tossed it on the floor. He gazed around the room, giving a huge sigh of relief. His bed had never looked more welcoming. 

      It had been a rough trip and everyone in the band, including him, had about reached their limit. It didn’t help this had been one of those days that felt like it would never end. They should have been home hours ago, but he’d be willing to bet they had spent more time sitting in traffic than actually driving.   

      One can only spend so much time in a van, packed to the hilt with five guys and all of their paraphernalia, and not be a little snarky. This coming after traveling from one booking to the next, one hotel after another and consuming more fast food than one should even think about.

      Add to that, more than their share of over-zealous and needy fans. Not that he was complaining, but it got a bit much after a while. How many times had they come back to their hotel to find women camped out in front of their rooms? Most of them, at an age they should know better.

      So that everyone was more than eager to get home would be an understatement. Cleveland had never looked so good.  

      Yeah, well … maybe to everyone except you. Because what do you have waiting for you? 

      Nothing … just an empty house. 

      Heck, he didn’t even have a dog. Not that he could, with the little time he spent here. Though it would be nice.  

      Yep, it’s just you and your guitar. Talk about pathetic.

      Massaging the back of his neck, he groaned. This wasn’t him, this feeling sorry for himself. Nope, this wasn’t something he’d normally do. He had a good life. He was young. Healthy. He had friends. He was successful at what he did. 

      Yeah, you’ve made a name for yourself, more than what most people could only imagine.

      So, why the sudden low spirits? Was this a sign he was getting too old for this traveling bit?

      You’re only thirty-one

      Well, right now he felt like he had passed thirty-one years ago. Way too many years ago.

      He dragged his hand through his hair. He was beat. And he was hungry. Once he had something to eat, he’d feel better. Then, after a good night’s sleep, he would be fine. 

      This is when it occurred to him, the chance of finding anything edible in his kitchen after his long absence was pretty close to zero. 

      Great … this means you might possibly starve to death.

      And again, here came the dramatics …. 

      Unhappy with this mood he was in, he decided to take a shower. Maybe after scrubbing away the travel grime that seemed to stick like glue throughout the entire trip, he would be in a better frame of mind. Then he’d search the kitchen and see what he could find.  

      Who knows? 

      Maybe he’d get lucky.

      

      Refreshed from his shower, Jason made his way downstairs to the kitchen. His eyes squeezed shut and a prayer on his lips, he yanked open the refrigerator door.

      He slowly opened his eyes. “Yesssss ...”

      A loaf of bread, a carton of eggs, orange juice and a package of bacon were lined up on the shelf in front of him. This, along with a bunch of bananas and what appeared to be a plate of homemade cookies, was enough to make him a happy man.

      After he grabbed a cookie, almost inhaling it in one bite, he pulled off the note stuck to the orange juice carton.  

      
        
        
        Hey,

        I picked up a few groceries for you,

        knowing how you always get home at

        some insane hour. It’s not much, but

        at least you won’t go hungry.

        I don’t even want think about what

        kind of garbage you’ve been eating

        over the past six weeks.

        I  gave your refrigerator a good clean-

        ing. I threw out some things because

        they were way past their expiration

        date, a few almost two years ago.

        Seriously? Jason, you should know

        better.

        Anyway, enjoy the groceries. Think of

        them as my welcome home gift to you.  

        p.s. I’m leaving tomorrow morning for

        that river cruise I told you about. I’ll

        be home in about a week. You should

        be fine, since I gave the place a good

        cleaning. It definitely needed it.

      

      

      

      Signed with a smiley face sticker and dated yesterday, the note was from Caro, his next door neighbor. Besides one other person, she was the only one who called him Jason instead of Jazz.

      He frowned, thinking of that other person. He didn’t want to go there, not now. There were too many memories.

      Instead, he glanced down at the note again. It was one of the infamous sticky notes Caro was always leaving somewhere around his house.

      He grinned, shaking his head. She had to be the only person on earth who got excited about sticky notes. But this was because she loved to write notes. 

      Notes about everything and anything. Notes she had the habit of leaving all over his house. 

      

      Jason had known Caro, short for Caroline, since he moved into his house. 

      She lived in the house next door. In her early sixties, she fussed over him like she would a son. Since she never had children and his own mother had died when he was around eight years old, they had quickly developed a close relationship. 

      He would be the first to confess he enjoyed the attention she showered on him. 

      Just as she would admit she loved giving it to him.  

      Well, occasionally you like the attention. But she has the tendency to get a little bossy. And you never want to be the reason for her anger. No, sireee …

      A nurse for many years, five months ago, she decided she needed a break. The hospital gave her a six-month leave of absence. Once this time was up, she had to either return or retire.

      She told Jason she left her job because she was becoming too emotionally attached to her patients. He wondered if there was something more going on, but he wasn’t going to ask. 

      If she wanted to confide in him, fine. If not?

      Again, fine. 

      They had met when she stopped by to drop off his mail, delivered to her by mistake. Appalled at the unkempt bachelor-like state of his house, she returned, ringing the bell way too early the following morning. She had a proposition for him. She wanted him to hire her to clean his house, and she wasn’t going to take no for an answer. Half asleep, but knowing this was a deal he couldn’t afford to pass up, he had jumped at her offer. 

      She now claimed she had never been happier. Believe it or not, she was in her element when she was cleaning, no matter what it was. She liked there was no stress involved, no problems to take home at the end of the day. 

      Nope, there was only the satisfaction of a job well done. 

