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A loner finds the love he’s always longed for in New York Times bestselling author Diana Palmer’s classic winter story, REDBIRD.

After years of heartache and drama, musician Hank Shoeman has come to one conclusion…love was nothing more than a nuisance! He’d retreated to a secluded Colorado cabin to compose new music, eager to be away from the pesky outside world…and the hurt that came with it.

Instead, Hank was distracted—and spied on!—by a beautiful young woman at a nearby ski lodge. So Hank whisked lovely Poppy O’Brien away, determined to convince her to leave him alone. But what he got was so much more than he ever bargained for…

“Palmer knows how to make the sparks fly…heartwarming.”

—Publishers Weekly on Renegade
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Chapter One

She was there again. Hank Shoeman glared out the window at the figure on the balcony of the ski lodge below. His cabin was on a ridge overlooking the facility, just far enough away to give him the privacy he needed when he was composing. But it wasn’t far enough away from the binoculars the slender young woman at the ski lodge was directing toward his living room window.

He shoved his hands into his jeans pockets and glowered at the distant figure. He was used to attention. Leader of the rock group Desperado, and a former linebacker for the Dallas Cowboys, Hank had had his share of adulation from women. In the old days, before his marriage and divorce, it had been flattering and heady to a Texas ranch boy. Now, it was nothing more than a nuisance. He’d had all he wanted of love. And he’d had more than he wanted of star-struck young girls looking for it.

He sighed, the action pulling his silk shirt taut over a hard, impressively muscular chest, and tautening the jeans that outlined powerful long legs and narrow hips. He was thirty-eight, but physically he looked no more than thirty. He had a good body, still fit and athletic. It was his face that frightened people.

He wore a thick beard and a mustache and his dark hair, while scrupulously clean, was unruly and thick around his collar. He wasn’t bad-looking, but it was impossible to see that. He liked the camouflage, because it kept all but the most enthusiastic young groupies at bay.

None of the rock group looked much better than Hank with his growth of beard, except for Amanda, of course. The other three male members of the band—Deke and Jack and Johnson—looked as disreputable as Hank did. But Desperado’s music won awards, and they were much in demand for public appearances.

The problem with that right now was that Amanda was pregnant. It would be the first child for Amanda and her husband, Quinn Sutton, who lived in Wyoming with his son Elliot. The whole family was anxious because Amanda’s pregnancy had been fraught with problems and she’d been forced to take to her bed to prevent a miscarriage. That meant canceled public appearances and vicious rumors that the band was about to break up. It was let people think that, or admit that Amanda was in fierce difficulties with her pregnancy. No one wanted that tidbit of information to get out, and have reporters hounding her. For the moment, they didn’t know exactly where in Wyoming she lived. And Hank was here in Colorado, far away from the group’s studios—both the one down the hill from Quinn Sutton’s ranch in the Tetons, and the one in New York City.

Reporters had hounded him so much that he’d had to escape from the New York studio where the group did some of their recording. It had been impossible to go near Amanda’s house, for fear of leading reporters right to her doorstep.

So, this cabin in Colorado was Hank’s last resort. He’d come here to work on a new song which he hoped might be a contender for another award. The music had been written, now it was up to Hank to complete the lyrics, but it was slow going. Worrying about Amanda and the future of the group was not conducive to creative effort.

Perhaps he was working too hard, he thought. He needed a break. That woman at the ski lodge was getting on his nerves. If she was a reporter spying on him, he wanted to know it. There had to be some way to get her off his trail and spare Amanda any further media blitz.

He shrugged into his parka and drove to the ski lodge in his white Bronco. The chains made a metallic rhythm on the thick-packed snow covering the road that led to the lodge. Bad weather had plagued the area this January, and there had just been a long period of subzero temperatures and blinding snow, which had made it impossible to ski for the past several days.

When he got to the lodge, it wasn’t crowded at all. People who could get out had already gone. Only a handful of hearty, optimistic souls were left in residence, hoping for slightly less arctic temperatures and better skiing when conditions improved.

He walked into the lodge, towering over everyone and attracting a lot of unwanted attention. He went straight to the owner’s office.

Mark Jennings got up from his desk and walked around it to shake hands with the visitor.

“What brings you down here, Hank?” he asked with a grin. “Lonesome, are you?”

“I should be so lucky,” Hank murmured dryly. “I came down to see which one of your guests is auditioning for the KGB.”

Mark’s smile faded. “What?”

“You’ve got a guest with binoculars who spends a lot of time looking in through my living room window,” he replied. “I want to know who she is and what she’s looking for.”

Mark whistled. “I had no idea.”

“It’s not your job to watch the guests,” the other man said, clapping him on the shoulder with a big hand. “Maybe she’s a groupie. I’d like to know, in case she’s trying to gather material for the wire services. I’ve had enough publicity just lately.”

“I understand. What can I do to help?”

“I thought I’d hang out in the café for a while and see if she turns up for lunch. I’d recognize her. She’s wearing a bright blue parka and a matching cap.”

Mark frowned. “Doesn’t sound familiar, but I don’t get out of this office much lately. We don’t have a lot of people staying here, though, so she shouldn’t be too hard to spot.”

“If you don’t mind, I’ll have a look around.”

Mark nodded. “Help yourself. Any chance that you and the group might sign on next season for entertainment?” he added hopefully.

Hank chuckled. “Ask me again in a few months.”

“Don’t think I won’t!”

Hank shook hands with him and went on into the café, shucking his parka as he walked. It was a bad time to have to hunt down a spy. He was already upset enough about Amanda and the relentless press. Lately his career was playing a bad second to complications of every sort.

He glanced around as he walked into the small café. There were only three women in it. Two of them were drinking coffee at a table overlooking the ski lift. The other was clearing tables. She saw Hank and grinned.

“Hi, Hank,” she greeted him, tossing back her blond hair. “Long time no see!”

“I’ve been busy, Carol,” he said with an affectionate smile. She’d been a waitress at Mark’s place for several years. There was nothing romantic between them; she was just a friend.

She moved closer, so that they wouldn’t be overheard. “Better watch your step down here today,” she said confidentially. “One of the women at the side table is a reporter for Rolling Stone. I heard her telling the other woman that she’d gotten some juicy gossip about Amanda and that you were in hiding up here. She said she was going to file a really big story with her magazine over her computer modem tonight.”

He caught his breath in muted anger and stared at the table intently. One of the women was very petite with short dark hair. The other was a redhead, attractive and full figured. He scowled. “Which is which?” he asked impatiently.

She grimaced. “That’s the thing, I couldn’t tell. I dropped a plate and I wasn’t looking at them when I overheard her. Sorry, Hank. You know most of their reporters, don’t you?”

He nodded. “But I don’t recognize either of those women. She could be a stringer or even a free-lancer, hoping to find something worth selling to them on a tentative go-ahead.”

“I’ll bet it’s the redhead,” she whispered. “She looks like a reporter.”

“And I’d bet on the brunette,” he remarked as he suddenly registered the color of her jacket. Royal blue. She was the one who’d been spying on him with the binoculars.

“Could be,” Carol replied. “I wish I could be more help. Heard from the rest of the group?”

He shook his head. “We’re all taking a rest from public appearances.”

“I guess you need one! Give everyone my best, won’t you?”

“Sure.”

He watched the women from the next room, staying out of sight for a minute, before leaving the lodge. He was easily recognizable these days, with all the media attention, and he couldn’t afford to give that reporter a shot at him.

