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Praise for Laura London:


‘This sophisticated romp takes readers into the Regency period with charming, colorful imagery that describes all the sights, sounds and smells of the period. Sharp, witty dialogue, sweet romance and unforgettable characters are all hallmarks of the classic novels by this incomparable writing team. Don’t miss this oldie, but goodie’ Romantic Times


‘From its very first sentence, The Windflower seduces the senses with lush, lyrical, evocative prose. It is a brilliantly-plotted work full of wonderful details, subtle eroticism, clever humor, and heart-wrenching emotion, yet it is the characters that really capture the reader. Not only are the hero and heroine unforgettable, but a wealth of secondary characters are drawn with a richness and depth rarely equalled’ All About Romance
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Kathy Carter has seen many things in her small-town instrument repair shop. But never has a dangerously hot, world-famous rock star pulled up on his motorcycle, needing his guitar fixed. Kathy’s not surprised to find he’s endlessly sexy, with a voice that would make any woman’s heart melt. What she doesn’t expect: he wants her bad.


Neil meets a lot of women who would do anything to be with him. Sweet, beautiful Kathy is nothing like them. She doesn’t care about fame, and that’s why he can’t keep his mind – or his hands – off her. Yet once things start getting hot, Kathy pulls away. Soon Neil realizes that it’s more than his life in the limelight that scares her. When the ghosts of the past make a guest appearance, Neil and Kathy must decide if what they have is forever, or if Neil is still a solo act . . .








Many thanks to Danny, Blaine, Chuck, and Kathy. And to Sue, may her dented tubas always tap out with ease.






One


Kathy Allison Carter was locked in a stare-down with a sousaphone. The sousaphone was winning. She thought of the sign she had hung so hopefully over the door of the little storefront two years ago: “Kathy Carter’s Instrument Repair.” Instrument Disrepair, she thought ruefully. The sousaphone was in worse shape from her attempts to repair it than it had been when it was brought in. Before it had been playable, though battered with dents. Now, John Philip Sousa himself couldn’t have gotten a note out of it.


She should have known better than to start on the sousaphone at this stage of her eroded patience. Today was Saturday, and it was spring in Apple Grove, Wisconsin. Outside of her shop, the golden sun was slanting long rays over the shower-dampened lilac bushes which grew in the median strip of Broad Street, sending up a heady scent and lavender sheen which competed with the brilliant pink of the flowering crabapple trees that grew on the grounds of the courthouse at the end of the street. But inside, Kathy was sitting back at her workbench, pondering the events which had led to her sitting inside on such a lovely spring day, at the age of twenty-four, wrestling with a brass band instrument that had also, perhaps, seen better days.


It may have had something to do with her father being a minister; or maybe that meant she should have known better. But when Mr. Woods, the high school music director, had asked people to search their attics and basements for old instruments to donate to the community orchestra, it had been Kathy’s own voice which had cheerfully piped up, volunteering to repair the instruments at cost, on her own time. But she hadn’t been prepared for a flute twisted into the shape of a boomerang or a clarinet that had been carrying a peanut butter sandwich for twenty years. Saturday was normally the day she closed the shop, but here she was, working away, finally losing her sense of humor after crouching over her workbench for twelve straight hours.


Glaring into the sousaphone’s bell, Kathy studied her reflection, which the flaring brass surface mischievously distorted in the manner of a fun-house mirror. Her small nose looked big and the dark hair knotted on top of her head trickled around her exaggeratedly tapered cheeks like squiggly snakes. And her nicely rounded chin had shrunk to nothing. Her neck, in the reflection, had disappeared completely into her buttoned-to-the-top Peter Pan collar, which was good, because to her it seemed too long anyway. The long legs, long arms, and long neck that looked so chic on the models in Vogue were—well—just plain excessive on herself. Lanky Kathy. She smiled, threw back her head, and said aloud, “Does anyone realize how noble I am? How selfless? How… hungry?”


Her stomach was empty. She had eaten a cup of blueberry yogurt that morning, but upstairs in her little apartment she was out of milk, out of bread, out of fruit, out of orange juice, out of everything. Every hour she’d half-decided to take a break and walk down to the supermarket before it closed, but she was on one of her work binges today. A vein throbbed in her head. Incipient headache.


