
  
    [image: Hearts In Winter Collection]
  


  
    
      HEARTS IN WINTER COLLECTION

      THE COMPLETE CONTEMPORARY ROMANCE SERIES

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        SIMONE BEAUDELAIRE

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright (C) 2022 Simone Beaudelaire

      Layout design and Copyright (C) 2022 by Next Chapter

      Published 2022 by Next Chapter

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the author’s permission.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WHEN THE MUSIC ENDS

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          HEARTS IN WINTER BOOK 1

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Sandra, Reed, Guy, Jill, Cary and Lin.

        I couldn't have done it without you.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        October 2001

      

      

      “Hello?” Sean Murphy called as he entered the white, century-old colonial house in which he had grown up. He stepped into the silent living room. The age-darkened door slammed shut behind him in a gust of chilly October wind.

      Home looks the same as always, he thought. Rose-printed sofa, two maroon armchairs and an antique wooden rocker flanking the brick and brass fireplace. It's too quiet, though. Mom and Dad must be out. I bet Mom left something delicious in the fridge. That will keep me busy until dinner.

      A muffled greeting interrupted his refrigerator piracy scheme. “Hi, Sean, can you come here, please?”

      Smiling to himself, he climbed the stairs to Sheridan's bedroom and opened the door, unsurprised to discover his seventeen-year-old sister wasn't alone. Sheridan's best friend Erin James sprawled with her on the pink and lace canopy bed. Small and pale with dark hair and eyes, Erin's serious face reflected her intense personality.

      Sheridan—tall and curvy with golden skin, masses of blond curls, and a cheerful demeanor—resembled sunshine brought to life. She jumped from the bed and ran to her brother.

      “Hey, sis, what did you need?” Sean asked as he received his sister's exuberant hug. From the corner of his eye, he saw Erin sit up, her cheeks flaming at the sight of him.

      “Your timing is perfect, Sean,” Sheridan gushed. “I need you to take Erin to the homecoming dance.”

      “Huh?” Sean turned from his sister to Erin and saw her fair face had darkened even further.

      “Yeah,” Sheridan blurted, a flood of words seeming to erupt from her all at once. “This stupid guy has been messing with her, making her think he would take her, but he really just wanted her to help him study. Today we found out that he was going to the dance with Lindsey Jones, that tramp. We know what he wants, and no loss there, but now Erin doesn't have a date and the dance is tomorrow. Would you take her?”

      “Danny, please,” Erin said, softly interjecting into the rapid gush, “I don't need this. I don't care about homecoming and you know I can't dance. I'll just stay home and practice for my audition.”

      “No way, you have to go,” Sheridan insisted. “I won't have a bit of fun without you. I'm so sick of Jake, I may just ditch him.”

      “It's about time you ditched that dickhead,” he commented, making both girls giggle. “He's nowhere near good enough for you, Danny. Why don't you forget about him and you and Erin go together? That would be better, wouldn't it?”

      “Come on, Sean.” Sheridan waved her brother's words away with a careless gesture. “It's not nice to dump someone just before a dance, especially since he's nominated for homecoming king. Oh, don't worry; I'll break up with him. I just think it would be politer to do it after, and after the S.A.T.s next week too, so he's not distracted, but that still leaves Erin. She can't come with the two of us. It's too pathetic. Erin deserves better than to be the third wheel. But think about it, Sean. What if she comes with a man instead of one of those little boys?” She waved at him again, this time indicating his work-hardened muscles, currently straining the sleeves of a red plaid shirt and a pair of ratty blue jeans.

      Sean heaved a heavy breath and took a moment to consider. A date… with Erin? His gaze traced the delicate lines of her face: wide brown eyes that always seemed tinged with sorrow. Long yet elegant nose. High cheekbones. Pale rosebud lips.  Her collarbones peeped from the scooped neckline of a long-sleeved navy tee shirt that hugged her slender frame.

      There's nothing wrong with her looks, certainly. She's pretty, and as she's been Sheridan's friend since kindergarten, I know her well. She's sweet. In fact, if I hadn't known her all her life, I might just ask someone like her out.

      He stared at the familiar face for long moments, watching the heat in her cheeks fade and the pale lip slip between teeth that had only recently lost their braces. He shook his head. Someone like her, but not her. “Yeah, I know what will happen. I'll be arrested. Sheridan, I'm twenty-three. What do I care about homecoming?” He raised one eyebrow at his sister.

      “Probably nothing,” she admitted, “but do you care about Erin?”

      “Of course,” Sean replied, “she’s practically a member of the family.” Again, he considered the proposition, considered how Erin must feel. Already shy and not inclined to date, for her to be toyed with and then dropped—even by a loser—must have played hell with her self-confidence. But imagine what a coup if she did show up with someone like… me.

      Someone like me, but not me, right?

      But if not him, there was no one. He turned his attention to Erin, whose face lit up like a Fourth of July firework the moment their eyes met. She likes the idea, even if she's too shy to admit it. “Erin, come here a minute. I think we should talk about this without Danny.”

      “Okay.” She rose from the bed and stepped out into the hallway with him, close to his side but not letting her body brush against his.

      He led her into the room that used to be his, still decorated with all his old high school memorabilia. Sean couldn't help grinning. My sentimental mother. She'll never turn this into a storage room or rent it out to college students.

      Erin moved to stand near him, leaning against the thick footboard and biting one short fingernail. “I hope you know,” she said earnestly, “that I didn't ask her to do that.”

      “Of course not,” he replied, patting her shoulder. “I can smell a Sheridan Murphy plot a mile away. She's my sister, don't forget. However, she is right about one thing. You do need a date; that is, if you want to go. Tell the truth, Erin. Do you really want to stay home and practice?”

      “No, I would like to go,” she whispered as if admitting a shameful secret. Her face had reddened so it looked like it might burst into flame. “I really can't dance, though.”

      “Come on,” he urged, “you're a musician. I can't believe you have no rhythm.”

      Her dark eyes met his at last, her discomfort pinching the corners. “It's not a question of rhythm but of self-confidence. I always feel silly dancing in front of a room full of people.”

      “How about if you have someone confident leading the way, kind of like a director?” he offered, pantomiming an invitation with one hand extended.

      “That might help.” She looked down, and as if that were not enough to shield her from embarrassment, swept her long, dark lashes over her eyes.

      Sean didn't know what to say next. Her shyness overpowered his attempts at conversation. Inhaling deeply, he took the plunge. “Okay then, let's do it. At least we can show that douchebag what he's missing.”

      “Are you sure? Don't you have plans?” Her eyes pleaded with him.

      Oh boy. I hope I'm doing the right thing. Her crush on me is sweet… in an embarrassing sort of way. She is still in high school, after all. “Nah. Just boring stuff, you know, like laundry. So, Erin, will you let me take you to homecoming?”

      She gave him an intense look, her dark eyes glowing with eagerness as she said, “Yes,” in a voice so tiny he almost couldn't hear her.

      He gave her a brotherly hug around the shoulders.

      She squeaked and fled the room.

      Well, one thing I didn't expect was to go to a high school dance. Maybe it will be fun.

      Then he recalled his own high school dances; awkward, loud and smelling faintly of B.O.

      Maybe not, but at least I'll have done a good deed and made my sister and her friend happy.
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      The following night, Sean arrived at Erin's house dressed in a fitted green button-up shirt and some dark slacks, trying to appear as mature as possible.

      He drove into her prestigious neighborhood near The University of the Lakes, their local institute of higher learning. Elegant, narrow homes crowded cheek by jowl along the street. Oak and maple trees—formally attired in their colorful autumn leaves—obscured the view of the houses’ bright colors and gingerbread trim.

      “2107,” he muttered, trying to make out the numbers in the semi-darkness. “2107 Water Street.” He passed 2103 and knew he must be nearly there. Two houses down, he frowned. Short and squat, Erin’s house looked like a troll crouching between the two and three-story giants all around it. The miniature two-bedroom home had been painted tan with green shutters framing a stained-glass window. If this is the best an investment banker and a commercial artist can afford, yikes. He shook his head.

      Sean parked his Mustang against the curb, kicked his way along the leaf-strewn sidewalk, rang the doorbell and waited.

      I wonder what she's going to be wearing. Hopefully not anything like what she had on at her last birthday. Sean grimaced at the memory of oversized black, orange, pink and silver bows sewn all over a dress made of a man's sweatshirt, paired with fishnet purple tights—one of her mother's 'artistic' creations. This might not have been such a good idea.

      The door opened to reveal his date clad in a touchably soft black velour knee-length dress. It contrasted with her skin and made her dark hair—done up in an elegant twist—seem to glow. Sheridan must have helped with the subtle application of makeup. Erin looked at least five years older than he had seen her before, not to mention more confident. She met his gaze without blushing and smiled sweetly. For the first time, Erin seemed real and alive in front of him.

      Awareness stole his breath. “Hi,” he said at last, holding out a corsage consisting of a single red rosebud. She stepped forward and he carefully pinned it to her dress, breathing in a waft of lilac perfume. The contrast of the vivid scarlet with the shimmering black drew his gaze to the slender curves of her figure.

      He lifted his eyes to hers, taking in the satisfied glow of approval. “Hi, Sean. Let's go.”

      “Do you need me to come in and say hello to your folks or anything?” he asked, peering over her shoulder into the darkened living room.

      “No, my parents aren't here.” She stepped out and closed the door behind her, dropping her key into a tiny silver bag hanging from her wrist.

      “Where are they?” He placed his hand on the small of her back and moved her forward. The warmth of her skin radiated through the fabric of the dress, making his fingers tingle.

      “I'll tell you in the car,” she said, suddenly terse.

      “Okay.”

      They arrived at the passenger side of the Mustang and Sean opened the door for Erin. Closing it behind her, he circled the car and slid into the driver's seat, firing the ignition before saying, “Okay, what's up?”

      “My parents are splitting up,” she said flatly.

      Sean winced. “That's too bad. Why?”

      “My dad's always away at work, you know?”

      He nodded.

      “Well, Mom met someone. She's spending the weekend with him and Dad's gone for work again, so I'm on my own.”

      He reached across the console and patted her hand. “That sucks. Sorry.”

      “It's okay. It's not like they actually liked each other or anything.”

      Have I ever heard such a bleak tone from Erin? He hadn't, he realized, because she'd never let him see her real feelings. Or maybe I just never bothered to look. He rested his hand on top of hers. “Still. I don't care about them, but I'm sorry for you.”

      “Don't pity me, Sean,” she pleaded. “The one thing I can't stand is for you to see me as pathetic.”

      “You're not pathetic, Erin,” he reassured her. “Let's say I'm sorry about your situation, okay?”

      “Okay, thanks.” She fell silent for a moment, considering what to say next and nibbling her knuckle. “I'm so glad finally to be a senior. If I can just get through this year, I'll go off to college, and I won't be at the mercy of their choices anymore.”

      “Where are you going?” he asked, wanting to keep the conversation positive. “Danny mentioned a conservatory in Texas.”

      “I'm not sure,” she replied. “I have an appointment with their recruiter in two weeks to play an audition, but I'm also considering going to State with Danny. That would be nice too.”

      “Can you be a performance major at a state university?” he asked. “Don't musicians have to go to Julliard or something like that?”

      He shifted his eyes in her direction in time to see her dip her chin. “Sure, I can. It wouldn't be as prestigious as Juilliard—or even Texas—but I would save a ton of money, and I would likely get better scholarships too. With everything that's been happening, I'm probably going to need them. Didn't you go to State, Sean, to get your business degree, before you started working with your dad's construction company? Isn't that why he made you assistant foreman? Because you learned so much about handling marketing, accounting and all those things?”

      “Yeah, I did,” he admitted, surprised she knew so much. “It's a good school. Don't sell yourself short, though. Saving money is fine, but not if you miss out on your dreams. I know you want to play your oboe professionally. You're good enough to do it, so go for it, okay?”

      Another glance revealed a warm glow around her cheeks, not exactly a blush but a hint of her pleasure at his compliment. “Good advice. Thanks.”
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      They drove along in silence. Erin stared out the window at the masses of orange, gold, and vermillion trees, interspersed with the green of pine and spruce. A thrill of nervous excitement threatened to turn her belly into a knot. I didn't expect to go to the dance at all. Now I'm going with my crush. Amazing. Forget David Landry. He can score with Lindsey. I now have, without a doubt, the sexiest date of all.

      A motorcycle roared by, its growl interrupting her train of thought. Noisy monster. Why do people enjoy such a rackety thing?

      Sean braked abruptly as the bike swerved into their lane. His movement released a waft of spicy cologne that teased her awareness. What would it feel like to be surrounded by those muscular arms, breathing in his scent as he tumbles you onto the mattress? Her breathing slowed and deepened as she imagined the unknown sensation.

      Then, with a blink, she forced herself to refocus on reality. Don't fool yourself. He's not here because he likes you. It’s just a favor, escorting his sister's shy and uninteresting friend to a dance he doesn't want to go to. Sean is a true gentleman.

      He turned into the high school parking lot and guided his Mustang between two white lines near the back. Then he escorted Erin, his hand on her back again, into the crowded and noisy gym.

      Paper streamers in the school's colors of maroon and white hung from the ceiling. A hand-painted cougar roared from the far wall. The noise inside the gym beat on Erin's eardrums with the force of a sledgehammer. She could barely hear the music over the cacophony of adolescent voices.

      While they waited in line to have their picture taken at a white lattice arch hung with football pennants, streamers and balloons, Erin glanced around. Just as she expected, people stared at her, and some of the girls had envious expressions on their faces.

      She turned to face her date, admiring his neatly-cut brown hair, which she found much sharper-looking than the shaggy style most of the boys were wearing. His face, tanned from working outside, made his slightly crooked front teeth shine even whiter and his dark blue eyes glow bright. His arms, chest and shoulders bulged with muscle from long hours on the construction site, but his waist was narrow, his hips slim. In short, he was every girl's dream. Why does he have to be six impossible years older than me?

      At last, they reached the head of the line. A chubby photographer with a lot of gray sprinkled in his dark, bushy hair motioned them to stand in front of a mottled gray screen.

      “Okay, buddy,” he told Sean in a scratchy voice, “put your arms around your girl.”

      Erin opened her mouth to argue, to suggest they pose side by side, but Sean didn't give her the chance. He wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her flush against his front. The noise in the room receded as Sean's warmth and scent washed over her.

      “Now you, sugar. Arms around his neck.”

      She obeyed without protest.

      “Face the camera.”

      They turned their heads. The shutter clicked.

      “Right, now go dance. Next!”

      Keeping one arm around her waist, Sean escorted Erin deeper into the gym. She could feel the noise buffeting her, but the sound faded beneath the pounding of her own heart. I'll cherish that photo forever.

      “You know,” Sean said loudly, his lips close to her ear to be heard over the din, “I thought of a solution to your dancing dilemma.”

      “What's that?” she shouted back.

      “Only dance the slow ones,” he replied. “Those are the easiest. You just hold onto me and sway.”

      She drew in a deep breath, her skin tingling. “I think I can manage that. What about the fast ones?”

      “Walk around. Mingle. Get a snack or drink. It's easy.” He pulled back a bit to gauge her reaction.

      She smiled. “You're smart, Sean. Thanks.”

      His mouth curved into a beautiful answering grin that set her heart pounding. “Shall we start right out? This is a slow song.” He extended his hand.

      She grasped it. “Okay.”

      He led her to a spot far from the congested center of the gym and stopped, turning to face her. Erin placed her hands on the back of Sean's neck. Sean looped his arms loosely around Erin's waist and demonstrated to her how to move in time to the music.

      As he had predicted, she didn't find slow dancing difficult to understand. What she did find was that it was insanely erotic. She could hear the soft sighing of fabric as his shirt and slacks moved with his body. Arousal simmered. Remember, this isn't a date, she told herself, no matter how Sean's body heat sinks sinuously into me. This is not a romance. It's just a dance. It doesn't mean anything to him.

      Oh, but it meant something to her. “I Swear” by All-4-One played in the background, passionate and romantic, the poetry of its lyrics wrapping around her like a cozy blanket of bliss. She hummed the melody softly to herself, committing the perfect moment to memory.
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      Sean could see the effect he was having on his sister's friend. Maybe this isn't a good idea, he realized. What if her shy crush turns into a full-blown infatuation? That just isn't appropriate. Not least of all because he wasn't as immune to her as he pretended. As the music wove its spell, her warmth infected him, making him see things he’d never noticed before.

      Erin's pretty, really pretty, he realized. I bet beneath her timid demeanor she has a passionate soul. Otherwise, how could she play her instrument so well? Someday, maybe, when she's finished growing up, I'll ask her out on a real date.

      Of course, if she moved to Texas, he might never see her again. This night would only be a remembered possibility—unfulfilled but never forgotten—to be thought of occasionally with fondness and a touch of regret.

      Cut that out, he ordered himself. Don’t relegate the evening to memory before it's scarcely begun. You may not have anything more than this night, but enjoy it. Surely there's no harm in that. You do have to have enough self-control to dance with a pretty girl and not get turned on, don’t you?

      The answer was not as clear as he’d expected. Every time Erin brushed the front of her body against his, his ability to remember why this wasn't real took a blow, especially now that she had grown more comfortable with him.

      As her shyness melted away minute by minute, allowing her lovely spirit to shine through, Sean found himself enchanted. I always knew Erin was nice, but only because Sheridan has no time for mean or fake people. I never realized how truly special she is.

      Try though he might, he could not conceal his growing admiration, and from the hope shining in her eyes, he could see she felt it and liked it.