He was going to have to do something, but what? If she filed that story, reporters were going to swarm Amanda like ducks on bugs. He couldn’t have that. Her pregnancy had been one big secret so far, ever since she started to show and the band cut short their tour. They were still recording, but no one knew why they’d left the road so quickly. Where Amanda was, on Quinn Sutton’s ranch, no one was likely to be able to get near her. Quinn was a formidable bodyguard, and he loved his pretty blond wife to distraction even if they’d gotten off to one of the world’s worst starts.

He leaned against the hood of the Bronco, ignoring the sudden snow flurries and folded his arms over his chest while he tried to decide on a course of action. How was he going to prevent the reporter from filing her story? All sorts of wild ideas occurred to him, the first being that he could cut the telephone wires.

“Great solution,” he murmured to himself. “You should try writing fiction.”

As he turned over possible solutions to his problem, lo and behold, the brunette came walking out the front door of the ski lodge with a camera and binoculars around her neck and a backpack over one shoulder. She came down the steps and started around the Bronco and Hank when the perfect solution presented itself to him on a silver platter.

Without thinking about consequences, jail terms or FBI intervention, he suddenly walked behind her, picked her up bodily and slid her into the Bronco past the steering wheel. Before she could get over the shock, he had the vehicle headed up the mountain.

Poppy O’Brien stared at him with wide dark eyes full of shock. “Either I’m still asleep and dreaming or I’m being kidnapped by a grizzly bear,” she said suddenly.

“I’m not a grizzly bear.”

“You look like a grizzly bear.”

He didn’t look at her. “Insults won’t do you any good.”

“Listen, I have terrible diseases…” she began, using a ploy she’d heard on a television talk show.

“Don’t flatter yourself,” he remarked with a speaking glance. “I don’t seduce midgets.”

“Midgets?” Her dark eyes widened. “I’m five foot five!”

He shrugged. “Okay. So you’re a tall midget. You’re still too small for a man my size.”

She looked at him fully then. His head almost touched the roof of the Bronco. He was huge; not fat, but well built and powerful looking. “Are you one of those wild-eyed mountain men who kidnap hikers?”

He shook his head.

“Hopelessly lonely and desperate for companionship?”

He smiled reluctantly. “Not a chance.”

“Then would you like to tell me why you’ve kidnapped me?”

“No.”

She leaned back against the seat. He looked sane, but one could never tell. She studied him with curiosity and just a little apprehension. “What are you going to do with me?” she asked again.

“I don’t know.”

“That’s reassuring.”

“I won’t hurt you.”

“That’s even more reassuring.” She frowned as she studied him. “You look familiar.”

“Everyone says that.”

“Have you ever worn a wide-brimmed hat and asked people not to start forest fires?”

He did chuckle then. “Not lately.”

“I’m on my way to look for a lost dog. I promised.”

“He’ll come home.”

She glared at him. “After I’ve found the dog, I have to pack. I’m leaving tomorrow,” she informed him.

“Fat chance.”

She took in a sharp breath. “Now you listen here, Tarzan of the Snow Country, what you’re doing is a federal offense. You could be arrested. You could go to jail.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re kidnapping me!”

“I’m doing no such thing,” he returned, pulling up into the driveway of the cabin. “I’m extending my hospitality to a ski lodge guest who was lost in the mountains.”

“I am not lost!” she stormed. “I was at the ski lodge, right in front of the ski lodge…!”

“You looked lost to me. It’s snowing. Very hard, too,” he remarked as he got out of the truck. In fact, it was worse than snow. It looked like the beginnings of a blizzard. “Come on. Let’s get inside.”

She folded her arms. “I am not leaving the truck,” she informed him bluntly.

“It isn’t a truck. It’s a four-wheel-drive vehicle.”

She lifted her chin. “Oh, details, details! I am not…ohh!”

In the middle of her impassioned resistance, he picked her up and carried her to the cabin.

She was too shocked to resist. She’d been independent most of her life, and at twenty-six she was used to being on her own. She was attractive, and she knew it, but she was also intelligent and studious, traits that didn’t endear her to suitors. Her choice of career had made it impossible for her to carry on any sort of affair. She’d spent years in school with midterms and final exams always hanging over her head, with lab after lab eating up her free time. The only people she spent time with were fellow students. The curriculum required for a science degree was so much more difficult than that required for a liberal arts degree that it often seemed she did nothing but study.

And then after graduation, there was the apprenticeship, and that required all sorts of odd hours that none of the other partners wanted. She was the one who spent weekends and holidays and nights at work. Two boyfriends had quickly given her up for women who had nine-to-five day jobs and were geared to nights on the town.

None of that had prepared her for being swept off her feet, literally, by a blue-eyed grizzly bear.

The sheer power and size of his body had her as spellbound as a young girl. She lay in his huge arms like a statue, gaping up at him as he balanced her easily on one knee while he unlocked the cabin door.

He caught that rapt stare and laughed mirthlessly. He was used to the look. His ex-wife had found him fascinating at first. Afterward, it was his best friend and the man’s bank account that fascinated her. The divorce was inevitable, with all the time Hank spent on the road. His best friend had probably been inevitable, too. Hank was powerful and talented, but he wasn’t handsome. His best friend was. He’d given in to the divorce without a protest, and the parting had been amicable—on the surface, at least. He’d settled a nice amount of money on her. She was grateful. He was alone, as usual. He’d gone home afterward to the Texas ranch that his father and five brothers still owned. It had been comforting there, but he never had fit in. The only horse big enough for him to ride was a Percheron and he’d never been able to spin a rope. He often thought that his brothers despaired of him.

He put the woman down and closed the door, locking it and pocketing the key. Then he took a good, long look at her. She was attractive, pert and pretty and a little irritated. Her dark eyes glared up at him fearlessly.

“You can’t keep me here,” she informed him.

“Why not?”

“Because I have responsibilities. I have a job. I need a telephone right now, as a matter of fact, so that I can tell someone I’m not looking for that dog.”

“Dream on,” he said pleasantly. “Can you cook?”

Her eyebrows lifted. “Cook what?”

“Anything.”

He was stripping off his parka as he spoke. Her eyes drifted over a magnificent body in jeans and a well-fitting, long-sleeved red shirt. He could have graced a magazine cover. He was perfectly proportioned and huge. He made her feel like a child as he towered over her.

“I can cook toast,” she said absently. “How tall are you?”

“Six foot five,” he said.

“You must eat like a horse.”

He shrugged. “I use up a lot of calories.”

She was still staring at him, fascinated. “Who are you?”

He laughed without humor and his blue eyes began to glitter. “Pull the other one.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“You might as well get comfortable,” he informed her. “You’re going to be here for several days.”

“I am not. I’ll walk back to the lodge.”

“Not in that you won’t,” he said, gesturing toward the window, where snow was coming down outside at a frightening rate.

She gnawed on her lower lip, a nervous habit that often resulted in a sore mouth. “Oh dear,” she said uneasily, more worried about the possibility of losing her job than of being sequestered here with a madman.

“You’ll be perfectly safe here,” he said, mistaking her apprehension. “I won’t attack you.”

“Oh dear, oh dear,” she repeated again. “They’ll think I’m having too good a time to come back. They’ll think I’m not serious about my job. They didn’t really want me in the beginning because they thought I was too young. They’ll use this as an excuse to find someone to replace me.”

“No doubt,” he said irritably. “But what does it matter? You’ll find another job.”

She glared at him. “Not like this one, I won’t!”

“Pays good, does it?” he asked, thinking that reporters always seemed to get a high rate of pay for selling out people’s private lives for public consumption.

“Very good,” she retorted, “with excellent chances for advancement.”

