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Chapter 1

	One Lone Girl

	 

	I had run out of excuses. It was time to go home.

	Campus security must have thought so, too. They were on their third loop past me in the last half hour. The other students had abandoned the conservatory this morning, fleeing for the summer. Buildings were locked down. Faculty were headed to whatever it was they had lined up for the next three months. Yet one lone girl remained behind, sitting on a wrought iron bench at the edge of the quad, flanked by glossy green magnolias and vivid pink azaleas.

	I stood and rolled my neck. After grabbing my backpack, I walked to the only car in an otherwise deserted parking lot. Soon, I was leaving campus and driving south on the highway to Raleigh, radio blaring my guilty pleasure station, singing along with Elton John.

	Three hours later, I turned into our gated community and continued through narrow lanes until I reached a quiet cul-de-sac at the rear. Our house was ablaze with light. My parents hadn't left for their cocktail party.

	Was I ready to see them?

	Was I ready for them to see me?

	No and no.

	When a car honked behind me, I made a U-turn, circled back through the neighborhood, and slipped into the clubhouse parking lot. Another half-hour went by before Dad’s SUV crept around the corner and passed through the gate.

	I drove home and eased into the third garage stall. Unload now or postpone until morning?

	The cello couldn’t stay in the garage overnight. I lifted its case and my backpack and went inside.

	The kitchen was dim, spotlessly clean, and smelled of lavender. The table in the breakfast nook held a porcelain vase filled with blue hydrangea. Three spotlights illuminated the island and a fuchsia Post-it with a message for me.

	There’s a caprese salad in fridge. We’ll be home by 10.

	I shuddered with relief, glad to be alone for two whole hours. Bypassing the music studio, I carried my cello upstairs and propped it in a corner of my bedroom.

	From the top of the vanity table came an impatient meow. My cat glared, thumped her tail, and stretched in all her Maine-coon-mix glory.

	“Hey, girl, did you miss me?” I went to her, eager to cuddle. Jackie feigned disinterest, no doubt in punishment for my lengthy absence, but her attitude didn’t last more than a second. She rose, arched her back, then graciously accepted a chin scratch and tail tug. Her point made, she collapsed again.

	It didn’t take long to haul my belongings from the car to the walk-in closet. Two suitcases. The bedding for an overlong twin-sized bed. Five cartons of junk I’d accumulated over my sophomore year. And a pair of textbooks I couldn’t bring myself to sell.

	Finally, that chore was done and, with it, my flagging energy. I flicked off the lights, lay sideways on the bed, and snuggled with Jackie.

	“You have the summer of my dreams, girl. Eat and sleep. Sleep and eat.”

	Jackie batted my hand and left a scratch.

	Ouch. “You’re getting a pedicure too.”

	Without bothering to read the half-dozen texts on my phone, I let my parents know I was Home. Mom and Dad would be upset that I’d so clearly avoided them this evening, and I was sorry about that. But it was better this way. Really.

	I felt wrong. Off. Like I had a bruise with no explanation for how I got it. And as much as I wished otherwise, I couldn’t ignore it, because the bruise hurt. Refused to fade.

	For months, I’d been trying to explain away my low mood. College was exhausting. I’d had the normal obligations of any student: classes, assignments, and exams. But for me, there were also the unending demands of a music major. Cello lessons. Ensemble rehearsals. Attendance at recitals. With the semester over, I wouldn’t be able to hide behind those excuses any longer.

	If Dad tuned in, he would observe me for a day or two, then probe gently. Mom, however, would bulldoze in and discuss it to death. And I just couldn’t. Not tonight. Insomnia was my new worst friend. More than anything, I could use a solid night’s sleep. I was pinning my hopes on this bed.

	I’d nearly drifted off when the air hummed with a faint vibration. I listened hard. Definitely the whine of a garage door.

	Jackie shot into the hallway to investigate, and I followed. Downstairs, a door rattled. Voices murmured in the kitchen. My parents must’ve left the party the instant they received my text. I backed into my room and locked the door quietly.

	Footsteps creaked on the stairs. Shuffled to a stop outside my bedroom.

	Please don’t knock. Please leave me alone.

	A minute passed before the footsteps continued down the hall. I sprawled on the bed and dragged a sheet up to my shoulders, grateful the interrogation had been postponed. Maybe by morning, I’d be prepared.

	 

	The transition from asleep to awake took several minutes. I was aware of dim light pressing against crusty lids, cool air brushing my face, and a body aching everywhere.

	I peered at the china clock on top of my dresser. Quarter past ten. I’d channel-surfed last night until somewhere past two, before sleep had finally claimed me.

	Groaning, I flopped onto my back. I wasn’t exactly a charming person to be around in the morning. I should’ve planned a better time to tangle with my mother, but it was too late to rethink it now. Should I shower? Or tolerate a scolding?

	Hide the bruise.

	I compromised by swiping at my armpits with a soapy washcloth, pairing yesterday’s shorts with a clean top, and scraping my hair into a ponytail. That was as good as it would get. I went downstairs.

	My mother stood next to the cooktop, chopping fresh herbs and flinging them into a glass bowl.

	“Morning, Mom.”

	No response.

	I hesitated in the kitchen’s center, looking for an indication she would welcome a hug, but she kept her back to me. Message received. She’d make me pay for staying in my room last night. I put on a Mona Lisa smile and sat at the kitchen table. Jackie joined me, demanding affection.