Someone tapped on the glass of the shop’s front window, and Kathy turned her head to see Marijo Johnson, one of her piano students, with sunlight finding the gold tones in her very red hair. Having attracted Kathy’s attention, Marijo waved enthusiastically, opening her fleece jacket to show off a green t-shirt so Kathy could see the silk-screened picture of a rock star on it. Neil Stratton. It seemed like every other person under thirty in town had one. The guy must be making a fortune. Kathy mouthed the words “Very nice!” at Marijo and, satisfied, the teenager went away.


Kathy blinked twice to clear the haze in her tired vision and admired her shop. The grape ivy hanging in the corner needed trimming, but it looked tropically lush, and brightly colored posters hung on the wall advertising different musical instruments. There was a counter spray-painted white that she and her dad had hammered together, and on it a little cardboard display holding calendars and ticket order forms for the Milwaukee Symphony Orchestra. Her workbench, which she had bought at a farm auction along with her desk, was scattered with the tools of her trade, and a bulletin board hung on the wall by the door, the feature of her shop she liked the most. She allowed people to tack handwritten advertisements of items for sale and notices of meetings on it. And she had a music box on her desk, one she had had since she was a little girl, with bears on it.


It was time for five minutes’ rest. It wouldn’t do her any harm. As Kathy pushed the sousaphone away and leaned back to stretch and yawn, she saw red behind her closed eyelids. She hadn’t had much sleep the night before—at one o’clock in the morning after the movie had let out a gang of kids had driven up and down Broad Street honking their horns. Maybe she would make the rest ten minutes.


She reached for the knob of her old gray plastic radio and turned it on. An ad blared out for Neil Stratton’s concert at Nordic Valley, the nearby ski resort which doubled in summer as an outdoor concert arena, a natural amphitheater, which drew people from four states to its events. Him again. She had heard enough about that concert to last her a lifetime. Even her sister Renee was going. It was absurd that they were still advertising it. The tickets had sold out within twenty-four hours, but apparently the air time had been bought months in advance, so the station still ran the ads. The background to the announcer was a medley of Stratton’s songs. When the ad was over, a different announcer said pompously, “We’re sorry, the Neil Stratton concert has been sold out.”


“No kidding, Sherlock Holmes,” Kathy said aloud and changed the station resolutely to one featuring classical music. Renee always did that when she was minding the store for her—tuned in a rock station—and when Kathy wanted to listen, she had to change it back. Her favorite station was playing Offenbach, but for some reason Stratton’s songs stayed in her mind.


It wasn’t her kind of music really, but then, Neil Stratton hadn’t become popular by accident. His songs were lilting, sensual, and his voice had a uniquely seductive rasp to it. She had seen his picture everywhere; it seemed that when the media latched onto a favorite star, they couldn’t let go. As a consequence, facts about him were well known even to people like Kathy, who didn’t normally follow the music scene. He came from a rich family in Virginia—old money—and had been a Fulbright scholar at the University of Chicago. His songs scored high on pop charts, rock charts, and country charts. His two movies had received critical raves, and an Oscar nomination. He had won two Grammy Awards. He was one of those people who seemed to have been born lucky. It was enough to make you sick, she thought, all that success. Must be nice.


She put her elbows on the table and rubbed her eyes. Envy always flourishes on an empty stomach. Should she go and lie down on the couch in the back room, or should she take the walk to the store she had been postponing? Or should she go back to the sousaphone?


Her decision-making was interrupted irritatingly by the distinctive roar of a Harley-Davidson motorcycle on Broad Street. It did her headache no good at all. She saw the motorcycle flash by her window and then heard it revving for a moment before it stopped down the street. Someone thinks they’re James Dean. What a royal pain in the neck. Kathy rested her head in her hands.


