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Prologue
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July

Chicago Summer Dance Festival

Chicago Illinois

Guantanamera, guajira, Guantanamera. Celia Cruz's powerful, husky voice sang out from the speakers as the live orchestra took a break. An eclectic crowd gathered on the unique, recycled milk carton dance floor, swaying as Celia's warm, sensual rendition of the popular Cuban song invited them to loosen their hips for the long night of salsa dancing ahead.

The moon beamed shafts of light through the trees, casting shadows that seemed to dance along with the crowd. And though the city lights overwhelmed most of the stars above, an unrelenting few shone down.

On one corner of the dance floor, Kayla Diaz sang along and unconsciously grooved to the music as she looked around for her older sister. They were there to support their good friend, Robbie, who'd just led that night's dance lesson.

"How did your audition go?" an excited voice came up behind her. Kayla turned, smiled, and hugged her sister.

"I think I did well. It almost scares me to say it out loud—you know how I always try to keep my feelings neutral. But they all wanted to talk to me afterward, and they seemed excited about my performance." Kayla held her breath, nervous energy flowing through her all over again.

"You're anxious," Tania observed.

"It's just... this orchestra suits me, they have a lot of public support, and they play the classics along with more modern fare. And I really want to come back home. It's painful to want something so much."

"Relax!" Tania slowly began swiveling her hips to the music and grabbed Kayla's hands to try to get her to dance, too. "Did you spiccato and pizzicato and all that neat stuff?" she asked, and Kayla signaled a yes. "Then don't get worked up about it. You already gave it your all, and there's really nothing left to do but hope for the best, push it aside for a while, and dance."

Kayla slowly breathed out. There was nothing more escapist than shutting your mind off and just losing yourself to music and dance. Gradually, she began to move, marking the beat of the conga drums with her shoulders. Tania smiled and gave her a look that said, there you go!

"Guantanamera" began to wind down just as the live orchestra began their rendition of Tito Puente's "Ran Kan Kan." The primitive, pulsing beat of the conga combined with the scintillating sounds of the trumpets sent an energetic buzz through the crowd.

Tania and Kayla looked at each other and smiled wide, their rhythm picking up, their individual styles creeping in. Though salsa was essentially a partnering dance, there were more than a few people on the dance floor with enough fancy legwork and body actions to dance solo when no partner could be found, and the night provided enough anonymity to throw your cares away.

Old pros soon took to the floor, immediately carving out enough space to display their expertise. A few amateurs timidly looked on, swaying slightly, while other free spirits did what came naturally and let their bodies lead the way.

People from all cultures, social classes, and backgrounds came to Chicago SummerDance. They were there to learn, have fun, and leave their troubles behind. People only looked at each other to share a smile or copy a step.

Robbie soon found them, and they exchanged enthusiastic greetings before he had Tania go off to dance with a distinguished-looking older man who was just starting to learn to salsa. Robbie then had Kayla assist him in demonstrating a few hand juggles and double spins to couples nearby.

* * *

Jake Kelly stood just outside the dance floor, scanning the crowd. Grant Park's Spirit of Music Garden was living up to its name. Every single person there seemed to be lost in their own little world as if that particular corner of Chicago was theirs alone. The vibrant flowers along the adjoining paths complemented the swirl of colorful skirts on the dance floor, and with the exception of the dance teacher's occasional shout-outs, the night belonged to music and dancing. Even the warm, humid air, lightly spiced with the scent of roses, seemed to accentuate the sultry movements.

The flare of a crimson skirt caught his attention, and he turned to see the subsequent flash of a shapely pair of legs. His eyes strayed to the dancer's hips, and he gazed at the rhythmic swivels and swerves.

When he glanced up to see her face, he saw her expression was one of sweet abandon, as if being among so many people was almost the same as being alone and free. She spun around, he took in her soft curves, and his heartbeat sped up. Funny, because she wasn't his type. He preferred busty, tall, leggy women. But this young woman reminded Jake of an actress in an old movie his mother loved, Gilda. He'd seen some old footage of the same actress once, dancing for troops during World War II. The young woman on the dance floor looked just like the actress, a perfect pin-up girl for a lonely soldier.

Except this girl was in full color, with her soft, golden brown waves touched by the soft glow of the stage lights in front and the city lights above, and not in a distant black and white film.

The dance instructor, clad in tight black pants and a satiny purple shirt, went to her and together they demonstrated a few complicated steps. The instructor then left to help someone else, and Jake continued to watch the young woman, who now danced with a little boy.

She glanced up at him suddenly, and he held her eyes, feeling an unfamiliar jolt. Taking a deep breath, he forced himself to look down at his watch, but not before he noticed she also looked away.

Seconds later, the salsa instructor was standing beside him. When he caught Jake's eye, he nodded knowingly toward the young woman and grinned.

"Is she one of your instructors?" Jake asked, knowing he'd been caught observing her.

"No, she's a friend who's in town for a couple of days. I asked her to come down and help," he explained.

"I was thinking she looks like the actress in this old forties movie, Gilda," Jake said, uncharacteristically feeling a need to explain.

"Ah. Rita Hayworth. I can see it." The instructor bobbed his head in agreement. "Rita's father was a Spanish flamenco dancer, you know."

Jake didn't know, but he nodded politely. They were silent for a moment, and then, "You're Jake Kelly, right?"

"Right," Jake repeated. Though he wasn't exactly well-known, his image appeared often enough society pages.

"I'm Robbie." The instructor extended his right hand, which Jake shook. "Is this your last crazy night out on the town before you announce your candidacy and the media stalking begins?" Robbie asked, eyes twinkling.

"Not exactly—how do you know I'm going to run?"

"Word gets out." After a few moments of silence, he asked. "Is dancing on your agenda tonight?"

Jake finally smiled. "No. I'm waiting for a friend. This is just a convenient place to meet."

At that moment his cell phone signaled he had a text message. "Stood up?" Robbie asked.

"No, she's running late."

"Then dance. Trust me, it'll do you good." Robbie put his fingers to his lips and whistled a specific tune. The young woman Jake had been watching turned toward the sound and Robbie waved her over. She looked at Jake and visibly hesitated before walking over to them.

"I've thought about it, and I don't like your signal," she said to Robbie. "I'm not a dog." Jake had thought her voice would be sultry for some reason, but it wasn't, it was sweet.

Robbie laughed. "We'll think of something else, but right now, this gentleman needs to dance."

"Needs to?" She raised both pretty eyebrows, and Jake felt his eyes widen. "I really don't—" But the instructor gently took hold of their arms, turned them toward each other, and then forcibly shoved them to the nearest empty space; a dark corner of the dance floor, before either could protest. The young woman looked up at him, and he looked down at her. Her eyes were a warm shade of topaz and the waves in her hair untamed. Warm and untamed—definitely not his type.

* * *

Kayla looked up at the intense, brilliant blue eyes that had been watching her earlier. The man in front of her seemed full of himself, she could tell by the way he looked at her and by the way he held himself. "Don't worry," she said. "We don't have to dance."

He gazed down at her for a few moments but didn't move to leave. Finally, when it got awkward, he looked to his side, observed how the young man there held his partner, and then turned back to Kayla. He copied the man's stance, caught her left hand in his right, and slid his left hand behind her back. Kayla's pulse picked up. Funny, because he wasn't her type. Short, impeccable jet black hair, chiseled bone structure, and bold blue eyes. He looked like he had been genetically engineered to rule the world.

The orchestra began playing Sonora Carruseles' "Micaela," a vibrant, spirited song with a powerful beat that enticed bodies to surrender to it. "Have you ever danced salsa?" she asked, instinctively stepping closer and raising her right hand to his shoulder.

"No, never," he replied, his voice low.

"Okay then." She cleared her throat. "We'll start with the basics. Step forward with your left foot as I step back with my right, like this... Good! Now step back as I step forward. Perfect." They began to move slowly but in sync. "Try to rock your hips, just a little, like this." She moved his right hand to the swell between her waist and her hip, the way she'd done many times before when helping Robbie with his pupils. But this time, it felt different. The man's hand was warm and firm, and his presence seemed to envelop her. Every sense was heightened.

"Like this?" he asked, looking directly into her eyes as he tried to copy her movements. She gave him a quick nod.

They practiced the step a few times until she thought he was ready for more. "Now, when you step forward, try shifting your weight into my space, sort of like leaning into me, like this." They leaned in at the same time, and the man lost his footing, almost knocking her down in the process. His hands instinctively went around her waist when he regained his footing, to steady her, and their eyes locked again. It was unsettling, because she felt safe, and it made no sense. Flustered and at a loss of patience with herself, she broke eye contact. Focus on the steps, Kayla! Again, she cleared her throat. "Salsa is a sensual dance, and you connect with your partner by looking into their eyes. Which means I'm going to have to look into your eyes because that's the way it's danced. And I'm just letting you know because it's obvious you've never done this before, and I don't want you to be embarrassed," she explained, ignoring the fact that he didn't look embarrassed. And for the first time since she'd seen him watching her from the sidelines, he smiled. A spontaneous and seriously sexy smile.

"Don't worry, I won't take it personally."

"Good." Kayla looked up and, seeing the amused look in his eyes, she laughed at herself.

* * *

Jake found he couldn't stop smiling. She laughed like she danced, with abandon. Right now, surrounded by the powerful cadence of Afro-Caribbean music and holding a stranger that felt good in his arms, he felt anonymous, and that made him feel free, too.

The young woman shook her head and said, "Okay, now that we've gotten that out of the way, I'll teach you the side steps, and we'll put it all together."

Jake followed her instructions and lead, unwilling to take his eyes off her unusual eyes, or his hand off the appealing curve between her waist and hip.

Though he'd never danced salsa and had never expected he would, it wasn't long before he was getting the steps. "Rock, step, slower sidestep, tap. Now forward. Rock, step, slower sidestep, tap... great, you're getting it!" She smiled up at him, clearly surprised and happy that he was succeeding, and making him feel as if he could solve every problem plaguing the human race. "Now try to lead," she told him.

"Right, I'll lead," he agreed before pausing. "How exactly do I lead?"

"You have to tug me a bit. Gently, like this."

He led, slowly moving them in a circular pattern. "How do I spin you?" he asked, feeling adventurous.

She smiled. "When you step back, separate from me like this," she demonstrated, moving away from him. "This is called open position, and then I slide under your arm, like so," she expertly twisted and turned, and he got a good and much-appreciated look at her backside. Hello, J-Lo. "And then back to close position."

He tried spinning her but was so distracted by the way she turned her body, he messed it up, making her trip into him. "I'm sorry," he said, but her nearness was intoxicating, and before he knew what he was doing or saying, he tenderly pulled her closer. "I think I'm better at the close position." He held her gaze as they began moving in sync again. Time passed, different music played, but he didn't really notice. He felt lost to her and the night and the music as they laughed while trying and sometimes messing up different moves.

He tried to spin her again a few times, feeling a strange exhilaration when he finally got it right. She smiled up at him like she knew exactly what he was feeling. They began to dance more smoothly, and the strange current between them intensified. Both his curiosity and trepidation over the sweet sensations flowing between them was mirrored in her eyes. Their breathing was equally shallow. She smelled amazing, like tangy coconuts, if there was such a thing. As he looked down at her and searched her face, he wondered why he was reacting to her the way he was. It wasn't as if she was the first pretty girl he'd held in his arms.

She studied him, too, but while he knew his eyes rarely gave anything away, her expression was open and easy to read. And he liked her curiosity, but not her fear. Without thinking, he hugged her closer and held her more tenderly.

* * *

As the steady and rhythmic "Ave Maria Lola" played, Kayla continued to move to the music. Without thinking, she allowed him to pull her closer... and closer.

Lola, Ay Lolita Lola, a backup vocalist's melodic voice rang out, louder than the rest, and he might as well have been singing Kayla, what are you doing Kayla?

What this man had was what Tania had been warning her about for years. Sex appeal. She'd never fully experienced its magnetic pull, and she'd begun to think she was probably, and thankfully, immune to it. But here it was, reeling her in.

The cologne he was wearing held both spicy and woodsy notes and together with his own scent, the effect was almost unbearably sexy.

Lola, Ay Lolita Lola.

The last chords of "Ave Maria Lola" died away and Rojita's seductive salsa version of Frank Sinatra's "Strangers in the Night" came on. Sensual salsa was danced closer, more slowly, and they continued to move together, completely in tune with one another. Attraction pulsed between them, but it was more than that. There was a feeling of knowing him... and there was a feeling of not being ready. But she couldn't look away. Wasn't ready to let go just yet. His expression was serious, and his gaze never wavered.

It began to rain, just a trickle, and a few people began to leave, while others laughed and stayed. The rain tickled her cheeks, her lips, and her shoulders, and the sweet, earthy scent of wet grass permeated the air. Thoughts of her boyfriend, Brandon, broke through her conscience, and she guiltily wondered if she was, in a sense, cheating. Yes, it was just a dance lesson. But her body's response to the man holding her had to be some sort of betrayal, especially in light of Brandon's constant complaints as of late.

With effort, she broke eye contact. Slowly, her surroundings came back into focus. Somewhere in the distance, Tania calling her. She looked up at the sky and took in a deep, awakening breath. With great effort, she put mind and conscience over body. "I have to go."

"Why?" he stopped dancing but continued to hold on to her.

"My sister's calling me."

"I don't hear her calling you." The tenor of his voice was so low, it reverberated in her chest.

She smiled a little. "That's because you don't know my name."

They'd stopped dancing, the rain coming down just a little bit harder.

"That's right. I don't."

As they continued to stand there, Kayla realized he wasn't going to ask for her name. She realized she didn't want to tell him anyway and didn't want to know he who was, either. He was looking at her mouth and sending her nerves into a tizzy. His hand reached up to smooth a strand of her hair behind her ear, and her heart lurched. It was too much. Her whole body screamed she was not ready. Ready for what?

She dropped her arms and looked down. The last notes of "Strangers in the Night" died away, and he released her, too.

"Bye," she said, unable to think of anything else to say. And then she turned, picked up her skirts, and ran.


Chapter 1
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September, Pittsburgh

Kayla sprinted through the streets of Pittsburg, eager to get home. Michelle Moynihan, Second City Symphony's concertmaster, had left her a voicemail asking her to call back as soon as possible but she didn't want to talk to Michelle with the sound of traffic and the buzz of dozens of conversations surrounding her.

She took the steps to her apartment two at a time, fumbled with her keys, and opened the door. Before she called Michelle back, she needed to get a grip. It was a well-known fact within their world that orchestras never bothered to call with a rejection. She leaned against the door, closed her eyes, and put her palm against her chest, willing her heart to slow down.

When she opened her eyes, her gaze landed on a picture of her and her father that had been taken after her very first recital. She'd done everything he'd told her to do. She had striven for dream plan A but had worked equally as hard to have a more practical plan B in place, just in case. After eight years of constantly studying, working, and daily practice, it seemed like plan A would come true.

Kayla knew how fortunate she was and was dizzy with happiness at the thought of moving back home to Chicago to play with a renowned orchestra. Thoughts of renting a loft near Tania's Albany Park condo and buying a cute used car also whirled in her head. A dream job, family nearby, a nice place to live, and a car!

But two minutes later, the thoughts stopped whirling. They collided with reality and came to a screeching halt.

"It's not you, it's us." Kayla picked up on the earnest, genuine note in Michelle's voice but it didn't make her feel better. She was sitting on her bed, listening to Michelle reject her. "I wanted to catch you before the auditions committee called, wanted to talk to you first and explain."

"The auditions committee is going to call, too?" Kayla struggled to keep her voice steady. All she wanted to do was end the call and have a good cry. No reason to hear the sympathetic thanks, but no thanks, twice.

"Yes—to offer you the newly-created substitute position." Michelle paused. "I was afraid you'd reject the offer on the spot because it doesn't pay much, only a $6,500 stipend for ten months, but I wanted to let you know it's really a great opportunity in disguise."

Kayla bobbed her head robotically at Michelle's hurried speech. Inside, different emotions were playing out. Substitute position? She'd still be part of the orchestra, and she'd be home! But... only a $6,500 stipend for ten months?

She forced herself to untie the knots in her stomach and consider her options. With student loans to pay off and not much money saved up, she was only being offered a small stipend by the orchestra. She couldn't stay where she was because the education department was cutting music funds and her current position was on the chopping block. The full-time teaching position she'd been offered at an elite private school in New Jersey was her best bet.

Michelle continued, "Our funding is stable, and we've largely escaped the financial crises plaguing others across the country but healthy reserves are a must, and we need to bring in more resources."

Understanding dawned "It's a financial problem, and you're not hiring anyone full-time?"

"Not quite..." She sighed. "We're hiring Julia Hamilton, but we really want you, too. It's difficult to explain."

"Julia Hamilton?" Kayla repeated, feeling the walls of her already too-small studio closing in on her. Funding crisis. Julia Hamilton. She fell back on her bed, her thoughts racing. Julia Hamilton was, in a sense, Chicago royalty. Her mother owned a string of trendy, boutique hotels and her father had played for the Chicago Symphony Orchestra for over thirty years. Julia was a technically outstanding violinist, but Kayla felt her performances lacked emotion.

But orchestras needed outside patrons, funding, and support. And someone like Julia Hamilton could bring all three to the regional orchestra.

"Are you still there?" Michelle asked.

"I'm here." She sat up. Should she chase a difficult dream with everything she had or should she settle for a bland, but easily attainable reality? Taking a deep, calming breath, she asked, "And you were saying something about a substitute position being a great opportunity in disguise?"

"Yes! Even though it sounds like a raw deal, there's a really great chance you'll be asked to become a regular member at some point..."

None of what Michelle said sounded especially promising, but Kayla pushed the thought away. Her decision was made, and she needed to focus on making ends meet. Things like moving in with her mother, taking on private students, and finding part-time work... With a sigh, she realized a long, hot shower is what she really needed.

The moment she climbed out of the tiny shower stall, there was a knock on her door. She rushed to pull on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt, went to the door, and peeked through the peephole to see her boyfriend, Brandon. He'd been acting strange the past few weeks, and she worried the long-distance thing was taking its toll. Still, she was happy to see him, and she opened the door to let him in, eager to tell him everything and get his opinion.

No hug. No kiss. Only a half-hearted hello. Two long strides and he was sitting on the comfortable old armchair by the window, his legs apart, hands folded between his knees. Frowning, Kayla swung the door shut.

"We need to talk."

Her heart fell, and she went to sit on her bed. "Is everything alright?"

"No. This isn't easy." He wouldn't look at her.

"You're breaking up with me." Awkwardness filled the air when he didn't answer. "You're going to give me the 'it's not you; it's me' speech, too," she said, more to herself than to him.

"What do you mean 'too'? Have you been seeing someone else?" He finally looked at her, a flash of emotion in his eyes.

Her heartbeat picked up. Maybe she was wrong. Maybe he wasn't breaking up with her. "No! Second City Orchestra called and..." She paused and with a shake of her head said, "Something is bothering you. What is it? Can I help?"

"No." He sighed and looked down again. "I guess I came to give you the 'it's not me, it's you' speech. In person."

Struck dumb by the words, Kayla could only stare as Brandon stood up and went to look out the window, effectively avoiding her eyes and directing his words to the world outside instead of to her face. "You're not into me, Kayla. You're not attracted to me."

"Of course I find you attractive—"

He turned to look at her, eyes blazing. "But you're not attracted to me, and I need you to be. I need intimacy in a relationship. We've talked about this."

Dread filled her. He needed more. And she didn't want to lose him. Did that mean she was ready to take the next step?

Strange anxiety tangled up with the dread. She kept waiting for this great wave of desire to carry her away and make her lose her mind, but it never came. It never had. Not with any boyfriend except maybe her first; Robbie, who was now her best friend and had a steady boyfriend of his own. And even then, it had been more about fulfilling a mutual need for love and intimacy than anything else. A sweet, fumbling experience they both still laughed about, and both still treasured. Could she have something like that with Brandon? Intimacy with sweet feelings, if not passion? With a little more time, a little more friendship, she knew she could. "I—I told you it would take time, and you said you were okay with that. We've been together for four months, and I guess that must seem like a long time to you, but—"

Brandon raked both hands through his hair and interrupted her. "Please understand where I'm coming from. I play at all these jazz clubs, and the mood in them is... conducive. There are willing women, every night, and every night I reject them, hoping that after four months, you'll finally be ready."

Anger filled her. What did he want, her congratulations? "If you think that telling me all about your disease-infested groupies are going to get me into bed, then you are seriously delusional. You sound like an ass."

"Disease-infested groupies?" Brandon shot her a wary glance, and she shrugged, picking at a loose thread on her bedspread. He walked away from the window, squatted in front of her and took her hands in his. "I didn't come here to fight. I really mean it when I say I just don't think you're attracted to me."

"But we're so great together," Kayla reasoned, grabbing onto his hands. "At least, usually we are. We're both musicians, we like the same restaurants, the same music, the same movies. My more optimistic nature balances your occasional gloom and doom..." Her voice trailed off when Brandon began shaking his head.

"You're describing friendship, Kayla, not the kind of passion you should feel for me."

Kayla looked into Brandon's soulful brown eyes. Of course, she thought he was attractive. But out of nowhere, an image of intense blue eyes flashed before her. Rattled and conscious-stricken, she dropped his hands. He leaned in and kissed her softly, and she felt slightly comforted, but not on fire. How could one stranger's gaze be hotter and more moving than her boyfriend's kiss?

It hit her then that the answer didn't matter. Comfort is what she wanted, not fire. Fire left destruction in its wake. In very different ways, it had left parts of her sister and mother in ashes. That's not what she wanted. But she still wasn't comfortable enough with Brandon. It wasn't fair to him.

Still, his change of heart seemed sudden. He'd been whispering tender words over the phone only two nights ago. "You're really breaking up with me because you don't think I'm attracted to you? There's no other reason?"

"What I'm saying is, I think we should take a break. Maybe in three or four months, you'll start to miss me, and you'll want to throw yourself into my arms because you can't resist me instead of opening the door as if you've got other things on your mind."

Kayla slowly nodded, wondering if she could ever wake whatever was dormant within her for Brandon. He needed passion, but she needed a deeper emotional connection first. He hadn't once asked her what the other things on her mind were. Their break up had revolved around his needs and her faults. And she wasn't in the mood to point it out. "Alright, Brandon, let's take a break. Let's both try and figure out if we're capable of giving the other what they need."

Kayla closed the door behind him and tried to make sense of her whirlwind morning. Twenty minutes ago she'd been sure she had both the career and the man she wanted. Abruptly, everything had changed, leaving her bewildered and alone.

At least, in a few days, she'd be home. Home! Right now, she wanted nothing more than to be eating her mom's famous sweet, coconut tembleque, with her older sister's fiercely protective arms around her and her niece beside her, making her laugh. She texted them the good news that she was moving back home, and left it at that. The nitty-gritty would bring them down, and she only wanted to share the good news with them at the moment.

Then she called her best friend, Jess Nowak. Jess was pragmatic and realistic, and she'd understand why Kayla was feeling ambiguous. When she didn't pick up, she left a message and decided to start packing, to give her hands something to do. For once, she didn't feel like practicing.

Her thoughts wandered to the months ahead as she steadily worked. Would she and Brandon work things out or break up for good? Would she be a regular member of Second City Symphony, or would she be applying for teaching positions and auditioning for orchestras in other cities?

Before she could gauge how she would feel about the negatives, Jess called. And she had an idea.

* * *

One week later

A stack of papers fell with a neat smack on Jake Kelly's desk. "Internal polls," Jess Nowak, his friend and press secretary, said.

Jake tried to keep his frustration in check. "I already went through them. I'm still behind in a number of key constituencies, but I've made progress. The community meetings are working. Eighteen communities down, fifty-nine to go before February 5th. We've got time," he summarized. On hearing Jess sigh, he looked up and tried to address her valid concerns. "Look—the challenges different people face to fulfill their different needs matter. That's why certain polling matters to me. But I truly believe that most people are looking for solutions, and if they understand that I want them to participate in coming up with good ideas that, instead of being along party lines, are in line with what each neighborhood, constituency and the city as a whole needs, then I think they will respond to that. That's why I want to meet with them, to learn from them and form connections that will help later on."

Jake's best friend and campaign manager, Marcus, stifled a sigh and looked out the window before meeting his eyes. "You're right. But reality is reality... And your father's real estate projects haven't been forgotten. He would've razed an entire working class neighborhood if they hadn't fought back." Jake shifted uncomfortably at the mention of his late father, and Marcus's voice softened. "Every one of his deals benefited the wealthy and hurt the rest. People are having a hard time separating you from you him," he explained, and Jake knew the harsh words hadn't been easy for him to say.

"It's an unfortunate history that has helped shape people's image of you," Jess agreed, not-so-subtly weaving what seemed like her new favorite word into the conversation.

After a few beats of silence, Jake met Marcus's eyes. "I'm more than willing—I'm eager—to correct misunderstandings about my person because I know people need to trust me." He shifted his gaze to Jess. "That's why I want to personally knock on every door. I want to talk to people. My numbers are up in the neighborhoods I've visited. Let's concentrate on what's working."

"The problem is many won't even open their doors, and neighborhood leaders won't host meetings if we don't fix your image," Jess argued. "Playboy born with a diamond-encrusted—and possibly stolen—spoon in your mouth. How do you expect the majority of the people in this city to listen to you with an image like that?" she asked, more gently. "I know you don't want to do things the traditional way, but impressions do matter. We form impressions, in part, as a defense mechanism, to protect ourselves. You need to take highly visible actions that, in general, show people who you are, so they can begin to trust you."

Playboy... Had avoiding messy relationships turned him into a cliché? "How can you be sure that's how people see me?" Jake asked, masking his sensitivity to the issue with a hard look. He shook his head and walked to the window in front of his desk, focusing his attention on the large, restored brick mansion directly across the street where the first of his two nonprofit centers were housed.

Filip Nowak, Jess's grandfather and the man who'd been like a real father to him, was sitting on the sun-spangled front steps, sharing a bag of chips with a few local kids.

Jake usually felt comfortable in his office, the blue-grey walls, white molding, plush black leather seating, and a tempered glass conference table and desk all inviting him to focus on work. But today he wanted to be outside, under the warm sun, instead of in here, worrying about his image.

A third and fourth generation Chicagoan, Jake felt his city was as much a part of him as his family. He loved Chicago's dramatic history, storied cultural diversity, rich architecture and most of all, it's vibrant communities—no two neighborhoods were alike. His entire adult life had been dedicated to giving back to the city that had allowed him to hide out and disappear, and learn and discover when things had been too miserable at home. He'd taken plenty of heat from his father, first majoring in Social Policy and then focusing his efforts on mixed-use, mixed-income redevelopments to revitalize distressed neighborhoods.

Right now, though, he knew there was only so much he could do with his organization and developments if the city's government wasn't working to its full potential. The next step was to work on the inside, as the city's mayor. But he couldn't get there without enough votes. And he wouldn't garner enough votes if he didn't fix his image.

Sucking in a frustrated breath, he turned from the window and blinked when a cell phone was placed inches away from his face. "I love you, but you need some tough talk. This is how I'm sure," Jess said before hitting play. "Meet Charles and Edith Mallard."

A grainy video popped up on the small screen and Jake watched a confused elderly couple sway in and out of focus before beginning to speak, the man too close to the speaker. "He seems earnest when he talks about his ideas, but in general, his demeanor is cold and distant. Every week I see a picture of him out with a different woman, and that tells me something about his level of commitment to people in general." Charles put his arm over his wife. "How can a man who can't commit to one woman at a time commit to a whole city?" The time on the video ran out just as the man's wife was going to speak and her frozen image stared back at Jake, her lips puckered in what seemed like disapproval.

Jess hit a button, went back to a thumbnail screen, and expanded another video. "Miriam Gutierrez," she said, and an older woman with short, reddish-brown hair and dark brown eyes got closer to the camera, hesitated, and began to speak. "I just don't connect with him. He's too... perfect. Too plastic. Some people like that, but I prefer someone more human."

"And this is—"

"I get it," Jake interrupted just as Marcus held up a page taken from the society section of The Chicago Tribune. The paper displayed a full-color picture of him wearing a tuxedo and escorting a leggy, busty beauty, who, he knew, had more than a little 'plastic' in her.

"Supporting the arts shouldn't affect my approval ratings in a negative way," Jake pointed out with a grin.

"It's not the event, it's your date. You took a well-known local socialite, one who's not known for her philanthropy, like Julia Hamilton, for instance, but for her spoiled antics," an exasperated Jess explained. "She's been awful to some local business owners."

Jake started at that. Shame burned his conscience. He knew the woman was shallow but didn't know she was awful. Hadn't spent enough time with her to realize it. "I need to get to know my dates a little better. I'll give you that. But I date around because I have all these events I need to attend, but don't have time for a relationship. And I don't have time for a relationship because I'm devoted to the city. That's a good thing. The people around here know that." Jake gestured to the neighborhood just outside the window, where he had set up his foundation eight years before.

Marcus walked up to him. "The people here know you well, but others haven't had the chance to get to know you, and when they hear you described in 'most-eligible-bachelor' terms, you really do come off as, well, way too Hollywood. It makes people believe Mike Summers's camp when they subtly spread the idea that Chicago Youth Works is just a tax haven for another power-hungry Republican on the rise, and then Clara Dade when she refers to you as a liberal Democrat lacking family values."

Jake turned around and their eyes locked. "I'm an extremely budget conscious and socially progressive independent, and how can anybody listen to those two when neither of them has any concrete ideas on how to fix this city's problems, I don't know."

Jess threw her hands up. "You're missing the point! Mike and Clara both include their kids and spouses in every single photo op. The fact that you're young, single and good-looking puts your personal life under extra scrutiny. It's not fair, but it is what it is. You have to be more careful. Family men and women only get that extra scrutiny when there's a scandal involved."

"All right, I get it." Jake put his hands up. "What can I do to fix this?"

"Finally," Jess exhaled and wasting no time said, "First, you can go on—"

"Except go on She Said, She Said," Jake clarified. Jess had been nagging him about going on the popular women's gab fest disguised as an afternoon talk show for weeks.

"Why not?" Jess half-asked, half-whined. "Every Illinois politician looking to drum up local support has gone on."

"Because those women are sneaky," Jake circled his finger in the air. "They ask way too personal questions, and they try to get you to talk about your feelings."

"Fine. Forget She Said, She Said," Marcus intervened. "There are a few other specific things we think you can do to turn this around. One, you should fly solo from now on. When people ask you why just say you're tired of dating just anyone and that you're too busy to look for that special someone because you're married to the city."

Jake nodded slowly. He guessed he could do that. It wouldn't be a lie. He was tired of dating, he did plan on being married to the city, and if he had his way, he'd be too busy to find that 'special someone' for the rest of his life. "What else?"

"Two," Jess jumped in. "We need to get photos out there of you playing football with the neighborhood kids like you do nearly every afternoon. The kids' faces can be blurred. And we can get quotes about how they feel about you."

"No. Absolutely not. I don't want them to feel like they're being used."

"They know you, Jake, and they'll understand—I'll bet anything they're all dying to talk about you and let the world know who you really are."

Marcus made a good point, and Jake stifled a sigh. The kids would have a blast showing off. "I'll think about it. Number three?" He looked at Jess.

"Right now you need advisors in three key areas. You should validate neighborhoods and communities you're struggling with most by hiring highly qualified people from within them instead of hiring people who are merely well-connected but not necessarily more qualified," Jess said.

He could do that. Jake needed someone with extensive business expertise to help him find ways to attract and retain small businesses to certain neighborhoods, and people to advise him on enhancing sports and music programs in the public school system.

He clapped his hands. "Let's get to work then, and see if we can turn these numbers around." Jess had scheduled an informal Q&A session with reporters, but that wasn't for another two hours, and he wanted to play a little football or basketball, blow off a little steam.

"Jake, before you go, I'd like you to block out a half hour to meet a friend of mine, Kayla Diaz. She's a violinist with a master's degree in music education, she helped successfully expand a music program in Pittsburgh, she just moved back to Chicago, she's a third-generation Chicagoan from Belmont, with lots of family in Humboldt, Pilsen, and Bridgeport, and spread throughout the city," Jess's voice was full of enthusiasm.

"Wait, I thought we were going to hire Julia Hamilton for that position. Her family is well-known, musically speaking, and that'll bring attention and support to the program," Jake reminded her.

Jess breathed in and out a few times, and Jake knew she was trying not to blow up. "Look, I like Julia, she's kind, and when it comes to music, she's qualified. But what the hell does know about the public school system? She shouldn't be hired just because her family is well known, that's exactly the type of thing voters are tired of, and exactly what I just told you not to do! And exactly the opposite of what you yourself were saying, about listening to the people who have faced the challenges! My friend comes from a working-class background. Her mother is a teacher, and her father was a police officer, killed in the line of duty. They all worked hard and made sacrifices for her to become the highly qualified professional she is today."

Jake raked a hand through his hair as he was again taken aback at how clueless he could be at times. But he was trying, and he was listening. "I had Julia in mind because she's the only professional musician I know and she's a good person, but you're right—she doesn't know anything about the public school system, and she doesn't know anything about financial struggles. Your friend sounds great. Can you have her meet with me soon?"

"I'll have her here as soon as possible," she agreed, her smile bright.


Chapter 2
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Kayla enjoyed the ride on the L train that day, even though it was nearly an hour long and she had to switch lines at the Loop. Time flew as the train rumbled its way down to Chicago's South Side. She leaned her head against the window, her face inches away from apartment dwellers and shopkeepers in some parts, and old, architectural details in others. The train passed colorful enclaves she hadn't visited in years, and her mouth watered as she remembered favorite dishes at some of the local dives. It was good to be home.

At 1:15 p.m., she got off a few blocks away from mayoral candidate Jake Kelly's campaign headquarters. Septembers in Chicago were usually mild, but it had rained the night before and the day was particularly humid. She smoothed down the front of her hunter green pencil skirt and aired her blouse before beginning the walk. Her strappy heels teetered on the uneven sidewalk, and she had to slow down or risk a blister. They had been the only dressy shoes she could find in a last-minute search through her still-packed boxes.

It was Friday, and she'd only just got back last night but Jess had called to tell her that though the contract position as an advisor to Jake Kelly's campaign was still available, she had better get her butt down to his headquarters because they were also considering, of all people, Julia Hamilton, for the very same reasons that Julia had been chosen over Kayla last time they'd been up against each other. Julia had her strengths, but Kayla knew she was infinitely more qualified for this particular position than Julia. As she walked, she silently reviewed the material Jess had emailed her, excitement building at the chance to help kids have better access to music education.

A car swished by, spraying the dirty remnants of last night's rain on Kayla's white blouse, and putting an end to her happy thoughts. She stopped, squealed, and hung her arms out in front of her. Then she slid the strap of her purse in front of her shirt, effectively hiding the splatter, and marched on.

* * *

It was 1:20 p.m. and Jake was back in his office. "Okay, Jess, do your thing."

Jess reached up and deftly fixed his dark hair with her fingers. Jake had the habit of running his hands through his hair whenever he was deep in thought, and it happened often enough that his closely cropped, military-like haircut usually ended up spiking out in all directions. To the world, though, he was always impeccable. And he wanted to keep it that way, even though Jess argued that his messy hair humanized him.

"Listen, Jake, I called my friend and—" Jess began, but Marcus walked through the door and at the same time said, "Jake, a few more things. Try to be more informal with the press, okay? Sit down with them—don't stand behind the podium all the time, you're not the mayor yet. And please try to throw in a joke or two."

"He's right. Be more accessible. In fact, go in alone," Jess added.

She then proceeded to mess his hair up again. Jake breathed in, held the air for a moment, and let it out, deciding he had to learn to put more trust in his team. Schooling his features to reveal nothing had served him well during his younger years when he hadn't wanted his father to know what he had been up to. But it had become a habit, and it didn't help him with the people he most wanted to trust him.

By the time he entered the makeshift press room, Jess had managed to take his suit jacket off and roll up his sleeves. A quick look around revealed two reporters from the Tribune, two from the Sun-Times, and one reporter each from two local TV stations.

He smiled and greeted each with a handshake. Instead of positioning himself behind the old podium up front, he pulled up an empty chair and sat down in front of them, grateful they were talking about the Cubs.

No true Chicagoan could talk about the Cubs while looking remote and unmoved.

Sports talk eventually wound down, and as he waited for the reporters to gather their notebooks and recorders, a gleam of light coming from the double doors caught his attention. And he froze.

It was her. His pin-up girl. The one who'd been invading his thoughts, on and off, for the past two months. Hell, she'd even made her way into an unforgettable erotic dream, swaying and dancing for him.

Now she was in his campaign headquarters, of all places, fixing a strap on one of her heels, her hair shining like a halo under the one ray of sunshine in the room.

Hallelujah?

He looked away and took a moment to recover, and felt things he had no interest in feeling, all over again. His first thought was that she was a reporter, but that didn't make sense. The dance instructor had said she was from out of town, and although Chicago was the third largest city in the U.S., a mayoral candidate's small press conference wasn't news-worthy enough to send in reporters from elsewhere.

His next thought horrified him. Was she a psycho stalker who'd spent the last two months hunting him down? The moment she straightened and looked his away, the conceited thought flew out of his mind. She was every bit as shocked as he'd been, but, unlike him, she wasn't hiding it. Her head tilted, her finger shot out, and she gaped.

It was the worst possible moment to be struck with yearnings he wasn't used to and didn't understand. Jake schooled his expression into one of complete indifference, looked away as if he hadn't recognized her, and was hit with the first difficult question of the day. "How do you propose to offset rising fuel and energy costs in our public transportation system?"