	“You arrived home later than we expected.”

	Okay, not a great way to start our first conversation but we could go there. “I ate with my suitemate before I left.” Completely true. She hadn’t been in a big hurry either.

	“Did you not know we were waiting?”

	“I texted about my plans.”

	She side-eyed me. “You were avoiding us.”

	“I wanted to move in alone.”

	Hurt shadowed her face as she stalked to the refrigerator, jerked it open, and retrieved a package. Returning to her spot at the stovetop, she unwrapped the butcher paper to reveal a beef roast. One of my favorites.

	An uncomfortable fullness pounded in my sinuses. She was happy to have me home and, after the semester I’d suffered through, I was relieved to be home. But I felt fragile. As much as I didn't want to hurt my parents, I had to protect me.

	“You should eat.”

	I slid from the chair and walked to the pantry, moving precisely, like a drunk minus the alcohol. Since most breakfast foods required an effort to prepare, I picked a granola bar.

	“When was the last time you washed your hair?”

	And it starts. “I’ll shower later.”

	“How were your exams?”

	Predictable question. Stay calm. “Fine.”

	“So your grades—?”

	“Will be fine.”

	The food processor whirled in three bursts. Glass clinked. Aluminum foil crinkled.

	“You forgot to sync your calendar with mine.”

	The granola bar shattered into bits. I hadn’t expected her to raise that particular question so soon. It had been stupid to think she’d let it slide. “I didn’t forget. They’re synced.”

	“What?” She spun to face me. “There is only one event booked.”

	After spending half my life chasing a professional music career, this would be the first summer where I’d insisted on handling my own calendar. I had deliberately limited what I would do. I entered (and won) only one competition. It came with a cash prize and a solo with the Green Mountain Orchestra. “That’s all I scheduled.”

	“What about festivals? Church services? Concerts?”

	“I didn’t pursue anything else. One event is enough.”

	“That is…ridiculous.” She set the knife on the cutting board, snatched a dishcloth, and wiped her hands. “What were you thinking? You were approached with other good offers.”

	A chill slithered down my spine. “Yes, I was. How do you know that?”

	She lifted her chin, not an ounce of remorse in sight. “I have coordinated your schedule for years. I hear things.”

	“You don’t handle my schedule anymore.” Had she been contacted directly? Or did she still have access to my email? Not that the answer mattered much. Either way, she’d stayed involved behind my back. Time to get angry. “Were you checking up on me?”

	“I told your father we were allowing you too much responsibility.”

	“So that would be a yes.”

	“You have failed—”

	I smacked my palm on the table. “Stop!”

	We both gaped at each other.

	She recovered first, her eyes narrowing furiously. “Your behavior is inappropriate.”

	I sucked in a calming breath. Searched for a memory of ever yelling at my mother. And…nope. Hadn’t happened before. “Listen to me, Mom. There will be one event. One. I’m taking the rest of the summer as a vacation.”

	“It’s unacceptable to spend the summer idle, Benita Kate.” She went back to her knife and chopped with vigor, effectively dismissing me. “When I’m done here, I will make calls and salvage some opportunities.”

	What?

	Would she really disregard everything I’d said?

	Anger melted into disbelief. I ran upstairs to my room, curled on the side of the bed, and stared at the wall with aching eyes. My mother could forward as many “opportunities” as she liked, but I wouldn’t accept a single one.

	I would win the war over my summer.

	 

	A pinging phone awakened me from a mid-day nap. I glanced at the screen.

	Mark: Busy?

	Even sleepy, I would never pass up an opportunity to see Mark Lewis.

	Me: Not busy

	Mark: Olde Tyme Grill in 15?

	Pushing upright, I grimaced at my reflection in the mirror. I hadn’t made it into the shower. Mark wouldn’t care. Fresh clothes and scented lotion should do the trick.

	Me: On my way

	I parked next to his truck in Old Tyme Grill’s potholed lot. Inside, the familiar odors of grilled beef and fried potatoes rolled over me in a wave of nostalgia. Our group of friends had used this place in high school as an off-campus study hall. Only four years ago, but it seemed like longer.

	At the rear of the dining area, Mark leaned against our favorite booth, his smile wide. I pasted on a matching smile and hurried to him.

	“Hey.” He pulled me into his arms and hugged me like he meant it.

	“Hi.” I gave into the pleasure of this feeling—the pure happiness of an old friend’s embrace. I hugged back, then eased away. We slid onto the worn red vinyl of opposite benches.

	“It’s been a while since we’ve seen each other,” he said.

	“Since Christmas break.”

	“You look great.”

	“Thanks.” I didn’t, but I knew he wasn’t lying. He really believed it. I gestured to the items crowding the table top. “For me?”

	“Yeah. I don’t think it’s possible to be at Olde Tyme Grill without fries and tea. Go ahead and eat while we get the boring stuff out of the way. Tell me about school.”

	“It was fine. Exams wore me out.” Not the whole truth, but the rest fell outside the boring label. “Congratulations. You’re a college graduate.”

	His eyes brightened. “A Bachelor of Social Work.”

	“Soon to be someone’s husband.”

	“Yeah. I can’t wait.” He brushed at the ring finger of his left hand. It had a tattoo of interlocking S’s. A band of ink.

	“Wow. Let me see. When did you get a tattoo?”

	“In December, after I gave Susanna the engagement ring. She got one too.”