She looked up when the door jingled. It was obviously the rider of the motorcycle—evident from the sand-colored suede bomber jacket and the helmet with a smoked glass visor he was pulling from his head. Oh, no. She knew it was just one of those silly small-town prejudices, but for her motorcyclists had a bad image based on old Marlon Brando movies where small towns like Apple Grove were destroyed by leather-jacketed hoodlums. He seemed to have a pack slung on his back.


But if the man in the leather jacket had mayhem on his mind, it was well hidden under the half-smile that was curving on his face. Heavens, what an attractive male. Specimens like that didn’t make a habit of walking into “Kathy’s Instrument Repair.” Somewhere in the back of her mind, Kathy was surprised to feel a tiny synapse that meant that somehow she recognized him. Try as she would, she couldn’t place the man. He was older than she—perhaps in his late twenties. Could he be one of her old friends from high school? Someone she’d been introduced to at summer camp? At college? Impossible. None of the possibilities rode motorcycles or wore leather. And the face before her was not one she would have forgotten readily.


He had nice features, though he wasn’t what she’d call male-model, pose-for-perfume ads handsome. His face had too much character in it for that, and a glint of humor that hinted he didn’t take himself too seriously. In a world filled with tension and pomposity, that quality was intently compelling. Dangerous. His hair was deep brown, full-bodied and shining. It was cleverly cut and longish, with an enchanting bedroom disarray from the helmet.


His cheekbones were high and wide-set, his jaw firm, and there was a tiny scar on his cleft chin. There was nothing particularly remarkable about his build—it was just the right amount slim and gracefully put together, though his shoulders had a look of strength to them. Good grief, why was she thinking about his body?


Feeling embarrassed, she raised her eyes quickly to his. They were pale blue—but, oh, what a pale blue, with an inner brightness, a calm study to them that was focused, just now, on her face. Instantly, she was taken aback. The man looked as though he could read every thought that passed through her head. Kathy didn’t often find herself at a loss with someone, but to her dismay, she felt rather intimidated. She hoped none of that showed on the surface. Her hand strayed self-consciously to the straggling curls on her forehead. She lowered it quickly. Shape up, Kathy girl.


He had let her study him with a certain cool and rather amused patience. In fact, it seemed disconcertingly as though he were accustomed to that kind of survey. Then, as if he sensed that she had completed her catalogue of his features, he lifted the shoulder strap over his head. In the silhouetting light from the window, she saw that he held a battered guitar.


“I’ve got a problem,” he said. “Maybe you’ll be able to help me?”


The words might be ordinary, but the man in front of Kathy had an extraordinary voice. It was one beat quicker than a drawl, and marked by a delicately sexual rasp that licked its way into her body through the spine. She watched him lay his guitar on the counter, his voice echoing through her like the memory of a caress. Good Lord! What made her think that? All at once it occurred to her that she couldn’t remember what he’d said to her. The effect of his voice had been so intense that the content of his words escaped her.


“Please?” she said automatically, meaning “I beg your pardon?” It was a central Illinois usage Kathy had picked up in childhood from her mother.


“Please?” he repeated quizzically. Then, correctly interpreting an idiom that was obviously unfamiliar to him, he said, “Oh, I see. Can you replace the tuning peg?” The voice again, a warm handstroke on her heart.


He lifted the neck of the guitar and showed her the broken peg.


The way a parent responds to a youngster with a scraped knee was exactly the way Kathy responded to a damaged musical instrument. She stood up, too quickly, and at the same time realized who she’d just said “please” to. She’d seen his face on Marijo Johnson’s chest. She’d heard his luxuriant voice on her old gray radio.


“Neil Stratton,” she said. Black spots shot into her eyes, spots that turned red, then green. Retreating blood prickled in her fingertips, and a hundredweight of dizziness spread its rapidly intensifying pressure under her skull. Heartsick and humiliated, she thought, Oh God, why didn’t I eat? I’m going to faint! And she did.


Which was how Kathy Allison Carter, small-town instrument-repair technician and piano teacher, happened to wake up in the arms of Neil Stratton, songwriter, musician, and celebrity of international repute.