Jake blinked. His eyes were on the journalist, but every other bit of him was focused on the energy coming from the young woman at the door. The ability to formulate intelligent thoughts had left him. The only way to get a grip was to find out what she was doing there and get rid of her. Maybe engaging with her would also reveal she wasn't particularly special. "Wait—I know the answer to that one," he half-joked, and everyone, to his surprise, laughed. "But let me find out what the young woman at the door needs before we start." He then turned and called out, "Can I help you?" in a pleasant but detached tone.

She studied him but didn't answer. He took in her dark green skirt and the purse strap resembling a sash across the front of her shirt and thought of another quip, something to draw her attention and get her to answer. "Are you looking for your Girl Scout leader or are you here to sell cookies?"

* * *

Kayla had opened the door and stepped inside just as the back strap of her heel slid down. She quickly fixed it and got up, prepared to smile and ask the people gathered around for Jess Nowak.

But the pair of eyes she met gave her such a jolt, she remained frozen on the spot, her mouth open, the words she was about to speak gone. It was him; her sexy stranger. But his eyes were empty of even the tiniest glimmer of recognition. She shut her mouth, too stunned to remember what she was going to say. Someone directed a decent question about the public transportation system her stranger's way, she saw the notebooks, and it hit her. Jess had mentioned that she'd be meeting with Jake Kelly after a press conference. Her sexy stranger was Jake Kelly.

"Can I help you?" he asked in a pleasant tone. He was looking straight at her now, and it was clear he had no memory of her. It stung. But no doubt it was for the best. She gathered her wits and was about to ask for Jess when he joked, "Are you looking for your Girl Scout leader or are you here to sell cookies?"

Everyone chuckled. The stinging sensation in her chest morphed into fiery indignation. Not because he'd forgotten her, and not because he was making fun of her clothes—although any idiot should know not to mess with a woman's outfit. It was that life had thrown her one curveball too many lately and she needed a break. She shot everyone a warm smile, and said, "Neither. But it looks like I walked in at the perfect moment. As someone who uses public transportation as their only means of getting around, I would love to hear your answer to the question of how you plan on offsetting fuel costs."

He nodded impersonally. "Right now, we're leaning toward lowering the frequent user discount. There would still be a discount, but it will have to go down to keep up with rising fuel and energy costs. We're still looking at other options, but it's paramount that Chicago Transit Authority covers their deficit, or it will ultimately result in cuts to other programs or end up coming out of taxpayers' pockets," he explained, just when Jess and another man walked into the room.

The fire in her chest spread, and she struggled to contain it. She needed the money, and she had really hoped that Jake Kelly was someone she could work for. But this idea of his would affect almost everyone she knew. And the way he was phrasing it, "lowering the discount," was insulting. "In other words, you want to raise the cost of public transportation for frequent users." His eyebrows went up, and the look he gave her was so haughty, she snapped. "If you do that, Mr. Kelly, I'll hang a huge cardboard sign around my neck reading 'Jake Kelly wants to raise the cost of public transportation for all of you' every single time I take the L or the bus, which is every day. Why don't you raise taxes on the luxury car you surely drive, or on the premium gas you use to fill your tank? Why hit up those of us who can't afford a car and are just trying to get to work to make a living? Honestly, if I'd known this is what you were about, I would never have agreed to see you," she finished, and boy did she feel good. This was something she could speak up about. All of her bottled up frustrations from the last week eased out of her system.

But one look at Jess made her realize she'd also hurt her friend. Her stomach dropped. Jess was trying to help her, and this is how she was thanking her.

* * *

Heaven has no rage like love to hatred turned, nor hell a fury like a woman scorned. A moment ago, when she'd shot him that stunning smile, he'd thought her insanely pretty. But now, he thought her pretty insane. Hang a cardboard sign around her neck? Never would've agreed to see him? What the hell was she talking about? They'd never agreed to see each other again. He hadn't even asked for her name.

Many voices erupted at once. Now everyone wanted to know if he was intending to make things harder for working class people. It was a disaster. He began explaining, in detail, how the agency's deficits were already hurting them, and that he was also looking into other possibilities. When he finally had a chance to look for her, she was gone.

An exhausting half-hour later, Jake walked away, eager to sit down and gather his thoughts in silence. Overall, the press conference had gone well, with Filip coming in toward the end, warming the reporters with tales of Jake's youth. Jess had been proven right; his personality seemed to matter as much as his ideas.

He opened the door to his office and was about to usher Marcus and Filip in when he saw her again. Standing next to Jess. In his office.

"What, are we cozying up to hecklers now?" Marcus asked when he saw her.

"She isn't a heckler," Jess paused to clear her throat. "She's my best friend, Kayla Diaz. She arrived early and accidentally walked into the press conference."

Jake didn't speak, he just stood there and watched as Kayla and Filip exchanged a warm hug.

"The woman who just hijacked the press conference is your friend? The musician you thought would be a great addition to the campaign?" an aggravated Marcus demanded.

"She didn't mean to hijack the press conference, okay? After an hour-long train ride and a long walk in muggy weather during which she was splashed with mud, she walks in to hear the man she hopes to work for making fun of her outfit and then offer a solution to public transportation that will affect her in a negative way," a heated Jess tried to explain.

Marcus threw up his hands. "You're defending her outburst?" He shook his head. "Do you remember what happened to that mayoral candidate from Harrisburg who was heckled at a small press conference? The video went viral, he became a laughing stock, and he lost by double digits. We can't have that."

"Well, if that candidate had taken the time to find out what the heckler's problem was, they might've come to an understanding. Can you imagine the amount of positive press he would've gotten if they'd put aside their differences and had instead worked together for the good of the city? If Jake hires Kayla, it'll show he's not surrounding himself with yes-people and that he's willing to listen. It'll also show some humility, which will go a long way toward countering his reputation for being arrogant."

Marcus looked incredulous. "You can't honestly think Jake wants to work with someone who threatened him, do you?"

"Wearing a cardboard sign hardly counts as a threat!"

Marcus and Jess continued to have it out, while Kayla and Jake remained silent, never once looking at each other.

"Jess, Marcus, don't you think Jake and Kayla should be allowed to discuss this, too?" Filip Nowak's soft, authoritative voice spoke out from across the room.

Jake stifled a sigh. This was turning into a sticky situation. Filip and Jess meant a lot to him, and they would be disappointed if he didn't give Kayla a chance. He glanced over at her. Hopefully, she disliked him too much now to want to work with him anyway. The thought caused a strange spasm in his chest, aggravating him and convincing him that working with her would be a bad idea.

He looked away, but not before he'd caught the splatter of mud on her shirt. "I'm sorry you came all this way only to walk in and have me poke fun at you." And pretended I'd never seen you, he didn't add. "I was trying to be friendly, and it didn't come out right."

Kayla signaled her acceptance of his apology with a nod. "And I apologize for not waiting until after the press conference to share my thoughts with you."

Jake nodded, and Jess clapped her hands. "Good! Now that we've got that out of the way—" she began, but was interrupted by both Jake and Kayla, who in near unison said, "But I don't think we'd work well together."

"And I agree," Marcus added.

Jess was about to protest, but Filip, who had been leaning against a window, keen and aware, raised a hand to stop her and said, "Kayla, Jake, as someone who knows you both well, I'm surprised you're giving up so easily." He turned to Kayla. "Despite your difference of opinion regarding CTA, working with Jake might very well result in more inner-city schools having music programs, an important goal of yours. And Jake, Kayla is the right person for this. She's bright, experienced, talented, and passionate, and although I'm not into optics, I am into showing people who you are by your actions. Jess is right, hiring Kayla despite your differences will show people you're willing to listen."

* * *

Kayla closed her eyes. Filip was right. Expanding music education in public schools was a passion, and the opportunity to have a positive impact should outweigh other considerations. After all, wasn't she always complaining about how politicians couldn't get past their differences to work for the greater good?

She took a deep breath and held it. When she opened her eyes, it was too see Jake Kelly watching her, his gaze cool. It made her wonder if she'd somehow made a mistake and he wasn't the man she'd danced with after all. "How about we start over, Mr. Kelly?" she asked. "As if we're just now meeting for the very first time." Because that's what it felt like. She'd built up the man she'd laughed and danced within her imagination. The man before her now was the real one. She offered him her hand and a warm smile anyway, the kind she'd give any friend of Jess and Filip's who she'd just met. "It's nice to meet you. I look forward to exchanging ideas."

He shook her hand and smiled back. A politician's smile. "It's nice to meet you, too. I can tell you're a passionate person, and I admire that, but I don't work well with passionate people. I'd hate for this to end badly. Jess and Filip would feel like they need to choose sides, like today. For their sake, I think it's best if we quit while we're ahead."

Kayla felt both her smile and patience shrivel up and die. "Jess and Filip are adults. And I'm not a girl scout selling cookies. I read your ideas, I spent half the night looking up data and coming up with proposals, and it took me over an hour and multiple modes of transportation to get here, but if you won't give me the time of day because you think I'm too passionate, then be prepared to lose by a landslide because the people of Chicago are notoriously passionate about their city and you, by your own admission, can't handle the heat!"

Something flashed in the back of his eyes as they locked onto hers. "Allow me to prove you wrong."

Kayla's traitorous heart beat faster, but she wouldn't give him the satisfaction of looking away. Filip, Jess, and Marcus were there, after all—there could be no innuendo behind his challenge. "Willingly," she forced herself to say.

Amusement softened his gaze and leaned against his desk. "Tell me your ideas on establishing a strong music program."

She straightened her back. There was no way she'd allow him to know he'd rattled her. "I looked over your proposal for reforming Chicago's school system, and I understand the weighted school formula you're proposing. It's smart. The same model can be adapted to fund music education. We'd need to come up with a base allocation tailored to the cost per pupil and assign additional funds to certain students using the very same criteria and percentage points you are using."

He pushed off the desk, his eyes bright. "You read the entire proposal, and you understood the formula?"

"Great, Jess told her about his numbers fetish," Marcus muttered.

Kayla heard it, and it told her she had taken a step in the right direction. Talking about his proposal also reminded her that she really had liked the gist of his ideas. "There's a complex but proven connection between math and music, and I'd be happy to go over it with you during our first meeting." She took the opportunity to fish her CV out of her portfolio and hand it over to him. "I'm the right person for this," she added, looking him in the eye. He reached for her CV, and their eyes held for a moment longer than necessary. It left her feeling confused, but she couldn't determine why.

The room went silent as Jake took his time looking it over. "When can we start working together?" he asked. Kayla smiled. He did not.

They agreed on meeting early Monday morning—her only day off—for the next three weeks. Aside from the meetings, Kayla agreed to attend The Endowment for the Arts Ebony and Ivory Charity Dinner the first Friday in October as Jake Kelly's guest so she could assist him in explaining the program to important and influential patrons of music and art.

By the end of their negotiations, he was back to being cool and distant. A man who could laugh and smile and hold her, his eyes never leaving hers, and then forget her completely. When she got to the door, she turned to look at him one last time. A need to see his eyes flash again overtook her. To remind herself that he was human, too. "By the way, I read you're a budget-conscious independent." She scrunched up her nose, as if in thought. "Isn't that a closet fiscal conservative? Because, speaking as a voter, I think you should own it, even if no one with that label has won here since 1927. Be true to yourself, Mr. Kelly. People respond to courage. You should take the heat."

"I'm a mixed bag. Someone with an open mind. Many people will find something in my platform to disagree with because of political divides, others will have independent concerns, but hopefully, most will understand that what matters is what's best for the city’s people. It’s what most people say they want the country to focus on, and I think we should start with our cities." He met her eyes, and she saw the glimmer of a challenge there. "You and I are bound to disagree, and you're bound to get worked up over more than just CTA. I can take it, can you? Can we make it about people?"

"I wouldn’t have it any other way. And you're bound to get worked up, too, you know, and, trust me, I can handle it," she replied. The double entendre that could be read into her words hit her an instant later, and she quickly turned and left because she didn't want anyone to see her cheeks were aflame. Maybe clever comebacks weren't her thing.


Chapter 3
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That evening, Kayla snuggled into the worn brown couch in the middle of her mom's living room, wearing the "They Should've Let the Goat In" Cubs shirt Robbie had given years before, with her legs tucked underneath her, and a dessert dish with a hefty serving of flan nestled in her arms. It would be her last piece she promised with an indulgent sigh. Her mom was such a good baker. Feeling a need for mindless entertainment, she hit play on a Mexican novela her mother had recorded and quickly became engrossed in the worn storyline she usually mocked.

Maria, the main character, had been shoved off a cliff by Yesenia, the evil ex-lover of Mariana's one true love, Gustavo. And though Mariana had broken every single bone in her body, and her face had been crushed beyond recognition, she'd gone through numerous plastic surgeries over the last six months and now looked beautiful again. In fact, she looked exactly the same as she had before. But when she came back to wreak havoc on the lives of everyone who'd wronged her, nobody seemed to recognize her. Not even her one true love.

Kayla sighed as a delicious piece of flan slid down her throat. "Maldita!" Mariana cried at Yesenia.

"Maldita!" Kayla repeated loudly, picturing Julia Hamilton.

"Kayla, don't curse in front of la Virgencita!" her mother's voice scolded from the doorway. She turned to see her mother, Graciela, standing at the front door and pointing to the Virgin Mary statue placed prominently in the center of the mantle underneath the TV. Her sister, her niece, and Robbie all marched past Graciela through the open door.

"Perdón." Kayla covered her mouth, feeling like a ten-year-old again. It was one of the few negatives of living with her mom. Tania walked up to her and snatched the flan from her hands before heading toward the kitchen in the back of the house.

"Maldita!" Kayla imitated Mariana's dramatic, piercing cry as she scrambled up off the couch and followed her.

"No, no more sweets! Our hips weren't made to take this type of abuse." Tania held the plate just out of reach, her sleek, fitted black suit and stern expression in strange contrast with the cute red checked curtains and cheery yellow walls behind her.

Robbie came up behind her and pretended to slap her butt, throwing her niece, Mia, into a fit of giggles. "I think you ate the whole pie," he said.

Kayla glared at them. "I'm going through a tough time, okay? No more full-time job. No more boyfriend. Try to understand instead of body-shaming me in front of an impressionable twelve-year-old." It was hard to hide her grin when she saw her words had the desired effect. Ha! Who was ashamed now? Tania reluctantly slid the plate her way, and Kayla swallowed her last bite lovingly. The last spoonful was always the most satisfying. "Why are you all here?" she asked.

Her mother pulled a bottle of sparkling cider from a paper bag, "We came home to celebrate this position Jake Kelly offered you. Jess called Robbie and Robbie called us."

"Jess's so excited, she already sent out a press release. She even mentions I'm your sister!" Tania, a meteorologist with the Chicago Weather Bureau and the weather woman for a local channel, had a healthy following of smitten fans.

"Mr. Kelly sounds like a very generous young man," her mother said as she tore the foil off the bottle's throat. The pay was generous, but it wouldn't be for many hours. Did her family understand that she would still be dead-broke? Probably. But it was in their nature to celebrate even the smallest piece of good news.

"Yeah, great pay. Ask him if he needs a meteorologist to predict the weather for him," Tania joked, as she served herself the biggest piece flan. Kayla took one look at the way her sister's perfectly tailored suit hugged her perfectly toned body and shot her a disgusted look.

"Or a dance instructor to teach him to really connect with people." Robbie smiled. That's when Kayla remembered Robbie's role the night of the dance festival.

"Robbie, did you know Jake Kelly was the guy you forced me to dance with that night a couple of months ago, at Chicago SummerDance?" she asked, walking up to him and watching his face.

"Yes." Robbie watched her just as closely.

"Why didn't you tell me last night, when I told you about this interview with him today?"

"I thought you knew." Robbie's eyes glittered, and Kayla knew he was lying.

"Well, I didn't."

"And what's the problem?" Robbie asked with a grin.

"Yeah, what's the problem?" Tania asked with a frown.

Kayla shrugged and looked away. "No problem. But he didn't recognize me, and my pride has taken enough of a beating lately."

At that, Robbie laughed. "I saw the way he was looking at you that night, and I doubt he didn't recognize you."

"How was he looking at her?" her mom asked with sparkling eyes.

"Yeah, how was he looking at her?" Tania repeated with narrowed eyes.

"I can't describe it in front of minors." Robbie winked.

"So not fair... I want to know how he was looking at her, too." Mia took the dessert dish from Tania and had a spoonful of flan.

"I swear he didn't recognize me. He drew a complete blank." Kayla gestured over her face with her hand.

"So what? I don't remember anyone I danced with that night. He must've made quite an impression on you if you remembered him." Tania raised both eyebrows.

"Well, I'm not sure I'll vote for him if he forgot my daughter." Their mother crossed her arms, and Kayla laughed.

"Let's just toast to Kayla's success and order some pizza already. I'm starving." Tania changed the subject.

"Pizza?" Kayla perked up. "From where?"

"From anywhere you want. It's your celebration." Tania came around and kissed her cheek.

"Lou Malantis'?" She salivated.

"Okay, anywhere you want, within a five-mile radius," Tania clarified.

"Giordano's," she decided, and a chorus of mmmms followed.

"Giordano's it is."

An hour later, they all sat around the living room, watching the end of the novela, each with a spoon in their hand, passing around another pan of flan.

"Can Mia and I stay over tonight?" Tania asked. "I'm too stuffed to move, let alone drive. And we want to spend time with Kayla."

"Of course," their mother agreed, and Kayla squeezed her sister's hand.

"By the way, how's Carrie?" she asked Robbie, thinking about his younger sister. Robbie and Carrie shared their late mother's house, which was right behind theirs.

"I barely see her anymore, and she gets mad if I ask her where she's been. She comes home really late and sometimes not at all." Robbie stifled a sigh, his concern palpable.

"Hm. Come to think of it, I haven't seen her much, either. Is she still in school?" Graciela asked.

"Yes, that much I know. She switched her major to marketing, and she seemed pretty excited about that."

The credits for the novela rolled, and Mia clicked back to local television. She Said, She Said was wrapping up, and with not much else to do, they all watched Gretel, Tess, and Samantha, a fun, a mismatched trio who hosted the popular local talk show. Today they were talking about politicians' personal lives, and a picture of Jake Kelly came on. Kayla squirmed in her seat. He really was handsome. In a cold, calculated kind of way.

"Madre mia, no wonder you remembered him," Graciela remarked.

"Why do you suppose mayoral candidate Jake Kelly has refused to come on our talk show, even though we've repeatedly invited him?" Gretel, the most serious, asked. With her sleek, slate grey pin-striped suit, she looked more like a high-powered attorney than a TV host of a popular show.

"I think he's afraid of us, and we just want to get to know him a little better." Samantha shrugged innocently. She was dressed in a pink sundress and sitting perfectly straight.

"Oh, I think he's terrified," Tess, the oldest and the most outrageous, agreed. With her feet curled under her long skirt, her wild, long silver hair falling over her shoulders, she was the youngest in spirit. "And since it appears he's decided to stay the heck away from us, I guess we'll just have to piece his personality together with what little details we have." She fake-sighed.

"We received a press release about him today." Gretel held up a piece of paper, "A paragraph about him hiring a musician to help him with one of his crusades. And while we admire his zeal for the city's public school system..."

"That's me!" Kayla enthused, surprised and delighted.

"We didn't really finish reading it," Gretel continued. "Just more black and white mumbo jumbo when what we want is to hear him describe his love for our city right here, in his own words." She crumpled up the press release, and Graciela gasped, indignant.

"But, we were then emailed photos of him and this musician, and boy did that catch our attention." Tess pretended to fan herself, and every muscle in Kayla's body tensed, wondering what in the hell they were talking about.

Then, full-screen pictures of her and Jake Kelly at Chicago SummerDance began to play. "Holy Mary Mother of—" Tania began.

"Tania, don't—" Graciela's stern voice began to interrupt, but less than a second later she was transfixed by the images on the TV. There Kayla and Jake were, looking deep into each other's eyes while holding each other close. The air stuck painfully to Kayla's lungs, and she struggled to breathe as she watched. In one particular picture, it looked as if he were getting ready to kiss her, and like she was just begging to be kissed. She shot up off the couch, feeling hot and uncomfortable.

"So that's how he was looking at you. It's got to be at least PG-13." Mia breathed out, her spoon halfway to her mouth.

Dizzy from not breathing, Kayla managed to tear her eyes away from the TV to look at Robbie. "Was it you?" she sputtered.

"No!" Robbie's hands shot up, eyes wide.

"Jake Kelly, we didn't know you had it in you to run hot! Care to come on the show and tell us a little more about these photos? Chicago just wants to get to know you," Samantha said with a smile.

"Well, viewers, you know we always end the show with a bang but be sure to stay tuned to your local news next. We hear Megan Cull has some interesting footage she recorded during a press conference today at Jake Kelly's campaign headquarters. You'll never believe who stole the show." Tess singsonged the last sentence.

Horror-stricken, Kayla couldn't do anything but stare at the TV. She knew who'd stolen the show. Her phone buzzed, and her gaze slid down. It was a message from Jess: Is there something you forgot to tell me???!!!

* * *

It was almost six p.m. and Jake and Marcus were still working. When Filip invited them across the street to have tacos and nachos with some of the local kids, they quickly agreed, knowing Filip wouldn't go home until he was sure they'd eaten. Alana, Filip's wife of forty-five years, had passed away last year, and he was never in a hurry to go home anymore.

"I want you to know that Kayla is an amazing young woman. You'll enjoy working with her," Filip remarked as they crossed the street.

Kayla. Kayla Diaz. Or Miss Diaz as Jake planned on calling her. He needed to put that distance between them. Something about her disrupted his sense of control. And he knew that men who let women have any kind of power over them ended up failing in their commitments. His own father had taught him that lesson well, by abandoning his family and devastating his wife one too many times over nothing more than lust.

"I'll only need three meetings, about two hours each, to pick her brain and discuss ideas. I don't need to enjoy working with her," Jake replied.

"Still. I know you like to surround yourself with loyal, honest people, and that's my Kayla."

My Kayla? Did Filip adopt everyone?

They reached the entrance, and the spicy scent of South Side Taqueria wafted out to beckon them in. "Did you tell them to put the order on my tab?" Jake asked, suddenly remembering Filip liked to treat the kids with his own money.

"My fireman's pension is more than enough to treat these kids to a fun meal now and then. It makes me feel useful."

Jake quickly backed off. He didn't want his friend spending his own money, but he understood. Filip often told him about his family's roots in Chicago. From the very beginning, Nowaks had a proud history of doing honest work and being helpful to their community. They'd worked in everything from the Michigan Canal, the railroad, the steel mills, and the lumber wharves, to the public school system, and the police and fire departments. Jake knew Filip wouldn't be happy if he didn't feel he was personally contributing.

They sat down at the rec room table Marcus had claimed, and Jake welcomed the noisy atmosphere. A couple of kids were playing air hockey, and a few teen girls were sitting around watching the annoying hosts of She Said, She Said. Others were hanging out, their homework already completed with the help of volunteer tutors.

"So, tell me, when are you both finally going to find wonderful women to marry and make happy homes and happy babies?" Filip asked, before biting into a soft chicken taco.

"Never," Jake answered.

"In five years, when I've helped enough politicians win high profile races, and a news network hires me as a senior political analyst. I'll be teaching political science at a local college, and married to a seriously smart, seriously gorgeous woman, and have a house full of beautiful babies. I'll invite you two over, and we can sit by my pool and barbecue," Marcus answered, quite seriously. Jake and Marcus had met as freshmen in college, and Marcus had immediately outlined his twenty-year plan.

"So Jake, am I to die and not bounce your children on my knee?" Filip asked.

"Yes, you and my mother both. You can shake your heads at me from the great beyond and have long, detailed discussions about what's wrong with me," Jake said with an affectionate smile.

For a moment, Filip just concentrated on his taco. When he finished it off, he wiped his hands on a napkin, leaned back as if lost in thought and said, "My father used to smoke these rich, sweet-smelling Arturo Fuente cigars he'd buy at Old Town every once in a while, when he felt the need to indulge in something special. After he died there were several times when I wasn't sure what my next step in life would be, and I wished badly he could be there, to help guide me. And I tell you that the scent of those particular cigars would reach me in those times and suddenly I would know what I needed to do. How am I going to reach you, Jake, when I'm no longer here? The good Lord knows you need more help than I ever did."

Jake put his taco down and swallowed uncomfortably. To hear Filip discuss his death so casually made him lose his appetite. "I don't know, Filip," Jake he said, wanting to rid himself of the awful feeling. "I'm not sure what scent reminds me of you." He pretended to take a whiff and said, "Bengay, maybe? With... a hint of Vicks VapoRub? It's not exactly the sweet smell of cigars, Filip, but I guess it'll have to do."

Marcus laughed, too and Filip chuckled, shaking his head at the lost cause that was Jake.

The older man had been in Jake's life since he was a young boy. He'd been seriously injured in the line of duty during a warehouse fire, but he'd been unwilling to stop working altogether. Jake's father had hired him as the superintendent of one of his buildings; the one Jake and his mother lived in on Chicago's Gold Coast. Jake had been only ten, but they had become fast friends, with Jake following Filip everywhere. Fixing leaky pipes and broken locks, painting, finding short circuits, and everything else Filip had been hired to do had been far more interesting to Jake than any video game.

And seeing the pride, Filip took in every job and listening to his ideas of what a good citizen should be made him think hard about his own decisions and his future.

Laughter from one end of the room brought Jake back to the present and to his taco. He tried to take a bite.

"Dang Jake, that's hot!" a voice rang out.

"Caliente!" Another yelled. A few whistled.

Jake looked up to see what they were talking about. His mouth went instantly dry, and he again found he was unable to swallow.

There, on the large screen, was a picture of him and Kayla. He was leaning toward her and looking into her eyes. The taco crumbled in his hand as four admittedly captivating pictures of two people completely into each other flashed on the screen.

The images on the screen now gone, Jake couldn't hear what the women of She Said, She Said was saying because the entire rec room had erupted into catcalls and whistles.

"Is there, uh, something you forgot to tell me?" Marcus asked. Filip laughed.

* * *

Later that night, after Graciela and Mia had gone to bed, Tania and Kayla Googled Jake Kelly. Kayla had been away almost three years, and she didn't know anything about the Chicago political scene and its players.

The shock of having been on She Said, She Said and on a small segment of the evening news had not worn off, but she did feel a little better about it because Jess had been right; the fact that Jake had hired her, and that she had accepted, despite a very vocal disagreement during his press conference had gone over well. Both newscasters had commended both him and her over it. And Tania had assured her that although the public would be curious about the pictures and over what her "real" relationship with Jake was for a few days, the attention would soon wear off. Nothing lasted long in today's news cycle, and that, Kayla knew, was true. Despite still feeling uneasy, her only choice was to deal with whatever came her way.

"Wow, look at his mother." Tania broke into her thoughts. Kayla's eyes widened. It was obvious Patricia Kelly had gone through numerous plastic surgeries. The skin around her eyes, mouth, and forehead was too tight, and the lift of her eyelids and eyebrows gave her a look of being perpetually surprised.

The picture was part of an article about how Jake's late father had left them numerous times, always coming back, until five years before he died. He left permanently that time, filing for divorce and then quickly marrying a much younger woman. It was then that Patty, as the first Mrs. Kelly was known to her friends, began going through her surgeries.

How sad, Kayla thought, remembering how her own father's eyes had shone every evening when he came home to his wife and family.

The article said Jake was very close to his mother and very protective of her. Interestingly, Edward Kelly had changed his will a few months before his death and left very little to his new wife, who in turn married her chauffeur and moved to London a few weeks after the funeral.

It was like one of the novelas her mother so enjoyed, but in a reality where people, like Jake and his mom, got hurt.

"You know, I remember how disliked his father was," Tania said thoughtfully, tapping the picture of Edward Kelly on the screen. "He went into poorer neighborhoods that held potential because of their proximity to the loop, bought up property, forced tenants out by underhanded means, and then tore buildings down to build luxury condos instead." That was so awful. Kayla thought about how Jake had instead focused his efforts on mixed-income developments that helped neighborhoods. It was so needed! But his opponents minimized his successes by pointing out he’d used his “daddy’s money”, and they now accused him of using it all as a jumping board for politics. Hopefully, she’d figure him out.

"Will you be volunteering with school music departments again?” her sister asked.

Kayla nodded. "Yes. I have to find the time."

She listened to Tania, read the stories, and looked at the pictures, completely engrossed in the story of a life so different from her own, unable to understand why her memory of the night they danced was colored in such a rosy glow. She wondered how Jake Kelly had reacted to tonight's evening news. He had no choice but to remember her now, but it didn't matter. Clearly, she hadn't made the impact on him that he'd made on her. Bad for her pride, but good for their working relationship.


Chapter 4

[image: flourish]

"WKIX, WHCH and the Tribune all held informal polls during the weekend, and your numbers are up in each and every category where you were down!" A pumped-up Jess threw her purse onto a chair the moment she and Kayla stepped into Jake's office. "People love that Kayla is so different from the women you're usually associated with and that you tolerated her putting you in your place like that!" Jess's huge Cheshire cat grin wavered when she noticed both Jake and Kayla were glaring at her. She piped down. "Politically speaking, it's good news," she added in a smaller voice.

Social media had grabbed onto the story, and the pictures had been printed in the society pages of Sunday's Tribune under the caption: "Cold fish Jake Kelly linked to smart, talented, beautiful and feisty Kayla Diaz." Kayla had to admit she was flattered, and her battered pride was battered no more, but her stomach was tied up in knots. The entire city seemed to think that she and Jake were romantically involved. And they liked it. She didn't want that kind of attention.

"I'm sorry I didn't recognize you," Jake's voice cut through her thoughts. She met his troublesome eyes—troublesome because one look from him made her tingle, annoying her to no end—and offered him a conciliatory nod. "I should have," he continued. "Because that was my one and only dance lesson, ever, but I've never been good with faces."

So. He should've remembered because it was his "one and only dance lesson, ever." Not because of any other reason. Well. At least he'd apologized. The politician in him probably recognized no woman wanted to be forgotten. And she didn't want him feeling the way she'd felt anyway. Two people sharing a transitory physical attraction could spell trouble for a working relationship. And for life in general.

"Neither of you recognized each other? For real?" Marcus held the paper up for them to see. The photographer had caught them at an unfortunate moment in the lesson. It was like looking at one of the iconic stills of Baby and Johnny in the movie Dirty Dancing. With the roles of teacher and student reversed.

Kayla stifled and sigh and wished she could lie, but Jess knew her too well. Reluctantly, she admitted, "I recognized him, but it was obvious he didn't recognize me, so I didn't mention it. It wasn't at all important or relevant, anyway. It was only a dance lesson—one of three I taught that night."

Marcus looked at Jake and shook his head. "I can't believe you didn't recognize her, I mean, your eyes seem to be boring into her in this picture."

Marcus had apologized profusely in the parking lot where he met Kayla and Jess for not being fully on board, and she'd thought him mature. Now she wasn't so sure.

"That's the way you're supposed to dance salsa like you're into each other. He was following my regular instructions," Kayla explained, eager now to get any awkwardness between her and Jake out of the way. At the moment, she couldn't even look at him.

Jess let out a swish of satisfied breath and looked around her as if at peace with the entire world. "You know, I had a feeling you would be good for the campaign, which is weird because your actual role in the grand scheme of things is really quite small, but I'm telling you I just knew."

Kayla's phone buzzed, and although she would have ignored it under normal work-related circumstances, she needed something to focus on other than Jess's zeal and Jake's indifference. She glanced down. Good to know you'd moved on even before I'd even let you go, the dramatic message read. Kayla groaned under breath.

"What's the matter?" Jess asked before peering over her shoulder. "Oh. Dang it. I'd forgotten about Brandon," she said.

"Who's Brandon?" Marcus asked.

"Brandon is... Kayla's quasi-ex-boyfriend."

Kayla looked up to see Jake's eyes were on her, watching her intently.

A moment later, he got up. "All right, guys, that's enough, we need to get to work," he said. "Jess, please release a statement that Miss Diaz and I only have a working relationship. This will all die down soon enough."

Jess frowned. "Why do we have to say anything at all?" she asked, clearly not wanting to put a lid on the positive press.

Exasperation made Kayla say, "Because I need Brandon to know there's absolutely nothing between me and Mr. Kelly except a working relationship, which will soon be over."

"Well, at least the whole thing brought attention to the music program you'd establish if you're elected," Jess muttered.

"Right, so if you'll excuse us, Miss Diaz and I need to get down to business."

* * *

Jess and Marcus left, and Jake looked away from Kayla's troubled eyes. What the hell was a quasi-ex-boyfriend? And, more importantly, why did he care?

He pushed both thoughts away and motioned Kayla over to the glass-top conference table where they'd be working. She picked up her briefcase and walked over, her pencil skirt revealing hips that swayed gently with every step. He took a deep breath, looked up at the ceiling, and cursed inwardly. It was Monday, and he had tons of work to do. He didn't have time to be distracted by swaying hips.

The only reason he'd agreed to meet with her so early the first day of the week was that he knew she'd be able to catch a ride with Jess that way. For some bizarre reason, the idea of her lugging around that violin case and an overflowing briefcase of hers all over Chicago's Transit System bothered him. "All right Miss Diaz, where do you think we should start?" he asked, sitting down.

"Please, call me Kayla," she said, and walk past him again to sit down at the opposite side of the table. She opened her briefcase, took out a few pages, and tried to pass them to him, stretching as far across the table as she could. He would've had to stretch, too, to reach them, but he was unwilling to look ridiculous. "Miss Diaz, don't you think it makes sense for you to sit closer? I know we keep getting off to bad starts, but I don't bite." The look she gave him told him she didn't quite believe him, but she got up and sat closer to him anyway, and quickly delved into an introduction of her ideas, her demeanor now formal and detached.

Little by little, though, as she dug deeper into a subject matter she was clearly passionate about, her formality gave way to unbridled enthusiasm. Jake was drawn in by both her knowledge and vibrancy and after asking a few questions, he sat back and watched her speak. Her eyes shone, and she had a tendency to use gestures to punctuate her speech, but her movements were graceful. It was difficult to take his eyes off of her.

When they got to the drier budget and numbers part, Jake learned she had a quick mind, capable of turning the problems he threw at her around in her head and coming up with possible solutions in no time. But inexplicably, the more they got into the technical, numerical side of things—usually his favorite side, the more he wanted to see her animated again.

"And at what age did you begin to play?" he asked, careful to keep his tone sedate as if he were merely trying to further understand the world of children and instruments. And he was immediately rewarded with a soft smile.

"Third grade. I was so fortunate. My mom was able to get me into a school with a music program when I began to show an interest. It was further away, but my dad worked a second shift, and was able to take me."

"They must be really proud, your parents," he said and looked back down at the page in front of him to signal the end of that little segment of conversation. It was better not to get personal. Too late he remembered Jess had told him Kayla's father had been a policeman, killed in the line of duty.

"They were. I mean, my mom still is, and my dad really was..." she hesitated before taking a quick breath and saying, "But he died eleven years ago, and I was only fifteen, so he didn't really get to see how his dedication paid off."

"I'm sorry," he said, and fixed his gaze on her, hoping she'd see he was sincere.

She nodded and picked up the page in front of her. They went back to numbers for a while, Kayla detailing the budget she'd worked with in Pittsburgh and the deficiencies she'd felt the program there had. But curiosity about her got the better of him again. He cleared his throat. "Jess mentioned you just moved back, are you planning to stay here in Chicago?"

"I want to," she replied, her expressive eyes taking on a worried look. "I adore my family, and I love this city. I'm connected to it, here," she said, touching her heart. "And I feel like I'm never as alive anywhere else. But it's not up to me. It depends on where my career will take me."

Jake searched her eyes, surprised at how well he understood the emotions behind them. "I understand. I could never live anywhere else." It came out with more feeling than he'd intended and made him realize, once again, that he had to stick to the technical stuff.

But now she had questions, too, about his favorite local restaurants, bands, and haunts. He tried short answers and pointed looks to bring her back to the subject at hand, while she waved away his dismissals, teasing that she would shave ten minutes off her bill if he'd tell her where it was he'd found fresh avocados.

She made a note of a Taqueria he frequented and seemed surprised he preferred authentic hole-in-the-wall dives to expensive restaurants. "I had you pegged as someone who only frequented establishments where fish eggs with a sprig of something exotic on the side were considered dinner." Despite himself, he laughed.

They didn't frequent the same places, but he soon realized that, like him, she thrived on new experiences. He had questions about places she'd mentioned and pretty soon, they'd veered off subject completely.

They'd both been to every festival the city offered. To her, the Chinese Moon Festival was enchanting with its inspired legends. To him, it was all about the moon cakes. She loved the color and wonderful noise of the Cinco de Mayo, Puerto Rico, and St. Patrick's parades, while he enjoyed getting lost in the crowds, eating fantastic food, and watching people interact.

"I sometimes feel like I can travel the world on the L," Kayla said, her eyes smiling.

Jake nodded in understanding.

"You've taken the L?" she asked.

"Of course."

"What's your favorite station?" Kayla asked.

Jake shook his head at her for testing him. "Pilsen," he replied. "And you're guilty of judging me."

"You're right. I'm sorry. But why Pilsen?"

"Because of its mosaics," he said with a smile, knowing she still didn't believe him. "They're different from the sleek modern looks I grew up with."

She beamed at him then, satisfied he was telling the truth. "I like Pilsen too. My dad's side of the family is from there, but my favorite is Quincy, because of the old ad posters. The whole station makes me feel like I've entered a time warp."

"I'll have to go back there and picture it that way. Where's your family originally from?" he asked.

"My mom's family is mainly from Puerto Rico, and my dad's is mainly from Mexico. How about you? Kelly is an Irish last name, right?"

He nodded and smiled. "And my mom's family can trace some of their roots back to the Mayflower." For a moment, he found himself going back in time, wondering what it would've been like to share his teenage adventures through Chicago's eclectic neighborhoods with someone as warm and spirited as Kayla. The thought brought on an unexpected and unusual pang in his chest.