“Too bad.”

“You have no right to keep me here,” she informed him.

“You had no right to spy on me,” he returned.

Her face stiffened. “I beg your pardon?”

“You’ve had those damned binoculars trained up here for the past few days,” he said shortly. “Spying on me.”

“Spying…and why, pray tell, would I want to spy on you? Do you think I’m so desperate for a man that I have to peek through windows to get a glimpse of one?”

“You don’t need to play games with me,” he said coolly. “I’m not likely to be taken in by you. I’m an old hand at fending off groupies.”

“This is unreal,” she snapped. “Things like this don’t happen except in books and movies! Men don’t go around kidnapping women unless it’s a desert and they’re wearing long sheets!”

“Sorry,” he said. “I didn’t have a sheet handy.”

“And what do you mean, calling me a groupie?” She put her hands on her slim hips and glowered up at him with flashing dark eyes.

“Why were you spying on me?”

“Spying…!” She threw up her hands. “I was watching a bald eagle,” she said shortly. “They’ve just released a pair of them ten miles north of the ski lodge, as part of a federal repopulation program. I’d come to see them.”

“Oh, my God, tell me you’re not one of those animal-loving fanatics!”

“If there were more of us in the world, it wouldn’t be in such a mess.”

He looked angry as he studied her. “They tried repopulating wolves up north. The damned things are eating lambs and calves all over the mountains, and the people who released them went back home to their apartment buildings.”

He said it with such sarcasm and contempt that she almost took a step backward. But she was made of sterner stuff. “Nature exists largely on a system of checks and balances. You’ve overlooked the fact that without predators, prey multiplies. If you don’t believe that, look at Australia where the rabbits hadn’t enough natural enemies and overran the country.”

“Well then, why don’t we ship them some of our leftover wolves?” he asked smugly.

“Show me a wolf who can survive in the desert and it might be a good idea.”

“You hotshot animal lovers might consider crossbreeding a wolf with a camel. I hear they’re doing some fantastic genetic experiments in labs all over the country.”

“To produce healthier animals and disease-resistant strains of plants.”

“Hybrids,” he scoffed. “Hybrids are sterile, aren’t they?”

“I don’t deal in experiments,” she informed him hotly. “I wouldn’t know.”

“They turned loose two eagles. Isn’t that an experiment?”

She was losing ground. “Why have you brought me here?” She tried again for an answer.

“I’m a lonely man,” he said sarcastically. “I don’t have any company up here, and I can’t get girls. So periodically, I stake out the ski lodge and appropriate their overflow.” He lifted an expressive hand. “Think of it as repopulating my bachelor environment with healthy new specimens. That should appeal to someone like you. And think of all the juicy material you can use later.”

“Material? Use? For what?”

“Cut it out,” he said carelessly. “We both know what you do for a living. I heard it all from Carol at the lodge.”

“Carol? Oh, the blond waitress.” She sighed. “Well, I guess it doesn’t matter if you know, does it? I mean, I wasn’t exactly hiding it from anyone.”

“Just as I thought. Now. How about something to eat?” He indicated the window. “It’s highly doubtful that you could go anywhere right now even if I was willing to let you leave. Which I’m not.”

She pursed her full lips and stared up at him curiously. “When the snow clears, I’m heading out,” she informed him sweetly. “Or you’ll find yourself in jail the minute I can get to a telephone.”

“Threats are only useful when you can enforce them.”

“And you think I can’t?”

“I think that by the time you leave, you won’t need any.” He was hopeful that he could convince her not to bother Amanda. He was persuasive when he tried to be, and if she liked animals, she had to have a soft center. Knowing the enemy was half the battle. He didn’t think he was in for any surprises with her.


Chapter Two

“What’s your name?” he asked as he fried bacon.

“Poppy O’Brien,” she replied. “And yours?”

He chuckled. She was a game player, all right. “Call me Hank.”

“Hank what?”

He glanced toward her with an insolent smile. “Just Hank,” he said with faint challenge.

She joined him in the kitchen. “Have it your way. I suppose if I’d kidnapped someone I wouldn’t want to give them my real name, either.” She started opening cabinets.

“What are you doing?” he demanded. It irritated him that she felt free to rifle through his kitchen.

“I’m going to make biscuits. Unless you think you can.”

“I can make biscuits,” he said defensively.

“A lot of people can. But can you eat them?” she asked.

He hesitated. After a minute, he paused in his own chore and produced vegetable shortening, flour, milk and a big bowl. “Go for it.”

She rolled up the sleeves of her blue sweater and proceeded to make drop biscuits. He’d finished with the bacon and was working on beating eggs in a bowl.

“They’ll be cold by the time the biscuits get done if you cook them now,” she said pointedly.

He didn’t argue. He finished beating the eggs, covered the bowl and put them in the refrigerator. Then he perched himself on the edge of the big table and watched her pat the biscuits into a pan and dab milk onto the tops.

“You do that as if it’s a regular thing with you,” he commented.

“It is,” she said. “I’ve been feeding myself for a long time. Eating out is expensive. I cook a lot.”

“Do you cook for someone?” he probed.

She smiled as she put the biscuits into the oven she’d already had him preheat. “Yes. For myself.”

He stuck his hands into his pockets and stared her down.

She lifted a shoulder. “I don’t have time for that sort of thing,” she said. “I work nights and weekends and holidays. Before I got this job, I was in school.”

High school, he figured, by the look of her. She seemed very young. She wasn’t hard on the eyes at all, with that trim figure and her big dark eyes and soft oval face. She had a vulnerable manner that appealed to his masculinity. His wife had been a take-charge sort of woman, very businesslike and intelligent, but with hard edges that he could never smooth. She liked being a real estate executive and she had no thoughts of being a housewife and mother. She didn’t like children. She did enjoy pretty clothes and parties, though. His best friend was taking her to a lot of those, he heard.

Poppy glanced at him and saw the expression that narrowed his deep blue eyes. “Do you have someone to cook for?” she asked bluntly. If he could ask questions, so could she.

“I was married,” he said flatly. “She took up with my best friend and divorced me. I wasn’t home enough to suit her.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. It was a friendly divorce. We weren’t compatible.” He looked down at his hand-tooled leather boots. “I wanted kids. I have a bunch of brothers back home.”

She leaned back against the pine counter and folded her arms across her chest. “I don’t have any family left. My mother died when I was born and my father was killed in an airplane crash four years ago.”

“Are you an only child?”

She nodded. “It’s a good thing I was goal-oriented and self-sufficient, I guess,” she confessed. “I threw myself into studying and got over it in time.”

“How did you manage to support yourself while you got through high school?” he asked curiously.

“High school?” Her eyes widened. “I was in college.” She laughed. “How old do you think I am?”

“Eighteen. Maybe nineteen.”

She grinned. “Thanks. I’m twenty-six.”

His heavy brows drew together. “Hell!”

“I am. I have a degree.”

“In what—”

The thunderous, crashing sound outside cut him off. He rushed to the window and looked out. Snow had come off the mountain above the lodge in a small avalanche, taking down telephone lines and power lines.

“Good thing Mark’s got emergency generators,” he murmured. “So have I. But those telephone lines are well and truly out until this weather clears a little.”

“Do you have a phone?” she asked from beside him.

He looked at her. “No. I’ve been using the phone at the lodge. I hate telephones. Unlisted numbers are a farce—there’s no such thing. You ought to know that.”

She wondered how he did know that her private line was flooded with calls from people at two in the morning whose problems couldn’t wait until the office opened.

She laughed. “Well, yes, I do know.”

