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The next morning Megan woke up to someone buzzing her apartment. Damn, she’d been having the best dream, too. Climbing out of her toasty warm bed, she wrapped her robe around herself, stumbling to answer the buzzer. “Hello?”

A male voice spoke through her intercom. “I have a delivery for Megan Wilks.”

She frowned, pushing the button to let the deliveryman up. After tightening the belt on her housecoat, she opened the door, leaving the security chain in place.

“Miss Wilks?” The young man held up a bouquet of flowers.

“Oh!” In shock, she stared at the offering in a daze then gave her head a shake before removing the chain to accept them. “I’m sorry. Yes, thank you. Just wait a second.” Grabbing her purse, she tipped him.

“Thank you.” He smiled as he tucked the gratuity in his pocket. “Have a nice day.”

She locked the door, then searched the flowers for a card, reading it out loud once she found it. “I enjoyed the game, pizza, and company. See you tonight. Wade.”

A smile spread across her face. She read the message twice more before setting it aside to admire the bouquet. It was gorgeous.

Placing her nose to the flowers, she drew in a deep breath. They smelled wonderful, too! She leaned against the door, beaming, any early morning grumpiness having evaporated. Today was going to be a great day. She couldn’t wait to call Dorothy to tell her about the surprise Wade had sent. But first, she needed to find a vase.

That evening Megan answered the buzzer, letting Wade into the building. She was as giddy as a school girl. Taking a few deep breaths as she fanned her heated cheeks with her hands, she pasted what she hoped was a casual smile on her face.

She opened the door and watched with bated breath as his gaze swept over her from head to toe. The corner of his mouth curved upward in an appreciative grin.

“You look fantastic.” His compliment made her heartrate increase causing her cheeks to heat all over again.

“Thank you.” She gave him a shy smile. “For the compliment as well as the bouquet.” She motioned to the vase in the middle of the table. “They’re beautiful! No one’s ever given me flowers before.”

“You’re more than welcome.” Grinning, he held his arm out to her. “Ready to go?”

Nodding, she slipped her keys into her purse before slinging it over her shoulder.

Once at the theatre, Wade bought tickets for the movie. “Would you like to share some popcorn?”

“With extra butter and a root beer?” She batted her eyes at him as they headed towards the concession.

Laughing, he stepped up to the counter and placed their order. As they waited for the young girl to prepare it, he wrapped his arm around Megan giving her a hug.

The feel of his arm around her had her heart racing. She found herself relaxing into the casual embrace. Wade withdrew his arm to collect their order, and she missed the close contact at once.

Entering the darkened theatre, he led her about halfway up the aisle. “Is this okay with you?”

“Perfect.”

He sank down into one of the middle seats in the row. She settled down in her chair alongside him.

Wade passed her drink to her while holding the popcorn between them. 

Megan didn’t even try to suppress her laughter. Some parts were hilarious. Baby Groot was not a disappointment.

Wade chuckled along with her.

“Are you laughing at me or the movie?” she whispered to him.

“Both.” He punctuated his answer by brushing his lips against her cheek

“Good answer.” She’d had to clear her throat before replying.

Once the popcorn was gone, Wade moved the container out of the way so he could hold her hand.

It was a simple, casual gesture, yet it felt like so much more. She glanced down in surprise. Her skin seemed to tingle where his thumb was stroking the back of her hand.

An unexpected turn in the movie had her crying. She wept without a sound, the tears rolling down her cheeks unheeded. It turned out, however, not unnoticed.

Wade gave her a hand a squeeze then dug through his pocket, withdrawing a Kleenex, passing it to her.

“Thank you,” she whispered dabbing at her eyes. “I wasn’t expecting it to be sad.”

“I heard a rumour, so I came prepared.” He linked his fingers back through hers as they sat through the rest of the show including the credits. They’d both learned from previous Marvel movies that there were always movie clips amongst the credits.

Afterwards, he treated her to a late supper. While lingering over the meal, they discussed movies, music and, in addition, Wade now knew the name of the fragrance she wore. He also discovered her not having a cell was a bone of contention between her and her father.

“He’s trying to sway me by saying it’d put his mind at ease if he knew I had one just in case.” She rolled her eyes at him. “The flat tire kind of makes his point valid.”

“The reasons you don’t have one are logical concerns; although, I have one. You don’t see me on it all the time. Right?”

“Yeah, I guess.”

“I can see your father’s point too. What if I hadn’t come along to help you like I did?”

She shrugged. “I’d have locked the car, walked to work, calling a tow truck from there.”

“From what I’ve noticed of you so far, I believe you have very strong opinions you’re not afraid to stand up for.”

