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Аннотация
Parental Discretion is Advised. Annie Logan and her band, White Rush, have been waiting years for their big break. Taking a last chance at stardom, Annie enters them into a 'battle of the bands contest' and wins an opportunity to perform with the legendary rock band, Thrust. This twist of fate puts Annie on a collision course with her larger-than-life rock hero, the infamous guitar God, Michael Wade. Annie's model good looks and Michael's dangerously raw rock 'n' roll swagger are like a burning fuse on a stick of dynamite. Would she be the woman to finally tame Michael's wild ways and show him the true meaning of love or would the gritty reality of the music industry prove to be more than she could handle? Sheet Music will give you a backstage pass into the rock 'n' roll lifestyle full of egos, excess and extremes; where sometimes even true soul mates aren't strong enough to survive the heat of the spotlight.
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DEDICATION 

This is for Bob.� For being there to see the dream come true and for pushing me when I needed it most.
And to all my family and friends who supported me and suffered through my writers angst to see this project completed.
And a very special thank you to Frank Sledd for his dedicated work and guidance throughout this process.� Without you, this dream never would have been realized.
I thank you all.

CHAPTER ONE 

With another long work shift behind her, Annie Logan made her way home.� She wanted nothing more than to quit her waitress job at the local diner and be a full-time musician.� Playing guitar and singing back-up vocals with her band, White Rush, was all she ever dreamed.� Every spare moment she had was spent expanding her singing resume or booking more club gigs.� All they needed was one good break.� That was her daily mantra and the only thing that kept her afloat.
At thirty-two, Annie was growing impatient waiting for that break.� Physically, she had never looked better.� She had let her golden blond hair grow long, below her shoulders, and she exercised whenever she could to maintain her feminine curves.� Her piercing blue eyes never expressed the exhaustion she felt, but emotionally, she was drained.
It had been six months since her last boyfriend had crushed her spirit and nearly three years since her divorce.� Both experiences made her stronger but it had been a journey to get past the hurt and deception of both men.� It didn�t help matters that her ex-husband, Gary, was the lead singer and guitarist in her band.
Annie lived in a small, suburban town forty minutes west of Boston and east of nothing, where the population was nil and everyone knew the other�s business.� She had come to this town at the age of fifteen to live with an aunt, after her parents and younger brother were killed in a car accident.� Annie was the lone survivor in the car.� Two years later, tragedy stuck again when her aunt died of cancer; leaving Annie virtually on her own.
Growing up in a household with an alcoholic and verbally abusive father, Annie never had a sense of family or belonging.� Her father made it his mission to keep Annie�s self-esteem in the gutter, never supporting her budding interest in music.� He went out of his way to belittle her dreams.� The more he demeaned Annie, the deeper she emotionally retreated to a self-imposed exile where music became the one consistent thread of her life.� Music was the only thing that gave her real happiness and satisfaction.
She was considered a music geek at the high school in her aunt�s town, and painfully shy.� Even still, she tried out and won a spot in the jazz band.� Gary Logan was also part of the jazz band and became her one and only friend.� Their friendship quickly blossomed until Annie and Gary were inseparable.
Annie moved into Gary�s parents home after her aunt died and the summer after graduation they were married.� It was him and her against the world.� They shared the same dreams, aspirations, and the band they founded together.� But as soon as their band began to gather local recognition, their relationship started to unravel.
Gary quickly developed an ego that thrived on the constant affirmations and the attention from the female fans that followed them week after week.� Too many times to count, Annie caught Gary cheating with the groupies.� At first she ignored his unfaithfulness, hoping he would get it out of his system.� But time only made it worse and impossible for her to ignore.� Finally, after a decade of being together, she filed for divorce.
Putting aside their hurt feelings and petty indifferences, they somehow managed to find common ground.� They had to, if they wanted to keep their band together; which they both did.�� It was not easy working together.� Each day brought new struggles and bigger egos.� The qualities that Annie once admired in Gary she now hated.� The only bond they continued to share was their mutual love for their band and their drive for success.

She stopped briefly at the end of her driveway and opened her mail box.� Inside she found one overstuffed envelope, with a return address she did not recognize.� Tucking it under her arm, she continued up the driveway toward the back of a large, white Colonial house where she had been renting an apartment since her divorce.� The apartment consisted of three small rooms and a bathroom.� It wasn�t much but it was all she could afford.� The back yard was long, narrow and very private, with an in-ground pool that the owners allowed her to use during the summer months.� The rest of the house remained occupied by the owners when they were home, which was not very often.
Annie collapsed into the soft pillows on her couch and quickly dismissed the notion of catching a catnap.� If she fell asleep now, she would never wake up before she had to leave for their gig that night.� Instead she studied the envelope she held in her hands and then cracked open the sticky seal with her index finger.� In one swift motion, the contents spilled into her lap.� Her eye�s caught the colorful, bold typeface on the letterhead that read: Bostonian Promotions.
�Oh, my God,� she screamed and lurched from the couch, sending the letter and the envelope contents to the floor, as if it had burned her hands.� Tears immediately pooled in her eyes as she dropped to her knees and attempted to collect all the pages of paper and the official looking letterhead.
Congratulations and thank you for entering our recent contest: Battle of the Massachusetts Bands!� Your band has been selected as one of five talented semi-finalist bands to appear LIVE along with the legendary band: Thrust .
In honor of their 20 years together, each of the five members of Thrust, have chosen to sponsor one of the five semi-finalist bands in a 4-6 week jamming session in preparation of the final band play-off battle.� The winning band from the contest will perform as opening act for Thrust during their upcoming Fall concert tour.
Your band sponsor will be, Michael Wade, lead guitarist and vocalist for Thrust.� A representative from Bostonian Promotions will notify you with further details and arrange a meeting between your band and Michael Wade.� If you have any questions, or need additional information, please feel free to contract us.
Again, we congratulate you!
Bostonian Promotions
Annie ran to the phone and nervously punched in a phone number.� After three rings the receiver picked up.
�Buzz!� Annie screamed.
�Annie, is that you?� What�s the problem?� Buzz answered.
Buzz was the drummer of White Rush, and one of Annie�s closest friends.� He was someone she felt comfortable to confide the details of her life.� Short, with thin blond hair, Buzz had a heart of gold and looked upon Annie as his sister.
�Remember that Battle of the Band contest I submitted our demo video?� Annie asked.
�Yeah.�
�We got picked!�
�I�m coming over,� Buzz replied in disbelief and then the phone line went dead.� Fifteen minutes later his van was pulling into Annie�s driveway.
Buzz read through the material three times before he would believe it and then called the information phone number to confirm the good news.� It was all true.
�I can�t believe it!� Buzz screeched.� �Michael Wade is coming to meet us?�
�White Rush, live and on stage with Thrust!� Annie echoed.� �I can see the marquee now!�
Annie and Buzz danced, arms entwined, around her tiny living room.� Like excited children, they were yelling at the tops of their lungs.
�We�re IN, Baby!�� We�re in!� Buzz hollered.
Then Annie stopped dancing, the smile from her face slowly fading.
�How will we tell Gary about this?� she asked Buzz.� �You know he didn�t want me to send in our demo tape.� He even threatened to kick me out of the band if I did.�
�Yeah, but that was before we got PICKED, baby!�
Buzz and Annie picked up their keyboard player, Ivory, before they headed to the gig.� Ivory was a tall, black man, who spent most of his free time getting high.� His talent was good for the band but his drug habits spelled trouble.� The rest of the band had gotten clean years ago, except for Annie who had never ventured down that road.
�Hey, Ivory,� Annie yelled into the hollowness of the back of the van.� Ivory�s head was already enveloped in a thick ring of smoke from a newly sparked joint.� �Do you remember that Battle of the Band contest I entered our band?�
�Yeah, what about it?�
�We�re in,� Buzz blurted before Annie could answer.
�Motha Fucka!�� A wide, thin smile curled Ivory�s lips as he exhaled smoke from his nostrils like a dragon.� �That�s cool.�
Annie glanced over at Buzz.� �That was easy,� she teased.� �One down, one to go, and the one that�s left is the ball buster.�
�It�s not going to be as bad as you think it will be.� Gary�s not that much of a hard ass.� You�ll see.� We�ll tell him tonight after the gig.�� Buzz patted Annie�s forearm and continued to drive into the city of Worcester.� Taking a left onto Green Street, the club was in sight.� �The place looks pretty packed tonight,� he commented, double parking the van in front of Sir Morgan�s Cove.� �I�ll let you two out here and go find a place to park.�
Sir Morgan�s Cove did not look like much on the outside but inside it was a different story.� No one would have guessed at this very club, back in the 1980�s Mick Jagger and the Rolling Stones kicked off a world concert tour.� A wall of memorabilia depicts the event with autographed photographs of each band member.� Now, over a decade later, the club still attracts the best of the local talent.� Several times a month, White Rush were the headliners.
The club was full to capacity when Annie and Ivory pushed their way in toward the stage.� Gary was already on stage setting up the microphones.� Gary lived in Worcester and often showed up at their gigs early to set-up the stage according to his specifications.� As usual, Ivory headed for the bar to get himself a drink before he went on stage.
Dark and smoky, the club seemed to take on a life of its own.� Annie loved the energy that flowed up toward her on stage and the fact that she was sharing the same stage Mick Jagger had once pranced across only heightened the mystique of the club.� The bright lights blocked most of the audience faces from her view and smeared their images to a blur.� But she could feel them, always inching closer to her, begging her to sing.� That is what she fed from and it kept her coming back week after week.� No drug was as powerful as that.
Tonight she wore her tight satin pants with a white half shirt, exposing her firm breasts.� Her hair she left to hang, curled slightly on the ends, bangs nearly covering her deep blue eyes.� On her feet she wore black leather boots to give her a bit more height beside the guys.
Gary barely noticed that she had arrived and continued to run the necessary cables across the stage.
�Did Buzz and Ivory come with you?� Gary asked.
�Yeah.� Looks like we�ll have a good gig tonight.� The crowd is ready to rock,� Annie replied, wondering when she should break the good news to Gary.� Carefully breaking good news to anyone lacked all logic.� But Gary was hardly the logical kind of guy. Timing was everything whenever you had something to tell Gary and now clearly was not the time.
Buzz and Ivory squeezed onto the crowded stage and began setting up their equipment.� Annie made her way back to the dressing room to finish putting on her makeup.
�Hey, Ronny, looks like a good crowd tonight,� Annie commented, as she passed the manager of the club in the hallway.� Ronny reached out his arm and stopped her.
�Just so you know, rumor has it, some big talent scout or something will be in attendance tonight,� Ronny whispered.
�What makes you say that?�
�I got a phone call yesterday from some guy claiming to be a manager.� He was asking if your band was still headlining tonight.� You planning on leaving me for the big lights, Annie?�
�Not a chance, Ronny.�
�That�s what they all say, right before they stab me in the back!�
�Hey, did that guy have a name?� Annie asked.
�No name but the company was Bostonian something.� I never heard of them.�
�Yeah, it�s probably nothing,� Annie replied.
She knew without a doubt it was something.� It was in the air.� The crowd was hot, and their music had to be even hotter.� Her insides felt like boiling lava.� Excitement and nerves made every cell of her skin feel alive.
They took the stage promptly at ten-o�clock and belted out their first set with an aggression that surprised the crowd.� No ballads, just raw riffs and sophisticated rhythms.�� It was after eleven when they took their first break and, as usual, Annie stayed on stage.� It had become her ritual of recent months.� While the guys went for a drink, she pulled out her acoustic guitar and sang solo.� Her voice, a guitar, and a lone spot light was all she needed.� It was her only time to shine without Gary.
In a dark corner of the club, Annie heard a muffled commotion.� A fight she thought, and shrugged it out of her mind.� Clutching her guitar pick she proceeded to strum out the intro to �Crazy On You,� by the female rock group, Heart.� They were a group she could truly identify with.� Heart had what she wanted.� Center stage.� And she hoped someday it would be hers.
Annie always began with a raw, brash song first, to get the audience with her.� It usually did not take too much coaxing and tonight it was easy.� They were right there with her two bars into the first song.� The second song was usually a ballad.� Tonight she chose another Heart single, �Dog and Butterfly�.� For this song she sat with one leg on the side of a wooden stool; center stage, acoustic guitar casually laid across her lap.
The commotion from the corner was ebbing closer.� She squinted her eyes to pierce through the bright spotlight.� Off to the side of the bar was a large hulk of a guy, the cartoon image of a bodyguard.� He was clearing a path behind him for a shorter, dark haired man.� Annie�s heart began to beat faster.� The words to the song suddenly eluded her.� The two men stopped just past the bar and stood in the darkness of the emergency door exit.� They were still too far away from her to recognize them.� She wondered if she should do a third song, as she usually did, or leave the stage to find out who the talent scout was.
She felt driven.� If this was her one chance, she was going for it in a big bold way.� She kicked the stool back and grabbed her electric guitar and belted out one last gutsy song from Heart, called �Magic Man�, that utilized her full vocal range.� She had the crowd on their feet and wanting one more when Gary and guys came back on stage.
�Hey, did you hear who�s in the audience tonight?� Buzz screeched into Annie�s ear as he entered stage left.
�No.� I saw them come in, but it was too dark to recognize them.� Why, who the hell is it?� she asked.
�Michael-freaking-Wade and his bodyguard!�
�No way!� Does Gary know?�
�Oh yeah!�
�I mean, does he know about the contest?� Annie asked.
�Not yet.� After the gig we�ll have to tell him,� Buzz replied, and sat with a thud behind his drum set.
Gary counted off the intro to their second set.� The stage lights came back up and illuminated them for the second half of their act.
Annie thought she would throw up.� The lights hit her in the face like a freight train.� The noise from the people sounded like tin cans crashing in her head.� Playing for the �locals� was one thing but performing in front of her lifelong idol was completely different.� All she could think about was the fact that Michael Wade was standing just a few feet away and listening to their music.� She wondered what he must be thinking.� She could no longer hear herself playing and she was sure her voice was off-key.� Her knees struggled to keep her upright and standing.
Out of all the men in the band, Thrust, Michael Wade was Annie�s favorite, the one she desperately tried to emulate.� She knew everything about him and his band;� owned their entire catalog of music and had read everything ever written about them that she could get her hands on.� She witnessed their rise to fame and their fall from grace when drugs had ruled and almost ruined their lives.� Twenty years later, and now living a clean and sober lifestyle, they were still a band to be reckoned with, managing to produce chart climbing hits year after year.
Thrust was a band of five New Jersey-bred bad boys, streetwise beyond their years.� What they may have lacked in formal education they had ample supply of male swagger and determination.� As soon as they could drive, they crossed the river into New York City and played their music at any club that would have them.� Individually, their talent was good but together their chemistry was limitless and magical.� They recognized it the first time they played together.� It fueled their drive and fed their egos.� Over twenty years later, that same chemistry still remained and had made them all rich beyond their wildest expectations.
It was when Mark Ridley, the bass player for the band, decided to follow his girlfriend to Boston while she went to college, the rest of the band decided to join him.� Soon thereafter, they claimed Boston as their home away from home.� Although Mark ended the relationship with his girlfriend soon after their arrival in the city, the bands� notoriety grew in leaps and bounds within the hallowed halls of the infamous Boston venues.� Fame had not diminished their commitment to give something back to the city that launched their star skyward and this contest was one more way for them to prove it.
With three songs left to their second set, Annie saw the two dark figures leave the club.� A lot of the patrons followed them outside, perhaps for autographs, or maybe to see if it was really Michael Wade.� Annie wondered why Michael and his bodyguard were leaving early.� Did her band really sound that bad?� Did this mean their chance at stardom was gone?
She went home that night feeling elated and apprehensive, her body twitched with nervous energy.� Working day to day with Michael would be a life changing event for her.� The biggest event of her life.� What would he be like, she wondered?� Would he be an ego driven rock star or approachable and down to earth?� She tossed and turned in bed.� Sleep did not come easy that night and wouldn�t for days to come.

CHAPTER TWO 

A week later they were again standing anxiously in Sir Morgan�s Cove, waiting for the appointed hour when Michael Wade and a Bostonian Promotions representative would arrive for their first meeting.� Finally, a shiny black turbo Porsche came into view and pulled directly in front of the club.� Two men emerged from a second car that came to a stop behind it.� Michael Wade stepped out from behind the wheel of his Porsche and greeted the two men from the second car.
He was dressed in a pair of tight black jeans and a plain untucked white shirt, buttons undone almost to his navel, sleeves rolled back to his elbows.� Dark shades hid his eyes and his long, dark hair was a mass of chestnut waves.
�This better fly, Annie, or I'll never forgive you for it,� Gary said through clenched teeth.� It had been a week since he had learned about the contest and a week since he and Annie had talked.� He was defiant and unforgiving because they had entered this contest behind his back.� In his mind he felt he had lost some sense of control over what he considered to be his band.� And it didn't help the situation, knowing Annie's feelings for her life-long rock idol.� The idea of seeing them together in the same room made his blood boil.
�It�s time you put our band before your pride, Gary.� At our age, this could be our last chance,� Annie said, her voice trailing off to a soft whisper.� Michael Wade had her full attention now, as she watched him swagger toward the front door to the club.� There was no extra room in her brain for another argument with Gary.
�Good afternoon,� the rep from Bostonian Promotions began, extending his hand for everyone to shake.� �I�m sure you�re all familiar with Michael Wade.�
Michael removed his dark glasses and slid them into his shirt pocket.� Then he offered his hand to shake as he went around the room.� One by one, each band member reached for Michael�s hand and introduced themselves.� Annie was last in line.
�Hi, I�m Annie Logan,� she said, her voice cracking in mid-sentence.� She wondered if he noticed how sweaty her hand was and wished she had wiped it off before she reached for his.
�I�m sorry, I didn�t catch your name,� Michael replied, giving her hand a gentle tug.� His statement forced her to look into his eyes again.� When she did, her stomach flip-flopped.� Something clicked in her brain.
�What?� she asked.� When their eyes locked, she felt the blood drain from her head to her toes.� His eyes were a unique smoky, blue-gray color and shimmered like reflection pools.� His skin was flawless.� His lips were full and brooding and his jaw line was strong and convincing.� She had never seen him up close and the impact of his masculine features took her breath away.
�I didn�t hear your name,� he said again, still holding onto her hand.
Annie stared back at him, mesmerized by his presence.� As hard as she tried, she could not turn away from his penetrating eyes.� He was holding her hostage by the mere power of his gaze and it scared her to death.
�My name is Annie Logan,� she managed, and followed her statement with a weak smile then nervously began chewing on her bottom lip.
�Okay, enough of the formalities.� Lets get down to business,� the Bostonian rep said, pulling out a chair to sit.
Finally, Michael released Annie from the prison of his eyes.� She sighed with relief, and yet the fullness she had felt while holding onto his hand was gone too.� She retreated to a safe chair beside Buzz.� Michael sat opposite Annie and next to the Bostonian representative.� Several times throughout the meeting, Michael caught Annie�s gaze and attempted to hold her stare.� Each time, Annie felt her face blush and she�d quickly look away like a naughty school girl after being caught in the act of some lascivious deed.
If someone had asked her to recall any of the details of that first meeting she would have failed.� She could not get beyond the fact that she was sitting at the same table as Michael Wade and that he had held her hand.� Or his eyes, and the way they seemed to soften each time they drifted to her and the way his hair hung so sexily, framing his amazing face.
An hour later, her hand was still sweaty when Michael shook it to say good-bye.� She would never forget the emptiness she felt when his black Porsche pulled away from the curb.
�What the hell was that all about?� Gary shouted, giving Annie a shove on the shoulder.
�What was what all about?� Annie replied without emotion, as she watched the red tail lights of Michael's Porsche disappear into the distance.
�Jesus, Annie, you didn�t have one word to say in that meeting and it was you that got us into this fucking situation!� It would have been nice to have heard some input from you instead of watching you throw �fuck-me-glances� back and forth to Wade.�
�Excuse me? I did no such thing!� Maybe I was a bit star struck, but I was not throwing �fuck-me-glances�, as you so eloquently put it, at anyone!�
�Lighten up man, I think we were all a bit star struck.� You�d be lying if you said you didn�t feel anything sitting at the same table with Michael Wade.� I thought I�d stop breathing when he shook my hand,� Buzz chuckled.
�Yeah, and did you see the ring he had on his left hand?� Was that cool or what?� Ivory added.
�I think you�ve all lost your minds,� Gary sputtered with defeat and walked off toward his car.
�Need a ride home?� Buzz asked Annie.
�Yeah, if you don�t mind.�
�Come on, Ivory.� I�ll drop you off too.� Buzz stated as he headed toward his van.
Buzz chatted endlessly on the way home while Annie barely made a sound.� He felt exhilarated and could not understand why Annie did not seem to share the same excitement.
�Did I miss something back there?� Buzz asked.
�Huh, what do you mean?� Annie replied.
�I wouldn�t say it as crudely as Gary did, but it was obvious that something was going on between you and Michael Wade.�
�You�re both crazy.� He shook my hand like everyone else�s.� That�s it.�
�This is me you�re talking to, not Gary.� What�s going on with you?�
Annie glanced toward Buzz and shook her head.� �I�m fine.� Just a bit awed by meeting him I guess.�
�That�s it?� Are you sure?� Buzz questioned.
Annie smiled and felt her face flush.� �He is pretty amazing, isn�t he?�
Buzz shook his head.� �Damn it, Annie.� Whatever you think you�re feeling right now you better ignore it.� Let us not lose our focus here.� Okay?�
Annie looked out the window, ignoring Buzz's concern.� What was she feeling, she wondered?� How could she define it?� Meeting Michael Wade was better than she had ever imagined.� He was breathtaking.� Larger than life.� And yet, there seemed to be a quiet introspective side to him that intrigued her.� She wondered if he was thinking about her and then quickly laughed at the thought.� With all the women he met in a single day, meeting her had to be a pretty insignificant event in his life.� She was certain of that.� She doubted if he would even remember her name.

CHAPTER THREE 

As scheduled, two days later Michael Wade came back and sat in on one of White Rush�s practice sessions.� For years the band had been using the old Play House in the town Annie lived as their practice site.� It was owned by Annie�s uncle who let them use it for free during the day as long as they played one gig there every month.� The location was perfect for Annie.� It was within walking distance of her apartment and the diner where she worked.� The stage was large and lofty and the lighting bad but the acoustics were fabulous.
They had played and practiced at the Play House hundreds of times but on this day it felt like the first time they had used the stage.� They fumbled to find the wall outlets and juggled amplifiers around mindlessly, aware of the fact Michael was in back of the theater watching them.� The deal was just that.� He would silently attend a week or more of their practice sessions, at the end of which, he would give them his professional critique on the strengths and weaknesses of the band.� The end result would be a better, more commercially marketable band.� It was all part of the bands� grooming process to ready them for performing on stage as the opening act for Thrust.� In the long term, they could possibly pick up a record contract with their new exposure.
There was a lot to do in a short amount of time and all were expected to make some sacrifices; first of which was to change their practice schedule.� Instead of meeting once a week for a few hours, they now had to practice every afternoon from one o�clock to six o�clock in the evening.� Their club dates were diminished to Saturday night only with the club sites to be approved by Bostonian Promotions.� Sunday was their one day off to do as they pleased.� They were asked to take a leave of absence from their day jobs and instead they would receive a weekly allowance from Bostonian Promotions.� The allowances were not much but it was understood that they would have to make do with it.� The bottom line was Bostonian Promotions, as well as Thrust, wanted White Rush to eat, sleep, and dream about their music and nothing else.� When they were not practicing, they were expected to be working on new material.
These details were all agreed to and a contract stating as much was signed at the initial meeting.� No one had a problem with it except for Gary.� He now felt owned by Bostonian Promotions and hated the idea of being told what to do.� He called it a dictatorship and resented every aspect of it.
�No band practices every day,� Gary balked.
�They do if they want to make it big,� Buzz replied, shifting his drum set.
�I can remember practicing until my fingers bled,� Michael added, as he slowly approached the stage.� �It all depends on how badly you want to make it.�� He sat with a fluid motion in a front row seat and stared directly up at Gary.� �If the sacrifices are more than you�re prepared to make, then maybe you ought to pick a different career.�
A steely silence hung over the stage.� It was as if an imaginary line had been drawn and both men were waiting to see who crossed it first.� Annie looked at Michael�s eyes.� Two days ago, they were soft and smoky.� Now they were dark charcoal and cold.� She gasped and looked away.� Gary was blowing this whole deal for them, before it even got off the ground.
�No one said it was going to be an easy ride,� Michael added, never removing his eyes from Gary.
�Yeah, well everything was fine before Al entered us into your fucking contest.�
Michael stood with a loud whoosh.� �I can get you out of that contract quicker than it took you to sign it.� The choice is yours.�� He turned and began to walk toward the front door.� �I�m going to get a cup of coffee.� You can give me your answer when I get back.�
They waited until they heard the slam of the door before they dared to speak.
�What the hell is your problem?� Buzz jumped on Gary.
�You�re acting like a child,� Annie added.
�Don�t blow this deal, man,� Ivory scolded, lighting up a joint.
Gary shook his head.� �You guys are all assholes!� You shove this whole deal down my throat and just expect me to jump for joy!� They own us now, is that what you all want?� You're gonna stand in line and take your allowance check every week like a good boy and hope to hell you have enough to pay the rent?� You are all out of your fucking minds!�
Annie stepped away from Gary.� �I'd like to shove that guitar down your throat, Gary!�� What do you think the big time is like?� You become the property of a record label.� You get an allowance and you sell records.� Lots of them.� You start playing in large arenas instead of the cramped clubs we've been in.� And you have millions of adoring fans!� If you can't see this for the sweet deal it is then you're a bigger idiot than I thought.� And, if that is the case, then maybe you should pick another career!�
Annie stomped off the stage in disgust.� Buzz and Ivory followed her outside to get some air and sat on the stone steps together.
�He�s going to blow this deal and break-up the band in the process,� Annie sighed choking back tears.
Buzz threw a heavy arm over her shoulder to offer some comfort.� �No, he�s not.� He�s just pissed because his level of control over the band has been diminished.� He�s not that stupid to throw away a deal of this magnitude.� But he�d like you to think he would.�
�Want a hit?� Ivory asked Buzz, handing him the joint.
�No thanks, it�s all yours.�
�Shhhh, what�s that sound?� Annie asked.
Heated electric rhythms vibrated from the theater in quick fluid bursts of brilliance, as Gary brought his guitar to life.
�Sounds like Gary has chosen his career,� Buzz answered, listening to Gary�s quick riffs on his guitar.� Relieved, they headed back inside.
Nobody said a word and quietly picked up their instruments and joined Gary in mid song.� Half an hour later they were at full rock level when Michael slipped back inside the theater.
�That was a good practice,� Michael commented.� �And I�m glad you decided to pursue the opportunity, Gary.�
Gary ignored Michael�s voice and continued to pick-up around the stage area.� Annie stopped what she was doing and released a private sigh of relief when she noticed the warmth was once again back in Michael�s face.� As if he knew she was looking his way, Michael�s eyes silently locked onto hers.� The air stopped short in her throat and she felt unable to move away from his stare.
A slow smile melted the lines in Michael�s face.� �Annie, isn�t it?� he asked, as if he was unsure of her name.
�Yes, that�s right,� she softly replied, completely amazed he had gotten it right the first time.
�You have a really strong voice,� he offered.� �I mean, you sounded great,� he quickly added, shaking his head.
Perhaps it was her imagination, but Annie swore Michael seemed as nervous as she was.� Even in the dim lighting of the theater, it appeared to her that he was blushing slightly, the notion of which made her heart lurch.� She smiled at him, and he returned one to her then turned to leave the building.
�I�ll see you guys tomorrow,� he called out over his shoulder and shut the door behind him.
The sun was beginning to set and cool the late afternoon air.� Michael shivered and went to his car.

Michael steered his black Porsche back toward Boston.� The trip was a blur to him, as his mind wrestled with thoughts of Annie.� How unexpectedly she had crashed into his life and turned it upside down, with nothing more than a smile.
He pulled up to the gated entrance of Brian Lofgren�s driveway.� He and Brian were the co-founders of Thrust and best friends, but they acted more like brothers.� Some said they even looked as if they were related.� Brian and Michael disagreed; Brian was far shorter than his stage brother and his facial features sharply chiseled like a bronze sculpture.
It was hard to imagine Brian without Michael and vice versa.� For the last twenty-two years, each trusted the other implicitly with the other�s life, and what a life it had been.
Michael knew Brian was a night owl and would still be awake.� He reached out his car window and pressed the call button on the intercom box.
A few minutes later the raspy voice of Brian rang back at him through the speaker;� �Who�s out there?� Brian asked, a note of concern in his voice.
�Who the hell were you expecting?� Michael grinned.
�I should have known,� Brian laughed.� �Come on in!�
Michael waited while the ten foot black iron gates electronically opened then he throttled his car onward up the long, winding drive and stopped by the massive front door.
Feeling edgy, he approached the solid mahogany double doors.� Before he had a chance to knock, Brian opened one of the doors, shirtless, unshaven whiskers on his face, and his hair wild and uncombed.� It was obvious Brian was not expecting company.
�Hey, Bro, what�s up?� Brian chirped with excitement.� �Come in, come in.�
All the guys in Thrust were like brothers but Brian and Michael shared a bond that, at times, even scared them.� Sometimes it was a love hate relationship, other times it was pure acceptance and adulation.� Their shared years of sobriety had taught them that.
�You out cruising alone tonight?� Brian asked, quickly checking outside before he closed the front door.
�Yeah.�
�You look tense,� Brian remarked.
�You alone?� Michael asked, his eyes darting around the vast layout of the house looking for Brian�s wife and kids.� �I need to talk to you about something.�
�No, but I can be.� Come on, we�ll go out to the studio.�� Brian pointed Michael in the direction of his new state-of-the-art recording studio that was recently built onto his home.� �Go ahead, I�ll meet you out there.�� A few moments later he appeared carrying two bottles of imported water.� He handed one to Michael before sitting down in a director�s chair with his name imprinted on the back.
�Okay, so what�s got you so perplexed, my friend?� Brian asked, leaning back into his chair.
�I just came from a practice with my band.�
�So, how�s it going?�
�They need a lot of work.�
�Don�t they all,� Brian laughed.� �I bet it reminds you of us, back in the day!�
�They could use a bass player.�
�So get �em one.�
�It�s not that simple.�
�Of course it is.� We have full range to do whatever needs to be done with these bands to get them on the right track.� If they need a bass player, get �em a fucking bass player.�
�I don�t know.� The lead singer is going to be a problem.� I�ve already had one go-around with him and I�m sure it�s not the last.� And the keyboard player is a dope head.�
Brian leaned forward in his chair and rested his arms on his knees.� �Been there, done that.� You can handle all of this shit.� So why are you coming to me?�
�I�m thinking I should change the lead singer.� The rhythm guitarist has a better stage presence than the asshole out front now,� Michael said thoughtfully.
�Then put him out front.� You�re in the drivers seat, Mike.� You don�t need my permission to make these adjustments.�
�The rhythm guitarist is female,� Michael�s voice trailed off.
�Oh, I should have known!� This is all about pussy, isn�t it?�
�No, this one is different.�
�They�re all different, month to month for you, Bro.� You live your life through your God-damned zipper!�
Michael shook his head in protest.� �I�m telling you, this one is different.� You�ll know what I�m talking about after you meet her.�
�Mike, I don�t have to meet her to know what she looks like,� he sniffed.� �I�m willing to bet she�s blond and thin - but not too thin, with long legs you�d love to use as a scarf in the winter to warm your ugly face, and tits slightly more than a mouthful.� Am I right?�
�You forgot to mention her blue eyes,� Michael laughed, realizing the history he shared with Brian.� They knew each other too well.
Brian returned the smile.� �I know you better than you know yourself.�
�You really think so?� Michael asked with sarcasm.
�Yeah, I do.�
Brian leaned back against the canvas chair and clasped his hands behind his head.� �Look, if we didn't have this contest hanging over our heads, I'd say go for it.� Take her back to your place and screw her out of your system.� But we do have the contest and for that reason I can't give you my blessing.� So I am strongly suggesting you keep your hands out of her pants.� One night with her wouldn't justify the damage you'd do to her band or to the future of the contest.� Besides how would it look if they found out you were sleeping with the singer from the band you're supposed to be sponsoring?�
Michael lowered his head and studied his hands.� �First of all, I wasn't looking for your blessing.� And secondly, it would take a lot more than one night to fuck her out of my system.�
Brian raised an inquisitive eyebrow.� �Really?�
�Yes.� I�m quite certain of it.�
Brian watched his friend drift toward the door.� �Sounds to me like you�re getting in over your head, buddy, and into a place you probably shouldn�t visit.�
Michael turned to face him and shook his head.� �I don�t think so.� It feels right to me and it�s a great place.� In fact, I can�t think of any other place I�d rather be.�
Brian followed Michael to his car.� �Hey, dick head,� he yelled with hands on his hips.� �Don�t even think of coming back here and telling me you shook anything more than her hand!�
Michael smiled at Brian and turned the key in the ignition, essentially drowning out the sound of his friend�s voice in the process.
�Did you hear me?� Brian shouted.
The black blur of Michael�s car sped from Brian�s driveway, leaving him in a cloud of exhaust.

CHAPTER FOUR 

By the end of the first week, Annie and the band were finally beginning to feel somewhat comfortable around Michael.� That is, everyone except for Gary.
�Hey Mike, we�re all heading across the street to shoot some pool and maybe have a couple of beers if you feel like joining us,� Buzz offered.� �Although, being Friday, I�m sure you�ve already got plans.�
Annie stood beside Buzz and held her breath waiting for Michael�s answer.� She knew he no longer drank and wondered how he would respond.
�Sure, sounds great,� Michael replied, tossing his leather coat over his shoulder.� �Will my car be okay here?�
�Michael, this isn�t Boston,� Annie teased.� �It will be fine.�� She smiled at him and he returned one to her.� Every time he looked at her she felt naked and exposed to her soul.� It was uncomfortable and exhilarating all at the same time.
He walked beside her, cutting an impressive image against the night sky, wearing a lived-in pair of jeans and a tight t-shirt.� Being beside him she had never felt so alive.� Self-consciously, she tugged at the bottom of her soft pink half shirt in an attempt to keep it from riding up and exposing too much of her stomach.� The motion was not wasted on Michael.� Several times she caught his eyes surveying her curves, which made her skin flush.
When they reached the door of the bar, Michael yanked it open with his right hand.� Gary entered first and Buzz followed.� Then with the fingertips of his left hand, he softly pressed against the bare skin at the base of Annie�s back.� Gently he guided her ahead of him and into the bar.� Annie felt a shiver of heat dance up her spine when she felt his touch.� She bit her lip and swallowed hard.
Inside, Michael quickly scanned the room.� It did not look too crowded and no one seemed to notice or give a damn who he was.� Over the years it became increasingly harder for him to go out in public and simply blend in to the scenery.� When he was on stage that was different: he was out there exposing himself to the world.� But when he was off stage, he wanted desperately to be left alone.
�Al, why don�t you go grab a pool table before they�re all taken,� Gary suggested.
Annie nodded and began to walk off with Buzz at her side.
�Al, wait a minute,� Michael said, �What do you want to drink?�
Annie stopped in her tracks, turned around, and headed back toward Michael.� �Do I look like an �Al� to you?� she asked, a sly grin curling her full mouth.
�No, but I heard Gary call you that so I thought��
�Gary only calls me that because he knows how much I hate it when he refers to me by my initials,� she interrupted, her voice slightly raised.� �You can call me Annie�and I�d love a club soda with a slice of lemon, please, if it�s not too much trouble,� she teased and went back to the pool table.
Michael could not help smiling to himself.� After a week of working together, she was finally beginning to relax around him and more of her real personality was coming out.� She was a real smart ass and he loved that in a woman.
He ordered the drinks and turned away from the bartender�s inquisitive stares before the questions started.� Annie and Buzz had already racked up the pool table and began the first game.� Michael watched her move effortlessly around the table.
�That�s twelve-fifty,� the bartender shouted to Michael.� �Hey, aren�t you�?�
Michael ignored the man and tossed a twenty dollar bill onto the bar and headed off with the drinks toward Annie and Buzz, leaving Gary at the bar by himself.
�Do you play?� Buzz asked, taking the mug of beer from Michael�s hand.
�Let�s just say I play guitar a lot better than I play pool.�
�You know, it would be really cool if you played with us sometime,� Buzz said.
�Sure, if you want me to.� It�s really hard sitting back and listening while other�s get to jam.�� He handed Annie her drink and took a sip of his own club soda.� �Maybe next week I�ll join you. �
�Cool.�
�Where�d Ivory sneak off to?� Michael asked.
�Ivory?� Oh, he�s probably outside getting stoned.�
�Yeah, I noticed he seems to do that a lot,� Michael said.
�Well, are you two girls going to play pool or stand around shooting the shit all night?� Annie asked, and then laughed at her own joke.� Michael spun on his heel to face her.� She was leaning against her pool stick looking as if she were bored with the world.
�I don�t think she knows who she�s messing with, Mike.� Buzz laughed, jabbing an elbow into Michael�s ribs.� �You want to teach her Defaulta lesson, or should I?�
Teach her a lesson?� Michael wanted nothing more.� But suddenly Brian's words of wisdom crept into his brain and he forced the carnal urges he had for Annie from his head.� He had to at least try and keep things on a business level with her.
�She�s all yours,� Michael chuckled.
�Okay, tough girl, rack �em up and lets go,� Buzz said.
�I�ll play the winner,� Michael said, and retreated back to the bar and stood next to Gary.
�What�s the matter?� Don�t you play pool?� Gary asked.
�Yeah, but I�m not very good at it.� Besides, I thought maybe Buzz wanted to play with Annie.�
�He can try, but she�ll kick his ass.� Does every time.�
�You sound like you�ve been on the losing end of that deal,� Michael remarked.
�You could say that.�
So far, Gary showed no hostility toward Michael.� Perhaps he was finally realizing he wasn�t the enemy.� �Are Buzz and Annie a couple?� Michael asked.
�Are you serious?� I don�t think Buzz would know what to do with someone like Annie - or with any female for that matter!�
�They just seem�close.�� Michael took a swig of his drink and continued to watch Annie and Buzz in the throes of a playful contest.
�Nope, they�re just friends,� Gary replied with a note of contention in his voice.� �So, tell me: what do you think of our band?�
Michael couldn�t help but detect the sarcasm in Gary�s voice and realized he must be treading on thin ice.� �I was going to discuss that with all of you at Monday�s practice.�
�What�s wrong with right now?�
Michael looked at Gary and studied his expression.� Why was Gary always looking for a confrontation, Michael wondered.� �Look, Gary, just so we�re both on the same page, why don�t you tell me why you�ve got such a problem with me?�
�You know, you�ve got a lot of fucking balls�� Gary started.
�Hey, the guys at the end of the bar are asking if you�re Michael Wade from the band, Thrust?� the bartender inquired.� Several patrons now eagerly wanted to hear the answer to the question.
Michael felt cornered.� On one side he had Gary itching to pick another fight.� On the other, he had close to a dozen people beginning to take careful notice of his presence at the bar.� Nervously, he began to look for the exit.� Across the room, Annie was noisily reveling in her win over Buzz and was making her way back to the bar.
He reached out and touched her shoulder then bent in toward her opposite ear.� �I�m gonna have to leave,� he said.� His face brushed against the soft, golden strands of her hair and, for the first time he could smell her fresh scent.
�I was wondering how long it was going to take everyone to notice who you are,� she answered, a hint of disappointment in her voice.
�Not long enough.�
He was staring at her again and she shifted her weight nervously.� The thought of him leaving saddened her.
�Well, it�s getting late.� I should probably get going too.� I�ll walk out with you,� Annie blurted.
�Oh, that�s fucking beautiful,� Gary muttered to himself, but loud enough for Buzz to hear.� �Like we didn�t see that coming!�
�Is there a back exit we can use?� Michael asked.
�Yeah, follow me,� Annie answered.
�I�ll see you at the gig tomorrow night,� Michael said to Buzz.� Then he quickly disappeared out the side door, right on Annie�s heels.
The air was clean and cool outside.� Stars filled the cloudless, early summer sky.� Michael stood uneasily, looking over his shoulder, waiting for the onslaught of curiosity seekers.
�Can I give you a lift home?�� As soon as he asked the question he knew he was in trouble.� Brian would be pissed.� To hell with Brian.
Annie laughed.� �I only live about a mile down that road,� she said pointing off to her left.
�Oh.�� He laughed and slid his hands into his pants pockets.
�You can walk with me, if you want,� she suggested nervously.
Michael nodded and followed Annie down the narrow sidewalk.
�Are you cold?� he asked, thinking he detected a slight shiver from Annie.� �You can wear my coat if you want.�
�No, I�m fine,� she answered, but Michael�s hands were already draping his coat around her shoulders.� �Thanks,� she said.
She pulled the collar up closer to her face and shivered again but this time it wasn�t because she was cold.� With the worn leather against her cheeks, she could clearly smell his masculine aftershave, and smiled.� She felt warmed to her core and safe.
They walked in silence for several feet until Annie finally got the courage to break the awkwardness between them.
�So, if you don�t mind me asking, what do you� think of our band?�
�I was hoping to talk to you about that,� Michael replied.
Annie stopped on the sidewalk and faced him.� �Oh God, you don�t like us,� she sighed, looking away from him and clenching her fists into tight balls.
�What gave you that idea?� I think you�re great.�
�Your statement sounded as if it was going to end with a �but�.� It�s okay.� I mean, that�s part of the deal, right?� You�re supposed to give us your professional opinion at the end of the week, right?�
�Okay.� Individually, I think you are all very talented.� But together, I think some of the dynamics are wrong.�
�What do you mean?� Annie asked, feeling the sweat collecting on her palms again.
�Well, for starters, I think you should be the front person of the band.� You have much more stage presence than Gary, your vocal range is fuller and�,� Michael tried to stifle a laugh but was unsuccessful.
Annie stopped again.� �And what?�
�Well, honestly, you�re much sexier to look at.�
Annie felt her face blush with fire and she quickly looked away from Michael and began to walk again.
�I�m sorry,� he said.� �I didn�t mean that to sound sexist but that�s the way it is in this business.� Sex sells.� It�s that simple.� Plus, you can play guitar better than any��
Annie spun around.� �Excuse me?� You better choose your next few words very carefully, Michael, if you don�t want to sound sexist,� she said playfully.
�This isn�t going very well, is it?� I�m a man of few words for a reason, Annie, and this is why.� I didn�t mean to imply anything by that comment.� Can we just say that I was completely blown away by your guitar playing and leave it at that?�
�Thank you.� That sounds much better,� she smiled.
They walked in silence for several minutes.� Annie�s head swirled with so many thoughts.� She suddenly wished she lived much further down the road so she could have more time with Michael.
�Annie, how much do you know about me?� he asked, a hint of concern in his voice.
�Probably more than you�d like me to,� she smiled.� �I�ve been a fan of your music for as long as I can remember.� In fact, it was because of your guitar playing that I chose to pursue the guitar.�
�Wow, when you say it like that, it makes me feel pretty damn old.�
�You�ll be thirty-eight on your next birthday.� That�s not old.�� Annie stopped at the end of her driveway and paused, looking up into his magnificent face.
Michael stared back at her, his face serious but his eyes warm and inviting.� He shifted uneasily on the sidewalk.� �Annie.� Is that your full name or a condensed version of something else?�
Annie smiled.� �That�s an interesting question.� Not too many people think to ask me that.� I guess they just assume my name is Ann and Annie is my nickname.�� She glanced up at him and tipped her head shyly.� �Actually, my full name is Angelise.� I was named after a great-aunt or something but my younger brother could never pronounce it so everyone stated calling me Annie.�
�Angelise is a beautiful name.�
�You can call me that if you like.� I answer to both.� Just don�t call me Al.�
�I won�t make that mistake again,� he laughed.�� �I�ll call you Annie.�
He rubbed at his chin thoughtfully and smiled.� �I think if I were to shorten your full name I�d call you Angel.�
�If I ever have a daughter, that�s what I�d like to name her.�
A pause fell between them and Michael began to visibly fidget.
�What�s the matter?� Annie asked, seeing the look of confusion on his face.
�I don�t know anything about you but you say you know so much about me.� Makes me feel at a disadvantage.�
�Well, that�s because my life hasn�t been written about in books,� she laughed and Michael smiled.
�Don�t believe everything you�ve read, Annie.�
�Are you trying to tell me what I�ve read is a bunch of lies?�
�Most of it�s true.� I�m not necessarily proud of it nor am I making apologies for it either.� Living through some of that crap made me into the man I am today.�
�I like the man you are today,� she smiled up at him.
Silence blanketed them again while each studied the others face.� Annie felt like a teenager on a first date.� Michael was so real and down to earth.� It was hard to believe he was the mega rock star that he was in reality.
�How long have you been playing?� Michael asked, breaking the trance he was in.
�Since I was thirteen.�
�So how many years is that?�
�Michael, if you�re trying to figure out my age, just ask me.�
�Anyone ever tell you you�re a real smart ass?� he said with a sly smile.
Annie stifled a laugh.� �You wouldn�t be the first one to call me that.�
�I like that in a woman.�
Again, they shifted uneasily, removing the space between them.
�I�m thirty-one,� Annie announced.
�Excuse me?�
�You wanted to know my age, didn�t you?�
�Oh, right,� Michael sighed, staring blankly at his feet.� He could not believe how nervous he was.� What was it about Annie that seemed to drain all rational thoughts from his brain?
�I'll be thirty-two on July 4 th ,� she offered, trying to break the empty silence that hung between them.� Michael continued to squirm like a nervous cat and appeared ready to bolt.� With her eyes, sh tried to beg him to stay.� If this was the only time she'd have alone with him, she didn't want the night to ever end.
�Do you write your own music?� he asked with interest.
�Oh, I�ve got tons of stuff no one has ever heard before and probably never will.�
�I�d like to hear it.�
� You want to hear my music?� Annie asked in disbelief.
�Why do you say it like that?�
�Well, for starters, you�re a huge rock star.� That alone, makes it hard for me to believe you would want to hear my material.�
�The whole idea of this project is to promote up-and-coming talent, like you, and give them a little extra help in launching their careers.� Man, I wish someone had taken Thrust under their wings when we were starting out!� We had to fight tooth and nail to get every scrap of acknowledgment we did get.� It was a long hard road.�� Michael�s voice trailed off when his gaze locked onto Annie.� His eyes fell to her mouth.
She watched his body language.� He seemed like he wanted to kiss her, moving closer and then backing away, as if he was changing his mind.� She wondered if she should make the first move or maybe she was simply misreading the signals.
�Can I hear some of your music?� he asked.
�Sure, but all I have to play it on is an old acoustic guitar and that probably isn�t even tuned.�
�That�s all right, I�ll check it out for you.�
Michael followed Annie down the darkened driveway and waited on the lawn while she went inside her apartment.� A few moments later she returned to the backyard with a pile of paper in one hand and a very worn looking guitar in the other.� Michael sat sideways on a chaise lounge chair in the grass, with her sitting opposite him in another chair, and draped the guitar across his lap.� She watched him pluck away at the strings, tightening, loosening, until he was finally satisfied.
�There, that should do it,� he said.� �This is a beautiful, old instrument.� It kind of reminds me of one of my first guitars,� he added, as he passed it over to Annie.� �Here, play me something.�
Annie sighed heavily.� �I�m not sure I can.� I�m too nervous.�
Michael leaned closer to her, his elbows resting on his knees.� �It�s just me.� I�m your captive audience.� Hell, if you can sing your ass off in front of a couple of hundred strangers in a club, this should be an easy gig.�
�It�s not the size of the audience, Michael.� �It�s the identity of the spectator that is making me nervous.�
Michael smiled.� �Well, I can�t change that.� But, what if I lay back and close my eyes; would that make you more comfortable?�� Michael crossed his long legs at the ankle and rested his hands behind his head, then closed his eyes.� �There!� I�m ready.� Serenade me.�
Several minutes passed before Annie began to softly strum her fingertips against the strings.� Her voice cracked at first until she gained a little confidence.� Closing her eyes she was able to block out everything around her and concentrate on the music and the lyrics.� She envisioned herself alone in her bedroom playing to no one except herself.� It worked.� Half way into the song she was feeling the same rage and frustration she had when she first wrote the song.� She was so involved she hadn�t even noticed that Michael was now sitting at attention as he listened.
�Wow!� That was intense,� he said after her song finished.� �I wasn�t anticipating something that gritty and raw but I loved it!� Dare I ask where the inspiration came for those lyrics?�
�Divorce.�
�You�ve been married?� he asked, as if that one word had broadsided him.
�Yes.� Why does that shock you?�
�I�m not sure why, but I guess it does.�
Annie took a deep breath and realized, now that the subject was on the table, she had to tell Michael the rest of the story.� �You know my ex-husband.�
�How could that be possible when I�ve only known you for a couple of weeks?�
�It�s Gary.�
�Gary from your band?�
�Yes.�
�Well, that sure explains a lot.�
�Gary was a lot different in the beginning but then his ego took control of his brain.�
�Is that why you broke-up?�
�That was part of it.� There were other circumstances too that were difficult for me to ignore.�
�I�m sorry,� he said quietly.
�Don�t be.� It was almost three years ago so I�m over it.� We�ve both moved on.�
�Oh, so you�re with someone else now?� he asked with regret in his voice.
�I was, but not anymore.� That ended about six months ago.�
�Do I know him, too?� Michael chuckled, stretching out on the lounge chair again.
Annie nervously shifted where she sat.� �Boy, you sure ask a lot of questions.�
�I�m sorry.� None of this is any of my business.� Never mind.� Why don�t you play me another song.�
�No, you don�t know him.� Joe is another local guy.� He plays drums for a rival band.�
Michael slowly turned his head toward her.� The moonlight reflected upon tiny tears that had collected on her eyelashes.� The sight made his heart ache.� Her sadness seemed so deep.� He sat up to face her.� Annie�s eyes dropped to her lap.� With his fingertips he reached and removed a wisp of hair that dangled in her eye.
�Annie, the man was a fool,� he whispered.
She raised her eyes to meet his and blinked, allowing the tears to cascade down her flushed cheeks.� There was a long silence between them as they stared into each other�s eyes.� Michael slid closer and dried her face with the pads of his thumbs.
�I really want to kiss you,� he said with a sigh, leaning forward and pressing his lips against her damp cheek.� The guitar slid off her lap and onto the grass below making an audible twang as it hit the ground.� Neither of them noticed.
His mouth moved to her forehead and then down to her other tear stained cheek.� Then his mouth found her lips.� He parted his slightly, catching her quick bursts of breath in his throat.� For a moment he didn�t dare move.� Her lips were on fire.� His own body was flooding with desire.� Then he felt the tentative tip of Annie�s tongue reach for his, as if to urge him on.
In a quick fluid motion, he slid his arms around her waist and pulled her from her seat.� She fell onto her knees between his parted thighs.� His leather coat fell from her shoulders and landed at her ankles.
�I�ve wanted to do this for days,� he spoke softly, and covered her mouth fully with his.� She met him halfway with her tongue and groaned shamelessly as he devoured her.� Her body throbbed as loud as her heart was beating.� His face dropped to her neck.� She wove her fingers into the thickness of his hair and gently pulled.� His tongue danced a lewd decent between her breasts, while his hands massaged her fleshy orbs between his cheeks.� Then abruptly, he pulled away.
�Damn it!� I can�t let his happen,� he blurted, breathing heavily.
�What?� Annie replied, with shock and regret that he had stopped his manipulations on her body.� Feeling rejected, Annie stood quickly and adjusted her clothing.� �It�s okay.� I understand,� she lied as she glanced toward the safety of her home.
�Annie, no.� I don�t think you do,� he said, raking his hands through his hair.� �It has nothing to do with you.�� As soon as the words left his mouth, he realized how lame it sounded.� It was all Annie needed to hear.� She turned away sharply and headed toward her apartment door.
Michael quickly stood and caught her by the wrist.� Then he spun her around to face him.� With a sudden jerk, he pulled her hard against his chest.� He felt her breath expel in a sharp, short burst.� Annie wriggled to free her hands, which Michael clung to tightly.
�Annie, look at me,� he commanded.� As soon as their eyes locked, Annie stopped her struggle.� Slowly, he bent his face toward her, until his lips were close enough to gently brush against hers when he spoke.� Then he suggestively slid her hand below his belt buckle and pressed it against the hardened mound of his manhood.� Annie gasped and attempted to pull her hand away but Michael continued to hold it in place.
�Like I said, my reasons for stopping have nothing to do with not wanting you,� he whispered against her parted lips and then he kissed her again.
�You don�t owe me an explanation,� she said, pulling away, attempting to put some space between them.
�It�s a legal issue,� he stated, dragging his tongue up the side of her neck and teasing her earlobe.� �The only exchange that happens between us is supposed to be strictly business.�� Then his mouth found hers again, his tongue delving even deeper until Annie thought she would explode from the pleasure.� �I don�t consider what we�re doing exactly businesslike, do you?� he sighed against her trembling lips.
�It not a big deal.� Really.� We can forget this ever happened,� she lied again.
Michael laughed.� �Then you must be made of stone because I know I won�t forget this happened.�
Annie�s head fell to his chest.� She could feel the loud thump of his beating heart and smiled.� It was a wonderful sensation to know his heart was racing for her.
�Believe it or not, I had to sign a contract stating I wouldn�t have any personal contact with any members of the sponsored bands.� I could get myself, and you, in a lot of trouble just by being here right now.�
He rubbed slow, deliberate circles on her back with his strong hands.� �If the press got a hold of a story like this, they�d say you slept with me in order to win the contest.�
Annie sighed.� She wondered if this was his way of politely dismissing her.� For all she knew, he had a girlfriend stashed away at his house.
He pulled her tighter against his body.� �You�re not saying much.� What are you thinking?� he asked.
�Honestly?�
�Of course.�
�I�m still having trouble believing you�re even here right now.� So, the fact that we�re having this particular conversation is a bit surreal to me.�
He pressed his mouth against her ear.� �I�d like nothing better than to take you inside and finish what we started,� he whispered.
Annie stepped back and studied his face with indecision.� �What makes you think I was going to invite you inside?� Or perhaps you were planning on grabbing me by the hair and dragging me inside like a caveman?�
He smiled sheepishly and dropped his head, slowly shaking it.� �Wow, well, I�ve been called a lot worse but I�m not a caveman.� I�m sorry.� I guess I was assuming something I shouldn�t have been.�
His eyes lifted to hers.� He seemed genuinely remorseful.� She tipped her chin in a sign of� defiance.� �I�m probably not like the other women you�re used to dealing with, Michael.� So I accept your apology.�
�You're nothing like the other women I've known which is why I find you so... intriguing.�
Annie placed her fingers over her mouth.� �Intriguing.� That�s a good word.� I like it.�� She gazed at him silent for a moment.� A slow smile ebbed across her face.� �You intrigue me, too.�
His lips curled seductively.� �I'm glad to hear that,� He stepped away and tried to adjust his pants.� �Maybe after the contest is over we can revisit this � that is, if you're still intrigued .�
Lightly, she reached out and touched his chest.� �I�ll take your offer under consideration and get back to you.�
�You�re such a smart ass,� he laughed.� �Well, I better get going while I can still walk comfortably.�� He bent in and kissed her softly on the cheek.� �That would be a guy thing,� he winked.
He stepped back from her and pushed his hands into the front pockets of his pants, trying to adjust himself again and make his pants more comfortable.� He noticed her watching and laughed.� �It�s a curse, what can I say,� he teased.
�Are you still coming to our gig tomorrow night?� she asked.
�I�m planning on it.� Sir Morgan�s Cove, right?� he asked, while walking backwards down the driveway.
�Yes.� I�ll see you then.�
Michael quickly turned away from Annie and headed toward his car.� Annie watched until she could barely make out his image on the sidewalk in the darkness.� Then she wandered back to the solitude of the back yard.� The night air made her shiver and it was then that she realized he had forgotten to take his coat.� For a fleeting moment she thought of running into town to give it to him.� But what would the point be?� She�d wait and give it to him tomorrow night.
In the far off distance, Annie heard the roar of Michael�s car engine slice through the stillness of the night.� She closed her eyes and smiled, hugging herself tightly.� She shivered at the memory of his touch, collected her music and guitar, and went inside.
She wanted him so badly and it wasn�t purely physical.� It reached beyond his kiss, far deeper than the burn he left on her skin from the touch of his fingers.� It was something she saw behind his eyes.� She felt like a moth to his flame.� Every time he looked at her, he drew her in deeper.� Every part of her body ached for him.

CHAPTER FIVE 

Annie and White Rush hit the stage on time, just as Michael slipped in from the back door escorted again by his bodyguard.� He quietly grabbed a stool and sat stage left, out of view from the audience.� Annie�s face beamed with excitement when she saw him and quickly missed three chords in a row.� Michael skewed his face, grinned back at her, and teasingly shook his head in mock disgust.� Annie was relieved when the set was over and darted off stage to say hello to him.
�Aren�t you going to play solo while they take a break?� Michael asked.
�I wanted to say hello to you first,� Annie replied, feeling like a young girl trying to impress her teacher.
�Why don�t you play the song you played for me last night.�
�No way.� I can�t,� Annie shot back, shocked by his suggestion.
�Why not?� It sounded great to me,� Michael coaxed.
�It�s too personal.� I can�t.�
�Then, you wrote that song for yourself?�
�I guess you could say that,� she replied.
�That�s a cop-out and you know it.�
�Michael, I can�t.� Gary hasn�t even heard it and I don�t feel it is ready to be played on stage yet.�
�Okay, fine.� Then I guess we�ll have to work on it some more.�
Annie grabbed her acoustic guitar and headed back on stage to a roaring applause from the audience.
�That�s what it�s all about,� Michael nodded, knowing exactly what Annie was feeling at that very moment.
An hour and a half later, White Rush was packing up their equipment with another exuberant gig under their belts.
�Before you leave, Michael, I have something for you,� Annie said, touching him on the arm.� Then she bent behind her guitar cases and picked up his leather biker jacket. �You forgot this last night,� she said, casually handing it to him.
�I knew it!� Gary shouted, as he headed for the van with his arms loaded down with cables.� �He�s screwing her!� I told you guys this would happen,� Gary screamed toward Buzz and Ivory.
Michael tossed his coat onto a nearby cocktail table and caught Gary just as he came off the stage stairs.� Quick as lightening, Michael clamped his left hand around Gary�s throat, and pushed him up against the wall with a loud thud.� His right hand coiled behind his head, balled into a fist, and aimed for impact against Gary�s face.
Michael�s speed caught Gary off guard and the cables fell from his arms.� Gary stood there, arms flailing like a helpless rag doll, desperate to loosen Michael�s grip around his neck.
�I'm not screwing your ex-wife,� Michael spat his words between clenched teeth into Gary's face.� �And I resent the fact that you're implying I am.�
An eerie silence fell around the stage stairs while the bodyguard swiftly flanked Michael�s right side, every-ready to quell a fight.� Luckily, the only people left in the club were the wait-staff and bouncers picking up after a busy night.� Everyone stopped what they were doing when they heard the raised voices coming from the stage area.� You could have heard a pin drop.� Annie was afraid to draw a breath.
�I think you should show her some respect and say you�re sorry,� Michael hissed, as he squeezed the flesh around Gary�s esophagus a bit tighter.
�Go to hell,� Gary coughed.� Before the last word was out of Gary�s mouth, Michael�s fist began to throttle forward.
�Michael!� Annie shouted.� �Don�t!� He�s not worth it!�
The bodyguard caught Michael�s fist in his pizza-sized palm and stopped it cold before it hit its intended target.
�Okay people, fights over,� the low growl of the bodyguard�s voice called out to the few remaining workers in the club.� Then his eyes shifted to Michael.� �What the hell are you doing, man?� he asked in a hushed tone for Michael�s ears only.� �You better hope he doesn�t press assault charges.� That prick is just stupid enough to file just for the thrill of it!�
Gary stormed out the back door, leaving the cables on the floor and the rest of the equipment still on stage.� Annie was torn between rushing to Michael�s side or following Buzz and Ivory.� Sheepishly, she chose her band mates and began to head outside behind them.
Michael caught Annie before she reached the door and pulled her into an empty dressing room beside the hallway.� �Look, I�m really sorry about that,� he said, pacing relentlessly back and forth in front of her.� �Man, I haven�t felt rage like that in a long time.� I really wanted to kill him.�
Annie snickered and Michael�s feet finally stopped.� He turned and looked at her quizzically.� �Part of me wanted you to kill him or at least hurt him a little bit,� she said shrugging off her ambivalence.� Michael�s face softened.
�Hey boss man, we gotta hit the road soon,� the bodyguard called into the room.� �People out here are getting nosey.�
�Yeah, I�ll be right out,� Michael yelled back over his shoulder.
�Good thing we have a day off tomorrow,� Annie commented.� �I think the band could use some time and space after tonight.�
�Probably right,� Michael replied, his voice trailing off.
�Do you have any plans for tomorrow?� Annie asked pensively.
�Yeah.� I�m supposed to be seeing my son.�
�Your son?�
�Yes, I have an eleven year old son with my ex-wife.� On very rare occasions she actually allows me to spend time with him.�� His voice was heavy with sarcasm.
�You sound as if you don�t expect to see him tomorrow.�
�And you�re probably right about that.� The visitation schedule has a way of changing last minute - every time.�
�Well, I hope you get to see him.�
Michael stepped toward her and stopped, gazing into her eyes.� They stood silent, each wanting to say something but the words failed to leave their mouths.� Annie had questions.� Michael had the answers.� They both wanted each other.
�Ah, boss�� the bodyguard�s head popped into the doorway again.
�Yeah, I�m on my way,� Michael replied.� �I guess Bull is getting itchy.� I better go.�
�His name is Bull?�� Annie asked.
�Yep.� It�s short for Bulldog.�� Michael smiled and headed toward the door.
�Have fun with your son,� Annie said, as she watched Michael disappear around the corner.

Annie spent her day off catching up on housework and laundry.� Through it all, her thoughts were consumed with Michael.� She wondered how his day was going with his son, what they were doing and where they went.� Was he seeing his ex-wife too?� Maybe that was part of the deal.
Bottom line, she wondered if he was thinking of her as much as she was thinking of him.� She seriously doubted it.� By eight o�clock she had fallen asleep in bed while watching the television.� Several hours later a low rumble woke her.� She sat upright in bed, peering toward the kitchen door.� A shadow appeared behind the window curtain that hung on the door and then she heard the knock.� Annie sucked in a deep breath.
She darted from her bed and quickly peeked out a side window toward the driveway.� The moon illuminated Michael�s shiny black Porsche.� There was no time to change, put on make-up or, even comb her hair.� She grabbed a satin robe off the chair and ran her fingers through her hair as she went to the door.
Cautiously, she pulled the door open a crack.� Michael stood on the step wearing a white t-shirt and worn blue jeans with holes in both knees.
�Did I wake you?� he asked, his smile warming her.
�No, I was watching TV,� she replied.
�You�re a lousy liar,� Michael laughed.� �Can I come in?� he finally asked.� �Or would you like to talk through the crack in the door?�
She rolled her eyes at him and opened the door.
Michael stepped into the tiny kitchen and scanned the room.� It was comfortable and homey.� Then his eyes fell upon her.� She was standing a few feet away from him, bare-legged up to her firm thighs, and wearing a sky blue nightie, trimmed in white lace.� The robe she wore hung loosely at her sides.� Her hair was loose and wild.� His heart began to beat faster.
�Wow, do you always answer the door looking like that?� he asked, his eyes starting at her toes and working up toward her hips.� He wondered if she was wearing panties.
Annie quickly pulled the robe tightly around her narrow waist and blushed till her face was hot to the touch.� �I wasn�t expecting company,� she sighed, pulling nervously at the hem of her robe and nightie.� It was a useless effort.
�Kind of makes me wish I was your mailman.�
Annie giggled at the thought of him wearing a postal uniform.
�Come in, the living room is in there. Make yourself comfortable.� I�ll go change,� she said, heading into the bathroom, relieved to be away from his stare.
A few minutes later Annie emerged from the bathroom wearing a pair of boxer shorts and a baggy t-shirt.� Michael was sitting on her couch, remote control in hand, quickly flicking through the cable channels.� Annie stood, hands-on-hips, and laughed at the vision.
�That must be a guy thing?� she said.
�What?�
�Guys and the remote control.�
�Oh, I suppose so,� he laughed and turned off the television.
She sat beside him on the couch, tucking her slender legs beneath her as she sank into the flowered seat cushion.� She was wondering why he was there; after all, it was against the rules -- or so he said.
The couch was positioned in front of a large picture window, directly opposite her bedroom.� The television sat on a table, half way between the two rooms, and swiveled around making it possible to watch from either area.
Michael had his head tipped over the back of the couch and was gazing out the window and up at the moon and stars.� Annie loved to do the same when she was feeling sad.� Several minutes passed and Michael sat quiet, deep in thought.
Finally Annie spoke.� �Did you have a good time with your son?� she asked, staring at the exposed skin on his throat and wanting to kiss it.
�I didn�t see him,� he answered blankly, still looking up toward the sky.
�I thought you said��
�I was wrong,� he snapped, suddenly jerking his head upright.
Annie jumped.
�I�m sorry, I didn�t mean to scare you,� Michael apologized.� �It�s my ex-wife up to her usual tricks.�
�What do you mean?� Annie asked, realizing it was none of her business.
�She knows how tight my schedule is, and yet, every time one of my planned visitation days rolls around, mysteriously my son can�t make it.� She also knows I don�t have the time to drag her back into court every time she disobeys the custody agreement.�
�When was the last time you saw him?�
�He�s almost twelve and I haven�t physically seen him since his tenth birthday.� We talk on the phone a lot but it�s not the same.�
�That�s a lot of time in between visits,� Annie said, reaching out to touch Michael on the forearm.� Feeling her touch, he turned to face her.
�It�s in my lawyers hands now.� I�m through playing her games.�� Michael shifted on the couch.� �Listen, I didn�t come here to complain to you about my ex-wife.�
�I don�t mind listening,� she said.
Michael shook his head.� �I�m really sorry about all of this.� I feel like I�ve drifted into your life and totally messed it up.� I�ve started fights with your ex-husband and probably driven a permanent wedge between you and the rest of your band.�� Michael ran his hands through his long dark hair and pulled it tight between his fingers, making a ponytail.� �I bet you�re wishing you had gotten Brian or someone else from my band to sponsor you in the contest.�
Annie gave Michael a playful shove on his shoulder.� �You�re crazy, you know that?�� Then she got off the couch and headed toward the kitchen.� �Would you like something to drink?� she asked, opening the refrigerator.
�Water would be nice.� Thanks.�
Michael watched Annie move around the dimly lit kitchen.� She was humming softly to herself.� Even in the bulky clothes she had changed into, she was still a knockout.� She came back to the living room carrying two glasses of ice water.�� Michael had both muscled arms draped over the back of the couch, which pulled the t-shirt tight across his chest.� His broad thighs spread out at forty-five degree angles in front of him, as if he were making a statement.� He was studying her movements with interest.� Seeing his gaze made Annie stop in place, nearly dropping the two glasses.
�What�s the matter?� she asked, suddenly feeling naked again.
�Gawking at beautiful women is another guy thing, Annie.� Sorry, but I couldn�t help myself.�
Annie set the glasses down on the coffee table and turned to him.� �Do you want me to change again?� I think I might have a burlap bag around somewhere that I could slip into.�� She tried to stifle a laugh as she sat back down and pulled her knees up to her chest as she did.
�It wouldn�t matter.� You�d still be gorgeous.�
Annie reached for her glass and took a sip of water.� �Michael, what�s it like to play on stage in front of twenty thousand adoring fans?�
�Whoa!� Where did that come from?�
�I�ve seen you play in concert and it�s amazing to watch you and Brian interacting with each other and the audience.� I know what that�s like for me as a spectator to watch but I�ve always wondered what it�s like for you to be up there playing and in the moment.�
�Sex.�
�Excuse me?�
�It�s like sex,� Michael stated.� �Think of the best sex you�ve ever had and multiply that feeling a hundred times.� That�s what I feel when we�re all clicking in sync.� It�s pure magic.� I remember the first time it happened, too.� The noise terrified me.�
�Really?�
�Yep, I could feel a vibration coming at us from the back of the arena before I could really hear their voices.� Then the roar hit us like a tidal wave.� I was having trouble hearing our music through the monitors.� Brian was loving it and I didn�t know whether to turn and run or stay and sop it up.� It was a feeding frenzy and I felt like the main course.� I�m sure all the drugs and booze in my system at the time only amplified my paranoia, but it was totally intense.�
Annie�s eyes widened when she heard Michael refer to his drug abuse.
�You seem shocked to hear me say that.� Ex-junkies don�t object to talking about their old demons, Annie.� You said you�ve read about us, so why the stunned look on your face?�
�You�re so blunt about it.�
�I call it like I see it.� All my years in recovery taught me that,� he said.
�Have you ever gone back to the old life?�
Michael smiled.� �I personally don't know of any addict that didn't find themselves drifting back into their old ways after coming out of rehab.� It took me three times before I was finally able to put it behind me.� I've been clean and sober now for over a decade but I'd be lying if I said I wasn't still tempted.� I think that will always be a part of me.� It took me a long time to realize I didn't need the shit in my system to be a good musician.� And once we all got rid of our demons, we were free to enjoy making the music again and that's what it's all about.�
�Three times in rehab?� Annie asked.
�It wasn�t easy for me to admit I was an addict.� But after doing drugs for ten years they no longer did anything for me except to make me sick.� I knew then it was either get clean or die.� When those are your only options, it�s easy to make the right choice.�
�I�m glad you didn�t let the drugs win.�
�So, how about you?� Are you in recovery too?�
�From what?� Annie asked.
�I don�t know, booze, drugs.�
�You�ll laugh when I tell you this, but I never had much interest in doing anything like that to excess - except for music.� I like having control of myself.� I�ll have a drink from time to time but being drunk has no appeal to me.�
�You�re smart.�
Michael stopped in mid-thought, suddenly mesmerized by the smile on Annie�s magnificent face.� �Why are you smiling?� he asked.
Annie shifted her position on the couch.� �I�m sorry, I didn�t mean to interrupt you.� But I couldn�t help thinking of how different you are in person from what I thought you�d be like.�
Michael chuckled.� �Oh, really?� What exactly were you expecting?�
�Do you really want to know?�
�Sure,� he answered, resting his head back against the couch, his face turned toward her.
�Okay, I guess I was anticipating a man with an enormous ego and a rock star attitude.� But after spending some time alone with you, I realize you�re actually kind of reserved, soft spoken and shy.�
Michael smirked and rubbed his eyes with his fingers.� �Well, I can agree with some of what you said.� But, trust me, I do have an enormous ego and an attitude but I make a serious effort to leave that all on stage.� I don�t consider myself shy though.� I think I�d call it �guarded� and that is more out of necessity than a personality trait.�
He studied the lines of her delicate face as if etching each detail to memory.� �You have no idea how difficult it is for me to open up to new people.� I�m always searching for their hidden agendas.� Do you know what I�m saying?� So much of my life is public.� The little bit that remains private is really hard for me to expose.� I hate to be that cynical but I guess it comes with the territory.� It�s difficult for me to trust, and that�s probably because I�ve been screwed too many times in the past.�
Annie leaned in closer to him.� �Do you think I have an agenda?�
A sly grin appeared on his chiseled face.� �My gut instinct tells me no.�
�Good, I�m glad you think that because I don�t have an agenda,� she said.
Michael smiled lazily at her.� For some reason he was able to relax with her which was rare for him.� It felt comfortable, like he�d known her all his life.� It felt right.� They continued to stare at one another in total silence, their eyes liquid and smoldering.� He wanted to touch her so badly.� It was pure torture being this close to her and not touching.� Finally, unable to handle the mounting sexual tension, Michael turned away.
�Are your parents still living?� he asked, desperately trying to get his mind off her mouth.
Annie stiffened.� �No,� she answered quickly, suddenly nervous where the conversation was drifting.
�My father died when I was in my early twenties,� Michael stated.� �And I lost my Mom a couple of years ago.�
Annie nodded.� �I think I read something about that.�
�What about your brother?� he asked.� �You mentioned something the other night about a younger brother.�
�He�s gone too,� Annie replied.
�Really?� Wow.�
Annie shifted uneasily on the couch.� Then her head dropped into her lap.� �I don't like telling people this because when I do people tend to look at me differently and get all sympathetic when it really isn't necessary.� It was a long time ago.� I think Gary is the only one that knows the full story.�
�You don�t have to tell me, Annie.� I was only trying to get to know you better.� That�s all.�
Annie tipped her head back and gazed out the window.� �I lost my family when I was fifteen.� It was a car accident and I was thrown from the car,� she said quietly.� �I was the only one that survived.�� She raised her eyes to his.� �Like I said, it was a long time ago.�
He was silent for a moment, choosing his words carefully.� He sensed there was a lot more to that story but also knew it was none of his business and decided not to push the subject.� �Even still, I�m guessing that really shaped your life.�
Annie refolded her legs.� �It�s safe to say, I�ve been taking care of myself since I was fifteen.�
He took a sip of his water and set the glass back on the coffee table.� �I have a brother, but we�re not close.�
Annie cocked her head in surprise.� �Really?� I�ve never heard you mention him in interviews.�
He smiled.� �We�re not close,� he laughed.� �His name is Tom.� He�s eight years older than me and did everything right.� He was my mother�s favorite and a big bone of contention between her and I.� He was the stereotypical over achiever: college graduate, still married to his first wife, had kids that my mother could actually see, and became a college professor at Columbia University in New York City.� Kind of hard to compete with that.�
Annie touched his arm thoughtfully.� �How could you say that, with all the awards you�ve won and the success you achieved with your music?�
Michael inhaled deeply.� �My mother only chose to see the long haired musician and recovering addict side of me.� Sure, I got married, but then I got divorced.� I gave her a grandson, but she never got to see him.�� He glanced off toward the bedroom.� �No matter what I did, it always paled against what my brother did.�
�I�m sorry to hear that.�
He shrugged.� �Don�t be.� Families suck.� I spent most of my life trying to prove myself to her.� Now that she�s gone, I realize the only person I had anything to prove to was myself.�
�That�s very true,� she replied.
He looked back at her and grinned.
Annie shook her head and stiffened again.� �The fifteen years I had with my family were hell.� My father was a drunk: a really mean drunk.� He was a liar and a cheat, treated my mother like shit, and verbally abused us all.� We were constantly moving because he could never keep a job.� In some ways, it was a relief to be away from him.�
Tears spilled from her eyes.� �I do miss my brother though.� He would have gotten a kick out of my music career.�
Michael wiped the moisture from her cheeks.
�This is depressing.� Can we talk about something else?� she asked.
�Sure.�
�So why did you get divorced?� he asked.
�Wow!� That�s a bit direct - and another depressing subject.�
He quickly turned to look at her.� �That�s probably too personal.� Never mind.�
Annie tipped her head nervously.� �No, I don�t mind answering.� It�s really pretty simple,� she said with indifference.� �Gary had a weakness for groupies.�
Michael stifled a laugh.
�You�re smiling, so let me guess, you have a weakness for groupies too,� she said.
Michael shook his head.� �Hardly.� But groupies are a by-product of the business, Annie.� They�ll always be there.� You can ignore them for so long, but sooner or later��
�So, that justifies cheating?�� Annie�s back began to stiffen.
�No, it doesn�t make it right, it just is what it is.�
�That�s bullshit.� If you really loved someone it would be easy not to cheat.�
�Yes, I suppose so.� But I�m willing to bet you�ve had a few male groupies panting over you from time to time at a show,� he said.
Her eyes shifted toward the kitchen.� �I've had male and female groupies hit on me.�
�And you were never tempted?� he asked.
�I didn�t say that.�� Her eyes slammed back into his.� �Okay, yes, I did it one time and I�ll never do it again.� I found out the hard way that I�m not a one-night stand kind of girl.� The intimacy means too much to me.� I did it purely for revenge.� I wanted Gary to know the kind of hurt he was making me feel every time I caught him with someone back-stage.�
�Did Gary get jealous?� he asked, the grin fading from his mouth.
�Yes, he did.� But, in the end, it didn�t matter to me that I had hurt him.� I was too disgusted with myself.� I vowed then I�d never demean myself like that again.� When I got home the next morning I packed what I could in a suitcase and left Gary, and that was the end of it.� I filed for divorce a couple of weeks later.�
�You mentioned something about a drummer?�
Annie met his gaze.� Her eyes stung with tears from reliving the memories of Gary�s infidelity.� �I feel like you�re interviewing me.�
�That would be a switch; me being the interviewer.�� He reached out and took her hand in his, kissing the knuckles.� �I�m sorry.� Forget about it.� None of this is really any of my business.� I hate it when people pry into my personal shit.�
�I met Joe after I left Gary.� He was different from most men, he made me feel good about myself; which is something Gary never learned how to do.� It lasted about six months.� Short and sweet.�
�What happened?�
�One of our gigs got canceled so I decided to surprise him and show up at his show.� Instead, I got the surprise.� I caught him in the back room with a girl and that was the last time I saw him.�
Michael quietly gasped: �Wow.�
�Maybe now you can understand why I have no tolerance for groupies or men that cheat.� Every man in my life - going back to my father, has been a liar and a cheat.� I seem to be a magnet for them.�� Annie pulled her fingers through her hair.� She wondered if she would ever find a man strong enough to break that cycle.
�I�m sorry,� Michael said.
�Don�t be.� It made me a stronger person,� she shrugged.� �I don�t expect much from a man but I do expect loyalty and I know I�m worth it.�
�I have no doubt you are.�
She quizzically studied his expression.� �Did the groupies break-up your marriage?�
Michael shook his head.� �Well, I�m sure it didn�t help matters but I can honestly say my fidelity wasn�t the only issue that ruined my marriage.� And I should also add that Beth wasn�t exactly faithful to me either.�
�If that was the case, then why did you get married?� she asked.
�We never should have gone down that path.� It was a train wreck waiting to happen.�� Michael sighed and dropped his gaze to his lap.� �Listen, I don�t typically talk about this, it�s one of those personal areas of my life that I don�t usually share, but since you answered my prying questions, I feel I owe you the same.�
�You don�t have to.�
�No, I want to.�� He shifted uneasily on the couch.� �Beth and I were friends that did a lot of drugs together and on occasion ended up in bed.� It never should have gone further than that, but stupidly, I allowed it to.� She wanted to have a baby and kept pushing the marriage subject until I finally gave in to the idea.� I figured it would be nothing more than another party, an excuse to do more drugs; which it was.� But eventually the party had to end.� Unfortunately, by the time that finally happened, my son was in the picture.�
�That�s really sad.� Sounds so empty.�
�It was,� he said.� �And expensive.�
�I�ve spent the last six months taking back control of my life,� she said with pride.� �Figuring out who I am and what I want in life.�� Annie looked him deep in the eyes.� �I know exactly what I want now and I won�t ever settle for less again.� It hurts too much.�
Michael rolled his head closer to hers on the back of the couch.� �You�re right about what you said earlier.�
�What do you mean?� she asked.
�You said if someone was in love it would be easy to be faithful.�
�Yes.� I believe that�s true,� she answered.
�That�s probably why it�s always been easy for me to cheat.�
�What are you saying?� she asked.
He tipped his head back and gazed up at the sky.� �You probably won�t believe this, Annie, but I�ve never been in love.�
She touched his shoulder.� �Never?� How could that be?�
He looked at her, serious and introspective.� �Nope.� Never.� I�ve cared a lot about some of the women I�ve been with but I can�t say I�ve ever felt that �weak in the knees�, �can�t live without you�, feeling I�ve heard associated with being in love.�
�What about your wife?�
�Not even close.� Don�t get me wrong, I obviously had feelings for her otherwise I never would have stayed with her as long as I did.� But, it definitely wasn�t love.�
�Did she know?�
�Well, it�s not like I ever shouted it at her but I�m sure she must have known.� It�s pretty obvious when someone�s heart isn�t in it.�
�I�m shocked,� she said, shaking her head.
�I thought you would be,� he chuckled.� �I�ve never admitted that to anyone.�� He reached out and stroked her cheek with the back of his fingers.� �I haven�t given up hope though.� I think there may still be time for me find my soul mate,� he smiled.
Annie sighed and closed her eyes.� �Well, I sincerely hope you find her.� But I have to say, now that you�ve told me all of this, I�m even more relieved you didn�t stay the other night.�
�Why?�
Annie�s lips curled.� �Well, had you stayed��
�The sex would have been phenomenal,� he interrupted with a sly grin.
Annie covered his mouth with her hand.� �What makes you think that?� she asked, stunned he had been so blunt.
�Your kiss,� he replied, raising one eyebrow seductively.
�My kiss?� What about my kiss?�
�I�ve heard people say the eyes are the windows to the soul.� Well, I feel you can tell a lot about a person by the way they kiss.�� He leaned in toward her until their mouths were almost touching.� �A kiss can be very revealing,� he said provocatively.
Annie closed her eyes.� She could feel the heat from his breath and swallowed hard.� �And what did my kiss reveal?� she asked, her voice a mere whisper.
His lips brushed up against hers.� �A serious amount of chemistry between us.�
�Chemistry?� she sighed, feeling the tip of his tongue against her lips.
He pulled back slightly and peered at her through questioning eyes.� �I suppose now you�re going to tell me you didn�t feel it?� he smiled.
�I could say that, but I�d be lying,� she replied, slipping her hand around the back of his neck.� Then she pulled him against her mouth and kissed him.� The fire between them flamed quickly and she melted into him.� Their kiss lingered until Annie finally broke the seal.
�You have no idea how close I came the other night to breaking my one-night-stand rule with you,� she sighed.� �I was weak but you saved me from myself by leaving.�
His lips touched hers again and hovered, tasting; taunting.� �What makes you think the other night would have been a one-time thing?�
Annie opened her mouth and let him in again.� �Your track record speaks for itself,� she said.� �That doesn�t make you a bad person.� It just makes you who you are.� Dangerous.�
�One night with you would never be enough.� I�m sure of that.�
Hearing his response sent a shiver down her spine.� She pulled away and put some space between them on the couch.� �And then there are the rules of the contest to consider.� You said we had to keep things professional.� Right?�
�That�s true.�
�Then why did you come here tonight?� she asked, her voice full of sadness.
�Honestly, I don�t know.� I knew it was wrong when I was driving here but this is where I wanted to be.�� He hung his head with regret.� �I never should have let things go this far, Annie, and I�m sorry.� I crossed the line the other night and I�m crossing it again by being here now,� he said, his forehead furrowing into a frown.
�Don�t worry about it.� It�s really not that big a deal,� she lied.� �So, we kissed a couple of times.� Oh, and I believe you touched my breasts.�
�Very nice, by the way.�
�I could say the same about you too,� she blushed.
�Yeah, I�m sorry about that.� I don�t make a habit of forcing women to touch me but I was looking to make a point.�
�You certainly made your point,� she said.� �But, what I�m trying to say is, you left before anything really happened so we can go on from here and get back to business.�
He looked at her intensely.� �You don�t understand.�
�Then explain it to me,� she encouraged.
He shook his head.� �I�m not sure you�d want to hear it.�
�Will it make you feel better to say it?�
�I don't know.� Probably not,� he said.� �Truth is, Annie, I have a serious need to see how the chemistry between us plays out but I'm afraid I'll hurt you somehow in the process and I don't want that to happen,� he said, looking away from her.
�I'm supposed to be working with you, not sleeping with you.� Pretty selfish of me, isn't it?� he said, glancing at her.� �When I'm in the same room as you, I feel like there is a huge magnet drawing us together.� This 'thing' between us seems to have a life of its own.� I don't know what to do about it and I also feel like I don't have control over it either.� Probably not a good combination,� he laughed nervously, rubbing his forehead.
�I should be thrilled to hear you say these things but instead I feel sad because I know this is something we�re going to have to walk away from.� I keep trying to tell myself, it�s for the best.� It never would have worked,� she said, shifting on the couch.
She shook her head, trying to swallow emotions that insisted on spilling from her.� �It feels very powerful which seriously makes me doubt I would have been strong enough to handle it.� So, really, this is for the best.�
Michael touched her cheek.� �I�m just trying to be honest with you.�
�I know, and I truly appreciate it,� she said.� �But it�s so frustrating.� I feel so happy when I�m with you but I know I�m not supposed to be with you and that makes me sad.�� She looked at him.� �I wish you could have been a big egomaniac, jerk so it would have been easy to tell you to hit the road�but you�re not.�� She playfully shoved him.� �Why�d you have to be so damn nice?!�
A grin curled Michael�s sensuous mouth.� �When I met you, my first impression was that you were absolutely gorgeous but I expected that would be the extent of it.� You know, something nice to look at but not much going on inside.�
�Oh, thanks!�� She gave him another hard, playful shove and wiped the moisture from her eyes.
�No, seriously.� Then, I started talking to you and something just clicked.� Something in my head snapped and told me you were different.� I could actually have a relevant conversation with you about stuff that really mattered.�
He moved in closer to her face.� �You fascinated me,� he sighed against her mouth, softly kissing her.� �And then this �chemistry beast� reared its ugly head and I was lost.�
�Hmmmm,� Annie murmured against his lips.
He rubbed his nose against hers.� �I don't know what to do with you, Annie,� he said with a laugh.� �Well, actually I know exactly what I'd like to do with you, but I also know I'm not supposed to act on that impulse.�
�Part of me really wishes you would,� Annie whispered.
�You�re playing with fire, Annie.�
�What�s that old expression, if you can�t handle the heat you better take it into the bedroom?�
He grinned.� �I don�t think that�s how it goes.� I think there�s something about a kitchen and...�� He kissed her, deep and soulful, closing his eyes.� He had the feeling that he could keep kissing her forever.� But then, that nagging piece of reality kept pouncing back into his thoughts.� He pulled away slightly.
�Brian isn�t very happy with me,� he stated quietly, as if reminding himself of the �rules� he had to play by.
�Brian?� What do you mean?�
�I was at Brian�s house the other night.� We were discussing the bands we were sponsoring.� Then I began talking about your band and the changes I wanted to make. Somewhere in that conversation it must have become clear to him that my interest in you was more than what the contest rules would consider being, shall we say, �proper�.� Needless to say, our conversation went down hill from there with Brian offering an opinion that I didn�t necessarily want to hear.�
�Oh no!� What did he say?�
Michael smirked and looked her square in the eye.� �He told me to keep my dick in my pants or I would jeopardize the whole contest and risk the disqualification of your band.� So what did I do?� A few days after that very conversation, I�m here with my tongue down your throat.� Not a very smart move on my part - or very professional.�
Annie sat back deeper into the couch.� �We�re only talking about a couple of kisses.� But it�s probably good we stop now before it goes any further.�� The words came from her mouth but she didn�t believe any of them.� �Besides, chemistry or no chemistry, I�m probably not your �type�,� she shrugged.
�What do you mean by that?� he asked, as if he�d been insulted.
She paused, considering her words carefully.� �I don�t have nearly the amount of life experience you have and we certainly don�t travel in the same circles.�
�Life experience?� he scrunched his face.
�You know what I mean,� she said.� �But you would have figured that out for yourself, had you stayed the other night.�
He reached for her long hair and pulled it through his fingers.� It felt like rich spun gold, the softness of which he couldn�t believe.� He watched each strand as it slipped from his hand.� �Annie,� his voice was soft and tender.� �The amount of partners you may or may not have had has nothing to do with skills, if that�s what you�re implying.� It�s all about the chemistry between two people.� If there isn�t any, then sleeping with someone is nothing more than fucking for the sport of it.� That�s the truth of it.� It�s recreational, like shooting pool at the local bar: meaningless.�
Michael moved in close, pressing his mouth against the heat of her cheek.� �On the other hand, if there is chemistry, and the mind and body are working as one, it's nirvana.� It's like a well-written symphony or, better yet, perfect... sheet music.�
Annie sighed.� Her fingers clung tightly to the back of his neck.� �Sheet music?�
�Yeah, music between the sheets,� he replied with a laugh.
�I like the sound of that,� she said, almost breathless.
Michael ran his finger tips across her face.� Her skin was smooth and hot to the touch.� It was nearly flawless with the exception of a few light brown freckles adorning the bridge of her nose.
�Annie, you may think of me as being worldly but that�s not how I see myself.� I grew up in a small town, not much different than this one.� And although I have what some might consider a �city job�, I still consider myself to be small town and I�m comfortable with that.�
His lips curled into a seductive smile.� �And in case you�re wondering, I�ve never experienced �perfect sheet music�.� So far, it�s been strictly recreational.�
Again his mouth reached for hers, his fingers twisted into the depths of her hair.� She was close to delirium in the sweetest sense.� Then her eyes fluttered open.
�Michael,� she whispered, smooth and velvety.
He met her stare and wet his full lips.� �What?�� His eyes were thoughtful and reflective, almost inviting her into his soul.
�I could really fall hard for you,� she sighed against his mouth.� �And that scares the hell out of me.� I don�t want to get hurt again.�
Michael pressed his mouth against her ear.� �I would never intentionally hurt you, Annie,� he sighed.
His lips taunted her for several painful moments, gently brushing over her face as if he was deciding whether or not he should stop.� Then his eyelids fell and he opened his mouth, slowly reaching to taste her fully.� Her lips felt amazingly soft and pliable to him, fitting against his perfectly.� His tongue met hers and a feast began until Michael broke the suction that held their mouths welded together.
�We�re crossing over that line again, Annie.�
�I know,� she answered, kissing his throat, her hands fumbling to pull off his t-shirt before she came to her senses, �but maybe just this one time.�
When her fingers reached his bare skin, he found her mouth again, devouring her with more urgency.� �You�re supposed to push me away,� he said, pulling her tighter against him.
�I don�t want to.�
He kissed her again.� �You do realize what you�re risking, right?� he asked.
�I�ll take my chances,� she signed, pulling him down upon her.
�It could mean being disqualified from the contest,� he said, sliding a hand beneath her shirt to explore.
�What contest?� she teased.
Her fingers disappeared into the long waves of his hair, while his lips burned a trail of hot kisses down the length of her throat.� �One of us should show a little self control before it�s too late,� he exhaled against her breasts.
�Do you want to stop?� she asked quietly.
�No, I don�t.� But I will if you want me to.� I�d understand.�
Annie pulled his face back up to her mouth while her fingers danced down his chiseled torso until she found a soft line of hair curling over his belt buckle.� �Take me to bed,� she sighed breathless, as she released the button of his jeans and inched down the zipper.

CHAPTER SIX 

Annie slid off the couch and held her hand out for him.� He stood slowly and took it.� She could see reluctance in his eyes as she pressed herself against him.
�Something wrong?� she asked, running her fingers over the length of his jaw, her thumb skimming through the moisture on his bottom lip.
He inhaled deeply and pulled her tighter against his bare chest.� �I don�t want you to wake up in the morning and have regrets about what you did tonight.�
His voice was smooth like his skin and warmed her each time he spoke.� �I�ll have no regrets.� I promise,� she said.
She led him to her bed and stopped beside it.� �I want you too much to have regrets, Michael,� she whispered, pressing her lips lightly against his bare chest.
He bent down and kissed her exposed throat.� The way she melted against him was magical.� He watched as she pulled her shirt over her head.� His face quickly glazed with lust then his mouth covered her naked breasts, sucking and teasing until she groaned.� He moved his mouth back up on her throat and onto her mouth.� The pleasure was blinding.
�Oh God, Michael, please,� she pleaded, as she fumbled to remove his jeans.
His fingers hooked the elastic waistband of her shorts and eased them over her hips.� She shivered when she felt the fabric cascade between her thighs.
Again, his mouth devoured hers, as he spun Annie around and walked her back toward the bed.� He stopped when the side of the mattress pressed against her legs.� Nervously, her hands drifted down his torso and disappeared into his loosened jeans.� She felt his hips and the firmness of his butt, so smooth and warm to the touch.� His breathing was heavy and labored and matched hers almost perfectly.
Slowly, she began to tug at the material of his jeans until she had pushed it below his hips.� Her eyes lifted and met his, so serious and sensuous.� He held her gaze, his eyes steady and focused, as if trying to speak through them.� Her hands moved around and covered his groin.� She watched his eyes close and his head fall back as he exhaled slowly.� She cupped his hardened sex, circled it with her fingers, and gently tugged.� His hands went to his jeans and slid them down past his thighs, then stepped out of them on the floor.
He drew her close and eased her back onto the bed.� Then he moved up beside her, fully exposed to her eyes for the first time.� She propped herself up on one elbow to study the perfection of his masculine features and smiled.� He was even more beautiful than she had imagined he would be.� His thighs were firm and lean, covered in a thin layer of dark hair that grew thicker as it fed into his groin.� His organ was over-sized and twitched, as if announcing his readiness.� Gently he rolled on top of her, resting his weight on his elbows.� She gazed at his face and saw the longing in his pale blue eyes.
�This is going to get complicated,� he said.
�I know.�
His mouth took hers as he slowly eased himself inside her warmth.� She felt the sting of his entry and then heat flowed through her body.� She whimpered softly.
�Am I hurting you?�
�In a good way,� she reassured, with the nudge of her nose against his lips.
He closed his eyes and rolled onto his back, taking her with him.� She bent forward and straddled his hips, his arms circled her back, his hands roaming freely over her skin and into her hair.� He lifted his head and caught her lips with his.� His moans drifted into her mouth.
�You feel so good, Annie.� So good.�
She moved in rhythm with him, slowly climbing the wall toward insanity.� When she tried to speed their momentum, he gently slowed her hips with his hands.
�I don�t want to rush this,� he said softly.� �It feels too good to hurry.�
He shifted his weight again and put her beneath him, his fingers entwining with hers above their heads.� His mouth moved to her neck.� She could feel his breath burning against her flesh.� His momentum built painfully slow.� The pleasure was searing.� She cried out his name and opened wider.� When her spasms started, he slowed down, gazing into her eyes.
�I want to feel you come,� he sighed.� Then he lost control, thrusting one last time.� He collapsed against her chest as he tried to catch his breath.
He closed his eyes, disbelieving what he was feeling was real.� Annie had moved him in more than one way.� He had never felt so out of control before in his life, unable to harness a depth of passion he was unaware he had.
The room was quiet except for the sound of their breathing.� Several minutes passed and neither spoke.� Annie�s brain swirled with a thousand different emotions.� She was afraid to break the spell by talking.� Instead she softly stroked his head as he continued to rest against her breasts.� Finally, he moved up toward her face and kissed her.
�Anyone ever tell you how beautiful you are when you come?� he asked with a sly boyish grin.
She skewed her face as she covered it with her hand.� �God, don�t say things like that!� You�re embarrassing me.�
He laughed and pulled her close against his body.� �It wasn�t meant to make you feel uncomfortable.� I was just stating a fact.�
�Am I supposed to thank you for the compliment?� she giggled.
�No, I� think I should be the one thanking you.�
Annie pressed herself against his side and studied his face.� His skin was so smooth and flawless she couldn�t keep herself from touching it.� She ran her index finger over his dark eyebrow and down the length of his nose.� When she reached his mouth he curled his lips lazily against the pad of her finger.
�What are you thinking about?� she asked.
His eyes slowly opened and focused on her.� �I was thinking that I feel as if I�ve somehow taken advantage of you.�
�How do you figure that?� Annie asked.
�When I drove here tonight I knew it was wrong.� In fact, several times I considered turning around and heading home.� Even knowing what I was making you risk, I still wanted to be here with you.� And, if I was to be honest with you and myself, I�d have to say I was hoping for something more than stimulating conversation.�
He rolled to face her and removed a few strands of hair from her forehead with his fingers.� Then kissed her eyebrow.
�And you think that makes you a bad person?� she asked.
�No, I believe that makes me human,� he stated.
�I would agree with that.� Since the day I met you, I�ve spent many hours fantasizing about what you�d be like in bed.�
Michael cocked his head and grinned at her.� �Seriously?�
�Yeah sure, why not?� I guess that makes me human too.�
�So, was I everything you expected and then some?� he asked, simulating arrogance.
�No, actually you were nothing like I expected.�
�How so?�
�Well, I figured you�d be aggressive and to the point, sort of like the way you play guitar.� You weren�t like that at all.� Annie cleared her throat and fanned her face with her hand.� Her eyes began to glisten with tears.
�It�s okay,� he said, tenderly taking her mouth.
�It's never felt like that, Michael.� I wasn't even aware it could feel like that,� she answered in a soft voice.
�I know,� he agreed, sliding on top of her again, already hard and wanting.� His mouth hovered over her face and lips.� �I knew we would be good together, Annie, but I wasn't prepared for how good,� he said, as he eased himself back inside her wetness.� �I knew because of the way you kissed me.�
�Boy, that kiss really must have been something,� she said, slipping her hands around his neck and pulling his mouth to hers.
�Mind blowing,� he sighed.
He loved her again, unhurried and with a passion that made her ache.� She had never felt so completely loved.� Long after the orgasms rolled through their bodies, they held on to each other, never disconnecting.
Still hard and pulsing inside her, he continued to send tiny avalanches to the farthest corner of her limbs.� When his breath finally slowed, he spoke.� �Besides the hope of getting you into bed, I did have another reason to come here tonight.� Although, if I were to be honest about that, I could have taken care of it at practice tomorrow.� So, I guess no matter how you look at it, my intentions were less than honorable.�
�What are you talking about?�
�Thrust has a benefit gig this Friday night at the FleetCenter in Boston.� All the sponsored bands are invited.� Brian told me limos are picking up each band and taking them into Boston.� It will be our way to officially introduce the bands to the media and talk about the contest.�
�Seriously?�
�I have tickets and backstage passes for everyone in your band.� But, the truth is, I could have easily given you the envelope tomorrow at your rehearsal.�
Annie�s eyes widened.� �Backstage passes?�
�Yeah.� You�ll get to meet the rest of Thrust,� Michael said, rolling his eyes and making an awkward face.
�Why the face?�
�I�ve never been one for that �meet and greet� sort of thing.� Brian loves that shit, not me.� It�s nothing but chaos with the photographers snapping off shots faster than you can smile and music reviewers trying their best to get you to say something that you�d rather not see in print.� The whole scene makes me very edgy.� If I can get myself out of it, I do.� But most often, it�s mandatory and I�m stuck.�
�Poor baby,� Annie replied, making a sad face.
Then Michael�s face grew serious.� �So will you come?�
�I wouldn�t miss it for the world.�
They spent the rest of the night talking and making love until they finally fell asleep entwined in each others arms.
Annie woke first and rolled her head toward Michael, partly to see if the night before had been a dream.� A smile formed on her face.� It had been dreamlike but it was definitely real.� He lay there in all his glory, hair spilling everywhere, his dark skin a sharp contrast to the pale yellow sheets on her bed.
She watched him sleeping peacefully while the details of the night before drifted through her head.� She studied his hand resting on the pillow beside his face and remembered how it felt to have it exploring her body.� She was amazed that the same fingers he used to play guitar so raw and without rules, could be so gentle and loving in bed.� He seemed to derive as much pleasure from delivering it as in receiving it.� His passion was limitless.� Her eyes brimmed with tears at the sight of him sharing her bed.� She felt different than the day before, like more than just their bodies had bonded.� It felt like a union of their souls.
She wanted to touch him, kiss and taste him, and experience his essence all over again.� She closed her eyes and squeezed out fresh tears.� It was too late to save herself.� She was already in deep with him and that scared the hell out of her.� You weren�t supposed to fall in love with men like Michael.� You could enjoy a few fleeting moments with them but longevity was not to be expected.
She slid out of bed and quietly headed for the bathroom to shower.� She stepped beneath the warm water and closed her eyes.� Her body still tingled with euphoria from the night before but her heart already ached for the loss she knew was coming.� Once again, she feared she had fallen into another dead-end relationship but this one would hurt more than all the others combined.
She silently dressed, combed her hair and held it back with a clip.� Then she went to the kitchen and made coffee and toast.� She sat at the kitchen table, sipping fresh black coffee while she watched him continue to slumber.� His nakedness was barely concealed beneath the sheets.� Finally he woke, groped for his jeans on the floor and slipped them on, only zipping them halfway.� He used his fingers to comb his hair and approached the kitchen.� Annie dropped her eyes to her coffee mug.
He slid his hands into his pockets and propped himself against the door frame to the kitchen.� �Hey,� he said, gazing at her.
He was shirtless, barefoot, and so perfectly masculine.� Annie had to look away.
�Hi,� she replied, her eyes locked on the liquid in her cup.� �Are you hungry?�
He shifted his weight.� �Yeah.� Can I buy you breakfast?�
She lifted her face.� �You don�t need to do that.� I can make you something here.� I don�t mind.�
She stood and made her way to the refrigerator.� She knew he was watching her movements and it unnerved her.� Finally, he came up behind her.
�Annie�,� he sighed against her neck as he circled her waist with his arms.
She could hear the sadness in his voice and closed her eyes.� �Michael, please don�t say it.� I already know.�
�Know what?� he asked.
�Isn�t this where you say last night never should have happened and if the situation were different, blah, blah, blah?�
�That�s a bit cold, don�t you think?�
�Perhaps, but it�s the truth, isn�t it?�
�Annie, I don�t know what to say.� I don�t know how to make it right,� he replied.
�Then maybe we shouldn�t say anything and just let it be.�� She poured coffee into another mug and handed it to him.
He caught her gaze and held it.� �I�m sorry.�
She quickly turned away.� �Please don�t say that.� You�ve got nothing to be sorry for.� If I didn�t think I could handle having a one-night-stand with you I wouldn�t have asked you to stay.� It�s that simple.�
He stepped closer and rubbed at the back of her neck with his fingers.� �Is that what you really think last night was?�� His voice was full of hurt.
She turned and faced him, tears shimmering in her crystal blue eyes.� �Doesn�t it have to be?�
He dropped his head and shook it.� �I don�t know.� I don�t want it to be.� But the timing of this couldn�t be any worse.�� He moved to the kitchen window and glanced toward town; sipping his coffee.� �If I had met you a couple of months from now, we wouldn�t be having this conversation.� We�d still be in bed.�
Her eyes scanned the length of his muscled back and her heart ached.� Slowly she turned away and set her mug in the sink.� �It�s okay, really.� At least this time my one-night-stand had some pretty decent sex in it,� she forced a laugh.� �And I also have one hell of a story to tell my grandkids about when I get old too.�
Michael went to her, placed his coffee cup on the counter and took her into his arms.� He looked as troubled as she felt.� He hugged her tightly, his face dipping into the soft spot below her ear.� �I want to be with you.� You have to know that.�
Hearing his words rattle against her skin made her knees go weak.� She could barely draw in a breath.� And then his mouth found hers.� As soon as they made contact, they became fused.
�You make me so hot, Annie,� he purred, guiding her back towards the bedroom, articles of clothing coming off with each step they took.� By the time they reached the bed, they were blissfully naked.� He fell onto his back with Annie landing on top his chest.� His hands went to her face.� His finger tips outlined every detail.� The expression on his face was serious and thoughtful.� Then he unclipped her hair and let it tumble free around her face and dropping into his.
His arms drew her close against his body and together they turned, his maleness slipping easily inside her warmth.� In seconds everything around them blurred into a surreal haze.� They made love like their lives depended on it or as if they may never have the pleasure of being together again.� When it was over, Annie lay against his chest, listening to the hard thud of his heart beneath her ear.
�Are you like this all the time?� she asked with curiosity.
�What do you mean?�
�I don�t think I�ve had this much sex in a whole month, never mind in a matter of a twelve hour time span.� I wouldn�t have thought it medically possible, until now.�
He smirked mischievously.� �I didn�t think it was possible either and I don�t dare question the physics or the medical probabilities of it.� All I know is, I couldn�t be happier.� This would be a first for me, Annie.�
�Really?�
He pulled her close again, pressing his hardness against her.� �Yes.� You have me in such a crazed state right now, I think I�ll be hard for days, maybe weeks.�
�As wonderful as that sounds, I fear if we don�t get out of this bed now, I�m never going to make it to practice.�
�You�re probably right.�
Annie rolled out of bed and began collecting her discarded clothing from the floor.
�Do you mind if I use your bathroom to shower and shave?� he asked.
�Go ahead.� I�ll make something for us to eat.�
Michael went to his car and returned with a small bag then disappeared into the bathroom.� A few minutes later, he reemerged, steam rolling into the kitchen.� He had changed into a fresh t-shirt.� Water dripped from the curls of his hair and a toothbrush was still stuck in the corner of his mouth.
�I see you came prepared.� she joked.
�I�m always on the road so I keep a lot of this stuff in my car.� I never know when I�ll need it.�
Annie rolled her eyes.
��and, not for the reasons you�re thinking.� he teased.
Suddenly the ring of his cell phone pierced the room.� Michael quickly retrieved it from his pocket.
�Sammy, where are you?� he asked.� �Okay, I�m about ten minutes from you.� Stay there and you can follow me back to the rehearsal hall.�
He slid the phone back into his pocket and looked back at Annie.� �Listen, there is something else I forgot to tell you last night,� he stated.� �I�m bringing a friend to practice with you today.� He�s a bass player.� We�ve know each other for years,� he said.� �His name is Samuel Isaacs, but everyone calls him Sammy.� I want him to jam with you today.�
�Why?� Annie asked, following Michael to the door.
�I think your band needs a bass player.� It will give you a richer, fuller sound.�
�I don�t think Gary will go for that.�
�I don�t give a shit what Gary has to say about it,� Michael replied.� �My job is to do whatever I feel is necessary to give your band a professional stage presence to better your chances of winning the final contest.� Plus, starting today I want you center stage singing lead vocals.�
�But, Michael��
�Annie, you�re going to have to trust me on this.�
�What about Gary?�
�I�ll deal with him.�
�You make it sound so easy,� she replied.
Michael sighed.� �Nothing good is ever easy, Annie.� Remember that.�
�I hope you know what you�re doing.�
�I hope I do, too,� he smiled.� �Come here,� he said quietly, sliding his arms around her waist.� �Annie, I have no regrets about being with you last night, if that�s what you�re thinking.� Last night was��
She lifted her eyes and met his.� �Sheet music?�
He smiled brilliantly.� �Yeah.� Perfect sheet music.�
Then his expression turned serious.� �Listen.� Right now the contest has to come first.� You can�t hang your whole band out to dry just to be with me; I won�t let you.� Somehow you�ve got to realize that this can�t happen right now.� Should we get caught, and the way my luck goes - we will, and that would be very bad.� I can�t let that happen.� And I really don�t want to be the reason that our management pulls the plug on the contest either.� I�d never hear the end of it.�
Michael scratched his head.� �There�s a lot hanging in the balance and I�m not sure it�s worth it for you to throw away the opportunity the contest is offering you.� You�ve worked too hard to get to this point.�
Reluctantly, Annie nodded in agreement.� Deep down she knew he was right.
He pressed his face into the warmth of her neck..� �I want you to know how much it will pain me to be in the same room with you now.� Every time I look at you I�ll remember what it felt like to be with you, to be inside you.�
Annie closed her eyes and shivered at the memory he was evoking.
�If I had my way,� she teased.� �I�d take you back inside and hold you hostage in my bed for the next several months or until you got bored with me.�
Michael raised an eyebrow and smiled.� �Sounds like a wonderful plan but I really don�t see myself getting bored.� You might get tired long before I do.�
�Is that a challenge?� she asked with a grin.
�Maybe.�� He kissed her softly on the lips and stepped off the steps into the driveway.� �I�ve got to go meet Sammy so I�ll see you at practice.�
Annie waited almost a half an hour before she left for practice on foot.� She used the time to blow dry her hair and tidy up her rooms.� She made the bed slowly, touching the side he had slept on as if he were still there.� She lifted the pillow he had used to her face and filled her lungs with the scent of his hair.� Then her tears came.� She felt empty.� On the way out of the room she caught her reflection in mirror above her bureau and stopped.� She inhaled deeply and slowly released the air from her lungs.� Somehow she was going to have to find the strength to pretend everything was still professional and businesslike between her and Michael, as if last night had never happened.� If that�s what he wanted, then that is what he was going to get.