	I couldn’t imagine the kind of persuasion that would have taken. “How is the bride?”

	“Beautiful.” He ducked his head, as if dazed by his good fortune. “Perfect.”

	Aww. He was besotted. I was envious. “Is she busy with wedding plans?”

	“No, we’re leaving it to Mom and Gran to fight for supremacy. Susanna and I will simply show up. Oh, and hey. Thanks for the music. I don’t know many people who can say they have a famous cellist playing at their wedding.”

	“I’m not famous. But I am looking forward to it.” Really looking forward to it. Anticipation was giving me a high. I hadn’t been this excited about a performance in months. I snagged a fry the size of a breadstick and twirled it in ketchup. “How’s the job search going?”

	His face fell. “Not good. I’ve applied for everything in the area I remotely qualify for. And...nothing. No calls, no interviews, no emails.”

	“Fortunately, there’s no hurry. Susanna’s making an income, and once you’re married, she can carry you on her health insurance. Right? Don’t paramedics get full benefits?”

	“Yes to both, but I don’t want my wife taking care of me.”

	“Whoa. Wait. Please tell me you haven’t said something like that in Susanna’s earshot.”

	He shrugged.

	“And yet, she’s still marrying you.” Susanna must have mellowed. A lot. “When the roles were reversed a few years ago, you didn’t mind taking care of her.”

	“No, but she minded.” He snorted. “You’re right. That sounded worse than I intended, so I’ll rephrase. I want to get a job that uses my degree and not be a burden on my wife.”

	He’d taken his last-ever final exam three days ago. He ought to relax. “Isn’t the government always hiring social workers?”

	“For Child Protective Services. I prefer to work with adults.”

	How weirdly ironic. He desperately wanted a job, and I desperately did not.

	His phone buzzed. As he read the message, his demeanor changed, grumpiness flipping to joy. “Susanna and Logan are here. They’re coming in.” His phone buzzed again. “Shit.” He looked up. “I forgot to tell you about him.”

	“I know who Logan is.” Susanna spoke highly of her training officer. The best paramedic. The best teacher.

	Mark’s gaze was locked on the entrance. “He plays the guitar.”

	“Okay?” Not sure why I needed to know.

	Mark popped to his feet, his grin adorably sweet. Two people stood at the door, dressed in matching blue shirts and black cargo pants. The shorter one—by a foot—was Mark’s fiancée. Susanna hurried toward us, flashing me a smile before launching into his arms.

	She permitted a modest peck of a kiss, her cheeks faintly pink from the PDA, then turned to me. “Hello, Benita. How are you?”

	It wasn’t a throwaway line with her. “I’m good.”

	“Truly?”

	“Yeah.” My throat clogged with emotion. I’d missed her.

	The other paramedic stopped at the edge of our circle. I had an impression of a big man, five or six inches taller than me, the movement of his body precise and controlled.

	He nodded. “Mark.”

	“Logan. This is my friend, Benita.”

	The man’s assessing gaze swept me head to toe. “Hello.”

	“Hi.” I studied him with the same clinically-detached thoroughness. Logan looked like a younger version of Henry Golding. Sexy brown eyes. Dark hair cut short on the sides and longer on top. Filled out his uniform nicely. I felt a prick of curiosity and immediately dismissed it. Susanna would finish her training soon. I wasn’t likely to see him again.

	She nudged Mark toward their bench, then slipped in beside him. Logan dragged a chair over from another table and sat at the booth’s end. I pressed my back to the wall to keep them all in view.

	With her gaze on me, she elbowed Mark. “Did you tell Benita?”

	“Not yet.” He winced at me, his expression apologetic. “Susanna asked Logan to play at the wedding.”

	I stiffened in shock. They asked Logan to play. Instead of me?

	No. That didn’t make sense. Mark had just thanked me.

	The same Mark who is now staring at me guiltily.

	Bowing my head, I faked an interest in the fries, anything to hide my reaction, because this was…soul-crushing. I sucked my lips into my mouth and fought the urge to cry.

	Why were they giving the music to Logan? Were they worried that my kind of music wasn’t right for them?

	I could hardly breathe. The promise of being a part of their wedding day had gotten me through the semester. “I understand.” I didn’t.

	“Duets,” Logan said. A man of few words.

	Wait. Duets?

	I frowned at him. “With me?”

	“Yes.” His eyebrow arched.

	I stared, trying to process the word. Duets.

	“Will you mind?” Susanna asked.

	Mind? Yes. When Mark called to ask me in January, I had been thrilled. Had neglected my class assignments to design and practice a program. It would have been the perfect wedding gift to my two best friends. Maybe they hadn’t intended this news as a rejection, but it felt like it just the same. I hid my clenched hands in my lap and said, “No, it’s fine.”

	She studied me a moment, then nodded. “Thank you. I’m sure it will be lovely.”

	Logan leaned forward and rested his forearms on the table. His gaze dropped to my fists, then back to my face, his expression unreadable.

	“So, babe,” Mark said, “Did you get called to the pileup on I-540?”

	“Yes, we did. Five cars with multiple injuries.”

	Logan shifted his attention to them. “It straddled the county line. Susanna got her first real experience with Durham County EMS.”

	Grateful to Mark for changing the subject, I gave myself something to do, placing four fries on a stack of napkins and painting them with a spiral of ketchup. Logan was using complete sentences now, speaking in a smooth baritone, gesturing with his lean hands. While his facial expressions might be neutral, his voice was not. The man loved his job.