She ducked her head as her cheeks flamed a bright red.

“Hey,” he reached across the table, placing a finger under her chin, lifting her head up so he could look into her eyes, “trust me, that’s a good thing. Your honesty coupled with your passion are refreshing. What I was trying to get at was you’re a strong enough person to have a cellphone and not let it run your life.”

“I guess...” She mulled over his words. “That doesn’t mean I’m just going to cave and go out and buy one.”

He gave a hearty laugh. “To be honest, I’d be disappointed if you did. I am hoping you’ll reconsider your stance on the matter.” He leaned back in his chair. “Now, enough on that subject. I’d love to have you meet Bill, Marsha, and the kids sometime.”

They were still talking as they left the table, lining up at the cash register to pay.

Megan gave him a smile. “Except for the waterworks, I had a great time.”

“I have to admit, the tears had me worried.” Wade placed his hand on her lower back, then led her out to his car, opening the door for her, before heading around to his own side.

The short ride home was spent going over their favourite parts of the movie.

“I think I’m going to cry every time I see that part.”

“I’ll make sure to stock up on tissues.” He gave her a sidelong glance as he drove into the visitors’ parking. Once they made the short trek up the stairs to her apartment, he leaned against the wall as she unlocked the door, straightening up as she moved to enter.

Taking a step towards her, he cupped her face in his hands. His fingers delved into her soft curls as he lowered his head, claiming her lips.

Her purse dropped to the floor, her keys jangling in her fingers as she wrapped her arms around him, bringing the full length of their bodies into contact.

A small groan escaped him as she parted her lips. He accepted the invitation, deepening the kiss. With extreme effort, he broke contact, resting his forehead against hers.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t intend to get so carried away.” God, his heart was beating a mile a minute. He was having a hard time catching his breath.

“I-it’s okay.” Her voice was uneven.

His thumbs caressed her cheeks. “You should come with a warning label.” He stared down at her, taking in her parted lips, the way she looked up at him with eyes so dark he could drown in them. He couldn’t stop himself from giving her another soft kiss. “You pack a wallop.”

“I do?”

The surprise in her voice had him chuckling as he backed away. “Yeah, you do. The evening was amazing.” He brushed her hair behind her ear. “May I have your phone number?”

Megan was befuddled by the combined effects of Wade’s kiss along with his comment. Nodding, she gave him a blank look before snapping out of it. Scooping up her abandoned purse, she dug through it for a pen and paper. In the end, she settled on an old Walmart receipt, jotted down her number, and then handed it to him.

“Okay.” He looked at the note, then back up at her. “Goodnight, Megan. I’ll call you soon.” Tucking the slip of paper in his pocket, he headed for the stairwell.

Watching him leave, a bubble of happiness filled her. The evening had been amazing. Wade had been amazing. And the kiss...well, amazing was without a doubt too bland a word to describe the feel of his lips on hers.

She waited until he was down the stairs, then she hurried inside, placing a call to Dorothy. It was an hour later before the animated conversation with her friend ended.

Yawning, she got ready to retire. Maybe she’d be able to pick up that dream where she’d left off.

Megan woke up at four in the morning just in time to make it to the toilet before she tossed her cookies. Her head was pounding like a jackhammer. Her entire body ached. She took some extra strength acetaminophen tablets for the pain. Little good they did because she threw them back up just a few minutes later.

Two of the girls from work had been off with the flu. She’d hoped it would pass her by. It seemed she wasn’t so lucky. Perched on the edge of the tub, leaning over the great white throne, she wished she would die. It’d come on so fast. On her date, she’d felt fine. Now, however, not so much.

After the bout of nausea passed, she closed all her curtains to shut out the early morning light. She put a garbage bag in her wastebasket next to her bed just in case. Curling up between her sheets, she moaned. Every muscle in her body ached. Her last thought as her tired eyes drifted shut was she’d have to phone work later.

The next session hit her around seven-thirty in the morning. Resigned to the fact she was going nowhere anytime soon, she made her way to the telephone in her living room. There’d be no one at work yet. She decided to call Dorothy at home. She’d be awake by now.

“Hello?” Dorothy answered on the second ring.

“Dorothy, it's Megan, I won’t be at work today. I’ve come down with the flu.” She felt her stomach begin to heave. “Gotta go. I’ll try to come in tomorrow. I’ll call, okay?”

“Take care of yourself, Megan. Make sure you drink lots of fluids.”

“I will.” She made a mad dash to the washroom making it there just in time. Stumbling back out, she turned the ringer off on her phone before staggering back to her bedroom, collapsing on the bed.