He glanced back out the window. “The lodge is okay, at least. I met a guy in the ski patrol this morning when I went out for supplies. He said they’d checked the slopes earlier and there was no threat. I wonder what caused the avalanche?”

“People skiing outside the safe boundary, a gunshot from an irresponsible hunter, God knows.” She grimaced. “I hope that poor dog got found.”

“Marshmallow heart,” he accused. “The only dog I know of around here is a stray who hangs around the lodge for handouts. He belongs to a retired Austrian skier who lives about a half mile over the hill. That dog knows these mountains better than any human being, and he doesn’t get lost. Somebody was pulling your leg.” One eye narrowed. “Who sent you out?”

She frowned. “It was one of the younger ski instructors, the one they call Eric. He said that he’d start from the other end of the trail and we’d meet in the middle at some little cabin…” She stopped. “Why are you laughing?”

“Eric Bayer,” he said, nodding. “They call him St. Bernard, because he’s pulled that lost-dog stunt so many times with pretty young tourists. That cabin is almost a shrine to his prowess as a lover.”

She flushed to her hairline. He watched, smiling.

“Where do you come from?” he asked lazily.

“Sioux City, Iowa,” she said. “Why?”

“It figures.” He moved back into the kitchen just in time to remove the biscuits before they burned. They looked light and fluffy and they were just tanned enough to be tempting. “Nice,” he pronounced.

“Thanks.” She got butter from the refrigerator while he scrambled the eggs. She made coffee and when the eggs were ready, she poured it into two thick mugs and put them on the small, square kitchen table.

“Forks,” he said, handing her one. “I don’t fuss with table settings when I’m alone here.”

“Ah,” she said. “So you’re not usually alone?”

“Only when I’m working.” He raised his fork and took a mouthful of scrambled egg. “And you should know,” he added mockingly, “because Rolling Stone prints something about every visit I make here.”

Her eyebrows arched. “Rolling Stone? They’re a rock group, aren’t they? I thought they were in England. Do they have a newsletter?”

“You do that amazingly well,” he remarked.

“Do what?”

“The innocent look,” he replied, finishing his eggs before he started on the biscuits. “I wish I had some jam. I ate the last of it yesterday and forgot to get more.”

“Too bad. What was that about looking innocent?”

“Eat your lunch before it gets cold. These are great biscuits!”

They must have been, he was on his fourth one. She smiled. “Breakfast for lunch,” she remarked. “I can’t wait to see what you eat for the evening meal.”

“Cereal, usually,” he remarked. “Or sandwiches. I don’t cook much when I’m working. If I get a yen for breakfast in the middle of the day, I have it,” he added firmly.

She smiled. “I wasn’t complaining. I love breakfast.”

Her easy acceptance of the odd meal put him at ease. He finished eating and sat back with the coffee mug in one huge hand and looked at her. She was small. Not tiny, but small, and beautifully proportioned. He liked her soft complexion and those big brown eyes. She had a pretty mouth, too, very full and sweet-looking.

“I feel I should tell you that I know karate.”

His eyebrows lifted. “Do you, really?”

She nodded.

He smiled lazily. “Do you really think it would do you any good against someone my size?” he asked gently.

She looked him over. “You ruined it.”

“Ruined what?”

“I was going to tell you that I knew karate and several other Japanese words.”

It took a minute to sink in. When it did, he began to laugh.

She smiled, too. “And to answer that, no, I don’t think it would do me a bit of good against someone your size. Even if I knew how to use it.” She finished her coffee and put the mug down. “Why did you think I was spying on you?”

“You kept looking in my living room window.”

“The eagle was sitting on the top limb of one of those aspen trees behind your house.”

He let out a soft whistle. “There really was an eagle?”

“Two of them,” she amended. “Beautiful eagles. They’re huge birds. I’d never seen any up close before. I thought they were small, but they aren’t, and they have pale golden eyes.”

“I’ve seen eagles,” he replied. “I spend a lot of time here and in Wyoming.”

“I’d love to see Wyoming,” she remarked. “I’ve always wanted to go to Cheyenne during the rodeo season.”

“Don’t you animal lovers consider rodeo a cruel sport?” he taunted.

“I’m not a fanatic,” she said pointedly. “And I know better than some people how well treated most rodeo stock is. My dad used to handle bulls for the bull-riding events, back in Oklahoma.”

“I thought you said you were from Sioux City.”

“I live there now. I grew up outside Oklahoma City.” She touched the rim of the coffee cup. “Where are you from?”

She was laying it on thick, but he was too tired to question her. He’d been up late for the better part of a week trying to write lyrics that just wouldn’t come. “I’m from Texas, up near Dallas.”

“Around the cross-timbers country?” She smiled at his surprise. “I’ve been through there a time or two with Dad, when he went to rodeos.”

“It’s pretty country. So is this.”

The portable generator made a noise and he glared toward the back of the house. “Damn that thing,” he muttered. “I knew I should have replaced it. If it goes out, we’ll freeze and starve to death in here.”

“Hardly,” she said. “There’s plenty of cut wood out front and you have a fireplace. I know how to cook on a fireplace.”

“Good thing,” he muttered. “I sure as hell don’t.”

“I gather that there’s no way out of here except down the mountain we just came up?”

He nodded.

She looked out at the blinding snow and rubbed her arms. “You still haven’t told me why you brought me up here.”

“Does it matter now?” he asked. “You can’t leave, anyway. From the looks of that snow, we’re going to be cabin-bound for a few days until they can get the snowplows in.”

“Well, yes, I think it does matter,” she replied. “After all, nobody’s ever tried to kidnap me before. I’d like to know what I’ve done.”

“Why do you insist on playing games with me?” he muttered. “I know who you are!”

“Yes, you’ve already said so.”

“Then you know what you’ve done,” he said. “You threatened to call in a story that would damage several careers and possibly cost a woman her child.”

“Call in a story.” She repeated it again, staring blankly at him. “Call it in to whom? And how would I, since the only things I know how to fill out are medical reports?”

“Medical reports?”

She glowered at him. “Yes, medical reports, prescriptions, medicines, that sort of thing. I have a degree. I’m in practice. That’s why I need to be back home, before I lose the partnership I’ve worked so hard to get!”

“You’re a doctor?” he bellowed.

“Yes. Dr. O’Brien!”

He slapped his hand over his forehead. “Oh, God, I got the wrong one!”

“Wrong one. Am I to gather that you meant to kidnap some other poor woman?”

“Yes!” he said impatiently. He ran his hand through his bushy, thick hair. “Damn! Damn, damn, damn, she’s probably halfway to New York by now with a heaving bosom full of unsubstantiated facts!”

“She, who?” Poppy demanded.

“That damn reporter!”

“The girl I was sitting with when you came in? But she isn’t due to leave for two more days. She’s meeting her fiancé in Salt Lake City and then they’re going on to Los Angeles.”

“She is?”

“That’s what she said.”

He leaned forward. “This is important. Did she say anything to you about Amanda Sutton?”

“I don’t remember any names,” she said. “She was talking about a singer who’d vanished from sight and the breakup of a big rock group.”

“Which rock group?” he asked.

She grimaced. “Sorry,” she said apologetically. “I don’t keep up with pop music. I like classical and opera.”

He stared at her, long and hard.

“You needn’t look like that,” she muttered, sweeping back the fall of hair that dropped onto her brow. “There isn’t one thing wrong with symphonies and opera!”

“I didn’t know that anyone in the world still listened to them.” From his perspective, rock music was all that existed. He spent all his time with people who composed it or played it.