Regaining consciousness was an unpleasant business that was like swimming to the surface of a heavily chlorinated pool after taking a belly flop from the high board. She was short of breath, her legs felt numb, and her eyes itched. Opening them with a few blinks, Kathy found she was lying on the old burgundy floral couch in her back room with Neil Stratton supporting her in one arm and gently applying a warm terry washcloth to her temples with the other.


“Could you drink a little?” asked the wonderful voice.


She nodded weakly. The hand with the washcloth left her face and returned in a moment with a paper cup, which was pressed lightly to her lower lip. Sipping the water, she became slowly more aware of his hard-muscled arm where it made warm contact with her back through the thin cotton of her shirt. He was so close she could feel his clean breath on her eyelashes and smell the spring breeze and leather from his collar, his hair.


After she’d fainted, he had obviously picked her up and brought her to the couch—and then what? The washcloth, the water—he must have found the washroom behind the stairs, looked in the linen closet for a washcloth, found the paper-cup dispenser behind the door. A man of resource.


“You know, I could see it if I were Elvis,” he said. Kathy could hear the smile in his voice. “I don’t get many swoons these days. It was charming, though, if a little old-fashioned.”


Carefully, she was lowered to the couch and a lemon yellow bolster pillow slid forward to support her head. A sudden and unexpected pang of disappointment shook her as his arms withdrew from her body. Somehow, paradoxically, the most important thing in her life became to disabuse him of any notion that she had fainted because he was—well, who he was.


Mustering one’s dignity is something of a challenge when one is spread flat out and disheveled on a couch, but Kathy did her best. Forcing herself, she looked straight up into the blue eyes that were studying her with such fine-honed perception. “I know how it must have looked, but it wasn’t anything to do with you. I was hungry.”


“You saw a hamburger on the floor and made a nose dive for it,” he said, his tone too cheerfully agreeable.


Kathy tried again. “The only thing I’ve eaten all day was a blueberry yogurt for breakfast.”


He shook his head in mock condemnation. “When I saw you, I thought—that looks like a girl who eats blueberry yogurt for breakfast.” His finger traveled to her forehead and smoothed back the straying tendrils that had gathered there. “Hang on, alright? Don’t try to stand up. I’ll be right back.”


He left her and in a moment Kathy heard the shop bell signal his departure. The air around her seemed still charged with his presence. The headache that had been threatening her all afternoon had disappeared. In its place had come a sweetly aching awareness in all the places on her body where he had touched her. Closing her eyes again, she flinched inside at the thought that she could be so vulnerable to a man, to his touch. It was a side of herself she had never dreamed existed, a hidden scar in her hard won independence. But then, Neil Stratton wasn’t just any man. Perhaps she could be forgiven for a flash response to the magnetism that drew so many people into his fold. How suddenly life could rearrange its laws to resemble a crazy dream—except that this was not the kind of crazy dream she was prone toward. When he returned, she told herself sternly, there would be no more heart flutters over Neil Stratton.


Kathy was just getting around to wondering where he’d gone when she heard him return, turn the front lock, and flip the OPEN-CLOSED sign that hung on the shop door.


“Do you like turkey?” he asked her, displaying a sandwich wrapped in aluminum foil.


“But—isn’t that your supper?”


“No. Sandy always packs too much.”


Despising herself for being curious, determined not to let him see that she was wondering if Sandy was his latest lady love, Kathy let him put the sandwich in her hand. Then, as though he sensed her suppressed interest, and as though a natural courtesy demanded that he satisfy it, he said as she opened the foil, “Sandy’s my bass player’s wife. She likes to think that I need to be looked after.”


If Kathy despised herself for being curious, she positively loathed herself for the intolerably irrational and stupid relief his words brought her. Surely the man could have a whole truckload of Sandys for all the difference it might make to her. She pressed open the foil.


“Wheat bread!” she exclaimed with involuntary dismay, and regretted the words instantly.


“Good for you,” he said. Her criticism seemed to have displeased him not at all. In fact, he appeared to derive a certain sardonic amusement from it. Probably it confirmed some stereotype notion he had about her.