Her condition got worse as the day wore on. She hated feeling sick. Most of all, she hated being alone while she was ill. As a little girl, her mother and father doted on her until she was better. She frowned, mumbling into her pillow, “I guess not feeling well wasn’t considered a failure. Huh, who knew?”

Just before six p.m., she called Dorothy again.

“Hey, Dorothy, it’s Megan. There’s no way I’ll make it to work tomorrow.”

“You sound terrible.”

“I feel worse.” She tried to keep her voice from whining, but she felt so awful she wasn’t sure she was successful.

“Oh, you poor thing, make sure you keep hydrated. Try to get some rest.”

The words of sympathy helped. Physically spent, she laid back down after she hung up. Sleep eluded her. Whenever she was about to drift off, she’d need to vomit.

It was a persistent whirring that stirred her from her fitful slumber. At first, she thought the noise was inside her head. Rolling over with a groan, the buzzing turned into a loud banging. Someone was at her door.

Struggling with her robe, she lurched to the entryway, intent on stopping the racket that was sending her headache to an excruciating level. Flipping the deadbolt, she turned the knob, making an opening just wide enough to peek through so she could tell whoever was there to go away. Wade beat her to the punch.

“Are you all right?” He had a worried look on his face. “You’d mentioned you were supposed to work today. I saw your car, so I thought I’d check on you. I tried to call. There was no answer, so I decided to come by.”

“I shut the ringer off on my phone.” Undoing the chain, she opened the door to speak to him. “I’m not feeling well.”

Wade assessed her appearance with a quick glance. Her face was a pasty grey colour. She was shivering yet sweat beaded her forehead. Giving a soft whimper, she turned on unsteady legs heading towards the bathroom.

Entering the apartment, he locked the door behind him before trailing after her, only to find her kneeling on the floor, her head hung over the toilet. In silence, he cupped her forehead with one hand, rubbing her back with the other. After the episode passed, he washed her face with a warm washcloth before helping her back to her bed where she flopped against the pillows.

“How long has this been going on?” He sat on the edge of her bed, brushing her bangs off her forehead.

“Since about four o’clock this morning.” Her voice was hoarse. She looked haggard resting against her pillow. Even her burgundy hair lacked luster.

“Would you like me to make you some soup or something?”

“I’d give anything just to get some sleep.”

Without hesitating, he crawled up on the bed beside her.

“Wade?” she began to protest.

“Shh.” He drew her into his arms.

She snuggled against the warmth of his chest. Inhaling she murmured, “Mmm. You smell nice.”

He gave a soft laugh at the comment, running his fingers up and down her arm in long slow strokes.

Sighing, she drifted off to sleep. It didn’t last long. Twenty minutes later, she scrambled off the bed, stumbling towards the bathroom.

He felt helpless as he held her while she retched, only to dry heave, as there was nothing left in her stomach to expel.

She leaned against him as he led her back to bed.

There was no way he was leaving her alone in this condition. Confirming she was settled again, he made his way to the phone in the living room to contact his brother.

“Bill, I won’t be at work tomorrow. I’m taking care of a sick friend.”

“Just like that you’re not coming to work.” Bill sounded agitated.

“Look, you know I wouldn’t let you down if I could help it. It’s Megan, man. She’s got a bad case of the flu and no family around here to help her.”

“I’m sorry.” His brother sighed, exhaustion evident in his voice. “You don’t have to explain. I’m just having a bad night.”

“What’s up?”

“Marsha’s not feeling well either. The kids have me at the end of my rope. I’m afraid I’m about to strangle them with it.”

“I sure hope she doesn’t have what Megan has.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Man, I’ve never seen someone so sick. Even during one of my worst hangovers as a teenager, I never came close to this.” Hearing Megan moving around in the bedroom he hurried on. “Bill, I have to go. I’ll call you sometime tomorrow. I left my cell at home. Do you want Megan’s number in case you need to get in touch with me?”

“Sure, that’d be great. Give me a second to grab a pen and paper.”

Wade could hear rustling through the phone as if Bill was digging around in a drawer.

“Okay, go ahead.”

He rambled off Megan’s number just as he heard Angie and Brian arguing in the background.

“Got it. I need to go. Talk to you later.”

Shaking his head, he hung up. Wade didn’t envy his brother tonight. He loved his niece and nephew, wanted kids of his own someday, but tonight it sounded like they were being holy terrors. However, he had his hands full with Megan. Speaking of which, he needed to urge her to eat or drink something.

Digging around in her cupboards, he found some crackers in addition to green tea bags. Filling the electric kettle with water, he waited for it to boil. He carried the pot of tea he’d prepared, two cups, along with a plate of saltines into her bedroom.