CHAPTER SEVEN 

From a distance, Annie saw Michael�s car pull into the Play House parking lot as she crossed the town common.� Sammy�s tiny red Ferrari sports car pulled in beside him.� Annie�s stomach balled into a tight knot.� A feeling of dread erased the expression on her face.� A quick glance around the parking lot told her everyone was already waiting inside.� Exhaling heavily, she slowly continued walking.
Sammy got out of his car first and went to his trunk.� Sammy was several inches taller than Michael, very black and dangerously-good-looking, with a flawless smile.
Michael met Sammy at the back of the car and gave him a friendly hug.� �I�m glad you were available to help me with this project,� he said.
�Yeah, me too.� It was good to get your call,� Sammy replied with a big smile.
�Can I help you bring anything inside?� Michael asked, watching Sammy pop the trunk of his car.
�Whoa, who�s the girl?� Sammy asked, watching Annie approaching them.
Michael glanced up from the trunk lid, caught sight of her, and froze.
�Who is she?� Sammy asked again, this time looking at his friend.
Michael mumbled something incoherent, his eyes still glued on Annie, the color drained from his face.
She was still wearing the jeans from the morning and the same white blouse tied at her waist, her blond hair floated around her beautiful face in the breeze and sunglasses hid her eyes.
Sammy gave Michael a shove on the arm.� �Hey!� Are you deaf?� I was asking you a question.� Who is she, is she part of the band?�
�Yeah,�� Michael cleared his throat, his eyes never leaving Annie.� �Her name is Annie and, yes, she�s part of the band.� That was two questions, not one.�
Michael awaited her with a sly smile, damp hair haphazardly falling over his sunglasses.� Annie looked away from Michael before her knees buckled, and extended her hand to Sammy.
�Hi, I�m Annie Logan.� You must be Sammy,� she said, giving his hand a firm, confident shake.
�It�s nice to finally meet you,� Sammy replied, kissing her knuckles before releasing her hand.� �Mike�s told me a lot about your band.�
�Oh really?�� Annie replied, shooting Michael a quizzical glance.
Michael remained frozen, unable to form a complete thought.
�Don�t worry, it was all good,� Sammy reassured.
�Well, I should get inside,� Annie stated, before Michael had a chance to say anything.� �I�m sure they�re waiting for me.�� She smiled at Sammy and headed for the side door.
Sammy�s eyes turned to Michael who was still staring at Annie as she disappeared into the building.� �Cat got your tongue?� he joked.
�Huh?�
�Never mind.�� He handed Michael a box of cables and started loading up his own arms to head inside.
�Wait,� Michael said.� �Listen, there�s a situation I�ve got to tell you about before we go in there.�
�Would this situation have anything to do with the fact you�re screwing the girl?� Sammy replied, with a knowing grin.
Michael met Sammy�s gaze.� A nervous smile curling his lips.� �Is it that obvious?�
Sammy laughed loudly.� �Well, let me ask you this: did you stay at a hotel in town last night?�
�No.� Why?�
�Because your hair is still wet and I know your house is over an hours drive from here.�
�Shit.�
Sammy shook his head and continued to laugh.
�I should have known better, but she�s so damn�� Michael shook his head.
�Hey, you don�t owe me an explanation.� I�m not your keeper.�
�Brian can't find out about this or I'm dead,� Michael said, taking another box from the trunk.� �We had to sign contracts stating we'd have no personal contact with our bands so Brian can't find out about this.� He's already threatened me once.�
Sammy chuckled again.� �If Brian sees the two of you in the same room, he�s going to know.� Trust me.�
�Really?� Is it that obvious?�
�Just a bit.�� Sammy picked up his bass guitar case.� �Well, if nothing else, I�d say judging by the look on your face, the sex was worth it.�
Michael smiled.� �You have no idea.�
Sammy grinned and shut the lid to his trunk.
�She�s not the situation I wanted to talk to you about,� Michael stated.
Sammy spun around and faced Michael.� �Then what is it?�
�The guitarist in this band is a prick.� He�s been giving me a hard time about the changes I�ve been trying to put in place.� I�m certain he�s going to have some serious issues with you joining them today but, too bad.� I�ll deal with him, but I wanted to give you a heads up about what�s been happening.�
Michael began walking towards the door.� �Oh, and not that this will mean anything to you, but the guitarist I�m talking about is the ex-husband of Annie.�
�Man, you really like living on the edge!�� Sammy shook his head and opened the door.� �Do the guys in Annie�s band know what�s going on between you two?�
�Nope, no one does and that�s the way it has to stay.�
�That�s what you think,� Sammy said under his breath.
Inside the auditorium, Buzz and Ivory were almost done setting up the stage.� They stopped when they saw Michael and Sammy approaching them.� Annie came out of the bathroom and flanked Michael and Sammy, giving the appearance that they had all arrived together.� Gary sat idly on top of an amplifier, his guitar still in the case at his feet.
�Jesus, did she come in with him?� Buzz muttered under his breath, the memory of Saturday night�s fight still fresh in his brain.� He looked over at Ivory and shook his head.� Ivory reached into his pocket and sparked a fresh joint, clearly uncomfortable with the situation.
Michael climbed the stage stairs two at a time and quickly surveyed the area.� Sammy followed, bass guitar case in hand.
Annie stood to the side and wondered if Michael had informed Sammy of the hornet�s nest he was about to walk into.
�Okay, I�m glad to see everyone is here,� Michael stated, pushing the damp hair off his forehead.� �We�re going to mix things up a bit today and see if we can get a stronger sound out of you.� First, I�m adding a bass player,� Michael announced, waving Sammy over to his side.� �This is Sammy Isaacs.� He�s played with us on and off for years.� He has the best ear for bass in the business so he�ll mesh with you guys perfectly.� He�ll be helping you guys out for a while.�
�Excuse me?� Gary snipped, jumping down from his perch.
�Sammy, you can plug in over there,� Michael directed, ignoring Gary�s remark.� �Secondly,� he continued, staring straight at Ivory, �I want you to start leaving the dope at home.�
Ivory dropped the joint from his mouth and snuffed it out on the floor with his foot.� �What the hell, man?� he cried in protest.
�I guess the temptation is too much for the ex-junkie,� Gary snarled, in Ivory�s defense.
Michael�s head swung around to face Gary.� �I�m going to forget you said that because you�re obviously misinformed.� Now, shut the hell up and let me finish.�� Michael glared at Gary for several awkward moments until he felt satisfied his voice had been heard.� Then, without removing his eyes from Gary, he added, �And lastly, I want Annie out front on lead vocals.�
�Who the hell do you think you are, Wade?� You can�t cruise in here and change our whole fucking band around to suit your own needs,� Gary spouted, taking two steps closer to Michael.
�Don�t make this personal, Gary.� I think you should read your copy of the contract.� I have the authority to change anything I want about this band until the contest is over.� After that, you can do whatever the hell you want.�
�You made it personal, Wade.� Not me,� Gary shouted, taking two more aggressive steps toward Michael.
�If you�re smart, you�ll stop right there,� Michael replied, his voice a low steady growl.� �Like I already said, you�ve been misinformed.� Now, can we get on with this practice or would you like to stand around and waste some more of my time?�
Annie took her place at center stage and strapped on her guitar.� She didn�t dare look over in Gary�s direction and Michael was thankfully out of her view too.� The pressure in her chest was overwhelming.
For the next hour Annie sang her heart out and tried her damnedest to dodge the daggers shooting from Gary�s hateful eyes.� This was the worst environment she had ever played in, even worse than after their divorce.� As far as she could see, no one was going to come out a winner in this situation.� Either Gary softened and accepted Michael�s musical direction, at least until the contest ended, or the band was going to break up over it.� She saw no other solution.� For the very first time, she regretted submitting their demo tape into the contest.� Then Michael caught her eye.� He smiled encouragingly and she melted.
�Sounds great, guys,� Michael praised them from the empty first row.� �Take a break.� I need to make a phone call.�
Buzz quickly grabbed Annie by the arm and dragged her and Ivory out the back door.� �Look, this is getting way out of hand.� We need to have a band meeting immediately or I get the feeling Gary is going to quit.�
�I know, I know.� I�m getting the same feeling too,�� Annie replied.� �And it�s all my fault.�
�It�s not your fault,� Buzz replied, leaning up against a tree.
�I�m the one that entered us into that contest!� Annie shouted.
Suddenly Gary appeared on the back steps, rubbing his forehead as if he had a splitting headache.� �That guy is an asshole,� he announced.� �I don�t know how much more of his crap I can take before I walk.� I don�t need this shit.� This is supposed to be fun!�
�I agree,� Ivory added.� �Just because he had a drug problem doesn�t mean I do.�
�I don�t think you�re giving him a chance to prove his point,� Sammy said from the doorway.� The four of them turned around, startled by his deep, Lou Rawls voice.
�Of course you�d say that, you�re his fucking friend,� Gary shot back.
�True.� But I�ve seen Mike in action and witnessed some of the miracles he�s produced out of shit.� Unfortunately, I have also been on the sidelines when he and Brian have gone toe to toe over creative differences.� They�re both good, but most often, Mike�s ear is better.�� Sammy came down the stairs to stand at their level.� �I think you need to hear the end results, with the changes, before you go pissing into the wind.�
All four exchanged glances, muttering beneath their breath.
�Give the changes a week, and I guarantee you�ll agree it sounds better,� Sammy added, then headed back inside.
Michael was still on his cell phone when Annie and the others hit the stage.� Gary grabbed Annie by the elbow and stopped her.� �He�s got one week to prove his point,� Gary spat.
�Fine!� Annie answered, yanking her arm free of his grasp.
�And don�t say I never did you any favors,� Gary barked.
�I don�t want any favors from you, Gary!� If this works out and we win, it benefits you too, not just me!�
�Oh really? Well the way I see it, you've got a lot more to gain than just a record contract!� Don't think for a second I don't know what's really going on here.�
�You don�t see shit,� Annie screamed back, strapping on her guitar for the second time.� Suddenly she could hear her voice echo and realized how loud they had gotten.� Her eyes nervously darted around the stage and observed the stunned faces of her band-mates.� Then her eyes settled on Michael.� He had stopped talking into his cell phone mid-sentence.� The receiver hung loosely by his face.
�I�ll talk to you later, Brian.� Michael finally said, never taking his eyes off Annie.� Then he approached the stage.� �Is everything all right here?� he asked.
�Yeah fine,� Gary growled.
Annie darted off stage and headed straight for the bathroom.� A few seconds later they heard the slam of the bathroom door.
It was obvious Michael was at a loss of words.� He started to speak several times and then stopped as if trying to select just the right words to convey his point.� It was hard for him to believe things could have gotten this bad, and so quickly.� In less than two weeks, he had managed to transform a successful club band into a bunch of ranting lunatics, ready to rip out the others� jugular veins.� Quietly, he entertained the thought of walking out the back door, never to be heard from again.� He didn�t need this headache and neither did they.� But, there was Annie to consider.� If he left, he would also be leaving her and the thought of that made his heart ache.
�Ah, listen,� Michael said, clearing this throat, and pacing aimlessly in front of the stage.� �I just got off the phone with Brian.� We�ve scheduled some time for you in the studio at his house next Monday night.� I figured you might want to hear for yourselves how much better you sound with the new changes in place.�
�You mean a recording studio?� Buzz asked.
Michael nodded.� His right hand rubbed contemplatively at his lips.
�You want us to record a demo?� Gary asked, with a hint of skepticism.
�Yeah, I guess you could call it that.� Are you interested, or not?�
�Shit, yeah!� Buzz answered with excitement.
�Okay, how about the rest of you?� Michael asked, scanning the others on the stage.
Ivory nodded and Gary shrugged indifferently.
�Sammy, can you make it?�
�Sure Mike.� Name the time and I�m there.�
Michael grabbed a piece of paper and began scribbling.� �I�m going to give you Brian�s address and trust you won�t be giving this to anyone outside this room.� For obvious reasons, he doesn�t want the general public knowing where he lives.�� He folded it in half and placed it on the edge of the stage.� �Bring all your equipment and be there by six o�clock.� I want you to practice here first before you head to Brian�s.� Okay?�
�Sounds good,� they answered.
�Annie has tickets and back stage passes for Thrust�s concert this weekend at the FleetCenter.� I expect you�ll all be there.� The other sponsored bands will be there too.� The promoters want to do some publicity shit and officially announce the contest.�� Michael sighed heavily and skewed his face in mock disgust.� �Not particularly my favorite thing, but it is mandatory for Thrust as well as you.� We�ll all have to grin and bear it together.�
Michael slid his cell phone into the back pocket of his jeans.� �I�ll be practicing with Thrust for the rest of the week in preparation for the concert.� If you need me, I can be reached at the phone number I wrote on that paper.� Work through the changes I made and I�ll see you Friday night.�
Michael gave a slight wave and turned to walk toward the back of the hall.� Suddenly he stopped and turned around to face them.� �Oh, and I trust you won�t kill each other between now and then,� he smiled and headed for the door.
Inside the bathroom, Annie fell against the door.� Her face was red from anger and embarrassment.� Several times she cursed to relieve the stress but it didn�t help.� Then she splashed cold water onto her face to try and extinguish the fire beneath her cheeks but even that didn�t work.� The metal trash canister beside her feet then became the unwilling victim of her rage.� Several times she kicked at it, muttering every expletive she knew.� Ten minutes passed, maybe more, as she paced the tiny room in search of a reason to go back out and finish practicing with her band.� Finally, she jerked open the door of the restroom and stepped into the foyer of the theater.
Michael was waiting.
�Michael, you scared the hell out of me!�
Michael approached her slowly, his eyes scanning her face.� �I was leaving but you seemed pretty upset; and I wanted to make sure you were okay before I left.�
Annie forced a smile onto her reddened face.� �Upset doesn�t even begin to describe it,� she joked.� �How long have you been standing out here?�
He laughed.� �Long enough to know that the trash can in there won�t survive the beating you just gave it.�
She wiped at her raw cheeks.� �Well, I�m sorry you had to hear that, but Gary gets me so damned mad.� Some times I swear I could kill him with my own two hands.�
Michael chuckled.� �Remind me never to piss you off.�
A pause fell between them and Annie began to drift toward the theater door.� �Well, I guess I�ll see you later,� she sighed.
�Annie�� he called to her.
�What?�
�I just told the others that I�ve arranged studio time at Brian�s house for your band next Monday night.� Can you make it?�
A smile spread across her face.� �I�d be crazy to say no to that.�
�Yes, you would,� he smiled.
�Then I�ll be there,� she replied with a wave and pulled open the large wooden theater door.
�Annie.�� Michael took a step closer and caught her hand.� Then gently tugged on her arm until she was pressed against his chest.� His arms quickly circled her waist and clung to her tightly.
�What are you doing?� she protested, her eyes raising to meet his.
�I don�t know and that�s been the problem since the day I met you.�
The smile faded from his face.� His eyes grew intense, as his hands fanned across her bottom.� He lifted her first, then began rocking her against his expanding groin.
Annie swayed with him.� She could feel muscles harden and tense then mold perfectly into the cleft of her body.� Her breath quickened.� Her heart raced out of control.� She saw his mouth descending slowly upon her.� It was open and ready with lips smooth and so very moist.� She could taste him by sight.� But, in the fleeting moment that comes before delirium takes over the brain, she stiffened and pulled away from him.
�Michael, this can�t happen.� You said so yourself.� So, why make it harder than it has to be?�
His lips found her throat as she squirmed in his arms.� �I don't think it could get any harder,� he teased.
�That�s not what I meant,� she protested, but his lips and tongue were still burning new paths along the length of her neck.� His large hands cupped her buttocks and held her against his body.� �Come on, Michael.� Stop it!�
Behind them, Sammy coughed loudly to make his presence known.� �Sorry to break up the party, but your band is ready to start practice, Annie.�� He tossed Michael a knowing look and winked.
The gesture made Annie�s face flush with embarrassment.� She gave Michael a hard shove on his chest and he dropped her to the floor.� �There�s no party, Sammy,� she answered with sarcasm, as she adjusted her clothing.� �It�s just Michael playing games.�
Sammy nodded and disappeared through the doors.� Annie turned to follow him but Michael grabbed her hand again.� She spun around irritated and glared at him.� His eyes looked hurt, as he cocked his head to look at her.
�I�m not playing games, Annie,� he whispered.
She shook her head in disbelief.� �Only a few hours ago you told me��
�I know what I said.�
Her eyes filled with tears.� �Then why are you doing this to me now?�
�Because I want you.�
�And I want to win this stupid contest, but maybe we both want things we�ll never have,� she answered.
�Maybe you�re wrong.�
�It was one night, Michael; not a big deal.� It should be easy for us to forget about it and get back to business.� Right?�
Before he could reply, she pulled her hand from his grasp and slipped back into the auditorium.

Practice was uneventful the first two days without Michael.� Communications were tense and unyielding.� By Wednesday, Gary�s stubbornness had softened and the band slowly began to gel.� It seemed that without Michael hovering, Gary was free to relax.� Sammy had quickly fallen into place and everyone appreciated his efforts, including Gary.� Annie�s confidence began to blossom and the laughter had reappeared amongst them.
It was raining heavily when practice ended on Wednesday and Sammy offered to drive Annie home.
�I only live a mile down that road,� she protested.� �I won�t melt!�
�Suit yourself,� he shrugged.� �I�ll be leaving in five minutes, if you change your mind.�
Annie stuck her head out the front door of the Play House.� The wind had picked up considerably, blowing the rain sideways.� Gary had already left and Buzz and Ivory were about to.� She pulled her head back inside and caught Sammy just as he was about to exit the back door.
�Sammy,� she called to him.� �I think I�ll take you up on that ride offer.�
�Then, come on, girl.� Get your ass back here!� We�ll make a run for my car.�
Together they made a mad dash for Sammy�s car but the doors were locked.� In the seconds it took for him to unlock them, they were soaked to the skin.� Inside the car, Sammy shook his head and sprayed more water at Annie.� They laughed so hard the windows quickly fogged.
�I�m drenched,� Annie giggled.� �Even my feet!�
�It�s only water!� I�m not going to melt,� Sammy replied in a girlish voice.
Annie gave him a playful shove and smiled.� She really liked Sammy.� In the short time she had known him they had become good friends.� She felt safe with him.� Somehow he knew just what to say to make her smile.
Sammy started his car and headed down the main street toward Annie�s apartment.� The rain pelted the windshield with such force they could hardly see the road.
�That�s it,� she shouted.� �That�s my driveway on the right.�
Sammy drove his car up onto the grass to get as close as possible to Annie�s back door.
�Why don�t you come in and dry off a bit and wait until the rain stops before you head home,� Annie suggested.
�Actually, that sounds good,� he replied, smiling broadly.� �Get your house keys ready,� he said.� �On the count of three.� One, two��
Annie bolted toward the door before Sammy had finished the count.� Behind her she could hear Sammy yelling about her foul play.� A second later he was beside her on the steps as she fumbled with the slippery keys.
�Sounds like your phone is ringing,� he said.
�Oh no, I think you�re right,� Annie answered, struggling to get a good grip on her wet keys.
Finally, the door burst open and they both fell into the kitchen, wet and laughing.� Annie ran to the phone, attempted to pick it up, then roared with more laughter when it slipped from her hand and fell to the floor.
�Hello,� she finally called out, placing the receiver against her slick face.
�Annie?�
�Yeah, who�s this?�
�It�s me, Mike.� Don�t tell me you�ve already forgotten the sound of my voice?�
Annie�s heart immediately began to thump harder in her chest.� She took the phone into her bedroom and sat on the bed.� All it took was the sound of his voice and she was at attention, her whole body on full alert.� Sammy was still in the kitchen laughing, standing in the puddle his wet clothes were making.
�What�s all the noise?� Are you having a party?� Michael asked.
�No, it�s just Sammy.� Wait a minute, Michael.�� Then she called to Sammy.� �The bathroom is over there.� Grab some towels and dry off,� she directed, putting the phone back up to her ear.
�What is he doing there?� Michael asked, hating the tone of his own voice.
�He gave me a ride home from practice because it�s raining pretty hard here,� she replied.� �We�re both soaked to the skin.�
Sammy returned from the bathroom with towels in hand and tossed one to Annie in the bedroom.� Then he disappeared into the kitchen.� Quickly she began to dry off while pinching the phone between her face and shoulder.
�I know it�s late, but I was wondering how practice is going?� �It�s been a struggle but I feel like we�ve finally turned a corner,� Annie answered.
Annie took a deep breath and prayed she could maintain control of her emotions.� But hearing the soft texture of his voice was making her feel weak and vulnerable.
�How�s Sammy working out?� he asked.
Annie smiled to herself.� If it hadn�t been for Sammy�s strong shoulder to cry on this week, she knew for certain she would have fallen apart.
�Sammy�s been very supportive to me and a great addition to the band too.�
�What about Gary?�
�Well, Gary will always be Gary.� But I must say, he�s lightened up a lot without you being at the practices.�
Michael sighed.� �I�ve been known to bring out the worst in people.�
Silence fell between them.� If it weren�t for the gentle rhythm of his breathing, she would have thought he had hung up.
�I miss you,� he said in a whispered tone.
Annie closed her eyes.� �Michael, please don�t say that.�
�Why?�
�Because I can�t listen to it,� her voice cracked with emotion.� Tears pooled in her eyes.
�You�re crying?�
�No.� I�m fine.� How about you?� she asked, wiping at her eyes.
�I�ve been better.�
�What's wrong?� she asked.
�It�s been a shitty week.� I�ve got too much going on in my life right now and it�s all pretty stressful.�
�I�m sorry to hear that,� Annie said, noting a hint of exhaustion in his voice.
�Brian and I have been... at odds this week.� There's been a lot of fighting.� He's not very happy with me.�
�I�m afraid to ask why,� Annie said.
Michael sighed loudly.� �He says I�m distracted.�
�And are you?� she asked.
�Yeah, with you.�
Annie closed her eyes and smiled through her tears.� He sounded like he was in as much pain as she was and for some reason this pleased her.
�Well, I�m sorry to hear that.�
�Are you?� he asked with a hint of sarcasm in his voice.
Annie wiped the rain water and tears from her cheeks.� �You�re giving me the impression that you think I concocted some sort of evil plan to complicate your life.� That was the farthest thing from my mind,� Annie whispered.� �Seriously, Michael.� It was one night, just one night.� You�re the king of one-night-stands, so please let it go.� I�m okay with it and you should be too.�
Annie inhaled slowly, gathering strength as she filled her lungs.� �You have a job to do that requires your full attention right now - as do I.� I think we need to eliminate the distractions in our lives so that we can both get back to business.�
A long silence hung between them.� Annie�s heart ached.
�Is that what you really want?� he asked softly.
Annie tightened her jaw.� �It�s the way it has to be.� You said so yourself.�
�Annie, you didn�t complicate my life.� You made it better,� he sighed.� �I want you to know that.�
She closed her eyes and sighed.� Silence filled the phone again.
�Why don�t you put Sammy on the phone?� he asked.
�Sure.� I�ll go get him for you.�
�Annie, are you still coming to the show Friday night?�
�I was given the impression that your concert wasn�t an optional event.�
�It isn�t.�
�Then I guess you�ll be seeing me on Friday night,� she answered and passed the phone over to Sammy.
�Hey Mike, how�s it going?�
�Shitty.�
�Oh, I�m sorry to hear that,� Sammy replied.
�What the hell is going on there?� Michael asked.
�What do you mean?� Rehearsals have been going pretty good.�
�I�m telling you now, Sammy.� If you lay a fucking hand on her, you�re all done!�
Suddenly the phone went dead.
Annie was bent over drying her hair in the bathroom, half listening to Sammy�s end of the conversation.� Suddenly Sammy appeared in the doorway of the bathroom.
�Did he hang up?� Annie asked.
�Yeah, you could say that.�
�What�s wrong?�
�Mike just threatened me,� Sammy stated, shaking his head in disbelief.
�What?�� Annie quickly stood upright.� �What did he say?�
�Honestly?� He said if I laid a hand on you, I was all done.�
�I don�t understand.�
Sammy ran the towel over his damp hair and then draped it around his thick neck as he plunked himself down at the kitchen table.� �Listen, I know about you and Mike.� So why don�t you fill in the blanks for me.� What exactly happened and why is he so pissed off?�
�He told you about that?� Annie asked.
�He didn't have to.� The day I met you in the parking lot it was written all over both your faces.� When you showed up, Mike suddenly lost the ability to form a complete thought.� I saw the way he was looking at you.� It was obvious that something was going on.�
�It was one night.� That was it.� End of story.�
�I�m not buying it.� So what�s really going on?�
Annie sat down across from him and contemplated her answer.� �I don�t know what happened.� We were alone a couple of times, talking, getting to know each other and then�I don�t know.� It doesn�t matter,� Annie shrugged.� �It�s over, long before it really began.�
�Bullshit,� Sammy replied.
�What?�
�I said: �bullshit�.� What you just said is a load of crap.�� Sammy leaned across the table closer to her.� �Listen, I�m going to let you in on a little secret.� I talked to Brian yesterday, and he said Mike�s been moping around their studio all week.� From what I understand, he�s made a real ass of himself, too.� In fact, Brian asked him to leave practice yesterday and not to come back until he had adjusted his attitude.� So, would you like to try and tell me again what happened between you two?�
Annie began to cry.� �I�m in over my head, Sammy.� I can tell you that much.�
�Holy shit!� You�re in love with him, aren�t you?�
Annie dropped her head to the table and began to sob.� �Totally, out of control in love with him and I�m so damned angry for allowing it to happen!� Realistically, I have to ask myself what the hell I was thinking.� I�m not his �type� at all.� Getting involved with him was a huge mistake!�� Her eyes lifted to Sammy, brimming with tears and begging for an answer.� He opened his mouth to speak but she continued to talk, like a faucet that couldn�t be shut off.
�The chemistry between us is so intense it scares me to death.� I�ve never felt anything like it.� He�s like a drug to my system.� When he�s near me, I involuntarily tremble.� Never in my life have I felt anything this powerful.�
Annie straightened her back in the chair.� �But, you know what?� she shrugged.� �None of that really matters now because we can�t be together.� Michael says the contest rules forbid any personal contact.�
�Well, I haven�t read the contract but I�m willing to bet Mike is right.� It makes sense that there�d be a clause like that built into the contract.� And I�d also say, by the look I saw on his face the other day, he definitely has feelings for you too.� Why else would he threaten me like that?�
Annie rolled her eyes.� �If he feels anything, it�s lust, something he probably feels several times a week with a different girl each time!�
Sammy chuckled.� �Mike is not the playboy you think he is.� A lot of that has been seriously blown out of proportion in the media because it looks better for his stage image.� Sure, he�s had his share of women, but it�s been a while since I�ve seen him with anyone at all.� Truth be told, I know for a fact that Mike is tired of going home to an empty house.� We�ve had many conversations about it.� He wants the whole Norman Rockwell thing, a wife, two-point-two kids and a dog,� Sammy joked.� �Most would look at him and think he�s a guy with everything, but for the last five years he�s been pretty lonely.�
�Really?�
�Yeah.� I know he wants to settle down.� But he hasn�t been able to find the right woman to settle down with - yet.� Maybe you�ll be the one to change that for him.�
�Don�t even joke about that.�
Sammy�s gaze turned serious.� �I wasn�t.�
A paused settled between them.� She shifted uneasily in her chair.� Sammy sat quietly, looking out the window at the rain.
�I�m sure Michael would be furious if he knew I was talking to you about this,�Annie said.� �And I�ve probably said much more than I should have.�
�Yeah, he would be pissed.� I�ve known Mike for a long time and he�s always been a very private man.� I think the only person he�s ever opened up to is Brian.�
Annie wiped her eyes again.� �Did you know Beth?�
�Shit!� Yeah.� I�ve known Mike since before he was married to Beth - back when Thrust was just getting started.� I�m dating myself by admitting that, but what the hell.�
�So you knew his ex-wife?�
�Yep, and I didn�t like her either.� No one did.� She was the bitch from hell.�
�I can�t imagine Michael being with someone like that.�
�Drugs will do crazy things to your brain and cloud otherwise good judgment,� Sammy said.� �Thank God we all survived when so many others didn�t.�
�You too?� Annie asked.
�It wasn�t possible to hang around with Thrust back then and not be a user of some chemical.� But that was then and this is now and I should get going.� I believe the rain has stopped and you should try and get some sleep.�� Sammy stood and walked toward the kitchen door.
�I�d offer you something to change into but I don�t have any men�s clothing,� she said.
�Hey, I�ve lived through much worse,� Sammy smiled.� �Are you excited about the concert Friday night?�
�Yeah, I can�t wait,� Annie replied.� �I haven�t seen Thrust perform live since their �Rock Hard� tour a few years back.�
�Wear something sexy.� It will be fun to drive Mike crazy,� Sammy laughed as he stepped out into the darkness.

CHAPTER EIGHT 

It was noon when Annie finally woke.� She had four hours until the limousine came to get them.� Excitement already coursed through her veins and the knot in her stomach had returned.� She opened up her closet and stood staring aimlessly at the contents.
Sammy thinks she should dress sexy, then sexy it is.� She pulled the hanger out with her short leather skirt on it.� Michael likes leather, she remembered, and tossed the skirt on her unmade bed.
From her bureau she selected a tight white Lycra half shirt with cap sleeves and laid that on top of the skirt.� She stepped back and viewed the combination displayed on her bed.� Not bad, she thought.� Her black leather boots with the three inch heels would match perfectly.� All she needed now was a coat.� But not just any coat.� She went to her coat closet and pulled out an old black leather biker jacket adorned with zippers.
�Perfect,� she sighed.� This would make the outfit work magic.
Annie slipped into a hot bubble bath and tried to relax.� She tried to think of anything other than Michael, but she couldn�t, tonight would tell her everything she needed to know without having to hear him say it.� His actions would speak for him, and whatever happened, she would have to accept it and move on.
At four-thirty on the dot, the limousine pulled into the Play House parking lot.� Annie was walking across the town common when she saw the long, sleek vehicle arrive.� Buzz, Ivory and Gary quickly took their places in the back seat.� Seconds later Annie, reached the car.
�Good afternoon, Miss,� the driver stated.� Annie noticed the quick once over he gave her with his eyes which made her beam.� The completed outfit was sensational.� She left her long blond hair down, wild and untamed on her back.� The coat finished her reckless look perfectly.� She felt like Cinderella on her way to a rock �n� roll ball.
Annie slipped into the back seat and sat opposite Buzz and beside Ivory.� Her eyes darted nervously around the compartment and smiled proudly.� They all looked great.
�Whoa, Annie!� You are a sight for sore eyes,� Buzz commented first.
�Never mind me.� You guys look amazing!� You all clean up nicely,� Annie applauded in appreciation.� �Ivory, I've never seen you looking so good!�
�What about me?� Gary chided, with the ever-present hint of sarcasm evident in his voice.
�You too, Gary.� Handsome as always,� she sighed.
Buzz mixed drinks and Annie accepted one with reluctance.� She hardly ever drank liquor, but tonight was a special occasion.� The conversation was continuous until they reached the Boston City Limit sign on the highway, then they all became lost within their own thoughts.� Annie�s eyes drifted out the tinted window.� The liquor in her belly seemed to magnify her nervousness.
�You�re thinking about him, aren�t you?� Buzz asked in a hushed tone.
Annie jumped at the intrusion to her trance.� �Who?�
�Mike.�
�Maybe.� Why do you ask?�
�I don�t know,� Buzz paused, making sure Gary and Ivory weren�t listening.� �For the record, I think you two make a great couple,� Buzz whispered.
�It doesn�t matter.� We�re not a couple,� Annie replied.
�Oh, I thought�� Buzz�s voice trailed off to silence.
A few minutes later they were pulling up in front of the FleetCenter.
�Check this out!� Ivory screeched.
Before the limousine had come to a complete stop, an attendant was opening the door.� Light quickly spilled into the backseat.� All four occupants sat frozen in their places.� Outside, photographers waited along with hundreds of screaming Thrust fans.� Red felt ropes hung from brass supports in an effort to hold the crowds at bay.� A royal blue carpet ran from the entrance of the FleetCenter and down to the curb.� The scene was reminiscent of stars arriving at an Oscar Award Show.� Except they weren�t stars.
Gary stepped out first and camera flashes illuminated the night.� Ivory and Buzz followed with Annie at their heels.� All of them were speechless, mouths gaping in awe of what they were witnessing.� Nothing had prepared them for this - not even in their wildest dreams.
�This way please,� the uniformed doorman instructed, opening the door to the FleetCenter.
Inside the lobby there were more security ropes directing them down a gauntlet toward a greeting area.� They were being led to an area in which they were to meet Brian Lofgren and Michael before being directed into the press room to wait for the show.� Behind the ropes were more photographers.
The four of them clung together closely and waited in line with the other finalist bands.� Seven more people arrived behind them.� The line moved slowly.� Annie�s hands began to sweat.� Finally the line rounded a corner.
�Wow, that�s Brian Lofgren and Mike up there,� Buzz reported.
Annie�s heart began to pound.� She fought the urge to run back to the door.� Then she saw Sammy grinning ear to ear at her.� Two strides later and he was at her side, taking her by the hands and holding them outwards as if to dance.
�Ooooh, sweet Jesus, Girl,� he cheered, then pressed his face to her cheek to speak privately.� �When I suggested you dress sexy to drive Mike crazy, I didn�t mean dress to kill him!� That poor bastard won�t be able to perform once he sees you,� he said, chuckling loudly.
�Thanks, I really needed to hear that,� Annie replied, not wanting to let go of his large hand.
Sammy gave her hand a squeeze and caught her eye.� His expression was suddenly serious.� �You know, if you weren�t so sweet on Mike, I�d ask you out myself!�
�Sammy, if I weren�t so sweet on Michael, I�d accept your offer,� Annie laughed uneasily, but something told her Sammy wasn�t joking.
�Have you talked with Michael yet?� she asked him.
�Nope.� I�ve been keeping a safe distance from him.� I know he didn�t mean what he said the other night, so I figured I�d let it go and forget about it.�
�I�m certain he didn�t mean it, Sammy.� He�s just got a lot on his mind right now,� Annie replied.
�Yeah, thoughts of you.� That�s what�s been cluttering up his brain!�
Annie playfully slapped Sammy.� �Stop it!�
�And who do we have here?� Brian asked, extending a hand for Gary to shake.
�I�ll wait for you inside the press room,� Sammy said, letting go of Annie�s hand and disappearing into the crowd.
�This is my band, White Rush,� Michael spoke up, glaring at Sammy as he walked away.� Then, one by one, he went through the introductions.
�And, this is Annie Logan,� Michael said, his jaw clearly weakened by the sight of her.� Annie deliberately avoided his eyes and focused on Brian.
�How very nice to finally meet you,� Brian said formally.� �Mike has told me all about you.�
Annie shook Brian�s hand, wishing hers wasn�t so damp.� �I�m sure he has,� was all she could force from her mouth and then she retreated to the safety of her band-mates.� She didn�t know whether she wanted to throw-up or pass out first.� Out of curiosity, she turned around and quickly glanced back at Brian and Michael.� As she had hoped, they were still gawking at her from a distance.� Satisfied, she turned away.
�So, that�s the object of your distraction?� Brian remarked.
Michael was still in shock and could only manage a weak nod of his head.
Brian raised his eyebrows and shook his head.� �Anyone ever point out how much you two look alike?� You know, with the blue eyes and the obvious leather fetish.�
Michael shot Brian a confused and irritated facial gesture.
�If it weren�t for the blond hair, she could be your sister,� Brian teased.� �I think they call that incest, and I believe it�s illegal in most states.�
�That�s the best you can come up with?� Michael complained.
�Okay.� How�s this.� I wonder if she tastes as sweet as she looks?� he asked with a lewd snicker.
�Better,� Michael answered.
Brian�s head spun around to face his friend.� �What the hell did you just say?� he blurted with anger.
Michael�s mouth spread into a dazzling smile and shrugged.� �I�m sorry.� Did I say that out loud?�
�Yeah, I�m afraid you did, asshole.�
�Sorry.� Forget I said it.�
�No, I don�t think that�s possible,� Brian sneered.
�Okay, then deal with it,� Michael answered.
Brian grabbed Michael by the arm and jerked him back away from the crowd.� �If I'm standing here wasting my time because you couldn't keep your hands out of her pants, there's gonna be hell to pay!� he seethed.� �And you'll be dealing with the damn media and management too because, as of now, I'm washing my hands of this situation.� If this contest falls apart, my name won't be attached to it � yours will.�
�It won�t come to that, Bri.�
�You better hope it doesn�t.�
Brian stormed back to the line of people waiting to see them, muttering curses as he went.� Then he took a deep breath and plastered an enormous stage smile across his face and prepared to do his job.
�And, who do we have here?� Brian asked the next band in line, as he continued greeting the finalists.
Sammy met up with Annie in the press room.� �Did you get something to eat?� he asked.
�Eat?� I�m too nervous to eat,� she answered.
�Eating might make you less nervous,� he suggested.
�That�s okay.� I�ll be fine.�
�It won�t be long now,� he said.� �Wait till you see where they�re seating us.�
A few minutes later a security guard stood in the doorway.
�Can I have your attention, please?� the room fell to silence.� �We�re going to begin seating you soon.� So, if you could collect all of your belongings and band-mates, we can proceed.� You�ll be seated together by band.� Could I have the members of, Flesh, step forward please.� Behind them I�d like to see, The Zone, and then, White Rush.�
�Here we go,� Annie sighed.
Another security guard led them into the arena.� Still more ropes were set up to keep them separated from the human masses filtering into their assigned seats.� The guard stopped halfway down the front aisle and pointed out five seats with the word �reserved� imprinted on them.
�Holy shit,� Ivory cheered.� �We�re front row, center!�� He reached over and slapped Buzz�s raised hand.
Their seats were less than twenty feet from the stage.� Nothing would stand between them and Thrust except for a few very burly guards.� Annie couldn�t believe it.� Never, in all the concerts she�d attended in her life, had she been this close to the stage.� If nothing else, the hassle they�d been put through was worth this!� Even Gary had an endless smile across his face.� Annie took her seat between Buzz and Sammy.
Her eyes panned the arena.� The stage was awesome, lit with fiery hot lights that hung suspended in a circular pattern from the steel rafters.� Smoke seeped in from behind the curtains, blanketing everything in an eerie glow.� Speakers and amplifiers were piled nearly to the roof.� Suddenly, the arena went black.� The only light came from a stage door to the left.� Annie bit her bottom lip.� In the darkness, she could see moving figures take their places on stage.� Behind her the roar began.� It was as Michael had described.� Coming from the back it crashed over her and hit the stage just as the lights came up and illuminated the band.� In seconds, the entire population of the arena were on their feet, cheering a heated welcome to their rock �n� roll heroes.� Annie was swept away with them and jumped to her feet.� There was no introduction needed.� They were Thrust and their music spoke for them.
Michael stood proudly at stage right, a row of guitars easily accessible near by.� His hair hung to his shoulders, tangled and loose.� Dressed in his trademark black leather pants and a red dress shirt, he waved to the gathered crowd.� The shirt was untucked and unbuttoned from his neck down to his navel, exposing his smooth, bare chest.� Several necklaces dangled precariously against his breast bone.
The drummer beat a cadence that Annie could feel echo beneath her ribs.� Then Michael ran his fingers down the neck of his guitar and brought it to life with a thunderous scream.� Suddenly, Brian jumped from the drum platform and landed center stage, microphone in hand, his voice at full wail.� He wore red spandex pants that fit him like a second skin, a long tailed black tuxedo coat with top hat, and a frilly white shirt open from his neck to his belly button.
The freight train that was Thrust now steamed down the tracks heading straight for them.� They were an unstoppable force, burning through three hit songs before Brian took a break to say �hello� to the audience.
�How are you all doing tonight?� he asked, in his raspy voice.� His question was followed by a deafening roar from the audience.� Brian laughed heartily.� �Well, if you liked that shit, then you�re gonna love this!�� That led into the next string of hit songs.
Eyes wide with amazement, Annie gazed at Michael.� It was as if she were seeing him perform for the first time.� He was a completely different person on stage, raw and aggressive, with male machismo oozing from every pore in his body.� His fingers flicked agilely at the guitar strings, burning through riff after riff.� Lightening fast, his hands manipulated the instrument until it sang a song unto itself.� It was alive in his arms, and danced like a woman in heat.� It quivered against his body, begging for relief.� His facial gestures reflected a man in the throes of intense passion, teetering on the brink of climax.
Several times Michael caught Annie�s gaze and each time her breath stopped short in her throat.� His eyes were blistering and carnal, penetrating her body like a starved animal.� Every time he looked at her she felt violated, flushed, and spent.
An hour into the show, Annie and the others were still on their feet, dancing appreciatively in front of the stage.� During the intro to one of Thrust�s classic anthems, Sammy grabbed Annie by the hands and began to dance with her.� The mood throughout the arena was speeding toward a fevered crescendo.� And yet, the sold-out crowd, gyrating and sweaty, still demanded more.
Momentum rose to an even higher pitch when Brian jumped off the stage and began strutting down the line of finalist bands while he sang.� At several stops he even shared his microphone with the band members and vocally jammed with them.� When he stopped at Annie�s band he grabbed her around the waist and began a lewd, seductive dance, never missing a lyric.� They moved together as if the routine had been previously rehearsed and the audience cheered their efforts.
From above, Michael watched Brian�s show and seared through another lengthy guitar solo, taking his jealous rage out on his instrument.� Ever the professional, Michael let nothing diminish his performance.� Only Brian, if anyone, could hear the subtle change in intensity.� When the last note of the song was stuck, Brian dipped Annie over backwards, just below Michael�s feet, and perversely rubbed his face between her breasts.� The action forced Michael to turn away.� He had seen enough.
Brian lifted Annie upright and winked before leaving her.� She quickly adjusted her clothing and tried to regain control of her senses.� Her face was flushed hot and she felt positively ravaged.
Seconds later, Brian climbed the stairs to the stage, dripping sweat and panting.� While he was reattaching his microphone to its stand, Michael came up beside him.
Michael leaned in close to Brian�s ear, kept his back to the audience, and said, �Fuck you.�
Brian pushed Michael�s comment to the back of his brain, knowing he hadn�t heard the last of it.� Their brotherly rivalry had been on going through the years.� Somehow, Brian always knew just the right buttons to push to stay competitive with Michael.� It�s what kept the spark burning in their relationship.
�Okay, we�re going to take a minute to catch our breath,� Brian began. �And introduce some people to you.� They are the finalists in our Battle of the Band contest coming up in the fall which I�m sure you�ve all heard about by now.�
Brian continued his introduction and asked each band to join him up on stage.� The stage security then allowed the photographers to briefly occupy the empty space below them which set off a barrage of flashes.� Annie felt like a deer caught in the highlights of a car; and like a terrified animal, she wanted to run.� It was the best and the worst sensation, all rolled into one moment of time.� Then concert security cleared the aisle and the bands returned to their seats before Thrust resumed their aerobic rock �n� roll workout.
A few songs later, Thrust finally said good night and the finalists were escorted back into the press room.� There, the press waited like ravenous vultures wanting good copy or blood - Annie wasn�t sure which.� The camera flashes were relentless and lit the room up like fireworks on the Fourth of July.� The entire scene was overwhelming for all of them.� Annie tried her best to remain invisible, which was especially difficult due to the dance she had performed with Brian.� For an eternity, they waited like cattle and still there was no sign of the Thrust members.
�Where the hell did Thrust go?� Annie asked Sammy.
�You mean, Michael, don�t you?� he said with a laugh.
Annie shot him an angry glance; which made him laugh even louder.
�Right now they�re probably back in their dressing rooms getting cleaned up before coming in here.� Some of them take showers, so it could take a while,� he answered.
Finally Annie noticed a commotion gathering by the doorway and the white flashes began again in earnest as the members of Thrust trickled into the room.� Reporters and cameramen quickly began grabbing at them.� Annie saw Michael standing across the room engaged in conversation with a beautiful blonde that furiously scribbled notes onto a pad of paper.
�You�d make a great split-leg sandwich,� a raspy voiced man whispered into Annie�s ear.� Eyes wide with horror, Annie spun around to face the perpetrator.� When she did, Brian was standing there with a lecherous smile bigger than his face.� Annie felt herself turn red with embarrassment.
�Oh, I should have known it was you,� she replied, with a nervous smile.� �I don�t know of anyone else that would use a phrase like that for the opening line to a conversation.�
�That�s what endears me with the masses,� he snickered, waving his hand in a kingly manner, his voice sounding positively wicked.
�You�re absolutely right.� We�d be disappointed if you underwent a personality transplant at this stage in your career,� Annie giggled.� �I think you�d lose some of your followers!�
�I believe I would,� he agreed, his tiny brown eyes twinkling with mischief.� Then he bent in close to her ear.� �Can we talk seriously for a minute?�
�I suppose so.�
�Mike told me what's been going on between you two.� And, to be perfectly honest, I was less than thrilled to hear about it.� This is the first time our band has tried any type of promotion like this contest and I'd hate to see the good gesture it holds go down in flames because of his indiscretion.� Do you understand what I am saying?�
Annie saw the seriousness in Brian�s eyes and nodded.
�So, I'd like to thank you in advance for having the good sense to walk away from him and not risk being disqualified.� Don't get me wrong, Annie.� I'd like nothing better than to give you and Mike my blessings and tell you to run off and go make babies.� But right now, I can't do that.� I'd like to think I can trust that you will do the right thing for your band and mine.�
�You have nothing to worry about,� Annie said, wishing he�d change the subject.
�That�s what Mike keeps telling me but I still worry,� Brian shook his head.� �Look, I hate to be a hard-ass about this but the rules of the contest were clearly laid out to us before we got started in this little venture.� Mike heard the same speech as the rest of us, so frankly, he should have known better.�
�Seriously, Brian, don�t worry about it.� It was a one time thing and it�s over.�
Brian smiled broadly.� �Got it out of your system?�
�I guess you could say that,� Annie lied, struggling to maintain her composure.
�I appreciate what you're saying but I don�t believe it for a second,� he said.� �I�ve known Mike too long.� He sees something he wants and he�s like a dog with a bone.� So I guess we�ll see what happens.� On a lighter note,� he said, sliding an arm around her waist, �I personally wanted to thank you for the dance earlier.�
�No problem.� It was fun.�� Annie forced a smile on her face.
�I�m happy to hear you say that.� I was a bit concerned you might be pissed off at me.� I wish I could say the same for Mike,� he said, bending in closer to her ear.� �Truth be told, I did it on purpose to piss him off, so I guess I deserve his anger.�
�I�m not sure I understand.� Why would Michael be mad at you for dancing with me?� It was all part of the show.�
Brian laughed loudly.� �Annie, it's like candy.� Once you're told you can't eat the candy, it makes you want it all the more until eventually all you can think about is eating that damn piece of candy.� Do you get my drift?�
Annie smiled.� �Brian, the only reason I�m backing away from Michael is because of the contest.� Trust me, it has nothing to do with him personally.� If it weren�t for this contest, well�let�s just say, all bets would be off and he and I would both be enjoying the candy.�
Brian�s eyes sparkled.� �Point taken.� Maybe after the contest is over, things can be different for you two.�
�I�m not holding my breath, but it would be nice,� Annie answered.
Brian rubbed thoughtfully at his chin and licked his lips.� �I like you, Annie, and I wish you and your band success with the contest.� I really do.� And after it�s over, give Mike a call.�
Annie opened her mouth to respond but the sudden intrusion of Michael emptied her head.
Michael grabbed Brian firmly by the shoulder.� �Hey, I got a message from your wife,� he said.
�Oh yeah, what�s that?�
�She said, go to hell.�
�Okay, I can take a hint,� Brian smiled then turned back toward Annie.� �It was nice talking to you, Annie, and remember what I said.�� As soon as he finished his sentence a reporter tugged at his sleeve.
In a room filled to capacity with people, Annie suddenly felt alone with Michael.� Everyone else around her faded into an opaque blur.� Michael stared down at her, his eyes charged with life.� Sweat glistened on his brow.� His fingers still red and raw from the punishment they�d endured on stage.� His body fidgeted with nervous energy, still pumped with the afterglow of the concert.
�Can we talk?� he asked.
�Are you sure that�s a good idea?�
�Probably not, but nonetheless, I need to speak with you.�
Annie nodded and Michael led her from the room by the hand until a security guard stopped them at the door.
�Where the hell do you think you�re going?� he asked Michael.
�I�m going to get something in the dressing room and I�ll be right back,� Michael answered, trying to step around the burly man.
�Maybe I should come with you?� the guard suggested, blocking Michael�s pathway.
Michael was a good foot shorter than the guard but still he attempted to get in the man�s face.� �No thanks.� I think I can handle it,� he sneered.
�No need to get an attitude, Mike.� I�m just doing my job.�
The guard kept a cautious eye on Michael and Annie until they turned the corner at the end of the hall.� Then a soft tap on his forearm distracted his vigil.
�Could you take our picture with Brian Lofgren? A young blond groupie asked.
The guard scowled and glanced down the hallway again.
�Please? No one will believe we actually met him unless we have some proof,� she insisted, rubbing her ample silicone breasts against his side.
His facial expression weakened.� �Okay, but we gotta make it quick.� I�m not supposed to leave the door unattended.�
As soon as the guard stepped away, two reporters slipped out the door in the hopeful pursuit of a story line.
Michael took Annie down a long concrete corridor, which led into a large cluttered room.� A variety of couches, chairs, tables and several mirrors lined the walls.� Half-eaten food and empty bottles of water and soda cans covered nearly every surface.� The room looked like the aftermath from a New Year�s Eve party.� In the back, Annie noticed another room with shower stalls visible through the open door.� Without asking, she assumed he had taken her to one of their dressing rooms.
Michael took a white towel off a nearby chair and plunked himself down onto a couch.� Annie sat in a chair opposite him and watched as he proceeded to towel dry his face and chest.
�What did you want to talk about?�
Michael tossed the soiled towel to the end of the couch and leaned forward, resting his arms against his knees.� Annie nervously crossed her bare legs.� He studied her movements intently, as if he were seeing it play slow-motion in his mind.� A mischievous grin curled his sensuous lips.
�Anyone ever tell you that you�ve got legs from here to heaven?�
Annie smiled.� �As a matter of fact, Brian just mentioned something about me making a great split-leg sandwich,� she teased.
�He said that to you?�� Michael shook his head in mock disgust.� �The guy is a pig, what can I say.� I apologize for him,� he chuckled.
�Brian is Brian and that's an entirely different conversation for another day.� Right now, I'd rather hear what's on your mind.� So, what did you want to talk about?�
Michael grabbed the legs of her chair and began pulling it toward him.� Annie put both her feet back onto the floor, with her knees pressed tightly together, and held on to the edge of the chair for stability.� When he was satisfied with the closer distance, he let go of the chair and rested his fingers lightly against the tops of Annie�s bare thighs.� She closed her eyes and shook off a shiver that wanted to race through her limbs.
�I�d like to talk about us and about you and Sammy.�
�There is no �us� to talk about,� she quickly answered.
�That�s a load of crap and you know it,� he returned.
The sharpness in his voice took her by surprise.� She leaned in closer and took his hands, cradling them in hers.� She could feel the heat radiating off his smooth fingertips.� Lovingly she stroked at them.� �Then, what would you like to call it?�
He smiled nervously then groaned as if he were in pain.� �I really missed you this week, Annie.� More than I feel comfortable admitting.� And it drove me out of my mind knowing that Sammy was with you and I couldn�t be.�
�So you�re jealous of Sammy?� Is that was this is all about?� she grinned.� She loved seeing his soft vulnerable side.
�Yeah, I suppose I am.�
�Is that why you threatened him?� she asked.
The smile faded from his face.� �He told you about that?�
�Yes.�
�Well, that�s not one of my proudest moments.�� He shook his head in disgust.� �Look, I have to ask you something and I know you don�t owe me an explanation and I certainly don�t have the right to ask you either, but I need to hear your answer.�
�Okay.� Ask me.�
�Are you and Sammy together?�
Annie couldn�t help but smile.� �You want to know if we�re dating?�
�Yeah, whatever you want to call it,� he replied, sitting back against the couch.
�Would it bother you if we were?�
�Yes, and I think we�ve already established that.�
�Why?�
He stared at her quizzically and ran his fingers through his damp hair.� Then he opened his mouth to speak but stopped before the words spilled from his mouth.
Annie shook her head and glanced toward the door.� �If you don�t want to talk then I should get back to the press room before someone notices we�re gone.�
�It�s not that.�
�Then what is it?� I don�t understand why it�s so difficult for you to tell me how you feel.� You didn�t seem to have any trouble the other night.�
�That was different,� he replied quickly.
�How so?�
�Because it was in the heat of the moment.�
�So what are you saying?� Didn't you mean any of it?�
Annie's face was turning red with anger and Michael knew he was on thin ice.� He dropped his head to his lap and leaned toward her.� �I meant every word I said,� he answered in a whispered tone.
�Then why is it so hard for you to talk about it now?�� Annie was losing her patience fast.
�I don�t know.� I�ve always been a man of few words.� I express myself best through my music.� I�ve been accused of hiding behind my guitars for years,� he said, forcing a smile and trying to make light of a situation he was clearly uncomfortable with.
Annie pulled away.� �Okay, fine,� she sighed heavily.� �I'm not going to sit here and argue about what you feel or don't feel.� How about I answer your question about Sammy and then I'll tell you how I feel and we can be done with this conversation,� she said, agitated.
She folded her hands in her lap.� �You�ll be happy to know, Sammy and I are not dating; although he did ask me, but I declined his offer.� We�re just friends.�� Annie met his eyes and felt hers begin to fill with tears.� �I told him I couldn�t date him or anyone else because I�m�in love�with you.�� She blinked and felt the tears spill from her eyes.� �I�m sorry, and I�m sure that�s probably the last thing you want to hear right now because it complicates everything.� But, it�s the truth.� she said, rubbing at her cheeks.� Michael�s smile was brilliant, his eyes danced with life, and she melted.
�You�re not mad?� she sniffed.
�Mad?� Why would I be mad?� he said, his smile never diminishing.
�Then how does it make you feel to hear me say that?�
�Flattered.�
Annie skewed her face.� �Wow.� That�s not the response I was hoping for at all.�
He leaned forward and set his hands on the tops of her thighs and then slid them under her leather skirt.� �Come here,� he said, pulling her out of her chair and onto his lap.� Her legs naturally parted as she straddled his groin.� Immediately, his mouth went to her throat.� �God, I�ve missed you.�
He slid her skirt up toward her hips and kissed her.
Annie pulled away.� �This isn�t a good idea, Michael.�
�Why?�
Annie rolled her eyes.� �Because we�re not supposed to be together.� Remember?�
�Say�s who?� he teased, kissing her throat again.
�You.� Brian.� Your management.� The list goes on and on.�
His mouth found hers.� �Do you always do what people tell you to do?�
She kissed him back and sighed.� �Most of the time, but when it comes to you, I�m obviously very weak.�
�I�m glad,� he grinned, his lips reaching for hers.
Annie squirmed in his lap.� �Seriously, I can�t do this.�
Michael fell back against the couch and cocked his head, gazing at her.� �I�m not sure what you want me to say, Annie,� he said confused by her reaction.
Nervously she turned back toward the door and attempted to slide off his lap but he stopped her.� Her eyes rose and met his.� �And I can�t believe you don�t know what I want to hear,� she said.
He ran his fingers through her hair, his eyes never leaving hers.� He looked hurt and worried.
Annie bent in and pressed her forehead against his.
�Michael, I really need to know if I�m feeling something you�re not,� she whispered breathless, against his cheek.� She could feel his fingers slip beneath her satin panties and begin to knead the soft flesh of her bottom.� She closed her eyes trying desperately to stop the warm rush of excitement racing through her body.� �Please,� she wiggled in his lap.� �I�m too emotionally involved in this now.� I really have to know what you�re feeling,� she sighed, squeezing her eyes tighter.
�Isn�t it obvious how I feel?� he answered, grinding her against his groin.
Annie slumped in his arms, dejected, her anger raising.� �Michael, the only thing the hard-on in your pants is telling me is that you want to have sex.� Actually, it�s screaming that fact to me.� Is that all this is about for you - getting yourself laid?� If that�s the case then let me leave this room now while I still have some dignity left.�
�Annie, don't talk like that ,� he answered quietly.� �That's not what this is about and you know it.� If I wanted to get myself laid then I'm sure there's a couple of girls back in the press room that would be more than willing to do the job.� But I'm not out there, am I?� I'm in here with you.�
Annie squirmed, frustrated, in his lap.� �Then for God�s sake, tell me how you feel.� I want to know if I�m in your head,� she sighed, kissing his forehead.� Then she dragged her tongue down to his neck and gently sucked the salty skin.� �I want to know if I�m in your heart,� she continued, while pushing her hand beneath his shirt and cupping a firm pectoral muscle above the heavy thump in his chest.
A slow groan came from Michael�s mouth when her fingers drifted downward onto his muscled stomach.� Then she raked her hands through his long wavy-hair, clamped her fingers tight and jerked his head back against the couch.� Her tongue left his neck, proceeded beneath his jaw line, then up onto his open mouth.� Michael was speechless and his body ached for more.
�I want to know if you think of me at night before you fall asleep.� she stated, �and if being without me drives you as crazy as being with me.�
Annie pushed the hair off his forehead and stared deeply into his lustful eyes.� �I�m not asking for much,� she whispered in a soulful tone.� �But I need to know if this is another one-sided relationship for me, because if it is, I really don�t have the strength for it.� Be honest with me.� That�s all I�m asking.�
He slid her off his lap and carefully laid her back against the couch cushions.� In one swift movement, he pulled his shirt over his head, and began to creep up her body until his face was hovering over hers.� His long necklaces swung back and forth above her breasts like a hypnotic pendulum.� His eyes bore into her, as if trying to say the words he hadn�t the strength nor the courage to vocalize himself.
Slowly, he pressed himself against her body, resting his weight on his forearms.� Thoughtfully, he studied her face.� �Annie, the other night when you said you could fall really hard for me, I was feeling the same way about you.� It was as if you had read my mind.�
Annie reached up and stroked at his face, tears biting at her eyes.� �And what about now, Michael?� How do you feel today?� No games, it�s just you and me here,� she replied.
Tenderly, he kissed her cheek and lingered, teasing her skin with his tongue.� �I want you so much it physically hurts to the point of insanity.� When I see you across the room, I�m overcome with thoughts of kissing you, the taste of your mouth, the way your skin feels and smells.�
He pressed his mouth against her throat.� His breath was hot and moist.� �You consume my thoughts, Annie.� There is nothing else in my brain these days except you.� All I can think about is having you in my bed and being deep inside you.� And, I'm afraid, if you don't let me inside right now I'm going to lose my mind.� Is that what you want to hear?� he asked, as his fingers slid down past the front elastic waistband of her panties.
She felt his fingers drifting lower and then disappear into the depth of her wetness.� Nervous she was about to lose control, she squirmed beneath his body.
�Those are beautiful thoughts, Michael,� she sighed.� �It almost sounds as if you could be in love.�� She reached out and pushed the hair out of his face so she could see his eyes.� �Do you think that could be possible?� Are you in love?�
He was busy unfastening the button of his waistband and pulling down the zipper of his pants when he heard her question and froze.� He opened his mouth to speak and paused.� The silence in the room was overwhelming.� Then he cleared his throat and tried again.
�You scare the hell out of me,� he sighed almost breathless.
�Why?� she asked, tears pooling in her eyes.
He shifted his weight and moved his hand between their bodies.� �Because of the way you make me feel.� I�ve never felt this out of control.�
�I thought you loved a good adrenaline rush?�
His eyes hung heavy and he smiled seductively.� �This is way beyond that.�
His fingers tugged on her panties, inching them lower on her thighs.� His eyes were on fire.� Carefully he maneuvered himself back between her legs.� His face dropped to her neck.� He was so close to being inside her now he could hardly form a rational thought in his brain.� �Annie, I think I �,� he said pausing, his voice so soft she could barely hear him.
A sly smile formed on his mouth and then he started to speak again but the sound of his words became lost in the whooshing noise made by the door to the dressing room as it opened wide to expose them on the couch.
He lurched off the couch as if it were on fire.� Camera flashes exploded in the room like a war zone.� The camera shutters burst in rapid clicks, as they took a quick series of photographs in mere seconds.� In a reflex move, Annie pulled her knees up to her chest and covered her face.
�Hey, Michael, can we have an exclusive?�� One reporter shouted.
�Who�s your new girlfriend?� the other man asked.
One long stride and Michael was at the door.� With one arm he managed to shove the two men back out into the hall, while his other arm slammed the door and locked it.
�Damn it!� I can�t believe I forgot to lock that door,� he shouted, and looked over at Annie cowering on the couch.� �Are you all right?�
�Yes, I�m fine.�
Immediately he went to a phone that hung on the wall, picked up the receiver and dialed a few numbers.
�Yeah, this is Michael Wade,� he screamed.� �Send my fucking body guard down to clear the hall for me and tell him to confiscate the camera�s!� Do it now!�� Michael hung up the phone with such force it broke into pieces, and fell to the floor.
�Michael, it�s okay.� You don�t have to get so mad.�
His eyes shot at her full of rage.� �You have no idea what this means, do you?� Those assholes just took pictures of you, spread-eagled on the couch, with your skirt yanked above your head and you�re telling me not to get mad?�� Michael paced the floor, searching his brain for a solution.� �And, exactly how long do you think it�s gonna take them to figure out who you are?� Especially since they just finished taking your fucking picture with Brian�s face buried between your tits!�
�That�s what you�re really mad at, isn�t it?�� Annie screamed back at him, but Michael paid no attention.� He was too focused on finding a solution.
�Son-of-a-bitch!� You�re screwed.� After those pictures hit the music rags, and they will, the promoters will have no choice but to disqualify your band!� Not to mention, I won�t be able to see you again in public until this contest is done!� Do you understand that?�
Annie wiped the tears from her cheeks, stood up and adjusted her clothing.� Then she walked defiantly toward the door.� �Then I�ll make it easy for you, Michael, and disappear.� Now, you won�t have to worry about seeing me publicly or privately ever again!�
�You can�t go out there until Bull clears the hall for us.�
�Oh yeah, watch me,� she glared into his eyes, pulling the door open.� �I'm through playing games with you.� It's over.� Do you understand that?� she hissed, stabbing him in the chest with an index finger.� �To hell with the contest and to hell with you!�� A second later she was in the hallway and gone from his sight.
�Annie, come on, don�t go!� Michael called after her.� Then Bull filled the doorway frame with his enormous body.� �How nice of you to come,� Michael spat.
Bull put his large hands onto his hips and snarled back at Michael.� �What the hell are you doing down here?� You�re supposed to be in the press room with the rest of your God-damned band!�
�Never mind what I�m doing.� Did you get the cameras?�
�No!� Do you see anyone out here in the hall?�� Bull growled.
�Shit, they�re probably already back at their studio�s editing them,� Michael groaned.
�Do I want to know what�s on the film?� Bull asked.
�Use your imagination,� he replied loudly, pulling on his shirt.� Then he stormed from the room and headed back to the press room to find Brian.
The room was still brimming with people when Michael strode back in.� He caught Buzz by the arm first and spun him around.
�Where�s Annie?� he asked.
�She said she was going home.� I heard her say something about not feeling well.�
�How did she plan on getting there?� Michael questioned, his voice bordering on rage.
�Jesus, Mike, calm down!� She�s in good hands.� Sammy offered to give her a ride.�
�I bet he did!�
Michael turned on his heels to find Brian.� It didn�t take long.� He was happily and seductively sandwiched between two beautiful women, while another took their photograph.� Ignoring the women, Michael stepped in and separated Brian, as if prying apart mating dogs from one another.
�What the hell?� I was having fun,� Brian protested.
�We�ve got a little problem,� Michael blurted.
�What kind of problem?� Brian asked, suddenly interested in the topic.
Michael pushed the hair off his face.� �Annie and I just got caught in the dressing room by a couple of photographers.� I recognized one of them as LJ from Rolling Stone magazine.�
Brian�s eyes grew wide then narrowed in anger.� He grabbed Michael by the arm and pulled him into the hallway for privacy.� �Just so I have all the facts straight,� he whispered.� �Am I to understand that you and Annie were screwing in the dressing room while photographers snapped away at their leisure?�
�No, not exactly .� But in another five minutes we probably would have been.�
�Jesus!� What the hell were you thinking?� Brian shook his head in disgust.� �Why didn't you lock the door, or better yet, why'd you bring her there in the first place?�� Brian threw his hands up in the air.� �I told you this would happen!� Hell, I even told her this would happen!� Damn it!� We're going to need damage control now!� Go give Arnold a call,� he ordered, and trudged back into the press room, leaving Michael behind in the empty hall.� �And this is your problem, not mine.�

CHAPTER NINE 

Arnold Levenstein was the official legal counsel for all the band members of Thrust.� Over the years, he had helped them through divorces, criminal misdemeanors, various felonies for drug possession, and damage control with the press.� He had seen it all and then some.� Thrust kept him so busy, he had no time for any other clients and even wore a pager to be reachable twenty-four hours a day.� He had become an expert at picking up their messes and was paid handsomely for his services.
�What�d you do this time?� Arnold�s sleepy voice asked Michael through the phone.
�We�ve got a small problem,� Michael replied.
�Of course there�s a problem, Mike.� You never call me with good news!�
�I need some damage control and fast.�
Michael explained the situation and Arnold promised to take care of it.
Michael sighed with relief.� It was out of his hands now.� He only hoped it wasn�t too late.� Without saying good-bye, Michael exited the FleetCenter by the back door and into the celebrity parking lot.� A few seconds later, his black Porsche roared past the front entrance where fans still waited in hopes of catching a glimpse of Thrust.� On another night, Michael might have slowed down and given the crowd a wave before speeding through the narrow streets of Boston.� But not on this night.� He wasn�t in the mood to acknowledge the fans.
His first thought was to head to Annie�s apartment.� Then he shook that notion from his tired mind, down-shifted his car, and sped toward his own house.
He hated himself for yelling at her.� If she never spoke to him again, he knew he deserved it.� Besides, any chance he may have had with her would be gone, once she saw herself splayed on the front pages of every music rag published.� Maybe it was best to leave her as an unfinished chapter in his life.� After all, he had no business dragging her into the complexities of his existence.� She certainly deserved better.
Having regrets was not in his nature but, where Annie was concerned, there were too many to count.� He cursed himself loudly and shifted his car again with force, accelerating onto the expressway ramp and heading south.� It should have been so simple, telling her how he felt, just three simple words.� But somehow saying it out loud made it real and he didn�t know how to deal with that.� How quickly and unexpectedly she had crashed into his life and into his heart and he knew he�d never be the same.
Michael sped the car up the long driveway that led to his house and parked beside the front door.� He turned the key to his Italian-villa-style mansion and stepped into the foyer.
He hated coming home to an empty house.� All the material possessions money could buy, and still he came home alone.� The clomp of his boots echoed on the marble tile that led from the entrance back toward the kitchen.� He tossed his keys and coat onto the granite countertop and headed for the second floor stairs.� At the top of the circular staircase and to the left was the master bedroom suite.
After his divorce, Michael hired a professional decorator to re-do most of the house, especially his bedroom.� The main objective was to remove any hint of his ex-wife�s feminine touches.� The house was his now and he wanted his personality to be reflected as such.� Much of the artwork he purchased while on tour in Europe.� He hand selected black, white and gray marble and granite from Italian quarries.� Austrian crystal chandeliers were shipped directly from the artisans who crafted them.� The marble statues came from Venice.� Bathroom and kitchen hardware fixtures consisted of 24 carat gold, chrome, and solid brass.� The color schemes were rich and masculine with gold leaf to lighten the deep contrasts.� The end result cost millions and took over a year to complete.
The master bedroom was massive in size, big enough to comfortably sleep two entire families.� The king-sized bed was situated against a wall that faced an expanse of windows that overlooked the acres that surrounded the house and gardens.� The view was breathtaking.� Too bad he was hardly ever home to enjoy it.
The remainder of the second floor consisted of several more bedrooms, one for each member of the band, in case any of them needed to stay the night.� It was part of the brotherhood of the band that went back to their drug days.� The last bedroom belonged to his son.� It had remained untouched since the day he had moved with his mother to the West Coast.
The downstairs was made up of several interlocking rooms.� An enormous sunk-in living room was located off the foyer, an eat-in kitchen which was connected to a formal dining room, and a family room that was home to all of Michael�s gold and platinum records and awards of every size, shape and category.� In the back of the house, was a state-of-the-art music room and recording studio.� This is where he spent most of his time when he was at home.
The music room was constructed using the latest technology in materials and was acoustically perfect.� A separate room stored dozens of guitars of every size, color, sound and vintage.� There were also stacks of amplifiers, microphones, cords, audio processing boards, and other equipment neatly set up all over the room.� Other instruments also had their place in this room too, such as; a piano, drum kit, and other percussion instruments.
Outside the music room was an in-ground pool, perfectly landscaped grounds around it with extremely tall hedges, making it totally private.� On the opposite side of the pool was a guest suite where his groundskeeper and housekeeper lived.
Michael entered his bedroom and began removing his clothes, leaving them in a neat pile on the floor.� Then he made his way to the shower.� Once again, thoughts of Annie crept into his exhausted brain.� He wouldn�t be seeing her again until they cut that demo tape together at Brian�s sound studio on Monday night.� If it was the last thing she ever heard him say, he fully intended to apologize for his behavior.� He also planned on telling her exactly how much he felt for her.� No matter how uncomfortable it made him, it needed to be said.
It was almost noon the next day when Michael was roused from sleep by the sound of his ringing cell phone.
�Yeah,� Michael�s sleepy voice yawned into the phone.
�Get your sorry ass over here and you better bring your check book,� Brian demanded, his voice dripping with sarcasm.
�Fifteen minutes later, Michael walked into Brian�s kitchen with a sense of dread.� Brian was sitting on a kitchen countertop leafing through a pile of 8 x 10 glossy photographs.� The grin on his face told the entire sordid story.
�Mr. Wade, you horny old dog,� Brian scolded.
Michael yanked the enlarged photograph out of Brian�s hand.
�My, my!� Judging by the way you fill out the front of those leather pants, I can see why the girls are always chasing after you!�
�Give me the pictures,� Michael asked.
�Wow, if the photographer had gotten another foot into the room I�d be looking at cooch right now,� Brian snickered.
�Give me the fucking pictures,� Michael demanded.
�Not so fast,� Brian taunted.� �I�m not done with them yet.�
�You are now,� Michael replied, grabbing the rest of the pile.� Then he quickly scanned through them.� Each one was somehow more revealing then the last.� He dropped himself onto a wooden stool in disgust.� �Is this all of them?�
�Far as I know,� Brian answered.� �They came in the envelope that Arnie brought to my house this morning.�
�He could have called me.� I would have driven to his house to pick them up.� He didn�t need to leave them here.�
�Don�t know what to tell you.� I live closer to him,� Brian shrugged.
�How much?� Michael asked.
�Two hundred grand,� Brian replied with a chuckle.� �That's got to be the most expensive piece of ass you ever had,� Brian nearly choked in laughter.
�Go to hell.�
�Oh, and there�s more good news,� Brian added.
�What do you mean?�
�Rumor has it, the promoters are preparing to pull the plug on your band.�
�Are you serious?�
�Afraid so, Mike.� Can�t say I�m surprised and it�s not like I didn�t warn you.� What did you expect?� I just hope this mess doesn�t blow the deal for the other bands.�
Michael shook his head and released a heavy sigh.� �I�m not surprised either, but I didn�t think it would happen this fast.� What am I going to tell her?�
�Nothing.� Let the promoters handle it and don�t see her again.� Simple as that.� Frankly, you�d be doing the girl a favor if you left her alone.�
�I can�t do that,� Michael answered.
�And why not?� Brian asked.� �Don�t tell me you have feelings for this chick?�
�Actually, I do,� Michael replied, defensively.
�Mike, you wouldn�t know love if it unzipped your pants and bit you on the dick!�
�And you would?�
Suddenly the cell phone in Michael�s shirt pocket began to ring.� He pulled it out and studied the phone number illuminated in the display panel.� �It�s Sammy.� I better answer this,� he said, flipping open the phone.� �Hello.�
The line was silent.� Michael said �hello� again.� Still nothing.� He was about to hang up when he heard a faint female whimper.
�Annie?� Is that you?� Michael asked.
�Yessss,� she answered.� Her strained voice barely audible.
�What�s going on?� he asked, panic quickly settling into his chest.
A long pause filled the phone.� Then finally she spoke again.
�Accident,� she said, struggling to get the word out and then she groaned in pain.
�Shit!� Where are you?�
�Mass Pike.�� Another groan escaped her throat.� �Millbury.�
�I�m on my way!� Don�t hang up on me!�
Michael bolted toward the door in the kitchen.� Then he swiftly turned toward Brian.� �Call 911!� There�s been in an accident!� Mass Pike, west-bound, in Millbury!�� Before Brian could respond, Michael was gone, the roar of his car rattling the windows in the house.
�Annie are you still there?� Michael asked, as he left Brian�s driveway.
The silence was deafening.
�Come on, Annie!� Talk to me!�
He turned up the volume on the phone.� He could hear her shallow breathing and then she coughed.
�Annie?�
�It�s bad,� she whispered.
�Annie, it�s going to be all right.� Stay with me.� The ambulance is on it�s way.�
�It hurts so bad,� her voice trailed off.� Then a series of bumps.� Michael assumed the phone had been dropped.
�Shit,� he muttered.� �Annie, stay with me,� he shouted.� �I�m almost there!�
In the background he could hear the sirens and people talking to her through the window.� He floored his car, skidding sideways onto the ramp to the Mass Pike and headed west.� He passed cars like a professional race car driver, until the traffic came to a standstill a few miles before the Millbury exit ramp.� Half a dozen State Police officers stood in the road merging vehicles into the far, left hand lane.� A sick feeling of doom seeped into the pit of his stomach.� It had been several minutes since he had heard any noise come from Annie and he was beginning to fear the worst.
At a snail�s pace, he inched his car forward.� Then he saw the accident flares strewn across the other two lanes.� Fresh, thick rubber marks scarred the pavement and led his eyes toward the breakdown lane.� A few feet further, the smoldering wreckage of the car came into view.� The car itself was unrecognizable.� Every square inch of it was pulverized into a mass of compressed shards of metal:� �How could anyone survive that?� Michael asked himself.
Michael�s eyes were transfixed on the eerie scene as emergency medical teams valiantly worked to free the occupants.� Then, to his horror, he read the vanity plate attached to the back of the wreck.� In big, bold letters it read: SAMMY.� The reality hit him hard.� He immediately steered his car out of the line of soldiering traffic and skidded to a stop beside a waiting ambulance.� Without even shutting off the ignition, he jumped from his car, only to be stopped by a police officer.
�I�m sorry sir, but you can�t leave your car there,� the officer said.
�I know that guy,� he shouted, adrenaline pumping through his veins.� �I know the owner of that car!�
Michael didn�t wait for a reply and forced his way through the crowd of rescue workers.� He was twenty feet from the smoldering car when he felt the bottom fall out of his stomach.� The bloodied body of Sammy was still slumped over the twisted steering wheel.� The driver side door was caved in to a point that Michael wondered what could be left of his friend.� Three firemen worked on the passenger side of the car with the Jaws of Life, cutting through the mangled roof as if removing the lid from a tin can.
�Why aren�t they getting him out of there?� Michael screamed.
A fireman to Michael�s right turned to face him.� �That guy is already gone.� They�re trying to get the girl out while she still has a chance.�
�Shit!� Annie!�
�Believe it or not, there�s a passenger in that mess.�
Michael raced around the side of the car as the EMT�s were preparing to remove her from the wreckage.
�Hey, get the hell out of the way, pal!�
�I know these people,� Michael screamed but no one seemed to want to listen.
Then he saw the blood-streaked face of Annie appear from the debris, as the EMT�s gently eased her onto a stretcher.� She was still wearing the same clothing from the night before.� What remained intact was torn, bloody and dirty.� The boot was missing from her right leg and the shin and ankle were grotesquely disfigured.� Her lifeless body lay still on the stretcher while the medical workers desperately tried to keep her breathing with chest compressions.
An anguished cry of pain rose from his toes, shook through his torso, then finally rocketed from his mouth.
�Annnnnnie!�
�You know her?� A police officer asked, frantically holding Michael out of the way.
�What the hell do you think I�ve been trying to tell you people?� I know both of them!�
�What�s your name?�
�Michael Wade.� Can I see her?�
�Sorry, Mr. Wade.� I can�t let you over there.� Were you a witness to the accident?�
�No!� Look, I need to see her,� Michael demanded, attempting to shove the officer aside.� The last thing he needed was a chatty police officer.
�Is she your wife?� Girlfriend?�
�No, yes - for Christ sakes, just let me be with her!�� With every ounce of fight he had, Michael pushed the officer back and darted around him.� From above, he heard the propellers of a helicopter slicing through the afternoon air.
�Is she ready for transport?� an EMT yelled to another rescue worker.� �We got Life Flight coming in now.� Ger her stabilized then MOVE!�
Michael�s face was white.� The voices around him blurred.� The emergency crews bounced about as if he were invisible.� Never before had he felt so helpless and inadequate.� Annie lay before him, not a trace of life left on her delicate face.� An EMT raced passed him with another medical bag and Michael grabbed his arm.
�Is she going to be all right?� he asked, his body frozen in fear, his skin bathed in a cold sweat.
�Sorry, it�s too early for me to tell.� Are you her husband?�
Michael opened his mouth to respond but nothing audible could be heard.
�Come on,� the EMT instructed.� �You can ride with us.�
Behind him the helicopter landed in the middle of the highway.� Traffic on both sides of the Mass Pike was halted.� Michael followed the stretcher and helped hoist Annie in through the cargo door.� Then he hopped in himself and took a seat beside her head.� The two-man medi-evac team worked simultaneously hooking Annie up to several different machines and running an intravenous line into her arm quicker than Michael had thought possible.� Never raising their heads, they exchanged medical information in a language Michael found alien.
�Yeah, this is Medi-Evac One.� Do you copy?� the medical technician rambled into a small telephone.
�Go ahead, we copy,� a voice came through on a connected speaker.
�We have a female patient in route.� Multiple injuries as follows: head trauma, compound fractures to the��
Michael tuned the man�s voice out and reached for Annie�s hand.� It was cold to the touch.� He didn�t need a medical degree to know that Annie was slipping away, and there was nothing he could do about it.� With tears biting at his eyes, he lowered his face beside Annie�s ear and fought to contain his emotions.
�Annie, please don�t leave me now,� he whispered.� �I need you in my life.�
�Blood pressure is dropping!� I�ve lost a pulse!�
�I love you,� he said, and kissed her bruised cheek, the blood from her head wound smearing his face.
�Okay, we�ve got a flat line!� Lean back,� the EMT instructed Michael.� Working faster than before, the two technicians cut through the front of Annie�s shirt and prepared her for the shock from a heart defibrillator.
�Charging�clear!�
Annie�s body jolted and came to rest as lifeless as before.� Three times Michael watched in panic as she lurched off the stretcher.
�Please, don�t let her die,� he pleaded.
�We�re doing everything we can!�
�Wait, I�ve got a pulse!� It�s faint but it�s there!�
Michael released a heavy sigh and bent again beside her head.� �Come on, baby, stay with me!� I love you.� Did you hear me?� I said the words!�
Another medical team waited near the heliport at the UMass Medical Trauma Center and quickly rushed Annie into the facility.� Michael was told to wait outside the swinging doors beside the exam room.� Once again, he was an outsider looking in and he hated it.� Ten minutes later the room evacuated in haste, pushing Annie down the hall.
�Where the hell are you taking her now?� he yelled after them.
A hospital intern came up beside him.� The front of his white lab coat stained with Annie�s blood.� �She�s on her way into x-ray and then into surgery, sir.� A doctor will be out as soon as possible to give you an update.�
�How bad is she?� Michael asked.
�They�ll know more after they operate,� the intern replied and turned to leave.
Michael grabbed the intern�s arm.� �What kind of answer is that?� he spat.
�Listen.� It�s too early to tell!� She�s lost a lot of blood but she�s young and clearly a fighter.�� The intern jerked his arm away from Michael�s grasp.
�Look.� I�m sorry,� Michael apologized.
�Like I said, as soon as possible a doctor will come out and give you an update on her condition.� In the meantime, you may want to call her family.�
Family?� She had no family.� Instead Michael called Brian.
�Hello?�
�Yeah, it�s me,� Michael paused, rubbing at his aching head while searching for the right words.
�What�s going on?� Brian asked.
�It�s really bad.�
�How bad?� Is she going to be okay?�
�I don�t know yet but�she�s in rough shape,� he wiped at his eyes.�
�Mike, I�m really sorry to hear that.�
�Sammy�, was driving,� Michael�s voice cracked.� �He didn�t make it.�
�Shit.�
�Can you call his parents for me and have them come up here?� They�ll have to identify�� Michael choked on his emotions.� �I�m at the UMass trauma center in Worcester.�
�Of course.� Anything else you need?�
�Yeah, have Bull get my car for me.� It�s on the Mass Pike, just before the Millbury exit.� He has a set of keys.�
�I�ll give him a call.�
There was a long pause.� �I can�t believe this happened,� Michael sighed.
�I�m on my way, Mike.� Hold tight.�
Michael nodded and hung up his phone.� Nervously, he began to pace the waiting room.� He had already lost a close friend of nearly twenty years and now, Annie�s life was hanging in the balance.� His heart ached at the possibility of having to say good-bye to Annie.� He was helplessly in love with her.� There was no way this could be the end for them.
For the first time in years, he thought about the drugs he used in another lifetime to dull the pain.� If he could have one drink, he thought, just to take off the edge.� Maybe that would cloud the reality of the situation.� He raked his fingers through his long hair and felt a burning knot begin to boil in his stomach.� Glancing at the clock, he realized it was almost dinner time and he hadn�t eaten all day.
�Where�s your closest bathroom?� he asked a nurse behind the admittance desk.
�Around the corner and to your left,� she answered.� �Are you all right, sir?�
Michael didn�t wait around to give her a reply and bolted to the bathroom.� With seconds to spare, he threw up the one cup of coffee he�d consumed earlier that was now gnawing through the lining of his stomach.� When he was finished, he found a chair alone in a corner of the waiting area and hung his head between his knees.
�Can I help you, sir?� the admitting nurse asked Brian.� Hearing her voice, Michael lifted his head.
�Yes, I�m looking for Michael Wade.�
�I�m over here,� Michael said, staggering to his feet.
The expression on Brian�s face reflected shock and concern.� �You�re covered in blood.�
Michael glanced down at his shirt and hands and realized what Brian was referring to.� �It�s from Annie.�
�Hey, I�m really sorry.� Is she�okay?�
�She�s still in surgery.� I�m waiting for a God damned doctor to come out and talk to me,� Michael said, raising his voice.� Then his knees began to buckle beneath him.
�Whoa, sit down,� Brian insisted.� �Do you know what happened?�
�I don�t know.� By the looks of it, Sammy must have been driving Annie home.� She was still wearing the clothes she had on at our gig last night.� Jesus, Brian, you had to see it!� I can�t get the images out of my head,� his voice cracked and he bent his head to hide his emotion.� �She died right in front of me, Brian.� I saw the life drain from her body and she flat-lined.� Three times they used the paddles on her.� Three fucking times before the EMT�s got back a heartbeat,� he said, looking up at Brian again.� �You know, out of all the music we�ve created in the last twenty-five years, hearing the beep of her heart on that monitor was the best God damned sound I�ve heard in my life.�
Michael stood and began to pace again, his steps teetering.� �This is my fault, you know.�
�How the hell do you figure that?� You weren�t driving the car and, until we see an accident report, we don�t even know if Sammy was at fault.� Maybe someone cut him off or something.�
Michael sat back down beside Brian.� �You don�t understand.� After the photographers left the dressing room last night, Annie and I got into a fight.� Actually, it was more of a screaming match.� I wasn�t mad at her.� I was pissed off at myself.� But she got into my face and gave it right back to me.� And you know what she said before she walked out?�
�What?�
�She told me to go to hell.�� He dropped his head again between his knees and exhaled loudly.� �Do you realize, if she dies, that fight will be the last memory I�ll have of her.�
�Don�t talk like that, Mike.� She�s not going to die.�
Michael ran his fingers through his hair and tipped his head back to rest against the wall.� �If we hadn�t gotten into that fight, she wouldn�t have left with Sammy.� Maybe then the accident wouldn�t have happened and Sammy would still be alive.�
�Mike, you can�t think like that.� This isn�t your fault.�
Michael drew a deep breath and glared right into Brian's eyes.� �I love her Brian.� I'm in love with her,� he said slowly, exaggerating each word.� �How many times have you heard me say that about any of the women you've ever seen with me?�
�Never,� Brian quickly answered.
�That�s because I�ve never been in love with anyone before Annie.� Not even my God damned ex-wife!� I can�t lose her now.� It took me too long to find her.�
�Trust me, you�re not going to lose Annie.� You�ll see.� She�ll pull through this.�
A long silence fell between the two men until Brian finally spoke.
�Listen.� I called Sammy�s parents.� They�re going to meet me here.� I told them Thrust would pay for all the funeral arrangements,� Brian said, his voice a somber whisper.� �I thought it was the least we could do for all the help Sammy has given us through the years.�
�I agree.� How�d they take it?�
�Not too good.� I think they�re in shock.� Sammy�s older brother is going to drive them here so at least they won�t have to come alone.� Before I left, I also contacted everyone else I thought needed to know about the situation.� Hopefully, the press won�t get wind of this.� Otherwise, we�ll be dealing with a major circus event here.�
�Shit.� I hadn�t even considered that.� What about Annie�s band?�
�I was told someone from the promotion office would contact each of them.�
Suddenly a man dressed in full surgical attire stood before them.
�Are you the man that came in with Annie Logan?� a young doctor asked Michael.
�Yes, I�m Michael Wade,� he replied attempting to stand.
�No, please sit,� the doctor insisted, and took a seat opposite Brian and Michael.� �Annie is out of surgery,� he sighed, then he shook his head.� �I�m sorry, I wish I had better news for you, Mr. Wade.�
�Please, I want you to give it to me straight.�
�Okay.� Annie has sustained several serious injuries.� Any one of them could have killed her.� But she�s young and she�s still hanging in there.� She has a skull fracture and there is some swelling of her brain; which we�ll have to watch.� If it continues to swell then we�ll have to consider another procedure to reduce the pressure before there is brain damage.�
Michael sighed softly.� Skull fracture, brain damage, he couldn�t even consider the reality of it.
�She received severe blunt trauma to her stomach area, probably from wearing her seat belt.� I was able to repair a substantial laceration to her liver, which stopped her internal bleeding.� But we had to remove her spleen.�
�Does she need that?� Brian asked.
�No, thankfully, you can live without a spleen,� the doctor answered, then returned his eyes to Michael.� �I�m not sure if you noticed her leg injury?�
�Yes, I did.�
�At this point, that has me the most concerned.� Usually, when the injury is that substantial, we are unable to save the limb.�
�What are you saying?� Did you amputate her leg?�
�No.� For the moment, we�ve stabilized the bones in her ankle by surgically implanting steel plates and screws which are literally holding all the pieces together like a jigsaw puzzle.� Hopefully, it will be enough to stimulate the healing process but I can�t guarantee normal mobility or that she will be able to walk on it again.� And if the bones don�t show adequate healing, we may have to consider other options.�
�Can I see her?�
�Well, she is still under anesthesia, but if you keep the visit brief.�
Suddenly, the doctor pulled the beeping pager from his pocket and quietly read the message.� �I�m sorry, Mr. Wade, but your visit with Annie will have to wait.�
Michael turned to Brian, anger and frustration distorting his facial features.� �I can�t take much more of this.� Either someone is going to let me in to see Annie or I�m going to find her myself.�
�Let them do their jobs,� Brian tried to soothe.
Moments later, Sammy�s parents arrived through the emergency room doors.� Brian escorted them down to the morgue to identify their son, leaving Michael alone to wait for word on Annie.� Two hours later the same doctor reappeared.� Michael stood up to greet him.
�Annie had a seizure in the recovery room and has slipped into a coma,� the doctor said cold and matter-of-factly.
Michael fell back into his seat.� �So, what does that mean?�
�There is swelling of her brain.� We inserted a drainage tube into her skull to try and relieve some of the pressure.� Tomorrow we should be able to give you a better prognosis.� But for now, it�s a wait and see situation.� In most cases, once the pressure is released, the duration of the coma is a matter of a few days.� But like I said, we�ll know more tomorrow.� The next twenty-four hours for her are critical.�
�Can I see her now?�
�Yes, please follow me,� the doctor instructed.

CHAPTER TEN 

The doctor took Michael down a cluttered corridor and stopped outside a swinging door. �She�s in intensive care so we can monitor her injuries around the clock.� But there are other people in this room, so please keep your visit short.�� With that said, the doctor opened the door and motioned Michael inside the room.� �Annie is in the third bed on the left,� he said.� �If you�ll excuse me, I have another emergency coming in downstairs.�
Michael stood frozen for a moment.� Beeps, buzzers and other mechanical noises echoed throughout the room.� Several nurses and doctors rushed about attending to the dozen or more patients.� Suddenly a nurse whooshed back the white curtain surrounding Annie�s bed and then moved to her next patient.� A narrow crack remained open in the curtain, making Annie visible to Michael.� He stood outside the curtain and stared at her for several minutes, unable to move.� He swallowed hard and balled his hands into tight fists.
Annie lay motionless; machines were doing everything for her from breathing to eliminating waste.� Her mangled right leg now hug in traction above her bed, heavily encased in a white cast.� The right side of Annie�s face and head was obscured beneath heavy gauze.� What skin he could see was deeply bruised and puffy.
A nurse walked past and stopped beside Michael.� �It�s okay.� Go on in.� There�s a chair beside the bed.�
He was reluctant at first, but forced his feet to move forward.� Behind the curtain he found an empty chair to the left of Annie�s bed.� Careful not to touch any of the machines keeping her alive, he squeezed past and sat in the chair.� Besides a one-inch stitched wound above her eyebrow, the left side of Annie�s face was unharmed.� Michael cautiously reached for Annie�s tiny hand.� Gratefully, it was warm to his touch.� Using his thumb, he tenderly rubbed her palm.� She looked so peaceful to him.� As badly bruised and broken as she was, she appeared to be sleeping, unaware of the fight her body had just endured.
Michael leaned forward and pressed his face against her cheek.� Her appearance was completely different but her sweet feminine scent was the same.� Remnants of it still lingered on her skin.� Inhaling deeply he tried to force a smile.� Inside he choked back a sob.� �Annie, I�m here, right beside you and I�m not going to leave,� he whispered, then sat back in his chair.
�Excuse me, sir,� a nurse said, pushing back the privacy curtain.� �There�s a man in the hall asking for you.�
�Well, let him in,� Michael replied.
�I�m sorry, I can�t do that.� You�ll have to speak to him out in the hall.�
Reluctantly, Michael left Annie to speak with Brian. �How�s she doing?� Brian quickly asked.
�She�s alive, but that�s not saying much.� The doctor said she had some swelling in her brain which caused her to have a seizure and now she�s in a coma.� It�s supposed to be temporary.� I tell you what though, I�m getting her moved out of there and into a private room!�
�Mike, I�m sure they have her in there for a reason.�
�It�s unacceptable.� She has no privacy.� I don�t want people walking in to visit other patients and gawking at her lying there with her leg up in the God-damned air!�
The next day, Michael helped move Annie into a private room on the same floor.� He had to use his celebrity status to make it happen.� It meant him spending an hour in the Chief of Staff�s office describing the circus the hospital would have on their hands, and a safety concern, if Annie stayed where she was.� It also meant him giving a rather large donation to the new south wing project, but it was done.
The new room had two beds in it and a window overlooking Lake Quinsigamond.� Michael planned on occupying the empty bed.� He had made up his mind that he wasn�t leaving until Annie could leave with him.� Bull brought up a duffel bag filled with clean clothes, shaving and shower essentials, and a well used acoustic guitar.� A security guard was posted at the door, warding off unwelcome visitors.� Besides a few select people, no one was allowed into her room.� Michael also arranged for two private nurses to care for Annie.
The days crept by, as Annie remained imprisoned by her coma, and Michael became a familiar fixture on her floor.� His guitar riffs could be heard day and night, echoing down the halls.� Only a few patients complained.� Those that did were moved to another floor.� The staff felt grateful to be witnesses to the musical process of the next Thrust album.
Every few days, Brian would visit, bringing news and well wishes to Michael.� The nurses loved Brian�s arrivals and the spontaneous jam sessions that occurred soon after.� The sick children on the other hospital floors often benefited too by the impromptu visits that Brian and Michael made.
Everyone was thrilled with the famous inhabitants in room 410.� That is, everyone except Michael. Lack of sleep and poor nutrition were beginning to take a toll on his emotional state.� He wanted Annie to open her eyes.� Each day that passed without progress made his hopes strain to a breaking point.� He was beginning to wonder if she would remain catatonic forever.
She had missed Sammy�s funeral, slept through her thirty-second birthday and periodic visits from her band mates.� Even Gary had come to see her.� Michael was less than thrilled to see him, which kept Gary�s visits brief and extremely tense.
Michael hated the loneliness of the night the most, and relentlessly worked on his guitar to keep his mind occupied.� During the day the fourth floor was a continuous flow of energy but at night the floor fell to an eerie silence that depressed Michael to the core.� He had barely slept since moving in to share Annie�s room and the stress was evident on his whiskered face.
�I�m going to miss your guitar playing when you leave here with Annie,� Nancy, the nighttime nurse, said to Michael, as she prepared to sponge bathe Annie.
Michael nodded his head, hanging it over his guitar, and stared at his hands.� He felt like a broken man.� �Sometimes I think we're never going to leave this place,� he sighed.
�Don't say that Michael.� It will happen.�
He raised his eyes to watch Nancy.� �The doctor said it would be a matter of days but it�s been two weeks and she�s still in a coma.�
�Like I�ve told you before, there is no medical reason she should still be in this coma.� But sometimes, even though the body is ready to wake, the brain isn�t.� In fact, if it weren�t for her leg, we wouldn�t be able to keep her here because all her other injuries have healed.� She would have been moved to a rehabilitation hospital a week ago.�
Michael put his guitar down and walked over to Annie�s side and took her hand.� �It�s depressing to see her like this day after day,� he sighed, flopping himself down into the recliner chair beside her bed.� �I don�t know how much more I can take.�
�Then why don�t you go home, Michael, and get some rest?� If her condition changes, someone will call you.� Seriously, you need some sleep.� Go home, I�ll make sure you�re notified.�
Michael shook his head, leaned forward and kissed Annie on the cheek.� �I can�t.�
�You can�t or you won�t?� Nancy asked.
�Both.� I want my face to be the first thing she sees when she opens her eyes,� he answered, staring lovingly at Annie.
�She�s a very lucky girl,� Nancy exhaled, wringing out a face cloth.� �I wish I had a man that loved me the way you love Annie.�
�Want to know something funny?�
Nancy stopped cleaning Annie and glanced over at Michael.� �What?�
�She doesn�t know I love her,� he said, forcing a weak smile onto his tired face.
�What do you mean?�
�The accident happened before I had the chance to tell her.� Isn�t that pathetic?� It was just starting to get serious between us, and boom, she ends up here.�
�But I thought you were together .� You know � dating, whatever you want to call it.� I guess I assumed, because of who you are, the two of you were living together or something.�
Michael smiled and stifled a laugh.� �Nancy, chances are whatever you�ve been told about me isn�t true.� Life as a rock �n� roller is not anywhere as glamorous as the general public thinks.� In fact, it�s a very lonely existence.� The only people you can really trust are your band mates, and that�s when everyone is getting along.� Even if you�re lucky enough to have a wife and family, you never get to see them.� You�re always on the road living out of a suitcase for months, sometimes years at a time.� So what�s the point?� he sighed, feeling the unnatural need to unload on someone.� �Hell, I haven�t had a steady girlfriend in years!� And if I see one more groupie strip naked for me, I think I�ll turn celibate.� How glamorous is that?�� Michael stopped himself, and rubbed his face with his hands, fighting the fatigue that plagued him.� He realized he had given the poor nurse more information that she probably wanted, but he didn�t care.� The loneliness had won and finally made him crack.
Nancy sat down in the chair opposite Michael.� Usually, he was a man so quiet it unnerved her, but tonight he seemed hell-bent on being heard.� �Then why do you do it?� she asked, hoping he would continue.
Michael drew a deep breath, and reclined the chair into a lounge position.� �That�s a damn good question.� I ask myself that every time a new tour begins.� Truth is, I still love the music and I love to perform.� I wouldn�t care if anyone showed up to listen to us, I�d still want to get out on stage and play.�
�And when did Annie drift into that picture?�
�That�s actually a funny story,� he chuckled, turning to face Nancy.� �Are you sure you want to hear it?�
�I�ve got all night, Michael,� she coaxed, sensing he was close to exhaustion and would probably fall asleep before he finished his story.
Nancy listened as Michael�s story unfolded.� She watched the stress slowly disappear from his face as he talked about meeting Annie and the instant attraction he felt.� His eyes danced with life at the mere mention of her name.
�Yeah, so when you sell your story to the tabloids, make sure you get the facts straight.� Make sure to tell them that, Michael Wade, the infamous rock �n� roll Casanova is in love for the first time is his sorry-ass life,� he laughed.
�Do you really think I�d try and sell what you just told me to the tabloids?�
�Why not?� God knows, they�d buy it.� You�d probably make a nice bundle of cash for it too!�
Nancy stayed in the room until Michael talked himself to sleep.� Then she took a blanket from the empty bed and laid it across his body.� His hand was still clutching onto Annie�s.
The next day Brian arrived for one of his many visits.� Minutes after the door to Annie�s room closed, the yelling began.� At first, the hospital staff tried to ignore the obvious commotion going on behind the door.� But as the audio level increased, it became impossible not to stop and wonder where the argument was headed and at what point would they need to intervene.
�You look like shit,� was the first comment out of Brian�s mouth.
�It�s good to see you too,� Michael grumbled, climbing out of the recliner chair after a reasonably good nights sleep.
�We�ve got the Video Music Awards show in two days out in LA.�
�Have a nice time,� Michael answered.
�This isn�t open for debate, asshole.� Thrust is a five member band, not four!�
�Yeah, and what�s your point?� We�re not up for any awards this year,� Michael shrugged, reaching for a clean t-shirt to pull over his head.
�We�re performing, dickhead, and I think the audience might notice if the lead guitarist isn�t on stage!�
�Under the circumstances, I think they might understand.� If not, to hell with them.�
Michael walked past Brian and shut the bathroom door in his friends face.
�You�re acting like a prick,� Brian screamed.� �Your girlfriend is in a God-damned coma, for Christ sakes!� It�s not like she�ll miss you the one night you�re not holding vigil beside her bed!�
As soon as he said the words, Brian knew he was in trouble.� Suddenly, the door to the bathroom opened with a swoosh and bounced off the wall, making a terrible crashing sound.� Michael filled the doorframe.� Rage distorted every feature on his ragged face.� His eyes were full of contempt.� In one quick motion, he grabbed Brian by the coat lapels and slammed him up against the wall, pinning him across the throat with his forearm.� Fearing the worst, the hospital staff loitering in the hallway rushed into the room.
�Okay, break it up, boys,� a burly male nurse demanded, prying Michael�s arm off of Brian�s neck.
Brian smoothed down his coat and walked toward the door.� �The jet leaves tomorrow at noon.� Your ass better be on it, or you�re all done!�
�Fuck you!�
�Please, Mr. Wade, your language!� You�ll upset the other patients,� a female nurse scolded.
�Hey, stop the bickering and get a doctor,� the nurse at Annie�s side instructed.
Michael turned and glanced at Annie.� Her eyes had opened and were staring, devoid of emotion, at the ceiling.� Shoving two assistants aside, Michael gently turned her face toward him with his fingertips.� Her eyes were blank, as if she were somehow looking through him.
�Is she all right?� he asked the doctor taking her vital signs.
�Yeah, she seems perfect.� The noise must have done the trick,� the doctor smiled.
�What do you mean?�
�She�s out of the coma.� Sometimes large volumes of sudden stimuli jolt the brain back into a fully functioning organ.�
Michael gazed back at Annie and rubbed her cheeks with his thumbs.� �Can she hear me?�
�Absolutely.�
�She doesn�t seem to recognize me,� he said, his voice echoing with disappointment.
�It will take her a while to fully awaken.� Don�t be upset if she doesn�t know you at all for a few days.� Just keep her stimulated with the sound of your voice.�
�Can you clear the room?� Michael asked, never removing his eyes from her.
Left alone, he moved the chair in toward her bed.� Tenderly, he stroked the thin red line above Annie�s eyebrow that once held stitches.� Annie blinked, as if struggling to focus.� Michael�s eyes filled with tears.
�Hey babe, you�re awake,� he whispered, swallowing hard, and forcing a nervous smile onto his face.� �Do you remember me?�
Annie gave no response.
�God, I�ve missed seeing your beautiful eyes.�
Annie still didn�t reply.
Michael raised her hand to his mouth and kissed the fingers.
�I love you,� he sighed, brushing the hair off her forehead.� �I know I should have told you that before.� You were right, you know.� I was afraid.� I don't know why and I'm so sorry I didn't.� I struggled with it and even though I didn't say it, I certainly felt it.� I only hope you never get tired of hearing me say it now.�
Annie blinked again and squeezed out a watery tear that rolled off her cheek.
Michael glanced down and saw the tear.
�You can hear me, can�t you?�
Annie softly squeezed his hand but her face remained emotionless.
�That�s okay, babe.� I�ll do all the talking.�
Dinner was served and Michael was still holding a one-sided conversation.� Then finally Annie mumbled something so softly Michael could hardly hear it.
�Music.�
�What?� he asked, leaning in closer.
�Go.�
�You want me to leave?�
�Music�Awards.�
Michael smiled.� �You want me to go do the show?�
Annie nodded.
�You really think I should?� Even after what Brian said?� I�m not sure I want to be in the same room with him now, never mind on stage.�
�Job.�
�But I�d rather be here with you.�
�Go.�
For several hours, Michael updated Annie on the things she had missed while in the coma until the night nurse finally made them stop to rest.� Annie had vague memories of the accident and cried when she learned of Sammy�s death.� He tried, as best he could, to explain the extent of her injuries and where the scars were on her body and face.� �What happened with the contest?� she asked.
He hung his head.� �The promoters found out about the pictures and us.� I�m sorry, babe, but they had to disqualify your band.� They�re using your accident as an excuse for the elimination.� That way our relationship stayed out of the press and the integrity of the contest remained intact.�
�Gary and the guys must hate me,� she sighed.
�They don�t hate you, Annie.� They�re just happy you survived the accident.�
�Have any of them been here?�
�Yes.� All of them.� Gary came the most,� Michael replied.
�Really?�
�Yeah.� They were all very concerned about you pulling through this.�
Annie rubbed at her eyes.� �I feel so bad because it was me that entered us into that contest and me that ruined our chances at the final competition.�
He moved in closer to her face.� �I understand why you feel that way but I believe it was fate.� The contest brought you and I together.� I think that�s the way it was meant to be.�
He kissed her softly.
�Are they getting someone to replace me in the band?� she asked.
�No.� They decided it wasn�t the same band without you so they�re taking a break.� Gary is managing another band right now and Buzz and Ivory have their own projects in the works.�
�Really?�
�Yeah.� It will all work out for everyone, Annie.� You can�t worry about that right now.� It�s more important you concentrate on your recovery.�
�I suppose you�re right.�
Early the next day, Michael ran over specific instructions with the nurses he had hired concerning any change in Annie�s condition while he was out of town.� He left three different phone numbers in case they needed to contact him directly in Los Angeles.� Otherwise, as soon as their performance was completed, he�d be on the first �red-eye� flight back to Boston.
He hated leaving Annie at all, even more so, since she was now out of her coma.� She was right though, it was his job.� With or without Brian�s approval, he had an obligation with the band.� At nine o�clock in the morning, Bull arrived to drive him into Boston to meet the jet.
�I�ll be back as soon as I can, I promise,� he said, kissing her tenderly on the lips.� �And when I get back, your doctor and I are going to discuss when we can get your sweet ass out of here.�
Annie held her tears and nodded.
�I love you,� he whispered.
�I love you, too,� she replied, and when the door shut, her tears came in torrents.