“I see,” she returned. “You’re one of those MTV fanatics who think that music without a volcanic beat isn’t worth listening to.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“I am so tired of skeletal men in sprayed-on leather pants wearing guitars for jockey shorts, with their hairy chests hanging out!”

He couldn’t hold back the laughter. It overflowed like the avalanche that had brought half a ridge down a few minutes before. “You’re priceless.”

“Well, aren’t you tired of it, really?” she persisted. “Don’t you think that there’s a place in the world for historical music, beautiful music?”

He sobered quickly. He didn’t know how to answer that. It had been a long time since he’d listened to anything classical, and he’d certainly never thought of it in that way. “Historical music?” he asked.

“Yes.” She began to smile. “It’s like talking to someone who lived a century, two centuries ago. You play the notes they wrote and hear them, just as they heard them. History comes alive in that moment, when you reproduce sounds that were heard in another time.”

His heart leapt in his chest. He thought about the history she’d mentioned. Then her wording came back to him.

“You said you play the notes…do you play?”

“Piano,” she said. “A little. I only had lessons for five years, and I’m not gifted. But I do love music.”

His face softened under its thick covering of hair. “But not rock music,” he persisted.

“So much of it is noise,” she said. “After you listen to it for a while, it all blurs into steel guitars. But, once in a while, another sort of song sticks its head out and a few people find magic in it.” She mentioned one of his songs, one of Desperado’s songs. “There were a lot of flutes in it,” she recalled, closing her eyes and smiling as she remembered it. “Beyond it was a high, sweet voice that enunciated every word. And the words were poetry.” Her eyes opened, dark and soft with memory. “It was exceptional. But it wasn’t their usual sort of music, either. The announcer said so. He said the composer did the song on a dare and didn’t even want it included on the album, but the other members of the group insisted.”

That was true. Hank had been certain that no one would like the soft, folksy song he’d written. And to his amazement, it had won a Grammy. He’d let Amanda accept it for him, he recalled, because he was too embarrassed to take credit for it publicly. “Did you see the video?”

She shook her head. “I’ve never had time to watch videos. I just listen to the radio when I’m driving.”

Incredible. She loved his music and she didn’t even know who he was. He wasn’t sure if he was insulted or amused. It was the only song of that sort that he’d ever written and he’d sworn that he’d never do another one. A lot of the music critics hadn’t liked it. He was trying to break out of the mold and they didn’t want to let him. It was a kind of musical typecasting.

“Do you remember the group the reporter was talking about?” he asked, returning to his earlier question.

“She told me, but I was watching the eagle out the window,” she confessed sheepishly, and with a grin. “I’m afraid I wasn’t listening. She was alone and wanted to talk, and I was the only other person handy when she came in. She was friendly and I didn’t mind sharing the table. It was just that the eagle came pretty close to the window…”

“You really do like animals.” He chuckled.

“I guess so. I was forever bringing home birds with broken wings and once I found a little snake with its tail cut off by a lawnmower. I couldn’t stand to watch things suffer and not try to help.”

His blue eyes searched her dark ones for longer than he meant to. She stared back, and he saw the color flood her cheeks. That amused him deep inside and he began to smile.

Poppy felt her heart race. He didn’t seem to be dangerous or a threat to her in any physical way, but that smile made her feel warm all over. She hadn’t been at a disadvantage, except when he’d carried her inside the cabin. Now she wondered if she shouldn’t have fought a little harder for her freedom. He was very big and powerful, and if he wanted to, he could…

“You’re amazingly easy to read,” he remarked gently. “There’s nothing to be nervous about. I don’t force women. It’s the other way around.”

She didn’t quite believe him. He had a fantastic physique, but he looked like a grizzly bear. She couldn’t imagine him being beset by women.

“Are you rich?” she asked.

His eyes narrowed and the smile faded. “Meaning that I’d have to be rich to attract a woman?” he drawled with muted anger.

He hadn’t moved or threatened, but the look in his eyes made her uncomfortable. “I didn’t say that.”

“Yes, you did.”

“I didn’t mean to insult you. It’s just that you’re, well, you’re…bushy.”

His lips compressed. “Bushy?”

“You look like a grizzly bear!”

“A lot of men wear beards and mustaches!”

“Most of them have some skin on their faces that shows, too!”

He moved away from the window and took a step toward her. She took a step back.

“There’s no need to start stalking me,” she protested, looking him right in the eye. She stopped. “I won’t run. You can’t make me run. I’m not afraid of you.”

She acted like a woman confronting an attack dog. It would have amused him if he’d been a little less insulted.

“I haven’t had to chase women in ten years,” he said through his teeth, and kept coming. “They chase me. They hound me. I can’t even check into a hotel without having someone search the room. I could have a woman twice a day if I felt like it, and I wouldn’t have to pay them for it. I turn down more proposals in a week than you’ve probably had in your lifetime. But you think I look like a grizzly bear and no woman would want me unless I was rich.”

She held up a hand, nervous of him now. “I didn’t say that at all,” she began soothingly. She came up against something hard, and realized that he’d edged her back against a wall. “Now, see here,” she said firmly, “this isn’t any way to win an argument, with sheer brute force.”

“Isn’t that what you think I’d need to get a woman?”

“I didn’t mean it,” she assured him. She tried to edge past him, but he put an arm that was like a small tree trunk past her on one side and another on the other side and trapped her.

“What makes you think you’re qualified to judge?” he continued irritably. “You’re almost thin. There’s nothing to you. You act as if you’ve spent your life buried in books. What do you know about men?”

“I date,” she said shortly. “In fact, I can go out anytime I like!” And she could, with one of her partner’s sons, who seemed to have six hands and used every one of them the time she’d been crazy enough to go to a movie with him. He’d have taken her out again if she liked, but she wouldn’t go to the front door with him!

“How much do you have to pay him?” he mocked.

When that sank in, she drew in an angry breath, forgot her embarrassment and fear and raised her hand sharply toward his hairy cheek.

He caught it with depressing ease and pressed it against the side of his face. The hair that grew on it was surprisingly soft, when it looked like steel wool.

“You don’t know much about men’s egos, do you?” he asked, bending. “If you don’t learn one other thing, you’d better learn right now that insults have consequences. And I’m just the man to show you how many!”

She started to defend herself, and before she could get a single word out, his lips had opened and fitted themselves exactly to the shape of her soft, shocked mouth.


Chapter Three

It hadn’t occurred to her that a human grizzly bear would be so good at kissing. He wasn’t clumsy or brutal. He was slow and almost tender. Even the huge hands that slid around her waist and brought her lazily against him were all but comforting.

He nibbled at her upper lip where it clung stubbornly to her lower one. “It won’t hurt,” he breathed softly. “Give in.”

“I won’t…”

The parting of her lips gave him the advantage he’d been looking for. He eased them open under his with a pressure that was so slow and arousing that she stood, stunned, in his embrace.

He towered over her. At close range, he was even larger than he’d seemed at first. His big hands spread over her back, almost covering both her shoulder blades, and he smiled against her shocked gasp. His teeth gently worried her lower lip while his tongue trailed over it, and she thought dizzily that she’d never known such an experienced caress from the few, the very few, men she’d dated.

He felt her stiffen and lifted his head. The blue eyes that searched her dark ones were wise and perceptive. His hand came up and traced the soft color that overlaid one high cheekbone.

“You taste of coffee,” he murmured.

It was beginning to dawn on her that he might not be lying about his success with women. And she didn’t think it was because he was rich. Not anymore.