When he caught her watching him, he looked down, worried that she'd somehow read his thoughts, and saw a page full of numbers. Numbers were easy. They made sense. He purposefully glanced at his watch and reminded her they had work in front of them. Kayla immediately agreed, shuffling through her papers to take him through her next idea.

And for a while, they were safe and distant. Until...

Her head shot up. "What do you mean rent out the instruments?"

"The rental rate will be dependent on the family's income, using the allocation model you just described."

"I meant to imply that kids should be able to borrow the instrument, fee-free."

"It's an incredibly low fee, and trust me, it'll make a difference in how well they take care of the instrument, and how much they'll be encouraged to practice by their parents." He sat back, arms crossed.

"It'll also make a difference in how many children will actually benefit from the program. Trust me, some parents will simply say no because they'd rather spend the money elsewhere." Kayla's voice went up a notch.

"I promise you, the rent will be low enough that they can afford it," he calmly stated.

"Right, of course, because you know what most families can and can't afford." She scraped her chair back and stood up.

Jake looked up at her. "As a matter of fact, I do. I meet with them on a regular basis, and I help them manage their budgets." Unlike her, Kayla, his voice was calm and controlled. Hopefully, she'd take note. "Studies show parents and students are more responsive when there's a fee. Instruments are expensive, as you well know, Miss Diaz, and insurance won't cover every loss and repair."

"Well, reality isn't black and white, on paper, and in neat little rows of numbers! Numbers are important, but they don't the full story. Reality is that some students won't be able to benefit from the program because of your little fee. We both know there are people in all walks of life who choose their wants over their families' needs, but when there's not enough money in the home to boot, it means that gambling or alcohol or whatever comes before a kid's instrument or sports fees or... or whatever!" She had begun to pace and gesture, and the fact that the press had described her as feisty came to mind.

"We haven't even discussed what the fee would be, but you're already rejecting it out of hand," he pointed out, and before he knew what he was doing, he was standing up, too.

"Because I don't want interested kids shut out of the program! When kids have nothing to do, they get into trouble. If anyone who wants to learn is given unrestricted access, they might learn a new talent instead. It's the same with sports." She took a step toward him, her fiery gold-brown eyes pleading, and he remembered that's how they'd shone when he'd pulled her closer, as they'd danced. It made him realize she was passionate about the program, and not necessarily angry. But her feelings were clouding her judgment.

"They won't be shut out," he said, stepping closer, willing her to understand. His gaze strayed to her pretty pout. "And you are way too emotional about this." Working with her had not been a good idea. Already they were at a standstill.

"At least I have emotions!" She glared up at him.

"Really? That's your comeback? You're unreasonable."

"So now I'm unreasonable, too? All because I care about these kids and want them to have a real shot?"

"I care, too!" he exclaimed, taking another step toward her, his emotions finally getting the better of him, too.

"Do you?" Her voice was soft, but her tone betrayed she wasn't sure she could believe him.

"Yes." He stared down at her, searching her eyes until it felt like the rest of the world had disappeared.

A cough sounded. Startled, they both looked toward the door. Jess was standing there. "I thought you'd like to know the reporter who's going to talk to the kids is here. She's waiting, just outside, with the photographer, and they both heard you shouting," Jess whispered furiously.

"We weren't shouting," he said.

"Uh, definitely not when I came in." She looked from one to the other. "But your voices were raised before that."

Jake looked at his watch, it was fifteen to ten. "They're early," he said. And they were supposed to wait for him across the street, at the youth center, he silently added.

"Wrap it up, and I'll take them across the street and meet you there." Jess gave him a look and shut the door.

Jake looked and stifled a sigh. "We'll figure this out, okay?"

* * *

Kayla's breathing was shallow, and she wanted desperately to hide it. One moment he was ice, and the next fire. Now he seemed almost normal. Not that it mattered. "All right." She calmed her breathing. "My dad always said we should be the change we want to see, and I always wish public servants could find a middle ground, that we could all see that other concerns and opinions matter. It'll be hard to let go, but I'm sure we can find a middle ground."

They looked into each other's eyes again, and then both abruptly turned away. Kayla gathered her things, he opened the door for her and followed her out.

"I asked Grandpa Filip to take the reporters across the street, since he's the one charmer among us, and then one of the volunteers will take over," Jess told Jake as soon as they were in the main room.

Marcus turned to Kayla. "So. You're Tania Diaz's sister." His demeanor oh-so-casual, but his eyes betrayed his interest.

"Yes, but, trust me, you don't want to go there," Kayla said, catching Jess's eye.

"Go where? It's just a question."

"Oh, she knows where you're going with your question, you've got that look in your eye, and it ain't happenin'. Tania has sworn off men," Jess explained.

"Just men?"

"Yes. Men, dates, romantic interests. All of it." Kayla looked at him. "And she'd probably dislike you in particular—you've got a little too much of that Taye Diggs thing going on." She wiggled her fingers at him. "And she's especially sworn off good-looking men. So, yes, I'm Tania Diaz's sister, and yes, she's single, but no, I won't introduce her to you. It's for your own good."

Marcus shot them a dubious look. "So not introducing me to a beautiful and intelligent woman is for my own good?"

Kayla sighed. "I know, it's a shame, she really does have it all. She's scary smart—"

"Scary being the operative word," Jess interrupted.

"And she's wicked funny," Kayla continued.

"Wicked being the operative word."

"Oh, and she's freakishly perceptive," Kayla finished.

"Let me guess, freak being the operative word?" Marcus said. "What about you? Are you a smart, beautiful man-hater like your sister?" he asked Kayla.

"Tania's not a man-hater, she's more of an avid man-avoider," Jess explained, and then, with the devil's own glint in her eye, she added, "And hate implies passion. Kayla here has recently been semi-dumped for showing a lack of passion. So no, she doesn't have the nature for man-hating in her."

Kayla's jaw dropped. What in the ever-living hell had possessed Jess to say that? She wanted to glare at her friend until she melted. So why her eyes went to Jake instead of to Jess, she couldn't say. And why her stomach flipped all over the place when Jake looked back at her, a disbelieving eyebrow raised, further stumped her. With one cold and quick, "See you next week," she left.

Filip was across the street, and he offered Kayla a tour of Chicago Youth Works' rec center and classrooms.

When they were finished with the tour, Kayla walked in a circle in the middle of the blue and beige rec room, taking it all in. Everything around her spoke of comfort and purpose; the worn sofas and billiard, air hockey, and foosball tables, the private rooms in which children received tutoring, and, outside, the basketball court and park. Filip had said there was a second, very colorful center in Pilsen, and Kayla hoped to one day see that one, too.

Distant, but involved? No, she didn't understand Jake. All she knew was that he unnerved her. When he'd been standing close to her, arguing so calmly, she'd been torn between pounding him on the chest or tugging hard on his shirt to pull him closer—to make him listen to her again, the way he had when they'd been talking about the city, both seemingly enveloped in a strange cloud of intimacy.

Later, as she walked to the bus stop, she caught sight of Jake, Marcus, another man and a few teenage boys playing football. Shirts vs. skins. And, because life was unfair as of late, Jake had to be skins. And, because life was unfair as of late, he had to have the upper body of a god. Breathless and flustered, she was thankful she'd have a full week to get her act together.

* * *

Kayla forgot all about her frustrations the next day. She'd finally be rehearsing with a full, nationally renowned orchestra. The fact that she wasn't getting paid for it seemed like a minor detail. Playing was all that mattered. Her heartbeat picked up as she made her way to the rehearsal hall, the sounds of musicians fine-tuning their instruments elating her.

The first person she, when she walked through the door, was Julia Hamilton. Julia looked up when the door swung open, and then quickly looked away. Everyone was gathered either in small groups or pairs, but Julia sat alone, tuning her violin.

Michelle Moynihan caught sight of Kayla and motioned her over. Surrounded by a couple of musicians Kayla didn't yet know, she said, "You're going to love this; you've got your first gig!" She introduced Kayla to a viola player named Ralph, and then to Simone, a cello player. Michelle explained they were part of a string quartet she'd been asked to put together, and she wanted Kayla to join. "But we've been asked to play this Friday night, so we're going to have to meet every evening this week to practice until at least midnight."

Kayla closed her eyes for a brief moment and let the prospect of having a little more income relieve some of the anxiety she'd been holding in.

"Tell us more about the gig," Ralph requested.

"It's a private fundraiser for mayoral candidate Jake Kelly. Simone got us the gig."

Kayla's eyes snapped open. Jake Kelly?

"That's right," Simone agreed distractedly. She was busy studying Kayla. "Wait—aren't you and Jake Kelly dating or something? I wonder why he didn't go through you."

"Because we're very much not dating. We barely know each other. Anything or everything you saw on the news was the result of a series of chance events."

Ralph's eyes began to dance. "And being invited to play at his fundraiser is another part in this series?"

The thought that she should try to get out of playing at the event crossed her mind and was quickly squashed. It would be ungracious, and she'd never get invited to play with them again. Gathering her defenses, she shot them what she hoped was an amused smile and said, "It appears to be. Yes." She caught Julia's eye then and tried to direct a more sincere smile her way, to show there were no hard feelings, but the young woman's eyes had darted away.


Chapter 5
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Kayla arrived at the Lincoln Park address half an hour before the fundraiser was scheduled to begin. The event was being held in a historical, picturesque brick home with an old-fashioned, wrought iron fence guarding the front yard. Ivy lined the sides of the home, and there was a riot of colorful flowers in every window box. Kayla was thoroughly charmed.

Inside, she was shown into a spacious parlor off a long, narrow hallway. Simone was already there, speaking to an elderly woman. As planned, they were dressed identically in floor-length black satin skirts and white blouses, with their hair in French braids.

Four chairs were set up in a diagonal line to the left of the room, and she gathered that's where they'd play. To the right were six silver-blue clothed round tables set off by intimate, softly glowing candles in their center. The wood-paneled walls and a magnificent marble fire place made the room seem cozy despite its size. She wondered if Jake Kelly was there and wished he wouldn't arrive until she was already sitting down, lost in the music. No doubt he would notice her, but hopefully, he'd leave her to her playing and go schmooze with the guests who'd paid to be here and spend time with him.

Ralph walked in, and Kayla smiled at how handsome he looked in his black suit. He wanted everyone to believe he was a rebel without a cause, but his baby-face looks were more High School Musical than Woodstock. Though she'd gotten to know most members of the orchestra over the long hours of practice, she'd especially warmed up to the members of the string quartet. Their personalities meshed well, and they'd shared a lot of thoughts and personal history during the long after-hour practice sessions.

Michelle arrived next, and soon the newly formed string quartet was playing as if they'd been together for years. Kayla forgot all about Jake Kelly as Mozart's "String Quartet in G Major" streamed from her instrument. As people filed into the room, they played pieces by Schubert and Brahms. When they put their instruments down to change their sheet music, Kayla realized the room was now full. There must've been at least sixty people gathered, and she wondered if Jess was there. It hit her that she'd been so busy practicing, she hadn't found time to call her friend to find out if she'd be there with Jake Kelly. Out of the corner of her eye, she caught a glimpse of Marcus talking to a man in a dark suit, red tie, and ponytail.

As agreed, they began playing a more modern fare, beginning with Kayla's personal favorite of the music they'd be playing that night. The hauntingly beautiful sounds of Jean Sibelius's violin concerto began flowing from her instrument, and a feeling of exhilaration filled her heart.

Depending on the music, Kayla sometimes felt as though she was soaring across the sky one moment, then dipping and gliding the next. Sometimes she felt as though she was flying fast and low. Tonight, the music was all about spiraling, and it felt both exciting and ominous.

* * *

Jake Kelly arrived to the sounds of stringed instruments and a marathon of whispered names and instructions by Marcus. No sooner was Marcus finished than people began taking turns to greet him and subtly press for time so they could, in turn, not-so-subtly press their issues. Because the activity was a fundraiser and the required donations were steep, attendees had to be well-to-do citizens. Not wanting to owe anyone favors he couldn't or wouldn't repay, Jake had hand-picked the attendees. All were outstanding leaders and citizens with no hidden agendas, only legitimate concerns. Jake carefully listened to and answered people's concerns and questions.

He caught sight of his mother and her best friend, Regina White, the woman who was hosting the event. Both women came up to greet him with warm hugs and pride in their eyes. He chatted with them for a few minutes, and they introduced him to a few friends.

Jake then joined a conversation about the local real estate market. A popular topic, a few more people soon joined in, expressing their concern over the effect tardy mortgages had on the local economy. A stuck-up old-money local banker Jake was sure he hadn't invited rocked back on his heels and puffed his chest out as if he was about to say something that would change the world. Instead, he made everyone around him aware of his self-importance and ignorance. Jake was about to speak up again, but someone in front of him shifted and gave him an unobstructed view of the string quartet. He was struck dumb in a way he was wholly unaccustomed to.

Kayla was playing, and the soft emotions reflected in every one of her features drew him in and made him wonder. He must've stared at her a moment too long because Marcus cleared his throat meaningfully. Jake turned back to the small crowd, said his bit on the real estate market, and slipped away.

He joined his mother and some of her friends again, positioning himself near the string quartet, trying to single out the sounds coming from Kayla's violin. Different feelings seemed to pour out of her instrument, and he felt strangely protective of her. The second the melody ended, she pinned with her gaze, her eyes questioning. He turned away, the people and sounds in the room coming into sharp focus again.

* * *

Heat rose and fell in Kayla's cheeks. Jake had been staring at her. No doubt his ego assumed that she was actively looking for ways to turn up in his life. As soon as she'd been able to, she'd stared steadily back at him, to show him she had nothing to hide. But the look on his face had been hard to read.

She caught Michelle studying her and was about to share a smile with her new friend to show her all was well when someone tapped her shoulder.

"Why, you're that violinist. I hadn't paid much attention to the news, though, to be sure, you seemed to have brains and spunk, and that did catch my attention, but just barely, dear. Ever since he was named one of Chicago's top three most eligible bachelors, people have been linking him to someone or other. However, now that you're here, and I saw the way the two of you were looking at each other, dare I believe the reports are true?" She squeezed Kayla's hand, and recognition dawned on Kayla as she took in the woman's strange features. Her upper lip was a tad too full, her eyebrows too high, and her smile too stretched. The woman speaking to her was Jake Kelly's mother. And she was under the wrong impression.

"Uh, yes, I'm the musician your son hired as an advisor, but no—the reports are untrue, Mrs. Kelly. Your son and I are not dating. He was looking surprised to see me here, that's all." The quartet's first set was over, the group was waiting for her to join them for dinner, but Mrs. Kelly gave the impression of someone who was settling in for a chat. Kayla signaled for them to go on without her.

The older woman frowned. "You're saying he was not looking captivated by you?"

Kayla shook her head no. Whatever he'd been, it had definitely not been captivated.

"Bewitched, maybe?" Mrs. Kelly looked hopeful.

"No, Ma'am."

"But a well-regarded reporter wrote that you two were overheard arguing passionately on Monday," she pointed out.

"We were disagreeing passionately—about the scope of the music program."

"I'm beginning to feel like I'll never have any grandchildren. I simply adore music, and I had this sudden image of a musical grandchild!" She sighed resignedly before asking, "How do you feel about Stevie Nicks?"

The change in subject was so abrupt, Kayla laughed. "I love her."

Mrs. Kelly smiled excitedly. "Well, I'm in the mood for 'Landslide,' do you think you can play it for me?"

Kayla hesitated. How strange to play for an audience of one in a crowded room.

"Oh, they won't even notice!" Mrs. Kelly exclaimed, correctly interpreting her thoughts. "Come over here, and it will just be the two of us." She led Kayla away from the crowd to a bench at the end of the hallway. "How did you know I was Jake Kelly's mother?" she asked when they sat down.

"Well... I looked up your son when he gave me the job, and I saw a few pictures of the two of you together."

"I do have a face you won't soon forget." She sighed again. "It's my scarlet letter. My face is my warning to all women: don't be insecure!" She was so earnest and so sincere that Kayla found she liked the woman and was eager to play for her.

She played a soft rendition of "Landslide," with Mrs. Kelly singing the words under her breath. When the song was over, the older woman squeezed Kayla's hand again. "All worthwhile philosophy should be lyricized and put to music, don't you agree?"

Kayla smiled. "I do."

"Call me Patty, please. Now tell me, are your parents or grandparents musical? Is this something that is inherited? Or do—"

They were interrupted by Marcus, who'd brought over two heaping plates of food. "We wouldn't want you to forget to eat while you entertain the lovely Mrs. Kelly." He winked.

* * *

When the quartet finished their second set, they looked around to see the event was basically over, and it was time to gather their things and leave. They went out into the hallway and said their goodbyes. Simone and Michelle left immediately, Ralph stayed behind to catch up with someone he knew, and Kayla rummaged through her purse to find her cell phone.

"Do you need a ride home?" Jake's baritone sounded behind her, and the skin on Kayla's neck prickled in response.

"No, thank you," she said over her shoulder in what she hoped was a polite and detached voice.

"Are you taking the bus or the train?"

Kayla slowly turned around. The truth was that she was taking the bus, but her mother thought she had a ride. Kayla hated to lie, but her mom couldn't see well enough at night to pick her up, and she didn't want to worry her. She decided a white-lie would do for Jake, as well. "I'm catching a ride with Ralph," she answered, motioning in her friend's direction.

At the same moment, Ralph shot out his hand and said, "My ride's here. Bye, Kayla!" Kayla froze.

Jake bit his lip in a failed effort to suppress a mocking smile. "Aren't you going to remind him he's supposed to be taking you with him?" He looked at her from under his eyelashes, and Kayla felt her belly dip and roll. Why did he have to be so good looking?

"No. If someone forgets me, they're not worth my time." She looked at him pointedly.

"Touché?" His eyes glimmered appreciatively. Kayla merely shrugged and looked away. "Look, speaking of time," he continued. "You'd save a lot of it if you allowed me to give you a ride."

Kayla closed her eyes. She was tired. A ride home would be infinitely preferable. And if they used the time to discuss the music program, it would cut some time off their next meeting; a definite plus. She was about to say that if he truly wouldn't mind, she'd accept and that they could spend the ride home working when a disturbing thought popped into her mind. What if he was offering her a ride to promote the idea that they were a couple? His approval ratings had improved in every demographic where he had previously been struggling—especially the demographics Kayla either fit or was in some way related to—since they'd been falsely linked together. Was he looking to raise those numbers a little more? Her stomach plummeted. She hated politics and what they did to some people. "No thank you, I'll take the bus. I like the bus."

"You'd rather take the bus?" He asked in disbelief.

"Well, you'd think that of all people, you would know that being seen in a car alone with me would only fuel rumors about us being a couple. I, for one, want to squash that rumor. It doesn't benefit me in the least." She looked up at him, knowing she was unable to hide she was hurt, but Jake seemed genuinely taken aback at her words.

Confused, Kayla shook her head and said, "Good night, Mr. Kelly, and thank you for the offer," in a softened voice, and walked to the door. But no sooner did she grab onto the bronze than he put his hand on the handle, too, covering her own small hand with his large and, surprisingly roughened palm.

"I'm offering you a ride because the idea of you lugging around the extra weight of a violin case and a huge, heavy bag onto buses and trains all over the city late at night when I can easily take you home bothers me, okay?" He was close, and his voice in her hair sent an exasperating little thrill down her spine.

Kayla took her hand off the handle and unwittingly wiped her sweaty palm on her skirt. Could he really be worried about her? Feeling rattled, she asked, "Do I look like a damsel in distress to you?"

"You? Hell no!" His answer was so quick and emphatic, she had to suppress a gurgle of laughter. "Look—I know you'll be fine, but it's eleven o'clock, and you do look tired. It would make me feel better to get you home faster. That's all it is."

"Then I accept your offer a ride. But only because it will make you feel better," she couldn't help teasing.

He smiled. "Thank you. It will. And since you're so concerned about being seen with me, we'll take my mother's car. I'll meet you on the corner to the left of the house in five minutes."

Minutes later, Kayla stepped into a sleek, gleaming black Mercedes Coupe. She sunk into the plush beige leather and a tired little sigh slipped out.

Jake grinned over at her. "I'm glad you admit you're more comfortable here with me than in a bus with a random stranger sitting next to you, Mrs. Diaz."

She turned in her seat. "I don't know. It might be more comfortable on the bus sitting next to a stranger than in a car sitting next to someone who refuses to call me by my given name. You haven't called me Kayla once. That whole 'Miss Diaz' thing is cold."

"Kayla," he said, his eyes blazing. "There. Do you feel better now?"

No. She swallowed. Breathless was not better. He seemed unaffected, even though he was clearly in a good mood. The fundraiser must've been a success. Jess had once said Jake Kelly had that debonair thing going on, and Kayla had seen that in him tonight. And now he was being dashing, as well, wanting to see her safely home.

"What car do you normally drive?" she asked when her thoughts began to bother her.

Jake cleared his throat. "A 1965 Shelby Cobra Roadster," he answered, trying to keep his voice level but failing miserably. It was dripping with typical male enthusiasm over his cool car.

"Wow. Impressive."

"Yes. It's a classic," he said, the last word almost reverent. She laughed, and he grinned, making her like him a little better.

"Do you mind if I turn the radio on?" Kayla asked, wanting something to take her mind off her reactions to Jake.

"Go ahead."

She pressed one of the preset buttons, and Billy Joel's softly melodic "She's Got A Way About Her" filled the car. "You know, a wise woman very recently told me all worth-while philosophy should be put to music." She sighed, wishing she had a way about her so that she could physically affect this man the way he physically affected her. Not because she wanted anything from him, God knew. Just for revenge. It wasn't fair she should suffer alone.

"You know, I think I know that woman," Jake said with a smile. "And she'd tell you that if you listen close enough, Billy Joel has the answer to everything."

"She has the soul of a musician," Kayla declared, adding, "Maybe you do, too."

He laughed. "Trust me, I don't. I can't play or sing worth a damn."

"It's not only about that, but it's also about allowing music to move you," she explained, thinking about how earnest he was about the music program.

"I'm not easily moved by anything. In fact, I might have the soul of an undertaker."

"Well, I'm not so sure about that." Kayla snuggled back into the seat and listened to Billy, thinking it was better if they didn't talk. It was bad enough being attracted to him, she didn't want to feel friendly toward him as well.

When they neared her neighborhood, she gave him final instructions on how to get to her street, finishing with, "It's the teal and red bungalow, you can't miss it."

"Teal and red?" he looked over at her again, both eyebrows raised.

"My mom likes crazy color schemes, and my dad loved making her happy. And now whenever she needs to paint the house, she can't bear to change the colors." Not thinking, she added, "She can't bear to change anything, really. The whole house is exactly the way it was eleven years ago."

Curious, Jake turned to her. "Like Miss Havisham in 'Great Expectations'?"

"No. She isn't half-mad, only a little eccentric and a lot in love."

"That'll do it."

"What'll do it?" Kayla asked.

"Love," Jake answered, and such a word, said with such a lack of emotion, seemed to hang in the air as if it didn't know what to do.

"I don't think it's love that does people in. It's passion that'll get you into trouble. People should concentrate on finding friendship and compatibility. That lasts."

"I guess you'd know," Jake remarked, just as Billy Joel began to croon "Leave a Tender Moment Alone."

"Uh, what's that supposed to mean?"

"Didn't a lack of passion get you, let's see... semi-dumped by your quasi-ex-boyfriend?" he smiled wickedly as he slowed the car down to glance at her.

Kayla felt her temper spike. It was a sensitive subject. "So, you aren't good with faces, but you can remember Jess's comment, word for word?"

"It caught my attention, that's all."

"Why?" she challenged.

"I've just never heard of a passionate, yet... sexless person before, that's all."

She opened and shut her mouth a few times before finding words. "Who said anything about me being sexless?" she finally demanded.

"Well, you're passionate about most things, right? So what else could this ex be talking about when he said you lacked passion?" He paused. "Teal and red, there it is."

"You know, on second thought, I think I prefer cold and distant Jake better than friendly Jake. Turns out friendly Jake is a bit of an ass. You can continue to call me Miss Diaz."

Jake laughed so hard he almost choked, and it made Kayla smile in spite of herself. Okay, so she liked friendly Jake. He was about to roll to a stop in front of her house when she saw a man sitting on her front steps, looking down at his phone. "Wait," she said, putting her hand on his arm.

Jake saw him, too. "Damn it, I think I know him. He's this popular blogger who sometimes attends press conferences."

"A blogger?" Kayla repeated, dumbfounded. "Are you sure? Maybe he's a burglar," she said, ever hopeful.

"I'll drop you off at the corner. Try to ignore him, and if you can't, don't let anything he says get to you. He'll know how to push your buttons, and he'll know just what to say to get you to do that overemotional thing that you do, so don't engage."

"Overemotional thing I do?" Kayla repeated.

Jake sighed. "Don't take it the wrong way. All I'm saying is that you can bet he studied the clip where you got angry at me at the press conference last Friday and that he spoke to the reporter who heard us arguing on Monday. If he's any good, and I believe he is, he'll know what to say to get to you riled up."

Kayla wanted to hit him over his clueless head with her violin case. "Has it occurred to you that if he knows how to get me 'riled up' it's because he studied you and asked the reporter who overheard us how it is that you made me angry?" They reached the corner, and she jumped out of the car and grabbed her stuff out of the back seat before he could answer. First, she was sexless, and now, she was overemotional? An overemotional person would have slammed the door of the car, which she didn't, but just barely. It was his mom's car, after all, and she was a doll.

When Kayla reached her house, she was hesitantly approached by the reporter. "Kayla Diaz? My name is Pete, and I write a blog about everything 'Chicago'. I've been trying to find out a little more about your relationship with Jake Kelly. Do you mind if I ask you a few questions?"

She ignored him, even though he came across as polite and decent.

"Look, I know he already issued a standard denial regarding a romantic relationship with you, but nobody ever believes those generic denials. If my readers hear it from you, too, we might officially put this thing to rest," he explained. To Kayla, he seemed reasonable. Jake was the overemotional one, acting as if this nice blogger was some insane paparazzo trying to get a scoop.

So Kayla decided to unemotionally explain, in no uncertain terms, that she and Jake Kelly were not and would never be romantically linked, and why, even though she didn't think that many people would tune into Peter's blog when there were so many blogs out there.

When she was finished, the front door opened and her mom stepped out. Pete got up. "Oh, I didn't know anyone was home," he said.

"I came downstairs to turn the lights on for Kayla and to reheat some chocolate Cortez for her. Are you Kayla's friend? Would you like some, too?"

* * *

Jake circled back to Kayla's house again to make sure she'd gotten in all right, only to see Kayla sitting down on her front steps with the blogger, both of them drinking out of mugs and laughing. What the hell part of "ignore him and don't say a word" did she not understand?


Chapter 6
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Jake watched, for the umpteenth time, the grainy, cell phone-recorded image of Kayla speaking to the blogger who'd been lurking around her house Friday night. The video, first posted on the man's blog, had made its way onto Jake's very own Facebook page over the weekend. Trolls, he felt, were a sinister bunch.

"Please believe me, if I were dating Jake Kelly, I'd own up to it. But he and I share absolutely no chemistry of that nature or any romantic connection whatsoever. We have nothing in common but a strong desire to expand the music program for our youth". She paused and smiled. "Well, that and the fact that I was once forced to give him a dance lesson. That's it."

Marcus hit pause, and Kayla's pretty and poised image froze on the screen. "Great. Kayla appears to be one of the few women aged twenty-four to sixty-five who is immune to his looks."

"That's not true! I'm immune to his charms," Jess said. "Especially today, he's in a really foul mood. And what organization is polling about his looks? I need to get my hands on that."

"Lots of people. On Twitter." Marcus grinned. "But I don't think we need to do any damage control on this, do you?" he asked.

"No." Jess grinned. "This is good. It takes some of the sheen off of that glossy image he has and helps people relate to him more. Jake's like a regular Joe now, dismissed by a pretty girl."

Filip, who'd been sitting at Jake's desk, laughed again, softly. He'd been doing quite a lot of his quiet laughing this morning, enjoying himself a little too much. Jake closed his eyes and swirled his tongue around his mouth before looking down at his watch.

"Kayla's here," Jess told him. "And I'm betting you want to wring her neck, but you should take it easy on her. She didn't ask for this kind of attention, she was just setting the record straight."

Out of nowhere, the thought of what he really wanted to do to Kayla came to mind: Back her up against the wall, and kiss her, and himself, senseless. No chemistry? No connection? Forced to dance with him? That was setting the record straight? "You look dangerous, Jake, please calm down." Filip walked over and put a hand on his shoulder.

* * *

Kayla had hitched a ride with Jess, who'd told her to wait outside so she could gauge Jake's mood. Kayla listened, relieved to learn that although Jake seemed to be in a bad mood, everyone else thought the video wouldn't do any harm.

Thinking it all right to go in now, she smoothed down the front of her pleated grey skirt and fitted, matching blazer, and stepped in. Her sister had lent her one of her outfits and Kayla felt empowered in it. She'd gone for a no-nonsense look today, wearing her hair in a neat bun at the nape of her neck. Knowing she looked put together and professionally made her feel better prepared to deal with Jake.

"Good morning!" Kayla walked in and greeted everyone with excessive cheer. She pointed to the television screen. "Oh, good, you saw that. Isn't it great this nice blogger only wanted to learn the truth? I just, um, didn't think he was so popular!"

"Do you know Tess from She Said, She Said?" Marcus asked, and Kayla nodded. "Well, your friend Pete there is Tess's son. She plugged his blog just once a few years back, and it turned out he was a really interesting blogger, so it's now the highest ranking blog about Chicago on every major search engine."

"Oh, well." Kayla didn't know what else to say and was almost grateful to be interrupted by Jake.

"Do you have to be anywhere else in the next four hours?" he asked.

"Let me look at my schedule today," Kayla said, keeping her peppy act up. "Let's see... I have practice with the string quartet near the Loop at 2:30, and I was going to meet my sister for lunch there at around 1:00, so I'd have to leave at... sure, I can stay."

"Good, then let's make this our last meeting. I think we can have everything hammered out today if we work double time, don't you?"

"Yes! Definitely," Kayla agreed. Jake's voice was cold and polite, but his eyes were smoldering. And she was supposed to be the overemotional one!

Jess turned to Jake. "But you have a meeting with—"

"Cancel it," Jake interrupted.

"But you never cancel—"

"Cancel it, please," Jake repeated, more firmly this time.

"Don't worry Mr. Kelly, after today, you'll probably never see me again." Kayla felt the need to reassure him.

"Except for The Endowment for the Arts Ebony and Ivory Charity Dinner the Friday after next. Don't forget; it's part of your contract," Marcus reminded her.

"Right. Except for that."

"Don't worry about it. You don't have to go," Jake said.

"Actually, I do. The presence of every member of the Second City Symphony is mandatory. Also, I want to volunteer for the program, to tutor students, and I’ll recruit others. If you win. Which you will! But that wouldn't be through you, would it?" Why couldn't she stop talking?

Marcus and Jess left, and Jake held out a chair. "Have a seat," he instructed; his lips tight, his expression glacial. He waited for her to sit before immediately picking up where they'd left off the week before. "I've been thinking it through, and I decided to meet you halfway. We can lower the instrument fee further to make it more of a symbolic fee." He slid a sheet of paper with amounts for each instrument to her.

Kayla looked at him, surprised, before looking down at the sheet. "Jake, this is good! I also thought it through, and some of what you said made sense. I wondered if we could meet somewhere in the middle. These symbolic fees are low enough that a concerned adult or—or maybe a community grant can cover them if a child has an apathetic guardian, but the child will know someone believes in them and is investing in them, either way."

Jake put his pen down and stared at her. "You thought it through, you agreed, and you're telling me I made sense?"

"Yes," she replied, amused by his air of disbelief. It was time to really blow his mind. "And I also think it's pretty amazing that you're taking so much time on what has to be a very small part of your platform, especially when most candidates only produce outlines and wait to win before working on the details. But this, and the sports program, and the parenting classes... if you win, and they're implemented, the effects won't be seen for years to come, and probably long after you're out of office, but they can be significant."

Jake studied her, his gaze softening, and though Kayla was sincere, she wasn't expecting or wanting, that soft, appreciative glow trained on her. "I'm trying to make the race about what's right for Chicago, and not about cut-and-dried ideology down party lines. Or about fear, or about blame... It's hard to solve the here and now while also thinking about the future, but we have to find a way. Chicago has so many issues. Criminal justice reform and Education being the most important and most difficult." He was serious for a moment, but then shook his head and gave her the bright, spontaneous smile she'd come to think of his real smile. "Sorry. I'll get off my soapbox now. It’s just I think about all this constantly." He held her gaze, his eyes friendly, and Kayla's pulse raced. The sentiment behind his words made him too human when she would rather think of him as cold. She looked away.

Signs of virility had always made her nervous, and they were surrounding her now, along with signs of vulnerability and caring. The feelings in her were potent. She and Jake were sitting a little too close this time, in the two chairs at the curved end of the conference table. The spicy scent, the hairs on his arms, his low voice... and yet all that was easier to deal with than his warmth.

* * *

Kayla looked away, but not before Jake had seen the warmth in her eyes. It made him forget what they were supposed to tackle next. He looked down at his papers, but couldn't seem to read. Damn her for being so thoughtful and understanding. It had him in an unfamiliar tizzy. Physical attraction was easier to dismiss than... this. Whatever this was.

And damn her saying there was no chemistry between them. And damn the prim look she was wearing today. Her hair was up, revealing a smooth, elegant neck. It was hard to ignore the wisps of hair that were caressing her neck. Vampire instincts he never would've guessed he possessed begged him to take action. Maybe he could ask her to let her hair loose, for her own good? But a slow-motion mental video of her letting her hair down and shaking it about her soon had him shooting the idea down.

"Jake, are you okay?" Kayla asked.

"I'm fine."

"Are you sure you don't have a fever or something? You look a little flushed." Her eyes showed concern.

"The room's a little hot," he lied, pushing some papers her way.

Finally, they got down to business and had a surprisingly productive first hour. But productivity soon went downhill when Kayla leaned a little too close, rereading a few details on a piece of paper closer to him, and the scent of her skin invaded Jake's personal space, making him stare at her and think of warm, summer days, strolling along the shore of Lake Michigan. The thoughts irritated him. "Why do you smell like coconuts and sunscreen? It's autumn."

"My body lotion is coconut scented, and I always use sunscreen; even in winter."

He swallowed. "Well, it's distracting."

"Well, I've never gotten any complaints."

"I wasn't complaining. It was merely an observation." He pushed his chair back to get away from her. He was supposed to be thinking about music education, not picturing Kayla in a bikini at the beach.

Kayla continued to read the information before her. "I'm glad the program will include voice lessons," she remarked distractedly. "It's my favorite instrument, and I'm positive some talented young singers will be discovered."

"What's your favorite instrument?" he asked, confused.

"The human voice. Some people don't consider it an instrument, but when you see people train and do amazing things... I mean, I cherish the violin, of course, but no instrument comes close to expressing such a range of raw emotions as the human voice. Don't you think?"

"I've never really thought about it."

"Don't you ever feel overwhelmed with one particular feeling?" she asked. He didn't answer. He couldn't, really. Why would he want to open himself up to her like that? "Well, I do, sometimes," she continued. "And nothing comes close to making me feel understood than the right lyrics and the right voice."

"Do you feel everything so deeply?" he couldn't help asking.

"Only the things that matter. What about you? How deeply do you feel the things that matter to you?"

Again, Jake didn't answer. He simply looked at her, and, for some reason, she didn't look away this time. And even though he was still irrationally irked at her over her little speech to the blogger, her presence made him feel high, too.

The moment stretched, and unusual energy began to flow, as if alive, between them. Until she disconnected her gaze and said, "I hate that, no matter how hard I try, I can't figure you out."

"You feel absolutely no connection to me whatsoever," Jake cited part of her recorded speech, his eyebrow raised. "But you try hard to figure me out?"

"I think about many people, and I try hard to figure out lots of things," she explained.

Jake shook his head and made a real push to get them back on track. Little by little, they drew each other back to the subject at hand, with tangents along the way, and harmony reigned.

Until it didn't. And Jake was almost glad for it because he didn't welcome the feelings harmony with Kayla awakened. The tangents were full of either too many smiles, too much laughter, or too much seriousness in too many thoughts, opinions, and anecdotes.

Kayla was leaning in and looking determined. "I don't think their progress should be evaluated until they reach fifth grade. We should go to attendance instead."

Jake disagreed. "We need to evaluate progress at every grade level because we can't continue to allocating funds to students who aren't showing interest."

"If they're showing up, they're showing interest, don't you think?" Kayla replied, her eyes flashing.

"No. If they're getting better, it means they're practicing, and that means they're showing interest."

"Not necessarily. Some students take longer to develop their fine motor skills, and they may be practicing, but aren't yet mature enough to show signs of improvement." She began to click her pen obsessively.

"I understand what you're saying about the development of fine motor skills, but improvement is an individual thing, and they have to show signs of improvement to remain in the program." Jake gathered his things in one quick sweep and stood up.

She pushed her chair back, "I don't appreciate this Darwinist view of little kids, where only the strongest survive."

"You're spinning the meaning of what I said, and while I appreciate the intentions of your tender, idealistic heart, you have to admit some kids may wish to remain in the program to avoid other electives, and not because they're interested." Jake turned his back to her and walked toward his desk, hearing her promptly get up and walk after him. He turned and leaned against his desk, crossing his arms to calmly and quietly face her. He would not let her get to him this time.

"At least—"

"At least you have a heart. Right. Very original," he interrupted.