“I know you don’t feel like it, but you need to try to eat.” He placed the tray on the bedside table then sat on the edge of the bed. “You need something in your stomach.”

“I know you mean well but─”

“I made us some tea. I also found some crackers—”

“Wade─” she whimpered like a child.

“Just nibble on a cracker,” he encouraged her, holding one of the squares to her lips. “I’m not going to take no for an answer.”

“All I want to do is sleep.” Her eyes drifted shut.

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be badgering you.” He stood to leave.

Megan reached out for his hand not wanting him to go. “Wade, I appreciate the thought.” Feeling this miserable, she didn’t want to be alone.

“Try to get some rest.” He gave her fingers a squeeze then left the room.

A few minutes later, she heard the distinctive sound of her apartment door closing.

He was gone.

She’d chased him off.

Lying in bed feeling sorry for herself, she realized he’d been right about needing something in her stomach. Pushing off the covers, she swung her legs out of bed, pausing as the room seemed to swim around her.

Clutching the edge of the mattress she drew a deep breath, trying to convince her stomach to behave while gathering enough strength to stand. The pain in her belly settled enough for her to be able to stand. Still dizzy, she staggered to the fridge.

There was nothing in it that was in the least bit appealing, so she let the door swing shut. Resting her head against the cool appliance, she wished she had some ginger ale; it’d been a standard cure. Her mom had always used it to settle her stomach.

If she hadn’t chased Wade away, maybe he could’ve gotten some for her. She sniffed, fighting back tears of regret. Well, she was on her own. If she wanted some, she’d need to buck up and drag her ass to the store to buy it herself.

It only took a brief look in the mirror to decide she’d better have a shower before going out in public. For someone who didn’t get any sleep, she had a serious case of bed head. Standing under the hot water, it felt good to wash her hair, ridding herself of the sticky, sweaty feeling.

Wrapping a bath towel around herself, she rubbed her hair dry while looking in the mirror. Its burgundy colour seemed vivid next to her pale face. Dark shadows beneath her eyes were a testament to her lack of sleep. Grimacing at her reflection, she hung up her towel and then went to her bedroom to get dressed.

After tugging on her jeans, she slipped into a baggy shirt, not bothering with a bra. Sitting on the bed, she rested for a few seconds before proceeding with her socks and shoes.

At long last she was ready to leave, however, her keys were nowhere to be found. They weren’t on the counter where she always left them. Then again, she’d been so excited after she got home the previous evening, Lord knows what she’d done with them. She searched high and low, but nada.

“Where are they?” Tears of frustration burned her eyes. “Oh, for heaven's sake! I’ll just leave my place unlocked.”

Jerking her door open in exasperation, she slid the deadbolt across so it wouldn’t close or lock. It wasn’t the safest thing to do. What choice did she have? She stepped out into the hallway, immediately colliding with Wade.

“I thought you’d left.”

“Where do you think you’re going?”

They spoke over each other.

“I went to get you some ginger ale. My mom used to swear by the stuff.” He clasped her arm in a gentle grip, escorting her back inside, locking the door behind them. “You’re supposed to be resting.”

“I was going to get some ginger ale.” She pouted, sticking out her bottom lip. She could tell he was trying to keep the grin off his face but failing. For the first time all day, she felt a bit of colour creep into her cheeks. God, she hated the fact she blushed at the slightest thing.

“Our mothers must have read the same book.” He turned her around, urging her back to her bedroom. “Into bed with you, woman!”

Stopping, she looked over her shoulder. “Do you have my keys?”

“Yeah, I borrowed them so I could get back in without bothering you.” He tossed them back onto the cupboard.

She turned, planting her hands on her hips. “I thought I’d lost them.”

“I’m sorry. I was hoping you’d drifted off to sleep. I thought I’d be back before you woke up.” He brushed the back of his hand against her cheek in a soft caress. “Go crawl into bed. I’ll bring you some ginger ale. Do you want anything else?”

“Some dry toast?”

Wade nodded. “Your wish is my command.”

Her legs felt like rubber. She would’ve never made it to the store, let alone back again. She sat on the bed. Shoulders slumped, head and arms hanging down, she closed her eyes.

There was a light knock on her bedroom door. “Are you decent?”

Her eyes flew open at the sound of his voice. She looked down at herself still dressed in her jeans and baggy shirt. How long had she been sitting here? Had she fallen asleep sitting up?

“Megan? May I come in?”

“Yeah.”

Her door opened, and Wade stepped into the room. “Why aren’t you in bed?” he scolded in a gentle voice as he approached.