      She also liked the extra money. With all her new free time, there were so many things she wanted to do. Art classes. Joining the gym. Traveling. Whatever struck her fancy.

      A good example would be this river cruise she was on.  

      Jason would never tell her this, but he was hoping she decided not to go back to nursing. 

      His house had never been so clean.

      

      Caro was also a good friend of his sister, Steffi, also a nurse. They had met when working the same shift at the Children’s Hospital. 

      Speaking of Steffi, this was a reminder he needed to let her know he was home. She always worried about him when he was on one of his road trips, claiming she didn’t sleep well until she knew he was back in town. As she had told him many, many times, as the only two left of their family, they needed to watch out for each other.  

      He grabbed his phone from the counter and sent her a text. Then he grabbed another cookie, and after taking a big bite out of it, he leaned back against the counter.

      He shook his head, just thinking about her.

      Wow…. what can you say about Steffi?

      Steffi… this was short for Stephanie. Three years younger, she would always be his baby sister. She meant the world to him. 

      Everything about Steffi was what he would have to describe as, well, the only word he could think of? 

      This would have to be delicate. 

      Her hair, silky and an almost luminous blond, she wore long and free. He’d swear it floated around her like strands of light when she moved. Her complexion was like fine porcelain, her cheeks always tinted with a slight blush. She had these enormous hazel eyes that seemed to look right into your soul. And her smile, if you were lucky enough to get one from her, could light up a room. 

      She had an aura around her that reached out to everyone who she came in contact with, making it almost impossible to be in a bad mood.

      She was also the kind of woman every man felt this sudden need to protect. Jack, the drummer, and all around talented musician in his band, had harbored a crush on her since he first joined the band a little over two years ago.

      Steffi was also painfully shy, to the point she almost worked herself into a panic when faced with any kind of social interaction. She had been like this for as far back as he could remember. 

      He tried to help her, boost her confidence. Starting by getting her more involved in his life. With the popularity of his band rising over the past few years, there was always some kind of special or charitable event he could use her help. Unfortunately, every time he mentioned something like this, she refused, using her job as an excuse.

      But he was wondering if this was beginning to change. During this last road trip, she had sent him a text to let him know she had signed up to be on the committee for the Moonlight Madness Masquerade Ball. 

      Held at The Regency Party Center on the last Saturday of September, this was an annual fundraiser for the Children’s Hospital. Now, in its eighth year, it had become one of the most popular events in the city, tickets selling out the first day.

      Jason's band had provided as the entertainment for every single one of those eight years, something he was very proud of.

      He didn’t know what had finally persuaded Steffi to volunteer, but he was glad she did. He needed to ask Caro. If anyone would know the answer to this, it would be her.

      Jack is going to be happy about this. Since you appointed him as the official band spokesman for any committee meetings, this might give him more time to spend with her. 

      This could be a chance to work his magic.

      He laughed out loud at this. This would be a tall order for Jack. 

      Because with the act he put on while on stage, you would never guess he was almost as shy as Steffi.

      

      Another blast of cold air came right at him.

      Jason realized he had left the refrigerator door wide open for who knows how long. If Caro was here, she would be handing out another lecture. This was one of her pet peeves.

      A guilty expression on his face, he grabbed the bacon, bread, and carton of eggs. After slamming the door, he set the food on the counter. 

      This was when he saw there was another one of Caro’s sticky notes, along with a photograph, on the counter. Creased, and with one corner torn off, the photograph looked like it had been crumpled into a ball at one time.

      A memory pushing its way into his mind, an uneasy feeling took hold of him.

      Ignoring the photo, he picked up the note. 

      
        
        
        I found this when I was cleaning

        your bedroom, stuck to the back

        of the dresser. I thought it might

        mean something to you… you

        might wonder where it was. She’s

        beautiful. Was she someone special?

      

      

      

      His heart pounding like a jack hammer in his chest, he was suddenly finding it difficult to breathe.

      Come on, you’re being ridiculous. Just look at the damn photo.

      He swallowed, and gripping the edge of the counter, his gaze dropped to the photo.

      Then he swiftly looked away, closing his eyes. He groaned, raking his hand through his hair.

      Why is this coming back to haunt you? And why now?

      After he exhaled a long, steadying breath, he opened his eyes, his gaze again going to the photo.

      And in less than it would take to snap his fingers, he was right back in that time, reliving everything about that day.

      

      It had been early afternoon on a wintery day in late January.

      They had just left this little restaurant where they’d shared a very late and leisurely breakfast. Huddled close together in the cozy warmth of the little restaurant, they hadn’t noticed it had started to snow.

      And boy, was it cold. A bitter, penetrating and freezing your eyebrows cold.

      Swirling around them, the snowflakes were like fine particles of glitter stinging their faces.

      But he hadn’t cared about the weather. 

      Or, to be honest, had even noticed.  

      Laughing and holding on to each other, they had made a run for his truck. In an impulsive move, he had waved down a passerby, asking if he could take their picture. He had been filled with this sudden need for proof of the moment, something he could carry with him.

      He wanted more than only a memory.

      And now you can’t help but wonder if this was a warning of what was to come…

      The camera had caught him smiling down at her as she leaned against him. Her arms wrapped around him and her face turned up to his, she was also smiling… maybe even laughing?

      He studied the photo more closely.

      Yes… now you remember. She had been laughing. You were teasing her because she kept complaining about the cold. You said something corny about the best way to warm her up would be with a kiss. 