      I'm in serious trouble.
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      In this way, Erin and Sean passed a pleasant evening. They danced together several times, and when the songs became too fast, they wandered the periphery of the room, watching, conversing, drinking punch, and generally just enjoying themselves.

      About halfway through, another fast song came on and Erin made a face. “Can you believe they're playing this at high school?” she asked Sean, waving at the offending speaker. “So dirty.”

      He raised one eyebrow. “I know what you mean. Makes me want to cover your virgin ears.”

      She laughed. “I've heard it before, you know. I don't live in a convent. It is pretty gross, though. Come on, let's get out of the way of all the dirty dancers.”

      They wended their way through the crowd, past a girl who was grinding her backside on a boy's crotch. Erin turned away quickly and then pulled up short as the couple in front of them paused to kiss. Sean collided with Erin's back.

      “Uncomfortable?” he asked her, indicating the scenes of decadence all around them.

      She shrugged. “It's high school. People are making out in every corner. I've seen it, but I'm not sure this is the place for it.” She tried to play it cool, but Sean's body against her back, his warm breath near her ear, sent tingles racing through her body.

      He hooked his arm around her waist and led her away.

      After a sharp turn to the left to avoid a gaggle of teachers bearing down on the misbehaving students, she and Sean ran into Sheridan. Her friend's red face and narrowed eyes spoke volumes, as did her hissing undertone. “Jake, I can't believe you said that. Do you even know how to listen? No!”

      “But, Danny,” the boy whined, scrubbing the golden scruff on his jaw with the back of one hand.

      “But nothing, Jake. The conversation was over before it started. You know my answer, and nothing has changed, so shut the hell up.”

      Erin met Sean's eyes. His tightly clenched teeth revealed his anger. As much as Sean disliked Jake, it wouldn't take much to put him over the edge. She indicated the couple with her head, silently asking if they should intervene.

      Sean didn't bother to respond to Erin's query. He waded right in, his protective big brother glare in place. “Danny, is everything all right?” He gave the handsome blond youth a hard look.

      Sheridan shook her mane of golden curls as though in surprise and turned to her brother. “No, I don't want to be here anymore. I want to go home.” Her voice caught.

      “I'll drive you,” Sean offered. “You don't mind, do you, Erin?”

      Damn it, I don't want to go home yet. Do I have to let the fairy tale end already? Then she took in her friend's unhappy expression again and answered, “Of course not.”

      “No, I'll take her,” Jake sighed wearily, running a hand through his shaggy hair.

      “Danny, is that what you want?” Erin asked, glaring at her friend's boyfriend.

      Sheridan looked at Erin for a long moment, and then applied the same treatment to her brother. At last, she heaved a sigh and said, “I don't want to interrupt your evening. Jake can drive me. I'll see you Monday, okay?”

      “Sure, sweetie.” Erin hugged her friend and whispered, “Thanks.”

      “Don't sell yourself short, Erin,” Sheridan breathed in her ear. “You are completely worth it.” With that cryptic comment, the couple left.

      “I hope she breaks up with him soon,” Sean said, shooting daggers at Jake's departing back with his eyes. “I really don't like that guy.”

      “Me neither,” Erin agreed, still wondering what her friend had been trying to tell her. “You know, I may encourage her not to wait until after the test. She needs him out of her life now. He's becoming a pest.”

      “What do you mean?” Sean turned to regard her. For a moment the lingering anger on his face seemed directed at her, and she recoiled.

      “It's high school, Sean. He wants to sleep with her,” she blurted.

      Sean's jaw clenched.

      Oh dear. That might have been too blunt when he's already so angry. Erin hastened to explain. “She keeps telling him no, but he's not listening. I'm a little worried about all the pressure he's putting on her.”

      “Sheridan won't succumb,” he retorted, his fury giving way to annoyed amusement. “She's one of the most stubbornly upright people I've ever known.”

      Erin touched his arm reassuringly, and he covered her fingers with his hand. She closed her eyes at the touch, trying to get a grip on herself so she could speak coherently. “Yeah, but she doesn't need it. It's disrespectful, you know?”

      “Yes, it is. Erin, do you want to dance some more?”

      Shifting the focus back to herself jarred Erin, and she opened her eyes as a wave of heat rolled over her. Composed of equal parts hundreds of sweaty teens, the blasting heater and her own dizzying blend of anger toward Jake and desire for Sean, it drew beads of sweat to her forehead. “Not really. Actually, it's kind of stuffy in here. Would it be all right if we step outside for a minute?”

      “Okay,” Sean agreed. This time, instead of a casual arm wrapped around her, he took her hand.

      Erin bit her lip as they wound their way through the crowd of wallflowers—Erin's usual spot at events like this—and past a table where the dance team was selling bottles of cold water at only slightly usurious rates. Skirting the line, they ducked out the door.

      In the parking lot, the evergreen-scented coolness of an autumn evening quickly washed away the sweaty sensation of the crowded dance floor. The quiet whispering of the breeze through the pines sounded sensual and sweet, but it blew with a wintry chill. It teased its way through the thin fabric of her dress, and she shivered.

      Sean wrapped his arm around her, lending her his warmth.

      She leaned on him, her head against his shoulder. His scent, which had teased her all evening, burst on her senses like a drug; compelling, addictive and impossible to resist. Lifting her head again, she met his gaze. An unreadable expression turned his eyes to blue flames.

      Neither of them spoke. Maybe we shouldn't be this close, especially in a semi-private setting, Erin thought, willing herself to move away. Her body refused to comply. Another gust of icy wind sent Erin even closer into the shelter of Sean's body. His free arm angled across her back to rest on her shoulder. Her forehead warmed as Sean leaned his cheek against it. If no one says anything, maybe it won't really be wrong. She slid her arms around his neck.

      Afterward, neither one was sure who moved first, but suddenly, they found themselves kissing. It started simply enough, a feather-light brush of mouth on mouth. Harder and sweeter, the second kiss stole rational thought. For several heartbeats, Erin forgot completely that the evening was anything other than a normal date between two people who wanted to be together. Another moment passed, and Sean's mouth opened on Erin's, his tongue pressing her lips. Is this really happening? I can't believe it. Like a dream come true. She opened to the pressure, eagerly accepting his passion and returning her own.

      The tension of the confrontation with Jake vaporized in Sean's arms as his mouth mated with hers. A tingling sensation flared in her lower belly and radiated outward until Erin felt like one raw nerve ending. Everywhere his body touched, hers burned. Wetness pooled, preparing her for the next step. Oh, God. If only. Again, the images of her bare, sweaty body tangled with Sean's took hold of Erin. Already her skin ached for more intimate caresses. I would never regret that opportunity.

      After several long moments, Sean released Erin's mouth, and they both stood panting, looking at each other with dazed expressions.

      Sean spoke first. “I'm sorry, Erin. I don't know what came over me.”

      Sorry? The single best moment of my life and he’s sorry? Stung, she blurted, “Maybe you were entranced by my stunning beauty.” Then she frowned, hearing the harsh irony in her voice. Well, that's it. Now he won’t have anything to do with you. See what you get for being bitchy?

      “Don't put yourself down,” Sean insisted, surprising her by trailing his fingers down her cheek. “You are beautiful, but it's not right for me to kiss you.”

      Okay, so he's still here. Still talking. Still touching me. Desire ratcheted Erin's courage to unknown heights, allowing her to ask an unthinkable question. “Why? This goes a bit beyond trying to do your sister a favor. Am I wrong to say you kissed me because you wanted to?” Her heart hammered painfully as she waited for his response.

      A sad smile curved Sean's lips upward. “No, you're not wrong. I did want to. And I didn't come tonight as a favor to Danny; it was a favor to you.”

      Her stomach fluttered.

      Sean continued. “But, Erin, you're too young. I can't be with you now, even if I really want to.”

      Erin considered whether it was worthwhile to ask one more pointed question. Finally, she steeled herself and asked, “Do you?”

      Sean sighed. “I do. I mean, you're a great girl. Anyone would be lucky to have you, but I don't want to get arrested.”

      “I'm eighteen, you know,” she reminded him. “My birthday was a couple of weeks ago.”
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      “That’s right!” he replied. “We hosted your party more than once... and my mom made me help clean up. Second week of September. It slipped my mind for a minute. But I'm not a teen, not anymore.”

      “I don't care.” Her warm brown eyes begged him not to care either.

      “I do,” he answered honestly, hating the hurt that flared again. “If you're done dancing, you should let me take you home.”

      Erin drooped. The corners of her mouth turning down, she mumbled, “Yes, I think that would be good. Let's get out of here before the crowd disperses and we're caught in their wake.” Erin slouched dejectedly as she shuffled to the car. She seemed lost in thought, as though struggling with some weighty and unsolvable problem.

      He opened the door and she slipped in without a word, but her eyes, when she met his gaze, spoke of deep hurt and deeper longing.

      Could this be more than a crush? Not possible. What kind of man feels something deeper than a mere passing attraction for his little sister's best friend? Even the attraction felt wrong. Or did it? The sensation of her lips against his, her fragile, waif-like body in his arms had affected him profoundly, and he couldn't think of the feeling as negative.

      Sean wrestled with his internal dilemma as he drove toward Erin's house. Despite the objective knowledge that kissing his sister's best friend was a terrible idea, he couldn't regret it.

      She’s delicious; delicate and passionate and so very sweet. When has a simple kiss turned me on so much? I want another kiss. I want… Erin, all of her. What's wrong with me that I can't stop myself from wanting this girl? Even though it might be legal for me to be with her, she has another year of high school to go, so it wouldn't be right… A glance revealed one dainty hand lying on the dark fabric of the seat's upholstery near his thigh.  He had to struggle to keep both of his on the steering wheel.

      She felt so right in my arms. I want her there again, raw desire argued. The thought of not holding or kissing Erin anymore caused a greater pang than he had expected. When did this small woman become so important to me that I want to claim her for my own?

      Another quick look revealed her chewing nervously on the side of her lip. She licked the spot and he wanted to groan. Willpower shattered. There isn't any other choice. Controversy be damned. Unless she says no, our evening is far from finished.

      He reached across the console and took her hand in his, raising it to his lips. “Erin…” he swallowed hard, “that was an amazing kiss.”

      “Yes.” Her fingers slipped over his cheek. “I loved it.”

      “I want more.”

      Her stroking fingers went suddenly still. “Me too,” she said. “Are you still having a hard time with my being in high school?”

      He heaved a conflicted sigh “Yes, but it can't be changed for a year or so, can it?”

      She shrugged off his silly quip. “Not until I graduate.”

      He laced his fingers through hers and set them on his knee, steering with only one hand. “Not soon enough. I want you right now. I'm pretty sure I'll still want you after you graduate, though.”

      “What are you saying, Sean?” The pulse under his thumb began throbbing.

      “That if you want me to drop you off and leave, tell me now. Otherwise, you had better plan to see me a lot more often in the future.”

      Her hand tightened on his. “Really?”

      “Yes.”

      “So, then, is this a beginning for… us?” she asked, disbelief flooding her voice.

      “It is. That is to say, after tonight, there's going to be an 'us' unless you tell me otherwise.” He stroked her skin soothingly with the tip of his thumb.

      “Don't play with me that way, Sean,” she said, her voice wavering.

      He tried not to take her doubt personally. She's so shy, it doesn't surprise me she would struggle with this. He hastened to reassure her. “I'm not playing games, I promise. Besides, you only need to worry about yourself. You decide if you want me. I've already decided I want you.”

      She sucked in a noisy breath. “Are you kidding? As long as I've had a crush on you?”

      “That's what I thought.”

      Erin sat in silence for an endless moment. At last, she said, “I can't believe this is really happening, Sean. It's like a dream.”

      Her frank admiration warmed him, and heat rushed to his groin. I can't wait to taste that sweet mouth again. He swallowed hard. “It's no dream. You're sure your parents are gone for the whole weekend?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good, because we're here.” He grinned at her reaction as he pulled up to the curb and parked the Mustang.

      Hand in hand they walked into the house. Erin led Sean to her bedroom. He pulled her into his arms for another one of those deep, drugging kisses, and eased his tongue into her mouth. She made a soft humming noise as his hand slid into her hair, releasing the pins and letting the chocolate strands fall around her back.

      Letting go of her mouth for a moment, Sean gazed down at her. She's so pretty, girl next door pretty, the kind you marry. Her warm brown eyes had gone hazy with passion, and her lips parted slightly. He took that as an invitation, sliding his tongue back inside to caress her mouth. He felt her hands loosening his shirt from his pants and slipping inside to touch his skin. Her aggression startled him. Whoa, she's moving fast. “Erin?”

      “Hmmmm?” she hummed against his lips. She seemed so relaxed now, melting in his arms.

      “How far do you want to go tonight?” His thumb traced a thick line on her back.

      Erin didn't even pause to think. “All the way. I want you, Sean. I want you so much.” She spoke with absolute certainty, her gaze soft and trusting.

      His eyes traveled down her body, taking in obvious signs of arousal. Her erect nipples pressed the front of her dress forward. From the navel down, her body crushed against his. His sex responded to the heat and nearness of hers.  Hell, yeah.  It's been so long since I was with a girl. That's gonna feel good. …  Then the implications sank in and he blinked, nonplussed. All the way? On our first date? Where has this wild Erin been hiding? “Have you done this before?” he blurted. Please say yes. Please say yes.

      She shook her head.

      Sean sagged with disappointment. “I don't know if I can feel right about taking your virginity. It's kind of our first date,” the gentleman in him forced him to say.

      “You wouldn't be taking it. I'm giving it to you. Unless you don't want it?” Her confident tone turned more hesitant with each word.

      What does she think I am, a eunuch? I'm about to bust my zipper. He adjusted his erection uncomfortably with one hand. The move caused his knuckles to brush against her lower belly.

      She moaned.

      So ready. Oh, God. Tight, virgin heat. His self-control took another battering. “I do want it. I'm just not sure why you do.”

      “Because I do, that's all.” She touched his face. “Seriously, you know how much I like you, Sean. Sometimes you just have to grab onto an opportunity, or you'll regret it forever. My first time with someone so special, someone I've dreamed of so long? This is that kind of opportunity. Life is uncertain. Twenty-year marriages can end overnight. I'm here, tonight, with you, and there's nowhere else I want to be. It's magical. Can't we make it even more magical?”

      He made one last stab at acting like a gentleman. “I don't want you to regret this.”

      “I won't,” she replied, excited, eager and certain again.

      “If it were anyone else?” he pressed.

      “I wouldn't have gone to the dance at all. I would be alone now, practicing my oboe. I only want to do this with you.”

      Here I'm supposed to be building up her confidence, and she tosses out the greatest compliment a man can get. “Are you sure?”

      She nodded.

      He could find no further reason to resist. Her offer tempted him beyond sense or decency. “Let's make a different kind of music.”

      Erin smiled. Reaching down, she caught the hem of her dress in both hands and pulled it over her head, shocking him with her boldness. She reached for the clasp of her bra, and his hand closed on hers.

      “Slow down, baby,” he urged. “We have all night. There's no need to rush.”

      But it seemed Erin did feel all in a rush. She slid her arms around Sean's neck and pulled his head down, this time snaking out her tongue to caress his lips and then plunging deep.

      He growled, pressing her to him and letting her feel how much he wanted her. She made a soft sound at the intimate contact.

      Sean cradled Erin in his arms, kissing her again and again as his hands wandering over her soft skin body. She's so thin. I can feel every bone. The pink of her underwear—a tiny demi-bra that lifted her small breasts, and a scrap of lace covering her mound—complemented her milky skin. He cupped one breast in his hand, pushing up gently so the soft globe spilled free. Then he leaned down and opened his mouth over the delicate, rosy nipple, sucking gently.

      Erin's knees gave way and she leaned against Sean for support. He chuckled. Like that, do you, baby? You haven't seen anything yet. Then he worked the clasp of her bra, dropping it to the floor. Another deft movement sent her panties down to puddle around her ankles. She kicked them away. He scooped her into his arms, carrying her to the bed.

      Now that the moment had almost arrived, Erin began to seem nervous.

      I wonder if she will change her mind. It's all right if she does... and would be no surprise. He frowned at the thought of relieving his arousal in the shower, but so be it.

      Leaning up on one elbow, Erin opened the front of his pants. They slid to the floor and he stepped out of them. Another long, considering moment later, he slowly removed his underwear, watching to see her reaction. Her lip slipped between her teeth as she eyed his rampant erection, but still, she reached for him.

      He joined her nude on the bed. His penis brushed against her belly and she gulped, the corners of her eyes pinching.

      Maybe I should stop, he realized. She’s too nervous. Going from barely-kissed to full intercourse in one night is a lot. Before he could make the suggestion, she shyly leaned forward and kissed him again, leaning into the contact.

      Even better, maybe we could caress each other to orgasm; give her a taste of intimacy, but not take her yet. Give her time to get used to it. That would be a really good idea.

      He pulled her close, pressing his body full length against hers, and he felt Erin's nerves melt away. Then he lowered his mouth to her breasts again, tasting first one hard nipple and then the other until she was panting with desire. Her back arched, offering her breasts to his stimulation as she laced her fingers into his hair.

      His hand slid down her belly, but she didn't react. Not ticklish. Good. Makes things easier. Then he snaked lower and she opened eagerly for him. Wow, this girl is amazing. So eager, so bold. He caressed the wet, silky folds and she gasped in startled pleasure.

      Oh, this is very good. He slipped one finger inside her as he gently rubbed her clitoris with his thumb.