The yellow in her eyes flared. "You want to talk unoriginal, Jake? Then let's talk about your tie. Your standard uniform, unoriginal tie." She took a step toward him. "Let's talk about how, if you loosened it just a little, oxygen could reach your brain and help you understand that out of the two of us, only I have been part of a public school music program with other kids, and only I have worked in a public school music program teaching kids." She flicked at his tie.

And without thinking, he took hold of her hand just as she was withdrawing it from his tie. He was about to say that what he was proposing had worked in numerous schools. But the moment he felt her warm, soft hand in his own, and her gaze flew up to meet his, he forgot what he was going to say. In one instant, irritation was replaced with acute awareness of everything that made Kayla, Kayla. It was beyond physical. When her gaze slid to his lips and then immediately back to his eyes, it took every smidgen of willpower in Jake's possession not to touch his lips to hers, and let the chemistry she denied take over.

"Jake!" A voice called from the door. They both jumped. "You told me to interrupt you at twelve-thirty." Marcus ran a finger around his shirt collar. "And open a window, will you? It's nice outside, and it's way too hot in here. Or is it me?"

"It's you," they answered in unison.

Kayla breathed out forcefully before looking up at him again, her eyes pleading. "Please promise you'll look into it again, and read the information I'll email you about it before you make a final decision."

It took a moment for Jake to remember what she was talking about. "Yes," he agreed with a tired sigh. "I'll think it through. It's the only point left to decide before we're done here."

* * *

Kayla barely nodded at his tired words. They were done here. And she was relieved, truly she was. Nothing had ever made her as uneasy as Jake pinning her with those amazing eyes, while breathing hard, and looking primitive as if he wanted to drag her back to his cave. Because she wasn't quite sure why he wanted to drag her back to his cave, and she wasn't so sure he'd have to drag her. She'd never in her life experienced anything like the primal pull he had over her, and her body was beginning to demand to know what came next.

She walked back to the conference table and tried to make sense of it all. Her instincts told her their attraction was mutual, but her logical brain knew it could be her vanity coloring things. After all, nobody ever wanted to believe they were alone in their feelings. She could easily be reading attraction to her into Jake's exasperation and annoyance with her.

As she finished placing every sheet into its correct folder in her briefcase, she asked herself what she would do if Jake did want her. The answer was a quick nothing; because she was too smart and too much of a goody-two-shoes for anything else. She zipped her case shut.

"My next meeting is up near the Gold Coast. I can give you a ride to the Loop," Jake's sedate voice cut through her thoughts, and his whole demeanor was now so formal and detached, she was certain her instincts were wrong, and her logical brain was right. But why the offer of a ride if he'd been annoyed with her a moment before? And what was it with him and rides?

Then she remembered his whispered admission on Friday night, that he couldn't stand the idea of her lugging her stuff onto trains and buses all over town. Pity. Kayla turned to face him. "I don't need for you to give me a ride. I'm sorry that you can't stand the thought of me hauling my stuff onto buses and trains all over town, but I guess you'll just have to live with your pity."

"Pity?" Jake repeated; his throat muscles visibly working.

"I can give you a ride, Kayla," Marcus cut in. "I'm actually headed to City Hall, and I'd enjoy your company."

"Thank you, Marcus, I accept and appreciate your offer," Kayla replied.

"You'll accept a ride from Marcus, but you won't accept a ride from me," Jake stated, his arms now crossed.

"Marcus and I have bonded," she said. "He apologized for not believing in me the first time we met, instead of just letting it slide, and he brought me food the night of your fundraiser when he kindly noticed I hadn't had the opportunity to eat."

"Actually, the food was—" Marcus began, but a look from Jake cut him off.

"Delicious," Jake interrupted. "It was delicious, and Marcus didn't want you to miss out." He turned away.

As Marcus and Kayla walked to his car, Kayla struggled with gusts of unrelenting wind. Her skirt kept billowing up, and she pinned the front of it with her violin case. To her utter embarrassment, a sudden blast sent the back of her skirt flying up to her waist. She almost dropped her violin case trying to pull her skirt back down to cover her unfortunate choice of hot pink bikini panties.

"Don't you dare look," she warned Marcus, who'd noticed her struggle and was trying not laugh. She placed both her violin case and briefcase on the sidewalk and quickly reached behind her. A loud honk told her she was too late. Her face felt aflame, and she could swear smoke was coming out of her ears when she turned to glare at the honking driver.

It was Jake, shooting her an innocent look that further angered her because she couldn't even accuse him of harassing her with the honk. He'd merely say someone was about to cross the street or something. Marcus laughed harder, and Kayla turned, picked up her things with as dignified a posture as possible, and marched forward, cheeks blazing and thoughts murderous.

A good twenty minutes of silence later, Kayla sat in Marcus's Toyota Camry, admiring his profile. Marcus was also the type of male she usually avoided because he too seemed too virile for his own good. But for some reason, he didn't make her uncomfortable, the way Jake Kelly did. Marcus didn't give her the tingles, and his presence didn't have her feeling edgy and nerve-racked.

As if sensing the subject of her thoughts, Marcus said, "I know you and Jake are rubbing each other the wrong way, but he isn't the type to pity people."

"I don't get him, that's all," Kayla said with a sigh. "One minute he can't wait to get away from me, and then he turns around and wants to do something nice that involves spending more time with me. It doesn't make sense."

"Clueless," Marcus muttered under his breath.

"Excuse me?"

"Nothing. Listen, Kayla, I know Jake, and he respects and admires you. He sees how you go about your day, crisscrossing clear across Chicago, never complaining, never expecting anything from anyone, being genuinely grateful for the opportunities you have and giving them your absolute all."

"Has he told you this?" Kayla asked, knowing the answer.

"Well, no, but—"

"Okay, then. I'm sure he knows I'm only doing what I'm thankfully able to do, the same as him. We're both lucky. Not everyone is as fortunate. Now let's talk about something else. Tell me how you got into working on political campaigns." He gave her a look but obliged her, and soon they were chatting away like old friends.

The moment Marcus pulled up to Symphony Hall and Kayla saw Tania waiting for her, her spirits lifted. "Thank you for the ride. I'm sorry for making things uncomfortable for you in the office."

"You can make it up to me by introducing me to your sister."

Kayla studied him closely. "Are you the one who sent her chocolate-covered boxers with a cherry on top last week?" she asked.

Marcus laughed. "Uh, no. But I think she's smart and beautiful, and I admire her." At that moment, Tania looked their way, zeroed in on Marcus, and got the squinty-eyed, glowering look she acquired whenever she saw something she didn't like.

"You know what? Forget I said anything," Marcus suddenly decided.

"What are you doing, riding in a car with a dangerous man?" Tania asked as soon as Kayla greeted her with a kiss on the cheek.

"He's not dangerous, he's Marcus. And he likes you."

"Yeah, I got that by the way he looked at me. Listen, if you learn anything from your older sis, let it be this: stay away from magnetic, hungry-eyed men. Trust me, they're dangerous."

"How do you know he's magnetic? You weren't anywhere near him."

"I can sense a magnetic man's force field as soon as it pricks at my comfort zone."

"And how can you tell when a man has hungry eyes?" Kayla asked.

"If you look into his eyes and instead of your own reflection you see prey, he's hungry and about to pounce. Run."

Kayla laughed.

"Learn from me, Kayla. Freeze them out; like this," Tania's fingers circled around the fierce scowl on her face.

Kayla sobered. What her sister didn't know was that she had learned plenty from both her and her mom, a long time ago. It wasn't men in general who were dangerous, and it wasn't magnetism or attraction. No. It was a woman's reaction to that certain man who happened to know exactly how to push the woman's right buttons. It led to ignition and fire; followed by either total combustion or a fizzling out of the flame. Both ends were painful.

Kayla's mom and dad had been passionate about each other. They were the type to share a deep kiss and meaningful embrace every time they said hello, and every time they said goodbye. They held hands and looked into each other's eyes during even the most mundane conversations, and everyone around them felt either lucky or disgusted, depending on their mood, to be in the presence of such love.

But after her father died, Graciela became a living ghost. She'd been a caring, devoted mother, but for years, as hard as she tried, she never seemed as whole again. It was like a part of her was never completely there. After losing their father in such a violent way, Tania and Kayla, shocked, broken, and forever changed, soon learned they'd lost a part of their mother as well.

Kayla wanted to be whole for her children if she ever had any. She didn't want anyone taking a piece of her with them.

Tania was a different story altogether, but both women were cautionary tales.

Kayla yearned for deep friendship and strong compatibility; that had staying power, and it was a lot less likely to lead to havoc or misery. Deep love and passionate love didn't mix well in her book.

Kayla still felt like she was wound up too tight, even after the fun, relaxing lunch with her sister. She was grateful for the practice session with the string quartet and looked forward to spending the next four hours in the company of beautiful music and friendly people.

As soon as she arrived, she was greeted with ear-to-ear grins. Simone was the first to speak. "I was showing Ralph and Michelle your video on YouTube, and Michelle and Ralph had some interesting insights on your performance." Her eyes full of mischief.

"Performance? I wasn't performing. I was setting the record straight, the way I did with you last week."

"Methinks the lady doth protest too much," Ralph said, and Kayla rolled her eyes at him.

Michelle clucked her tongue. "I don't know, Kayla. I mean, I believe you when you say nothing's going on between the two of you, but I couldn't help but notice he couldn't seem to take his eyes off you for a while there the night of his fundraiser."

"Because he didn't know I'd be there, and trust me, I was probably the last person he wanted to see. We got into a heated argument a few days before the fundraiser," Kayla explained. Had she actually thought this crowd was friendly a few minutes before?

"Heated." Ralph grinned. "Interesting choice of words. I was just telling Michelle and Simone about your little encounter with Jake in the hall after the fundraiser. It was pretty heated and intense. Seriously, I felt stifled. I couldn't wait to get out of there."

"It was tense, not intense: just tense."

"Okay!" Simone put her hands up. "We'll leave you alone. For now. We know you don't know us well enough to trust us with your hot, torrid secrets," she teased as she sat down on one of the four chairs she'd set up by a window with great city views.

"Sorry, Kayla." Michelle sat down, too, before looking up at her, wearing a sincere expression. "It's just—your manner is usually so open and inviting, but you react differently when Jake Kelly comes up. You close up. But we'll let it go."

Kayla put her bag and violin case down and slumped into a chair. She was bottling too many of her unsettling feelings up. There was no one to talk to about it. Jess adored Jake, Tania hated men, Robbie, and her mother wouldn't let it go if she mentioned her feelings. They'd be ecstatic. "Que romántico!" they'd squeal. She cringed at the thought of it before puffing out her held breath. "This is the first and only time I will ever mention this, okay? I will say it once because I think it will do me good to get it off my chest, and we will never speak of it again, understood?"

Three heads nodded. Kayla sucked in her lips. "Okay. Here goes. My body is hot for Jake. My brain, however, is not. I can't help it. My brain has had long conversations with my body, but my body won't listen. That's it. There's really nothing going on between the two of us, I promise."

"So you're hot for Jake, and that's it," Ralph repeated.

"That's what's got you so worked up?" Simone asked. "Honey, I'm sure you're not the only woman in Chicago who's hot for Jake Kelly. I mean, my grandma is hot for him. She smacks her lips together a few times and then slowly licks them whenever she sees him on TV."

Ralph shuddered at the image, and a bout of giggles overtook Michelle and Simone; moments later, Kayla joined in.

After the laughter died down, Michelle became thoughtful. "Is it awkward for you to play with Julia? I mean you were up for the same position, and now you've both been linked to Jake."

Kayla picked up her violin, eager to rehearse. Confession and laughter had made her feel better, and now it was time to stop talking and start practicing. "No. Believe it or not, I like Julia. She got the position, and I made peace with that shortly after. And she can definitely have Jake Kelly. In fact, after that endowment for the arts dinner, I honestly hope I never see him again."


Chapter 7

[image: flourish]

The following two weeks brought beautiful, comfortably cool weather and a flurry of activity. Rehearsal and practice with the Symphony took up six hours a day, four days a week. Wednesday, Friday, and Saturday afternoons were reserved for private students and performances. Practice sessions with the string quartet, now called String Theory, took place Mondays, a few evenings a week, and weekends.

And then there was Brandon. He'd called and asked if she wanted to get together on a Thursday night. Kayla wasn't sure what to think or how to feel. But he invited her down to a jazz club where he was playing, and she'd decided to go. The first thing he asked the moment he had her in front of him was, "Is it true you're dating that Kelly guy, the one running for mayor?"

"No. I am not, and I never have."

"What about those pictures?"

"Robbie asked me to teach him to dance at SummerDance, and I guess someone recognized him and took pictures. What about you, are you seeing anyone?"

"No, I haven't even been able to even look at another girl," he answered, but his facial expression gave her pause. He looked a little too innocent. His eyes were too wide and his mouth too pouty.

After his set they spoke for hours; about the music he'd chosen for his nightly gig at the posh nightclub, all the positive feedback he'd gotten, and his crazy hours. He was easy to be with, and she realized that was what she missed most. Uncomplicated, predictable people were comfortable. And listening to him took the focus off of her and her recent doubts about her own dreams coming true.

Brandon asked her out again the following night but explained she had a previous commitment. The Endowment for the Arts Ebony and Ivory Dinner and Awards Ceremony.

The event was strictly black-tie, and it was being held at a swank, newly renovated hotel in downtown Chicago called The H. All attendees were instructed to dress formally in either black or white.

Luckily, Tania, who was often invited to big-ticket events because of her local semi-celebrity status, had a steep discount at a chic boutique whose owner only asked that she let everyone know where she bought her dresses. Tania asked them if they could extend the same offer to Kayla, and she'd fallen in love with a gorgeous, floor-length, strapless ivory raw silk gown with gold thread woven throughout. She paired it with the beautiful topaz earrings and necklace set her father had bought her for her quinceanera, just before he'd died. A makeup artist friend of Robbie had taught him some tricks, and Robbie used them to help Kayla with her hair and makeup. Her hair was tamed into soft, perfect, shiny waves and her eyes seemed enormous and mysterious. The whole look was very old Hollywood.

She arrived at the hotel with Simone, Ralph, and Michelle. The four of them had become close, and though they knew Jake Kelly would be there, they'd promised not to mention the subject of her body's treacherous feelings to her that night.

Every member of Second City Symphony was there, including, of course, Julia Hamilton. Not only was she a regular member of the symphony, but this was one of her mother's hotels, and her father would be receiving a life-time achievement award. She truly was Chicago royalty.

The scene inside the banquet hall was exquisite, with scarlet and gold decorative accents setting off everyone's black and white attire beautifully. Magnificent chandeliers cast a soft glow about the room as the soft, soulful sounds of a jazz band coupled with a sultry, throaty singer belting out classics from the forties complemented the swanky ambiance.

Mike Summers and Clara Dade were already there, and Kayla was eager to see how political opponents behaved with each other at private events such as these.

Kayla mingled with friends and acquaintances. A few of her classmates from Northwestern University's Bienen School of Music were there, and she was happy for the opportunity to catch up.

The knowledge that Jake Kelly was there somewhere flitted in and out of her mind, but she never once allowed herself to look for him. That would be a weakness. Besides, she still hadn't decided if she was going to chew him out over her rear-end honking incident, or if she would just spare herself further aggravation. The thought of receiving either a heated look or one of his spontaneous smiles, depending on how he was feeling toward her, was enough to make her heart beat at a precarious rhythm.

About an hour and a half into the evening, Kayla found she was only half-listening to a few ideas Simone had for new music because her spine was tingling with the feeling that she was being watched, and she was trying to resist the temptation to turn and check. It got so bad, she turned, if only to make whoever was looking at her stop, and saw none other than Jake Kelly in her line of vision. She exhaled slowly and ordered her heart not to skip any beats. Tuxedo-clad Jake had some serious James Bond appeal.

But he wasn't looking at her. He was engaged in conversation with an elderly gentleman standing in front of him, and she wondered if she'd imagined the feeling. But no sooner did she begin to turn away than his eyes locked on hers, his laser blue gaze finishing the James Bond effect off nicely. A pleasurable, troublesome current ran through her, and she turned back to listen to Simone.

Moments later, Marcus was by her side, telling her that Jake wanted to introduce her to a group of people. Simone gave her an encouraging smile.

As she walked toward him, Jake's gaze ran the length of her, and the look in his eyes had her fighting off an entire series of feminine thrills. It was simply his magnetic nature, she repeated to herself, mentally pinching her nerves for being so easily affected. Upon reaching him, he gave her a slow, slight nod before turning to introduce her to a small group of people.

"This is Kayla Diaz, the young woman I was telling you about." All were pleased to meet her, and all seemed to be bubbling with excitement over the possibility of an expanded public school music program.

"Jake was telling us what a smart, talented, and engaging young woman you are," a plump, dark-haired woman spoke.

Engaging? Kayla couldn't help herself, she shot Jake a subtle, disbelieving side glance, but he was now in an intimate conversation with Julia Hamilton. Julia was leaning in and looking up at him as she spoke, and he was listening intently. An acute and unmistakable stab of jealousy pierced the middle of her chest. So much for saying she had no awkward feelings toward Julia.

A man beside Kayla lifted his wine goblet her way and said, "He was describing how passionately and captivatingly you play, and how you poured the same emotions into the music program proposal."

Kayla smiled. "It's very kind and generous of him to say so." Inwardly, she wondered if the compliments were part of a calculated political persona, or if these were Jake's real thoughts. The group continued to ask her questions, and after turning away from Jake and Julia, she slipped into her comfort zone and was able to thoughtfully answer everything they threw her way.

When the small crowd broke up, Marcus led her away, a satisfied smile on his lips. "You were fantastic! Those people now know Jake Kelly surrounds himself with people who know what they're talking about, and they'll spread the word."

He led her to the bar as the band played Ella Fitzgerald's "Bewitched, Bothered, and Bewildered," ordered cocktails for them both, and held out a bar stool for her. Soon, they were playfully discussing the song's lyrics, with Marcus trying to convince her that he could bewitch, bother, and bewilder Tania if she gave him half a chance.

"I would've introduced you to her the day you gave me a ride, but you ran away the moment she scowled at you," Kayla teased.

"She made me feel like I'd done something horribly wrong. She was so damn convincing, it took me a while to realize I hadn't done anything to her."

Kayla threw her head back and laughed. "It's a special gift she has."

They continued in that way, with Marcus pumping her for information, and Kayla feeding him some. Someone like Marcus would be good for Tania, she thought, if she would give him a quarter of a chance. Then Jake interrupted them because there were a few more people he wanted her to meet.

His fingertips grazed her elbow as he helped her down and led her to a group of women who turned out to be influential members of the Illinois Arts and Music Educators Association. They had many questions, and Jake quietly stood by Kayla's side as she took the time to carefully listen to and answer their inquiries. Their last question, though, was one she had to turn over to Jake.

"How will individual progress be evaluated?" a Mrs. Montgomery wanted to know. Kayla watched Jake closely.

"We decided to go on attendance and teachers' reports for lower elementary school students and formal evaluations for the older children," Jake answered, looking steadily at Kayla.

The older woman nodded. "I believe we will be able to endorse your program, Mr. Kelly. It is well thought out, and I commend you both," and turned as if to leave.

Kayla's heart was beating heard. He'd found middle ground again because what mattered was that children would benefit from a great program. It was admirable and said a lot about him. "Mrs. Montgomery?" she called, to stop the well-known, influential woman from leaving. "I want to stress to you that even though Jake and I didn't agree on everything, he showed me he's willing to listen and willing to compromise. I think that's an important trait in a political leader, especially nowadays. I hope you agree and spread the word."

Mrs. Montgomery and her friends forcefully agreed, and they lingered a bit longer before taking leave.

Kayla turned to Jake. "You know, my dad used to say that he could understand most points of view, as long as they weren't motivated by bigotry, unreasonable fears, or hate, and I think you're like him in that way. I do believe you're an independent thinker, Jake Kelly, and I promise I'm telling everyone you're a man of compromise!" She was so happy that he'd proved to true to his word and listened and considered!

Jake smiled, clearly amused. "So, I'm back in your good graces?"

"When it comes to the program, yes. But don't think I forgot your offensive honk at me the other day!"

His eyes widened in a show of innocence. "I only honked to tell you I approved of your choice."

Her cheeks felt hot, but she refused to back down. "Exactly!"

He pretended to look puzzled. "What choice do you think I approved of?"

She took in a deep breath and let it out. "Jake..."

"Because I was only trying to signal that I had looked over some of your ideas for evaluating progress and that I approved. You didn't get that, huh? Well, I'm sorry I wasn't clear enough. I'll try to make it up to you someday." With that, he left.

Kayla didn't know whether she wanted to throw one of her six-inch heels at his retreating back, or laugh. She watched as Clara Dade and Jake exchanged friendly words and a handshake. He looked her way again, eyes full of humor, and she settled for giving him the evil eye.

Later, Kayla was introduced to Jake's other opponent. Mike Summers' smile was wider and his handshake more enthusiastic than Jake's, but she felt Jake's fewer, more spontaneous smiles were more compelling, and his firm handshake more genuine.

Kayla sipped Chardonnay, settled into a mellow mood, and people-watched. Ralph couldn't take his eyes off of the voluptuous, raven-haired singer. Julia, who had spent most of the evening at her father's side, was talking to someone from the band. Marcus was at Jake's side. The evening so far had been enjoyable, but not memorable.

Until the moment the band began to play "Strangers in the Night." Kayla tensed, and her heart slowed as she scanned the crowd, seeking Jake and feeling pathetic because if he hadn't remembered her from that summer night, he certainly wouldn't remember the last song they'd danced to. When she got the feeling of being watched again, she whirled in that direction and locked eyes with Jake. And his gaze was filled with such urgent intensity that she suddenly had no doubts. Jake hadn't forgotten their last song, and he hadn't forgotten her.

Kayla broke eye contact, and her breathing became uneasy. Why had he pretended not to know her that day in his campaign headquarters, and why hadn't he ever said anything? Different thoughts whirled around in her head, yet only one really made sense. He hadn't known she was Jess's friend so he'd probably thought she'd found out who he was and had hunted him down like some pathetic, infatuated dingbat.

Both her pride and vanity took a hit. A minute ago she'd felt respected by him, and now she felt mocked and ridiculed. The thought that she was emotional and unreasonable crossed her mind, but it didn't help, because that's what he would tell her. She excused herself from the group she'd been mingling with and slowly zigzagged through the crowd on her way to the glass exit doors. Fresh, outside, air, and some time alone were all she needed.

She came upon Julia Hamilton in the reception area, sitting alone on a black lacquer and silver bench, and looking dreamy. "Julia?" she tentatively called. They'd been introduced but had spoken much.

"Yes?" she answered, and Kayla thought she heard an apprehensive note in her voice.

"Um, is there is a garden nearby, or a pool area, maybe? Some place where I can get some fresh air?"

Julia stood up and fumbled inside her black satin clutch before pulling out a keycard. "There's a rooftop garden, but you need this keycard to reach that floor." She motioned Kayla to the elevator, followed her in, and inserted the keycard. After hitting the number seventy-five on the floor indicator panel, she got out of the elevator, smiled shyly, and said. "You're going to love it."

Kayla smiled and thanked her. The doors slid shut, and she leaned her head against the cool metal wall, thinking about how full of himself Jake must be and trying to push aside the fact that she would've pretended she didn't remember their sizzling night of dancing, either, if she could've managed it.

As soon as she stepped out onto the rooftop, Kayla gasped, delighted. Hundreds upon hundreds of roses and shrubs in mahogany rectangular boxes were arranged in step fashion all around her. Vines and ivy crept and trailed up the elegant railings and wall brackets surrounding the roof, and fragrant maples and evergreens dotted the landscape in blue glazed pots, with a few willows stooping down over wood and iron benches here and there. It was the embodiment of a fairy-tale garden. In Chicago.

She breathed in the wonderful scents and fresh air, wondering how she would drag herself back to the party below when there was so much peace to be had above. A ping told her the elevator was back, and she turned around, feeling dejected, thinking that someone had come up to tell her she couldn't be there.

Instead Jake stepped out, and her heart began to pound dangerously. "Julia told me you were here."

"You were looking for me?" She raised an eyebrow. Jake surveyed the view and ignored her question. But Kayla didn't feel like letting him get away with anything. "Because I thought we were done promoting the music program tonight, and I'm sure you have many other people to attend to, so why are you all the way up here looking for me?"

He finally looked at her, a challenge in his eyes. "I've had a hard time not looking for you all evening." And as revealing as his words were, his tone was, as usual, infuriatingly even. He took a step toward her and held out his hand. Kayla, at a rare loss for words, looked at his hand for a long moment before finally deciding to take it. He led her to the railing, and her breath caught at the sight.

Thousands of city lights dazzled below and beyond, and hundreds of stars refused to be dimmed by the city's glow as the moon reflected off of Lake Michigan in the distance. It was exhilarating, and Kayla couldn't take her eyes off of the city she loved. "It's breathtaking," she murmured. She shook her head and wondered how she'd ever leave it if her career took her elsewhere.

"So are you," Jake said softly. He let go of her hand to place both of his on either side of her, and she felt as if she had never been as conscious of anything as the words he had just whispered, and the proximity of his body.

"You're lucky, you grew up with a view just like this one," Kayla remarked, struggling with composure and feeling a strong need to highlight how different they were.

Jake jutted his chin in the direction of her neighborhood. "And you grew up in a loving home behind one of those lights. You're lucky, too."

"I know. My mom's probably there right now, waiting up to hear all about my night." She turned a little, to share the smile the thought summoned, but turned right back to look at the city lights when she saw he was looking at her with something that resembled longing. Goosebumps ran up her arms. "I—I guess you're so used to this view, you don't get chills when you look out over the city this way, the way I do."

"Chills? Not really." He must've noticed her goosebumps because he ran his up fingers up her forearm, slowly and lightly, as if expecting her to tell him to stop. Kayla could barely breathe, let alone speak. "Filip once told me that behind each of those lights is a real home; some complete, some broken, some happy, some sad. And now that's all I can think of when I look out over the city."

"Filip is your Jiminy Cricket? I like that you listen to Filip." She looked up at him, daring to share her smile this time because they were talking about him and not her. But that was a mistake. His touch, coupled with the intensity of his gaze, was too much. Never had she had such a confusing reaction to anyone. Distance. She had to gain emotional distance. "Filip also should've taught you better manners than to pretend you don't remember someone."

"Of course I didn't forget you."

"Then why did you pretend you did?"

Finally, he tore his gaze away, giving her a little bit of the distance she needed. "You'll get mad if I tell you, and I'm not sure I could handle it right now."

"You thought I was some sort of psycho-stalker, didn't you?" She looked out over the city again, and tried to find the will to walk away from Jake, and go back inside.

"Only for a moment," he admitted.

"You need to check that ego of yours." Finally, Kayla pushed off the banister and prepared to leave.

"Wait. Please don't go." Kayla's flailing will was no match for the vulnerable catch in his voice. "It wasn't ego. You caught me off guard, that's all. You were sweet, fun, warm... the stuff of dreams for someone like me, and I never expected to see you again. To be honest, I didn't want to see you again. I wasn't looking for dreams. I'm still not. And I don't know what I'm doing."

Kayla tried to get her breathing and heartbeat under control. She knew exactly what she should say, that she wasn't looking for dreams either and that she should leave, and she turned away from the blurry lights with every intention of saying so. But by turning her body, she became effectively trapped between his arms, and she couldn't make herself move. Jake stood very still, his warm, uneven breath on her cheek. Kayla buried her face in his chest. Maybe if she didn't look at him, she could eventually push him away.

Jake's hands slid slowly up her back until they became entangled in her hair. She looked up, their eyes met, and hot, impatient lips came down on hers. Kayla grabbed onto the lapels of his tuxedo, hungrily pulling him down closer, begging him to invade her mouth.

The kiss went from breathless and desperate to sensual and searching, and when she began to feel too much, she pulled away, frightened. "I don't want this," she said, gasping for air.

Jake swept her hair away from her face, and in a voice, even more breathless than hers said, "I know. I know. Neither do I." They searched each other's eyes for a long moment until their lips slowly, tentatively, met again, this time for a long, deeply moving kiss. Kayla wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him down as close to her as she possibly could as he circled his hand around her waist and pressed her up to him.

When they parted again, for no reason other than the basic need to breathe. When she finally caught her breath, she whispered, "Neither of us wants this." More than ever she was certain she truly didn't want this. This felt so good, it was nearly devastating. And devastating was never good.

Jake traced her cheekbones with his thumbs. "We should've gotten it over with the first night we met. We'd be over it by now instead of having let it build up like this." When he looked as if he were about to kiss her again, Kayla gently pushed him away. It was one of the most difficult things she'd done in a long time.

* * *

Jake watched as Kayla, once again, walked away from him. The night they'd danced she'd left him frustrated. He'd wanted to enjoy their startling chemistry a little bit longer.

Tonight he was relieved. It wasn't only about chemistry anymore. Kayla wanted him, too, he knew, but getting the wanting over wouldn't be enough because she was also getting to him in different, worrisome ways. He loved talking to her and enjoyed being with her, and even when they were arguing, he respected her thoughts and her ideas. She made him think. She made him feel. And she'd looked so achingly beautiful tonight, with the ivory in her dress accentuating her golden skin, and the amber light in her earrings picking up the warmth and fire in her eyes.

And he'd told her she was the stuff of dreams. What the hell was that about? Where did that mushy crap come from? What was wrong with him? Had he run so hard and so far away from becoming his father that he'd slowly turned into his mother?

He looked out onto the city again. With everything going on in his life, it would be easy to stay away from Kayla Diaz. Then, someday soon, he'd wake up from whatever spell he was under.


Chapter 8

[image: flourish]

November brought cloudy, melancholy days, a comfortable routine, and doubts about her future. Thoughts of auditioning for other orchestras in different cities crept into her mind as fear over the future of her career grew.

Thankfully, she was no longer anywhere near Jake Kelly's sphere, and the gossip and rumors about them eventually died away. Pretty soon she was so overexposed to Jake's image in newspapers, magazines, and on TV, that he seemed more like a distant public figure than someone with whom she'd shared a few confusing moments.

It had been over a month since they'd kissed, a memory she had tried hard to lock in a box and push to a corner of her mind. The problem was there were too many moments to fit into the box, no matter how hard one shoved. How could two people share so many memorable moments in such a short time? Crazy as it seemed, she missed being near the real him. Thoughts of his unguarded smiles and intense moments where they'd shared something more than words snuck up on her at odd times, leaving her perplexed.

She'd often force herself to think of Brandon, instead. They'd gone out two more times. Both times, they'd met at a cozy café near the nightclub where he played. The snug interior had echoed the warm, relaxed way she felt around her ex-boyfriend. She could sink into one of the huge brown corduroy armchairs across from him, and be at ease. Brandon was easy to listen to. There were no confusing moments, no out-of-control tummy tumbles, no tingles, and no chills. Only comfort.

Until the end of their second Saturday evening date. "I've really missed this. I've missed us, and it's obvious you have, too. Do you think you're ready to try again? To take our relationship to another level?" he asked.

Kayla wanted to grab onto the comfortable part of their relationship and hold on tight. But Brandon wanted more. Comfort had the potential of lasting forever. Fires burned themselves out. But Brandon wanted fire. And she understood now why he would want breathless, mind-blowing intimacy. It was addictive. And Brandon's hopes for a peaceful lifetime would not be in jeopardy over it.

But only one person had managed to awaken that side of her, and not only did she not feel that kind of attraction for Brandon, but she also didn't want to. "Brandon," she began on a heavy breath, not really knowing what she was going to say, but wanting to be honest. "Have—have you ever looked at someone and felt so attracted to them that your whole body reacted by its own volition?"

"Yes," he laughed, looking into her eyes and touching her nose with his forefinger.

She flinched at his smile, and considered her next words carefully, realizing she'd started the conversation in the dumbest way possible. "I've come to understand what it is you want from me, but it's not how I feel or how I want to feel, about anyone. I see now we aren't looking for the same things in a relationship, even if we want similar things out of life."

Brandon scraped his chair back and scowled out into the crowd. After a long and uncomfortable silence, he said, "You've come to understand what I want? Is it because you feel it for that Kelly guy?" He turned to glare at her. "People always want what they can't have, and Jake Kelly doesn't want you, so it turns you on. You don't feel it for me because you think I'd take you back, because I've been so good to you. Let's see how you feel once I disappear for good." He stood up and stalked away. Kayla got up and left, too, tears of mortification stinging her eyes. Common interests weren't enough. She and Brandon weren't compatible at all. He was a jerk! How could she have ever found that comfortable? She was no good at relationships, and why it had never occurred to her to simply give them up, she'd never know.

So there she and Brandon were, done for good. While she and Jake were, thankfully, strangers again. In a city like hers, it was possible she'd never see either again. Just one more thing to love about Chicago.

With fall peaking late, her hometown was rife with gorgeous russet, copper, and gold, though the weather was somber. The combination matched her mood perfectly. It was the last week of November, and Kayla found herself battling a constant nervous buzz of anticipation. Geraldine Bernard, a first violinist, had presented her two-week resignation letter.

Kayla was on pins and needles, waiting for a call from the Symphony director, hoping she'd soon be offered the full-time position. If not, it meant she had some major decisions to make. Either she auditioned for another orchestra in another city, or she applied for a music teacher position here. Both would make her happy, but both meant giving up a part of her dream.

She did her best to push these thoughts aside as she listened to Jess go over their plans for the next day on a brisk, Tuesday morning, the week of Thanksgiving.

"Robbie has a lesson till 7:00 p.m., and I have a staff meeting till 7:30, so we'll meet you guys at the Pier for the fireworks at 8:00," Jess was saying over the phone. "Kayla, are you there?"

"I'm listening," Kayla responded as she hopped off a bus and dashed toward rehearsal. "We'll meet you and Robbie at Navy Pier Park after the Christmas Tree lighting. Oh! And don't eat before we get there. Mom and Tia Gina are packing loads of food."

On Wednesday evening, Kayla, Tania, Mia, their mom, and their favorite aunt from their father's side, Gina, headed out to the loop in Tania's little white Mazda 3. Tania, Mia, and Graciela would be spending Thanksgiving out of town with Mia's paternal grandparents, both families believing that it would be good for Mia to see them spending a holiday together. Today was Kayla's day to be with her family.

Christmas in Chicago came early, and it was every child's fantasy. Magnificent Mile welcomed the season with over one million lights to brighten any spirit. They walked around with their mouths agape, oohing and ahhing over every amazing display, as they did every year.

Everywhere they looked there was a spectacle of lights and a myriad of elaborate decorations. Window displays featured everything from realistic Santa workshops and sophisticated North Pole villages to talking snowmen and flying reindeer.

Once they were fully satisfied with the wonder of Magnificent Mile, they headed over to Daley Plaza to witness the tree lighting ceremony. The sixty-foot tree was strung with thousands of unlit candy-colored lights and hundreds of ornaments in every Christmas hue and shape imaginable. Chicago Children's Choir filled hearts and air with their angelic voices. Kayla watched her niece's face fill with happiness when the tree lit up as Tania leaned over to say, "The look on her face is always my favorite part."

When it was over, the five of them headed to the Pier where they'd meet Jess and Robbie to watch the spectacular fireworks show over the harbor.

After exchanging greetings, Jess announced, "Jake rented out a sixty-three-foot schooner for his staff so we could all watch the fireworks from the water, and when I told him I already had plans with all of you, he said you were all welcome on board!" Mia, Graciela, and Gina instantly agreed, with Gina enthusiastic about meeting the person who might soon be the next mayor of Chicago, and with Mia and Graciela eager to see the fireworks directly over their heads. Picnic baskets in hand, they walked to the pier, while Tania and Kayla dragged their feet, neither of them happy with the change in plans.

Kayla hadn't seen Jake in little over six weeks, and even though she'd long since convinced herself it was better if she never saw him again, her body was already betraying her. The tingle on her spine came back, and her heart began to flutter nervously. To say it would be strange to face him for the first time since participating in such a mind-blowing kiss was an understatement.

"That crap doesn't work on me, buster," Tania said under her breath.

"Who are you talking to?" Kayla asked when she turned and didn't see anyone besides them.

"That guy—the one who gave you a ride that day. He's giving me this lame look."

Kayla turned to look at Marcus, who was waiting by a plank that led to a beautiful red and black three-masted schooner, and saw what Tania meant. Except it wasn't a lame look at all, it was an "I can't believe my luck that you're here" look and Kayla thought it was sweet.

"It's not like you don't know how to ignore a man," Kayla said, and then laughed when she saw her sister's scowl.

"Hey, Kayla, great to see you again," Marcus greeted her, no longer looking at her sister. Kayla directed the round of introductions before Jess, who loved Graciela's cooking and had been eyeing the picnic baskets, whisked Mia, Graciela, and Gina away to a table.

Marcus turned to Tania, smiled, and said, "So. Why don't you like me?"

For the first time in a long time, Tania was left speechless. But she quickly recovered, sticking her hand out to shake Marcus's. "You're wrong. I have no opinion about you whatsoever." She smiled sweetly. And the moment their hands met, heat flashed into Marcus's eyes. "Now, when do I get to meet Jake Kelly. Him I do have an opinion about." Tania turned to Kayla.

"Are you looking to spew some venom Jake's way, as well?" Marcus asked, looking amused.

"No, I only spew venom when I feel something needs to be nipped in the bud," Tania replied, still smiling.

"Some buds are too sturdy to be nipped," Marcus said, lifting a shoulder. He then turned and left.

"Why that cocky son of a—" but Kayla nudged her before she could finish her colorful thought.

They soon found themselves surrounded by a few people she'd met during her visits to Jake's campaign headquarters, and she was glad to be surrounded by distractions.