	I only half-listened to their teasing and laughter, my thoughts obsessed with duets. Could the pieces I’d chosen be adapted? Would Logan want to make selections of his own?

	“Benita, I’m sorry,” Susanna said. “I haven’t asked about your semester.”

	I looked up. “There’s not much to say. It was busy. I’m glad it’s over.”

	“Is everything alright? You seem distracted.”

	Yes, I was distracted. I’d been blindsided by their announcement and had to suck it up in front of a stranger. Should I tell her—?

	Two pagers went off.

	Logan leapt from the chair and carried it back to its table as he read the message. “I’ll drive,” he said, already weaving through the dining room.

	When Susanna started to follow, Mark caught her hand. “Babe?”

	She leaned close and whispered in his ear.

	“Me too.” He gave her a kiss. Then she was gone, rushing through the tables and out the door.

	I sipped from my tea and waited for him to sit again and refocus on me.

	“What do you think?” he asked.

	“Duets?”

	“Sorry I forgot to mention that.” He grinned, oblivious. “He’s ridiculously good. I mean, not you good. But when he’s on stage, he’s great.” Mark stopped. Cocked his head. “Logan’s playing at the Blue Moon on Monday. You should come with us.”

	“Um...” I swallowed my immediate no. A night out might be fun. I could spend more time with my friends and hear the other half of the wedding duo play. “Okay.”

	“Want us to pick you up?”

	I shook my head. If I had my own car, I controlled when I left.

	“We’ll save you a seat then. Nine o’clock.” He watched me a second. “Seriously, are you upset about the duets? We asked you first. I can talk to Susanna.”

	“I’m fine. Really. Monday will be good.” And maybe, by then, I would have adjusted.


Chapter 2

	Curiosity in Perspective

	 

	The emergency call sent me and Susanna to the home of a teen who’d tried the old Tide pod challenge. The girl had ingested more liquid detergent than the human body was meant to handle—which would be none.

	While I drove, Susanna attended the patient, her voice soothing the girl’s whimpers as her mother hissed at the kid to “shut up.” While I agreed the kid made a stupid choice, she was thirteen. The mom was supposed to be her advocate, not harasser. Probably a good thing I wasn’t close enough for the woman to read my face.

	Even as we rolled the patient into the ER, the woman didn’t let up. I leveled a hard stare at her. “Ma’am?”

	“What?”

	I held her gaze longer than polite. She reddened and fell silent. A physician assistant had joined us and caught the exchange. He gave me a curt nod. Hand-off accomplished.

	As we returned to the truck, Susanna said, “I envy you that skill.”

	“You’ll develop it. Just takes time.”

	“Perhaps. Shall I drive?”

	I circled around to the passenger side, pleased she volunteered more often now. Susanna hadn’t had a driver’s license long and could use the practice.

	Several minutes passed before she spoke again. “I worry about Benita.”

	I studied my partner’s profile. “Why?”

	“She is not like herself. Benita has always been a joyous person. I’ve never seen her so…”

	“Closed off?”

	“Indeed. I shall keep an eye on her and hope it’s merely fatigue.” After slowing to a stop at a traffic light, she turned to me. “You will be rehearsing with her. Will you let me know what you think?”

	I hesitated. Was she asking me to spy on her friend? Not something I was interested in doing. “About what?”

	“I want to know if I’m overreacting.”

	There probably was something up with Benita. Clenched fists and a bowed head weren’t exactly joyous. But was Susanna overreacting? Ten minutes in Benita’s presence wasn’t long enough to know.

	Before I could respond, another call came in, diverting us to a small fire at a home daycare center. Firefighters were already on the scene with six scared toddlers—apparently unhurt—and their injured daycare operator, who had significant burns on her limbs.

	Our shift ended on time. Twenty minutes later, I was climbing the outdoor stairs to my third-floor apartment. Once inside, I went through my end-of-workday routine. Keys hung on their hook. Backpack placed under the kitchen table. Meal pulled from the freezer. I set my last container of beef stew in the microwave to warm.

	Fading sunlight filtered through the window shades, transforming the living area into shapes and shadows. I crossed to the bedroom, stripped off my uniform, changed into shorts, then returned to the kitchen. As I stood there, eating my stew, I considered the sparsely-furnished space serving as my living room, with its collection of silhouettes, the most recognizable belonging to my guitar.

	After today’s shift, did I need music or alcohol?

	I settled on a chair and reached for the guitar. It would take something mindless to help me decompress. I strummed a few chords and let them meander until they formed into a folk ballad. I didn’t sing or think the lyrics, only wanting to absorb the tune. Make it my own.

	As the last note of the experiment died away, I set the guitar aside and slumped into the cushions, finally letting my mind drift to Benita Adams.

	After Susanna asked me to be half of the music duo, I’d subscribed to Benita’s YouTube channel. I wasn’t much of a classical music fan, but I’d binged on every beautiful sound she coaxed from her cello. At the end of each clip—whether performed in a studio or on a concert stage—her eyes would close, lashes dark against her cheeks, her lips curving slowly with delight.

	One of the commenters on the channel described her fashion style as charming with a distinctive twist. Wearing a black designer evening gown with beaded lizard hair clips. Or pairing a long, gauzy skirt with fingerless gloves and Keds covered in hot air balloons. Yet this afternoon at the grill, she'd worn white shorts and a beige tank. Plain. Drab. As if she wanted to blend with the wall. Then she’d gestured with an elegant hand, riveting my attention to a silver bracelet chained to a gold ring on her middle finger. Something about it … Damn. I could hardly look away.