      Erin bowed her back, pressing herself down on his invading finger. Her hips squirmed.

      That's it, sweet girl. Reach for it. Her every breath emerged as a soft moan as he brought her higher and higher.

      “Sean?” she whimpered, voice wavering.

      “Almost there, baby. Almost there.”

      He pushed deep with his finger and gave her a hard rub. With a cry, she succumbed to a powerful climax, hips bucking as she tossed her head on the pillow.

      Sean watched her come, glowing with satisfaction. Erin is so responsive. This is better than I expected. Moving back up over her body, he kissed her mouth tenderly.

      “Oh Sean,” she breathed, “what was that?”

      “Pure pleasure, baby.” He nuzzled into her cheek. Is there anything in the world more beautiful than a well-pleasured woman?

      She collapsed, limp against the pillow. “No kidding. I never imagined anything could feel so good. Will you come inside me now?” She tugged gently on his arm, urging him closer.

      “I think I should stop,” he replied. “There's no need to do this tonight.”

      “Please? I want you to.” She stared deep into his eyes, urgency twisting her lips downward.

      “Are you sure, Erin?” he pressed.

      “Yes. I'm sure. Take me. Please, Sean. Take me.”

      She sounds so… desperate. What will happen if I say no? She'll feel rejected, that's what. I still don't quite know why she wants this, but how can I hold out against those pretty brown eyes? “Oh, sweetheart, you don't have to beg.”

      His penis brushed against the softness of her thigh, and his internal debate collapsed. I can’t fight this, but I have to remember how tight she is. How do I go about deflowering her without hurting her? Relaxation. She has to relax. “Listen, I need you to do something for me. Loosen every muscle in your body. I don't want any tension in you. Can you do that?”

      “Why?” She looked up the midline of her body into his face with a puzzled expression.

      “I don't want to hurt you,” he explained.

      “It's probably going to hurt no matter what,” she pointed out.

      Tiny as she is inside, there's no doubt about it. Poor Erin. “I know, but let's minimize it, okay? Relax. Especially here.” He slid a finger inside her again, caressing her hymen. Sadly, its thickness and substantial diameter meant an easy entry would not be impossible.

      Erin took a slow deep breath and released it, forcing her body into complete limpness. Sean knelt between her thighs and withdrew his finger, lining himself up with her untried entrance. She's so small. I'm not sure how well this is going to work. One gentle thrust brought just his head into her. She squeaked, clenching her thighs around his hips.

      “No, baby. Relax,” he reminded her, stroking her skin with both thumbs. “If you can't relax, I have to stop. Easy, Erin.”

      Erin deliberately loosened her tight muscles and sweetly surrendered her virginity to Sean.

      He took her slowly, so slowly, but it wasn't enough. Every inch of her passage resisted his advances, no matter her wetness, and the narrowing around her hymen squeezed him like a vice as he eased past it. Despite his best efforts, he could feel the membrane tear.
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      Erin lay still. Don't cry, don't gasp, she ordered herself. She could not betray to him how much that had hurt. He wouldn't like that and might stop.

      He stayed motionless, partway inside her, allowing her to adjust. “Are you okay?”

      She reached out one hand and caressed his cheek. “Yes. It's getting better. The pain is fading.”

      “Good. Can you take a little more?”

      There's more? Oh, God. She gave herself another couple of moments to breathe deeply before telling him, “You can try it.”

      Sean nudged his way deeper. The penetration burned, and she felt ridiculously stretched, but she wouldn't complain. She had begged him to do this. She wanted it still.

      Inch by laborious inch he pushed forward, claiming her innocence. At last, every bit of him was buried, the tip of his sex pushing hard against her cervix.

      She exhaled, trying to adjust.

      “Oh wow, Erin. You feel amazing.”

      “Amazing,” she mumbled. Amazing I'm not crying. Damn, that hurts. She wriggled, trying to lessen the pressure.

      “Too deep?” he asked.

      She nodded, biting her lip.

      “Sorry.” He withdrew slightly, enough to provide her some relief. “Know what you need, baby?”

      She drew her eyebrows together.

      “Another orgasm,” he proclaimed. “Would you like that?”

      She gulped.

      He kissed her, reaching down to caress her again. The slight touch on her swollen peak re-ignited the fire in her belly and set her squirming, but with Sean still buried to the hilt inside her, she had nowhere to go.

      I'm not exactly sure this is going to work, she thought. He’s so huge and overwhelming. I feel like I'm about to split.

      His stroking finger found a luscious rhythm on her clitoris. Oh, man, that's good, but will an orgasm really be able to build around such an uncomfortable sensation?

      It could. Unlike the previous, gentle pleasuring, this felt wild, riding the edge of excess. Especially when he began to thrust into her gently but insistently as his caresses continued. It seemed impossible, but as she neared her second peak, even the pain turned into pleasure and she spasmed again, violently, a cry torn from her throat.
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      Sean grinned at Erin's uninhibited response. She had relaxed enough to let him thrust freely but remained wonderfully tight. Her sex fluttered rhythmically against him, and he continued to thrust until his orgasm broke over him in shattering waves.
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      Later, the couple still lay nude and snuggled together. Erin rested her head on Sean's shoulder, tracing spirals in the hair on his chest with one fingertip. His hand rested on her back, stroking slowly so the callouses on his work-roughened palms scratched pleasantly over her skin.

      Wow, she thought. I can't believe I just had sex, and with Sean no less. A glow of satisfaction and pride warmed her from the inside even as the touch of his body heated her skin.

      Then the pleasure of their tender afterglow shattered as the phone in the pocket of Sean's pants began to ring.

      “How odd,” he said, kissing her lips once and rolling away.

      “What?” she asked.

      He rose to his feet. “That phone is only for work. It never gets used at night. Must be some kind of emergency.”

      He bent down, kissed Erin softly again and rummaged through the clothes on the floor to retrieve the device.

      Erin leaned on one elbow on the turquoise sheet and admired Sean's muscular physique as he moved through her bedroom. His size made her feel even smaller, in a wonderful, protected sort of way. The way that body of his felt on top of me… inside me. It was like nothing I could have imagined. The memory caused new heat to coil in her belly. I wonder if we're done for the evening. I think I might want a little more.

      She shifted and winced. Maybe I'm more done than I realized. Ouch. Of course, if he meant what he said, if we're a couple, waiting a day or two won't matter at all.

      Sean winked at her as he lifted his slacks from the pool of scattered clothing and pulled his phone from his pocket, pressing a button. “Hello?”

      Erin couldn't tell who was on the other end, but she could see that the person was doing a lot of talking, and what Sean was being told upset him.

      “She's where? …What happened? … Oh my God, no! … Of course! … I'll get there right away.” He hung up and started pulling his clothes on. His sexy, playful air had vanished completely, replaced by an expression of sheer panic. “Erin, I'm really sorry, but I have to leave right now. That was my mom. There's an emergency. I swear I didn't plan to split like this, but I have to get to the hospital right away.” He babbled out the words in a nearly unintelligible gush.

      Erin hopped out of bed and grabbed her panties, stepping into them. Moisture pooled in the cotton liner. She couldn't help blushing as she crossed to her dresser. Sex is messier than I realized. “What happened? Who's in the hospital?”

      “Danny.”

      Erin froze, drawing in a shuddering breath. “Oh no, did they wreck? Is she okay?” She yanked jeans and a sweater out of the drawer.

      “No.” He turned to face her, his handsome features transformed into such a mask of fury, she took several steps back, until her legs touched the edge of her bed. His jaw clenched so tight, she could hear his teeth grinding as he gritted out the words. “That bastard Jake Morris raped her.”

      Erin's clothes slipped through her fingers. “No.” Clamping her hand over her mouth, she sank to a seat on the mattress, her legs no longer willing to hold her upright.

      “Yes.”

      His words knocked the breath from her body. For several seconds, her lungs forgot to draw in air. At last, she gasped and began to chatter uncontrollably. “Oh, God! I have to go with you. Please take me with you, Sean. Danny is my best friend. I have to be there too.” As she babbled, she used her seated position to struggle into her jeans. The familiar task seemed complicated as if neither her hands nor her feet knew what they were supposed to do. She fumbled with the buttons and rose unsteadily.

      “Yes, okay. Let's go, though,” Sean urged, holding out one hand.

      Erin retrieved her sweater and pulled it over her head, then took his hand, grateful for the support as her body still fought against being upright. Left at the doorway, she reminded herself. Her childhood home seemed foreign as her mind replayed the devastating words over and over. Cross the living room and into the entryway. She scooped up her sneakers from the shoe rack by the door but didn't attempt to put them on. That can be done in the car. Locking the door on autopilot, she scuttled to the Mustang, slipped in, and fastened her seatbelt. Sean pulled away from the curb and tore off down the street.

      As she slid on her shoes, hot tears began to roll down Erin's face. She sobbed. “This is my fault. I knew she shouldn't be alone with him. I just wanted so much to spend more time with you. I can't believe I was so selfish.”

      He reached over and grabbed her hand, squeezing it. “It's as much my fault. I could see leaving her with him was a bad idea,” he said, his voice harsh and unsteady.

      Sean drove to the hospital too fast, steering with one hand as he held fast to Erin's with the other. The knowledge that they had been enjoying a passionate evening in bed while someone they loved was assaulted hurt them both beyond their ability to bear. That they’d had the opportunity to prevent it and had not taken it was even worse. Erin cried the whole way. It would be lying to suggest Sean didn't too.

      Parking haphazardly across two spaces, Sean and Erin hurried into the building, up to the receptionist desk, still clinging to each other's fingers. “Where is Sheridan Murphy?” Sean asked the receptionist.

      The middle-aged woman behind the plastic window gave him a hard look. “Who might you be?” she asked suspiciously.

      “I'm her brother and this is her best friend. Where is she?”

      “Her brother?” The narrowed eyes gave no doubt about the woman's opinion.

      “Yes.”

      “I swear, ma'am,” Erin told her urgently, leaning forward with one palm braced on the counter, “he's not the one who did this.”

      Apparently, the sight of Erin, tears still sliding down her cheeks, sufficed to convince the receptionist. “Okay, she's in room 215, upstairs.”

      “She's been admitted?” Sean demanded, appalled.

      This is not a good sign. Erin's stomach clenched, and she feared she might be sick.

      “Her injuries are pretty bad,” the woman explained grimly. “They want her to stay the night.”

      Sean's hand tightened painfully on Erin's. She flexed her fingers, reminding him to be gentle.

      They left the emergency room and raced through the hospital, narrowly avoiding a collision with an elderly dialysis patient in a wheelchair, before arriving in the intensive care unit.

      Outside room 215, Ellen Murphy stood in the hallway, weeping into the remains of a shredded tissue. Sean dropped Erin's hand and grabbed his mother, hugging her tight. She hid her face on his shoulder. Erin peered through the windowed door of the room. The curtain had been pulled around the bed, but periodically it lit up.

      “What's going on?” Sean asked.

      “The police are there. They're collecting evidence.” The words had to be forced out between Ellen's broken sobs.

      “Is she alone?” The disbelief in his tone reflected his expression.

      That can't be right. Not when such a terrible event has taken place. Erin thought, horrified.

      “Dad's with her.”

      Relief took the edge off a painful ache in her shoulders. That's good. She's really close to her dad.

      “When can we go in?” Sean wanted to know.

      “When they're done. They don't want the evidence contaminated. Sean, it's horrible. You have to be prepared.”

      He hesitated. Erin could see he didn't want to know, but… “Tell me.”

      “She's bruised all over. It looks like he may have hit her, but she didn't say for sure. She hasn't said much of anything. I think she's in shock.”

      “How did you know it was… rape?” Sean's mouth twisted to disgust, as though on the verge of vomiting.

      And no wonder. I want to gag myself. Such an ugly word, especially when talking about someone you love.

      “If you had seen the blood running down her thighs…” Ellen lost control, sobbed, and then visibly steeled herself to continue. “There was so much, it must have been brutal. I have no doubt what happened.”

      “I'm going to kill him,” Sean snarled.

      Erin believed it. His rage frightened her. And as big and powerful as Sean is, it wouldn't take much. Jake might be a football player, but he'd never hold out against an enraged older brother with muscles.

      “No, Sean,” Ellen replied in a hollow-sounding voice that matched the desolation on her face. She gripped her son's arm and gave it a little shake to snap him back to reality. “We're not going to take an eye for an eye. We're going to do this legally. He'll pay. She's going to press charges.”

      “Do you understand what that means, Mom? There's going to be a trial. Danny will have to relive the whole thing, again and again, before he can be punished.” Sean shook his head. His inhalation sounded far from steady.

      “I know.” Ellen began to cry even harder.

      Erin walked over to Mrs. Murphy and placed her hand on the older woman's arm.

      Ellen lifted her head, startled. “Oh, Erin. I'm so glad you're here.”

      “Of course. Where else would I be?”

      Of one accord, Sean and Ellen opened their arms and drew Erin in, as though she were a member of the family. They remained holding each other until the police officer—a kind-looking older woman—exited the room.

      She regarded them for a long moment before saying, “You can go in now. I'm finished. I'm so sorry.” Erin could see she meant it. No matter how long one worked in law enforcement, some sights still retained the power to appall.

      They entered the room on weak legs. The curtain around the bed stood open now, revealing a tableau of devastation. Sheridan's shock had worn off, and she cuddled in her father's arms, shaking with sobs. He rubbed her back, but his own eyes burned red. Tears shone on his weathered cheeks. His salt and pepper hair stood on end, as though he'd been raking his fingers through it.

      Hearing the footsteps on the tile floor, Sheridan lifted her head. A swollen bruise, deeply cut in the center, reshaped the planes of her face. Sean made a strangled sound and stopped in his tracks.

      Erin flung herself at the bed, scrambling up beside her friend and throwing her arms around her. “Oh God, Danny,” she wept.

      Sheridan turned and hugged her. “Erin.” Her voice sounded weak and harsh from so much crying. The girls clung to each other in misery.

      Now that the ice had been broken, Sean and his mother approached the bed, throwing their arms around Sheridan.

      “Danny, I…” Sean broke off but squeezed his sister tight.

      She squeaked.

      “Easy,” her father warned. “She has bruises…” he indicated her middle.

      Sean took several steps back and sank onto the edge of the bed near Sheridan's feet.

      Erin bit her lip. Bruises on her belly too? Oh, God. “Danny…” Her voice stopped, and Erin was glad because she had no idea what to say. No one knew what to say, so they mostly took turns holding Sheridan and crying.

      After a couple of hours, a nurse came in.

      “Folks,” she said in a soft, sympathetic voice, “It’s time to clear out. The patient needs rest.”

      “How do they figure I'll sleep?” Sheridan asked in a voice Erin couldn't even recognize.

      The nurse smiled, but it was a sad, tired smile. “The doctor suspected you might have trouble. He prescribed you a sedative.” She shook a clear plastic cup inside which a bright blue capsule rattled. Sheridan nodded, accepting the medication eagerly and washing it down with a swig of water from an identical cup.

      “And now,” the nurse continued, smoothing back a strand of graying black hair that had escaped her ponytail, “there are too many people in this room. Visiting hours ended ages ago.”

      “I'm not leaving my daughter alone after what she's been through,” Mrs. Murphy hissed.

      “Of course not, ma'am,” the nurse replied. “The armchair pulls out into a bed. You're more than welcome to stay.”

      “Dad,” Sheridan said to her father, tugging on his arm, “please stay. I need you both,” she begged, and Erin noticed something pointed in her voice and expression.

      “Well,” the nurse said, “we normally try to stick to only one overnight guest, but under the circumstances, I think I can just borrow an extra sleeper chair. That's it, though.”

      Erin nodded. “Thank you for letting me stay this long.”

      Sean took his sister's hand. “I'll always be here for you, Danny, no matter what.”

      Sheridan wrapped her hand around her brother's arm and hauled him down, crushing him. She whispered something in his ear that Erin couldn't hear, something that made him nod.

      “Come on, Erin,” Sean suggested when Sheridan released him. “I'd better get you home.”

      Before leaving, Erin gave her friend a fierce hug and whispered, “I love you, Danny. I'll come back tomorrow.”

      Sheridan didn't speak, but her arms tightened around her friend.

      Sean took Erin's hand and led her away.

      Tears kept streaming over her cheeks as they traversed white tile corridors of the silent hospital until they stumbled through the sliding door into the October chill. Outside, by the Mustang, Sean pulled her close.

      “Oh, Sean,” she whimpered, “what are we going to do?”

      “I don't know. Poor Danny! I can't believe it.” They huddled together, trying to block out the cold October wind and the horrible memories of what they had just seen.

      She squeezed him tight, her front warm against his body. The night wind cut right through the back of her sweater, slashing at her skin. She shuddered in cold and revulsion.

      “Let's get you into the car, baby,” Sean suggested. “It can't be more than forty degrees out here.”

      He handed her in and shut out the wind behind her.

      As they drove, a mean, selfish thought occurred to Erin. I wonder if this means the delicious beginning Sean and I shared is over, if this really will be a single night instead of a relationship after all. I don't want that.

      What’s wrong with you? Her conscience demanded. That's no way to be thinking when your friend lies wounded and violated in the hospital. She tried to ignore the desperate longing for Sean, but she couldn't. Finally, the words burst from her. “Are you still going to be with me?”

      “What do you mean?” Lost in dark, sad thoughts about his sister, Sean struggled to understand the question.

      “I mean, we sort of said we were going to be a couple. Is that still the case? I know how terrible it sounds to ask this right now, but I have to know. Are we through?” She clutched her hands together in her lap, twisting her fingers. Please don't hate me for asking, Sean. I care so much for you.