CHAPTER ELEVEN 

The night nurse watched the award show with Annie.� Each time they caught a glimpse of Michael and the band seated in the audience they squealed with delight.� He looked so handsome dressed in a black leather suit, burgundy shirt and matching tie.� Just seeing him made her heart race.� Their performance was flawless with Michael blazing through a lengthy guitar solo.� While the audience was still applauding, Michael could be seen taking off his guitar and handing it to his technician at the side of the stage.
�I bet he�s on his way back here now,� the nurse commented.
Annie smiled.� �I hope so.�

It was almost noon when Michael arrived back at the hospital.� He opened her door and noticed her bed was empty.� A floor nurse explained to him Annie was having more tests done and would be back shortly.� With fatigue eating at him, he tossed his suit coat onto the chair and quickly fell asleep on the empty bed.� He was sleeping so soundly, Annie�s return to the room didn�t even wake him.
�Good afternoon!� It�s time for lunch,� a kitchen worker cheered as she entered Annie�s room.
�Shhhh,� Annie pleaded.� �He�s still sleeping.�
�Oh, sorry.� Would you like me to come back later?�
�No.� Just leave the tray over there.� Thanks.�
Michael heard the chatter and rolled over to see who it was.
�Good afternoon, Mr. Wade,� the candy-striper chirped.� �We all stayed up late and watched you perform last night.� You were awesome!� My friends can�t believe I�ve actually met you and when I told them I see you almost every day��
Michael shot the young girl an irritated glance and rolled over onto his back as he rubbed at his eyes.� Her voice felt like an ice pick to his brain.� �Thanks.� You can leave the tray on the table,� he grumbled, secretly wishing the hospital would find someone else for the job.
The girl took his subtle hint and made a hasty retreat out into the hall.
When he heard the door shut he rolled to face Annie.� She was watching him and when their eyes locked, a shy smile crept across her face.
�Hey,� he said in a soft, silky tone.
�Hi,� she replied, her smile growing wider.� �The girl was right.� You were amazing last night.�
Michael propped himself up on an elbow.� �Thanks.� Coming from you it actually means something,� he teased.� Then swung his legs off the bed and onto the floor.
�How was Brian?� she asked.
�Apologetic.� And he should be, for acting like he did.�� Michael got off his bed and sat on the edge of Annie�s.� �But after I told him our fight brought you out of your coma, he said I should have been grateful.� Can you believe him?� Sometimes he can be such an ass.�
Michael leaned closer to Annie and pressed a firm kiss against her cheek.� �I love you,� he whispered, then began to chuckle.� �You know, us sleeping in separate beds is getting old.� Not exactly how I�d like to be waking with you, if you know what I mean.� Which reminds me, I want to talk to your doctor today about getting you out of here.�
�Yes, it would be nice to sleep in my own bed for a change,� Annie replied.
�Oh,� Michael sighed, a hint of dejection in his voice.� �I was hoping you�d move in with me.�
Annie�s eyes widened.� �Into your house?�
�Yeah.� I�m sure you�re still going to need someone to help you get around until the cast comes off and I�d like to be there to do it.�
Annie didn�t get a chance to answer when the doctor in charge of her case entered the room.� �Good afternoon.� Glad to see everyone is up and about today.�
�Like we had a choice,� Michael snarled, heading toward the bathroom.� �I�ll be in here if you need me.�
A few minutes later Michael returned to Annie�s bedside and watched as the doctor finished up his exam.� �So, what�s the verdict, Doc?� When can I bring her home?�
�Home?� That may be a bit optimistic, Michael.� the doctor replied.
�How do you figure that?� You just told me everything is healing properly.�
�True, but she is still looking at months of major rehabilitation on that ankle if she intends to walk on it normally in the future.� The most likely scenario for her at this point is to get her into a good rehabilitation hospital and into an active regime of physical therapy.�
�Can�t we establish a schedule, such as you�re suggesting, at my house?� That way, I can be there to help her and for moral support.�
�She�ll need a nurse and a physical therapist.� Can you supply all that?�
�Not a problem.� I can arrange for anything she needs.�
�How about wheelchair accessibility?� She�ll need ramps.� How is your house set up with stairs?� There are a lot of issues that would need to be addressed before we even think of moving her into a situation like that.� She is going to need a lot of care.� Are you sure you�re capable of rendering it?� What about your job?� Who would be there while you had to work?�� The doctor shook his head and rubbed his chin.� �Your offer is very commendable but I will have to go with what I feel is best for my patient and at this point, I think I�d rather see her getting round the clock care at a rehab facility.�
�I�m more than willing to do whatever is necessary to make this work.� Give me a list and consider it done.� I can have contractors at my house this afternoon.� Bottom line, Doc, I don�t want to see her go to another hospital.� She�s already been cooped up in here for close to a month.�
�Well, see what you can do with your contractors and we�ll discuss this again in a few days.�
�How soon do you think she�d be ready for discharge?�
�A week, maybe two.� I�ll have to get back to you on that after I have all the results from the tests we ran.� I�ll know more then.�
Michael shook the doctor�s hand and thanked him.� Then he pulled out his cell phone and quickly called the home improvement contractor he used when he remodeled his house.� The plans were set in motion for the installation of an elevator and wheelchair ramps.� The cost of the project was irrelevant but the deadline was non-negotiable.� Michael didn�t care if the construction team worked round the clock, as long as they had the job done before Annie was discharged from the hospital.
The days leading up to her discharge were long and tiring but Annie was determined to take back her life and get healthy.� Her speech was still slow, and at times the correct word remained elusive.� By the end of the first week, Annie was up and walking with the aid of crutches and then a cane.� Otherwise, Michael pushed her around in a wheelchair.� A few days before her release, Annie was fitted with a much smaller cast, which would enable her more mobility.� Finally, after six weeks in the hospital, Annie was ready to be discharged.
Many of the hospital staff stopped by her room to personally say goodbye to Annie and Michael.� Some had tears in their eyes while others requested a last minute autograph from Michael or a photograph taken with him.� It was an inconvenience but Michael didn�t complain.� He was too happy to care.
While Michael was tugged out into the hall for a series of group photographs with the nurses, Annie took the opportunity to talk to her doctor alone.
�I need to ask you a few questions about my recovery limitations, Doctor.�
�I had my nurse write all the instructions for pain medication dosages and other information on paper for you.� Make sure you give this paperwork to your home care professional and have Michael read through it too.� It�s extremely important that you follow the dosage recommendations for the pain meds.� It�s very easy to become addicted and dependent on these drugs so be careful not to over do it - and, call if you have any questions.� Is that what you�re concerned about?� the doctor asked, as he continued to scribble notes into Annie�s case file.
�No, actually I was wondering about�sex.�
�Sex?� the doctor asked, raising his eyes from the clip board and meeting Annie�s.
�Yes.� I was wondering if it would be okay for us to have sex,� Annie blushed and hobbled over to her suitcase to pack the last remaining personal items.
The doctor smiled.� �Annie, sex would be fine - within reason.� I wouldn�t go attempting anything out of the ordinary.� Use your best judgment.� If there�s pain, then stop and I would advise against pregnancy at this point.� It would put too much stress on your healing body to carry a fetus full term, so take the necessary precautions.� Does that answer all your questions?�
�Yes, I guess it does.�
Michael came back into the room pushing an empty wheelchair, his face beaming with happiness.� �I�ve come to bust you out of this place,� he joked.
�I�m not riding in that thing,� she protested.
�I�m afraid so,� the doctor said.� �It�s hospital policy.�
Defeated, Annie obliged and plunked herself into the wheelchair.� �Fine!� But, this is the last ride I take in this stupid contraption.�
Michael nodded at the doctor.� �I can�t thank you enough,� he said, extending his hand to the doctor to shake.
�No thanks necessary, Michael.� It�s my job.�
Michael glanced toward the door and noticed Bull�s bulky body filling the frame.
�Looks like security is here,� Michael smiled.� �I guess this means we can leave.�
After a few last minute hugs, Bull led them to the elevator and out to the curb where a limousine waited.� A crowd had gathered and Michael wasted no time getting Annie safely into the back seat of the sleek car.� Two cameramen snapped photographs and Michael could not have cared less.� Happily, he smiled and waved before disappearing behind the privacy of the tinted windows.
�You�re free,� Michael whispered, moving in close for a kiss.
�Thank you for everything,� she replied, her voice cracking with emotion.� �You were pivotal in me getting out of that place.� I couldn�t have done it without you.�
Michael beamed.� �You had more to do with it than you think,� he said, brushing away a few loose strands of hair from her eyes.� He slid an arm across her shoulders and pulled her close.� Then he took her hand and entwined her fingers with his.� Neither spoke.� The moment was perfect as it was.
After a brief stop at Annie�s apartment to pick up a few personal items, they began the trek to Michael�s house.� An hour later, the limousine pulled around the circular drive in front of Michael�s estate.
�Wow!� Your house is gorgeous,� Annie squealed with delight, as her eyes took in the perfectly manicured grounds and Italian marble house fa�ade.� Her mouth was still hanging in amazement when Michael picked her up and set her into the wheelchair then pushed her up the ramp toward the front door.� Suddenly the solid mahogany door swung open and Michael�s housekeeper greeted Annie.
�Annie, this is Bonita Blasques.� She and her husband take care of me and the house.�
�Hello, Miss Annie,� Bonita said in broken English, and extended her hand for Annie to shake.� �It is wonderful to finally meet you.�
�Hey, where�s Manny?� Michael asked.
�He went to town to pick up a few things for dinner,� she answered, helping Michael navigate the wheel chair through the doorway.
Annie was now inside the foyer and raw emotion washed over her before she could get it under control.� Embarrassed to be seen crying in front of Bonita, she quickly covered her face with her hand.
�This is it,� Michael stated proudly but Annie didn�t respond.� Curious about her silence he crouched down before her feet, level with her face.� Then he noticed her tears.� �What�s up?� Are you all right?� Are you in pain?�
Annie shook her head weakly.
�Are you two hungry?� Bonita asked, making her way to the kitchen.
�Give us a minute, Bonita.� I�ll get back to you on that.�� Then he turned to Annie.� �What�s wrong?�
�Nothing,� she sobbed.� �It�s stupid.� Really.� You don�t want to hear it.�
�Annie, if it bothers you this much then I want to hear it.�
She closed her eyes and sighed.� �You have no idea how many times I fantasized about coming here with you.� But, not once, did I ever imagine myself getting pushed into your house in a wheelchair.�
�Annie, you�re alive,� he replied seriously, �And that is all I care about.� Besides, once you get acclimated with the house layout, you can use your crutches or the cane.� I even had an elevator installed so you won�t have to use the stairs.�
�You are unbelievable,� Annie replied and forced a smile onto her tear-stained face.� �And this house is too!�
�Would you like to see something other than the foyer?�
Annie nodded.
Michael pushed Annie through the succession of adjoining rooms that made up the first floor.� Her face lit up with excitement when he brought her into the family room.
�And I call this the trophy room,� he teased.
�My God, I had no idea Thrust had won so many awards!�
�We got most of them in the last few years.� The award committees tend to give more trophies to the dinosaurs in the business.� Maybe they figure they better hand them out to bands like us before we croak.�
�Michael!� Don�t� say things like that!�

Annie�s favorite spot was obviously the music room.� Her eyes quickly darted around each corner and wall stopping on the most extensive collection of guitars, key board, piano, drum kit, and recording gear imaginable, preserving every detail to memory.
�So, this is where it all happens?� she asked in awe.
�Sometimes.� Other times, not.� But, for the most part, our ideas tend to gel here.�
�Do you record in this room too?�
�On a rare occasion, we might.� But, Brian prefers some of the other studios we�ve used in the past.�
�You could probably write a book on the history that has taken place in this room,� Annie commented.
�Yeah.� Historical fights between egos, is more like it.� Michael replied, sitting on the piano bench and pulling her close.� �You look tired.� Do you want to lie down and rest?�
�I�d like to see the upstairs first and I should probably unpack,� she smiled.
�Sounds like a plan,� he answered, and wheeled her toward the elevator.� �I�ve already had the bulk of your things moved into my room, Annie,� he said, as the elevator door closed behind them.
Annie reached up and took his hand.� She was too nervous to say anything and gulped hard.
�Would you like to see the spare bedrooms first or would you like to see mine?� he asked, stopping the wheelchair in the upstairs sitting area.
�Yours.�
�Good.� The other bedrooms are pretty basic.� The guys in the band use them from time to time and that�s about it.�
�Oh, Michael,� Annie gasped, as he pushed her into his room.
�I had most of the house re-done after my divorce - especially this room.� I didn�t want any traces of Beth left in here.�
�I�m speechless.� This is so beautiful and it is sort of like I imagined it would be.�
Michael smiled.� �How so?�
�Well, it�s very dark and masculine - like you.� And that bed, well, that speaks for itself.� Typical of a bachelor on the prowl,� Annie giggled, a shiver of arousal creeping through her body at the thought of being in that bed with him.
Michael laughed as he pulled open the vertical blinds to the wall of windows.� �I�ll have you know, you are the first female, besides Bonita - and she doesn�t count, that has seen this room redecorated.�
�Hmmm, after it was redecorated?� What about before that?� she teased.
�I don�t remember that far back,� he laughed.
�That�s okay.� I�m not sure I want to know,� Annie replied, her eyes darting around the room and then stopping on his guitars.� �I can�t wait to start playing again,� she sighed.
�All in good time.� Maybe you should think about having that rest now.�
�I�d rather take a bath.� Do you have a bathtub?� I can�t remember the last time I had a long, hot bath.�
Annie�s eyes widened further when she saw the bathroom.� �I can�t believe you have all this room for one guy, and I bet you don�t even use this tub!�
�Nope.� Showers are a lot quicker and I�m usually in a rush to go somewhere,� he answered, turning on the gold water spigot to fill the tub.� Then he reached for a thick, black towel and placed it nearby for Annie to use.� Quietly, she watched him move around the room, making adjustments to the lights and the water temperature.
�Do you have a plastic bag I could use to cover my cast?� she asked.
�Yeah, sure.� I�ll be right back.�
Michael disappeared downstairs and Annie pushed herself into the bedroom.� Only in books had she ever seen a bedroom as breathtaking as this.� She wanted to pinch herself to make sure she wasn�t dreaming.� She closed her eyes and inhaled deeply.� The room even smelled like him, she thought, and it made her smile.� It was even better than her fantasies.
While Michael was gone, she found the cane from the hospital and made her way slowly to her suitcase.� Whenever she stood, the pain in her leg was blinding.� After finding her pain medication, she immediately took two pills and sighed.� The last thing she wanted was for Michael to see the depth of her distress.� Around him, she found herself putting on a brave face when all she really wanted to do was numb the throbbing pangs of agony in her leg through self-medication.
Annie quickly undressed and slipped on a satin robe from her suitcase and piled her silky hair loosely on top of her head.� She shivered at the thought of being naked in Michael�s bedroom and glanced toward his bed.� The comforter was thick with paisley colors of black, swirls of plum and hunter green.� The Egyptian cotton sheets were a deep shade of plum to match the comforter.� Two pillows on each side sat upright against the heavy dark, hand-carved headboard.� Annie was in the process of investigating the type of wood the bed was made of when Michael entered the room.
�I�m sorry, I didn�t know you were undressed,� he said.
�It�s okay, Michael.� You�ve seen me naked before - unless you�ve forgotten about that already,� she smiled.
Michael shifted his weight uneasily in the doorway, almost afraid to move.� �Not a chance in hell I could forget about that,� he answered, toying with the plastic bag in his hand.
�Is that for me?� she asked, eying the bag.
�Yes.�
�Great.� Can you help me put it on?�
Michael nodded and slowly approached her.� Annie eased herself down onto the edge of the bed and extended her encased foot on the carpet.� The satin robe slid off her thigh and fully exposed her right leg, all the way to her hip.� Annie left it open and watched Michael as he knelt down before her.� His eyes were glued to her bare skin and a flushed expression of shock and lust was visible on his face.� Without saying a word, Michael placed her wounded foot on his thigh then tentatively began to run his finger tips over her velvet flesh.
Annie�s heart beat loudly in her chest and she closed her eyes.� She quivered when his fingers stopped inches from her pulsing mound, her breath caught sharply in her dry throat.
�You have beautiful legs,� he whispered, his crystal blue eyes drifting up to meet hers.
�Not any more.�
�They are to me.� he answered, slipping the trash bag over her cast and securing it with a rubber band.� �Do you need help getting into the tub?�
Annie nodded.
�Then put your arms around my neck,� he instructed, �and hold on.�� In one quick motion, he scooped her up in his arms and carried her into the bathroom.� Then delicately set her on the edge of the marble tub.� �Enjoy your bath,� he said, kissing the nape of her neck and then stepping toward the door.
�You�re leaving?� she asked, suddenly feeling deserted.
�I thought you might want some privacy,� he replied, inching his way back toward the tub.� �Why?� Do you want me to stay?� he asked with a hopeful tone to his voice.
Annie nodded, unnerved by her own invitation, then swallowed hard and droped the satin robe off her shoulders and onto the floor.� She glanced at him over her shoulder.� �Can you help me into the water?� she asked, her voice weak and shaky.
Michael stood frozen, his eyes burning down the length of her spine and stopped when they reached the outward curve of her hips.� He could just barely see the crack of her bottom.� Quickly, his groin responded to the visual stimulation.� He exhaled heavily and moved to her side.
�Okay.� Give me your foot and slide that way into the water,� he suggested, trying desperately not to stare.� When she was safely submerged, with her foot elevated onto a dry ledge, he sat beside the tub on a marble step and rested his elbow on the edge.
�Is the water too hot?� he asked, adjusting himself in his pants to reduce the ache in his crotch.
�No.� It�s perfect,� she replied, reaching for a face cloth and lathering it up with soap.
Michael�s eyes languidly crept over her.� The memory of being in bed with her returned with the force and speed of a tornado.� Everything about her aroused him.� Even the very sound of her voice gave him chills.
�Would you like to do this?� she asked, breaking his trance.
�Do what?� Bathe you?� he asked, stumbling over his words.
Annie nodded with an innocent grin and handed him the face cloth.
�Are you sure?� he asked.
�Well, you bathed me while I was in the hospital, didn�t you?�
Michael quickly sat upright, stunned by her remark.� �Annie, that was one time and only because I wasn�t about to let that guy touch your body,� he replied, his voice defensive.
Annie beamed.� �That guy was a male nurse,� she teased, �And it was his job.�
�I didn�t care if he was a priest.� He wasn�t putting his hands on you.� If any guy was going to touch you, it was going to be me.�� Michael studied her expression.� �Why?� Are you mad?�
�No, I�m not mad.� I only wish I could have been awake to enjoy it!�
Michael�s face softened as he began to slide the face cloth down her neck and over her shoulders.� �How did you find out?�
�The day nurse told me.� She thought it was romantic.�
�It wasn�t perverse, Annie.� I only did what I�d seen the nurses do at night and that was it.�
Annie bent in close to his face and brushed his lips with hers.� �Are you going to tell me it didn�t excite you to touch my body?�
Michael opened his mouth and sighed against her lips.� He could feel the soft rush of her sweet breath and saw the lust in her eyes.� His soapy hand drifted onto her left breast and began to gently knead the flesh between his fingers.� Then he smiled lovingly.
�I was hard enough to break glass.� Is that what you want to hear?�
�Only if it�s the truth,� she replied.
She kissed his mouth hard and moaned when she felt his fingers progressing over her stomach and down between her spread thighs.� Then her head dropped back against the tub and she shut her eyes, while Michael�s fingers worked their magic.
He propped his head against his extended arm and watched in amazement as her face flushed with the heat of ecstasy.� It was a work of art, he thought; better than any painting he had ever seen.� She had never looked more beautiful to him.
Annie rolled her head to face him.� For several minutes they stared at one another - serious soulful looks, as if trying to read the other�s mind.� Annie�s eyes began to mist with emotion.� The level of intimacy she could feel from the penetration of his gaze was beyond belief.� There was an indescribable connection between them that scared the hell out of her.� It was a feeling she had never experienced or knew to exist.� The way he was looking at her made the bottom drop from her stomach.
�Take me to bed, Michael,� she said abruptly, as if the notion had suddenly registered in her brain.� �I want you to make love to me.�
Michael sat upright, replaying her request in his brain to make sure he had heard it correctly.� �I don�t think that�s such a great idea,� he replied, shaking his head.
�Why not?�
�Because you just got home from the hospital and you�re still recovering from serious injuries.�
�My doctor said it�s okay,� she argued.
�You talked to your doctor about this?�
�Yes.� Before we left I asked him and he said sex was fine, as long as you didn�t go crazy on me.�
�He said that?�
�Not in those words, but that�s what he meant.�
Michael studied her expression and smiled.� �Seriously?�
�Yes.�
�I don�t want to hurt you, Annie,� he said, shaking his head.
�You won�t.�
He stood slowly and tried to adjust the knot in his groin to make it possible to walk.� Annie�s eyes followed his every move.� �I�ll get you a towel,� he said, and disappeared behind a closet door.� Then he helped her out of the tub and into a sitting position on the edge of the marble.� Slow and methodical, he patted the towel over her body to remove the excess water, then tightly wrapped it around her torso.
�Annie, you don�t have to do this for me,� he stated, scooping her up in his arms and carrying her over to his bed.� �I don�t mind waiting another week or so until you�re completely healed.�
�Lay with me,� she sighed against his ear.
He set her down on the edge of the bed and eased her back against the pillows.� Then he laid down beside her and placed his hand on top of the towel tied at her breasts.� His eyes bore deeply into hers.� �I can�t believe you�re really here,� he sighed.� �There were times in the hospital when I didn�t think we�d ever leave.�
�We�ve come a long way since that night you walked me home from practice,� she smiled.
�I remember that night as if it happened yesterday,� he sighed, undoing the knot in the towel, and gently pushing the cotton terry fabric off her body.� He heard her breath stop short and smiled at her.� �I fell in love with you that night.�
�I fell in love that night too, Michael,� she replied, reaching up to stroke his clean-shaven chin.� �After everything we�ve been through, I didn�t think we�d ever be together like this again.�
�And here we are,� he answered, dropping his head against her chest and taking a responsive nipple into the heat of his mouth.
�Take off your clothes,� she said suggestively.
�Excuse me?� he smiled.
�I�m naked and you�re still fully clothed.� Not fair,� she teased.
He sat upright and pulled his shirt off.
�Pants too,� she said.
He laughed loudly and slid out of his jeans then rolled over to face her.� She ran her fingers down the length of his midsection and through the soft fuzz of hair on his lower abdomen.� The visual image of her destination was perfectly burned into her brain.� Then she felt the heat and gentle throb of his organ as it tapped against her palm.
Face to face, they laid and stared, sharing kisses and their touch.� The only noise in the room was the sound of their breathing.� Annie�s fingers moved between his legs and circled his organ.� Slowly she began to stroke.
He reached down and stopped her movements.� �Babe, you know that drives me crazy.� It makes me desperate to be inside you,� he whispered against her mouth.
�Then make love to me.�
�I�m afraid I�ll hurt you.�
�You won�t.�
She touched his face and outlined his lips with her index finger.� �I want you to make me feel like everything can be normal again, like it was before the accident.�
Tentatively, he moved closer.� �My feelings haven�t changed, Annie, if that�s what you�re thinking.� If anything, my feelings have intensified.�
�Then show me.� I�m lying here covered in scars and feeling a bit self-conscious about it.� I want to feel human again.� I need to feel whole.�
He traced the outline of her abdominal scar with his finger.� �Is that what this is all about?�
Annie began to cry.
Michael�s face grew stern.� �Annie, you know what I see when I look at your scars?� I see a living, breathing miracle.� Those red lines made the difference between you living or dying.� Every time I see those marks, I thank God you lived.� So, don�t ever diminish the value of them.� Without them, we wouldn�t be here right now.�
Annie�s tears turned into a heavy sob.� �I know you�re right, Michael.� But my head is filled with stupid irrational thoughts.� It�s overwhelming.� Sometimes I feel like nothing is the same anymore and never will be again.� I get angry because I look this way and then I feel guilty because I survived the accident and Sammy didn�t.� It makes me feel like I�m going crazy, like I�m in the middle of a nightmare.�
He pulled her close against his body and stroked her hair.� �Annie, watching you recover from that accident made me realize how precious and fleeting life is and that we should appreciate every day we have.�
His head dropped and met her lips.� �Eventually, everything will be normal again.� I promise.� But it�s gonna take some time and you�ll have to be patient.�� His tongue darted out and flirted with the tip of hers.� �I love you so much,� he sighed, pressing his mouth against hers.
Eagerly, she responded and kissed him back then sucked in her stomach as his hand drifted between her parted thighs.� He moaned into her mouth when he felt her wetness.� �Please, Michael, can we at least try?� she pleaded.� �If it hurts, I�ll ask you to stop.�
�You drive me to the brink of insanity,� he whispered, carefully moving his body between her legs.� Resting his weight on his elbows, he gazed lovingly into her face.� Her eyes hung heavy with emotion and lust.
�Are you sure?� he asked again.
�Very,� she exhaled, as if waiting another second would surely kill her.
He bent down and kissed her with love, his chest pressed her breasts flat against his.� Then, slow and tentative, he eased himself inside her body.
�I wish you knew how good you feel, Annie,� he said, inching in to fill her completely.� His body moved with tenderness, gently rocking in time with hers, never taking more than he thought she could comfortably give.
Annie slid her hands onto his backside. She marveled at the motion he was creating, and how perfectly their bodies fit together.� When she reached the point of no return, she cried out, only to have her voice stifled by his mouth as it descended upon hers.� A few strokes later, he groaned against her neck and shuddered as the waves of orgasm rocketed through his body.
�God, I love you,� he whispered softly beside her ear.
Lovingly she stroked his back.� �I love you too.�
Carefully he rolled to her side and kissed her softly.� He looked delirious.� A long satisfied sigh escaped his mouth as he lightly touched her lips with a finger.� �Sheet music,� he whispered.
�You said that the last time,� she smiled.
�Well, it�s definitely still sheet music,� he answered.
�Yeah, it is,� she agreed and moved closer to his side.� A grimace replaced her smile.
�Are you in pain?� he asked.
�A little bit.�
�Have you taken any pain medication yet?�
�No,� she lied.
Michael handed her the pill bottle from the nightstand and she took another dose.� Fifteen minutes later she was sound asleep with Michael slumbering beside her.
He woke with the sound of a car horn outside the window.� Annie barely stirred in the bed.� He pulled on his pants as he made his way to the window facing the driveway.
�Ah, shit.� he grumbled, half zipping his pants.
�What�s the matter?� she asked, hearing his discord.
�Brian�s here.�
�So what?� Bonita will tell him you�re sleeping and he�ll go away.� Come back to bed with me,� she teased.
Michael laughed.� �You don�t know Brian very well, do you?� If I don�t go down to see him, he�ll be up here banging on the door.�
Before he finished his statement there was a loud knock at the bedroom door.
�See, what did I tell you?� Michael chuckled, making his way toward the door.� Behind him, Annie pulled the bed covers over her head, sighing loudly.
Michael cracked the door open and saw Brian standing beside a very nervous Bonita.� �I�ll be right down,� he stated, and began to shut the door.� Brian stopped it with his foot and grinned like a Cheshire cat.� Bonita rambled through a continuous apology for bothering him, making Michael laugh.
�I didn�t come to see you, dick head.� I came to welcome Annie home,� he informed, attempting to push past Michael.
�She�s sleeping,� Michael lied, stopping Brian with his arm.
�Bullshit.� I can smell sex in this room!� And might I add, I�m disgusted by the thought of you taking advantage of a woman fresh out of the hospital,� Brian snickered and flopped himself across the foot of Michael�s enormous bed.� �Wade, I do believe you have sunk to a new low!�
�Would you believe me if I said it wasn�t my idea?�
Brian roared with laughter.� �Nice try, but I�m not buying it.�
Michael followed his friend over to the bed, trying to stifle a laugh.� �Annie, are you up for a visitor?� he asked, peeking beneath the bed sheet where she was hiding.
�Do I have a choice?� she asked.
�Not really,� Michael teased.� �Persistence is just one of Brian�s many endearing personality traits.�
Michael bent and picked up his discarded shirt from the floor then stuffed it beneath the sheets.� �Here, you can put this on.�
�Brian, I can�t believe you�re making me do this,� Annie protested, rustling under the sheets.� Moments later, her head appeared from its hiding place and Brian burst out in laughter.
�Hey, if you want to be a part of the Thrust family, you�ll have to be prepared for my unexpected visits.� Isn�t that right, Mike?�
Annie�s eyes drifted toward Michael.� He was grinning from ear to ear with his arms crossed over his bare chest.� �He�s right, babe.�
�Does that mean we get to reciprocate unscheduled meetings at your house too?� she asked Brian.
�Certainly, but I�ll have to warn you, I don�t wear much clothing around my house and I rarely dress for guests.�
Annie giggled and tossed a pillow directly at Brian�s head.� �Now, that is an image I really didn�t need in my head,� she squealed.

CHAPTER TWELVE 

The first several days, Annie rarely left the master bedroom.� Michael took care of her completely.� Lovingly, he took upon the task of bathing her and washing her hair.� He paid great attention to the details of her care and loved every minute of it.
Hour by hour, they shared the intimate stories of their lives.� She learned more about him in those first days than he had shared with any other person in his life.� And, they shared their bodies too, in a way that neither had experienced.� Along with the details of his life, she was also discovering the nuances of his body and the reactions he�d give back to her whenever she kissed or touched those places.� The bond they were slowly building had a life all its own and enthralled them completely.� In a sense, they were creating their own mini-universe with a population of two.
Each morning, Bonita would leave a tray of fresh fruits and hot black coffee outside their door.� Then they would spend the next several hours feeding each other in bed.
Annie smiled lazily as she watched him return to bed with the tray of fruits.� He placed the tray beside her and slowly lifted the hem of her sapphire nightie exposing her feminine triangle and stomach.� Then he placed a thick, juicy slice of honeydew melon across her belly.� Salaciously, he began to lick and nibble at the fruit, making loud slurping sounds as he collected it in his mouth.� With each bite he took, she shivered; her excitement escalating a notch.
�Michael, tell me about your first time,� she asked.
�Man, that was a lifetime ago,� he replied, as he sucked the fruit juice from her belly button.� �I�m not sure I can remember back that far.�
�Oh, come on.� Everyone remembers their first time.�
He sat up and took another slice of� melon from the plate and placed it lower on her abdomen, just above her hair line.
Annie propped herself up on one elbow and watched him work his tongue over the fruit and her skin.� �You�re really enjoying that fruit, aren�t you?�
�More than you know.�
�You do realize, of course, you�re making a sticky mess out of me.�
�Yes.� And I�m also getting a very clear visual of the fun I�ll have cleaning you later in the bath tub.�
The slice of melon was gone, but his mouth continued to savor the taste it had left behind on her skin.� Then he stopped and rolled his face to meet her gaze.
�Heidi Cashman,� he said with a sly grin.
�What?�
�She was my first.�
�Oh, so you do remember.�
Michael laughed.� �I don�t remember too many of the others but I do remember her.�
�Why?� Was she a big-boobed blonde?�
He laughed again.� �Well, she was blond but your tits are bigger than what she had.�
Annie raised a curious eyebrow and smiled.� �Was she your high school sweetheart?�
�Not exactly.� She was my summer math tutor.�
�What?� she asked in shock.
�Yeah, I was fifteen at the time and she was a twenty-year-old college junior.� She was home for the summer and looking to make some extra cash.� My parents hired her to try and prevent me from failing my sophomore year.� I mean, how would it look for them to have one son excelling in academics; while the other one failed.� Their efforts were in vain though, because I still failed.� Heidi sucked as a math instructor but she excelled in other areas - especially her people skills.�
�How on earth did that happen?� Don�t tell me you hit on your math tutor!�
�No, actually she hit on me.�
�How?�
Michael propped himself up and got comfortable.� �She showed up that first day wearing tight blue jeans and a halter top.�
�You can�t be serious.�
�Oh yeah.� And she had all this blond hair and I was blown away with the sight of her.� She wasn�t what I was expecting at all.� That first lesson was a total waste of her time because all I did was stare at her tits.�
�Pig.�
�Hey, I was fifteen!� Give a guy a break,� he laughed.
�So, who made the first move?�
�I told you, she did.� She asked if I was stoned because I seemed so distracted.� I told her I was and she asked if I had any more dope; which was a stupid question.� I always had dope.� Next thing you know, we were upstairs in my room getting high.�
He laughed at the memory.� �I remember her taking this huge hit off the joint and exhaling the smoke into my mouth.� Big turn-on for an inexperienced kid and you can imagine what that led to.�
�I guess it's safe to say it wasn't her first time?� Annie smiled.
�No, I seriously doubt that.�
�Did she know it was your first time?�
�Not at first but she figured it out pretty fast.�
�Oh, came in your pants?� she teased.
�I wasn't that bad,� he laughed.� �She tutored me for a month that summer and every day was the same.� She'd come over half-dressed, we'd go through the motions of studying for a few minutes then upstairs we'd go for the real lessons,� he smiled proudly.� �It was unreal.�
�So I have Heidi to thank for educating you so well?�
�I suppose so.� She turned me on to the most powerful drug I know.�
�So what happened after the summer ended?�
�She went back to college and I fumbled my way through a second sophomore year.�
�You never saw her after that?�
He laid his head on her belly.� �Actually I did.� About ten years ago we had a couple of shows in Boston.� When we arrived she was waiting by the back door of the FleetCenter.� I heard her call out my name, looked over, and saw her standing there all by herself.� So I invited her inside.�� He started to chuckle.
�And?�
�Well, we spent about five minutes making small talk and then she lifted up her skirt and asked if I remembered her.� She wasn�t wearing panties,� he smirked.� �I told her I remembered everything and we went at it like old times.� She stayed with me for that weekend.� When it was time for us to move on to the next string of venues, I asked her to come with me on the road.� Then she tells me she was married and had a kid.� Can you believe that?�
�She was cheating on her husband?�
�I guess so.�� He shook his head.� �I�m not completely innocent there either, Annie.� Technically I was still married too, although Beth and I were living separate lives by that point.� So, I said goodbye to her and I haven�t seen her since.�
He kissed her stomach.� �Are you jealous?�
�Should I be?�
�No.� She taught me mechanics.� You taught me about emotion.� The two elements combined are mind blowing,� he said with a smirk.
Then he turned his face and pressed his nose deep into the moist cleft of her femininity and inhaled loudly.
�Annie, you are positively intoxicating,� he sighed.� �I could die quite happy, right here.�
Then he kissed her in the most intimate of ways.� His lips were like the petals of a flower, tasting, teasing, and then devouring her sex.� She arched her back and pressed her body harder against his open mouth.� His hands lifted her bottom.� She reached for his head and grabbed his hair.
�My God, Michael, please��
His tongue delved deeper, only to be replaced with his fingers.� He pushed her higher and reveled in the pleasure his mouth was giving her.� Beneath him she blossomed, spreading wider as if gasping for breath.
He smiled at her soft whimpering and bit the inside of her thigh then sucked the spot to take away the sting.� Her cry grew louder still as she climbed the wall.� He savored the taste, beauty, and satiny wetness of her, so close to bursting himself.� She screamed his name as she tensed and then released, drowning him in wave after wave of ecstasy as it crashed over her sweat-covered body.� She pushed the hair off her face and sighed.� Michael continued his manipulations until she arched again and crested against his lips.
His mouth slid to her hips, danced over the flatness of her stomach, nibbling, licking, and sucking as he ascended inch by inch.� He found her nipples and taunted each rose colored peak until he was satisfied with their hardness.� Then he shifted to the base of her throat.� She groaned when the heat of his lips seared a path beneath her jaw line.� Her fingers fanned the smooth expanse of his back.
�Baby, you have no idea how beautiful you are when you come,� he whispered against her ear.
Gently he moved into position but didn�t enter her.� Instead, he remained pressed at the gates of heaven and pulsed.� �I wish you could see it,� he said, toying with the sensitive skin behind her ear.� �I wish you could experience it through my eyes.�
She moaned louder, feeling his organ rocking between their bodies but still not inside her.� His tongue slid across her cheek and found her mouth.� He kissed her hard, possessing her with the thrust of his tongue.� She could smell her sex on his skin and lips and taste the fruit he had eaten from her belly.� Her arms tightened around his neck as she pulled him down.
�Annie, you drive me crazy.� Out of control crazy, with needs and desires I didn�t know I was capable of.�
He covered her mouth again and pushed the tip of his maleness inside her warmth.� She pressed herself firmly against him.
�Please, Michael, all the way inside,� she begged him.
He reached behind himself and placed her leg across his lower back.� Then took her broken leg and cradled it gently in his hand.� He gazed at her beneath him, eyes misted with lust and emotion and he smiled slyly.
�Is that what you want?� he asked easing himself in deeper.
She nodded.
�Are you sure you can handle it?� he teased.
�I�ll die trying.�
He watched in amazement as her facial features changed with each inch he fed her.� When he began to withdraw she sucked in a breath and clawed at his back.� She began to quiver, inside and out, and Michael lost his self-control.
�Baby, I love you so much,� he exhaled against her mouth, as the most glorious explosion rocketed through his body.
He kissed her lips softly, his hunger momentarily satiated, and brushed his nose with hers.� Then he saw the sparkle of her tears.
�Are you all right?� he asked, drying her cheeks with his thumbs.
�I�ve never been better.�
He smiled, rolled onto his side and stretched like a satisfied cat.� �Come here, he requested, pulling her back against his chest and settling her into the bend of his body.
�Do you think Bonita knows what we do in here for hours each day?� she asked.
Michael tipped his head back and laughed loudly.� �Annie, she�s the one that changes the sheets!� Trust me, she knows.�
�Oh, God.� She must be so disgusted with me.� I mean, I�ve been here almost a week and I�ve barely left this room.�
�Disgusted?� I don�t think so.� Honestly, she�s thrilled I�m happy and finally have someone to share this house with me.�
�Really?�
�Yes.� Believe me.� She understands.�

Annie had about six weeks to recover at Michael�s house before he and Thrust hit the road for the fall leg of their tour.� The first two weeks were bliss but the rest of the month she spent trying to disguise from Michael the intense pain, both physical and emotional, she was suffering.� He did his best to tend to her needs and thought her recovery was progressing on schedule.� He hired a visiting nurse to visit twice a week to monitor her and Bonita did her best to keep a wary eye on her medication intake.
What no one knew, was the amount of medication Annie was sneaking whenever she could.� When Bonita would question the number of empty pill bottles and the frequent need for refills, Annie would come up with another lie.� She would say the bottles were accidentally dropped down the sink or into the toilet; with the contents spilling or simply misplaced.� Bonita wasn�t buying her explanations and said so to Michael.� But he took Annie�s side and insisted she couldn�t be lying.
With each day, her memory of the accident was improving too; which meant, sleeping was nearly out of the question for Annie unless she was heavily medicated.� Every time she closed her eyes, she was tortured with reoccurring nightmares of the accident and Sammy�s dead body slumped in the seat beside her.� She was also having flash-backs of the accident in her parents car too.
Michael was sound asleep when Annie�s screams woke him.
�Stop!� Slow down!� This isn�t funny anymore,� she cried in her sleep.� �Sammy, you�re going too fast!� Watch out!�
Michael rolled over to face her.� Gently he tried to rouse her.� Instead, she bolted upright in bed, clawing at the sheets.� Her arms flailing wildly in the air.
�My God, Sammy stop it or we�ll crash!� Please!� Turn the wheel!� Shit!�
Her voice was so loud it echoed off the walls in the room.
�Annie,� he called out to her.� �You�re having another bad dream.�
She was quietly whimpering with her head slumped forward; lost in the scene that continually played in her head.� Suddenly her arms began thrashing at the bed linens again.� �I�ve got to get out!� I�ve got to get out,� she screamed.� Her cries were blood curdling as she began to scramble off the bed.
Michael was unsure if she was still sleeping or awake.� Apprehensive she would hurt herself, he spun his naked body around on his knees behind her and grabbed her around the waist.
�Where are you going?� he asked.
�I�ve got to get out!� she repeated with even more urgency.
�Out from where?� Do you want to get out of the room?�
Hearing the noise, Bonita and Manny arrived outside Michael�s bedroom door.� �Is everything all right, Mr. Michael?� Bonita asked, rushing into the darkened room like a concerned mother.
Michael held his grip around Annie�s waist.
�Let me out!� Unlock the door!� God, I�ve got to get air!� I need air!�
Her hand side-swiped the flesh on Michael�s cheek and scratched a two inch line with her fingernail, drawing blood.
�Bonita, open all the windows and the French doors to the balcony!� She�s having another nightmare.�
�Sammy!� Wake up!� We�ve got to get out!�
�Annie!� You�re not in a car!� It�s only a dream.� You�re here, in bed, with me.� It�s okay.� You�re safe.�
Gently he shook her.� �Manny, go get me a cold face cloth.�
The elder man quickly disappeared into the bathroom and returned with a cloth drenched in cold water.� The light from the bathroom illuminated the bedroom and the blood on Michael�s face.
When the cold of the cloth hit her forehead, Annie stiffened in his arms.
�Take a breath, babe.� Can you feel the air coming in from the windows?� Relax.� You�re safe now.� It was only a bad dream.�
Annie�s hands reached for her head.� Her shoulders slouched and she began to cry.
�Shall I call her doctor?� Bonita asked.
�No.� I think she�ll be okay now.� At least she�s awake,� Michael answered.
�Do you want a bandage for your face?�
�Why?�
�You�re bleeding,� Bonita answered.
Michael touched his cheek and smeared the blood away.� �No, I�m fine.� I�ll get her back to sleep and see you in the morning.� Okay?�
Bonita and Manny nodded and headed for the door.� �I really wish you�d let me call her doctor,� Bonita said.� �I think he needs to know what�s going on.� This is getting serious.�
�Bonita, I will handle this,� Michael stated firmly.� �And I�m sorry she woke you,� he called from the bed, as the door closed.
�Annie, are you okay now?� he asked, his voice smooth and comforting.
She nodded.
�Do you want to talk about it?�
She violently shook her head.
�It�s okay,� he answered, rocking her back and forth in his arms.� �You don�t have to.
When the sun came up, they were still in the same position, leaning up against the headboard.� A shiver from Annie woke him.� He pressed his face against her neck and kissed the skin.� �Good morning,� he sighed.
She sat forward and turned to look at him.� Then she saw the red mark on his cheek and reached to touch it with her finger.� When she did he smiled.
�Did I do that to you?� she asked.
Michael shrugged. �Yeah, you were having another dream.�
�Oh God!� I�m sorry.� I didn�t mean to hurt you.�
�I know.� It�s all right.�
Her eyes filled with tears.� �The dream was about the accident.�
�I know.�
�I can remember the whole thing now.�
�Do you want to tell me what happened?�
She nodded and pushed the hair from her face.� �Sammy was speeding, showing off,� she said her voice nothing more than a whisper.� �He was showing me how his sports car handled at high speeds.� I told him to stop messing around - begged him, but he wouldn�t listen.� Then an animal bolted from the bushes and ran in front of the car.� Sammy swerved to avoid it and lost control.� I tried to grab the wheel,� she cried.� �I did everything I could, but we were going too fast.� I couldn�t stop the car.�
Michael leaned forward and held her tight.� �It�s okay, Annie.� It�s not your fault.�
�I thought he was sleeping, Michael, but when I turned his head toward me - I just knew he was dead, then I panicked.� I was desperate to get out of that car, but my leg was pinned and the pain was just too much.� I saw his phone and I tried to call you.� I could hardly breathe.� It hurt so much - everything hurt, then my head�I don�t know.� At that point I must have passed out.�
Michael held her in his arms until she stopped crying.� It became a painful nightly cycle; as she relived the horror of that night and also the memory of the accident which killed her family.� All of this deepened her need for medication.
By the end of the second week, Michael�s attention from Annie became distracted by the practice schedule of his band.� At first, the guys had agreed to meet in the music room at Michael�s house, but he was overly cautious of the noise they were making and disturbing Annie.� This caused endless feuds between them.� Brian wanted to turn the amplifiers up and Michael was constantly turning them down.� Finally they voted to move their sessions to their rehearsal studio in a town several miles away.
It didn�t matter to Annie.� With the extra medication floating in her system, she was managing to sleep through almost any amount of racket.� The days she stayed alert, she was plagued with guilt issues over Sammy�s death and the break-up of her band.� In an effort to ease her conscience, she decided to contact Gary and schedule a meeting.� She hadn�t seen him since her stay in the hospital and she hoped they could discuss some of the issues resulting from their disqualification from the contest.� To her surprise, he agreed to visit her at Michael�s house the next day.
�You don�t mind if Gary comes by tomorrow for a visit, do you?�
�No, as long as you don�t give him the security code for the front gate.� Have Bonita buzz him in and make sure he doesn�t go advertising the address.�
�Michael, I don't even know the code to the gate, so how could I give it to him?�
�Good point.�
�Will you be around tomorrow afternoon?� she asked.
He thought for a moment and scratched his head.� �Not until later on.� I�ve got some shit to take care of at the band office concerning the tour but I�ll be home after that.� Why?�
�No reason.� I was just wondering.�
Gary arrived after lunch the next day and they sat in the family room.� Annie wasn�t sure if Michael would want her giving tours so she didn�t offer and Gary never asked.� He seemed quite interested in all the awards Thrust and Michael had acquired over the years and content to stay in that one room.
They chatted about every member of White Rush and Gary promised to bring them all back with him the following week for a visit.� He reassured her none of them held any lingering anger or resentment over their disqualification.� Gary did admit to feeling bitter at first but was too relieved that she had survived the accident to continue feeling any negative emotions.� But before their visit ended, he left a bit of additional news.
�So, how are things between you and Mike?� he asked with apprehension.
�Great.� He�s been wonderful to me and my recuperation.�
Gary made a face that spoke volumes to Annie and left her with an uneasy feeling in her gut.� �Why do you ask?�
Gary shook his head as if he didn�t want to continue the current topic of conversation.� �I just wanted to make sure you�re happy.�
�Why wouldn�t I be?� she answered with suspicion.
�Look, Annie.� I�ve been hearing things about Michael, that�s all.�
�What kind of �things�?�
�That he�s been seeing other women while you�ve been laid up here.�
�That�s bullshit.�
�Maybe so, but how would you know?�
Annie bit her tongue and sucked in a deep breath.� She quickly thought back over the last few days trying to remember Michael�s nighttime whereabouts.� There was no way he was cheating on her, she thought.� No possible way in hell.� She wouldn�t allow herself to even consider it.
�What exactly do you mean by that comment?� she questioned Gary, trying to keep the anger out of her voice.
�I�ve upset you and that�s the last thing I wanted to do.� On the other hand, I refuse to sit back and watch him screw you over and walk way.�
�You�re assuming something you have no proof of.� Michael loves me.� He wouldn�t do something like that and walk way.� You must be confused or something.�
�Okay.� Fine.� Believe what you want, Annie.� All I�m asking is for you to be careful and mindful of his reputation.�
Gary�s words hit Annie like a ton of bricks.� It took every ounce of strength she had to maintain herself and not let Gary know how upset he had made her.� Their conversation was cut short by the sound of the front door.� Michael breezed in and quickly crossed the room to give Annie a kiss.
�How�s it going, Gary?� Michael asked without emotion.
�Fine.� How about you?�
The two men shook hands and eyed each other with suspicion.
�Annie tells me that Flesh won the contest?� Gary asked.
�Yeah, they did.� We hit the road with them in a few weeks.�
Gary nodded and glanced back at Annie.
Michael�s eyes drifted back and forth between Annie and Gary.
A cold shiver shot up Annie�s spine.� The thought of him kissing another woman while she slept in his bed made her stomach churn.� Thinking the worst, she dropped her eyes from his and turned toward the window behind the leather couch.
He knew her moods too well.� �Are you okay, babe?� Michael asked.
�Yeah, Gary was just filling me in on some stuff, that�s all.�
�Okay, just don�t get too tired,� he said, his eyes settling back onto Gary and narrowing slightly.� �Don�t go upsetting her, man.� She�s been through a lot, you know.�
�I�m well aware.�
Michael held Gary�s stare for a moment before heading for the doorway.� �If you need anything, let me know,� he said, exiting the room and entering the kitchen.� A few minutes later, lightening fast guitar licks, that had made him famous around the world, could be heard echoing in from the music room.
Gary stayed a while longer until Annie began showing visible signs of exhaustion.� He kissed her good-bye and prepared to show himself to the front door.� Michael was in the kitchen when he caught a glimpse of Gary moving through the foyer.
�Hey, Gary, I�d like to talk to you before you leave,� Michael said.
Gary turned and followed the sound of Michael�s voice back into the kitchen.
Taking a plastic bottle of water from the refrigerator, Michael turned and faced Gary, while breaking the seal on the container.� �Listen, Gary.� I wasn�t thrilled when Annie said you were coming by to visit, but I�d never deny her contact with friends.� However, if your visits are going to upset her, then I�d rather you didn�t come again.�
Gary studied Michael�s face and the coldness in his eyes.� �Why?� Are you afraid of what I might tell her?�
�What the hell is that supposed to mean?�
Gary shook his head.
Michael leaned against the refrigerator and took another gulp of water.� �Look.� All I�m saying is her emotional state is hanging by a very thin thread.� Did she mention the nightmares about the accident she has almost nightly?�
�No.� It didn�t come up in conversation.�
�I figured as much.� I�ve been trying to get her to agree to see a therapist but so far she refuses.�� Michael swallowed more water, then wiped his lips with the back of his hand.� �Let me bottom-line the situation for you, Gary.� I�ve got my hands more than full getting prepared for the Fall leg of our tour, plus I�m trying to get Annie healthy again.� The last thing I need is for you to cause any regression in her recovery.� Know what I�m saying?�
�If there�s a relapse, the cause won�t be from my visits.� Maybe you should look in your own backyard,� Gary sputtered.
Michael took a step closer to Gary.� �What the fuck does that mean?�
Gary tightened his stare.� �Look, some good friends of mine saw you and Brian at the Bare Bones restaurant last week and the blond �scarves� you were both �wearing�.�
�Then I guess your friends should have come over to our table so I could have introduced them to our tour manager's daughters,� Michael stated evenly.
Gary nodded and smiled.� �I�ll see you later, Mike,� and proceeded toward the front door.� �Friendly warning though,� he said, turning around to face Michael again.� �Don�t even think of hurting her.�
�Go home, Gary.�
By the end of the month, Annie was sleeping more than she seemed to be awake.� Michael didn�t like what he was seeing at all.� If he had his way, he would have canceled the tour to stay home with her, but he knew from experience, a road tour waited for no one.� The only choice he had was to accelerate Annie�s home care while he was gone and put Bonita in charge of following it.� If she had any problems, she knew where to contact him at all times.
The day before Michael left for the tour, he was in the process of pulling clothing out of his closet and drawers to pack when Annie hobbled into the room.
�Michael, we need to talk.�
�Sure.� What do you want to talk about?�
�This arrangement.�
�What do you mean?�
�Me staying here while you�re on tour.�
The tone of her voice made him stop what he was doing and face her.� �What is it you�re trying to say, babe?�
She was sitting on the edge of the bed looking glassy eyed and exhausted.� But it was her body language that disturbed him more.� She was cold and distant, something that was totally unlike her.
�I don�t want to stay here while you�re gone,� she said bluntly.
�I don�t understand.�
�It won't feel right.� It's your home, not mine.� Without you in it, I'd be nothing more than a visitor and a burden to Bonita.� I don't want to do it.� I can't do it.�
�What the hell are you talking about?� We�ve already discussed this and I thought everything was fine.�
�No, you discussed it and decided everything was fine.� I never said I was comfortable with it.�
He shook his head and rubbed at his face.� �Annie, I�m leaving tomorrow.� I don�t have time to fix this now.�
�Nothing needs to be fixed.� I�ll take care of it.�
�And what does that mean?�
�I want to move back into my old apartment.�
�Are you out of your mind?�
�Yes, damn it, I am!� That�s exactly what I�ve been trying to tell you for the last week!� If I stay here alone while you�re gone, I will lose the last bit of sanity I have left.� For my own health, I have to leave.� This fucking house is eating me alive and I need help that you can�t give me.� I need my own place, my own furniture, my own God-damned bed.�
Michael stepped in front of her and pressed her head against his stomach.� �What�s really going on here, babe?� Are you trying to tell me you no longer want to be with me?� he asked, his voice soft and comforting.
�It�s not you.� It�s me.�
Michael laughed nervously.� �That used to be one of my favorite lines.�
�It's not a line , Michael.� It's the truth.�
Annie hopped off the bed and hobbled to the wall of windows.� �My head is so mixed up right now I could scream.� Most days I can�t stand to be inside my own skin.� I look in the mirror and the reflection of someone I don�t know stares back at me.� I don�t like myself.�
He came up behind her and slid his arms around her waist.� �I worry about you.� You�re already over-medicating yourself and that scares the hell out of me.�
�It�s pain medication!�
�And you think because it was prescribed by a doctor you can�t become addicted?� Annie pushed his arms off and limped away.� �I�m not an addict.�
Anxious to resolve the issue, he followed her.� �Okay.� So you�re not
over-medicating,� he stated, grabbing her by the arm to stop her.� �Look, I�ll only be gone a few weeks and then there�s a break in the schedule.� When I get back we can move to another house, if you don�t like this one.�� I honestly don�t care where we live as long as you�re with me.�
Annie made a face.� �A few weeks?� You mean six weeks and I can�t wait that long.�
�Jesus!� Why are you doing this to me now?�
�Because you won�t listen!� Every time I�ve brought up this subject you�ve selectively tuned me out because you don�t want to hear it.� Well, now you�ve finally heard me and you don�t like what I have to say.� I�m sorry about that, but when you get back from the tour, I won�t be here.�
His arms slid around her waist again.� �Annie, Annie, Annie.� Please.� I love you.� If you leave now, I will spend the entire tour out of my mind with worry.�
�It's okay.� I'll be okay.� While you're gone, I will put all my energy into getting my head straight and my body healed.� Maybe I'll even talk to a therapist.� When you come back, I'll be a whole new person.� By then, I'll have my cast off and I'll be getting physical therapy.� I'll take care of all of it.�
Annie sat on the edge of the bed again.� �I would be too lonely waiting for you here, Michael.� At least I�d be surrounded with familiar things in my old apartment.� I can�t bear the thought of sleeping in that bed without you.� I can�t do it,� she said, softly rubbing the comforter.
Michael exhaled loudly.� �Okay.�
�I�ll call and set up the physical therapy sessions.� You won�t have to worry about a thing.�
�When do you think you�ll move?� he asked, his voice full of hurt.
�In a few days, maybe a week.� I�m not sure.� I�ll see how it goes.�
�Are you sure you�ll be okay?�
�Yes!�
As soon as Michael left for the tour, Bonita noticed a remarkable change in Annie�s demeanor.� Gary had been to the house several times and each visit had left Annie emptier than the last.� They had set a move date for the end of the week and Annie couldn�t have been happier.� The sooner she was out of his house, the better, and Gary was only too happy to help.
Three days after Michael�s departure, Annie forced herself out of bed to endure another visit from the in-home nurse.� Bonita had left to run some errands in town, leaving Annie alone in the house, when the phone rang.� On the fifth ring, Annie finally managed to reach it.
�Hello,� she sighed through clenched teeth.
�Bonita?�
�No.�
�Oh, I�m sorry.� I wasn�t aware Michael had hired a new maid.� What�s your name, honey?�
�My name is Annie and I�m not the maid.� Who the hell are you?�
�Ohhh, I�m sorry, Annie.� This is Beth - Michael�s ex-wife.� Is he there?�
�No, he isn�t.� He�s on tour,� Annie replied, her face flushing with nerves.
�Right, the tour.� I was hoping to catch him before he hit the road.�
�Sorry, you missed him, but I�ll tell him you called.�
�So, you must be the girl from the accident,� Beth pushed on, sensing Annie�s intent to end their conversation.� �I didn�t think you�d still be together.�
�Why would you think that?�
Beth laughed.� �Michael�s never been known for longevity in relationships, at least since we�ve been divorced.�
�He�s different now,� Annie retorted.
Beth giggled again which annoyed Annie immensely.
�So you think you�re the one that changed the man, Annie?� I hope you�re right and don�t get your heart trampled.� I�ve known Michael a lot longer than you�ve probably been alive and his patterns have never changed.�
The conversation went downhill from there, leaving Annie close to hysteria.� In twenty minutes, Beth had managed to paint a picture of Michael so ugly and distasteful, Annie didn�t know what to believe.
�If you don�t believe me, call the hotel where he is staying.� Use the code names I told you about and see for yourself who answers the phone.� Don�t bother with his cell phone.� Call the hotel room.� I�m telling you, Michael will never change,� Beth warned.
Through her medication-induced paranoia, Annie became confused by Beth�s cruel words.� Rationalizing what was real to her and what Beth described became distorted.� In a distrusting moment, Annie relented and called the hotel Michael had listed on his itinerary.� It was early in California and Annie figured he�d probably still be sleeping.� She used the code names Beth had mentioned and, to her surprise, the front desk quickly rang his room.� After several rings, a female voice answered the phone.
�I�m sorry, I must have dialed the wrong number,� Annie apologized.
Again, she had the front desk put her through to Michael�s room.� The same female answered somewhat more annoyed by the second disturbance.
�I�m looking for Michael Wade,� Annie proclaimed, her voice shaking with emotion.
�She�s looking for Mike,� the woman whispered to another person in the room.� �What do you want me to tell her?�
�He�s sleeping,� the muffled male voice in the background replied.
The voice was garbled and Annie couldn�t be certain it was Michael.� But Beth had planted the seed of distrust and doubt in her brain.� Compound that with the garbage Gary had been feeding her, and Annie was broken.� She had heard all she needed to hear.� Quietly, she hung up the phone.� Her last strand of sanity had snapped in two.
Her next call was to Gary.
�Can you come get me?� Annie sobbed.
�Why, what happened?�
�Can you come or not?� I have to get out of here now.�
�I�m on my way.�
Annie managed to pack the few personal items she had in Michael�s house into a suitcase and was waiting on the front steps when Gary arrived.� Annie sunk into the front seat of Gary�s car and grimaced in pain.� �I�m sorry to bother you.�
�You don�t need to apologize, Annie.� I�m glad I was home.� Can you tell me why you�re so upset?�
�I don�t want to talk about it right now.� Do you mind?�
�No, I understand,� Gary replied, gently patting her on the forearm.� �I�m taking you back to your apartment, right?�
�Hell no,� Annie quickly answered.� �That would be the first place Michael would think to look.�
�What do you mean?� I thought Mike knew you were moving.�
�He does.� I just don�t want to be there when he comes home, okay?� I need a fucking break!�
�Fine.� Then where are we going?�
�I don�t know.� Just drive.�
Gary drove until the sun set then pulled his car into the parking lot of a hotel in the town of Falmouth.� �I�ll get us a room for the night.� We can decide in the morning what you want to do from there,� Gary said, exiting the car and heading into the manager�s office.
Gary bought fast-food for dinner and alcohol to wash it all down.� While they ate, Annie unburdened her soul.� The more she drank, the less it all made sense to Gary.
The next day Gary reluctantly helped Annie board a passenger ferry in Woods Hole headed for the island of Martha�s Vineyard.� Annie made him take a vow of secrecy about her final destination and in return, she promised to contact him as soon as she was settled in safely, but Annie never called.
Michael was on his way to a photo-shoot when he got the urgent call from Bonita.� Somehow he knew before he even said hello, that something was dreadfully wrong.
�What do you mean, she�s gone?� She wasn�t supposed to move until the end of the week!� he hissed into the phone.
�I came back from town and her things are missing.� I�m sorry, Mr. Michael.� I tried my best!�
�Calm down, Bonita.� Tell me what�s missing.�
�All her private things, you know, make-up, clothes, things like that.� It�s all gone; except for her cell phone!�
�She didn�t take her phone?�
�No, she left the phone in the kitchen.�
�Did she leave a note?� he asked.
�No note.� Do you want me to call the police?�
�Shit no!� I�ll call her apartment and see what�s going on.� I�m sure it�s nothing more than her moving out a few days early.�
�I�m so sorry, Mr. Michael.� It is all my fault.�
�No it isn�t, Bonita.� Call me if you hear from her.�
Michael hung up the phone and swore loudly.� Quickly he dialed her old phone number only to be told by the operator that the number was no longer in service. He had no way to contact her and his heart sank.� His first reaction was to book a flight back to Boston and track her down himself.� But with the volume of tour dates they had scheduled, that option was clearly out of the question.� She had promised him she would take care of everything and already the detail of reinstating her house phone had been neglected.� Now, he was stuck on the West Coast, hands tied, while she remained missing.
The next person he tried to contact was Gary, and he left a message on his answering machine, then he called the other guys from her band.� No one knew Annie was even gone.� After three unanswered phone messages to Gary, he began to fear the worst.� Bull suggested hiring a private investigator but Michael shrugged it off, believing Annie would appear on her own and explain everything.
When a week went by with no word from Annie, Michael knew she was gone for good.� Gary had finally called and left a rambling message on Michael�s cell phone saying he had been away for a few days and that he had no idea where Annie was.
Brian tried relentlessly to console Michael�s wounded heart and ego but his efforts were in vain.� Once again, Michael built a wall around himself to hide behind.� He went about his job like a robot, smiling only when he had to, and performing on stage when the lights hit his face, but when the crowds left and the lights went out, he sought the privacy and seclusion of his hotel room.
He called everyone he could think of who might possibly know where Annie was hiding.� No one had heard a thing.� It was as if she had vanished into thin air all by herself, and in the condition she was in, he knew that was an impossible feat.� Someone had to know where she was.� His best guess was Gary had something to do with it.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

A week before Thanksgiving, Michael arrived home from the tour.� It was two-thirty in the morning and Bonita quietly shuffled her way out into the kitchen when she heard his boots hitting the marble floor.
�Welcome back,� she greeted him, flicking on the wall light switch.� When she did, the vision of him startled her.� Bonita managed to catch the gasp of shock in her mouth before it escaped her lips.� She had never seen him look more defeated.� His face was unshaven, clothes wrinkled, dark circles beneath both eyes, and his hair was in desperate need of a trim.� This was clearly not the well-groomed man she knew to live there.
Michael managed a soft moan of acknowledgment and tossed his car keys onto the counter top.� Then flopped his tired body down onto a barstool and rubbed at his eyes.� �Any word from Annie?�
�No, still nothing,� she replied softly.� �I picked up your mail, and your phone messages are in that pile,� she stated, pointing to the two neatly filed stacks of paper.� �Are you hungry, Mr. Michael?�
�No.� I think I ate on the plane.� I don�t remember,� he replied scratching his head.� �It doesn�t matter,� he sighed, flipping through his mail; most of it was household bills, everything from the power company to the phone.� He made a mental note to drop it all off at his accountant�s office in the morning.� �I think I�ll just go on up to bed.�
�Okay.� I�ll cook you a nice breakfast in the morning,� Bonita chirped and disappeared back into her suite.
Michael made his way through the darkened house and up the front stairs.� He stopped in the doorway of his room and pressed the switch for the light.� His eyes started on one side of the room and then drifted over to the other, as if beyond reasonable hope that Annie�s things would be miraculously back where they belonged.� But, Bonita was right, Annie was gone.� The only thing that remained was the slight lingering scent of her perfume and a few framed photographs of them together.
He picked up a snapshot displayed beside the bed and gazed at it.� He could remember when Brian had taken the picture down in the music room.� In the picture, Annie sat in Michael�s lap, one arm wrapped tightly around his neck, while the other waved at Brian behind the camera.� Her face was full of happiness and so was Michael�s.
With exhaustion weighing on his eyelids, he placed the photo face-down on the table and left the room.� Opting instead for the family room, he stretched out on the leather couch and quickly fell asleep.
Michael woke to the fragrant smells of breakfast preparation in the kitchen and the soft humming of Bonita.� As if on command, he dutifully followed the scents and appeared in the doorway of his kitchen.� Still dressed in the clothes he had on the night before, he yawned noisily to announce his presence.
�Oh, good morning, Mr. Michael.� Did you sleep downstairs?� she asked, a note of concern in her voice.
He nodded and set himself down on the stool by the counter.� Pushing the hair off his face he noticed again the stack of bills Bonita had collected for him.� �Are these all the bills?� he asked.
�As far as I know,� she answered, carefully flipping two eggs.
Michael quickly sorted through the envelopes, his eyes stopping on the telephone company logo.� A spark stung his brain.� For reasons he couldn�t have explained, he opened the envelope and began studying the paperwork enclosed.� All the phone numbers were recognizable to him except for a few.� What if Annie had called for a� ride the day she left, he thought?� That person might know where she was now.� He ran his finger across the paper and studied the information.
�Do you remember the day Annie left?� he asked Bonita.
Bonita stopped her cooking chores and pondered his question.� �It was three days after you left on tour.� That is all I remember.� Why?� Do you see something in the phone bill?�
�Son of a bitch,� Michael sighed.� �The last phone call she made was to Gary and they talked five minutes.�� He quickly reached for his cell phone.� �That asshole has probably known all along where she is,� he mumbled, dialing Gary�s number.� Several rings later, the answering machine picked up again.
�I think it�s time I have a face-to-face chat with Gary,� Michael stated, getting up from his seat.
�Do you think he has something to do with her disappearance?� she asked.
�I wouldn�t put it past him.� He�s always had a problem with us being together.�� He rubbed at his face.� �But, if he did have anything to do with this, he�s a dead man.�
�Don�t talk crazy, Mr. Michael.�
He raised his eyes to meet hers and forced a dim smile to his ragged face.� �It�s a figure of speech, Bonita.� Don�t worry, I�m not looking to rack up a murder charge to add to my long list of criminal offenses.�
Michael ate his breakfast and then drove to Gary�s apartment.� He knocked on the door several times before Gary answered it, half asleep.� Gary opened the door and shook his head when he saw Michael standing there holding two cups of coffee.
�What the hell do you want?� he asked Michael.
�I think you already know the answer to that question,� Michael answered, kicking the door open with his boot.� �And I�m not leaving until you tell me what I want to know.�� He handed Gary a cup of black coffee.� �Here, I brought you breakfast,� Michael sneered.
Gary took the coffee and scratched his head.� �Look, I don�t have any information for you,� he said, sitting on the arm of his couch.� �And I already told you that in the message I left.�
�And I have a phone bill with your number all over it that tells me otherwise.�
Gary shifted uneasily on the couch.� A female voice called out to the living room:� �Gary, what�s taking so long?� Come back to bed.�
Michael stood in the hallway facing the bedrooms.� �Sweetheart, roll over and go back to sleep.� Gary�s going to be a while.�� Then his angry eyes narrowed and fell back onto Gary.� �So, start talking.�
�I�ve got nothing to say,� Gary replied, sipping the hot coffee.
Michael walked to the window in the living room and peered down at the street.� �Listen, I don�t think you understand.� I love Annie.� I�d do anything for her.� What you did was wrong and could have seriously jeopardized her health.� Did you bother to consider that?�
Gary stood.� �As a matter of fact I did!� Don�t think for a second that I don�t still care for Annie.� I do and I always will.� We�ve known each other since we were kids, so there�s a lot of history between us.� I�d do anything for her, too, which is why I helped her when she called.� I tried to talk her out of it but she made it crystal clear to me that it was also important to her health that she be as far away from you as possible.�
�And why�s that?� Michael asked, swigging his coffee.
�She said she couldn�t take the lies and the cheating anymore.�
�That�s bullshit!� I�ve never cheated on her - not once, ever!�
�Maybe that�s how you justify it in your world but that�s not how she sees it.�
�Look, I don�t have time for this, just tell me where she is and I�ll be gone.�
A long pause filled the room.
�Truth is,� Gary started.� �I don�t know where she is now.�
�What do you mean?�
Gary shook his head.� �I�m not supposed to tell you.� She made me promise.�
�Oh, and you�ve been so good at holding promises to her,� Michael quickly added.
Gary walked into the kitchen.� �There was a lot more to our marriage than how it ended, Mike.�
�I�m sure.�
�Last I saw her she was boarding a ferry to Martha�s Vineyard.� But that was a few weeks ago, so I don�t know if she�s still there.�
�Martha�s Vineyard?�
�Yes,� Gary said, sitting on a bar stool in the kitchen.� �She asked me to drop her off at the ferry terminal.� She was supposed to call me when she got settled but she never called.�
�Jesus Christ!� And that didn�t worry you?� You never bothered to track her down yourself?�� Michael began to pace.
�I never said that!� I made some calls but they were all dead ends.� You know how independent she thinks she is.�
�And you didn�t think it was important to let me know any of this?�
Gary shook his head.
�You better hope I�m not too late,� Michael spat, setting his empty coffee cup on the kitchen counter top.
�What�s that supposed to mean,� Gary asked.
�You seem to think you know what�s best for Annie, figure it out for yourself!�
Michael slammed the door to the apartment behind him.
From his car, Michael called the caretaker of his Vineyard beach house.� They were the closest neighbors to his house, retired locals, and hired to care for and keep an eye on his property.� For the past decade they had done a fine job.� As agreed to during their brief conversation, his cottage was to be prepared for his arrival and his jeep left waiting for him at the airport.
A few hours later, Michael boarded a private jet in Boston bound for Martha�s Vineyard.� Located seven miles off the coast of Massachusetts, it was an island Michael knew all too well.� It was here that he made his third and finally successful attempt at sobriety.� In fact, he came to love the island so much that he bought a small beach cottage after completing his stay at the rehabilitation clinic.� A year later, and upon the urging of his accountant, he purchased a popular island nightclub, mainly as a tax write-off, but it had been years since he had been back to the island, partly because of his constant touring schedule.� If he wasn�t on the road promoting his band�s latest album, he was in the studio recording it.� It seemed to be an endless cycle that didn�t allow him much time to relax.
The trip from Boston to the Vineyard took mere minutes but it felt like hours.� Michael found his jeep in the airport parking lot and tossed his travel bag into the back seat.� Not knowing the exact on-island location of Annie, Michael decided to stop first at his club.
Lola�s was located halfway between Oak Bluffs town center and Edgartown.� Year round, the club hosted the best in local island musical talent and offered a four-star gourmet menu in the adjoining restaurant.� The d�cor was a mixture of eccentric and eclectic, giving it a laid back feeling that the clientele seemed to appreciate.� They could eat like millionaires but weren�t expected to dress the part.
Huge murals of the island regulars adorned the walls of the club, leopard skinned prints graced the tables and richly carved cherry woods were used to construct the bar and surrounding stools.� Michael remembered Brian�s comment when he first saw the place.� He quickly compared the place to a high-class bordello.� In other words, he loved it.
Not being a hands-on club owner, Michael hired the expertise of Jimmy Sears.� He was the existing manager when Michael bought the property, with decades of experience at managing a club and restaurant.� Jimmy was also a lifelong island resident and knew almost everyone by name.� If anyone would know of Annie�s whereabouts, it would be Jimmy.
Michael parked his jeep out in back of the club and entered through the kitchen, practically unnoticed by the hurried kitchen staff.� He wore his long hair loosely pulled back in a ponytail, trademark baseball cap on his head, well-seasoned leather jacket on his back, and a light weight v-neck burgundy sweater with white cotton t-shirt beneath it.� Tight blue jeans with holes in both knees accentuated his long legs and a pair of lived-in boots kept his feet warm.� He looked like any other local: casual, and non-chalant.� It was one of the many reasons he loved this tiny island.� Most of the year, nobody cared who you were or what you did for a living, and if your face was famous, the locals didn�t bother you about it.� When you were on their island, you were simply one of them.
In the summer season it was completely different.� The tourists infested the place with their noise, gawking looks and money.� Michael had to be much more cautious then when traveling in public.� Short trips into town had to be thoughtfully planned ahead of time.� Otherwise,� he got stuck signing autographs or mobbed by strangers.� That is why he enjoyed the Vineyard most in the off-season.
�Hey boss man!� How the hell are you?� Jimmy cheered, when he saw Michael emerge from the kitchen through the swinging doors.� �I didn�t get the memo saying you were coming over for a visit!�
Michael cautiously gave the bar a quick scan and noticed it was half full with patrons, none of which he knew or that seemed to recognize him.� He shook Jimmy�s hand heartily and sat at an empty stool by the cash register, mindful to keep his distance from the other customers.� He also kept his back to the tables in front of the stage.
�Are you here to check up on the place or are you getting a little R and R?� Jimmy inquired, sliding Michael a glass of club soda and a bowl of pretzels.
�Neither.� I�m actually looking for someone.�
�Hmmm, sounds intriguing,� Jimmy replied.� �And you think I can help?�
�Hope so.�
Jimmy was forced to excuse himself, as a waitress called his attention to the other end of the bar, leaving Michael alone.� Suddenly, the soft strumming of an acoustic guitar interrupted his thoughts and he casually glanced over his shoulder toward the tiny stage.� His eyes tried to focus on the young woman sitting solo on a stool, center stage, but the lighting was dim.� She appeared to be in her late twenties, skinny to the point of being unhealthy, with one long blond braid hanging lifeless onto her chest.� Her shirt and floor-length skirt weren�t ironed and completely mismatched.� Her legs were crossed at the knee, and a guitar comfortably resided in her lap.� On one foot she wore a summer sandal with a thick winter sock.� The other foot was encased in a leather boot.
Michael skewed his face and figured the oddity of the woman�s attire was probably normal wear for some of the native musicians.� Her voice was weak and uninteresting, while her guitar playing lacked imagination.� He made a mental note to discuss the bar talent with Jimmy when he came back from the kitchen.
�Sorry about that,� Jimmy apologized to Michael.� �Are you hungry?� Can I get you a burger or something?�
Michael shook his head.� �Hey, how�s the local talent been lately?� he asked, shooting another glance back toward the stage.
�Not bad.� We�ve got a pretty solid line-up of acts we keep rotating every few weeks and the customers seem to be enjoying it,� Jimmy answered, noticing the disgusted look on Michael�s face.
�Where did you find her?�
Jimmy laughed.� �What�s the matter, you don�t approve?�
�She sucks.�
Michael smiled after the words left his mouth.� It wasn�t like him to be so blunt when it concerned another musician�s talent.
Jimmy smirked.� �I�m not sure what her story is.� She never has much to say.� She usually comes in, does her time, then leaves by the back door.� When she isn�t looped on something or drunk, she�s fantastic.� I guess that�s why we keep her in the rotation.� But you never know what you�re going to get from her.� Every gig is different.�
�Is she local?�
�No, she�s an off-islander.� I think she mentioned something about living near Boston at one time.�
�Oh really?�� Michael gave the girl another sideways look.� �What�s her name?�
�Annie Logan.�
Michael nearly fell off the barstool.� �Are you serious?�
�Yeah, why?� Don�t tell me you know her?�
�You could say that,� he sighed.� �But the Annie Logan I knew didn�t look anything like that.�
�Well, someone told me she was pretty banged up a few months ago in a car accident.� Maybe that�s why she looks different,� Jimmy offered.
Michael rested his elbows on the bar and rubbed his hands together, trying to decide what to do next.� The situation was obviously worse than he had expected.
�Don�t go away, I�m going to take a short break and I�ll be right back,� Annie announced into the microphone.
Michael watched out of the corner of his eye as Annie hopped off her stool, hobbled to the edge of the stage and secured a lone wooden crutch under her armpit.� A few minutes later, she reached the bar and stopped a few feet from where Michael was perched.� It was agonizing for Michael to see.� Close-up her face was pale with dark circles under each eye.� There was no longer a trace of the woman he had fallen so desperately in love with.� That woman was gone and the empty shell of a stranger was all that remained.
�Hey, Jimmy.� Give me a rum coke and make it heavy on the rum,� her faint voice requested.
Michael�s heart was beating so hard in his chest he thought she might be able to hear it.� He closed his eyes and suddenly wished he hadn�t pursued his search.� Maybe it was better to have left things as they were, he thought.� Then he saw her head begin to turn toward him.� In seconds his anonymity would be gone.� There was no turning back now.
�Hey, Annie, how are you doing?� he asked flatly, as if greeting an old acquaintance, not the love of his life.
His eyes were met with the cold, blank stare of a stranger.� If was like having a serrated knife inserted slowly into his heart.� Then acknowledgment quickly registered on her ashen face.
�You bastard!� You couldn't leave things the way they were could you?� Was it that important to find me?� she hissed through clenched teeth and headed for the back door.
Michael�s eyes settled back onto the puzzled gaze of Jimmy and he shrugged his shoulders.� �Is she staying out back?� Michael asked, referring to the cottages for rent behind the building.
�Yeah.� Cottage number three - and I didn�t tell you that.�
Michael nodded and stepped off the stool.� �Thanks,� he said, and tossed some money onto the top of the bar.� �I�ll stop back in before I leave.�
Annie hadn�t managed to get too far up the road toward the cottages when Michael finally got outside.� Part of him actually considered getting into his jeep and driving back to his beach house, forgetting he had seen her.� For several minutes he painfully watched her slender frame slowly maneuvering across the ruts in the road until he could no longer take the sight of it.� Pensively, he came up behind her.� She froze and turned around to face him when she heard the sound of his boots.
He opened his mouth to speak but nothing came out.� All the weeks of worrying and wondering had led to this moment and now that they were face to face, words escaped him.� Instead he hung his head, not wanting to look her in the eye.
�Go home, Michael.� You completed your mission and found me, now you can leave,� she blurted, emotion making her voice quiver.
�What the hell happened?� You obviously never followed through with the physical therapy.�
Annie turned away and contemplated the placement of her next step.� �That�s none of your damn business.�
�Maybe not.� But I still care.�
Annie turned around to face him.� Anger contorted her face, streaks of tears glistened beneath the glare of the overhead street lamps.� �Then I feel sorry for you.� I�ve moved on and you should have too.�
For a few brief moments they stared, eyes locked in a silent inner war.� Finally, Annie shook her head and turned away.� The pity in his eyes was excruciating to see, almost more than she could bear.
�Go back to Boston, Michael.�
Michael had the feeling she was preparing to flee and took a desperate step closer toward her.� His mind swirled with crazy thoughts of irrational ways to take her back to Boston with him.� Then before he could stop the words, they spilled from his mouth.
�I can�t stop loving you, Annie.� It isn�t something I can just shut off and walk away from.� It�s not that easy.� I thought you were moving back to Grafton.� What happened with that?�
His words hammered at her brain and in the blink of an eye she was on the ground, shaky footing lost to the darkness of the night.� Why did he have to make this harder than it had to be, she thought, watching her wooden crutch roll across the road and coming to rest in a pothole.� One long stride and he was at her side, gently lifting her from the pavement.
�Get your hands off of me!� she screamed, attempting to yank her arms from his.� �I don�t need your help or your pity.� In fact, I don�t need you!� Why can�t you grasp that concept and leave me alone?�
Michael continued to clutch her firmly in his arms.� He could smell the stale booze on her breath.� His eyes bored deeply into hers, praying to see some hidden spark of sanity left in her.� But there was none to be seen.� Her eyes were empty and dead.
�You want me to leave?� Then look me in the eye when you say it.� Go ahead.� Look me straight in the eye and tell me you don�t still love me!�� He shook her in anger.� His voice cracking with each word he spat.� �Say it and mean it and I�m gone.� You�ll never see me again.�
Annie stood frozen.� Tears dripped from her face.� She despised him for finding her but even more because he had seen her in such a broken state.� More than anything, she hated herself.� At that moment, the idea of death seemed like a gift.� With every ounce of resolve she had left, she stood defiant, ready to say anything that would make him turn and walk away.� She stiffened her back and locked onto his eyes.� Taking a long and steady breath, she prepared to drive the last nail into her own coffin.
�I stopped loving you a long time ago, Michael,� she said matter-of-factly and without emotion.� But, inside, her heart stopped beating.� A piece of her soul died.
He stared back at her, his mind digesting her words slowly.� It wasn�t possible that she had truly meant what she had said.� Not after all they had been through and shared.� It was the drugs and booze talking, not her.� Then without warning he pulled her body against his and kissed her on the mouth.� It was quick, hard and fast, like a bolt of lightening striking out suddenly from the center of a storm cloud.� And in the flash of that moment he felt her soften to his touch, like the petal of a flower weakening under the weight of a droplet of rain.� It was all he needed to reserve the hope that someday they�d be together again.� It was a tiny spark of affection, hidden beneath the layers of garbage she had tried to cover it up with; it still lingered there.� It was a small victory for Michael and filled him with a sense of relief.
In retaliation, Annie slapped his face fiercely with her hand.� Instead of turning away from the blow, he smiled.� The elation he felt in his heart far exceeded the sting left from her hand.
�Go to hell!� she yelled.� �I hope the memory of that kiss remains with you because that will be the last kiss you�ll ever get from me!�� Then, grabbing her crutch, she trudged off toward her cottage.
�Don�t be so sure of that,� he mumbled out loud.
He waited until she was out of sight before he walked back into the bar.� Jimmy was waiting for him.
�What the hell happened to your face?� he asked.
�It�s a long story,� he answered with a smile.� �Some other time.�
Jimmy shook his head.� �You leaving now?�
�Yeah.� But if you need me, this is my cell phone number,� he said, sliding a piece of paper across the bar toward Jimmy.� �She�s pretty messed up.� Can you do me a favor and keep an eye on her?�
�That goes without saying,� Jimmy replied.
Michael nodded and quietly slipped from the bar.
It was before noon when Michael got the call from Jimmy.
�The freaking bitch is out cold and no one can wake her up,� he screamed into the phone.
�I�m on my way.�
Minutes later, Michael�s jeep skidded to a stop in front of Annie�s cottage.� Inside the cramped two-room cottage, a half dozen people were gathered.� Jimmy was beside Annie�s bed violently shaking her and demanding she wake up.
Michael pushed himself inside.� �She got a pulse?�
�Yeah, but it�s faint,� Jimmy replied.
�Okay, get her out of bed,� Michael instructed, as he assessed the cluttered room.
�Ah, Mike, she�s not wearing anything under the sheets,� Jimmy whispered.
Michael turned around and faced the spectators.� �Everyone out!�
One girl remained. �Do you want me to call 9-1-1?�
�No!� We don�t have time to wait for the fucking ambulance.� I�ll drive her myself,� Michael answered, trying to remain calm.� �Jimmy, grab a pillow case and load up every pill bottle you can find.� Check the bathroom and kitchen cabinets too!� Everything comes with us.�
When Jimmy disappeared into the bathroom, Michael went to Annie�s dresser, pulling out a pair of sweat pants and a shirt and began to dress her limp body.� Through it all, Annie remained semi-conscious.

At the hospital the doctors loaded Annie�s stomach with charcoal to induce vomiting.� Even in the hallway, Michael could hear the terrible retching sounds coming from Annie�s body.
�Mr. Wade, it�s been a while since I�ve seen you, hasn�t it?� a friendly doctor said as he shook Michael�s hand.� �How�s sobriety treating you?�
Michael smiled when he recognized Doctor Ramos. A familiar face was a welcome sight at this point.� �Twelve years and counting,� he replied proudly.
�Very well.� That�s good to hear,� he answered, peering over his shoulder toward the emergency room where the nurses and interns were still busy working on Annie.� �I wish you could say the same for your friend.�
Michael nodded in agreement.
�Can you tell me what happened?� the doctor asked.
Michael proceeded to give the doctor a brief history about Annie�s accident, recovery, and subsequent addiction to the pain medication.
The doctor rubbed at his face thoughtfully.� �Is it possible she did this on purpose?�
�What do you mean?� Michael asked, his eyes locked onto the doctor.� �Are you suggesting she deliberately tried to kill herself?�
The doctor nodded.
�No way!� he protested, but it was a notion he hadn�t yet considered.� Then again, up until six months ago, he never would have thought it possible for Annie to become an addict either.
�I�m not saying she attempted to take her life, Michael.� I�m just asking if you think the possibility was there.� In any case, you saved her life.� Another couple of hours and you�d be planning her funeral now and not her rehabilitation.�
The doctor gazed at Michael.� �You do realize that is what she has to do now, right?�
�Yeah, I know the drill.�
�The clinic has a few beds open.� If you could get her to sign herself in, we could get this started as soon as she wakes up.�
Michael nodded and shook the doctor�s hand.� A few hours later, he was once again standing vigil in a hospital room waiting for Annie to wake up.� The time slowly ticked by, silent as death, as she continued to sleep.
Just before dusk, she began to stir.
�Good morning,� he chirped, though it was almost night.
The sudden noise caused Annie to flinch.� She groaned in protest and reached for her head.� Michael stood where he was, leaning against a huge window in her room that offered an unyielding view of the Atlantic Ocean.� When recognition of his voice registered in her brain she forced herself upright, seemingly in self-defense, and leaned against the headboard of the bed.
Let the games begin, he thought, taking a hearty gulp of his black coffee.� How many interventions had he been apart of, trying to get friends off the drugs that were slowly killing them?� He couldn�t remember, or maybe he didn�t want to.
�Where am I?� she asked, rubbing at her eyes.
�The hospital,� he answered quickly.
Annie�s shoulders stiffened.� �You took me back to Boston?�
�Does that look like the city skyline to you?� he answered with sarcasm, pointing toward the receding tide.
Annie glanced above the windowsill from her bed, saw the ocean, and began to cry.� �Then where am I?�
�Martha�s Vineyard Hospital.� I wanted to take you to my beach house in West Chop so you wouldn�t have to wake up in another hospital, I�m thoughtful that way but, Dr. Ramos refused.�
�You own a house here?� she groaned, rolling her sore eyes.� �Funny, you never mentioned that before now.�
�Sorry, I guess I never had a chance to work it into a conversation.� We weren�t together long enough.� But, if that omission upsets you then you really won�t want to hear that I also own the club you�ve been working in for the past several weeks.�
�You�ve got to be joking!�
�By the way, you�re fired.�
�Of all the places in the world I could have moved to get the hell away from you, I had to choose here!�
Michael smiled broadly and crossed his arms over his chest.� �Fate works in mysterious ways, babe.�
�Screw you.� There are plenty of other places to live and work.�
Michael moved closer and dropped himself into a chair beside her bed.� �Do you remember what you did last night?� he asked, anxious to move the conversation onward.
Annie sat silent and rubbed at her eyes.� �That�s none of your business.�
�Can�t remember, can you?�
�Fuck you!�
�I saved your life last night.� The doctor said if you had been left alone another couple of hours, you�d be dead now.� Which makes me have to ask myself, is that what your intention was?�
�Don�t flatter yourself.� If I were going to kill myself, it wouldn�t be over you.� Leave me alone.� None of this concerns you.�
Annie staggered to her feet with her hand clasped over her mouth.
�Bathroom is in there,� he instructed.� He followed and leaned against the door jam.� �Don�t let that black shit scare you.� It�s leftover charcoal from the emergency room.� That�s what they use to induce vomiting in addicts so they don�t fucking die.�
�I�m not an addict!�
�Really?� Then the ten pounds of pill bottles I removed from that dump you�ve been calling home must have been part of the room decor?�
�Why are you doing this to me?� Can�t you just go away and leave me alone?�
Michael blocked her words from his mind.� �You fucked up last night, Annie.� In the rule book of junkies, you screwed up.�
�Stop calling me that!�
�Have you not bothered to look at yourself in the mirror lately?� What do you weigh now, 90 pounds?� Have you seen how dead your eyes look?�
Annie forced herself up from the floor and lunged at him, her hands lashing out wildly against his chest and face.� �God, I hate you!� You think you�re so high and mighty!� But you�re nothing more than a lying bastard: a monster in a shiny black car!�
Michael grabbed hold of her before she slid back to the floor.� Then spun her around to face the mirror above the sink.� �You can deny it all you want but that won�t change the reflection staring back at you from that mirror.� You�re an addict.� Accept it and deal with it.�
Annie�s head dropped forward in exhaustion.� �Please take me home.�
Michael kept his arms wrapped tightly around her tiny frame.� �I�m sorry, but I can�t do that.�
�Why not?�
Knowing the reaction that was about to come, he strengthened his grip on her.� �The only place I�m taking you is rehab.�
Then came the second assault.� With every ounce of fight she had left, she physically and verbally raged on him: insulting, hateful words that cut him to the bone, and still he held on, even though his own anger was reaching the boiling point.� His head ached from the attack but he knew it wasn�t her spewing the hate.� It was the disease.
�You can say whatever you want, Annie,� he shouted against her neck.� �It�s not you talking right now�it�s the drugs.�
He continued to hold his grip until she stopped fighting and slumped limply in his arms.� �I�m doing this because I care.� Someday you might even thank me.�
�Fuck you,� she screamed, and then another violent outburst followed.
After tossing her back into bed, Michael dialed the extension to the rehab wing attached to the hospital and told them to expect Annie downstairs within the hour for admission.
Just before midnight, he pushed her downstairs in a wheelchair, then stopped outside the door to the rehab wing entrance.� �Go inside, they�re waiting for you,� he instructed coldly.
She looked at him in the darkness, quiet and broken, tears streaming down her pale face.� He knew it would be months before he would be able to erase that image from his memory.
�I'd say I'm sorry for this but I'm not,� he stated somberly.� �This has to be done, and in some small way, you know it too.�
�Yes.� But why can�t I do it as an out patient on my own?�
�That isn�t how it works, Annie.� I�d do it for you if I could but I can�t.� This is something you have to do by yourself and it will be, by far, the hardest thing you�ll ever have to face.�
Annie shook her head in agreement and stepped away from the wheelchair.
�When you�re ready, call me.� I�m a lot easier to find than you were,� he said, forcing a smile onto his tired face.
Without the will to return the smile, Annie made her way toward the clinic door.� Michael watched until she disappeared.� It wasn�t until he got back to his beach house that he allowed the impact of what had happened to hit him fully and then it consumed him.� It would be days before he could even bring himself to share the experience with Brian.
Almost daily, he called Doctor Ramos from Boston, asking for an update on her condition.� She was doing as well as expected.� That was their standard reply.� But no effort was ever made by Annie to contact him.� When he asked if he could attend family day to show support for her, through her doctor, she refused his request.� When Michael called two months later he was told she had discharged herself with no further information.� His next call was to Jimmy at Lola�s to see if Annie was performing in the area clubs.� Jimmy did some checking and called back with a confirmation.� Annie was indeed still on the island and performing sporadically but obviously did not want further contact from him.� The reality of that hurt him deeply.
So, that was how it was going to end for them, he thought?� He had too much emotionally invested in her to let it slip away.� Everyone around him, especially Brian, urged him to let her go, and move on with his life.� It wasn�t as easy as they made it sound.� Nothing ever was.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