	Both versions of Benita Adams fascinated me.

	Susanna claimed her friend was warm and bubbly, exactly the impression I had from the girl on the videos and not at all the person I’d met at the restaurant. Today’s Benita had been tense. Withdrawn.

	The news about the duets had obviously upset her. There was a story there. Sure, their request required a change in plans, but Benita was a professional. This sort of thing must happen to her often.

	We would play together for a few hours between now and the wedding, then our brief, tenuous connection would be over. Yet here I was, able to recall too many details about her and curious to know more.

	Why was I so aware of Benita Adams?

	She was a rising junior in college—the detail that would keep my curiosity in perspective.

	 

	I was in bed, lights out, when my phone signaled a video call from my middle sister. I overruled my gut reaction to ignore her. “Hey, Jade.”

	“I need help with Dad.”

	I didn’t bother to hide my groan. Our father could take care of himself. “What’s he done?”

	“It’s what he hasn’t done. He’s letting too much slide, Logan. He rarely remembers to buy groceries. He forgets to pay the bills so often that, every time I walk in the house, I cross my fingers the power is still on. The yard is a weed-choked disaster. Worst of all, the twins are...” She paused. “They’re being neglected.”

	I could blow off the first three reasons, but the last one reeled me in. As Jade had known it would. “What do you want me to do?”

	“Come down tomorrow and kick some paternal butt.”

	“Can’t, sorry. I work all weekend.”

	“When, then? It’s been a long time since you’ve been here.”

	I stared into the darkness of my bedroom, uncertain how to respond. In the eighteen months since Mom died, Dad had given up. Not something I could change. But my two youngest siblings were still in high school. They were the ones who suffered when their father barely noticed them. I wouldn’t let it slide. “I could make it down next Friday.”

	“That’s another week!”

	“I have plans.”

	“I’d like to have plans too. What’s that like?”

	I suppressed the urge to swear. Did she ever consider that our dad got away with sitting on his lazy ass because he knew she would handle the basics for him? “Cut him off, Jade.”

	“Great advice. Thanks. Exactly what the twins need.” She hung up.

	After tossing the phone on a side table, I rolled off the bed. I’d gone to bed late, and now I’d be awake even later, trying to dream up solutions for the problem of my father.

	Thunder boomed overhead as I stalked into the living area. I got a beer from the fridge and went out on the screened porch. With my apartment at the rear of the complex, I had a great view of the pine woods separating us from a nearby park. Dropping onto a deck chair, I took a long pull of the beer and let the pounding rain drown out the Jade-induced guilt.




Chapter 3

	The Kinship in Creation

	 

	I entered the kitchen Saturday morning to a room filled with the scent of sweet spices and my mother sitting at the bar, head bent over her iPad. The sun flooding in through the windows and fresh roses on the table teased me with the promise of a good day.

	“I have French toast warming,” Mom said without looking up.

	“Thanks.” I poured a cup of coffee, laced it heavily with cream, then pulled a plate from the warming oven. Thick slices of French toast had been dusted with powdered sugar. Peach compote was drizzled on the side. I carried the plate to the table and offered a silent prayer that whatever my mother was reading would keep her engrossed.

	She swiveled on the bar stool. “You haven’t said anything about college.”

	So…not getting my prayer answered the way I hoped. “Just glad it’s behind me.”

	“You haven’t sent us your grades.”

	I speared a piece of toast and twirled it in the compote, fighting to hold onto the passable mood I’d come in with. “No, I haven’t.”

	“Why?”

	“Because I’m an adult, Mom. I’ve got this.”

	“If we’re paying for your education, we have the right to monitor how you’re doing.”

	Apparently, the federal government didn’t agree. I shrugged and ate another bite.

	“How are things working out with your new cello professor?”

	Professor Rutledge had only been at the conservatory since last fall. When my previous professor left to teach at Juilliard, our administration had considered it a coup to sign him on. Some would say he was one of the finest cellists in the world. Certainly, it was his opinion. But his expertise hadn’t translated to skill as an instructor. “He has an authoritative teaching style.”

	“Oh? That’s not what you’re used to. Are you learning from him?”

	“You could say that.” I’d learned plenty. Not much had been beneficial.

	The man was rigid. I interpret, Miss Adams. You execute.

	Stuck in the past. We play classical. Only and always.

	Misogynist. Your breasts are in the way, Miss Adams. Do something about them.

	“Excellent. I was delighted when I heard he’d be Maryam’s replacement. You’re lucky to have someone of Thurman Rutledge’s caliber.”

	I didn’t feel lucky. It would take me the first half of the summer to recover from what he’d done, and the other half to brace for whatever came next.

	“Morning,” Dad said as he bounded into the kitchen. He crossed to my side and gave me a hug. “How are you, Nita?”

	“It’s good to be home,” I said, perking up. My father smelled shower-fresh and looked nice in his tennis whites.

	He kissed the top of my head, paused, then studied me more closely. “You sure?”

	“Positive.”

	He smiled, his universe restored to order. “Any big plans this weekend?”

	“None, which I’m happy about. I like having nothing to do.”

	“Then enjoy your dull day. Want to join us for brunch at the country club tomorrow?”