      “No, baby. We're not through,” he assured her with sweet intensity. “I don't know how we're going to do this without upsetting people, but I would never have taken your virginity if I didn't intend to stand by you. Don't think for a minute that I'm doing this out of duty either. I still want you as much as ever. This situation with Danny is brutal, and…” His voice broke and he swallowed a couple of times. “We're going to need all the support we can get. You're part of it too. So, for tonight, we're going to stay close, and after, well, we can see how this develops. Do you think it would be possible to keep our relationship… private, at least for a while? I hate being sneaky, but I don't see any other way.”

      “You're right, and that's fine. I wasn't planning to broadcast it anyway, especially not under these circumstances.”

      They had arrived at the house by that time and trailed back inside. Erin's mouth tasted terrible, so she hurried into the hallway bathroom to brush her teeth. Sean followed, and she found him an unused toothbrush in the cabinet. While he brushed, she washed the last of the makeup off her lips and eyes before leading Sean back into the bedroom and pulling him to her again. They kissed endlessly, their burgeoning passion for each other exacerbated by their terrible grief.

      He lowered her to the bed, and they cuddled up, their hands running over each other's bodies.

      “I'm a bit worried about this,” Sean said as their caressing began to take a more intimate turn.

      “What? Why?” Erin tried to burrow even closer to Sean, tugging at the waistband of his slacks.

      “Aren't you sore?” He arrested her busy fingers with one big, calloused hand.

      “A little,” she admitted, “but it doesn't matter. I need you, Sean. I need you as close to me as possible.”

      Their caresses continued, and when the moment came, he eased inside her so gently and slowly she only felt the slightest twinge.

      The second time was just as sweet as the first, especially as Erin now knew Sean intended to stay with her. Falling asleep in his arms was one of the sweetest things she had ever experienced. If only it didn't have to be coupled with such tragedy.
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      Late the next morning, Erin called the Murphy house as Sean still slept in her bed. It made her feel weird, talking to people she knew in some ways better than her own family while keeping a secret that affected them all.

      Roger Murphy answered the phone.

      “Hello, Mr. Murphy, this is Erin. I'm just calling to see if you guys are home. I'm not going to ask if you're okay. Do you think it would be all right if I came over later?”

      “Yes, Erin, please come over,” Roger said. He sounded awful. “Sheridan is sleeping now, but I think maybe this afternoon, say around one? It would be good for her to have you here.”

      It would be good for me too. I can't leave her to face this without me. No friend would do that.

      “I'll be there at one. Hang in there, Mr. Murphy.”

      The voice on the phone sounded weary but appreciative. “You too. Goodbye.”

      Warm arms wrapped around Erin from behind and she snuggled against Sean. He leaned down and kissed her cheek. “What's the word?”

      “They're home. I'm going over there this afternoon. I think it would be good for us to drive separately. No one would take kindly to finding out we spent the night together.”

      “Right. I'm glad though. It would have been terrible to be alone.” He hugged her a little tighter.

      “I feel a little guilty about doing something so wonderful when poor Danny is…” She sniffled.

      “I know, but it's understandable. When you're hurting, you want to cling to people who care about you. Danny needs Mom and Dad. We're lucky to have each other so we didn't burden them with our pain in addition to what they're already dealing with.”

      “Is she going to be okay?” The words fought her, emerging as a strangled whisper.

      “I hope so. She's strong, but no one should have to live through that.” Sean's Adam's apple bobbed as he swallowed hard.

      “It's so unfair,” Erin wailed, abandoning her attempt to maintain composure. “She always tries to do the right thing. Danny is the kind of girl who should have been a virgin on her wedding night. It’s what she wanted and it’s not right for him just to take that away from her.”

      “Yeah.” Sean visibly struggled to come up with any words to help, but clearly couldn't think of anything to say, and remained silent.

      “Do you have to leave?” Erin asked as she walked Sean to the door. “I don't want to be alone.”

      “I don't either, baby,” he replied, wearily giving her a little squeeze. “But I'll see you at the house later, okay?”

      She kissed his cheek. Unsatisfied, he swept her into a passionate embrace. “Sweet girl,” he said, “I'm so glad you're mine.”

      Then Sean kissed Erin long and lingeringly before getting into his Mustang and driving away.

      Not sure what else to do with herself, Erin put together her oboe and spent the time practicing her music for the audition she would play for the recruiter from Texas. She'd had all the notes well in hand long since, of course, but had been experimenting with different stylistic elements, trying to find just the right mood. Oboe naturally lends itself to sounding melancholy, which suited her mood perfectly. Today, the piece rolled off her fingers with a passionate and mournful keening, her instrument weeping with her grief. Strange I chose a piece that so perfectly expresses my emotions. It had never sounded better, but by the time she played the last cadence, her tears completely obscured the music stand.

      She managed to pull herself together long enough to clean her instrument and put it away before making the short drive to her friend's house safely, but she didn't stop crying altogether.

      It would be a long time before the Murphy family and their friend began to recover from the trauma.
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      Sheridan took a week off from school trying to come to grips with what had happened. Erin, however, returned on Monday. Winding her way through a herd of freshmen milling around the cafeteria, she ducked past the hallway monitor and made her way to the counselor's office.

      Ignoring the empty secretary's desk, she crept down the hallway, shoes swishing along a faded carpet that had once had a pattern of tiny blue and gray squares, now almost indistinguishable. The school's central heating system clicked on, and with a roar, blasted hot air from vents in the ceiling, immediately warming her chilly skin until she broke out in a sweat. She slipped into the familiar, glass-fronted cubicle of an office.

      Mrs. Carroll, the counselor who handled last names beginning with the letters H-O, tugged off her jacket and blazer and opened the window a crack. A waft of fresh, outdoor air lightened the sultry atmosphere.

      “Good morning,” Erin said in a soft voice.

      “Erin, what are you doing here?” Mrs. Carroll demanded in friendly exasperation.

      “I need to change my schedule,” Erin replied.

      Mrs. Carrol frowned. “Why? It's a bit late in the semester, hon. You're going to run into problems if you take on something new.”

      Erin shook her head. “It won't be a problem. I want to drop A.P. chemistry and take regular instead.”

      The older woman's face twisted further in confusion. She lifted a sheaf of papers and fanned herself with them. “What will that accomplish? Are you struggling? There are A.P. tutors, you know.”

      Erin compressed her lips. “I have a B in that class so far. Did you hear about Sheridan?”

      Mrs. Carroll lowered her gaze. “I had hoped it was just a rumor.”

      “No. I was there… right after. I know what happened.” Her eyes burned in a way that had nothing to do with a horrible waft of exhaust that had filtered in the window, belched out of the rear end of a late-arriving jalopy. The car backfired and then settled in with a groan.

      “Anyway, I don't want Sheridan to have any more classes without me than is necessary. I know she's got all those English electives and I have music, but if I take regular chemistry with her, we'll have all our core classes together. It will also make it easier for me to get her homework to her until she can come back, and then if she has any... trouble, I can keep her on track.” Erin blurted her plan out fast, hoping to avoid interruption, and it worked.

      Mrs. Carroll stared, her mouth slightly open, the breeze disarranging her carefully placed curls. She scrunched the tea-colored strands back into place carelessly, causing them to stand on end. “You have it all figured out, don't you, Erin? You're quite a friend. But what about you? What about your AP credit?”

      “I don't like chemistry that much,” Erin replied. “It would be nice to get college credit for it, but it’s not that big a deal?”

      Mrs. Carroll nodded. “All right then.” She settled on her chair and fired up the computer.

      “Will Mr. Jones be available? I don't think this is going to go well. She’s sure to need the social worker on hand to help her.”

      Mrs. Carroll bit her lip. “I hate that this happened. Mr. Jones will be prepared for her to come in. In fact, I'll suggest he allow her to use the conference room if she needs to… get away from everyone. You're welcome to come with her.”

      Erin smiled, but sadly. “That's a good idea. I'll let her know.”
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      “Danny?” Erin called, tapping on the door of her best friend's bedroom with the toe of her sneaker. “Danny, can you help, please? My hands are full.”

      Sheridan opened the door. Erin winced at the sight of the still-livid bruise on her cheek. The cut stood out bright red in the center of it.

      “That was his class ring,” Sheridan said in a flat voice.

      “I'm sorry. I didn't mean to stare.” Mortified, Erin could feel her face burning, but her hands were so full of books she couldn't do anything about it.

      “I'd better get used to people staring. Come on in. What do you have there?”

      She sounds like a zombie. A sob tried to climb its way out of Erin's throat, but she swallowed it down again. Be strong. You don't get to be the sensitive one anymore. “I have your homework. Chemistry, A.P. English, poetry, and trig. Lucky you.” Her attempt at cheer sounded false even to her own ears.

      “Joy,” Sheridan sighed. “Well, at least it's normal. I had almost forgotten what normal was like.”

      “What did you do today?” Erin asked, setting the stack on Sheridan's bed.

      “Counseling,” Sheridan replied. “It sucks. Have you ever pulled out an ingrown toenail or popped a deep zit?”

      “Yes,” Erin nodded cautiously, wondering where this was going.

      “Counseling is like that. It hurts like hell while you're doing it, and it hurts like hell when you're done, but at least it relieves some pressure.” All this Sheridan delivered without the slightest change in expression or intonation.

      That monster. Every day that went by, Erin came to realize more how a single act could have repercussions that rippled on and on forever.

      “I'm not looking forward to what comes next,” Sheridan said, sinking to the floor where she sat, arms wrapped around her knees.

      “What's that?” Erin asked, joining her and unconsciously mimicking her pose.

      “Tomorrow, instead of the counselor, we're consulting with a lawyer whose house Dad fixed a few years back. He can help me… with the trial.”

      “So, you're definitely pressing charges then?” Erin asked. “Good.”

      “Yes,” Sheridan replied. “Of course. If there's anything good left in the world, it's that he's behind bars and can't come near me.”

      “You'll win too,” Erin said. “I'll testify if it will help. No one should ever have to see him or be afraid of him again.”

      Sheridan inhaled a gasping breath and blew it out. “Enough of that. What's up with chemistry?”
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      Midnight had come and gone by the time Erin made her way home. The living room light, which she distinctly remembered turning off before she left that morning, spilled yellow light onto the night-dark grass.

      Cautiously she opened the door. Her mother, Valerie, sat on the sofa, sending text messages on her cell phone. “Oh, there you are,” she said, glancing at her daughter for a second before lowering her eyes back to the screen. “Where were you?”

      “Do I suddenly have a curfew I don't know about?” Erin drawled. “I was taking Danny her homework, and I stayed to help her.”

      “Until 12:37 at night? Really?” This time, Valerie made no attempt at eye contact.

      “Yes.”

      “Was she sick or something?”

      Wow. I never thought to call her. Erin rubbed her eyes. Her bed down the hall seemed to call to her, and she could still smell Sean's cologne on the sheets. “She's not sick. Something terrible happened.”

      “What's that?”

      Can you pretend to care, Mother? Can you look up or at least use a tone of voice that shows you're paying attention? “Danny's boyfriend raped her. He beat the crap out of her too.”

      “Hmmmm.” Clearly, her mother had already stopped listening.

      “Good night, Mom.” Shaking her head, Erin left for the bedroom. Once again, she chafed at being unable simply to walk away from her family and take care of herself. Too bad my symphony job only pays for gas and car insurance. It's not enough to live on. For the time being, I guess I'm stuck.
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      Erin firmly put thoughts of Sean out of her mind until later for the hundredth time and concentrated on taking notes over Macbeth. She glanced beside her at her friend. Sheridan looked pale and strained but tried hard to pay attention. The horrible bruise on her face had faded to a sickening yellow, although the cut remained livid.

      “Remember, guys,” Mr. Hernandez nagged with a good-natured grin, “essays are due on Tuesday. Late work will not be accepted, and do try to move beyond identifying theme, tone and mood. You need to make an argument and defend it.”

      “Yes, sir,” they chorused with varying degrees of enthusiasm.

      “Remember the Toulmin model and your Aristotle. And remember, I have five A.P. classes worth of essays to read. Don't be boring.”

      The class laughed. The bell rang, and they began packing up their notebooks and binders. Then the girls rose, turned left at the doorway and headed down the hall to government.

      “After English, government is such a letdown,” Erin complained, trying to act normal. “Talk about boring. Most days the only thing I remember is the sun shining on Mr. Milligan's bald spot.”

      “I still hope to pass the A.P. exam,” Sheridan replied. “At least I could get out of PoliSci in college. Take some other courses.”

      “If I know you, you'll take more English classes,” Erin teased. “Good luck. I'm not even going to attempt the exam. I'll be lucky to pass the class.”

      “A B isn't failing, you goof,” Sheridan teased back, a ghost of her former smile creasing her lips as they passed the commons, a meeting of the corridors where the cafeteria and offices resided.

      “Bitch,” a feminine voice hissed at them.

      “Shut up.” Erin glared at Lindsey Jones.

      The head cheerleader’s smooth ponytail swished as she focused on Erin, returning the glower, red lips pouting. A bit too much cleavage peeked out of her dress.

      Sheridan turned from Erin to Lindsey, puzzled. “What?”

      “It's nothing, Danny. Ignore her,” Erin urged, tugging Sheridan's arm to keep her friend moving down the hallway.

      Sheridan planted her heels and turned to address Lindsey directly. “What did I do?”

      “You put Jake in jail,” the girl sneered as though talking to an idiot. “Now there's no way our football team can make the playoffs. He's going to miss his senior year because of you.”

      Sheridan squinted in silent confusion.

      Lindsey continued. “It's your fault, you know. If you weren't such a prude, this wouldn't have happened.” She accompanied her words with a snotty toss of her perfect hair.

      Erin pushed herself between them, forcing Lindsey to look at her. “Shut up!” she snarled. “It's her choice, stupid. Don't you know anything? If either partner doesn't want to, the conversation's over.” She thought a moment and added, “Plus it's none of your business. Come on, Danny.” Erin took her friend's arm and led her away towards the government classroom. Once they moved out of the congested central hub, the student traffic flowed more smoothly.

      “Does everyone know?” Sheridan asked in a tiny, wavering voice.

      “Pretty much,” Erin replied, wishing she could lie. “I'm sorry.”

      “How many are against me?” She bit her quivering lip.

      Erin gave Sheridan's arm a little squeeze. “Hard to say. Jake's popular, you know? But I'm here. I've got your back, sweetie.”

      “Thanks.” Sheridan seemed more shaken than ever. As though everything that had happened weren't bad enough, to discover her classmates had turned on her was the final straw. Erin had known it would be.

      By lunchtime, Sheridan's fragile composure hung in tatters. Erin walked her to the counselor's office where Sheridan spent her free period in tears. Erin stayed with her, rubbing her back and trying to support her friend.

      The day passed every bit as horribly as Erin had expected. Several people made ugly comments to Sheridan. Despite her well-earned reputation for shyness, Erin fiercely defended her friend, but that hardly slowed the flow of abuse. At last, the final bell rang, releasing them from their newly-shared chemistry class. Sheridan washed out a test tube while Erin packed up the pipettes. “Do you need me to go home with you today?” she asked.

      “You have rehearsal,” Sheridan replied firmly. “I'll be fine. Mom is there.”

      “But the parking lot,” Erin reminded her. “Assholes will be out there. At least you have to let me walk you to the car.”

      Sheridan rolled her shoulders, which Erin took for assent. The two of them walked down the hall to the locker they shared and pulled out a pair of letterman jackets—Erin's for band and Sheridan's for UIL. Then they made their way into the cold, autumn afternoon.

      Erin fixed a fierce scowl on her face, daring anyone to comment. Though ugly whispers filtered their way, no one attempted an outright confrontation. She sighed with relief, allowing her expression to relax when they arrived at the Murphys' spare station wagon. “You sure you're all right?”

      “Get to rehearsal,” Sheridan ordered. “I can drive home, you silly goose. I'm not broken.”

      Erin frowned at the waver in her friend's voice but nodded. She is broken, but she doesn't want to be. I hope I’m helping and not overstepping. She waited until Sheridan shut the driver's door and fired the ignition before scooting back into the building.

      She arrived at the band hall a couple of minutes late, but Mr. Abrams didn't say a word.

      Erin sank into her chair, exhausted, and poured the last fragile remnants of her stamina towards her music. When the rehearsal finally ended, she hurried home to call Sean.

      “You sound terrible, baby,” he told her bluntly.

      “I'm not bothering you, am I?” She rolled onto her back on the bed and laid her free arm over her aching eyes.

      “Of course not. How did it go?”

      “It's worse than I imagined. I don't know how I'm going to cope, let alone Danny. I hate being a teenager, Sean.” She struggled to control herself, tears warring with her pride. Stop whining, you twit. No one likes a whiner.

      “You don't have the temperament for it,” Sean said in an understanding voice. “You'll feel better when you're done with high school. I think you must have been born an adult.”

      “That's what my mom always said. She says I'm older than her,” Erin commented, trying to be lighthearted. Her gloomy tone undermined her attempt completely.

      “That could well be,” Sean said seriously. “Is she there now?”

      “Yes. I wish she weren't. I would love for you to hold me.” Her voice broke again. Come on, damn it. Get a grip.

      “I would if I could,” he said, sounding concerned. “Can you practice? Would that help?”

      “I have no emotions left to give, not even to my oboe. I'm all wrung out.”

      “Poor Erin. This is too much for you, isn't it?”

      She closed her eyes, struggling for control again. “I'm not the one going through it. I'm just trying to help. It's what any friend would do.”