All she could do was raise her hands in a helpless gesture, unaware of the tears rolling down her cheeks.

“My entire body seems to be malfunctioning.” She gave him a weak smile. “You shouldn’t be wasting your time here with me. I'm sure you have much better things to do. Your brother─”

“My brother knows I’m taking care of a sick friend.”

“Am I? A friend, I mean.” She raised a brow at him. “What do you even know about me?”

“I’d like to be your friend. Seeing you drive by me every day for weeks— I thought about you.” He tapped her nose with his finger. “Wondering what you looked like. What you sounded like. I was dying to meet you.”

“You wanted to meet me?”

“Why do you sound so surprised?”

She gave herself a derisive once-over before replying. “I must have been a terrible disappointment for you.”

Wade pressed his palm against Megan’s forehead. “I think your fever has triggered mild dementia.”

She wrinkled her nose as she sniffed. “Do you smell something burning?”

“Your toast!” He was gone in a flash.

After he ran out, Megan forced herself to change into a modest pair of dark green pyjamas. By the time Wade returned with the fresh toast along with a glass of ginger ale, she was propped up against her pillows under the safety of the covers.

Wade almost dropped the tray. How could anyone so under the weather still look so amazing? He cleared his throat. “I fixed your toaster. Did you know it didn’t pop up on its own?”

“Oh, I’m sorry. I'm so used to it I forgot to tell you. I bought it for a quarter at a garage sale. It hasn’t worked right since the day I brought it home.” She paused as if just realizing what he’d said. “You fixed it?”

He shrugged, setting the tray down across her legs. “I’ve always been good at repairing things. If I see something broken, I have a need, an urge, to make it right.”

“Is there anything you haven’t been able to fix?”

“My marriage.” He felt his smile fade.

Megan bit into her toast, watching him.

He stared down at his hands. “I guess I spent too much time working on other things.”

“You blame yourself?”

“I don’t blame myself.” He shrugged. “I feel I failed.”

“Wade, you are who you are. I’ve only known you a couple days, yet I can already tell you have a kind heart.”

He glanced up at her. There she was scraping her teeth across her bottom lip again. Damn that was sexy.

“You’d help anyone who needs it.” She snagged another slice of dry toast off the plate. “Your wife must have known that about you before she married you.”

He watched as she nibbled on the browned bread.

“Nope, I think she failed you.” Pausing she sipped on her ginger ale. “She used your absence as an excuse for her own failure to be the wife she promised to be. Being the kind person you are, she counted on you taking all the responsibility for the collapse in the relationship.”

He found himself staring into her eyes.

“She cheated on you.”

He ducked his head. “I wasn’t there for her.”

She patted the bed beside her waiting for him to sit before she continued. “You don’t believe that, do you?”

He shrugged, then changed the subject. “I think you should try to get some sleep.”

Sliding down in the bed, she gave a tired nod of agreement. “Wade? I used to wonder about you, too.”

Her confession delighted him. He flashed her a smile as he caressed her cheek. “We’ll talk later. Right now, you need your rest.” After giving her hand a light squeeze, he turned to leave. “I’ll be in the living room. If you need me, just call out.”

Wade stretched out on the lumpy couch. The conversation with Megan had hit a raw nerve, but he couldn’t find any fault in her logic. Christ, he’d only known her for two days, and she had a better handle on why his marriage fell apart than he did.

Checking his watch, he decided to give Bill a quick call to see how he was holding up. Having babysat his niece and nephew a few times, he knew what mischief they could get into. With Marsha under the weather, he felt bad for Bill.

“Hello?” Bill sounded tired, though not as stressed as the last call.

“Hey, Bro, how’s Marsha doing?”

“She’s getting a bit better. She’s finally getting some sleep.” He chuckled into the phone. “I threatened the kids within an inch of their lives if they wake her.”

“And how did that work for you?”

“In truth? Pretty good. They’re down in the basement watching a movie.”

“Glad to hear they’re settling down for you.”

“Come to think of it, they’ve been too quiet. I better go check on them.”

“I’ll let you go. I just called to see how you were holding up.”

“Thanks. Talk to you later.”

Megan smiled to herself as she closed her eyes. Who was this stranger, this gallant knight in shining armour that had come to her rescue? Was he the neglectful husband he made himself out to be?

She let her mind wander. No, if Wade was this attentive to a stranger who was ill, she could imagine how devoted he’d be to the woman he loved. How affectionate he would be making love. Restless, she shifted positions. This train of thought wasn’t going to help her fall asleep.

Rolling over to her side, she punched her pillow, laying her head back down she closed her eyes. Soon she found herself turning the other way. Maybe her back...