“I suppose,” she said, “that I ought to be grateful it’s not a vegetarian sandwich. Shredded seaweed, pâté of aloe vera…”


Good-naturedly, he picked up Kathy’s wrist and carried her hand and his supper to her lips. “Never look a gift sandwich in the mouth, darlin’,” he said, and settled his long body on the couch’s armrest with easy-jointed grace. To her extreme discomfort, he sat there studying her while she ate, offering her the water cup at acutely knowledgeable intervals. Darn the man. What kind of empathetic power did he have over her that he could tell so exactly when she wanted a drink?


“Well,” she said, after finishing, “I’m sorry now that I ate it. I ought to have saved it for posterity, it being your sandwich and everything.”


“Don’t worry,” he said pointedly. “I’ll autograph the crust.”


Rude of him to mention how she hadn’t eaten it. Straightening her back, brushing crumbs off her fingers, Kathy said coolly, “Well. It was nice of you to pick me up off the floor and feed me. Thanks a lot. I’ve kept you long enough. Shall we go and have a look at your guitar?”


“No,” said Stratton, removing the foil that she’d been balancing on her knees. “I know you can’t wait to reestablish the formalities and reassert yourself as a professional, but if you come bouncing out of that couch too quickly, you may end up on the floor again.” He found the wastepaper basket, disposed of the tin foil, and came back to the couch. He cupped her shoulders in both hands and gently forced her to lie down. This time Kathy didn’t bother denying to herself that she needed it, even though it was very likely that the swimming sensation in her head was caused by his touch.


“Masterful, aren’t you?” she said uneasily.


He smiled. “Just take it easy. You don’t have to worry. I closed your shop.”


“I noticed,” she said with a dry note in her voice. He immediately picked up on her discomfiture.


There was too much amusement in his voice as he said, “If being alone with me makes you nervous—”


“It doesn’t!” she lied, trying to give him one of those blindingly confident smiles her older sister was so good at. It was hard to tell from his expression whether or not he believed her. He sat on the edge of the couch beside her. The movement brought his slim, warm thigh into contact with her hip, which he didn’t seem to notice.


To cover her own embarrassment, Kathy said, “At least—was I graceful?”


“When you fainted? No. You fell over a tuba case and knocked over a bottle of valve oil. Mind you, my first thought was to call the rescue squad.”


“Thank heavens you didn’t!” she said with heartfelt gratitude. The town would have talked about it for weeks. “Anyway, we don’t have a rescue squad, or a hospital or, for that matter, a doctor. When someone needs an ambulance, Carlton’s Funeral Home sends the hearse and Mr. Carlton, the mortician, handles the emergency care while they drive the injured party to the hospital in Smithfield. Don’t you have a concert to go to?”


“Yes,” he said. “Later.” Stratton’s attentive, soft-eyed gaze wandered over her face and throat and then returned, with relentless precision, to her eyes. “Are you married?”


“No!” she said, startled.


“Do you have a boyfriend?”


“N-no.”


“Then are you a nun?”


Getting angry: “No!”


“One never knows nowadays,” he said with untouched serenity, as though he’d just asked her a reasonable question. “What am I doing that’s making you so edgy?”


He sounded as though he really wanted to know, and yet there was an ever-so-subtle light in his eyes that warned her he’d already made a pretty accurate guess. Nor did she care for his choice of adjective. Edgy. The word had an intrusive subjectivity to it.


“Nothing at all,” she said. “Though I’m not particularly accustomed to being scrutinized by celebrity superstars. Would you please not sit so close to me?” The tight contact of his thigh to hers eased obligingly as he moved back. A little more confidently, Kathy went on, “Why a motorcycle? Is your limousine in for a tune-up?”


“I don’t have a limousine. While I’m on a concert tour, as now, a couple of semis and a bus haul my equipment and my—the people who travel with me—the road crew, their people, the band. Before I leave home, sometimes I throw the bike into one of the trucks. That way, whenever everyone on the tour gets sick of me”—he smiled—“I ride to the gig by the back roads. And I get some peace and the chance to experience the scenery.”


Experience the scenery. What an odd way to put it.


“And bringing your guitar here was…?”