	“No, but thanks.”

	He walked purposefully toward my mother. Refocusing on my breakfast, I ate another bite in a vain attempt to drown out their noisy kiss.

	“I won’t be home for lunch,” he said.

	“Okay, darling. Dinner at six?”

	“You bet.” He disappeared into the garage, the door banging shut behind him.

	I glanced through the windows of the sunroom. The blue water of the pool wavered and beckoned. I should swim laps today. Exercise might help.

	“Benita, when can we discuss your calendar?”

	My good mood fled. I rose. “Never. I’ve already told you I’m not adding anything else.” I scraped my plate into the trash before loading it into the dishwasher. As I walked past her, she gripped my arm.

	“What’s gotten into you?” Her voice had softened with concern.

	I rarely argued with anyone, and it wasn’t a skill I wanted to hone right now. The best thing to do was leave. “I don’t know.”

	“Are you sick?”

	Shaking my head, I tugged my arm from her grasp and started up the stairs.

	“We’re not done with this conversation.”

	I gritted my teeth to keep from yelling Oh yes, we are. No matter how often she brought up my schedule, I wasn’t budging. I also didn’t have the energy to fight with her. Avoidance was an effective solution.

	 

	I stayed in my room all weekend—emerging only when the silence in the house signaled my parents were gone. The few attempts they made to draw me out failed. When they texted me, I responded, but that was our sole contact. It was nice they were respecting my wishes. I had my father to thank. He detected finer shades of gray than my mother.

	They probably expected my mood to lighten if they gave me a little time. I wanted them to be right, but it would take more than a week or two to shake off the past semester. I’d taken too many credit hours and played in enough school performances to keep my life on the wrong side of frantic. Most nights, I’d squeezed in only four hours of sleep, subsisted on popcorn and Twix bars, and been forced to pull all-nighters in order to squeak out a barely-decent GPA.

	And no, I wouldn’t be sharing that last detail with my parents.

	I’d let my mother talk me into a ridiculous number of paid bookings earlier this year. In December, I’d played for churches every Sunday and on Christmas Eve. Instead of having a real spring break, I’d performed with a string quartet at private functions. In the past six months, I’d hardly had time off.

	April had upped the tension. Professor Rutledge pushed me to audition for his carefully chosen list of competitions. Each attempt to record the required pieces got progressively worse.

	Do you believe that performance was worthy of praise, Miss Adams? Because I do not. If you wish to win, you must strive for perfection.

	Ultimately, I hadn’t submitted any of his entries, troubled that I was losing my edge.

	I wouldn’t share my worries with Mark and Susanna. I would be good for their wedding. Really, I would. The glitch was temporary.

	The past academic year had left me burned out, but I had a plan to rest and recover. So I spent the weekend eating junk food, streaming cheesy movies, and taking midnight walks along the trails through our neighborhood. And chipped away at the stress of a too-tough year.

	 

	I emerged from my cave on Monday night to eat dinner with my folks. Dad talked wealth management, giddy over a change in the federal reserve rate. Mom mentioned the neighborhood book club she would be hosting tomorrow night. I stayed vague about my plans.

	After finishing the dishes, I went upstairs to change for my night out and decided to make an effort for my friends. I chose a denim skirt and mint-green top and paired them with flats in a pastel Monet pattern. Then I braided my hair and dabbed on pink lip gloss. When I was satisfied with the way I looked, I dashed down the stairs.

	As I passed through the kitchen, Mom called from the sunroom, “Where are you going?”

	Pausing, I counted to ten in French. It was a reasonable question. I shouldn’t bristle at everything she asked. “I’m meeting Mark and Susanna at the Blue Moon.”

	“The Blue Moon? What is that?”

	Dad muttered, “A dive bar off Highway 70 in Durham County.”

	She frowned at him. “How do you know?”

	He shrugged and kept his attention glued to his phone.

	Her gaze returned to me. “A bar?”

	“Yes. With live music.”

	“It doesn’t sound like the right kind of place.”

	“It wouldn’t be for you, but I’m looking forward to it.” Totally true. I would be hanging out with friends, listening to a kind of music I rarely experienced, and gaining insight into Logan’s skills. I felt more excited than I’d been since…well, a while. “Bye, Mom, Dad. I’ll be late.” I hurried to the garage before she could raise any further objections.

	The parking lot at the Blue Moon was full. I drove around the block and onto a narrow side street, finally wedging my Audi into a barely-there space. Thankfully, the street lights were all functional.

	A bouncer stood at the door, silently looking me up and down before standing aside. There was a safe-sized crowd, their happy buzz increasing my expectations.

	I circled past the people at the bar and moved closer to the low stage taking up the back wall. Logan was adjusting the equipment, his guitar on a stand next to a chair. He raised his head, his gaze sweeping the crowd until it landed on me. Deliberately, he turned his head to look at the front row. I followed the direction of his gaze and found Mark and Susanna waiting at the best table in the house. I dodged laughing patrons and busy waiters until I reached them.

	“Sorry, I’m late,” I said, sliding onto the empty chair. “I had a hard time finding a place to park.”

	“Logan has quite the following,” Susanna said.

	“I can tell.” I looked around for a waiter, but they were all serving others. “What kind of music does he play?”

	Her brow creased. “I don’t know what it’s called.”

	“It’s hard to describe,” Mark said. “Kind of bluesy. And folksy. With a little country.”