It was no use, as fatigued as she was, she couldn’t go to sleep. Her mind was racing with thoughts of the man in her living room. She crawled out of bed then made her way out to where Wade lay on her lumpy sofa.

She leaned against the wall watching him for a few minutes. “You don’t look very comfortable.”

“I’ll be fine.” He sat up. “I thought you’d be sleeping by now.”

“I can’t sleep knowing you’re out here.” She ran her hands through her hair in exasperation.

He must have taken her statement as a rejection because he moved to get up off the couch. “I’ll leave if you want me to.”

“No,” she blurted out, holding her hands out in front of her, motioning him to stay put. “No, that’s not what I meant. I know how uncomfortable that couch is and,” she drew the word out while building the courage to continue, “I have a huge bed.” She could feel her face turning red as she spoke but forged on. “I don’t think I snore. I haven’t bitten anyone yet.”

“You want me to sleep with you?”

“Wade.” She groaned, her face growing increasingly hotter.

“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t tease you, you’re sick. You do have some colour in your cheeks now.” Standing up, he tweaked her nose with his finger. “If you’re sure you don’t mind, I’d appreciate a piece of your bed. You wouldn’t happen to have an old pair of sweats I could borrow?”

“Check the bottom two drawers of the dresser. Pick out whatever you think will be suitable.” Leaving him to it, she headed to the bathroom to wash her face.

What had she just done? She couldn’t sleep with him in the living room. How the hell would she be able to with him in her bed, wearing her clothes?

“Lord, help me,” she whispered to her reflection.

Returning to the bedroom she found Wade standing by the bed wearing an old pair of her sweat pants.

“Which side of the bed do you prefer?”

“I’ll let you choose. It doesn’t matter to me.” She didn’t mean to sound so terse; she was just so bloody nervous.

He looked at her, his head cocked to the side. “Maybe I should just go home.”

In that instant, it dawned on her this must be awkward for him too.

“No, please, I don’t want to be alone,” she whispered. “Please stay. I-I just don’t want you to think I’m in the habit of inviting men I barely know to sleep in my bed.”

“That thought never crossed my mind.” His dimples sent her heart for a flip. “I’ll take this side. That way you’re closer to the toilet if you need it.”

Wade flipped back the covers before stretching out on the bed.

With stilted movements, she crawled in alongside him, turning her back towards him. Laying there rigid, she found it hard to breathe.

“If you don’t relax, you’re never going to get to sleep.” He began massaging the muscles at the back of her neck. “I promise you, Megan, I won’t take advantage of you.”

“I don’t doubt that.” She began to relax beneath his soothing touch. “I can’t imagine you preying on anyone.”

“But... I know I hear a ‘but’ in there somewhere.”

“But, I can’t make the same promise.” There, she’d said it.

His hands stilled.

“I’m sorry. It’s just... I’ve watched you run up the street in those shorts for so long, you starred in my dreams, even before I saw your dimples. Now that I’ve met you, you seem too good to be true.” Oh, shit! Whether from the flu or nerves, her stomach revolted, and she bolted.

She was expecting him to be gone by the time she headed back to bed; instead, she found him sound asleep with a smile on his face right where she’d left him. Careful not to disturb him, she slipped back into bed, finally drifting off into a much-needed slumber.
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Chapter Three
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Megan knew it was morning, but she didn’t want to open her eyes. The jackhammer in her head had returned. With every beat of her heart her head throbbed with pain. She knew she’d have to contact work to let them know she wouldn’t be in again. First, she needed to find the Tylenol. She eased out of bed. Standing on legs that felt like noodles, she shuffled to the washroom. Her goal: the medicine cabinet.

Pressing her fingers against her temples, she tried to stop the pounding. Man! That was some dream last night. Even sick, she was still obsessing over Wade. Thank the heavens it had just been a fantasy. If she’d really done what she’d dreamt, she’d never be able to look him in the eyes again.

The bathroom door opened in front of her. Wade stepped out into the hall. His hair was wet from his shower, his chest was bare, and he was still wearing a pair of her sweats.

Oh. My. God! It hadn’t been a dream! The throbbing in her head was now the least of her worries.

“You’re up! How are you feeling? I didn’t wake you, did I?” Wade looked at her with concern.

“No.” She looked down at her bare feet. “You didn’t wake me. I have a terrible headache. I was just going to find some Tylenol.”

“How’s your stomach doing?”

“I think maybe you should just shoot me and put me out of my misery.” She shrugged.

He chuckled.

She eased past him into the steamy bathroom, closing the door behind her.