Annie ignored the first two rings of the telephone, thinking it was merely part of her dream.� Only after the sixth ring did she realize it wasn�t.� She searched the nightstand beside her bed, aimlessly groping for the receiver in an effort to stop the incessant noise.
�Hello,� she said in an irritated voice, while one eye strained to read the time on her alarm clock.
�Well, you�re a hard woman to track down,� a raspy male voice replied in her ear.
�Who�s this?� she asked, her sleepy brain struggling to recognize the vaguely familiar vocal tone.
�You mean, you don�t recognize my voice?�
�No, and frankly, it�s too damn early to be playing the guessing game too!�
�Annie, it�s Brian.�
�Brian who?�
�Brian Lofgren,� he replied, with tension in his voice.� �Exactly how many Brians do you know?�
�It�s nine o�clock in the morning, Brian.� What can I do for you?�
�Well, I�m glad to hear you haven�t lost your spunk.�
�Is that what you call it?�
�Annie, I�m calling about Mike,� Brian blurted, the levity evaporating from his tone.� �I know you don�t want to hear this, but��
�Has something happened to him?� she asked, cutting Brian off in mid-sentence, and sitting upright in her bed.
�No, not physically but it�s nice to hear the concern in your voice.� That must mean you still care for the bastard.�
�Maybe,� she sighed.� �But in the big scheme of things, it doesn�t really matter, does it.�
�Look, Annie.� I don�t know exactly what happened between you two and it�s really none of my business.� What I do know is, it�s been over six months since you split up and Michael is still moping around as if his life is over.� He�s been useless as a musician, fumbling his way through gig after gig, with an annoying �fuck all� attitude that is destroying the unity of the band.�
�He�s not back on drugs is he?�
�No.� Management suspected the same thing and hauled his sorry ass in for a piss test.� He passed it with flying colors but not without a mountain of verbal abuse aimed at anyone involved in what he now refers to as �the conspiracy�.� I�m telling you, he�s out of his mind.�
Annie pushed the hair out of her eyes and exhaled heavily.� �What are you expecting me to do with this information, Brian?�
�I love Mike as a blood brother.� I can�t stand by and watch him disintegrate before my eyes without attempting to put his life back in order for him.� Besides, the unity of the band is also at stake.� If the guys don�t vote to have him kicked out, I�m seriously afraid he�s thinking of quitting.� It�s that bad.� He�s lost his creative drive and his spirit is slowly withering away.�
�You�re not painting a pretty picture,� Annie replied.
�I�m not trying to.�
�So, what do you want from me?�
�I want you to come and see him.�
�Oh, Brian, I was afraid that�s where this was leading.� I don�t think I could do that.� Besides, I thought he had a girlfriend.� Why can�t she deal with this?�
�Let me guess, you�ve been reading the music rags at the grocery store check-out?�
�Maybe, but that�s not the point.� I just assumed by now he�d be with someone else.�
�Nope.� Personally, I think he�s secretly preparing for a career in the priesthood.�
�Michael as a priest?� He wouldn�t last a day!� It would mean he�d have to get out of bed before noon on Sundays and no musician likes to do that.�� Annie giggled nervously, unsure why she was so relieved to hear no one was sharing Michael�s life.
�How about you, are you seeing anyone?� Brian asked.
�No,� she quickly replied.
�Great!� We�re scheduled to play at the FleetCenter in Boston next Friday and Saturday nights.� I�ll send you tickets, backstage passes, transportation, whatever it takes to get you there, as long as you come.�
�Jesus, Brian!� In all seriousness it sounds like you�re trying to get us back together and I really don�t think that�s possible.�
�Then come see him as a friend.� That�s all I�m asking.�
�Brian, you don�t understand.�
�Mike was there for you when you needed him, twice if memory serves me right.� He needs you now.� Come to the concert and listen to the crap he�s subjecting the audiences� ears to, then afterwards, maybe you two can sit down and talk through your differences.� I�ve known Mike a very long time, Annie.� And I can honestly say I�ve never seen him as happy and content as he was when you were with him.� I know he�s a very difficult person to get along with, but, I also know soul mates when I see them.� It�s the poet in me.� I�m eternally looking for the happy ending to everyone�s life story.� As for Mike, I believe his happy ending revolves around you.�
�Brian, you�re putting a lot of pressure on me to make something work that I�m not sure is a reasonable conclusion.�
�I know.� I know.� I don�t mean to come off sounding this desperate, but I guess I am.� If we lose Mike, the band is history, and honestly, I don�t know if I can handle that.� Besides my wife and kids, the guys in the band are the closest thing I have to family.�
�You�re not being fair to me,� she said softly.� �What happens if I agree to meet with Michael and we decide to keep things the way they are between us?�
�Then at least I know we tried.�
�You have no idea of the living hell I�ve been through over the past year,� Annie said, her voice pitching an octave higher as she attempted to control her temper.
�Are you referring to your addiction to the pain killers?� he asked.
�That was the easy part.� The pills were an escape from the real torment I was dealing with,� she continued, wiping loose tears from her cheeks.
�I�m listening, if you want to tell me about it,� Brian suggested, his demeanor softening as he felt Annie�s pain wafting through the phone.� �I know you�ve been through a lot and you must think I�m a total asshole for shoveling more shit into your lap.� If you want, we can forget I ever made this phone call.� Mike will never know we talked, and you can go on with your recovery.� Would you like to do that?�
There was a long pause on the other end and Brian feared the worst.� In no uncertain terms did he want Annie to give up and walk away from Mike.� Selfish as it was, he was willing to do anything necessary to save his band.� No matter what the cost, he at least had to get Michael and Annie back in the same room together.� Fate would fix the rest.� He was sure of that.
�No,� a faint voice� replied.� �I�ll see him.� I�ve faced all my other demons so I can�t back down from this.� If nothing else, we�ll get complete closure and he can finally move on with his life.�
�I hope you�re not referring to Mike as a demon?� He�s been called a lot of things but certainly not demonic.�
�It�s an expression, Brian.� Don�t press your luck.� I said I�d come, so leave it at that,� Annie replied, wondering how she would conjure up the courage to see Michael face-to-face again after everything that had been said between them.
�Annie, I can�t thank you enough for this.� I owe you one.�
�And, I�m not making any promises for happily ever after either,� she quickly added.
�I understand.� I�ll leave a few tickets and backstage passes for you at the box office.� Bring some friends and have a good time.� All right?�
�Fine.� I�ll see you then.�
Annie hung up the phone and immediately began to cry.� What on earth had she agreed to do, she thought.� Long ago she had given up any thoughts about purposely seeing Michael.� If their paths had crossed by accident, that would have been different.� Then she would have done the polite thing and talked to him out of friendship.� But seeing him this way would appear as if she were crawling back to him.
�When you�re ready, come look for me.� I�m easier to find than you were,� his smooth voice echoed in her head.� They were the last words he said to her before pointing her at the front door to the rehab clinic.
Two months later she had signed herself out, clean and sober, with a renewed outlook on life. No longer was she carrying around the burden of survivor�s guilt.� Sammy had died in the accident and she had lived.� A higher power knew the reason for her life being spared and she had released the constant need to justify it.� By doing so, she had freed herself to live.
While in the rehab facility, Annie also contacted the orthopedic surgeon, a referral to whom Michael had given Annie.� Within a week of her appointment she was scheduled for surgery that would rid her of the constant pain she was suffering.
After the surgery she began twelve weeks of grueling physical therapy.� Now she walked with a limp so slight only her doctor could detect it.� More importantly, her pain was almost non-existent. It would still take one more corrective surgery to erase the scarring but the worst of it was behind her.
Sobriety had cleaned Annie�s head and paved the way for a rejuvenated musical career.� After one of her weekend gigs at Club Tango on Martha�s Vineyard, the two founding members of the female rock �n� roll group, Lace, solicited her talents to join their group.
Lace, being a top-notch act reminiscent of the 70�s female band, Heart, headlined most gigs they played.� They did small concert tours and played to sold-out clubs in every city they visited.� Due to a heart condition, the female lead singer was being forced to take an extended leave of absence from the band.� Rather than put the band into early retirement, they chose to scout out a temporary replacement.� After listening to Annie�s performance, they decided she would fit their style and sound perfectly.
�Would you like me to come by and audition?� Annie asked the two members of Lace.
�You just did,� they replied.
A few days later, Annie sat in a crowded boardroom while she signed the necessary contract with her newly hired agent and legal counsel at her side.� Her performances with Lace wouldn�t take place for many months due to a lengthy rehearsal process.� Plus, Annie had to schedule her last surgery around all of this, making an official start date almost impossible to arrange.� In the mean time, Annie basked in the glory of finally being noticed for her talents - without the help of Michael or the influence of her past connection to Thrust�s battle of the band contest.
Odd thing was, the first person she thought of to share her great news with, was the one person she was no longer connected to: Michael�the love of her life and the reason she was still breathing - literally and figuratively. The mere thought of him still made her tremble.� At first, it was her anger that kept her from contacting him, then it became more about pride.
She saw them meeting someday down the road but the visual she had was far different then the way it would be on Friday at the FleetCenter.� She wanted it to be backstage after one of her upcoming Lace concerts, after she was successful and had something to show for herself.� Had she thought about him during the last six months?� Of course she had.� Not a day went by that thoughts of him hadn�t danced in her head and, at night, he still haunted her dreams.
Throughout the entire process of signing with Lace, Annie made sure not to mention her past involvement with Michael or his band.� Not that it would have mattered, but she didn�t want it to, either.� He was part of her past and she rarely shared it with anyone.� She could clearly remember the day she revealed her secret to her physical therapist when a Thrust classic anthem suddenly blasted out of the gym�s sound system.
�I used to live with that guy,� she had blurted matter-of-factly, when the song�s lengthy guitar solo kicked into high gear.
�Seriously?� the star-struck woman asked.
�Yes, but it feels like it was in another life.�
Now, it was at Brian�s personal request that Michael was brought back into her life.� Perhaps it was destiny prevailing; then again, maybe not.� She wondered if Brian knew of her signing with Lace.� More importantly, did Michael?
She dressed in faded blue jeans, tight white half shirt and a jean jacket, with black� cowboy boots.� She wanted to keep it simple and understated, as if she hadn�t spent to much time toiling over what to wear - even though she had.
As promised, tickets for the show waited for Annie and her friend at the box office.� The seats were half a dozen rows back and off to the left side, which Annie was grateful for.� That way, she wouldn�t be in Michael�s direct line of view.
Two songs into the concert and Annie knew exactly why Brian was so concerned with Michael�s recent performances.� He seemed distant and detached, as he hammered away at his guitars.� Physically, he seemed leaner than she remembered, but his hair and eyes remained the same.� Even on a bad night, Michael cut an impressive image on stage.� His raw, earthy swagger still brought every woman in the arena to her knees.� And the �fuck all� attitude was apparent in every solo he attacked his way through.� This clearly wasn�t the man she knew or the standard of playing she knew he was capable.� But the crowd still loved it, roaring their appreciation as the final encore was completed and the house lights illuminated the arena.
�So, I guess you�ll be headed backstage now?� Annie�s friend asked, collecting her overnight bag from beneath her seat.
�I thought you were coming with me?�
�Nope.� As much as you know I�d love to meet any one of them, I believe this is your party - not mine.�
�But I can�t walk back there by myself,� Annie protested.
�You�ve faced bigger obstacles in the past than this one, Annie.� This should be a walk in the park compared to what you�ve been through.� So, go on.� Face your last demon and be done with it.� You�ll either fall back in love or you�ll both have closure.�
�This is much harder than I thought it would be,� Annie sighed.
�Do it.� And remember what I said, if it�s meant to be, it�s meant to be,� her friend urged, shoving her in the direction of the back stage hallway.� �If I don�t see you back at the hotel tonight, I�ll know why.�� Her friend giggled and disappeared into the sea of departing fans.
Annie dug deep into the pocket of her jeans, pulled out the back stage pass, and hung it nervously around her neck.� Taking a deep breath, she headed toward the side door, as if someone were escorting her to the gas chamber.� A burly guard filled the doorframe and asked to see her pass.
�You�re here to see� Mike, aren�t you?� the guard asked in a low growl.
�How�d you know that?�
�I never forget a face,� he smiled down at her.� �He�s out back in the press room.� You remember how to get there, right?�
�Yes.�
�Have fun,� he replied, stepping aside to let her pass.
The hallway was already brimming with people waiting to enter the press room when Annie arrived.� Fifteen agonizing minutes passed while she waited in line to enter and more than once she thought of turning tail and running the other way.� Finally, Brian noticed her standing in the doorway and pulled her inside.
�Jesus!� I thought you weren�t coming,� he said, hugging her tightly, then releasing his grip to take a look at her.� �Man, you look great!�
�Is he here?� she asked, realizing instantly how stupid her question sounded.
Annie�s eyes darted quickly around the room, surveying everyone there.� She and Brian noticed Michael at the same time, flirting shamelessly with a beautiful blonde across the room.� Quick as lightening, Annie turned to leave.� Brian grabbed her by the shoulders and spun her around, putting her back to Michael.
�I thought you said he wasn�t seeing anyone?� Annie spit at Brian through clenched teeth.
�Trust me, he�s not,� Brian replied, bending down to look Annie in the eye.� �That isn�t what it appears to be, okay?� So, take a deep breath and pull yourself together.�
�You have no idea how hard it was for me to come here tonight,� she shouted, angry at herself for falling apart.� �And now I feel like you�ve wasted my time.� He�s obviously moved on and he�s happy.� There�s nothing more I can do for him.�
�That woman isn�t his girlfriend, Annie.� She�s the daughter of someone in management.�
Annie gave Brian a hard shove.� �Brian, I�ve heard every excuse in the book and the bimbo is always a relative of someone or the daughter of someone else!� How stupid do you think I am?� I don�t give a shit who the girl is!� It doesn�t matter.�� She pushed Brian aside.� �Tell Michael I wish him and his latest bimbo all the best.�
�Annie, come on!� Don�t leave now,� Brian yelled after her.
Across the room, Michael suddenly noticed Brian in the midst of what appeared to be an argument.� It wasn�t until the woman turned to leave that he caught a glimpse of her face. The recognition was instantaneous. Her long golden hair and delicate facial features were unmistakable.� It was Annie.� Feeling his heart fill with emotion, he began to plow his way through the crowd toward Brian.
�Was that Annie?� he asked, grabbing Brian on the arm.� He already knew the answer but he was almost afraid to hear it.
�You stupid asshole!� Of all the nights to start being sociable , you had to pick tonight!�
Michael ignored Brian�s comment and rushed out into the hallway.
�Annie!�� He took two more strides and called her name again.
She stopped dead and lowered her head.� The sound of his voice turned her legs to cement.� Even if she had wanted to run, her body wasn�t cooperating.
�Are you leaving without saying hello?� he asked, inching his way closer.
Annie slowly turned to face him but didn�t dare hold his gaze.� �You looked busy and I didn�t want to interrupt.�
�I wasn�t busy with that girl, if that�s what you were thinking.�
Annie forced a smile.� �You don�t owe me an explanation.� It�s none of my business.�
�Maybe not, but I still wanted you to know that.�
For a� few painful moments they stared at one another and shifted in place.� The urge to reach out and pull her against him tore at his heart strings.� She looked so damned good, almost untouchable, like a piece of candy held just beyond his reach.� He tired to read her face but found himself staring at her mouth instead.� He stood empty, helplessly lost, not one word connecting his brain with his tongue.
�Wow, you look�fantastic,� he finally managed.
�Thanks,� she smiled.� �Clean and sober.�
�And you had your foot fixed.�
�Yes, I did,� she nodded.
So many emotions flooded Annie�s body.� She felt weak.� One part of her wanted to run, another part wanted to throw herself at him and fall shamelessly into his arms.� Her insides quivered like jelly.� Time had not erased her feelings for him and Annie had been stupid to think otherwise.� She leaned against the wall and tried desperately to hold her tears at bay.
�Were you here for the show?� he asked, fidgeting like a school boy.
�Yes,� she smiled weakly.� �Brian left tickets at the box office for me and a friend.�
�Oh, so you�re here with someone?� he questioned, suddenly feeling the need to search the hall behind her.
�A girl friend,� she quickly added.
He smiled and nodded, obviously relieved.� �Annie, I really think we need to talk and clearly this isn�t the place.� Would you like to go for a ride or something?�� If his heart beat any harder in his chest he was afraid she might hear it.
�Yes, I think that�s a good idea,� she answered softly, glancing at her feet.
He smiled broadly.� �Good.� Let me go tell Brian we�re leaving and I�ll be right back.�
Brian hadn�t drifted far.� He had managed to stay close to the door in an effort to watch the developments between Michael and Annie in the hallway.� A satisfied smile crept across his face when he saw Michael approaching.
�I�m not even going to ask why you felt the need to drag her down here to see me,� Michael said with mock disgust.� �All I can say is, thanks.�� The smirk he�d been hiding suddenly appeared and the two exchanged a knowing nod of approval.
�No thanks needed, man,� Brian answered and slapped Michael on the back, satisfied his plan had worked.� The rest of it was up to Michael.
�We�re leaving to go talk,� Michael said nervously.� �So, I guess I�ll see you tomorrow.�
�Good.� I think you both need to�talk,� Brian smiled.� �Oh, and Mike, your second chance is staring you in the face.� Please don�t screw it up, okay?� Because without her, frankly, you�re not much fun to be around.�
�Yeah, yeah, go to hell,� Michael grinned and turned back toward Annie, almost afraid she might have disappeared in his absence but she hadn�t.� Leaning against the wall with breathless beauty, she waited for him, a shy smile lighting up her face.
�Are you ready?� he asked her.
She nodded, blinking out a tear.
�Annie, don�t cry.� It will be okay,� he sighed reaching to wipe her cheek.
�I�m fine.� Just nervous.�
�Me too,� he smiled.� �More than you could imagine.�
�Then, lets go before I change my mind,� she sighed.
�I have a car out back,� he instructed, as he reached for her hand.� It was an unconscious gesture, done without much thought, but it stopped Annie in place.� It felt like old times, when life seemed so much simpler.� That same relaxed connection between them lingered, even after the passage of so many months.� Yet, it wasn�t the old days, and emotionally she felt older and wiser for having lived through the worst of times and somehow surviving it.� She wasn�t the same person as she was back then.� So, how could it feel this easy to slip back into sync with him, she thought.� Her eyes shifted up to his when she felt him drop her hand.
�I�m sorry.� I didn�t mean anything by that,� he said.� �It felt like the natural thing to do.�
Annie had no reply and stepped through the back door of the FleetCenter with Michael right behind her.� They walked to the curb and within seconds a long, sleek limousine pulled up in front of them.� Annie�s jaw dropped.
�I thought your car was parked back here,� she said as the driver approached them.
�Hey, Paul.� How�s it going?� Michael asked, obviously knowing the driver.
�Can�t complain, Mike,� he remarked, opening the door for Annie and holding her hand as she slid into the darkened back seat.� Then he directed Michael inside and ran to the drivers seat.� �Where can I take you tonight?� he asked, the glass divider panel between the seats sliding down.
�Back to the Ritz, I guess,� Michael answered.
�Good enough.�� Then the glass partition drifted back up and sealed them off in the darkness.
Annie shot Michael a quizzical look.� �The Ritz?�
�Yeah, management put us in rooms for the weekend because we�re double-booked at the FleetCenter and these are the last two shows of our tour.� There will be a lot of press here tomorrow night and I guess they wanted to make sure their commodity was in town for the party.� Besides that, my car is parked in the hotel garage.�
�Oh, I was just wondering.�
A few blocks from the Ritz-Carlton Hotel, Michael pressed the button and lowered the glass partition.
�Paul, call ahead and see how the lobby is for me,� Michael instructed.
�Already did.� Security is clearing it as we speak.�
�Thanks.�
Michael glanced over at the shocked expression on Annie�s face and smiled.� �You can never be too careful,� he shrugged.
Annie giggled.
�What�s so funny?� he asked.
�This.� All of this,� she answered, looking around the car.� �I never saw this side of you.� I didn�t know this was part of the package.�
The smile faded from him.� �I guess you weren�t with me long enough to see it,� he sighed and glanced at his lap.� �I was waiting for you to get healthy.� Then I was going to show you everything, the houses, the cars, travel, all of it.� My intention was never to hide anything from you, Annie.� I wanted you to be a part of it and share it with me.�
She nodded and glanced out the window.
�If I were arriving at the hotel alone, I�d probably do the polite thing and sign the autographs and pose for a few pictures.� But I�m not in the mood tonight to be bothered.�
Just then, the car came to stop against the curb.� The doorman from the Ritz-Carlton Hotel came out and opened the back door.� Michael stepped out first and helped Annie to the sidewalk beside him.� Within seconds they were escorted into the lobby.
�Wow,� Annie sighed quietly to herself.� She had never seen the inside of the Ritz Hotel lobby, with all its gilded trimmings and elegant furnishings.� It was as if she had stepped into another world.
Michael ushered her on, making small talk with the over-attentive hotel staff, and jumped into the first available empty elevator.
�Do you mind if I change out of these clothes before we take off?� he asked, pushing the �P� for penthouse on the floor directory panel of the elevator.
�Fine.�
When the elevator doors opened they were greeted by two security guards who recognized Michael immediately.� A third guard waited outside the door to Michael�s suite, which let them inside before shutting the door.� Then Michael flipped on the light switch and illuminated Annie�s surroundings.
�All this security for one man?� she commented.
�Not just me.� Brian and the other guys have rooms on this floor too.�
�Michael, this isn�t a room.� It�s an apartment,� Annie giggled, amazed by the size and decorative touches around her.� I�ve never been in the lobby of this hotel, never mind the penthouse suite!�
�Go head, and take a look around if you want.� I�m going to take a quick shower and change.� I�ll be right back,� he said, disappearing into the back room that Annie figured to be the bedroom.
She walked into the expansive living room and toward a wall of windows, then stood mesmerized by the view below and beyond her.� Below was the famous public gardens at Boston Common and beyond was a sea of twinkling lights and skyscrapers, each one appearing larger than the next.
�Nice view, isn�t it?� Michael�s voice called to her.� She jumped when she heard his voice and turned to face him.� His hair was combed off the forehead, and wet.� Fresh jeans were zipped but not buttoned, and he was still wrestling to pull on a clean, white t-shirt over his damp chest.� She wondered if he could hear her gasp at the sight of him from across the room, and blushed at the thought he may have.
�Would you like something to drink?� he called to her from the kitchen.
�Water would be nice.�
�Good thing, because all I have in here is juices and bottled water.� Over a decade sober and management still has the staff clean the liquor out of our rooms before we check-in.� How�s that for trust?� he joked.
Michael brought Annie a glass with ice and a bottle of water.� Then flopped himself into the overstuffed couch making himself at home.� Annie remained standing by the window, almost afraid to move in any direction.
�Does it make you uncomfortable to be here with me?� he asked, a hint of sadness in his voice.� �Because if it does, we can go for a ride or I can take you back to your friend.�
�No, this is fine,� she replied, slowly approaching the couch and sitting on the opposite end.� She poured the water into her glass and prayed he hadn�t noticed her trembling hands.� �I came here for a purpose.� Too much needs to be said and I can�t let my nerves stop that.� Turns out, this is harder than I thought it would be.�
�If it makes you feel any better, I�m nervous too.�
A long unsettling pause followed, and Annie began to fidget.
�Do you want me to go first?� he asked, resting his arm across the back of the couch behind her.
�No, I will.� I�m just having a little trouble getting started, that�s all.�
�Maybe if you closed your eyes,� he suggested
Instantly, the memory of the first time he asked her to play her music for him came to mind.� Annie tossed her head in his direction, a full smile forming on her face, several loose strands of her hair landing haphazardly on his forearm stretched behind her neck.
It was that exact glance, her shy smile, and pale blue eyes that seemed to dance with life, that had haunted his dreams on too many restless nights in the previous months.� Seeing it now made every nerve ending in his body come to attention.� His eyes dropped to her lips, sweet and so pleasurable to kiss.� Arousal slowly began to creep into his groin
�It wouldn�t help if I closed my eyes, Michael.� I�d still be able to smell you.�
He tipped his head curiously. �Is that a good thing or a bad thing?� he asked, forcing the weight of his stare from her mouth.
�It�s a good thing.� I always loved your scent.�
The levity eased some of the tension between them and Annie began to relax.
�I guess the best place to start is the beginning,� she sighed.� Then, taking a deep breath, she began.� �You were right.� I was an addict.� It began at your house.� I was so desperate to be with you, I over-medicated myself to mask the pain.� I was afraid if you knew the amount of pain I was in, you would have brought me back to the hospital and we wouldn�t be together.� It was wrong to do that because the physical pain was only part of what I was really suffering.� The emotional scars left from that accident far outweighed anything else I was dealing with.�
�Why didn�t you say something?�
�I tried to - many times - but I was afraid to be completely honest.� Saying it out loud meant I�d have to admit I was dying on the inside.�
She wiped the tears from her face and glanced toward Michael.� �Part of the reason I�m here tonight is to talk about the night you brought me to rehab.� I know you felt guilty about leaving me there.� I saw it in your eyes.� But it was the right thing to do and I came out a stronger and wiser person for it.� You said some pretty harsh things to me that night and it hurt but I also knew it was the truth.� I hated you for finding me at Lola�s and seeing me like that, but I hated myself more.� I remember you asked if I had purposely taken all those pills to kill myself.� On a conscious level, I know I didn�t, but sub-consciously I might have, and the truth of that scared the hell out of me.�
�Annie, I do have a lot of guilt about all of that,� he shook his head, looking directly at her.� �I should have listened better to what you were saying and paid more attention to the signs.� If anyone should have known what was going on, it was me.� But I didn�t want to believe it was happening, so, on some level, I chose to ignore it, thinking it would all go away and fix itself.� I�m sorry.� I should have handled the situation a lot better than I did.�
�Don�t be sorry.� None of that was your fault.� You did the best you could.�
Annie dropped her eyes to the floor.� �I also want to apologize for the things I said to you in the parking lot of Lola�s.� I can�t erase what I said, but you have to understand that I would have said anything at that point to get you to leave.� That is how much self-loathing I had.�� Then she turned to face him again.� �I also want you to know I didn�t mean any of it.� I lied about it all.�
Michael forced a weak smile.� �I know.� That�s why I kissed you.� When we kissed, your resistance melted.� It may have only lasted for a second but it was enough for me to know you still cared.�
She took a sip of water and rubbed at her eyes.
�Did you know I called once a week to get updates on your condition while you were at the clinic?� he asked.
�Yes, Dr. Ramos told me but I asked him to stop delivering the messages after a couple of weeks.� I was still too angry to even hear your name mentioned in conversation.�
�I was hoping you would have called me when you got out of rehab, but you didn�t.�
�I still wasn�t ready to face you.� she said.� �I thought about calling you so many times but could never force myself to follow through with it.�
Michael reached out with his finger tips and toyed with the long golden strands of hair that covered her back.� �I�m glad you�re here now.�
Annie pulled away from his touch and squeezed her eyes tight.� The calculated movement slammed into Michael�s heart with the impact of a sledgehammer.
�Please don�t do that,� she insisted.� �If you touch me, I�ll get distracted and I won�t be able to say everything I came here to say.�
�I�m sorry.� Go on,� he answered, removing his arm from the back of the couch.
Annie stood and walked to the window and stared blankly at the city streets below.� �I want you to realize I completely appreciated everything you did for me at your house.� If I didn�t thank you then, I�m thanking you now.� If it weren�t for your generosity, I would have been sent to another hospital and you saved me from that.� But living in that house was a nightmare for me.� It consumed me.� And I�m not saying that to hurt you, Michael.� I just want you to understand what I was dealing with.�
She pressed her face against the cool glass.� �God, I loved being with you,� she sighed heavily.� �I felt a connection to you that I couldn�t possibly begin to describe except to say it came as close as anything to my ideal of perfection.� But, I had so much going on inside myself I had no idea how to release it.� The baggage overshadowed everything.�
Michael sat silent across the room, concentrating on every word that left her mouth.� Some of it was painful to hear but he was grateful the conversation was taking place at all.
�Is that why you left me?� he asked.
Annie�s back stiffened when she heard his question.� �Michael, that isn�t why I moved out of your house,� she blurted.
She heard him get off the couch, walk across the room, and stand behind her.� In the reflection of the glass she saw his hands lift as if to embrace her but instead he slid them into the front pockets of his jeans.
�Then why did you leave?� he asked, moving around so he could see her face.
Annie�s head dropped.� �Because you cheated,� she answered softly.
He stood upright and turned her by the shoulders, forcing her eyes to meet his.� �Annie, I never cheated.� Not once.� It wasn�t even a consideration.�
�People were telling me things��
�Who?� Gary?�
�Yes, but Beth was saying the same thing.�
�Beth?� And you believed her?�� He moved away from her in anger.
�I also called your hotel room and twice a woman answered the phone.�
�When was that?�
�You were in Los Angeles.�
Michael raked his hands through his hair, thinking.� �Damn it, Annie.� I switched rooms with Brian in Los Angeles.� He wanted the room with the bigger window and he had a girl with him that night.�
Annie shook her head in disbelief.
�Listen to me,� he said, spinning her around again to face him.� �I never cheated.� And you are the first woman I�ve ever said that to and actually meant it!�
Annie began to cry.
�Why didn�t you talk to me about this, instead of running?� he asked, anger masked his eyes.
�I was too afraid.� It was easier to run than to stay and fight.�
�Wow, and I thought we had something worth fighting for.�� He sat back against the window ledge and sighed heavily.� �All this time you thought I had been unfaithful?�
She looked at him.� His eyes were filled with emotion.� �I�m really sorry.� Maybe I was wrong.�
He caught her gaze and skewed his face.� �Maybe?�
She wiped the tears from her face again.� �I was wrong.� But the drugs in my system didn't exactly help me to think straight.�
He grinned.� �I�ll give you that.�
Annie sat up on the window ledge beside him with her back to the skyline.
Silence fell between them, each caught in their own thoughts.
�Never?� she asked in a hushed tone, her eyes meeting his.
He shook his head.� �No.� I wanted you.�
Annie squeezed her eyes shut and tipped her head back against the glass.� �I have no right to ask this but, what about after I moved out?�
The smile faded from his face.� �You can ask me anything you want, and I promise I will be completely honest,� he whispered.� �But be sure the truth is what you really want to hear before you ask the question.�� He studied her face thoughtfully.� �Do you still want me to answer that question?�
Annie nodded.
He turned away from her and gazed out the window.� She could see the tightness in his jaw and suddenly wished she hadn�t asked the question.
When he finally spoke his words were soft and regretful.� �Annie, for a long time after you left I was convinced you�d be back.� But when you signed yourself out of rehab, and� left no contact information, it became obvious you no longer wanted to be with me.� Whether or not I wanted to, I had to make an attempt at moving on.�
Annie covered her face.� He reached over and pulled her hands away and made her look at him.� �I never said I was an angel, Annie, but you were the only one in my heart.�
�It�s okay,� she lied.� �I appreciate your honesty.�
�I didn�t tell you that to hurt you.�
�I know.� If I didn�t think I could handle your answer, I wouldn�t have asked the question.� Besides, on some level I already knew what your answer was going to be,� she shrugged.� �I wanted to hear you say it.�
He forced a smile onto his face.� �Which is exactly why I'm not going to ask you the same question.� I know I couldn't handle your answer.�
She glanced up at him and blinked two heavy teardrops off her eyelashes.� �The answer would be no, Michael.� I was too focused on getting well to be involved with anyone.�
Relief washed over him.� �I wish you hadn�t walked out on me, Annie.� If you had given me a chance, we could have talked through all these issues.� It would have saved us both a lot of pain.� If I had known what was going on inside your head, I could have put your fears to rest.�
Annie began to sob.� So many months had been wasted.� Time they would never get back.� She shook her head in regret.� �I�m sorry but I was so scared.�
He exhaled loudly.� �Would it be all right if I hugged you?� he asked tentatively.
She forced a smile and melted into him.� His large arms encased her and she was elevated to the stars.� She could feel his soothing hands roaming her back and raking through her long hair.� It had been far too long, she thought, as she slid her fingers around his narrow waist, then she pressed her face against his chest.� The loud thud of his heart sounded like a symphony to her ears.� Its quickened rhythm matched her own.� They held onto each other for a long time, each afraid to break the spell with words.� Annie smiled and squeezed her eyes tight, swallowing hard against the hard lump of emotion clogging her throat.
�Annie?� he whispered, as he snuggled his face into the sweet scent of her hair.
�What?� she sighed, the sound and feel of his breath against her ear made her skin tingle in an all too familiar way.
�That connection you said you felt with me, do you still feel it?� Are you feeling it now?�
Annie smiled to herself.� His soft spoken questions vibrated through her torso and ended in a slow subtle pulse in the pit of her stomach.� Still smiling, she gazed up at his inquisitive face.� Her hand reached out and stroked the smoothness of his bottom lip.
�Yes, I�m feeling it now.� It never went away, no matter how much I may have thought I wanted it to.� You were right, it isn�t something that can be shut off and walked away from.�
He smiled back at her.� The depth of his love was evident in his eyes.� �Can I kiss you?�
Annie stifled a laugh and pulled his neck down to meet her half-way.� She groaned when his mouth locked onto hers and suddenly they were swept away in the same electric heat that had consumed them long ago.
�You didn�t have to ask, Michael.� You could have had me back in the hallway at the FleetCenter if you had tried.� When it comes to you, I obviously have no resistance.�
�Now you tell me,� he smiled.� In once swift movement, he picked her up, spun her around, and set her down on the edge of the window ledge with her back pressed against the glass.� Almost eye-to-eye, he moved between her spread knees and kissed her deeply, his tongue doing a well choreographed dance inside her open mouth.
�Will your friend be upset if you don�t see her tonight?� he asked between breathless kisses on her face and neck.� The impulse to devour her right there was almost uncontrollable.
�No.�
Another long sweet kiss.
�I�d really like it if you�d stay here with me,� he sighed.
She was close to explosion when she felt his fingers slip beneath her shirt, discovering her naked breasts.
�I�d like that,� Annie replied.
More kisses and Annie raised her arms to enable Michael to remove her shirt.� �You know, it�s probably not a good idea I do this right here,� he said into her ear, then sucking the lobe.� �You�d be amazed at what a photographer can do with a good telephoto lens,� he laughed, covering her exposed breasts with his hands.
�Yeah, I think we�ve already been down that road,� Annie replied.
�Come on.� I want to do this properly,� he said, taking her by the hand and heading toward the bedroom.
Annie froze and pulled her hand from his, then covered her naked breasts with her arms.
�What�s wrong, babe?� he asked, stepping back toward her.
Annie bent to pick up her discarded shirt from the floor and quickly slipped it over her head.� �I�m sorry, but I don�t think I�m ready for this.�
Michael circled her with his arms.� �You�re trembling, Annie.� What�s going on?�
She broke their embrace and sat on the couch.� �It seems�too easy - too perfect and I don�t think it should, or can be, either.� I�m not sure this can be a �happily-ever-after� situation, Michael.� Honestly, I�m not looking for a �reunion fling� and that�s what this feels like.�
Michael sat beside Annie on the couch and draped an arm across her shoulder.� �Reunion fling ?�� He shook his head and made a sour face.� �I'm not looking for that either, Annie.� I was hoping for something a little more long-term.�
Annie�s eyes locked onto his.� �How so?�
He studied her face and saw the uncertainty in her eyes.� �Can I ask you something?� When you came to see me tonight, how did you see this playing out?�
�What do you mean?� Annie asked.
�Did you have any hopes of getting back together, or were you visualizing a different ending?�
Annie hung her head and began to rock back and forth.� �I came to see you looking for closure.� I was angry and disheartened over how it ended between us the last time.� I never anticipated ending up in your arms - and certainly not back in your bed.� I honestly never thought beyond the point of us venting at one another.�
�Wow,� Michael sighed, clasping his hands behind his head.� �That hurts to hear but I�m glad you�re being honest.� It sounds like we�re looking for different things.�
�I'm not sure what I'm looking for,� Annie said, shaking her head.� �Don't you have doubts or concerns about getting back together?�
�No.� I don�t.� I�ve never felt more sure of anything in my life.� I�d commit to you in a heartbeat, on any level you wanted, and not feel an ounce of hesitation.�
�But it didn�t work before so why do you think it would work this time?� Annie asked.� She was riddled with skepticism and stunned by his steadfast certainty.
�Annie, last time your mind was polluted with pain medication and you weren't thinking clearly.� That is the only reason we didn't work,� he said, gently gripping the back of her neck with his fingers and massaging.
Annie sat silent, then her head fell to his shoulder, her face finding the warm bend of his neck.� His scent was intoxicating.� She lifted her hand and placed it at the hollow of his throat.� She could feel his heart quickly tapping beneath the surface of his skin.� She smiled lazily.
�Sweetheart,� he whispered.� �I�d be happy to sit here and talk until the sun comes up, if that�s what makes you comfortable.�� He turned his face and kissed her forehead.
Annie�s fingers drifted up to his mouth.� She tipped her head back and watched as his lips curled.� His eyes were drawing her inside; the power he had was incredible.� She raised herself and kissed him.
Michael�s eyes slowly closed; as he opened his mouth wider to taste her fully.� Once again, they fell victim to the magnetic force that radiated between their bodies.
�Why is it, every time we find ourselves in the same room together, we seem to end up in bed?� Annie asked.
�We�re not in bed,� he grinned.� �We�re on a couch.�
�I know and it�s not very comfortable, is it?�
Michael stared at her with languid eyes.� His lips brushed hers.� �Stay with me tonight, Annie,� he whispered against her open mouth.� �We can talk about what this all means tomorrow.�

CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

The bedroom was completely dark except for a haze of faint light drifting down the hallway from the living room.� Annie felt for the bed and sat on the edge.� She reached out and pulled him toward her by the waistband of his jeans.
Slowly she inched down the zipper, then her hands slid around his hips and onto his bare buttocks.� She heard the whoosh of his shirt being removed over his head and then tossed onto the floor.� She pressed her face against the soft fur on his lower stomach and closed her eyes as she pushed his jeans and briefs onto his solid thighs.� The heat of his groin and scent of his masculinity were mere inches from her mouth.� Without thinking, her tongue darted out to steal a quick taste.
�Annie, if you do that I won�t last ten seconds,� he said, gently easing her further back onto the bed.
She pulled her top off and laid her head against a thick pillow and waited in the darkness for him to finish removing his jeans.� Then he was beside her, completely naked.� His mouth found hers while his fingertips taunted her bare nipples.
�Do you have any idea how much I still love you?� he stated.
�Show me,� she answered breathlessly.
A slow smile curled his lips and his eyes filled with lust.� She didn�t have to ask him twice.
She gasped when she felt the last resistance release on her pants as he tugged them off her legs.� Then bit her bottom lip when: first, his hands, then his face, disappeared between her fiery thighs.
�Oh God, Michael!� I�m not made of stone either,� she sighed, feeling the warm waves of ecstasy crash through her limbs.
He kissed his way up the length of her torso, stopping every inch to savor the taste of her soft flesh.� When his face hovered above hers, he stopped and rested his body between her legs.
�I took a lot of cold showers, trying to get the memory of your taste out of my head, and it never worked.� Instead, I�d be dripping wet and alone; wanting you even more.�
With wide-eyed innocence, she stared into his soulful eyes.� Her heart beat wildly in her chest.� Her skin was hot to the touch.� She wanted him inside more than ever before.� She reached up and pulled his mouth down onto hers.
He moved forward slightly and paused when the tip of his hardness touched her soft, wet spot: the same welcoming slice of heaven that he had never been able to get out of his mind since the first night he had slept with her.� Slowly, he began to move inside her and groaned when he felt her melt against him.� It was like taking a hedonistic journey into the center of her earth: seeking out her molten core and exploding after his skin got too hot.� It was love and desire in its purest form.� Nothing he had ever experienced could ever compare.
When his breathing finally slowed, he rolled onto his side and pulled her backside against his chest in a spoon position.
�I feel like a groupie,� Annie sighed.
�Excuse me?� How do you figure that?� he asked, tenderly stroking her nakedness.
�Well, think about it.� she began, rolling over to face him.� �I went to hear a rock concert tonight, got myself a back stage pass, flirted with the lead guitarist and look where I�m laying now.�
Michael chuckled.� �Annie, there is nothing about you that even remotely resembles a groupie.�
�What�s that supposed to mean?� she teased, pretending to be insulted.
Michael rolled onto his back and laughed loudly.� �Come here,� he said, pulling her on top of him.� Then he pushed the long hair from her forehead and studied her beautiful face.� �Sex with a groupie is fifteen minutes of bad foreplay.� That�s it, at best.� There is no conversation, no kissing, no intimacy at all.� It�s empty.� You�re lucky if you even remember their names.�
His fingers tickled their way down her spine and rested on her hips.� Then with gentle force, he began to slide her body down to straddle his groin, already swollen again and ready.� �Plus, there is no emotional involvement with a groupie,� he continued, pushing the tip of his organ inside her warmth.� �And we both know my feelings for you run very�deep.�
He sighed when he had fully penetrated her then stopped.� Annie was speechless, flushed red, as her body expanded to accept his size.� Gently she began to move against him.
�No babe, stay still.� I want you to feel it,� he whispered, staring lustfully into her desperate eyes.� �Can you feel it?�
She gave a weak and delirious nod when she felt him begin to pulse inside her most private center.� It seemed to take on a life of its own, flexing and probing, without him moving any other part of his body.� Could she feel it?� �Was he crazy?� she thought.� His subtle throb was setting off an avalanche inside her that was racing out of control.
�Michael, please let me move,� she begged.
But he held her hips firmly in place, a sly smile curling the corner of his sensuous mouth.� It was obvious he was enjoying the look of exasperation washing over her delicate facial features.� It was torture for him too, but watching her face while in the throes of complete sexual abandonment was worth the agony of holding back his own need for release.
�I can�t take this!� I have to move,� she cried.
Annie was still in the midst of orgasm when Michael quickly rolled her over onto her back and began thrusting.� She clawed at his back, disbelieving the sensation searing through her was medically possible.
Michael felt it too.� From the tips of his toes to the ends of his fingers, and every nerve ending in between both points, he felt it.� The heat was volcanic and so was his eruption.� When the feeling finally began to subside, he fell against her chest, his breath still labored and heavy.
�You are an amazing man, Michael Wade,� Annie panted, softly brushing his hair with her fingers.� �I thought what we shared in bed at your house was an earth-moving experience but�tonight,� she exhaled.� �Words cannot describe what I�m feeling tonight.�
He propped himself up on one elbow and grinned mischievously at her.� �I have a confession to make,� he teased.
�Oh no!� What?�
�When we were together before, I was holding back.�
Annie rolled to face him completely.� �Excuse me?�
He laughed and settled onto his back.� �Yeah, I was holding back.� I mean, you had just gotten out of the hospital and recovering from a serious car accident.� I was terrified I�d hurt you if I bent you the wrong way.� So, I treated you like a china doll and did my best to remain in control of my urges.� What did you expect?� I�m not a total animal!� I do have some degree of restraint.� But, I do have to admit, it wasn�t always easy.� There were times when all I wanted to do was go crazy on you.�
She stroked at his face.� �Michael, I want you to promise me you�ll never hold back again.� The strength of your passion is one of many things that attracted me to you in the first place.� It is part of who you are and it�s a huge turn-on,� she grinned, climbing up on top of his lap.� �You can bend me any way you like.� Chances are, I�m going to love it.�
He sat upright and slipped himself back inside her warmth.� She groaned in appreciation against his mouth.� �You may live to regret what you just said, babe.�
�Maybe so, but I�ll die a very satisfied woman.�
�Okay, but don�t say I didn�t warn you,� he said, flipping her beneath him.
With her body slick with sweat, her orgasm built.� She coiled the bed sheets in her palms and tugged as she crested, tearing the linens from the mattress as she arched against him.� His thrusts brought them precariously close to the edge of the bed until they shamelessly slid to the floor in a tangled mass of arms, legs, and sweaty sheets.� Even that didn�t break his rhythm.� It only seemed to intensify the sensation for them.
�Had enough yet?� he asked in a low rumbling pant.
�Not on your life,� she answered.
�Good,� he sighed against her neck.� �Because I�m just getting warmed up.�
Their lovemaking continued throughout the night until they both collapsed in total exhaustion.
�I love you,� he whispered, pulling her close to his body and entwining his arms around her slender curves.
�I love you too.�
A matter of minutes passed when Annie felt his breathing slip into a peaceful sleep pattern.� She smiled contentedly and closed her eyes, wishing they could stay like that forever.
The sudden slam of a hallway door woke Annie from a sound sleep.� Quietly she slipped from bed, pulling on Michael�s shirt discarded on the floor, and found her way to the window.� The sun was just beginning to peek between the city buildings of Boston.� An early morning fog blanketed everything, giving the scene a mystical feeling.� Annie sighed, absorbing the majestic beauty of the sight.� Behind her, Michael still slumbered.� His hair spilled loosely over the pillows.� His muscled torso and limbs barely hidden beneath a thin cotton sheet.
Annie smiled and her eyes filled with emotion.� He was so peaceful.� The tiny stress creases between his eyebrows were relaxed and a faint smile was evident on his sensuous mouth.� She loved this man so much it hurt.� Though, part of her wondered if that alone was enough to make a relationship between them work.� She watched him begin to stir beneath the sheets, as the first flicker of sunlight danced across his face.
�Annie?� he called out to her, sitting upright in bed.
�I�m over here.�
Slowly, he made his way across the room, naked and stretching as he walked.� When he reached her side, he enveloped her with his arms, and kissed the nape of her neck.
�I woke up and you weren�t there,� he said.� �For a second I thought maybe you had left during the night.�
�I wish I didn�t have to leave,� she replied.
A pause fell between them while Michael considered the meaning of her answer.
�Then don�t,� he yawned.� �Move back in with me.�
She spun around to face him.
�You make it sound so simple, but it isn�t.� I�m living on the Vineyard now and have responsibilities to the clubs I�ve booked gigs with there.� I just can�t pack up and leave.�
He pushed back the window curtain completely and silently stared across the city.� Several minutes passed while he contemplated a possible solution.
�Then, I�ll move to the Vineyard and live with you,� he said pensively.� �We can live in my beach house.�
Annie smiled.� Her face filled with a sudden rush of excitement.� Then quickly the smile faded.� �What about your band?�
�We�re off until Fall.� Then Brian and I are supposed to get together and finish up some new material before we hit the studio and record the tracks.� I can commute back and forth for that.�
She remained silent, suddenly remembering her Fall commitment to Lace.� They would want to see her in New York for rehearsal sessions soon.� �What would happen then?� she thought, studying a jogger pass below on the street.
�Michael, there�s something I forgot to tell you last night,� she sighed.
�Oh shit.� Here it comes,� he replied, stepping back to sit on the edge of the bed.� �That�s a statement no man likes to hear.�
�I signed contracts a couple of months ago to join the band, Lace.� Have you ever heard of them?�
�Lace? You joined Lace?� he asked with relief.� �That�s fantastic!� We used Lace as an opening act for one of our tours several years ago.�
�Then you must know Taylor and Lacey.�
Taylor and Lacey Sheridan.� At first, Michael had forgotten the connection, until he heard the names spoken aloud.� Then his memory became clear.� Taylor and Lacey were first cousins, played and sung better than most bands he knew, and both were gorgeous in different ways.� Taylor was an exotic beauty with deep dark features and the skin the color of cinnamon.� Toe to toe, she stood a good two inches taller than Michael.� Lacey was the epitome of a California beach babe with long, honey blond hair, piercing blue eyes, and a pair of sun-kissed legs that could make grown men weep.
Michael remembered the first night they met.� Brian stumbled into Michael�s hotel suite, with Lacey on one arm, and Taylor hanging off the other.� He also remembered the sex that soon followed.� Brian ended up with Taylor while he was with Lacey.� For Brian, it was another one night stand.� But, Michael and Lacey continued to see each other for most of the following year.� Nothing serious, just two road-lonely people needing to be with someone when it was convenient.� Soon enough, their touring bands took them in different directions and their relationship ended.� No broken hearts and no regrets.
�Michael, did you hear me?� Annie asked, trying to get his attention.
Nervously, he glanced up at her, wondering if he should mention his affair with Lacey.� �I�m sorry.� What was your question?�
�I asked if you knew Taylor and Lacey?�
�Yeah, you could say that.�
�Did you like them?� Were they easy to get along with?� she asked, sitting on the bed beside him.� �I�m a little nervous about working with them, since they have so much road experience.� While I, on the other hand, have none.�
Easy to get along with, he pondered.� Man, if she only knew.� Part of him wanted to explain their connection.� A bigger piece thought differently.� What had it been, five, six years since he had last seen Lacey?� Maybe she wouldn�t remember their affair and Annie would never have to know.� Then again, if he could remember, Lacey certainly could too.
�Did you mention to them that you knew me?� he asked, cautiously.
�Hell no!� I wanted to get the job on my own merits, without dropping any names, especially your name!�
�You say that like my name is a curse.�
Annie laughed and quickly pushed him onto his back, his arms pinned above his head, and straddled his hips.� �Not a curse, Michael.� But your name is just too big in this business.�� She wriggled into position again.� �And, that�s not the only part of you that is big.�
He closed his eyes and moaned.� Perhaps another time would be better to tell Annie about Lacey.� Maybe tomorrow.
It was almost eleven in the morning when they finally woke from another sex-induced slumber.� Michael�s eyes glanced at the clock on the bedside table and squinted to bring the blurry numbers into focus.� It was getting late and he couldn�t remember what time Brian said they needed to be back at the FleetCenter for their meeting with the press.
�Do you already have plans for tonight?� he asked pensively, rolling over behind her in bed.
�No, just heading back to the Vineyard.� Why?�
�Would you consider going to the press party with me tonight?�
�I guess I could.� But I�d have to call my girlfriend first.�
�I don�t suppose you packed a semi-formal dress in the backpack you brought with you?�
�No, why?� Is this a formal event?�
�Afraid so.� Thankfully, we don�t have too many of them, but this one is.� That�s okay.� It will give me an excuse to take you shopping this afternoon.�
�You don�t have to buy me a dress.�
�Do you want to go with me tonight?�
�Yeah, sure.�
�Then I�m buying you a dress to wear.� If you don�t mind, I�d like to introduce you to everyone tonight.� Would that be okay?�
�Sure, that would be fine,� she shrugged, slipping out of bed and making her way toward the bathroom.
�Hey!� Where do you think you�re going?� he asked.
Annie spun around with hands on hips.� �Michael, take a look at this room!� There is enough of your DNA spread around here and all over me for scientists to clone six of you.� I think I�m in desperate need of a shower.�
He came up behind her and grabbed her around her waist.� �I specifically remember a certain someone begging me not to hold back on her last night.� I was just following orders,� he smiled against her neck and biting her earlobe.
�Oh, so now I was begging for it,� she laughed.
�Yeah, something like that.�
Annie stepped beneath the warm shower spray and Michael quickly slid in behind her.� Reaching for a bar of soap and a wash cloth, he began to bathe her, slow and seductively.� Within minutes, he had her chest pressed against the tiled wall.
�Oh no, Michael, not in the shower,� she sighed, in mock disgust, as she felt him penetrate her again.
An hour later they were almost ready to leave.� Annie was still munching on the fresh fruit platter that room service had delivered while they were still in the shower.
�I�m going next door to talk with Brian,� Michael called from the doorway.� �I need to double check the time we need to meet at the FleetCenter tonight.�
�Go ahead,� she replied.� �I�ll be there in a minute.� I want to call my friend first and let her know what I�m doing.�
Michael tapped on the open door to Brian�s suite and walked in before hearing a reply.� Brian and the other three band members sat around large round breakfast table that room service had delivered.
�Did someone call a band meeting and forget to tell me about it?� Michael asked.
�Well, well, well.� Here�s the moody bastard now,� Brian taunted, giving his friend a quick once-over glance.
�Do I detect a hint of a smile on your ugly mug?� John the drummer teased.
�Yeah, and the sweet scent of pussy,� remarked the bass player.
�I hope that means Annie stayed last night?� Brian added, taking a gulp of his black coffee.
�As a matter of fact, she did,� Michael answered with a smug nonchalant smile.
�All right!� all four men cheered and clapped hands as if at a rowdy football game.� �Does this mean you'll actually play that guitar tonight instead of beating on it for two hours?�
�Yeah, well, at least I know how to play mine,� Michael laughed.� �Listen, I stopped in to see what time we need to be at the FleetCenter tonight,� he asked, ignoring their continued line of questioning.
�Management expects to see us there around six o�clock.� Why?� Are you and Annie taking off?� Brian asked, shoveling more food into his face.
�I�m taking her shopping for a dress to wear tonight.�
�Oooh!� It must be love,� Brian sneered, while the others continued to snicker and chuckle in the background.
When the laughter died down, Brian got serious.� �Take her to my sister-in-law�s shop on Newbury Street.� Barbara shops there all the time.� For the money she spends there, I should own the God-damned place!�
�Okay, I�ll do that,� Michael agreed.� �Also, I want to do the new song tonight with the orchestra playing back-up.� I think we�re ready to debut it, and tonight would be the perfect time with all the �suits� in attendance to hear it.�
�Are you out of your mind?� Brian blurted.� �Where do you think we�re going to come up with an orchestra last minute?�
�We�re in Boston, for Christ sakes!� This city is swimming with musicians.� I�ll have it arranged by show time.� You guys just be ready.� We�ll play it for our last encore.� Okay?�
Michael stared at his band mates as they continued to fill their faces, ignoring his request.� �I wrote the song for Annie,� he said, his voice genuine and sincere.� �I�d really like her to hear it tonight.�
It was as if he was invisible to them.� Agitated, he shifted his weight and stuffed his hands into his pockets.� Sometimes he hated the politics in the band.� But mostly, he hated to grovel.
�It would mean a lot to me,� he pleaded.
Brian�s eyes locked with Michael�s and he smiled.� �Well, since you put it that way, we�ll do it.� You guys got a problem with that?�
Everyone nodded in agreement, without raising their heads from their breakfast plates.
�Great,� Michael answered.� �I�ll call Andy and have him make the necessary arrangements.�
�Michael?� Annie�s soft voice called from the hallway.
�I�m in here, babe.�
As Annie walked in, the conversation stopped.� Nervously, she walked directly to Michael�s side.� In a protective gesture, he extended an arm and pulled her against his body.
�You guys all remember Annie, don�t you?� Michael asked.
�Yes, good morning or is it afternoon?� John joked, while the others waved.
�My, my, don�t we look ravaged - I mean ravishing this morning,� Brian chuckled like an adolescent school boy.� �Would you like to join us for breakfast or have you already been eating this morning?�� Again the room broke into an outburst of lewd laughter.
�All right, we�re out of here,� Michael replied, trying to hide the smile on his face.
�Hey, lover boy,� Brian called after Michael, a long piece of bacon dangling suggestively from his mouth.
Michael turned around to face his band mates.� �What?�
�Don�t even think of blowing off the party tonight or I�ll personally hunt you down like a dog.� The limo is picking us up here at quarter of six.� It would be nice if we could all head over together as a band.� Know what I�m saying?�
�I hear you,� Michael replied.

Annie was in the bathroom applying the finishing touches to her make-up when Michael answered the knock on their penthouse door.� She figured it was probably Brian or one of the other band members and ignored the interruption.� When her job was completed, she studied her reflection in the mirror.� Her cheeks were still flushed from their afternoon lovemaking and warm to the touch, the thoughts of which, made her knees weak.� Being with Michael felt so right, she couldn�t wipe the smile from her face.� Nor did she want to.� She was so helplessly in love with him, it made her positively glow.
Michael waited on the edge of the bed for Annie to come out of the bathroom, a jewelry box the jeweler had personally delivered to the room was resting in his hands.� When she appeared in the doorway, it took his breath away.� He felt his jaw go slack, as he took in her beauty.
The deep plum-colored dress they had bought earlier was tight and short, displaying her long tapered legs, and narrow waist.� The neckline was just low enough to give the eye a hint of cleavage, without exposing too much.� Charcoal stockings and three-inch heels completed the ensemble.� She looked stunning.
�Well, what do you think?� Annie asked nervously, twirling around quickly for him.
A slow deliberate smile crept across his face.� �I�m thinking we should stay here at the hotel so I can peel that dress off your body.�
Annie placed her hands on her hips.� �Michael,� she sighed.� �I didn�t spend the last hour getting into this dress so that you could immediately take it back off!�
�I know.� I know.� I�m kidding.� Besides, it will give me something to look forward to later,� he teased.
She reached out in an effort to playfully slap him and he grabbed her by the wrist.� �Come here.� I have something for you,� he said, pulling her gently into his lap and handing her the long rectangular jewelry box.
Annie took the package and glanced at his eyes.� �What is this?� she asked quietly.
�Open it and see,� he smiled.
Annie slowly lifted the lid and gasped loudly, her hands instantly began to tremble.� Inside the box was a sparkling diamond necklace with a one and a half carat, pear-shaped stone with three round quarter-carat stones clustered above, white gold setting and a sixteen-inch chain.� Displayed in the center of the box were matching diamond earrings, three-quarter carats each; pear-shaped stones in drop settings.
�Oh, my God!� I can�t believe you�� and then her tears came, as she buried her face into the sanctuary of his neck.
�I didn�t spend eight grand to make you cry!� he joked.� �I just figured you�d need something to wear with the dress.�
�Eight thousand dollars? Michael, this is too much.� I can't accept this,� Annie replied, closing the box.
�Sweetheart, I picked these out specially for you.� Please, I want you to have them,� he said, nudging the box back at her.
�No one has ever given me anything this nice,� she replied, glancing back at the jewelry, and placing a hand on her chest.� �They�re absolutely beautiful,� she sighed.
�Just like you,� he answered, his voice low and provocative.
She felt his voice vibrate in her chest and raised her eyes up to meet his.� The weight of their gaze felt enormously powerful at that moment, as it pulsed between their bodies.� She could feel his breath, short and heavy, washing over her lips, taunting all the nerve endings in her body.� Her chest began to quickly rise and fall.� Their eyes never broke their connection, as the heat continued to mount.� Then his mouth reached for hers.� She wrapped her fingers tightly around his smooth neck and squeezed, as she succumbed to the passion.� Her entire body began to ache for attention.� Regrettably, she broke their kiss and pressed her face against his cheek, panting softly.
Michael groaned in disappointment that her mouth was suddenly gone from his.� �I swear, you could make me come just by kissing me,� he sighed, with a hint of levity in his statement.
Annie sat back and studied the longing in his face, as her fingers thoughtfully traced the outline of his lips and chin.� Seductively, Michael sucked one of her fingers inside the warmth of his mouth, teasing it with the tip of his tongue.� Again, her breath came in short bursts.� Her eyes reflected the deep and intimate connection they were both feeling.
�Do you think it will always be like this between us?� she sighed breathless, almost unable to speak in a complete sentence.
�No, I suspect it will only intensify as the years pass,� he replied, speaking around the finger that remained in his mouth.
�Do you see us growing old together?� she asked, with a hopeful tone.
He smiled and lightly kissed her fingers.� �Very old.�
Annie returned his smile as her eyes began to mist with emotion.
�I think we better get going before I have to change my pants,� he chuckled.� �Let me put the necklace on for you,� he suggested, removing it from the box.
With the diamonds safely secured around her neck and on her ears, Annie took a minute to admire them in the bedroom mirror.� Michael came up behind her and slid his arm around her slender waist, resting his chin on top of her shoulder.� He pushed her silken hair off the back of her neck and found a soft spot behind her ear to kiss.
Annie spun around to face him.� �Thank you, so much,� she whispered, cautiously touching the jewels with her fingers.� �I love them.�
�More than me?�
�I�m not sure that�s possible,� she laughed.
They met Brian and his wife in the hallway.� The look on both their faces clearly stated the obvious, that Annie was a total knockout.� Barbara noticed the jewelry dangling around Annie�s neck first.
�Wow!� Looks like someone got extra lucky today,� she squealed.� �I didn't know you had such good taste, Michael.�
Annie blushed and touched her neck again.� �Yes, he is amazing,� she quietly replied.� Michael squeezed her hand and smiled knowingly at her.
�No, you�re amazing, Annie,� Brian stated sincerely, and kissed her on the cheek.� �And God knows, he doesn�t deserve you, but��
�All right, enough of the sentiments,� Michael interrupted, stepping into the elevator.
In the limousine, Annie sat beside Michael and across from Brian and his wife.� Even though the elongated vehicle had the seating capacity for twelve, it was still cramped with all five band members and their spouses.� One by one, Michael officially introduced Annie to the few remaining wives she hadn�t yet met.� With every second that passed, the reality of the situation overwhelmed her, and caused her to cling tighter to Michael.
�Are you nervous?� he whispered, kissing her forehead.
She nodded.� �Why?� Aren�t you?�
Michael laughed.� �Hardly.� The mystery of this was lost on me a long time ago.� It�s a job.� A job that I love but, none the less, it�s a job.�
His eyes drifted around the car and settled onto Brian, who was lecherously scanning the length of Annie�s exposed legs.� �Hey, watch your eyes, Lofgren!� You might want to keep it above the shoulders,� he warned.
Brian shamelessly grinned and looked over at his wife.� �What can I say?� he shrugged ambivalently, trying to deflect his wife�s angry glare.� �She�s got gorgeous legs.�
�Oh, and mine aren�t?� Barbara snapped back playfully.
�I didn�t say that,� Brian defended, patting his wife�s thigh.
�Yeah, nice try,� she scolded in mock disgust, as she removed his hand from her leg.
The car came to a stop in front of the FleetCenter.� Slowly, the occupants spilled onto the crowded sidewalk, their eyes disappearing behind dark sunglasses.� Camera flashes illuminated the late afternoon sky, almost at the speed of a strobe light.� Annie concealed her face behind Michael�s arm, as he gently tugged her past the squealing fans.� Brian stopped and signed a few quick autographs, while the others moved into the building.� On another night, Michael might have stayed with Brian.� But, judging by the grip Annie had on his hand, he thought it best to get her inside tonight.
Backstage was a beehive of activity, more so than usual.� It was the end of another long tour, which always brought an extra air of celebration to the event.� That feeling was even greater with this tour, since everyone was feeling the need for a lengthy break, especially Michael.� With Annie back by his side, all he wanted to do was drop into obscurity and surround himself with nothing but her.
Much to Brian�s disapproval, Michael passed on the usual meet �n� greet pre-concert party.� He didn�t want to leave Annie alone and it certainly wasn�t the place to bring a girlfriend.� He found his dressing room and began to warm up on a few different guitars while Annie watched.� When it was time to go on stage, Annie took her place behind the curtain with the other wives.
A dozen or more directors chairs were set up discretely, stage right.� The wives quickly filled the first row.� Annie sat on the end beside a heavy velvet curtain and closest to Michael�s array of guitars; all neatly lined up and at the ready.� His guitar technician kept a careful vigil of the instruments.
Suddenly the house lights went black and the volume from the audience rocketed toward a fevered pitch.� The stage director began to bark out orders to a variety of back stage personnel, as Thrust casually took their traditional places on stage.� Michael�s guitar technician handed him the guitar to be used for the first song and stepped away.� As the drums began to beat the heart-stopping intro into their first set of songs, Michael drifted back toward Annie for one last kiss.
�Rock their worlds, baby,� she yelled into his ear over the noise.
Michael cast a sly grin at her and sauntered toward his designated spot, quickly ripping into his first blistering riff.� He played as if he were on fire, practically melting the strings from each of his prized instruments.� Annie could not have been more proud, and viewing it all from the side of the stage made it even more surreal.
The first encore came two hours into the show.� Michael was off the stage before the rest of the band, handing his smoking guitar to his technician as he passed.� Annie jumped from her chair and met him.
�You took my breath away,� she congratulated him, as he slid his arms around her and lifted her off the floor.
He kissed her deeply and ran a towel over his face and neck.� Then gulped down a half a bottle of water before invading Annie�s mouth for a second time. The rest of the band had already taken their places back on stage, while Michael continued to grope Annie behind the curtain.
Brian casually engaged the audience with his typical perverse sense of humor as he waited for everyone to ready themselves.� He was just about to kick it back into gear, when he realized Michael still remained off stage, heavily entwined with Annie.� Brian looked away and shook his head, laughing into the microphone.
�You know, on another night, I might let this piss me off,� Brian teased the audience.� Then he placed a hand over his eyes for a shield from the spotlight and squinted down into the front row of fans.� �Hmmm, I bet you people thought you had the best seats in the house tonight, didn�t you?�
A roar erupted from the audience and Brian laughed heartily.� �Well, my friends, I have the best seat in the house tonight because the real show is happening right now behind that very curtain!�� Brian swaggered across the stage and pointed in the direction of Annie and Michael.� �Hey lover boy,� he hollered to Michael.� �Get your horny ass out here and join the rest of the party.�
It took a minute for the statement to register in Michael�s brain.� Then abruptly, he pulled away from Annie and grabbed the guitar from his technician�s hand.� �Sorry, babe, I�ll be right back,� he smiled.
When his image appeared back on stage, the crowd went into a cheering frenzy.� Michael shamelessly waved at the mass of bodies before him, ignoring Brian�s irritated stance.
�Well, we hate to bother you, but we do have a show to finish,� Brian chuckled.
Michael leaned into his microphone.� �That�s all right. I can finish that later,� he answered, laughing at his own joke.
Behind the curtain, Annie was thankful for the darkness that hid her flushed red face.� But inside, her heart danced with joy.
�He�s a new man because of you,� Barbara said into Annie�s ear.� �This is the best he�s played in months.�
Brian approached Michael and draped a sweaty arm around his friend�s shoulder.� �Maybe you�d like to introduce the object of your distraction to everyone,� he suggested.
Michael shook his head and smiled.� �I don�t think she�d appreciate that.�
The crowd went crazy in their seats.� Michael glanced toward Annie, where she was nervously shaking her head.� Playfully, he shrugged his shoulders.
�Yes, I�m sorry, ladies.� But Michael is officially off the market again and this looks pretty fucking serious.� Who knows, maybe he�ll make it permanent!�
Michael roared with laughter and ran his guitar pick sexily over the strings.
�Come on, Mike.� Bring her on out,� Brian urged.� �Do it so we can get on with the show!�
Michael�s eyes darted back to Annie.� She had stepped further off into the darkened area behind the curtain, appearing to hide.� He contemplated Brian�s request in his head while the crowd noise grew louder.� Finally, he turned and walked toward Annie, pushing his guitar behind his back.� The audience rose to their feet and began chanting and stomping their feet.
�Come on, Annie.� They won�t bite,� Brian chuckled.
�Sorry, babe,� Michael apologized as he embraced her.� Then he kissed her on the lips.� �Just come out quick and get it over with. You know Brian won�t let this go now until you do.�
Annie shook her head furiously, a look of total terror registering in her eyes.� �I can�t do that!� Are you out of your mind?�
Michael smiled encouragingly, taking her by the hand and gently tugging.� �I�ll be right beside you.�
�My God, you�re crazy!
�I�ve been called worse things than that.�
Michael pulled Annie out until they were beside Brian, center stage.� Annie kept looking back toward the obscurity behind the curtain, ready to bolt for it.� Almost knowing what she was thinking, Michael slid an arm around her waist.� The crowd was so loud she could feel it in her chest.
�All right, all right,� Brian said into the microphone, trying to settle down the masses.� �Now see, that wasn�t so bad, was it?� he teased Annie.� Then he glanced at Michael.� �Would you like to introduce her or would you like me to?�
Michael shook his head and ran his hand through his hair.� �You better do it.�
�Okay.� I will.�� Then he leaned toward the fans.� �This is the woman that stole the bastard�s heart.� Frankly, I didn�t think he had a heart but she proved me wrong.�
�What�s her name?� a man yelled from the front row.
Brian chuckled mischievously.� �You want to know her name?�� Another wicked laugh roared from his lean body.� �This is Annie Logan,� he answered.� �Why don�t you give them a wave, Annie.�
She stood like a deer caught in the headlights of an oncoming car.� Michael helped her raise her arm and waved it for her.� Then he pressed his mouth to hers.� Without resistance, she melted beneath him.� The crowd screamed their appreciation with loud whistles and cat-calls.
�Okay.� Okay.� Enough of the tonsil hockey!� We�ve got a show to do here!�
Michael escorted Annie backstage.� When he returned, he walked over to Brian and bent into his ear.� �Let�s do my song next,� he whispered.
Brian nodded and gave the hand signal to the rest of the band.� Then he addressed the audience.
�This next song is something new from Thrust.� So new, our management hasn�t even heard it.�� He gave a different hand gesture toward stage left and a dozen orchestra players took their places on risers behind the drum platform, instruments in hand.� As they readied themselves, Brian approached the audience again.� �This is a song that Mike wrote for the girl you just met.� After you hear it, you�ll know how whipped the guy really is!�
And with that comment, he slowly counted off the intro to the song and Michael went into the first guitar solo.
�I didn�t know he wrote you a song,� Barbara stated.
�I didn�t either,� Annie replied, smiling through her tears.� Oddly enough, she recognized the melody, as if she had heard it before.� Halfway through the song, she knew why.� It was the song Michel was working on while she was in the hospital.� The lyrics spoke for themselves.� If there was ever a doubt of Michael�s affection toward her, the song sang volumes.� And now everyone around them knew, too.
Backstage the road crews were scurrying around like angry hornets, trying to recover from Brian and Michael�s surprise addition to the set list.� The lighting technicians were screaming through their headsets, wondering what and where to light and stage directors were yelling commands to anyone within earshot.� Halfway back into the center section of the audience, the sound guys were ranting obscenities at each other.� No one was happy except for Michael and Annie.� When the song faded to an end, the house lights went to black and Michael found Annie.
�I keep making you cry, which was not my intention,� he teased, kissing her softly.
�You are constantly surprising me.� What will you do next?�
Michael hugged her tightly.� �I know what I�d like to do, but that will have to wait until we get back to the hotel.�

CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

The show ended shortly before midnight.� Security quickly led the band and their families from the stage area and back to the dressing room.� To keep from being separated in the stampede, Michael grabbed hold of Annie�s hand.
Within minutes, the dressing room filled to its capacity.� The overflow clogged the hallway.� Several of the stage managers, roadies, and crew arrived to congratulate Thrust.� In the onslaught, Michael became separated from Annie and from a distance he could see the look of terror on her face.� The mixture of people was overwhelming for her.� Everyone from executive types to female groupies crammed themselves into the room; several of which, Annie cast disapproving eyes at.
�Come on, Annie,� Barbara instructed.� �I�ll introduce you to some people while Michael�s busy.� Then she paraded Annie around the room, showing her off to everyone she could.
Okay guys.� Let�s wrap it up in here,� the band manager shouted into the crowd.� �Shower and change if you�re going to because we�re expected upstairs.� If you�re not changing, then move it out!�
Michael reached for the garment bag he had brought with him and headed for the shower.� �Annie, I�m going to take a quick shower and I�ll be right back.� Why don�t you wait here with Barbara?�� He kissed her on the lips and disappeared into the bathroom.
Annie sighed heavily.� The controlled chaos made her uneasy.� She felt out of place.� Everywhere she looked were people she didn�t know.� She nervously fidgeted, hoping Michael would hurry back.� Her eyes settled on Barbara, who looked so at ease and comfortable with it all, carrying on several conversations at once.
Inside the shower room, Michael removed his sweaty stage clothes and started the water in the shower stall.� Before he could step beneath the spigot, a blindfold slipped over his eyes.
�Hey!�� He spun around quickly to protest and shivered when he felt the warmth of feminine hands and fingernails caressing his maleness.� Then the fingers were replaced with lips and the heat of a very sensuous mouth, working over his hardened flesh with skill and ease.
�Oh, sweetheart.� I can�t believe you�re doing this to me with all those people right outside the door,� he groaned appreciatively.
His knees buckled and he fell against the wall.� Babe, let me take this blindfold off.� You know how I love to watch,� he sighed heavily.
�No, not yet,� she mumbled around his organ.
His muscles began to tense as his body raced toward release.� His hands reached for her head, in an attempt to pull her tighter against his body.� When his fingers made contact, they disappeared into the depths of thick curls; not the long, straight tresses he was accustomed to.� His body froze.� One hand sprung to remove the blindfold, while the other hand pushed the girl away from between his legs.
�What the hell are you doing?� he screamed.� The bewildered face of the girl stared up at him from the floor.� He recognized her immediately but it didn�t diminish his anger.� �Jesus, Cherry!� How the fuck did you get in here?�
Her road name was Cherry Pie.� No one knew for sure what her real name was.� She had been around for as long as Thrust had been a band and seen more tours than all of the wives combined.� She barely stood five feet tall but was all woman with a thick head of walnut colored curls, dark chocolate eyes and a pair of double D breast implants.� She was no stranger to Michael, but now clearly wasn�t the time for shower-stall antics with her - especially with Annie right outside the door.
Michael shoved her out of the way and grabbed a towel.� �Who the fuck put you up to this?�
�Frank,� she answered quickly.
Michael knotted the towel around his hip.� �I should have known!� he shouted, as he collected Cherry�s discarded clothing.
�What are you doing?� she asked, taking her jeans and shirt back from Michael.
�You can�t stay in here!�
�Why not?� she asked, reaching to pull off his towel.� �I thought we could party in here before you have to go upstairs.�
�Are you out of your fucking mind?� My girlfriend is right outside that door!�
�Jesus, Mike!� Calm down.� That never bothered you before!�
Outside the bathroom, Brian approached Annie and slid an arm around her waist.� �You look lost, Annie,� he said with a chuckle.� �Where did Mike run off to?�
�He�s taking a shower,� she replied.
�He�s in the shower?�
�Yes.� Why?�
The smile melted from Brian�s face.� �Ah, shit.�
�Is there a problem?� she asked.
�There will be in about thirty seconds,� he said.
Suddenly a commotion could be heard from inside the shower room.� Those closest to the door turned toward the noise.� It sounded like a caged animal trying to escape its confines.� Several of the crew began to laugh.� Annie turned to face Barbara, a sickening feeling began to churn in her stomach.
�Is someone in there with Michael?� she asked.
Barbara opened up her mouth to answer and reached for Annie�s arm to hold.� �That would be my guess.� The crew is known for playing practical jokes on each other the last night of every tour.� Judging by the way the roadies are laughing, I�m thinking Michael�s the butt of their joke this tour,� she said.
�Barb, why don�t you take Annie out in the hallway for a few minutes?� Brian suggested.
Then in a thunderous roar, the door to the bathroom flung open and rattled loudly as it bounced off the outside wall.� The female occupant spilled into the dressing room.� Wearing panties and naked from the waist up, she clutched the rest of her clothing against her breasts.
Michael stood in the doorway and held onto the knot of the towel at his hip.� �Not funny, Frank!� he screamed toward the stage crew and slammed the door behind him.
The roadies continued to laugh and Annie turned away.
�My God, I think I�m going to throw up,� she commented to Barbara and quickly fled the room.
Brian glanced at Barbara.� �Do you want to handle this or would you like me to?�
�I�ll go.� It will sound nicer coming from me,� Barbara answered.
Barbara followed Annie into the hall and slid a sisterly arm around her shoulders.
�Are you all right?� she asked.
Annie nodded and wiped the tears from her face.
�You know, Cherry really is a nice girl.� She�s been with the band for most of their careers,� Barbara said in a soft voice.
Annie bristled.� �You mean, you know that girl?�
�Oh, God!� Yes.�
�And her following the band around all those years doesn�t bother you?�
�Annie, I�ve seen some of the other groupies that have come and, thankfully, gone over the years.� Cherry is an angel compared to them.� If you ever get the chance to talk with her, I think you�ll agree.� She really is a nice girl.�
�That will never happen,� Annie shot back.
�Maybe not tonight but you will someday.� You may not like what Cherry and the others do, Annie, but groupies are a fact of life in this business.� When you start traveling with Michael on tour you will see what I mean.�
�How can you be so complacent about this?� It doesn�t bother you that Brian goes with them?�
�I never said it doesn't bother me!� But I do know the alternatives in this business and I also know it's me that he comes home to at the end of the day, and that's enough for me,� she shrugged, gazing back into the dressing room.� She could see Michael emerging from the shower room and heading to Brian.� She turned back toward Annie.
�Living this lifestyle hardened me, Annie.� I suggest you find a way to do the same or it will consume your soul.� And, if you don�t think you can handle it, get out now while you still can.�
Inside the dressing room, Michael approached Brian then turned to face Frank, their stage manager.� �You fucking asshole,� he screamed into the man�s face.
�Hey!� I didn�t know your girlfriend was going to be here.�
�Fine!� But payback is a bitch,� he shouted back, his eyes narrowed in threat.
Then he turned toward Brian.� �I want him and his crew fired,� he said flatly.
Brian laughed.
�I wasn�t joking, Brian.� I want them all fired.�
�First of all, I wouldn�t do that even if I wanted to because they�re the best in the business.� Don�t make this personal, Mike.� They�re just blowing off some �end of the tour� steam.� That�s all.� No harm done.�
�Tell that to Annie.�
Brian grabbed Michael by the arm.� �Listen, if she�s going to fly into a jealous rage over trivial shit like this, then maybe you should give some careful consideration about keeping her around.� Know what I�m saying?�
�Fuck you!�
�Hey, I�m serious.� I like Annie, but why torture the girl?�
Michael shook his head and walked toward the hallway to find Annie.� As he rounded the corner he saw Annie and Barbara at the end of the hallway.� A security guard stood nearby to keep everyone else away.� As Michael approached, Barbara quickly retreated.
�Hi,� he spoke softly.� His hands were dug deep into the front pockets of a clean pair of black jeans.� He wore a deep purple double-breasted jacket with a black notched satin collar and an unbuttoned white dress shirt beneath.� His hair was combed backward off his forehead and still damp from the shower.� He looked good and smelt even better, but it hurt too much to look at him, so Annie turned away.
He took a tentative step closer to her side.� �Annie, I�m sorry��
She held her hand up to stop him from talking.� �Please, don�t.�
�I want to explain something.�
�No need to.� Just take me back to the hotel so I can get my things,� she instructed coldly.
He stepped back, stunned by her demand.� �I can�t take you anywhere right now,� he said, reaching for her arm to keep her from bolting.� �In a few minutes I�m obligated to be upstairs with the rest of my band.� I can�t leave the building.�
�Well, I can�t stay and I�m certainly not going to show my face upstairs after what just happened.�
�Annie, let it go for now, and we�ll discuss it later.�
Annie�s eyes burned with fury.� �They were all laughing at me!�
He jerked her body closer to him.� �They were laughing at me , not you!� It was their idea of payback for me being such an ass for most of the tour.� It had nothing to do with you!� Most of them don't even know who you are!�
She wiped the tears from her cheeks.� �This is a nightmare.�
�Only if you let it become one,� he replied.
They stood in silence.� Finally, he reached out to stroke the back of her neck.
Annie pulled away sharply.� �Don�t touch me!� You know the history I have with bullshit like this.� I won�t go down this road again - not with you.�
�Hey, Mike, we gotta head upstairs,� Brian yelled down the hall at them.
�I�ll be right there,� he answered Brian.� Then he turned back to Annie.� �I understand why you�re upset,� he spoke softly.� �But, I can�t change what happened.�� He studied her face thoughtfully.� �Listen, come with me and we�ll only stay for the photographs.� After that, we can go back to the hotel and talk this through properly.�
He started down the hall and paused when he realized she wasn�t following him.
�And if I refuse to go with you?� Annie asked.
A pained expression washed over Michael's face.� �Annie, please.� I can't deal with this now.� This is out of my control.� I have to go upstairs.� Can we talk about this later?�
�I�m perfectly capable of calling for a cab.� I don�t need you to take me back to the hotel.�
�Stop it!� You�re not leaving here without me.� Let�s get this press shit out of the way and then you can yell and scream at me all you want.�
He reached for her wrist and attempted to pull her down the hall.� She jerked him back hard and slapped his face.� �Fuck you.�
He touched his face and rubbed at the stinging skin.� �Annie, I love you.� Now stop acting like a��
�Like a what?� A jealous bitch?�
�Those are your words, not mine.�
Her eyes burned into him.
�If you leave now, it will look like you�re running away because you can�t handle the heat.� If you stay, it will prove that you�re better than them and bullshit like this doesn�t bother you,� he said.
�That would be a lie.�
�But they don�t know that.�
Annie shifted her weight nervously.� She wished she had gone home instead of staying for the second concert.� Barbara was right, she thought.� She didn�t have the stomach for this.� So, why prolong the agony?� As soon as the party was over, she would head back to the Vineyard.
�Annie, please come upstairs with me.� I don�t want to go without you,� he pleaded.
In silence, she began to head down the hall.� Michael quickly fell into step beside her.� He reached out and took her by the hand.� She accepted it, but not out of affection.� She needed it to hold her up.
�I love you,� he whispered.
Annie made no attempt to reply.� Before they reached the door to the party, she wiped her cheeks dry and took a deep breath before entering.
The private party took place inside the FleetCenter VIP lounge.� Several buffet tables were set up around the room displaying everything from pasta to roast beef and lobster tail.� Michael and Annie were the last to arrive.� He quickly grabbed a plate to fill with food.
�Let�s eat before the press gets in here.� After that, there won�t be time.�
�I couldn�t possibly eat anything now,� she replied.
�Annie, you haven�t eaten since six o�clock and it�s midnight now.� You really should eat something.�
Michael rolled his eyes and continued filling his plate.� �Here.� Eat this,� he suggested, handing her a slice of turkey breast.
The band had less than ten minutes to eat before the press filled the room.� After that, all hell broke loose with camera flashes and noise.� The band posed for an official group photograph.� Then they had a second picture taken that included all the wives.� Annie stood awkwardly on the sidelines until Michael came and dragged her into the shot.
�You�re one of the family now, Annie, and this photograph makes it official,� Brian affirmed with a huge smile.
When the photo session was completed, the interviews began in earnest.� Then the management got involved, discussing the outcome of the tour and the future business contracts.� A few hours later, Annie was ready to head back to the hotel and then home.
�Can we leave now?� she asked Michael.
�Yeah, sure,� he replied.
Thirty minutes later, they were back inside the hotel room.� Annie quickly went about the task of packing her things into her backpack.
�What are you doing?� Michael asked, removing his coat and laying it over the back of a nearby chair.
�I�m getting ready to head home.�
He sat on the edge of the bed and faced her.� �I thought we were going to talk, Annie.�
�What�s the point?� It won�t change anything.�
�The point is: I didn�t ask Cherry to join me in the shower - she was put up to it as a joke by Frank and his crew.� And, if it weren�t for the blindfold��
�Blindfold?�� Annie�s head spun around quickly to face him.
�Yes, she blindfolded me.� I thought it was you messing around until I touched her hair.�
�Oh God, I really don�t need to hear this!� she cried.
�I think you do.� I think you need to understand that sometimes shit like this happens in this business and I�m not always able to prevent it.� I don�t solicit it, it just happens.�� You�ve played in bands most of your adult life, so why does this shit shock you?�
�Groupies have destroyed every relationship I�ve ever had and I refuse to put myself through that hell again!�
�I�m sorry.� If I had any idea it wasn�t you�� his voice trailed off.
Annie squeezed her eyes tight trying to erase the visual she had in her head of Michael and Cherry together.� She finished packing and zipped her backpack.
�I�m sorry too, but I can�t go through this again.� I can�t handle it.�� She tossed her bag over her shoulder.� �Barbara told me tonight that if I thought I couldn�t handle this lifestyle, I should walk away now while I still had my sanity.� I�m thinking she�s right.� I�d be crazy to think it would be different with you.�
�So, just like that, you�re going to walk away?�
Annie stepped toward the door to the bedroom.� �I love you but I just don�t think that�s enough.� I can�t share you, Michael.� It hurts too much.� Barbara may be able to justify this lifestyle, but I can�t.� I�m not strong enough.�
He approached her by the door.� �No one said anything about sharing, Annie.�
�You just told me that it�s a way of life in this business.� And what I�m saying is, I choose not to accept that.� I want more than that.� Maybe I�m being na�ve or selfish - I don�t care.� That�s what I want, and I don�t think I should have to settle for anything less.�
�I want the same things you do, Annie.�
She shook her head.� �That�s what you say, but I�m not sure you�re capable of it.� For the past twenty years this is the life you�d led.� I�d be stupid to think it was possible for you to change now and I�d be crazy to ask you to. You are what you are and I�ll always love you.� Let it go with that.�
He slid his arms around her waist and pulled her against his chest.� �I don�t want you to leave.�
�And, I�m not strong enough to stay.� So where does that leave us?�
He pressed his face into the golden softness of her hair and inhaled deeply.� �Marry me.�
�Excuse me?�
He leaned back and gazed into her eyes.� �Marry me.�
Annie shook her head.� �Us getting married isn�t going to rid the music world of temptation and groupies, Michael.�
�I�m serious.� Let�s get married.�
�Why?�
�Because we love each other.�
�Sometimes that isn�t enough.�� She attempted to pull away and he tightened his grip around her waist.
�Say you�ll marry me.� We can get the license tomorrow and be married before the end of the week.�
�Oh, my God!� Will you please be serious?�
�I am.�
Annie pushed him away and headed into the living room of the suite.� �Look, we�ve both been married before and it was disastrous.� Do you really want to put yourself through that again?�
�Yes, because it won�t be like that with you.�
�How can you be so sure?�
�Because I love you.�
She reached for the doorknob to the hallway and he stopped her hand.� �Will you at least stay the night and think about it?�
Their eyes met and he held her with his.� Gently he pressed her up against the door and found her mouth.� �Please, Annie.� I don�t want to lose you.� If you marry me, we can be together forever.�� He kissed her with tenderness, slowly disassembling her wall of resistance.
�Forever?� she sighed, wanting so much to believe it was possible.
�Forever,� he reassured.
The next morning Michael was snuggling contentedly in bed with Annie.� He sighed heavily, as good and bad thoughts of the weekend drifted through his head.� He watched her sleeping and his mood grew serious.
�Marry me,� he asked again, gently nudging Annie awake with the tip of his nose.
She turned to face him and ran her index finger across his eyebrow.� �Do you really think that�s the answer?�
�Yes, because I love you.�
�And loving me is going to keep you loyal?�
�Absolutely.�
�Don�t make promises you can�t keep.�
�Marry me and give me the chance to prove you�re wrong.�
Annie�s face relaxed into a smile.� �You�re relentless.�
�That I am.�
He rolled on top of her and his lips found her throat.� �Marry me and make me an honest man,� he whispered.
�Oh, God help me,� she sighed.
�Is that a yes?�
�Yes, I�ll marry you.�
He lifted his head from the warmth of her neck and stared down at her.� Then he lovingly ran his fingers across her cheek.� �I won�t let you down, Annie.� I promise.�
�You do realize we�ll have to live on the Vineyard for a while, right?�
He kissed her mouth.� �Yes.� We can live in my beach house.�
Annie sighed as Michael left a delicate trail of kisses down the length of her throat and between her breasts.
Annie shifted nervously beneath the sheets.
�What�s the matter?� he asked, sensing her tension.
Annie shook her head.
�Come on, babe.� If there�s a problem, let me know now.�
�Okay.� If we�re going to live together again, I want to feel like a roommate this time and not a house guest.�
Michael smiled. �Babe, this time you�ll be my wife!� And you can bring whatever you want, if that�s what you�re getting at.� If there isn�t enough room, I�ll make room.� I really don�t care, as long as you and I are together.�
�I don�t have much to bring, assuming you didn�t burn my stuff from Grafton after I left.� Did you?� she asked.
�Your stuff hasn�t been touched.� It�s still in storage.� Do you want me to have it delivered to the beach house?�
Annie pondered his suggestion for a few moments.� �No, I guess not.� If I've managed to live this long without the stuff, it couldn't mean that much to me.� Well, except for a few items.�
�Like what?�
Annie paused before answering and smiled.� �My bed and the living room couch.�
Michael propped his head up with the bed pillows.� �Why those two items?�
�Sentimental reasons.�
Michael skewed his face with uncertainty.� �I�m not sure I want to hear about the sentimental journey you took on your couch or your bed.�
Annie playfully smacked his bare chest with her hand.� �It�s sentimental because of you, you jerk!�
�Oh really?� he asked, smiling as he continued to block her intermittent slaps.� Then he grabbed her by the wrists, rolled on top of her again, and held her hands firmly above her head.
Annie stopped her struggle and grew serious.� �I can vividly remember the conversations we had on my couch,� she said, her eyes melting into his.� �Our bond was solidified there.�
Michael shifted his weight between her legs.� The tip of his arousal gently pressed against her.� �That�s one way to put it,� he teased, appreciating her choice of words.
�As for my bed, I think the memory of that is permanently burned into both our brains.� But if I'm ever lucky enough to get you back into that bed, I will hold you hostage.� So consider yourself warned.�
�Are you threatening me?� he asked, biting her bottom lip.
�Let�s call it a promise.�
Feeling his readiness, Annie�s body quickly flooded with desire.� �My bed was the first place we slept together,� she sighed, her voice a soft whisper.
�I don�t remember there being much sleeping,� he replied, easing himself inside her inner warmth.
�I guess we really weren�t tired,� she said between gasps of breath.� �God!� I wanted you so badly that night.� If you had changed your mind and gone home, I think I would have lost my mind.�
He kissed her deeply and then exhaled against her cheek.� �There was no way I was going home that night, Annie.� he teased.
He stopped his movement and stared into her eyes, as he lovingly brushed the long hair from her forehead.� Then he covered her mouth with his.
�I love you,� she said, feeling his movement again, then she closed her eyes.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

A few hours later.� Michael dressed and made his way to Brian�s suite.� After five knocks, the door opened with a rush and a half-dressed woman in a waitress uniform nervously scurried past Michael.� Still holding onto her shoes, she deliberately avoided making eye contact with him, and made her way quickly toward the elevator.� Brian held the door open for Michael with a smile smeared across his face like cheap lipstick.
Michael entered the suite shaking his head in disgust.� �Wasn�t she one of the waitresses from the party last night?� he asked.
�One in the same, my friend,� Brian chuckled smugly.
�Someday you�re going to get your ass in deep shit.�
�You�ve been saying that for years and it ain�t happened yet!�
�I thought Barbara was with you last night?�
�Hell, she was the one that propositioned the girl, not me!� And, who am I to say no to Barbara?�
Michael flopped himself into a chair and shook his head again but couldn�t prevent the smile from inching across his freshly-shaven face.� �Some things never change, do they?�
�And, I for one, couldn�t be happier,� Brian snickered, taking a seat opposite Michael.� �Did you and Annie patch things up last night or did you cut her loose?�
Michael was about to explain when Barbara entered the room.� Enveloped in a cloud of steam and expensive perfume, she appeared from the bathroom, wearing nothing more than a towel.� She stopped in her tracks when she noticed Michael sitting in the room.
�Good morning, Michael.� When did you get here?� she asked.
�A few minutes ago,� he quickly answered, folding his arms on his lap.
Barbara continued past them and into the bedroom, closing the door behind her.� Brian waited for the door to click shut then returned his eyes back to Michael.
�So, what happened?� he asked.
Michael smiled.� �We�re getting married.�
Brian leaned closer to his friend.� �Did you just say what I think you said?�
Michael took a deep breath.� �Yes.� I asked her to marry me.�
�Can I ask why?�
The smile fell from Michael�s face.� �Because I love her.�
Brian ran his hands through his tangled hair.� �And you think a wedding ring is the answer?�
�I don�t know.� But I don�t want to lose her again either.�
Silence fell between them and Michael fought to keep the tension out of his neck and shoulders.� Anxiously, he rested his ankle on top of his knee.� �Is there a problem with Annie and me getting married?� Brian scratched at his chin.� �I�ll have to get back to you on that.�
�What�s that supposed to mean?� Michael asked, shifting his position again.
�Okay, I�m not thrilled with the idea, but I also know you�re a much better person when she�s in your life.� Don�t get me wrong, I really like Annie.� I just feel she is way too na�ve for the business and life on the road.�
Brian stood and paced the living room area contemplating his next thought.� Then he stopped and faced Michael.� �If things don�t go well between you and things get messy when we�re on the road, she could cause a lot of friction.� Know what I�m saying?� Maybe you should give it some more time and see how things go?�
�No.� I want to marry her now.�
Brian shook his head.� �Man, you�re crazy.� You could be making the second biggest mistake of your life.�
�Maybe not,� Michael sighed heavily.
Michael stood and smoothed down his pants.� �I was going to ask you to be my best man, but since you�re being such a prick, I think I�ll ask someone else.�
�Hey, I�m just trying to offer some advice!�
Michael shook his head.� �I wasn�t asking for advice or your opinion,� he said moving toward the door.� �By the way, we�ll be getting married sometime this week.� After that, I�ll be moving to the Vineyard for a while.� If you need me, we�ll be at my beach house.�
�What the hell does that mean?� Are you quitting the band for this girl?� Brian asked defensively.
�No, I�m not quitting!� But, I was told the band is off for the next few months before we start the writing process again.� When that time comes, you�re free to come to the Vineyard and work with me there.� My point is, it won�t matter where we jam as long as we�re working, right?� And, I can commute to any recording studio when the time comes for that.� It�s not a big deal unless you make it one.�
Michael could feel the heat from Brian�s glare and opened the door to the hall.� Sometimes the man could be such an ass, Michael thought.
�I don�t want to talk about this now,� Brian said, walking off toward the kitchen.
Michael had his hand on the doorknob and beginning to leave when Barbara reappeared in the room.� This time she was fully dressed in a clean pair of jeans and a shirt.
�Dare I ask what all the yelling is about?� she asked.
Brian walked back into the room.� �The asshole is getting married!�
Barbara glanced at Michael.� �Is that true?�
�Yeah, sometime this week and then we�ll be moving to the Vineyard for a while,� he replied in muffled tones, his hands stuffed nervously into the pockets of his worn jeans.
Barbara smiled and approached Michael, sliding her arms around his neck and kissing him on the cheek.
�Do what you have to do to make it work, Michael.� In the end, I think Annie will be worth your effort.�� She kissed him again before releasing his grip on him.� �And I wish you luck.� Is Brian going to be your best man?�
Brian laughed.
�He doesn�t approve of my decision,� Michael replied, ignoring Brian�s laughter.� �Which is ironic, since it was him that brought her back into my life.�
�I never said I didn�t approve!� I only implied that you might be rushing into it.�
�Whatever.� You�re entitled to your opinion.� Do you want to stand-up for me or not?�
�Yes, of course I will.� I�ll even sing if you want me to,� he smiled.
�Thanks, but that won�t be necessary.� Keep your week open for me and I�ll let you know when and where.�
Barbara looked at him in surprise.� � This week?�
�Yeah, why?�
�Wow, that is quick, Michael.�
�What�s the point in waiting?� We�ve both got breaks in our schedules.� The timing is perfect.�
�Okay,� Barbara sighed.� �Let us know.�
�Thanks.� I�ll be in touch,� he answered.� Without looking back at Brian, Michael left the suite and shut door behind him.
�How�d it go?� Annie asked him when he returned to their room.
�About as good as I expected,� he answered, zipping up his garment bag in preparation to leave.
Annie sat on the edge of the bed with her shoulders slouched in defeat.� �Michael, I don�t want to be the cause of some big fight between you and Brian.�
Michael stopped packing, looked toward her on the bed and smiled.� �Annie, my relationship with Brian has always been, and will forever remain, a minefield of arguments.� We either love each other or hate each other.� It�s extremely rare that we find ourselves in any type of gray area.� But those are the exact emotions that we feed from in our work.� It keeps our creative juices flowing.�
He approached her on the bed and pulled her to her feet.� �Bottom line, Annie: we�re getting married and Brian has agreed to be my best man.�
�Are you serious?�
He smiled broadly.� �Brian loves to hate me but he would never let me down.�
�Wow, I hadn�t even thought of who I could get to stand-up for me,� she said.
�Why don�t you ask Barbara?� I know she�d do it.�
�I suppose I could.� I mean, we�re not talking about a big formal affair, right?�
He pulled her close against his body.� �If you want a big wedding, then we�ll have one, but I thought we could just do a quick ceremony now and get the legality of it done.� We can plan a big wedding later on, if you want.�
�No, I like the idea of something small and intimate.�
His face relaxed into a perfect smile.� �Sounds like a plan.� Let�s go tell Bonita the good news.�
Michael stopped his Porsche outside the gate to his house and pushed the electronic opener.� Annie sat silent beside him, her eyes nervously scanning the house in the distance.� Everything appeared as she remembered.� It was still the most beautiful house she had ever seen.
She gulped hard as the front door swung open and Michael stepped inside.� She hung in the back and allowed him to proceed first to the kitchen where Bonita was baking cookies.� She closed her eyes when she heard Bonita�s excited welcome.
�Good morning, Mr. Michael!� Your shows went well, no?� she asked, giving him a motherly hug.
�Yes, it was unbelievable.� In fact, it went so well, I brought you home a little souvenir.�
�What do you mean?� Bonita asked in confusion.
Michael turned around and signaled Annie to approach.� �Come here, babe.�
Annie slowly emerged into the kitchen and Bonita made instant recognition with a loud squeal of happiness.� �Miss Annie, you�re back!� she shouted, pulling Annie against her ample bosom.� �It�s good to see you - and so healthy, too!�
Michael laughed, completely enthralled with the sight.� �She showed up at the first show and hasn�t left yet!�
�I�m sorry I upset you when I left, Bonita.� You were the last person I wanted to hurt,� Annie said, embracing Bonita tightly, as emotion quickly collected in her eyes.
�Oh, you don�t worry about it, now.� We all forget about that,� the rotund woman consoled.� �The important thing is, you two are back together, no?�
Michael reached for Annie�s hand and squeezed it tightly.� �Very much so, Bonita.� In fact, Annie and I are getting married�this week.� We both have breaks, so we figured we�d do it now.�
Another ear-piercing screech rose from Bonita�s body and she kissed them both again.� �Very good then,� she said, clapping her hands in affirmation.� �You go unpack and I prepare a huge celebratory meal for dinner!� Wait until Manny hears the news!�
Annie�s eyes darted to Michael, their minds sharing the same thought.� �Ah, Bonita, we�re only staying until the wedding.� After the ceremony, Annie and I are moving to the Vineyard for a while.�
Bonita stopped her assault on the kitchen cookware and stared at Michael.� �What do you mean, move?�
�Annie still has commitments on the Vineyard so I thought we could live at my beach house until, well, I�m not exactly sure.� But at least we�ll be together.�
Bonita glanced at Annie then back at Michael.� �But you two still stay together, no?�
He pulled Annie firmly against his body.� �Yes, as long as she can stand to have me around,� he joked.
�Ah, okay then.� I take care of things here for you until you come back.� Now out of my kitchen so I can work,� she scolded, her arms flapping wildly in the air.
Michael guided Annie up the front staircase and into his bedroom.
Annie stopped in the doorway and took a deep breath.� Her heart crashed loudly in her chest.� Starting on one side of the room, her eyes slowly made their way to the bed.
�Are you all right?� Michael asked from the center of the room, worried by the look of distress on her face.
She nodded.� �I�m fine.� Just give me a minute,� she replied, dropping her backpack and coat onto the floor by the door.� Then slowly she began to move about the room.
Basically, it remained the same.� He hadn�t changed anything �that she could tell�, and that pleased her.� Michael came up behind her and slid his arms around her waist.
�It�s still the same,� she commented.
He softly kissed her neck.� �What did you expect?�
�I�m not sure, but I�m glad it�s the same.�
A few minutes later, Michael excused himself to make the arrangements for their wedding and subsequent move.� The first call he made was to Bull.
�Hey, boss, how you doing?� Bull asked.
�Couldn�t be better.�
�Glad to hear it.� Rumor has it, you and Annie hooked up again in Boston so, I figured you must be flying high right now.�
�For once, your rumor is correct.� In fact, we�re getting married, but keep that bit of news to yourself.� I don�t need the press showing up at the ceremony.�
�Excellent news, Mike.�
�Listen, I need you to do a favor for me.�
�Name it.�
�I need to have Annie�s bed and couch removed from the storage facility and shipped to my beach house on the Vineyard.� I�ll give you directions, but I need it delivered before Wednesday.� Think you can do that?�
�Not a problem.� I�ll personally take care of it myself.�
�Great.� Oh, and Bull, only a handful of people know I own a place on the Vineyard, so I trust you�ll be discreet about this.�
�Goes without saying, boss.� Consider it done.� So when�s the big day?�
Michael smiled to himself.� �Sometime this week.� It will be small and simple, maybe here with a justice-of-the-peace or something.�
�Sounds great.�
Michael gave Bull a few additional instructions before ending the call.� Then he contacted his lawyer and gave him the news and asked him to take care of the legal issues behind everything.
�What about a pre-nuptial agreement, Mike?� his lawyer suggested.
�Not necessary, Arnie.� Besides, I don�t want to wait.�
�Don�t be a fool.�
�I�m not.�
�Famous last words, Mike.�
His final call was to the caretaker of his beach house.� Michael discussed arrangements to prepare the house for this arrival with Annie later on in the week.� He also asked the caretaker to leave his jeep waiting at the Edgartown airport for their transportation.
The next day Annie and he obtained a marriage license at the town hall and had their blood tests done at the doctor�s.� They circled Wednesday on their calendar, hired a minister that agreed to do the ceremony at Michael�s house, and invited a small group of family and friends.� Later that day, Barbara took Annie into Boston and helped her select a beautiful cream-colored linen suit with matching shoes while Michael bought their wedding rings.� It was all coming together so quickly it made Annie�s head spin.
That night in bed, Annie tossed and turned.
�What�s the matter, babe?� Are you getting cold feet?�
�I don�t know, maybe I am,� she sighed.
He laughed.� �Don�t worry.� All you have to remember are the words, �I do�.� The rest is up to me.�
�Aren't you a little nervous?� I mean, what if we are rushing into this?�
�We�re not rushing into anything.�� He pulled her close and kissed the hollow of her throat.� �Do you love me?�
�Yes,� she replied.
�Then that is all that matters.�
He left early the next morning and returned to the jewelry store to pick up the rings he had designed for them.� When he returned at lunch he found Annie in the bathtub in their master bathroom.
�You�re not supposed to see the bride before the wedding,� Bonita screeched at him as he took the front stairs two at a time.
�I�ll only be a minute,� he teased.
Annie bolted upright in the water when he entered.� �What are you doing?� We�re getting married in three hours!� Shouldn�t you be getting ready?�
He chuckled as he pulled out the ring box from his shirt pocket.� �It won�t take me three hours to get ready, Annie.�
She rolled her eyes and sunk back into the water.� He sat at her side and opened the ring box.� �I have something for you,� he said, pulling out a diamond ring.� The center stone was enormous - five carats of the highest quality money could buy, with two one-carat diamonds on each side.� The ring sparkled beneath the lights of the bathroom, casting beautiful rainbow prisms of color against the walls.
He reached beneath the water and found Annie�s left hand.� Her eyes brimmed with tears.� Then he slid it on her finger and kissed the back of her knuckles.
�Still want to marry me?� he asked with a smile.
�Yes,� she blinked, spilling tears from her eyes.
�Don�t cry, babe.� The best is yet to be.�
The wedding took place, on schedule, beneath a flowered trellis beside the pool in Michael�s backyard.� A warm mid-day June sun bathed the entire area with golden rays of light.� Their guests stood nearby, leaving a path for Michael and Annie to enter.� Brian and Barbara proceeded to the minister first, leaving Michael waiting for Annie by the French doors.
Michael wore a casual double-breasted beige suit with a cream-colored silk shirt; unbuttoned and exposing most of his chest, and brown alligator boots.� A single peach rose adorned his lapel.� Hands clasped at his groin, he waited for his bride.� When she came into view, she took his breath away.
Her long blond hair was neatly combed back on one side and held in place with several tiny rosebuds and baby�s breath; which matched the rose on Michael�s jacket.� Her linen wedding dress was short sleeved and fell halfway down her thighs, perfectly outlining her feminine curves.� She wore classic summer pumps and held a loose bouquet of peach roses tied together with a long satin ribbon.
She stepped out into the sunshine and reached for Michael�s hand.� He swallowed hard and bent in to kiss her.� �You look amazing, babe.�
�So do you,� she smiled up at him.
�Are you ready?� he asked.
She nodded nervously.
�Then, let�s do it.�
The ceremony lasted less than ten minutes before cheers erupted from their gathered guests upon the announcement of the new � Mr. and Mrs. Michael Wade�.� A light buffet followed, consisting of seafood salads and steaks grilled on the barbecue.� Waiters served champagne flutes filled with sparkling cider as Brian prepared to give the bride and groom their first toast.
�Michael you are the brother I never had � nor wanted,� he said, making everyone laugh.� �Nonetheless, I guess we're stuck with each other.� Annie, welcome to the family and don't be too scared.� Being part of this family will be the adventure of your lifetime!� Al least you'll never be bored,� he chuckled and raised his glass.� �On a serious note, I wish you many years of love, continued wealth and health, and � of course: rock 'n roll.� Cheers.�
Their guests stayed long after sunset and were serenaded by Michael and Brian in the music room.� But the highlight of the evening came at the end when Michael sang solo to Annie.� There wasn�t a dry eye in the room.
After exchanging a tearful good-bye with Bonita, Michael and Annie set off for the airport.� A couple of hours later, they were pulling into the crushed seashell driveway alongside Michael�s cottage.
Annie gasped when she saw it.� �My God!� It�s right on the water!�
Michael smiled, realizing she had never been there.
�And you have no neighbors?� she added.
�Nope.� The closest neighbor I have is about a mile back down that dirt road,� he replied, stepping out of the jeep.� Standing on the side steps of the house, he pointed off in the distance.� �See the house lights over there?� he asked, directing her attention beyond a man-made jetty.� �Diane Sawyer lives over there, last I heard anyway.� But it�s been so long since I�ve spent time here, she�s probably sold that place and bought another one.�
Michael unlocked the door and turned to face her.� �Shall we do this the proper way?� he asked, scooping her up and carrying her into the back entrance hall.
�Welcome to your new home,� he said, setting her onto the floor.
�It�s perfect, Michael.�
Annie walked toward the fireplace and quickly scanned the open floor plan to the cottage.� Then her eyes stopped.� Set in front of a massive window and facing the ocean, was her old couch.
�Michael!� You had my couch brought over here?� When and how did you manage that?�
Grinning from ear to ear, he slid up beside her.� �Hey.� I work in mysterious ways.�
With her mouth still gaping in shock, Annie flopped onto the couch.� Lovingly, she caressed the smooth, flowered fabric, as tears pooled in her eyes.� �I can�t believe you did this for me,� she whispered.
�Don�t get too comfortable.� I have another surprise for you,� he said, reaching for her hand.� �Come on, let me show you the rest of the house.�
He pulled her back up against his chest and guided her around the large room.� �Over there is the kitchen,� he said, still connected to her.� �And back here are the bedrooms.�
He took her into the spare bedroom first, then directed her past the hallway bathroom.� They inched slowly along the back hall, kissing with each step they took.� He stopped outside the door to the master bedroom and covered her eyes with his hands.� Then he gently pushed her into the room before removing them.
The first thing she saw when she opened her eyes was the bed - her bed.� Like a familiar old friend, decorated with the same pastel-colored quilt and over-stuffed pillows, it lit the entire room up with its presence.� Annie immediately burst into tears and covered her eyes up with her trembling hands.
�Hey, this wasn�t meant to make you cry,� he said, enveloping her with his arms.
�I can�t believe the things you do for me,� she sobbed against his shirt.
�Ah, shit.� Now, I feel guilty.�
�Why?�
�Well, I had your stuff brought over partly to make you happy but mostly because I thought it might get me laid.� If memory serves me right, I clearly remember a certain someone threatening to hold me hostage in that bed if we ever had the opportunity to be in it again.�
Annie burst out laughing.� �You�re a pig, you know that?� she answered, pushing him backwards, causing him to fall onto the bed.
He folded his arms behind his head and smiled smugly.� �I may be a pig but I�m also your husband.� What can I say, you bring out the worst and the best in me!�
�Oh, so now you�re blaming me for your obsession with sex?� she teased, hands on hips.
�Hey, it takes two, babe,� he grinned.
Michael and Annie spent the remainder of the night and most of the next day in bed, only getting out to eat the necessary nourishment to sustain their stamina.� Completely isolated at their location at the end of the dirt road, it would be almost a week before they saw another living soul, but they had each other.� What more could they want?