      And right after the photo was taken, the kiss he gave her was one he would never forget.

      He raised his head and, staring into space, he fell right back into that moment, that kiss. 

      He groaned, closing his eyes. He could remember every single second of that day.

      Hell, you remember every single second of the entire time she was with you.

      Was she someone special? Yeah, she was.

      But not anymore.

      If you searched even deeper into your memory, you would also remember how she later made it very clear … a future together? This was never going to happen.

      He pushed away from the counter. For a moment, he hesitated. Then he picked up the photo, and in almost one step, he was at the trash container. He tossed the photo inside and slammed down the lid.

      He stared down at it, breathing hard. Then he groaned.

      Damn ….

      He lifted the lid and fishing the photo out of trash, his voice was like a roll of thunder in the silent kitchen. “No, dammit …. You will not throw this away. You’re going to put it somewhere as a reminder of what happened. So you don’t make the same mistake again.”

      He glared down at the photo, shaking his head. “Not with her, not with anyone.”

      He gazed around the kitchen, two new magnets on the refrigerator catching his eye. A scarecrow and a pumpkin. He knew Caro was responsible for this. It was an early hint of the fall decorations she was planning to clutter up his home.

      Hadn’t she already made it known how disappointed she was with his pathetic display of holiday decorations? The magnets, along with the arrangement of pumpkins he noticed on his front porch, were just the beginning. Where she found these in all different colors was beyond him.

      Who knew there was such a thing? Aren’t pumpkins supposed to be orange?  

      There was no doubt in his mind, if she had her way, she would deck his place out like an advertisement for a party store. And this would become a year-round production.

      Well, he was going to put one of these magnets to good use. The photo was going on his refrigerator, right at eye level and in full view. It would be a reminder to be more careful in the future.

      This accomplished, he stepped back and viewed his handiwork. 

      He nodded. 

      Perfect. You’ll see it every time you walk into the kitchen. 

      He was suddenly consumed by a bone-tired weariness. His hunger no longer a priority, he loaded everything back in the refrigerator and headed upstairs.

      He needed to catch up on his sleep.

      But even as exhausted as he was, this was a long time coming.

      The photo?

      It just wouldn’t leave him.
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      Darcey Hollister watched the screen saver pop up on her computer. It was a photo of the mountains, taken from the window of her office back in California. A place and time suddenly looking a lot more inviting than she remembered.

      Whatever made you think you could do this? Evidently, you weren’t thinking straight.

      Wearily massaging her forehead, she took another deep breath before she leaned in closer to her phone. Propped up on the desk in front of her, she had set it on speaker mode.  

      She clearly and slowly enunciated her words. “Yes, it’s understandable you’re worried. But I assure you nothing like what you’re suggesting is going to happen. We have a crew of very dedicated employees here at The Regency and their top concern is every event —”

      This was as far as she got before the caller’s voice became even louder, bordering on hysterical anger. Now more than loud enough to be heard outside of her office, Darcey switched off the speaker mode. Bringing the phone to her ear, she leaned back in her chair and closed her eyes.

      As far as she was concerned, this problem, if it could even be considered a problem, had been resolved in the first five minutes of the call. Why she was even still on the phone with this woman was beyond her. Yes, her daughter was getting married in less than two weeks. And yes, she had been told the event planner was no longer with the party center.

      But Darcey could handle this. A fact she’d already told this caller at least five times.

      You need to hire an event planner and you need to do it soon. Very soon.

      She frowned. This was her father’s fault. She was still furious with him for firing both the current event planner and her assistant all in one swoop. Yes, they weren’t doing their job and hadn’t for quite some time. But he should have let her hire someone to take their place before stranding her with no one. 

      You are not an event planner. You’re meant to be a silent partner. Your job is to check in occasionally to make sure everything is running smoothly. This was the agreement you and your father made.

      Hadn’t he assured her the operation of the party center would be solely in her hands?

      Yes… absolutely, he had promised this. Maybe not in writing. But hey, it was her father. If she couldn’t trust him, who could he trust?

      But no … what does he do? He comes barreling into Cleveland and sweeps through every department, firing people right and left. Then he hops back on a plane and flies off to California. 

      Leaving her to clean up the mess. 

      You know he was right with what he did. It was a move long overdue. 

      She sighed, glancing down at her watch. It wasn’t even noon, and she was already wishing she could call it a day.

      It didn’t help she’d been here since before six this morning. But this had been her choice. She’d thought the early morning hours could work to her advantage, with fewer interruptions. But almost from the moment she entered the building, she had been hit her with one problem after another. 

      Seriously, it was as if the staff had sent out some kind of alarm as soon as you drove into the parking lot, eager to get in their complaints.  

      And what problems had they thrown at her?

      A sink in the women’s lounge was leaking. The carpet was soaked, the water beginning to spread into the hallway. 

      There was a burning smell in the kitchen, but what was of more concern, no one could figure out where it was coming from. The electrician wasn’t answering his phone and his partner was out of town. And the usual back-up option? It was suddenly not an option.

      Last night, the chef and his sous chef had become embroiled in a huge argument, nearly causing a scene in front of the fifty guests gathered in the Garden Room for a retirement party. 

      So, it hadn’t been a surprise to find both men waiting outside her office door when she’d arrived. Still riled up over what happened, they had both come to hand in their immediate resignations. It had taken her over an hour of fast talking and pleading to get them to call a truce. 

