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“Ms. Holt dazzled me with descriptions that read like lyrics to a love song.”

~The Romance Reviews
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Chapter One

Winter

January

Jill Kennedy curled up on her couch studying her iPad, frowning. Her Christmas tree still twinkled in the corner although the holiday was long past. Coldplay’s latest CD bumped its tunes out from her iPod docking station. The last of her Christmas candles flickered in glass holders on the coffee table, filling the room with the scent of pine and cranberry. She should be feeling mellow, but instead her nerves were jumping and a headache was creeping slowly up from the nape of her neck.

Charlie Costello lounged next to her, sock feet resting on her coffee table, his hands tapping a steady rhythm on his thighs in time to the song.

Jill tucked a strand of her shoulder-length sable-colored hair behind her ear as she studied the information on the iPad screen.

“I think I’ve got everything taken care of. Booked the Creekside Winery. Ordered the decorations. Set up a tasting for the food and Stella’s designing the wedding cake.” She glanced up at Charlie. “Why are you looking at me in that strange way?”

He gave her his familiar lop-sided grin. “You are the only woman I know who plans and pays for her wedding without knowing who the groom is.”

She flipped a hand at him. “I’ll have one by then. It’s in the plan. You know.”

He threw back his head and laughed. “Yeah, I love your interview process. You aren’t even dating anyone right now.”

“Because look how poor my choices were in that arena, right?”

He snorted. “So this is better? Tell me how?”

Jill pulled up another memo on her iPad. “Okay. I have a list.”

“A list? This I gotta hear. Lay it on me.”

If she didn’t need his help so badly, she would have smacked him. “It’s very specific. I asked around about different drummers in different bands and narrowed it down to the twelve most likely prospects. You know. Twelve drummers drumming, for Christmas.”

“Like a grocery list,” he teased.

“No, Charlie.”
Damn him!
“Like an interview process for a job.”

“Is that what this is, kitten? A job?”

“It’s a lifetime commitment,” she sniffed. She wished he’d just let her get on with this. All these questions were making her have tiny doubts about the wisdom of her decision. She gave herself a mental shake. “I’ll do one a month until I hit on the right one. The exact right one. First I check out their musical talent and their band history.”

Charlie gave a roar of laughter. “Because that’s such a requirement for stability?”

“Because it has to be a drummer, so I need his performance history,” she snapped.

“Maybe it’s a different kind of performance you should be worrying about.”

“That comes later. After the phone calls and the coffee dates to see how he is in person and match our likes and dislikes.”

“Coffee dates?” He cocked an eyebrow. “Not even a romantic dinner?”

She wanted to sling the iPad at him. “I’ve been that route, remember? The whole nine yards, and what did I get? A bunch of losers. No, I’m doing this like a project for work.” As a systems analyst, she knew the importance of things being able to mesh on a practical basis.

“So you’re going to interview these bozos and then—what?”

“
Drummers
,” she told him. “Interviewing
drummers.
”

He cocked his head. “And that’s why?”

“I told you.” She blew out a breath of exasperation. “Drummers have the best beat. The best tempo. They’re the heart of the band.” She grinned. “And have the best rhythm in bed.”

“And you know this because?”

“Because I have a long love affair with drummers. I should have done this a long time ago instead of thinking all the stupid metrosexuals were my answer.”

“Bullshit.” He spat the word out as he pushed himself upright. “I know what this is really all about. You never got over that loser with that penny ante bar band ten years ago, and you’ve been looking to replace him ever since then.”

“That is so not true.” But a spear of pain lanced through her.

Ray Bonda had been the love of her eighteen-year-old life. She’d been ready to ditch college, her life, everything for him. Even at their young age they’d talked about a Christmas wedding. She’d spent weeks looking at magazines and collecting pictures. So what if her folks were dead set against it. She was in love, and a Christmas wedding would set just the right tone.

But he’d taken her virginity and her heart and fled into the night with a waitress from the bar. She hated the thought that she’d been trying to replace him ever since, always fixated with her romanticized image of drummers.

She bent her head back over her iPad.

“It is true.” Charlie’s quiet voice broke into her thoughts. “And I hate to see you doing this to yourself.”

“But it’s my self to do this to,” she argued.

“So what about the sex? Is that on the list, too?”

She nodded. “After the research, the interviews, and the coffee dates, then comes the sex.”

“You talk about it like it’s just an item on the check list.”

“It is. I have to be sure we’ll be compatible in bed.” She closed her eyes for a moment as all her previous sexual disasters flashed through her brain. Where had she found such men who were selfish? Demanding? Too quick for pleasure? Arrogant? And a lot of words she chose not to use. No, this was the best way. Everything tested and checked off ahead of time.

“So you’re just going to keep banging drummers until you find the right one?”