	Bluesy, folksy, country. Okay.

	“He writes his own songs,” she added.

	Great. Would Logan want to perform them at the wedding? I hoped not, because that wasn’t a battle I wanted to fight, although I would if I had to. The wedding music had to be nothing less than perfect.

	I shifted to watch him. He was flowing through his pre-concert checklist. Many performing artists had a process so organic that they did it without noticing—but his had more clear, specific phases. Equipment, chair, and instruments had been deemed ready. Currently, he was checking the feel of the crowd. I could see the instant he switched into his mental pep talk, shoring up his confidence as he neared the brink. When his gaze met mine, understanding passed between us. Two musicians sharing in the kinship of creation.

	Our waitress brought us a platter of nachos, took my order for a Diet Coke, and moved on to the next table.

	“Evening, everyone,” his voice echoed over the noise. “I’m Logan Hall.”

	Cheers drowned out whatever he said next. He grinned like someone had plugged him in, completely transformed from the stoic guy I’d met three days ago.

	“Thank you for coming…” His fingers idly strummed the guitar, the notes drifting into a tune. After he finished welcoming the audience, he retreated slightly from the microphone and played a poignant melody while his rich baritone filled the room with a tale of lost love.

	The final chord faded to an enthusiastic response. He blinked, as if he’d forgotten we were there. “Thanks,” he said, his smile slow and sexy. “I’d like to reach back a few decades...”

	The next piece came from the ‘70s. I loved Elton John, and “Your Song” was my favorite. Logan followed that with two recent hits.

	I relaxed into my chair, liking everything about his performance. The set list. His voice. The interaction with the audience. His whole on-stage presence. And I’d been so sucked in by how good he was, I’d forgotten to gauge how compatible our styles would be. I had to start paying closer attention.

	Over more applause, someone shouted a song title I didn’t recognize.

	“Yeah?” he murmured, his fingers picking out a tune which had to be his own composition. “I haven’t played that one in a while.”

	This time, I focused on his hands. Analyzed his technique. Imagined myself matching his sound. I disagreed with Mark’s description of Logan’s music. It was more Americana with a touch of Celtic. Melancholic and haunting.

	He’d barely finished before another person called out, “It’s our anniversary.”

	His grin encouraged. “And...?”

	The man named a John Legend song. As Logan transitioned smoothly, the crowd sang along with him. And I got why Susanna had asked him to perform at the wedding. It would be an informal affair, outside and in the afternoon. Logan’s style would be perfect. Had he already chosen the program? Were his selections better suited for them than mine?

	Maybe I should stop worrying about him and start worrying about me.

	Watching Logan put himself out there and receive something back from the audience filled me with a sharp sadness. When had I lost the ability to yield to the music, to have it take control of my heart and mind and hands? I envied a self-taught guitarist.

	With that thought came a shiver of shame. When had I become such a snob?

	“Thank you, everyone,” he said, placing the guitar in its stand. “I’m taking a break. See you in thirty.”

	Susanna touched my arm, drawing my attention. Her eyes sparkled with pride. “What do you think?”

	“He’s good,” I answered without any hesitation.

	“So you won’t mind the duets?”

	Had my initial unease been so obvious? Something else to regret. “Not at all.”

	“Hey.” Logan appeared at our table, dragging a chair with him, his face glowing with satisfaction.

	“What a delight,” Susanna said. “I have heard another song for the wedding.”

	He chuckled. “It’s a good thing I don’t charge by the minute.”

	“I shall owe you a year’s worth of brownies.”

	“Hey, now,” Mark said. “Not so fast.”

	The three of them laughed.

	I listened quietly as they talked with the banter of easy friendship. Logan teased Susanna about her driving skills. She fired back about his “forbidding scowl.” Mark shook his head at them, clearly familiar with their stories.

	At the next break in the conversation, I pushed from the table. “Thanks for inviting me, but I think I’ll go home.”

	“So soon?” Susanna looked at me in surprise.

	“Yeah, I’m a little tired.”

	She exchanged a glance with Logan, eyebrows raised in a silent exchange.

	He stood. “I’ll walk you to your car.”

	What was that all about? I eyed them suspiciously. “There’s no need.”

	He inclined his head, not budging.

	I led the way outside, into a beautiful night. The sky was bright with stars. The breeze, pleasantly mild. As I crossed the parking lot, he fell into step beside me, adjusting his gait to mine.

	After an hour of listening to him play, I was feeling a reluctant attraction to him. Whether it was due to his physical presence or the revelation of his music or a lingering vulnerability from the past year, I didn’t have the energy to work out.

	When we rounded the corner onto the side street, I clicked the remote for my car.

	“Will I do?”

	I halted and looked up at him. No point in pretending I didn’t understand what he meant. A better question was...would I do? After tonight, it was clear to me that, in this duo, I would be the weak link. “Yes.”

	He waited for more, then flashed a teasing smile. “That’s all I get?”

	I smiled back, glad I’d come tonight, sensing—for the first time—a tickle of excitement over performing with him. “What else do you need?”

	“I guess it’ll have to do.” Chuckling, he held open my door and watched as I buckled in. “When can we rehearse?”

	Anxiety zinged through my body. I dreaded playing badly in front of this man, but I hated disappointing Mark and Susanna more. “Soon, please.”

	He handed over his phone. I texted myself and handed it back.

	“I’m busy Friday,” he said, jamming his fists into his pockets. “But the rest of the weekend is free.”