      But she had a feeling this wasn’t going to last very long.

      She checked the time again. 

      “Hello? Hello? Are you still there?” This came in a loud yell from the phone.

      Darcey sat up straight up in her chair.

      Oh geeez … you forgot you were still on the phone…

      Her response came flying out almost as loud. “Yes, yes … I’m here and once again, let me assure you everything will be beautiful for your daughter’s wedding. Even though the ownership of The Regency has changed, the services we provide haven’t. Our plan is to make everything even better. I promise you won’t be disappointed.”

      When this was met with silence, she quickly ended the call. Pushing the phone as far away on the desk as she could, she reached for the pad of paper in front of her.

      She had a lot of work to do. So, this required a list. 

      Number one, hire a new event planner and assistant. She underlined this. Staring down at this, she underlined it again.

      Number two, she had already decided it might be a good time to hire a new chef, too. Along with a sous chef. Underneath this, she wrote in all caps, must be compatible. 

      She also heavily underlined this.

      A loud yell suddenly came from the courtyard located right outside her office window. This was from one of the landscaping crew who were in the midst of completely overhauling the area. The plan was to have it party-ready for an upcoming annual charity event, always held the last Saturday in September.

      The favorable weather had allowed them to work non-stop, and they were now ahead of schedule. Unfortunately, this also meant she had to work with these constant disruptions ever since she and her father arrived a little over a week ago.  

      She threw her pen down on her desk, giving a frustrated sigh. Yeah, believe it or not, it had only been a week. A week that felt more like months as she tried to make sense out of the many problems the past owners had left behind.   

      This reminded her … picking up her pen again, she wrote a note she needed to meet up with the committee involved with the charity event.

      She left her desk and wandering over to the window, she watched a truck unload a huge pile of mulch before it backed out into the parking lot. She didn’t notice the man who in turn, was watching her. It was only after the truck left, she glanced over, meeting his gaze.

      She gave a sharp intake of breath. 

      It was Rob Johnson, the contractor her father hired to oversee the new improvements to the property.

      You don’t like him. 

      He scared her. She felt like he was always watching her, his deliberate gaze enough to make her shiver, but not in a good way. No, it was more of an uneasy, you-need-to-trust-your-intuition-and-stay-away-from-him kind of shiver. 

      The impression he gave was of a man who was used to being in control. Though domineering might be a better choice of word. This was obvious with how tightly he gripped her hand when they first met. To the point, it was almost painful. And in the way he narrowed his eyes, as if he was waiting for her to cower under his gaze.

      When her father informed Rob that she was the person in charge, his soft, mocking laugh, low enough for only her to hear, made her angry. But it was his comment that sealed her dislike. 

      He had leaned in close, definitely more than was acceptable in a business situation, his breath had brushing over her cheek as he spoke. “I have a feeling you are a woman who never goes down without a fight. But I’m up for the challenge. Only because I know the result will be more than worth the wait.”  

      What? What kind of remark was this? A challenge? Worth the wait? For him … never. Absolutely not.

      Quickly stepping back, she had sent a glance over at her father, But he had taken a call, oblivious to what was going on. 

      So, after she sent Rob a glaring look, sputtering out the excuse she needed to get back to work, she left. The knowledge he was probably watching her as she walked away had been very unsettling.

      Later, she had asked her father what made him decide to hire Rob. 

      His answer? Rob had come highly recommended by one of his close business associates. His qualifications were exemplary. Out of all the candidates he had interviewed, Rob was the only one to give all the right answers. Since good contractors were hard to find, he hoped she would trust his judgement and work with him.  

      After studying her for a few moments, he then reminded her that she was the one who pushed for this project. To have it done right, she needed to concentrate solely on the job, avoiding any outside distractions. No matter how tempting they were.

      And he was counting on her to do this professionally.

      With that being said, he moved right on to the next item on his list. For him, the subject was closed.

      She was a little puzzled. She didn’t know what distractions he was talking about. But she wasn’t worried. When it came to the company, she was always professional.

      If this was some kind of test your father is giving you, you plan to pass it with flying colors. No one, not even Rob Johnson, will distract you.

      But now, even with the glass separating her from Rob, she felt her skin crawl. Slowly backing away from the window, she scurried over to her desk. But not before she caught his arrogant smile.  

      Her phone rang. She almost pounced on it, thankful for the diversion.  

      What a coincidence, it was her father.

      

      “Okay, but you have to remember you put me in charge. So, let me try my plan first. I’ll call you when I have more information to give you.”

      This being said, Darcey ended the call, a wry smile on her face. She had been on the phone with her father for almost forty-five minutes. Evidently, once he was back in California, he realized he had left without giving her the talk. 

      And, no, this wasn’t a lecture about men or sex. 

      Heaven forbid … 

      Though he had made one attempt at this back when she became a teenager. He had called her into his office and, after a great deal of throat clearing and nervous fidgeting, told her absolutely nothing. Instead, his talk had turned into more of a lecture about her role as a woman in a man’s world. With no reference to what she really wanted to know about the mysterious subject of sex.

      He had rambled on about how boys were not as mature as girls at this age, their needs were much stronger. But no matter what they tried to tell her, she should never feel pressured to give into their demands. 

      At the time, he had her totally confused. What exactly were these strong needs? And what demands were boys going to make? Rather than ask him, prolonging his discomfort, she had nodded at everything he said.

      From that point on, she avoided boys as much as possible.  