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

With the weekend fast approaching, Annie called her booking agent to verify her gig schedule for the month.� Regrettably, her first performance happened in just a few days.� She wrote down all the dates and clubs where she was scheduled to appear.� Annie was hoping to have a few more days alone with Michael before she had to drift back into reality, but when she ran her schedule by Michael, he actually seemed excited about the prospect of being her �groupie� for a change.
�Great,� he said.� �I�ll take you out to dinner first.�
�I really don�t like to eat much before I perform,� she said.
�Then have a salad,� he replied, refusing to take no for an answer.� �I�ll make reservations at Lola�s.�
When Annie left the room to find a calendar, Michael called the manager at this restaurant.
�Hey, Jimmy.� It�s Mike.� How you doing?�
�Great, and yourself?�
�Couldn�t be better.� Listen.� I was wondering if you could reserve a table in the back corner for me on Saturday night around seven o�clock for dinner.�
�You�re on-island?�
�Yep.� Matter of fact, I�ll be living here for a while.�
�Excellent!� Maybe we can get you to jam in the lounge some night.�
Michael smiled at the notion.� �Sounds cool.� So how about that reservation?�
�Not a problem.� Will you be alone?�
�No, I�ll be with my wife.�
Jimmy chuckled.� �Wow!� I guess things are going well for you.�
�Like I said, things couldn�t better,� he smiled.� �I�ll see you Saturday.�
Annie spent the two days leading up to her gig practicing, running through different songs, and working out the set list.� She worked on the pacing and tried out some new material on Michael.� He helped her rehearse and gave her the boost of confidence she needed.� And on the day of the show, he kept her busy and her mind off of performing.
With less than an hour before they had to leave for dinner, Annie still found herself rushing around, frantic to find a comfortable matching outfit to wear to the gig.� She was more nervous than she had been in quite a while and couldn�t explain the reason behind it except for the fact Michael would be in the audience.
�I can�t believe you�re getting yourself this worked up, babe.� It�s not like I haven�t seen you perform before,� he said, trying to calm her with his voice.
�The last time you saw me perform was a long time ago.� Things are different now,� she sighed, wiggling into a short black skirt.
�Come here,� he instructed, pulling her against his body.� �You�ll do fine,� he affirmed.� �Now, hurry up so we�re not late for dinner,� he demanded, playfully swatting her on the behind.
Lola�s was already packed with the typical supper crowd, when Annie and Michael stepped into the lobby.� Heads immediately took notice of Michael�s presence.� As usual, he cut an impressive masculine image in a pair of black jeans that snuggly fit his thighs and ass and a crisp white shirt.� His long, rock-star hair hung loose, grazing the tops of his broad shoulders.
Annie sucked in a deep breath and tried to avoid eye contact with the peering faces all focused on them.� Nervously, she reached for Michael�s hand.
�Hey, Jimmy,� Michael smiled, dropping Annie�s hand to shake Jimmy�s.
�You look great,� Jimmy commented, then his eyes settled onto Annie.� He was puzzled at first, then recognition flashed upon his face.
�You remember Annie Logan,� Michael introduced, knowing full well he would.
Annie hadn�t performed in the lounge at Lola�s since her overdose, seven months earlier.� It simply didn�t appeal to her once she knew Michael owned the place.� She had been back to visit a few old friends but, out of embarrassment, she steered clear of Jimmy.� As soon as her eyes connected with Jimmy�s, she looked away, giving him a shy grin.
�Annie, you look like a million bucks,� Jimmy exhaled, giving her a quick up and down glance.� Then his eyes darted back to Michael.� �So, this is the new wife you mentioned on the phone?� he teased, eyebrows dancing on his forehead.
Michael reached for Annie�s hand again and pulled her up along side his body.� �Actually, we�ve been together for quite a while.�
Jimmy�s mouth opened, as if to speak, then closed it in a deep sigh, confusion wrinkling his face.� Michael smiled knowingly and spoke for him.
�Jimmy, it�s a very long story, and one night, when I�ve got some time to kill, I promise I�ll explain it to you.� But, for now, we need to eat so she can make her gig on time.�
Jimmy escorted them to a table for two in the back corner of the restaurant.� It was up against a window, which allowed them a glimpse of the setting sun and the meticulously manicured perennial gardens beside the building.� Unfortunately, the location wasn�t completely private.� Several tables bordered them, most of which were empty.
�How�s this?� Jimmy asked, pulling out a chair for Annie.
�This is fine,� Michael answered.� �See what you can do about leaving these tables empty for the next hour or so.�
Jimmy nodded in agreement.� �And should anyone ask, are you available for autographs tonight?�
Michael glanced at Annie.� �No, not tonight.� Tell them I�m with my wife and I don�t want to be disturbed.�
�Okay.� I�ll send your waiter right over to take your order.�
Michael adjusted himself in the chair and leaned forward toward Annie.� A slow smile formed on this handsome face, as he reached for her hand and kissed the finger tips.� Annie flushed red and nervously scanned the dining hall.
�Michael, they�re staring at you,� she whispered behind her hand.
He laughed and placed his hand up beside his mouth to imitate her.� �Maybe they�re staring at you,� he teased.
Annie rolled her eyes.� �I hardly doubt that.�

They enjoyed a leisurely meal then headed back to town.� Their destination was a club called David�s Island House.� Situated halfway up Circuit Avenue, in the town of Oak Bluffs, the establishment was another favorite among the locals and day-trippers that frequented the island.� The inside was dark and moody with lots of wood.� A small section of a back corner was set up as a makeshift stage for the performers.� The rest of the area was configured with tables to dine.
The place was still busy with the dinner crowd lingering over their meals when Annie hit the stage.� Most were unaware she was even up there singing until three songs into her first set.� Their obliviousness to her presence didn�t bother Annie.� It was business as usual for her.� She was meant to be background music for the dinner crowd until they finished eating.� Then she kicked up the volume and rhythm for her last set, allowing the patrons to dance.
Michael sat quietly off to the right side of the stage area at a small wooden cocktail table that was pushed up against the wall.� He was in plain view of Annie but slightly hidden from the eating patrons in the center of the room.� He sat alone, smiling proudly and clapping after each of her songs ended.
Annie was almost through her last set of the evening when his attendance became detected by two young female fans on their way to the bathroom.
�Oh, my God!� A buxom blonde squealed.� �You�re Michael Wade, aren�t you?�
�Why, are you a fan?�
�We both are,� she giggled, pointing to her redheaded friend.
Michael nodded and forced a smile onto his famous face.� Feeling trapped and not wanting to cause a scene, he decided to engage them.� �Do you have something you want me to sign?� he asked, already holding out his hand to take whatever it might be.
The two girls dug quickly into their pocketbooks and pulled out pens and paper.� They were young, Michael noticed, probably in their early twenties.� He took the paper from the blonde with the deep cleavage first.
�Who do you want me to make this out to?� he asked, pulling the cap off the pen with his teeth.
�Ronnie,� she instructed, sliding two additional chairs toward Michael�s table.� �Well, my name is Rhonda, but everyone calls me Ronnie.�
Michael nodded again, pretending to care.� �How about you?� he asked the redhead.� �What�s your name?�
�Alex,� she answered with an expression of total disbelief that she was actually standing in the presence of him.
Michael signed their papers and glanced toward Annie on stage.� To his disappointment, neither girl had made an attempt to vacate their chairs.� �So, you�re both Thrust fans?� he asked, reading a look of concern on� Annie�s beautiful face.
�Oh yes, all our lives,� Ronnie answered.
�All your lives, huh,� he mumbled, thinking how absurd that comment sounded to him, considering their assumed ages.
�Are you on the island for business or fun?� Ronnie asked, emphasizing the last word of her question.
�A little of both,� he said evasively, his eyes still focused on Annie.
Then he felt the soft squeeze of a hand on his knee.� �Well if you're looking for fun ,� Ronnie stated, slowly inching her hand up the inside of Michael's thigh.� �Alex and I could show you a whole lot of fun.�� She leaned closer to her intended target and, in the process, revealed several more inches of her ample bosom.� �Are you game for a little fun, Michael?�
He reached beneath the table and stopped the progression of Ronnie�s hand, mere inches from his groin.� Then he set it back up on top of the table and held it there in place.� With both eyes firmly locked on to Ronnie, he pointed toward Annie.� �See that woman up on stage playing guitar and singing her pretty little ass off?� he asked.
Ronnie tossed her eyes toward the stage.� �Yeah, what about her?� she replied with indifference.
�That�s my wife, and I�m sure she would be less than thrilled to see me leave with you two.�
Ronnie glanced back at Annie.� �Then bring her along if you like,� she shrugged.
Michael smiled and shook his head.� �Thanks, but no thanks, ladies.�
�Suit yourself, but you�ll be missing one hell of a party,� Ronnie said, licking her lips as she stood to leave.
He nodded his head and grinned knowingly.� As if he hadn�t heard that line before, he thought, his eyes drifting back to Annie - beautiful Annie.� Her voice was as smooth and silky as her suntanned skin.� He started at her toes and scanned the length of her tapered legs, over her narrow hips, past her perfect breasts, inched up her throat and settled on her mouth.� He studied the movement of her lips intently as she sang.
The music ebbed from her instrument like the waves of the incoming tide.� Several couples swayed together on the dance floor in tight embraces.� Listening to her sing felt almost as good as making love to her, the thought of which made his groin tighten.� He smiled to himself.
�Great job, babe,� he congratulated, kissing her on the mouth when she exited the stage.
Annie smiled weakly and began collecting her things from around the stage area.� The image of Michael sitting at the table with the two girls remained in her brain.� The vision of the blonde�s hand creeping up Michael�s leg made her stomach churn.� She had witnessed the entire scene and it had sickened her.
�Do you want to hang around town for a while or head home?� he asked, taking her guitar case in his hand.
�Do you mind if we go home?� I�m kind of tired.�
Michael loaded gear into the back of the jeep.� The melody of Annie�s last song still echoed in his head as he turned the key in the ignition.
�What�s the name of that last song you sang tonight?� he asked.
�Music Man,� she replied, staring blankly at her hands.
�Real nice.� I�ve heard you playing the chords to that one at home but never heard you sing the lyrics.� Dare I ask who your music man is?� he grinned, already knowing the answer but still wanting to hear her say it.
Annie rolled her eyes, not wanting to smile, but the urge outweighed her resistance to stop it.� �You.�
His smile grew wider.� �That will be your first single,� he stated, matter-of-factly.
She turned to face him.� �What do you mean?�
�When you go solo, that will be your first hit,� he explained, pulling out onto New York Avenue and heading toward Vineyard Haven.
�When I go solo?�
�Yeah, after you tour with Lace.�
�I never said I was going solo.�
Sensing her agitation, he slowed the jeep and glanced at her face.� �What�s the matter, babe?� he asked, placing his hand against the warmth of her inner thigh.
She turned away and looked out her window.� �What did those girls want from you tonight?�
�I signed a couple of autographs for them,� he replied with a shrug.
�They sat with you for quite a while, Michael.� And the blonde had her hand on your balls.� I�m not blind.� I saw the whole thing.�
�Her hand was no where near my balls, babe,� he replied in protest.
�Oh please!�
The smile melted from his face.� Downshifting quickly, he pulled the jeep over to the side of the road.� �You really want to go there, Annie?� Do you really want to know what they wanted?�
�That�s why I asked the question!�
�Fine.� They wanted to fuck my brains out,� he said crudely, resenting the fact he had to explain it.� �Hell, they even said I could bring you along to the party.� Is that what you want to hear?�
Annie�s breath caught sharply in her dry throat.� Tears immediately began to pool in her eyes.� Silence filled the cab of the jeep.
�So, now you�re not going to say anything?� he asked, rage beginning to creep into his body.
She sniffed and wiped at her eyes.
�Annie, shit like that happens all the time with me,� he replied, trying to keep his anger in control.� �Unfortunately, it�s unavoidable.� I don�t entice it and I�m not tempted to accept the favors that come with it either.� I�ve already been there and then some.� Any thrill that may have been associated with it no longer exists for me.�
He gazed out his window and shook his head.� �We discussed all of this before and I thought you understood.� I can�t prevent it from happening and I won�t always be able to conceal it from you when it does.� But it will happen again: that much I can assure you of.� So, I guess the real question is, can you handle it when it does happen the next time?� Do you trust me enough to know I will never act on the offers these fans make?�
Annie sighed heavily.� �It�s disrespectful,� she said quietly.� �They don�t know their boundaries.�
�I know.� I would agree with that.� But what can I do, walk around wearing a suit of armor?�
She shook her head.
�You say you love me, Annie.� Well, loving someone like me comes with a price tag and a lot of ugly baggage.� When we�re at home you have me all to yourself.� I�m yours, body, mind and soul.� But as soon as I step out that door, part of me becomes public property.� Most people will respect my space but there will always be those who insist on getting too close.� It�s the price I pay for being who I am and doing the job that I love to do.� Do you understand what I�m saying?�
She dropped her head to her lap.� �Yes, I understand.� I�m sorry I overreacted - again.� I know you�ve explained this before but it doesn�t make it any easier for me to deal with.� I mean, you�ve had twenty years to get used to this.� I�ve only had a couple of months.� I guess it�s going to take some time for me to really come to terms with who I�m living with.�
His fingers disappeared into her long hair.� �I think part of the problem is, I�ve gone out of my way to protect you from seeing the dark side of this business.� I�m realizing now, how wrong I was to do that.�
�What do you mean?�
�I guess what I'm trying to say is, I think we need to be seen more in public.� I want to be seen with you and I want people to see you with me as a couple.� As much as I'd like to, we can't hide forever at the beach.�
Annie hung her head.� �It sounds like you�re ready to head back to Boston, Michael.� Is that what you�re trying to say?�
He exhaled loudly.� �Please don�t put words in my mouth.� I love being here with you and I think that is more than obvious.� This is the best vacation I�ve ever had and God knows how much I needed it.� But, that�s exactly what it is for me - a vacation from reality.� Reality for me is back in Boston, New York or Los Angeles.� And sooner or later, I have to go back.�
�Can we at least stay here for the summer?�
He smiled and kissed her forehead.� �Does that mean that you still want to be a part of my life and everything that comes with it � the good and the bad?�
Annie nodded.
�Then let�s go home.�
Neither spoke until they reached the cottage.� Michael shut off the engine and caught Annie by the hand before she slipped out the door.
�I�m sorry I raised my voice back there,� he said.
Annie sniffed quietly.
�Are you still upset?� he asked, tenderly stroking her cheek.
She shook her head.� �I�ll get over it.�
He kissed her hand.� �You do know how much I love you right?�
�Yes, and I love you too.�
�Then let�s go inside and finish making-up,� he teased, his face relaxing into a perfect smile.
She burst out laughing.� �You know, you are positively wicked, Mr. Wade.�
He stepped out of the jeep and slammed the door.� �Mrs. Wade, I�ve been called much worse.�
After making love to Annie, Michael remembered a long-standing invitation he had for an annual celebrity charity event that Carly Simon held every summer at her Vineyard estate.� She hosted the party on the same weekend every year and invited dozens of the Vineyard�s most infamous residents.� It was to benefit a camp for kids with cancer and the event raised hundreds of thousands of dollars for the cause each and every year.� Although he had never attended the event, he always sent along a large donation.� This might be the perfect event to expose Annie to the limelight, he thought, rolling over to face her.
�Which night are you playing out next weekend?� he asked nuzzling contentedly against her back.
�Friday night, why?�
�How would you like to go to a charity event on Saturday night hosted by Carly Simon?� he asked with a seductive smile.
Annie studied his face for a few minutes, trying to judge whether or not he was teasing her.� �You actually know Carly Simon?�
�Afraid so.� Carly and I go way back to when she was still married to James Taylor.�
�You�re kidding?�
�No.� I�m not.� Every time Beth and I were in New York we always made a stop at their place to party with them.� Sometimes we�d go out clubbing or just hang out at their apartment.�
�Wow.�
�She does this annual charity event to help kids with cancer.� I�ve never been, but we could go to this one together, if you want.�
Annie sighed with reluctance and scrunched her face.
�They�d be lots of stars and photographers too.� It might be the perfect time for us to be seen together.�
�I thought you hated crowds like that?�
He laughed.� �Well, it�s not my favorite way to spend a Saturday night, but I�ll know most of the people.� It might be fun to see them on the island for a change instead of at an awards ceremony.� Plus, I haven�t seen Carly in years.�
�You don�t think I�d be too out of place?� she asked, cuddling up against his chest.
�No more than I will be,� he replied, stifling a snicker.
Annie went into town the next day and bought a body-fitting silver dress with spaghetti straps and scoop neck collar.� It hung half way down her thigh and sparkled when the light hit it.� Against her dark skin, the dress positively made her glow.� When she got back to the beach house, she tried it on for Michael�s approval.
�The invitation says, dressy casual, right?� she asked, shimmying into the garment.
�I believe it did,� he sighed, taking in her beautiful curves.� �You look amazing,� he added, shaking his head, as if he was at a loss for words.
A few days later she firmly attached herself to Michael�s arm as they entered the ballroom-sized yard tent that had been set up in the backyard of Carly Simon�s Vineyard estate.� White-gloved waiters greeted them at the door and offered them drinks.� Michael politely waved them off.
Annie�s eyes quickly scanned the crowded makeshift room.� The tent was so meticulously decorated, once inside, you�d never know you were beneath fabric.� A small jazz band played at one end, and two bars anchored the sides.� Cocktail tables were scattered about with twinkling votive candles and potted trees lined the perimeter with miniature white lights which cast a romantic luminance over the entire enclosed pavilion.
Annie stood in awe of it, unable to move forward.� Then, one by one, she slowly began to recognize the attendees.� Everyone from Walter Cronkite to Michael J. Fox filled the room.
Suddenly Michael heard Carly call out his name.
�I knew if I kept sending you the invitations, you might eventually manage to fit my party into your busy schedule,� Carly Simon said, while kissing Michael on the lips, making a loud smacking sound when she did.� Then she wiped the evidence of her lipstick off his lips with her thumb.
�Hey Carly, it�s great to see you again,� Michael smiled, as he loosely embraced her.
�And I see you brought someone with you, too,� she replied, reaching out to shake Annie�s hand.
�Yes, this is my wife, Annie Logan.�
�Hi, I�m Carly Simon,� she stated, as if Annie might not know who she was.� �It�s very nice to meet you.�
�She�s a stunner, Michael,� Carly said, her eyes darting back to him.� �I can see we have a lot of catching up to do.� I hope you�ll stay for the evening so we can do just that.�
�Of course,� Michael answered with a generous smile.
�Great.� Make yourself at home and mingle,� she instructed, drifting off to her arriving guests.� �And for God sakes, eat something!�
�Billy!� I�m so glad you could make it this year,� Carly welcomed.
Annie glanced over her shoulder in time to see Carly tightly hugging Billy Joel, who had just entered the tent with his wife.
�My God, can you believe the people here?� she whispered to Michael.� �Billy Joel is right behind us!�
Michael laughed and kissed her mouth.� �Come on, let me introduce you to some of your Vineyard neighbors,� he teased.
They stayed for hours making conversation with practically everyone in attendance until Michael saw exhaustion registering in Annie�s eyes.
�Are you ready to call it a night?� he asked, kissing her on the forehead.
�As much as I hate to leave, I think if we don�t, I�ll fall asleep on my feet,� she relented.
Michael had the valet bring the jeep back to them and they quickly made their way back toward town.� Annie waited until they had reached the main road before letting loose with a loud rebel screech which caused Michael to swerve the jeep on the road.
�What�s the matter?� he asked, his heart jumping wilding in his chest.
�Oh, I�m sorry.� I didn�t meant to scare you,� she replied in a much softer tone.� �I was feeling the need to release the excitement of meeting all those celebrities tonight.�
He turned and glanced at her in the darkness and reached for her hand.� Lovingly, he caressed the back of it.� �You didn�t seem nervous at all while we were there, babe.� In fact, I�m actually quite proud of how well you handled the whole situation.� You�re a natural at pressing the flesh,� he smiled.
She returned his gaze and kissed the hand he had entwined with her fingers.� �Thanks for taking me,� she sighed.
�So, you had a good time?�
�Oh my God!� What�s not to like about meeting Michael J. Fox, Dan Ackroyd, Jim Belushi and��
Michael began to laugh.� �Okay, okay.� I get your point.�
Annie was still verbally reflecting on her evening spent with the stars even after they stepped inside the beach house.� Exhausted, she flopped herself onto the couch with a loud sigh.� �It�s all so amazing to me,� she continued.� �Never in my wildest dreams did I think I�d ever be rubbing elbows with those people.�
He listened intently as he slid off his suit jacket, hanging it carefully on the back of a kitchen chair.� Then he pulled his silk shirt out of his jeans and began to slowly unbutton it.� The whole time, Annie continued to babble with excitement about different conversations she had with each and every celebrity she had spoken with earlier.� Michael pulled the coffee table closer, positioned himself directly in front of her, then rolled up his shirt sleeves.
The smile was frozen on his face as he listened.� Her eyes were closed now but still she continued to talk.� He took her slender calf in his large hands and began to massage it gently.� His fingers moved down to her foot and removed her sandal, then tossed it with a loud thud onto the floor.� The flesh of her leg felt smooth as glass to him as his hands moved slowly over the exposed areas.� Resting one foot on his thigh, he reached for her other leg and repeated the manipulations.� Annie was oblivious to his ulterior motivations, until he dropped to his knees before her and pressed his mouth to the soft flesh of her inner thigh.� Only then did her head pop up from the back of the couch.� The heat of his tongue had caused her to stop in mid-sentence.� For a brief moment, the room was quiet.
�Michael, what are you doing?� she gasped, feeling his hot breath exhaling against the front of her thong panties.
�I�m doing what every man at that party was wishing he could do to you,� he replied, gently biting at the fabric of her undergarment.
�Oh, be serious,� she squealed, embarrassed by his comment.
Michael moved his face over to her hip.� �Okay, then.� I won�t tell you the comments I heard tonight.�
Annie�s face flushed instantly and she covered her cheeks with her hands.� �Seriously?�
�I speak the truth.� There wasn�t a man there tonight that wasn�t wishing he could take you home.�� He switched his position on the floor and slid his hands up beneath the flimsy fabric of her dress.� �Lift your hips for me,� he asked, hooking his fingers around the waistband of her thong.
Annie cupped his face with her hands and smiled knowingly.� �Why don�t you let me take a quick shower and I�ll meet you in bed,� she suggested seductively.
Shamelessly he grinned back.� �I don�t want to wait that long.� I want you right here�as you are.�
Hearing the lust in his voice, her stomach turned to jelly and her heart began to race.� Without further protest, she allowed her panties to be removed and shivered in anticipation as he draped each of her legs over his shoulders.� Then she closed her eyes and sighed.
He played her like he played his guitars; with knowledge and expertise but, as it was with each time he played an old Thrust classic, the riffs were always slightly different, offering the audience some unexpected thrills.� Tonight she was his lone audience, her body was his prized instrument and the thrills were all hers.

CHAPTER NINETEEN 

Over the next several days, Annie became distant and despondent.� Michael sensed something was building within her, but all his attempts to bring it out in the open had failed.
On the fourth morning, Michael woke to an empty bed.� He quickly checked every room in the cottage before he allowed a wave of panic to wash over him, then he rushed to the outside deck to scan the beach.� His eyes stopped when they reached the boat pier.� Still dressed in her nightshirt, she sat at the end of the wooden structure, leaning up against a pylon.� Relief flooded his body, but the questions about her behavior remained.
As he walked out to greet her, many fears crowded his brain.� Was she so unhappy living with him that she was preparing to leave again?� He shook off the thought and crouched down to sit beside her.� She made no acknowledgment of his arrival.� Her face was ashen and frozen, as she stared blankly into the depths of the water below.� Her eyes appeared swollen from crying.
�What�s going on, babe?� he asked.� The fear of her leaving made his head ache.
Annie drew a deep, exhausted breath into her lungs, while he waited to hear an explanation.
�Talk to me, Annie.� Don�t shut me out.�
She turned to face him.� She studied his eyes.� Then she shook her head in disgust and looked away.� �You don�t know, do you?�
�Know what?�
�What today is.�
His head began to swirl with possibilities.� Then it hit him like an atom bomb exploding in his lap.� �Oh, my God, Annie.� This is the anniversary of your accident,� he answered, feeling like a jerk he hadn�t been more attuned to her emotions.
�It wasn't just my accident, Michael.� Sammy was in that car, too, and he died.� Remember?�
He squeezed his eyes shut tight, clenched his teeth and sighed.� �Jesus, Annie.� I�m sorry.�� He slid an arm around her shoulder and attempted to pull her close to his body.� Her skin was cold to the touch.� �Do you want to talk about it?�
She sat frozen, unyielding to his embrace.� �Not really.� It�s something I have to work through myself.�
He pushed the wind swept-hair off her face.� �You don�t have to deal with this alone, you know.� I�ll listen as long as you want to talk.�
�I know, and I thank you for that.� But I really just want to be alone for a while.�
He nodded in acknowledgment; hurt but understanding.� �Are you cold?� he asked, rubbing her arms in an attempt to warm her skin.
�No, I�m fine,� she replied, her shoulders beginning to heave in giant sobs and then she turned to him and crumbled before his eyes.
He quickly enveloped her with his arms and massaged her back with his fingers.� �It�s okay, babe.� Let it go.� I�m right here,� he kept repeating, kissing her forehead.
Her tears came in torrents, lasting for what seemed like forever.� Throughout it all, he held on tightly.� Finally, she was quiet; peaceful except for the occasional quake of her body.� Exhaustion had put her to sleep.� Gently, he picked her up and carried her back to the cottage, lovingly putting her into bed.� When he had her safely tucked beneath the sheets, he turned to leave the room.
�Stay with me,� she asked in a hushed tone.
He smiled and went back to her, slipping in beside her and taking her in his arms again.� Within minutes, she had fallen asleep against his bare chest.� He waited until she was in a deep restful sleep and then retreated to the living room, shutting the bedroom door behind him.� Annie continued to sleep most of the day.
It was almost dusk when she appeared in the doorway opening onto the deck.� Michael sat upright when he saw her and reached for her body.� She fell softly onto his lap.
�Are you all right?� he asked, kissing her cheek.
She nodded.� �You know, I missed Sammy�s funeral.�
�Yeah, I�m sorry you had to.�
�Can you tell me about it?�
Michael reflected on the memory for a moment before answering.� �They had the service at a Baptist church in his hometown.� I remember there was a lot of music, really good soulful tunes that I know Sammy would have loved.�
Annie closed her eyes and smiled, as if to visualize it.� �Go on.� Tell me who was there.�
�Hundreds, maybe close to three hundred or more packed the church and the over-flow stood on the lawn surrounding the building.� They set-up a special audio system for the people standing outside to hear.� Brian and myself, and the whole band went, spouses and all.� Our group took up two pews.� At the cemetery, I even noticed Gary, Buzz and Ivory.� I waved but I didn�t get a chance to speak with them.�� Michael sighed at the memory.� �Sammy would have loved it.� It was the perfect tribute.�
�The night before the accident I stayed at his apartment, you know.� He stayed up all night listening to me cry about you.� In the morning before we left, he gave me two autographed guitar picks.� He gave them to me more as a joke, but now they�re very special to me.�� Annie fought to hold her tears at bay.� �I remember it all so clearly.� He signed his name and then placed them in my hand.� And he laughed, as only Sammy could laugh, and said, �who knows, maybe someday after I�m dead, they might be worth something.��
�Sounds like something Sammy would do,� Michael commented.
�Part of me wonders if we hadn�t stayed up all night talking, maybe he wouldn�t have been so tired and the accident wouldn�t have happened.�
�Annie, the speedometer was stuck at ninety-two miles an hour.� I think the accident had more to do with speed than with sleep deprivation.�
�I suppose you�re right,� she exhaled.� �I have to let it go.� Sammy would want it that way.�
�Absolutely.�
The next day Michael took Annie hiking up the highest peak on the island.� They brought fruit for lunch, a blanket and lots of water.� The view from the top was spectacular.� In the distance, you could see the outline of Cape Cod in the hazy sun.� After finding a soft grassy spot on the southern slope, Michael spread out the blanket and sat on it.� Annie sat beside him.� The sun was brilliant and a gentle breeze blew up the ridge to cool them.
He stretched his legs out and laid down, folding his arms beneath his head, forming a pillow.� Dark sunglasses concealed the blue sea of his eyes.� His long curls were pulled back in a ponytail and a baseball cap adorned his head.� He wore a white loose-fitting tank top, black spandex bicycle shorts and sneakers.� Nothing about him advertised the rock star enigma that he was.
She was dressed almost identically in black spandex shorts and a white sports bra.� She gazed at his body, long, lean and very tanned.� There was a peace about him now, a serenity that came from within.� She ran her fingers down the length of his torso, continued past the elastic waistband of his shorts, down the length of his muscled thigh and shin, and stopped at his ankle.� She didn�t touch him out of lust this time, but from a complete fascination of his physical state of being.
He rolled his head and watched the progression of her hand over his body.� �Like what you see?� he asked coyly.
She jumped when she heard the sensual tone of his voice.� Without glancing back at his face, she removed her hand.� �Yes, the view is breathtaking.�
�That�s not what I meant,� he teased.
�I know what you meant,� she smiled to herself, and placed her hand back on his knee.
He sat upright, shoulder to shoulder with her and sighed.� �I wish life could always be this effortless,� he said, gazing off toward the rolling farm fields of Chilmark.
�What do you mean?�
�Do you realize this is the first time I�ve been able to completely relax in years?� he stated, matter-of-factly.
�Then I guess you were overdue,� she replied sympathetically.
�Have you noticed I haven�t even picked up my guitar in days?� And you know what?� That fact doesn�t bother me in the least.� I�m beginning to really like doing whatever the hell I feel like - even if that means doing nothing at all.�
Annie laughed and shook her head.
�I think I could adapt really easily to this lifestyle.� It�s not like I need the band to survive.� Hell!� I could retire right now, disappear to an isolated island in the South Pacific, and never run out of money.� I guess I�ve reached the point where I�m asking myself: why keep on working with the band?� I really don�t need the stress of continually trying to come up with new material the public will want to buy.� Screw it.� I�ve busted my balls for the last twenty something years and frankly, I�m exhausted.� I�m tired of the road trips and the constant struggle to be creative with Brian.� And for what?� I�ve achieved every goal I ever imagined in this business and then some.� So, what else is there?� Like I said, I don�t need the money.�
She stared at him in shock.� She couldn�t believe the words coming from his mouth.� �What are you trying to tell me?� she asked.� �You don�t really want to retire, do you?�
He turned to face her, a confused look registering in his eyes.� �Why?� Would it bother you if I did?�
�The band is your life.�
�No.� You are my life.� You are my one guiltless pleasure.� The rest of the bullshit I can live without.�
�What about Brian?�
�To hell with Brian.� I can�t be responsible for his happiness.� That is his own doing, not mine.� I�ve given him twenty-two years of my life.� When is it enough?�
He draped his arm around her shoulders and pulled her closer.� �Why do you look so scared?� he asked.
�I�m afraid Brian will blame me for you wanting to retire,� she said, her voice trailing off in mid-thought.
�Brian and I have had many long talks about this, Annie.� If I do retire, it would have nothing to do with me being with you.�
Annie dropped her head.� �You and I are on totally different ends of the career spectrum.� I�m just starting up the ladder and you sound like you want to jump off of it.�
He laughed and pulled them both down flat against the blanket.� �I�ll wait until you�re able to join me at the top of that career ladder.� Then I�ll retire.� How�s that sound?�
�You could be in for a long wait.�
He kissed her softly and chuckled.� �I disagree.� By my calculations, I�m betting in less than two years, you�ll be pushing me off the top of that ladder.�
�Well, thanks for the vote of confidence.� I hope you�re right.�
The following week, Michael surprised Annie for her birthday with a twenty-two foot cabin cruiser, with the name Sheet Music printed on the back of the boat.� Their first voyage was into Edgartown harbor to watch the annual firework display over the ocean.
Six days later, Annie had the final re-constructive surgery done on her ankle to remove the scarring from the accident.� Michael played nurse-maid and doted on her again until she was able to move around on her own.� Then it was back to their usual routine, and all too fast, the summer days were slipping away from them.
Just before the Labor Day holiday weekend, Brian telephoned.� Michael and Annie made arrangements for Brian and his wife to come to the Vineyard for a few days vacation.� While they were at the cottage, they would also start working on some new material Brian had already outlined on paper.
�God damn it,� Annie complained, banging angrily at the strings of her guitar.
Michael heard the curse and came from the kitchen carrying two glasses of lemonade.� Bare chest exposed, perfectly tanned, and wearing a loose pair of jean shorts that hung dangerously low on his hips, he sauntered across the deck to her.
�What�s the matter, babe?� he asked, sitting across from her in a deck chair and sipping on his lemonade.� He used the glass to hide his smile.� Even when she was frustrated, she was beautiful.� Hair piled high on her head, deep furrows between her eyes, and wearing a white bikini, she swore again at the guitar laying in her lap.
�How the hell am I supposed to tour with Lace if I can�t play their music?� she grumbled.
�Let me see it,� he said, taking the sheet music from her hands.� He quickly studied the page and nodded his head.� �Give me the guitar.�� Then placing it across his thighs he plucked the chords off effortlessly.� �Is that what you were trying to play?�
Annie rolled her eyes and smiled.� �I guess that�s why they call you the �Guitar God� and not me,� she teased.
�Let�s try it this way,� he suggested, moving behind her, his chest to her back, as he straddled the chaise lounge chair.� Then he placed the instrument back in her lap.� His arms slid around her waist while his head rested on top of her sun-kissed shoulder.� �Okay, grab the neck,� he instructed, his lips brushing against her shoulder.� �Relax your wrist and strum that first chord,� he coaxed.� �Play one chord at a time.� Slow and easy.�
Annie did her best to manipulate the strings according to his instructions, but his breath against her neck was becoming a distraction.� She could feel the friction of his legs against hers, his chest pressed firmly against her spine.� Sensations of warmth began to spread through her torso.� All it took was the smooth purr of his voice and she was lost; the world around her forgotten.
�That�s it, but loosen your wrist more,� he suggested, moving his fingers over the neck of the guitar with her.
Then she felt the tip of his tongue tease the back of her ear, and the gentle nibble of his teeth.� Annie stopped the movement of her hands on the guitar.
�Michael?�
�Hmmm,� he groaned, absorbed in the scent of her skin.
�Are you flirting with me?� she asked.
�If I were, would that be a bad thing?�
She couldn�t help but smile.� �Do you think this is an appropriate way to teach a guitar lesson?�
He laughed against the nape of her neck.� �If you were a serious student, you wouldn�t have come to class wearing a bikini.�
�You know, you�re right.� Maybe I should change,� she said, setting the guitar aside.� Then she reached behind her neck, pulled the long tie string of her bathing suit top, releasing her breasts from their confines, and exposed them to the sun.� �There, is that better?� she teased.
His palms quickly covered her breasts.� �It�s a start,� he sighed, seeking for her mouth and finding it.� Loving her was so easy and pure.� It was always simmering below the surface for them.� A simple glance across a room from her and he was hard and ready.
Twenty minutes later, the chaise lounge was lowered in the recline position with both of them naked on it, languidly giving into the intoxicating chemistry of their bodies.
�Michael, you have to stop,� she whispered.
�Why would I want to do that?�
�Because Brian and Barbara are standing at the corner of the house watching us,�
�Seriously?�
�I wouldn�t joke about that.�
�Okay, don�t panic,� he said, rolling onto his side.� �Hand me my shorts.�
�Michael, if you get up, I�ll be left here totally exposed.�
�Trust me.�
He managed to slip on his shorts without leaving the lounge chair.� Then he stretched to reach a beach towel hanging behind them.� �Cover up with this.�
�Hey, don�t get up for us,� Brian chided, seeing Michael stand.
�I thought you weren�t coming until tomorrow,� Michael smiled.
Behind him Annie covered and darted into the house to change but not before Brian got an eye full of her curves.
Barbara followed her.� �I�m so sorry about that, Annie.� Please don�t be embarrassed about it.� At least Michael had the class to stop and give you something to cover up with.�
Annie popped her head out of the bedroom.� �Why?� Brian wouldn�t have stopped?�
Barbara laughed.� �In one form or another, Brian is always performing.� Knowing he had an audience would have made it all the more thrilling for him!� In fact, I remember a time�oh, you probably don�t want to hear about that.�
Annie came out of the bedroom dressed in a pair of shorts and a t-shirt.� �I�d love to hear the story!� Please, tell me.�
Barbara smiled and touched Annie on the arm.� �Okay.� Years ago, when Michael was still dabbling in pharmaceuticals and booze, he walked into our hotel room while we were having sex.� It was after a concert they had done, somewhere out west.� Evidently, Michael wasn�t ready to retire to his own room yet and wanted to party some more with us.� So he came into our room, pulled up a chair beside the bed, and rambled on and on about nothing in particular, the whole time Brian and I continued to have sex.�� Barbara reached out and touched Annie again and began to laugh.� �It was very loud sex, if you know what I mean, and he stayed for the entire show.�
Annie�s eye�s widened in horror.� �Why didn�t you ask him to leave?�
�In the saturated state he was in, I doubt he would have.� In fact, he was so drunk and stoned, I�m not sure he understood he was interrupting us!� He just sat there and chatted away as if we were all having lunch down in the caf�.� The really disturbing part was Brian somehow managed to carry on a conversation with him through-out the entire session!� We ended up laughing about it later, but at the time, I wasn�t happy.� Bottom line: Brian loved the fact he had an audience.� Let�s just say his performance that night would have gotten a standing ovation in any theater!�
�Wow, that is amazing.�
�Annie, that�s nothing.� When those two were younger, you would not believe some of the things they did together - and in the same room!�
�Hey, don�t go polluting her brain with my old war stories,� Michael scolded Barbara, as he drifted into the house.� He sat on the arm of the couch and pulled Annie into his lap.� �Don�t believe anything she says, babe.� It�s all lies,� he chuckled.
�Oh really?� Brian teased.� �Then you won�t want to read my memoirs when they get published!�
�I�ve already read them, Brian,� Annie interjected.
�That�s right.� Our story has already been printed and she�s still here with me, so I guess it didn�t traumatize her too much,� Michael joked.
�Yeah, but she hasn�t read the unedited version of those manuscripts!�
Annie raised her eyebrows with interest and Michael shook his head.� �There is no such thing.� He is only baiting you into thinking there is,� he assured.
Brian winked at Annie.� �I�ll fill you in sometime when dickhead isn�t in the room.�
�Don�t cause trouble, Brian,� his wife scolded.� �Come here and help me unpack.�
Michael grabbed the keys to the jeep and headed toward the door.� �I�m going to go into town and get some food for dinner.� Care to join me, Brian?�
�Nope.� I�m going to stay here and hit on your wife,� he answered.
Michael rolled his eyes.� �You can give it your best shot, pal, but she only has eyes for me.�
�Hmmm, he�s pretty confident about that,� Brian laughed, after the kitchen door closed.
�He has good reason to be,� Annie replied, preparing to tidy up the kitchen.� Behind her Brian plunked himself down into a chair.
�Sit down and talk with me, Annie.� You and I never get time like this to talk alone,� he said, with a serious tone in his voice.
Annie reluctantly joined him at the table, nervously looking over her shoulder for Barbara to save her.
�So, you and Michael are getting along pretty well?� he asked.
Annie smiled.� �Yes.� Things couldn�t be better.�
Brian nodded.� �Good.� I can�t tell you how glad I am to hear that.� I still don�t necessarily think he deserves you, but nonetheless, I�m happy when my brother is happy.�
�Thanks,� she replied, as if in some weird way she�d been granted approval to be with Michael.
�However, when you get tired of the moody bastard, you give me a call.� I�ll take good care of you,� he said with a wink.
�Brian, you�re married.�
�That�s right, but Barb doesn�t mind sharing me now and then.� Besides, there is plenty of me to go around,� he chuckled mischievously, while cupping his groin with his hand.
Annie burst out laughing and walked back to the sink, shaking her head.� The man was positively evil, she thought.
�You know what I love about you, Annie?� Brian asked.
Annie closed her eyes and grimaced, almost afraid to ask.� �What Brian?�
�You haven�t been tarnished by the business yet.� Don�t let it happen.� You�re too nice a girl to let this business trash you.� I�ve seen it happen too many times.� They all start off young and na�ve - then, before too long, they get hardened to the wicked ways of the record label executives and life on the road.� It sucks.� Best advice I can give you is: watch your ass.�
Annie nodded, amazed by the seriousness of Brian�s fatherly words.� �I�ll do my best,� she shrugged.� �Besides, I�ll have Michael to act as chaperone.�
�How true.� And you can rest assured he will be watching your ass!�
Brian heard the crunch of tires in the driveway outside the kitchen window and smiled like the Grinch that stole Christmas.� As if on cue, when the latch of the door gave-way, he grabbed Annie�s hand and tugged her onto his lap.� Then he planted a hard kiss on her mouth.� Michael slammed the bag of groceries down onto the table in front of them.
�Oh, sorry, Mike.� We didn�t hear you come in,� Brian chuckled, releasing his lip lock on Annie.
�Don�t push your luck,� Michael replied, putting some things into the refrigerator.
Barbara returned from the spare bedroom and walked toward the open door to the deck.� The view took her breath away and she sighed heavily, stepping out into the sunshine.� Brian followed her.
�So, this is what�s kept you away from human civilization?� Brian asked.
�Yep, you could say that,� Michael answered.
�How close is your nearest neighbor?� Barbara asked, her eyes panning the entire length of the horizon.
�About a mile down the dirt road you came in on.�
�No shit,� Brian exhaled, as a sly grin began to form on his face.� �And no one knows you�re out here?�
�Nope.�
Brian glanced toward Barbara, his mouth curled into a devious leer.� �Know what I�m thinking?�
Barbara nodded and in the blink of an eye, they had both stripped naked and were running full throttle over the sand and into the ocean.� From the safety of the deck, Annie stood in shock from what she had just witnessed.� Michael was applauding loudly and whistling his appreciation to the show.
�What�s the matter?� he asked her, taking his eyes off the two heads bobbing in the surf.
�I just saw Brian Lofgren running naked into the ocean with his wife!�
Michael laughed at her.� �Don�t tell me you�re still star-struck when you see him?� He�s nothing more than your normal, run-of-the-mill asshole, just like all the other assholes that roam this earth freely.�
Annie turned toward Michael and grinned.� �There is absolutely nothing normal about Brian.�
Her comment caused him to rip into hysterics.� �Okay, you�re right.� So, he�s not normal but he is just a guy.�
�Hey,� Brian screamed at them from the water.� �Are you two going to stand there and watch or are you going to join us?�
Michael�s eyes drifted toward Annie.� �It�s your call, babe,� he shrugged.� Annie clenched her fists into tight balls.� The adrenaline flooded through her veins.� Then a nervous smile formed on her face.
�Feel like living on the edge?� he asked, as if presenting her with a challenge.
Annie contemplated her decision for a few minutes with her eyes squeezed shut.� Then in a flash she was off and running.
�Oh, my God!� I can�t believe I�m doing this,� she yelled, as she jumped off the wooden deck and into the sand.� With every stride she took, she peeled off another article of clothing.� By the time she splashed into the waves, she was naked.� Michael reached her side quickly, his all-over body tan on full display.� His arms encircled her with a slippery hug and a wet kiss.� She could feel his erection rubbing up against her in the surf.
�What are you doing?� she questioned, squirming against him in protest.
He kissed her intimately.� �Same thing they�re doing.�
Annie turned her head toward Brian and Barbara.� As each new wave lifted their bodies with the incoming tide, she could clearly see Barbara�s legs wrapped tightly around Brian�s narrow waist.� The look on both their faces told the rest of the story, as they bobbed together like the cork of a wine bottle.
Annie buried her face in Michael�s wet neck.� �Oh, my God!� They�re doing it right in front of us,� she whispered.
�And that surprises you?� he chuckled.
Annie turned her head and peeked at them again.
�Would you like me to ask them to stop?�
Annie�s mouth came back toward Michael.� Seductively, she dragged the tip of her tongue over his lips.� The salt had never tasted so good.
�Maybe we could finish what we started earlier,� she suggested, hoisting herself up and straddling his hips in the water.
He pulled her tight against his body and smiled broadly.� �Great minds think alike,� he said, quickly entering her.
It didn�t take Annie long to reach the point of no return.� Having Brian and Barbara in the water with them only heightened the experience for her.
�I can�t believe I just did that,� she whispered, out of breath against his neck.
�Hmmm, and so quickly too,� he teased.
�What can I say, you bring out the worst in me,� she defended.
�The worst?� I consider that to be the best!�
A few minutes passed and Brian swam up beside them.� �I�m thirsty.� What do you have to drink around here?�
Annie ran back to the deck first and grabbed a towel to cover herself up with.� While the others dried themselves off, Annie went into the kitchen to make a fresh pitcher of lemonade.� When she returned to the deck they were seated around the table making small talk, with towels loosely draped across their laps.� Annie set the glass pitcher down on the table and handed everyone a cup.
Michael smiled up at her then pulled her into his lap.� The sudden movement caused Annie�s towel to slip below her breasts, exposing them.� Quick as she could, Annie yanked the thick terry cloth back into place.
�You know, Annie, you�ve got great tits,� Brian commented.
�Hey!� Watch your step, Lofgren,� Michael scolded in mock disgust.� But all he could do was smile because he knew Brian�s assessment was correct.
Barbara leaned closer to Brian and playfully punched him on the bicep.� �You�re about to cross that line, sweetheart.�
�Excuse me?� Annie replied, her face flushing.
�No, I�m serious.� They�re not too big and they�re not too small.�
�You know what they say,� Michael joked.
�Yeah, more than a mouthful is wasted,� Brian laughed.
Annie took a sip of her drink.� �Well, if that�s the case, then a lot goes to waste on you, babe,� she stated to Michael.
Both men broke out in laughter.
�What can I say, it�s a curse I�ve had to live with my whole life,� Michael smiled proudly.
�Yeah, yeah, we should all be so cursed,� Brian moaned, suddenly feeling inadequate.
�Oh, honey, it�s okay to be average.� I still love you,� Barbara added, her voice smacking with sarcasm.
Brian raised his middle finger toward everyone and shrugged.� His mind had already moved on to the next subject.� �What I can�t understand, Annie, is how someone that came as close to death as you, has no visible proof of it.�
�What are you talking about?� I have a huge scar on my stomach and my foot was all messed up,� Annie answered.
�That scar on your stomach is nothing.� Did you ever see this?� he asked, pushing the towel aside and exposing a jagged half moon scar on his left kneecap.� �I got this bad boy back in 1982.� I was so shit-faced, I fell off stage in Oklahoma and blew out my knee.� It put me out of commission for almost two months and the last half of the tour had to be canceled.�
�Yeah, I remember that.� You were lucky you were too trashed to feel it,� Michael added.
�And how about this one,� Brian continued, turning his right shoulder toward her.� �Motorcycle accident, 1985.�
�I have one,� Barbara said.� Then she stood and carefully opening the towel to expose the right side of her abdomen.� �Appendicitis back in 1969, I think.�
�Okay, how about this,� Michael interjected, pointing to a small, thin line beneath his otherwise perfect chin.
�Oh, be serious,� Annie laughed.� �Cutting yourself shaving doesn�t count, pretty boy!�
�Good one, Annie!� The bastard doesn�t even have a tattoo to blemish his beautiful body,� Brian replied rolling his eyes in disgust.
�Hey, it�s not my fault I hate needles,� Michael defended.
�Yeah, an ex-junkie that hates needles.� Go figure,� Brian answered with sarcasm.
Brian and Barbara stayed most of the following week at the beach house.� They barbecued on the deck, walked the beach, took the boat out fishing and spent many a night laughing and jamming with their instruments late into the night.� It was a great bonding experience for Annie and filled her with joy.
�Listen to them,� Annie whispered to Barbara in the kitchen one night, as they put away the clean dishes from dinner.� She was referring to the latest jam session in progress outside on the deck.� It was like watching famous master painters, applying paint to their latest canvas.� With Brian banging away on his keyboard and Michael burning riffs on his guitar, it was art in the making.� �I hope they�ve got the tape rolling in that recorder,� Annie added.
�This is when they�re at their best, you know, just him and Michael creating the base line hooks to their next album.� After all these years, it still gives me chills when I see and hear it happening.� When they click like this, it is pure magic.�
�I can see what you mean.�
�Well, it�s late.� I think I�ll go to bed,� Barbara yawned.
Annie glanced at the wall clock.� �You�re going to go to bed and leave them out there?�
�Yep.� I learned a long time ago, when they get on a roll like that, it�s best to leave them be and not interrupt the process.� They�ll be out there for hours, Annie.� Get some sleep while you can.�
Annie fell asleep with the muted sounds of Michael�s music drifting through her head and the occasional outburst of laughter from Brian.� Many hours later, Michael slid into bed beside her.
�Sorry babe, I didn�t mean for that to last so long,� he sighed, pulling her naked body up against his.
�Don�t apologize.� That�s your job,� she whispered, reaching back and rubbing his bare thigh.
The next afternoon Michael took them all out on the boat.� After lunch and a swim, they all hung lazily round the boat, coupled off contentedly.� Annie read while Michael serenaded her with guitar riffs from their new material.� A sudden shift in the wind direction added a subtle chill to the air which was detected only by Annie.
�Feels like rain,� she commented to no one in particular.
�What makes you say that?� Brian asked, checking the horizon for clouds and seeing none.
�I can feel it in my ankle,� she replied, rubbing the still-tender skin beneath the protective sock.
In less than an hour, the blue sky had disappeared and turned into a murky gray.� Then came the huge fat rain drops that splashed noisily on top of the boat deck.� Without discussion, Michael began picking up their belongings in preparation of heading back to the beach house.� Before they reached their destination, the intermittent rain had turned into a cool summer downpour.� The rain was just tepid enough to extinguish the heat from their sun baked skin and plentiful enough to rinse the salt water from their bodies.
Michael pulled up against the dock and secured the boat with rope, while Brian and Barbara ran off toward the house as if they might melt.� Undaunted by the rain, he finished his task, then draped a soaked towel around his neck and slowly headed off the dock.� Annie began to follow him and then dropped the book she was reading.� It was when she crouched to retrieve it that the visual of Michael�s swagger caught her eye.� She tossed the book back into the boat and stood.� Her eyes studied his tanned muscular form with great interest as she scanned the length of his bare back, then settled on his narrow hips.� The worn cut-off shorts he wore were now soaked through, clung to his ass like a latex glove.� She watched intently as each stride he took his hips loosely swayed back and forth and his long legs extended and splashed through the collecting water on the wooden planks.� Even dripping wet, his form excited her.
�Michael?�
The sound of her voice made him turn.� �Yeah, babe?� Do you need a hand with something?� he asked, walking back to her.
Her eyes never raised above his hips and remained firmly cemented on the area below his belly button.� The water cascaded down his torso in thin rivers and disappeared into the drenched fabric of his shorts.� When he was close enough for her to touch she reached for the waistband on his shorts and hooked her fingers through the belt loops.
�Have you ever had sex in the rain?� she asked suggestively, her eyes finally raising above his groin.
A sly grin quickly formed on his handsome face as he rummaged through his old memories.� Then he laughed and tipped his head backward, exposing his throat.� �I don�t believe I have,� he replied.
Annie�s eyes widened with excitement.� �Oh, my God!� Do you realize what that means?� she asked coyly, using the belt loops to pull herself up against his slick body.
He snickered knowingly and pulled at the back ties of her bikini top.� �I�m thinking it means I�m about to get lucky for the second time today,� he answered, discarding Annie�s soaked bathing suit to the floorboards of the dock.
�Ooh, Mr. Wade, I do believe you're correct in that assumption,� she teased, biting him playfully on the neck.� �I think we have finally found a sexual situation that you haven't experienced yet.� Which, loosely translated, means I will finally have one sexual memory with you that only involves me!�
Michael�s face grew serious, as he felt her fingers tugging at the zipper of his shorts.� The rain dripped from her eyelashes and nose in a most provocative way that caused his heart to beat loudly in his chest.� Carefully, he wiped the water from her face.
�Annie, every moment I spend with you is memorable because of the way you make me feel.� Nothing I�ve experienced before compares or matters now.�
Annie pushed the soggy material of his shorts over his hips and laughed when it splashed around his ankles.
�You do realize that Brian and Barbara can probably see what we�re doing out here, right?� he said, circling his arms around her slippery curves.
�I don't care, how's that!� Besides the house is too far away for them to really see anything.�
He smiled to himself and allowed her to pull him down onto the saturated wood.� She probably wouldn�t want to know about the binoculars sitting on the ledge of the windows in the living room, he thought, as he felt the warmth of her mouth engulf his organ.� The smile on his face was quickly replaced by the sweet expression of ecstasy as Annie taunted every nerve ending in his body.� When she was done, she slid her body up the length of his torso and pressed her face against his wet chest, a satisfied smile spread across her face.
�There.� Round one was for you and round two can be for me,� she giggled, the heavy thud of his heart echoing in her ear.
He flipped her over playfully and rolled between her legs.� �I love you,� he sighed, inching himself inside her.
They remained on the dock tightly entwined together until the rain stopped.� It was dusk by then and the smell of chicken barbecuing on the grill prompted them to head back to the house.� Apparently, Brian and Barbara had grown tired of waiting for their dinner and had begun the preparations without them.
When they arrived back at the house, Brian was tending the chicken wearing nothing more than a chef�s apron and a smug smile.� A pair of binoculars hung heavily on his chest.
Michael immediately took notice of his friend�s neckwear and laughed heartily.� Annie tossed him a confused glance and quickly passed by Brian, entering the house to change into something dry.� Michael stopped beside Brian at the grill with his arms crossed over his chest.
�Nice necklace,� he commented to Brian, shaking his head.
Brian roared with laughter.� �Man, you�d be shocked at what you can see with these things,� he teased.
�Yeah, well don�t tell Annie,� Michael replied, giving Brian a rough shove on the shoulder as he made his way into the house.
�Hey,� Brian called after his friend.� �If you�re interested, I gave you a �6� on your performance but an �8� for effort.� Frankly, I could have done a whole lot better.�
Michael shook his head again and slammed the screen door behind him, leaving Brian alone on the deck.� But Brian�s laughter could still be heard clear to the back of the house.

CHAPTER TWENTY 

The phone woke them all early the next morning.� Michael pulled on a pair of shorts and staggered out to the kitchen to answer it.
�Yeah,� his irritated voice asked, as he rubbed at his eyes.
�Michael?�
�Yeah, who�s this?�
�It�s Arnold Levenstein.� Sounds like I woke you.�
Michael came to attention when he heard his lawyer�s voice.� �It�s all right.� What can I do for you?�
�I received a phone call last night from Beth�s lawyer.� Seems she�s interested in talking with you about some new custody agreement.�
�Oh really?� There�s got to be more to it than that.� I don�t trust the bitch.�
�I agree, but nonetheless, she wants to meet with you tomorrow at noon to discuss it.�
�Is she in town?�
�Yes, I believe she�s staying downtown at the Ritz.�
Michael sat at the kitchen table and massaged his forehead.� �What are you advising?�
�I think you should go, listen to what she�s offering, get the paperwork and I�ll review it.� And for God�s sake, don�t sign or agree to anything, no matter how good it may sound!�
�As if I�d let that happen!�
�I�ll go with you if you want, but at this stage of the game, I think the two of you should try and come to some sort of agreement first before you get the �suits� involved.�
�Okay,� Michael sighed.� The thought of being in the same room as Beth again unsettled him.
�I want you to call me after you meet with her, okay?�
�Right.�
Michael started the coffee maker then stepped out onto the deck.� The morning sun was already intensely warm with a layer of haze masking its exact location behind a fog bank.� Without shirt or shoes, Michael set off down the beach to digest his conversation with Arnold.� By the time he sauntered back to the house, the others had gotten out of bed.� Annie greeted him as he climbed the steps to the deck with a warm kiss and a cup of coffee.
�Is everything all right?� she asked.
�Yeah.� That was Arnold on the phone.� I�ve got to go back to Boston later today.�
�Who�s Arnold?� she asked.
�He�s my lawyer.� Are Brian and Barbara up yet?� he asked, walking into the house.
Annie followed him.� �Why does Arnold want to see you?�
Brian emerged from the bathroom, grunting loudly as he stretching.� �Does Arnold need to see both of us or just you?�
�Just me.�
�What did you do this time?� Brian chuckled, filling a cup with fresh coffee.
�Brian, stay out of it!� Barbara interrupted. �That�s between them, not you.�
Michael glanced in Annie�s direction.� �Beth has requested a meeting to discuss a change in our custody agreement.�
�The bitch is back in town?� That�s a scary thought,� Brian commented, as Barbara dragged him by the hand out onto the deck in order to give Michael and Annie privacy.
Annie dropped her eyes to her coffee mug.� �When are you leaving?�
�This afternoon.� I�ll fly back, check on things at the house, then meet with Beth tomorrow.�
Annie nodded.
�You�re upset.� Michael stated.
�No, really, I�m not.� I totally understand.� I�m not thrilled at the thought of you two being together but it�s important that you go.� Maybe she�s had a change of heart and is willing to let you see your son now.�
He pulled her against his chest.� �I wish that would be the case, but with Beth nothing has ever been simple.� She�s probably just looking for more money, that�s all.�
He held her tightly for several minutes.� �Do you want to come back with me and get a change of scenery?�
�Well, thanks for asking, but I should stay here and get some practicing done.� Taylor will be calling any day now and I�m nowhere near ready to start rehearsing with them.�
�Okay.�
Michael and Annie stepped out onto the deck and sat at the table.� �Man, it feels like July, not September,� Brian panted.� �It�s hotter than hell!�
�It stays nice here through October,� Annie commented, sliding on a pair of sunglasses left on the table.
�So, when are you heading back?� Brian asked Michael.
�I guess after lunch.�
�Then, if you don�t mind, Barb and I will share the plane.� I want to run some of the new material by the other guys so we can get moving on these tracks.�
�Sounds good.� Maybe next week we can start jamming with the band and see what comes from that,� Michael added.
Annie drove them to the airport and pulled the jeep up to the curb.� Brian and Barbara quickly unloaded their bags and waited on the sidewalk.
�Annie, I can�t thank you enough for the hospitality,� Barbara said, hugging her tightly.� �It was nice to spend some time with you and Michael like this.�
�Yes, I enjoyed it too. I feel like I know you both much better now,� Annie replied.
�I�m not sure if that�s necessarily a good thing,� Brian joked, sliding his arms around her midriff.� Then his hands drifted down her backside and rested on her butt and gently squeezed.
�Hey, hey!� Watch the hands,� Michael scolded.� �I�m obviously gonna have to teach you some boundaries, aren�t I?�
�Don�t be so sensitive, Mike.� She�s like my sister, for Christ�s sake,� Michael�s friend chuckled like a dirty old man.
�Yeah, and that�s not saying much.� You�d screw your sister if she�d let you,� Michael hollered from the back of the jeep.� Then he turned toward Annie.� �Before I forget, let me know if you hear from Taylor.� I want to help you move down to New York.� Okay?�
Brian stepped back into the conversation.� �Oh yeah, Annie, that�s right.� Mike told me you signed with Lace.� That�s great news!� And a smart move to get the contracts signed before Taylor and Lacey knew your connection with us,� he laughed.� �Especially considering Mike�s old connection with Lacey.�
The air froze in Annie�s lungs.� �What do you mean?� she asked flatly.
Brian immediately shot a look at Michael at the back of the jeep.� �Ah, shit!� Don�t tell me you didn�t tell her yet?� he yelled to Michael.
Michael dropped the last bag on the sidewalk.� �Tell her what?�
Annie�s eyes fell on Michael and began to fill with tears.� �Brian says you have an old connection with Lacey.� Is that true?�
Michael turned to face Brian.� �What the fuck did you say?�
�I thought you already told her, man!� How was I supposed to know!?�
�Get on the plane, Brian!� Michael screamed.
Annie quickly made her way around the front of the jeep.� Michael caught her by the wrist.
�How could you?� she asked, tears sliding down her cheeks.� �You�ve had three months to mention something about this and you didn�t!� Why?�
�I wanted to, but I was afraid of having this exact conversation.�
Annie clenched her jaw tight.� �And, me walking into rehearsals with them and not knowing about you and Lacey was a better option?�
He dropped his gaze.� �I don�t know what to say.�
�Was it a one night thing?� she asked quietly.
He shook his head, kicking imaginary rocks on the pavement.� �No.�
She shifted her weight uneasily and glanced off toward the parking lots.� �A weekend fling?� she asked hopefully.
�No.�
�Then, how long, Michael?� How long were you sleeping with her?� she asked, her voice pitching an octave.
�About a year.�
She slapped his face fiercely.� �Go to hell.�
�Annie, it wasn�t serious.� There were no emotions.� It was just��
�You were sex buddies?� Is that it?�
�Yeah, something like that.� he shrugged.� �We were on the road and bored.�
�So you had sex to suppress the boredom?�
She opened the door to the jeep and he stopped her from getting inside.
�Annie, it was nothing; which is exactly why I didn�t tell you about it.� It was a long time ago, part of my past.� Would you feel better if I gave you a list of everyone I�ve slept with?� I hope not, because I don�t even remember half of them!�
She shoved him hard on his chest.� �You�re an asshole!� I don�t want a list, Michael, but it sure would be nice to know about previous relationships you had with people I�m going to be working with on a day to day basis!� That would be the decent thing to do.�
�I�m sorry,� he spoke softly.
�What about Taylor?� Did you sleep with her too?�
�No.� But Brian did, one time, I think.�
�Wonderful.� I guess you guys had a regular party going on during that tour, didn�t you.�
�I�m serious, it wasn�t a big deal.� We were basically friends.�
�Friends that had sex - a lot, for a year.�
He stepped closer.� �Please�I want you to understand.�
�You have a plane to catch.� Go.�
�The plane can wait.�
Annie hopped up into the jeep.� �No, I think you really need to leave.� I can�t deal with you right now.�
�Annie!�
She turned the key in the ignition.� �Go back to Boston with your friends, Michael, and I�ll talk to you later.�
Annie drove back to the house and plunked herself into a deck chair, staring at the ocean.� She sat there for hours deep in thought.� She watched the sun set and the moon rise.� She heard the house phone ring several times and also her cell phone.� She ignored every call.� She was too angry for tears or conversation.� Somehow she had to process this information and deal with it.� The opportunity Lace was offering her was too good to walk away from simply because of Michael�s past relationship with Lacey.� But it hurt that he had kept that relationship a secret.� She wondered how Lacey felt about him now, after all these years.� Would there still be a spark between them or contempt?
She went to bed without eating and quickly regretted that decision, running to the bathroom and vomiting.� In the morning she felt even worse.� Saltines and ginger ale was all she could keep down.� Around lunch, she dialed Taylor�s phone number.� If Michael�s past relationship with Lacey was going to be a problem, Annie wanted to know now.
�Hi Taylor, it�s Annie Logan.� How are you doing?�
�Hi Annie!� I was going to give you a call later on today and ask if you could come down sometime before Friday.� How does that work for you?� Taylor asked.
�Before I do that, there�s a few things you need to know about me first.� she sighed.
�Oh, Annie, should I be sitting down for this?� Taylor joked, sensing the seriousness of the conversation.
�There are a few things I didn�t tell you when I signed the contracts with you that I think you need to know now before I come down to work with you.�
�Like what Annie?� Taylor�s voice grew stern.
�For starters, I�m married.�
�That�s no big deal.� We all have boyfriends - and husbands, from time to time.�
Annie took a deep breath and exhaled slowly.� �Yesterday, I was informed my husband had a past relationship with Lacey.� I need to know if this is going to create an awkward working environment for us?�
Taylor laughed.� �Annie, Lacey has had relationships with a lot of guys over the years but I seriously doubt your husband is one of them.�
�My husband is Michael Wade.�
Silence filled the phone line.
�Seriously?�
�Very.�
�Wow, Annie.� I�m stunned.� Where the hell did you have him stashed when we met you on the Vineyard?�
Annie exhaled loudly.� �We weren�t together then.� When I met you, I hadn�t seen him in months - by choice.� And then Brian asked me to go see Michael in June at their Boston shows and we got back together.� Next thing I knew we were getting married.�
�Well, to answer your question, I don�t have a problem with you being married to Michael.� I think he�s a great guy.� I can�t speak for Lacey though, but I sincerely doubt she�ll have an opinion on it.� They were together such a long time ago and, based on what she told me at the time, it really was no big deal.� In fact, I believe he was still seeing other women at the same time so they weren�t even exclusive with each other.�
�Okay.� I had to ask though.� Last thing I wanted to do was create bad feelings with Lacey.�
�I appreciate your honesty but no worries here, Annie.� Do you want me to mention this to Lacey?�
�Yeah, would you mind?�
�Not a problem.� I�ll be seeing her later on today.� Now, when do you think you can come down to start working?�
Annie smiled.� �I�ll have to see about making ferry reservations but I�m sure I can find a way to get there before the end of the week.�
�We�re not expecting you to drive down here, Annie!� We fully intend to pay for your airfare and moving costs.� Don�t worry about any of that.� Just book the flight and let me know when you�re arriving and I�ll send a car to pick you up at the airport.�
�Okay, I�ll see you soon,� Annie sighed.

Bonita greeted Michael at the door and quickly asked why Annie wasn�t with him.� He explained his meeting with Beth and disappeared into the master bedroom to call Annie.� Several times he tried and she ignored each attempt.� His heart sank.� He wondered how he could be so stupid.� She was the first �real� relationship he had ever had and he was making every mistake in the book.� He dialed her cell phone again and left another message.� Then he called the Ritz-Carlton hotel in Boston.
�Good evening, Ritz-Carlton Hotel.� �Yes, can you connect me to Beth Wade�s room, please.� Michael rolled his eyes in disgust.� The fact that Beth still had his name connected to the end of hers even bothered him.
�Hello?�
�Hi, it�s me.� he said.
Beth immediately recognized his smooth baritone voice.� Hearing it still sent a shiver down her spine.� �Hi, Michael.� How�d you know I was here?�
�My lawyer called me.� Isn�t that what you wanted?�
Beth ignored his hostile tone.� �It�s good to hear your voice too.�
�Hey, mom.� Can I have a soda from the mini-bar?� Michael�s son asked his mother.
The blood drained from Michael�s face.� �John�s with you too?�
�Yes, would you like to see him?�
�I�ll be there in half an hour,� he replied, hanging up the phone, and hoping this wasn�t another one of her famous tricks.
Beth answered the door and swung it wide for Michael.� The years hadn�t changed her much.� She was still blond, although Michael was intelligent enough to know that it was no longer natural.� The only evidence that time had passed were the tiny laugh lines around her blue eyes.� He forced a weak smile on his face and stepped inside the suite.
�Hi, Michael,� Beth smiled broadly, flashing her perfect white teeth.� Teeth he was sure he�d paid to be capped and bleached.� �Still using the baseball hat for disguise, I see.�
Michael ignored her comment and looked beyond her into the living room.� �Where�s John?�
�He�s in there watching television,� she answered, turning her back toward Michael.� �Jonathan, your father is here,� she called to the boy.
Seconds later the boy appeared in the foyer.� Michael�s face instantly lit up with happiness.� �Hey, John, how have you been?�
The boy gave a reluctant nod and smiled shyly at Michael.� He was a pre-teen now and his appearance reflected as much.� His head was still covered with a thick matting of dark curls, the same color as Michael�s, but his face displayed more of his mother�s sharp features -except for the eyes.� There was no doubt John shared the same distinct shade of pale blue eyes as his father.� Michael smiled proudly.� By anyone�s standard, his boy was turning into a handsome young man.
�Do you still play video games?� Michael asked.
�Yes and I�m better than all my friends too,� he answered with conceit.
�Oh yeah?� That sounds like a challenge to me,� Michael smirked, turning the ball cap around backwards as if preparing for conquest.
Beth watched from the doorway for a few minutes then retreated into the sanctuary of the master bedroom.� Hours went by before Michael and John appeared in the bedroom.� Michael fidgeted with his car keys.
�It�s getting late.� I should get going,� he commented.
Beth sat upright on the bed and closed the book she was reading.
�Are you coming back tomorrow, Dad?� John asked his father.
Michael laid an arm around his son�s shoulder and tossed an inquisitive look toward Beth.� �As far as I know,� he answered.� �Let me speak to your Mom for a minute and I�ll talk to you before I leave.� Okay?�
John dropped his shoulders and trudged back to the living room.
�So, what�s the deal with tomorrow?� he asked, trying to keep the attitude out of his voice.� �Do we still have an appointment at noon?�
�Yes,� she replied, sliding her legs over the side of the bed to stand.� �We have a lot to talk about.�
Michael nodded.� �Okay, I�ll be back then.�� He turned to leave the room then stopped, pivoting his head over his shoulder.� �Thanks,� he mumbled.
�For what?� Beth asked.
�For letting me see my son.�
Michael called Annie when he returned home and again she ignored his call.� He cursed loudly and tossed the phone onto the bedside table and drifted into the shower.� The next day, Michael arrived on time for his meeting with Beth.� A babysitter was just leaving the suite with John, on their way to the infamous FAO Schwartz toy store.� Michael gave the woman a stack of money and promised to see John when they returned.� Then the door closed and Michael was alone with Beth.� The mere thought of it sent a cold shiver down his spine.
She was dressed in a short silk skirt and button down blouse with her blond hair piled up on her head.� A knot began to form in his stomach.� He followed her into the living room and took a seat on the couch.� Beth chose a chair located in front of him and sat, slowly crossing her long legs.� Michael turned away, refusing to fall for her manipulations.
�You look wonderful, Michael.� You�re so tanned.� Have you been working outside?�
�No.� We�ve been living at the beach.�
�We�ve?� Are you referring to that girl from the accident or is this a new one?�
�She has a name, you know, and it�s Annie.�
�I didn�t know you two were still together.�
�No thanks to you,� he mumbled.
�What�s that supposed to mean?� she replied defensively.
�I heard about your phone call while I was on tour, Beth.� Not particularly smart.�
�I spoke the truth as I knew it.�
�That was twenty years ago!� You have no idea who I am now,� he answered, throwing his arms over the back of the couch.� �At any rate, it doesn�t matter now.� Annie and I are still together and things couldn�t be better.� In fact, we were married a couple of months ago.�
�Yes, I think I might have read something about that somewhere.� I can�t remember,� she lied.� Not only had she read the article, she cut it out of the newspaper and put it in her private scrapbook.
Beth studied his face, so handsome and ageless.� �Do you love her?� she asked suddenly, her voice so soft it was barely audible.
He locked his eyes onto hers and answered quickly.� �Yes, very much.�
Beth turned away, as if his words knocked the wind from her lungs.� �Wow, I never thought I�d live to hear you say that,� she said, moving to the window.� �I didn�t think you were capable of it.�
�I guess I had to find the right woman,� he replied smugly.� He knew his words were killing her and, in some perverted way, he was enjoying it.
Silence filled the room as Beth stared out at the city traffic below.
�Look, I�ve said all I�m going to say about Annie.� My relationship with her is very personal, and frankly, the last person I feel like sharing the details of it with is you!� So, could we please change the subject and discuss the reason you dragged me into town?�
Beth drew a deep breath and returned to her chair.� �Okay,� she sighed, nervously wringing her hands.� �There�s a man in my life and he�s asked me to marry him.�
The smile on Michael�s face was quick and brilliant.� �Congratulations.� I couldn�t be happier.�
�Why?� Because it will bring an end to your alimony payments?�
Still smiling, Michael nodded.� �Sure, why not?�
Beth shook her head.
�Anyone I know?� he asked, curious as to whom the unlucky bastard was.
�He isn�t in the business, so I doubt you�d know him.�
�Does he have a name?�
�Frank.� His name is Frank.�
�Okay.� So, you wanted to meet to tell me you�re getting remarried?�
�No.� Well, partly.�� Beth stood again and went back to the window.� �Look, Michael, Frank wants to adopt John after we get married and make everything legal.�
�No fucking way!� Michael screamed, as he quickly rose to his feet.� �You�ll have to kill me first!�
�I told him you�d never agree to it but I promised him I�d at least mention it.� You have to admit you�re not exactly the best role model as a father, Michael.� If you�re not on the road with the band you�re in the recording studio.�
�Go to hell!� It�s not like you gave me a God-damned chance to be a father, Beth!�� He turned and headed toward the door.� �It�s shared custody or nothing.� I won�t agree to anything less.�
�All right, Michael.� You made your point.� I think we can reach some sort of agreement,� she answered, trying to calm his fury and prevent him from leaving.
Michael squeezed his eyes tight and gritted his teeth.� A heavy sigh of anger released from his nostrils.� She knew every button to push on him to get the reaction she wanted.
�How about a week next summer?� she offered.
�How about a month?� he returned.� �And I want to see him every other holiday - effective immediately.�
�Okay.� Bottom line is, John needs a father figure in his life.� He�s getting older now and he�ll be looking for the type of guidance I won�t always be able to give him.� But if we agree to this and you screw it up, that�s it.� Deal�s off.�
�Likewise for you.� And my lawyer wants this all put on paper too.�
There was an awkward pause between them and Michael shifted uneasily in place.� He didn�t want to leave until John came back from the toy store but he had nothing left to discuss with Beth either.
Beth crossed her legs again and smiled up at him.� �We made a beautiful boy together, didn�t we Michael.�
Without emotion he nodded.� �That is the only good thing that came out of it.�
�Oh, come on, Michael.� It wasn't all bad.� We did have some good times too.� At least I can remember some.�
Michael plunked himself back down on the couch and stared at his hands.
�It was good in the beginning before the drugs took control of our lives,� she continued.
He looked up into her face.� �I don't ever remember when the drugs weren't in control.�
�It was recreational at first.� That was when you and Brian were getting the band started.� Remember all the great parties we had at our apartment on Lincoln Street?�
Michael smiled and nodded.
�Remember that dog Brian used to have?� What was his name?�
�Shitz,� Michael laughed.
�Yeah, that�s it!� God.� I remember we used to get that poor dog stoned all the time.�
�I�m surprised the dog lived as long as he did,� Michael added.
�And then we moved into the big house,� she sighed.� �That�s where John was conceived, you know.�
Michael stared at her silently, wishing she would stop talking.
�It was still good back then, Michael.� Wasn�t it good for you?�
He began to squirm on the couch and glanced at his watch, wondering when John and the babysitter would return.
�Can I ask you something?� And I want you to be truthful,� she said.
�Depends on the question.�
Beth nodded and carefully considered her words.� �In all the years we were together, was there ever a time when you loved me?�
Michael closed his eyes and dropped his head onto the back of the couch.� �Damn it, Beth.� What kind of question is that?�
�You can�t answer a question with a question,� she smiled nervously.
Michael rubbed at his forehead and eyes.� Then suddenly lifted his head, locked his eyes on Beth and opened his mouth.� �Okay, then my answer is no.�
Beth got out of her seat and went back to the window.
�I was fucked up back then,� he explained.� �I loved the drugs, I loved my band and I loved the lifestyle.� There wasn�t much room left over for anything or anyone else after that.� But that was a long time ago.� I got sober and I�m healthier now than I�ve ever been in my life.� I love waking up in the morning now.�
His eyes dropped to his lap.� �And I love Annie,� he sighed quietly, almost to himself.
�She�s a very lucky girl,� Beth replied, resting her head against the window pane.
Just then, the door to the suite slammed shut and John came breezing into the living room with the babysitter in tow.
�Hey Champ.� Did you find anything cool to buy at the store?� Michael asked.
The babysitter rolled her eyes.� �I didn�t think I was going to ever get him out of there!�
Beth quickly wiped a loose tear from her cheek before John noticed and forced a smile onto her face.� Michael followed his son into his bedroom to view the video games he had bought and stayed the rest of the afternoon letting his son win.
At five o�clock Beth popped her head into the bedroom.� �Michael, we have dinner reservations at Sabatino�s, if you�d like to join us.� That is, if you don�t already have plans with Annie.�
Michael glanced at his son�s wide smile.� �Sure, let me make a quick phone call.�� He stood and pulled his cell phone from his belt.� Then walking into another room for privacy, he dialed Annie�s phone.� Again, there was no answer.
As soon as dinner was over, Michael left the hotel.� It had been a long day and the need to hear Annie�s voice was making his body ache.� A few minutes later, he breezed into his house and immediately checked his answering machine in the kitchen.� Maybe she had called the house instead of his cell phone, he thought.� But there were no new messages from Annie.� He glanced at the wall clock.� It was half past nine.� Way too early for her to be sleeping.� He called again.
In the shower, his thoughts drifted back to his visit with Beth and John.� How different his life was now and how grateful he was for the changes.� He stepped out of the shower and toweled dried, then wrapped the terrycloth around his narrow waist.� With his hair still dripping, he called Annie again and the machine picked up to record.
�Annie, please pick up the God-damned phone.� I really need to talk to you.� I�m sorry and I want to talk to you about this.�� He paused and sighed heavily.� �Come on, baby, talk to me.�� Another pause.� �I love you.�� Quietly he hung up the phone.
In the morning he rolled over and instinctively reached for Annie�s warm slumbering body.� Instead he was greeted with the cold empty space which she would normally be occupying.� It was just before nine and the sun was already up above the tree line and filtering inside the large windows of his room.� Without much thought, he reached for his phone and called Annie.� This time the line was busy.
He got dressed in record time, eager to get the ball rolling on the new custody paperwork.� If it went smoothly, he hoped to be back on the Vineyard by tomorrow night.
After a quick meeting with his lawyer, the next stop was at Brian�s house.
Brian reluctantly opened up his front door.� �Did you patch it up with Annie yet?�
�Still working on that.�
�I�m really sorry, man,� Brian sighed, scratching at his head.
�It�s okay.� I�ll deal with it.�
How�d it go with Beth?� Brian asked.
�She found some other sucker to call �husband�.� Imagine that?� And she wants me to take John for a month next summer.�
�Wow, that�s good news.� Anyone we know?�
�Nope.� By the sounds of it, he�s a paper-pushing, white collar suit.� I wish the bastard luck, because he�s gonna need it.�
�I guess congratulations are in order, then,� Brian smiled.
�What do you mean?� �I suspect your alimony payments will be ending soon.�
A broad smile formed on Michael�s face.� �Not soon enough.�
Michael was in his car when the sudden ring of the phone broke his concentration.� Figuring it was Annie, he answered it before the second ring.
�Hey babe,� he purred into the phone.
�Sorry to disappoint you,� Beth corrected him.
Michael�s heart sank to his feet.� �What�s up?�
�The new custody papers are ready.� Do you want them?�
�Of course I do.� I can be there in about twenty minutes.�
�Sounds good.�
His phone was ringing again before he had a chance to put it away.� This time it was Annie.
�Hi,� she said.
�You have no idea how good it is to hear your voice,� he said.
�We need to talk.�
�I know.� I�ll be flying back this afternoon.�
�Okay.� I�ll see you then.�� And then the line went dead.
On the plane back to the Vineyard a weird mixture of trepidation and excitement flowed through his body.� He hated how things were left between them, but he was also eager to share his good news about the custody agreement with her.� He ran his hands down the length of his thighs, trying to wipe the dampness from his palms.� They had a lot to talk about and he was anxious to get it done.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 

The wind was cold and sharp as it rippled across the incoming tide.� Annie shivered and pulled the coat collar up against her neck.� �A few more minutes,� she thought, as the disappearing sun began its sullen descent from the early fall sky.� She mournfully wondered when she would be back to the island to see another sunset.
Behind her she heard the crunch of car tires in the driveway and the slam of a car door.� Without looking, she knew it was Michael.� Her back stiffened at the thought of seeing him and she squeezed her eyes tight, visualizing his approach.
In her mind, she saw his tall, dark image pass between the sand dunes and the wind pushing his hair off his broad shoulders.� Then she hard the clomp of his boots as he made his way down the wooden boat pier.� She could clearly imagine the heavy swagger of his hips; his long legs encased in tight jeans, and an unzipped biker jacket flapping in the breeze.� She felt the thud of his suitcase hit the dock a few feet behind her and quickly wiped the tears that bit at her cheeks.� Deep furrows of frustration creased her forehead.� Her body instinctively wanted to turn around and greet him, but her strong will kept her gaze pointed toward the endless ocean.
�Hi, Annie,� he said in a composed voice.
She turned to face him and offered a weak smile.� �Hi.�
His eyes were full of emotion.� �I�m sorry.� I never meant to hurt you by not telling you about Lacey.�
Again she smiled weakly.� �I know.� But by not telling me, you made it harder than it has to be.�
�I know, I know,� he replied, his gaze dropping to the dock.
�I called Taylor and told her about you and me being married.� I asked if that was going to be a problem for Lacey.�
�And?�
Annie shook her head.� �She says she doubts Lacey will have a problem.�
�I didn�t think it would be.� It was a long time ago.�
�Taylor said she�d talk to Lacey for me but I�ll still have to deal with the initial awkwardness when I get there.�� Annie turned back to the ocean.� �All of this could have been avoided had you been honest with me.� It�s that simple.�
�I should have said something immediately, but I was afraid my past relationship with Lacey would effect your decision to work with them and I didn�t want that to matter.�
�They want me in New York to start work,� she stated, turning toward him again.
�Good.� I�ll fly down with you.�
�No.� I need to deal with this by myself.� The last thing I need is for you to make an already awkward situation worse by being there.�
With her stride full of determination, she headed for the house.
Michael grabbed his suitcase and followed.� Inside, he dropped his bag on the floor and tossed his coat onto a chair.� His eyes watched Annie disappear into their bedroom.� His hands balled into nervous fists.
A few feet from the door Michael stopped in his tracks.� Neatly lined up against the wall were two packed suitcases and a small backpack.� He stomach began to knot.� Something didn�t feel right.
�Annie, what�s going on?� he asked.
�I have a plane to catch in a couple of hours for New York.�
�I thought you said you wanted to talk.�
�And we did.� Now I need to go to New York and iron things out with Lacey.� Once I get settled, I�ll call you.�
�Annie, I don�t like the feel of this.� It�s like you�re leaving me.�
She stood in front of him.� �I�m not leaving you.� But I do need some more time to process everything that�s happened over the last few days.� I�m still struggling to come to terms with it.� So let me go fix this and I will call you in a few days.� Okay?�
They rode in silence to the airport.� A thousand times he started to speak then changed his mind.� It all seemed pointless.� Annie sat beside him, silent too, lost in her own thoughts.
He found an empty parking spot near the terminal and brought the jeep to a halt, then cut the engine.
�What time does your flight leave?� he asked flatly.
She glanced at her watch.� �Not for another hour but you don�t have to wait.�
�I don�t mind,� he replied.
An empty stillness hung between them.� Michael stared blankly out at the tarmac.� From the corner of his eye he could see Annie fidget in her seat.
�Michael, I just need some time.� Is that okay?�
�It�s all right,� he replied softly.
She could hear the hurt in his voice and reached out, nervously touching his thigh.� His eyes dropped to his thigh and then placed his hand on top of hers.� �Take all the time you want,� he said, his eyes drifting up to meet hers.� �I�m not going anywhere.�
Another awkward pause fell between them and Annie glanced at her watch.� �Well, I guess I better go inside and let them know I�m here,� she said, stepping out of the jeep.� Michael pulled her luggage out of the back and set it on the curb, then signaled for a porter to come and collect it.
�I�ll be staying at Taylor�s apartment,� she said.� �I�ll call you when I get there.�
�I�d like that.�
She smiled weakly and then turned to leave.� Michael reached out and caught her hand by the fingertips.� �Come here,� he said, pulling her softly against his chest in an intimate embrace.� Her face fell easily into the bend of his neck.� Closing his eyes, he inhaled deeply, drawing her sweet scent into his lungs as if he may never get the chance to do so again.� Despair tugged at his heart.� Her departing felt permanent and it killed him inside.
�I love you,� he sighed.� �Distance and time won�t change that, Annie.�

The next few days were filled with great highs but without having Michael to share them with, the victories were empty.� Most importantly, she and Lacey took advantage of the time and openly talked about Michael.� In the end, she felt comfortable with Lacey's history with him.� It was as Michael had said, a friendship with benefits and nothing more.
In a moment of clarity, Annie decided to share the secret she had been harboring for the last week.� It was a secret she had wanted to tell Michael before she left, but their fight had distracted her and she changed her mind.� Now, feeling the need to reveal it, she blurted it to Lacey.
�I�m pregnant.�
�What?� Lacey asked, nearly falling off the couch.
Annie shrugged nervously.� �I took a home pregnancy test before I came here and it was positive.� Michael doesn�t know yet.�
�Can I ask why not?�
�It didn�t feel like the right time.� We were fighting before I left.� How could I drop a bomb on him like that, and then leave?�
�You have to tell him,� Lacey said.
�I know.� I've been thinking about that a lot lately.� I want him to know.�
Lacey shoved the cordless phone into Annie�s face and left the room.
Annie sat silent for several minutes, contemplating her words, then dialed the number for Michael�s cell phone before she changed her mind.� It was noon and she wondered if he�d be awake.� With each ring, her heart beat louder in her chest.� Finally, the phone was picked up.
�Yeah,� an agitated voice spoke to her.
�Brian, is that you?�
�Yeah, who�s this?� he asked.
�It�s me.� Annie.� Is Michael there?�
�Yeah, he�s sitting on the couch with the headphones on and his guitar twitching in his lap.� As if you�ve never seen him do that before!� I swear if that thing had a pussy, he�d be screwing it.�
She laughed nervously, instantly getting a visual of Michael in her mind.
�Annie, I want to apologize for our last conversation.� The last thing I wanted to do��
�Brian, don�t worry about it.� I�ve fixed the situation and we�re all comfortable with the history.� No harm done.� Seriously.�
�You have no idea how bad I felt.�
�No problem.� Forget about it.� she exhaled.� �Are you two working on new material?�
�Always.� I came over a few days ago with my keyboard.� How�s New York?�
�Great, but very tiring.�
�Welcome to the big leagues.�
There was a silent pause in the conversation and Annie could hear the familiar twang of Michael�s guitar in the background.� �How is Michael?� she tentatively asked.
�Lonely.�� Silence fell again.� �He�s feeling pretty bad about your fight.�
�Me too.�
�Do you still love him?�
�Of course I do.�
�Then nothing else matters.�
�You�re right.�
�In matters of the heart, my dear, I�m always right,� Brian�s voice cackled, and with that comment, his five minutes of serious conversation had come to a quick end.� �Would you like to talk to him?� I�m assuming you didn�t call to talk to me.� Then again, maybe you did.�
�Yes, Brian, please put him on the phone.�
�Okay,� he replied.� �Hey, dickhead.� Your wife is on the phone,� he yelled at Michael.
A few seconds later Michael was on the phone.� �Hey.�
Annie shivered when she heard his voice, soft and smooth like satin.� �Hi, it�s me.�
�How�s New York?� he asked, getting up off the couch and going into his bedroom for privacy.
�It�s been a real challenge, but I love it,� she replied.� She curled up on a chair with her feet tucked beneath her and got comfortable.� �I�m exhausted from the practice schedule.�
�You�ll get used to it.� Are they still using that old warehouse for practice?� he asked, sprawling out on the bed.
�Yep, and it has several holes in the roof now.� It�s disgusting, but the acoustics are great.�
�Some things never change.�
�We played our first club gig the other night, down in the Village.� The gig was booked last minute, otherwise I would have told you about it.� A total surprise to the people that were there but they loved us.�
He could hear the excitement in her voice and smiled.� �That sounds great, Annie.� I�m glad it�s working out for you.�
�I like it much better than playing with my old band but I�d never tell them that.�
�It�s all about chemistry.�
A deafening silence floated between them.� Then Annie spoke.� �I�m sorry I haven�t called since the night I got here but I guess I wasn�t ready.�
�I wanted to call you but I also knew how much you needed the space.�
�I appreciate that.�
Another long pause and Annie�s palms began to sweat against the phone.� �I�ve spent a lot of time talking to Lacey this week.�
�Oh, great,� he sighed.
�No, it was good.� I had questions and she was really cool about it.� Everything is okay now.� I�m comfortable with it and so is she.�
�I�m glad to hear that.�
�I was wondering if we could get together this weekend and talk.� I have something that I really need to tell you.� I wanted to tell you before I left for New York but the timing wasn�t right.�
�Sounds intriguing.� Do you want me to come to New York?� he asked, feeling hopeful.
�Actually, I was thinking of flying up to see you, if that would be okay.� Taylor didn�t schedule practice on Friday, so I�ll be done tomorrow night.�
�Okay.� Sounds good.�
�Michael?�
�Yeah?�
�I really miss you.�
He closed his eyes and grinned, feeling relief washing over him.� �I�m glad to hear it, Annie.� I miss you too.�
�I�ll see you on Friday.�
�I�ll be here.�
Michael walked out into the living room with a smile a mile wide.� Brian noticed it and let out a loud catcall while clapping his hands above his head.
�Looks like it was good news,� Brian said.
�She wants to fly back here on Friday and spend the weekend so we can talk,� he said, flopping onto the couch and reaching for his guitar.� The smile was still frozen on his face.
�Friday is two days away,� Brian commented.
�I know.�
�You�re not going to wait until Friday, are you?� Brian asked, already knowing the answer.
�Nope.�
�Would you like to share a taxi to the airport?�
Both men broke out in laughter.
�You read my mind,� Michael smiled.
�I�ll call the pilot and have him meet us at the airport,� Brian suggested, already packing his things into his empty duffel bag.� �We�ll have him fly me back to Boston first, then take you on to New York.�
�Fine.� Let�s do it.�
The Lear jet received clearance from Martha�s Vineyard air traffic control tower and quickly taxied down the airstrip bound for Boston.� Michael and Brian were the plane�s only passengers.� It was nothing out of the ordinary for them.� They had logged enough frequent-flyer miles to bankrupt any commercial airline.
�I think the apartment in New York is empty, if you want to use it,� Brian commented, referring to the two-bedroom apartment the band collectively owned.
The apartment overlooked Central Park and was near the old Brownstone building where John Lennon had been murdered.� It was small and sparse, but very convenient for their many unscheduled visits to the city.� The accountant for the band had decided many years ago that owning an apartment was cheaper and safer in the long run than the costly room service charges at the downtown hotels in the city.
�I�ll see how it goes,� Michael replied, staring out the plane window at the tiny lights in the distance.
�Well, let me know what happens,� Brian instructed, as he departed the jet in Boston.� When the door to the jet closed, Michael found himself alone for the first time in days.
Michael had a limousine waiting at Kennedy International Airport and immediately headed to the warehouse where Lace was rehearsing.� He waited an hour outside in the car until he noticed a few people begin to exit the building, then he stepped out of the car and leaned against the door.� With his hands buried deep in his pockets, legs stretched out in front of him and crossed at the ankle, he kept vigil for any sign of Annie.
Lacey came into view first and quickly disappeared in a small sports car, never noticing Michael.� Taylor and Annie came out next and were half way across the parking lot when Taylor spotted the shiny limousine parked off to the side.
�Looks like you�ve got company,� Taylor said to Annie, motioning toward the long black car.
Annie stopped and peered off into the darkness.� Her heart suddenly coming to life in her chest.� The man leaning against the car came from the shadows and began to walk toward her.� The dark hair and earthy swagger were all too familiar.� Annie smiled and bit her bottom lip.
�Hey Taylor, how�s it going?� Michael asked, smiling nervously.
�Still as handsome as ever, I see,� she commented.
He shrugged, turning his eyes to Annie.� Suddenly Taylor felt like an intruder.
�Well, I�ll leave you two alone,� Taylor said awkwardly and walked toward her car.
�See you later,� Annie called to her.
�I won�t wait up,� Taylor laughed.
And then they were alone.
�I couldn�t wait until Friday,� he spoke softly.� �I hope you�re not mad.�
�No.� I don�t mind at all,� she grinned.
He reached for her hand and squeezed it; cautious of every move he made.� For several nerve-wracking minutes they stood holding hands, then Annie stepped closer to him.� Gently, he pulled her against his chest and buried his face in her hair.
�I really missed you,� she sighed� �I�m glad you came.�
�Want to go for a ride?� he asked.
She smiled and nodded.
They ended up at the band apartment, curled comfortably on the couch in the living room.
�Are you still nervous about touring with Lace?� Michael asked.
�Yes.� I don�t suppose you�d have any words of advice for me?�
Michael nodded.� �Sure.� Best advice I can give is: never let the fans get too close.� Keep your offstage life as separate and private as possible.� The more the fans know about you the more they think they own you.�� He stretched his legs and set them on the coffee table.� �And never trust anyone out of the circle.�
�The circle?� she asked, confused.
�Actually, the circle consists of several different rings.� The center of it is you.� In the ring closest to the center are the people you can trust the most.� That would be me,� your band members, and maybe their immediate families.� The bigger the rings get, the less you confide in them.� Soon enough you�ll figure out where the boundaries are.�
�How?�
�You�ll know the first time you see something in print that you thought was said in confidence.� That is when you�ll know you stepped outside the circle.� It�s a hard lesson I learned a long time ago.� That�s why Thrust hates outsiders.� We�ve been burned too many times.�
�I�ve got so much to learn,� Annie sighed.
�If you want to learn, I�ll teach you everything I know.�
�Hmmm, I like the sound of that,� she giggled.
�I thought you might,� he said, his grin turning serious.� �I don�t want to downplay the obvious perks that come along with being in this business, Annie.� But, I won�t sugar-coat the drawbacks either.� I�m thankful every day that I�m still able to do what I love best and for the fans that continue to buy our records and go to our shows.� It�s for that reason alone that I allow them to get close to me at all.� I guess you could call it a love-hate relationship.�
Annie listened carefully to his words of wisdom and knew she had much to learn.� He was wise beyond his years and had managed to pack two lifetimes into his thirty-eight years.� It was hard not to stand in awe of what he had accomplished.� She felt so uneducated to the wicked ways of the world when she was with him.
�Too many people will fuck you over and not feel an ounce of guilt after they do it.� Management will sell your soul to make a buck off your name.� To them, you�re nothing but a name or a face.� They�re always looking to get something from you.� The fans would claw the skin off your body just to take home a scrap of your clothing as a souvenir or sell it online.� If you�re not careful, you will lose yourself in the process.�
�Wow, you�re really making me rethink signing with Lace.�
�I�m not trying to scare you.� But, maybe now you can understand why I�m so guarded and second-guessing anyone new I meet, wondering what they really want from me.�
They continued to talk until they both fell asleep.� Michael woke first and realized he was still fully dressed, with Annie sleeping contentedly on his chest.� He couldn�t help but smile as he stroked her tangled hair.� Slowly, she began to stir on top of him and her eyes opened.� Her clear blue eyes danced with life.
�Good morning,� he whispered.
�Hi,� she replied, sitting up on the couch.� �I don�t remember falling asleep.�
Michael laughed.� �You were snoring!�
�I was not!�
Annie moved about the apartment and grinned.� �How many houses and apartments do you actually own?�
�I don�t own this one, Annie; which is why I�ve never mentioned it.� The band owns it together.�
�I guess that explains the d�cor.�
�Why?� You don�t like it?� he laughed.
�Not exactly.�
�I�ll be sure to tell the decorator,� he joked, walking into the kitchen and opening the refrigerator.� �Are you hungry?�
Annie�s eyes were still busy scanning the walls and rooms, when she spotted a wall clock.� �Holy shit!� Is that the correct time?�
�Yeah, I suppose it is,� he answered.
�Oh no, I�m going to be late for practice,� she complained, trying to find her discarded shoes.
Thirty minutes later and after a quick stop at Starbuck�s for coffee and a muffin, they arrived back at the warehouse.
�Would you like to come in and watch?� she asked, jumping out of the limousine.
�Will it make you feel awkward?�
�I don't know, but I suppose we might as well get this reunion over with, right?�
They walked into the building, holding hands and sipping hot coffee.� Annie still had on the clothes from the previous night.� Taylor immediately took notice.
�Did you get lost last night?� she teased, giving Annie a quick head-to-toe glance.
�Nice to see you again, Taylor,� Michael smiled, slipping an arm around Annie�s waist.
A sound technician latched onto Annie and brought her over to test a new microphone.� Lacey appeared and spotted Michael.� He saw her coming, long legs and straight blond hair flailing in the breeze.� She was still amazingly pretty, in a young-girl-ish way.� Michael glanced at Annie who was still busy with the microphone issue and hoped she�d hurry back.� Exhaling heavily, he waited for the inevitable.
�Michael Wade,� Lacey smiled.� �It�s good to see you.�� She leaned in for a hug and kissed him on the cheek.
Annie watched with interest from the other side of the room but stayed her distance.
�You look great, Lacey.�
�I can tell you�re lying, but thanks,� she giggled.� �You�re still the handsome stud I remember.�
He squirmed uneasily.� Again his eyes flashed toward Annie.
�She�s a great person,� Lacey commented, noticing Michael�s attention shift again to his wife.� �You�re very lucky to have her.�
His eyes returned to Lacey and he smiled proudly.� �And, not a day goes by that I don�t acknowledge that fact,� he said.
Lacey sighed.� �I�m still looking for Mr. Wonderful, and its not easy.�
�I thought you got married?� he asked.
�I was, but the divorce proceedings lasted longer than the marriage.� It was almost as nasty as your divorce, but not quite.�
�Yeah, mine was definitely one for the records books,� he laughed.
Finally Annie appeared by Michael�s side and he relaxed.� Lacey�s eyes danced back and forth between them.� �You make a very attractive couple.� I can�t wait to see the babies you have,� Lacey teased, winking at Annie before she sauntered off to talk to Taylor.
Annie felt the blood drain from her face and hoped Michael didn�t ask questions.� He moved to a stool and pulled her between his spread thighs.� �Are you okay?� he asked, forcing her to look him in the eye.
�Yeah.� I�m fine.�
�You don�t look fine.�
�I�m still tired.�
�Hey, didn�t you two get enough of each other last night?� Taylor screamed from across the room.� �Come on, we�re already an hour late getting started.�
�Little do they know, we didn�t even kiss last night,� Annie sighed, turning to face her band mates.� �I better get to work.�
Michael tugged on her hand and pulled her back between his legs.� Then his hand slipped around her neck and pulled her against his mouth.� Annie melted into him, her hands moving around his waist, and everything around them faded.� His lips were so moist and pliable, she wanted to consume him where he stood but thought better of the idea.� Regretfully, she pulled herself away from him.
�We�ll have to finish that later,� she smiled, with her face flush and arousal making her unsteady on her feet.
�I�m going to hold you to that,� he smiled.
�Okay.�
She made her way through the sea of cables on the floor and toward her microphone stand.� Several hours later, the band finished practice and were making plans to patronize a few uptown city nightclubs.� Michael turned his attention to Annie.
�What do you want to do?� he asked, stroking the back of her head.
�I want to get out of the city,� she whispered.� �Can you take me back to the Vineyard?�
�Sounds good to me.� I�ll make the arrangements,� he replied, pulling out his cell phone to call the airport.
Annie slept against Michael�s chest for most of the flight back to the Vineyard until air turbulence woke her.� The co-pilot came back into their cabin and asked if they were all right, then warned them of the impending nor�easter headed for the island.� All departing flights would be canceled, once they landed.� Michael shrugged it off.� Nothing was going to ruin his weekend with Annie.
It was raining heavily when they landed in Edgartown and the wind was near gale force.� Michael slowly made his way through the back roads of Vineyard Haven toward his beach house.
�Michael, none of these houses have lights on,� Annie commented with a note of concern in her voice.
�I think the power is out,� he replied, carefully navigating the jeep down the treacherous dirt road to his house.
She peered out her window trying to see familiar landmarks though the thick milky fog and wind-blown torrents of rain.� �Will we be all right out here if the power is out?�
He pulled the jeep into the driveway and brought it to a stop.� �Annie, you�ve lived on this island how long?� Don�t tell me a little nor�easter scares you now?�
�I�ve never been on the water when one of these storms roared through,� she answered nervously.
He patted her on the thigh and smiled.� �We�ll be fine.� Grab your coat and we�ll make a dash for the door.�
In a flash Michael bolted from the jeep and ran to the door, unlocking it and tossing their bags inside the kitchen.� Annie was right on his heels with her coat hovering above her head in an effort to stay dry.
�Go dry off and I�ll get some wood to start a fire,� he suggested, and darted out the deck door to the woodbin.
Annie found a couple of candles and lit them, placing them around the kitchen and living room.� She jumped when the door flew open and Michael stumbled back inside with his arms loaded with heavy chunks of tree, his clothes drenched through to the skin.
�You�re soaking wet,� she said, her voice full of concern.
�I�ll change after I get the fire started,� he replied, as he sunk to his knees and loaded up the fireplace rack with wood.
When he finished, Annie handed him a towel to dry his hair.� He pulled off his shirt and hung it over a chair to dry and headed for the bedroom.� Annie took her shoes off and sat on the floor in front of the fire.� She closed her eyes and basked in the warmth of the flames.� The wind vibrated against the cottage, and rain and sand pelted against the glass, creating an eerie atmosphere.� A shiver rocketed through her body.
�Are you cold?� he asked, entering the living room, pulling on an old sweatshirt over his damp hair as he walked.
�No, not really.� But I�m relieved to be inside,� she replied shifting her position to make room for him to sit beside her.
Michael spun the couch around to face the fire and used its base to sit against on the floor.� Annie did the same.� Then he hung his arms over his bent knees and dropped his head back against he couch cushions, resting his eyes.� �The fire feels nice,� he said.
A long pause hung between them, as Annie contemplated her next statement.� She knew how she wanted the conversation to end, but finding the right words to begin made her nervous.
�You know, I realized this morning that we talked for hours last night but never discussed the two subjects I wanted to talk about the most,� she began.
He rolled his head to face her.� �I was happy just hearing the sound of your voice.�
She smiled and turned her eyes to the fire.� �The conversations I had with Lacey about you were very�therapeutic for me.� She helped me put a lot of things into perspective and suddenly, it all made sense.�
�What does that all mean, Annie?�
She studied his face, his eyes and the sensuous lines of his mouth.� Just looking at him made her heart pound harder and the bottom drop from her stomach.� In the flickering glow of the fire, his sleepy eyes danced with love.� He filled her soul with such an inner peace.� Everything around them faded into obscurity.� The only sound she could hear was his breathing.
She reached out and brushed a layer of drying hair off his brow, then slid her fingers down the bridge of his long nose and over his full lips.
�I guess what I�m trying to say is, you can�t change your past anymore than I can change mine.� Granted, my past isn�t quite as colorful as yours, but nonetheless, it�s done and over with.�
�So everything is okay?�
�Yeah.� But if you �omit� important information like that again��
�Annie, you don�t have to worry about that.�
�Okay, then let�s forget about it,� she said.� Nervously she wrung out her hands.� �There�s something else I need to share with you.� It�s something I found out just before I left for New York.�
�What is it?�
�Do you remember the night a couple of months ago we made that enormous bonfire on the beach?�
�Yeah,� he replied, wondering where she was leading the conversation.
�I helped you find the driftwood to burn and then together we watched it blaze for hours.�
�Yes.�
�I want you to think about that night for a moment,� Annie requested, searching his eyes for acknowledgment.� Slowly, Michael began to smile.
�Why are you smiling?� she asked.
�Because I�m remembering what we did beside the fire, on the blanket in the sand.� A spark shot out and burned my ass.�
�Yes, you�re right.
Tears quickly pooled in her eyes and collected on her eyelashes.� Then she took his hands and placed them on her lower belly.� �Michael, the fire isn�t the only thing we made that night.�
�What do you mean?�
�We made a baby.�
�You�re pregnant?�
�Yes.�
�Are you sure?�
�I had a blood test the day you arrived in New York and that confirmed it.� By my calculations, I�ll be due around April.�
Michael stood and ran his fingers through his hair.� �You�re really pregnant?� he asked again, staring at her on the floor in disbelief.
�Oh God!� You�re not happy.� She said, her shoulders slouching in regret.
�Happy?� Happy doesn�t even come close to describing how I�m feeling right now.� Come here,� he said, pulling her up against his body in a soft embrace.� �Having you in my life is a complete treasure.� You having my baby is the ultimate gift, Annie.�
He shook his head and kissed her mouth.� �I�m happy when room service doesn�t screw up my order.� You having my baby is way beyond being �happy�.�
His hands drifted down between their bodies and cupped her belly.� �You have no idea how happy I am right now, Annie.�
She slid her fingers around his neck and pulled his mouth to hers.� Their connection was hot like the flames in the fireplace that were beginning to burn through their clothing.
He made love to her that night on the floor beside the fire.� They took their time in an unhurried sweet surrender.� Their souls collided and coupled in a way that left them both speechless and awed by the perfection of their love.� When it was over, he held her close to his body, almost afraid to let her go.
�Are you all right?� he asked, noticing streaks of tears on her face.
She nodded and smiled, cuddling tighter against his lean body.
�Why are you crying?� Michael asked.
�Because I�ve never felt loved like this before, and now we have a baby on the way, it�s so perfect,� she answered, gazing into his clear blue eyes.
�I know exactly what you mean.�
He turned to her and combed his fingers through her hair.� �I want you to know I will be a great father to this baby.� I promise.�
She smiled proudly.� �I don�t doubt that for a minute.�

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 

Two weeks later, Annie was neck deep into plans for her first tour with Lace.� Michael contacted two of his own security people and called them into action.� He wasn�t taking any risks with the security force put in place by Lace�s management, especially with Annie being pregnant.� She was nervous enough without having to worry about the behind-the-scenes issues that plague every band tour.
The tour was set to begin in New York City.� It was �home turf� for Lace and where their biggest fan base was located.� On the other hand, Annie felt like an outsider.� She didn�t know anyone in New York and had no existing fans to speak of.
�Where would you rather kick off the tour?� Michael asked, as he watched Annie frantically pace the floor of the rehearsal studio.
�Anywhere but here, maybe in Worcester or even Boston, for that matter.� At least I�d know people there.�
Michael laughed and pulled her into a tight hug.� �Annie, Lace is too big a band to kick off a major tour in Worcester.� You should be happy about that.� They want to target their largest markets.� You have to remember, this is a business.�
�I know, I know.�� She spun around to face him.� �You�ll be there, right?�
He laughed again.� �Annie, I wouldn�t miss this for the world!�
Her shoulders relaxed.
�I�ve already talked to Brian and arranged our schedule so I can be here with you,� he said supportively.
Unbeknownst to Annie, Michael had made reservations for Gary, Buzz and Ivory to be in attendance, front row and center.� Even the members of Thrust were going to be there for the kick off of the tour.� It would all remain a surprise until Annie took the stage.
The first concert was set for the Saturday after Thanksgiving.� A few days before the show, Taylor entered the hospital and had the heart surgery necessary to prolong her life.� The operation proved successful, but Taylor would remain in the hospital for weeks before heading home for several more months of recuperation.� Lacey had hoped by spring, Taylor would be able to return to the rigors of performing with the band.
With Taylor safely out of surgery, Lacey and Annie pulled together the final details of the New York concert.� Annie�s stomach was in such a knot on Thanksgiving Day, that she wasn�t able to eat a thing.� Michael even dragged her to the Macy�s Thanksgiving Day parade just to try and keep her mind off the concert.� Nothing seemed to work.
Showered and dressed hours before she had to be, Annie paced the floor to their Trump Tower hotel suite, waiting for the arrival of the limousine.� After changing into three different outfits, she had decided to go with the short, black satin skirt with a very fitted double-breasted sleeveless tuxedo coat with white collar and accents.� Her arms were encased in long black opera gloves and thigh-high black leather boots adorned her legs.� A professional hair stylist and makeup artist had been by earlier to put the finishing touches on her.� They had piled her hair in a tight French twist on her head and applied make-up that made her positively glow.� The last detail was jewelry.� Without a second thought, she selected the diamond necklace and earring set that Michael had given her back in June.
He came out of the bathroom adjusting a white silk tie around his neck.� He was dressed in an informal Armani double-breasted black suit coat with tight leather pants and black silk shirt.� His thick curls spilled over his shoulders and his face was freshly-shaven.
�So, what do you think?� he asked, searching for a compliment.
Annie was busy staring out the hotel window down at the city traffic below.� �I think we�re going to be late,� she complained, missing the meaning of his question completely.
He joined her at the window and slid an arm around her while consulting his watch for the time.� �You�ve got two hours before show time.� Relax.� The limo will be here soon.�
�Oh God!� I think I�m going to throw up again,� she screamed, and ran for the bathroom.� Morning sickness had become an all-day affair for her and sapped her energy.
Michael shook his head and wondered if the tour was going to be too much for her now that she was pregnant.� Maybe she�d relax a bit after she saw Lacey and the other guys in the band, he hoped.� A smile slid across his face as he remembered the surprise guests he had waiting for her in the front row of the Music Hall.� If nothing else worked, they would calm down her nerves.
Annie appeared from the bathroom, her face pasty white and her eyes brimming with tears.
�You look beautiful, babe,� he commented.
�You�re full of shit.�
Before Michael could say another word, the phone rang, interrupting his thoughts.� It was Bull calling from the limousine to let them know he was on his way up to the room.
�Okay, I�ll see you in a few minutes,� Michael said, and placed the phone back in its cradle.
�Who was that?� Annie asked.
�Bull is on his way up.� They arrived at the Music Hall on time and Annie quickly disappeared into the back dressing room.� Lacey was already there, applying fresh lipstick in the mirror.� Michael stayed his distance and chatted with Bull by the door.� He knew from his own experience what Annie really needed to do was warm-up her voice and go over the song sets with her band.� Every band had their own pre-show routines to go through and anyone in the business knew never to interfere with it.
Several reporters arrived, sniffing around the dressing room, trying to get copy for the latest music publications.� Bull and his assistant kept them all at bay.� �No pre-show interviews tonight, boys,� Bull kept repeating over and over.
Tonight Lace was the solo act and would perform for two hours.� The following week, they would be the opening act for Crosby, Stills and Nash and zig-zag their way across the country, ending an eight-week tour in California.� Most of the venues would be small theaters and music halls.� Tonight the show was sold-out.
�Ten minutes, everyone,� the stage manager announced, sticking his head into Annie�s dressing room.
She squeezed Michael�s hand.� Her eyes reflected the horror sweeping through her body.
�Listen,� he said, grabbing her face gently with his hand.� �I want you to focus on the first song only.� Don�t think of the whole set, just that first song.� That�s it.� The rest will come naturally once you hit the stage.� Okay?�
Annie nodded her head and quickly wiped the tears from her cheeks.� �I don�t know if I can do this,� she whispered.
He kissed her lips.� �I know you can do this.� I've seen you do it many times before.�
�Not like this,� she protested.
�You�ll be fine, I promise.�
�Where will you be?�
�Right behind the curtain,� he reassured.
The stage manager returned and said it was time.� Bull, his assistant, and two other security guards began the slow procession with the band toward the stage area.� Michael grabbed Lacey by the arm and stopped her.
�Keep an eye on her.� I�m worried she may crack when she gets out there.�
Lacey smiled and patted him on the cheek.� �She�s a professional, right?� When she feels the heat from the lights and hears the crowd, everything will fall into place.�
He nodded nervously.� �Yeah.� You�re right.�
The procession stopped by the stage stairs and waited for the introduction of the band.� Then came the stomping and then the cheers.� Michael smiled broadly at Annie and winked.
�Okay, take your places,� the stage manager directed.
One last kiss on the lips and Michael sent a terrified Annie on her way.� �Have fun,� he shouted.� �I�ll be right here.�
The lights came up, instruments were strapped on and the bass drum began an intro beat that the rest of the band quickly jumped on.� Lacey looked over at Annie and nodded, counting off a one, two, three count.� Then together they began the opening song of the night.� It was an old Lace standard.� Every fan in the audience knew the words to it and sang along.� The crowd immediately rose to their feet and roared their appreciation.� Annie was gone, lost in a sea of adulation.� All Michael could do was smile with pride.
�Hey, how�s it going?� Brian asked, jabbing Michael in the ribs.
Michael turned around and saw all his band mates standing beside Brian.� �Thanks for coming, guys.�
�We wouldn�t have missed this,� they all replied.
After the third song, Annie peeled off her long opera gloves in a slow seductive way that had every man in the theater howling catcalls.� She swung them over her head and tossed them into the audience.
�Hmmm, the girl might have missed her true calling,� Brian chuckled in Michael�s ear.� �She�d make a great pole dancer.�
�Only for me,� Michael replied with confidence.� Inside, he was overflowing with happiness that it would be him that had the privilege to take her home that night and every night to follow.
Annie came to the side stage and took another guitar from the technician.� Then before heading back to center stage, she stopped and gave Michael a quick kiss.
�You�re doing great, babe,� Michael reassured.
�You�re on fire,� Brian added.
Annie couldn�t hide the smile that ebbed across her face when she noticed all the guys in Michael�s band standing with him behind the curtain.� She was amazed they had all thought enough of her to come see her opening night show.� She gave them all a wave and mouthed the words �thank you for coming�.� Then she ran back to take her place beside Lacey.� Annie plugged into her guitar amp and dragged her fingers loosely across the strings sending a shrill twang out into the crowd.
�Good evening people,� Lacey began.� �I�d like to take a minute to introduce someone special.� Standing beside me and singing her pretty little ass off for you tonight is Annie Logan!�
Annie waved to the audience and was nearly blown away from the noise they were creating in her honor.
�Way to go, Annie!� A voice screamed at her from the front row.� Annie�s eyes instinctively followed the voice and stopped dead center, in the first row of seats behind a burly row of security guards.� Then one by one, she spotted Gary, Buzz and Ivory waving back at her.� Tears quickly filled her eyes as she waved back at them.� Then her attention shifted to Michael.� Touching her heart and blowing him a kiss, she thanked him.
�Annie has been kind enough to fill in for Taylor while she is recuperating after her recent surgery,� Lacey announced to the audience. �Taylor is doing fine and she thanks you for all your cards and well-wishes you�ve been sending to her.� She�ll be back as soon as she can, but, until then, Annie is going to rock your worlds!�
Like a cannon ball being launched into the sky, Lace, catapulted into their fourth song.� Annie gave everything she had and then some.� No one was more pleased than Michael.� Like a proud teacher witnessing the awakening of his best student, he reveled in her success.� When it was over, he was the first to congratulate her triumph.
The back stage dressing room was over flowing with photographers, reporters, family and friends.� The congratulatory sentiments were overwhelming to Annie.� It was something she had never experienced before and she was unsure of how to handle the attention.� An hour into the meet and greet session, Michael stopped the endless procession into the room.� Then he invited her friends back to their hotel suite for an after-party in her honor.
Michael had three limousines waiting to take them and their guests back to their hotel suite for the party.� Michael and Annie rode alone in one limo, while the other two vehicles transported their guests.
Annie sighed loudly as soon as the door of the car closed, blocking out the noise of the busy city street.� Finally, they were alone.� She rested her head back against the cool leather seat.
�Wow,� she exclaimed.� �Never in a million years did I think performing before a live audience could feel like that!�
He smiled and pulled her hand up to his lips and kissed the back of her knuckles.� �You were amazing, babe.� Every man in the hall was begging to take you home.� And, here you sit with me.� I feel like the luckiest man in the world.�
Annie rolled her head to the side and gazed dreamily into the warmth of his eyes.� �I can�t thank you enough for everything you have done for me leading up to this night,� she sighed, stroking the side of his smooth face.� �Your patience and understanding was so comforting.� I know I could not have gone out there tonight if it weren�t for you.�
�You�re giving me too much credit, Annie.� Tonight was something you worked your ass off for, and it showed.� Everyone loved you and I love you too.�
She slid closer and kissed him lightly on the mouth.� �I also want to thank you for inviting my White Rush guys.� It meant the world to me to look out and see their familiar faces smiling up at me from the front row.�
His mouth descended upon hers again and held it firmly, his tongue darting out to tease.� �Did I mention how hot you looked on stage tonight?� he asked, sliding his long fingers up the inside of her thigh and under her satin skirt.� His hand stopped when it felt her heat.
She grinned and pulled him down on top of her in the seat.� �Have you ever done it in the backseat of a limo?� she asked coyly.
�You won�t want to hear the answer to that question,� he smiled.
�Nothing is sacred to you, is it?� she teased.
�Besides, you don�t want to miss your opening night party, do you?�
�No, I suppose you�re right,� Annie sighed with regret.
Michael sat up and patted her on the leg.� Then pulled his cell phone from his pocket, calling the hotel kitchen to have a light buffet sent up to their suite.
Everyone arrived at once and Annie took the elevator with Gary, Buzz and Ivory.� Where are you staying?� she asked.
�Mike booked us rooms right here with you.� We�re only a few floors below you,� Buzz replied.
Annie turned to face Michael.� �You booked them rooms, too?�
�He took care of all the arrangements,� Ivory added.� �All we had to do was show up at the airport.�
�First class, all the way,� Gary added.
Annie squeezed Michael�s hand.� �He�s too good to me,� she replied, never removing her eyes from him.
Once inside their hotel suite, Annie made a mad dash for the bedroom to change out of the confines of her stage outfit and into the comfort of her jeans.� When she returned, Buzz and Ivory were waiting.
�Annie, we can�t tell you how proud we were to see you in action tonight,� Buzz remarked, leaning in to give her an affectionate kiss on the cheek.
�Yeah, it couldn�t have happened to a more deserving person,� Ivory chimed.
�Thanks guys.� It means a lot coming from the two of you, it really does.� And I can�t thank you enough for coming tonight.� she replied.
�Hey!� Anytime Mike wants to foot the bill, we�ll come and see you,� Buzz laughed.� �I guess it pays to have a rich husband!�
Annie rolled her eyes and smiled endlessly.� �What can I say, it�s not like I stalked him.� It just sort of happened.�
�Hey, don�t apologize to us.� We couldn�t be happier for you,� Ivory answered.
�Years from now, Ivory and I can say we were witnesses to the first sparks flying between you two.� Remember that?� We were at Sir Morgan�s Cove and Michael breezed in and shook your hand.� Now, you�re married to him and expecting a baby,� Buzz said with a laugh.� �We�re thrilled for both of you.�
They continued making small talk until Gary appeared beside Annie.� Buzz and Ivory made a quick exit and went to mingle with Brian and the rest of Thrust, whom had just arrived.
Gary stood uneasily beside Annie, nervously sipping his drink, until Annie opened the conversation.
�Hi Gary.� It�s been a long time,� she said.
�Yeah, too long.� You look amazing,� he replied, noticing how beautiful she was.
�Thanks.� So, what did you think of the show tonight?�
Gary smiled from ear to ear.� �First, let me say how shocked I was to get a personal invitation from Mike to come to this.� As for your performance, you took my breath away,� he said touching his chest.� �It made me realize how right Mike was when he said you should be lead singer and center-stage.� You were born for the stage, Annie,� he said with a sigh, and feeling a hint of regret she was gone from his life.
Annie�s eyes filled with tears as she suddenly threw her arms around Gary�s neck.� �You have no idea how much that means to hear you say that,� she whispered in his ear.� �And I�m very glad you came to the show.�
�What�s this I hear about you and Wade expecting a baby?� he asked, trying to lighten the mood.
�Yes, it�s true,� she answered.� I�m due in April.�
Gary squeezed her hand and forced a smile onto his face.� �I�m happy you found someone that loves you the way you deserve to be loved.� And I can tell he truly loves you, Annie.� It�s obvious every time he looks at you.�
Annie started to cry and wiped at her cheeks.
�I didn�t mean to make you cry, Annie.� I guess in my own way, I�m saying I�m sorry for all the crap I gave you both in the beginning and helping you disappear.� I have no excuses for my behavior except to say it scared the hell out of me when I saw you together and so happy.� Something inside told me he was �the one� and I had lost you forever.� I had never felt that before Mike entered your life.� Until then, I honestly thought eventually we�d get back together.�
Annie shifted uneasily.� �It�s all in the past, Gary.� Forget about it,� she answered softly, searching the room for Michael.
�I know, but it�s important to me that you hear me say that and I couldn�t be happier about the baby.� You�re both going to make great parents.�
Annie smiled through her tears.� �Are you still playing in a band?� she asked, trying to change the subject.
�No.� I�m working as a booking agent for a couple of clubs in the Worcester area.� That keeps me pretty busy.�
Michael came up behind Annie and slid a welcome arm around her waist.� �Hey Gary.� I�m glad you decided to come tonight,� he said, extending a hand for him to shake.
�I wouldn�t have missed it for the world,� he answered.� �Thanks again for inviting me.� In spite of all the trouble I caused, I�m not sure I deserved it.�
�Forget about it,� Michael said.
The party went on until the early hours of the morning.� Annie let out a long sigh after the door closed for the last time, letting Brian out into the hallway.� Finally, they were alone.
�I should pick up,� Annie commented, surveying the cluttered room.� Exhaustion was written all over her face.
A low chuckle escaped from Michael�s mouth, as he pulled her tired body against his chest.� �Annie, that is what housekeeping is for.� They�ll pick up after we check-out tomorrow.� Come.� You and our baby are going to bed,� he said, and led her into the bedroom.