Fumbling with the childproof cap on the pill bottle, she managed to open it to extract the tablets. Grabbing the cup she kept by the sink, she filled it, swallowing just enough water to take the medication.

After washing her face, brushing her teeth, and running a comb through her mop of hair, she headed to the living room to call in sick.

Wade was sitting on the couch watching Sports Central.

Without a word, she picked up the receiver, holding it to her ear as she pressed the buttons on the base to contact work. As she listened to it ring, she leaned against the wall, half turning away from Wade. She was relieved it was Sara who answered the phone. Sara worked as a cashier. She was also trained to cover for Megan in her department while she was away.

“Hi, Sara, it’s Megan. I won’t be at work today. I’m still under the weather.” There was a pause while Sara replied on the other end.

“Yeah, thanks, Sara. I’ll let you know if I’m not going to be able to make it in again tomorrow.” She hung up before turning back to look at Wade.

“Want to watch the baseball highlights? Jays in Thirty is just about to come on.” Wade glanced up at her with anticipation, holding the remote control in his hand.

“Did we win?”

With little enthusiasm, she sank down onto the sofa beside him, realizing too late she should’ve chosen the chair. Her left arm brushed against his bare chest. An involuntary tremble coursed through her body from the slight contact. For heaven’s sake! I’m acting like a fool!

“Megan, is something wrong?” Wade frowned, setting the remote down. “I realize you're not feeling well, but you don’t seem yourself this morning.”

“I thought last night had been a dream.” Nervous, her fingers moved through her hair. She couldn’t look at him. “I feel awkward, embarrassed. I-I can’t believe I said those things to you.”

His hand moved to the back of her neck, his thumb rubbing against her skin.

“There’s no need to be uncomfortable, Megan. The things you confessed flattered me. It’s been a long time since any woman, besides my sister-in-law, has shown any faith in me.”

She still couldn’t bring herself to face him.

“You know, that wasn’t an easy promise for me to make to you last night.” He leaned towards her.

Closing her eyes, she relaxed, his touch combined with his statement was having a profound effect on her.

“There’s nothing I’d rather do than to take you in my arms and make love to you,” he whispered into her ear.

Turning her head to contradict him, his lips silenced her. Her hand moved to the soft hair on his chest. She could feel his heart pounding a strong beat beneath her palm.

Pulling back, he stared into her eyes. “Please don’t feel self-conscious for being honest.”

“Wade.” She yearned to feel his touch.

“Now’s not the time, Megan.” He cupped her face. “You’re not well. You need your rest. Are you hungry? Can I get you anything?”

She didn’t say a word. By the heated look she gave him, he must know what she wanted. Her heart was racing; she could feel her hardened nipples brushing against the light material of her pyjama top. Burning with desire, she locked her hazel eyes on him in a silent plea.

“Megan, you’re making it very hard for me to keep my promise.”

Her gaze followed her fingers as they trailed across his chest, down past his belly button, to the waist band of his pants. Her eyes couldn’t miss the evidence of just how hard she was making it for him. She gave him a gentle stroke through the fleece.

“What if I don’t want you to keep it?”

His hand covered hers. “You need your rest,” he reiterated, his voice lacking conviction.

“Do you think I don’t know that? I can’t get any because every time I close my eyes to try to sleep all I think about is you.” She growled in frustration, then pushed herself up off the couch, before stalking into the bedroom.

Well, now she’d made a complete fool of herself. The pounding in her head came back with a vengeance along with the chills. Her teeth began to chatter, so she crawled into bed, pulling the covers up to her chin, trying to get warm.

Wade came to the doorway and sighed. Noticing she was shivering beneath the blankets, he didn’t hesitate to climb in bed behind her, pressing the length of his body against hers, wrapping her in the warm cocoon of his arms.

Holding her close as chills racked her body, he made soothing sounds while rubbing her arm. It was some time before she stilled, and he was able to ease away.

Her breathing was steady. Pressing a hand to her forehead, she seemed to feel cooler. For a short while, he watched her sleep, then slipped out of bed.

There were a few things he needed to do today. Making his way to the living room, he changed into his jeans, then turned the ringer on her phone back on. He found a junk drawer in the kitchen. Rummaging through it, he tried to find a pad and pen. Beneath the notepad he found a picture of Megan. Smiling, he tucked it in his wallet.

After writing a brief explanation of his absence and promising to call her later, he propped it on her dresser, whispered a quiet goodbye, brushed his lips against her cheek, and hurried on his way before he changed his mind and crawled back in bed with her.

Megan awoke to the ringing of the telephone around two-thirty in the afternoon. Throwing the covers back, she swung her legs over the side of the bed. She frowned, remembering she’d shut the sound off.