“An impulse,” he answered. “I was riding by and your shop kind of smiled at me. Those yellow tulips in the window box. You know, this place has a warm look.”


When the man decided to pay a compliment, he didn’t kid around. The caress of his voice was so enticing that she could almost taste its honey in her throat. She had worked so hard to put sunshine into her little shop; it delighted her beyond measure when someone noticed it.


“Isn’t that nice?” she said, sounding unnaturally bright. The flutter returned uninvited to her chest. “Your patronage is bound to be great for business. I can add to my sign—‘Where the stars bring their guitars.’ ” Her voice, that unconscionable traitor, cracked on the last word, and, pressing her fingers to her throat in embarrassment, Kathy discovered an open collar. It was her habit always to button her shirt all the way up. And here one… two… three… four buttons open! A blush began to climb the fair skin of her uncovered upper chest.


Observing her dismay, he said kindly, “In case you’re wondering about it, I unbuttoned your shirt.” His hands carefully stilled the fumbling movements of her fingers and, leaning slightly forward, he began to draw her shirt together and fasten the delicate silver buttons. “It was all in the line of duty. First-aid rule one: Lie the victim down and loosen restrictive clothing. And into that category, my friend, that collar of yours definitely fits. If you’d remained unconscious much longer, I would have had time to put my entire repertoire of anti-fainting techniques into practice. Mouth-to-mouth resuscitation, putting my head into your lap…”


A tiny gasp escaped her lips.


“Oh. Of course you’re right,” he said innocently, with hidden laughter and a tantalizing spice in his voice. “I meant to say, putting your head in your lap.”


Instead of leaving her, his fingers stroked lightly over her collarbone, softly testing her flushed skin before his hands came to rest against the burgundy couch on either side of her head. His light gaze had become neither cruel nor threatening, yet it seemed to hold her captive to his will.


“Kathy.” His voice was a rough, seductive whisper. “Don’t be afraid of me.”


His body was above her, close enough for her to share his fluid warmth, but not touching. His fragrance bathed her, the fresh minty tang of back country Wisconsin, where every spring leaf, every wildflower breathes out the secret perfume of a life cycle renewed and rich. As his mouth came to hers, she felt the soft mating of their breath before his lips found and opened gently over hers. Lower in her body surprised flesh pulsed to life and she closed her eyes against an overwhelming wash of voluptuous sensation.


Her shoulders were so filled with tension that they began to hurt her and the pain brought small shivers in its wake. He seemed to sense it immediately and his pliant fingers moved to caress her shoulders with practiced sensuality.


“Better?” he asked softly.


There was no free breath in her lungs to answer him, because her pounding blood was consuming it so swiftly. She sensed the luxury of his smile as he rested his fingertips on her cheek. And then he slid them lower to hold her chin between his thumb and forefinger before he kissed her again, more deeply, exploring her feminine mouth in a kiss that was expertly tentative. His hands moved under her shoulders, molding her to him.


Kathy had to summon every last shred of her sapped will to duck under his arm, to stand, to turn and face him. No man had kissed her since—David…


The feelings she had blocked inside herself for years came blaring back to her in a sudden reminder. She had convinced herself she didn’t need any of that, and was dismayed, even horrified, by the depth of her response to him, the deep timbre of her physical need. And worse, his blue eyes were taking her in, analyzing her astonishment and her anger.


“So, Mr. Stratton,” she said, “am I to be another notch on your guitar case? It’s so easy for you, isn’t it?”


He stood. His smile was friendly, slightly ironical. “Apparently you don’t kiss on the first faint.”


“And how did you know my name?”


“It’s emblazoned over your door in curlicued, baroque lettering, remember? No, I’m not making fun of it, so don’t get excited about that, too. Look, I’m sorry if I made you mad at me, but you’re a beautiful woman and I’ll be damned if I’ll apologize for kissing you.”


Clutching tightly to her little remaining dignity, she turned, marched to the counter, and picked up his guitar. “What seems to be the trouble with your guitar, Mr. Stratton?”


He walked lazily to the other side of the counter and leaned over it gracefully, his expressive blue eyes sparkling. “Tuning peg,” he said, touching it with a long finger.