A month on the road was beginning to take a heavy toll on Annie and her growing baby.� Unaccustomed to the constant travel, living out of a suitcase and eating nothing but room service was proving to be too much.
Yes, she was the opening act for the band, Crosby, Stills and Nash but she hadn�t even met them all.� She had managed a short visit with Graham Nash and passed Steven Stills in the hallway, but that was it.� After one show, she had walked into her dressing room and found Michael swapping war stories from the old days with David Crosby.� Michael quickly introduced her to David, who smiled politely, but then continued to laugh it up with Michael, as if she were invisible.
The tour didn�t hold the glamour she had expected it to.� The travel was exciting but tedious.� After each show she would beg to be taken back to the hotel and fall into bed, sleeping hours straight, only to wake feeling more tired than when she had gone to bed.� She was still suffering through the occasional bout of morning sickness and circles had begun to appear beneath her eyes.� Michael didn�t like what he was seeing and voiced his concern with Lacey.� It was obvious the entire band needed a break - especially Annie.
�After tonight we have three weeks off for Christmas and New Years.� That is the best I can do for her,� Lacey said to Michael.
The holiday break couldn�t have come soon enough for them.� Annie and Michael spent their first Christmas and New Years Eve together as a married couple and surrounded themselves with family and friends.� It was a welcome relief to both of them.� They formally announced Annie�s pregnancy and embraced the joy everyone showered upon them.� It was a great time for all and the happiest Annie could remember.
But all too quickly her tour resumed and Michael�s scheduled time in the recording studio was closing in on them.� As the days grew closer to his departure with Brian and the band, Annie noticed his mood swings begin.� He was becoming
short-tempered and reclusive.� When he left, their contact for the next three weeks would be limited to the phone only.

The recording sessions took Michael and his band to San Francisco.� They stayed in an old two-story motel beside the studio.� Years ago the band had dubbed this place as, �The No-Tell-Motel�.� The motel was on the outskirts of the city, nothing fancy, but it�s close proximity to the recording studio made it desirable for their session schedules.� The rooms were sparse, consisting of two double-beds, table and two chairs and a television that was probably as old as the motel.� This was a place Thrust had stayed on many occasions in the past while recording but not one Michael remembered with fondness.
�What�s the matter, Michael?� You seem so down,� Annie asked during one of their many long phone conversations.
�Nothing really,� he sighed.� I guess I�m tired and I miss you.�
�How�s Brian?�
�Screw him.�
Annie smiled.� She didn�t have to question further, she already knew what Michael�s problem was.� �Is it that bad?�
�You have no idea.� This is the worst he�s ever been.� He�s acting like a little dictator, micro-managing everyone and everything.� I can�t take it.� In fact, if it weren�t for the other guys, I�d already be gone.�
�I�m sorry to hear that,� she said with sincerity.
�Wanna know the worst part?� he asked.
�What could be worse than that?�
�Me lying here and wanting you when you�re so far away.�
�Lonely?� Annie asked.
�More than you know.�
�Well, I�m sorry I can�t be there.�
�Me too and I won�t do it again either,� he replied.
�Do what?�
�These long separations.� They�re not healthy.�
�It�s less than a month.� We can handle that.�
�It�s too long for me, Annie.� It drives me crazy to wake up without you.�
His voice grew weak.� �It's been... difficult .�
Annie�s heart began to race.� She could hear the desperation in his voice.� His silence spoke as loudly as his words.� In the background, she could hear laughter and chatter.
�Your television is awfully loud,� she commented.
�It�s not turned on.�
�Then what�s all the noise I hear?� she asked.
�Brian is entertaining in his room - again,� he answered begrudgingly.
�Ohh.�
�So, how�s our baby doing?� he asked, trying to change the subject.
� She's doing great; very active, kicking me all the time.�
He sighed loudly.� �I wish I could be there with you, babe.� I hate the fact that I�m missing this.�
�Don�t worry about it.� You�ll have plenty of time before the baby is born to be a part of everything.�
�I still feel bad.�
�I�m getting so fat, Michael.� You won�t recognize me.� And I still have two months to go!�
�I bet you�re sexy as hell,� he said, his voice low and seductive.
Annie giggled loudly.� �I sincerely doubt that!�
�Do you really think it�s a girl?� he asked, rolling over onto his back and staring at the stained ceiling.
�Yeah, I do.� And if it is a little girl, I'd like to name her Sammi,� her voice trailed off.
�I think that would be a really nice tribute, Annie.�
By the end of the conversation, Annie made a mental note to make arrangements on her next day off to make a surprise visit to Michael.� She only wished she could make it happen sooner.� She could tell with each passing day that Michael�s moods were growing darker.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 

Michael dialed Annie�s phone number and was somewhat relieved when she didn�t answer.� After the argument he had with Brian earlier, it was probably best he didn�t speak to anyone for fear he might say something he would regret later.
Just after midnight he heard a knock at his door.� Thinking it was Brian, he ignored the first several bangs.� When the visitor showed no signs of disappearing, he decided to see who it was.
She was a groupie by the name of Jill, standing beneath the overhead light of the second floor balcony and looking like she�d lost her puppy.� Jill was well known to everyone in the band and their road crew.� At one point, she traveled with them as their professional massage therapist.� She was dark-haired, older than her face or body revealed and always had a smile to share.
�Hey, Jill.� How are you doing?� he asked, swinging the door open only wide enough for his body to fill.
�I�m doing good, Mike.� Where�s Brian tonight?� He told me to meet him here at midnight and he�s not answering his door.�
�I think he already left.� His room has been quiet for a few hours.� Why don�t you leave a note on his door or something,� he suggested, wanting to end their conversation.
�Would you mind if I waited in there with you?� I mean, I�m sure he�ll be back soon, right?�
�I don�t think that�s such a good idea, Jill.� I�m really tired and I�m not in the mood for company.�
Jill ran her fingers down his bare chest and smiled.� �What's the matter?� Worried I might jump your bones instead of Brian's?�
Before he could reply, Jill ducked beneath his extended arm on the door and entered the room.
�I promise I won�t stay long.� If he doesn�t show up soon, I�ll leave you alone.� Okay?�
Jill plunked herself down onto Michael�s bed and began clicking through the cable channels on the old motel�s television.� �Not much on tonight,� she commented.
He watched her from the door and rubbed his forehead.� The one time Brian decided to go out and Jill shows up, he thought, drifting across the room.� He sat at the table, purposely avoiding his bed and crossed his arms over his bare chest.
�So, what�s got you in such a rotten mood?� Jill asked.
�Life in general.�
�Rumor has it, you and Brian are at each other�s throats again.� Is that true?�
�Where do you hear this shit?� he asked, annoyed by her bluntness.
�I have my sources,� she smiled with a shrug.
She was pretty in a girl-next-door kind of way, very natural, and always cut to the chase.� On another night he might have engaged her in conversation but tonight he simply wanted to be alone.
�Ah, Jill, I�m gonna be heading to bed soon, so I think you should leave.�
She stood and pushed her short skirt down with her hands and crossed the room toward him.� �I know what you need,� she said, as she stepped behind him and placed her hands onto his shoulders.
He recoiled at her touch instantly.� �Jill, I don�t know what you�ve got planned but I�m telling you right now, it ain�t gonna happen.�
�What?� All I�m doing is rubbing your shoulders.� Is that so bad?� she whispered beside his ear.
�Things are different now,� he mumbled, his rigid muscles going limp beneath her expert touch.
�How so?� she asked, her hot breath tickling his neck.
�I�m married.�
Jill giggled.� �That never slowed you down before,� she answered, her fingers drifting down onto his pectorals.� �Come lay down, Mike, and I�ll rub your back,� she instructed, taking him by the hand.
He offered little resistance, as his body betrayed what his heart knew was wrong.� She straddled his butt and began to work her magic on his tensed muscles.� Up and down his spine, her fingers moved until he was almost asleep.� He hardly noticed when she rolled him over and began the same manipulations on his chest and abdomen.
�After all these years, you�re still a very beautiful man,� Jill exhaled against his belly button, flicking her tongue through the darkened hairline that disappeared beneath the waistband of his jeans.
Before his brain registered the fact his pants had been unzipped, he was in her mouth.� �Hey, what the hell are you doing?� he stuttered, attempting to sit up.
�Relax, Michael,� she said, pressing her hand against his chest to push him back onto the mattress.� �This was always one of your favorites and judging by your quick response, I�d say it still is,� she laughed.
�Ah, shit,� he sighed, succumbing to the pleasure rippling through his body.
His mind blurred the reality and magnified the euphoria making his skin sweat.� The one thought he had was release, and when it came, it was quick and blissful, but Jill wasn�t done.� She slid her skirt above her hips and positioned herself over his groin.
Michael shook his head.� �Jill, come on.� Stop it!� I�m done.� Nothing personal but, I don�t want to screw you.�
She sat back onto his lap and tried to push him inside her body but he quickly flipped her off of his groin and sat upright.
�I told you, I�m married.�
�Tell that to your dick.�
He zipped his pants up and rolled onto his stomach.� How could he have let that happen, he thought?� Now he was no different than Brian, and the thought of that sickened him.� When Jill mentioned sleeping in the empty bed in his room, his brain didn�t even register her request.� He drifted off to sleep and woke just before noon then disappeared into the shower.
Jill was in the process of dressing when she heard the knock on the door.
�Can I help you?� she asked.
�Ah, I�m looking for someone but I think I must have the wrong room,� the pregnant woman said.� �I�m sorry to have bothered you.�
�Wait.� Who are you looking for?� Jill asked the striking blonde.
�Never mind.�
�Are you looking for Michael?�
�Yes, Michael Wade.�
�Come in.� He�s in the shower,� Jill stated, opening the door wider.� �You can wait if you want.� I�m on my way out.�
Jill glanced up from zipping her boot and saw tears trickling down the woman�s face.� �Are you okay?� What�s your name?�
�Annie.�
Jill�s eyes dropped to the woman�s belly.� �Is that Michael�s baby?�
Annie nodded and wiped at her cheeks.
Jill began to giggle.
�What the hell is so funny?� Annie asked, seeing no humor in the situation.
�A few hours ago, Michael was telling me he wasn�t a player anymore and now you show up, obviously very pregnant with his child.� I wonder what his wife must think.�
� I'm his wife!�
Jill stopped adjusting her clothing and spun around to face Annie.� �Oh shit!� I�m sorry.� I had no idea.� Really, I didn�t,� she babbled, slipping her purse over her shoulder.� �I thought maybe you were a jealous girlfriend or something.�
�Get the hell out of here!�
Michael came from the bathroom, freshly showered and shaved.� He pulled a clean t-shirt over his head and stepped into the bedroom area.� The curtains were still closed which made the place dark and quiet.� He hoped Jill was gone and reached down to finish zipping his jeans.� It was then that he smelt her perfume floating in the air and his heart immediately stopped.� Slowly, he lifted his head and saw her, almost cowering in the corner by the door.
�Annie?�
�You piece of shit,� she cried.� �How could you?�
His spine turned to liquid as he watched her reach for the doorknob.� �Annie, please don�t go.� Talk to me.�
�Fuck you!� I can�t believe I flew all the way up here to spend my day-off with you!� My God, I am such a fool.�
�No you�re not,� he answered, taking a few cautions steps toward her.
She turned the knob and flung open the door.� Instantly the room was flooded with sunshine.� Tears streamed down her face.� Her belly pouted with their growing baby, and yet, she looked like a child herself.
�You begged me to come up here and visit you.� Is this why?� Did you want me to catch you with her?� Did you want me to see this?�
He took a tentative step closer to her.� �It�s not what you think,� he said softly.
�I was a fool to think a marriage with you could work,� she said, her eyes locked onto him and filled with hate.
�Don�t say that, Annie.�
She studied his face with contempt.� This was the man that had slumbered in her arms professing his love and faithfulness.� He stood before her now with the scent of another woman still lingering on his skin.� Her stomach churned at the thought of it.
He moved closer and with each step he took, she backed away.
�Come back inside and we�ll talk,� he said quietly.� His eyes reflected apprehension, guilt, and dread.� She had never seen him appear more vulnerable and still she backed away.
Defiantly she shook her head.� �There is absolutely nothing you have to say right now that I want to hear.� You disgust me, Michael, and the thought of going anywhere with you makes me want to vomit.�� She turned on her heel and proceeded down the stairs to the parking lot.
�Annie!� Where are you going?� he called to her from the balcony.
�As far away from you as I can get!�
Annie quickly made her way to her rental car and headed back to the airport.� The flight back to Los Angeles was nothing more than a blur.� By the time she arrived at her hotel in Los Angeles, Michael had already left numerous phone messages at the front desk.
Inside her room, four dozen pink and white roses awaited her along with a simple note card that read: �I love you�.� She crumpled the card, called the front desk and demanded they stop taking his messages.
She felt queasy and dirty.� Her stomach churned with anger and morning sickness.� She darted into the bathroom and vomited.� When she was done, she sat on the edge of the tub.� Tears stung at her eyelids.� Exhaustion made her thoughts blur.
She tried to push the images of Michael and the girl from her head and lay on the bed.� A few hours later, Lacey was knocking at the door.
Annie sighed heavily and let her inside her room.
�Well, judging from all the flowers, I�d say your day with Michael was marvelous,� she teased, as she pressed her face into the fresh rose buds.
Without answering, Annie began to cry.
�My God, what happened?� Lacey asked, sitting on the bed beside Annie.� �Didn�t you see Michael?�
Annie nodded and wiped at her cheeks.
�Did you get into a fight?�
Annie continued to sob.
�Look, if you want to be alone, then I�ll leave, Annie.� But if you want to talk about it, I�m here to listen.�
Annie sighed loudly and walked to the window.� �I caught Michael with a girl,� she said, her voice no more than a whisper.
�Oh, Annie.� I�m so sorry,� Lacey consoled, as she slid an arm around her shoulder.� �Are you okay?�
�Yeah, I�ll be fine.� I mean, I should have known, considering the reputation he had when I met him.� I had heard rumors of him cheating after I had my accident, but he denied all of it then.� Seeing the truth for myself now is a completely different story.� But what really bothers me is, I truly believed he was a different man with me.� I thought he had changed.�
�Annie, I'd have to say 99% of the men in this business are cheating pigs.� On some level they think they're entitled because of who they are.�
Annie dropped her head.� �He says that he loves me, Lacey, and that he�s never felt that with anyone other than me.�
�I�m sure that�s all true.� But, I�m also willing to bet he believes what he does with other women has nothing to do with the relationship he shares with you.� Somehow they�re able to departmentalize it, keeping the relationships between the wives and the girlfriends separate.� Did you confront him about this?�
Annie forced a laugh.� �I called him a few choice names and left.� He wanted to talk but I didn�t want to.�
�Maybe you should talk to him, get it out in the open, so you can resolve it.�
Annie went back to the bed and lay down on top of the flowered quilt.� �I don�t think it would help.� When we got married, I only asked for two things from him, honesty and fidelity.� He�s failed at both.�
She rolled onto her side and faced Lacey.� �Truth is, I didn�t want to marry him.� I told him it wouldn�t work.� He�s been a player for too many years.� I�d be insane to think a man like that could change.� Now, here I am stuck in a situation that I don�t know how to get out of.� I love him so much, Lacey, but that obviously isn�t enough.� I don�t have the strength to play his games.� I�ve got to start thinking about my health and this baby.�
�You�re right about that, but I do think you should give him another chance before you go hiring a divorce lawyer.� At the very least, you need to talk it through.�
Annie shook her head.� �I�m not ready for that yet.� I need to put some space between us.�
�Well, the tour ends soon.� After that, you can head back to Boston or to the Vineyard with him and work on your relationship.�
Annie quickly shook her head.� �I�m not sure I want to go anywhere with him.� Maybe I�ll go back to New York and stay with Taylor.� I can take some time to figure out what I want to do.� Michael has several more weeks of recording left and I know he can�t leave those sessions, so I can take my time to sort through everything.�
�Yes, I suppose so, but sooner or later you know he will come looking for you.�
�Yes, I know.�
Over the next several days, Michael was relentless in his efforts to contact her, even flying to Los Angeles to see her.� Finally, Annie called Brian on his cell phone.
�Hello?�
�Brian, it�s Annie.�
�Are you looking for Mike?� I think he�s next door in his room.� I can get him for you, if you want.�
�No!� I don�t want to talk to him.�
�Okay,� he replied, shutting the door to his room, the angry texture to her voice unnerved him.� �What�s going on?�
�I want you to deliver a message for me,� Annie said, rage pitching her voice an octave.� �Tell him to to stop trying to contact me.� When and if I want to talk to him, he'll be the first to know!� In the meantime, if he doesn't leave me the hell alone, I'll have a restraining order slapped on his ass.�
�Jesus, Annie, what the fuck is going on?�
�You expect me to believe he hasn�t told you?� Get real, Brian.� I know how you two are!� One of you doesn�t piss without the other having to know about it.�
�Annie, I haven�t talked to Mike in about two days.� He told me he was sick and wouldn�t be able to record for a while.� So, even though it�s screwing up our schedule, I decided to leave him alone.� I figured he just needed a break or something.�
�Well, then, I guess you two have some catching up to do because Michael isn�t sick.� He�s been lying to you.�
�Then why don't you tell me what's going on.�
�Nope.� I�ll let him do the honors.� I�m sure he�ll make it sound much more colorful than I ever could.� Just deliver my message!�
Annie hung up the phone before Brian could respond.� Immediately, he went next door to Michael�s room and opened the door without bothering to knock.� Michael was stretched out on the bed, pillows propped up against the headboard, wearing nothing but a pair of worn jeans, aimlessly clicking through the television channels.
�Okay, asshole.� What the fuck did you do now?�
�Excuse me?� Michael asked, keeping his eyes on the television.
�Your wife just called me.�
Michael shut off the television and faced Brian.� �She called you?� he asked quietly.
Brian narrowed his eyes in anger.� �She asked me to deliver a message.�
�What did she say?�
�She said to stop trying to contact her or she�ll slap a restraining order against your ass.�
Michael�s eyes fell to his lap as he nodded in understanding.
�Care to tell me why she�s so pissed off?�
�No, not really,� Michael replied.
Brian sat in a chair across from the bed.� �I�m not leaving until you tell me,� he stated, folding his arms over his chest.
�It�s really none of your business.�
�When your wife starts calling me and asking me to deliver messages, it becomes my business.�
Michael tipped his head back against the wall.� �I fucked up.�
�How so?�
Michael lifted his head and turned toward Brian.� �She caught me with Jill the other night.�
Brian stepped toward the bed, hands on hips.� �You fucking idiot!� I ought to kick the shit out of you.� What the hell were you thinking?�
�I don�t know.� I was bored and the next thing I knew, Jill was knocking on my door.�
Brian paced the floor huffing angrily.� �You know, if I had what you have with Annie, the last thing I would be doing was Jill.� And the truly sad thing is, I bet this isn't the first time you've stepped out on her.� Am I right?�
�No, you�re wrong about that,� Michael answered quickly.� �Jill was the first and, not that it matters, it was only a blow job.�
�You�re a dickhead, man, and Annie would be smart to dump your stupid ass.� She obviously can�t handle this kind of shit so why would you risk losing her by doing it?� Need I remind you of the shower incident, and how she freaked after she found out about that?� For that reason alone, you should have kept your dick in your pants!�
�You�re not going to make me feel any worse than I already do.�� Michael shook his head.� �I don�t deserve her.�
�Grow up, Mike, before you lose the best thing that's ever happened to you.� And, for God's sake, leave her the hell alone until she cools off.� Let her make the next move, okay?� I really don't want to bail your ass out of jail.�
Brian walked to the door and slammed it behind him.
Two weeks passed, and Lace�s tour ended.� Annie flew back to New York and moved back into her old bedroom at the apartment Taylor had inherited upon the death of her grandmother.� The place was huge with four bedrooms and three bathrooms, far more space than one woman could occupy, so having Annie as a roommate was a gift.� Taylor welcomed the company, especially after her surgery.
But, not a day went by that Taylor didn�t remind Annie that her current living arrangement was temporary and she should call Michael.� And each day, Annie claimed she still wasn�t ready to talk to him.
�If he calls here, I�m not lying for you, Annie,� Taylor would scold.� �In fact, maybe I should call him myself and invite him over for dinner!�
�Just let me get settled,� Annie would reply in protest.
Annie knew she was putting off the inevitable and sooner than later she would have to address the situation with Michael.� As the weeks went by, her belly grew.� It would only be a matter of weeks until the baby came.� Then, what would she do?� At that point, she�d have to talk to him.
Although she hated to admit it, she did miss him.� The nights were so empty without him.� She ached to hear his voice, the sounds of his guitar echoing in the halls of their house, and smell the subtle scent of his cologne.� Her morning sickness was a distant memory now, and with one month left before her due-date, her body had swelled beyond her expectations.� She had wanted to share these body changes, but the thought of being with him was still too painful.
She knew all it would take was a phone call and he would come running.� The knowledge of that both terrified and excited her.� Soon enough, it would be time to face him and the reality of their future.
�What are you listening to?� Taylor asked, as she breezed into Annie�s bedroom.
�Oh, it�s a demo tape of my work.�� I keep adding to it from time to time.� Pretty soon I should have enough material for an album.�
�Really?� Can I listen to it?�
�I guess so, but be careful.� It�s the only copy I have and don�t expect sound studio quality either.� Most of it is just me and an acoustic guitar.�
Taylor took Annie�s demo tape into her bedroom and listened to it with a set of headphones over her ears.� She liked what she heard so much that she brought the audio tape to her record label and had one of the producers take a listen to it.
When the producer finished listening, the smile on his face said it all.� He agreed with Taylor.� There was definitely an album of material there.� Question was; when could they get Annie into the studio to record it.
Taylor returned to the apartment and found Annie resting in the living room.� She couldn�t wait to share the good news with her.� �I hope you�re not mad, Annie, but I took your demo tape to our record label and they loved your material,� Taylor announced with a brilliant smile.
�You did what?�
�They want to know when you can record, and they�re talking about signing you, too.�
�You can�t be serious.�
�Yes, yes!� I�m very serious,� Taylor said.
�A record deal?�
�Yes!� Now, when are you available to record?�
Annie�s face exploded into a magnificent smile then it quickly faded.� �Taylor, I don�t have the money to rent studio time and I�m not asking Michael for it.�
�Annie, don�t worry about the money.� I�ll take care of it for you.�
�That�s not necessary.� I�d want to pay for it myself,� Annie replied.
�Okay, then.� Call it a loan and we�ll worry about paying it back later.�
�You�re really willing to do this for me?� Annie asked.
�Why not?� You helped me out after my heart surgery.�
�Okay.� I�ll do it.�
�So, when do you think you can get into the studio?� Taylor insisted.
Annie smiled again.� �How about next week?�
�Great!� I�ll make the arrangements,� she replied and turned to leave.
�Taylor, can we keep this between the two of us?� In case it doesn�t pan out, I�d rather no one else knows about it.�
�You mean Michael.�
�Not exclusively him.�
�What ever you want, Annie.�
When Taylor reached the doorway she turned and faced Annie.� �There's just one thing, Annie.� This will pan out, you'll see.�
It was nine o�clock on a Friday night and Annie sat on the floor of Taylor�s living room playing guitar and serenading several of her new friends.� She was propped up against the legs of Kent Parker, a production staffer that had relentlessly pursued Annie�s attention since their gigs in Los Angeles.
Kent was tall, dark haired, and classically handsome, and untamed like Michael.� He was bad news from the get-go but so very important for Annie�s shattered ego.
She flirted with him shamelessly, reveling in the attention he gave back to her.� The fact he could not have cared less she was weeks away from giving birth to another man�s baby made him even more dangerous.
She was singing and strumming the chords to an old Fleetwood Mac classic tune when the doorbell chimed.
�I'll get it,� Taylor announced.� �It's probably the pizza guy delivering to the wrong apartment again.�� Taylor spied the hallway through the peep-hole in the door and saw Michael.� The blood drained from her face, as she contemplated what she should do.� For a moment she thought of warning Annie but quickly changed her mind.� This was a confrontation that had to happen whether Annie was ready for it or not.� She swallowed hard and opened her door.
�Hi Taylor.� How are you doing?� he greeted her, his voice flat and heavy with sadness.
�I�m doing good.� How about you?� she asked, motioning him to step inside.
�I�ve been better.�
His face looked worn and his body fidgeted with nervous energy.� �Is she here?� he asked pensively.
�Yes, she is, and I told her I wouldn�t lie if you showed up or called.�
Taylor brought him through the foyer and led him into the main living room.� With each step they took, Annie�s singing and guitar strumming became louder; as did the laughter.� He stopped at the edge of the plush white carpet and gazed across the room.� He saw Annie�s blond head resting against Kent�s legs and swallowed hard.� His stomach quickly twisted into a painful knot.
�Annie, you have a visitor,� Taylor yelled above the music.
Instantly the room fell to silence and Annie�s body went stiff.� One by one, her friends made excuses and headed toward the door.� Annie used Kent�s thigh to boost herself up from the floor, then began to pack her guitar back into its case.� She moved in slow motion, wiping down the neck of the guitar with a soft rag, clicking each buckle of the leather case one at a time, hoping beyond reason that Michael would be gone by the time she turned around.
�Annie, we�ll be down at the Lady Slipper if you want to join us later.� Taylor said, as she shut the apartment door.
Annie nodded and turned to face Michael.� The sight of him still took her breath away.� Her eyes scanned his body, so strong and lean, she wanted to melt against him but pride kept her rigid and unrelenting.� She walked toward him and prayed her knees didn�t buckle along the way.
�I guess Brian didn�t deliver my message,� she said with sarcasm, as she breezed past him on her way to her bedroom.
�I got your message, Annie, but that was a month ago.�
He fell into step behind her and stopped when he got to her doorway.� �You didn�t come home after your tour ended and I got worried,� he said softly, eying the contents of her room.� It looked settled and lived in, like this was her new home.� Anguish washed over him at the thought she might not be coming home to him at all.
Annie sat on the bed and glared at him.� �No need to worry yourself, Michael.� I�m living here now.� I�m safe and happy.�
He took a step closer.� �What�s that supposed to mean?�
Annie shrugged.� �It means I�m not sure I want to live in Boston anymore.�
Michael removed more distance between them and sat in the chair beside the bed.� �Are you saying you don�t want to live in Boston or with me?�
�It�s one in the same, isn�t it?�
�I don�t know.� You tell me.� She stared at him.� His lips ever brooding and sensuous, the rock solid outline of his jaw and chin made her insides quiver.� His physical presence was always overpowering to her.� Nervously she chewed on her bottom lip.
�Do you want to get this over with now, Michael?�
�Yes, I�d like to talk things through with you.� That�s why I came to New York.�
�Okay, fine.�
His eyes fell to her and held on like a vise clamp.� She was so soft and delicate, he wanted to take her right there where she sat.� But her eyes were still so cold and distant.� It made his heart ache.� Self-consciously he dropped his eyes to his feet.
�I love you, Annie, and I�m so sorry for hurting you,� he said with emotion.
Rage blurred his words in her head.� Without warning, she leapt across the bed at him, her hands slapping wildly at his face and chest.
�How dare you even say the words,� she screamed.� �You haven�t got a clue to the meaning of love!�
She kicked his chair and sent him flying backward, spilling him onto the floor.� She stood victoriously beside him, almost defying him to stand back up.� Part of her wanted to see blood on his face, but there was none.
He stood, righting the chair, pushed the hair off his face and sat back down.� �If you�re done beating on me, I�d like to talk,� he said calmly.
�Fuck you!� she spat, her hand quickly connecting with his cheek.� She knew the slap hurt because her own fingers were stinging.� She smiled smugly as a perfect red outline of her hand emerged on his skin.
He rubbed at his face and gazed at her.� �Annie, I really want to get beyond this and try and make our marriage work.� But, I don�t see that happening unless you stop hitting and start talking.�
�Who the hell do you think you are?� she screamed.
�Your husband!�
��Only when it�s convenient, and lately, being married to me has obviously been an inconvenience to you!�
�That�s not true.�
�How can you say that?� How can you sit there and say shit like that?�
Annie sat on the far side of the bed and faced the window, keeping her back to him.� �Did you take your wedding ring off when you were with her?� she asked somberly.
�No, I didn�t.� I haven�t taken it off since the day you put it on my finger and I don�t intend to either.�
�So, the fact that you were wearing a wedding ring didn�t discourage that girl from sleeping with you?�
�Annie, I swear to you, I did not sleep with her.�
�Are you denying you did anything sexual with her?�
A pause fell between them and Annie blinked away her tears.
�I didn�t plan for that to happen.� She showed up looking for Brian but he had already left the hotel.�
�So, you were second best?�
�Yeah, I guess so.�
Another pause filled the room.
�That girl wasn�t the first, was she?� she asked and spun around to face him.� �And don�t you dare lie to me!� You want to talk and get this out in the open, then you better start telling the truth!�
�I have no intention of lying to you.�
�Then answer my question.�
�Just her, Annie.� There was no one else.�
She closed her eyes and grimaced as if he had punched her.
�Why?� What did I do wrong?� she cried.� �I don�t understand.� Is it because I�m pregnant and you don�t find me attractive anymore?� What is it that made you turn to her and not me?�
�Jesus, Annie!� What I did has absolutely nothing to do with you.� It was me - all me.� You did nothing wrong, believe me.�
He came around the bed and knelt before her.� �Don�t think for a second you don�t turn me on.� You walk into a room and I get hard and that�s the truth.�
She shifted her head and started at him, fluid teetering on the rims of her eyes and twinkled in the light.� �Then why?�
�I don�t have an answer to that question and I�m sorry.� I�m so sorry.� If I could erase what happened, I would in a heart-beat.� I�m an asshole that doesn�t deserve you.� Deep down I�ve always wondered why you were with me, Annie.� Frankly, you could have done a lot better.� God knows you deserve better.�
He sat on the floor and leaned against the wall, facing her.� Annie tipped her head back and closed her eyes. She was exhausted to the point of collapse.� �The day you asked me to marry you I told you I wasn�t into sharing.� I thought I was up front about that.� You swore to me that you wouldn�t cheat because you loved me, unlike the other women from your past, and I believed you.� Man, what a line that was, and I fell for it!�
�I meant what I said.�
�That�s bullshit.� Otherwise we wouldn�t be having this conversation.� She watched him rub at his eyes.� �How long after we got married did you resume our old lifestyle?� she asked.
�I told you, she was the only one.�
�So, being on the road is what tempted you?�
He shrugged his shoulders.� �I don�t know.� Maybe.�
Annie fell silent for several minutes before she spoke.
�Okay, then.� As long as we�re being honest, you should probably know that I�ve been screwing around on you for the last few weeks.�
He cocked his head and stared at her with suspicion.� �What did you just say?�
She watched the color change in his eyes and smiled triumphantly.� Finally, she had struck a nerve that would cause him to feel the same pain she had carried around on her back for the last month.
�You heard me,� she sneered and bent forward to shorten the distance between them.� �I�ve slept with four different men in the last fourteen days.�
He shook his head.� �I don�t believe you.� You�re hardly the type�and besides, you�re pregnant.�
�How do you know what I'm capable of?� she spat.� �I'll tell you this though, the first time was purely for revenge.� Have you ever done that, Michael, fuck for revenge?� And I'll also share this with you: he didn't give a damn that I was pregnant.� In fact, when I told him you were the father of my baby, it seemed to turn him on even more.�
�Stop it!� That�s enough,� he shouted.� He stood quickly and began to pace the floor.
�I believe you know him: Ralph Mason, the infamous tour manager.� I don�t regret a minute of it either.�
Annie sat back on the bed, making herself more comfortable.� She felt empowered watching him suffer.� �Then there was Scott, our drummer, but I only had oral sex with him so I guess it doesn't count, does it Michael � at least in your rule book.� Even still, to me, sex is sex, so I'll count it.�
�I don�t want to hear this,� he yelled.
�Too bad!� You wanted to get everything out in the open and that�s exactly what I�m doing.� It�s my turn to cleanse my soul so shut the hell up and listen!� He stood by the window and gazed at Central Park in the distance.� Shoulders slouched in defeat, his forehead rested against the cold glass.� She circled him like prey and moved in for the kill.
�That guy you saw me with out in the living room��
�Yeah, what about him?�
�I�ve been sleeping with him for the past week.� It was only supposed to be a one-time thing but I found myself having feelings for him.� So I asked him to come to New York.�
He looked at her in shock, his knees almost seemed to give way beneath his weight.� �What are you saying?�
�What�s the matter, Michael?� Don�t tell me it bothers you to visualize your wife being intimate with other men?� Come on now!� A man of the world like yourself - this stuff is small time for you.�
He stepped toward the door and paused before opening it.� �I guess I�m not as worldly as you seem to think because it does bother me - a lot.�� He spun around and faced her.� His face ashen and pained.� Fluid glistened in his eyes.� �So, I guess your revenge tactic worked, Annie.� You should feel vindicated.�
He stepped into the hall and shut the door quietly behind him.� She watched him disappear.� An empty stillness filled the room.� He was gone and she felt dead inside.� She covered her mouth to stifle a sob and climbed beneath the quilt on the bed.� Too exhausted to cry another tear, she quickly fell asleep.
Michael made his way toward the apartment door; blinded by his emotion, he hadn�t even noticed Taylor sitting at the kitchen table.
�Leaving so soon?� she asked him, taking a sip of freshly brewed tea.
�There�s no point in staying,� he replied with emptiness.
�Come here, sit down with me,� she instructed, and pulled out a chair for him to occupy.
�Do you love her?� she asked, as he sat heavily.
�Yes.�
�Then fight for her,� she said, reaching out to touch his forearm.
He shook his head.� �She made it very clear she doesn�t want me.�
�That�s bullshit and you know it.� She�s hurt, Michael, and it will take time for her wounds to heal but I don�t think you should walk away.� Not now.�
�She just told me she has feelings for that asshole that was here earlier.�
�You mean Kent?� Taylor asked with surprise.
�It doesn�t matter what the fuck his name is.� All I know is he�s been sleeping with my wife for the last week.�
Taylor began to laugh.� �Annie and Kent?� I don't think so, Michael.� He may wish it were that way but I live here and I can say for fact. She's not sleeping with him or anyone else.�
�What about Ralph Mason and your drummer?�
�What about them?� Did she say she�s slept with them too?�
Michael nodded.
�She�s lying.�
�Maybe not.� Maybe you just haven�t noticed.�
�No way.� I know she hasn�t been with anyone else.
�Truth is, she contemplated it right after she found you with that girl.� There was a guy that was coming on to her while she was in Los Angeles.� He asked her back to his place for drinks and she called me to ask what she should do.� I told her that she�d regret it for the rest of her life if she went and that two wrongs don�t make a right.� Know what I�m saying?� She told me later she was glad she hadn�t gone with him.� So, what ever she told you in there, it was purely fiction.� I guess she was trying to hurt you.�
�A taste of my own medicine?�
�Yeah, something like that,� Taylor smiled.� �I gotta tell you, I�ve never seen a person more emotionally destroyed than she has been this past month.� She�s walked around in a complete daze after she got back from California.� That kind of stress isn�t good for a pregnant woman, you know.� I�m not sure how much more her body can withstand.�
�I hear what you�re saying, Taylor, and I�d like nothing more than to take her back to Boston and try and fix this fucking mess I�ve made.� he tipped his head back and rubbed at his face.� �A part of me can�t believe this is reality.� When I think of how good things were last summer or as recently as when we made that baby, I can�t believe I let this happen.�
�Than go back in there and tell her that.� Fight for her, Michael.� Don�t let his slip away.� If you leave now it�s the same thing as giving up.� Is that what you want?�
�No.� I want her and I want to be a father to our baby.�
Taylor smiled and sighed heavily.� �Go talk to her, Michael.�
He nodded and pushed the chair away from the table.� �Thanks.�
�For what?�
�For being here and listening.� If you hadn�t been sitting here, I would have walked out that door and maybe not come back.�
�I guess it�s fate.� Now, go back in there and win your wife back.�
Michael cracked the door open and stepped inside Annie�s room.� She was curled on the bed in a fetal position facing the window.� He crossed the room slowly then realized she was sound asleep.� She was angelic and childlike, it was no wonder they called her Angelise when she was born.� She was an angel.
He shut off the light and went to the other side of her bed, gently lying down, ever so careful not to wake her.� He fell asleep to the soft purr of her breathing.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 

As the predawn light began to filter in through the window, Annie began to stir.� Without thinking, she rolled over and cuddled against Michael�s slumbering body.� Half asleep, he slid an arm around her shoulder and pulled her tighter against his chest.� He kissed her forehead and said, �I love you.�� Hearing the words, she froze and pulled away from him sharply.
�I thought you left,� she said, rolling away and putting her back to him.
�I changed my mind,� he said groggily.� �When I came back in here, you were already asleep and I didn�t want to wake you.�
She inched further away, putting as much distance as she could between them.� Having him in bed with her was unnerving.� A mixture of warm and cold emotions raced through her veins.� The room seemed to be closing in around her.
He cautiously moved closer to her backside.� �Annie��
�What?� she answered quickly, a hint of hostility in her voice.� She wished he would leave.
�Please come back to Boston with me so I can try and fix this mess.� I want to make things right with you.� I want to be part of your life and watch our baby grow.�
His mouth moved dangerously close to the nape of her neck.� She could feel the heat of his breath warming her skin.� Brick by brick, the walls she had built to protect herself from him were crashing to the ground.� The weakness she had for him was shameful.� She closed her eyes and began to cry.
�Baby, I love you and I want you to love me again.� I want you to want me the way I still want you, the way I�m wanting you right now.�
His lips brushed over her flesh and with a feather touch.� He felt her tremble.� �Let me love you, babe.� Let me show you what you mean to me.�
There was a desperate tone to his voice that she could not ignore, reluctantly she rolled over to face him.� The closeness of their bodies, mouths, and hands startled her but an army could not have made her move.� Her heart was pounding hard against her ribs.� She could smell him, raw and so very masculine.� She inhaled deeply filling her lungs with him.� His pale blue eyes were so warm, inviting, almost begging for her.� She studied his face, the way the pillow seemed to cradle his head, and the thick hair that spilled all around, framing him like a picture.� He was beautiful and vulnerable.
�Do you have any idea how much you hurt me?� she whispered.
�Yes, I think I do,� he answered thoughtfully.
�And, just like that you come crawling back, throw a few flowery phrases around and I�m supposed to lay back and spread my legs for you?� I don�t think so, Michael.� It won�t happen like that.� I won�t let it.� You want me back, then you�ll have to earn my trust.�
�I�ll do whatever it takes.�
�And I swear, if I ever catch you with another woman again, there won�t be a second chance.� I will walk out of your life for good.� Case closed, end of story.�
�I know, sweetheart.� I know.�
She fell onto her back and gazed at the ceiling, tears cascading down her cheeks.� �You hurt me again, Michael, and I swear��
He slid closer and tentatively pressed his mouth against her cheek, kissing her tears.� �I won�t hurt you again.� I promise.� I love you so much, sometimes it scares me.�
�Why?� she asked.
�I�m not sure I can explain it,� he sighed, rolling back onto his pillow.� �I have all this raw emotion inside for you and sometimes I�m not sure what to do with it.� I�m afraid if I let it out it will be too overwhelming for you and for me.�
He turned his head and faced her.� �I look at you and wonder what you see in me.� I wonder how you could have ever loved someone like me and if I�ll ever be good enough for you.� You�re so certain and comfortable expressing your emotions and sometimes I don�t know how or where to begin.�
Annie smiled weakly through her tears.� �You�re doing a fine job now,� she whispered.
He tossed her his trademark grin.� �You really think so?�
�Yes, I think so.� He moved closer on the pillow and folded his hands beneath his cheek.� �All I know is I love you, with every part of my body - and not just the good parts.�
Annie nervously bit her bottom lip.
He reached out and wiped at a tear resting on her cheek with his fingertip.� �Annie, do you think you could ever love me the way you used to?�
�Michael, I never said I didn�t love you anymore.�
�Then you love me now?� he asked, leaning in and brushing his lips against hers.
�Yes,� she sighed.� �I love you now.�
He covered her mouth with his and held on to her, as if he were afraid she�d pull away.� Then he reached for her with his tongue, gently pressing in past her teeth in search of warmth.
�Will you come back to Boston with me, babe?� Please?� Will you let me show you over and over how much I love you?�� His hands drifted down her front and rested on her belly.� She flinched when she felt his fingers touch her bare skin.� He felt her body freeze.� �I�m sorry, sweetheart.� I just wanted to feel our baby.�
She sat upright in bed and turned away from him.� �Your hand�I�m sorry.� I�m just not ready.�� She dropped her feet over the side of the bed.� �It feels good, probably too good, but then I get a visual in my head of you and her�and I feel sick.�
He moved over beside her, shoulder to shoulder.� �I understand and I won�t push.� I�ve waited for you before and I�m happy to wait again.� Just let me share your life.� Let me watch our baby grow inside you.� That�s all I�m asking.�
She nodded and laid back down.� �Hold me?�
�Come here.�
A long time passed and neither spoke until Annie began to fidget.
�What�s on your mind, babe?� he asked.
�Did you wear a condom with her?�
He sighed heavily.� �No, I didn�t.� It was only oral��
�It doesn�t matter!� I want you tested - for everything before you touch me again.�
�I�m sure everything will be negative but I�ll get tested if you want.� I�ll go tomorrow.�
�I don�t care when you go, that�s up to you.� But until you get the test results back, you�re not touching me.� It�s not just my health I have to worry about now.� I also have a baby to think about and I don�t think she or I should have to suffer because of your stupidity.�
�I understand.� I�ll go.� I promise.�
He cradled her in his arms and for a brief moment he thought everything was going to be okay.� Then he felt her sobbing again.
�Are you all right?�
�No, and I�m not convinced it will ever be �right� again.�
�Don�t say that.� I know we can make this work,� he replied.
�How so?� How do you see this working?� Make me understand and see your vision because I�m not seeing it.�
Annie got off the bed and began to pace the room.� �Look around you.� How many marriages in this business do you see working?� And, I�m talking about the ones that are being truthful, not the ones that are married on paper only!�
Each word that left her mouth grew louder and more intense.� In minutes she was shouting.� She spewed a continuous unstoppable dialog that left his head spinning and then it ended with her leaning up against the window.� Immediately he went to her.
�I refuse to live, wondering every time you go on tour or into the studio, if you�re being unfaithful to me.� And I refuse to be your babysitter, shadowing your every move, trying to give you a conscience.�
�No more long separations, Annie.� I�ll have to do a better job scheduling our tours and studio time to work around your jobs.� I don�t like being without you.� It drives me crazy to wake up and not have you beside me.�
She faced him again and her vision blurred.� She blinked hard to focus then swayed slightly on her feet.
�What�s the matter, babe?� he asked, extending an arm to catch her.
�I�m fine�just hungry.�
�Then let�s get something to eat,� he suggested, leading her from the bedroom.
Taylor was in the kitchen, reading the newspaper, when they appeared.� �Well, I guess it�s safe to say you two made-up last night?� she asked.
Annie plunked herself onto a barstool beside the breakfast bar and rolled her eyes at Taylor.� �Hardly.� He wants me to go back to Boston with him so he can take care of me.�
�Sounds good to me,� Taylor replied.
�I don�t need him to take care of me.� I�m perfectly capable of taking care of myself,� she answered defensively as she prepared to toast some bread.
�I�m still in the room, you know,� Michael interjected, taking a seat beside Taylor at the table.
Annie narrowed her eyes and looked at him across the room.� �I have no secrets from Taylor.� She asked me a question and she deserves an answer.�
Suddenly Taylor felt like an unwelcome guest in her own home.� �I�m beginning to wish I hadn�t asked the question.�
Annie ate the toast and made scrambled eggs which she reluctantly shared with Michael.� �I guess this would be considered taking care of you, now wouldn�t it?� she sneered, tossing the plate in front of him, pieces of egg splattering onto table.
Taylor leaned in toward his ear.� �Don�t give up on her yet, Michael.� I can tell she�s weakening by the minute,� she teased.
He laughed loudly, nearly choking on his eggs.� �Absolutely.� I can feel the love!�
After breakfast, Michael grabbed Annie�s coat and handed it to her.� �Come on,� he said.� �Put this on.�
�What�s this for?�
�It�s cold outside, you�ll need it.� �I have no intention of going outside,� she said, tossing the coat back onto the chair.
He picked the coat up again and threw it back at her.� �You and I are going outside for some fresh air.� Now, put on the coat,� he demanded with a smile.� Then he slid his dark sunglasses onto the bridge of his nose.� �Lets go, the daylight hours are waning,� he teased.
�You want to go for a walk out there, downtown New York City, in broad daylight with no security?�
�Correct.� Now, lets go.�
�You can�t be serious.�
He shrugged his shoulders and slid his hands into the pockets of his leather jacket.� �I like living dangerously.�
Five minutes later they were on the sidewalk, Annie still in full protest.� Michael ignored her complaints and pulled her against his body as they walked.� It was chilly with a brisk March breeze blowing in between the tall concrete and steel buildings but the sun was shining.
He flipped his coat collar up close around his throat and adjusted Annie�s as well.� They walked the few blocks to Central Park and Michael flagged down a horse and buggy.
�Take us through the park,� he requested, handing the driver money.� Annie turned to him and smiled.� It seemed like a lifetime since he had seen her do so and it was brilliant, bright and warmer than the sun on the hottest day of the year.
�I�ve always wanted to do this,� she commented quietly, as Michael draped a wool blanket across their laps.
�I know.� I remember you telling me that,� he smiled back.
They rode in silence with Michael�s arm securely behind her neck and her head resting on his shoulder.� �This is wonderful,� she said.� �I�m glad we came outside.�
�Sometimes a change in scenery is all it takes to get a different perspective,� he answered, peering down at her.
She gazed up at him and watched as the smile curling his lips relaxed and then grew serious.� Without thinking, she reached and stroked the unshaven morning stubble on his chin with her fingers.� Her heart began to beat fast in her chest.� She closed her eyes when she saw his mouth descend toward hers.� It made no sense to try and stop something she wanted more than the air filling her lungs.
He brushed against her tentatively at first, expecting resistance, and feeling none.� Then his hand pulled her neck harder against his mouth.� He felt her open and reach for him, first with her lips then her tongue.� Happily, he reciprocated.
They were so absorbed in each other they hadn�t noticed that the buggy had returned to the spot where they had started.� Or that several people had recognized who the famous occupant of the buggy was and had begun snapping photographs of him perched in the seat beside Annie.
Michael signed a few autographs and posed for pictures then hurried Annie down the sidewalk, slipping into a deli Michael frequented when in the city.� The owner recognized him immediately.
�Hey, Mike!� How the hell are you?�
�I�m doing great, Reuben,� he replied with a smile.
�Who�s the girl?� Reuben asked with a wink.
�This is my wife, Annie.�
Another lewd wink and lecherous laughter broke in the room making Annie blush.
�What can I get for you?� Rubin asked.
�Ah, I don�t know,� Michael replied and turned toward Annie.� �Are you hungry?�
�Not really,� she answered, suddenly feeling queasy from the many pungent smells in the deli.� She swallowed hard as her stomach began to knot.
�I�ll make you lunch to go then,� Rubin suggested.
�Okay, do that,� Michael agreed.
�What can I make the lady?�
Annie�s face turned white.� �Michael, I�ll be right back,� she said and headed toward the bathroom.
Michael waited for the sandwiches and Annie.� Several minutes passed.� Something didn�t seem right.� She was taking too long.� He knocked at the bathroom door and called her name but got no response.� He pushed open the door and found her inside a stall clutching at her stomach.
Instantly he was on his knees beside her.� �What�s the matter?� Are you all right?�
She looked at him, tears staining her face.� �I�m bleeding,� she cried.� �I think I�m losing the baby!�
�God no!�
He reached into his pocket and pulled out his cell phone, quickly dialing 911.� In the few minutes it took for the ambulance to arrive, he prayed.� He made every promise imaginable for her to keep that baby, their baby, the child that would make them a family.
The ambulance zigzagged through the city traffic, arriving at the hospital with Annie and Michael on-board.� Then, the EMTs rushed Annie into the emergency room.� After a through examination, the doctors informed Annie she was in the early stages of labor.� She was hooked up to a fetal monitor and watched the needle jump every time her uterus contracted.� An intravenous line was run into her arm with drugs intended to prevent the progression of labor.
�It�s too soon, Michael.� The baby isn�t due for another month!�
�I know, babe.� Don�t worry.� They know what to do.�
�Can you call Taylor and let her know what happened.� If she can come, I�d like her to be here.�
Even with the medication, Annie was feeling the contractions.� Helpless, Michael paced the floor to her private room.
�You do realize this happened because of the stress I've been under � that you put me under.�
He spun around to look at her, emotion straining his face.� �Annie��
�If it weren�t for your little indiscretion I wouldn�t be here right now!� We�d probably be back home getting a room ready for this baby.�
�I�m sorry.� I never intended��
�Shut up, Michael.� Even better - why don�t you leave?�
Michael reached for his coat and headed for the door.� �I�ll go call Taylor,� he said softly.
�Why don�t you call her from the plane on your way home!�
Michael went to a private waiting room and dialed Taylor�s apartment.
�Hey, Taylor, it�s me.�
�Where the hell have you two been?� I figured you�d be back hours ago.�
�Annie went into labor while we were out so we�re at the hospital now.�
�Oh my God, Michael!� It�s too early.�
�I know.� The doctors are giving her drugs to try and stop the contractions, but so far, it doesn�t seem to be working.�
�Is she all right?�
�Yeah, I guess so,� he sighed.� �But she�s asking for you.� If you�re not busy, she�d like you to come down.�
�I�m on my way.�
Michael was still in the waiting area when Taylor breezed in behind him.
�Hi, Michael,� She said, spreading her arms to hug him tightly.� �Why aren�t you in with her?�
He shrugged his shoulders.� �Because she doesn't want me in there.�
Before Taylor could answer, a nurse suddenly appeared in the doorway.� �Mr. Wade?�
Michael turned quickly.� �Is Annie okay?� he asked.
�Her water just broke.� I�m afraid this baby doesn�t want to wait.�
�Oh shit.�
Taylor hooked her arm around Michael�s.� �Come on.� Lets go see her,� she instructed, dragging him with her down the hall.
As soon as Annie saw Taylor, her face lit up.� �Taylor!� Thank God you�re here,� she whimpered, breathing through another contraction.
Nervously, Michael hung back by the door.� He saw Annie�s eye�s drift beyond Taylor and focus on him.� He dug his hands deeper into his pockets.
�What�s he doing in here?� she asked Taylor.
�Annie, he is the father of this baby.� He has a right��
�He gave up his rights the night he cheated on me!�
Everyone in the room turned to glare at Michael.� His face burned with anger and tensed, but he stood his ground.� He wasn�t leaving before their baby was born.
�I�m staying,� he mumbled quietly with defiance.
Annie was about to protest further when another painful contraction demanded her attention.� A doctor quickly moved into place to examine her.
�She�s fully dilated.� It won�t be long now,� he said to the nurse beside him.
The contractions came one on top of the next, leaving Annie little time to catch her breath.� Out of necessity, Michael took his place beside her head and tried to help her breathe while Taylor kept her forehead cooled with a face cloth.� When it was time to push, they each took a leg and coached her through the process.� Minutes later, Samantha Logan-Wade rushed into the world with the cry of a healthy full term baby.� Annie fell back onto the bed in exhaustion.
Michael cut the umbilical cord and handed their tiny baby girl to Annie, who�s eyes were brimming with tears of pride.
Sensing the privacy of the moment, Taylor inched toward the door, blowing her friend a kiss and saying congratulations.
�We did it,� Annie sighed, peeling back the blanket to inspect her newborn.
�No, you did it,� Michael replied.
�She�s so tiny, but perfect.� Look at her.� She�s got all her fingers and toes.�
He bent in close and kissed the baby�s tiny forehead.� �She�s beautiful, just like her mother,� he whispered, his eyes expressing his sentiment better than his words.
Annie gazed at him.� She saw the tear he blinked away and reached to wipe it.� Did he really look different to her or was it the raw emotion of the moment that made him appear that way.� He was the father of her baby.� So handsome and strong, and yet this tiny baby had reduced him to tears.
�It�s okay, Michael,� she reassured.� �It�s over and she�s going to be all right.�
His face fell to her shoulder just as the wave overtook him.� He cried for his transgression and the deep regret that came with it, he cried for losing Annie�s respect, but mostly he cried tears of joy.� Annie had given him the most precious gift of all, a daughter.
He lifted his head and wiped at his eyes.� �I�m sorry,� he choked.� �For everything.�
�I know,� she answered.
�And I promise, no matter what it takes, I will be a great father.�
Annie smiled.� �I never doubted that.�� She stroked his face with her fingers.
�I love you so much, Annie,� he sighed, kissing the palm of her hand.
Annie opened her mouth to speak but the baby in her arms began to wiggle and fuss.� �I think she�s hungry,� Annie said, offering her breast to her new daughter.
Annie stayed the night, but right after breakfast Michael began negotiations for her departure.
�Can I bring Annie and the baby back to Boston?� he asked the doctor.
�Absolutely not.� I don�t want her going any further than she has to.� Where are you staying in the city?�
�I have an apartment,� Annie answered.
�Then stay there.� Give it a week, come back to see me, and I�ll make a decision on Boston from there.�
Michael took her back to the apartment and settled her and the baby into her bed.� It didn�t take long for him to understand the closeness they had shared in the hospital was merely something that happened in the heat of the moment.� Annie�s animosity burned just below the surface of her skin.
�Are you hungry?� he asked, pulling the quilt up around her waist.
�Yes.� I made some chicken soup the other day.� Would you mind heating that up for me?�
�I�ll be right back and I�ll let Taylor know you�ll be staying for another week, too.�
�Of course.� Considering this is her apartment, I think that justifies her getting fair warning.�
Michael came out of the bedroom and crossed the hall into the kitchen.� Taylor saw him approach and stepped off her stool at the breakfast bar.
�Is everything all right?� she asked like a concerned sister.
�Yeah, they�re both perfect,� he said lightly.� �Annie said she made soup the other day?� he asked.
�Yes, it�s in the refrigerator in the blue container,� Taylor replied.
�There�s something you�re not telling me, isn�t there?� Taylor nervously asked, watching him heat the soup in the microwave.
�Not really, except the doctor doesn�t want her traveling just yet so it looks like we�ll be taking up space here for at least another week.� If that�s okay.� If not, I can get a hotel or something.�
�Don�t be ridiculous!� Of course you�ll stay here,� Taylor blurted.
He looked at her curiously.� �You really don�t mind us staying here another week?� I mean, with all the screaming we�ve been doing, I�d understand if you didn�t want to be dragged into the middle of that.�
�Of course not.� I love having her here.� She�s like a sister to me.� Besides, I�m hoping the fighting is over, now that Sammi is here.� The stress is killing her.�
�I�m well aware of the stress, Taylor, and the source it comes from.� Me!� I�m the cause of everything that led to this and the conclusion that will ultimately come from it.� Don�t think for a second I don�t realize that.� If anything happens to her or our baby, it rests squarely on my shoulders, no one else�s!� And that�s a pretty big piece of fucking baggage that I�ll have to carry around for the rest of my life.�
Taylor handed him a bed tray and placed a bowl of soup in the center with a glass of milk and saltines on the side.� �Here, take this to her and try and relax.� You�ll be no good to her if you freak out now.� Take a deep breath and try and relax.� Okay?�
�Easy for you to say,� he commented.
Annie saw him enter her room and slid up against the headboard of the bed.� �Did you have fun talking about me?� she asked with a half smile.
�Taylor wanted to know what was going on, that�s all.� You said you wanted her to know,� he answered, tenderly placing their sleeping baby into the bedside cradle and setting the tray down over Annie�s lap.
�Of course.� Like I said, I have no secrets from Taylor.�
Michael nodded and took the chair beside the bed, crossing his long legs at the ankle.
�Aren�t you going to eat or would you rather sit there and stare at me while I do? He stood and went to the window.� �I�ll wait,� he sighed.� Exhaustion and emotion burned at his eyes.� His head swirled with thoughts of doubt.
�How�s the album coming?� she suddenly asked, breaking the silence.
He turned and looked at her, amazed she had cared to ask.� �We�ve produced better,� he answered.� �Too much internal fighting this time around.�
�That doesn�t sound good,� she commented, spooning soup into her mouth.
�I think we�ve got half an album of songs done but they�re still in the raw stages.� We�ve got a lot of work left to do.�
�Brian must be upset you�re here with me, then,� she said.
�Not really.� We departed last week on the agreement we all needed a break from each other.� Actually, to be honest, the producers stepped in and told us to leave.� We have two weeks off then we�re supposed to have a meeting and decide where we want to go with the project from there.�
�Did you tell him what you did?� she asked quietly.
�Contrary to what you think, Annie, Brian does not know everything that goes on in my life.� I had no intention of telling him what happened.� It�s none of his fucking business.� But your phone call��
�My phone call was necessary to end the harassment you were giving me,� she hissed, trying to keep her voice low.
He turned away from her hateful eyes.
�What did he say?� she asked.
�What do you think he said?� He was beyond disgust.� He said I didn�t deserve you and that he hoped you dumped me.�
Annie set her spoon down in her soup bowl.� �He�s right.� You don�t deserve me.�
He spun around to face her.� �What are you trying to say, Annie?� Do you really want me to leave?� Are you asking for a divorce?� What?� Say it and get it out in the open!�
�Why?� Do you want a divorce?� she asked.
�No.� I want another chance!� We haven�t even been married a year yet.� I want this to work.� And if you think I�m going to walk away from you and our baby, then you�re wrong.� I won�t agree to a divorce and I�ll fight you through the whole process.� It won�t be pretty.�
Annie took a deep breath and wiped at the fresh tears filling her eyes.� �Right now I need to focus on Sammi.� Even the doctor wants me to eliminate the stress in my life.� I�ve already sidelined my career and stopped touring, which causes a lot of stress, and I�ve agreed to stay at home.� But the main cause of my stress isn�t of my own doing, it�s you.� I don�t think you realize, just having you in the same room as me right now is causing me stress.� So, how am I supposed to rid myself of the stress when the main stress-causing factor remains in my life?�
Rage filled his body. He wanted to scream, throw something, anything to vent the heat surging through his veins.� He opened his mouth to speak and then stopped.
�Michael, I can�t deal with this or you right now,� she said.� �I�m tired of the arguing and the yelling.� I can�t take this anymore.� I just want to be left alone.�
He turned away from her and left the bedroom.� Every muscle in his body was tense to the point of snapping.� His hands balled into tight fists.
�Do you want to tell me what all the screaming is about?� Taylor asked, dropping herself into a plush leather chair in her living room.
Michael shook his head, still too mad to explain.� Several minutes passed, while Taylor watched him pace a rut into her carpet.� Finally, he sat across from her on the couch, only to shoot back to his feet and pace some more.
�I think she wants a divorce,� he finally said.
�What?� Did she actually say that?�
�In so many words, yes.� She says removing all the stress in her life would include removing me.�
�I don�t believe for a minute she really meant that.� You must have misunderstood.�
�You heard the screaming!� I don�t think I misunderstood anything.� With Annie, sometimes it�s what she doesn�t say that carries the most weight.�
�Michael, she loves you.� I�ve seen the way her face lights up when your name is mentioned in conversation.� Even the other night when you showed up here, I saw the same light dance in her eyes.� But, she�s hurt.� You can�t expect her to heal instantly over something like this.�
�I�m not expecting her to.�
�I think in some ways, you are.� Annie is very unique.� She still believes in the whole white picket fence scenario.� And I�m not saying she can�t have that, but with the career she chose to be in, I�m thinking it will be hard for her to fulfill that fantasy.� What complicates it further is, she chose to fall in love with a man with one of the most recognizable names in the business.� A volatile combination, wouldn�t you agree?�
�She wants me to leave.�
�Do you want to leave?� Taylor asked.
�No.�
�Then don�t.� Stay here.� This place is too big for me anyway, and besides, I have two more empty bedrooms.� You can have your pick.�� Taylor shrugged and smiled.� �Nana had hoped I�d fill the rooms with her great-grandchildren but I guess that wasn�t to be.� At any rate, Annie�s bedroom has its own bathroom so it�s doubtful she�ll even know you�re here since she�s supposed to be resting in bed.� Right?� I think, if you made yourself scarce during the day, your paths would never even cross.�
�I don�t want to keep stressing her out like this.�
Taylor bent forward.� �You want some advice from a wise woman?� You've got to make her want you in her life again.� You always want what you don't think you can have, right?� Make her want you.� Give her some space, make her think you left, and I guarantee before the week is out things will be a lot different.�
�You really think so?�
�I�m almost certain of it.� So, why don�t you swagger that sweet ass of yours down into that empty bedroom and get some rest.� I�ll take care of everything else.�
�What about Annie?�
�If she needs something, I�ll get it for her.� Remember, you�re not here.� Get my drift?�
Michael nodded.� �Thanks.� And you better hope this works,� he smiled.
�And if it doesn�t?� Taylor smiled.
�I don�t know.� I�m too tired to think of anything but sleep right now.�
�Get to bed.�
Taylor stuck her head inside Annie�s room around dinner time.� Annie was wide awake and staring blankly out the window.
�Are you hungry?� Taylor asked.
�A little bit,� Annie answered.
Taylor went and sat on the bed beside Annie.� �Were you able to get some rest?�
�Yes, although I could use a lot more.�
�How�s Sammi?�
�Up every two hours and hungrier then hell,� Annie laughed.
�That�s our girl,� Taylor sighed.
�I guess me going into a recording studio will have to wait awhile,� Annie commented.
�Don�t worry about it.� I can reschedule the studio time.�
�In all seriousness, Taylor, it may have to wait for quite a while.� I�ve really got to sort out everything in my life and decide what I want to do.� There�s also Sammi�s needs to consider now too.�
�You�re really talking about Michael, aren�t you?�
Annie nodded.
�I understand.� But I don�t want you to forget about the studio either.� Promise me you won�t,� Taylor smiled.� �Your material is so strong, Annie.� We�ll use our band to back you up and Lacey and I can help with the vocals if you want.� But, I�m telling you, this will be big.� Even our producer agrees with my assessment.�
�You really think so?�
Taylor laughed.� �It�s gritty, balls to the wall stuff, like Alanis Morrisett�s, �Jagged Little Pill� album.
Annie skewed her face.� �She sounded so bitter on that album.�
�And that�s something every woman can relate to!,� Taylor said.� �At one time or another, we�ve all been jaded, and that sells albums.�
Annie�s eyes drifted toward the cradle as she digested Taylor�s comments.� Silence settled between them.
�Where�s Michael?� she asked finally, as she toyed with the satin edging on her blanket.
�He�s gone,� Taylor answered, lying through her teeth.
�He really left?� she asked with sadness.
�That�s what you wanted, isn�t it?�
She dropped her head and nodded.� �When did he leave?�
Taylor glanced at her wristwatch.� �Several hours ago.� Why?�
Annie shook her head.� �I was just wondering.� I thought he might say good-bye.� Probably best he didn�t.�
�It�s for the best, Annie.� You don�t need the added stress in your life right now.�
�Yes, I know,� she agreed.
Taylor stood and walked toward the door, trying to hide her smile.� It was written so clearly on Annie�s face.� She loved him even with all his faults.� It was as plain as the freckles on her nose.
�I�ll be back in a few minutes with some food for you,� Taylor said, as she drifted from the room.
Michael slept straight through to the following morning.� When he padded his way out to the kitchen he heard Taylor and Annie talking in her bedroom.� A few minutes later, Taylor appeared.
�How is Annie and Sammi doing?� he asked.
Taylor pressed her index finger over her lips.� �Shhh!� Remember, she thinks you left.� But, to answer your question, they�re doing great.�
He smiled and stuffed a handful of green grapes into his mouth.� �Good.� I�m glad.�
�How about you?� Are you doing better?� Taylor asked him.
�Yeah.� I�ll survive.� Somehow I always manage to.� But, if I�m going to stay here I�m going to need a tooth brush and some clothes and a razor,� he smiled, rubbing at his whiskered chin.� �I�m beginning to feel and look like Grizzly Adams.�
Taylor smiled across the breakfast bar at him.� �I don�t know, that rugged look suits you.� It�s kind of sexy.�
Michael rolled his eyes.� �I swear, I�ll never understand women.�
He grabbed his coat and headed toward the door.� �I�ll be back in couple of hours.� If you need me, call my cell phone.�
Annie never mentioned his name that first day or for most of the second day.� But the longing was etched into her face.� Taylor sat with her for hours each day, keeping her entertained and helping with the newborn demands of Sammi.
During the day, Michael made himself scarce, visiting with friends away from the apartment.� But at night, he often lounged just a few feet away in his private bedroom.� From there, he could hear their laughter and the hungry cries of his daughter and it pained him.� He wanted to be a part of it.� He wanted to see Annie and the baby.� The waiting was beginning to make him edgy and leave Taylor wondering if she had misjudged the intensity of Annie�s weakness for him.
The moon was full that night and Michael couldn�t sleep.� He paced the hallway, wanting to go to her, wanting to hear her voice, aching to see his child.� Anything.� He needed to be near them.
Silently he turned the knob of her door and opened it.� He saw Annie lying on her side, facing the window, with Sammi cradled in her arms.� Moonbeams illuminated their faces.� He stood at the foot of her bed and watched them sleep.� Annie was so beautiful and untouchable, he thought.� His body begged to slip beneath the sheets to be beside her.� He could reach out and touch her, and yet, it felt like there were a million miles between them.� He took a fresh cut daffodil from the flower vase on her night table and placed it onto the pillow beside her head, stroked the skin on his baby�s cheek, then quietly left the room.
As the door closed behind him, Annie stirred beneath the sheets.� She inhaled deeply, smelling something different in the room she hadn�t smelt in days.� It was cologne � his cologne.� She must be dreaming, she thought, sighed his name aloud and drifted back to sleep.� When daylight filled the room, she saw the flower on the pillow beside her and pressed it to her nose.
�They�re beautiful, aren�t they?� Taylor commented, as she breezed into Annie�s room carrying breakfast on a tray.� �A sure sign of spring.�
Annie smiled.� �Did you leave this on my pillow?�
�No.� I�m assuming it came from the vase beside your bed.� Why do you ask?�
Annie took the tray from Taylor and settled up against the headboard.� �Okay.� I know you�re going to think I�m crazy, but last night I woke up suddenly and I smelt him in the room.�
�Smelt who?� What are you talking about?� Taylor asked.
�I smelt Michael�s cologne.� I�d know his cologne anywhere and this was so vivid, like he was actually here.� And when I woke up, this flower was on my pillow.� Spooky, isn�t it?�
Taylor swallowed hard.� �You must have been dreaming.�
�Yeah.� I imagine I was, but it was so real.�
�There was a small article about him in the entertainment section of the news paper this morning,� Taylor quickly stated, trying to change the subject.� �Something about the progress of their new album.�
�Really?� Can I see it?�
�Yeah.� I�ll bring it in later for you. Annie pressed the flower to her nose again and smiled.� Then tears began to form in her eyes.
�You miss him, don�t you?� Taylor asked, touching the quilt over her friend�s leg.
�Yeah, I guess I must if I�m imagining his cologne in my room.�
�Call him.�
�No, I can�t.� Besides, it�s probably too late.�
�Too late for what?� Taylor asked.
Annie shook her head.� �I said some really horrible things to him, Taylor, which I�m sure only made the situation worse.� But I wanted him to hurt.� Isn�t that awful?� I wanted him to feel the pain I�ve been suffering through.� Does that make sense?�
�It makes perfect sense.�
Annie was sobbing now.� �All I wanted was for him to love me and only me.� I wanted to be the first and last thing he thought of each day.� I wanted to make babies with him and grow old together.� I don't give a shit who he is, what he does for a living, or how much money he makes.� I just wanted him.� But I guess I wanted him too much.�
Annie wiped at her cheeks and sighed.
�Call him.� Ask him to come back,� Taylor insisted.
�I�m not even sure where he is.� He could be back on the west coast by now, Boston, or any state in between.�
�Then call his cell phone.� He has that with him wherever he is, right?�
Annie nodded, wringing her hands nervously.� �It�s early.� He�s probably still sleeping.�
Taylor stood from the bed and pointed to the telephone.� �Call him.� I�ll be back later to take the tray.�
Taylor danced down the hallway and into the living room.� Michael was reading the paper, shirtless, barefoot, with hair still damp from the shower.� His legs extended onto the coffee table before him.
�Where�s your cell phone?� she asked with excitement.
�In the bedroom.� Why?� �Go get it!�
�Why?� he asked, getting off the couch.
�Because you�re expecting a call!� Now, go get it!�
�From who?�
�Your wife.�
Michael retrieved his phone and returned to the living room.� He set it beside him on the couch and tried to pretend his heart wasn�t about to burst through his chest.� Several minutes passed.
�She�s not going to call,� he said.
�Be patient.� She�s as nervous as you are right now.�
�Am I that obvious?� he laughed.
�Yes.�
�What am I supposed to say when and if she does call?�
�Let her do the talking and try to relax.�
�Where does she think she�s calling me?�
�She hasn�t a clue, but you risked the entire plan last night with your secret bedside vigil.�
Michael smiled.� �What can I say?� I had a moment of weakness.�
�Brilliant move.� Annie said she woke up and smelt your cologne in the room.�
�I needed to see her and the baby.�
The ring of the cell phone caused them both to jump and Michael reached for it.� It rang a second time before he answered it.
�Hello.�
�Hi, it�s me,� Annie sighed, relieved to hear his voice.
�How are you and the baby?� he asked, trying to maintain his calm.
�I�m better.� She�s better too.� It�s amazing how clearly you can see things when you�re well rested.�
Annie paused, wondering where to go, what to say.� �Did I wake you?�
�No, I�ve been up for a while, sitting here reading the newspaper.�
Taylor giggled and wandered from the room to give him some privacy.
�Taylor said you were in our newspaper this morning but I haven�t read the article yet.� She said it mentioned the progress of your new album.�
�Progress?� Then the article must be a nice, short piece of fiction.�
�Michael?�
�Yeah, babe?�
Hearing his familiar reference to her made her face blush.� She fanned the heat with her hand.
�I was wondering, if you weren�t in the middle of something or recording, if you could come back to see me.� But, if you�re busy, I understand.�
�You want me back in New York?�
�Yes, that�s what I�m saying.� I thought we could talk some more - rationally this time, and maybe come to a different conclusion.�
�When?�
�I don�t know.� Where are you?� How long would it take for you to get here?�
Michael pushed open her bedroom door with his bare foot and stood there with a brilliant smile.� �Is that quick enough?� he laughed.
Annie dropped her phone.� �You�ve been here the whole time, haven�t you?�
�Yes.� I told you I wasn�t going to leave.� So, instead, I gave you some space.�
�Taylor said you left.�
�She lied.� I�ve been staying in the bedroom down the hall.� Are you mad?�
Annie shook her head.� �No, I�m just happy you�re here.�

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 

At weeks end, Michael had Annie back at the doctor�s office.� She was given a clean bill of health and discharged to the care of her own doctors near their home in Boston.� The doctor ran down a list of do�s and don�ts and handed Michael a prescription for vitamins.
�And since you didn�t ask,� the doctor continued.� �I�d wait the full six weeks before you engage in intercourse, but your home doctor may advise differently.� If you have any other questions or concerns, call me.�
A few minutes later, they were on an elevator heading toward the lobby.
�You ever notice when the subject of sex comes up between you and the doctors, all eyes turn toward me?� Michael commented.� �I mean, what is it?� They see a long haired musician standing before them and assume I�m an animal?�
Annie glanced up at him and smirked.� �Well, aren�t you?�
He clutched at his heart and pretended to be hurt.� �Ouch, I�m wounded,� he laughed.
�You've been called worse, Michael,� she answered.� �Hell, I've called you much worse.�
They settled into the backseat of the waiting limousine and raised the tinted divider window separating them from the driver.� Annie immediately attached Sammi to her breast.� Michael reached for her hand and kissed the fingers, then pressed it against his firm thigh.� The traffic in mid-town was busy with early Friday-evening commuters leaving the city for the weekend.� Michael turned his head and stared out the window watching the pedestrians scurry along their way.
�I�m not worried about having sex with you, Michael,� she stated, out of the blue.
�What do you mean?� he asked, turning to face her.
�I mean, I�m quite certain there won�t be any, so, the doctor advising us to abstain from it is really a moot point.�
�How do you figure?�
�You haven�t been tested yet, have you?� she asked.
�No, I haven�t.� For privacy reasons, I thought I�d wait until I could use my own doctor in Boston.�
Annie smiled and looked away.� Several minutes passed and the silence hung heavy between them.
�Annie, let me ask you something,� he sighed, �and I want you to be completely honest with me.�
�Okay, but don�t get mad if you get an answer you don�t want to hear.�
�If I had the lab reports in my hands right now and all the tests were negative, would you let me make love to you?�
�No.�
�You answered that awfully quick.�
�I guess I did.� Maybe it�s because I�m that certain of my answer.�
�Why?�
�I told you before, it�s going to take time.� Point blank, I�m not ready to be intimate with you.� Frankly, I can�t believe I�ve progressed this far in a week.�
�What do you mean?�
�A week ago, I had to fight the compulsion to vomit whenever you entered the room.� Now, I�m actually sitting beside you and you�re holding my hand,� she answered, as she eyed their clasped hands.� �That�s progress.�
�Vomit?�
Annie shrugged her shoulders and smiled.� �That�s probably exaggerating a bit,� she said, glancing away.� �But I couldn�t stand the sight of you.�
His eyes drifted back to the sidewalk.� She could see the tightness in his jaw and wondered what he was thinking.
�I thought you weren�t going to pressure me?� she asked.
�I�m not.�
�Then, why am I sitting here feeling like you are?�
He turned toward her, studying her face as if the answer were written on it.� �I don�t know.� I�never mind.�
�What?� Say it.� Don�t hold back now.�
He shook his head in frustration and glanced out the window.� �It wasn�t my intention to pressure you.� I told you a long time ago I express myself best through my music and through�touch.� It�s my nature.� How am I supposed to make things right if you won�t let me touch you?�
Annie shrugged.� �I guess you�ll have to find another way, because the touching option isn�t going to happen.�
His eyes dropped to their entwined fingers.� �I love you,� he whispered.
�I know.�
�Do you?� he asked.
She squeezed his hand. �Yes, I do.� I can feel it, but that doesn�t make it any easier for me to get past what you did.�
The traffic began to move and Annie noticed Taylor's apartment building pass by the car window.� �Let me ask you something, Michael.� Where is our driver taking us?� We just passed Taylor's apartment.�
He smiled at her.� �I�m taking you out for an early dinner to celebrate.�
�Oh?� And what are we celebrating?�
�You coming back to Boston with me.� �I haven�t given you an answer yet.�
�I know.� I was hoping you�d say yes.� Don�t get me wrong.� I don�t mind staying at Taylor�s place but I�d rather be sleeping in my own bed.� And, it would be even better if you were sleeping in it beside me,� he said, squeezing her hand.
He raised her hand and kissed the fingers.� �So, will you?�
�Will I what�share your bed?�
He nervously nodded.� �Not just the bed, Annie, the whole house.� I want us to be together and I want the baby to have her own room.� You said it would take time to repair the damage I caused.� Well, we need to be together to do that.� Right?�
�Yes.�
�Yes, you�ll come?�
�Yes, I�ll go, but on one condition.�
�Anything.�
�You won�t pressure me to be intimate with you.�
�Deal.�
His eyes dropped to Sammi suckling and he smiled.� �You know, I never thought I�d be jealous of a baby eating lunch before,� he chuckled.
She shoved him playfully on the shoulder.� �You�re pressuring me again.�
�That wasn�t pressure,� he teased.� �I was merely making an observation.�
�Yeah, okay.�
It was late when they arrived home and Bonita was already in bed.� Annie quietly made her way up to the master bedroom to settle the baby while Michael went to the kitchen to check his mail.
Annie had her back to the door when he entered.� She was setting the baby in the cradle Bonita had left for them.� He came up behind her and set his hands on her shoulders.� She bristled at this touch.� Dejected, he stepped away and sat on the end of the bed.
�If it will make you feel more comfortable, I can sleep in one of the other bedrooms,� he stated glumly.
She spun around and faced him.� His hands were clasped between his spread thighs, weariness creasing his face.
�I�m not going to ask you to leave your own bedroom.�
He closed his eyes and flopped back on the bed.� �After all this time, you still don�t consider this your bedroom too?�
�That�s not what I mean,� she replied, moving into the bathroom to change.� When she returned to the bedroom she was dressed in loose-fitting boxer shorts and a t-shirt.
�You shared my bed in New York and that worked out okay.� I have no problem doing the same here.�
He rolled to his side and propped himself up on an elbow.� �Okay, then I guess we�ve got a deal.� I�ll stay.�
He stood slowly from the bed, his body painfully close to hers.� She bit her bottom lip and stepped away.
�I�ll be in the shower, if you need me,� he smiled.
Annie sat on the bed.� This was no different then New York, she told herself.� So, why was her heart racing and her palms wet with perspiration?� She pulled the clip from her hair and reached for her brush, only to realize she had left it in the bathroom.
She could hear the shower water running, as she approached the door.� Pausing first, she dried her sweaty hands on her shorts.� The knob turned easily in her hand and with trepidation she stepped into the steam filled room.
To her surprise he was not yet in the shower.� Instead, he was standing before the sink, gazing into the mirror as if deciding whether he needed to shave.� All clothing removed, he was gloriously naked.� She gasped and quickly covered her mouth.� It was the first time she had seen him naked in many weeks.
�I�m sorry,� she stammered.� �I thought you�d be in the shower by now.�
He turned to face her.� The more she blushed, the bigger his smile grew.
�Annie, you�ve seen me naked how many times, hundreds, probably thousands of times.� Why does it shock you now?�
She reached for her brush on the counter beside the sink but his hand got to it first.� He moved closer, until the front of his body almost pressed against hers.� Then he pulled the brush through her hair, long languid strokes that made every strand of her hair tingle.
�I�ve always loved brushing your hair,� he whispered against her temple.
Tears bit at her eyes.� She could feel his erection growing between them.� Her bottom lip began to quiver.� Her chest began to heave.
�Michael, please don�t.�
Reluctantly, he stopped.� His eyes connected with hers.� He saw the emotion balancing on the rim of her eyes and his heart sank.� His touch still brought her to tears.� He wondered if that would ever change.� He ached for the day when he could love her completely, the way they used to, for hours on end.
�I�m sorry.� I guess I shouldn�t have done that,� he sighed with regret.
She took the brush from his extended hand and left the bathroom.� When the door closed, he muttered a continuous slur of curses that would have shocked just about anyone.� Then he turned the shower temperature to cold and stepped beneath the spray.
That night he slept in an old pair of sweat pants but they were too hot.� In the morning, he would ask Bonita to purchase several pair of men�s cotton pajama bottoms for him.� The last thing he wanted was to pressure Annie with his nakedness in bed.
The next day he excused himself after breakfast, saying he had errands to do.� Annie knew without asking he was on his way to his doctor�s office to have the blood tests done.� At least she hoped he was.
When he was gone, Bonita poured herself a cup of coffee and sat at the kitchen table across from Annie.
�Okay, now we really talk,� Bonita smiled warmly.
�What do you want to talk about?� I�ve already told you the details of my tour and all about the unexpected birth of Sammi.� What else is there?�
�Why don�t you tell me what happened between you and Michael?�
Annie dropped her head to the half-eaten plate of scrambled eggs Bonita had prepared for her.� �What makes you think something happened?�
Bonita reached across the table and touched Annie's forearm.� �Let me tell you something, Dear.� I've known Michael for a long, long time.� He's the son Manuel and I were never fortunate to have ourselves but I couldn't love him any more if he were my blood son.� I know his moods.� I know his body language and I know something dreadful has happened.� It was written all over his face this morning and it pours from your eyes now.� So, tell me, Annie.� Tell me what happened and maybe I can help.
Annie wiped her cheeks.� �It�s too personal, Bonita.� I don�t think Michael would want me talking about it.�
Bonita nodded and patted Annie�s arm again.� �You�re probably right.� But if it makes you feel better to talk about it, I�m a great listener.�
Bonita stood and took Annie�s plate to the sink.� Annie cradled the coffee mug between her hands, studying the liquid inside it.� Then without raising her head she blurted her statement.
�I caught him with a woman out in California.�
Bonita dropped the glass she was washing and jumped when it shattered.� Muttering a string of heated Spanish slurs she began picking up the pieces of broken glass.
�Bastard,� she finally said in English.
�He can�t know I told you, Bonita.�
As she dried her hands on the apron tied around her wide waist, Bonita slowly turned to face Annie.� �Anything you say stays between you and me.� Okay?�� She went back to the table and sat.� �Are you okay?�
Annie nodded.� �Funny, everyone keeps asking me that.� I guess I�m okay.� I think a better way to put it is, I�m coping with it.� He begged for another chance but, to tell you the truth, I�m not sure I�m strong enough to follow through with it.�
�You should at least try for the sake of the baby.�
�Yes, I know.� Part of me wants to believe he can be faithful but reality tells me differently.� I�m not sure he�s capable of it or that I should try and force him to attempt a lifestyle that is obviously unnatural for him.�
Annie took a sip of her tea and shook her head.� �I can tolerate a lot, but it ends with cheating and lying.� I won�t raise a baby in that type of environment.�
�What are you saying?�
�I told him if he cheated again I was gone.� Simple as that.�
�He loves you Annie.� That woman means nothing to him.�
�Maybe so, but it hurts too much to share him.� I won�t put myself through it again.� It�s been months now and I still can�t bring myself to touch him or let him touch me.� The thought of touching him makes me think of her and then I feel sick.�
Bonita forced a smile onto her pudgy face.� �It will work out, you�ll see.�
�I�m not sure I share your positive thinking, Bonita.�
At the end of the week, Michael received word of a band meeting Brian was holding at his house.� On impulse, he arrived early in hopes of resolving a few of the open issues between them from their stay in California.� Brian�s housekeeper let him in and instructed him to head out to the sound studio.� When Michael opened the door to the studio the lights and sound boards were off, the place was remarkably quiet.
�Hey, Bri, it�s me,� Michael called out, as he switched on the lights.� When the rooms became illuminated, he heard muted curses from a back office.� Then a young girl, no older then sixteen and dressed in a school uniform, slammed into him on her way out of the studio.
�What the hell are you doing?� Michael asked his friend in disgust.
�I should be asking you the same.� The meeting isn�t scheduled for another hour,� he replied, tucking his shirt back into his pants.� �Why the hell are you here so early?�
�I didn�t know I needed an appointment to see you,� Michael sneered.
�Yeah, whatever.� Brian answered, flopping his body onto a leather couch.
Michael picked up the latest issue of �Guitar World� magazine and began flipping through the pages.� �Does your wife know you�re screwing the babysitter?�
Brian shifted his weight on the couch.� �She�s not the babysitter.� She�s my sister-in-law�s step-daughter.�
Michael spun around and tossed the magazine back onto the coffee table.� �You are one crazy motherfucker!� She doesn�t even look legal, not to mention she�s related to you!�
�Not technically.� he shrugged ambivalently.
�So that makes it okay?�
�Fuck you,� Brian answered.� �I really don�t give a shit what your opinion is.� Truth is, she came on to me.� Pranced around here for weeks in that damn uniform, practically begging to suck my dick.� So I figured, what the hell, and threw her a couple of shots.� Big fucking deal!�
Michael shook his head.� �Yeah, and I�m sure your wife wouldn�t think it�s a big deal either.�
Brian rubbed at his groin.� �Well, she�s not around and I have my needs, so what the hell am I supposed to do?�
�Jerk off!�
�Maybe you should have taken your own advice out in California.� It probably would have eliminated the ass kissing you�re stuck doing to your wife now!�
Michael smiled knowingly.� �I don�t mind �kissing� her ass or any other part she wants kissed.� It�s all good.�
�Who�s getting their ass kissed?� John, the drummer asked, as he strolled into the studio.
Brian glanced at this watch.� �Doesn�t anyone come on time anymore?�
�Hey, for a change, I�m early,� John replied.
�That�s my point,� Brian reprimanded.� �If I had wanted you to come at an earlier time, I would have said so!�
�Get over it,� Michael chimed in.
One by one, the others arrived and the meeting commenced.� The subject of the recording didn�t come up until the end.� Two out of the five voted to take the summer off before heading back into the recording studio and Michael was one of them.� He also put his two cents worth in for finding an east coast studio to finish in rather than heading back to the west coast.� Brian was not pleased and asked Michael to stay behind after the others left.� As soon as they were alone, he was on him.
�What do you mean you refuse to record until the Fall?� Brian attacked.
�Don�t twist what I said. I�m not refusing to record but I won�t be going back to the west coast anytime soon.� There�s no way in hell I�ll get Annie anywhere near that state now and I won�t go without her and the baby.�
�What about the album?�
Michael saw the rage building in his friend.� Not wanting a major battle, he moved toward the door.� �Sorry.� She and the baby come first.�
Brian folded his arms across his chest.� �I think your priorities are messed up.�
�No, I don't think so.� I can live without this band.� I can't say the same about Annie.� That's the difference between us Bri'.� Your life revolves around the band and everything else comes second.� I think that's messed up.�
Michael opened the door and stepped out into the night air.
�You�re not the only guitarist in the world,� Brian yelled from the doorway.
Michael kept walking toward his car.� �Do what ever you have to, Bri�.� I�m not going back to the west coast.�

The bedroom was in darkness when Michael opened the door.� As quietly as he could manage, he made his way toward the bathroom to undress.� He showered quickly and made his way across the room to the bed.
�How�d the meeting go?� Annie asked when she felt the sheets pull back.
�Did I wake you?� he answered, sliding in beside her.
�No, I wasn�t really sleeping.�
He pulled her up close to his body and inhaled the scent of her skin.� She had an instant calming effect over him.� �Brian wants me to head back to the west coast and resume recording,� he said flatly.� He felt Annie stiffen in his arms.
�What did you tell him?� she asked.
�I told him I wouldn�t go, and he didn�t like it.� In fact, he threatened to hire another guitarist to finish the tracks.� Can you believe that?�
�Michael, that doesn�t sound good.�
�He�ll get over it.� Point is, there are plenty of studios right in this area we could use.� He�s just throwing his weight around.�
�Did you want to go?� she asked quietly.
�Would you have come with me?�
�No.� The west coast holds nothing but bad memories for me.�
�And, I wouldn�t have gone without you.� Annie rolled over and fell into a tight spoon position with him.� She could feel his breath deepen against the nape of her neck.
�Michael?�
�Hmmm,� he replied lazily.
�You�re getting hard,� she smiled.
�I know.� You should be used to that by now,� he answered.� �Don�t worry.� It doesn�t bite and I promise not to let him out of his cage.�
Her smile grew wider as she listened to him drift off to sleep.
Five days later, the envelope they had both been expecting arrived.� Annie left it on the kitchen counter for Michael to open when he returned from his manager�s office.� She was working in the music room when he drifted into the kitchen.� She watched him sift through the mail, take the envelope from the lab and slide it into the back pocket of his jeans.� Then he came to her and sat beside her on the piano bench.
�Working the ivories?� he asked with a smile, then kissed her lightly on the cheek.
�I love the sound of this piano.� It makes the material sound better.�
�Did you see what came in the mail today?� he asked, pulling the envelope from his pants.
�Yes, I did.�
�Why didn�t you open it?� he questioned, ripping through the seal.
�It was addressed to you.�
He unfolded the letter and handed it to Annie.� �Here, you read it.� I already know what it says.�
She was nervous, more than she expected, as she took the paper from his hand.� Then she scanned through the information and digested what she could.� When she reached the bottom, she neatly re-folded the paper and handed it back to him.� Emotion overwhelmed her and she began to cry.� It wasn�t the reaction he anticipated and for a moment he allowed himself to think the worst.
He took the letter and quickly read the results.� Every test was negative.� Then he looked at her.� �Everything is negative, babe.� Doesn�t that make you happy?�
�Tremendously.�
�Then, why are you crying?�
�It�s bittersweet.�
�Why?�
�Because it reminds me of why you had to have the tests taken in the first place and that makes me sad.�
He stroked her back.� �Please, Annie.� Somehow we�ve got to try and put all this behind us.� This paper proves it.�
�I know, and sometimes even I think I can move past it, but then something happens to stir a memory and it all comes rushing back to me.�� She looked at his face and tried to smile.� �I�m sorry.� You�ve been so patient but sometimes I wonder if I�ll ever be able to put it behind me.�� She looked away from him.� �You could be waiting for nothing, only to have me leave in the end.�
He pressed his face close to her ear.� �Don�t say things like that.� If you think it will help, we can go to counseling, whatever it takes to make this work.� I want it to work.�
Annie dropped her head to his shoulder, and he circled her with his arms.
Suddenly, Bonita appeared in the doorway of the music room with the telephone in her hand.
�What is it, Bonita?� Michael asked.
�It is Mr. Brian.� He�s asking to speak with you.�
�Tell him I�m busy and I�ll talk to him tomorrow.�
Bonita mumbled her instructions into the receiver then pressed the phone against her stomach.� �He says he will not wait.�
Michael pulled away from Annie and released a never ending sentence of curse words as he crossed the room.
�I said I was fucking busy!� What the hell do you want now?� he shouted into the phone.
Michael paced the music room with the phone pressed to his ear.� �I just saw you!� Can�t it wait until tomorrow?�
Seconds later he threw the telephone at the couch in the corner of the room.� �God damn it!� he screamed.� That guy does nothing but bust my balls!�
He crossed the room and kissed Annie�s forehead.� �I�m sorry.� Do you mind if we finish our conversation when I get back?� I�m going to go kick some sense into that asshole and I�ll be back in a while.�
�Take your time,� she replied, as she listened to him mutter expletives all the way to the front door.
Then she took a deep cleansing breath and exhaled.� The house was suddenly quiet.� She picked up the letter from the doctor�s office and read through it again.� The printed words on the paper gave her mixed feelings but� didn�t bring the closure she had hoped for.� It was still an open sore but she was going to have to heal herself.� Michael had done everything in his power to make her feel secure, safe and loved.� He had reached out to her in ways she would not have imaged he was capable of.� Their emotional relationship remained rock solid and completely intact.� But the physical aspect of their union was still non-existent.� Beyond a few erotic kisses, she wouldn�t allow him to progress further and, never once did he push for more.� Her protective walls were still large and looming all around her.� Somehow, she was going to have to find the strength to begin dismantling the barriers.� It was either that, or move out, and she couldn�t bear the thought of being without him.
She went to their bathroom and showered, dusting herself with powder and dots of perfume in all the appropriate spots.� Then she slipped on numerous nighties until she found one in which she actually felt comfortable.� With her hair still twisted up in a clip, she was tying the last of the shoulder straps when his body filled the doorframe of the bathroom.
Michael stopped short and smiled brilliantly.� �Wow,� he sighed.� It was the first time in months he had seen her in something other than boxer shorts and a t-shirt.
Her shoulders and eyes dropped.� �Michael, please don�t make a big deal out of this,� she said, referring to her attire.
He went to her, his body already swelling with excitement, and pressed his face into her neck.� �I don�t want you to feel obligated to go to bed dressed, babe.� I�ve always loved the sight of you naked,� he purred against her skin, as his fingers tied the silk strings at the bend of her shoulder.
She watched his face in the mirror as his mouth left delicate kisses up to her ear.� His face was flushed and serious.� His lips were full and wet.
�You smell amazing,� he sighed, unclasping her hair clip, and moaning softly as the golden strands fell against his face.
She pulled away slightly and turned to face him.� �Why don�t you take a shower?�
�Another cold shower?� he asked.
�Whatever you want, Michael,� she smiled coyly.
He studied her face.� There was something different in her eyes.� A flicker of light he hadn�t seen in a long time.� Then again, maybe it was his imagination or his desperation to see something there that wasn�t.� Was it a sign of her need for physical affection or something else that might rekindle the spark they once shared?
When he finished in the bathroom he pulled another pair of pajama bottoms from his top drawer and slipped them over his legs.� No way in hell was he going to assume anything.
He crossed the room toward the bed.� She was lying on her side facing away from him.� Slowly, he moved in beside her.� His hand slid over her hip.
�Good night,� he whispered, kissing her bare shoulder.
She rolled over to face him.� Muted light from the half moon filtered into the room and shadowed her features erotically.
�Good night,� she replied and kissed his lips.� When he began to retract from the embrace, she pulled his mouth back to hers and pressed her tongue inside past his teeth.� He closed his eyes and groaned, then made love to her mouth.
Her hands roamed the smoothness of his bare chest then gently pushed until his back pressed against the mattress.
�What are you doing, Annie?� he asked.
�I think it�s called touching.�
Her lips replaced her hands on his chest.� Hot and wet they inched over his pectorals, savoring each taste as if she had never had the pleasure of doing so before.� Her face moved down to his stomach.� Her tongue danced around his belly button then dipped inside.
�Annie, you don�t have to do this,� he said, his voice nothing more than a shaky rattle.
She tugged at the strings tied at the waist of his pajama bottoms.� One string popped easily, the other seemed knotted.
�Can I ask why you�ve been wearing these awful things?� she asked, pulling harder on the string without success of it releasing.
He attempted a laugh then reached down to dislodge the knot in his waistband.� �I didn't want to pressure you by sleeping naked.� Not to mention, I thought it might make things� easier for me if I wasn't so obvious ,� he smiled.
Annie felt the tie give way.� Nervously she moved her hand beneath the cotton fabric and onto his hip.� She felt him shudder and inhale sharply.
�Don�t wear them again,� she teased.� �You look much better naked.�
Her face inched lower, closer to his heat.� Her hands removed the pajama bottoms.� She rested her face on his lower belly, rubbing her cheek into the soft hairline leading to his groin.� His stomach rose and fell quickly.� She closed her eyes, fighting to keep the images of the other woman from taking over her thoughts.� It was her loving him now.� Tears boiled in her eyes and threatened to spill onto his skin.� She took a deep breath and snatched back control.
He arched his back when he felt her lips glide past his hips and onto his flexed thigh.
One by one, she could feel the bricks of her wall falling around her.� She kissed and tasted every part of him, re-familiarizing herself with his body.
�Sweetheart, you�re driving me crazy,� he sighed appreciatively.
Every moan he made or word he spoke gave her confidence to continue.� Her mouth inched inward, biting and licking toward the center of his masculinity.� His fingers disappeared into her hair and lightly tugged.
�Jesus, Annie, I�m not going to last much longer.�
She gazed up at his lust tortured face from between his legs.� �But I haven�t even gotten to the good part,� she teased, taking his organ in her hand and gently stroking the flesh.
He smiled back at her, his body straining to control his carnal urge.� �It doesn�t matter.� What you�re doing to me is�unbelievable,� he sighed and fell back against the sheets as he felt her mouth engulf him.
She eased him inside slowly, inch by inch.� His hips lifted and pressed against her face.� He praised and coaxed her with beautiful words that made her heart flood with joy.� She felt his release build long before she wanted it to end but she knew there would be no stopping the inevitable either.� His orgasm rocked him and seemed to last forever.
She watched his facial expression change from total insanity and then drift back to bliss.� She had moved him emotionally and physically; it was written all over his face.� He gazed down at her, too weak to manage a full smile.� Love poured from his eyes.
�Come here,� he said in a low satisfied whisper.
She kissed his stomach and dragged her tongue up between his breasts, then fell into the bend of his extended arm.
His head rolled to face her.� �I love you so much,� he said.� So much��
Then he kissed her slow and provocative.� Her neck bent back and she opened her mouth wider for him, moaning softly against his lips.� He pulled her closer until their bodies molded as one.
�Thank you,� he said.
�For what?� �For loving me.� No one has ever moved me the way you do.� The power of your touch is overwhelming.�
He bent to kiss her again and she recoiled.� Without explanation, she slipped from the bed and headed toward the bathroom.
�Annie?� Where are you going?� he called after her.
He muttered a curse and slipped on his pajama bottoms.� A few seconds later, he filled the doorway of the bathroom.� �Annie?� Are you all right?�
She was sitting on the toilet seat with her face in her hands.
�I�m okay.� I just need a minute,� she replied, wiping at her cheeks.
He saw her tears and his heart sank.� �Annie, you didn�t have to do that if you weren�t ready.�
She looked up at him.� �I know.� I did it because I wanted to.�
�Why are you crying?�
�Because I felt you were comparing me to�her.�
He leaned against the door, his brain racing to remember what he had said.� Then he went to her and pressed her face against his stomach, his arms sliding around the back of her head.
�Annie, that wasn�t meant as a comparison,� he answered, his arms dropped to her shoulders.
�I�m sure it wasn�t.� It�s me being overly sensitive.� Look, you�ve done so much to make things right between us and express your love.� The rest is up to me.� I�m the one that has to break down the walls I�ve built around myself, but it�s hard.� I want to move beyond this and put things back together with you.� I want to be your wife in every sense of the word.� I want to��
Michael fell to his knees, level with her eyes, and took her face in his hands.
�Annie, do you love me?�
�Yes.�
�Then, come with me,� he instructed, taking her by the hand and leading her back to the bed.
�What are you doing?�
�I�m going to help you break down the wall.�
He sat on the edge of the bed and pulled her between his spread thighs.� He pressed his face against her stomach and his hands drifted up her bare legs.
�Annie, I�m going to love you like I�ve never loved you before,� he sighed against her belly button.
�Michael��
�Take your nightgown off for me.� I want to see your body.�
Their eyes burned into each other.� He could see her reluctance but also felt the fire between her legs.
�Annie, please.� It�s been so long since I�ve seen you naked.�
His hands slid around her hips.� Then his fingers tugged at the waistband of her panties.� She shivered when she felt them graze the skin of her legs and glide down to her ankles.
She could feel the heat of his breath as he bit at her hip through the sheer fabric of her nightgown.� His hand shifted between her thighs.� Her eyes rolled back in her head.� It had been too long since he had touched her and the pleasure racing through her body was electric.� His fingers found her wetness and she exhaled loudly.
�Oh, my God, Annie.� You are so ready.�
Her hands fell to his shoulders, the fingernails digging into his flesh.� Then she flexed and crested as his fingers disappeared inside her body.� When her spasms slowed, he massaged her thighs.
�Now, will you take off your nightgown for me?� he asked with a brilliant smile.
One by one, she untied the straps of the garment.� When it began to fall she attempted to catch it but he tugged it from her hands.
�I want to see all of you.�
The nightgown fell to the floor and piled at her ankles.� His eyes and hands quickly lifted to her breasts.� They were much fuller than he remembered, like ripened pieces of fruit, and the nipples a deeper shade of pink.� A thin blond hairline descended from her navel to her light brown triangle, mapping out a wondrous journey he had been fantasizing about for months.
She stood before him, exuding femininity, vulnerable, and yet ready for him in every sense.� So consumed with thoughts of lust, he could think of nothing else but devouring her.� He wanted to love her, head to toe, inside and out - completely, until she begged him to stop.� As promised, tonight he would love her like never before.
She saw his eyes roam her nakedness and wondered what he was thinking.� His face so serious; it unnerved her.� Was he pleased?� Shocked by the changes of her body after giving birth?� She had never felt so exposed to him.� Self-consciously, her arms lifted to cover herself.� His hands quickly pushed them away.� Then his mouth relaxed into a magnificent smile and bent to kiss her belly.
�You are absolutely beautiful, Annie,� he said, his tongue leaving trails over her stomach.
�I�m still fat,� she replied.
�You just had a baby.� There�s a big difference.�
�It�s been almost two months,� she answered.
�Lay down for me,� he asked, standing to make room for her.� Then he untied the string holding up his pajama bottoms.
Annie watched his movements in awe.� Unlike her, his body was unchanged.� He was still an intricately detailed statue of lean muscles, dark flawless skin, with hair in all the right places and completely male.� Her heart missed a beat when his organ sprang free from the garment and slapped against the flatness of his stomach.
He smiled coyly at her on the bed.� �Not bad for an old man, huh?�
�You�re far from being old, Michael.�
�Fifty is closer than I�d like it to be,� he answered, sliding up against her.
�Fifty going on twenty-one,� she teased.
He kissed her, gently dragging his tongue over her open mouth.� �You wouldn�t have wanted to know me at twenty-one,� he answered.� �I was wild and without fear, which is never a good combination.
�And you�re not now?�
His attention moved to her throat then to her breasts.� His lips ignited little fires on each spot he touched.� �A small part of me will always remain wild.� It comes with the music I play.� But, for the most part, I�m tame.�
�Michael?� He glanced up at her, his eyes heavy with lust.� �Yeah?�
�Show me your wild side.�
His mouth slid into the provocative half-grin he was known the world over and fell back onto her skin.� Then he loved her.� He loved her first with his fingers, then with his mouth, and when she absolutely begged for it, he loved her with his sex.� Over and over, he chased her up peaks and teased her in valleys, never thinking of his own reward.� Watching her body flush red and glisten with sweat was gift enough for him.
Then her hands circled his neck and pulled him close.� �Baby, I love you so much,� she sighed.
It had been months since he had heard her say the words with such sincerity, it made his eye fill with tears.� �I love you, too.�
They lay entwined, without disconnecting.� He closed his eyes, completely content for the first time in months.� She cuddled against his chest, her fingers drifting about his torso with no destination in mind.
�You know our first anniversary is coming up soon,� he said softly, toying with the strands of her hair.
�Yes, I know.�
�I think we should go away and celebrate.� We can go anywhere you want: Paris, Rome, Tokyo.� You name it and I will make all the arrangements.�
Annie tipped her head back and studied his face.� �Does it have to be so far away?� she asked.
�What do you mean?�
�Well, I�d rather not travel out of the country with the baby.� Could we stay closer to home and her doctor?�
�I suppose so.� We could head north to Vermont, New Hampshire or Maine.�
She smiled.� That�s sounds a lot better.�
�Okay.� I�ll make some calls.�
�You don�t mind if we stay local, do you?� she asked.
�I don�t care where we go as long as you�re with me.�
The next day, Michael set the wheels in motion for their anniversary trip.� Annie didn�t want to go for a full week so a long weekend was planned instead.� He had the travel agent his band used reserve a secluded cabin in New Hampshire on a lake beneath a mountain.� Wanting the destination to be a surprise to Annie, he kept the final arrangements to himself.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 