* * *

Jake hung his arms over the railing and looked out toward the dark waters, thinking it might be possible to avoid Kayla. When he'd surprised his staff with the schooner rental and Jess had asked if she could bring Kayla and her family along, there had been no time to think of a good reason to say no.

He sighed. It hadn't been as easy as he'd thought it would be to get her out of his mind the past six weeks, but he'd finally fallen into a busy rhythm of community meetings, neighborhood visits, round-table discussions, dinners, and parties, and whether in his thoughts or not, it had been easy to keep the reality of Kayla Diaz far away. He'd participated in two debates, and the general opinion had been that he'd one both.

"How do I look?" Marcus's voice came up beside him.

"Excuse me?"

"You heard me. How do I look?" Marcus repeated, slightly exasperated.

"Uh—you look... okay?"

"Damn it. Why can women count on their girlfriends to tell them how they look while men put these barriers up where they can't ask each other stuff like that?" Marcus demanded.

"All right, all right. You look like a handsome devil," Jake answered with a laugh. But after more careful consideration, he said, "Maybe you should get rid of the tie and loosen a few buttons."

Marcus complied, and Jake watched him, amused until Kayla's mass of golden brown waves caught his eye. He inhaled sharply. With the form-fitting, rust-colored sweater that complemented the gold in her hair, her skin, and her eyes, and with jeans that outlined every curve, Kayla would be hard to ignore. His hands had been on the soft curve between her waist and her hips, her coconut-scented hair had once brushed his face, her eyes had sparkled up at him...

Jake cleared his throat and turned to Marcus. "Hey. So. How do I look?" he asked, in as casual a tone as he could muster.

Marcus nodded his approval, "You're looking good, really rocking that casual look," he said, taking in Jake's khakis and black sweater.

And then next to Jake, a little voice giggled. Both Marcus and Jake whirled around. A young girl was pressing her lips together, her eyes wide, trying hard not to laugh.

"You're Kayla's niece, Mia, right?" Marcus asked.

Mia bobbed her head, still holding her breath in an effort to hold in laughter.

"Okay, Mia, what's it going to take for you to forget you heard that conversation?" Jake turned to her, smiling.

The girl released her pent-up giggles. "Oh, the conversation I heard was between the two of you? I thought I was listening to my girlfriends from school."

"Ouch." Jake put his hand on his chest.

"I see you take after your mother," Marcus remarked.

Mia shrugged. "I was just standing on the poop, minding my own business. I can't help it if I overheard you obsessing over your outfits."

"You were standing where?" Marcus asked.

"The poop. That's what this deck is called." Mia smiled, clearly happy the word had caught his attention. "I learned it in St. Mary's. It's a great school. We learn lots of funny stuff like that."

"Stuff like what?" Jake asked, amused.

"Well, to 'pooh-pooh' means to shoo someone away. It doesn't really mean to poop. And though 'to poop' is a verb, 'poop' is a noun that means the deck at the stern of a ship."

"Tell your mom maybe she should consider transferring you to the public school system," Marcus teased.

"And go co-ed. Never!" Mia pretended to shudder. "Besides, I like going to an all-girl school. It's a lot more fun to watch cute boys from far away and feel the really cool butterflies in your stomach than to talk to them up close and get all sick and nauseous."

Marcus shook his head and laughed, but Jake didn't join in. He'd just caught sight of Kayla and his own mother engaged in what looked like an intimate conversation.

"See, that's exactly what I mean right there," Mia said, pointing at Jake. "A few minutes ago, you looked excited and stuff when you saw my Aunt Kayla from far away. And now that she's closer, you look ill."

Marcus guffawed, and Jake ruffled Mia's hair good-naturedly. "Your aunt does not make me excited. Or ill," he lied.

"Then go talk to her," Marcus challenged him, and both he and Mia exchanged high-fives.

"Sure." Jake shrugged, backing away from them. In truth, he knew someone would stop and talk to him before he reached Kayla and his mother.

* * *

Patricia Kelly squeezed Kayla's arm affectionately as Kayla continued to humor the older woman by talking about when to initiate her yet-unborn grandchildren into the world of music. Patty was intent on having musical grandchildren.

"I think they should try the piano, first." Patty let out a happy sigh. "I can picture them now..."

While Kayla genuinely liked Jake's mom, picturing Jake's future children wasn't as fun for her as it seemed to be for Patty. She couldn't help but wonder why Mrs. Kelly was making plans for her future grandchildren. Was Jake seeing someone? And if he was, was it serious? She hadn't heard anything about it on the news, but politicians were known for being secretive little bastards. It had been six weeks since they'd kissed, and a lot could happen in six weeks. Heck, her own parents had fallen in love in two days.

"What's the matter, hon?" Patty asked her.

"Uh, nothing. I'm picturing Jake's future little girl or boy at the piano. It's a cute picture," she said, dismayed to hear the strain in her voice.

Thankfully, Kayla's mother and aunt walked over to them with food. Kayla introduced the women, and Patty was soon raving over both women's pastelón, a lasagna-like creation that had green plantains instead of pasta. Her family's idea of a picnic had never been traditional.

"But whose do you like better? Graciela's or mine?" Aunt Gina, who was always competitive when it came to food, wanted to know. Patty diplomatically made excuses as to why she was ill-qualified to judge.

Kayla caught sight of Jake, talking to a woman. She pressed her lips together as if that action could thwart the symptoms of her foolish and runaway infatuation. She'd never seen him dressed in anything but suits, ties, and that one, heart-stopping tuxedo. Tonight, he was preppy and sexy. Not a combination she would've thought would make her look twice at a man—but anything on a man with those shoulders and that butt simply looked good.

Her aunt Gina shoved a plate into Kayla's hand and said, "Then you tell us, Kayla, whose do you think tastes better today? You can tell us the truth, neither of us would hold it against you," her aunt lied.

"Yeah right," Kayla muttered. Aloud she said, "Well, see, I already know which is which, so it wouldn't be fair. Robbie can decide. Robbie!" she called and waved him over when she spotted him and Tania.

But Patty called, "Jake!" at the same time and said, "Jake can decide."

Both Jake and Robbie walked over, and when the two men saw each other, they exchanged enthusiastic greetings, as though they were long-lost friends. The sound of Jake's deep voice so very near to her did nothing to soothe her.

Patty pushed Kayla's to Jake. "You feed him the first one, and I'll feed him the second. We need you to decide which one tastes better," she explained to him.

Jake and Kayla looked at each other for the first time in weeks. The jolt was so electric, it was painful. She immediately glanced down at the plate in her hand, and, taking a deep breath, she looked up and shoved the fork-full of food into his mouth in one movement, before he could even say hello.

"Kayla and I were just talking about your future children," Patty remarked as Jake swallowed, and then choked.

"Our children?" he cried between coughs, his eyes bulging.

"Here, have some punch," Graciela offered.

"We were talking about your future children with, you know, your future wife. Whoever she may be," Kayla quickly clarified, lest he choke to death. "Okay, your turn to feed him," she said to Patty, who was acting a little too giddy for Kayla's liking. Aunt Gina then swiped the plate away from Patty, clearly wanting to partake in the pleasure of feeding Jake. Few women in her family could resist feeding anyone, least of all a good-looking man.

"Okay. So which one wins?" Gina asked.

Jake looked reluctant but brave. Taking a deep breath, he said, "That one," and pointed to Graciela's pastelón. Kayla's mom hopped up and down and improvised a mini-cheer. Gina scowled.

Tania, who had never been introduced to Jake, turned to him and said, "So. You remember Robbie from SummerDance, but you forgot my sister. Interesting."

Before Jake could answer, Graciela intervened. "Yes, Tania, he forgot Kayla, and we were not going to vote for him because of it, but he voted for my pastelón today, so we're going to reconsider. And now, Graciela's pastelón for everybody!" she shouted, and everyone followed her to a nearby table.

"I guess I lost your aunt's vote, then," Jake said to Kayla, without looking at her.

"She's vocal, and she has influence, so you lost all of Pilsen, buddy," she couldn't help teasing. That made him look at her, and smile his appreciative, eye-twinkling smile. Which made her smile, too. Fireworks whistled up and exploded in the sky, and Kayla glanced up and laughed at the timing. Jake laughed, too, and the two of them looked up at the bright, colorful display lighting up the sky. Wave after wave of multi-colored flashes and flares coupled with explosive sounds filled the air. The water below reflected the dazzle, but through it all, she was mostly aware of Jake standing beside her.

Until Tania exclaimed, "Hey, Robbie, there's Carrie!"

Kayla, who hadn't seen Robbie's younger sister in months, turned too, glad to have an old friend distract her.

"Carrie!" Robbie called.

Kayla turned toward Robbie and Tania first, to gauge the direction in which they were looking, and frowned when she saw their faces. Robbie's mouth was agape, and Tania looked furious. Kayla followed their gazes. Her eyes widened with shock.

Carrie was wrapped in Brandon's arms, and they were making out, heavily, on the pier. "Get a room!" someone somewhere shouted at the pair.

Kayla felt her heart hit her feet one second and a fiery burst of anger ignite her temper the next. But her aunt, her mother, and Tania were all by her side talking at once, saying things like "bendito," and "pobre Kayla," and trying to shield her from the show.

Both Carrie and Brandon finally turned in the direction of the boat, and Brandon met Kayla's glare. Her mother said, "Come, Kayla, let's get you away from those two."

But it was too late. Poof! Her temper had burst into flames. "Why that manipulative lying scumbag and that treacherous little—" she breathed in the last word because she was Robbie's sister after all, and marched across the boat, stopping to stand on the edge of the plank as a defiant Brandon and a guilty-looking Carrie stood on the other end. She heard her niece say, "And she says she's not feisty!" which made her swallow hard and try to keep her anger in check. She was not feisty. She was mad.

"How long has this been going on?" she confronted them.

They didn't answer, so she looked at Brandon, incredulously. "Did you start seeing her before or after we broke up?" Somehow, she knew the answer, and it was why she was angry.

Brandon glanced at Carrie as if to see if she would go along with a lie, but a miserable-looking Carrie simply stared at the ground. And Kayla had her answer. Robbie had said Carrie had been keeping quiet about a new boyfriend for months, and to top it off, Kayla had been the one to introduce them at her mother's house.

"You," Kayla pointed to Brandon. "Are an egotistical jerk, and a hypocrite."

"What about you? You and your issues—" Brandon began, hotly.

"I never cheated!" People began to look their way, and Kayla knew it was best to walk away.

"Aren't you even going to hear us out?" Brandon called after her.

Kayla threaded her way through a crowd of people still gazing up at the fireworks display and then flew down some stairs that led her to a cramped galley. She leaned against a cold, metal stove, and tried to gather her thoughts and make sense of her anger. No, she wasn't in love with Brandon at all, but she'd been honest with him. To think she'd felt guilty!

And then there was Carrie. That hurt even more. To be cheated on with someone she'd babysat, to be betrayed by someone she'd always been very good too! Feeling stupid, gullible, and blind, she wiped an angry tear off her cheek and held her breath, hoping to stop more from spilling, and wishing for once she wasn't so emotional.

"Kayla? Are you okay?" Jake's voice reached her before he did. He came to stand in front of her in the small space, and Kayla looked up, suddenly feeling she had no business being angry about Brandon and Carrie when she Jake had been sending her into the tizzy from the first moment they'd laid eyes on each other. The whole thing was too confusing.

"I take it that was your ex-boyfriend with a girl you know?" he asked, his deep voice so close it reverberated within her and threw her into a second tailspin of emotions.

"I feel so pathetic," she whispered. "My ex-boyfriend was trying to get back with me while still dating my first love's little sister, whom he had been seeing behind my back for months." While I lusted after you, she didn't add.

"Um, what?" Jake looked down at her. "Wait, I think I got it. Robbie was your first love, and that girl with your ex was Robbie's sister?"

"I imagined myself in love with Robbie for years. He was so easy to be with! And yes, that's his little sister." Kayla sighed. "And the worst part is that Tania and my mom will think I'm more upset than I am, and they'll want to drag me away with them this weekend. Or Aunt Gina will want to bring the whole family over to console me or drag me over there. And they won't let up. They don't know how to! And then there's Robbie. It'll be awful for him to feel stuck in the middle of this. It's not fair to him. I just want to send him a text telling him we don't even have to talk about it, but I know he'll want to come over and wring his hands over it. Jess, too. I love them all so much, but their smothering concern is the last thing I need. I'm stressed enough as it is."

"What do you need?" he asked.

Kayla looked into his eyes, to focus on something other than the dread of Thanksgiving weekend. She blew out a breath. "Peace and my violin. If I could have only those two things in the coming days, I'll be able to recharge and tackle anything."

"Then come away with me." His gaze was so intense, it nearly mesmerized her.

"Say what?"

"You heard me."

Hearing him ask her to go away with him filled her with unexpected longing. He dropped his gaze and stepped back, putting distance between them. "I need to blow off some steam, too, so I'm heading to my house by the Kankakee River this weekend, to do some work on it. It's a big house, plenty of room, and you can practice all you want. It's only an hour away and... I'd like to listen to you play while I work. I think listening to you will relax me."

Three days away from it all? It sounded like heaven. But those three days would be spent with Jake. Her mind went on a wild three-second ride where her brain said a firm "no," but her will to do what deep down she really wanted to do, and her need to get away from everyone's concern over her, overrode it. Ignoring the nervous throbs in the pit of her belly she swallowed and murmured, "Okay."

They looked at each other for a long beat, until her mom's concerned voice floated down. "Kayla, are you down there? We're all looking for you."

Without taking his eyes off her, Jake called up, "She's down here, Mrs. Diaz." He then leaned toward her. "Pack a bag when you get home. I'll pick you up at midnight at the same corner I dropped you off last time."


Chapter 9
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A little over two hours later, Kayla met Jake at the corner of her house. He leaned over the passenger seat, opened the door to his sexy, blue-with-white stripes '65 Shelby, and Kayla climbed in, feeling like a sneaky teenager.

"Hey," she said, without looking at him.

"Hey," he returned as he pulled back out onto the street, his posture rigid.

"Are you having second thoughts?" she asked.

"No. Are you?"

"No. But I think I should be."

"Same here." He sighed.

"Then maybe you should take me back home. I'll be fine."

He looked over at her. "Do you really want me to take you home, Kayla?"

"Do you want to take me home?" she asked. God, they were ridiculous.

"No. I don't."

"Well, then," she said, knowing she shouldn't be as relieved as she was. But there was one more thing. "Um, before we get too far, I—I have one small request." He glanced over at her again. "Please promise me you won't kiss me, Jake. I'm notorious for my self-control. Heck, I was dumped for it, but you need to promise me you won't kiss me. I believe you'll keep your word."

Jake looked back out onto the road, and she noticed his posture had instantly loosened up. "I promise I won't kiss you unless you kiss me first."

"Like I said, that won't be a problem. It'll just be you, working on your house, and me, playing my violin, just two friends, or ex-co-workers or whatever it is we are, keeping each other company while we take a break and get away from it all," Kayla's voice trailed off as she looked out the window. Soon they were whizzing down I-57, heading west to Rock Falls. As soon as they left the city, she relaxed.

They stopped at an out-of-the-way Wal-Mart where Jake put the hood of his jacket so far up over his head it nearly covered his eyes. Kayla laughed. They had a surprisingly good time zipping the shopping cart around the supermarket section, trying to decide who would cook what. In honor of Thanksgiving, they decided on turkey everything; turkey bacon and sausages for breakfast, turkey ham sandwiches for lunch, and ground turkey for a Thanksgiving lasagna dinner because they couldn't find a turkey small enough for just the two of them.

By the time they finished shopping and were back on the road, Kayla was glad she'd agreed to the harebrained scheme. Every mile of the road brought further relief. It had been years since she'd taken time away for anything.

Jake asked her about her parents, her sister, and her niece. And he listened. She told him how her super-smart and responsible sister had fallen hard for Chris, Mia's father when they'd met as sophomores in college. "I think Tania was yearning for the same kind of love our parents had, to fill the void our dad left," she shared. Then, she told him how her sister had instead been badly burned; her story nothing like their parents' fairy tale.

Hesitantly, she asked him about his own life, knowing that privacy was a necessity for him. She was touched that he trusted her with a few details about how his father's actions had affected him, how he'd loved his father, but had never been proud of him. "For a long time, I was just as mad at how my mom would always take him back... but I love her too much to willingly judge her, so I learned to let that go."

They left each other to their thoughts for a time. Kayla found herself being grateful for the father she'd had, and the sting of figuring out that Brandon had been cheating on with a friend gradually subsided.

* * *

They meandered down a dark and narrow grove lined by oaks and elms, and Jake announced, "We're here." He turned to look at Kayla, and warmth traveled through his veins at the look on her face. She was as enchanted by the old country house as he'd been the first time he'd laid eyes on it.

"Wow, Jake, it's lovely. I feel like I've stepped into some other place and time. I can't wait to see it tomorrow, in the daylight!" she smiled at him.

Jake got out and opened the trunk, handed her violin case over to her, swung his bag on one shoulder, and carried hers in his hand. They walked toward the house and gave her its history. "It was built in 1853, and I'm working hard to save as many of the original details as possible."

"You're restoring it all by yourself?" she asked, incredulous. Jake nodded yes, and she looked up at him, clearly impressed. "No wonder your hands are so... um, well they're manly-man hands, not politician-hands. Not that I've ever held another politician's hand. Of course, it's not like I've held your hand, it's just that, you know, I've felt it."

Jake looked down at her and tried hard not to grin. She was clearly flustered at the thought of his... hands.

As with everything relating to Kayla, against all better judgment, he casually took her left hand in his right to lead her up the rotted stairs of the old world porch, through the front door, and into the large living area. The small action of walking into his house, holding Kayla's hand made him feel things he knew he had no business feeling.

It was one thing to desire someone, it was quite another to feel tenderness. He dropped her hand.

Kayla didn't seem to notice. She was busy looking around, her eyes darting from one detail to the next: the carpenter's lace above the doorway, the stone fireplaces, the winding oak staircase. Her gold-brown eyes glimmered, and her soft, glossy lips formed a sweet smile. Jake decided it was time to take a breather from so much togetherness.

"It's nearly two o'clock in the morning. Let's find you a room, and you can get settled in, and call whoever's been hounding you non-stop," Jake said in reference to the phone that had been sounding with calls and texts, and that she'd been ignoring, the whole way. "And I'll give you a tour tomorrow."

"Sounds good," Kayla agreed.

He led the way upstairs and showed her the bedroom he thought she'd like best. It had large picture windows and a window seat looking out over the moonlit river. He hadn't even begun to decorate the house, and the only furnishing in the room was a plain, full-sized bed.

Kayla walked over to the window and sat down. "You have access to the river?" she asked.

"Twenty-five feet of it. There's a small pier to the right, but you can barely see it, it's half-hidden by that black cherry tree over there." He walked up behind her and pointed toward the pier, his head just above hers. He took in the scent of that damned coconut-scented shampoo, the one that had driven him crazy while they'd been working together, and finally admitted to himself he'd missed her. "Do you think you'll be all right in this room?"

"Are you kidding? This is perfect," she answered before looking up at him. "What time do you wake up?"

"Six. I go for a jog before breakfast. But it's late, so I'll probably wake up later than usual."

"I want to practice at least six hours, in increments. Is that okay with you? Or is too much? Please be honest."

"I don't mind at all," he answered before wishing her goodnight and leaving. The thought of listening to Kayla play all weekend while he worked soothed his stressed soul.

* * *

Early the next morning, Kayla awoke to the sound of a door closing. Rubbing the sleep from her eyes, she walked over to the window, a feeling of contentment washing over her. It was easy to push away any lingering doubts she had about accepting Jake's invitation while looking out onto the shimmering water on a glorious November morning. The sun seemed to be dancing on the treetops and on the other side of the river, and the long grass along its bank swayed in the wind.

After showering and changing, Kayla set up in front of the window and began her warm-up routine of scales, arpeggios, and etudes before starting on excerpts from Straus Don Juan, Berlioz Symphonie Fantastique, and Bizet's Carmen.

A little over an hour later, she walked out into the hallway and came face to face with a towel-clad Jake. Right away, she glimpsed a solid six pack and sturdy shoulders she thought she has to hold on to. Never one to go nutty over the sight of a male body, she suddenly had every depraved-female symptom in the book. Her mouth went dry, her heart began to beat abnormally, and heat rushed to her face.

"There are no bathrooms inside any of the rooms," he reminded her after a full thirty seconds of her ogling. And damn it if he wasn't smiling like the devil himself.

"No master suite, huh? That's right. I remember. There's always breakfast." Out of all her jumbled thoughts, those were the fragmented pieces that came out of her mouth.

After a mostly silent breakfast where a freshly showered Jake sat next to her, smelling soapy and oh-so-masculine, he gave her a very detailed tour of the house.

Kayla would never have guessed that restoring an old home could be such a sensuous project. His hands smoothed over the projects he'd labored on as he talked about hammering things, rubbing stuff down, buffing... it all had her breathing hard. She couldn't stop looking at his hands.

A while later, unable to concentrate on her playing and about ready to jump out of her skin because she couldn't take her mind off Jake, she went down to the first-floor library to read Persuasion, remembering there was a leather-bound copy that Jake had said belonged to his mom on the desk. She figured she could learn a thing or two about formulating proper female thoughts from Anne Elliot, the epitome of delicate, modest female.

But then delicate, modest Anne Elliot had never come upon a smoking hot, shirtless Captain Wentworth in a hallway. If she'd had, Kayla was sure her thoughts would have scandalized the gentry.

A shirtless Jake coming in to work on the built-in shelves quickly sent Kayla and all her immodest thoughts up the stairs to do what she should have been doing all morning; pouring her frustrations into her music. For the next two hours, she chucked her routine and played the more passionate Bach Chaconne, Barber Violin Concerto, and Sarasate Zigeunerweisen, with a feverish energy that left her breathless. She ended her session with an especially vigorous Ysaye Ballade.

Sighing and feeling fully relaxed, she felt as if she should be having a smoke, even though she'd never smoked in her life.

When she came down for a late lunch, she saw Jake had already fixed them turkey ham, turkey bacon, tomato, and lettuce sandwiches. "I figured you worked up an appetite," he said. "That was some frenzied playing up there."

"It was not frenzied. It was spirited."

"Whatever you say." Jake shrugged, the mischievous glint in his clear blue eyes getting to her. It didn't seem like she was having the same effect on him that he was having on her, and he was behaving like a cocky SOB. She wanted to wipe the satisfaction from his face.

"So, is Marcus seeing anyone?" Kayla asked, her eyes innocent, and her tone neutral.

A long silence ensued. "Not that I'm aware of, but I'm pretty sure he has the hots for your sister. Why do you ask?"

"I think I look like my sister, don't you?" she asked, ignoring his question.

He gave her a good, long look. "I'm not sure. I always see her on TV, looking fine, well dressed, and tailored to a T. Right now, wearing those old jeans and Cubs baseball shirt, you don't really look anything alike."

"My first love gave this to me, along with my matching Cubs baseball jacket, and he still thinks I look sexy in both," she said without thinking. "He had the words They Should've Let the Goat In printed on both to make me laugh, and every time I wear them I think about him, and the best relationship I've ever had."

Jake gave her a slow smile. "Well Robbie is a cool guy, and he has a great sense of style, so maybe it's just me."

Damn her big mouth. Why'd she had to go and tell him she'd once been in love with Robbie? Her evil plan thwarted, Kayla lost her appetite. Resigned, she wrapped her sandwich up for later, thanked Jake for lunch, put on her favorite jacket—the one that matched her unsexy baseball shirt—and went out to explore the river.

It was hard to stay in a prickly mood with such a lavish landscape before her. She went out onto the tiny pier, dipped her hands into the cold water, and instantly withdrew them. She threw a few pebbles out and then laid down and closed her eyes, content to feel the cold breeze and take in the earthy scents around her.

* * *

Jake sat down next to Kayla. "Hey. Sorry I teased you."

She didn't open her eyes. "It's fine."

He laid down next to her. "And I'm sorry I said your shirt isn't sexy. It's actually the most seductive thing I've ever seen," he continued, only half-kidding. Kayla laughed wholeheartedly, and the sound filled him in a way nothing had in a long time. "And your hair tied up in a knot like that really, er, brings out your neck." She laughed again. But he wasn't kidding. She had a smooth, elegant neck.

"And those jeans..." he let his voice trail off suggestively.

"What about them?" she asked, and though he was no longer looking at her, he could tell she was smiling. The truth was her figure-hugging jeans had been driving him up a wall all morning. He couldn't find enough things to do with his hands in order to keep them off her. "Those jeans are second only to a pair of hot pink panties I once saw."

Kayla swatted his arm.

"It's true," he said. "There's nothing sexier than showing a little skin." Still not looking at her, he reached out to point to the knee of her jeans where he'd seen a slight tear. She bolted upright, giggling and desperately pushing his hand away. He opened one eye and laughed. "I wasn't even going to touch you! Are you that ticklish?" he asked, opening one eye.

"Oh my gosh, yes, it's awful!" She laughed, too, and the sun shone through a few gray clouds behind her. He remembered the first time he saw her and felt a tightening in his chest.

He sat up, to focus on the sparkling river and calm his growing desire to hug her to him as they both laid down on the ground and gazed up at the sky.

"Can you pick some of those wildflowers next to you for me?" she asked, after some time in companionable silence. "I want to make myself a crown."

The purple and white wildflowers she was talking about caught his eye, and he picked a few to give to her. "Somehow, I'm not surprised you know how to make a crown of wildflowers, even though you're a city girl, born and bred," he teased. He continued to pick flowers as her busy fingers wove them into a pretty crown. When she finished, she showed it to him, smiling, and he took it out of her hands to place it on her head.

A few drops of rain came down, and she sighed and set the crown aside. "I wish I could stay out here in the rain. It's not too cold, and I feel like it would do me a world of good," she said wistfully.

"Then let's stay," he said.

She looked at him for a long moment before saying, "I can't." And then she scrambled up and began walking away, the way she'd run away from him that very first night, also over a little rain that didn't even qualify as a drizzle.

He picked up the crown of flowers and got up, too. "A little rain won't kill you, you know," he said, thinking that a good soaking outside in the rain would do him a world of good, too. "And I promise I'll take you to the hospital if you sneeze," he teased.

She turned to look at him. "Please don't make me remind us of the differences between yet again."

He stopped dead. "What are you talking about?"

"You have no idea how much I would love to stay out here and play a fiddle if I could find one whilst I danced in the rain in my crown, like a flower child. But I can't afford to get sick. The only health insurance coverage I can afford is a high deductible plan, the deductible of which I can't afford."

Jake shook his head and tried to make sense of how she'd gone from a flower child playing a fiddle and dancing in the rain to... health insurance. Something to do with the difference between their worlds. And then, when what she was trying to do dawned on him, he became angry. "I understand some people can't afford to get sick, Kayla. But that's not what this is about."

"And that's exactly what someone who's never had to worry about it would say!"

He glared at her. "No. I'm not going to let you make me into a jerk because you feel the need to push me away. It's not fair to me, and it's unworthy of you."

The rain was beginning to come down a little faster, if not harder, and Jake watched as she breathed in and out a few times before plopping down in the grass. "I'm sorry," she finally said. "It's just... I didn't come here to—to feel closer to you."

He sat down next to her. "Why did you come?"

She sighed, shook her head, and looked at the ground. "I did come to practice, I somehow knew it would be the perfect place for it... but I also came for reasons I—I don't really understand. Please believe that." She looked up at him then, all wet lashes and searching eyes, and he watched her throat work. "Why did you invite me?"

It was Jake's turn to sigh. It was becoming harder and harder to hide his feelings from himself, and he realized he didn't care if she knew. He only cared that he didn't want to know, but it was too late. "I don't want a relationship—I don't have time for one, and I really don't ever want to get sucked into anything... anything I can't handle or control. But that doesn't mean I don't know that you're good for me, Kayla. I think I felt it that very first night. That you would make me see and feel the world in new ways. But every time you walk away from me—and it is always you who walks away—it makes me realize that I don't do the same thing for you. And I wish I did."

"But you do. I feel a strange connection to you when you're unguarded. You're thoughtful and earnest, and I don't know if this makes sense, but it echoes somewhere in here." She put her fingers to the middle of her chest. "It makes me feel more at peace with the world."

Jake was moved... and it brought the same old problem: He didn't want to be moved. But he couldn't push her away, either, not when he'd taken her to task for pushing him. So he put the crown of wildflowers he was still holding on her head and lifted her chin with his thumb. "You'd have made a great flower child."

She laughed, and her expression, which had become guarded again, softened. "And I'd have had a grand old time, playing the fiddle while the naked hippies dance. The problem is the hippies would have sent you away."

"Why?" Jake smiled, oblivious to the rain, aware only of Kayla's laughing eyes. He reached out and curled a wet strand of hair that had escaped her knot around his finger.

"You wouldn't make a very good flower child, what with all your suits and ties and khakis and fancy sweaters," she solemnly answered.

Jake slid the hand that was playing with her hair to the back of her neck. Her breathing became shallow, and her eyes took on a hazy quality. "Then I guess I would've stripped down, too, to stay with you," he said before lowering his mouth to hers.

But before he could kiss her, she panicked, and breathlessly reminded him, "You said you wouldn't kiss me."

So with much effort and great disappointment, Jake pulled away. He got up and decided he would be the one to walk away this time. Not because he was upset with her, but because it was the wisest decision.

* * *

Kayla's disappointment when he pulled away was intense and greater than her fears. She got up and called, "Wait!" Jake turned around, one eyebrow raised, and she hesitated only a moment before running and taking a flying leap into his arms. She caught her, and she took his face in her hands. "I know you think I'm crazy, but please kiss me anyway."

Jake looked into her eyes for a long burning moment. "I don't think you're crazy, I think you're adorable, and it drives me crazy," he said, before lowering his lips to nip at her neck and the slope between her neck and ear. And Kayla felt he was torturing her by not kissing her on the lips.

She shivered, but cold and wet as they both were, Jake's body radiated warmth. Her lips and breath hovered over Jake's now, and she almost couldn't handle how much she needed their mouths to touch. She brushed her lips against his, and then nipped at his lower lip.

Jake lowered her to the ground, pulled her toward him again, and plunged into her mouth with a possessiveness that left her dizzy and feverish.

When she came up for air and strength, she half-laughed, half-breathed, "I—I'm dizzy," and Jake laughed, too, and swiftly gathered her into his arms and carried her inside to an old, worn couch where they hungrily kissed, touched, and explored, always careful not to take it further than Kayla was ready to go.

She couldn't remember when it was that it stopped raining, and when it was that darkness began to fall because she was only aware of Jake's body beside hers, his breath, his lips, and his hands. It was a long time before anything else mattered.

Finally, when they could no longer ignore hunger pangs, they tried to prepare a Thanksgiving lasagna together. Jake kept distracting them with his hands and mouth, and it took forever. Finally, they shared a plate on an old recliner, with Kayla on Jake's lap.

* * *

"What do you want to do now? Do you want to watch some TV? Criminal Evidence is playing," Jake suggested when they finished eating.

Kayla put her head on his shoulder. "Ugh. I hate that show. The good guys always win."

"I thought you of all people would like that."

"It's not how it is in real life, and it gets to me," she said with uncharacteristic bitterness.

And then he got it. This was about her father. He propped her chin up, looked into her eyes, and kissed her once, softly.

Kayla sighed. "I know it's just a show."

"I understand," Jake said, and meant it.

She was quiet for a while. Her thoughts had clearly gone elsewhere. When she finally spoke, it seemed as if she'd come to a conclusion. "I don't think I'll ever stop being angry about what happened to my dad."

"I'd be angry too," Jake said softly, smoothing her hair.

"At least I'm not angry at my dad anymore. I went through this phase where I was so mad at him for choosing to be a policeman..." Her voice, tinged with guilt, trailed off and she was thoughtful again.

"Did they ever catch whoever did it?" he gently asked.

"He was shot and killed immediately after before he could shoot anyone else, but I can't help wishing he would've rotted away in prison instead, you know? It feels like instant death wasn't enough of a punishment. But it's also blessing my poor mom didn't have to go through a trial, or that we don't have to live in fear of his killer being released." She breathed in. "And I want to be forgiving, I really do, but I can't."

He put her head on his shoulder, kissed her temple, and hugged her close. It was exactly what she needed. Sometimes words were over-rated. After a while, she laced her fingers with his and asked, "Why do you really want to be mayor?"

He didn't hesitate. "Because Chicago is the greatest city in the world."

"That's not a real answer! I know plenty of people who feel the same way, and not one of them would ever think of running for mayor."

Jake hesitated. "I know this will sound silly, but I believe in Chicago, the way I believe in very few things. To me, it lives and breathes, and never dies. It's always changing, adapting, and surviving. Ever since I can remember, I've been trying to come up with ideas to help it continue on its journey." He looked up at her, and her eyes were so bright and clear that he knew she believed him. It made him want to kiss her, more deeply than ever, and he moved his hand to the back of her neck to do just that. But before his lips touched hers, she said, "That's what you should always say. You should open yourself up to the way you open up to me... well, the way you open up to me sometimes. You should talk to them about the festivals and the stations and, well, everything you've shared with me!"

* * *

Tired, they decided it was time to go to bed to sleep. Neither had gotten enough work done, and both wanted to make up for it the next day. But what started as a few chaste kisses good night at Kayla's door ended with Kayla backed up against said door, with Jake's hands and mouth making her feel desperate and unfulfilled. Jake seemed to notice she was feeling the need to go further because he broke away and said, "I don't think I have any restraint left to stop this if you don't stop this. And if you don't, then I'm afraid you'd regret it later, and I don't ever want you to do that."

She smiled a little. "You've shown restraint?"

Jake's eyes flashed with heat and a promise Kayla wasn't sure she could take. "Okay then. You can go away now. Just give me one more goodnight kiss. A little one," she clarified.

He gave her an unsatisfactory peck on the cheek. "There. Good night." He opened the door to her room and shoed her inside.

She laughed. "A bigger one."

He took her hands in his, and kissed both her palms, smiling, before bowing a gentlemanly goodbye. But the moment she felt his roughened palms she hesitated, holding on to them, and thinking about how they revealed a different side to him. Without thinking, she brought them up to her lips and kissed each of his palms, too. He looked down at her, and she looked up at him. The tension was back.

She hooked a finger in the front of his jeans and pulled him closer. His breath hitched, and he looked like he was in pain. He picked her up, brought her into the room, and set her down on the bed, without breaking eye contact. He was breathing hard.

"I like how deeply you feel things, Kayla. And I'm fascinated by how quickly you go from one emotion to another—" he began, his voice strained.

"Are you calling me emotional again?" she interrupted.

He smiled, and it relieved some of the tension in his face. "Let's just say I never have to guess what you're feeling," he answered, before more thoughtfully adding, "And if you hadn't acted on your feelings, we would've missed out on this weekend." He pulled her close, wound his arms around her, and kissed her forehead. "And right now, it's clear you want this as much as I do. But I'm afraid that will change when it's too late."

Kayla lay still, feeling safe in his arms, and searched her heart. No matter how wrapped up at the moment she was, and no matter how far away real life seemed, she hadn't lost sight of the fact that she didn't want Jake in her everyday life. He led a far-too-public life, and, more importantly, he had the power to permanently break her heart. Both deal breakers.

But she wanted to be with him, for this one weekend. The memory would be worth a hurting heart, of that she was sure. And a hurting heart healed.

She propped herself up on her elbows. "I've never wanted anyone like this."

He held her to him, and she felt two, out of control heartbeats. "Believe it or not, Kayla, neither have I. Not like this. Never like this."

"I have no doubts," she said.

Jake rolled her so that he was atop her, propped on his elbows. He searched her face and her eyes, and, satisfied with what he saw there, kissed her deeply, while his hands moved over and under her, warm and gentle, easing her into delicious intimacy. He slipped her sweater over her head, unhooked her bra, and proceeded to drive her crazy in the most delicious ways possible. "You're so responsive. I knew you would be," he half-whispered, half-groaned between kisses.

She undid his jeans, and the sound that came from his throat told her he was in real pain. It made her laugh, and he smiled on her mouth. The pause made him finally take his hands off her long enough to let her pull his sweater over his head. Skin to skin, he looked into her eyes, his caresses tender once more, his kisses sweet and clinging. He brought her to exquisite urgency slowly this time, and whenever she thought nothing could ever feel better, that she could die from the pleasure of it all, he'd take her to a new dizzying height.

The free-fall, when it came, left her with sensations she never knew existed, and the way he looked at her and wrapped himself around her when it was all over, breathing her in, and looking at her in wonder had her fighting hard to keep her heart to herself.


Chapter 10

[image: flourish]

Kayla barely slept. Trying to not think was harder work than thinking, and it had taken her nearly all night to push intrusive thoughts away.

She showered, dressed, took her violin out, and practiced for a full hour before the smell of sausage and eggs wafted up to her. Sooner or later, she'd have to eat. And sooner or later, she'd have to face Jake. If only she could understand what it was she dreaded about it, she could prepare herself. The night before now felt surreal.

She strolled into the kitchen with a greeting, served herself breakfast, and said, "Thank you for breakfast," all without looking at him. He acknowledged her standard murmurs with a few of his own.

When she finished eating, she got up to wash the skillet and dishes, and Jake came up beside her to give her his plate and help her dry everything off.

"I should get a dishwasher in here soon," he said.

"It's okay. I don't mind doing the dishes," she replied, before quickly realizing it was a dumb remark because she was never be coming back. "I mean, you don't have to go out and get one today because I don't mind doing the dishes while I'm here, but of course it'll be a good idea to buy one in case the next woman who comes here doesn't want to do the dishes with you," she rushed to clarify. But that was an even stupider thing to say because she now sounded as if she was thinking about the other women Jake would bring over. Which she hadn't been. But now was.