“Ah, yes, of course; I saw that immediately.” She studied the damage and looked back at him. “If this is the guitar you’re planning to use tonight at your concert—”


“It isn’t.”


“Well, you happen to be in luck. I can fix it; but it’s going to cost you.”


“How much?” he asked.


“Ninety-nine cents.”


“I think I can handle it.”


She carried it to the workbench and laid it down on her work space of carpet remnants covered with white sheeting. “I don’t do much with guitars,” she said. “Usually I send them out. But I keep a few tuning pegs around so I can fix the guitars the kids bring in, and they’re made especially for cheap guitars like this one.”


He smiled. “It’s my second guitar; I’ve had it since I was thirteen. Sentimental value.”


Darn that voice, she thought. He was way across the room, but she had the strong feeling that his arms were sliding around her. An intense desire to swallow betrayed her emotional state. He watched her take her tiny screwdriver out and begin to work, and then strolled around the counter to look at the sousaphone; he picked it up, the long artist’s fingers working the mother-of-pearl keys.


“What’s wrong with it?” he said.


“Don’t talk to me about that stupid thing,” she said. “It ate my dent ball.”


“Your dent ball? Tell me about it,” he said with seductive sympathy.


She sighed, pulling at a tiny screw with her fingernail. “You put a dent ball in, and work it down until it’s under the dent, and then you tap on the outside with a plastic hammer until the dent comes up.”


“Like an auto body repair.”


“Precisely. But sometimes, the dent ball gets stuck.” She tightened the tiny screw, and turned around to hand him the guitar. He had the sousaphone upside down and was shaking it, and with a metallic clatter, the errant dent ball rolled out into his hand. He shrugged and smiled, laying the horn and the ball on the counter, and took the guitar from her. She glared at the sousaphone with a look so fierce that icicles should have grown on it. She had suspected all along that it was male.


“That will be ninety-nine cents, please,” she said, turning back to him.


With a smile that pretended to be rueful, he took from his shirt pocket a credit card, and handed it to her, held sideways between two fingers.


“You don’t carry cash?” she said.


“Sorry, no; you’re welcome to pat down my hip pockets if you don’t believe me.”


Determined not to let him get the best of her, she bent down, pulled her little ticket maker from under the counter, set the card in the bracket, drew the bar across, press-copied the charge plate, and then with great deliberation, wrote out “One tuning peg, ninety-nine cents, plus tax, one dollar and four cents,” and said, “Your signature, please.”


He signed for her, using the pen that hung from a nail on the side of the counter. Neil Stratton, in big, bold letters that looked like an autograph. She tore off the carbon and handed him the copy.


“Will you come with me to my concert?” he asked.


She had been putting the ticket machine back, and almost dropped it at his words. “Wh-what?”


“Will you come with me to my concert?” he repeated patiently.


“I—I—me?” Sanity returned. “Of course not. Look, Mr. Stratton, I don’t know what I’ve done to give you the impression that I’m the kind of girl who kisses on couches or goes to rock concerts, but I’m not. And I don’t ride motorcycles either. If you make one slow circuit up and down Broad Street, you’ll find so many people to sit on that motorcycle with you that it won’t even move. What are you staring at?”


“Your lips,” he said. “What are you doing later on?”


“What am I doing later on? An alto clarinet, a baritone bugle, and two solid nickel-silver French horns.”


“Good,” he said, and reached out to touch her cheek. “I’ll see you then, Kathy.”


She stood, rooted in place, while the bell jingled, while the motorcycle engine coughed into life. It had faded into the distance by the time she was able to move. Her breath was gone; she felt the way she had heard people did when they were having a heart attack. This was an emergency. She reached for the phone and dialed her sister’s number with shaking fingers. Renee answered after three rings, with her sunny, “Hel-lo!”


“Renee?”


“Kath, hi! Whatcha been up to, sweetie?”


“Neil Stratton was just here.”


“What? Kathy, what’s the matter with you? Speak up! What are you talking about?”


“Neil Stratton unbuttoned my blouse. I ate his sandwich and he kissed me.”