He didn’t see fear in her face, or experience. He saw a charming lack of it. His big thumb smoothed over her lips and her body seemed to leap into his at the sensation he produced.

“Nothing to say, Poppy?” he asked.

She shook her head, her eyes unblinking as they sought his for reassurance.

“You’re perfectly safe,” he replied, answering the look. “I’m not a rake, even if I do fit the picture of a kidnapper. But I had noble motives.”

“You’re…very big, aren’t you?” she faltered.

“Compared to you,” he agreed. His eyes narrowed as he studied her. She did look very small in his arms. He looked down to her breasts, pressed against his shirt. She barely came up to his chin and she had a fragile build. If he made love to her, it would be touch and go, because she was so much smaller. He scowled.

“What’s wrong?” she asked curiously.

He met her eyes. “I was thinking about how careful I’d have to be with you in bed,” he said absently.

She flushed and pushed at him. “You’d be lucky!” she raged.

He smiled at her ruffled fury and let her go. “Wouldn’t I, though?” he agreed lazily. Her red face told him things she wouldn’t. “You’re very delicately built. I’ve deliberately limited myself to tall, buxom women because I’m so big. Do you know, I can’t even let myself get into fistfights unless I can find another man my size?”

She studied him, under the spell of a hateful attraction. Her heart was still racing. His shirt was open at the neck and there was a dark, thick nest of hair in it. She wondered what he looked like under his clothes and could have choked on her own curiosity.

“You never told me what you do,” she said, diverting her eyes to his face.

“I used to play professional football,” he volunteered.

She frowned, searching his features. “I’m sorry. I don’t watch it. I’m not much of a sports fan.”

“It figures. It was a long time ago.”

That explained how he could afford this nice cabin in such a luxury area of the state. He’d probably made a fortune in professional sports and saved a lot of it. It would explain the women, too. All at once, it bothered her to think of him with women.

She wrapped her arms over her breasts. “How long will that last, do you think?” she asked, nodding toward the snowstorm.

“A couple of days,” he said. “I’ll get you back to the lodge as soon as I can, I promise.” He sighed heavily, wondering where that reporter was, and if she’d managed to get out. “I fouled this up really good,” he muttered. “Poor Amanda. She’ll never forgive me if they get to her.”

Amanda? She frowned. “Have I missed something?”

“Probably.” He turned away. “I’ll check on that generator. I don’t have a television here, but there’s a piano and plenty of books. You ought to be able to amuse yourself.”

“Thanks.”

He paused as he shouldered into his parka and looked at her. “If you don’t get back to your job, they won’t really fire you, will they?”

“I don’t know.” It worried her. She interpreted his expression and smiled ruefully. “Don’t worry. I’d be stuck at the lodge anyway, even if you hadn’t kidnapped me, wouldn’t I?”

That seemed to lessen the guilt she read on his face. “Maybe. Maybe not. I’m sorry. I’ll make it up to you, if I can. I should have made sure before I acted.”

“What were you going to do with that reporter?” she asked.

“I was going to keep her here until I could warn Amanda,” he said. “She’s not having an easy time of it and all the wire services are after the story. I thought I was safe here, but they can track you down anywhere.”

Amanda must be his girlfriend, because he was trying so hard to protect her from the press. She wondered why. “Is she married?” she asked involuntarily.

“Yes,” he said solemnly. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

So that was it, she thought as he left the cabin. He was in love with a married woman and the newspapers were after him. He must be somebody very famous in sports to attract so much media attention even if he didn’t play football anymore. She wished she’d paid more attention to sports. He was probably very famous and she’d go home without even knowing his name. She thought whimsically of selling her story to the tabloids—“I was kidnapped by a football star…” But of course she couldn’t do that, because she didn’t even know his full name.

She wandered out of the huge living room and down the hall. There were two bedrooms, one with a huge, king-size bed and the other with a normal bed. They were nicely decorated and furnished, and each had its own bathroom. Farther down was a room with all sorts of electronic equipment, including speakers and recorders and wires and microphones, a huge keyboard, an electric guitar and a piano. She stood in the doorway, fascinated.

After a minute, she approached the piano, drawn by the name on it. She knew that name very well; it was the sort of instrument even a minor pianist dreamed of being able to afford. It must be his hobby, playing, and he must be very rich to be able to buy something so astronomically expensive to indulge that hobby on.

Her fingers touched the keys and trembled. It was in perfect tune. She sat down on the bench, remembering when she was a child how she’d dreamed night after night of owning a piano. But there had been no money for that sort of luxury. She’d played on other people’s pianos when she was invited, and along the way she’d picked up some instruction. Eventually, when her father died, she was left with a huge insurance policy that she hadn’t even wanted; she’d wanted her parent back. But the money had put her through college, bought her a small, inexpensive piano and lessons to go with it. And it had made it possible for her to make her own way in the world. She didn’t earn a lot just now, but if she could continue in the partnership—if they didn’t fire her—she had prospects.

She put her trembling hands on the keyboard, thinking that if she’d had the opportunity to study as a child, she might have made music her life.

She closed her eyes and began to play the Moonlight Sonata, softly at first, and then with more power and pleasure and emotion than she’d ever felt before. This magnificent instrument was all hers to enjoy, and enjoy it she did. When the last chord died into the stillness, she came back to her surroundings with a jolt as she realized that she wasn’t alone in the room.

She turned around. Hank was there, leaning against the doorway, something in his eyes that she couldn’t grasp. He wasn’t smiling. His face was somber and oddly drawn.

“I’m sorry!” she stammered, rising quickly to her feet. “I didn’t mean to presume…”

“Why aren’t you playing professionally?” he asked surprisingly.

She stared at him blankly. “I chose medicine instead of music.”

“A noble choice, but you have a gift. Didn’t you know?”

She looked around her, embarrassed. “You play, too, I guess? Is it a hobby?”

He smiled to himself. “You might say that.”

“I’ve never thought of a football player as a musician,” she said quietly. “It’s…surprising.”

“Some people think so. I’m too damned big for most hobbies. At least music fits me.”

She smiled gently and turned her attention back to the piano. She touched it with loving fingers. “She’s lovely, isn’t she?” The wonder in her voice was evident. “A real lady.”

He was touched and delighted by her unconscious reverence. “That’s what I call her,” he remarked. “Odd that you’d think the same way, isn’t it?”

“I guess a lot of people love music.”

“Yes. Even football players.”

She laughed self-consciously, because he sounded bitter. “Did that sting? I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to sound disparaging. I’ve never known anybody in sports before. I know a little about baseball, and once I met a minor-league baseball player.”

“The thrill of your life?”

“Oh, no, getting my degree was that.” She glanced at him uneasily. Some people were immediately hostile when she mentioned her extensive education.

He lifted a bushy eyebrow. “Fitting me for a mold?” he mused. “Will you faint if I tell you that I have a degree of my own?”

Her eyes brightened. “Really?”

“I’m a music major,” he said.

“I’ll bet that gave the sports announcers something to talk about during games—” She stopped dead. Things she’d read and heard on television, bits and pieces were coming back to her. She didn’t follow sports, but there was one sports figure who’d confounded the critics and the fans when he suddenly dropped out of professional football to found of all things a rock group. He’d only had a mustache then, not a full beard and long hair besides. She’d seen his photograph in the paper, and she’d seen an interview on television.

“Oh, my God,” she said in a whisper.

“Put it together, did we?” he mused, smiling. “Go ahead.”

“Desperado,” she said. “You played for the Dallas Cowboys and quit after the best season you’d ever had to go into music. Everybody thought you were crazy. Then you won a Grammy…”

“Several Grammies,” he said, correcting her.