      “Not any friend. Only a really special one.”

      Sean's kind words touched Erin deeply, and her feelings came spilling out of her unbidden. “I love you, Sean. You should know that. You don't have to say anything back, but I do love you.”

      “I know you do, Erin,” he replied tenderly. “You're an amazing girl, and that means a lot to me.”

      “I think I'm going to try and sleep for a while. Maybe the rest of the night.”

      “Dream about me,” he urged.

      “I always do.”

      Erin skipped dinner, went to bed and cried herself to sleep.

      Her mother never noticed anything was wrong.
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      “Dad, can I ask you something?” Sean said as the two of them unloaded hardwood flooring from the back of a royal blue Murphy Construction and Renovation pickup. He followed his father through the gaping doorway of the 125-year-old Victorian painted lady they were renovating.

      Cold autumn air whistled around them as they traversed the yard, but working so hard, the men scarcely felt it. They handed the wood to the guys inside, who were repairing the water-damaged floor, and headed back out to the truck.

      “Sure, Sean, what's on your mind?”

      “Do you think it's wrong for me to be dating someone… younger?”

      Roger looked at him, his eyebrow quirked. “You're not very old yourself. How much younger?”

      “Eighteen,” he replied.

      “Are you sure she's actually eighteen and not lying to you?”

      Sean met his gaze without flinching. “Yes. There's no question about that.”

      “Well then,” Roger said in his slow, thoughtful voice, rubbing his hands together to warm them, “it depends on the girl. A lot of eighteen-year-olds are immature and don't make good girlfriends for an adult. I think it's possible there may be exceptions to that.”

      “Oh yes,” Sean assured his father. “She's much more mature than her age would suggest.”

      “I imagine. Otherwise, I doubt you would be interested. Are you already dating?”

      “Yes.”

      “Care to elaborate?” his father suggested.

      “Not really.”

      Roger gave his son another questioning look, but Sean refused to comment further.

      Roger sighed. “Fine. Just be careful with her. Be sure you plan to take your time and let this move slowly. Sometimes young girls think they're ready for more than they are. Don't let her give up her life in favor of a romance.”

      “Of course not. That's the last thing I want.”

      They gathered up another armful of boards and headed in again.
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      Finally, the day for Erin's conservatory audition arrived. Clutching her hall pass in one hand, her oboe case in the other, Erin left government class and exited the main building, crossing a small courtyard that separated it from the arts complex.

      She pulled open one of the big double doors into the music hallway and passed the choir room— silent for the teacher's planning period—the orchestra room where the freshman strings made unpleasant scratchy noises on their instruments, and the band hall where trumpets blared loud enough to rattle the ceiling tiles while tympani pounded in the background.

      Well, they're certainly enthusiastic. After the football team's win last weekend, I'm not surprised.

      At the back of the building, past the bathrooms, she entered the tiny, whitewashed box of a room, barely large enough to hold two plastic chairs and a music stand. A stranger sat inside. Erin regarded the delicate woman whose face had been shaped by years blowing into a double reed. She extended her hand, and the two shook.

      “Erin James?” The woman asked, somehow sounding like both China and Texas.

      “That's right,” Erin replied.

      “I’m Dr. Louise Chen. Take a seat, please,” the recruiter said. “Why don't you put your instrument together while we talk?”

      Erin seated herself in the chair and set the case on her lap, opening the clasps to reveal the parts of her beloved instrument, each nestled in its spot like pieces of a child's puzzle. She grabbed a double reed and stuck it in the corner of her mouth to moisten it before taking hold of the bell and fitting the lower joint into it.

      “We have four possible majors available for musicians,” Dr. Chen informed her. “Performance, pedagogy, theory/composition and independent studies. Do you have any idea which direction you'd be interested in?”

      “Performance,” Erin replied around a mouthful of double reed, sticking the upper joint into the lower joint.

      The recruiter smiled at her decisive answer. “Excellent. For performance majors, while you still have theory requirements—as well as music history, piano and conducting, of course—we also arrange for summer-long internships at various professional music venues.”

      “How cool is that?” Erin said with a grin. “Sounds great.” For a moment, the image of Sean floated up before her eyes. Going to Texas would mean not seeing him the entire year. The summer internships would take away my last chance to visit. Firmly she pushed the thought away. Focus, Erin.

      “And starting their senior year, we assist all our soon-to-be graduates to find positions with the smaller, rural symphony orchestras. With a few private lessons, it's enough to live on while you gain experience. Most of our performance majors are playing in major symphonies worldwide within ten years.”

      Erin's eyes widened. “That's quite a track record. No wonder admissions are so exclusive.”

      Dr. Chen nodded. “Moving to Texas and working on your art for four years straight is demanding, and our professors expect the best. Some students don't make it through the whole course of study and end up either switching to a pedagogy major or going home. We try to minimize that by carefully screening our applicants.”

      “Good idea,” Erin said. “I like what I'm hearing.”

      “And we also have senior performance majors who act as mentors to the freshmen, which seems to help retention rates. If you are selected, you'll be paired with an upperclassman. When you become a senior, you'll be paired with a freshman of your own. We also use the cohort system. Our woodwind majors take all their courses together so they can support each other.”

      Wow, Erin thought, they don't fool around. Sounds intense.

      All right, Erin,” Dr. Chen said, “do you have a piece prepared?”

      “I do,” Erin replied.

      “You may begin when you're ready.”

      So much was happening in Erin's life that she didn't have any extra energy to devote to feeling scared, so her hands remained steady as she removed the reed from her mouth and fitted into the opening on the top of her instrument. I'll just do my best. Whether I get in or not, either way is an answer.

      She experienced the faintest flutter as she raised the oboe to her lips, but as the first notes of her piece washed over her, she ceased to exist. All was notes, tempo, crescendo and diminuendo and emotion until conscious thought became not only unnecessary but impossible. Every choice—done without reflection— was the only one possible for that moment. The terrible grief she felt for her friend's continued suffering wound itself into her playing. The oboe raged and wept.

      As the final notes faded away, Erin returned to awareness and glanced at the recruiter. Dr. Chen sat in silence for what seemed like a long time. Erin didn't mind. She had to reassemble her composure.

      Finally, Dr. Chen said, “That was very good.” She swallowed hard, drew a deep breath, and continued. “It will take some time for us to process the applications, but we will contact you one way or the other around Christmas. Thank you.”

      Erin nodded, shook hands with the woman again, and left the room. I did my best, and it was good. The rest is out of my hands.
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      A couple of weeks later, Erin crept into her least favorite classroom and took her seat in the corner closest to the teacher's desk, trying to become invisible. God, this is embarrassing every single day. Why didn't I take health years ago? Here I am, a senior, stuck with the giggling freshmen.

      Whispers emanated from the back of the room.

      “Did you go to J.D.'s party?” one immature female voice asked.

      “You saw me there, dumbass. We talked,” another hissed back.

      “I did? I don't remember. I was drunk off my ass,” the first girl giggled.

      “You sure were. Completely shit-faced and hanging off some college guy. Did you score?”

      “I don't remember.”

      Erin rolled her eyes. Was I ever that young? She supposed she must have been, but even at fifteen, she had been more interested in band than beer.

      “Listen, kids,” Mrs. Heath told them earnestly, cutting off the whispers with a narrow-eyed glare, “it's not necessary for you to have sex in high school. I have never heard of anyone who regretted waiting. Your mental and physical health will be much better overall if you do.” She paused for breath.

      Erin fought the urge to roll her eyes.

      “Remember, I'm not encouraging any of you to go this route. However, I am aware some of you will ignore my advice. If you feel you must be intimate with someone, please be monogamous, and please use protection. Free condoms are available in the nurse's office, and can they also be purchased cheaply from any convenience or grocery store. Aside from the risk of getting pregnant, there are several sexually transmitted diseases circulating—yes, even in this school. Some are permanent and others are deadly. Protect yourselves with abstinence if you can, but please protect yourselves somehow.”

      Erin could have recited this speech by heart. She had heard it at assemblies for years. Even Mom has been giving me the condom talk lately. I guess even someone that obtuse must have noticed I'm not talking to Danny half the evening. Or maybe it's the late nights. She had never had a curfew, but she used to bring herself home much earlier on weekends. Erin smirked, remembering her own previous weekend. No beer, but she had certainly scored.

      Well, Sean and I are monogamous, so at least we've got that covered. It occurred to her, however, that their actual condom use had been rather hit or miss. At Sean's apartment, where the little box resided, they used them most of the time. But at Erin's house, often they didn't. Overwhelmed with passion, they didn't take time to consider the consequences.

      Suddenly, the mention of pregnancy struck Erin. It never occurred to me before, but we have done it unprotected at least a half-dozen times. For the first time, she thought about what that might mean for her. We've been quite careless, really, in the… oh Lord, in the five weeks since we got together. Five? Shouldn't her period have come… three weeks ago? Yes, three weeks. This is not good.

      Only by slowly pulling air into her lungs and just as slowly releasing it was Erin able to get through class. The second the bell rang, she bolted out the door and hustled down the hall. Collecting Sheridan, she all but ran her to the counselor's office, where she sank into one of the stained and threadbare chairs at the huge conference table. They spent time in there so frequently, no one noticed.

      “What's wrong, Erin?” Sheridan asked, startled by her friend's urgency.

      “Oh God, Danny, are you feeling all right today? I have a problem,” Erin babbled in a nearly incoherent gush.

      Sheridan's eyebrows drew down with concern. “Yes, I'm feeling fine. I think I might be a little better. What's your problem?”

      “Are you sure?” Erin pressed. “I don't want to add to what you're dealing with.”

      “You know, it's kind of tiresome how everyone treats me like I'm about to break,” Sheridan replied in gentle exasperation. “Please, Erin, spill it. I'm looking forward to thinking about problems other than my own for a change.”

      Erin attempted to answer but choked. Her voice fought her attempt to use it, and she forced the words out quickly. “I think I might be pregnant.”

      Sheridan gave her a puzzled look. “Erin, you have to have sex to get pregnant.”

      “I know,” she wailed.

      Sheridan's mouth dropped open. “What? When? Who?”

      The truth, a long-standing habit between the girls, nearly fell out of Erin unbidden. Don't say it, she reminded herself. She’ll freak. Erin clamped her mouth shut so hard her teeth clicked together.  “I can't tell you. Oh God, I'm scared.”

      “Erin, you have to tell me,” Sheridan insisted.

      Erin shook her head violently. “You'll be mad. I can't. What do I do?”

      “First, you breathe and calm down.” Sheridan wrapped her arms around Erin, soothing her with a hug. “Panicking won't help. Okay, do you have rehearsal today?”

      Erin forced her racing brain to focus on the simple question. “No.” She rested her forehead on Sheridan's shoulder.

      “Good. Try to get through the rest of the day. After school, we'll go to the store and get you a test. Then at least you'll know. You've been late before,” she reminded her.

      “Yes, but that was different,” Erin mumbled against her friend's shoulder. “There was nothing to worry about then. Besides, I've never been three weeks late.”

      “Okay, hang in there. Try to stay calm. We'll take care of this today.” Sheridan squeezed her tight.
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      Nerves set Erin's slender frame shaking by the time they arrived at her house. “Mom?” she called as she opened the door.

      Silence.

      Good, Sheridan thought. The last thing Erin needs to deal with is her mother, which is such a shame. I know if it was me, I'd be leaning on my mom for support. She'd be disappointed, but I know she'd be there for me anyway. She couldn't imagine what flaky Valerie James would do under these circumstances. Something lame and pointless, no doubt.

      Sheridan led her friend to the hallway bathroom and handed her the two-pack of tests they’d found on sale. “Do you know what to do?” she asked from the doorway.

      “Kinda,” Erin replied.

      Sheridan frowned. “Close the door.”

      As Erin complied, she removed the instructions from the box and scanned them. “Okay, slow five count.”

      A few seconds later she heard the toilet flush, and then the water running. Erin opened the door. Her normally pale face had taken on a ghostly hue, and her panic-stricken eyes had gone so wide, she resembled an owl.

      Sheridan stepped in and put her arm around Erin's shoulders. They watched grimly as the little window slowly developed a dark blue line.

      Erin closed her eyes as Sheridan hugged her. Her body shook so hard she could scarcely stand.

      “Let's get rid of this,” Sheridan said at last. “Staring at it longer won't change anything.” She wrapped up the test in the toilet paper and tossed it in the trash. Then she led Erin out of the room, down the hall and urged her to a seat on her bed.

      Erin sank limply onto the mattress, lying on her side, her face in her hands, breathing slowly. Sheridan rubbed her back in soothing circles.

      “I didn't realize you were seeing anyone,” Sheridan said, her voice coolly neutral. “It's not David Landry, is it?” I sure hope not, because he's a nasty manwhore. Still, Erin is so… so traumatized. She might be susceptible to any attention.

      Erin made a strange sound that might have been a gag and peeked at Sheridan between her fingers. “No.”

      Thank God. “Well then, I can't imagine what you have been up to, girl. If it's that clear, this can't have been too recent.”

      “Five weeks,” Erin said flatly.

      The thought produced a swoop of discomfort in Sheridan's belly, and she frowned as she asked, “Around the time of… homecoming?”

      “Yes. It could have been that night.” Erin pressed her hand over her mouth, head shaking from side to side as though to unsay words that revealed far too much.

      “That night?” Sheridan furrowed her forehead, confused. “I don't understand. You went with Sean. And you were with me…later. I don't see how you could have been… busy in between. Did you ditch Sean? Go with someone else? No, that doesn't make sense. You were with him at the hospital… OH! MY! GOD!”

      The suspicious wetness in the corners of Erin's eyes spilled over and her inhalation turned to a shaky sob.

      “Erin, this might sound stupid, but… are you sleeping with my brother?”

      Erin didn't answer.

      Sheridan picked up Erin’s cell phone, flipped it open and dialed Sean's number. I'm getting to the bottom of this right now. “Big brother, I'm at Erin's house. You’d better get over here right now. She needs you.” Let's see what you have to say to that, mister.

      “Is she all right?” His voice sounded far more concerned than it should have when discussing his sister's friend, someone he casually cared for but was not particularly involved with.

      Busted, buddy. Oh, you're in for it, Sean Murphy. “No, she's not. Come now.”

      She hung up and lay down beside her friend, wrapping her arms around her.

      Erin's fragile grip on partial control exploded in a flood of guilt. “I'm so sorry, Danny,” she sobbed. “I swear, if I had known, I wouldn't have let you go with him. I can't stand it. I should have stayed with you. I knew he was no good. It's my fault.”

      “Where did that come from? Don't be stupid, Erin. It's his fault, not yours. Don't waste another moment feeling guilty about it.”

      Erin whimpered. “I can't help it. I was doing… that, having a wonderful time and all the while…”

      “Enough already. You didn't know,” she interrupted. “You’d no more hurt me than I’d hurt you, and we both know that. Jake is responsible. Only him, so let it go. I can't believe you slept with Sean, though. I knew you two belonged together, but I didn't think you would move so fast. What about preserving your virginity for your wedding night?”

      Erin choked, took several deep breaths and managed to speak brokenly. “That was your deal, not mine. It wasn't a priority for me, not with Sean. I never did it before because I didn't care about anyone else, but I love him. Why do you say we belong together?”

      “Just a feeling I have,” Sheridan explained. “I know you love him; you have for a while. That's why I set you two up; I thought you would be good for each other. I didn't think he would be…like that though. Did he hurt you?”

      Erin's lips turned upward, but her dark eyes remained sad. “No, Danny. It's lovely when you're with the right person and you want it so much. I hope someday you know that.”

      “That day is not close.” Sheridan broke eye contact. Even the thought of sex terrifies me. I can't imagine choosing it on purpose.

      “Of course not.” Erin returned her friend's hug, giving and taking comfort from the same embrace. They lapsed into silence, Erin's eyes sliding closed. Her breathing deepened. She seemed to be falling asleep.

      Sheridan stepped out of the room with Erin’s cell phone to call her parents and let them know where she was.
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      About half an hour later, Sean arrived. Using the key Erin had given him, he let himself in rather than knocking and headed straight to her bedroom. Sheridan sat beside the bed on the desk chair, keeping watch over her friend. He scarcely spared her a glance.

      Erin lay on her bed asleep, her pretty face streaked with tears, her hair disheveled. My beautiful baby. The woman I never dreamed would come to mean so much to me. I wonder what’s wrong. He looked down with such a powerful expression on his face that he would have completely given himself away to his sister even if she hadn't known already.

      Sheridan left the bedside and beckoned him out of the room, softly shutting the door.

      “What's wrong with her?” he asked. She looked so… destroyed. It must be huge.

      “She's pregnant, Sean. You made my best friend pregnant.”

      It took several seconds for the words to sink in. “Oh shit, really?”

      “Yes, really. Why were you sleeping with her?” Sheridan asked harshly, her eyes filled with accusations against which there was no argument. “There are tons of women out there. Why Erin?”

      “Hey, you were the one who set us up.” His defensive answer could not conceal the guilt that welled up in him.

      “Yes, but not so that you could seduce her,” Sheridan protested. “She was a virgin.”

      “I know.” He closed his eyes. It had made so much sense at the time. Now he felt like a bastard. “It's not like I was just trying to score or anything. You know me better than that.”

      Her pursed lips called his assertion into serious doubt. “But, Sean, don't you realize how susceptible girls are when their parents don't love them enough? They're getting divorced too. She's so vulnerable. She would have done whatever you wanted. Did you have to go all the way?”