	“Saturday works. Just let me know when, and whether it should be at my place or yours.”

	“Sounds good.” Stepping away from my car, he assessed the area around us, from the street lamp directly overhead to the dark corners at the end of the block to the lone person sauntering down the opposite sidewalk, hissing into his phone.

	Logan looked back at me, his posture relaxed. Steady. Waiting.

	Okay. He wasn’t leaving until I did. I made a U-turn and drove away, glancing at my rearview mirror as I turned onto the highway. Logan was merging with the shadows cast by the Blue Moon.

	Maybe duets wouldn’t be so bad.


Chapter 4

	A Healthy Distraction

	 

	I waited near the bar’s main door until the taillights of Benita’s car blended into the traffic on the highway. But instead of going in, I stayed out in the night a moment longer, absorbing the cool and the peace.

	People spilled onto the bar’s wooden deck, their voices muffled, the glow of their cigarettes flaring like fireflies under the white lights strung overhead. There were a lot of familiar faces tonight who’d thrown out an unusual number of requests.

	That wasn’t the only thing unusual about the first set. I’d been unable to resist stealing glances at Benita. Her face was so expressive. A reserved presence in the midst of an enthusiastic crowd. She’d paid attention at first but deflated as the set continued, her energy slowly leaking out. Was some of her response about me? If she didn’t believe we could be good together, it would be harder for us to succeed. Had she judged my ability to be beneath hers? She was better than me, of course, but I had confidence in my skills.

	I’d discovered the guitar only five years ago. Hurricane Matthew had smashed into North Carolina as a category one, catastrophic for a state already saturated from too much rain. The storm chewed up forests and forced rivers to breach their banks. I was working in Robeson County then, clearly in Matthew’s destruction zone.

	Long after the storm passed, calls had poured in. Too many people had risked their lives thinking they could beat the flood waters. That was when the real tragedy took shape. It had taken everything emergency management could do to handle the stranded (or worse) victims. After going home each night, unable to drum those awful images from my head, I’d become determined to find a healthy distraction. I turned to music.

	My mother had required all five of her kids to take piano lessons. I’d done well enough, despite minimal practice, but buying a piano hadn’t been an option after Matthew. Not with my young paramedic’s budget. I’d looked for an alternative, and from the moment my fingers touched the strings of a guitar, I’d known I found the answer. With hard work and as many lessons as I could afford, I’d progressed in five years from a beginner to a regular gig at a small club. The guitar changed my life, and not only from the joy of performing. There were songs inside me that the guitar gave an outlet.

	A burst of laughter from the deck reminded me the break ought to end soon. I went inside and made my way to our table on the front row. Susanna was talking with her fiancé, more animated than she ever acted on the job.

	Everyone at the station knew hints about her history. She’d escaped from a cult several years ago, leaving her family and friends forever behind. She was reluctant to talk about her past, so we never asked, but I detected glimmers of PTSD in her occasionally. While the boss worried about it exploding at an inopportune time, I reassured Karin to let it go. It wasn’t uncommon for people to become interested in emergency medicine through a past trauma. Empathy was a good trait in a paramedic.

	One of the nosier techs had searched the web to locate Susanna’s cult, but the group was doing a good job of staying off the grid, as if they’d vanished from the earth. I was glad, for her sake.

	When I pulled out a chair, Susanna pounced. “What do you think of Benita?”

	Before I could answer, Mark sighed dramatically. “Babe. They don’t need your, um, help.”

	“What?” She twisted to frown at him. “Do you think I’m matchmaking? Because I most certainly am not. Not with them.”

	I’d been on-board with her response until she added not with them. While I didn’t want to be fixed up with anyone, I was interested to know why Susanna thought I would be wrong for Benita. Our age difference was obvious, but was there more?

	“I promise you,” Susanna insisted, turning to me. “She acts brittle, and that is not like Benita.”

	“She says she’s tired,” Mark said. “It’s always this way for the first week after a school year ends. She’ll bounce back.”

	“It’s more than fatigue. Do you agree, Logan?”

	“I haven’t been around her long enough to be sure.”

	Susanna shook her head at my choice of words. From what I’d seen, I did agree with her. Mark might know his friend better, but Susanna and I were trained to recognize the signs. Benita’s mood went deeper than tired.

	“Do you have any concerns about performing with her?”

	“No.” And I didn’t. We would be fine, as long as Benita believed it too. I stood. “I need to end my break. I’ll see you after.”

	I jogged up to the stage and readied myself for the next set. The crowd began to settle, preparing for a second half they knew would mostly be my original work—songs with more introspection, echoing with the Celtic overtones of my Irish-American mother.

	As I strummed the intro to a new song, I made a mental note to observe Benita Saturday.

	 

	I didn’t get home until past midnight. The apartment complex was a relatively new property catering to young professionals. On a Monday night—actually, Tuesday morning—it was quiet, with few lights on in the windows.

	Inside my darkened apartment, I hung my keys on their hook and put the guitar in its proper place. Then, too hyped up to go to bed, I went out to the screened porch.

	The rent on this unit was at the edge of what my income could support, but anytime I took in this view, I knew it was worth the cost. No matter how hard my day had been, how many tragic accidents I’d handled, or how much trauma our patients had suffered, I could sit on this porch, see the thick buffer of trees, hear the whisper of a creek winding through the pines, and have my world restored.