“You got it.”

“What about romance?” he asked. “Isn’t that important, too?”

A pain lanced through her heart as memories crashed in on her. “Been there, done that, got the rotten T-shirt. Romance is highly overrated. It’s just words. No, this is much better.” She glared at him. “And you promised to help. Don’t forget that.”

Charlie had been her friend since her first job at Arrow International. They had started there the same day, and the friendship had grown as they each moved up in their respective areas. He’d held her hand through her multiple breakups, and she’d done the same for him. Now she’d enlisted him in her search for the perfect drummer to marry. The one who would replace Ray in her heart and fulfill her dreams.

She sneaked a glance at him, wondering if he was going to change his mind. His thick blond hair was mussed from running his fingers through it and his dark brown eyes were filled with worry. Oh, no! He wasn’t going to pull the “I’m just worried about your safety” thing again, was he?

“Jill,” he began.

“No.” She held up a hand. “Stop. You promised. You can’t go back on your word now.”

He leaned back again, studying her face. “So let me get this straight. Again. You’ve already made all the wedding plans and put down the deposits.”

“Check.”

“You’ve even ordered your wedding gown.”

“Check again.”

“But not your invitations because—”

“I don’t know who the groom is. Yes, yes, yes. I want a Christmas wedding, and I’m going to have the groom by then.”

“And you’re going to ‘interview’ drummers until then to find the right one.” He used his fingers for air quotes.

“And you’re going to help me.”

“By going along on your stupid first dates to make sure the guy isn’t a scuzzbag.”

She gave him a smile. “You got it right, my friend. And this Friday night is Drummer Number One.”

Charlie sighed. “Desmond Richie, right? What kind of guy is named Desmond?”

“His stage name,” she sniffed, “is Beats. Because he’s a drummer. Beats Richie.” She swallowed a smile. “He said nothing beats Beats.”

“You’ve had coffee with him twice, right?” Charlie pushed.

“Yes. And it went very well.”

“So Friday night I’ll take you to the club and then he’ll—what? See you home afterwards?”

She nodded. “To his home.”

Charlie pushed himself off the couch, stuffed his hands in the pockets of his jeans, and began to pace.

“How do you know you’ll be safe with him? What if he turns out to be, I don’t know, an axe murderer?”

She burst out laughing “Get real. I’ll have my cell with me. If I run into trouble, you can come get me right away. Otherwise, I’ll take a cab home in the morning.”

He frowned. “He won’t be driving you home?”

She shook her head. “Not even if I’m sure he’s going to be the one. Not until I make my decision.”

“Wait a minute.” He stared at her. “You mean even if the two of you hit it off you still plan to keep looking?”

“Well, of course.” She sniffed. “I don’t want to make a mistake. This is too important.”

“Jill, this isn’t like trying on shoes. Are you seriously planning to sleep with twelve guys before you decide whose name to put on the invitation?”

A tiny knot twisted in her stomach. When he said it straight out like that, it didn’t sound as good as it looked on paper.

“Charlie, I’m thirty-one years old. I want to get married. Settle down. Have a family. I mean, I love my job, but I want a lot more than that.”

He rubbed his hand along the scruff of his jaw. “I don’t know, kiddo. It just seems…weird. What about falling in love?”

A bitter taste washed through her mouth. “I tried that once, remember? We both know how well that turned out.”

“Damn it, Jill you were eighteen years old. A whole lot has changed since then.”

“This is what I’m doing.” She glared at him. “If you don’t want to help me, just say so. I’ll handle it myself.”

“No.” He nearly shouted the word. “As your longtime friend, I want to scope each of these guys out for myself. So if you insist on doing something this asinine, I’ll keep my promise. Friday night at eight. Right?”

“Right.” Jill deliberately ignored the nervous flutter in her stomach.

“Okay. I’ll pick you up then.”

But after Charlie took himself off, she stared at her iPad. Was she crazy to do this? All her life she’d dreamed of a Christmas wedding, with all the trimmings. And she wasn’t willing to trust her heart to the uncertainty of love. The only thing she was certain of was that drummers did it for her. So a drummer it would be.

****

“Are you sure you really want to do this?”

Jill glared at Charlie in the darkened club. On stage the musicians were breaking down their equipment for the night. They had sat through three of the band’s sets, high energy music that excited her and got her blood thrumming. She had insisted they take a table close to the little stage so Beats could see her when they arrived. His smile, when he spotted her, sent a little thrill skating through her, despite Charlie’s grumpiness.

They had talked on the phone, texted, had two long coffee dates, talked about themselves. She had been very explicit with him about fidelity and monogamy, about her attitude toward groupies. About what she wanted out of life. She didn’t even mind him taking out of town gigs as long as it wasn’t a steady thing.
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