      “I didn't take advantage, Danny,” he vowed. “I tried to stop. She begged me.”

      Sheridan made a disbelieving face.

      “I'm serious. She wanted it so bad, and she's so pretty and sweet. There's only so much a man can take. Besides, everyone gives it up sooner or later. The lucky ones get to do it with someone who cares about them.”

      Sheridan flinched.

      “Oh God, Danny. I'm sorry. I didn't think.” He hugged his sister in apology. “Anyway, that doesn't count. Someday, you'll meet someone wonderful who will love you, and it will be just as good for you as it is for us.”

      She eyed him, growing more unhappy with every word.

      You're making excuses, his conscience snarled. He felt foolish, as though he were a naughty child caught with a cookie in each hand and chocolate smeared over his face. How stupid. No wonder you’re putting your foot in your mouth. Besides, it wasn't like that, and I need to stop being defensive and tell the truth. “She's not alone. I know how special she is. I want to keep her forever.” He took a deep breath. “I love her.”

      “Does she know that?” Sheridan demanded, still eyeing him suspiciously.

      “I'm working on it. She wasn't ready to hear it yet.” And that's the only reason I haven't said anything. I don't want to make my declaration knowing she'll argue with me and reject my words. It's not because she doesn't want them, but because she has no confidence in herself.

      “Well, you need to work faster, Sean,” Sheridan insisted, not giving an inch. “She's really going to need you now.”

      “I'm not going anywhere,” he insisted.

      “Good. You had better go and tell her that.”

      He nodded and returned to the bedroom. Kneeling beside the bed, he stroked Erin's cheek until she opened her eyes. She smiled sadly, her eyes wistful.

      He kissed her forehead. “I'm sorry.” His regret bled into his soft tone.

      “Me too.” She sat up slowly as though her body ached.

      “I'm here no matter what,” he assured her.

      “I know.” But the flatness of her voice held no assurance.

      He drew her into his arms. She laid her cheek on his shoulder, shoulders shaking. “I love you, Erin,” he breathed into her ear.

      Her head shot up and she stared at him with wide, haunted eyes. “What? Why?”

      Such disbelief. It stung him, just as he had known it would. He trailed one thumb along her cheek. “Because you're Erin. That's reason enough.”

      As the seconds passed, he felt the tension drain out of her until she lay limp in his arms. He stroked her back.

      “What are we going to do?” she whispered, and the fear in her voice made his heart clench.

      “I don't know, baby, but we'll work it out together.” He kissed her cheek tenderly, wanting to show her the love she didn't know how to believe in.
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      A couple of days later, the Friday of the week before Thanksgiving, Erin made her way into her family's bungalow near the University. Fatigue and worry dragged every step until she felt as though she were trying to wade through molasses.

      “Erin, is that you?” her mother called from the living room.

      “Yeah, I'm home,” she answered in a tired, listless voice, not caring how bad she sounded. Or how bad I look, dark circles under the eyes, hair all messy from the wind. Ugh. I even managed to spill food on my jeans. All I want is a hot shower and a nap. She trudged into the living room. Valerie sat on the brown leather sofa, her blond highlighted hair pulled back into a clip, plucking her eyebrows.

      “What did you need, Mom?”

      Valerie glanced up for a moment, and then returned her gaze to her little mirror. “I needed to tell you that we're moving. As part of the divorce settlement, the house is going to be sold and your dad and I will split the money.”

      “Where are we going to live? I know of some apartments downtown.” Sean lives there. That would be nice.

      “No. Bill lives in Motley. We're moving in with him,” she told her daughter off-handedly, her focus on her reflection.

      Erin stared at her mother in disbelief. “Motley? Are you joking? That's hours away. I can't live in Motley.” Her belly churned, and she swallowed hard against a wave of nausea.

      “Why not?” Valerie asked, raising her eyebrows, and then taking advantage of the movement to catch a stray hair. “I know it's not ideal, moving your senior year, but what difference does it make? You're leaving to go to college in the fall anyway. Your time here is so short.”

      “But, Mom, that's a super small town,” Erin protested. “Do they even have a symphonic band there? All-State tryouts are coming up. I can't miss that.”

      “Erin, you've already made All-State twice.” Valerie pulled out a snippet of hair, winced and rubbed her orbital bone.

      So many arguments rose that they crowded together Erin's mind and left her stammering. “But… no… uh… I mean, that doesn't matter.” Who wouldn't want to attempt All-State again? And scholarships. And… senior year. And Sean…

      But Valerie had never had much interest in Erin's dating habits, she knew, or in her oboe either, so those points would hold no weight. As she struggled for clarity, her mouth continued talking without direction. “Besides, I have to be here for Danny. She's having a really hard time right now.”

      “She has a family. She doesn't need you.” In an attempt to cut off the argument, Erin's mother tossed out the most painful, cruel thing she could have ever said to her daughter flippantly, as though it didn't matter in the slightest.

      Erin blanched. “Yes, she does!” she insisted, her voice growing increasingly shrill at pace with her growing panic. “I need her too. My life is here. My boyfriend is here. All my opportunities are here. I don't even know Bill. Why would I want to live with him? Can't you just wait to sell the house until I graduate, please?”

      “Settle down.” At last, Valerie set her toiletries aside and met her daughter's eyes. “No, the sale can't wait. We're moving over Thanksgiving break.”

      “I won't go with you,” Erin insisted, shaking her head from side to side rapidly. The movement did nothing to quell her rising nausea. “I'm eighteen. I don't need to live with my mother anymore.”

      “How will you support yourself, Erin? You don't earn much playing in the symphony.” Valerie's calm, reasonable tone annoyed her daughter further.

      “I'll figure something out,” Erin snapped. “Don't worry about me. You never have anyway. I'll take care of it myself.”

      “Don't be like that. Please just consider it.” Valerie rose and laid her hand on Erin's arm.

      “I won't. My God, you're selfish. I'm not going anywhere.” Erin jerked away from her mother and fled the house. She didn't slam the door, although the part of her that was still a teenager wanted to.

      Hopping into her car, she drove over to Sheridan's, needing her friend's advice. I can't leave, she recited to herself as she drove. Band. All-State. Scholarships. Danny…and Sean. Especially Sean. I need him more than I need the mother who never wanted me. Pressure in her lungs made her aware that she'd been holding her breath. She released air in a slow sigh that helped quell her roiling belly.

      Time to face the facts, she told herself. You're pregnant. You're also a senior in high school. Yes, it's embarrassing, but at least you'll be able to graduate before… before the baby is born.

      Baby. For the first time since this crisis began, she pictured in her mind what the blue line on a stupid white stick actually told her.

      I might have a boy. A little boy with dark hair and Sean's beautiful blue eyes. And he will be mine to keep forever. She didn't know what all the ramifications would be, but she suddenly felt certain she would never regret having Sean's baby. She placed her hand on her flat belly and let the slow joy spread over her. It can't be changed. There's nothing left to do but celebrate it.

      At the Murphy home, Erin rang the doorbell and waited anxiously on the step. Today, agitated as she felt about the prospect of moving away, the perfectly symmetrical windows of the second floor glared down at her with malicious intent, and the four fluted white columns on the porch closed around her like bars on a jail cell. Time stretched out endlessly before the door opened.

      Mr. Murphy, his expression grumpy, glared down at her. She suddenly realized how he towered over her, much taller than her father. With his salt and pepper hair and rugged, sun-browned face, his heavy forehead and dark eyebrows, when Roger Murphy glowered, he looked nothing short of dangerous.

      She drew back with a sharp intake of breath. What did I do?

      Then he recognized her, and his expression lightened. “Oh, it's you, Erin. Come in. Sorry to keep you waiting. Someone has been playing with the doorbell, ringing and running away. I didn't know if anyone was here.”

      “Oh, okay. Sorry. Is Danny here?” She willed her heart to slow its nervous pounding. He wasn't angry with you. Calm down. Breathe.

      “Yes, she's in her room. Come on.” He indicated the interior with one hand, and she stepped past him over the threshold and into the cozy warmth of the Murphy family's formal living room. The interior of the house provided all the welcome the exterior had lacked, as though being in this place somehow changed everything.

      Erin climbed the stairs, her legs unsteady. I hope Sheridan can help me think through this mess, so I can find a way to stay. Moving to stupid Motley just isn't an option.

      Sheridan lay on her belly on a shaggy lavender area rug, struggling through a page of balancing chemical equations. She had a pile of homework spread all over the floor. Her history book and a copy of A Midsummer Night's Dream lay nearby. Looks like she's got a big night. Of course, she might just be reading the Shakespeare for fun, too.

      “Danny?”

      Sheridan lifted her head and a wide, glowing smile spread across her face. “Hi, Erin. I didn't know you were coming over. How are you feeling?”

      “I'm feeling fine,” she lied. “I can see you're busy, but I need some advice.”

      “Erin, I'm never too busy for you, sweetie,” she said, turning over and rising to a sitting position. “What's up?”

      “Mom's moving,” Erin blurted, sinking to sit cross-legged on the rug beside her friend. She tugged at the lush pile with her fingers.

      Sheridan took the news in stride, not showing surprise. “Where?”

      “To Motley, to live with him. She wants me to go with her.” Unkind thoughts crowded Erin's mind, but she pushed them away. Being angry with Mom is not important and will only distract me from finding a solution.

      The pronouncement garnered a reaction. The corners of Sheridan's eyes tightened. She sat up taller. “When?”

      “Next week.”

      Sheridan's jaw sagged, and then her lip sneaked between her teeth, where she worried it nervously. “You can't move now! What about… everything?”

      So much everything I don't even know where to start. “I know. I don't want to go, but what am I going to do? I can't afford an apartment on my salary from the symphony, and I don't want to get a better-paying job. I don't have time to ring up groceries or wait tables. I have so much practicing and homework to do…” Erin gushed out, blushing but unable to stop babbling.

      “And you're pregnant,” Sheridan added softly, “so the last thing you need is this kind of stress.”

      “Right. Can you help me think? I'm all in a panic.” Erin pressed both hands to her belly as though to shield the tiny life inside from her raging emotions.

      Sheridan considered, and then her consternation dissolved into another smile. “Actually, the solution is easy. Come with me.”

      Sheridan led Erin back through the house to the family room, where her parents watched the news on a set of matching tan recliners.

      “Mom, Dad?” Sheridan said to get their attention.

      “Yes, darling?” Mrs. Murphy replied, pressing the mute button on the remote. Both parents turned to face the girls.

      “I need to ask a favor of you,” Sheridan said, speaking slowly and with confidence. “Erin's mom is moving and wants to take her away. I can't have that. I need Erin too much, and besides, she has a ton of stuff going on here that she has to do to get ready for college. She can't afford to live alone, so I thought, can she just stay with us until the fall? With Sean and Jason both moved out, there's plenty of room, and it would be great to have her around all the time.” Unlike Erin's hysterical gush, Sheridan used the calm, rational tone one would expect from an attorney addressing the court.

      “Hmmm,” Mrs. Murphy hummed, considering. “I don't mind having Erin here. That would be fine. But, dear, would your mother agree?”

      “I'm eighteen,” Erin replied stiffly. “It's not her decision.”

      “I see. There's some tension between you, isn't there?” Mrs. Murphy reached out, grasped Erin's hand, and patted it.

      “Not tension exactly,” Erin said cautiously, not wanting to sound disrespectful. “I just don't think much of her choices these days.”

      “I hate to say this, but I agree with you.” Ellen released Erin's hand and turned to face her husband.

      “Roger, what do you think about Erin moving in with us?”

      “I don't see it as a problem,” he replied. He continued speaking. “Would you like that, Erin? Sheridan has done most of the talking.”

      Erin found it interesting to note that when he relaxed, Roger Murphy's craggy face only suggested safety and protection, no threat at all. “I would love it. You're both so kind.” Her voice cracked, and she struggled not to break down. Will they still be so welcoming when they find out about Sean and me… and the baby? It's not a secret that can be kept for long, but I need a little longer. I'm still coming to terms with it myself. I'm not ready to share. Not yet.

      “All right then, why don't you pack up and move in right away?” Mrs. Murphy suggested, tucking a strand of curly silver and gold hair behind her ear and smiling so her hazel eyes crinkled in the corners.

      Erin smiled in relief. “Wonderful. I'll do that. Bless you, both.”

      As the girls walked away, Sheridan grinned hugely. I've missed that smile these last few weeks, but she's smiled more in the last half hour than she has in the previous month.

      “I'm so excited,” Sheridan gushed, her reasonable demeanor dissolving into adolescent enthusiasm. “I can't wait for you to get here. Where do you want to sleep? I bet Sean's old room would be appealing.”

      “You have no idea,” Erin replied, “but I don't know if I would dare. Isn't there a guest room?”

      “It's too small for more than a few nights,” Sheridan reminded her as they passed the tiny door.

      “Oh, that's right. I remember that place from hide and seek. It's like a big closet with a bed in it.”

      “Right.” Sheridan continued, “Besides, I think he would like you being there. Since you guys not ready for... the whole family thing just yet, it would be the next best thing.”

      “You might be right. Okay, I'm going back to my … my mother's house to start packing up. Finish your homework. I'll see you in a while, okay?”

      “Sure, sweetie. I'm so glad you're not leaving. I don't know what I would do without you.” Sheridan threw her arms around Erin and hugged her.
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      It only took Erin a short time to box up all her possessions. As she tucked the two boxes of books and sheet music, two trash bags of clothes and her precious oboe case into the trunk of her car, her mother approached.

      “Erin, please, reconsider,” Valerie urged.

      “The words are right,” Erin observed, calm now that the crisis had been resolved, “but the tone suggests the opposite. Don't lie, Mother. You're glad I'm staying. Now you and Bill can enjoy your time together and not worry about me.”

      She glanced and saw the relief flash in Valerie's eyes.

      You never did want me, did you? Why did you even bring me into the world?

      Every thought these days led back to her own pregnancy, and this thought more than most. I promise, little one, that no matter what, you will always be wanted. More focused on her issues than her mother's continued piping, Erin returned to her room.

      Valerie trailed behind. “What are you going to do?”

      “Move in with the Murphys,” Erin replied. “They do need me, and they want me there.”

      “Don't be a nuisance to them, Erin,” Valerie pleaded.

      That captured her attention. “I'm not a nuisance, Mother, unless you just don't want me around. I'm also not an infant, though I doubt you've ever grasped that.”

      A glance at her bedroom revealed nothing else she cared to keep, so she grabbed her purse and pushed past her mother.

      “Erin…”

      Whatever Valerie planned to say, Erin didn't stay to hear. Hopping into her car, she drove to Sean's apartment, climbed the stairs and let herself in. She smiled to see her boyfriend slouching on the second-hand gray couch he had rescued from the curb, his attention fixed on a car auction.

      She slipped into the room and joined him.

      “Guess what, Sean?” she said, cuddling up against him.

      “What, baby?” he asked, cradling her face in his hand.

      “I'm moving in with your parents,” she replied, covering his fingers with hers.

      Her words arrested his stroking fingers. “With my parents? Why?”

      “My mom's leaving, but I can't move away now,” she explained.

      “Of course not.” He kissed her forehead. “You could move in with me, you know.”

      Her cheeks heated. But wouldn't it be nice to be with Sean all the time? “Don't you think that might look kind of bad?”

      He half frowned. “Erin, at this point looking bad is the least of our concerns.”

      She released a lungful of air and answered lamely, “You're right. But still.”

      “Have you thought about what you want to do?” Something about the way he phrased the question suggested he meant more than this immediate relocation.

      She considered. “I haven't come to any conclusions. I think on Monday, after school, I'll stop by the local university, and, you know, check out their music program.”

      Sean lowered his eyebrows. “Lakes? You never wanted to go there.”

      “I know,” she replied, twisting her lips, “but everything is different now. Since I'm having a baby this summer, I can't very well take off to Texas or even to Minneapolis in the fall. I have to stay here.” She guided their joined hands to her belly.

      “I hate this,” Sean said, his mouth sinking downward until grooves bracketed it. “My carelessness is having such a terrible impact on your dreams.”

      “I was just as careless as you,” she reminded him. “Dreams can be modified, Sean. Besides, staying close to you doesn't sound so bad to me.” She snuggled closer, and he squeezed her gently.

      “We'll need to get married, you know. I'm Catholic. I can't let you have my baby when we're not married.” His hand dropped hers and caressed the flatness of her belly.

      She gave him a crooked smile. “I know. I'm kind of Catholic too, remember? Not as much as you guys, but I did get baptized and confirmed. I went to Catholic school until I was twelve. Does the idea of marriage bother you?”

      “Only to the extent that it limits your options. Marriage is what I wanted from you, but not like this. I meant someday when you were ready.” Sean sighed. “Poor Erin. Being with me hasn't been that good for you, has it?”

      “Are you kidding? I wouldn't want to be anywhere else. I love you, Sean.” She threw her arms around his neck.

      “I love you too, and I hate that you're so stressed.” He studied her face, and then a hint of a smile spread across his face. “You know something? You look like a girl who needs to be made love to.”

      “Yes, please,” Erin begged, rubbing her body against his.

      Sean kissed her deeply and led her to the bedroom where he proceeded to erase the memory of every stressful event she had endured in the last several weeks.
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      In the end, the move proved quick and rather painless. By Saturday afternoon, Erin finished unpacking her clothing, books and sheet music in Sean's old room. She set up her music stand and a small chair in the corner between the bed and the window and regarded the effect.

      Nice. Homey. I wonder if this is the same bedding Sean used before he moved out. Bet he did. It matches the rest of the décor. She shivered with pleasure. Sean slept under these covers.