“Several. Amanda is your lead singer,” she added, remembering that tidbit. “She’s beautiful. But…didn’t she marry?”

He chuckled. “Yes. She married a poor Wyoming rancher and she’s very, very pregnant and Quinn Sutton is beside himself with worry. She’s not having an easy time. We’re trying to protect her from the press and it hasn’t been easy. We’re all afraid that word is going to get out about her problems with the pregnancy and she’s going to be covered up by the press.”

“We?”

“The group,” he said. “She’s very special to all of us, although she and Quinn are deeply in love.”

“Are you in love with her?” she asked bluntly.

“I was, in the old days,” he said easily. “We all were. She’s beautiful and talented. But now she’s kind of like a kid sister that we try to take care of. I’d do anything to protect her. Even,” he added ruefully, “kidnap a reporter.”

“That would have been terribly intelligent,” she said sarcastically. “What a story it would make!”

“I didn’t say I was thinking clearly,” he muttered darkly. “I had to act fast, before she could file that story. And look what a great job I did!”

“Anybody can make a mistake. But she doesn’t know about Amanda, you know,” she added. “She knew that you were here and she was going to tell her office that a man at the lodge said you were about to get engaged to someone you met here. That’s the hot scoop she had.”

He leaned back against the door and laughed delightedly. “Good God!”

“So it doesn’t really matter if she gets to a phone, does it?”

“No.” He groaned and ran a hand through his thick hair. “Hell, I could have saved myself all this trouble!”

“Not to mention saving me a little,” she said irritably.

He looked surprised. “I saved you from St. Bernard.”

Her lips protruded. “I don’t need saving from a man like that. He had lips like a lizard.”

He chuckled. “Did he?”

She closed the lid on the piano. “He wasn’t my type at all.”

He moved closer and raised the lid. “What is your type?” he asked as he ran his elegant fingers over the keyboard.

“I’ll know the minute I find him,” she assured him.

He lifted his head and looked into her dark eyes. “You don’t like rock music, you said.”

“I don’t listen to it,” she confessed. “Except that one song that I told you about.”

“Yes. This one.”

He sat down at the piano and began to play it, softly, smoothly, his eyes seeking hers.

“It was you,” she said slowly.

He nodded. “Amanda sang it. I don’t have a lead voice, only one good enough to second the rest of them. But I can write music. None of them can.”

She came to stand just behind him, with a soft hand on his shoulder as he increased the tempo.

“I meant it to be a rock song. Amanda made me slow it down. They ganged up on me and made me put it on the album. I didn’t want to.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s intimate,” he said shortly. “It’s part of me, when I do something like this. There are things I don’t want to share with the world.”

“You should share music like this, though,” she replied. “It’s exquisite.”

He smiled at her. “But you like opera. And historical music.”

Her fingers became unconsciously caressing on his shoulder. “Yes. But this is beautiful.”

He finished the piece and lifted his hands from the keyboard. She hadn’t moved.

He reached up and smoothed his fingers over her hand before he lifted it to his mouth.

He swiveled around and caught her by the hips, his eyes darkening, narrowing as they looked up at her.

She felt him move before she saw him. He drew her to him and eased her to her knees between his outstretched legs. Then he framed her face in his big hands and bent to kiss her with slow, tender hunger. She started to protest, but he stayed the instinctive backward movement of her head and kept kissing her, until she gave in to him and slid her arms around his neck.

It wasn’t until his hand trespassed onto her soft breast that she stiffened and caught his fingers.

He lifted his head and looked at her flushed face as she fought with his invading hand. There was something very calculating about his expression.

“You’re…analyzing me,” she accused.

“You aren’t used to a man’s hand on your breast,” he commented, watching her gasp. “You’re twenty-six, right? Then why haven’t you had a man, Poppy?”

“For heaven’s sake!” She pushed at him and he let her go. She scrambled to her feet, pushing back her hair, and stared unseeing out the window while she fought for composure.

He joined her at the window, leaning idly against the window frame with his big hands in his pockets. “Are you physically or emotionally scarred in some way?”

She shook her head.

“Then, why?”

She frowned. “What do you mean, why?”

“Why haven’t you slept with anyone yet?”

He seemed to think it was a matter of course, that women had the same freedom that men did and should enjoy it.

“Well, I don’t respect men who sleep around just because they want to satisfy a fleeting physical hunger. Why should I want to be that way myself?”

He frowned. “Everyone sleeps around.”

“Bull,” she said, raising her hand when he started to speak. “And don’t quote me statistics. Statistics depend on whom you interview. If you ask two hundred people in New York City what they think of a free sexual life-style, and then you ask the same question of two hundred people in a small town in Iowa, you’re going to get a heck of a different set of statistics!”

His big shoulders moved. “I hadn’t thought about it that way. But the times are changing.”

She only smiled.

“Don’t tell me,” he chided gently. “You’re going to save yourself for the man you marry.”

“Of course I am,” she said matter-of-factly.

He threw up his hands. “Lunacy,” he muttered. “You don’t know what you’re missing.”

“Sure I do. I’m missing all those exciting risks, including the one that can kill you.” She pursed her lips as she studied him. “And if we’re going to get so personal, how much of a swinger are you?”

“I’m not,” he replied, shocked. “Only an idiot sleeps around these days!”

She burst out laughing.

He liked the way she laughed, even the way she lost her temper. “Want to draw straws to see who gets to cook supper?”

She traced his face with soft eyes. “I’ll do it, if you’ll tell me what you like. Not cereal,” she added.

“Steak and baked potatoes and salad, then,” he said.

“I like steak, too.”

“Two of each for me,” he added. “I have to get enough protein.”

“I’ll bet you’re expensive to feed,” she remarked.

“Yes. But I’m rich,” he added with a meaningful glance.

“I take it all back, what I said about buying women for yourself,” she told him pertly.

“Oh?”

The expression on his face was only faintly threatening, but she left him with the piano, just the same.

* * *

They shared meals and conversation for two days. He didn’t come near her in any sexual way, although she caught his gaze on her. He wasn’t feeling well. His skin was flushed and he had a terrible cough. He’d been out working on that generator her first day at the cabin, and he hadn’t really been dressed properly for the cold and the vicious snow. He’d caught a cold and it had gone into his chest. She was worried now, because he was obviously feverish and there was no telephone, no way to get him to a hospital. When he went to bed, he refused to take even an aspirin.

She went to bed in the guest room, reluctantly, hoping that he’d be better the next day even when she knew in her gut that he wouldn’t.

The third morning, he didn’t get up. If only she had access to her supplies back at the clinic in Sioux City, she could have used enough antibiotic to do him some good. As it was, she could only hope that he had a virus or the flu and not pneumonia. If it was a bacterial pneumonia, he could die if help didn’t come in time.

She went into his bedroom to check on him, and had to force her legs to carry her the rest of the way. He’d thrashed his way out of the covers and he was lying there totally nude on top of the sheet and blanket. Her embarrassed eyes couldn’t leave him. She’d never seen a man in such a condition before. He was beautiful without his clothing, tanned all over, with just enough body hair to make him attractive to the sight and not enough to make him repulsive. It was all on his chest and flat stomach, black and curling hair that ran over his broad chest in a wedge and down over the ripple of powerful muscles to his flat stomach and powerful thighs. Her eyes lingered there with curiosity and fascination and a little fear. She didn’t need anyone to tell her that this man was physically exceptional.

He groaned and his eyes opened. He was flushed with fever, his lips dry, his body lifting as he coughed and grimaced from the pain.