      It was finally June, her father’s secretary, who explained everything. This, along with what she and her friends figured out, eventually gave her a good idea of the whole girl, boy, sex thing. And the next time her father brought up the subject, now even more uncomfortable because she was older, she was able to tell him she got it, she understood, she would be fine. 

      As you have probably figured out by now, Darcey’s father wasn’t what you would describe as a loving and doting parent. Her brother Niles told her this was because after their mother cheated on him, he put a tight rein on his emotions and became married to his work instead. 

      Darcey didn’t know where Niles got his information. But at three years older, he had her convinced he knew what he was talking about.

      So, she believed him.

      But back to the lecture her father just gave her over the phone. It was one she already knew by heart, having heard it many times over the course of her life.

      This would be his speech about honesty. After all, this was what Hollister Industries was known for. According to her father, achieving success came down to honesty on all levels. This was the key to earning respect not only in the business world, but your personal life as well.  And she was never to forget this.

      There was more he had to say on this subject… so much more, but she didn’t want to hear it. Because, seriously? She found it hard to agree with him. She could come up with a long list of people who were successful, yet their integrity rated low on the list.

      Take David, for example.

      But she didn’t want to waste her time thinking about him. Eight months had passed since she walked away from what she had believed was a mutual commitment in their relationship. Catching him kissing another woman, who happened to be her best friend, was what finally convinced her David would never be the man for her.

      She sighed. Even now, David was still calling, leaving messages. About how much he missed her and how sorry he was for what happened. Yes, he realized he had made a huge mistake. But he also found it hard to believe she thought the kiss had meant something. 

      It was just a kiss. Think of it as a friendly kiss between friends, he had told her.

      So, he wanted her to seriously think about giving him a second chance. Things had been so good between them. So, why give up so easily?  

      Yeah, they would make a fresh start, take it slow. 

      A fresh start? 

      She didn’t think this was possible.

      At first, she had listened to his messages, almost pulled in by his pleas. Maybe he was right, they should give it another try. 

      But now? She was over him, the hurt no longer there. And when he called? She deleted his messages without reading them.

      That part of her life was over, her focus now on The Regency. She intended to show her father she could turn the venue into the best Cleveland had to offer.

      Lost in thought, she fingered the ring hanging from the delicate sterling silver chain around her neck. Her father was right. It had been her choice to take on this new venture. This meant no outside distractions, and no time for dreaming. 

      Her phone started to ring. She picked it up to see it was the employment agency.

      So, for the time being, it appeared she was right on track.

      Yeah … you’re going to be just fine.
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        Challenges are not sent to destroy you,

        they’re sent to strengthen you.

        ~ Anonymous

      

      

      If his phone rang one more time, Jason was going to throw it right out the window.

      And yeah, he was serious about this. 

      Dead serious.

      What time was it, anyway?

      Squinting over at the clock on the nightstand, he shot up to a sitting position. Dragging his hand down over his face, he reached for his phone.

      He checked the time there. Just to make sure.

      Yep, same result … 11:14 a.m.

      Holy cow, how did you sleep so late? And why do you feel as if you haven’t slept at all?

      He got out of bed and gave a long stretch. Staring down at his phone, he waited. But it appeared the caller had given up.

      Thank God …

      After splashing cold water on his face and throwing on some clothes, he made his way to the kitchen. Where he set about making coffee. But his mind still not quite awake, this was slow going. 

      He was also having a dickens-of-a-time trying to avoid the refrigerator. But the photo was like a magnet, pulling him in. 

      He grabbed the bread from the refrigerator. After he popped two slices in the toaster, he leaned back against the counter.

      Dragging his hands back through his hair, he closed his eyes. There were plenty of other things to worry about instead of an old photograph.

      Such as how he should be at the party center right now. In fact, he should have been there over an hour ago. The plan had been for the band to meet up this morning to do a quick equipment check. Followed by an overview of their upcoming schedule, starting with the wedding reception scheduled for tomorrow night. 

      So far, the bride and groom had been easy to work with. But from experience, he knew how quickly this could change. The closer it came to the actual event, this is when even the most well thought out plans suddenly came under question, emotions running awry.

      He didn’t like surprises.

      And you don’t want any surprises. None. Period.

      So, to get a heads up on all of this, he had made it very clear to the guys they would meet early this morning.

      He scratched his head, following with a loud sigh

      They’re probably not too happy right now, wondering where the hell you are.

      Well, they could wait.

      He was going to drink his coffee and enjoy his toast. And he was going to take his good old time doing this.

      As he opened the cupboard door to grab a cup, his gaze drifted over to the photo again.

      He groaned, raking his hand through his hair.

      This was a bad idea. You need to take it down. Out of sight, out of mind … isn’t this what they say?

      Right after he yanked the photo off the refrigerator door, he heard the front door open.

      “Jazz …” This loud bellow was followed by the slam of the door.

      “Here, in the kitchen.” Tossing the photo on the counter, he waited.

      Paul came bursting into the room. His hair sticking straight up and his anxious expression gave off the vibes he was worked up about something. 

      His gaze sweeping over Jason, his look became angry. “Jesus…. what are you trying to do to me? I’ve been calling and texting you all morning. I didn’t know what was going on when I got to The Regency and you weren’t there. Then after you didn’t show or answer any of my calls, I really got worried. If you remember, you’re the one who made such a big deal about meeting so early this morning.”