Naturally, that was followed by the thought that he probably brought tons of conquests to his house by the river. Clearly, he was skilled, and skill, she knew, took practice. She was now one of many. How amazingly unoriginal. Her self-esteem momentarily went down the drain with the warm, sudsy water and she took a few steps back, took get away from him, and stopped only because she hit the island. Jake shut the water off and faced her.

"Kayla, I've never brought another woman here, okay? I don't even bring them home. I usually stay—" he stopped and breathed out. "What I mean is—"

"You don't owe me any explanations, Jake. I wasn't jealous or anything. I was just babbling."

"All right. No explanations. I just wanted you to know that in case it did matter to you, even though we both know it shouldn't." He leaned against the kitchen sink, crossed his arms, and looked at her.

Kayla swallowed hard. "But you know what? Now that we're on the subject, why haven't you brought any other women here? It's out of the way and secluded..."

 

Jake cleared his throat. "Because I don't want anyone intruding. This is my... I don't know, my haven, I guess you could call it. But it seemed like you needed a haven, too."

"I did. Thank you. But yesterday, you said it was because you thought I was good for you."

"You are. I love hearing you play. I don't know much about music, but you draw me in somehow and make me feel whatever you're feeling," he said, edging a little closer, hoping hard she wasn't regretting last night. He'd been terrified all morning, and her playing hadn't given him a clue. Unlike yesterday. She was serious, and he decided to tease her, which always got a reaction, whether a laugh or a scowl. "Like yesterday. I knew exactly what you were feeling by the way you played," He held out his hand, and his heart sank when he saw the uncertainty in her eyes. But she took it. He gave it a gentle tug, and she was finally in his arms again. Hesitantly, as if he hadn't spent the most glorious night of his life with her, he brought her chin up so that he could look into her eyes.

Then, without taking his eyes off hers, he lowered his mouth onto hers. She sighed and kissed him back slowly. Seductively. When he couldn't take much more, he lifted her up onto the island, where he could reach more of her. They didn't make it out of the kitchen until noon.

Almost only one of the projects he'd planned on completing got started. It was impossible to stay away from Kayla when every one of his nerve endings reached out to wherever she was. He only worked peacefully when she practiced her violin. She was adamant about it, and he admired her discipline.

No matter where he was in the house, her music reached him, and no matter how arduous a task he was trying to get done, he felt at ease with the world, knowing she was steps away.

After dinner, Kayla went upstairs, hinting at a surprise. Jake nearly salivated, imagining her in something flimsy, lacy, and red. But when she came back down, she was swaying a long, red skirt around with one hand and holding her phone up with the other. "I thought I'd teach you how to dance merengue!" she said, playfully twirling her skirt.

It wasn't what he was expecting, but there was no way he could say no to her happy face, even though he really didn't want to merengue. He didn't know what merengue was, but it didn't sound like it was something any Kelly would do. Salsa at SummerDance had been a fluke.

Kayla played a spirited song on her phone, grabbed his hands, and pulled him close. He pretended to sigh in protest when she put his hands into position on her waist and shoulder when in reality it brought back a pleasant memory.

"Come on, it's fun and easy. It's basically marching. Left right left right left right left right," Kayla chanted as she began to move. Jake looked at her and raised both eyebrows suggestively when he felt her swaying, sizzling hip under his hand. His other hand slipped down to her other hip, which moved in an equally hypnotic rhythm, but Kayla tugged it back up to her shoulder. "Come on, you're not moving! Just take one step to each beat of the music, left, and right. Don't act like you don't want to. I know you had fun last time we danced." Jake rolled his eyes and began to move. He was rewarded with a quick kiss, so he tried a little harder. The music, pulsing with festive beats, helped.

A song infused with sensual, throbbing, rhythms called "Suavemente" began to play, and they danced in close position for a while. He gained confidence and began to take control, and her body became supple and more limber in his arms. "What's this song about? 'Suavemente' means 'softly,' right?" Jake asked.

"It's about kissing." Kayla looked up at him, and Jake nodded. He wouldn't have thought anyone could make up an entire song about kissing until he'd kissed Kayla. He didn't think he'd ever get tired of it.

She began instructing him again, to get him to move with what she called a Cuban Motion, and Jake complied, knowing there was only one thing in the world he'd find more satisfying than crushing his hips against Kayla's in such a sensual way. Pretty soon, he got the hang of the Cuban Motion, and by the next song, Kayla was teaching him a very suggestive move called the pretzel.

The more she moved, the hotter her skin felt against his. It was impossible not to slip his hands down to her hips and hold her close to him when she swayed and moved in such tortuous ways. "You're right, this is fun," he said, reluctantly taking a step back. It surprised him that he didn't want her to think he was just another single-minded male. He enjoyed just being with her, and he wanted her to enjoy just being with him, too.

She smiled up at him. "It is, isn't it? I feel like we could do this for—"

Jake's body stopped moving by its own volition, and he held his breath, hoping she wouldn't finish the thought. "For the rest of this weekend," she finished.

* * *

Kayla placed her head on Jake's shoulder for a while so he wouldn't see her burning cheeks, and so she could memorize his unique scent. She couldn't believe she'd almost said forever. But his eyes had been ablaze, and his body had felt so right against hers that she'd nearly lost her mind. His reaction brought her back down to earth, and she'd been glad for it.

"I hate awkwardness, and I know you know I almost said forever. But I didn't mean it in the literal sense. It's like when I say I could eat pizza and flan for every mean for the rest of my life," she finally said. "There's nowhere for us to go from here, and that's the way we both said we wanted it."

Jake was quiet for a while. "No, not now. Now is impossible. We're both trying to jumpstart consuming careers. As soon as wet back home, we'll be worlds apart."

"Not now, and not ever," Kayla corrected. "We're not compatible in real life. We've always been worlds apart. It's why we argue all the time."

"Right. All the time." They danced slowly, holding each other close, in quiet understanding that this would all soon end.

* * *

They spent their last day and night together in normal, everyday tasks like cooking, cleaning and watching TV, interspersed with making love, sharing thoughts, old stories, and hopes.

Sunday morning, Kayla awoke to soft sunlight, and Jake's warm, solid arms around her. It seemed like he was hanging on than a hug, but she knew it wasn't so.

A few hours later, they were in the car and pulling away. Kayla didn't look back. She stared out the window, a strange, peaceful emptiness settling within her. Jake took her hand in his and concentrated on the road.

"Kayla?" he spoke. It had been the only sound between them since they'd left, almost an hour before.

She squeezed his hand in response.

"You're quiet. Are you having regrets?"

"We're both quiet, and no, I don't have regrets. I feel as if I should, but I don't," she reassured him. "I—I'll probably never live anything like that again." A good thing, since it was dangerously consuming. It felt like she was walking away from a dream.

He cleared his throat. "Where do we go from here?" he asked. Each mile was bringing them closer and closer to reality, and Kayla guessed he was still worried she'd have expectations. She wasn't offended that he needed reassurance. A scandal from her could tank the campaign and all hi shard work.

"Well, we find a way for me to get home without anyone seeing us together. I think you should drop me off at Robbie's."

"That's not what I meant."

Kayla sighed. "I know what you meant, and I'm trying to tell you that you don't have to worry. I told you before. This is it. I go home, you go back to your campaign, and this will all be a sleepy memory. I don't want anything from you." But it hurt her that he was worried she should.

Jake was silent. "So, this is it," he finally repeated, a new, steely note in his voice. "We part ways, and never see each other again?"

Suspicion crept into her mind, and her heart sank. "Yes. What did you expect? Some secret, torrid affair?"

"Torrid affair? Where'd you get that?" Jake demanded and seemed genuinely upset.

She shrank back. "Too much exposure to the novelas my mom watches?" He gave her a look. "Sorry—but you sound like you're not ready for this to be over, and what else could you mean?"

Jake let go of her hand to run a hand through his hair. "I don't know. I hadn't gotten that far. I—I know what I don't want, but maybe I don't know what I do want." He shook his head. "If that makes any sense."

She let the hand he'd been holding, which was still in the air, palm up as if waiting for him to take hold of it again, drop. "It does. I know what I don't want, too. We barely know each other. Lust fizzles, Jake. It's a proven scientific fact that it lasts about two years. And I'm definitely not going to risk destroying my heart over two years."

"Destroy your heart?" He glanced over at her. "Is this from a novela again? Because you just said that what we have is lust and nothing more."

Kayla closed her eyes. That last things she wanted to say was probably the last thing he wanted to hear. "I did... but give me time, and emotional woman that I am, I—I'll go and fall for you. And then you'd leave. I don't want heartache like that, ever." The very idea of it made it difficult to breathe. She wiped her hands on her jeans and looked out the window.

There was a long silence. "I'm not my father, Kayla. Or even my mother. And you're not your sister or your mother."

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"You say we barely know each other, but you're wrong. We're more alike than you think. We've both taken huge steps to avoid feeling too much because we don't want to end up like the people we love. I never wanted to be like my father, losing everything I've worked hard for and hurting everyone around me over every new woman, but I sure as hell didn't want to be like my mom, losing years of happiness with a person who didn't deserve her. And you don't want to end up like your mother and sister, unable to get on with your life because a man you loved is no longer there. It's why you fell for Robbie and Brandon because deep down you knew there wasn't enough there to destroy your heart."

Kayla was shocked into a long, tense silence. Finally, she said, "I don't know what we're talking about anymore."

Jake sighed. "Neither do I. I know why things are the way they are, but I don't know that I want them to change. Forget I said anything. If I said anything at all. I'm not even sure."

She wasn't either. They had gone around in circles, and all she knew was that they hadn't ended up quite where they'd started.


Chapter 11
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"Where were you? You said you were going away with a friend, and then you go MIA or AWOL or whatever. You didn't answer my calls, and I spent all weekend telling Mom you were fine. Who is this friend, Kayla? Where did you go? Why didn't you call?" Tania whispered furiously, looking back to where their mom and Mia were putting up the Christmas tree.

"Excuse me, but have you forgotten that I'm an adult? I can't believe you think it's okay to question me like this!" Kayla angrily whispered back.

Tania took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. "I'm sorry—I didn't mean to treat you like a child. It's just... We're close, Kayla. We don't run away like that without making sure everyone knows we're fine. Try—try and remember the way you felt the night I took off." Kayla would never forget how worried she'd been. It had been six months after their father had died, and Tania had gone off to Denver, to the hotel Chris was staying at while skiing with some friends. She'd gone to tell him that she was pregnant, but found him in bed with another girl.

"I'm sorry," Kayla finally spoke. "I hate that you were so worried, but I did tell you I was with a friend, and that should've been enough. Your real worry is that I did something stupid. I didn't."

A little over a week later, Kayla wasn't so sure.

Her heart nearly stopped when she spotted a fuzzy picture of Jake, carrying her in his arms, on the front page of a local tabloid. Her mouth went dry, and she took a quick, furtive look around before picking it up.

"Jake Kelly's Love Shack," the headline screamed. The accompanying picture seemed to have been taken from across the river. Jake's blurry face was to the camera, and he was recognizable. But she wasn't. Her back was to the river in the first picture, and her hair, which had been up in a knot, looked short. Jake's head was close to hers, but it wasn't clear that they were kissing.

Her heart began to beat again, but not at a normal rhythm. She read the cheesy article inside, where there were a few more blurry pictures of them, and a copy of the deed in Patricia Kelly's name. Kayla's back was to the camera in two pictures. In others, taken after Jake turned to carry her into the house, her face was covered by his body. If hadn't been for the deed, Jake could have plausibly denied he was the man in the pictures. The article outlined how Jake had put the house in his mother's name so he could hide his numerous dalliances from voters. A bunch of over-reaching bull. Good thing no one believed tabloids.

Kayla had practice from 7:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m. that day. Wondering if the pictures and article would hurt Jake's campaign, and unable to lose herself in the music, she played badly the first half hour. She wasn't savvy about these things and didn't know what stuck and what blew over. To top it all off, a strange heaviness had settled in the pit of her stomach over how far she felt from Jake. It wasn't like she could call him. Or could she?

Should she?

When the symphony's musical director interrupted rehearsal to ask to speak to her, Kayla's heart took on the painful, weird rhythm again. She walked into his office, her head high, fully expecting him to chew her out for playing so badly.

Instead, he offered her the position of first violinist.

Kayla felt both ecstatic and like her nerves were about to shatter over too many conflicting emotions in such a short time. The elation soon took over, and she ran around the desk to hug the startled director, who finally hugged her back and chuckled over her enthusiasm. She walked out, closed the door behind her, closed her eyes, and shot her hands into the air.

Her first concert would be the following night at Symphony Hall, as part of a Christmas series featuring different orchestras. Tears welled up in her eyes. This was her dream come true.

Michelle, Simone, and Ralph were watching for her, and when they saw her reaction, they knew all was well. They put their instruments down and rushed over to hug her and congratulate her. She called her mother, her sister, Robbie, and Jess soon after.

* * *

At nearly 8:00 a.m. on Wednesday morning, a grim Jake watched as Jess walked into his office, phone in hand, a happy expression on her face. It disappeared as soon as she saw the looks on the faces of the three men before her.

Marcus, who had been reading the paper, stopped and slid the page her way, not looking at her or anyone. Jess read the tasteless headline, pursed her lips, and pulled the paper closer to read the article. A second later, she whipped her head toward Jake. "That's Kayla!"

Marcus's jaw fell, Filip's eyes widened, and for once, Jake was speechless.

"How do you know?" Marcus challenged her, not taking his eyes off Jake.

"I recognize the old Cubs jacket that Robbie gave her because of the way the extra words are printed—I can almost make the word goat out." She squinted before throwing the paper down. "And her hair is up in that crazy knot she wears when she's practicing."

"Why didn't you say anything, Jake?" Marcus demanded.

"How long has this been going on?" Jess asked, looking betrayed.

Jake felt his temper flare. "My private business is private," he shot back.

"Damn, Jake, this is how you're going to play it? Really?" Marcus asked.

"Spoken like a true politician. I thought you were my friend. I thought Kayla was my friend." Jess sat down then, looking miserable. "I just got off the phone with her, and she didn't say a thing about this."

Everyone scowled at Jake. Finally, Filip said, "Marcus and Jess are right. More than anything, we're working with you because you are our friend, and we believe in you. It's not that we feel we deserve to know your private business. We don't. But we should know things that will affect the campaign."

He'd managed to keep thoughts of Kayla at bay the entire week by keeping himself insanely busy. The last thing he wanted to do was discuss her with his staff. But they were playing the friend card. Jake bit the inside of his cheek, considered, and finally said, "It just happened."

Jess let out an exasperated sigh and opened her mouth, probably to chew him out again, but Jake stopped her. "No, seriously. It just happened," he paused, wanting to be honest and to explain, but knowing he needed to respect Kayla's privacy as well. "It was after she saw her ex-boyfriend with Robbie's sister at the pier the day before Thanksgiving. I had rented the boat, and so I felt responsible when she disappeared into the galley. I asked her if she was okay, and we ended up talking. She was hurt and angry, but most of all she was dreading that her sister, or mom, or aunt would be so worried about her that they would intrude on her all weekend. She was really distraught over that because she needed to practice. So I asked her to come away with me. Neither of us thought too hard about it. We both needed some time away, and so we went with it."

"But why are you carrying her? I know you don't feel you owe us explanations, but I'm confused, and I need to know how I'm going to explain this."

Jake had swept Kayla up into his arms after she had laughingly and breathlessly told him she was dizzy after they'd kissed. The memory made him both happy and sad. He took a deep breath and let it out. "It was cold and raining, and she said she felt dizzy. I picked her up and carried her inside. That's all true."

Both Jess and Marcus looked unconvinced, but Marcus nodded as if he was at least satisfied by Jake's explanation. "All right. You've explained it to us, but how are we going to explain why Kayla was there to voters? If Jess recognized her, so will others. Your simple 'it just happened' won't convince anybody."

Jess began to shake her head. "No. There are only a few people who'd be able to figure it out its Kayla. Those of us who know that silly jacket, and those of us who know she disappeared Thanksgiving weekend. Basically just me, her family, and Robbie. They won't say a word. Of that, I'm sure. So we say an unnamed friend—who wants her privacy—was hurting after a difficult event, Jake invited her over for the weekend so she could get away from it all, and that he was carrying her inside because it was cold, and raining, and she felt dizzy. And I'll run it by Kayla, first. Many won't believe it, but I don't know what we're going to do about that except stick to it. It's not hard when it is all true."

"Also tell them the truth about the house," Filip added. "You originally bought it for your mom before eventually realizing she wasn't interested in it, and you undertook the restoration as a hobby."

They were quiet for a while, polishing the response in their heads until Jake turned to Jess and asked. "How was Kayla when you spoke to her?" He kept his expression neutral.

Jess studied him for a long moment. He knew she was itching to question him about their time away together. "She was thrilled because they offered her first violinist. She'll actually be playing at Symphony Hall this Thursday night. I think she was too excited to remember the tabloid if she even saw it."

Jake stood up, still guarding his expression. He and Kayla had decided to stay away from each other, but he knew how much getting that position meant to her, and he found himself wishing he be present for her first performance.

Julia Hamilton's parents were good friends of his, and they had choice seats at Symphony Hall. It was a tempting thought.

Jess's phone rang. She looked down at the screen, and then looked up with a weary expression. "Jenna, from the Tribune," she said before getting up and walking outside.

As soon as she left, Filip spoke up. "I know you're concerned about your political dilemma, Jake, but don't forget to take care of your personal dilemma, too. They have a tendency to fester when you ignore them."

"What personal dilemma?"

"Come on, Jake. Get real," Marcus implored him. "We've seen the way you act around her, and now you go away with her for a weekend? What's going on?"

"I don't know what's going on. And I'm not sure it even matters." He sank down onto the black leather chair, ran a hand through his hair, and turned to Filip. "You know how you say that a man is blessed if he can count the people he loves on at least one hand? Well, I've never been able to get up to five. I'm always one person short of blessed. But lately..." Jake breathed in and shook his head, sorry that he'd said that much.

Marcus grinned. "Kayla's your missing finger?"

"My missing finger?" Jake repeated, eyebrow raised. "Wow, that's beautiful, Marcus." He turned away, frustrated he'd said anything at all. "Just forget everything I said."

"Wait a second." Marcus lifted a hand and used his fingers to count down. "Hey, I always thought you loved your mom, Filip, Julia, Jess, and me, but you say you can only count down to four. Who's missing out on some Jake-love?"

Filip laughed, and for the first time that day, Jake smiled. "You'll never know," Jake answered, realizing he hadn't counted in a long time. It seemed he had more friends than he gave himself credit for.

Jess walked back in, looking stressed out. "You know, I wish could tell them it's Kayla. I mean, she sure was good for your numbers early on. People loved the idea of you and her together."

"Seriously, Jess?" Jake interrupted her, appalled.

"I would never do that to either of you, but I don't like how this is playing out, and I can't help but dream." She looked over at him. "And it would be a nice dream."

"Well, there are no dreams, Jess," Jake said, firmly, while getting up and walking to the door. Kayla's words suddenly came back to him. She barely knew him, she'd said. It had all been about lust. Nothing special. Just lust. His jaw clenched. "We were two people keeping each other company. That's all. Nothing special or out of the ordinary."

The pressure of his feelings, his best friends' concern, and his disappointment, because he couldn't share in Kayla's good news, were getting to him. He needed to play some football or basketball with the kids, and blow off steam.

* * *

That night, as Kayla got off the bus to walk home after her last private lesson, she listened to a message Jess had left for her hours before. Her friend was trying to help Jake, and she was being considerate in running what she wanted to say by her, but she was clearly upset and feeling as if she and Kayla had somehow drifted apart. They hadn't. But Jess and Robbie were her best friends, and she couldn't talk to Robbie about Brandon because his sister was involved, and she couldn't talk about Jake with Jess because Jake was one her best friends, too.

More than anything, she wanted to forget Jake Kelly, forget the picture, wish it into oblivion where perhaps nothing ever came of it, and concentrate on her career and on how her life was changing for the better.

Soon, she'd be able to buy some cute and fuel-efficient car. She could ease off the private lessons, eat out with friends, and buy a latte on her way to rehearsals now and then. Simple pleasures had come to mean a lot. But as much as the good news in her life lifted her, the picture in that morning's paper, and how it might hurt Jake, weighed on her. Was there anything she could do to help? She racked her brain.

When she got home, only the kitchen light was on. She went straight there in search of antacid, only to be taken aback by a chorused shout of "Surprise!"

Tania, Mia, Graciela, Aunt Gina, Robbie, and Jess were waiting for her to celebrate her good news. Tania was clearly ecstatic for her, but there was also a tight set to her smile. Robbie kept wiggling his eyebrows at her, trying for humor, and Jess was shooting worried glances her way. Kayla pasted a feeble smile on her face and did her best to go through the motions.

As soon as she could, she claimed exhaustion and retreated upstairs to the comfort of her lilac and cream-colored room. The décor was outdated, the posters a bit yellowed, and the quilt faded, but she knew if she changed it she'd lose something. In that sense, she understood her mother and the need to be embraced by a place untouched by time, where the comfort of days gone by spoke to her and told her that things usually worked themselves out.

But Tania, Robbie, and Jess were hot on her heels. They came into her room, uninvited.

"What were you thinking, Kayla! How could you fall prey to him like that? Good looking, powerful men only want one thing! And don't you dare deny it was you, I recognized that ugly Cubs jacket and that knot on your head," Tania practically shouted.

"Calm down! Mia will hear you, and what have we talked about regarding Mia?" Robbie demanded as he shut the door.

Tania breathed in and out. "I will not scar Mia with my unhealthy attitudes toward males. I will not scar Mia with my unhealthy attitudes toward males," Tania chanted in a low voice as she gained control of her temper.

"And the Cubs Jacket is not ugly. It's hilarious," Robbie added.

"And Jake's not like that, Tania," Jess added.

Tania clenched and unclenched her fists twice. "Have I not talked to you about the seven signs of deadly male testosterone? Does Jake Kelly not have them all? Why would you go away with him? You've barely been around the block, Kayla, and you're always so careful."

"How was he?" Robbie asked, sitting in a corner of her bed.

Kayla swallowed hard and averted her eyes. She couldn't get any words out. "That good, huh?" Robbie grinned.

"Oh, no. You didn't." Jess sighed, and it was clear by her tone and the look in her eyes that as much as she believed in Jake, not even she thought that was a good idea.

"Oh, Kayla." Tania sat down next to her on the bed, put her arm around her, and gently pulled her back until they were both lying on the patterned quilt. "You're not falling for him, are you?"

"No." Kayla drew in a shaky breath. "We agreed we'd spend one nice weekend together, and that was it."

"So you're not feeling all warm and fuzzy inside right now when you think about him?" Robbie asked.

Kayla blew at a strand of hair that had made it into her mouth. "No, what I'm feeling is nauseous." She covered her face with her arm. "Do you think it'll get out that the woman in the picture is me?" she asked.

"No!" Tania shot back up to a sitting position. "We'll lie through our teeth. You were with me all weekend. Two reporters at the station already asked me, you know. But not because they think it's you, they just want your reaction, for some reason."

"Some of them probably still believe you guys were a couple a few months ago, no matter how strongly you denied it. They want to know how you feel about him moving on, so to speak," Jess explained.

Robbie snorted. "And now that it is you, they think it's someone else."

"I'd confess if I thought it would help him, but how can it, when we're not together? And few people will believe that nothing happened," Kayla said.

Tania turned to her. "Do you think that's why he became attracted to you because you denied him so publicly? So many men are like that. They lust after what they can't have."

"I'm telling you, Tania, he's not like that," Jess argued, and it was clear she was becoming angry.

"He's not like that? Then what did he say when you asked him about this weekend? Come on, I know you, and I know you confronted him." Tania folded her arms across her chest.

Jess winced but didn't answer. "What did he say about this weekend, Jess?" Kayla asked, feeling nervous now. The fact that Jess, a person who knew Jake well, thought it had been a bad idea for Kayla to go away with him, made Kayla finally begin to feel she'd done something monumentally stupid.

"He didn't really say anything." Jess fidgeted, and Kayla knew there was more.

"What did he say, Jess?"

"Nothing! Just that you two kept each other company."

Kayla's heart was beating fast, and she felt queasy. "If you love me, you'll tell me what he said. And I'm not saying that to guilt you. I'm saying it because I need to get over all this, and it will help me to know."

Jess sighed. "Well, I'm not proud of this, but I was stressed out about how it would all play out, and I told him how I wish I could tell everyone that it was you because the idea of you two dating had been a dream for his campaign. And he said that there were no dreams, that you two were only keeping each other company, and that it was nothing special or out of the ordinary—but, you have to remember he's very private, and he was respecting your privacy, too. He didn't want to hint that anything had happened..." Jess's voice trailed off.

"Nothing special or out of the ordinary?" Kayla repeated, ready to throw up. Why would he say that? Was he merely trying to protect their privacy? Or was it because it hadn't been special to him? It was well-known that he was a serial dater. Heck, it was a big part of his problem with voters. When he'd talked about other women, it hadn't sounded as if any of them had been special to him. To some people, sex was about release, not about making love. To some, it wasn't special. It was ordinary.

Jess wrung her hands. "I shouldn't have said anything. I hate being in this position."

Nobody looked at anybody for a long moment.

"I happen to think Jake's a good guy," Robbie finally said. "But I don't know what else to say, not when it doesn't even sound like you want to be with him."

"And all I care about is that you don't get hurt," Tania said.

Kayla often thought Tania took things way too far, but this time, she had to wonder if her sister wasn't right. Nothing special or out of the ordinary. It didn't matter that Jess didn't think he'd been protecting her privacy. The words were unnecessary for that.

She looked over as Jess sat down on an armchair, picked up a stitched cushion, and hugged it to her. If possible, she looked even more miserable than Kayla. Their eyes met. "Look, Kayla, I love you and Jake both. Jake's been like a part of my grandfather's life for about as long as I can remember. And you're my best friend. But if either of you really wants to talk to me; really wants to tell me how all of this happened and what's really going on inside those heads of yours, I'll always be here to listen, as long as either of you doesn't bash the other. At least neither of you has done that."

Kayla reached over to squeeze her friend's hand.

* * *

The very next evening, just as Kayla headed out with a renewed sense of purpose and happiness over her career, she heard an unfamiliar voice call her name. She did a double take and frowned when she finally recognized Pete the Blogger in sunglasses, a baseball cap laid low over his eyes, and scarf that covered him up to his mouth. Nice as he seemed to be, she had to wonder about his motives for seeking her out again.

"Hey Pete. What, uh, brings you here?"

"Can we sit down inside or in your backyard?" he asked. "I have an idea that could benefit us both, but it won't work if I'm seen with you."

"Um, it's cold. But I guess we could sit out back for a few minutes," she agreed, not knowing Pete well enough to invite him in. She glanced at her watch and saw she had a little under twenty minutes before the bus was due.

They sat down on an old bench out back, and Peter turned to her. "I'm going to get right to it. I saw you and Jake at the Wal-Mart off exit 315 late Wednesday night. My mom and her husband live in Bradley, and I stopped there for a few things before heading to her house for Thanksgiving," he paused. "I know you're the woman in those pictures."

Kayla slowly inhaled and tried to think of ways to deny it, but nothing came to mind. She was about to ask him what he was going to do with the information when he continued.

"I don't think you lied to me that time when I asked about you and Jake Kelly. I looked back at the entire video, and it hit me you were a little too passionate as if you were in denial or something." He smiled. "I liked you and your mom. I think people like you are what makes Chicago great, and my blog isn't about gossip or rumors. I happen to think the statement the Kelly campaign put out yesterday is, at its core, true. But as a journalist blogger known for getting to the truth, and known for protecting my sources, I think we can help each other out. If you repeat your version of that, er, core truth to me, and I say I got it from the mystery women's own lips, I can protect you as a source, and it'll add a lot of credibility. Enough to make me look good for once again getting a scoop, and enough for the story to go away soon. But if you and Jake ever do decide to get together, you have to promise you'll give me the exclusive inside story, and I get to tell my part in it my way. If not, it'll look as if I was wrong."

"Jake and I won't get together, but what about your mom? You must've told her it was me. Will she announce it on She Said, She Said?"

"I haven't told her, and I won't. I'm not going to tempt her with info and then tell her she can't use it."

"Then I agree to your terms! And I knew you were nice!" Kayla grabbed his hand and squeezed it.

"Well, about that." He looked at the ground a moment before meeting her eyes. "What I'm going to show you next might hurt you, and people tend to shoot the messenger."

"I—I won't. What can you possibly show me that will hurt me?" she asked, even as her stomach plummeted in anticipation of she knew not what.

"After the article with the blurry picture came out, someone came forward saying they had other, well, interesting pictures. They sent me and other media outlets sample pictures today, in the hopes of getting us to bid on the lot, and that's when I decided to come here. To give you an out, in case anyone realizes it was you, and because I like you and think you deserve fair warning."

Peter reached into his coat, took out his phone, and Kayla braced herself for a clearer picture of them at the house or something equally damning. But when Pete finally showed her the image, there was absolutely no way to prepare for what confronted her. Her breath completely left her lungs.

It was a perfectly clear picture of Julia Hamilton and Jake standing at the pier with Jake's hand on her back. He was smiling and gesturing with the other hand, the century-old house Kayla had just gotten back from in the background. The next picture was one of him and another elegant-looking woman standing on the back porch, with Jake gesturing at the river, and the woman smiling. "I happen to think an amateur is taking the pictures, maybe a neighbor, and not a paparazzo. The zoom isn't great, which is why rain was able to blurry the first ones. And an amateur would be more wary of trespassing or stalking to get a better shot."

Kayla tried hard to catch her breath, but she couldn't manage it. He'd said he'd never brought another woman to the house. He'd lied to her.

It was almost a relief.

"Jake and Julia have been linked in the past. Some think she's been waiting on the sidelines for him while he sows his wild oats, so to speak. I'm sorry, Kayla, but I thought I should give you time to prepare. The pictures will be in some paper soon, adding credence to the whole... you know, to yesterday's article."

"You mean the 'Jake Kelly is a lying, womanizing man-whore who shacks up with gullible, simple-minded women in his river love shack' article?" she half-exhaled, half-spat out.

Minutes later, feeling emotionally frayed, Kayla walked onto the bus and headed to her first performance with Second City Symphony, trying hard to exchange one pure and elemental emotion for another.

Yes, she was deeply hurt, but her longest-held dream was about to come true. Filtering her emotions wasn't easy. But they settled, and each took its place in her heart. Later, when she could afford it, she'd cry.


Chapter 12
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Kayla practiced breathing exercises on the darkened stage behind the curtains when Julia, of all people, came up to her. Wearing a reserved smile, she said, "I just wanted to wish you every success tonight, Kayla."

Kayla responded with a sincere thank you but was at a loss as to how to view Julia. Every time they'd spoken, the delicate, pretty young woman seemed shy. But she now also viewed Julia in the context of Jake, and she couldn't help but uncharitably think that Julia was just the type to wait in the wings for him.

She absentmindedly watched as Julia walked through the slit between the scarlet velvet side curtains. Her parents were there, and they hugged her. When her parents stepped back, Kayla's breath hitched. Jake was there, waiting for his turn to hug Julia. A storm of feelings she didn't have time to examine threatened to take over, and Kayla tried to chase it away, but it refused to pass. Jake knew Kayla was part of Second City Symphony, too, so why would he attend a performance with Julia's family? Could he be that insensitive? Couldn't he have waited at least a month? They'd slept together less than two weeks ago!

Kayla forced her eyes shut and desperately went through every breathing and relaxation exercise she'd ever learned. Grasping at something positive to think about, to take her mind off what could potentially ruin her performance, she focused on the one thing she knew would make her play her best despite all she was feeling. Her father.

As she breathed, she let memories of him wash over her, knowing she could play powerfully if she believed he was somehow there, in spirit. She swallowed hard, knowing how proud he would be. When she opened her eyes, she pictured him sitting front and center, wearing his old, good suit and tie, smiling wide, more excited than she. Kayla wiped at a tear with her sleeve, knowing he was with her, sharing in both her triumph and sorrow.

When she looked around again, the entire orchestra was seated. It was time.

As the curtains went up, a memory of her standing on her father's feet as he taught her to dance came to her, and she smiled, remembering what unconditional love and trust felt like. When she began to play, in her mind, she and her father were waltzing in their kitchen to the orchestra's music.

* * *

Jake watched from above as Kayla played. Her hair was swept back, and he gazed at her downcast eyes and the soft set of her mouth, something like nostalgia surrounding her, as lost in the music as she ever was. He knew a strong impulse to wait for her after the performance, to hug her and tell her how proud he was. And to thank her. She'd spoken to Peter the blogger, anonymously, and had corroborated his statement. It had made the whole thing a non-story.

When they announced the intermission, she looked up and met his eyes. And her expression was so cold, and so disapproving, that he felt all warmth disappear and ice settle in his stomach. He'd never seen her look like that. She wasn't happy to see him. That much was clear. They'd decided to stay away from each other, and, for the first time in his life, he'd been the weaker person.

Not about to take a hit from anyone, not even Kayla, he looked back at her, his jaw set, his eyes just as cold. He'd thank her though Jess, and forget about her.

* * *

The following morning, hell broke loose in Jake's campaign. Photos of him at his house with both Julia and another woman had surfaced and lent fire to reports that he owned a "love shack," and didn’t know a thing about long-term commitments.

When Kayla's name came up as a possible candidate for his mystery woman, Tania provided her sister with a clever alibi. She'd simply scoffed, and said her sister had spent the weekend practicing, which was true.

Jess quickly got to work to get Julia and the other woman, Candace Stiles, an interior decorator who specialized in Victorian homes he'd once consulted, to issue statements denying intimate relationships. But Mrs. Stiles could not be reached, and even Jess seemed to doubt Jake's story, telling him that it wasn't anyone's business anyway.

Throughout the day, thoughts of what Kayla was thinking tortured him, but he didn't know how to reach out to her. The night before she'd looked at him as if she never wanted to see him again, and that had been before today's breaking news.

Now the fact that he'd been at the concert with Julia's family only added fuel to past and present rumors of a relationship between him and Julia. Was that why Kayla had been upset the night before? Did she know about the past rumors? Or was it because she suspected he'd gone to see her when they'd agreed not to see each other?

Everything was messed up. His feelings for Kayla had gone from an attraction he could understand to something raw and sweet and painful.

All week long he'd found himself acting out of character. Instead of his usual, laser-like focus, he'd been staring off into space. He convinced himself it was his conscience telling him he had to set things straight. So at the end of the endless, exhausting week, Jake impulsively grabbed his phone and looked up the number of the only person who could help him decide what to do.

* * *

Kayla's life was a whirlwind of events. Between concerts scheduled at different venues and ensemble engagements, her life was a blur of trains, buses, performances, and rehearsals.

"Hey, uh, how are you feeling about all the hoopla surrounding Jake Kelly?" Michelle gently greeted her one morning.

Kayla took a sip of coffee before lying. "I don't care. I told you, it was only my body that was infatuated. Besides, who has time to think about stuff like that?" For her, there was always time to feel. She was just busy enough to repress the thoughts.

She had brushed off the question, but she could see that both Michelle and Simone, who was standing behind Michelle, were acting funny. Simone awkwardly handed her that morning's paper and pointed to a picture. Kayla gawked at a tiny image of Brandon, playing his saxophone on stage. The headline read: "Kayla Diaz's Boyfriend Breaks his Silence."

Kayla coughed up her coffee and quickly scanned the so-called story. Brandon had told a reporter that he and Kayla had broken up over Jake shortly after Chicago SummerDance, that she had basically admitted to him that their break-up was because of her feelings for Jake and that he was sure Kayla was the mystery woman in the blurry Thanksgiving weekend photo. Kayla felt a rush of hot anger.

But Brandon had insisted the interview take place at the club where he played, and that they interview him after he'd played his set. The reporter felt his so-called story seemed more like a ploy for publicity than a real scoop. It offered her some relief, but she hated that her name was still out there. She'd never asked for any of this.

At least she no longer cared what Brandon thought. She'd run into him and Carrie in her neighborhood that very week, since the pair were no longer in hiding, and it hadn't bothered her one bit, even when Brandon had clearly been trying to flaunt their relationship. Kayla felt bad for Carrie because there was an insecurity to her that Brandon would likely exacerbate if she didn’t watch herself. She decided to find the time to become friends again.

Brandon and his lies didn’t bother her now that she knew what real heartache was. She kept catching herself waiting for the interior decorator to go on record. Part of her needed to hear a denial that matched Jake's, and it made her feel weak.

"Um, we weren't sure if you'd read it, but just in case, we thought it would be better if you got it from us than from some stranger on the street," Simone explained, interrupting Kayla's wandering thoughts.

She folded her friends into a quick hug and said, "Thanks, guys, and I'm sorry I seem out of it lately."

On Friday, Kayla finally had the afternoon off. Robbie asked her to come down and help him at his dance studio, and she was relieved to have an outlet to her restless energy. In fact, there was nothing she wanted to do more than dance.

The weather had varied greatly that first week of December, and that Friday, in particular, was brutal. Kayla nearly froze her butt off during her short walk to Robbie's studio. She entered, put her stuff down, and pulled her coat closer to her body while she walked around to get warm. The lone sound of her heeled boots clicking on the hardwood floors began to grate on her, and she stopped pacing, peeled her coat and gloves off, and wondered where Robbie was. She looked up at the mirrored front wall at the sound of the back door opening, expecting to see Robbie's reflection.

She was stunned when Jake walked into the room instead, his leather-gloved hands fixing the collar of his long, elegant coat, his expression as remote as ever. He stopped and watched her. For a long time, neither spoke.

It took all Kayla had to hide her emotions. Seeing him there so unexpectedly, his powerful blue eyes gazing at her in such a serious manner, his handsome face set in stone, all she could think about was how badly she wanted him to gather her in his arms, smile warmly down at her again, promise her he cared for her, and that everything else was a lie.