Standing, she started towards the living room to answer it, realizing on her way that her head wasn’t throbbing. The flu must be passing. She was still a bit unsteady on her legs but not dizzy. If she had a cordless phone, she wouldn’t have had to get out of bed. She gave a soft snort. Knowing her, the damn thing would be dead more often than not.

Leaning over to answer the call, she saw her sweats were folded neatly on the couch. Glancing around as she picked up the receiver, it dawned on her Wade was gone.

“Hello?” Her voice was still groggy with sleep.

“Hello, Meggie.” Her father’s familiar voice sounded in her ear.

She smiled, perching on the arm of the couch.

“Dad, what a nice surprise—”

“I have bad news,” her father interrupted. He paused and then carried on in a distraught voice. “Your mother has had a stroke.”

“A stroke?” Gasping in shock, she slipped down off the arm of the sofa onto the lumpy cushion. “No, not Mom.”

“I need your help. Meggie, can you come home for a while?” The urgency in her father’s voice brought with it a semblance of clarity.

“I’ll contact work.” Her thoughts were racing. “I’ll talk to the manager, ask for a leave of absence and get back to you as soon as I know anything, perhaps within the hour. Do you have your cell with you?”

“Yes.” He cleared his throat. “I’ll pay your rent plus your bills for you while you’re here if you can just come home.”

She’d never heard her father sound so distressed.

“I’ll do my best. I’ll be in touch soon. I love you, Dad.” With a shaky hand, she replaced the receiver.

This was something she had to discuss in person. She owed it to her manager. Hurrying back to her bedroom as fast as her unsteady legs would allow, she went to her dresser for fresh undergarments finding the note Wade left. He’d turned the phone on so he could call her later. “Thank you, Wade.”

Tugging on the first clothes she could find, she was out the door in ten minutes.

Her car was sweltering as she sank down into the driver’s seat. She rolled down the window, leaning her head towards the opening, letting the breeze blow through her hair as she drove to Sprague’s. She flew into a parking space near the front door. Snatching her purse along with her keys, she got out, locked the door, then hurried into the store.

Spotting Dorothy near the back of the store in the shoe department, she waved to get her attention before making a beeline for her.

“Megan, you look terrible,” Dorothy scolded her like a mother hen. “You should be at home in bed.”

“There’s been an emergency back home.” She puffed out of breath. “Is Mr. Pharris in? I need to speak to the two of you together if you could spare the time.”

“He is, follow me.” Dorothy led her to the office, knocking on the manager’s door. “Tom? Do you have a minute? Megan would like to speak to us.”

“Certainly.” He motioned for them to come in and sit down. “Megan, what can we do for you?” Mr. Pharris greeted her with an inquisitive look as she settled in her chair.

“I just received word from my father that my mother’s had a stroke. He’s asked me to come home for a while to help him.” She sat in the chair wringing her hands. “I’m here to request a leave of absence.”

“How long are you expecting to be away?” His brows furrowed as he focused on Megan.

“I’m not sure. Dad didn’t go into the details of her condition,” she pleaded. “All I know is I need to go to him.”

“Of course, I can sympathize with your need to be there for your father, on the other hand you must also realize we’ll need to hire someone to replace you in your position while you’re gone.”

“I understand.” Megan hung her head in defeat.

“Tom,” Dorothy interjected. “Sara fills in for Megan while she’s on holidays. We could pull her from cash to take Megan’s place. I’m sure the part-time cashiers would be more than happy for the extra hours to cover Sara’s shifts.” She leaned forward to pick up his desk calendar.

“If Megan were to go on leave, say for six months, it would bring us to the Christmas season. The others wouldn’t see a major change in their hours until after Christmas, at which point everyone’s hours are cut back anyway.”

“Are you sure Sara knows the position well enough?” Mr. Pharris tapped the desk as if contemplating Dorothy’s idea. “Six months is a far cry from a few weeks’ vacation.”

“Yes,” Dorothy gave him a firm nod. “She’s more than capable. She already knows how to merchandise, do stock counts, in addition to placing orders.”

Megan sat holding her breath waiting for the verdict.

Mr. Pharris turned his attention back to her. “Would six months suit you, Megan?”

“I’d make it suit me, sir.” She exhaled slowly.

“All right, as of today you’re on a six-month sabbatical. Dorothy, what date would you need her back?”

“The beginning of November.”

“Megan, you’ll be expected to return to work on the first of November at nine a.m. sharp.”

“Thank you so very much, Mr. Pharris.” Megan stood to leave bowing her head. Respectful of the concession he had made for her. “I’ll keep you posted on my mom’s status.”
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