On the event of their first wedding anniversary, Michael, Annie and Sammi headed north.� For four glorious days they lay low, ate gourmet meals prepared by an on-site staff, took long walks with the baby and made love until Annie begged for rest.� And they bonded as a family; which was the most important of all.� It was perfect.
But, the joy they shared over that weekend came to an abrupt end as Michael took the turn down the street to their home.� Outside the iron gates that led to the estate, two unmarked police cruisers waited.� A knot in Michael�s stomach quickly formed.
�Oh shit,� he said, slowly pulling his Land Rover up to the security system beside the gate.� He pressed the number code into the call box and waited while the iron gates swung open.
�What�s the matter?� Annie asked, craning her neck to see better.
�We�ve got company,� he answered, watching his rear view mirror as the police cars pulled into the driveway behind him.
�Who?� Fans?� she asked, knowing it wasn�t the first time cars were seen lurking outside their gate.
�No, it�s the cops.�
�The police?�
Michael parked the Land Rover in front of the double mahogany doors, stepped out of the vehicle and went around to help Annie.� After helping her from the car, he handed her the house keys.� �Here, take Sammi inside.� I�ll see what they want.�
Annie quickly pulled a sleeping Sammi from the back seat and headed toward the front doors, and disappeared inside.
�Good afternoon, Mr. Wade,� the first detective greeted as he approached Michael.
Michael tossed him a suspicious nod.� �What can I do for you?�
�We�ll get right to the point, Mr. Wade,� the second detective said.
�I wish you would,� Michael replied, his patience already waning.
�When was the last time you saw Brian Lofgren?� the first detective asked, pulling out a small note pad to scribble any information Michael might supply them.
Michael shrugged his shoulders.� �I don�t know�last Thursday, I think.� Why?� What�s he done now?�
�Statutory rape and attempted murder,� the second officer announced flatly, without making eye contact with Michael.� �And that�s just for starters.� I�m sure there�ll be more charges filed,� he added with sarcasm.
Michael shook his head.� �That doesn�t sound like something Brian would do.� He�s not the violent type.�
�You can call him whatever you like, Mr. Wade, but this time, your friend has got himself into some deep shit.�
�The kind of shit even your fancy New York lawyers will have trouble tap dancing around,� the second detective added with a smirk.
�Well, that�s your opinion, Detective.� As far as I�m concerned, until I talk to Brian, no crime has been committed.� I believe the word you use is �alleged�.�
�So you said you haven�t seen Mr. Lofgren since last Thursday?�
�That�s right, I�ve been away,� Michael answered evasively.
�Where were you?�
Michael eyes narrowed in anger.� �New Hampshire, not that it�s any of your business.�
�Were you alone?�
Michael�s back stiffened.� �No.� I was with my wife.� Look, am I a suspect or something?�
�Don�t get an attitude with us, Mr. Wade.�
Michael�s eyes burned into the detective�s and held a silent stand-off until the second officer broke their trance.
�So, you didn�t see Mr. Lofgren all weekend?�
�That�s what I�m saying.�� Michael shifted his weight.� His anger near the boiling point.� �I�ve already told you, I haven�t seen or heard from Brian since last week.� So, unless you�re here to arrest me for something, I�m going inside.�
The detective handed Michael a business card as he pushed his way past him.� �Here � take this.� It has my telephone number on it.� If you should happen to hear from your pedophile friend, call me.�
Michael�s fist coiled back, as if to punch the detective.� The man made no attempt to move, and instead, provokingly smiled.� �Don�t even give me a reason, Mr. Wade,� he chuckled, pushing a pencil behind his ear.� �Arresting you for assaulting an officer would be the highlight of my day.�
�Fuck you,� Michael muttered under his breath.� He flicked the paper card into the air as if he were discarding a cigarette butt, and headed toward the house.
�Oh, and Mr. Wade, let me remind you, aiding and abetting a criminal is a felony.� So, don�t do anything stupid.� Okay?�
Without replying, Michael slammed the door behind him.
�Brian�s in big trouble, Michael,� Annie cried, hurrying to his side.� �It�s all over the news!�
Michael stepped beyond her and into the kitchen.� The television was releasing another updated report on the attack.� He listened carefully before shutting it off and nervously raked his fingers through his hair.
�I�m going to go over and talk to Barbara,� he announced, reaching for his car keys.� �She�ll know what really happened.�
�I�ll come too,� Annie volunteered.
�Annie, the last thing you need to do is get stressed over this.� Besides, in case Brian calls, someone should be here to answer the phone so he doesn�t get the machine.�
He kissed her quickly on the cheek.� �Relax, babe.� I�m sure it�s not as serious as the press is making it out to sound on the television.� You know how reporters love to blow a story like this out of proportion.� They hear the names involved and suddenly it becomes national news.�
Annie sighed.� �I hope you�re right, Michael.�
�I�ll be back as soon as I can,� he smiled, opening the front door.� �Call me at Barbara�s if you hear from him.�
The unmarked police cruiser remained parked outside the gates.� Michael cursed loudly as he watched them pull in behind traffic to follow him.� Never leaving his sight, they stayed on his tail until he came to a stop outside the call box at Brian�s front gate.
�Who is it?� Barbara�s maid asked.
�It�s Michael Wade.�
A few seconds later the gate slid open and Michael sped his car up the long driveway toward the house.� Before Michael could knock, the door flew open and Barbara jumped into his arms.
�Jesus, where the hell have you been?� she asked, tears distorting her voice.
�Annie and I went away for our anniversary but I�m beginning to think we shouldn�t have.�
Barbara reluctantly released her grip on him and stepped away, rubbing at her eyes.
�Are you alone?� he asked.
�Yes, except for the maid.� She�s been trying to retain some sense of control around here.� Between the phone ringing and the front gate buzzing every five seconds, I can�t take any more of this!� Everyone else is at my nanny�s house.�
Barbara began to pace like a caged animal.� �You know the police have the phone�s tapped and they�re watching the house.� Hell, I wouldn�t be surprised if they had your phone lines tapped too!� I�m not sure what they expect.� Brian�s not that stupid to come back or call here anytime soon.�
�I was followed here,� Michael casually added, pushing his hands into his pockets.� �Wanna tell me what the hell happened?�
Barbara stopped and slouched against the refrigerator.� Her swollen eyes stared out the back window.� �Apparently, Brian was screwing my sister�s step-daughter,� she spoke somberly, suddenly making eye contact with Michael.� �She�s fifteen, for Christ sakes!�
�And you know this for fact?� Michael asked, remembering the conversation he had with Brian about the very same girl, just days earlier.
�Michael, she�s pregnant.�� Barbara rolled her eyes and wiped the tears from her cheeks.
�Are you sure it�s his kid?� I mean, she wouldn�t be the first fifteen year old to lie to her parents about something like this.�
�Trust me, we�re all sure it�s his,� she sighed.� She crossed the room and plunked herself down on the barstool beside Michael, then laid her head down onto the countertop.� �She came here to tell him she was pregnant.� When she refused to have an abortion, he tried to strangle her.� She has the bruises on her throat to prove it.�� Barbara sniffed loudly.� �I can�t believe this is really happening.� I�ve known for years he�s had a thing for younger women - but not fifteen-year-olds and certainly not someone from our own damn family!�
Michael reached out and stroked Barbara�s back.� He tried to think of the right words to say but nothing came to him.� It was all surreal for him; like something out of a bad movie.� Yes, he knew Brian was no angel when it came to cheating on Barbara and Michael had long since give up trying to get him to change his evil ways.� But, this was clearly the actions of a man he did not know.
�Has anyone heard from him?� Michael mumbled.
Barbara propped her head up on an elbow.� Tears made her cheeks glisten in the sunlight.� �No,� she sobbed.� �And I hope he never comes back either.� He can rot in jail for all I care!�
Michael stepped between her legs on the stool and embraced her in his arms.� �You really don�t mean that, Barb.� After all the years you two have been together and the shit you�ve survived, this is just one more bump in the road.�
Her arms slid easily around his waist.� She pressed her face against his chest and exhaled.� For several minutes she held on tightly while Michael tried his best to offer her solace within his arms.� His body was firm and lean, much like Brian�s, but with more muscle tone and he smelt heavenly.� For one very brief moment, her thoughts focused on Michael.
�Do you think he�s all right?� she asked, a faint quiver in her voice.
�I�ve never known Brian to lay low for very long.� He�ll surface soon enough, then we�ll get his legal counsel armed for bear.�
Barbara tipped her head back to meet his gaze.� �You know he�ll never survive prison.�
�I know.� But it won�t come to that.�
�I hope you�re right.�
The days passed at a snail�s pace.� Michael split his time between Barbara�s house and the main office of the band.� Still, Brian remained at large.� It was usually after midnight by the time Michael crawled into bed each night.� Those few hours were the only time Annie had with him and even then, he was distracted with thoughts of Brian.
A patrol car remained outside the gates to their house, making Annie feel like a virtual prisoner.� They were living through a nightmare.
It was after ten o�clock on the fifth day when Michael�s cell phone rang in the pocket of his leather jacket.� Once again, he was holding vigil at Barbara�s house.� He reached for his ringing phone believing it to be Annie.� Instead the distraught voice of Brian greeted him.
�Where the hell are you?� Michael asked.
�I really need you, man,� Brian choked.
�Tell me where you are and I�m there.�
Michael listened carefully to the address.� �I�ll be there within the hour.� Don�t do anything crazy, okay?�
�I�ll sit tight,� Brian replied quietly.
Barbara�s eyes were wide with worry.� �Where is he?� Is he okay?� How did he sound?�
Michael paced the floor of the kitchen trying to figure out a plan to meet Brian without a police escort.� �The only way I can do it, is if I call a taxi, have them meet me at the gas station out on the highway and go from there,� he stated, matter-of-factly.� �That way the cops won�t see me leave in my own car.�
�And how do you plan on getting to the gas station?�
�I�ll run through the woods.� It shouldn�t take me more than a few minutes.�
�It�s pitch black out there, Michael.� You could trip and get hurt and no one would be able to find you!�
�Do you have a better plan?�
�No.�
�Look, we both know if I take my car I will be followed.� Is that what you want?�
She shook her head.� �Can I ask where he is?�
�He�s at the old Harbor View Motel.�
�Can I come with you?�
Michael shook his head.� �I think it�s best if I go get him alone.�
She nodded.� �Should I call our lawyer?�
�Not yet.� Lets wait until I get back, okay?�� Michael slipped on his coat and headed toward the back door.� There was nothing but thick woods between the house and the main thoroughfare.� Reluctantly, he called for a taxi and the plan was set in action.� �With any luck, I should be back with Brian in a couple of hours.� I�ll call you when I get there.�
Barbara hugged him tightly.� �Please be careful, Michael.�� He smiled reassuringly and disappeared out the back door.� It took less than fifteen minutes for him to make it to the main road, and except for a few cuts and scratches from the underbrush, he was none the worse for wear.� As he came out of the woods, the taxi was pulling into the gas station.
Michael quickly flagged down the driver and jumped into the back seat.� He gave the man the address and asked him to hurry.� Then he called Annie.� At last, she saw an ending to the nightmare and sighed with relief.
�Hurry home, Michael, and please be careful,� she urged.
�I�ll see you in a few hours,� he replied.
�I love you.�
�Me too.�
The taxi turned onto Shore Drive and Michael could see the motel in the distance.� Brian�s bright red sports car became visible in the parking lot.� What Michael failed to see in his excitement was the unmarked police cruiser pulling into the shadows beside the motel, as he got out and paid the taxi driver.
Michael knocked on the door and waited.� �Come on, Brian, let me in.� It�s me, Mike.�
�The door�s open,� Brian called to him.
Inside, the tiny cluttered room was dimly lit and smelt of rotting food.� There were pizza boxes covering a dirty table by the window, Chinese food cartons piled high, and empty booze bottles littered the bureau.� The only light came from a filthy bathroom with broken green tile and bugs in the sink.� Both the beds were almost stripped bare of the sheets and well used.
Brian sat between the beds on the floor.� His appearance caused Michael to stop in his tracks.� It was obvious he had not showered or shaved in days, dark circles hung heavy below his bloated eyes, and his lips were puffy and cracked.� His clothes clung to his body, outlining his fragility.� In his lap, Brian�s fingers toyed with the trigger of a .357 Magnum revolver.� Michael�s stomach began to churn into a tight knot.
�What are you doing?� Michael asked, sitting down on the bed to face his friend.� He had seen Brian hung-over from booze and drugs before, but this was the worst.� In the nearly twenty-five years they had known each other, this was Brian�s rock bottom, the state one reaches before they totally lose touch of reality.
Brian�s eyes drifted up toward the sound of Michael�s voice.� It was painful to watch him try and focus but Michael waited until recognition lit Brian�s face.� Then tears trickled down his dirty cheeks and his smile faded.
�I really screwed up this time, Mike.� I really did.�
Michael shrugged and tried to remain cool.� �No big deal, Bri�.� We�ll get a team of cut-throat lawyers on the case and��
Brian�s head jerked up to face Michael.� �I can�t do jail time!� You know I�d never survive being trapped in a fucking cell!�
�No one said anything about doing time.�� Michael did his best to keep his voice calm while his eyes nervously watched Brian fiddle with the gun in his lap.
�I�d rather be dead,� Brian said, his voice sinking to his hands and the cold, shiny object they were holding.
�What�s the gun for?� Michael asked, slowly reaching out to take it.
Brian spun the chambers around with his long, bony fingers.� �I�ve been sitting here for days thinking about my life, Mike.� And you know what I came up with?
�What, Bri�.�
Brian sniffed loudly and wiped at his nose and face with the back of his hand.� He forced a weak smile to his strained face.� �I�ve lived a great life,� he shrugged, lifting his chin with a sense of pride.� �I�ve done more than I ever imagined, traveled the world dozens of times, and achieved every award possible in this fucking business.� Not too shabby, huh.�
�No, that�s not bad at all.�
�And, along the way I made myself some babies and enjoyed more pussy than an army of men could attempt on their best day!�� A lecherous laugh shook Brian�s shoulders.� �What�s not to like about that?�
Michael smiled weakly.� �It�s been a great life, to be sure, but the best is yet to come.� We�re at a stage now where we can sit back and reap the benefits from the hard work we�ve done over the last two decades.� Why stop now?�
Brian pondered Michael�s remarks.� �Maybe I want to go out riding the crest of the wave instead of being washed up on the beach.�
�You�re a long way from being washed up on the beach, Brian.� So, why don�t you let me have the gun.�
�You don�t fucking get it, Mike, do you?� There is no way out of this for me except jail and we�ve already discussed that conclusion.� It ain�t gonna happen.�
Noisily, Brian snapped the chamber closed and pointed the gun toward the ceiling.� Michael�s heart began to pound in his ears as he swallowed hard.� His brain was desperate to think of a plan to get the gun from Brian�s tight grasp.
�Brian, give me the gun before it accidentally goes off and kills one of us.�
Brian hoisted himself up onto the edge of the bed and became level with Michael.� �Why?� Would that be such a bad thing?�
�Yes, it would.� Besides, I don�t believe you had me drive all the way out here to watch you blow your brains out.�
�Maybe I didn�t want to die alone.�
Outside the motel two more police cruisers joined the first patrol car.� Like rats, they scurried in the obscurity of the shadows, taking positions along side the building, pistols raised, awaiting the signal to enter the room.
Michael�s patience hung by a thin thread.� With each second that passed, Brian came closer and closer to losing it.� �Give me the gun.� Now,� Michael demanded, his voice louder and more forceful, his hand stretched out to receive it.
With steely resistance, Brian raised the revolver and pressed it to his temple.� �I�m really going to miss you, Mike,� he wanly smiled.� �Hey, do me a favor and watch over Barbara and the kids for me.� She didn�t deserve any of this you know.� Tell her I�m sorry and that I love her.�
�Why don�t you tell her yourself,� Michael said, as he lunged for Brian�s arm.� In their struggle on the bed, the gun went off, piercing quickly through the plastered ceiling and exiting through the roof.� Behind them, the officers kicked in the door.
�Freeze!� Police!�
Michael jumped to his feet and spun around to face them.� Guns drawn, he stared down the barrels of half a dozen lethal weapons.� Quick, he raised his arms offering no resistance.� A nervous rookie took two steps toward the bed.
�Put down the weapon, you bastard,� the young rookie screamed at Brian.
In slow motion, Michael turned around toward Brian.� The revolver was moving back toward his temple.� Seeing the movement of the gun, the rookie cocked his gun, took aim and shouted one last warning.� Michael saw the flash of fire and threw his body into the air.� The bullet tore a searing path of heat through his left arm.� The pain was blinding.� The smell of burning flesh filled his nostrils.� He fell to the bed in a lifeless heap close to unconsciousness.� Beneath him, Brian lay dead, shot in the chest by the same bullet that ripped through Michael�s arm.
The last noise Michael heard before he lost consciousness were the death gurgles that involuntarily escaped Brian�s throat, as his chest filled with blood that would silence him forever.� In the blink of an eye, it was over, never to be the same again.
Three days later, Michael woke from a heavily-sedated sleep in the hospital.� His eyes rolled then blinked as he tried desperately to focus on something in the room.� Then his eyes fell upon Annie, curled in a lounge chair sleeping beside the bed.� He attempted to sit up and groaned loudly in pain.
Annie�s eyes fluttered open when she heard his cry and bolted upright.� �Michael!� You�re awake,� she squealed and kissed him softly on the cheek.
�Jesus Christ, what the hell did they do to my arm?� he grimaced, straining his neck to see the thick plaster cast encasing his arm from his shoulder to forearm.
�Michael, don�t try and move it!� Let me get your doctor.�
�Not yet.� First tell me what they did to my fucking arm!�
Michael�s eyes were wild with pain and anger at being immobile.
Annie approached the bed and tried to choose the appropriate words to describe the micro nerve surgery the doctors had managed during the hours and hours of surgery they had done to try and save his arm.� She sat beside the bed and took his right hand.
�Michael, do you remember what the doctors did to save my foot?� Well, the doctors here did something similar for your arm except in your case they were working with nerves and bone.�
He shut his eyes and skewed his face.� �It feels like they cut it off!� Maybe they should have.�
�They were nervous of infection and wanted to amputate, Michael, but I refused to sign the paperwork.� I told them who you were and what you did for a living and demanded they go back into surgery and do whatever was necessary to save your arm.�
He sighed heavily and rubbed at his forehead.� Stress marred his otherwise rugged features.� �How long will I be living with this cast?�
�I�m not sure.� It depends on how fast you heal.�� Annie lowered her head and toyed with her fingernails.� �There�s something else about the surgery that I have to tell you, Michael.�� She swallowed around the lump of emotion in her throat and met his stare.� �The bullet hit you just below your shoulder and did a lot of damage to the bone on the way out of your body.� They weren�t able to repair all of it and they won�t know the full extent of the damage until you heal.�
He gazed at her blankly and blinked.� �What the hell does that mean?�
She fidgeted in her chair and exhaled.� �It means, you might not regain all the feeling in your fingertips.�
He turned his head toward the window and squeezed his eyes tight.� For several minutes he was quiet.� She watched his chest rise and fall and wanted more than anything to know what he was thinking.� Quietly, she began to cry.
�I couldn�t save him,� he said, his voice soft and wounded.
Annie bent over him and pressed her face to his cheek.� �Yes, I know, sweetheart, and I�m very proud you were brave enough to try.� You took a bullet for him and risked your own life for his.�
His gaze returned to the window.� �How�s Barbara?�
�She�s grateful you were there with him and that he didn�t have to die alone.� She�s also thrilled you�re going to be okay.�
�Did I miss his funeral?�
�No, it�s on Sunday.�
He reached for her hand.� �I need you to make the proper arrangements with the doctors to get me released in time for that.�
Annie shook her head.� �Oh, I don�t think they�ll agree to that, Michael.�
�They have to.�
�I�ve already discussed it with them and they all agreed it is too soon and too risky to move you.�
�I don't give a shit what they think!� It's my arm, and if what you're saying is true, I won't be able to feel much of anything anyway so how much more damage could I possibly do to it?�
She pushed the hair off his forehead.� �Lets not argue, Michael.� I�ve been so worried about you.�� Tears pooled in her eyes as she pressed his fingers against her cheek.� She watched the muscles in his face soften and he seemed to relax.� Emotion made his eyes glisten.
�How�s Sammi?� he asked, almost breathless with sentiment.
�I swear she grows an inch every day.�
He forced a smile to his lips.� �I guess life really does go on.�
Annie wiped a lone tear that threatened to spill from his eye.� �Yes, it does.�� She moved closer and kissed his mouth.� �I want you to get better so you�ll be able to hold her when you get home.�
Michael made it to Brian�s funeral and surprised everyone when he stood to give the eulogy.� He spoke softly of the day they met and of the many years they shared and lived and worked together as brothers.� Many in attendance laughed at his recalled memories but most wept knowing that there would be no more memories made.� It was the end of something magical and mystical: the conclusion of an era in rock �n� roll history, the significance of which rated up there with the demise of Elvis Presley and John Lennon.
After the cemetery, Annie got Michael to agree to go home and rest.� Michael approached Barbara to say good-bye.� Barbara reached out and stroked his cheek.
�Michael, you look exhausted and your arm must be throbbing by now.�
He shrugged.� �A little bit.�
�Have Annie take you home and I�ll stop over to see you in a few days.�
He moved closer and slid his good arm around her slender waist.� �I�m only five minutes away.� If you need anything, call.�
Barbara ran her fingers down his cheek.� �I�m really scared, Michael.� I can�t remember what it was like without him in my life.�
�I know, me neither,� he sighed, kissing her forehead.� �This will be the hardest thing either of us has had to work through.�
Barbara nodded and pressed her face against his chest.
Annie watched the scene play out between them and wished she were closer in order to hear what they were discussing.� Whatever it was, it was intimate.� Too intimate, she thought, with touches that seemed all too familiar to them.� It was as if they were old lovers.� Jealousy began to simmer in Annie�s stomach.� Ashamed of herself for thinking the worst, she turned away.
In the car, Michael was quiet.� Annie wanted more than anything to question him about his conversation with Barbara, but she didn�t.� It would do nothing but cause an argument.� By the time they pulled into their driveway, he was sleeping beside her in the passenger seat.� She helped him into bed, and he slept for what seemed like days.� The only time he left the bedroom was for a doctors appointment, and that was after much protesting.
After two weeks, his routine had more to do with hiding from reality than with his recovery.� He had managed to shut everyone out of his life, including Annie, and even refused to see visitors.� No matter what she said or did, it seemed to cause an argument.
He had searing pains and tingling sensations that intermittently shot through his arm all hours of the night and day; which kept him from sleeping soundly.� Most often, he would sleep on the family room couch.� He refused the pain medication offered by the doctors, wanting to tough it out by himself.� But each day that passed, he sank into a deeper depression.
�Michael, lets go for a drive and take Sammi to the park or something,� Annie suggested, sliding the bedroom drapes open to illuminate the darkened room.� �It�s gorgeous outside and you could use some fresh air and sunshine.�
He rolled away from her in bed and barely acknowledged her presence.� �I don�t want to.� Go without me.�
Annie sat on the edge of the bed.� �And, I don�t want to go alone.�
�Then find someone else to go with you and let me sleep.�
Annie stood from the bed.� Tears burned in her eyes.� She carefully smoothed her summer sundress down over her hips and headed for the door.
�Shut the damn curtains on your way out, please,� he mumbled.
The tone of his voice caused rage to fill her body.� She stomped across the room to the wide expanse of windows, then deliberately opened the drapes further and pushed open the French doors, filling the room with sunlight and the scents of summer.
Michael propped himself up on his good arm.� �What the hell did you do that for?� he yelled.
Annie spun around and faced him.� �It�s been weeks, Michael.� It�s time you got out of bed and out of this house!� Now, get your ass dressed.� We�re going for a drive.�
She stormed from the room before he had time to reply and went down to the kitchen.� She paced nervously, wondering if he would come down at all.� Thirty minutes later, he finally appeared, wearing an old pair of sweat pants, bare-chested, and ungroomed.� His eyes met hers with an angry glare.� Annie felt her blood turn cold.
�You�re not dressed,� she said quietly, refusing to back down.
Without looking at her, he poured himself a cup of coffee.� �And I have no intention of getting dressed,� he answered.� He took the newspaper from the kitchen table and headed upstairs, and presumably back to bed.
Annie began to follow, but the ring of the telephone interrupted her plan.
�Hello.�
�Hi, Annie.� It�s Barbara.�
Hearing a familiar voice, Annie sighed heavily.� �Hi Barbara.� How are you doing?�
�Okay.� Every day is different.� I have my good days and then there are those days I�d like to forget.� How is Michael doing?�
Annie sat at the breakfast bar and ran her free hand through her hair.� �Not too good.� I mean, physically, he�s healing nicely.� He got a new cast put on which is much smaller and easier for him to cope with.� And his doctors are pleased and hopeful with the results of their surgery too.� But emotionally, he�s a mess.� He won�t leave the house, let alone the bedroom, and refuses to visit with anyone that should happen to stop by.� All he wants to do is sleep and argue.�
�I figured as much, since he hasn�t called me.� I suspect he�s in for a rough ride dealing with this.�
�I even suggested he get professional help to deal with his loss and that about started World War III.� All I�m trying to do is help and he keeps pushing me further away.�
�They were a lot like brothers, Annie.� There�s a big void there now; which I�m sure he�s finding out, as I am.�
�How are your kids doing?� Annie asked.
�Okay.� The youngest clearly doesn�t understand.� She wants to know when Daddy is coming home.� I think she believes he�s on tour or something.� The oldest�well, he too has been spending a lot of time in his room.� It�s gonna take time for all of us.�
�Well, I�m at my wit�s end.� I�ve run out of ideas to help him, and besides, he doesn�t seem to want any help.� The baby is already three months old and I�m not even sure he cares.�
�Of course he cares, Annie.� Before Brian died, all Michael talked about was being a father again.�
Annie sighed heavily.� �Michael�s son was supposed to stay with us for a month this summer and I don�t dare have him come now - considering Michael�s condition.� I told our lawyer to reschedule the visit with John until after Michael is healed.�
�Well, maybe I can help Michael work through this,� Barbara suggested.
�How so?�
�I�ve got dozens of boxes packed with Brian�s personal stuff that Michael could browse through.� He can have anything he wants in them. The rest I�ll either throw out or save for the kids.� It might help him to see some of it.� If nothing else, it will get him out of the house.�
�I�m not sure that will help, Barbara.� It might only make things worse if he�s confronted with the memories he shared with Brian.�
�We can take it one day at a time.� If it seems too overwhelming for him, I�ll send him home.� But, to be perfectly honest with you, I�d love the company.� With the kids visiting my sister, the house is awfully empty.� I would love to hear the sound of a man�s voice around here.�
Annie thought about the proposal.� She wasn�t sure how she felt about Michael spending �private� time alone with Barbara reliving memories from their past, but something had to change.� �I can�t make any promises, Barbara.� All I can do is run the idea by him, and what he decides to do is anyone�s guess.�
She hung up the phone and remained deep in thought.� Barbara wanted the sound of a male voice in her house.� Annie had a man living in her house and she craved the same.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 

Annie made her way up the front staircase and into the master suite. Michael was out of bed and sitting in a chair on the deck off the bedroom.� At least he was in the sun, she thought.
He saw her coming and set his coffee mug down on an end table beside the chair.� �Look, if you came back to harass me about going for a ride, I�m not in the mood.�
�Barbara called,� Annie stated flatly. Michael�s eyes immediately went soft.� �When did she call?�
�Just now.�
�Why didn�t you tell me she was on the phone?�
�Like everyone else that has called here lately, I didn�t think you�d want to talk to her,� Annie replied.
�Don�t assume you know what I want, Annie,� he answered coldly, sipping his coffee.
Tears quickly formed in her eyes.� �Michael.�
He heard the quiver in her voice and looked up from his paper.
�Every day that passes I feel like you want me here less and less.� If that�s what you want, I�ll throw some things in a bag and head back to New York this afternoon because I can�t take much more of your attitude.� Nothing I do is right and you seem hell bent on pushing me away when all I�m trying to do is help.�
He rolled his eyes at her, which only fueled her fire.� �I don�t want you to leave but I would like you to back the hell off.�
�Go to hell,� she spat.
She spun to leave but Michael caught her by the arm and stood, getting right into her face.� His face contorted with an anger he hadn�t felt in quite some time.
�Look, I'm trying to deal with this by myself and maybe you think I'm doing a shitty job, but considering� I lost my brother and my career all with the same bullet, I think I'm dealing with it just fine!� Thanks for asking.�
Annie stepped away, putting space between herself and his fury.� �The point is, you don�t have to deal with this by yourself!� There are plenty of people that are more than willing to help you get through this; for example, me.� God damn it, I�m your wife and you won�t even open up to me!�
He reached out and pulled her against his chest.� �I�m sorry,� he whispered, kissing her temple.� �This is more than I ever thought I�d have to deal with in my lifetime and it hurts.� It hurts a lot.� I hated him on more days than I loved him but, now that he�s gone, I can�t think of anything else.� I miss him.�
Annie crumbled against his body.� It was the first time in weeks he had touched her or expressed any real affection.� �I know you do.� We all do.�
�Then understand that what I need right now is time and lots of space.� It�s the only way I know how to deal with this.� That doesn�t mean it�s the right way to grieve but it�s the best way for me.� Okay?�
She nodded and dried her cheeks.� �Barbara said if you�re feeling up to it, she has some boxes with Brian�s things you can go through.�
Michael sat back in the chair and rubbed at his chin.� �I don�t know.� I�ll have to think about that.�
�Do whatever makes you comfortable,� she answered and left the deck.
An hour later, Michael appeared down stairs, freshly showered and shaved.� He had on a clean pair of jeans and a white t-shirt that matched the plaster cast on his left arm.� The keys to the car jingled in his hand.� Annie jumped at the sight of him.
�I�ve decided to take Barbara up on her offer,� he spoke softly.
�Okay.� Do you want me to drive you over there?� Annie asked, standing from a chair.
�No.� I think I can handle it.�
Annie stepped closer.� �Are you sure?� The doctors don�t want you driving.�� Instantly, she saw him tense and back away.
�Yes, I believe I can handle it.�
She followed him to the front door.� Part of her was thrilled he was actually leaving the house but another part wanted to go with him.� Her heart ached for any scrap of attention he might give to her but instead, he was going to Barbara.� When the door closed behind him, she cried for hours.
The first visit led to a second and then a third.� Annie thought the trip down memory lane was meant as a one-time offer for Michael and began to question Barbara�s intentions.� As far as she was concerned, he was spending too much time at Barbara�s house and not enough time with her and the baby.� Her jealous streak was getting the best of her.
Annie and Bonita were doing the last of the lunch dishes when Michael entered the kitchen.� He was dressed and ready to leave again.
�Where are you going?� Annie asked, setting down a glass onto the counter.
�Where do you think?� Michael answered with sarcasm as he collected his keys from the counter.
�I thought you were going to the beach this afternoon with Sammi and me.�
Feeling uncomfortable with Annie and Michael�s raised voices, Bonita beat a hasty retreat into the laundry room.
�Does that have to be today?� he asked.
�I suppose not, but that�s not the point.� You said we�d all go together.�
�Well, I�ve already promised Barbara I would start cataloging the shit in the studio today.�
�Does that have to be done today?�
�Annie, I�m sorry.� We can go tomorrow.� Does it really matter if we don�t go today?�
Annie turned her back to him and shrugged her shoulders.� �I�ll take Sammi by myself,� she said with disappointment.� �I�m getting used to doing things with her by myself.�
�Look, I�m doing the best I can to keep everyone happy, Annie!�
Hearing his words, Annie spun around in anger.� �I'm your wife!� As far as I'm concerned, I should be the only one you should worry about keeping happy.�
�Can we argue about this later?� he asked, drifting toward the door.
�Go to hell.� The slam of the door echoed in her head for several minutes.� Feeling angry and dejected, she called Barbara�s house.
�Michael?� Barbara chirped.
�No, it�s me, Annie.� But rest assured, he�s on his way.�
�Is there a problem?� Barbara asked, sensing the hostile tone in Annie�s voice.
�I don�t know.� You tell me.�
�I�m not sure I know where this is going, Annie.�
�Then I�ll get right to the point.� I don�t like Michael spending so much time at your house.� Emotionally, his visits over there seemed to have helped slightly, but I need him here too.� Sammi needs him.� And I get the impression he thinks you need him there every day.� I want you to tell him that you don�t.�
�Annie, Michael is a grown man capable of deciding what he wants to do.� As long as I�ve known him, he has never done anything or gone anywhere that he didn�t want to.�
�So, what are you suggesting, that he prefers being there with you more than being home here with me and the baby?� And more to the point, what exactly are you offering that keeps him going back to your house every day?�
�I�m not going to justify that with an answer.�
�Let me remind you, Barbara, he's my husband � not yours.� Don't mistake him as a replacement for the one you lost.�
Before Barbara could respond, Annie slammed down the telephone.

Barbara paced the floor of the studio.� Her mind raced in a multitude of directions.� Was there any justification to her accusations?� As much as she hated to admit it, there probably was.� She enjoyed Michael�s company, but being truthful, it had grown much deeper for her now.� Maybe it had always been that way, but now that Brian was gone, she was able to entertain the possibility of being with him.
As they sat and sifted through the boxes of Brian�s belongings, she found herself wondering what it would be like to be with him.� She ached for the touch of a man but not just any man.� She wanted Michael.� God forgive her, but she did.� She had wanted him since the day they met twenty-five years earlier.
She didn�t want his love.� Annie could have that and deserved it.� She merely wanted his body.� What was so terrible about that?� Men had gotten away with using women�s bodies for centuries so why couldn�t she?� He was married but he was a married rock star; they lived by a different set of rules and weren�t expected to be faithful - at least that was what she had always been led to believe.
Had she consciously been trying to seduce him while they intimately reflected over their years with Brian?� Maybe not consciously but sub-consciously, yes.� She was struggling with her motives when Michael breezed into the room.� He appeared as agitated as she was.
�What�s wrong?� she asked.
�Annie threw a fit before I left to come here,� he answered, flopping onto the leather couch.
Barbara thought of mentioning her phone conversation with Annie then changed her mind.� He looked too delicious.� Besides, the last thing she wanted to talk about was his wife.
�Do you want to go home?�
�I�m here, aren�t I?�
Barbara smiled and hit the remote control button to start the DVD player below the wide screen television set.� �And I�m glad you�re here,� she replied with calculated inflection in her voice.� �I�m going to get something to drink.� Would you like something?�
�No, I�m fine,� he replied eying a cardboard box filled with some of Brian�s belongings sitting on the coffee table in front of his legs.� He pulled the box toward him and peeked inside.� There were dozens of old photographs, a couple of marijuana pipes and an unopened bottle of whiskey.� He took the bottle, held it in his hand, and studied the label with a weak smile.� It was like coming face-to-face with an old friend with whom he had lost contact.� Without much thought, he cracked the seal at the neck and filled his lungs with the scent.
One healthy swig couldn�t hurt, he thought.� In fact, it might even dull the pain in his arm.� He took one quick swallow and nearly choked on the liquid.� It burned like it was the first time all over again.
�I thought you said you weren�t thirsty,� Barbara said with sarcasm as she entered the room.
�I changed my mind,� he replied, twisting the cap back on the bottle.
She slowly sat beside him wondering if she should take the bottle away from him.
�Barb, I�d like you to meet an old friend of mine,� he said, pointing the label at her.� �His name is Jack Daniels but you should probably call him, Mr. Daniels.�
�I�m not sure you should have that,� she said.
�Too late.� You said I could have anything in these boxes.� Am I right?�
Yes, but��
Before she could finish her answer, he took another gulp.
�Michael, really.� I don�t think you should have that bottle.� Why don�t you hand it to me and I�ll put it away.�
Michael�s eyes met hers.� �Back off, Barb.� A few hits off this bottle isn�t going to kick me back into the gutter.� Relax.�
�I don�t want to be blamed for��
�Oh, for Christ Sakes!� Maybe I should leave.� Would that make you feel better?� he asked, standing as if to leave.
�No!� I don�t want you to go.� Please, stay here with� me.� I don�t want to be alone.�
Michael sat down beside her and tipped his head back against he couch to stare at the ceiling.� �I need a vacation from my life, Barb.� I want to slip away somewhere unrecognized, come back when I�m good and ready, and have everything fixed.� Do you know what I�m saying?� I want the life I had - the way it was.�
�Yes, I understand completely.�
She reached and took hold of his hand and held on to it.� Silence filled the room.� The only light came from the flickering of the images on the television screen but there was no audio.� Michael�s head still lay against the back of the couch, his eyes shut.� She could see moisture building beneath his dark eyelashes.
�Michael, are you all right?�
He lifted his head and wiped at his eyes.� �Yeah, I�m fine.� Why?�
She looked at his face, his eyes fluid and filled with pain.� �Have you cried since Brian died?�
He cocked his head in confusion.� �What kind of question is that?�
�I don�t know.� I was just wondering.�
He toyed with a loose thread on the knee of his jeans.� �The answer is no.�
�Why?�
His head fell back against the couch and he sighed heavily.� �I�m afraid if I start I won�t be able to stop.�
Barbara moved closer and touched his thigh.� �It�s all right if you want to.�
He took another gulp of whiskey and shrugged his shoulders.� �I�m okay.� Really,� he sniffed.� �What�s on this video?� he asked, changing the subject.
�I found these old movies of you and Brian last night.� I�m guessing they were taken about twenty years ago because you both look so young,� she commented, folding her legs up beneath her.� �What a stud you were!� How many girls do you have hanging from your neck?� she asked, watching Michael in the video parading around someone�s pool with several females in tow.
He laughed.� �Yeah, the good ol� days when life was uncomplicated and the women�well, there were too many of them and not nearly enough time.�
They watched the video thoughtfully; laughing together at the silly antics they all partook in.� With each passing minute, Barbara became more aware of his closeness.� She could smell him, his cologne, the shampoo in his hair.� He was so absorbed with the movie, he was oblivious she was staring at him.� She watched the movement of his lips as they curled into a brilliant smile and the seductive way he licked at them.
�Michael, can I ask you something?�
His eyes left he television and met her.� �Yeah, I suppose so.�
�Have you ever cheated on Annie?�
�What brought that on?� he asked, backing away from her.
�I don�t know.� I�ve seen you with so many different women and never known you to be faithful to any of them.�
Michael�s eyes fell to his lap and then lifted back to the television.
�I�m sorry.� That was probably too personal,� she apologized.
�No.� I�m just surprised Brian never mentioned it to you.� I always thought he told you everything.�
�Brian told me shit.� Heaven forbid he break the band�s Holy code of silence.� Besides, for months before he died, we were barely in the same room long enough to have a conversation, never mind�other things.�
�Yeah, I did,� Michael said.
Barbara playfully slapped his chest.� �No way!� I don�t believe you.�
�Why not?�
�Because of the relationship I thought you had with Annie.� I thought she �rocked your world� to the point that thoughts of other women were eliminated from your brain.�
�I had a weak moment.� What can I say?� And I�m not proud of it either.�
�When did it happen?� Barbara asked.
�When we were recording last winter.�
�Can I ask why?�
Michael turned and looked at her sternly.� �Can I ask why you cheated on Brian.�
�That�s different.� I cheated on Brian because he was cheating on me.� It started out as a revenge thing and it got out of hand on both sides.�
�Truth is, I don�t know why I did it.� I have no excuses except stupidity.�
�That�s not a very good excuse.�
�I didn�t say it was.� Look, she was down in L.A. finishing up her tour and I was stuck in a shitty motel, dealing with Brian and trying to lay some decent tracks in the studio.� I was alone and pissed off at the way the album was coming out.� It was not a healthy environment.�
�Did she find out?� Barbara continued questioning.
�Yeah.� Annie came up to visit me on one of her days off and caught me.� I didn�t plan on being with Jill.� It just sort of happened.� In fact, Jill was at the motel to see��� Michael�s voice trailed off when he realized who we was talking to.
�She was there to see Brian, wasn�t she?�
Michael nodded.� �But he had already left with some other people.�
�What happened when Annie showed up?�
�She called me every name in the book and left.� When her tour ended she moved to New York and wouldn�t speak to me for about a month.� I really thought I had lost her.�
�I can�t believe Brian never told me that!� He was so jealous of you and Annie, always complaining that you weren�t staying focused on the band.�
�Yeah, I know.� When I wasn�t with Annie, he�d say I was pulling the band down with my attitude, and when we were together he claimed the same.� I know he wanted me to be happy, but only if the source of my happiness came from him and the band.� It took me a long time to understand the motivation behind some of the things he did.�
�That�s very insightful, Michael.�
�I think it�s called therapy.� My therapists were very insightful.� Not me.�
They both laughed and Michael�s eyes returned to the television.� They were quiet for several long minutes and Barbara continued to watch him.� Then, without provocation, she reached out and stroked his hair.� The sudden action startled him and he quickly turned to face her.� His eyes were clouded with confusion.
�I guess I couldn�t help myself.� I wanted to see if your hair was as satiny as it looked,� she replied.� �And it is.�
He cocked his head and smiled faintly, then looked away.
Barbara propped herself up a bit and slid closer.� �Michael, I have a confession to make.�
Without looking at her, he nodded.
�Do you remember the night I met Brian?�
�Sort of.� Why?�
�I�m surprised I can remember anything about that night because I was so drunk.� But, I remember everything.� I was instantly enthralled with him.� He was a young guy with an old man�s soul and we connected quickly on a spiritual level.� Then you came swaggering into the dressing room with a �fuck me� attitude and a cheap blonde sucking on your neck.� Brian introduced us and you actually shook my hand, which I found quite charming.� We made eye contact and my knees went weak.� There was something about your eyes that blew me away; a powerful rawness.�
Michael�s mouth slid into a provocation smile.� �Wow.�
�Yes, I�m afraid so.� I vowed that night to make it my mission to get you into bed before I died.� And here we are, twenty something years later, and it still hasn�t happened.�
�I had no idea you felt that way.�
�I�m surprised you didn�t.� I was pretty obvious at times, to the point Brian knew and he was less than thrilled with my obsession.� It was torture for me having to listen to female after female tell me how mind-blowing you were in bed.� And then there were those nights we all stayed in the same hotel room to save money during the early tours.� Brian and I would be in one double bed and you and your girlfriend of the night would be in the other.� Brian would undoubtedly pass-out and I�d be left to listen to you screw those girls into comas.� It was hell!� You have no idea how many times I wanted to slip out of my bed and slide into yours.� Brian was usually so high I figured he never would have known I was gone.�
�Why are you telling me this now?�
�I don�t know.� As embarrassing as it is to admit, I figure honesty is good for the soul, right?�
Michael shrugged his shoulders, feeling awkward with the conversation.� �I suppose so.�
Barbara snuggled closer.� �Be honest, Michael.� Haven�t you ever wondered what it would be like if you and I had fallen into bed?�
He looked at her curiously; suddenly realizing she had an agenda, which had managed to elude him until now.� �Honestly, I always thought of you as Brian�s girlfriend and then his wife.� To me, that meant you were off-limits.�
�But, you two always screwed each others girlfriends.� Rumor has it you even screwed his first wife!�
Michael smiled proudly.� �Yeah, I did.� But it wasn�t something we planned.�
Barbara laughed.� �Oh, it�s never anything planned!�
�I'm serious, it wasn't,� he chuckled.� �One night, Beth and I had them over to our apartment.� The three of them were sitting on the couch with Brian in the middle.� I was in a chair by myself with my face snorting whatever was on the mirror in my lap.� Next thing I know, I look up and Brian is making-out with Beth.� Leah was sitting beside them, rolling a joint, and acting as if nothing was going on.� I let it slide while Leah and I smoked the joint and by then, Brian had his hand up Beth's shirt.� I thought: fine.� If you're going to fuck Beth, then I might as well have your wife.� So I grabbed Leah and took her into my bedroom.� The next morning Beth comes in and freaks when she sees us in bed together.� They claimed to have fallen asleep on the couch and it never went further than what I saw.� Yeah right.� If he didn't screw her that night, I know he did later on.� If nothing else, as payback for me doing Leah.�
�Another good story Brian never told me the details to!�
�And, it�s probably best he didn�t,� Michael replied.
Barbara�s smile faded.� �Does it make you uncomfortable to know that I�ve been lusting after you all these years?�
His grin was slow and sly.� �No.� If I let shit like that bother me, I�d never be comfortable going on stage.�
�Good point.� You probably don�t want to know what goes through the minds of your fans!�
Michael sighed and stretched.
�I still do, you know.�
�Still what?� he asked.
�Lust after you.�
He glanced back at her.� She was closer than he realized.� He could feel the friction of her legs against his.� He watched her lick her lips.� Nervously, he looked away and bent forward, grinding his fingers into his eyes.� The liquor was beginning to blur his thoughts together.
�Barb, what are you expecting me to do with this information?� he asked.
She adjusted herself on the couch and exhaled.� �Brian hadn�t touched me for months before he died, probably because he was too tired from screwing my niece.� He�s been gone a long time and I still haven�t been touched.�
She looked him square in the eye and sighed heavily.� �To be frank, I need to get laid, Michael, and I�m not talking about love and commitment.� The last thing I need is anything emotional to complicate my life anymore than it already is.� Being the widow of Brian makes it a bit hard to date anyone without the press splashing our photographs across the music rags.� So, what am I supposed to do, pay for it?� I don�t think so.�
He crossed his legs at the ankle and shrugged his shoulders.� �I see your point.�
�All I want is sex, someone to take the edge off of me every once in a while.� Someone that knows how to keep their mouths shut and their pants down around their ankles.� Someone like you.�
Michael quickly shook his head.� �I�m married and I love my wife.�
�Is that the best excuse you can come up with?� Besides, that never seemed to slow you down before.�
�I swore to Annie it would never happen again.�
�I promise you, she would never find out.� It would stay here between the two of us.� I don�t want anything from you except your body.� Is that such a bad thing?� This would be purely physical, nothing more.� No broken hearts and no regrets.� Just some explosive sex.�
She leaned closer and brushed her lips against his as she spoke.� �You can walk away if you want.� I�ll understand,� she purred, sliding a hand around his neck and dropping the other into his lap to cup his sex.� �Though, something tells me you won�t walk,� she smiled against his lips.� �Am I right?�
Michael reached between his legs and removed Barbara�s hand.� �No, you couldn�t be more wrong.�� He stood and smoothed down his pants.� �Like I said, I love my wife.�
Barbara slid off the couch.� �You�re turning me down?�
He smiled victoriously.� �Nothing personal, but yeah, I am.�
�I�m not looking for a relationship, Michael.�
�I understand exactly what you�re looking for.� You made it very clear.�
�And you�re turning that down?�
�Yes,� he replied, stepping toward the door leading into the kitchen.
�Sex with no strings,� she said.
�Yes.� A fuck buddy.� I get it.�
�Well, I wouldn�t have worded it quite like that,� she smiled.
�But, that�s what it is.�
�Okay, call it whatever you want.�
�You can package it anyway you want, but I�m still not interested.�
�Why not?� she asked, waving her arms into the air and stepping closer to him.� �Most men would think they had died and gone to heaven with an offer like this.�
Michael rested against the door frame and brought the bottle of whiskey up to his lips again.� �I�m not most men, Barb.� To me you were and always will be, Brian�s wife and I�ve got no intention of fucking my best friend�s wife for the sport of it.� Okay?� Besides, I told you, I love my wife and I will not jeopardize what I have with her again.�
He stepped through the doorway and into the kitchen then grimaced from the light.
�Where are you going?� she asked, following him to the door.
�Under the circumstances, I should probably leave.�
�I don�t want you to.�
He shook his head.� �I�m thinking it�s best I go home and spend some time with my wife and kid.� I haven�t done much of that lately and I know it�s really bothering Annie that I haven�t.�
Barbara�s eyes filled with tears.� She was jealous of what he had with Annie.� �She�s a very lucky woman.�
�No, I�m the lucky one,� Michael said.
�Will you still come by from time to time to see me? He kissed her lightly on the cheek.� Yeah, but not every day like I have been.� That�s probably not good for either of us.�
Barbara touched her cheek where his lips had just been.� �Am I still allowed to lust after you,� she smiled.
He laughed.� �You�re free to think whatever you want but I don�t want to know about it.� Agreed?�
Reluctantly, she nodded.
The bottle of whiskey was nearly empty by the time Michael arrived home.� By then he could barely navigate the hallway into the kitchen.� Miraculously, he found the couch in the family room and passed-out.� It was mid-morning before he woke to the sounds of a baby crying.
�Jesus Christ,� he complained, pushing himself upright and holding onto his head.
Annie glared at him from the doorway, trying to quiet Sammi with a bottle, but not having much luck.� �Rough night?� she asked coldly.
�No, not really.� I just need some coffee and a shower and I�ll be fine.�
She studied his movements in the kitchen.� He seemed different.� If she didn�t know better, she�d swear he had been drinking.� The thought of which made her shudder.� If that was true, she would not tolerate it, especially with a baby in the house.
He disappeared upstairs to shower.� After covering his cast in plastic, he stepped beneath the spray and let it run cold.� He thought about Annie and the baby.� His baby.� With them in his life, he had everything he had always wanted.� It had taken him a lifetime to find her and, now that she was in his life, he seemed to lack the skills at keeping her.� She was the most important thing in his life and he was driving her away.� He hated the way she looked at him now.� The light in her eyes was gone.
He fell against the shower wall.� His life was spiraling all around him and he felt powerless to stop it.� He wanted peace.� He wanted Annie and he wanted to love the little girl they had created.
He got out of the shower hell bent on spending the day with his family.� He�d do whatever she wanted: lunch in the city, a trip to the beach, or to the park.� He didn�t care what they did as long as they were all together.� But when he got downstairs, Bonita informed him they had already left for the afternoon.
He wandered aimlessly around the empty house.� His heart was heavy with a feeling of despair, continuously washing over him in waves; as it churned in his guts and threatened to consume him.� He felt desperate, as if his life depended on leaving the house.
The next thing he knew he was sitting in the parking lot of a liquor store, unaware of how he had gotten there.� He wondered if he was losing his mind or perhaps he already had.� He paid for the whiskey and found his way to the beach.� It was a secluded spot he and Brian had found years earlier.� It was there they would escape from the confining walls of the studio and create music in the open air.� As far as Michael knew, no one else knew where the spot was.
He removed his leather coat and rolled it into a pillow and lay down in the sand.� He watched the sun go down in a ball of flame behind the tree line behind him and cracked the seal of the bottle of whiskey.� He was dozing when the sound of his cell phone roused him.� He hoped it was Annie and quickly answered it.
�Hey, Mike, it�s me,� Barbara said.
�What�s up,� he replied, annoyed it was her and not Annie.
�I was hoping you�d come by tonight.�
�No.� I told you last night I didn�t think it was a good idea I come by every day,� he answered, filling his mouth with the whiskey.
�You sound funny,� she said.
�It�s been a long day and I�m tired.� Did you want something?� he asked, anxious to get her off the phone.
�Are you home?�
�No.� Why?�
Barbara listened to the background noises and heard the ocean surf, then she heard seagulls.� She knew without asking he was at the beach.� �I won�t keep you,� she said.� �I just wanted to make sure you weren�t mad at me for last night.�
�Nope.�
�Good.� Then I�ll talk to you later.�
He woke up to the gentle rocking of Barbara�s hand.� She was squatting in the sand next to Michael�s chest.� He jumped upright when his eyes focused.� �Jesus Christ!� How the hell did you know I was here?�
�I heard the ocean over the phone and knew you were at the beach, but not just any beach.� I knew in my gut you'd be at this beach.�
�I didn�t think anyone knew about this place except me and Brian.�
�Yeah, well I guess he didn't keep all your secrets to himself.�
He lifted himself up on one elbow. �Why�d you come?�
�You sounded like you needed company,� Barbara replied.
�Actually, I came here to be alone.�
�And drink?�
�Why?� Did you come here to try and save my soul?� Michael asked.
�No.� I came here to make sure you were okay.�
His head rolled to the side and faced her �I�m fine.� Really.�
Barbara relaxed her body and sat beside him in the sand.� �Listen, I�m sorry about last night.�
�Let it go, Barb.� I�ve already forgotten about it.�
�I was worried you might have done something crazy like go home and tell Annie what happened.�
�Nothing happened.� You grabbed my balls.� It�s not like you had them in your mouth.�
Barbara smiled.� �That�s a nice visual, Michael.�
�Maybe so, but that�s all it will ever be - a visual.�
She scanned the ocean and the late summer sky.� �I bet the water is warm.�
�I wouldn�t know.� I haven�t moved from this spot since I got here.�
Barbara stood and began unbuttoning her blouse.
�What are you doing?� he asked, catching the articles of clothing she continued to toss at him.
�I�m going swimming.� Care to join me?� she asked, as she removed her panties and used them like a sling-shot at his face.� The garment grazed the top of his head then fell behind him, landing on his leather coat.
�No, and you shouldn�t go either.� There�s an undertow out there and I�m in no condition to swim out and save your ass if you get into trouble.�
Barbara turned her bare backside to him and began walking toward the waters edge.
�Hey!� I�m serious.� Get the hell back here.�
Barbara turned and jogged back to him.� �Wow, you sound like you actually care,� she started as she knelt in the sand facing him.
�Of course I do.� You�re my best friend�s wife.�
�Not anymore.�
�In my mind you are,� he answered, closing his eyes.
She studied his stretched frame in the sand.� His legs were long and muscled, crossed at the ankle and encased in tight jeans faded from years of use.� His torso was covered in a casual black long sleeve shirt, rolled up to the elbows, untucked and unbuttoned to the middle of his chest.� He looked magnificent in the dim light of the rising moon.
Without thinking, she slid over and straddled his hips.� His eyes flew open in shock.
�What are you doing?� he asked coldly.
Her fingers went to his shirt and began undoing the buttons.� He fumbled with his one good arm to stop her.� �Knock the shit off,� he slurred.
She bent forward, her face hovering above his.� �Why?� I can tell you like it.� You�re getting hard.�
�Probably because you�re grinding against me.� Don�t assume that means I want to fuck you, because I don�t.�
�You don�t or you won�t?�
�Both.� Now get off of me before one of us gets hurt.�
As he began to sit upright, Barbara slid her hands around his ribcage and onto the skin of his back.
�Come on, Mike,� she purred against his temple and rubbing the muscles of his back. �Just one time.� Would that be so terrible?�
His eyes blinked as he tried to focus on her face.� �I told you last night, it isn�t going to happen.� Now, get off and put your clothes back on.�
As the words left his mouth, he began pushing her off his thighs.� When he did, she dug her fingernails into his flesh trying to hold on and, in the process, left four-inch scratches on both sides of his ribs.� He screamed in agony and thrust her onto the sand.
�You crazy bitch!� he screamed.
He staggered to his feet and turned to survey the damage on his body.� �Great!� I�m bleeding now.�
�I�m sorry.� I didn�t mean��
�The hell you didn�t,� he interjected.� Then his eyes connected with hers.� They were cold and angry.� �Put your clothes on and get the hell out of here.�
She stood motionless, almost afraid to move.
�What part of that didn�t you understand?� he asked, wiping the blood from his skin with his shirt.
�Michael��
�Give me a break, Barb.� I�ve got enough problems in my life right now.� Do you really think I want to screw it up even more than it already is by getting involved with you?� If I was looking for sex I�d be home with my wife.�
�Ah, yes.� Your perfect wife.� She�ll be so proud of you when she hears you turned me down.�
Michael spun around and faced her.� �Don't go there,� he spat.� �If anything, you should be thrilled I finally found someone that makes me want to be faithful.�
He started handing the discarded clothes to her.� �Can�t you let it go so we can go back to being friends?� I was happy being friends.� But I hate this shit you�re laying on me now.� We�ve known each other way too long for this bullshit.�
Barbara finished dressing.� �Fine.� Go back to your beautiful wife, Michael.� I hope you make a dozen more babies and get fat together.�
She began to walk off and then stopped.� �By the way, I couldn�t find my panties.� If you find them, you can keep them as a souvenir.�
Michael watched until he could no longer see her walking on the pathway back to the cars.� His ribs ached and so did his brain.� He found the bottle of whiskey in the sand and raised it to his mouth then lay back down.� He thought of Annie.� Starting tomorrow, they were going to get their lives back on track.� Everything would be different in the morning, he thought, and drifted off to sleep.

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 

�What do you mean he didn�t come home last night?� Barbara questioned Annie.
�Don�t play me for a fool, damn it!� I know he�s there.� Go wake him up and put him on the phone,� Annie demanded.
�I swear to you, he isn�t here.� I saw him last night around eight o�clock and I haven�t seen or heard from him since.�
Annie spun around at the sound of the front door slamming.� �Never mind.� He just crawled in.�� She hung up the phone before Barbara could reply.
Michael swayed on his feet, focused quickly when he saw Annie approaching, and started up the stairs.
She followed him into their bedroom.� �Where the hell have you been?� I was worried sick!�
�Please don�t start, Annie,� he slurred, more from exhaustion than inebriation.
�You�re covered in sand,� she remarked.
�Probably because I slept on the beach.�
�Why would you do that?�
Michael stepped directly into her face.� �I went there to clear my head and ended up falling asleep.� I�m sorry I worried you.�
Annie covered her mouth with her hand.� Tears quickly pooled in her eyes.� �My God, you�ve been drinking,� she said, her voice cracking and her fingers trembling.
�You�re right, I have,� he answered flatly, as he struggled out of his shirt and tossed it onto the floor.� When he turned toward the bathroom, Annie saw his ribs.� Several long, red lines marred his dark skin.� Her head began to spin and her knees buckled.� She fell against the doorframe for support.
�Michael?�
He stopped and faced her, undoing his jeans.
�Where did you get the scratches on your sides?�
�I don�t know, probably from sleeping on the beach,� he replied, heading into the bathroom.
She followed him.� �Are you sure you didn�t get them from sleeping with Barbara?�
�I swear to you, I didn�t sleep with her,� he answered, stepping into the shower.� �Let me take a shower and then we�ll talk.� Okay?�
Annie waited on the bed.� Her head blurred with irrational thoughts.� He was drinking again and had unexplained scratches on his skin.� Did she need more proof then that before she threw in the towel and left him? With tears spilling rapidily, her eyes drifted to the sandy pile of clothing he left on the carpet.� Then she saw his leather coat hanging on the doorknob of the closet.� Beneath it, there appeared to be a piece of white lace sitting on the rug.� Slowly, she approached it and used her toe to see what it was.� She gasped loudly and fell back toward the bed.� Part of her wanted to run; another part wanted to stay and hurt him.� When he got out of the shower, she was filling suitcases with her things.
�What are you doing?� he asked in shock.
�What the hell does it look like?�
�Why are you doing this?�
�Because I refuse to live like this!� I told you back in March what would happen if I caught you cheating.� And to make matters worse, you�re drinking again.� How much of this bullshit do you think I�m going to take?� I can�t stand around and watch you slowly kill yourself.� I�m done.� It�s over, Michael.�
Michael grabbed her arm.� �I already told you, I didn�t sleep with her or anyone else.�
�Oh, really?� Do you have another lie you�d like to tell me that will explain the panties on the floor over by your coat?�
His head snapped behind him.� When he saw the white fabric, his shoulders slouched.� �Ah, shit, Annie.� It�s not what you�re thinking.� Can we sit down and talk about this?�
�I�m done talking to you.�� She clicked the latch on the suitcase and headed toward the door.
�Where are you going?�
She stopped in the doorway and faced him.� �I�m going back to New York.� And if you�re smart, you�ll let me walk away this time with the little bit of dignity I have left.�
�Annie, please��
�After I get settled, I�ll be filing for divorce.�
�I won�t agree to that!�
�You don't have a choice!� I've wasted enough of my life trying to make this relationship work.� It's useless because it can't work!� It was destined for failure from the start.�
He reached out and took her hand and she quickly jerked it free.� �If you let me explain��
�I should have ended this back in March.� It would have been a cleaner break then.� I never should have let it go on this long.� We�ve both suffered needlessly.�
�That�s not true.�
Annie shook her head.� �It�s obvious you�re not happy and I�m certainly not.� So why should we stay together?� For the baby?� I don�t think so.� She deserves better and I intend to provide it for her.�
�I�ll admit, my head hasn�t been in the right place lately but that is due to losing Brian, not because I�m having an affair.� You�ve got to believe that!�
�Then answer one question for me.� Did you get those scratches from sleeping on the beach or from Barbara�s fingernails?�
He nervously averted his eyes.
Annie quickly turned and started down the hall.� �Good-bye Michael.�
Desperate, he grabbed her by the shoulders.� �Listen!� Yes, I did get them from her but not from sex.� We were fighting.�
Annie clenched her eyes tight.� �Stop the God-damned lying!�
�It�s the truth!� We were fighting.� She wouldn�t leave me alone.� She was relentless.� When I tried to shove her away, she scratched me.�
�She came on to you and you turned her down?�
�Yes.�
Annie shoved him aside.� �Go to hell.�
�Jesus, Annie, that�s the fucking truth!�
�Stop it!� Just let me go,� she screamed.
Annie�s voice echoed in the foyer of the house and Bonita came running into view.� �What�s going on?� Bonita asked.
�Bonita, please pack a suitcase for Sammi.� I�m going to put these in the car and I�ll be back for her.�
A few minutes later, Annie returned to Sammi�s room.
Michael blocked the doorway.� �You're taking Sammi?�
�Yes.� When and if you get yourself sober again, we can discuss visitation through our lawyers.� Until then, don't even think of following me to New York.�
Tears formed in his eyes.� �I don�t want you to leave.�
�This needs to be done and you�re in no condition to implement it so I will.� Let it go, Michael.� It�s done.� We tried, and it didn�t work.�
�But, I love you.�
�Sometimes that isn�t enough,� she replied and moved past him with Sammi in her arms.
Annie left the driveway and didn�t dare look back at the house.� At the first traffic light, she removed her wedding rings and dropped them into the ashtray of the car.� She didn�t cry until Taylor met her at the door of her apartment with a hug.� Then she crumbled.� For hours, she poured out her hurt and anger until she passed out from exhaustion.
The next day, she took back control of her life and called the female lawyer Taylor recommended and asked her to begin the paperwork for divorce.
�Michael�s worth millions, Annie.� And, without a prenuptial agreement, you will walk away from this a very wealthy woman,� the lawyer stated smugly.
�I don�t want his money,� Annie answered quickly.
�Excuse me?�
�You heard what I said.� All I want is the beach house on the Vineyard and the Land Rover for transportation.� That�s it.� The rest of it he can shove up his ass or give away to his next wife.� I don�t care.�
�But��
�Look, do you want to represent my wishes in this divorce or not?� Annie asked.
�Yes, of course.�
�Then draw the papers up as I�ve requested.� And make it happen as fast as possible.�
�If he contests the divorce��
�He won�t contest a thing,� Annie interrupted.� �He�s already been warned and knows what will happen if he so much as raises an eyebrow to slow this down.�
�Okay.� I�ll get the paperwork ready for your approval.�
�Thank you.�
The timing was perfect.� The day the divorce petition was delivered to Michael�s lawyer, Annie hit the road with Lace.� The tour did its opening show in Philadelphia then proceeded south, hitting every major city along the way.� The venues were small with five to ten thousand seat capacities but every show was sold out.
One month into the tour, Annie began to feel the effects of living out of a suitcase again.� Even with the help of the nanny she hired to care for Sammi, fatigue was a constant companion for her.
By the beginning of November, she knew without a doubt what was causing her exhaustion.� Without witness, she crept into the bathroom early one morning and took a pregnancy test.� The results were positive.� Once again, she was carrying Michael�s child but this time, she would give it life - alone.
She told no one of her condition, not even Taylor or Lacey.� It was a secret she would keep concealed until it was no longer possible and by then she hoped the divorce would be final.� If Michael knew of her pregnancy before the divorce was official, she knew he would fight her for everything.
With the end of the tour now in sight, Annie fumbled her way through the mornings, suffering in silence with her nausea and vomiting.� That night, they would play to another sold-out crowd in Tallahassee then finish the tour in Miami the following week.
The venues had begun to blur together for her.� The only details that seemed to change were the local union roadies at each theater.� Annie knew most of their own road crew but the union guys always made her nervous.� The further south they went, the edgier she became.� By the time they reached South Carolina, she had hired a second body guard to follow Sammi and her nanny.� The other body guard was for her own personal protection.
Within hours of arriving at the Tallahassee theater where they would perform at the following night, Annie felt uneasy with the local road crew.
�Who�s that?� she asked her bodyguard.� �He isn�t one of ours, is he?�
�No, he must be a local.�
�Have him checked out for me, please,� she stated and drifted toward the dressing rooms.� She tried on a few new stage outfits and went through several exercises to warm up her vocal cords.� Before she knew it, an hour had passed and the nanny arrived with Sammi.
Together, they wandered down the hall to find Annie�s guard.� Then from out of nowhere, he approached them.� Annie was busy cuddling Sammi and didn�t notice the man until she walked directly into him.
He was a local roadie, native to the area and rail thin.� He had long greasy blond hair and a lazy eye.� With a dirt-covered index finger, he reached out to stroke the baby�s cheek.
�Is this your little one?� he asked Annie in a southern drawl.
Annie tightened her grip around Sammi and stepped away from the man.� �I�d rather you didn�t touch my child,� she stated coldly.
The man's eyes narrowed.� �I'm sorry, Ms. Logan.� I suppose my hands are a bit too dirty to be touching something as precious as her � or you for that matter,� he chuckled awkwardly.
It wasn�t what he said, but how he said it that unraveled Annie.� Inside she began to shake.� She gave the nanny a stern nod in the direction of security and sent her off to find them.� By the time they returned, the man was gone and Annie was cowering in the dressing room.
�Where the hell have you been?� she screamed.
�We were going over security procedures for the show,� the bodyguard replied.
�Well, one of you should have stayed here with me!�
�Why?�
�Because, that man I pointed out to you approached me in the hall and scared the hell out of me,� she answered with a quiver in her voice.� Then turned away to hide her emotion.� �I�m telling you, call it a gut instinct, but something isn�t right with that guy.�
�Did he threaten you in any way?�
�No, and that isn�t the point.� I don�t like the way he looks at me or Sammi.� He creeps me out.�
Annie paused and spun around to face her guard.� �I don't want him here for tomorrow night's show.� I'll even pay him not to show up.� How's that?�
�I think that�s a bit harsh.�
�Harsh?� Okay, fine.� If he�s here tomorrow night, then I�m leaving. How�s that for harsh!?�
The concert went off without a hitch and everywhere Annie went, her security followed.� She doubled-checked every darkened corner and hallway but the roadie was no where to be seen.� Just after midnight, her band began filing out toward the buses taking them back to their hotels.� Last minute, Annie decided to use the bathroom before she joined them.
Her bodyguard went in first and checked each stall.� Then came out, satisfied it was empty.� �It�s okay.� Go on inside, I�ll be over here,� he said, seeing another security guard he recognized about a hundred feet away.
When Annie came out of the stall to wash her hands, the roadie grabbed her, quickly covering her mouth with his filthy hand.� She struggled fiercely in his arms, desperate to free herself from his grip.
�You ain�t nothing but a stuck-up bitch,� he hissed.
Annie recognized his voice instantly and willed herself not to cry.� Instead she continued to fight him; which angered him even more.� Her strength was no match for his, as he tightened his grip around her wrist, jerking her arm behind her back and up between her shoulder blades.
Annie stifled a sob.� The pain was searing.� She could not believe this was happening.� He pressed his face into her neck.� His breathing was jagged and smelt like onions.� She could feel his erection pressing into her hip as he inched her toward the tiled wall beside the sinks.� With one hand fumbling beneath her skirt, the hand over her mouth slipped.� She managed to get out one short scream before he covered her mouth again.
�Stupid whore,� he spat, ripping off her panties, bruising her in the process.
She felt him wrestling with his pants and panicked.� She would die first before she let this man force himself on her, she thought, driving the spike heel of her leather boot deep into the top of his sneakered foot.� He screamed in pain, grabbed a clump of her hair at the back of her head, and slammed the side of her face into the tiled wall.� Annie fell limp in his arms.� Seconds later, several security guards filled the bathroom, guns drawn and ready.� The man raised his arms in defeat and let Annie fall to the floor in a lifeless heap at his shoes.
�Step away from her,� one demanded.
�Can I pull up my pants first?� the roadie sneered at them.
Annie�s security guard took two cautious steps closer.� �You pull anything from those pockets and I�ll blow your brains all over the wall!�
Annie woke in the ambulance.� The first thing she did was touch her cheek bone, then whimpered in pain.� By the time they reached the hospital, her eye was swollen shut and the skin on her cheek had turned a deep shade of purple.� Taylor arrived as the EMT�s pushed Annie into the emergency room.� Annie took Taylor�s hand and squeezed it.
�Stay with me,� Annie pleaded.
Taylor nodded.� �Of course I will.�
�Let�s get an x-ray on that cheek,� the emergency room doctor ordered.
Annie reached out and latched onto his wrist.� �No x-rays!�
�Excuse me?�
�I�m pregnant.�
An hour later, they moved Annie into a private room.� Against her wishes, she was admitted for the night, due to her past head trauma and new pregnancy.
�How long have you known?� Taylor asked, still holding Annie�s hand.
Annie turned her head toward her friend and saw the concern in Taylor�s eyes.� �About a week.�
�Michael doesn�t know, does he?� Taylor asked.
�No, and he won�t until after our divorce is finalized!� After that, I don�t care what he knows.� It won�t change anything.� I�m already raising Sammi by myself.� What difference will one more make?�
�Why didn�t you tell me?�
Annie�s eyes lifted to the ceiling.� �Because I didn�t want to burden you with any more of my problems.�
�That�s what friends are for,� Taylor smiled.
�Well, with me as a friend, you got a lot more than I�m sure you bargained for.�
�Stop it!� We�ll get through this, as we did the rest of it, and move on stronger than we were before.� Right?�
Annie forced a smile then let it fade.� Her eyes quickly filled with tears.� �He didn�t rape me did he?�
�No, he didn�t.� They caught him before he had the chance to,� Taylor reassured.� �And the freak will have plenty of time to think about that in jail, too.�
Annie�s head snapped toward Taylor.� �I�m not pressing charges!�
�Why the hell not?� The man deserves to be punished.�
�This can�t get in the papers, and if I press charges, it will.� And I don�t want Michael finding out either!�
�We�ll find a way to keep it private.�
�Taylor, I just want to go home and forget about this.�
�I know.�
A pause fell between them.
�You do realize I can�t finish the tour, right?�
�Yes, and it�s okay.�� Taylor placed her hand on Annie�s stomach.� �Go home and concentrate on growing Sammi a healthy sister.�
�Or brother,� Annie added.
�I think it�s another girl.�� Taylor bent and kissed Annie�s forehead.� �Get some rest and I�ll see you later.�
As soon as Taylor returned from the tour she dragged Annie back into the studio to put the finishing touches on her first solo album.� After much deliberation, they decided to call it �On My Own�.� The cover art was a black and white photograph taken the summer before.� It had Annie sitting on a simple wooden stool, bent forward with her thighs spread and her guitar resting between them.� Her hair hung long and tangled covering her chest and her hands rested on the neck of the guitar.� The lighting was dramatic and made her appear to be naked, the guitar and her hair hiding the essential parts of her body.� It was extremely provocative and suggestive without being trashy.� When Annie saw the album in its completed form she gasped, wondering what Michael would have thought, but it didn�t matter now.� This was her project, not his.
Just after the holidays, Annie received the final paperwork for her divorce.� It had been five months since she had seen Michael and still he remained close in her thoughts.� She cried the night she signed the papers, and again when they came back with his signature on them.� It was cold, sterile, and quicker than she expected.� His demeanor surprised and hurt her.� Since the day she had left him, he had made no attempt to contact her or inquire about Sammi.� He hadn�t protested any of the details to the divorce either.� It was as if he didn�t care.
The same week their divorce was filed in the Massachusetts court system, Annie and Lace received an invitation to present an award a the next American Music Award show to be held in New York City at Radio City Music Hall.� She also learned of a special tribute that would be given to Brian that same evening.� It would most certainly put Michael and Annie in the same room again.� For the first time, Michael would learn of his impending fatherhood in front of thousands.� By the time of the show, she would be eight months pregnant; large enough to make it impossible for even the most talented designers to hide.
The days preceding the music awards show were a blur of activity.� Her CD was complete and, in a matter of weeks, would be on the shelves of every music store in the city.� Her agent brought a box with him to the show and selectively handed them out like a proud papa passing out cigars.� It was a mad time in her life.� She was on the cusp of a new beginning.� One that both terrified and excited her.
Their presentation was scheduled to come on heels of Brian�s tribute and rather than sit in the audience, Annie choose to hide in the dressing room and watched the show unfold on the monitors that hung from the walls.� She gasped when she saw Michael sitting in the front row with his remaining band members.� Barbara sat to his left on the end of the aisle.
Michael�s face was colorless and his shoulders hung heavy.� Except for a deep purple silk shirt, he was a dressed completely in black and it seemed to fit his somber mood.� He looked agitated as if there were a thousand different places he�d rather be.� She wondered if Barbara was his date or if they were together as a group for Brian�s sake.� Then she cursed herself for caring.� When Brian�s tribute came, she was escorted to stage right with Lace to wait for their cue.

Emotions ran high and Michael was grateful for the dark sunglasses that hid his.� Several people gave memorial speeches while highlights of Brian�s career with Thrust flashed across an enormous screen behind the podium.� Through-out it all, Michael remained in his seat, hands tightly clasped, alcohol numbing his brain.� It was almost more than he could bear.
Images of his life with Brian played out before him in surreal fashion.� It was as if he were watching someone else�s life - not his.� It was too personal and he hated the fact it was being shared by all.� The tribute ended with a standing ovation that lasted an eternity.� Then Barbara rose to accept an award for Brian�s contribution to the music world.
A short time later, Annie, Taylor and Lacey appeared on stage to present the award for �Best New Rock Group�.� Seeing Annie glide across the stage made him slowly come to attention in his seat.� How long had it been, he thought, five or six months?� Taylor came out first followed by Lacey and then Annie.� He noticed the blond hair first, piled neatly on top of her head in a loose twist.� Her dress was pastel blue, the color of her eyes, and covered in sequins.� She positively glowed.
He watched her take a position beside the podium and had to bite his lip to prevent the gasp that wanted to escape his dry throat.� As his eyes scanned the length of her body, they came to an abrupt halt at her waistline.
�Jesus Christ,� he sighed, reaching for his forehead.
Her belly was once again swollen with life, he guessed around seven or eight months.� Using his fingers, he quickly tired to do the math in his aching head.� Was it his baby or perhaps someone she met after she left him?� He felt sick to his stomach.
�Looks like your little Princess has gotten herself into a �family way� since leaving you,� Barbara chirped in his ear.
�Fuck you.�
It took all of his willpower to remain in his seat and not climb the stairs to the stage to speak to her.� But as soon as the show ended, he made his way backstage to find her.
A security guard stood vigil outside Annie�s dressing room.� When Michael attempted to enter, the man quickly stopped him.
�Where the hell do you think you�re going?� the guard asked.
�Inside,� Michael replied defiantly.
�I don�t think so, pal.�
Michael stepped into the guard's face.� �First of all, I'm not your pal .�
Annie heard the raised voices and opened the door in a sudden burst.� When she did she came face-to-face with Michael.� She felt the blood drain from her body.
The guard gave Michael a firm shove out of the doorway.� �Sorry to disturb you, Annie, but this clown thought he had clearance to walk right in to see you.�
�It's okay, Scott.� The clown in question is my ex-husband.�
�I�m aware of who he is but I wasn�t about to let him in until you gave your approval.�
Michael pushed his way past the guard and shut the door in the man�s face.� For the first time in months they were alone.� Annie moved to the make-up mirror and continued to pack her belongings into a bag.
�What can I do for you?� she asked without looking at him because she couldn�t.� His presence, as always, was too powerful for her to handle.� Inside she shook but outside she remained calm and angry.
�It was a nice tribute to Brian, don�t you think?� he asked, pushing his hands into his pockets.
As he spoke she could smell the stale booze on his breath.� She closed her eyes and sighed.� �Yes, it was,� she answered, zipping up her bag, then reluctantly she turned around to face him.
Slowly he removed his sunglasses and wiped at his eyes.� Up close, he looked exhausted and defeated.� He had tiny lines around his eyes and his face was drawn.� He looked old to her, as if he had somehow aged several years in a matter of months.� She watched his eyes canvas her body and stop at her belly.
�You�re��
�Pregnant?� she answered quickly.
He nodded.
�Yes, I am.� That�s very perceptive of you, Michael.� And, I�ll save you the trouble of the guess work.� This baby was conceived in July - while you and I were still together.� So, congratulations!� You�re about to become a father again to another child that will probably never know you.�
His eyes raised to meet her.� �I never would have agreed to the divorce if I had known about this baby.�
�I didn�t know myself until after I filed the paperwork.�� She turned away from his penetrating eyes.� �Besides, it doesn�t matter.� I�m already raising Sammi by myself, what�s one more?�
�I didn�t want it to be like this.� I�m not the one that wanted it to end.�
�And I didn�t want a cheating drunk for a husband either!�
�Annie��
�I�m done fighting with you.� Our divorce is final and I�ve got nothing left to say.�
Annie shifted toward the door.
�Will you call me when the baby is born?�
�No.� Have your lawyer call mine.� She�ll have all the information.�
�Can I see Sammi?�
Annie spun to face him.� �The agreement hasn�t changed, Michael.� As long as you continue to drink, you will not be allowed to see her or this new baby.�
Annie jerked the door open with her hand.� �Do yourself a favor and sign your ass into rehab.� After you get sober, have your lawyer call mine and we'll arrange visitation.� Until then, stay the hell out of my life and away from my children.�
He followed her to the door and called her name.� She stopped and walked back to him.� Then with a spiteful smile upon her flawless face she spoke.
�Go to hell.� Do you hear me?� Go to hell!�
Seconds later she was gone from his sight.� He was still standing there staring off into the distance when Bull came up beside him.
�What are you looking at?� he asked.
�Nothing,� he answered glumly.� �Are you ready to go?�
�Yeah.� Lets go.�
Bull waited until they were seated in the back of the limousine before he pulled the CD from his coat pocket.
�Here.� Don�t say I never give you anything,� he said, handing Michael the plastic case.
�What�s this?�
�Take a look and see for yourself.�
Michael�s eyes focused on the cover and saw the naked woman with the guitar.� �Do I know her?� he asked.
Bull laughed.� �You should.�
Michael�s eyes fell back to the CD. This time he read the title and the artists name.� �Holy shit.� Where did you get this?�
�There was a box of them out by the production department back at the music hall.� I figured you�d want one and decided to help myself.�
Michael�s eyes were still glued to the cover art when the limousine stopped in front of his hotel.
�Are you okay?� Bull asked, giving Michael a nudge.
�Yeah,� he nodded.
�Come on, I�ll take you upstairs.� Once inside the suite, Michael immediately went to the bar and grabbed a full bottle of whiskey as if it were a lifeline.� Then he removed the disc from its case and loaded it into the compact disc player by the television.
�Do you want me to stay?� Bull asked, concerned with Michael�s actions.
�No. I should probably listen to this by myself, don�t you think?� But thanks.�
�Okay.� Call if you need anything.�
Michael nodded and sat on the couch to remove his boots.� When he heard the door click shut, he hit the play button.� The room quickly filled with the sound of Annie�s voice.� It echoed inside his head and vibrated through his body.� He remembered some of the songs but most were completely new to him.
At times, she sounded like a wounded child and at other times her voice was filled with bitterness, anger and regret.� The lyrics were a perfect portrait to what she had been through � what he had put her through.
The impact of this personal glimpse into her soul hit him like a bus.� When his emotion surfaced it was unstoppable and all-consuming.� He openly grieved for his losses.� He cried for Annie and he wept for Brian; which was something he still hadn't done since his death.� His failures seemed to outnumber his successes.� His greatest achievements seemed worthless now.� He felt worthless.� The more he wallowed in misery, the deeper he slid into an abyss that had become his life.
When the liquor behind the bar was depleted, his body filled with rage.� He cursed everyone in his life.� He cursed himself.� With each regret he threw another glass at the wall.� When he ran out of glassware, he started with the furniture, turning over whatever was too heavy to throw.� Staggering from exhaustion and booze, he tripped over a broken leg of a coffee table and fell to the floor.� In the pre-dawn hours, Michael, bloodied from a gash on his forehead and several more cuts on his hands and arms, hit his proverbial rock-bottom.
Several hours later, Bull entered the war zone that was once the living room of one of Trump Tower�s finest suites.� He rushed to Michael�s side and slowly lifted him upright.
�Jesus Christ!� What the hell did you do?�
Michael�s eyes rolled and tried to focus.
�Oh man, you�re bleeding,� Bull exhaled, visually searching the room for a phone.� �You�re going to need stitches.�
�No doctors,� Michael moaned.
Bull pulled Michael to his feet and dragged him into the bathroom.� With one arm holding Michael upright, he managed to clean the blood and glass off his boss�s face.
�You know something?� I�m getting tired of cleaning up your messes and it ain�t getting any better.�
He lifted Michael�s face and held it pinched between his fingers.� �You need help, man.� The kind I can�t give you.� Are you getting my drift?�
Michael nodded.
�Then what do you suppose we do?�
Michael closed his eyes.
�You�re not passing out again, man!� Now what do you think we should do?� he asked, shaking him awake.
�I need help,� Michael muttered softly.
�Finally, a rational thought comes from your mouth.� Where do you want to go?�
Michael sighed.� �As far away from here as I can get.�
�Fine.� I�ll take care of it.
Before the end of the day, Bull had Michael�s forehead stitched and then admitted into one of California�s finest rehab facilities.� It overlooked the city of Los Angles and was the best money could buy.� It would take sixty days for Michael to recover completely, physically and emotionally; and when his time was over, he vowed to take back control of his life and reclaim his family.

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 

Annie patiently waited in a long line of cars at the Woods Hole ferry terminal for the ten o�clock steamship that would take her back to Martha�s Vineyard.� It was mid-June and the sun was already hot in the early morning sky.� Beside her, and safely secured in her car seat, was her two-month-old daughter, Angel.� Sammi sat in the backseat, eyes wide with enthusiasm for her next great adventure - a ferry ride to the island.
Annie recalled the tearful good-bye she had with Taylor the day before.� For such a long time, Taylor had been her life preserver, mentor and best friend.� Taylor knew more about her life than anyone except for Michael.� They shared great highs and extreme low points in their lives but it was time to move on and they both knew it was for the best.� Taylor was taking her band on tour in Europe for the summer and Annie wanted to slip into seclusion with her babies and immerse herself in motherhood.� It would be a new beginning.� A step she was nervous to take without Taylor�s watchful eye, but, nonetheless, it was necessary.
Now she sat unassumingly with her blond hair pulled back in a ponytail, a baseball cap pulled down over her brow and sunglasses to conceal her eyes.� Taking a car over on the ferry was a maneuver Michael never would have attempted, she sniffed with sarcasm, feeling bold that she would attempt such a venture.� She scolded herself for allowing the thought of him to enter her mind at all.� It bothered her to admit it, but even now, months after their divorce, she still felt as if she had something to prove to him.
She could hear his admonishing voice ringing in her ears, saying she should have taken a plane to the island and had someone else drive her car.� Any other option was clearly too risky.� Then she glanced at her infant daughter sleeping soundly in her seat, tiny bubbles collecting on her full bottom lip.� Annie�s face relaxed into a proud smile.� It was just the three of them now, and she would do what she saw fit to love and protect her children.� That wasn�t to say safety wasn�t an issue for her - it was, even more so now that she was a single parent.� But most often she went unrecognized by the general public.� Besides a few people giving her second glances, as if they thought her face looked familiar, most passed her by with indifference.
In her side mirror, Annie watched a woman approaching with a large dog on a chain leash.� It wasn�t until the woman was beside her open window that her face turned and Annie recognized her.
�Dara?� Annie asked quietly.
The petite, blond-headed woman stopped and turned back toward Annie�s car.� A slow smile turned the corners of her mouth.� Then with her index finger she pulled her sunglasses onto the bridge of her nose.
�Annie!� My God, I can�t believe it�s you, and of all places, waiting in line for the ferry!�
For many years, Dara had been the personal assistant to Taylor, retiring from the position the previous year.� Her duties also included keeping a watchful eye on Annie too.� The two had become very close during Lace�s touring schedule and Annie hated to see her retire.
�Yeah, well, you know me, always the risk taker!�
Both woman laughed then Dara reached and touched Annie on the shoulder, the smile suddenly fading from her face.� �I was sorry to hear about you and Michael.� I honestly didn�t see that coming.� How are you holding up?�
Annie dropped her eyes to her lap, avoiding Dara�s stare.� �I�ve never been better,� she lied.� Angel began to stir in her safety seat and Annie instantly reached to soothe her.
�Oh, so this must be the latest addition to the family?� Dara asked, sticking her head into the open window.� �My God, she�s beautiful.� Spitting image of her mother.�
�She�s eight weeks old today,� Annie replied with pride.
�What did you name her?�
�Angel, because she is my angel,� she answered using a baby voice.
�And you must be Sammi?� Dara asked, peeking into the backseat.� �I can�t believe how big you grew since the last time I saw you!� And you�re looking more and more like your daddy too!�
�It�s been almost a year since I saw you,� Annie softly spoke.� �I believe the last time I saw you was at Brian�s funeral.�
�Brian has been gone that long already?� It seems like it was yesterday,� Dara replied.
Annie�s eyes began to fill with tears at the memory and nodded in agreement.� �I know what you mean.� I feel like I�ve lived a lifetime since he died.�
�We�ve got a lot of catching up to do, don�t we?� Dara commented.
�Yes, we do.�
�How long will you be on the island?�
�Indefinitely,� Annie replied.
�Seriously?�
�Yes.� I got the beach house in the divorce settlement so I�ll be living there.� It�s the only thing I wanted.� I told him he could shove the rest of it up his ass.�� Annie forced a smile onto her delicate face.� Her comment made Dara burst out in laughter.
Suddenly, the line of cars in front of Annie began to inch forward toward the ferry.
�I�ll give you a day or two to settle in and then I�m coming over.� Okay?� Dara said.
�Sounds good.�
A few days later, Dara arrived at the beach house, her arms filled with gifts for both young girls.
�You didn�t have to bring them anything,� Annie protested.
�I know, but I wanted to.� What can I say?� After being blessed with three sons, I�m a sucker for little girl things!�
After making small talk for several minutes, Dara sighed heavily.� �Okay, my friend.� Start spilling your guts and don�t leave anything out because you know I can tell when you�re omitting details!�
Annie shuddered.� �There isn�t much to tell.�
�Don't give me that crap!� This is me you're talking to.�
Annie met Dara�s stern gaze.
�Okay, where do you want me to begin?� Annie asked, knowing she had lost the battle.
�You can start with your divorce.� What the hell happened between the two of you?�
Annie folded her arms across her chest and walked to the large windows facing the ocean.� She sighed heavily before she began and closed her eyes.� �Michael wasn�t the man I thought he was.�
�No man is,� Dara quickly added.
�True.� But not all men cheat and lie to your face about it.�
�Annie, if I divorced Billy after his first adulterous fling, none of my boys would have been born.� I hate to say it, but in most cases, it goes hand-in-hand with people in the music business.� Some of them seem to think they are entitled, like it's one of the perks of being in the public eye.� And they don't think of it as cheating either.� They believe it is all part of the lifestyle .�
Annie turned and faced Dara.� Her eyes narrowed in contempt.� �I�m so sick of people telling me that!� It�s a load of crap and you know it.�
�I didn�t say I agreed with it.� I�m merely stating the facts.�
Annie�s eyes drifted back to the ocean and wiped away the tears that dripped down her cheeks.� �He started drinking again after Brian died,� she said softly.
Dara�s back stiffened.� �Oh, dear.� That�s not good.�
Annie shook her head.� �It became a matter of my sanity and the safety of my girls.� I had to leave.� It was the only solution.� I filed for divorce after that.� I knew then, there was no going back and whatever it was I thought we had, was over.� It was time to move on with my life.�
Annie dropped herself into a chair facing her friend.� �It sucks.� I�m almost thirty-five and look where I am.�
Dara laughed.� �Age is just a number.�
Annie leaved forward.� �It�s not the number I�m afraid of, it�s the situation.� I�m not even forty and I�ve been divorced twice and I�m now a single mother of two with no definitive career goals in mind.� If someone had told me ten years ago this is where I�d be at this age, I would have slapped them across the face.�
�Unless you�ve had your hands amputated, I don�t understand why you don�t have any career goals.�
�It�s not that I don�t have goals,� Annie sighed.� �I�m not certain I can handle being on the road again.� It�s not just me anymore.� I have Sammi and Angel to worry about and they need me more than I need a career.�
�They could travel with you.� People do that every day.�
�No way!� I�m not inflicting that lifestyle on them.�
Dara cocked her head curiously.� �What happened that left such an obvious bad taste in your mouth about being on the road?�
Annie�s back straightened and her eyes met Dara�s inquisitive stare.� For several awkward moments the room remained silent.� Annie shifted uneasily in her chair.
�It�s okay, Annie.� You can tell me,� Dara�s comforting tone urged.
Annie dropped her head against he back of the chair as new tears began to fall.� �I was attacked by a roadie in the bathroom at my last gig,� she said with a shrug.� �He tried to rape me and slammed my face into the wall, cracked my cheek bone,� she said, touching her face.
�Oh, my God, Annie.� Taylor never mentioned that to me.� I�m so sorry.�
�I asked Taylor not to tell anyone, and for the most part, it was kept pretty quiet.�
�Did he go to jail?�
�Yes, but not for my attack.� They got him on drug possession charges so he�s in jail for the time being.� Thank God I didn�t miscarry.�
�I had no idea you had been through so much.� What did Michael do?�
Annie laughed.� We were already separated by that point but he did manage to make an appearance at the hospital.� I�m not sure who told him I was there but, nonetheless, he came.� He showed up drunk and disorderly, and made a real ass of himself.� Security had to remove him from the building.� How sad is that?� Luckily, I had already been discharged.�
�Did he know you were pregnant?�
�No way!� I kept that to myself.� I knew he�d fight the divorce if he knew about it so I waited until everything was finalized.�
Annie sat back and massaged her temples with her finger tips, uncomfortable with the topic of conversation.� �I believe the first time he realized I was expecting again was at the music awards back in March.� They gave Brian a tribute that night so Michael and his band were all there.� I came out on stage with Taylor and Lacey to present an award and he was sitting in the front row.� I was about eight months pregnant and the look on his face was priceless.� He found me backstage after the show, and demanded to talk to me.� He wasn�t drunk but I could definitely smell alcohol on his breath.�
�So, what happened.� What did he say?�
�I could see the pain in his eyes when he looked at me and I felt nothing but pity and contempt for him.� We exchanged a few heated words and I told him to stay the hell away from me.� I haven�t seen him since.� From what I understand, he�s made no effort to contact my lawyer to even ask if we had a boy or a girl.� Great father, isn�t he?�
�Maybe he�s in rehab?� Dara offered.
Annie shook her head.� �I doubt that.� I'm not convinced he wants to get sober.� I think he enjoys wallowing in his misery.� Besides, I haven't heard any rumors he is in rehab and you know how news like that travels.�
�Yes, I suppose you�re right.�
It took Annie most of the following week to settle the girls and herself into their new home and a routine.� She hired a nanny to help her and, upon Dara�s urging, began to socialize at night.
�Come on, Annie!� You can�t hide forever out there on the beach,� Dara had scolded.� �Billy�s band is in town tonight.� They�re playing a gig at the Hot Tin Roof in Edgartown.� Meet us there at nine o�clock and who knows, you might actually have some fun!�
For twenty-three years Dara had been married to Billy Wainwright, the drummer for the James Fellowship Band.� The band was well known locally and had a reasonable following nationwide.� During the summer months they played a few gigs each week on the island then played the rest of the week in clubs up and down the north and south shores of Massachusetts.
Dara squealed with delight when she saw Annie enter the tiny backstage dressing area.� �You actually came!�
Annie�s face flushed hotly, as everyone in the room stopped and stared at her.� Suddenly, she wished her skirt was longer and concealed more of her legs.� One by one, Dara introduced her to all the band members.� There were five of them, all handsome in their own ways, some married and some not, but it was Jay that immediately set himself apart from the others by kissing her knuckles upon their introduction.
�Nice to meet you, Annie.� I�m Jay Preston, the bass player,� he said, gallantly lifting her tiny fingers to his mouth.
His hair was soft and shiny with multiple shades of blond and hung straight, touching the collar of his polo shirt.� His eyes were a deep shade of sapphire and twinkled with life.� Annie�s eyes dropped to his full, sensual lips, and felt her chest tighten.� His bottom lip was fuller than the top and curled crookedly when his face relaxed into a sly grin.� The skin on his face was tanned and led to a thick, muscled throat; at the base of which, a mass of dark chest hair grew.
�Hi,� she replied weakly, and nervously stepped away from his gaze.
Dara came up beside her and circled her arm around her.� �Hmmm, seems like Jay has taken quite an interest in you,� she whispered.
�Oh, please!� The last thing I need is another musician in my life,� Annie answered smartly.
Annie enjoyed their music and clapped along with the audience.� Every time Jay�s eyes landed on Annie, they held hers, a bright smile lighting up his face.� When their last break came, he chose the chair beside her and quickly engaged her in conversation.
�Do you live here?� he asked.
�For the time being,� she answered evasively.
�How do you know Dara?�
Annie indulged him of the brief history she had with Lace and uneasily sipped at her drink.
�So, you�re in the business?� he smiled, pleased with the information.
After the show, he was at her side again, eager to continue their conversation.� He made her feel comfortable and he made her laugh, two things she hadn�t experienced in a long time.
�Listen, a bunch of us are heading into Oak Bluffs to catch last call before the bars close.� Would you like to join us?� he asked.� �Dara and Billy are coming too.�
Annie nervously shifted her weight from foot to foot, pondering his invitation.� It was getting late, much later than she had ever expected to be out, but something drew her to him.� In a weak moment, she agreed to follow Jay into town.
They drew a crowd inside the tiny pub, with many of the patrons recognizing them.� An instant feeling of panic washed over Annie, which Jay immediately sensed, and suggested they go outside for a walk.
�Is this better?� he asked, filling his lungs with the fresh air.
She nodded in agreement and followed him across the street.
�If you don�t mind me saying so, it looked like you were beginning to panic a bit back there,� he said.
�I�m not crazy about crowds when they get close like that,� she answered.
�Spoken like a woman with experience,� he smiled, pushing his hands into his jeans.
�I guess you could say that.�
They headed toward Ocean Park, one of the main focal points in the town of Oak Bluffs.� It is a lush expanse of grassy knolls, although quiet at night, it has winding pathways that lead round seasonal flowerbeds to the Gazebo centerpiece and overlooks the ocean; which at night, is an invisible visitor to the shore.
They sat silently on a wooden bench and he studied her profile intently.� She felt his inquisitive eyes on her face and throat and wondered why her skin wasn�t reacting the way it did when Michael gazed at her.
�Jay, did Dara tell you I was coming tonight?� she asked, beginning to wonder if this meeting had been nothing more than Dara playing matchmaker and Jay�s keen interest in her had all been prearranged.
�No.� Why?� Was she supposed to?� he asked.
Annie shook her head and bent forward, wiping her sweaty palms on her skirt.� �I was wondering how much you knew about me, that�s all.�
�I don�t know a thing, except that I find you fascinating and I�d like to see you again.�
She turned and gazed at him, his face illuminated by the street lamp positioned behind them.� He was smiling at her casually, then his fingers reached out to entwine themselves into the loose strands of her hair.� She stood abruptly as if his touch had electrocuted her and turned away.
�Jay, I�m not sure seeing me again is such a good idea,� she blurted.
�Why not?� I don�t see a wedding ring on your finger.� Unless�you�re not interested?�
�I'm not married,� she answered facing him.� �But I do have a lot of baggage.�
�Don�t we all,� he laughed, stretching his arms across the back of the bench.
�Not like mine,� she replied swiftly, her eyes filling with tears.� �I'm almost thirty-five, divorced twice and I have two small children,� she stated nervously but concisely.� Secretly she hoped that knowledge alone would be enough to scare him away.� She wasn't sure she was ready to date again or allow another man inside her heart and doubted she was even capable of it.� Beside, Jay was another musician , she thought, as if the word alone conjured up a fate worse than death.
He nodded.� �Well, I�ve never been married and I�m not necessarily looking to do so either.� I was merely thinking it might be nice to spend some more time with you.� My band plays on the island a few days every week.� I was hoping you might like to see me while I�m here.� But if you�re not interested��
�I�m sorry, I didn�t mean to imply that you were�or that I��� She sat down heavily beside him.� �There are things about me that you should know before you decide if you want to see me again, that�s all.�
�Like what?� Underneath the skirt you�re really a guy,� he teased, sliding an arm loosely around her back.
Annie laughed.� �No.� I�m not a man.�
Jay smiled.� �Well, I�m happy to hear that.�
�Jay, do you know what my last name is?� she asked, her smile fading.
�No.�
�My full name is Annie Logan-Wade.�
He gave her a confused look and shrugged his shoulders, suggesting this new information meant nothing to him.
�My ex-husband is Michael Wade.�� She watched his eyes slowly register what she had said.� Then he sat back against the bench and Annie�s heart sank.
� The Michael Wade?� he asked.� �From Thrust?�
Annie nodded.� �Yes, he�s the father of my two little girls.�
Jay rubbed at his chin.� �Is he still a part of your lives?�
�No.� I haven�t seen or heard from him since the March music awards in New York City.�
Several minutes passed and then a steady smile crept across his face.� �Well, I�m still game if you are, Ms. Annie Logan-Wade.� Unless you�re not interested, in which case, I won�t push you.�
Annie smiled, embarrassed.� �Yes, I think I�d like to see you again, Mr. Preston.�
He pressed the fingers of her right hand against his mouth.� �Well, I�m glad we cleared that up,� he teased.� �Because I really would like to see you again.�
She turned around to meet his eyes, her face reflected an uncharacteristic innocence, not the gaze of a woman that had been through hell and back.� �It�s been a long time since I�ve dated,� she whispered.� �Hell, it�s been a long time since I�ve socialized at all!�
He smiled.� �That doesn�t matter to me.� No pressure here, Annie.� I�m not looking to complicate your life or mine.� You look like you could use a friend and that�s all I�m looking for in return.�
She sighed with relief and let her body relax.
Jay was a mixture of a California beach bum with a shoot-from-the-hip charm.� He seemed honest, genuine and handsome in a comfortable way, totally at ease with himself.� Sitting beside him, Annie felt at peace.
They sat chatting easily like a couple that had known each other for years, and marveled at how much they actually had in common.� An hour passed in the blink of an eye before Annie realized how late it had gotten.
�Jay, what if I had said Michael was still in my life, would you still want to see me again?� she asked, when they were almost back to their cars.
He skewed his face as if in pain and exhaled loudly.� �Wow, I�m not sure.� I mean seriously, I don�t think it would be wise to piss off someone in the business with as much clout as Mike.� Do you know what I�m saying?�
Annie nodded.
�But you said he isn�t, right?�
�No, he�s not.�
�Then you must have custody of the kids?�
�He�s never contested it so I guess for now, I do.�
�What do you mean?�
�He�s drinking again,� she sighed.� �And he knows I won�t allow him to see the girls until he cleans up his act.� I�m not sure when or if that will ever happen.� But he knows the rules.�
Jay smiled and took two steps closer to her until their bodies almost touched.� His fingers reached out and seductively danced up the bare skin of her arms and paused at the crest of her shoulders.� Then he bent closer and lightly kissed her forehead.
�Annie,� he sighed, shaking his head.� �I feel like I�ve known you a long time.� I can�t explain why, and, at the risk of sounding like I�m trying to get you into bed, I won�t even try.�
His voice was a low, masculine rumble that vibrated inside Annie�s chest, it soothed and comforted and seemed to draw her in.� Effortlessly, she fell against him and tentatively placed her hands against the hard muscles of his arms.� He smelled good, not spicy or sweet, but simple and clean like bed sheets after being dried on an outside line.� A smile formed on her face and she closed her eyes.� �I think I understand what you�re saying,� she replied.
�Are you free tomorrow night or is that too soon?� he asked.
She bent back to meet his gaze and smiled.� �No, that sounds fine.�
Over the next several days, Jay became a somewhat permanent fixture at the beach house.� He enjoyed the girls� company, helped with the meal preparations and, when the children were napping, passed the hours with conversation that tremendously deepened their growing friendship.� They kissed, they cuddled and, although she sensed he wanted something more, he never pushed her for it.
Four days later, Dara stopped by the house.� �Well, you and Jay seem to be hitting it off,� she winked.
Annie quickly blushed.� �He�s a nice guy,� she answered.
�So, are you sleeping with him?� Dara asked, poking an elbow into Annie�s ribcage.
�No!� We�re just friends,� Annie protested.
�You mean, �not yet�.�
�I mean no, we�re not, and I�m not sure I want to.�
�What's that supposed to mean?� Have you really looked at Jay?� He's gorgeous!�
�Yes, he is but�I�m not sure I want to spoil what we have now.� Besides�Oh, never mind.� You�d never understand.�
�Besides what?�
Annie rolled her eyes not wanting to continue the present conversation although the look on Dara�s face told her that an answer was necessary.
�I don't get that feeling , you know, that vibe that gives you goosebumps when a man touches you.� It feels like there's something missing.�
�I think you�ve been reading too many romance novels,� Dara commented.
Annie plunked herself down at the kitchen table.� �When I was with Michael, all he had to do was look at me from across the room and my knees went to jelly,� she said with quiet reflection.
Dara reached across the table and slapped Annie�s wrist.� �Jay isn�t Michael and you should be damn happy about that.�
Annie withdrew her hand sharply.� �I am!�
�Then, stop comparing the two!� What you had with Michael was very powerful and probably something you�ll never feel for another man again.� It self-combusted before your eyes.� You should be glad Jay is different.�
Annie wiped at her cheeks.� �I was only using Michael as an example, Dara.� I know it�s doubtful I�ll ever feel that same kind of magic again with someone else and that�s so sad.� Maybe there�s truth to the saying, you only have one soul mate.�
�Annie, don�t sound so down,� Dara comforted.� �You�ll feel love again, I promise.� If not with Jay, then with another gorgeous hunk, but you will find someone.�
Annie forced a smile onto her tear stained face.� �And God help me if he turns out to be another musician!�

CHAPTER THIRTY 

It was the day after Annie�s birthday.� She sat at the end of her boat dock, in a low slung beach chair, with Angel napping contentedly in her arms.� It was warm and sunny, without the humidity of August.� She was dressed in a tiny pair of denim shorts and a bikini bathing suit top, with her hair pulled back in a loose ponytail.
She squinted at the sun and closed her eyes.� She thought of her current age and how most would consider the number young in years.� But inside, her soul felt amazingly old, like she had the wisdom that came with that of a grandmother.
Quietly, she contemplated the arrival of Jay later in the week and the birthday celebration she knew they�d have.� They had been together for nearly three weeks and she was finally starting to think she was ready to take their relationship to the next level.� She knew he was ready but still patiently waiting for her.� How bad could a summer romance be, she thought?� Maybe Jay was exactly what she needed.
She reflected on the phone conversation they had had the previous day and how distressed he seemed at not being able to share her birthday with her.� Truth be told, she didn�t see much point in acknowledging the day with him or anyone else.� There was nothing to celebrate.� In her mind, it was a day like any other.
The sun had reached its crest and had begun its decent from the summer sky but Annie and Angel remained soaking up what remained of the heat.� Behind her, Mabel, the nanny, played with Sammi on the beach by the house deck.� The tide was easing its way back out to sea while the gulls overhead sang their mournful song.� She drew a long heavy breath into her lungs and exhaled slowly.� Her life was as it should be, she thought.� It was peaceful and calm.� Everything she wanted and loved was right there with her.� What more could she ask for?
Annie had almost drifted off to sleep when she heard screams of caution coming from the nanny.� In an instant, Annie was awake and turned around to face Mabel.
�Annie!� Annie!� You have company,� the nanny warned.� �Do you want me to call the police?�
Every hair on Annie�s body stood on end and goose flesh quickly covered her skin.� �Mabel, it�s okay!� she replied, her eyes drifting in the direction of the intruder.� Then she cursed silently when the image of the man came into focus.� �Take Sammi inside, please,� she instructed.� Then she slouched back into her chair.
In mere seconds, the serenity in her life would be gone.� She turned to the ocean and braced herself for the unwelcome visitor approaching on the dock.� In an act of protection, she covered Angel with her baby blanket, as if trying to conceal her presence.� Then she swallowed hard and squeezed her eyes tight together.� Every thud of his boots made her heart beat harder.� Why was he here?� What did he want?� Her mind swirled with a thousand questions, creating a vacuum between her ears until it hurt.
Then he was beside her, tall, mysterious, and as handsome as ever.� His long hair still brushed the tops of his impressive shoulders and the same chiseled features that had haunted her dreams remained.� The paleness of his ice blue eyes were hidden behind dark sunglasses and for that, she was grateful.� She had never been able to resist the strength of them.� She turned her head toward him and his full, brooding lips eased into a nervous smile.� The hard outline of his features melted when her eyes met his.� She noticed thin wisps of gray that now framed his face, which only enhanced his natural masculinity. He was aging with grace and she hated him for it.
Her eyes dropped to his chest.� The white t-shirt he wore outlined the flatness of his stomach perfectly.� His hands were plunged deeply into the pockets of his black jeans.� He smelt clean, fresh, and very obviously sober.
�Hi, Annie.� Happy birthday,� Michael spoke in a gentle tone.
His voice sounded like the music to a long forgotten song that she was hearing again for the first time in years.� She closed her eyes to fight the emotion from racing through her body.
�You�re supposed to arrange visitation through our lawyers,� she replied in broken syllables, without looking at him.
�I know,� he sighed.� �But I was afraid if I had warned you I was coming, you wouldn�t have been here.�
�You�re right, I wouldn�t have been,� she answered quickly.
From the corner of her eye, she watched as his head turned to scan the horizon.� His jaw was set tight but his body language remained relaxed.� She watched the way his jaw muscle tensed in spasm and tired to imagine what was going through his mind.� Then her eyes drifted to the soft hollow beneath his chin.� She closed her eyes tightly when the memories came slicing to the front of her brain.� She could remember the way his skin tasted, the softness of his throat and face after he was freshly-shaven and the way her lips effortlessly slid across the back of his neck and shoulders.
Then, as if she sensed her mother was losing control, Angel began to coo happily and squirm in Annie�s arms.� Hearing the baby noises, Michael�s head snapped around to face Annie.� He took two steps back and stood beside them.� Then methodically removed his sunglass, folded, and hung them in the collar of his shirt.
�How�s our new little girl?� he asked, bending down at the knee to be at their level.
�Who told you we had a girl?� she asked, her eyes meeting his.
�I called Taylor and she told me.�
Annie shook her head.� �You were supposed to call my lawyer.�
He shrugged.� �I thought that was too impersonal and I knew Taylor would have the same information.�
�Taylor never mentioned you called.�
�Because I asked her not to.�
A pause fell between them while Annie thought about his comments.
�So, you were the one that sent the pink and white roses and the teddy bear?� she asked, remembering the huge vase that had arrived with no note card.
He nodded and smiled.� �Yes, that was me.�
�You shouldn�t have,� she answered with sarcasm, feeling the stress of his closeness.
Michael smiled broadly and offered the baby his index finger to grab.� �I heard you called her Angel.� I�m glad.� Can I see her?� he asked, looking Annie directly in the eye.
For the first time she was hit with the intensity of his gaze.� Annie�s mind stopped functioning.� For several seconds, he held her with his eyes.� Carefully, she folded the blanket back and revealed the baby to him.
�She�s beautiful, just like her mother,� he said, his eyes never leaving Annie.
She turned away sharply.� He had no right to speak to her with such intimacy.� �It�s incredible to think that something this beautiful could come from a period of time that was so ugly.�
�It wasn�t all bad, Annie,� he began then wiped off the sweat from his palms across his thighs.� �There were times when it was so good it was perfection and then I fucked up.� I�ve never had a problem admitting that and I also paid heavily for my mistakes.� If there was a way I could take it all back, I would.�
�Michael, if this is your lame attempt at an apology, don�t bother.� It means nothing to me now.�
He made eye contact with her again.� His face strained with emotion.� �Saying I�m sorry wouldn�t begin to describe what I feel right now or what I feel every day.� I�m sorry for everything I said or did that caused you a moment of pain.�
Annie�s eyes fell to the baby.� �I�m sorry I ever met you,� she said quietly.
His shoulders slouched in sadness.� �Annie, you don�t really mean that.�
�Don�t be too sure of it.� Sometimes you think you really know someone, and then it turns out you never knew them at all.�
�If our paths had never crossed, you wouldn�t have Sammi or Angel.�� His head dropped to his lap.� �We were a perfect fit.�
�Perfect for you, maybe.� But I don�t call having a lying cheat for a husband, perfect domestic, bliss.�
�It wasn�t like that.�
Annie sighed heavily, bored with the conversation.� �Michael, why did you come here and what exactly did you expect to gain by this unannounced visit?�
He stood abruptly and glanced toward the house.� �You said I couldn�t see the kids until I got sober.� Well, I�m sober now and I want to see them.�
�Fine.� Have your lawyer call mine and make the necessary arrangements,� she replied, waving him off with her hand like hired help.
�I was hoping we could work this out between us without having to involve them.�
�Well, we all want things we can�t have,� she spat.
�Annie��
�What?� she answered quickly and with annoyance.
He stood, glaring down at her, every muscle rigid in his body.� Then in an act of defiance, he slid his sunglasses back onto his face.� The brilliance of his eyes suddenly disappeared behind the dark lenses.
�I�ll be back tomorrow,� he muttered over his shoulder.� Before she could answer, he was gone, leaving Annie in the dust of emotional turmoil.
As promised, early the next day, he returned.� Annie was coming out of the baby�s room as he was stepping through the deck door.
�What the hell do you think you�re doing?� she asked, resting Angel onto her hip.
�Good morning to you, too.�� He was pushing his luck and he didn�t care.� One way or another, he intended to spend time with his kids.
�You can't just walk in here as if you own the place.� Fact is, I own it now!�
�Trust me, I�m well aware of the ownership of this place, babe.� And for the record, I knocked before I entered.� Maybe you should keep the door locked,� he mocked.
�Don't call me babe.� I'm not your babe anymore.�
�Score one point for the home team,� he teased, removing his sunglasses and lifting Sammi from her playpen to snuggle and then lovingly kissed her chubby cheek.
�Do you think this is some sort of game, Michael?� If I have to, I�ll get a restraining order against you.�
He spun to face her.� �Annie, I�m not here to harm you and you know that.� I only want to see my kids,� he sighed.� �Any judge in this state would understand that.�
�Oh, really?� she glared at him.
Three days later, Annie felt like a tightly wound spring with the tension point exceeding the maximum limit.� Jay had called twice and left messages and, for reasons only she knew, she hadn�t returned his calls.� With Michael suddenly thrust back into her life, she had no room in her brain for anything else.� She felt like a prisoner in her own home.
And yet, she knew all it would take was one phone call to her lawyer and Michael would be gone from her house and a regular visitation schedule put in place.� Every time she heard his boots crossing the back deck, her skin began to sweat, her pulse quickened, and her mind began to ache.� His presence infuriated and disgusted her.� She did her best to stay out of his way, but simply knowing he was on the property kept her tense and edgy from sunup �til sundown.
Michael hobbled in with Sammi bouncing upon his back and eased her softly onto the couch.� He grimaced in pain while swinging open the freezer door.
�Can I help you?� she asked with sarcasm.
�Yeah.� Do you have an ice pack?�
�Why?� What�s the problem?�
Michael rubbed at his arm and the still-healing inner wounds.� �I swear, Sammi has gained a few pounds just since I�ve been on the island,� he commented.
Annie reached into the back of the freezer and pulled out a bag of frozen peas.� �Here, this will work the same as an ice pack,� she said, tossing him the bag.� �Frankly, I think you�re trying too hard.�
�What�s that supposed to mean?� he asked, making himself comfortable on the couch and applying the frozen vegetable bag to the back of his bicep.� Annie ignored his question and breezed past him to settle the girls in for their afternoon nap.� When she returned he reached and grabbed her by the wrist.� �Come on, Annie.� Sit with me so we can talk.�
Annie jerked her hand free from his grasp and scowled at him.� �Why?� What would be the point?�
�Does there always have to be a point, Annie?�
She stared at him blankly.� �When it comes to you, yes!�
He shook his head.� �Can�t you put aside your hate and contempt for five minutes and talk with me?�
Annie rolled her eyes in irritation and dropped herself into the chair in front of the couch, folding her arms hotly across her chest.� The smile that formed on his face angered her even more.� �Okay, fine.� You�ve got five minutes,� she hissed.� �What do you want to talk about?�
�How about your career intentions, do you plan on touring?�
�That�s none of your business!�
�Sure it is.� If you plan on touring, I�d like to take care of the girls while you�re on the road.�
�Well, I�m not planning on touring any time soon, if at all, so you can forget your babysitting ideas right now.�
�Why wouldn�t you tour again?� I know your CD is out on the shelves and figured a tour was probably in the works to promote it.�
Annie shook her head and rubbed at her face.� �Lets see.� Why wouldn�t I tour?� she mocked.� �Well, for starters, I�m a single mother of two little girls that depend on me.� And, before you say it, I�m not leaving them with you!�
�Is that the only reason?�
Annie squinted at him.� Her anger increasing by the second.� �Yes, of course it is.�
�Maybe you�re just afraid.� Maybe you not wanting to tour has more to do with the fact you were attacked the last time you were out on the road?�
Annie jumped to her feet and threw her arms up in the air.� �Okay.� Your five minutes are over.� I�m done talking.�
Michael stood and stopped her exit with his body.
�Get out of my way!� she seethed through clenched teeth.
He gazed down at her flawless face.� Her deep blue eyes sparkled with liquid and her mouth quivered with emotion.� �I�m sorry.� I wasn�t trying to upset you,� he apologized with sincerity.
�Bullshit.�� Again she attempted to step around him and he blocked her departure.
�I only mentioned the incident because I care.�
�Oh, that�s right.� You cared so much about the �incident� you arrived at the hospital drunk out of your mind and made such an ass out of yourself that you needed an escort from the building!� Thank God I was already gone.�
His eyes remained glued to her face.� He appeared wounded and at a loss for words.� �What�s the matter, Michael?� Now who doesn�t like the topic of conversation?�
�No, I�m fine with it.� Ask me anything you want,� he shrugged with ambivalence.
She studied him for a moment, trying to figure out his hidden agenda.� Lately, everything with him seemed to take on a game-like appearance.� �I can ask you anything I want?� she asked with caution.
�Sure.� Go ahead.� My life is an open book, but you already knew that,� he said attempting to make a joke.
Annie returned to the chair.� �Okay, for starters, why don�t you tell me when you plan on leaving the island?�
He sat back on the couch and rested an ankle onto his knee.� Then he stretched his arms over the back of the couch.� �Well that depends� on when or if you're leaving.�
�What the hell does that mean?�
�It means, I intend to stay as close as possible to my kids.� If you move back to Boston, I will too.� If you�re planning on living here permanently, then I�ll buy a house in town instead of renting.�
Annie began to cry and quickly wiped each tear as it cascaded down her flushed cheeks.� �So, basically you plan on stalking me?�
�That�s not what I meant,� he sighed, hating the fact he had made her cry.� �I only want to be near my kids.� We can arrange something on paper with our lawyers if it makes you feel more comfortable.� But unless I drop dead tomorrow, I�m in their lives to stay.�
Annie wiped her face with her hands.
�I walked away from you and everything I owned when you divorced me, Annie.� I�m not walking away from my kids for a second time.�
�I never asked you for anything, except for this house,� she cried.
�I didn�t say you did.� I told my lawyer to give you anything you wanted to keep you happy.� I felt it was the least I could do for the pain I caused you.� But, to my surprise, you didn�t ask for anything.�
He ran his hands nervously through his hair.� �And you know what?� You not wanting anything hurt more than if you had taken everything I had.� It was the final stab to my heart, knowing that nothing I had or what we had accumulated together meant anything to you.�
He waved his arms around in the air.� �Except for this house.� I would have thought this place harbored too many memories for you and be too painful to live here.� But I guess I was wrong about that too.�
�The memories made me feel safe,� she mumbled, her eyes in her lap.� �Sammi was conceived here.�
He forced a smile onto his pained face.� �Yes, I remember that night,� he replied.� �We had a lot of nights like that in this place.�
Then his eyes glanced over toward the spot on the floor in front of the fireplace.� �I remember the night you told me you were pregnant as if it was yesterday.�� His eyes fell back to her.� �Too many nights to count.�
She felt naked beneath his stare, open and very vulnerable.� For a brief weakened moment, her thoughts were consumed with the memories and the love they had shared then.� Her heart beat loudly in her throat and somehow the walls of the room seemed to be shrinking in around them.
An awkward pause fell between them and Annie dropped her eyes to the floor.� �Can I ask you something else?�
�Of course.�
�What are the doctors saying about your arm?�
He forced a smile onto his strained face.� �Do you want to hear the truth or what my agent keeps feeding the press?�
�The truth,� she requested, and shifted nervously in the chair, bracing for what he might say next.
A long weighty sigh expelled from his chest.� Self-consciously, he reached to rub the tender area surrounding his old wound.� �Basically, the mobility I have now is as good as I can expect.� As for playing guitar again�,� his voice trailed off.� �Lets just say, I�ll never be able to play at the level I once did, and I�m okay with that.� I had a career that lasted over twenty-five years that was never less than phenomenal.� I won�t waste my energy complaining that it�s over now.�
�It sounds to me like you�re not even going to try and play again.�
His back stiffened on the couch.� �Annie, the feeling still comes and goes in my finger tips.� It�s kind of hard to handle the neck of a guitar when I can�t feel the wood or the frets.� Besides, I�ve never done anything halfway in my life.� To do that now would be an insult to myself and to the fans.�
�Under the circumstances, I think they�d understand.�
�There are other things I can do to remain �in the business�.� For instance, I can produce new talent.� But, for now, I�m happy to be alive.�
Annie nodded at him and smiled.� �I suppose you�re right about that.� Life truly is a gift.�
They were quiet and Annie began to fidget.
�Something else on your mind, Annie?�
�Yes.�
He nodded for her to continue.
�Can I ask why you�re still wearing your wedding ring?�
He smiled broadly.� �I�m surprised you noticed,� he said, twisting the gold and diamond band around his finger.� �I wear it on my right hand now, but to me, it still holds the same significance.� I want it to be a constant reminder of what I had and what I lost.�
His blue eyes lifted and burned into hers.� �Probably sounds pretty stupid to you, right?�
�No, not at all.�� Self-consciously, she reached and felt her empty ring finger and remembered the day she took off her wedding rings.
Michael crossed his legs and rubbed at his forehead.� His fingers grazed the small scar from his drunken rage in New York.� He smiled at the memory.
�What�s so funny?� she asked, instantly taking a defensive stance.
�I�m surprised you didn�t ask about the scar on my head,� he smirked.
�I figured it was none of my business,� she sniffed.
�I did this to myself the night before Bull signed me into rehab,� he stated, looking her directly in the eye.� �It was after the award show.� Bull found one of your new CD�s and gave it to me.� I went back to my hotel room, listened to it, and went berserk, totally tore the room apart.� Furniture in pieces, broken glass, you name it.� I must have cut my head on the glass.� When Bull found me, I was covered in blood but I don�t remember a thing.� Not one of my proudest moments.�
Annie�s eyes fell.� �The CD wasn�t all that bad, Michael,� she spoke softly.
Michael quickly reached out and touched her arm.� �Annie, I didn't say it was bad.� In fact, I thought it was great.� But the lyrics destroyed me because I knew a lot of the hostility and pain you wrote about involved me.� It was a real eye-opener to what I had done to you, but I've never been more proud of your talent.�
His lips curled into a brilliant smile.� �And the cover art��
�What about it?�
Michael rubbed at his chin.� �It blew me away.�
Annie smiled and began to shift uneasily in her seat.� �Well, I guess I�ll get supper started while the girls are still sleeping.�
As she stood to leave, Michael caught her hand and gently pulled her to a stop.
�Thanks, Annie.�
�For what?�
�For talking to me as a human being and not the man you hate for the sheer fact I�m breathing the same air as you.�� To his surprise, she didn�t remove her hand from his.
�Michael, I may never get to the point where I can enjoy being in the same room as you.� But, no matter how I may feel about you in the years to come, the fact still remains: you are the father of my children.� And with that illustrious title comes a certain amount of respect.�
He nodded in agreement.� Then his eyes dropped to their clasped hands and he watched as her tiny hand slid from his fingers.� In the blink of an eye, the warmth of her touch was gone.

The days passed slowly.� For every inch Michael felt he�d gained on winning back his family, Annie pushed him back a mile.� She was determined to keep him at arm�s length.� Her pride wouldn�t allow anything more.� They continued to play the same painful game, each insistent to be the winner, but neither being sure of the prize or the cost attached to achieving it.
After another long day of attempted congeniality, Annie tucked Angel into her crib for an afternoon nap and doubled-checked on Sammi before returning to the living room.� Michael was kneeling next to the couch gathering the scattered toys and putting them into the wooden toy box beside the fireplace.� Silently, she joined him in the task.
�What time is it?� he asked, tossing the last toy into the box.
�You don�t have to stay, Michael, if that�s what you�re thinking.� They�ll be asleep for a while.�
�It�s okay.� I don�t mind.� Besides, I promised Sammi we�d go into town later for ice cream.�
Annie sighed with distress.� �Sammi it too young to care about getting ice cream.� So, why don't you tell me why you're really here?�
He glanced at her with curiosity.� �To spend time with my kids.�
That can�t be the only reason, because you and I both know all it would take is one quick phone call to our lawyers and a visitation schedule could be agreed to this very afternoon.� You could be seeing the girl�s at your own place instead of wasting your days here.�
Michael slid onto the couch and rubbed the fatigue from his face.� �What are you trying to say, Annie?� Are you uncomfortable having me around so much?�
�To be brutally honest, yes, I am.�
�Then I�m sorry.� That wasn�t my intention.� I was only doing it this way to make it easier on the kids since this is the only house they�ve ever known.�
�Yes, I�ll give you that.� But I�m also sensing there is more to your reasoning than what you just said.�
He gazed at her thoughtfully, his eyes reflecting a mournful sense that made her heart lurch.� Then he bent forward, resting his elbows against his firm thighs, with his hands pressed together as if he were praying.
�Okay, if I can be brutally honest, I'm here because I also wanted to spend time with you.� I miss being with you.�
She cringed when she heard his words and shrunk back against the toy box.� �I was afraid you might say something like that.�
�Why?� Does it upset you to think I�d still want to spend time with you?�
�Yes.�
�Can I ask why?�
Annie leaned forward, obviously agitated by his comments.� �Because we�re divorced!� This can�t be healthy for either of us.�
�Would you like me to leave?� he asked defensively, and stood as if to depart.
She shook her head.� �No, that isn�t the point.� All I�m trying to say is, it�s been very difficult for me to re-establish a life without you, and somehow I manged to do just that.� I�m in a good place now.� The girls are happy and we�re surviving.� Then, all of a sudden, Daddy strolls back into our lives and everything is supposed to be okay?� I can�t pretend, and I refuse to sweep our divorce under the rug as if it never happened.�
�I�m not asking you to do that and I don�t expect you to pretend!�� He ran his fingers through his hair and sighed.� �Maybe it sounds crazy, but I was hoping we might find some way to be friends again.�� He forced a weak smile to his lips and shrugged in defeat.� �That�s all I was looking for, Annie.� No games and no hidden agendas.� In the long run, I think that�s best for the kids.� Wouldn�t you agree?�
�Of course I�d agree.� But, what I�m saying is, I�m not sure I�m strong enough to be your �friend�.� I left for a very specific reason, Michael, and when I did, I pushed you out of my heart and my head.� I�m not sure I want you taking up space in either place again.�
He tipped his head back against the couch.� She could tell by the painful look on his face, every word she spoke was like another stab to his heart.� There was a day, when she thought this action would have brought her relief and happiness watching him squirm in agony.� But now, the reality of seeing it brought her nothing but more despair.
�Please, don�t keep the kids from me,� he said, his voice cracking with emotion, as he stared blankly at the ceiling.
�I have no intention of doing that, as long as you stay sober.� The girls deserve a father, and for better or worse, you are it.�
He lifted his head to meet her gaze.� Emotion made his eyes glisten.� �I understand why you feel the way you do toward me and I wish beyond reason I could change that.� I'm thinking now, that's probably never going to happen.� But I need the kids in my life, Annie.� They're the only thing I've got left, and the reason I still have my sanity.� While I was in rehab, all I could think about was getting clean and seeing the girls and you again.� Now that I'm out, I'm realizing the fight I have on my hands to prove myself all over again to them, and to you.�
He stood and sauntered over to the window with his hands dug deeply into the pockets of his jeans.� �You know, I�ve never had to fight for anything or anyone in my personal life before and I�m not afraid of the challenge associated with that.� It will only make the victory more meaningful when it happens.�
He reached for the doorknob to the deck door.� Then, as he began to turn it in his hand, he faced her.� �I�m going for a walk.� Maybe when I get back, the girls will be awake and we can go for that ice cream.�
As soon as she heard the door click tight, Annie began to cry.� Annie could sense that his emotion hung heavily around his neck like an iron cross.� His heart adorned his sleeve.� He seemed so genuine and likable, it made hating him all the harder, but still she did.� Even smelling the subtlety of his cologne lingering in the room after his departure angered her.� It was cruel of him to be around, torturing her with the smoothness of his voice and smile.
She moved to the window to find him.� He was standing at the water�s edge, his long hair blowing across the tops of his shoulders as he skipped stones over the white caps.� The memory of the day he had taught her to do the same trick danced into her brain.� She shook the thought from her head and padded into the kitchen for a glass of water.� It was so much easier to hate him when he wasn�t around, she thought.

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 

When the girls finally woke, Annie went to the deck and called to Michael.� A few minutes later, he was preparing them for the trip into town.
�Why don�t you come with us?� he asked for a second time, as he adjusted the diaper bag over his shoulder.
And for a second time, she shook her head.
Michael reached for the baby and placed her into his lap.� �It's just ice cream, Annie.� No strings attached or implied with it, I promise,� he teased, trying to make light of the situation.� Then Sammi began to tug on her mother's leg.� �That's two against one,� he laughed.� �Now you have to come with us.�
Annie rolled her eyes and groaned in protest.� �Okay, fine.� I�ll go.�
He made small talk as they drove the back roads into the town of Vineyard Haven, and Annie half listened.� He was making it seem too normal, as if no bitterness remained between them, and it disturbed her.� In town, she maintained a cool distance from him and ignored the subtle glances he kept directing her way.� After getting their ice cream, Michael pushed the carriage down toward the ferry dock in time to show Sammi a large passenger vessel gliding into a nearby slip.
A few over-zealous tourists noticed Michael and he obliged them with a quick autograph.� Annie made sure to keep the girls safely out of view and turned her back anytime she saw a camera aimed in their direction.� For once, she was grateful the focus was on him and not her, as they slowly made their way back up toward Main Street.
Michael settled Sammi into the backseat of the Land Rover first, while Annie waited on the sidewalk with Angel cradled in her arms.� Finger by tiny finger, he carefully wiped the stickiness from Sammi�s skin, then secured her safety seat.� He was at the back of the vehicle, loading the baby stroller, when he heard Annie let out a startled squeal of fright.� Instantly, the flash back of her attack by the disgruntled stage hand seared through his brain.� Reacting quickly, he darted around the side of the truck prepared to defend her if necessary.
�Hey!� Michael yelled, with a fearless tone in his voice.� Assessing the situation, he was alarmed to see a blond-headed man with his arms tightly encircling Annie and the baby, and his face pressed into her neck.� Two long strides and he was beside the man.� �What the hell do you think you�re doing?� he asked.� The man suddenly released his grip on Annie and she spun to face him.
�It�s okay, Michael.� This is Jay Preston,� she introduced.� �He�s a�friend of mine,� she answered awkwardly.
Jay stuck out his hand and shook Michael�s.� �Hi, Mike.� How are you doing?�
�Fine,� he answered, his voice still tight and defensive.
�I was sorry to hear about Brian,� Jay added.
�Yeah, thanks.�
�Jay is the bass player for the James Fellowship Band,� Annie explained.
Michael nodded.� �I thought your name sounded familiar,� he exhaled, relaxing a bit.� �How is Jimmy these days?� I haven�t seen him in years.�
�You know James?� Annie asked, unnerved by the fact one of Jay�s arms remained around her waist and the heated glare Michael was shooting at both of them.
Michael took the baby from Annie�s arms in preparation to get her into the Land Rover.� �Yeah, we go way back,� he replied, turning his eyes away from them.
When Michael�s body disappeared into the backseat of the vehicle, Jay turned his attention to Annie.
�I thought you said he was no longer in your life?� Jay inquired in a whispered tone.
�He isn�t!�
�Then why is he here?�
�Jay, they�re his kids too, you know, and he has a right to see them,� she answered, a bit more defensively than she probably should have.
�Maybe so, but seeing you together like this makes it appear as if it�s something more than what you�re saying.�
Annie shot him an angry scowl.� �I don�t want to discuss this here.�
Michael finished buckling Angel into her car seat and then returned to Annie�s side in a territorial gesture that rattled her nerves.� �Can you give us a minute, please?� she asked him.
�Fine.� I�ll be in the truck,� he answered flatly through tight lips.
�I�ll see you later, Mike,� Jay added.
Michael tossed a courtesy wave over his shoulder at Jay and climbed into the driver�s side of Annie�s truck.
�How long has he been here?� Jay asked gliding his hands up Annie�s arms.
�Seems like forever,� Annie replied, rolling her eyes.
�I guess that explains why you haven�t been returning my calls.�
Annie smiled and reached out and stroked the side of his face, knowing without a doubt that Michael was watching every move she made.� �A day hasn�t gone by that I haven�t thought about calling you,� she lied graciously.
�He�s not staying at your place, is he?�
�Hell no.� He�s renting a house somewhere on the island.�
Jay squeezed her hand.� His blue eyes sparkling with excitement.� �Are you free tonight?�
�I�m not sure.�
�Why?� Don�t tell me you have plans with him?� he asked, gesturing toward the truck.
�No!� Don�t be crazy.� I�m not sure if I can get a babysitter.� I�ll give the neighbors a call though.� Their granddaughter is visiting them for the summer.� Last I heard, she was looking for summer jobs.�
�Great.� See what you can do and call me.�
�I will.�
Jay pulled her against his body.� Her fingers slid quickly around his neck and connected in the back.� Then their lips met.� It was short and sweet, but she knew it was enough to push Michael over the edge.
�Call me,� Jay insisted.
�I will.�
The ride back to the house was silent except for the happy babbling of the girls in the backseat.� Without asking, Annie knew the depth of Michael�s anger by the way his jaw was set and teeth grinding.� It was obvious that he was seething inside, and knowing that gave her a feeling of satisfaction.� If he thought she was sitting around the house pining for him, he was sadly mistaken, she thought with smugness.
Michael remained outside and unloaded the truck.� Annie half hoped he�d simply leave without coming back inside.� She was in the girls� room changing Angel�s diaper when he made his presence known.
�Everything okay?� she asked coldly.
Anxiously he rubbed at his face.� �Yeah, I guess so.�
�You don�t look okay,� she commented, goading him to say something about Jay.
He pulled his hair back in his hands and sighed heavily.� �What would you like me to say?�
�What you feel.� You�re obviously upset about Jay.� Why can�t you admit that?�
�It doesn�t matter what I feel.�
�Sure it does, because it would prove my point that you being here holds more meaning than what you've already admitted.� And, it would solidify what I said earlier about it not be healthy for us to be spending so much time together when there is obviously no future in it.�
Michael�s eyes narrowed in anger, the color in them turning cold, and his lips clenched tight.� She could tell he was ready to burst.� She handed him the baby and laid Sammi down on the changing table.
�Well?� Don�t tell me you have nothing to say about seeing me with Jay.� No questions, thoughts or impressions, whatsoever?� I find that hard to believe.�
Silence filled the room and Michael shifted uneasily, then finally he spoke.� �Have you been seeing him long?� he asked, in a voice she was barely able to hear.
�About a month,� she answered quickly.� �On and off, when our schedules allow.� Does that bother you?� she asked with a hopeful tone in her voice.
He glared at her painfully, the hurt so evident in his pale blue eyes.� His mouth opened to speak but no words were uttered and he turned to leave the room, backing down from a confrontation he chose not to be apart of.� Then he set Sammi gently into her playpen and continued toward the door.
She followed him into the living room.� �What�s the matter?� Not man enough to admit that it bothers you to see me with Jay?�
He stopped in his tracks and faced her.� �What exactly is it that you want me to say?� Tell me and I�ll say it and we can be done with this.� Do you even have an answer for that question?�� He stepped closer, his eyes burning with fire.� �If you�re looking for me to say something negative about you and Jay, I�m not going to.� You have the right to do whatever you want and with whomever you want because of the very fact you reminded me of this afternoon - we�re divorced!�� He turned back to the deck door and reached for the knob.� �Besides, I already have the answers to my questions - without having to ask them.�
�Oh, yeah?� Like what?� she spat, following him to the door.
He spun around again and glared at her.� �Okay, for one thing I know you�re not in love with him.�
�Oh really, and how do you know that?�
He leaned in closer to her face.� �Body language, babe.�
Annie�s face flushed in anger.� �Screw you!�
He smiled, smugly.� �Well, Sweetheart, I can assure you, screwing me would give you a lot more pleasure than what he is currently giving you!� And how do I know that?� Ah, yes, body language!�
He stepped through the open door and slammed it shut in her face.
Annie was so enraged she screamed several times to try and clear her head which made both girls cry.� Filled with apologies, she cuddled them until they settled back down in her arms.� The hell with him, she thought.� That was the last straw.� In the morning she was calling her lawyer and putting an end to this nightmare.� Enough was enough.� Suddenly, Jay�s invitation to go out that night quickly came to mind.
Annie picked up the telephone and dialed her closest neighbor.� Within minutes, she had arranged to have their granddaughter baby-sit.� What she didn�t know was Michael was sitting at their kitchen table when she called.� On impulse, he had decided to stop in and visit them after he left Annie�s.� He stayed with them for dinner and even offered to drive Jenna, the babysitter, back to the beach house but she declined.� Jenna didn�t want to upset Annie by arriving in Michael�s jeep.
Michael was still chatting with the older couple when the call came from Jenna expressing her concerns about Angel.� She said the baby had suddenly woken up, sweaty and feverish.� Jenna was asking for advice from her grandmother when Michael stepped into the kitchen.
�Tell Jenna I�ll be right down,� he said, grabbing his coat and shutting the door behind him.
�No need to bother Annie,� he told Jenna, and sent her home, taking control of the situation.� Two hours and one soiled shirt later, Michael had Angel sleeping comfortably on his bare chest in the living room, her temperature nearly back to normal.� It was a few minutes before midnight when Annie and Jay pulled into the driveway.� Immediately, Annie recognized Michael�s jeep and cringed.
�Son of a bitch.� What the hell is he doing here now?� she complained.
�Who?�
�That�s Michael�s jeep,� she explained, pointing toward the vehicle.
Annie charged toward the house and around onto the deck, taking the steps two at a time.� �Wait here and let me see what�s going on inside,� she said to Jay, and unlocked the door.
Michael never heard her enter.� He was fast asleep on the couch with the baby dreaming happily, pressed against his skin, while his arms held on to her tiny body securely.� The anger Annie felt moments before vanished at the sight.� Angel so pale against his naturally tanned skin, the muscled arms capable of lifting heavy weights encircling her with great tenderness.� Annie closed her eyes thoughtfully.� She remembered the days not so long ago that she had sought solace in the same arms.
She made her way quietly to the couch and sat beside his hip.� She stared at her daughter first then her eyes drifted up to Michael�s face.� He was so serene and complacent with his face delicately placed against Angel�s head, she wondered what he was dreaming about.� Her shaky fingers tentatively reached out to rouse him, as if by touching his skin she�d be burned.� When her fingers grazed against his bicep muscle, an electric current rocketed through her body.� She jerked her hand back quickly.
His eyes slowly opened and focused on her face.� The color in them was rich and fluid.� Then a slow smile relaxed his mouth making it appear full, sensuous and very kissable.
�What are you doing here?� she whispered, feeling her face flushing warm and forcing her eyes off his mouth.
�I was visiting the Anderson�s when Jenna called her grandmother for advice.� She said Angel woke up with a temperature.� I figured since I was right next door I might as well come back and see what I could do.� I didn�t think it warranted bothering you about it.� Why?� Are you mad?�
Annie shook her head.� �I suppose not,� she replied, tenderly stroking Angel�s backside.� �Is she all right now?�
Michael slowly came to an upright position on the couch being careful not to wake Angel.� �Yeah.� Her temperature is back to normal.� Besides puking up half a bottle on me, she did okay,� he chuckled.
Annie glanced over her shoulder at the deck to check on Jay.� He was probably wondering what had happened to her, she thought, but her eyes returned to Michael.
�Is Jay with you?� he asked.
�Yes.�
Michael�s brain fumbled to select the right words.� �I�m really sorry about what I said earlier.� I had no right and it�s really none of my business.�
�You�re right, it isn�t any of your business, but I did egg you on.� I wanted you to be upset about Jay and when you pretended not to be, it only made me angrier.�
He smiled and nodded in agreement.� �I was that obvious?�
Annie�s mouth eased into a full smile.� �Yes.� Very.�
Then Michael grew serious.� �I know I don�t have the right to ask for any favors but, could you just give me a week or so more to see the girls here?� I want to make sure they�re really comfortable with me before I start dragging them away to my place.� I think it would be especially beneficial to Angel, since she hasn�t spent much time away from you yet.�
Annie pondered his question carefully.� Then she released a heavy sigh.� �Just one week?�
�Maybe less, maybe more, it all depends on how well we bond.�
�Okay, fine.�
�And, if I have any say in it, I�d prefer to do the babysitting in the future instead of strangers,� he added.
�Jenna isn�t a stranger,� Annie replied.
�She is to the kids.� I would have stayed, if you had asked me to.�
�I figured you�d probably be busy.�
�Don�t assume that.� I want to be here for them.� Plus, it will give you and Jay a chance to go out and have some fun.� Right?�
They stared at one another for several intense moments before Annie broke the trance.� His gaze was far to intimate and it took her breath away.� Nervously, she reached to take Angel from his arms.� When she did, the backs of her fingers lightly dragged against his bare chest.� Her eyes jumped to meet his and his mouth melted into an astounding smile.� The chemistry between them still simmered, like a smoldering ember that refused to be extinguished.� No longer to be concealed or denied, it burned through the surface of their skin, obvious to both of them; although neither verbalized it.� Annie blushed when she felt the surge of heat and dropped her gaze from the power of his.
�I�ll take her so you can get going,� she stammered, easing Angel�s limp body against her shoulder.� Then she walked into Angel�s room, grateful to be away from him, and carefully placed the infant back into her crib.� She was about to turn and leave the room when she bumped straight into the wall of Michael�s half naked body.� His hands caught her by the shoulders.
�I thought you left,� she said in a hushed, nervous tone.
�I need my shirt,� he answered, reaching around her without moving his body, and collected the dirty shirt from the back of the rocking chair.� This created an even greater closeness between them and Annie began to shake.� Shirt in hand, he paused beside her and the crib and gazed lovingly down at Angel.
�We make incredible babies, don�t we?� he whispered.
She turned to face him in the darkened room.� �Your tone implies you think they�ll be more.�
He cocked his head and grinned.� �I�ve said it before, fate works in mysterious ways.�
Her hand reached out and caught his forearm as he began to drift from the room.� �Not in this case, Michael, so don�t be delusional about it.�
He stepped back toward her and gently squeezed her chin beneath his thumb and index finger.� She willed herself to pull away from his grasp but her body responded immediately to his familiar touch.� Her heart thudded heavily in her chest.� Their faces were close enough that she could feel the warmth of his breath against her flushed cheeks.� The heat radiating from his body began to singe through her clothing.� For an awkward moment, she imagined he was preparing to kiss her.� With no will to stop it, she wet her lips.
Her eyes hung heavy.� Her brain pushed away the logic of turning tail and running.� She didn�t want to.� There was no denying what her body wanted at that precise moment and she silently despised herself for it.� She closed her eyes and felt his body inch closer, then reach for her.� Eager to respond, she placed her hands on his hips, her thumbs touching the bare flesh above his waistband.� Her body flooded with an overwhelming desire.
She felt his face slide against her cheek, his mouth stopping beside her ear.� �What do you think your boyfriend would have to say about you being in here kissing me?� he whispered.
�I�m not kissing you,� she responded.
His lips slid back across her cheek and stopped, hovering over her mouth.
She could feel the quick bursts of his breath burning her skin.
�No, but you want to,� he smiled with smugness.
When she heard his words she slowly opened her eyes.� He was still playing the same painful game.� Her desire was quickly replaced with contempt.� Inside her anger began to rise.� If he wanted games, then games he would get, she thought.
She grazed her lips over his.� �Don�t be so sure of that,� she answered, pressing her body closer to him.� �Why don�t you give it a try and see what happens.�
She sensed his movement forward and tipped her head away from his descending mouth.� �But be forewarned, Michael.� My knee is dangerously close to your groin and I�m not afraid to use it.� As for my hands on your hips, I put them there for leverage.�
His mouth was over hers again, so close her body began to ache, but she held her ground.
�You�re bluffing.� You wouldn�t do that to me,� he answered softly.
She raised her eyebrows.� �Are you sure about that?� she smiled.
He separated himself from her and took two steps back.� A cocky grin adorned his face.
Her hands balled into tight fists.� �I think you should leave now, Michael.�� Hard as she tried, she could not stop the waves of uncontrollable trembling from rocking her body.
He smiled at her in a way that said he knew he had finally gotten to her and penetrated the protective shell she had built to save herself from him.� Waves of fury tightened every muscle in her body.� If the girls hadn�t been sleeping, she would have initiated another argument.� Instead, she let him leave to celebrate his silent victory by himself.� She slumped against the wall of girl�s bedroom and cursed him for re-entering her life.
She took Jay to her bed that night but couldn�t follow through with making love with him.� Her heart simply wasn�t in it.� Her thoughts were consumed with Michael and the rage he continued to fill her with.� She laid in Jay�s arms and listened to the soft thump of his heart.
�Annie, am I the only one in this relationship?� he asked, a hurtful tone in his voice.� �Every time I feel I�m getting closer to you, I sense you pulling away, trying to put more space between us.�
She rolled over onto her back and rubbed at her eyes.� �I�m sorry.� I was thinking about Angel�s temperature.� She�s never had one before and I guess I�m a bit worried she�s coming down with something,� she lied.
Jay slid out of bed and began dressing.� �See how she feels in the morning then call her doctor,� he answered, unsatisfied with her answer.
�Yes, I will.�
He sat on the edge of the bed while he slid on his boots.� �How long do you expect him to be on the island?�
�Who?� �Come on, Annie.� You know who I�m talking about.�
�I wish I knew the answer to that question, but I�m afraid I don�t.�
�Look.� I know at one point you two had something pretty intense, so I wouldn�t blame you if there were still some residual feelings.� I only ask that you be honest with me about it, and I�ll step aside.� You know I�m crazy about you, but I won�t share you with him.�
�How could you even suggest such a thing?� My feelings for Michael died a long time ago!�
Jay smiled at her.� �You know how I feel about you so I won�t bring it up again.� All I�m asking for is honesty.� That�s it.�� He kissed her on the mouth and quietly left the cottage.
For the next several days Annie kept her distance from Michael.� While he played and cared for the girls, she remained out of sight.� The only time she spoke to him was if he spoke to her first.� She became an invisible observer, carefully scrutinizing his every move and the way he interacted with his children.
�I think they�re ready,� Michael announced to her at the end of the week.
Annie lifted her head from the pages of the Sandra Brown novel she was reading and studied his face.� �To spend time at your place?�
He shifted his weight from foot to foot and nodded his head.� �I was wondering if you could bring them by tomorrow for the day.� If things go well, I�d like to keep them over night.� If that�s okay with you?�
Annie shut her book.� �Okay.� What time tomorrow?�
�Why don�t you come by after they wake up from their morning naps.�
�All right, I will.�
He gave her directions and then stood nervously by the door as if he had something else on his mind.
�Is there a problem?� she asked curtly.
�I guess not.� I�ll see you tomorrow.�
Annie pulled into his driveway the next day at noon with reluctance.� The idea of taking her children to his house unnerved her.� It was as if she were relenting to something unsaid between them.� But they were his children too.� She sighed heavily as she removed the keys from the ignition.
The house was much like her own in styling, but had two stories to it.� Weathered Cape Cod shingles covered the sides, with hunter green shutters framing each window.� A small grassy garden area with seasonal wildflowers adorned the front of the house that faced the street and a wrap-around porch overlooked the ocean and the beach in the back.� The house location was just off the main road leading into Vineyard Haven.� It was a quiet side street, with neighbors living close-by on either side.� Annie�s head swirled with concerns about privacy and safety for the girls.� Then again, part of her was looking for any excuse not to like the place.
She proceeded to the back deck with Angel clinging to one hip, while Sammi toddled slowly beside her.� Michael waited on the top step with a wide grin and his hands dug deeply into the front pockets of his pants.� He was dressed in his standard t-shirt that clung shamelessly tight to his wide chest and a pair of faded blue jeans.� He wore no belt, his feet were bare, and his hair uncombed and wild.� Annie�s breath caught dry in her throat.� Instantly, her heart began to pound a little faster.
�Here, let me take her,� he insisted, pulling Angel from Annie�s arms.� �Come on in, I�ll show you around.�
His voice was soft and velvety, which caused every hair folicle on her head to stand at attention.� Again, she silently cursed his existence.
Annie followed him into an informal living room.� As he walked, her eyes drifted down the length of his spine and settled onto his butt.� Then she scolded herself for taking notice and abruptly turned away, dropping the diaper bag onto a near-by couch.
�So what do you think?� he asked, excitedly.
�It reminds me of the beach house.�
�That�s exactly why I picked it.� I thought it might seem familiar to the girls and make them feel more comfortable.�
�It came furnished?� she asked.
�Yeah, pretty much.� I had to buy the cribs and the rest of the baby stuff, but otherwise, it all belongs to the owners.�
Annie�s eyes darted around the room.� �It doesn�t bother you to be surrounded by someone else�s furnishings?�
�Not really.� It was more important that I found a place that was close to you and was available for the summer rental season.� Let me show you the rest of the house.�
Annie followed him through a pale yellow galley kitchen and into the dining area.� Two brand-new highchairs were set up beside the wooden table.� Michael stopped to point them out to the girls.� Then the tour progressed up stairs to the bedrooms.� While he took Angel and Sammi into the soft pink bedroom that would be theirs, Annie drifted into the master bedroom.
This room was much larger than the other bedroom and it overlooked the expanse of the ocean.� The furniture was colonial with dark mahogany wood.� The bed was four-poster and queen-sized, resting between two small windows facing the neighbor�s cottage.� One large bay window graced the water side of the room with a wooden rocking chair to sit and enjoy the view.� Annie was gazing out the window when Michael came up behind her.
�That�s a view I could never get bored waking up to,� he said, his voice rumbling across her shoulder.
She jumped when she felt his breath warming her neck.� �I know what you mean,� she replied, flustered and stepped past him.
He followed her back out into the hallway.� �So, what do you think?� Is it acceptable?�
�Sure, why not.� But you�ll have to address some of the safety issues.�
�Like what?�
Annie�s eyes dropped to the stairs.� �For starters, you�ll need a gate for the stairs.� The outlets will need child proof plugs and the cabinets in the kitchen and bathroom will need safety locks.�
�I�ll take care of it,� he smiled.� �Anything else?�
Her eyes locked with his.� His relaxed manner unnerved her.� �I�ll let you know when I think of it.�
They went back downstairs and out onto the deck.� Annie prepared to leave.� �Can you stay for a bit, just to make sure the kids feel comfortable?� he asked.
�I suppose so.�
Annie stayed the afternoon and managed to converse with him without hostility.� It was the first time since his arrival on the island that they had accomplished that feat.� She even joined in the horseplay on the floor between Michael and Sammi.� The young girl delighted in bouncing from one parent to the other, giggling loudly, while she teased her father.� What had begun as something ordinary changed dramatically when Michael reached to grab Sammi around the waist as she scrambled to take refuge beside her mother�s extended body on the floor.
�Come here, my little one,� he taunted, rolling over to scoop his daughter up in his arms.� When his body came to a rest, he was firmly pressed against Annie�s side, face-to-face, eyes locked and steady.� Overcome with the sudden rush of excitement, and not wanting to back away from the urge this time, Michael lowered his mouth toward hers.� Annie�s eyes widened in alarm and she pushed him away, quickly standing, and brushed herself off.� Michael sat upright, loosely pulling his knees to his chest and shook his head.� Sammi continued to climb her father�s body.
�Annie, I�m sorry,� he sighed.� �I didn�t mean anything by that.�
She spun around to face him, obviously upset by his lame attempt at an explanation and exhaled loudly.
�All right, maybe I did mean it but it wasn't planned, if that's what you're thinking,� he continued, standing to face her.
�What kind of sick game are you playing?� she asked.
�Game?�
�Yes, game.�
He bent down and picked Sammi up in his arms and settled her onto his hip.� Then his eyes drifted back to Annie.� �No games, Annie,� he shrugged indifferently.
�Then, what would you call what happened between us in the girls bedroom the other night?�
He smiled knowingly at her, his eyes twinkling, which only added to her agitation.� Then he set Sammi down to explore the toy box in the corner of the room.� �Okay, so you want to talk about the other night?� Fine, lets do it.�
He pushed his hands into his pockets and stared at her, contemplating his word choice.� �Yeah maybe I was testing you a bit and I probably pushed things a little too far to prove a point.� Correct me if I'm wrong, but I got the distinct feeling that you wanted me to kiss you the other night.� And I got the same feeling just now, too.� Can you stand there and deny that?�
Annie�s eyes narrowed in anger.� �Yes, I can and I will.�
She collected her car keys and headed toward the door.
�Annie, come on.� Don�t go.� he sighed.
�I have to.�
�Why?�
She turned and faced him.� �Because this is wrong.�
�It feels right to me,� he quickly answered.
�Then I feel sorry for you.�� She kissed both girls good-bye and stepped out onto the deck.� �Call me tomorrow if you want me to come and get them.� Otherwise I�ll expect them home before dinner,� she instructed him and left.

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO 

As soon as she got home, she made arrangements to meet Jay in town for dinner that night and then proceeded to consume too much wine with her meal.� The details of the afternoon�s events still played in her head.� One way or another, she intended to forget them.
�Do you really think you need another glass of wine?� Jay asked her with concern.
�I had a hard day,� she tried to explain.� �The wine is helping me to relax.�
Then she leaned across the tiny table and provocatively kissed him on the mouth, while her bare toes began to slide up the inside of his leg.� �And we both know how much you like it when I�m relaxed, don�t we, Mr. Preston.�
Jay pulled several loose twenty dollar bills from his pocket and tossed them on the table.� For safety reasons, he decided to drive Annie home in his car, leaving her car in town.� On the road, she continued her sexual assault on him, making it nearly impossible for him to drive.
�Jesus, Annie!� Can you wait until we get back to your house?�
�Why?� Don�t tell me you�re complaining?�
�Not exactly,� he smiled.� �But you�re not making it any easier to drive.�
Annie had the red dress she was wearing pulled over her head before they reached the back door to her house and tossed it haphazardly at Jay.� Her bra came off just as quickly and thrown onto the floor of the living room.� Before he had removed his shirt, she had flopped herself onto the flowered couch.
�Are you going to start without me?� he asked, studying her half naked form in the moonlight.
�Not unless I have to,� she teased.
When he joined her on the couch, she attacked him with vengeance, almost as if she had something to prove or maybe disprove.� They became so involved, they didn�t hear the foot steps crossing the deck until it was too late.
Michael turned the key in the lock of Annie�s house and eased the door open with his foot.� Before he was able to illuminate the living room, he heard Annie�s screams of panic.
�Michael!� she screeched, bolting up off the couch and making a hasty retreat into the bedroom.� �What the hell are you doing here?� she asked.
Her voice startled him and he retreated cautiously toward the open door, as her bare backside shot past him in a blur.� Then he saw movement on the couch and realized what he had interrupted.� His heart fell to the floor.
�Sammi forgot her blanket,� he answered flatly, watching Jay intently as he slid on a pair of jeans without any attempt to hide his nakedness.� �I thought it might be easier for her to sleep at my place if she had it.�
�Oh my God!� Are the kids with you?�
�They�re in the car.� I figured I�d only be a minute getting the blanket.�
When Jay finished buttoning his shirt, he plunked himself back on the couch with a loud irritated sigh.� His eyes connected with Michael�s in a lengthy stare.� A pained look of total despair registered on Michael�s face, even with nothing more than moonlight spilling in through the over-sized windows to light the room.� It was impossible for Jay to see it and not make a comment.
�Jesus, you�re still in love with her,� he exhaled, finally aware of what he had suspected for weeks.
Until then, it had been a notion Jay had only sensed, nothing concrete.� It was an invisible current he had seen on more than one occasion passing between Annie and Michael.� So subtle, in fact, he wondered if they were even aware of it.� But seeing the expression of anguish blurring Michael�s facial features, it suddenly became all too clear.� He knew, then, there would never be a chance in hell for him to share Annie�s life as long as Michael was still in the picture.� The connection Michael continued to share with her was far too powerful for him to match.
�Michael, could you wait outside on the deck?� I�ll be right out with Sammi�s blanket,� Annie yelled from the bedroom.
Without replying to Jay�s statement, Michael stepped out onto the deck and walked to the railing.� He bent over the wooden structure, thankful for the brisk chill blowing in off the water.� It seemed to be the only thing preventing the rush of nausea from overpowering his body.� Seeing Annie with Jay was more than his heart could bear, and yet; he knew it was inevitable.� She was moving on with her life and loving men was sure to be a part of it.� But knowing that didn�t ease the pain of the reality for him.� A piece of his heart died at that very moment.
Annie slid up beside him on the deck and gently poked Sammi�s soft yellow blanket into his line of vision.� Unconsciously, she had covered herself with the black silk robe Michael had given to her as a gift a few Christmases ago and had it loosely tied around her waist.� �Here, give this to Sammi and tell her I�m sorry I forgot to pack it.�
Michael turned and gazed down at her.� The moonlight danced across her face in the most delicate of ways, making her appear almost angelic to him.� �I�m really sorry about that,� he sighed and shook his head as if trying to delete the vision from his memory.� �But you did say you�d be out all night.�
Annie forced a weak smile.� �I know.� We had a change of plans.� I�m embarrassed you walked in on that.�
Michael turned his head back toward the ocean and nodded.� �Yeah, me too,� he replied, toying with his fingers.� �More than you know.�
�You must have used your old key to get in?� she asked.
�Yeah, I did,� he answered, not looking at her face.� �Do you want it back?�
She smiled awkwardly.� �No, you can keep it,� she shrugged ambivalently.
Somberly, he made his way to the steps leading off the deck, then stopped, facing her in the darkness again.� �Listen,� he spoke softly.� �Tell, Jay I�m sorry for the intrusion.� I�ll see you tomorrow.�
Annie remained on the deck until she heard his car engine rev, then returned to her living room.� Jay was sitting on the couch, pulling on his boots.
�I�m sorry that just happened but you don�t have to leave because of it,� she said, aware Jay was preparing to depart.
Jay sat upright and studied her face before he spoke.� �Annie, don�t be sorry.� I think I needed to see that to believe my instincts were true.�
Annie cocked her head in confusion.
�Don�t get me wrong.� I like Michael.� Everyone in the business likes him so this isn�t meant to be negative, but I�ve never liked him always being underfoot here.� I know you two share kids together and he wants to see them.� But from the start, he�s never understood the boundaries involved here.� At first, I thought you were afraid to explain the boundaries to him.� Now, I�m thinking you enjoy him being here, more so than not.�
Jay slid his long fingers around the back of her neck and kneaded the tender flesh.� Annie�s eyes dropped to her lap as heavy tears began to drip from her cheeks.
�I�ve always been completely honest with you, Annie.� And for that reason, I have to tell you I really don�t see this thing between us working.� And it�s not because of our touring schedules or your kids.�
�Then why?�
He raised her chin with his fingers and gazed straight into her eyes.� �I believe you already know the answer to that question, my love.� I can�t share you with him.� It is obvious there are still some lingering feelings between you, whether you want to acknowledge them or not.� Maybe you can�t see it or maybe you refuse to see it, but as an outsider surveying the situation, it is very obvious to me.�
Jay stroked the softness of her tear stained cheek.� �When I�m with you, I feel as if he�s right there with us.� I can�t compete with that.� And frankly, my ego isn�t strong enough for the challenge.�
�I�m not sure I agree with what you�re saying, Jay.� I�m not �in love� with him anymore.� He�s nothing more to me than the father of my children.�
�You may want to believe that, but it's because you won't allow yourself to get beyond the hurt he's caused you.� If you scrape all the pain off the top I think you'll see it for what it is, Annie.� Maybe it's time you buried the anger and gave him another chance.�
Annie couldn�t believe what she was hearing and moved away from Jay on the couch.� �Do you have any idea how many chances I�ve already given him?�� Angrily she got off the couch and moved to the window overlooking the beach.� �It will never work with Michael.� We�ve already tried it, and it was a disaster from the start.�
Jay got off the couch and slid on his jacket.� �I will never lie to you, Annie, and I�m telling you the truth now as I see it.� You�re still in love with him and, after the reaction I saw on his face tonight, it is more than obvious he is still head over heels for you too.�
Annie shook her head in defiance.� �That�s not true.� We share history together and that is as far as it goes.�
Jay walked toward the door and opened it.� �Believe what you want, Annie,� he sighed.� �But I think you should look a little deeper.� Mike�s a nice guy and he sure as hell loves his kids.� And yeah, he made mistakes.� So what!?� We all do.� By doing so, he proved that he�s human and, like the rest of us, he has flaws.�
Jay kissed Annie on the mouth.� �I�m a big boy, Annie.� I�m okay with this.� I saw it coming weeks ago and I�m man enough to back off from a battle I can never win.� But, if things get too rough for you, give me a call.� If nothing else, I can be a great shoulder for you to cry on.�
After Jay left, Annie got dressed and walked the beach for hours.� Jay�s words pounded in her head.� The logic behind them disturbed her.� She was exhausted from the constant need to dissect the relationship she had with Michael.� It was as it was.� They were divorced now, merely going through the motions of civility for the benefit of their children.� If it weren�t for the kids they shared, she doubted they�d even be speaking.� Then why did her heart beat so wildly each time he arrived at the house?� And why did a feeling of loneliness envelop her after he left?
Annie shivered at the thought that some of what Jay had said might have a little truth to it.� She turned back toward the house in disgust.� There was no earthly way he could be right when such a huge part of her was still so angry at Michael for tearing apart their family.� Cold tears began to well in her eyes.� She doubted there would ever be a day when she could look at Michael and not feel the pain that ran so deep within her for everything he had done, destroyed and taken away.
She didn�t sleep much that night and woke early in preparation of the girls arrival home after lunch.� When they didn�t come, she began to worry.� She called Michael�s house and the call went unanswered.� She tried his cell phone and got no answer on that either.
By the time Michael returned with the girls it was dark, and well past their bedtime.� In his absence, she had many hours to ponder the depth of her distrust for him.� Seeing him now, made her blood boil and all but erased her embarrassment of being caught the previous night with Jay.
�Where the hell have you been?� she asked, setting down the empty wine glass onto the coffee table.� �The deal was, you�d have them back before dinner!�
�I�m sorry.� I took them into town and bumped into some old friend and then got stuck signing autographs.� I had no idea it had gotten so late.� Let me put them to bed and I�ll be right back.�
A few moments passed and Michael reappeared.� Nervously, he leaned against the kitchen table, as if he needed it for support.� It was obvious Annie was upset with him, but what he noticed even more was what she was wearing.� She wore a tight fitting tank top and a soft pair of cotton boxer shorts.� He could tell without much effort, she wore no bra.� Her breasts were still full from giving birth to Angel and strained mercilessly against the fabric of her top, spilling over the scoop neckline.� Her long tapered legs were neatly folded beneath her on the couch.� Michael swallowed hard.� Her appearance was purely a distraction to him.� It was a painful reminder of what he could no longer have and what Jay could.
Annie stood and staggered a bit from the effect of the wine.� �You should have called to let me know you were running late,� she complained.� �I was beginning to think you had��
�What?� Kidnapped my own kids?� he snapped.� �I wouldn�t even consider it.�
�That�s what they all say,� she answered defiantly, taking a single step forward only to trip over the leg of the coffee table.� Blindly, she began to fall.� Michael lunged quickly and caught her in his arms before she hit the floor.
�How gallant of you, Michael, always being there to catch me when I stumble,� she sneered with sarcasm.� She kept her body pressed against him in a sexual embrace but her eyes were filled with coldness.
He gazed down at her, confusion skewing his face.� It was clear she was mocking him, toying with the lingering emotional attachment she knew he still had for her.� But he was powerless to fight the magical spell her body cast over him.� His fingers tentatively fanned the soft expanse of skin at the small of her back, as he helplessly felt his maleness harden and come to life.
Annie felt his physical reaction too.� Playfully, she pulled away and giggled as she ran her index finger across his full bottom lip.� Then she poured herself another glass of wine.
�Annie, what�s going on here?� he asked, observing the nearly depleted bottle of wine in her hand.
She took a hearty gulp of the liquid and stepped back in front of him, an accusing finger wagging in his face.� �Oh, I believe you know exactly what�s going on here!�
�Well, I don�t, so why don�t you enlighten me.�
�Okay, fine.� I will,� she chided.
He could smell the alcohol on her breath.� Her words were slurred and garbled.� He dropped his keys onto the table behind him when she saw her inch toward him again.
She swallowed more wine, and with her eyes narrowed in contempt, she stepped closer still, like a predator surveying its next meal.� She stopped when her breasts mashed against his chest.� Her mouth was mere inches from his.� She could feel his breath coming in quick, hot bursts.� His hands dropped to circle her waist.� Using his palms, he pressed her harder against his body.
She set her wineglass down behind him and slid her arms around his neck.� �Don�t pretend you don�t know what�s going on here, Michael,� she whispered into his face.� �You�ve been strutting your ass around here for weeks, throwing innuendos at me like Frisbees.�
Each word she spoke brought her mouth closer to his lips until they touched.� He opened his mouth eagerly, like a hungry bird, hoping to be fed.� She laughed scornfully against his mouth, as she felt his desire begin to throb between them.� �Isn�t this what you expected would happen?� she asked, her tongue slipping out of the warmth of her mouth and tasting the tip of his.� �My God, you were so damned persistent.� You must have known it would eventually come to this, right?�
�Maybe.� But what about Jay?� He asked, covering her mouth completely with his.� Then his fingers inched up the warm flesh of her back.
She kissed him back, fast and hard, until she felt his fingers pushing toward the fullness of her breasts.� Then she stopped his pursuit and smiled at him coyly.� �Jay is no longer in the picture, Michael.� He dumped me last night after you showed up unannounced.� Funny�you always seem to show up when I don�t want you to.�
�I�m truly sorry for that.� If I had any idea you were here with him, I wouldn�t have come inside.� Believe me: that was the last thing I wanted to see.�
Annie sighed and massaged the thickness of his neck with her fingers.� �It doesn't matter now.� I knew it wouldn't last.� Like it or not, the fact that you were ever in my life seems to scare off most men.� Once they find out who the father of my children is, they lose interest in having a relationship.� No one wants to risk pissing off the great and powerful Michael Wade,� she spat with resentment.
�I have no control over that.�
�Oh, and don�t I know all about that,� she sneered.
�Then maybe that�s proof we really should be together.�
�That will never happen because I no longer have feelings for you.�
He smiled down at her.� �But I think you do,� he replied, descending upon her mouth.
She pushed his face away forcefully with her hand.� �There will be no winners in this game you continue to play, Michael.� Are you prepared for that?�
Their mouths met with fevered intentions.� Again, his hands slid up her rib cage toward her breasts.� This time, Annie wasn�t quick enough to stop them.� He cupped each one and massaged each nipple, then moaned loudly when her flesh rewarded his manipulations by hardening beneath his finger tips.� When she felt herself losing control and running the risk of surrendering, she bit his bottom lip swiftly and without remorse, drawing blood.� His fingers quickly retreated from beneath her top and sprang to protect his face.
�What the hell did you do that for?� he asked in anger, viewing the red stains on his fingers.
Annie�s eyes narrowed in disgust.� A smug smile ebbed across her face.� The hand she had resting on his chest began to ease toward his waist.� She watched his expression change from pain to pleasure when her finger inched lower and cupped his swollen groin.� �What�s the matter?� The big, famous rock star doesn�t like it rough?�
She squeezed him hard, her mouth searching for his.� When she felt him grimace, she eased her grip, but only slightly.
�Annie, are you deliberately trying to hurt me?� he asked against her cheek.
Then he felt the zipper on his pants release and Annie�s fingers grasp the heat of his organ.
�Isn�t this what you�ve been wanting, Michael?� Every day you�ve come here, isn�t this what you�ve hoped would happen?�� Annie fell to her knees and pushed him inside her mouth.
Michael�s head swirled with exquisite pleasure and hurtful confusion.� Reluctantly, he pulled himself free from her grip.� Her eyes lifted to meet his disapproving stare.
�There are no genuine feelings in what you�re doing, Annie.� It�s pretty damn obvious you don�t want to do this.� You�re doing it for all the wrong reasons and, because of that, I don�t want you to do it.� You�ll cheapen the memory of what we had and what still remains between us.�
Annie�s eyes dropped to his throbbing organ.� �From where I�m sitting, it certainly looks like you want it.�
He pulled her to her feet and circled her with his arms.� �Yes, my body is responding, but it�s purely mechanical.� This isn�t how I want you, now - or ever.�
�What the hell is that supposed to mean?�
�You�re drunk or very close to it, Annie,� he whispered against her cheek.� �I don�t want to have sex with you that has no meaning.� I want to make love and there�s a vast difference between the two.� You taught me that.�
He positioned her body in such a way that his organ rested in the soft cleft between her legs.� Then, with his hands he began to move her, side to side, against him.� Annie immediately felt the effects and melted.
�Annie, when I make love to you it will be for all the right reasons.� And I want you to be completely alert and aware of the pleasure I'm giving to you.�
Delicately, he kissed her mouth and softly tasted the inner sanctuary hidden within.� �I want every kiss, touch, and the places I taste on your body to mean something.� I want you to be aware of the love in which I�m delivering them.�
He continued to move beneath her and marveled at how quickly she relaxed and succumbed to the sensations coursing through her.� The contempt in her eyes was gone and replaced with a serene peace.� Her eyes fell heavy with lust.� Her hands balled the loose fabric of his shirt in her fists, as her body rose higher and higher toward release.
�Isn�t that how you really want it, sweetheart?� Isn�t that the way it should be?�
Without ever entering her, he felt her shudder against him in orgasm and collapse onto his chest.� He stroked her hair lovingly, breathing in the sweet scent of her skin.� He wanted nothing more than to take her to bed and finish what they had started.� But, at the risk of losing her, he thought better of the idea.
�My God, you are incredible,� he sighed, touching her skin lightly with his finger tips. �If you let me, I�ll spend the rest of my life loving you the way you deserve to be loved.�
As if suddenly waking from a trance, Annie�s back stiffened and she sharply withdrew from him.
�Oh my God!� What have I done?� she asked in horror, glancing down the length of his body.� �I�ve made a terrible mistake!� I never should have�� her voice trailed off into sobs as she dashed to the safety of her bedroom, covering her mouth with a trembling hand.
A few moments later, Michael appeared in the doorway.� His pants were zipped and buttoned again and his hands dug nervously into the pockets.� Annie sat on the bed, her arms hugging her body tightly as she rocked back and forth.
�Annie, I��
�Please leave.�
�But��
�Don�t say it.� Don�t you dare say one fucking thing!�
�I�m sorry.�
She glanced in his direction but avoided making eye contact.� �I can�t believe I just did that or that I let you��she said through heaving sobs.� �My God, knowing who you�ve probably been with, I can�t believe I had�and in my mouth!�
Annie bolted off the bed and into the bathroom, falling to the floor beside the toilet bowl.� �I think I�m going to throw up!�� Without turning to look, she sensed his presence behind her.� �Will you ever leave me alone?�
He heard her retching sounds as he made his way through the living room.� Quietly he shut the door behind him.
For two days, he stayed away from the beach house.� And, for those two days, Annie wallowed in her own self-loathing.� On the third day, he arrived to find her and the girls having lunch on the deck.� He froze when he saw them.� She had on a pair of blue jean shorts that more than emphasized her tanned legs and white bikini top that barely concealed her nipples, never mind about the rest of her breasts.� The words he could muster were bare audible.
�How are you doing?� he asked from the deck steps.
�Dad-dee,� Sammi cheered, when recognition registered.
Annie jumped when she heard the sound of his voice and quickly reached for a t-shirt to cover her exposed flesh.� �I didn�t think you were coming back,� she answered without benefit of looking at him.� Secretly, she had hoped he wasn�t coming back.
�I actually thought about that, but I�m not going to leave my kids again,� he replied, then took a few cautious steps toward the table where they were eating.
Still, she refused to make eye contact with him.
He plunked Sammi down into his lap and sat across the table from Annie.� She pushed her tuna salad sandwich away.� Suddenly, she had no appetite for food.� Michael helped Sammi get the food into her tiny mouth and cheered her efforts.� Several minutes passed and Michael finally broke their silence.
�Annie, we need to talk and I think you understand why.�
�Now clearly isn�t the time,� she returned, making a reference to the girls presence at the table.
�Fine.� I�ll wait until they go in for a nap.�
A very long and painful hour passed.� He seemed so tense and ill at ease, and she was brutally aware of every movement he made.� They put the girls to bed and returned outside to sit at the table.� Finally, they were alone.
�Annie, I�m going to be blunt because I need to get some things off my chest.�
She nodded with dread for him to continue.
�I can no longer be your punching bag,� he spoke quietly.� �Emotionally, I�m not strong enough for it.� After seeing you with Jay and then the incident that happened between us the other night,� he sighed and shook his head thoughtfully.� �It�s more than I bargained for.� Before you threw up that night, you said some things that�well�hit me where it hurts.� I don�t think I�ve ever felt that badly about myself.�
�I�m sorry,� she answered softly.� �It was the wine that made me throw up, not you.�
Michael nodded.� �If it gives you piece of mind, I haven't been with anyone since you left me so I'm clean.� And, even though you refuse to believe it, I never slept with Barbara, nor did I want to.� Everything I told you back then was the truth.� The booze had me so fucked up at the time, I had no will to fight the accusations you continued to make.� Looking back now, I gave up much too easily.� I should have fought to keep you and I kick myself every day because I didn't.�
Annie listened intently but still remained hesitant to make eye contact.� �If it makes you feel any better, I never slept with Jay.� I know you probably think I did, but it never went that far.�
�You don�t owe me an explanation.�
�I would agree,� she shrugged.� �But I wanted you to know.�
He stood and paced the floorboards of the deck.� �I'm sorry, but I can't stay and be a part of this anymore.� It's too painful for me.� Two months ago, I would have bet a million bucks you would have softened by now and we'd be back together.� A week ago, I would have bet two million because I was that certain.� But, here we are now, and I'm feeling like a loser in more than one way.�
He stopped and sat heavily across from her, gazing directly into her eyes.� She was crying softly.� Her face looked like that of a young girl.� Without much thought he bent forward and wiped her face with the back of his hand.
�I guess this means you win, babe,� he whispered, forcing a smile to his sullen face.� �Tomorrow I�m going to call my lawyer and have him draw up a legal visitation schedule.� That way, you won�t have to see me anymore and I won�t have to see you with other men.� I think that�s best for both of us.�
�If that�s what you want,� she replied, without much emotion.� Inside, her heart was breaking into a thousand tiny pieces.
�No.� That isn't what I want,� he answered forcefully without raising his voice.� �It's what you want and what I believe you deserve.� I refuse to be the cause of any more of your pain.� You have the right to be happy and me being here isn't going to make that happen, is it?�
Annie shrugged her shoulders.
A few anxious moments passed and Michael grew increasingly more uncomfortable with the way the conversation was proceeding.� �I�m heading back to Boston after I call my lawyer,� he said, hoping to prompt a reaction from her.� �I have an appointment with my physical therapist and I thought I might also take a guitar lesson.�
For the first time, Annie raised her head and made direct eye contact with him.� The tears she had managed to have some sense of control over, now slid down her cheeks in tiny rivers.� She did nothing to stop them.� She stared at him thoughtfully before she spoke.
�I�m glad to hear you�re going to try playing again.� I sincerely hope it works for you.�
�That�s it?� You have no comment on the fact I�m heading back to Boston?�
Annie wiped at her face and shook her head.� �You�re free to do whatever you want.�
�Annie, I don't think you understand the seriousness of this conversation,� he said, extending his hand to touch hers on the table.� �When I leave here today, you will no longer see me, at least in the capacity you have been seeing me over the last two months.� If you have any feelings about that, I need to know now.�
�Michael, I�m exhausted with the entire situation,� she said, her voice cracking through her tears.� �I want the hurt to stop too!� I�m sick to death of the games, the insults and the innuendos.� I want the peace to return to my life.�
�Finally, we agree on something,� he exhaled, sliding back in his chair and clasping his hands behind his head.� �Then let�s end it now.� Let�s get all the crap between us out on the table and be done with it.�
He bent forward and lowered his face to hers.� �Let�s end the games too, Annie, and be honest with what�s been going on between us.�� His voice was soft and soothing like warm flannel on a cold winters night.� �Do you think you can handle the honesty of that?�
�I�m not the one that�s had issues with being honest.�
He sighed heavily and looked across the table at her.� Even with tears streaming down her face, she was still beautiful.� Breathtaking, he thought, as he crossed his outstretched legs at the ankle.� As long as he lived, he would never tire of gazing at her.
�Give me a reason to stay and I will,� he said.
She lifted her head to meet his questioning eyes.� �And if I don�t?�
�Then I�m gone.�
�Does it have to be so black and white?� Annie asked.
�Yes.� For my sanity and yours, it does.�
Annie stood and nervously went to the railing of the deck.� Her aching eyes scanned the vast ocean.� At that very moment, she would have given anything to jump into the nearest boat and sail off into the horizon.
The touch of his hands resting on her shoulders made her jump.� Then his face lowered until it was beside her ear.� �I love you, Annie, now more than ever.� Divorce didn�t change that,� he sighed.� �I love you so much it physically hurts.� It hurts to be without you and it hurts when I�m with you, knowing you don�t want me the way I still want you.�
She turned her body, and in the process, freed herself from his embrace.� She raised her eyes to meet his.� The depth of sorrow in his eyes revealed more than the words he spoke.� The idea of not seeing him scared her even more than him staying.� Neither option made her feel comfortable.
�I don�t have any other options to suggest, Annie.� Tell me what you want.�
She opened her mouth but the words would not connect with her tongue.
�Why won�t you talk to me?� Tell me what you�re feeling,� he pleaded, taking a step closer, only to watch her shrink away.� For several seconds, he waited.� When she offered no reply, his back stiffened and he raked his fingers through his dark hair.
�Then, I guess that�s it,� he said.
Annie faced the ocean again.� Every thud of his boots echoed inside her body and crashed in her ears.� She clasped her eyes together tightly wanting it all to go away.
She heard him descend onto the first step.� Panic raced through her body.� Was he really leaving for good, she thought?� Did she really want to be rid of him?
�Michael!�
He turned where he stood and faced her.
�I don�t want you to go,� she said between sobs.
A smile removed the strained expression on his face as he slowly made his way back to her.
�But, I�m not sure I want you to stay either,� she added.
He was in front of her now, his chest inches from her face.� Without an invitation, his hands slid around the back of her neck and he pulled her gently against his body.� She melted into him, feeling safely wrapped within his arms, secure for the first time in months.� She could hear his heart beating wildly against his ribs and it filled her body with a sense of completion.� He pulled her even tighter and rocked her back and forth.� Her arms tentatively circled his waist.
�Why don�t you want me to stay?� he asked, resting his chin on the top of her head.
�Because I�m afraid.�
�Of what?�
�You.� I�m scared to death you�ll hurt me again.�
He cupped her face with his hands.� �Life has few guarantees, Annie.� But one thing I know for certain, I will never stop loving you as long as I can still draw breath into my lungs.�
Before the last word was out of his mouth, he kissed her.� It was long, sweet and soulful.� The kind of kiss that remains in one�s memory for a lifetime and becomes a reflection point to which you return to again and again because it is just that pure and uncluttered.
Annie offered no resistance and blossomed beneath his lips.� Her back arched against him.� Her fingers disappeared into the long wavy fibers of his hair.� He spun them around, nearly delirious, until his back rested against the deck railing.� Chest heaving, he kissed her again.� �Can you deny the feeling that comes with this, Annie?� he sighed into her open mouth.� �I can feel you kissing me back, so why can�t you admit what you�re feeling?� This isn�t lust, sweetheart.� It goes much deeper than that.�
He pressed an open palm against her left breast and tenderly massaged.� Her nipple immediately responded to his touch and pitched to a rosy peak.� �Tell me what you have in your heart.� Are you feeling what I�m feeling, babe?�
Reluctantly, she pulled away and shook her head.� �Do you really want to know what�s in my heart?�
He nodded.
�I have scar tissue, Michael.� �Painful, ugly scar tissue, and every time you touch me, the wounds re-open.�� She hung her arms over her head in a protective gesture.� �I can�t do this, Michael.� I�m just not ready.�
�It�s okay, Annie.� We�ll work through all of it.�
�That�s easy for you to say.� You�ve had months to prepare for this.� And you keep pushing and giving me ultimatums.�
He sat back in a chair, making a loud thud with his body.� �Then what do you want?� She gazed across the deck at him.� He looked mournful and expectant.� �I want you to go back to Boston.�� She watched his face fall before the words had left her mouth.� �Do what you have to do there and then call me at the end of the week.�
She wiped the tears from her face and did her best to appear in control of herself.� �I need more time to sort through this in my head.� Take it or leave it,� she shrugged indifferently, but there was nothing indifferent about her actions.� Quietly, she held her breath.� �And, I�m not making any promises either.�
He stood to leave and pushed his hands into his pockets.� He tipped his head back and searched for the sun in the sky.� She watched his body language change from defiance to resignation, as the war within him played through to conclusion.� �Okay.� I can accept that,� he answered.� He stepped toward her with trepidation.� The lines in his face reflected his lack of confidence.� It was an emotion that he was obviously not accustomed to experiencing.
�Can I ask you something before I go?� he asked quietly.
�You can ask, but I�m not sure I�ll answer.�
He inched closer, studying the perfect details of her face as if he were discovering something new.� With a finger, he reached out and softly touched the tanned skin on her face and traced the outline of her chin.� When he proceeded to her throat, Annie grabbed his finger with her hand.
�What did you want to ask me?� Annie asked.
He inhaled deeply, caught her eyes with his, and held her captive.� �Do you still love me?�
Once again, Annie pulled away.� �I can�t answer that.�
�You can�t�or you won�t?�
She tilted her head up to him and tipped her chin in a silent stand-off.� �I refuse to reveal too much of myself to you.� That was a hard lesson I learned a long time ago, Michael.� I won�t make the same mistake twice, because I�m certain I couldn�t survive the backlash a second time.�
�It doesn�t have to be like that.�
�Oh, yes it does.� This time, it�s not just me I�m protecting.� I have two little girls to think about now and how my actions effect their futures.�
�I understand,� he sighed, leaning in to press his lips to her cheek.� �I'll miss you,� he whispered with tenderness.� �And I will call.�
�I�m not doubting that you will.�
He smiled, exhaustion registering in his eyes.� Then his hand slipped around her neck again and pulled her toward him until their foreheads touched.� The tip of his nose grazed hers.� She could feel his breath teasing her.� Hot and moist, it bounced off her lips.� Her mind struggled to retain control.� His mouth reached for hers, fluid and smooth, he breathed life back into her soul.� Their hands clasped and entwined themselves tightly beside their bodies.� He gave himself up to the sensation and moaned shamelessly.
When their lips parted he embraced her protectively, as if he never intended to release her.� �You don�t have to say the words for me to know how you feel, Annie,� he sighed against her throat.� �I know exactly what you�re feeling.� I can feel it in your kiss.� It�s written all over your face, and when I take you in my arms, your body positively sings to me.� It�s the most intense thing I�ve ever felt.� And, it�s all I can do to restrain myself from making love to you right here on the floorboards of this deck.�
He kissed his way back up her exposed throat and found her mouth.� The pleasure was so exquisite his body began to tremble.� �I know you�re not ready, sweetheart, and that�s okay.� I don�t mind waiting.� I�d wait forever because you�re worth it.�� He smiled lazily and wiped the wetness from her swollen lips with the pad of his thumb.� Mischief made his pale blue eyes twinkle with life.
Annie was speechless and stood like a wooden mannequin.� Without further conversation, he disappeared, leaving an inferno blazing beneath her skin.� She touched her throat where his mouth had been only moments before and exhaled slowly.� No man had ever made her feel the way he did, and it happened naturally, like spontaneous combustion, whenever their flesh collided.� Even after all they had been through, their years together and apart, one thing remained consistent.� Her heart still belonged to Michael Wade.
She turned toward the ocean and closed her eyes.� One whole week without him, she sighed.� How would she ever survive?

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE 

The days dragged on endlessly that week for Annie.� She was left with too many hours of loneliness to think about all the events that had led her to this moment.� Sometime between his departure and Thursday night, it had all become clear to her.� It was like a heavy fog had lifted from the harbor waters, and everything suddenly fell into place.� Jay was right.� Once she had relaxed and allowed herself to see beyond the hurt, she was able to see the man she had fallen in love with so many years ago: a man very different because of the lessons he had been forced to learn, and yet the same.� So many miles they had traveled - so many tears they had shed, and still they kept falling back together.
Sammi answered the phone when it rang on Thursday night.� Annie was busy washing the dinner dishes, her arms up to the elbow covered with soapsuds.� When she heard the recognition in her daughter�s voice she nearly dropped the glass she was scrubbing.
�Dah-da.�
After a short one-sided conversation, Sammi handed the phone to her mother.
�Thank you, baby,� Annie replied, drying her hands as she pressed the telephone into the crook of her neck.� And then she heard his voice, smooth, silky and warm.� �Hi,� she cooed back, in a sweet school girl sort of way.
�How are you doing?� he asked.
�I�m good.� How about you?� she smiled, fanning the heat that now flushed her face.
�It�s been an interesting week, but somehow I still managed to accomplish a lot.�
�Oh, really?� I�m happy for you,� she sighed nervously.
�Did Sammi or Angel do anything spectacular this week that I missed?�
Annie laughed.� �No, nothing that monumental.� It was a fairly typical week for us.� A little boring without you here though.�
�Really?� Does that mean you missed me?�
Annie felt her eyes begin to mist and squeezed them tightly.� A silent pause filled the phone.� �We can talk about that when you get here.� That is, if you�re still coming over to the island?� she asked hopefully.
�I�m already packed.�
�Good.� The girls can�t wait to see you,� she sighed with relief, a nervous shiver quaking her body.
�How about you?� Are you as excited to see me as the girls are?�
�Michael, you said you wouldn�t pressure me.�
�You�re right and I�m sorry.�� He paused thoughtfully before he spoke again.� �Do you think you could ever forgive me?�
The meaning of his question ran much deeper than he made it sound but Annie understood the enormity of it completely.� Another uncomfortable pause filled the phone line.
�I think I can,� she exhaled slowly.� �What�s that old saying?� Time heals all wounds?�
�Yeah, I believe that�s it.�
Annie could almost feel the warmth of his smile coming through the phone.
�I�ll see you tomorrow, then,� he answered.
�I�ll be here.�

He arrived at the house just after lunch and played with the girls straight through their nap time.� After dinner, he built a fire on the beach and taught Sammi how to roast marshmallows over the open flame.� By dusk, both girls were asleep in their beds.� Quietly, Annie and Michael slipped from the house and stood awkwardly on the back deck.
�Well, I suppose I should get going,� he said.
�You can stay for a while, that is, if you don�t have anything else to do.�
He followed her down onto the beach and sat beside her on the log in front of the fire, careful to keep a safe distance.� It was the first time they had been alone since he had arrived.� Nervously, he toyed with the long stick Sammi had used earlier to roast her marshmallows.
�Nice night,� he said, trying to ease the awkwardness.
�Yes, it is.� It�s my favorite time of the day, when the house falls to silence, and the girls are finally down for the night.� Don�t get me wrong,� I love being with them.� I can�t imagine my life without them.� We�re best friends.� But I do love the quiet of the night while they�re sleeping.�
�I used to be your best friend,� he commented sadly.
�Yes, you were.�
He stood and tossed a few more logs onto the fire making it roar back to life.
�So, tell me about Boston,� she asked, changing the subject.
He sighed heavily.� �Well, I saw the guys mid-week.�
�All of them?�
�Yeah, it was the first time we were all together since the� funeral.�
�So, how did it go?� Annie asked.
His shoulders began to slouch.� �It was really hard,� he replied, turning to face her.� �There were some hugs and some tears.� John thinks we should get the band back on the road as a tribute to Brian.� He wants to audition for a new front man.�
�How do you feel about that?�
�I think it sucks.� There is no replacement for Brian, and I think it�s an insult to his memory to even attempt to find one.�
�I think you�re probably right,� Annie agreed.� �So, how was it left?�
�We also discussed the option of going forward as we are, a four member band, with me doing the lead vocals.�
�And?�
Michael rubbed his hands together, uncomfortable with the conversation.� �I don�t know.� We�re all thinking about it for now.� To tell you the truth, I�m not real thrilled with that idea either.� It wouldn�t be the same without Brian and I don�t think I could ever pretend that it is.� Know what I�m saying?�
�I understand completely.� Brian was your brother and it will never be the same without him, but that doesn�t mean it can�t be good on another level.� Give it some more thought and maybe you�ll see things differently then.�
�Yeah, someone once told me that time heals all wounds,� he replied, forcing a faint smile to his face.
�I suppose it does - in some cases.�
�What about in our case, Annie?� Do you think your wounds will ever heal?�
Immediately her back stiffened.� �The conversation we were having didn't involve 'us'.� It was about you and your wounds healing � not mine.�
�Okay, so why don�t we talk about your wounds.�
�Lets not.�
�Why?� he asked.
�Because it won�t be pleasant for either of us.�
�I didn�t say it was going to be fun, Annie, but I thought we agreed before I left that we would try and work through some of the issues between us.�
Annie�s eyes began to tear.� �Why must we keep going back there, Michael?� It�s not a place I like to visit by myself, never mind with you, so drop it!�
�Maybe we should have gone to see a counselor or something before throwing it all way.�
�Maybe you should have kept your pants zipped and none of it would have happened in the first place!�� She stood defiantly and brushed the sand from her pants.� �I think you should leave now.�
He rose and faced her, toe to toe, refusing to back down. �I don�t want to leave.� I want to get this shit out in the open so we can move forward.�
�I already have,� she screamed and began to storm toward the house.
�No you haven�t!� If that were true, then you wouldn�t be standing here arguing with me.� You�d be in bed with Jay!�
Annie stopped in her tracks then marched back to confront him.� �You bastard!� Don�t bring him into this!� He has nothing to do with what happened between us.� He�s decent and loving and never lied or cheated on me the way��� Annie choked on a heavy sob.
�The way I did?� Go ahead, say it!�
Annie covered her ears with her hands.� �I don�t want to have this conversation!�� Quickly, she turned and began to run down the beach.� He caught her by the wrist and spun her around.� She fought like a lioness, struggling beneath his grip, clawing and slapping at his face and chest.
�It needs to be said,� he panted into her face.
�It�s all been said before and it makes no difference now so, back the hell off and leave me alone!�
�No!� I don�t want to let you go!�
�You made that decision a long time ago!� she screamed, struggling in his arms.� Then her ankle twisted in the sand, which sent them both crashing to the ground with Michael landing on top of Annie.
�Are you okay?� he asked.
�Get the hell off me!�
He made no attempt to release his grip.� He just stared at her - almost dazed to be that close to her again.� His breath was quick and dry.
�What are you going to do now, force yourself on me?�
With every ounce of strength she had left, she shoved him hard against the chest with her hands and pushed his muscled body off hers.� She heard him grunt in agony when he hit the sand, but chose to ignore it and sprang to her feet, preparing to flee.
�Sometimes, it�s best to leave certain doors shut,� she said, as she began to walk away.� �Because all the truth does is bring more hurt.�
He sat up and rubbed at the searing pain throbbing in his healing arm.� �You know, I believe you�re right.� I�ll make sure to thank my therapist when I get back to Boston.�
Annie heard the pained distress in his voice and spun around.� She saw Michael grabbing at the location of his bullet wound and felt the bottom fall from her stomach.� He was hurt and suddenly nothing else mattered.� She went back and knelt in the sand beside him.
�You�re hurt,� she whispered with concern.
�I hit something hard when I landed.�
Annie�s hands brushed the top layer of the sand and felt the peak of a boulder sticking above the surface.� She closed her eyes tightly, trying to remain calm.� She knew how fragile his arm was now because of the gunshot and the surgery the doctors had performed to piece it back together for him.� Further injury would undoubtedly end any hope of him playing guitar in the future.
�You hit a rock, Michael.� Let me take a look at your arm,� she said evenly, riddled with guilt.
�Don�t worry about it.� I didn�t feel anything crack.� It will probably be okay in a minute or two.�
�Take your coat off, please.�
�Annie��
�Just do it!�
She helped him slowly pull of his coat and then laid it across her lap.� She moved closer to survey the exterior of his shirt.� There was no blood, which she was hoping was a good sign.
�When did you start seeing a therapist?� she asked, attempting small talk, as she slipped her fingers beneath his t-shirt.
�In rehab, but I�ve continued to see one, on and off, since I got out.� It�s helped me work through a lot of my issues with Brian�s death, our divorce�� he paused thoughtfully, lowering his head to catch her eye and then holding her gaze.� ��the love I still have for you.�
�I�m really glad you�re getting help,� she replied, forcing herself from making eye contact with him.
�Well, I�ve gotten nothing but good advice, up until now.�
�What do you mean?� she asked, slowly inching her fingers around the scar tissue marking up his otherwise smooth skin.
Michael sighed.� �He advised me to try and get you to open up about some of the hurt involved in our break-up.� He thought that might bring closure to some of our combined pain and enable us to move beyond it with some sort of resolve.� He also thought it might even encourage a reconciliation between us.� But, it�s clear to me now I�ve been mis-reading the signals.� So, thanks to him, I�m sitting here feeling pretty stupid, thinking I actually had a chance.�
Annie hit the tender area on his arm and he grimaced loudly.� �What signals?� she asked, her fingers quickly moving away from the spot.
He turned to face her, the moonlight reflected off his clear blue eyes.� For a moment, he just stared at her.� Then his eyes dropped to his lap.� �When I got here at the beginning of the summer I saw nothing but hate and disgust in your eyes.� It was obvious you could barely stand to be in the same room as me.� But, as the days wore on, I watched your face soften when we talked.� I even caught you giving me a smile once in a while. About a month ago, I began to notice how excited you got when I arrived and how disappointed you seemed when it was time for me to leave.� Then that whole thing with Jay exploded, and I probably shouldn�t have, but I allowed myself a bit of hope we�d get back together.�
He shook his head and glanced toward the water.� �Shit, you even said Jay noticed something lingering between us.� So I know I wasn't the only one imagining it.� Your kiss has never lied to me before.�� Then he turned and faced her.� �But then I guess I was the only one really feeling it.�
Annie pulled her fingers out from the warmth beneath his shirt and folded them in her lap.� Her breath was fast and labored.
�Your arm feels fine to me.� But you might want to call your doctor just in case,� she said, avoiding his heavy eyes.
Michael inhaled deeply.� �I love you, Annie, but like you�ve said before, maybe love alone isn�t enough to make this work,� he sighed.� �I�ve been thinking a lot about the kids lately.� I don�t want them to be exposed to our constant fighting anymore.� I called my lawyer while I was back in Boston, and he�s drawing up my visitation wishes.� Maybe that�s the route we really should consider.� That way I could pick them up on my scheduled days and you�d never have to see��
�Michael,� she said, cutting him off in mid-thought.� �What if I said you weren�t mis-reading the signals.�
His eyes tightened as if he were trying to determine what he had just heard.� �What do you mean - exactly?�
�What would you say if everything you just said was true?�
�Go on, I�m listening.�
�After we divorced I had every intention of hating you until the day I died for what you put me through.� And, then you showed up that day back in July, looking so damn good.� Your head was clear, you were sober again, and you said and did all the right things.�
Annie pushed the hair off her face and smiled brightly.� �Again, I found it difficult being in the same room as you - but this time it was for completely different reasons.�
His mouth curled into a shy grin.� �Really?�
She nodded.
�How about now?� Are you having difficulty sitting this close to me?�
�Yes.�
�Does your chest feel tight, like you can�t draw a breath into your lungs?� Is your heart pounding hard and your palms all sweaty?�
Annie giggled knowingly and wiped her hands off on her thighs.� �Why?� Is it that obvious?�
�No, I was describing to you how I was feeling.�
�Really?� she asked.
�I�ve been telling you all along how I feel, Annie.� This shouldn�t come as a surprise.�
�We�re divorced, for God�s sake.� We�re not supposed to be feeling anything for each other, except contempt.�
He nodded with a relaxed smile.� �We got divorced before we had a chance to experience the marriage.� And before you say it, I�m accepting full responsibility for all of it.� I fucked up, Annie.� It was me.� My therapist thinks I did it all deliberately to sabotage our relationship, because I felt unworthy of your love.� And, you know what?� In some perverse way, I think he�s right.� You were perfect in my eyes and I always felt you were too good for me.� That I didn�t deserve your love.� And in the middle of all that, Brian died, and my whole world came crashing down around me.� In the matter of a few months, I lost you, my kids, my brother, my career and my band.� I was left with nothing.� And out of all of that, what bothered me most was that I had lost your love and respect.� The one consistent thing I thought I could always count on, no matter how badly I screwed up, and that was gone too.� I could say I�m sorry a thousand times a day from now until I die and it still wouldn�t be enough.�
Annie wiped a lone tear from her cheek.� �You aren�t the only one to blame for the collapse of our marriage, Michael.� I was a part of it too.� I�ve been struggling with trust issues with men since my childhood.� I didn�t exactly make it easy for you - that�s for sure.� I�m sorry.� Maybe you should give me the name of your therapist?� she said, forcing a laugh.
Michael smiled.� �I've never known a musician that is emotionally well-adjusted ,� he laughed.� �I guess that's what makes us true artists.�
Annie touched his leg.� �I�m so scared, Michael.� I�m not supposed to still have these feelings for you but, I do.� It�s wrong.�
He reached out, slipped his hand around her neck and pulled her toward him until their cheeks touched.� She could feel his soft breath against her neck.� The spot where his fingers touched her skin felt electrified.� Annie closed her eyes, pressing out new tears from the corners.
�Does this feel wrong?� he sighed, brushing her lips with his but not kissing them.
Nervously she shook her head.
�How about this?� he asked, kissing the soft fragrant skin beneath her earlobe.
Then his mouth found hers and gently connected for a kiss so tender and delicate it made Annie tremble.
�I can�t believe this is happening,� she sighed, feeling his arms slide around her body, wrapping her in the protective blanket of his warmth.
He pulled her tighter against his body.� �This may sound crazy, Annie, but our paths crossed years ago for a reason and I believe the author of our story isn�t done writing it.� I still feel we have too much left to give each other and experience together as a couple�
�How can you be so sure of this, after everything we�ve been through?�
He pushed the hair off her face and smiled warmly.� �It�s because of everything we�ve been through that I feel so certain about this.� I mean, look at us right now.� You can�t sit here and tell me you don�t feel the chemistry between us.�� He pressed his face against her cheek and exhaled heavily, the vibrations sending shivers down the length of her spine.
�Please tell me you�re feeling it too,� he whispered.� �Tell me you can feel the heat of my touch, my kiss, my body against yours.� Admit to me that the intensity of our closeness overwhelms you, makes your skin ache to be touched.� Say it out loud, and I promise to spend every day for the rest of my life proving to you the reasons why we should be together.�
She tipped her head back exposing her throat.� His mouth quickly covered her warm flesh, his tongue savoring every square inch.� She closed her eyes delirious with passion.
�Say it, babe,� he spoke, softly kissing her ear.� �Tell me what you feel.� Say it out loud so I can hear it.�
Her arms closed around his smooth neck.� Her fingers entwined themselves in the loose curls of his hair.� His words swirled in her head.� She had spent too many months ignoring her true feelings and now it was almost painful to admit it out loud.
He cupped her face in his hands and kissed her lips softly.� �It�s okay, babe.� Just say what you feel. Whatever it is, I�ll accept it.�
Heavy tears fell from her eyes and his mouth kissed each one away.
�Yes, I still feel it, every cell of my body is on fire right now.� I feel drunk, exhilarated, as if I�ll explode if you don�t make love to me this instant.� Is that what you want to hear?�
�Only if it�s the truth,� he answered, his tongue tracing the outline of her lips.� �Is that what you truly feel, deep�down�inside?�
�Oh God, yes,� she replied breathlessly.
A full smile appeared on his face.� �You have no idea how happy you just made me,� he said, hugging her tightly.
She pressed her face against his chest.� She could hear the heavy beat of his heart thumping beneath his rib cage.� �Michael, why don�t we go inside and I�ll put an ice pack on your arm.� I�m sure by now it must be really hurting.�
She stood and tugged him to his feet.� He slid an arm around her waist and they proceeded slowly toward the deck.� Then suddenly he stopped in the sand.
�What�s the matter?� she asked, seeing the reluctance in his face.
�Annie, I�ve got to tell you, if I go inside that house with you right now, it will take a courtroom and a judge to get me to leave it again.�
She smiled.� �I�m okay with that,� she replied, squeezing his hand.� They took several more steps and he stopped again.
�There�s something else I should tell you,� he said, pulling her against his body.
�What?�
�There�s a strong probability that I will attempt to make love to you once we get inside.�
Annie lightly touched his cheek with her fingers and smiled.� �I think I�d be disappointed if you didn�t.�
Annie tossed his leather jacket across the back of the couch and headed for the girl�s bedroom.� �Why don�t you take your shirt off so I can take a look at your arm in the light,� she instructed.
�They�re both still sleeping,� she announced, returning to the kitchen.� Michael stood by the kitchen sink gazing out the window with his back to her, naked to the waist.� Annie raised a hand to stifle the gasp that threatened to escape her mouth at the sight of him.� His hair, long and wild, hung past his shoulders and almost seemed to draw the eye down the length of his muscled back.� His skin was darkly tanned and smooth with a small outcropping of fuzz at the base of his spine that peeked from above the waistband of his faded jeans.� Annie�s eyes lingered there, as she remembered the soft texture of it brushing against her cheeks and lips.
At the sound of her voice, he turned around.� �You know, I don�t think I ever told you how much I like what you�ve done to the house,� he commented. �The extra room you had built makes the house look so much��
Something about her expression made him stop in mid-sentence.� �Is something wrong?� he asked.
Annie nervously shook her head.
�Are you sure?� Your face is all flushed.�
She tipped her head and smiled at him.� �It�s been a while since I�ve seen you undressed like that,� she finally said.
He laughed and took two steps closer.� �Actually, it�s only been about two weeks, Annie.� Remember?� You came home with Jay and found me sleeping on the couch with Angel on my chest.�� His arms reached for her and slid around her waist.� �And, if I remember correctly, you had the same expression on your face then, as you do right now.�
She playfully slapped his bare chest.� �Don�t be so full of yourself.� Now, sit down and let me take a look at your arm.�
Looking like the cat that swallowed the canary, he sat with his back facing her.� With nervous fingers, she pushed his hair to one side, exposing the back of his neck.� Her eyes immediately settled onto the skin there.� Then, without thinking, her mouth shamelessly descended upon it.� The tip of her tongue tasted first, then her whole mouth, as she savored every inch of flesh, progressing from the curve of his neck to the soft spot behind his ear.� She was lost in her own world and thoughts until she heard him groan his appreciation.
�That feels really good,� he sighed.
Hearing the soft purr of his voice made her freeze.� �I�m sorry, I was supposed to be looking at your arm, wasn�t I?�
He reached behind and took her by the hand, gently tugging.� Then he straddled her legs across his lap.� His hands pressed against the small of her back, tipping her hips forward against the growing hardness in his groin.� �Annie, don�t ever be sorry for touching me.� I love it when you do.�
The pit of her stomach fell.� A heavy pulse began to beat in the heat between her thighs.� �Michael,� she gasped, squirming against his lap.� �Hearing you say things like that drives me crazy.�
He smiled with smugness.� �I�m glad.�
Her fingers touched his shoulder.� �Want me to take a look now?�
�My shoulder feels fine but I have another ache that you might want to take a look at,� he smiled, pressing her harder against the zipper of his pants, and kissing her mouth eagerly.
�Maybe I should get an ice pack for that,� she replied with a smile.� Then she slipped her hand between their bodies and squeezed him affectionately.� �It might help the swelling you have.�
He tipped his head back and laughed.� �Actually, I was thinking we should apply heat to it instead.� Do you have anything hot enough that might relieve my ache?�
When he emphasized the word, �hot�, every nerve ending in her body broke into a sweat.� When he took her mouth with his, he possessed it, skillfully using his tongue to devour her.� It was as if he were taking something back that he had lost long ago, and it left her lightheaded and breathless.� He pushed a hand between them and cupped her sex in his palm.
�Michael,� she sighed, elongating his name to the point where it sounded almost lyrical in tone.� �Let�s go to bed.�
�Are you sure?�
�My God, yes.� I can�t take much more of this.�
She got off his lap and took him to her room, instantly melting into his embrace.� Her lips and tongue kissed wet patterns across his smooth bare chest, lingering on the dark chocolate circles of his nipples.� Each sensitive spot responded quickly to her touch and rose to tiny beaded peaks to meet the warmth of her lips.
�I love the glazed expression that reflects on your face when you touch me, Annie� he whispered against her ear.� �It�s a sweet mixture of innocent exploration and carnal knowledge of a place you�ve visited on many occasions before.�
�And I love the way your body reacts,� she replied, using her thumbs to rub circles over his aroused nipples.
�Can I take off your sweatshirt?� he asked.
She nodded and lifted her arms.� Casually, he dropped it onto the chair beside the bed.� Then his eyes fixed themselves onto her breasts, firmly encased behind the fabric of a lacy bra.� He pushed his face into the deep cleavage of her chest and inhaled the purity of her scent.
�God, your breasts are so full and beautiful.� I could die quite happily resting right here.�
He took each breast between his lips, kissed them through the lace, and sucked until the fabric was saturated.� When he finally removed her bra, he started the same manipulations all over again on her bare skin.� Annie was delirious with lust and fumbled with the button and zipper of his jeans.� Gently, he pulled away.
�Not so fast, babe.� You first,� he said, dropping to his knees and kissing his way down the length of her stomach.� His mouth was liquid fire on her skin, setting off tiny explosions with the connection each of his kisses made on her flesh.
He removed her jeans first but kept her panties in place, then ground his mouth against her aching sex through the satin fabric.
�Michael, if I don�t lay down soon, I�m going to fall over,� she panted.
He stood and gazed down at her, his eyes heavy with passion.� One hand remained between her thighs.� He toyed with the mounting wetness there; wanting more than anything to be inside her.
Annie freed his hips from the restraints of his pants, which fell to to his ankles in a heap and he stepped out of them.� Then she removed her own panties.� Like two magnets, their bodies crashed against one another.� The friction of their skin alone was almost enough to push them each to orgasm.
She slipped beneath the fresh bed linens and he quickly rolled against her side.� He studied her face, using his fingers to push the loose strands of hair that covered her brow.� Love poured from his eyes.
�I can�t believe how nervous I am right now,� he whispered.
�Why?�
�Because it�s been so long since I�ve touched you, and I want this to be perfect.�
�If it makes you feel any better, I�m nervous too.� But our bodies never had any trouble speaking to each other before.� It was always�so good.�
He smiled and reached for her.� She fit against him ever so perfectly, as if she were molded with his physical specifications in mind.� �I love you so much, Annie, and I don�t believe I�ve ever wanted you as badly as I do right now.�
His tongue found hers and she pulled him on top of her.� His hips fell neatly into the cradle between her thighs.� The tip of his maleness pulsed against her soft, wet center.
�God, I love you,� she exhaled.
He froze when he heard what she said and stared down at her.� �You finally said it.�� Emotion made his eyes glisten.
�I�m sorry I made you wait so long to hear it,� she answered, easing him into position.� �But I had to be sure of it before I said it out of convenience.�
�It�s okay, babe.� It was worth the wait.�
Gently, he sunk himself into her, languidly experiencing the searing sensation against his flesh as her body stretched to accept him.� �Annie?�
�Yes?�
�I�ve got to warn you, I won�t last long.� This feels too good to be true.�
She smiled against his mouth.. �We�ve got all night, and I don�t remember you ever needing recovery time,� she giggled.
When dawn seeped in through the cracks of the window blinds, Annie and Michael were still awake and entwined beneath the sheets.
�Michael, where do we go from here?� What does this all mean?� We�ve already been married and divorced.� What else is there?�
�Well, I don�t believe we can start over because that would be like saying everything we�ve been through didn�t really happen, and we both know it did.� What I�d like to do is take what we once had and build on it, make it even stronger.� And we can do that because we still love each other.� That has to count for something, right?�
�Yes.�
�Lets take it one day at a time.� Our foundation remains rock solid, Annie.� Fate will take care of the rest of it because we belong together.�
�You make it sound so easy and simple.�
He tipped his head back and laughed.� �Annie, I told you years ago, nothing good is ever easy or simple.�
She giggled against his chest.
�What�s so funny?� he asked.
�When I said good-bye to Taylor back in May, she predicted I was going to stumble upon my true soul mate this summer.� Wait till she hears who I found.�
�We are soul mates.� I knew that the day I met you.�
�You really think so?� she asked with innocence.
�Perfect sheet music,� he said, rolling on top of her again.
�I love you,� she sighed, as their bodies joined to become one.
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