The yearning came from a place so deep she had to look away. Completely overwhelmed, it took that most inconvenient feeling at that most inconvenient moment for her to figure out that she was in love with Jake Kelly. And the grim way he was looking at her... There was no way he wasn't about to hurt her.

It helped her fuel her helplessness into anger. At herself for being so stupid, at Robbie for deceiving her, and at Jake for looking so unfeeling when he had to know she was already hurting. "Robbie tricked me? So we could meet?" she broke the silence, her voice shaky.

Jake nodded. "I needed to speak to you in person, and I asked him to help me out."

"And he did. I'm here. What do you have to say to me?"

He nodded again. "I wanted to thank you for anonymously giving Peter your side of the story, and I wanted you to know that I didn't lie to you. When I told you I had never brought another woman to the house, what I'd meant, what was important, was that no one had stayed there with me, that there had never been... a lover. Julia's an old friend, and she only came to give me her opinion on the house before I bought it. The other woman was an interior decorator I'd requested a quote from, but we never made it through the entire house because she was pushing her husband’s renovation business on me as well, and I wasn’t interested in that."

He was saying everything she badly wanted to hear, but why did he have to look so aloof and remote? And why were the explanations so convenient? He'd said he'd never brought a woman to the house. But he had. She'd once told him things weren't always black and white, but sometimes they were. She shook her head. "Why did you feel the need to tell me this in person?" she asked. "You could've told me through Jess, or even through Robbie."

He hesitated before saying, "I know we agreed that the weekend wouldn't amount to anything, but I don't want you thinking I lied to you, either." Wouldn't amount to anything. She'd agreed. She'd insisted. But not because it hadn't meant the world to her. It was because it had. But to him, it had been nothing special or out of the ordinary. The words came back and hit her right in the solar plexus. She put her hand to her chest. When she didn't answer, he began to pace. "I don't like loose ends, and I don't want you thinking I tricked you into being with me, or anything along those lines."

Kayla blinked. Loose ends? She gave her head a quick shake. "You have nothing to worry about. I'm not going to pile on to the bad press by telling people you tricked me."

"What?" His eyes burned into hers. "That's not what I'm worried about!"

"Then what are you worried about?"

"Your feelings, Kayla! I'm worried about your feelings."

"My feelings?" She looked at him in disbelief. If he'd been worried about her feelings, he wouldn't have told her best friend that their time together wasn't special or out of the ordinary! But she couldn't betray Jess. "If you were worried about my feelings you would've smiled and asked how I was when you walked in instead of staring me down as if I was a difficult task you were trying to figure out how to tackle! No, Jake. You're not worried about my feelings. You said it yourself, you're worried about loose ends. And all I'm telling you is, you've got nothing to fear from me. Our weekend won't come back to haunt you."

Jake's eyes flashed. "It's too late for that!"

"Guys!" Robbie walked in and glanced quickly between the two of them. "This was supposed to be a discreet meeting, but I can hear you in my office."

Kayla looked down and worked to gather the frayed edges of her nerves. "It's okay. He wanted reassurance, and I gave it to him. We're good. And I really have to get going." She turned and made her way to the door.

"I came in here because it didn't sound like you were doing 'good' at all," Robbie called to her. "And it's not like you to walk away."

Jake scoffed. "It's exactly like her. When things get real, she runs away."

Kayla whirled. "Really, Jake? I've lost count of the times you've accused me of being overly emotional, and now you say I run away from my feelings? And you, who couldn't even admit that you remembered me when you saw me again after SummerDance, you, who nearly had a stroke over the figurative use of the word forever, and who now feels our time together is haunting your campaign, you're the one being real?" Kayla demanded.

Jake's face turned to granite. He looked at her one last time, the expression in his eyes unreadable, before walking past her and leaving.

Robbie gave her a tired look. "I don't think he meant what you thought he meant when he said it was too late for the weekend with you not to haunt him, Kayla." She stared at Robbie but was too emotionally spent to understand what he was saying. He pulled her close and hugged her to him. "What at am I going to do with you?"

"You know what Jake told Jess about our weekend together. I wasn't about to betray her, but it was there, between us." She held her breath to hold back tears.

"Maybe Jess took it out of context. Why else would he have come here if he didn't care?"

Kayla became so choked up, she was having trouble breathing. "Because I'm a loose end. And don't tell me I'm taking it out of context. That's the excuse every spin doctor out there puts out, even I know that. And I believe coming here is called damage control. Words come out of his mouth, but he never really says anything. And his face when he walked in! It was so cold. He was so cold. And I'm not, Robbie. I'm not. I love him. And I don't want to." And to her mortification, she began to sob.

Robbie began to murmur calming sounds into her ear until her tears subsided, and she was hiccuping. They stayed like that a long time. "I wish romantic love could be like ours. Warm and easy and comfortable and comforting. I thought it could." She sniffed.

He smoothed her hair. "It can be all this and more, Kayla. But the emotional stakes are higher and more intense. There is a risk, and there are no promises. It comes down to deciding that the possibility of the highs are worth risking the lows."


Chapter 13
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Jake amped up the volume of his already hectic life. His friends and co-workers would never have guessed that he was working as hard on the campaign and the youth centers as he was at keeping a part of himself numb. He was hitting the pavement in every community, going to every meeting, and addressing every concern he reasonably could. He organized new fundraisers for the youth centers with the view of acquiring new equipment for the kids.

There were only a few weeks to go before Christmas, and Clara Dade's and Mike Summers' posed and campaigned with their beautiful families, and spoke about family values on every occasion. Jake was big on family values, but expressing it would ring hollow. Especially when both his opponents' operatives likened the lack of commitment in his personal life to a lack of commitment in general. Depending on which poll voters chose to believe, Jake was now down by at least nine percent. It seemed that only the kids at the youth center believed in him, and they were too young to vote.

"You need to go on that show, the one with the chatty females," Filip said over smooth and warming Scotch Manhattans at Filip's house on Christmas Eve. Jake was set to attend the stiff and formal annual Christmas dinner with what remained of his father's self-important side of the family, and his mother's resentful side of the family. Why they decided to continue to celebrate together, he'd never know. He wished he could go with Filip to his warm, loud, and welcoming family.

Meeting for drinks had become a tradition, but it was the first time Jake had ever wondered what it would be like to be Filip: older, wiser, and the patriarch of a family who loved and supported him.

"I think the hippie one likes you. She seems very perceptive," Filip continued before Jake's thoughts could take him further down that road.

"You watch that show?" Jake was appalled. "Those women want to skewer me, Filip, not interview me. Especially the hippie—I'm sure she's already got an eye on a nice long, splintery stick with my name on it."

"I think they just want to get to know you." Filip laughed and shook his head at him. "And they've got a way about them. They even managed to make Mike Summers squirm when they kept innocently questioning them about trivial daily things. It seems he doesn't spend as much quality time with his family as he says he does."

Jake remained silent, too offended by Filip's idea to dignify it with a response. He took the last swig of his drink, swished it around his mouth, and got up to leave.

"Promise me you'll think about it. You should trust your wise elders more often, you know," Filip said before getting up and engulfing Jake in a fatherly hug. Jake couldn't fathom putting himself out there the way people tended to do on the popular talk show. But he was caught in a wave of affection for Filip and said, "You know I trust the people I love, Filip. I promise you I'll think about it."

"At some point, you have to risk trusting other people, too. People are right to question your commitment to the city when you've never even committed to one woman for longer than nine months. That's right, I keep count. And when it comes down to it, if you're a good person, then the truth will always set you free, and you'll have nothing to fear."

"One has nothing to do with the other. A romantic commitment is messy. It involves another person and everything that person carries inside. If you're asking me if I can give one person that much power over me, I can't. But if you're asking me if I can commit to the city, I know I can deliver, because progress is measurable and quantifiable. People aren't," Jake said with more emotion than he’d intended.

Filip squeezed his arm, and Jake cleared his throat and looked away, so he wouldn't have to see his friend's concern. Filip walked away and watching him go with such a heavy stride pained him. "You look tired," Jake said.

"I am tired." Filip sighed and turned to him again. "You know, there are times I feel there's still so much I need to witness in my life, and there are times when I just miss my wife. Her thoughts and feeling were known to me, and need them. I miss coming home to the woman I came home to for forty-five years."

Jake stepped forward to hug his friend again.

* * *

On Christmas Eve, after an early family dinner, Tania, Mia, and Kayla were helping their mother clean the house and prepare for their large family gathering the next day.

Thunder rolled, and rain patted the windows outside, while inside Graciela and Mia worked downstairs while Tania and Kayla made up songs to make their chores upstairs merrier.

When they came up with a tune they liked for their lyrics, cleaning took a back seat. Kayla took her violin out and plucked while Tania sang.

"It's a rainy day, and I feel it again.

These thoughts of you, they drag me down into hell.

You messed with my mind, and you messed with my heart.

If you bug me again, I'll shoot your male parts.

You—"

An ahem caught their attention, and they turned to see their mom. "You have a visitor," she said to Kayla in her polite 'we've got company so please act normal' voice. Kayla looked up and promptly did a double take.

Julia Hamilton, dressed as if she were going to a prep school prom, was standing right behind her mother.

Tania smiled her tight smile and followed Graciela out the door. Kayla stood and motioned Julia in. Her mom could be heard saying, "So you two were making up awful songs upstairs while Mia and I worked our butts off downstairs?"

"Yep, we're starting a band, and we're calling ourselves 'Salty Sisters'," before the sound of their voices died away.

Julia let out something that sounded like a laugh and asked, "Can I join your band?"

Kayla smiled. "That depends, can you be salty?"

"I wish I could be."

"Good enough. You're in." They laughed.

Kayla looked around Tania's old room, where the only place to sit was the bed. She sat and signaled Julia to do the same. Julia cleared her throat. "This is hard for me. I've wanted to talk to you for a long time and today, of all days, while I was on my way to a dinner, I just... I decided to come here, first," she confessed.

Julia was older than her, Kayla knew, but she was so delicate and shy that she seemed years younger. She decided to plunge in, in case Julia lost her nerve. "Is this about Jake Kelly?" she asked. And when Julia nodded, Kayla immediately said, "There's nothing between us—"

At the same time, Julia blurted out, "I'm the one who shared those pictures!"

Baffled, Kayla shook her head. "What pictures? The pictures of you and Jake in Kankakee?"

"No." Julia swallowed hard and stared at her hands. "The pictures of you and Jake dancing at SummerDance."

Stunned, Kayla could only stare. Julia wiped her hands on Tania's patchwork quilt and cleared her throat yet again. In a shaky voice, she continued. "Jake's been my best friend since, well, since before either of us could walk, probably, and there's never been anything remotely romantic between the two of us. He's like a brother to me, one of the few people I can just let go and be myself around." She looked up, an earnest expression on her face.

Still too shocked to speak, Kayla could only reach out to take Julia's hand in an encouraging clasp.

Julia breathed a sigh of relief and grew more composed. "I asked Jake to meet me at Grant Park that evening in July because I love watching people dance, and I really needed a friend. I was sure I'd lost first violinist to you. You performed with so much heart, while I focused too hard on technique.

"But when I arrived, I saw him dancing with you, and I saw the way he was looking at you, and... I'd never seen him look or act that way. I mean, he was dancing salsa, of all things, and he looked captivated and free, at once." Julia paused. "And you looked like something inside you was coming to life. Watching the two of you, I felt the way I feel when I play a deeply moving piece like I'm connecting to something I can barely understand. And I decided to take pictures, to show Jake later on. But he became busier than ever after that night, and I didn't know how to bring it up."

"But... what made you decide to make the pictures public?" Kayla asked when she found her voice.

Julia squeezed Kayla's hand as if looking for more encouragement, before answering. "It was after he came to tell me that he wouldn't need my assistance with the music program. He felt the need to explain why he'd gone with someone else, and when he mentioned your name... I couldn't believe he was trying to come off as if he'd only just met you, but I know him well, and I knew he was shaken. And Jake doesn't do shaken. So I decided to send the pictures out, to give him a jolt. I thought it would be good for the two of you. Especially after I'd gotten the position, and I had to watch you sit on the sidelines, being the substitute when I felt you deserved permanency more than I did. It was stupid, but I thought I could at least help you find love."

Kayla tried to get the full meaning of everything Julia had confessed to sink in. But she couldn't wrap her head around it. Jake and Julia really were just friends, and Julia wanted them to be together. And Julia had sent those pictures. Julia!

"Let me get this straight. You took those pictures of us that night, and you made them public because you thought that would somehow bring us together? You, um, thought you'd be doing me a favor?"

"I'm so sorry." Julia squeezed her hand harder. "Patty and I thought it would force Jake to acknowledge there was something there. I—I realize now we didn't stop to think the attention could hurt you. I guess we're more used to it, and it never crossed our minds."

"Patty? As in Patricia Kelly? Jake's mom? She was in on it?" Her mind was officially blown.

Julia gulped. "Don't be mad at her, please. I promise it made sense at the time."

Kayla was dazed, not mad.

"Um, I have to go. I'm late as it is, and it isn't a good day to interrupt you for so long. Will you be okay, Kayla? I've always felt like you were someone I could be friends with. I really didn't mean to cause trouble for you, and... and I still think... never mind." Julia shook her head and stood up.

Kayla stood up, too. "It's going to take me some time to process all of this." She exhaled. "But I'd like to be friends, too. I'm not angry, believe it or not. I believe you meant well." She forced a smile and walked Julia downstairs.

When Julia was set to leave, Kayla pulled her into a quick hug, knowing that even though her actions had been misguided, Julia hadn't meant harm, and it had been brave of her to confess. She was rewarded with a teary smile from Julia. "One more thing," Julia began. "The night of your first performance with Second City, Jake begged my parents to dump their original guest, and take him instead. I had never seen him so insistent and so unreasonable." She smiled. "And I know it wasn't to see me play because he's sick of hearing me play."

Kayla didn't know what to say to that. She wasn't even sure she wanted to believe it. What would happen if she did?

"What was that about?" Kayla's mom sat on the sofa and patted the seat next to her.

"Nothing." Kayla sat down next to her mom, feeling as messy inside as she ever had.

"Why won't you talk to me, hija?" Graciela sighed. "I'm not blind. I know my own daughter, and I see what's going on. But every time I ask, you shut me out."

Kayla closed her eyes. She didn't want to talk to her mother because Graciela was a hopeless romantic, and Kayla didn't want to be sucked into that. "I love you, mami, but I'm not sure I can hear what you'll say."

"How do you know for sure what I'll say?" Graciela grabbed her hand. "I know you're not me, Kayla. I don't expect my daughters to feel as I do or think as I do. But I do hope they never make decisions out of fear. Base your decisions on love and not fear. That's all I'll say."

"You know I'm afraid?"

"Yes. And I'm afraid for you," her mother admitted, her eyes shining with myriad emotions. "Things haven't worked out in this family the way we expected them to. But in the end, I wouldn't change the decisions I made out of love, Kayla, and as much as your sister flaps her mouth, I know she wouldn't either. You, Tania, and Mia—you are all the product of decisions made out of love."

The words gave Kayla chills, and she let her mom fold her into a hug. There was so much comfort in the embrace that she began to feel the tight rein she held over her thoughts and feelings begin to give way.

"I don't know what it is Jake does to me, but from the moment I laid eyes on him, I've been asking myself 'what if'? What if that guy over there watching me asked me to dance? What if I let him hold me in his arms? How would that feel? Next thing I knew we were dancing, and being held by him felt so exhilarating, it scared me. And I didn't even know his name!"

"It certainly looked exhilarating." Graciela chuckled softly, and smooth Kayla's hair.

"After that night, I'd catch myself wondering what would have happened if I hadn't walked away? What if I had stayed and danced with him in the rain? It was lovely to imagine us dancing close and reveling in those feelings because I didn't think I'd ever see him again. But then I did see him again, and I got to know him, and despite our arguments, I liked him. And when I wasn't closely policing my thoughts, my mind would wander, and I'd catch myself picturing a kiss. Then I'd tamp it all down because I knew it would be too incredible... and then it was. Now I'm so lost, I don't know what to think."

Her mom tenderly cupped her cheek. "Allow yourself one more what if. What if you let go of your fears over what might happen, and let yourself live in the moment? You can't control the future, hija, and you can't control other people or their feelings or their actions. It took me a long time to accept that, even when I always knew the risks of your father's job. That someone else could take him away..." She took a deep breath and slowly let it out. "But in the end, I had to accept it because I had no choice. You can't control what you can't control. All you can do is live."

Kayla wiped a tear from her eye and hugged her mom to her again.

She couldn't tell her a part of the story. If her mother knew Jake had told Jess that their weekend hadn't been special... she wouldn't forgive him. The thought bothered her because she was starting to ask, what if again.

* * *

Jake arrived at his aunt's palatial, lakefront residence on the North Shore in the midst of a thunderstorm, and braced himself for the trying evening ahead. Thankfully, he was first received by a smiling Melissa, a blonde beauty and the discreet daughter of an old family friend. They’d gotten together, no strings attached, in the past.

Out of habit, Jake smiled back and leaned in to say something, but nothing came out. He couldn't even lean in close enough to whisper. He had nothing to say.

Looking back, he realized he hadn't even glanced at another woman since Kayla had stepped into his campaign headquarters and back into his life. Kayla, who'd thought so little of him, she'd basically accused him of only caring about the mayoral race, and not about her.

Disappointed and determined to regain his sense of self, Jake forced himself to flirt.

But it fell flat. She gave him a knowing look and turned away, and that’s when Jake met with his mother's disapproving glare.

"What are you up to?" She walked up to him in a cloud of expensive perfume, perfectly coifed hair, and suspicion.

"Nothing. I'm here to make nice and leave as soon as possible."

"Don't do anything that has even the slightest chance of ruining your future, Jake Kelly," his mother warned, her voice as stern as he'd never heard it.

"My candidacy is in the crapper. Don't worry about it."

"That's not the future I'm talking about!" she exclaimed. "If I were talking about your candidacy, which I'm not, I'd tell you it was at its best when people thought you were with Kayla, the fact that you had fallen for someone as real as her said good things about you, and it made people feel like they could get to know you. And getting to know you has always been the real issue."

Jake ran his hand through his hair and down his face, his patience hanging by a thread. "That I fell for her was rumor, not fact. Please don't mention her to me again."

"Fine, I won't mention her. I'll only say that if you want to throw it all away over a friends-with-benefits buddy, also known as a—" Stunned, Jake covered his ears. "—buddy, that's your prerogative," his mom finished when he brought his hands down.

Jake looked around to make sure no one had heard his mother.

"That's right, I said what I said, and I don't care. I've been prim and proper my whole life and what did that get me? A whole lot of heartache, and an emotionally warped son who doesn't care if he never gives his mother grandchildren and the redemptive golden years that will come with them!" She stormed off.

It occurred to him that it was the second time that day that someone had told him that people only wanted to get to know him. What was it they wanted to know? His whole platform was out there, transparent and in the open.

* * *

Christmas Day arrived with a big, loud, happy mess of family and a mix of cultural traditions at the Diaz home. Her mom, still celebrating that Kayla was back home and finding success, had both sides of the family over for dinner. Over banter, music, and food, it was hard not to get caught up in the high, festive spirit.

Even Chris, Mia's dad, had come. Apparently, he ditched his daughter when invited to visit, but showed up when he wasn't expected. At the moment he was horsing around with Mia as if he were the father of the year. Mia's gleeful, animated squeals made everyone smile, even Tania, who always found the strength to welcome Chris and behave civilly in Mia's presence.

But at a certain point, when everyone had eaten, and the noise and party atmosphere began to wind down, thoughts could no longer be avoided.

Somewhere in Kayla's heart, she was feeling hurt and guilty all at once. The last couple of weeks had been brutal on Jake, and even after every appearance, explanation, and press release regarding his so-called love-shack scandal, he was still down in opinion polls.

Kayla watched Chris saying goodbye to Mia, and caught him shooting a side-long, unhappy, regretful glance at Tania. It was obvious Chris loved her sister as much as he was capable of. Different people were capable of varying sums of love. It was just in the nature of her family to love deeply and hurt deeply.

The next morning none of what had kept Kayla up most of the night mattered anymore.

An early morning phone call informed her that the world was forever changed for both Jess and Jake, and all she knew was that she loved them both, no matter what type or sum of love it was, and that she would do anything to ease their pain.

Filip had died in his sleep.

* * *

Kayla arrived at the wake on her own, unsure of her ability to speak comfort. As soon as she saw Jess, she knew words weren't necessary. A simple, heartfelt embrace and a hand to hold was what her friend needed from her. They sat down, and Kayla listened and tried hard not to cry as Jess spoke softly, her tears overflowing.

Jess had been the one to find Filip early morning the day after Christmas, and she didn't think she'd ever be the same. When she grew silent, Kayla tentatively asked Jess to tell her about Christmas day, and soon Jess had a watery smile over the good times they'd had.

Kayla also learned that a shocked, grief-stricken Jake had been the very first visitor, and without knowing what she was doing, she tried to reach out to him, in her heart and mind, to hug him close.

A picture of Filip and his wife, Alana, on their wedding day, sat on one side of the casket. On the other, a picture of the last family picture before Alana died, with children and grandchildren all surrounding the still happy couple, a reminder that so much of Filip and Alana lived on.

It was hard to keep her thoughts from wandering to her own father's wake and funeral. Her father had simply been alive, then gone. Ripped away. There had been misery and despair and anger because it wasn't his time. But inside all of that pain, there had been love and gratitude, too, that such a wonderful man had been part of their life for any amount of time.

* * *

The day of Filip's funeral was especially cold. Kayla, along with Robbie and her family, arrived at Mt. Olive Cemetery behind the procession. Jake, who had been a pallbearer, was now standing apart from the crowd, and she ached at how palpable his grief was. He stood straight, while his mother held on to his arm, but his bearing was heavy and strained. The sky was grey and full of dark clouds, but he was wearing sunglasses, and he was pale. The kids from the youth centers turned up in force, and they stood around Jake as if forming a protective barrier.

Filip's family gathered around the open grave as the casket was lowered, and a few cries and muddled sobs filled the air. As anguished family members huddled around each other, Kayla looked away, not wanting to intrude on that final moment.

People began to press forward, to offer condolences to the family, and Kayla hugged Jess and her parents again.

She moved to the edge of the crowd, to wait for her mom, when she saw Jake, standing alone, his hands in his pocket, and his head down. She walked over and stood in front of him for a moment, again unsure of her ability to comfort. When he looked up, she hesitantly got up on her tiptoes and hugged him as close to her as she could, and whispered how sorry she was in his ear. Jake hugged her back with a fierceness that made the tears she'd been holding back begin to flow. She'd felt as if she had no right to cry. However much she loved Filip, she felt it was the people he was closest to who had the right to suffer. But her tears now were for Jake's and Jess's loss and pain.

His deep voice broken and filled with concern, he unexpectedly said, "You've lost weight. Is everything all right with you?" Jake was, at that moment, raw. And that at such a moment he would worry about her...

"Um, yes. I've been busy, that's all. But you're looking pale... Please take care of yourself, Jake." She squeezed his hands hard, wanting to convey how worried she was about him, too.

"You, too," he said.

* * *

Jake hadn't been able to watch as the casket was lowered, hadn't wanted that to be his final memory. He'd always hold on to that last hug on Christmas Eve, and his friend's parting words. Filip was with his wife again, and that was where he wanted to be.

He looked out onto the scene, and memories of his father's funeral came back, even when he tried to block them. There had been two awkward sides. His mother, Jake, and close friends and family on one side, sober and distant, and his new wife sobbing uncontrollably and, well, unbelievably, on the other side. It had been uncomfortable, to say the least.

Filip's family was united in both their pain and their celebration of his life. Filip and Alana, just two people, bound forever by a devoted and affectionate extended family whose existence made the world a better place.

A few anguished cries reached him, and he shut the painful sound out by reliving word for word his last conversation with his oldest friend. And then Kayla standing in front of him, looking unsure of herself. But her touch, her words, her feelings soothed him as nothing else had, and he held her as close as he possibly could, wishing she wouldn't leave him.

She felt thinner than the last time he'd held her, and protective instincts took over. On a deeper level he couldn't control, he knew there was nothing he wanted more at that moment than to go away with Kayla again and just be. Lately, it was all he could think about, and it was why an undercurrent of fear had been running through him as of late.

"It's so hard to let go," Jake heard Shane, a boy who often played chess with Filip at the Pilsen center, say behind him.

Jake was sure of just one thing. In order to move forward, he had to let go of something. He just wasn't sure what, but he knew he'd better figure it out. He wanted to make Filip proud.


Chapter 14
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"I'll do it," Jake said.

"You'll do it," Marcus repeated, his voice full of doubt.

"You'll do it?" Jess's hand went to her heart, and for the first time in days, excitement crept into her voice.

"He'll do it!" A teenage girl shouted out.

A few of the boys looked disgusted. "You've got to be kidding!"

"You're giving up!"

"Stay strong! Don't give in!"

"It was Filip's last piece of advice," Jake explained to them all.

Silence filled the air. It was New Year's Eve, and Marcus, Jess, and Jake were over at the Youth Center for their annual New Year's Eve brunch. They'd agreed to talk about anything but politics, but that became impossible because that morning the interior decorator’s soon-to-be-ex-husband surfaced. And instead of issuing the truthful denial Jake was expecting, the man blamed Jake for the impending divorce from his wife. "I caught Candace and Jake in bed in the Victorian House he said he was going to hire us to renovate," was the only infuriating statement Jake had needed to read before tossing the paper. He couldn’t bring himself to read it. The summary Jess gave him was enough. Not only did the man sound devastated, but he sounded like he also felt sorry for his wife, who Jake had supposedly led on at a vulnerable moment in her life. All in all, Jake came off like a callous jerk who had hurt them both. And where was Candace Stiles? She and Jake hadn’t seen eye to eye because she’d kept inserting her husband’s business into the conversation. But Jake was a good judge of character and the woman had seemed embarrassed and resigned about it, emotionally beaten down even, but not pushy or opportunistic. She’d never even made it past the first floor, admitting to him she didn’t think a business relationship between them would work out.

But Jake's opponents were lapping it up, practically commending the woman for 'hiding and trying to protect him.'

Jess pounded her fist on a table. "Grandpa Filip would not want us to endlessly mope around, trying to get things done. Look at our plates, we haven't even eaten!"

Jake managed a smile. "He'd be pretty exasperated with us."

"Yeah. Jake finally decides to go on She Said, She Said, and we can't get our butts off our chairs to make the call," Marcus agreed.

Marcus and Jess looked at each other, one moment nodding their heads in agreement, the next humping out of their chairs.

"Go across the street and find that contract they emailed you a while back, and I'll make the call," Jess said Marcus.

Jake picked up the Tribune, flipped to the page with the latest poll numbers and was first surprised, and then disgusted to see his numbers had inched up. Political analysts were quoted as saying it was the 'mourning' factor. The public knew Filip had been like a father to Jake, and he had now their sympathy. Score a few votes for him because he'd lost somebody he loved. It didn't make sense to him.

He threw the paper down and made a real effort to try and understand. People wanted to get to know him, both his mother and Filip had said. He breathed hard, trying to get it. Maybe it wasn't a 'mourning factor.' Maybe that was giving too many people too little credit. Maybe they understood how close he'd been to Filip, and they identified with his grief.

He got up, walked to the window, and gazed outside. The steps in front of Chicago Youth Works were empty. It was too cold for any of the kids to be outside.

People wanted to get to know him. When they'd seen him jumping from one date to the next, they'd thought him shallow. When they thought he was with smart, spirited Kayla, they felt there was more substance to him, and they felt a connection.

It dawned on him that, even though he still thought the public should pay more attention to his ideas than to his personal life, on a certain level they were right. Hadn't Jess told him time and time again that most people couldn't relate to him the distant serial dater?

They did, however, relate to the type of man who could fall for a hard-working, talented, kind, and outspoken woman, and they could relate to a man who could forge a deep, meaningful friendship with a wise and generous man.

And wasn't that who he really was? The guy who had fallen hard for Kayla and the guy who'd loved Filip like a father?

"Hey Jake, this says—" Marcus pointed at the contract and began to speak, but Jake put his hand up and interrupted him.

"Wait a second, I think I'm having one of those epiphanies people talk about," he said. Marcus put his hands up and laughed.

Jake sat down on the window sill. So all along, the people of Chicago had been trying to tell him to open up, and they'd responded each time he had. It was all too confusing. Leading, apparently, was about more than having a great plan.

Jess walked in then, her eyes bright, and Jake finally smiled because Jess was back, just as Filip would want her to be. "They're beyond excited to have you on, Jake, and they're even moving things around because they want you on today! New Year's Eve is their highest rated show of the year because they give a bunch of stuff away to viewers. They think having you on as a guest on the last day of the year will be icing on the cake because, you know, they've been teasing you to come on for months. But they need to know right now, they need to add you to the promos now. What's it going to be?"

"Today? On New Year's Eve? I don't know." Jake panicked, raked a hand through his hair, and turned to Marcus. "What does their contract say? I mean, if I agree to go on, can they literally skewer me on live television?"

Jess rolled her eyes at him, but Jake shook his head at her. "No, listen, I wouldn't put it past them to host a Jake-on-a-stick barbeque, where everyone takes turns asking personal questions and then roasting me if I can't let go and answer." Jake was serious. His fear of those women was real. Especially the hippie. He thought he'd have more time to prepare for battle. The elections weren't until the last Tuesday in February. He could go on in a few weeks.

"The contract won't change whether you put this off or not," Marcus said, reading his thoughts. "It says you can choose one topic to be off-limits, but everything other than that will be fair game. Don't overthink it. Tell us what you don't want to talk about, show up, and let go."

"Do it, do it, do it, do it!" The kids in the room began chanting, louder and louder.

"Traitors," he jokingly threw at the boys who had been disgusted with him moments before. He took in a deep breath and let it out. "Tell them I'll be there." Everyone cheered.

"What topic will be off-limits?" Jess asked.

He nearly panicked again. So many came to mind. His relationship with his dad, because it had been so bad. His relationship with Filip, because the idea that it could ultimately help him politically repelled him and was simply gross. And Kayla, because he didn't want her dragged into anything again, and because he wouldn't know what to say.

Finally, he said, "Filip. Filip is off-limits." He'd find a way around the others.

* * *

Kayla got off early the afternoon of New Year's Eve. She went straight home and began throwing things out of her overflowing carrying bag until she finally came upon the thin, popular local tabloid she'd bought on impulse.

Everyone had been talking about it, and she'd tried to ignore it... but snapped it up the moment she spotted it on a newsstand during her lunch break. Then she regretted it, but instead of tossing it, she stuffed it as deep down into her bag as possible. Much like the pit of her belly, it was now a crumpled mess.

She took a quick breath and flipped to page twelve. "After I caught them, a sobbing Candace confessed that Jake swept a leather-bound copy of Persuasion by Jane Austen off the mahogany desk before persuading her the desk was a good place to start," read the silly caption below the picture of an attractive couple, dramatically torn in half.

Kayla had read that very book her first day there, when she had been trying to stay away from him. And it had been on the desk.

She sighed and tossed the paper into the trash, not knowing what to think. Her mother and sister were at her Aunt Gina's house, preparing for her annual New Year's Eve bash, but they weren't expecting her until after four. She climbed the stairs to crawl into bed, be miserable and confused, and pretend it was a much-needed rest.

* * *

Late that afternoon, Jake looked around the tiny room that was supposed to be the green room except it was all pink. It had to be some sort of a psychological thing because he'd heard two of the women hated the color.

Fluffy, fuzzy, bedazzled deep pink pillows, light pink leather love seats that faced one another, and candy-cane striped pink and white wallpaper all leaped out at him. Jake and Marcus hesitated before sitting down and then fidgeted when they finally did. Jess laughed.

Then Jake caught sight of a long, fuchsia spear in one corner of the room, the silver blade at the end shaped like a star.

"The skewer," Jake whispered to Marcus, nodding toward it.

"Ouch," Marcus whispered back.

"Would you guys please relax? I mean look at you two! You'd think this was death row."

"Death by a pink skewer." Jake fidgeted some more.

"It's a spear. I'm sure it purely decorative." Jess smiled uncertainly, eyeing the long spear. "Come on guys, don't you think this a fun room?"

"It's a room that messes with your head."

"Do you think they're watching us?" Marcus looked around the room one more time, his eyes darting from one corner to the next.

"No. It's six o'clock. They're out there greeting the audience, and you're on in about five minutes," Jess said, looking at her watch.

"Why don't they have a TV in here? Why can't he listen to what they're saying?" Marcus asked, his paranoia mounting along with Jake's.

Before Jess could give another one of her calm, rational answers, the door opened, and a man with a clipboard motioned to Jake. "Mr. Kelly, you're on in five. We need you at the right side of the stage, right through here. When you hear Samantha welcome you, you walk on and smile and wave to the audience. You'll be sitting next to Tess."

The Hippie.

"I'd like to stay out there on the wings," Marcus informed the assistant and managed to sound like he wouldn't take no for an answer.

"Sure, one person is allowed offstage." The man turned to Jess. "You can watch it here. The remote control is in the right drawer," he said, pointing to an ivory coffee table engraved with flowers. "And the TV is behind those doors," he nodded toward a large, matching chest that took up most of a side wall.

The man motioned for Jake and Marcus to follow him and was about to shut the door when Jess pried it open. "Don't hold back too much, Jake, okay? You're a likable guy when you let go. So let go. You owe it to everyone who's worked their butts off for you to be yourself out there and show Chicago why we support you."

Jake looked at Jess for a long moment before nodding in agreement. The assistant more forcefully shut the door, and he and Marcus hustled as much as two people feeling like they were walking the dead man's walk could.

Jake stood off stage and watched as the women of She Said, She Said discussed horoscopes, of all things. Samantha lived her life by them, Gretel would sue every astrologist for fraud if she could, and Tess thought there may just be something to be learned from the stars above.

Jake looked out into the audience and wasn't exactly shocked to see something like ten women for every man. So many women... women who had made the show number one in its time slot because Samantha, Gretel, and Tess got them. Because they got to the bottom of things. They got to know people. And today, they wanted to get him. His gut tightened.

The set looked nothing like the 'green' room. The beige, rust-red, and brown color scheme was warm and inviting. He'd even say the set was cozy.

There were two armchairs on one side and a love seat on the other, with an enormous screen behind them. Right now, the screen had a spectacular view of Chicago. Tess was sitting on the love seat, her legs folded underneath her, alone and hugging a cushion, the lonely space beside her reserved for Jake. They'd sit him down, make him feel all warm and comfortable, the five cameras he'd counted would zoom in on him, using different angles, and then...

"Ladies, ladies, more ladies, and gentlemen, we've been inviting our next, highly anticipated guest on our show for months—" Samantha began in her sweet, sing-song voice before she was interrupted by Gretel, who drawled, "More like we've been begging him to come on."

"Right." Samantha laughed, while Tess stared straight into Jake's eyes. He squared his shoulders and jutted his chin out. Tess smiled, winsomely. Jake swallowed hard. "We've been begging a certain enigmatic, inscrutable mayoral candidate on for months, and today, the final day of the year, he's finally agreed to sit down and talk to us. Everyone, please welcome Jake Kelly!"

Jake took a deep, calming breath, walked on set, mechanically smiled, and waved to the audience. When a few women whistled, and a rose and a pair of red panties were thrown at him, Jake couldn't help it. It was funny. His smile widened. When he turned away, he caught Tess grinning and pointing two fingers from her eyes to his. His smile tightened.

* * *

Attempts to catch up on sleep failed miserably, and Kayla switched plans. She'd mope, eat flan, watch TV, and eat more flan. She snuggled on the old living room sofa with the entire plate of dessert, began to channel surf, and froze.

Jake. Off-stage. On She Said, She Said.

Her heart raced. This would be his chance to set the record straight about his playboy image and deny it, or to own up to it and convince the public that his personal life didn't matter. Finally, he was getting off that high horse of his and reaching out, actually doing something other than touting his grand plan.

Would it be enough? She wished she didn't care as deeply as she did, but her racing heart had climbed up her throat. Applause filled the air, and Kayla watched as Jake walked on stage with a practiced smile on his lips. He gave a stiff wave, and a few items were thrown at him. A camera zoomed in on some string that barely resembled panties, and then another camera caught Jake's reaction. He smiled his spontaneous smile, the one that didn't hold back, and his eyes twinkled at the camera.

She stared, transfixed, at the screen. Not believing in Jake felt safe. Believing in him was the risk. So she'd grabbed onto excuses not to believe. Right now, he was being brave. And she was a coward.

They went to commercial, and Kayla hurried into the kitchen, snatched the newspaper from the trash, and held her breath. The words "Candace told me he was very smooth. He led her on, making her feel special," were in large print, under two more pictures of the beautiful woman and her husband. They filled her with dread, but she pushed on and read the article in its entirety, stopping only when she read that when the husband caught Jake and Candace in bed in the master bedroom, Jake ran into the master bathroom and locked the door. She read that twice. Craig Stiles went on to say that Candace grabbed a blanket to cover herself and then ran past her husband to get her clothes, which he’d seen downstairs in the library when he’d come in to look for them, while Craig went to pound on the master bathroom door. Kayla threw the paper down.

The husband, Craig Stiles, had messed up. There was no master bathroom because there was no master bedroom in the house. Jake would’ve had to run past Craig to get to a bathroom, which wouldn’t match anything the man was saying happened. And he couldn’t be mistaking a closet door in the room for a bathroom door because all the closet doors were sliding doors. Jake must've not bothered to read the article, or he would've caught that, and his staff had never been to his house, so they had no way of knowing.