      Jason held his hands up in surrender, shaking his head. “Yeah, sorry, man. I’m really sorry. I never heard my alarm. After you dropped me off last night, I went straight to bed. But once there, I was wide awake. When I finally fell asleep, it was close to dawn and I guess I slept like the dead. A lot on my mind, I guess.” 

      He massaged the back of his neck, sending a furtive glance over at the photo. Paul caught this and, being Paul, always sticking his nose into everything, he moved closer to get a better look. 

      But Jason beat him to it and grabbed the photo, stuffing it in his jeans pocket. 

      You should’ve thrown the damn thing out. The last thing you want right now is Paul asking you a lot of questions.

      Nonchalantly taking a cup out of the cupboard, he filled it with coffee and slid it across the counter to Paul. “Here, I just made it.”

      Paul took a deep gulp, wincing at the hot beverage. “Man, that’s hot.” 

      When Jason had nothing to say to this, not even a sarcastic remark at his stupidity of not checking to see if it was hot in the first place, he studied him, a puzzled look on his face. “Is something wrong?”

      Busily buttering a piece of toast, Jason shook his head. “Nope.”

      After Paul settled on one of the counter stools, he studied him. That Jason was refusing to meet his gaze had him worried.  

      He gave an exasperated sigh. “Well, you’re sure acting like there is.” 

      When Jason remained silent, he shook his head. “If you had shown up at The Regency this morning like the rest of us,” here he cleared his throat, sending Jason a sarcastic look, “you would have seen there were some changes made while we were gone. From what I could find out, the company who took over doesn’t mess around. They move in quickly and get right down to business. The venue will remain the same, a place for parties and events. And there are absolutely no plans to tear it down or make any drastic changes. A long-needed freshening up to the place is what they’re aiming for.”

      He took the piece of toast Jason handed him. “Thanks. You got jelly?”

      Without a word, Jason took a jar of jelly out of the refrigerator and slid it across the counter to him. He did this with enough force to send it almost sailing off the edge.

      At Paul’s raised eyebrow, he took a knife out of the drawer, and handed it to him, too. “Anything else?”

      Spreading jelly on his toast, Paul shook his head, deciding to ignore the sarcastic tone of his voice. “Nope, this is fine.” 

      After taking a generous bite, he began to talk. “So, the one area they’ve already started working on is the outdoor courtyard space. The plan is to spruce it up, add lots of lighting, seating areas, plants, and trees, I guess. They hired some architectural genius, slash, contractor for this and all the other improvements. Probably has some fancy college degree. Jack already met him and doesn’t care much for him. He got the impression the guy is full of himself and not at all pleased about being here. My guess is Cleveland wasn’t in his plans.”

      He chuckled, shaking his head. “He tore into Jack this morning for showing up late for work, not even bothering to apologize when he found out Jack wasn’t part of the landscaping crew. Jack is still fuming about this.”

      He snorted. “Yeah, like Jack could handle a job like that. I don’t think he knows a bush from a tree, let alone how to plant one. Anyway, I guess this guy is someone they brought with them from California, where the company’s headquarters is located.”

      Jason’s response came out almost in a yelp. “California?” His hand hit his cup, knocking it over. 

      They both watched as a stream of coffee spread across the counter before Jason grabbed a paper towel and began mopping up the spill. His jerky movements concerning Paul, he cautiously continued talking. “Yeah, a company by the name of Hollister Investments. From what I hear, they’ve been around for a long time. Reputable company, no one seems to have any complaints about them.”

      “Damn … you’ve got to be kidding me.” Throwing down the paper towel, Jason dragged his hand through his hair. The look on his face one of stunned disbelief, he leaned back against the counter and closed his eyes.

      Now Paul was really worried. Jason could tell him he was fine until he was blue in the face, but he wasn’t going to believe him. Something was going on and he wanted to find out what it was. 

      Starting with the photo he had tried to hide in his pocket.

      He waited until Jason opened his eyes. And even though he was looking right at him, Paul knew he was somewhere else … in another place, another time.

      He cleared his throat. “Jazz, I’ve known you now, for what, almost two years? So, I know when you’re not telling me something. Like right now. So, come on… what is it? Because, believe me, I don’t plan to let up until you spit it out.”

      A closed look coming over his face, Jason shook his head. “There’s nothing to tell.” He glanced over at the clock on the microwave and, after taking one last gulp of coffee, he sent Paul a curt nod. “Are you ready? I’ll follow you to The Regency. Late or not, I still need to check you got everything right.”

      At Paul’s murderous look, he gave a short laugh. “You know I’m kidding. But I still have to do this. If only for my sanity.”

      Absentmindedly reaching into his pocket for his keys, he pulled them out. This sent the photo fluttering down to the floor and right at Paul’s feet.

      Paul was on it in a flash, with Jason only able to watch as he held it out of his reach to study it more closely.

      After what felt like a long, tense, filled moment, he sent Jason a curious glance. “It’s sort of blurry with all the snow blowing around, but I can definitely see it’s you. But who is the woman? And what did you do that she isn’t around anymore? You find a woman like her and you do whatever you can to keep her. Because from what I can see, she’s a knockout.”

      Jason shrugged. “Yeah, I thought she was mine. Unfortunately, she didn’t agree, didn’t think I measured up. So, in answer to your question, no matter what I did, for her it never would’ve been enough.”

      He jerked his head towards the door. “Come on, let’s go. We have a lot of work to do.”

      He walked out of the kitchen.

      

      Paul set the photo on the counter.