“Kathy, you just stay right there, honey. I’ll be right over.” Kathy heard Renee calling to her husband. “Jack? Jack, where’s the car keys? Watch the kids. I’ve got to get down to the shop. I don’t know what happened, but I think Kathy’s flipped her wig.”








Two


Renee had taken her in hand. They sat in the beer garden at Tony’s, the tavern at the far end of Broad Street. The low sun gave the air a rose tinge. The tall yellow daffodils nodded from their sentry positions in the freshly cut beds outside the white picket fence, and the red brick of the plaza surface felt warm under their feet. The red maple in the corner was coming delicately into leaf, shimmering in the late afternoon breeze. The garden was nearly empty. It was suppertime and they had their pick of tables.


Renee sat across the round redwood table from Kathy, her tongue in her cheek, her normally smooth forehead wrinkled with concern, looking at Kathy over the purple-tinted prescription sunglasses which were perched on the end of her tiny nose. Her shoulder-length hair, finer and straighter than Kathy’s, with a glittery, touch-me look to it, was parted down the middle and pulled back on one side with a mauve comb, to reveal a perfectly shaped ear decorated with a diamond stud. She was dressed for the concert in a form-fitting sweater and slim-cut pants.


She had been the big sister, attractive, vivacious, had led all the boys in town around with rings in their noses, and had finally culled Jack Olds, the farm-implement manufacturer’s son, from the panting mob. And thus she had been catapulted in a small way from penny-pinching minister’s daughter to vacations in Hawaii, designer clothes, and the big white Cadillac with onboard computer that sat on the gravel road under the oak tree across the sidewalk. In spite of their differing lifestyles, the two sisters were close.


“You need a drink, Kath,” Renee was saying. “White wine,” she said to Tony, who was hovering nearby in his white apron. He brought a glass for each of them on a painted tray.


“This is great,” said Kathy. “Everyone who goes by will see Reverend Carter’s two daughters drinking before the sun is down.”


Renee smiled at the idea. “Do you see anyone? Tony won’t tell. Now, let’s go through this again. And if this is a practical joke, because you know that Jack and I are Neil Stratton fans, I won’t forgive you for at least—two days.”


“Have you ever known me to make a practical joke?” Kathy asked.


“We have to be systematic. First, I want a positive identification of the culprit.” She took a new copy of Them magazine from her black leather shoulder bag, thumbed through it, folded it back, and laid it on the table in front of Kathy. “Have you seen this face before?” she asked tersely.


Kathy put her fingertips on the edge of the magazine to keep the pages from blowing. The eyes looked piercing even in black and white, and he looked at the camera with his humorous half-smile. He had his arm around the blonde co-star of his recent movie, and she was looking up at him and laughing as though he had just told the funniest joke in the world.


“Yes, that’s him,” she said. “That’s the one.” She felt strange, and flipped the page over. On the next page was a picture of him performing, backlit by a stage light, taken from such an angle that the picture showed his audience gazing up at him in rapt attention. And then there was a final picture of him standing beside his motorcycle. “That’s the motorcycle,” Kathy said. “He looked just like that.” She took a small sip of wine and made a face. “The whole experience was like being run over by a truck.”


Renee leaned back and swirled the wine in her glass. “Did you like him?”


“No,” was Kathy’s emphatic answer. “He was arrogant, conceited—and he got my dent ball out of the sousaphone.”


“Would you please stop thinking for a minute about those stupid musical instruments of yours? I’ll rephrase my question from ‘did you like him’ to—how did you feel about him?”


Kathy held her hands palms out in a helpless gesture.


“Do you think,” said Renee softly, “that the reason this has upset you so much is not because it was the famous Neil Stratton, but because you were kissed by an attractive stranger?” Kathy had no reply. “Kathy, David’s been gone more than a year.”

OEBPS/images/title.jpg
LAURA LONDON

The
ga&euv Towck





OEBPS/images/9781455549337.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
I,

headline
ETERNAL






OEBPS/images/book.jpg
ga&&w Touck





OEBPS/images/atp.jpg
Authors: Laura London
Credit: Angela Hill