      She carefully lifted her pictures from the box of music, setting them next to his on the dresser. I like how that looks, like the two of us live here together. Once we're married, I'll hang these in the hallway of the apartment.

      Her heart fluttered at the thought of being—not just Sean's girlfriend, but his publicly-acknowledged wife. Shaking off the distracting thought, she continued her unpacking, placing her clothes in the empty dresser before heading downstairs to seek out Mrs. Murphy.

      She found Ellen chopping vegetables in the kitchen at the butcher block counter, preparing to make stew.

      Erin pulled out another cutting board from the island's lower cabinet. Some conversations are best done under the cover of carrots and onions. “Mrs. Murphy, I wanted to thank you again for letting me stay with you. It means so much to me,” Erin began, her eyes on the knife.

      “You're very welcome, dear,” Ellen replied. “After all you've done for us, it was the least we could do.”

      The compliment made Erin glow. “I wanted to ask you something. You see, I've never really had… rules before. I don't want to upset anyone. Could you please tell me what the expectations are?”

      Ellen set the knife down and turned to face Erin. “How sweet of you to ask. Yes, there are rules for anyone who lives with us. Even though you're eighteen, we will still expect you to abide by them. I hope they don't seem too strict to you. First, you will have a curfew, of course. Sheridan has to be in by ten on school nights and midnight on weekends. I would appreciate it if you would do the same. There will be no staying out all night. Do you have a boyfriend, dear?”

      Oh boy. “Yes.”

      “Well, he's welcome to visit, but you will need to stay in the public parts of the house with the door open at all times. There won't be any goings-on here. All right?”

      How to address this without lying? Choose your words carefully, girl. “You don't need to worry. I don't think it's likely he will want to visit.”

      “Well then,” Ellen continued, returning to her chopping as she spoke, “we need to know where you are at all times. If you stay late after school or if you have an appointment, please write it on the calendar, along with a number where we can reach you.”

      “I have a cell phone,” Erin offered. “It's off during school, but the rest of the time, I keep it with me. I'm easy to find. I'll write the number down on the calendar, all right?”

      Ellen grinned. “Good. I know this probably doesn't apply, but it needs to be said anyway. There is to be no smoking and no drug use here. If you want a drink now and again, such as during family dinner or a cookout, the limit is one. You may not drink away from the house, where you are unsupervised, as long as you are underage.”

      “That's fair.” It's also not going to be an issue.

      “Last, we attend Mass every Sunday and have dinner together after. If you are going to be part of this family, we will expect you to do both.”

      “No problem. I can live with those rules.” What a dream come true; to be part of this family. I would have agreed to a lot more.

      “Good. I think this will work out fine.” She paused, a little grin creasing her lips, then added, “Erin, would you be willing to… play for us now and again? You do such a nice job, and I like listening to it.”

      “Of course. I would love to.” Erin tipped the carrots into the pot and went over to the calendar to mark out her schedule of after-school rehearsals, National Honor Society meetings and a note labeled 'doctor appointment', which she placed on Monday. She didn't have an appointment per se, but it was time to get a handle on the reality of her situation.
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      On Monday after school, Erin drove to The University of the Lakes, the small public institution that served their community. She parked outside the music department and hurried across the parking lot to get out of a bone-chilling drizzle that had appeared out of nowhere earlier in the day and lingered depressingly over the town.

      She headed down a covered outdoor walkway with a pebble-studded concrete floor and ceiling, riddled with pigeons and the mess of their presence. The chilly birds made unhappy cooing noises as she passed them. Wrinkling her nose at the birdy aroma, she hurried to a small hallway of offices and knocked on the open doorway of room 212.

      Dr. Abrams—who played in the symphony with Erin—sat at his desk, melting the glue on the loosened pad of a clarinet key with a cigarette lighter. The department's wounded instrument lay on his desk, awaiting the operation. The flame flicked out as the professor looked up. “Well, well, well, Erin James,” Dr. Abrams said in a booming voice that more than matched the tuba he played. “What can I do for you today?”

      “Hi, Dr. Abrams,” she said softly, “I was wondering if you can tell me more about your music program here.”

      “Here?” He dropped the lighter onto his desk and wiped his forehead, though the room felt cold to Erin. “I've never heard that you wanted to go here. Didn't you get into that conservatory?”

      “I haven't heard, yet,” she replied, “but it's awfully far away.”

      “Homebody, are you? What about State?” he suggested. “That's only a few hours' drive away.”

      She inhaled deeply and then blew the air out between her lips as she considered her words. A strand of damp hair danced in the breeze she created. “I'm not sure I'm able to go anywhere. What about the program here? Do you have a double reed performance major?”

      Despite his bluff appearance, the professor had a streak of intuition. He gave Erin a puzzled, concerned look. “We don't have any performance majors. Only music education.”

      That's what I was afraid of. “And that would qualify me to do what? Teach high school band?”

      “Actually, most people have to start with middle school,” he clarified.

      Yikes. That takes a special sort. “I don't think I want to be a schoolteacher,” Erin admitted. “I would like to have some private students someday, but not a whole band program. Mostly I just want to play. Isn't there any way to do it here?”

      He pondered. “I suppose… you could major in independent studies in music. That might work, but I have to tell you, we're not well set up for it. Our woodwind lady isn't a double reed expert. She's more into clarinet and sax.” Seconds passed as he contemplated some more. “Listen, Erin. It would be nice to have you here, but I don't think it's in your best interests.”

      “I understand that, but I may not have any other option,” she admitted. Nerves made her want to bite her nails, so she rubbed her hands together to warm them and keep them occupied. “Okay, thanks, Dr. Abrams. I need to think about this and let you know.”

      “All right, Erin. Good luck.” His expression again urged her to reconsider.

      She walked quickly back to her car, shaking her head. What a mess I've made of my life.

      A frisson of nervous nausea hit her, and she gagged once, swallowed hard, and turned the key in the ignition. It sputtered in protest of the inclement weather before agreeing to start, and she carefully pulled out of the parking space and drove to the family medical clinic for her checkup.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      It was a good thing I planned to take care of my business early in the week. Erin realized as she walked into the house and found Sheridan and her mother sitting in the formal living room, deep in conversation.

      Her arm stung where the technician had drawn a blood sample, and the words of advice she'd been given rang in her ears. No alcohol. Limit caffeine. Get enough sleep. Do plenty of low-impact exercises. Try to minimize stress. Eat healthy and avoid unpasteurized cheese. The rest faded into an incomprehensible buzzing and she pushed it aside.

      “So, I'm hoping to start the make-ahead items after school tomorrow,” Ellen reminded her daughter. “Do you have anything big coming up, or can I count on your help?”

      Sheridan considered. “I'll try. Nothing major is happening at the moment.” A huge yawn interrupted her comment. “I'm awfully tired though,” she admitted. “Too many exams, I suppose.”

      “I, um….” Erin began, but two sets of eyes turned her direction reduced her to stammers. What are you going to do, dummy? Offer to help? You don't know how to cook. “I, um, I don't know much about making food. My family didn't celebrate Thanksgiving…” she swallowed. Stop stammering, you idiot. “I, um, if you wanted me to help out, I would, but you'd have to tell me what to do.”

      Ellen's lips immediately curved into a welcoming smile. She patted the couch beside her. Erin slunk to the seat and Mrs. Murphy squeezed her arm. “Of course, my dear,” she replied. “I'd love to have another set of hands. Cooking is fun, and I'd be happy to show you.”

      Erin beamed. “Thank you. I'd like that.”
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      Wednesday, after school, Erin dumped her backpack in her bedroom and meandered down to the kitchen. Interesting noises had drawn her attention the moment she walked in the door, and she wanted to see what was happening today. Yesterday had been pie filling and homemade cranberry sauce, which could be made ahead and left to chill in the refrigerator. Today, it appeared, it would be dinner rolls. As Erin peeked shyly from the doorway, Ellen poured the oozing lump of yeast dough from the mixing bowl onto the heavily floured butcher block counter. It slurped as it released from the metal, and then fell with a moist plop.

      Erin took a step closer, fascinated. She had never seen bread that didn't come in a plastic package.

      Catching the movement in her peripheral vision, Ellen lifted her head. “Erin! Hello, sweetheart. Come here. Have you ever kneaded bread before?”

      “No,” Erin admitted, sidling closer. “How do you do it?”

      “Like this. Look.” She folded the dough in half and pressed it with the heel of her hand, stretching it across the counter. Then she turned the mass a quarter turn and repeated the process. After several revolutions, Ellen lifted the dough, spread more flour underneath, and flipped the lump over. “Would you like to try it?”

      “Oh, but what if I mess it up?” Erin protested.

      “You can't,” Ellen reassured her. “All you do is fold and press and turn. It's simple, and the more you work on it, the better it gets, and the more relaxed you feel.”

      Erin nodded. I could use some relaxation. As Ellen had said, the process proved to be simple. After only a few tries, Erin got the hang of it. Letting her mind wander, she pummeled and stretched the dough while Ellen turned to another bowl of flour.

      “What are you working on?” Erin asked.

      “Pie crusts,” Ellen replied. “They're a little more complicated than bread and nearly the opposite to make. If you overwork a pie crust, it will turn tough, so you have to blend in the butter gently without melting it.”

      She demonstrated, using a funny little tool with a handle and five tiny, blunt blades—thin as wires—which wrapped around in a semicircle. With this, she cut the fat into the flour. “Then you add just a little bit of ice-cold water… but not the ice… like this.” She scooped carefully with a tablespoon, dripped the water onto the flour and butter, and stirred gently with a fork. “And then gather it up, wrap it, and chill it. Tomorrow we can fill it with the apple and pumpkin pie fillings we made last night and bake them, at 350 degrees until they're golden brown.”

      “Where did you learn to do all this, Mrs. Murphy?” Erin asked, flipping the bread dough over yet again.

      “From my mother,” the older woman replied as she patted the crust into two circles and wrapped them in plastic wrap.

      “And you taught it to Danny?” Erin guessed. No wonder I like the Murphys. They do things together, and it's one way they show they care.

      “Yes, of course. It's our legacy,” Ellen agreed, “but today she wasn't up to it. I think she's a little under the weather.” Ellen placed the dough rounds into the fridge and returned to Erin, showing her how to divide the dough into balls to create cloverleaf rolls.

      “You might be right. She did seem awfully quiet in English today. Normally she answers all the questions.” Erin grinned as she created three equal-sized balls and dropped them into the muffin tin. “I'm glad you're teaching me to do this. It's… fun.” Erin found it powerfully moving to be included in a Murphy tradition that had been passed from mother to daughter for untold generations. It made her feel, in some small way, like part of the family.
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      Late that evening, Erin woke with a start. A strange sound—a kind of low moaning—dragged her up from deep slumber. Light from the bathroom spilled into the hallway with an eye-piercing glare. Pulling on her slippers, Erin went to investigate.

      Sheridan sat on the bathroom floor, hugging her knees and keening softly. The stench of vomit made Erin want to gag too.

      “Danny are you all right?” she asked after several convulsive swallows.

      “Noooo!” her friend wailed.

      Erin swept a sweaty blond curl from her friend's forehead. “What's wrong, sweetie? Are you sick?”

      “I've been sick for days. I can't shake it. I can't hide it anymore.” Sheridan's breath came so fast, Erin feared she was near hyperventilation.

      “Why are you trying to hide it?” she demanded. “If you're sick, tell your parents. Have them take you to the doctor?”

      “No. It's not that. Look.” Sheridan held out a small object.

      Erin stared, aghast at the second pregnancy test—the one she'd tossed into her toiletries when she moved and then completely forgotten in a bathroom drawer. It showed a blue line even darker than Erin's had been.

      Oh, please, not this. Anything but this. “Oh God, Danny, won't this ever end? Please tell me you went to bed with someone,” Erin begged, desperate but knowing the answer before she voiced the question.

      “Of course not. No. It's HIS!” Sheridan's words rose in pitch until she was nearly screaming.

      “Oh shit.” Erin dropped to her haunches and drew her friend into her arms.

      “Why would God do this to me? It's not fair!” Sheridan wailed.

      “You're right, it's not,” Erin agreed.  “Can I do anything?”

      “Get me some water, please,” Sheridan whimpered.

      “Okay. I'll be right back,” she promised, squeezing her friend's shoulder before she padded down the stairs and along the hallway towards the kitchen. Midway there, she changed her mind and turned down the hall that led to Sheridan's parents' bedroom. “Roger, Ellen, please wake up,” she urged softly, knocking on the open door.

      “What is it, Erin?” Ellen asked, sitting up, instantly alert.

      “It's Danny. She's bad. She needs you.”

      “What's wrong?” Roger asked in a slurred, sleepy voice.

      “She's upstairs in the bathroom. Please come.”

      Alarmed, they hurried to their daughter. Erin didn't want to intrude, so she continued to the kitchen and slowly poured a glass of water. By the time she made it back up, she could see the truth had been revealed. In the hallway outside the bathroom, the three sat on the floor, Ellen holding her daughter and rocking while Roger had a hand on each woman's shoulder. Erin set the water on the floor beside them and returned to her room. Even though the clock beside the bed read 12:47 am, she called Sean.

      “Hello? Baby is that you?” he asked, his voice thick with sleep and sexy.

      “Yeah.” The word emerged as a choked whimper.

      “What's up?”

      I can't tell him this over the phone, she realized. It'll have to wait until morning.  “I feel sad and I wanted to hear your voice. I'm sorry I woke you.”

      “It's okay, baby. I feel a little sad too. Here's this big empty bed and you're not in it.” He yawned audibly.

      “Oh man, that sounds great. I love you.”

      “I love you too. Go back to sleep, okay?” Sean urged.

      “Okay, good night.”
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      Sean arrived around ten the next morning. Erin met him outside and smuggled him quickly into his old room before anyone could see them. She wrapped her arms around his neck, and he held her gently.

      “Something's up, Erin. What's going on?”

      “Kiss me.”

      He pressed his lips to hers.

      She clung to him, drawing strength from the warmth of his arms around her. Finally, she ended the embrace and from the cradle of his arms said sadly, “Danny's pregnant. That asshole knocked her up.”

      Sean reacted as though he'd been hit. His body rocked backwards from the shock. “Oh my God. Do Mom and Dad know?”

      “Yes,” she admitted in a sniffle. “She found out last night. She got really sick, and that's how she realized.”

      Sean struggled visibly with his composure, his throat convulsing. Finally, he gritted out, “This just isn't right. Why does she have to suffer so much?”

      “I don't understand it. This, I get.” She gestured towards her belly. “We did this to ourselves, but why Danny?”

      “I don't know. Damn it. I just don't know.” He hugged Erin tight, his breathing harsh and ragged.

      “I have to get back to the food in a moment,” she said. “I don't want anything to burn, but please can you kiss me one more time?”

      “Food? What do you mean?” Sean stared at her, blinking, one eyebrow lifted in confusion.

      “No one felt like cooking, so I'm doing my best. Your mom showed me a whole bunch of things, and all the recipes are sitting on the counter. It'll probably be terrible.”

      Sean's confusion warmed to a sad smile. “You're the most amazing girl. I would love to put a big, sparkly diamond on your finger right now and show everyone.”

      “You could any time you want. I hate pretending.”

      “Do you want to tell them about us now?” Sean suggested. “We can. It's not going to be a secret much longer anyway.”

      “Yes,” Erin agreed, “but not today. Today has been hard enough.”

      “You're right. Come here, baby.” He kissed her hard. In some indefinable way, his lips on hers seemed to invigorate her flagging strength. Even in the face of unimaginable trauma, a glow of hope flared to life in Erin's heart. She clung to him another endless moment, drawing as much strength as she could from the impossible gift of Sean's love, then slipped reluctantly out of his arms and returned to the kitchen.
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      Later that evening the family gathered in the living room and she played for them, hoping to distract them and earning herself a measure of solace as well. She managed to lose herself in her music and forget the overwhelming problems they all faced. After the impromptu concert, Erin put her oboe away.

      “Family conference in the den,” Roger informed her.

      “Don't worry, I'll stay out of the way,” she promised, and then glanced in his direction to see his head tilted in confusion.

      “Sheridan specifically requested you be part of it,” he informed her. “Besides, it's a family conference. I'm pretty sure you're family.”

      Erin's eyes stung. She couldn't make herself work through the implications, so she deliberately blanked her mind, ran her oboe back up to her room, and entered the den, perching on the fireplace hearth. From there, she had a perfect view across the room to Sean, sprawled beside his sister against the arm of the sofa. The urge to go to him and snuggle up almost broke Erin's resistance, but she restrained herself.

      “Mom, Dad, I hope you're not planning to cancel your shopping day tomorrow,” Sheridan told her parents firmly. “Nothing is different from this time yesterday; I just understand more. I know how much you both look forward to the Black Friday sales. I want you to do it.”

      “That's sweet, dear, but I hate to leave you,” Mrs. Murphy replied, clearly building herself up to insisting she wasn't going anywhere.

      “I won't do anything drastic, I swear,” Sheridan assured her mother. “I need time to process this, and I want to think without anyone hovering over me. I don't know why this had to happen, but there's no point dwelling on the past. The thing to do is move forward, but I have to decide what moving forward means.”

      “Danny,” Erin said softly, “I know how you feel about… abortion, but no one would blame you under these circumstances.”

      Sheridan's face contorted, and Erin knew her friend's soul was hurting, twisted as it was with unanswerable questions. “I know. I need time to think. Alone!”