      His wife Sasha would be the first to tell you he wasn’t the most romantic guy in the world. But in the two years since they got married, he had learned a few things.

      He didn’t want to brag, but he could tell when someone was in love. Even if they weren’t aware of this themselves.

      And by the look on Jason’s face when he talked about the woman in the photo?

      Whoever and wherever she was?

      He was still in love with her.

      Rubbing the back of his neck, he groaned. Why did falling in love involve so much drama?

      After stuffing the last of his toast in his mouth and taking one last gulp of coffee, he took off after Jason.

      He told Sasha this would only take a couple of hours, and when he came home, they could do whatever she wanted. He knew how he would like to occupy their time, but this would be her call.

      After being on the road for six weeks, just being with her would be enough for him.

      But now it looked like any plans were on hold.

      Damn …
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        If you asked me how many times

        you’ve crossed my mind,

        I’d have to say once.

        But this is because you never left.

        ~ Anonymous

      

      

      Jason was leaning against his truck waiting for Paul.

      He knew he was acting like a complete idiot, but he didn’t want to walk into the party center alone. Again, he blamed this on he wasn’t one for change. From what little Paul had told him, this is what would be waiting for him when he went inside.

      Briefly closing his eyes, he dragged his hand down over his jaw.

      Let’s be honest here, it’s not the state of the party center you’re worried about. It’s more about who you might find there.

      A few minutes later, Paul’s jeep came roaring into the parking lot, the audio system on full blast, country music floating through the air.

      Jason shook his head.

      His hands jammed in his pockets, Paul came sauntering over to where Jason was waiting. He searched his face. “Hey, what’s up? Don’t tell me you’re afraid to go inside. After the way you tore out of your parking lot, breaking every speed limit to get here, I thought for sure you’d already be inside, checking things out.”

      When Jason only gave him a dirty look before he began walking towards the party center, Paul groaned aloud. “For god’s sake, tell me what’s bothering you. It has something to do with that photo, doesn’t it?”

      Avoiding his gaze, Jason shrugged. “You know I don’t like surprises. And, let’s just say I’m tired and leave it at that, okay?”

      He began walking even faster, giving Paul no choice but to tag along.

      Paul let out a long, resigned sigh. “Okay, I get it. You’re not talking. So, we’ll only talk about work. Before I left for your place, I told the guys to take a break, so they should be back by now. But, Jazz, I’m warning you, with this mood you’re in, you can’t take it out on them. You need to let them have some off time before we’re back here for tomorrow night’s wedding. You gotta know this is the last place any of us want to be right now.”

      Jason opened the door, gesturing for Paul to go in before him. “Yeah, I know. Don’t worry, we’ll keep it short.”

      He sent a furtive glance around the main lobby. It was empty. In fact, it felt deserted, as though they were the only two people in the building.

      He let out a slow sigh of relief.

      If Darcey was here, you’d know it, right? At least in the past, this would’ve been the case. You could always sense when she was anywhere near. In a heartbeat.

      But there wasn’t any sign of this happening now. Leaving him suddenly more disappointed than relieved.

      So, which is it? Make up your mind. You either want her here or you don’t…

      He groaned, and raking his hand through his hair, he sent Paul a fleeting glance. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but it feels good to be back here. I gotta tell you, the way I felt last night, I started thinking maybe I’m getting a little too old for this touring stuff.”

      He shook his head. “I thought we might have made the wrong decision cutting back on the bookings here. But with all the time we spend down at the studio, doing backgrounds, recording new releases and whatever else comes up, we have more than enough to keep us busy. And it doesn’t look like it’s going to let up.”

      Paul’s laugh was more of a snort. “You think you’re old? Since I’m six years older than you, what does that make me? Ancient? Believe me, I’m all for cutting back. As long as the money keeps coming in, I’ll be happy.”

      He laughed. “I only know I don’t want to be one of these aging musicians trying to keep up with the times.” His hand went to the back of his head. “It’s not looking good back here … thinning out. Doesn’t seem fair you have more than enough for both of us.”

      Jason shot him a look. He was grinning. “They say bald is the new sexy.”

      Paul laughed. “Then it looks like I’ll be giving you a run for your money.”

      They were both laughing as they made their way past the staff offices, the route they needed to take to reach the room they kept all the equipment they needed for events.  

      A woman walked out into the hallway. Her attention was focused on the papers she was holding in her hand.

      Jason came to an abrupt halt. 

      He gave a sharp intake of breath. To then release it in one slow, shaky swoosh.

      His one word was barely a whisper.

      “Darcey …”

      
      Darcey leaned back in her chair, tossing her pen down on the desk.  She finally felt like she’d made a breakthrough on some of the more urgent items on her to do list.   

      She had the employment agency searching for a qualified event planner and assistant. Unfortunately, a chef and sous chef would be a little harder to find, but the agency was confident something would surface soon. 

      She had even found the time to go over the answers to the questionnaire for the catering staff. Besides a few petty gripes, she found nothing that couldn’t be fixed.

      She glanced down at her watch. Already past noon, this could explain why she was starving. The bagel and lukewarm coffee she had when she first arrived had worn off a long time ago. 

      The possibility she might convince the catering people to give her a light lunch, she decided she would stop by the kitchen. She would use the questionnaire as an excuse. 

      She grabbed the questionnaire and left her office.  

      At the sound of laughter, she turned to smile at the two men who were coming down the hall.

      She froze in her tracks, her heart almost leaping out of her throat.