But Jake had tried to reach out to her, to explain, and she'd shut him out because it had felt safer. Now she had information that could help him regain credibility among those who needed to believe he wasn't some skirt-chasing playboy. What could she do?

Maybe she could call Jess or Marcus with the information, and they could have Jake mention it during his appearance. But Jake was already on stage.

The show came on again, and Kayla ran out of the kitchen. Jake was greeting each lady with a handshake, but they each pulled him down for a peck on the cheek. He sat. Gretel spoke, Samantha smiled, and Tess continued to study him. Kayla hugged her pillow.

What if they brought up the decorator’s husband’s story, and he didn't handle it well? What could she do?

And then it hit her. Peter the Blogger! Tess was his mom! He would know what to do.

Peter answered on the first ring, and she rushed into speech, tripping over her words, but explaining the gist of it.

Peter hesitated. "Kayla, are you sure you want to be news again?"

"No," she immediately answered. "I never was, and I'm not now. But this story is getting Jake into trouble, and I know for a fact that it’s false. How can I possibly stay quiet? Being an anonymous source again won't cut it this time. It's too convenient, and won't ring true."

"But no one will believe the 'just friends' story from you this time. Not after the pictures of you two dancing and staring into each other's eyes, and not after the heated arguments. Jake might still come off as a playboy for spending the weekend with you."

"But the decorator’s husband is making him look like a massively insensitive jerk, user, and coward, while I can tell people that he's been a great friend and collaborator, and that I believe in him. They know I've called him out when I’ve needed to—they won't think he hurt me or led me on or used me if I'm putting myself out there for him."

Silence again, and Kayla's stomach tied itself into a new knot when she saw the commercial break was over. "I think you're right," he finally said. "Let's see what I can do."

* * *

Jake sat back and tried to look relaxed while Gretel addressed the expectant audience. "As we've been explaining to our studio audience, Mr. Kelly has agreed to our no-holds-barred interview." Gretel rubbed her hands together, and the audience laughed.

Tess nodded. "We love to have fun on our show, but there are subjects we take seriously. Candidates for every seat imaginable in the great state of Illinois have left our show either hating us, loving us, or hating us before they loved us, because we take their roles as leaders seriously, and we put them on the hot seat. We work hard to get to the truth, and as our viewers know, we've helped the city and state avoid some real phonies."

Jake felt stiff as a board. He wanted it to be over with. The hot seat sounded bad, but the truth sounded great. He'd take the heat if people would learn the truth about him, but he wanted to be on the other side already.

"We asked you, the viewers," Gretel pointed to a camera, "To email, instant message, or tweet any and all questions you have for Jake Kelly. He's on trial, so to speak, and you're the jury. And let me tell you... Even though this was a last minute booking, we've been inundated!"

"Curiously enough," Samantha continued, her eyes wide and not at all innocent, "Many questions are of a personal nature."

Jake tried not to squirm in his seat, but he could feel his smile slipping. Personal wasn't his thing. Why had he agreed to do this again? His head was screaming.

"Look at him, he's squirming." Samantha clapped her hands together, clearly delighted. The audience laughed.

"I'm not squirming. I'm looking forward to your questions." He tried to smile again, but he couldn't make the corners of his mouth go up. More laughter.

"Jake, honey, calm down! Relax. Let your guard down," Tess coached. "If you are who you say you are, you have nothing to fear."

Jake breathed in and out, realizing that the only way to get the whole thing over with was to get the whole thing over with. "Let's do this. Fire away." He faced his execution squad.

"Okay, you heard him. Fire away!" Gretel's eyes gleamed. "What exactly, and in full detail, is your real relationship with heiress Julia Hamilton?" She gestured at the giant screen behind them, and Jake saw pictures of him and Julia attending different events throughout the years.

"Julia Hamilton is an old friend," Jake explained and smiled fondly at the pictures.

"In full detail," a member of the audience shouted out. Samantha laughed. "Right, in full detail."

Jake turned away from the screen and cleared his throat. "Details," he said, clearing his throat again. Everyone was looking at him. He didn't have all day.

"This is live television, Jake, and the cameras are all zeroing in on you. People at home are going to think their screen has frozen," Gretel teased.

Tell the truth, and you'll be fine, they'd said. Well, he'd give it a shot. "Julia is one of the sweetest people I know, and I love and value her as a friend, or a sister, even. We've been in each other's lives for forever, it seems, and we have each other's backs. But there's never been anything even remotely romantic between us," he answered truthfully, thinking maybe this whole thing wouldn't be too bad.

"How does it make you feel when gossip columnists say she's waiting on the sidelines for you?" Tess asked.

Truthfully, it made him feel like pounding the columnists, but he couldn't say that. He looked up. "Guilty."

"Guilty?" Samantha repeated.

He nodded. "When Julia's name is dragged into this, it makes me feel guilty. She's a very private person, and she didn't sign up to be heralded as this, I don't know, a martyr for me, when that's not who she is at all," he said, more forcefully than he'd intended. "To be honest, when you first asked me how I felt about it, the first thing that came to mind was what I'd like to do to those who make up lies about people I love."

"Finally, some fire from you!" Samantha whoohoo'd. The audience echoed her, and Jake shook his head and smiled. When he met Tess's eyes, he saw she'd gotten what she'd wanted from him.

"Moving on!" Samantha took control again. "You were also linked to Kayla Diaz, and that was quite a story," she began. "There were pictures of you two dancing together, and many people thought there was chemistry there, but you later said you didn't even remember her." Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the pictures of him and Kayla dancing on the screen, but he couldn't look at them full on. All he'd been able to think about at night when he was alone with his thoughts, was how much he needed to hold her again. To be with her. Looking at the pictures hurt, even with everything going on at the moment. "When you met again, the two of you argued publicly, and we all felt the heat. You hired her despite your differences, and we commended you for it. When the rumors of an attraction between the two of you wouldn't let up, Kayla Diaz forcefully denied any type of connection with you, other than a dance lesson and work, on camera. Now a viewer at home wants us to give you the same chance. So go ahead. Repeat your denials, on camera, Jake."

A few shouts that he better tread lightly rang out. Jake swore in his head because they were right. Kayla could be watching. He had known they'd ask about her, and he'd thought hard about his response, but he hadn't anticipated being asked about her quite like this. It was one answer he couldn't afford to mess up. He could handle losing the race, but he couldn't handle hurting Kayla, in any way.

"Kayla Diaz and I have a lot of shared interests, and we're both passionate about many of them, but have different approaches to finding solutions. We argued over those differences, but we also listened to each other—because we cared more about coming up with good ideas than about being right. But she didn't sign up to become fodder for our local tabloids. It wasn't fair to her. She signed up to make a difference, and she did. We proved that compromise is not only possible, but that it helps us grow."

"And that's your forceful, on-camera denial?" Gretel asked in a dry tone. "'Cause I like what I heard, but it sure wasn't a denial."

People chuckled, and Jake desperately wished he could wipe his hands on his trousers. He couldn't say he felt nothing for her because that was a huge lie, and Kayla might believe it, and he couldn't say what he felt, because it would embarrass her. None of this was fair to her. "Look, Kayla and I were becoming friends, but rumors kept getting in the way, making things awkward when they could've been really great. Every denial we were forced to issue drove us further apart because it would make us focus on what wasn't there instead of on what was. My friendship with Julia was cemented, and rumors hurt but won’t get in the way. But my friendship with Kayla was new. I haven't spoken to her in a while, but the last thing I want is to have her out there watching and listening to me focus one more time on denials, on Chicago's highest rated local show, instead of focusing on her amazing ideas for an expanded music program, and my gratitude and admiration."

There was silence, and Jake didn't know what to make of it. It looked like they didn't know what to make of his answer, either. Samantha spoke first, and she looked thoughtful. "Well, I, for one am sorry that rumors got in the way of something that could've been great."

Murmurs from the audience showed they agreed.

Gretel nodded. "And in a way, this ties into our next viewer-submitted question, because you're right. Julia and Kayla didn't sign up for this. But you did. The public already knows what you want to do if you are elected, but this viewer wants to know why, exactly, you decided to run for mayor."

The screen now showed pictures of the Chicago Youth Works centers he had founded and his redevelopment efforts, but headlines about him being another wealthy man on a power-trip—complete with requisite foundation—flashed through his mind. The last person to ask him this question instead of guessing at his motive was Kayla. Jake folded his hands between his legs and wondered if he was letting his anxiety show. "I want to be mayor because..." he paused because only canned words seemed to come to mind. He sighed and decided to do what he had done with Kayla. Open up. "I know this might not make sense, but Chicago helped raise the best part of who I am. I loved getting lost in it when I was young. Both the grit and glitter are a part of me. Yes, I was born wealthy, and I can't help that, but I spend my time in places here that, frankly, most people avoid. I love neighborhoods that many have given up on. I love the people and the history and the potential. And I'm not saying this to make anyone feel guilty or to make me look like some do-gooder. Everyone has their own lives to worry about. I'm saying it because I wish everyone knew how much I want to take it all on. All of it. From the Gold Coast to the South Side, there are problems and opportunities, and they are more interwoven than people think. I just want the chance to take them on. And I know everyone's tired of me saying it, but I have detailed plans. It's not wishful thinking. I also know not every plan will work, and I know I'll take the heat when they don't, but I'm prepared to do so." Jake sat on the edge of his seat, looking out at the audience, with the sinking feeling that he'd bared his guts to people who thought he was making a campaign speech.

"Look at that, people, Jake Kelly is not a robot," Gretel said, but she was serious, and he thought she was looking at him with new eyes. Then an audience member began to sing the lyrics to Foreigner's "Hot-Blooded," and people started to clap or sing along, and even Jake laughed. Something flew in the air and hit the stage again. Samantha picked it up with a pencil and twirled it a few times. It was a bra.

"He's sexy when he's all worked up!" Someone shouted from the back of the studio. "Hear that, Jake? You're sexy when you're all worked up," Samantha teased.

"I am not all worked up." Jake smiled and sat back again.

"We're on to you, Jake. We're going to a commercial break now, but when we come back, we've got a few questions guaranteed to let us know just how hot-blooded Jake can get." Tess turned to camera one and, to Jake's mind, promised viewers to barbecue him. Live. He should've known they'd throw the softballs first, to make him let his guard down.

He muttered under his breath, but Tess, who had to have super-hearing, caught it and laughed. As the music played before they transitioned to the break, she hollered, "Hear that? Jake feels we're messin' with his mind!"

* * *

Kayla stared unseeingly at the commercials playing on the TV. She'd nearly dropped her phone when they mentioned her. But he'd answered the question about her beautifully. Things between them could've been great.

"Hello... Kayla Diaz? Are you still there? Please still be there."

"Yes," she said softly. She'd called. She'd said her name. What if she was making a huge mistake?

"I'm sorry to make you wait, but I had to call Peter and confirm you really are who you say you are, and that he'd given you this number."

"It's okay, I understand."

"Yes. But I need you to stay on the line, okay? Stay on the line! I need to reach Tess!"

Kayla wasn't sure she would. It didn’t seem like Jake needed her and she didn’t want to make things worse.

* * *

Jake watched as Tess quickly sat down again after the commercial. She'd been called away and had left looking a little annoyed about it, but she came back with a new spring to her step and a nearly blinding gleam in her eye. "The squadron of questions awaits! This time, live from our audience. Who wants to fire first?" Tess asked. A slew of hands went up. It took all of Jake's willpower not to wipe his brow. He glanced at Marcus. He looked constipated.

An older woman from the audience stood up. "I don't care about politicians' personal lives, and I think campaigns should be about ideas," she began, and Jake straightened. She was off to a good start. "But I do care when I hear a person has been grossly taken advantage of by a candidate. To request a quote from a family business, and to then sleep with the wife under the husband’s nose, is vile. You say Craig Stiles is lying, but he's compelling. What's your side of the story?"

"And remember, Jake. We want details," Gretel said.

Jake cleared his throat, but he found himself feeling about as nervous as he'd ever felt. A picture of Craig Stiles was behind him, and even he thought the man looked vulnerable and believable.

This was his chance. The one he'd come onto the show for. He'd practiced his answer. But the word vile had made his stomach curl. It hurt, and it brought the old exasperation back. He wanted to be believed because he was telling the truth, but all he could do was be firm in his denial. "I didn’t request a quote from Craig Stiles, who renovates houses, because I didn’t need a renovator. I’m doing the work myself. I requested ideas from Candace Stiles, who handled the interior decorating side of their business. She gave me her ideas, and I paid her for her time. But her vision, which included extensive work by Craig, didn’t match mine, and we parted ways amicably. I don't think she spent more than twenty minutes in the house—"

"Twenty minutes is plenty of time!" someone from the audience shouted.

Jake tensed. "Nothing happened. And the first time I saw Craig Stiles was in that newspaper article. He’s lying about everything. I don’t know why, but he’s lying."

Samantha nodded. "And that’s the crux of the matter, isn't it? We've heard your side, and we've heard his side. But she’s remained quiet so far, which is damning to you. Most people think she’d want to clear her name if her husband was lying. It's up to voters to decide who they believe, and if polls are to be believed, it's not looking good for you."

"I believe Craig!" someone shouted. And Jake shut down.

"And I believe Jake!" another person shot back. The audience laughed again. He couldn't believe he still had something like fifteen minutes to go.

"It's a case of he said, he said, if you will," Gretel quipped.

"Next question!" Samantha shouted.

Jake looked out at the audience unseeingly, knowing nothing else mattered now. The scandal was the one thing that was dragging him down the most, and he'd convinced no one of his innocence.

Hands went up, and a young man was chosen. "I'd like to know about the female friend you took up to your house in Kankakee, only because you say she's just a friend, but my family would kill me if I dumped them on Thanksgiving for some who's just a friend. I wouldn't risk it unless I cared deeply for the person."

Jake didn't care that he'd signed the contract. They could ask all they wanted. He wouldn't go there. "I'm sorry, but I won't discuss her. She needs and deserves her privacy. I'll only say my mom was visiting my aunt in the west coast, or she would've been there, too. And my friend's family was also out of town, so she wasn't abandoning anyone, either."

"We agree she deserves to have her privacy, and we're not asking for names. But you both said you were only friends..." Samantha began, and the three women were suddenly very serious. "And yet last night, we got this from a source who hired a professional photographer to digitally enhance the images." She gestured to the screen behind her, and Jake felt the blood drain from his face. It was the pictures of him carrying Kayla into the house. Her back was to the camera, and her face was hidden by him in each one, but in the digitally enhanced version, it was clear he was either kissing the woman or giving her mouth to mouth.

At that moment, he hated them. They had set him up. No wonder they'd been so eager to have him on. "I'm guessing you hate us right now," Tess said.

He watched as Marcus sunk into a chair with a horrified and defeated expression on his face. And Jake stopped caring about what everyone who didn't know him thought. He looked her in the eye and said, "I feel like I was set up."

"We told you in the beginning. We don't hold back over the things that matter, and candidates either hate us, love us, or hate us before loving us. And you may just end up loving us."

Gretel was at the edge of her seat. "You're a single man, Jake Kelly, and in my opinion, perfectly within your rights to pursue as many partners as you'd like, provided you're honest with them. People like me, who decide races, aren't comfortable with someone who manipulates and deceives to get his way. This is why all of this matters. Craig Stiles' story, if true, matters. And it's your word against his. So we look at circumstantial evidence."

Samantha nodded. "Three women have been pictured at this house. You said you were only showing it to Julia Hamilton, an old friend you've been romantically linked to—a link you've both denied. It's possible. We could believe that." She nodded at the audience, a few nodded back, and Gretel picked up the thread.

"The house is under your mom's name, which could mean you didn't want it discovered in a property records search, but you say it's because you originally bought it for her. Okay. That's also possible." Gretel shrugged, and Samantha nodded and continued.

"A friend was feeling low, so you went away with her on Thanksgiving weekend. You were seen carrying her, under the rain—which looked romantic to me—because she was dizzy. And she confirmed it all anonymously. But now we see these digitally enhanced pictures, and they show you were both lying. It makes us wonder if Julia is lying for you, too. And it makes Craig’s claims more believable. It makes him look like the only one willing to stand up to your lies."

Jake closed his eyes. He should get up and leave. He wanted to stand up and leave. But it wasn't fair to Julia, who now looked like a liar, and to everyone who had worked hard for him. He went back over every statement he'd put out. Feeling defeated, he opened his eyes, and looked at Samantha, because she was the last one who'd spoken. "If you look back at my statements about Julia and the interior decorator, I deny a romantic relationship with both, and Julia denies the same thing. But if you look back at my statement about the woman in that picture," he said, looking at it and feeling his breath catch, because it felt as if the world was sullying one of the best moments of his life, "I don't deny a romantic relationship," he breathed the words out. "I said she's a friend who'd gone through a difficult situation, that she needed to get away and I invited her, and that I carried her inside because she said she was dizzy." And then, feeling like a dick, and knowing that's what he would sound like, he said, "She did actually say she was dizzy. And I know it's mincing words, and that both our statements omitted information, but we have a right to keep our personal lives to ourselves. My entire life does not have to be out there, and none of her life deserves to be out there."

"True," Gretel agreed. "But this is about your believability. And frankly, Jake, you saying that the woman you're seen kissing had just been through something difficult, makes you look like you took advantage of her vulnerability."

Jake went cold. It was going from worse to worst. Especially because he agreed with Gretel. Anyone who came off the way he was coming off didn’t deserve the public’s trust. And as he sat there, feeling alone and utterly defeated, a comforting scent that immediately made him think of Filip surrounded him. A split-second later he realized what the smell was. He took a whiff. It was Bengay... with a hint of Vicks VapoRub. He remembered Filip's words, about how he could reach Jake when he was gone. But it couldn't be. It was crazy. "Which—which one of you is using Bengay and Vicks?" Jake sat up straight and stared at them. They all stared back as if he'd gone mad.

A few people laughed uncertainly, because the atmosphere was still tense, and Gretel gave him a cutting look. "Now that is one lame distraction. Surely a politician can come up with something better than that."

Samantha looked into Jake's eyes and apparently saw something there because, much to the audience's amusement, she got up to smell both Tess and Gretel and sniff around the scant stage furnishings before settling down again and saying. "Absolutely nothing smells like Vicks and Bengay, Jake," she said.

"Getting back to the subject," Tess stressed. "None of this looks good for you, does it? But we told you that if you spoke the truth, you'd be fine. So speak it. We don't need names, but don't hold back."

As crazy as it seemed, Jake knew Filip was trying to reach him. He thought about Filip's last words to him, that when it came down to it, the truth always set good people free. He blew out a breath. "I omitted truths from the public because I needed to protect the woman in the picture. Our relationship was between her and me. I've also omitted truths to the woman in the picture, but never to deceive her, or to take advantage of her... but because I was afraid. And that's all I can say here. I will tell the whole truth about that weekend, but I will only say it to her." He took another quick breath and let it out. "I've told the truth about Julia and the decorator. I've omitted nothing there. I don't have proof, but I do have the truth on my side, and it'll be enough for me that the people I love know it. There's nothing else I can say."

"Maybe there isn't," Tess said. "But maybe there’s proof that you’re telling the truth after all."

Gretel and Samantha both spoke at once, telling Tess that she shouldn't be keeping them in the dark, and the audience grew restless. Jake didn't know what to think anymore. Tess held up her hand. "Kayla Diaz called my private line a little while ago. We've confirmed it's her, and she has something she'd like to share with the people of Chicago," she explained. “Candace Stiles called, too. It turns out she’s been staying with her mom in Hawaii, to get over the breakup of her marriage, and she didn’t know about the controversy surrounding her. Both want to speak the truth, but Candace’s phone lost signal. I want to let her speak for herself, so I will wait for her to call back. Meanwhile, here’s Kayla.”

Jake froze. Things had spun completely out of control. Kayla had called? And Candace? Would Candace tell the truth? And what in the world would Kayla say?

"Hello?" he heard Kayla's voice on the line. He swallowed hard.

"Hello, Kayla. You told me there was something you needed to share with our viewers?" Tess prompted her.

A sigh came over the line, and Jake felt powerless because he couldn't protect her. What was she doing? Kayla cleared her throat. "Just that Jake hasn't lied to you. Julia Hamilton and I are friends, and I know for a fact that she has no romantic feelings for him. She'd, well, actually like him to find someone."

A smattering of "So would we!" from the audience quieted Kayla, who laughed softly. It helped Jake see some people still believed in him, and he managed to smile a little. "And I'm also calling in about Craig Stiles’ story." There was an edge to her voice, and Jake realized he was gripping the love seat's armrest so tightly, his knuckles were white. "He said he caught them in the master bedroom, and that Jake ran into the master bedroom... but there's no master suite in that house. Craig Stiles also could not have confused a closet door with a bathroom door because the closet doors are all sliding doors. And a renovator especially wouldn't make these mistake, don't you think? It lends support to Jake's story that Candace never made it upstairs. Her husband was right about the book Persuasion being on the desk in the library downstairs, which is something she could’ve told him. I don’t know what his motivation is, but I think he should call in right now, or give some interview where he gives details about that second story, like the layout or bedroom décor, or—or anything!”

Jake could see her now, pacing and gesturing all over the place, letting her emotions run away from her because she knew she was right. He couldn't believe she was doing this for him, and he wished he was with her, so he could hug her close, and tell her all his truths.

"And how do you know there's no master bedrooom or bathroom in that house?" Gretel asked, her eyebrows hitting her hairline. It seemed like the entire audience leaned forward as one.

"I know because... well because I'm the woman he's carrying in the picture. Jake invited me to go up with him because we happened to be in the same place at the same time—on a boat he rented for his staff, so they could look at the fireworks—when I saw something that upset me. It wasn't because there was anything going on between us." Kayla now sounded uncomfortable. "And I also wasn't feeling vulnerable, so please don't say that he took advantage of me. That's awful. It was more that I needed to get away, and I needed to practice. Which I did! When people asked my sister if it was me, she didn't lie. She was away for the weekend, and she knew I'd be practicing. Just know that I know Jake, and I believe in him. He's never done anything remotely manipulative, or deceitful. Well, only when he pretended he didn't recognize me after Summer Dance." She laughed a little. "But he apologized and explained why, and it wasn't easy for him."

"You two are obviously kissing in the picture—" Gretel began, but she was cut off by Kayla, who now sounded uncomfortable, "Well, but that really is between us, and..."

"Please leave her alone," Jake said. "She said what she called in to say, and it was brave of her, and I'm grateful to her even when I wish she hadn't put herself out there like that. But she's obviously uncomfortable."

"What about you, are you uncomfortable?" Gretel shot back.

"Hell yeah!" Jake splayed his hands out. Everyone but him burst out laughing.

The line above went dead, and he couldn't help wonder what Kayla was thinking now. His heart was no longer in the show, it was with Kayla. She'd called and put herself out there to help him. How was she feeling? Why would she do that for him? And why did it still smell like Vicks and Bengay? He felt like he was finally coming undone.

"You're right, Jake, Kayla put herself out there for you, and in case we don’t get Candace back on the line, she also backs up your story. She’s devastated that her husband would lie like this to get back at her for leaving him," Tess said. "But it was brave of Kayla to call in. Would you be equally brave for her?"

"I'd do anything for her," he said, confused at the question.

Tess gestured to the camera. "Then tell her how you feel!”

Jake looked at Tess. Tess looked at Jake. The whole set went still and quiet. Not even Gretel or Samantha made a sound. He could feel everyone's eyes on him. "Not here. Not into a camera, or over the phone, but in person." He stood up, looked around at the cameras, trying to figure out which one was focused on him. "Kayla, please meet me..." God, how could he tell her where without half of Chicago showing up? He could call her or...

Well, everyone already knew they'd kissed. "Meet me where we shared our first kiss. As soon as you can. I'll be waiting." Jake was about to rip off his microphone, but instead, he looked at the camera again and said, "Please show up. Please."

He took off without a backward glance. Excited hoots and hollers followed him out.


Chapter 15
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Her heart thundering, Kayla took the steps, two at a time, ran to the closet, and whipped out the first pair of jeans and sweater she saw, not caring that the jeans were too big and that the sweater had a dorky snowman on it. She threw it all on, flew down the stairs, slipped her arm through her winter coat, opened the door, and saw a reporter already at her door. She'd probably come down as soon as Kayla had spoken on TV.

A stampede and clattering in the kitchen caught her attention, and she slammed the front door, ran to the back, and was relieved to see it was her mother, her Aunt Gina, Tania, Robbie, and Mia. "We watched the whole thing. Que romántico!" Her aunt Gina hugged her.

"Come on, let's go. The car's in front of Mr. Patowski's house. We cut through Robbie's backyard. Don't worry, we'll lose the paps, hija!" her mother yelled.

"The paps? There's just one reporter, ma. This isn't Hollywood, You're overreacting."

"Where was your first kiss?" Robbie demanded as they cut through his yard and entered his house.

"I can't believe you put yourself out there like that, Kayla. I swear I wanted to strangle you," Tania interrupted.

"She really did want to strangle you. And Jake," Aunt Gina said.

"At The H," she said to Robbie before turning to Tania. "You came to strangle me? 'Cause let me tell you, I'm fighting back. I've had it with your gloom and doom when it comes to relationships."

"No. I didn't come to strangle you. I came to talk, but they won't let me. I need to talk to you, Kayla, I really do."

Everyone began shouting at Tania at the same time, and they sounded like a bunch of squabbling hens. "Stop!" Kayla yelled. And they stopped. "Just give us a moment, okay? I promise I won't let her get to me."

Amid protests, she dragged her sister into Robbie's living room. "You're not going to talk me out of this, Tania. There's no way, my heart's made up."

"Just hush, okay?" Tania sat down on a sofa arm. When she looked up, a big, fat tear was rolling down her cheek, and Kayla was instantly beside her. Her sister hadn't cried in years.

"I don't want to be like this, Kayla. I really don't. I don't want to be negative. I want to be the voice of reason. I love you so, so much and I don't want you to ever feel so profoundly stupid that you know you can never trust your judgment again. Or to ever question why you aren't special enough to have the person you put so much trust in to love you enough. Just enough." Tania shook, and Kayla put her arm around her.

"I love you, too, Tania. But please stop holding on so tight to things that hurt, it kills us all to see you do that. It's not good for Mia." They hugged until exasperated voices called them from outside.

"I know. That's what I'm trying to say." Tania wiped her eyes. "I think I can at least try to let go of worrying over you. That has to be a start. Just know that no matter how this plays out, I'm going to be here for you. Starting today. I love my daughter, and because of her, I can't regret anything, and I don't want you to have regrets, either. So let's get off our butts. You need to go meet Jake so we can see how this whole thing will turn out!" She got up and hauled Kayla to her feet.

The whole family raced past Mr. Patowski, who merely waved and said, "You go, girl!" as Tania opened the car door.

"Kayla, Tania, both of you squeeze in and hide. If either of you is recognized, the paps will follow us. I'll drive!" Aunt Gina took the keys away from Tania.

"No way, I've seen you drive!" Their mom said, but everyone was already in, and Aunt Gina was about to pull out.

She hoped in, and they were on their way, with a maniac at the wheel. As they zipped through the city at questionable speeds, Julia called to let Kayla know she'd be waiting at the hotel with the special key card.

What seemed like an eternity later, Aunt Gina sped the car around the back of the hotel, and Robbie and Tania practically shoved Kayla out of the car.

Both Julia and Patty were there with the key card, but Patty grabbed Kayla, hugged her hard, and wouldn't let go. Julia had to step in and remind her Jake was waiting.

She stepped onto the rooftop garden, and Jake turned from where he had been looking out onto the city. They studied each other uncertainly. "Hey," she said.

"Hey," he answered. They were awkward and probably silly, but the look in his eyes was warm and soft and melting, and she wasn't quite ready to meet it.

She took in his oversized coat, faded hoodie, and jeans. He looked ridiculous and sexy and dangerous to her well-being. "You had time to change?" she asked as if they were old friends meeting on the street.

"One of the production assistants and I switched clothes. His idea. Marcus led him out, head down, and everyone thought he was me. I took a bus and the L, and kept my head low, too." He smiled, and Kayla's heart skipped in her chest as if it were trying to get nearer to him. He walked over and held out his hand. "I was afraid you wouldn't come."

She took it and finally met his glowing gaze. Her heart dancing wildly, she took the plunge. "Well... you said you had something to say to me. About that weekend..."

He pulled her close. "I started to tell you in the car on our way home from the river, but it came out wrong, and you didn't seem to want to hear it. I knew the timing was off, and I didn't know if it would ever be right. Or if you'd ever feel the same way. The truth about that weekend is that I fell in love with you." He searched her eyes and said, "I love you, Kayla," with so much feeling, it left her breathless.

Kayla met his gaze and knew all the longing in her heart was laid bare for him to see. "I'm so in love with you," she choked out.

He wiped a tear from her cheek with his thumb. "I won't hurt you, Kayla. I swear I'll love you so well..." He slipped his arms around her waist and rubbed her nose with his. It was adorable, and it made her melt.

She began to sway softly as if she was dancing to a slow, sultry song only she could hear. He began to move along with her, kissing her softly, here and there. Kayla slid her arms up around his neck and pulled him as close as possible, and they swayed together until his kisses reached her lips, and deepened, and their hands started to explore. "Where do we go from here, Jake?" she asked, her breath coming in pants.

"My place," he said between kisses. And she laughed against his mouth. "No. I mean us... where do we go from here?"

"How about we give this our all, because it's worth it, but we take it one day at a time, because our lives are so crazy right now, and we're both new to this?"

She gave him a watery smile and nodded.

"Just please promise me that you'll never walk away from me when our feelings are raw," he said, his expression serious.

"I won't. And you promise that you won't freeze me out. When you do, it leaves me feeling unsure of where I stand with you."

"I promise. See?" He smiled his sexy smile. "We've always been able to compromise."

"Yes." Kayla placed her head on his shoulder, closed her eyes, and let herself be happy.


Epilogue
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July

Chicago Summer Dance Festival

Chicago Illinois

A spirited piano and a teasing, lively string intro played by Michelle, Ralph, and Simone marked the beginning of "I Need to Know." Marc Anthony's sinuous, commanding voice rang out from the speakers as people began to loosen their hips to the sexy, steady beat, twirling and whirling away on the Jay Pritzker Pavilion stage at Millennium Park.

Trumpets called out, and the dance floor really came to life. The vigorous crowd and the simmering moves added heat to the already sultry summer night.

* * *

Jake Kelly stood just outside the stage, the steady thumping rhythms reverberating inside him. A steady stream of people, surprised to see him there, stopped by to shake his hand before heading off to dance. The night belonged to people wanting to get down on the last day of the SummerDance Festival, and to Jake, Kayla, and their close friends and family.

Marcus danced with Mia, who giggled at his goofy moves, while Robbie and Jess demonstrated a few steps to an elderly couple who swiveled and gyrated their slightly arthritic hips.

Jake's mother and Graciela tapped back and forth in a sorry imitation of salsa, deeply engrossed in a conversation, the topic of which he was sure he could guess in one try. Peter the Blogger and Julia had just met, and Robbie had forced them to dance, but both were too self-aware to do anything but sway back and forth and smile at each other.

Meanwhile, Tess the hippie danced alone without a care in the world.

A swirl of white caught his attention, and he turned to see the subsequent flash of ankle socks and a pair of hairy legs. Quivering at the unruly sight, he looked up to see a priest swishing his long robe and dancing modestly with Tania and Kayla, who were so in tune with one another, the people around them began to gravitate toward them, copying their smooth, synchronized steps. Soon, at least a dozen people were laughing and mimicking their amusing, made-up dance.

Jake caught sight of the shapely pair of legs he knew well, and his blood warmed. His eyes strayed to the dancer's hips, and at the curves and swells of a body he loved.

It was dark, and the soft glow of the moonlight touched the long, ivory skirt she sashayed. It seemed she had no idea she was being watched; she was laughing along, lost in fun.

But no sooner had he thought her oblivious than she glanced up at him and he held her eyes, feeling a now-familiar longing in his chest. He'd spent every spare moment of his life with her these past nine months, and still, they couldn't seem to get enough of each other. Her expression radiated warmth, love, and joy.

The song ended, and a blaring bleep from a microphone interrupted the hot, promising glance. They turned to see the dance instructor, clad in a white suit and a silvery blue shirt reminiscent of Saturday Night Fever, take the stage.

"Good evening ladies and gentlemen of Chicago! Those of you who just happened to come in this evening looking for some fun are in for a very special treat. Tonight, two amazing people wish to share their joy with you. Please welcome to the dance floor, in their very first dance as husband and wife, our mayor Jake Kelly and his lovely bride, Kayla!"

Gasps, swiveling heads, and plenty of amazed, delighted gazes followed him. Jake smiled, and ecstatic applause erupted as he walked to the middle of the dance floor to claim his beautiful, still awestruck bride.

The slow, evocative beats of Rojita's sensuous salsa version of Frank Sinatra's "Strangers in the Night" began to play. Jake and Kayla began to move together as only two people completely in tune with each other could.

They'd managed to keep the ceremony a secret, but it was now time to share their news with the people of the city that had witnessed their story.

Jake twirled her in a way he knew she enjoyed. He was getting good at this salsa stuff, and he wanted to learn some forbidden dance next, preferably in the privacy of their bedroom.

He tugged her close. "Would you have stayed with me that night, dancing under the rain, if I'd come after you?"

"I don't know. It was pretty hard to walk away without you stopping me. Why do you ask?"

"I don't know, it's just that I wish Filip would've seen us end up together. If you hadn't walked away or if I had stopped you..."

Kayla grinned up at him. "I suspect he knew where this was all heading."

Jake chuckled. "Everyone knew. Except us, of course."

"We weren't meant to stay strangers, but we weren't ready to see where it all could lead, either. Who knows? Maybe we both love Chicago so much, we somehow tapped into its magic to find each other again."

"You think the city holds magic?" Jake rolled his eyes and smiled down at her.

"You think that's a crazy idea?" Kayla challenged, also smiling.

"Just a little. But I love you and your, er, imaginative musings."

Kayla sighed, looked up at him and said, "And I love you and your, er, limited perception."

Jake responded by holding her even closer, framing her face with his hands, and kissing her soul-deep.

The End
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"What's your maiden name?" Nick asked. It seemed to him that Jamie Sullivan was being purposefully vague. If they had grown up in the same tiny town, he had to at least know her family.

"You know, I think I know why I look familiar to you," she said, once again avoiding his question. "I treated you to ice cream at Mrs. Bird's shop once, a very long time ago. You probably don't remember, but that has to be it." She splayed her hands in front of her as if she'd solved the puzzle when she'd only managed to confuse him further. "Now, can we get back to the interview, please?" she asked. "I really think my kids and your school will be a great fit, if only you'll let me correct the, uh, unfortunate impression I made outside."

He gave her a look. "You treated me to ice cream once? I'm guessing you're somewhere around seven to ten years younger than I am, and I haven't had ice cream with a girl since high school. I'm convinced I didn't let a little girl treat me to ice cream when I was in high school."

"Actually, I was eight, and you must've been fifteen or so. You were at Milford Park with your girlfriend, and I hit my head with my snowflake wand. The metal was sticking out, and it was pretty rusty. There was blood. You helped me get my head cleaned up at a nearby fountain, and I insisted I buy you ice cream. I'm sure you don't remember."

Nick tapped his pen on his desk. "Actually, I do remember..."

"You do?" Jamie's eyes widened.

Nick felt a slow, self-satisfied smile spreading, but he was helpless to stop it. "First of all, I would never have guessed that thing was a snowflake wand. Second, you bribed me with ice cream so I wouldn't call your father, but I had Mrs. Bird call him behind your back." He pointed at her with a pen. "You are Justin Viera's little sister." He was sure of it, though he couldn't see the resemblance. There was no way he would've found her attractive if he'd thought she looked anything like Justin. He nodded toward the newspaper clipping of a hockey game between Boston University and Boston College that Jamie had been looking at when she first came in. The article outlined Nick's winning score against Justin. "You used to yell at me at the top of your lungs at our games back in college, that's where I remember you from. How old were you? Twelve, thirteen? Man, you had a mouth on you. 'Savage goon' and 'ignorant brute' were among your favorites." He leaned back in his chair, completely unable to wipe the grin from his face.

"Are you gloating?"

"Yes, I am."

"Because I called you names as a teenager and now I'm here? I'm not at your mercy, you know. There are other schools to choose from."

"No." Nick chuckled. "Because you're Viera's sister, and I'm wondering if he knows you're here." Their rivalry was a thing of legends.

"Yes, he does. He actually recommended your school. He's being mature about it."

Nick took that in. Justin Viera had recommended his school. To his own sister. It was a huge compliment. And here he was behaving in a decidedly unprofessional manner. "I'm sorry, Mrs. Sullivan. I guess I'm not making a very good impression on you," he said, wondering how he could backtrack.

"Then we're even. You tried to soothe my ego, but I know I didn't make a great first impression outside. And if I'm to call you Nick, you should call me Jamie."

"Okay, Jamie." He took a quick breath and let it out. "I think it's safe to say that today hasn't been a normal day for either of us. I've never caught a parent dangling from a tree, and we've never had a mix-up with an appointment. I'm usually better prepared. Also, I assure you that my meetings with parents never contain any gloating and, although we do sometimes talk about superheroes, it's always in relation to the kid's ambitions, not the parents'. I propose we start over."

"Yes! Please, let's start over."

He leaned forward. "First question: is it true that Viera shaved all his hair off because he realized he was going bald?"

Jamie laughed. He'd known she would, just like he knew he shouldn't be trying to make her laugh. What was wrong with him? He'd been literally thrown off balance outside and had never regained it. Maybe she reminded him of his youth because of who she was, of a time before...

He stiffened. He was the headmaster. She was a prospective parent. It was time to bring the pathetic excuse for an admissions interview to an end.

~
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