      Erin accepted Sheridan's comments with a dip of the chin. “Okay. You know, I don't have anywhere to go tomorrow. I'll stay here if you want. I promise I won't bother you, but at least if you… need someone, I'll be in the house.”

      “That would make me feel a lot better, Erin,” Ellen told her.

      “I'll come over too,” Sean offered. “In fact, I'm staying the night. I can't hang out in my apartment and watch football while my family goes through hard times. I'll crash in Jason's room.” He glanced at Erin.

      I know what he's telling me. He's worried about his sister, but he's also worried about my ability to handle everything. I'll definitely need his support.

      “Ellen, we should go,” Roger told his wife. “It's fifteen minutes away, not in another country.”

      “But what if there's an emergency…” Ellen started, fretful mother mode fully activated.

      “I'm not a baby,” Sheridan insisted. “I'm still seventeen and old enough to stay home for the morning while my parents shop. I promise not to throw any last-minute parties.” Her tone held enough bite to turn her joke into something darker. No one laughed.

      “I'll lend you my cell phone,” Erin volunteered, digging the device out of her pocket and crossing the room to offer it to them.

      “You see,” Roger said, accepting the phone. “If there's an emergency, Sean or Erin can call. We won't be out of touch for a moment. Sheridan is almost an adult, and she has to make this decision for herself. Stop hovering.”

      Sheridan sniffled a broken sob.

      Enough talk. Erin turned and shuffled across the polished wooden floor, plunking onto the sofa between Sheridan and Sean. She drew her friend into a hug. Sheridan squeezed her so tight that, for a moment, she couldn't breathe. “Tell me what you need, and I'll do it for you,” she whispered in her friend's ear.

      “Just be here,” Sheridan said. “I don't know what I need except that I need you.”

      “Always.”
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      That night, Erin struggled to relax. It wasn't the sorrow over Sheridan's crisis pregnancy that interrupted her sleep. It was the knowledge that Sean—her beautiful, perfect Sean—lay on the other side of the wall. Her body screamed at her to go to him. It had been a while since they had been alone together, and she wanted to make love… now!

      She tried to restrain herself, knowing Sheridan's parents didn't want her having sex in their house. She didn't want to abuse their hospitality, but she felt like she was on fire.

      Bedsprings squeaked on the other side of the wall. A door opened, and Erin's breath caught.

      The handle on the bedroom door turned, and Sean's muscular frame filled the opening, clad only in a pair of black shorts. He closed the door, moving on silent feet across the carpet, and climbed into the bed beside her, taking her in his arms.

      “I love you, Erin,” he breathed against her ear, “and I need you right now. How quiet can you be?”

      “As quiet as I need to be, to have you with me,” she whispered in response.

      His mouth came down on hers in an endless, tender kiss while his fingers busily opened the buttons of her pajama top. Never releasing her mouth, he slid the garment from her shoulders and pressed her against him so her small breasts rubbed on his chest. Her hands slid inside the waistband of his shorts, lowering them so she could touch the silky skin of his lower back, and so his erection could press enticingly against her belly. She sighed with pleasure. Sex with Sean is one of the greatest joys in my life.

      He ended the kiss and she protested softly, trying to cling to him. In the darkness, she saw the flash of his teeth as he grinned at her eagerness. He grasped her pajama bottoms, and she lifted her hips so he could pull them from her. Then she lay back on the bed, nude and spread out before him, her dark hair spilling over the pillows.
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      Sean gazed down at his beloved. Her beauty is so arousing.

      Then more details registered, and he frowned. She should be getting rounder—she's almost three months pregnant after all—but instead, she's thinner than ever. He could see each rib even in the darkness of the room, and her hip bones stood out in sharp relief. The strain must be too much for her to bear. I'll have to help her get back in balance starting tomorrow. It's not good for her or the baby to be so malnourished. But nothing could be done about it tonight, and the desire had grown volcanic between them.

      He quickly shucked his shorts and knelt between her thighs, leaning over her to caress and fondle her nipples.

      Erin's breath caught. As always, she responded eagerly to his gentle touches. He leaned forward to kiss and suckle first one straining peak and then the other before kissing his way down her belly, lower until his mouth pressed against her intimate flesh. He parted those lips with his tongue and began to tease her clitoris.
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      Erin had to concentrate hard on keeping her breathing silent as Sean went down on her. It was one of the most intense sensations she had ever experienced, and it just kept building higher, especially when he slid two fingers inside her.

      A soft sound escaped, and she brought her hand to her mouth, biting her knuckle in an attempt not to scream as she neared orgasm. One more firm lick sent her over the edge. She panted but held in her cry as pleasure rocked her.

      Before the spasms died away, Sean's fingers withdrew, and he quickly replaced them with his sex.

      Drenched and ready, her body allowed him easy entry. He plunged deep, fast, sealing his mouth over hers to prevent her from making a sound.

      Even though they had made love so often over the last couple of months, Sean remained a little too big for Erin. He normally entered her slowly, but tonight there was no time.

      He does need me, she realized. He took what he needed hard and fast, driving recklessly into her.

      If it hadn't been for his mouth on hers, Erin would have awakened the whole house. Sean's powerful thrusting hurt a little at first, but as she adjusted, it began to feel amazing. She had never been so full before, not just in her body—stretched to its limit—but in her heart. She had never been well-loved until Sean, and she adored him beyond any limits.

      She had no doubt that despite his talk of marriage, their relationship would end someday. She simply wasn't interesting enough to keep him forever, but she would have him now, tonight. And in the future, she would have his child, a little piece of him that was hers forever, and it was enough.

      The flames of Erin's desire increased, burning her up, bringing her to another hard, wild climax that bowed her body. Her back arched, pressing Sean even deeper inside her and he growled softly against her lips as he let go, allowing his pleasure to reach its peak.

      It took many minutes for them to calm down from a loving so intense. Finally, the pounding of their hearts quieted, and their breathing returned to normal.

      “Did I hurt you?” Sean whispered in Erin's ear.

      “No. It was amazing,” she replied under her breath. “Do you have to leave right away?”

      “I would love to hold you all night,” he breathed, his expression filled with tenderness, “but that isn't the way I want to tell them about us.”

      “I know.”

      “I'll stay until you're sleeping, okay, baby?”

      “That would be perfect.”

      They cuddled together. At last, Erin relaxed enough to let sleep claim her.
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      On the far side of the wall, Sheridan also lay awake. She had heard every soft sound and knew exactly what it meant. Despite her convictions, she didn't begrudge her brother and best friend their pleasure

      It sounded… interesting: wild, sweet, and comforting. I don't know if I will ever heal enough to want to sleep with a man, but Sean and Erin give me hope that someday I might.
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      Erin woke late the next morning and discovered to her surprise that she lay nude under the covers. Guess I forgot to get dressed, but it was so warm and comfortable in Sean’s arms. She grinned and quickly pulled her pajamas back on so she could head to the bathroom.

      An uncomfortable twinge tightened her belly. That was some wild loving last night. Her grin turned to a smirk. It isn't bad having sex so powerful you can still feel it the next day. I need to pee, though, which is nothing new these days. She also felt strangely wet. Of course, it's not surprising. It must just be Sean's semen running down my thigh. She lowered her pants and glanced down. A red streak had already trickled halfway to her knee.

      She sat down quickly on the toilet, not wanting to get blood on the floor. “Sean!” she called.

      There was a knock on the door. “Erin, are you all right?” Sheridan asked, knocking on the door.

      “Get Sean, please, Danny,” Erin begged.

      “Okay.”

      A moment later Sean appeared outside the door. “Erin, what's going on?”

      “I'm bleeding,” she moaned, hunching over, clutching her cramping belly.

      He entered the room, and his expression turned to dismay as he saw the blood she had already passed into the toilet. “What's happening?”

      Erin sucked in several deep breaths, trying not to panic. “I don't know. I need to call the clinic emergency line. Please get me my purse and the cordless phone.”

      He returned within moments and Erin quickly fished out a business card so she could dial the call center. She explained her situation and was transferred to the labor and delivery desk at the hospital.

      “Hello? What can I do for you?” a calm, soothing female voice spoke into the phone.

      “I'm about ten weeks pregnant. This morning I started bleeding.” She could hear the frantic note in her tone.

      “How bad is it?” the voice asked.

      Think, Erin. Try to stay rational. “Like a heavy period.” A sharp pain gripped her, and she moaned. Sean placed his hand on the back of her neck.

      “Do you have cramping too?”

      “Yes. It hurts pretty bad.” Erin rubbed her belly in slow circles.

      “Okay, it sounds like you're having a miscarriage,” the woman said.

      Erin's attempt not to panic collapsed. Her breath came in wild pants and her fists clenched. “Oh, God. What do I do?”

      The voice didn't lose one iota of calm. “There's nothing to do, really. Just wait it out. It shouldn't take long. I know it's scary, but this isn't an emergency. There's no reason for you to come to the hospital for it. Are you alone?”

      “No.” She gripped Sean's free hand in hers and squeezed hard. “My boyfriend is here and a friend also.”

      “That's good. Okay, just go with it unless you start bleeding heavily, like more than one maxi pad's worth every half hour, or if you feel faint. Then have someone drive you over here quick… but that probably won't happen.”

      A horrible thought occurred to Erin. “Did I cause this? We had sex last night.” Oh God, please don't let me have hurt my baby!

      “No, you didn't,” the anonymous voice reassured her. “Sex during pregnancy is safe. This was going to happen anyway.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. Listen, once it's over, you need to bring in… whatever you deliver to the clinic. We need to examine it and make sure nothing was left behind because that can cause infection.”

      “Okay.” Erin sucked in air, waiting for the next comment, but the phone went dead. That's it? That's all the support I get? Oh, God.

      She lifted her eyes and saw Sean hovering over her, his face contorted with worry. “What is it, baby?”

      Erin sniffled. “I'm miscarrying. There's nothing they can do. They said just to wait it out here.”

      “Really?” He looked as appalled as she felt, his mouth turning down and eyebrows drawing together.

      “Yeah. I can't believe it.” Erin whimpered in distress. Whirling thoughts transformed into tight shoulders and jaw, and the ache in her belly ratcheted up to a new level.

      Sean moved to lay his hands on Erin's shoulders. Sheridan stood nearby trying to support her friend with her presence.

      Erin breathed slowly through increasing pressure that twisted her belly, and all the while a constant prayer, like a litany, repeated in her mind. God, please, don't take my baby. Please don't take him. And yet the pains continued, drawing her closer minute by minute to the inevitable conclusion.

      About an hour later, she felt a popping sensation and a gush of fluid, followed by strong pressure. She pushed and something large lodged itself inside her vagina. She pushed again and delivered into her hands a mass of bloody tissue about the size of an apple. She regarded the gruesome object before curiosity compelled her to turn it over. A sharp cry of disbelief forced its way out of her as the movement revealed a tiny, mostly formed human about the size of Sean's thumb. It had a head and body, eyes, and arms and legs with hands and feet. She could recognize the beginnings of fingers and toes. It lay limp and completely still.

      Erin bit her lip at the sight of her baby. You're so perfect. Why do you have to be dead? A tear slid down her cheek as she realized, finally, what she'd been privileged to hold, and what she'd lost.

      “Okay, I know what I have to do now,” Sheridan breathed. She fled to her room and shut the door.

      Sean had been silent up to this point. His face showed the devastation she felt. “Did I do this? I was so rough with you last night.”

      “No, Sean, you didn't. I asked, and the nurse said it was going to happen anyway. Us having sex right before was a coincidence. We need to take… this… to the hospital to be sure it's intact, okay?” She indicated what she held; the loss of all their dreams fit in the palm of her hand.

      He gulped and met her eyes. “How are you going to go anywhere? You're still bleeding.”

      “I know. Can you please get me some clothes?”

      He did, and she reluctantly handed him the baby with its unpleasant mass of placenta so she could clean up and dress. Opening the under-sink cabinet, she found a selection of maxi pads. She grabbed the overnight size and hoped for the best.

      Sean was still staring at his dead child when Erin returned from the bedroom in her jeans and sweater. His eyes burned red and his chest sucked inward with every breath.

      We both made peace with this pregnancy, with what it would mean for us. He wanted this little one as much as I did. The sight of Sean's devastation clenched Erin's heart tighter. What are we going to do now?
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      At the clinic, a kind nurse practitioner examined Erin.

      “This amount of bleeding is normal,” she said, “and the fetus and placenta are intact. No tissue left behind.”

      Erin accepted the information with a dull nod.

      “Do you have any idea why…?” Sean started and then lapsed back into silence.

      “These things happen, hon, and we usually don't know why. Something about this pregnancy went wrong, probably in the division of cells. Chances are, down the road, you'll be able to conceive and carry a child again with no complications.”

      I don't want another child. I want this one. Tears stalked Erin, but she fought them down. Soon I'll have to let go, but not yet. Not here. “What's next?”

      “You'll need to come back in a week for a blood test,” the nurse practitioner informed her. “And another the week after that. If in that time your hormones normalize—which they almost certainly will—you'll be just fine. I don't suspect you'll have any problems.”

      Her upbeat tone made Erin want to hit her. Don't you know I'll never be fine again? That I'll never return to what I thought was normal?

      “You know,” the nurse told the young couple gently, “this is probably for the best, especially for you, Erin. You're too young to deal with a pregnancy. Please be more careful in the future. You're not ready to be a parent.”

      But I was ready, she fought down the agonized cry. I was ready, willing, even excited. She felt shattered, broken pieces of Erin poised to fall all over the floor. “Can I get on the pill?” she asked, climbing carefully down from the examining table and seating herself on a chair. Sean took her hand. “I don't want this to happen ever again.”

      “You can't yet,” the nurse explained. “If everything is fine after your second blood test in two weeks, then you can. I don't suppose I have to tell you not to have sex again before the bleeding stops?”

      “Of course not,” Sean said. “I wouldn't even ask it of her.”

      The checkup concluded, Sean and Erin returned to his Mustang and he bundled her in. The cold of late November clawed her flesh through her sweater. The air smelled of impending snow, of winter bearing down on them like a white-fleshed monster. Sean drove in silence; a silence Erin felt no inclination to break.

      Back at the house, she exited the car without a word and without waiting for Sean to help her. As they climbed up the stairs, Sheridan poked her head out of her room, and then quickly withdrew it, shutting the door again.

      “It still hurts,” she said, her hand flat on her belly. “I want to lie down.”

      “Of course.” Sean tucked her into his bed and lay beside her, tucking her against his chest. It didn't take much time for her to break down and she cried quiet, endless tears in Sean's arms. He made no move to shush her or to cut off the flow of her misery. He remained still, silent and strong, like a rock that anchored her in place while her world shattered all around her.

      “My God,” Erin wailed. “This must be the worst senior year in the history of high school.”

      “I know,” Sean agreed. “The nurse was right though. This is for the best. You can go to college where you want now.” He stroked his fingers over her arm as he spoke, but his words, well-intended though they might have been, provoked rather than comforted.

      She rolled over and glared. “I don't care about that. I want my baby back.”

      She instantly regretted her harsh tone as agony flashed in his eyes, but he continued trying to reason with her. “Later, when you're finished with your degree. If you still want a baby then, I promise to give you one, okay?”

      She didn't answer. That's a long time from now.
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      By midafternoon, Erin decided to stop feeling sorry for herself. There's still a lot going on, and I need to act normal. Besides, the Murphys will probably be home soon and I don't want them to find me in bed with Sean. They've been through enough. The thought of leaving his embrace brought fresh tears to her eyes, but she shook them off and dragged herself upright.

      She showered and then constructed a sandwich out of the leftover turkey. Eating it made her feel marginally better.

      Roger and Ellen returned to the house about an hour after that, quickly carrying bags into their bedroom to hide them. At that point Sheridan emerged, her eyes red, but her face composed.

      “Can you guys come into the living room please,” she asked solemnly.

      They trailed after her like lost ducklings. Or at least, that's how I feel, Erin thought as she perched in the armchair.

      “I know what I need to do,” Sheridan announced, leaning her back against the wall, “and I hope to have everyone's support. I'm going to have this baby, but I'm not going to keep it. This is no situation for a child to grow up in. I'm going to find a family to adopt my baby.”

      “Are you sure that's what you want, Danny?” Erin asked.

      Sheridan gave her a long, speaking look.

      She fell silent.

      “Of course, dear. I agree that's probably best,” Ellen said, “and we do support you.”

      Roger nodded.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 10
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      “F sharp, not natural, dummy,” Erin muttered to herself, setting her oboe on her lap and making an ostentatious circle on her music with a dull pencil. “You'll sound like the big, smart musician if you can't even handle a simple accidental.”

      She lifted the instrument to her mouth and played the offending phrase correctly five times, to offset the mistake and re-establish a memory of doing it right. The Murphys are incredibly patient with the oboe music coming from the upstairs bedroom by the hour. My parents would have been howling by now.

      Guess Ellen and Roger are busy with Sheridan… she said she was meeting with some prospective adoptive parents. She sure has thrown her heart and all her brains into finding that baby the perfect family. Erin tried to imagine such a thing and failed. She's stronger than I ever knew.

      Shaking her head, Erin packed up the oboe. A fine trembling had begun in the tips of her fingers, but she ignored it. Oboe. Check. Music. Check. Lunch. In the fridge. Note for the Murphys… Gathering up her supplies, she made her way down to the kitchen, found the ever-present notepad beside the phone, and wrote, Dear Ellen, I have the All-State Audition today, so I'll be gone this afternoon and phones are not allowed. I have a date as well. I'll see you at curfew. Erin.
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