      It was him …

      Standing right in front of her, only a few feet away.

      Jason … 

      
      The silence seemed to go on forever. Her heart now pounding so loud and furious, Darcey couldn’t even think. It was the sound of someone clearing their throat, shocking her back to reality, she dropped the papers she was holding. 

      In a daze, she watched them flutter to the floor. Then she panicked, diving after them. As she began picking them up, she tried to collect her thoughts, searching her mind for something to say. 

      But with Jason standing right in front of her, everything about him so familiar and coming at her all at once, she knew there wasn’t a chance this was going to happen. 

      You were worried you might have a hard time when you ran into him again. But never, ever had you expected to feel like this.  

      Once she had gathered up all the papers, she stood, clutching them to her chest. She took a deep breath and glanced over at him.  

      A bad move, a really dangerous move. 

      His expression was closed, angry. That this was because of her, she wanted to turn around and run. 

      As far away as possible. 

      Instead, she sent him an overly bright smile, her voice coming out too loud. “Hi, Jason. It’s been a while, hasn’t it?”

      Then she could only wait.

      
      Jason didn’t respond. 

      How could he?

      The second their eyes met, it was as if this had sucked everything out of him, leaving him completely drained. This was followed by a rush of memories flooding his mind, all having to do with her. With all of this going on, he doubted, even if he tried, he’d be able to say a single word.

      Not even a simple hello? Come on … say something.

      He slowly shook his head. 

      No, you need to be careful… you don’t want to say something stupid.

      Instead, he studied her, drinking in every detail.

      She was everything he had tucked away in his memory, more beautiful than he remembered. Her hair, a warm sun-kissed blonde, was styled the same, falling to her shoulders in a combination of soft waves and curls. He closed his eyes, the memory coming to him so vividly of how he loved tangling the silky strands in his hands when he kissed her. If only to bring her closer. 

      Her eyes … what could he say about her eyes? Hazel, with flecks of gold, he could write a song about them alone. In fact, he had maybe even a dozen or more, storing them away in his mind. Shining like the stars in the sky, they pulled him in, taking him to a place he never wanted to leave.  

      Her mouth was made for kissing, her lips intoxicating and sweeter than any wine.  

      And yes, he was responsible for every one of these descriptions. 

      This is what she had done to him. She had allowed him to believe everything he had ever heard about being in love. The love he had written about, yet never truly understood.

      She’s everything you had ever dared to dream. And you thought she was yours.

      Slowly shaking his head, he opened his mouth, his intention to respond.

      But, no … he still couldn’t get out a damn thing.

      
      For Darcey, the silence between them seemed to drag on forever. Wasn’t he going to say something? Not even a hello?

      Evidently not.

      She wanted to curl up and die.

      Never did you think this would happen. Maybe anger or sarcasm, but never did you expect this ...

      She sent a frantic look over at the man who was with Jason, but he only gave her a tentative smile. Growing even more distraught and fumbling with the papers, she glanced over at Jason again.

      Her smile was bright, forced. “I … I’m … sorry, I really need to go. I … well, have a nice day.” 

      She turned and almost ran down the hall.

      
      After he watched Darcey disappear around the corner, Jason let out a long, measured breath. Struggling to push his memories to where they belonged, deep in the back of his mind, he slowly shook his head. “Well, that didn’t work out all that great, did it?” 

      Paul was silent, unusual for him. This was because he was trying to figure out what just happened between Jason and this woman. And why she looked so familiar. Had he met her at one time? Maybe at one of their shows? 

      Then it hit him. An incredulous expression on his face, he just blurted it out. “Damn … she’s the woman in the photograph, isn’t she? Come on, give … who is she? What is she doing here? And where did she come from?”

      His gaze slowly shifting over to Paul, Jason ran his hand slowly through his hair before he shrugged. “Her name is Darcey … Darcey Hollister. She is the daughter of Steven Hollister. The same Steven Hollister, who is the head of Hollister Investments. And who you said is now the new owner of The Regency.”

      Pinching the bridge of his nose, he groaned. “I don’t think I can do this again. What am I saying? I know I can’t.”

      He abruptly began backing away, shaking his head. “You know what? You keep telling me you want more of an equal partnership in the band? Well, you’ve got it. Starting right now. Here’s your chance to prove yourself. You know the schedule and you know what needs to be done before tomorrow night. So, go for it. Yep, from this moment on, you’re in charge.” 

      He turned to walk away, his next words barely audible. “I’ve gotta get out of here. I need to think, or do something. I only know I can’t stay.”

      
      Paul watched Jason leave. 

      Yeah, he could have gone after him, but what good would this do? Obviously, the guy was upset, the state he was in no use to him or the rest of the band.

      Paul would later tell his wife it was the strangest thing. He’d swear he had never seen anything like it. Except, maybe in one of those TV romance movies she was always trying to get him to watch.   

      And here you thought they over-exaggerated everything in those movies.

      The only way he could think to explain it, Jason and this woman had taken one look at each other and BAM! They had become frozen in place, as if they had been struck by lightning.

      Again, he wasn’t much of a romantic, so this was the best description he had.

      He told his wife it was a good thing he was there, though. Because if he hadn’t cleared his throat to get their attention, who knew what would have happened. They might still be standing there in the damn hallway.

      Yep, what happened was proof of what he had thought earlier. Jason was still in love with this woman… this Darcey.

      It was also obvious whatever went on between them had ended badly.

      But she’s a
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