“I’ve picked up that damned bug my band had,” he said hoarsely. “Getting chilled working on the generator must have pushed me over the edge.” He sat up, realized his condition and with a rueful smile, jerked the sheet over his hips. “Sorry. I must have kicked off the covers. But then, you’re a doctor. I don’t suppose you’re easily shocked by a man’s body.”

She wasn’t about to answer that.

He lay back and coughed again. She moved a little closer, grimacing. “We’re going to have a problem if you get worse. Your medicine cabinet is inadequate and I don’t have my bag. I don’t even have the right medicines or enough of them. The best I’m going to be able to do is mix up a folk remedy for cough and give you aspirin for fever.”

“I don’t need nursing,” he told her.

“Of course not,” she agreed. “Oh dear, oh dear.”

He closed his eyes, too weary to talk anymore, and fell asleep. She spent the rest of the day sitting by his bedside in a chair, trying to keep his fever down with aspirin and his cough at bay with a mixture of honey, lemon and whiskey. Amazingly the cough remedy seemed to do some good. But the fever didn’t go down, despite the aspirin.

The generator was holding, thank God, so it was warm in the cabin. She had to get that fever down. He did at least have a thermometer, but what it registered was hardly reassuring. A high fever could burn up the very cells of the body. She had to stop it.

She got a basin of warm water and a washcloth and towel. With a deep breath as she gathered her nerve, she turned the covers back.

He lay quietly until she began to bathe him, then he groaned harshly and opened his eyes. “What are you doing?” he asked in a weak, raspy tone.

“Trying to get the fever down,” she said. “I’m sorry, really I am. But this is the only way I know. The aspirin is only holding it at bay. It’s very high. I’ll try not to let you get chilled in the process.”

“Stroke of luck, kidnapping you,” he said with wan humor. “And they say you can’t find a doctor when you need one.”

She winced, but his eyes had closed again and he didn’t see it. She kept on sponging him down, drying him with the towel as she went and feeling his skin slowly begin to cool.

It wouldn’t have been so complicated if his body hadn’t started reacting to the motion of the washcloth against areas that were normally hidden to the eyes.

He groaned again when she reached his flat stomach and his eyes opened as his powerful body suddenly reacted helplessly—and visibly—to her touch.

She drew her hand back at once and blushed to the roots of her hair. The terrible thing was that she couldn’t drag her eyes away. She was paralyzed by the forbidden sight, fascinated and shocked.

“It’s all right, Poppy,” he said huskily. “Don’t be embarrassed. It’s a natural reaction, even if it seems shocking to you.”

Her wide eyes sought his for reassurance.

“Go ahead,” he said gently. “Don’t worry about it. We’ll both ignore it. Okay?”

She hesitated for a minute, but as the shock wore off, she began to weigh her embarrassment against his state of health. “Sorry,” she said as she continued, working her way down his powerful legs.

“You’re a doctor,” he murmured, but he was watching her narrowly. “Aren’t you?”

“Well, yes. Sort of.”

His eyebrows lifted. “Sort of?”

She cleared her throat as she finished sponging him down and gently pulled the cover up to his waist, averting her eyes as she did so. “Yes. I am a doctor. I have a degree and a diploma to prove it. But…”

“But?”

“Well…I’m not exactly the sort of doctor you think I am.” She put the basin and cloth on the floor by the bed.

“What sort are you?” he persisted.

She bit her lower lip and looked at him guiltily. “I’m a veterinarian,” she confessed.


Chapter Four

“You’re a what!”

“Please lie down, and don’t get excited,” she pleaded, pushing him gently back against the pillows. “And it’s all right, really, I did have two years of premed, so I’m not a dunce about human anatomy.”

“I don’t believe this,” he groaned, throwing a big arm across his eyes. “My God, I’m being treated by a vet!”

“I’m a good vet,” she muttered. “I haven’t lost a patient yet. And you shouldn’t complain about being treated by a vet, if you insist on looking like a grizzly bear!”

She got up from the bed and walked out with the basin and cloth and towel, fuming. He acted as if she were guilty of malpractice, and she’d been nursing him all night long!

He must have thought about that, because when she went back into the bedroom, he was more subdued.

“I’m sorry,” he said shortly. “It was a shock, that’s all. I don’t guess you slept all night, did you?”

“I slept in the chair there,” she said. “I was nervous about leaving you with such a high fever.”

“Thanks.”

“I’d have done the same for any sick animal,” she replied.

“Rub it in,” he said with a wan smile.

She smiled at him. “I’d love to.”

He was barely strong enough to glower at her. “What if you catch this stuff?”

“Then I guess you’ll have to look after me, if the blizzard doesn’t stop,” she informed him.

He lifted an eyebrow and let his eyes work their way up and down her slender body with a speaking glance. “I’d get to sponge you down, then, huh?” He smiled wickedly. “What a thrill.”

She flushed. “You stop that! I didn’t enjoy it!”

“Didn’t you? I thought you were familiar with a man’s anatomy until I saw that scarlet blush. I wondered if you were going to faint.” His blue eyes narrowed. “You haven’t seen a naked male like this before, have you?”

She moved restlessly. “I’ve seen lots of naked male dogs,” she said defiantly.

He chuckled, stifling a cough. “It’s not quite the same thing.”

She could have agreed wholeheartedly with that, but she wasn’t going to. She pushed back her hair with a weary hand. “If you’ll be all right for a few minutes, I’ll heat up some soup.”

“You’re tired. Why don’t we both sleep for a little while, and then you can worry about food.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m sure. I don’t feel half as bad as I did last night. Go on. Grab a couple of hours’ sleep. I’ll wake you if I need you.”

“How will I hear you?” she asked worriedly. “The guest room is down the hall….”

“Curl up beside me, if you’re concerned about that. It’s a big bed.”

She wasn’t sure, and it showed.

“Don’t be silly,” he said gently. “I’m too sick to be a threat.”

He was. She gave in, smiling shyly as she went around to the other side of the bed and lay down, all too aware of the expanse of his hair-roughened chest, the length of his powerful body. He was really huge this close and she’d never been more aware of her lack of stature. Of course, beside him, a six-foot woman would seem small. She curled up under the covers and stifled a yawn.

“Don’t you want to put on something less constraining?” he said. “I won’t look.”

She smiled. “I’m too tired even to do that. I could sleep for…a week….” Her voice trailed off. She was out like a light.

* * *

It was dark when she woke up. A night-light was on and Hank was snoring gently beside her. He’d knocked the covers off again, but it was chilly now. She got up and went around the bed to replace them, pulling them up over his chest and tucking them over him. He looked younger when he was asleep, relaxed and unstressed. She wondered what he was like when he wasn’t upset or sick. She’d probably never have the chance to find out, because he was famous and she was a nobody in the veterinary practice back home. It would be something to remember, though, that she’d known someone like him, even briefly. Under normal circumstances, she was certain that they’d never have met at all.

She went into the kitchen and heated some soup. He must be hungry. He was a huge man. He needed nourishment.

She carried the bowl of soup back into the bedroom and put it on the bedside table before she shook him awake.

“Let me take your temperature first, then I’ll feed you,” she said, sitting beside him on the bed. She put the thermometer under his tongue and he watched her while she timed it. It beeped just as she’d counted off a minute.

“It’s down!” she said, delighted.

“Of course it’s down, it was only a virus,” he muttered.

“How can you be so sure?”

“Damned if I know. I’m not a vet,” he said, drawling out the word.

“I still know more about medicine than you do,” she said curtly, reaching for the soup.

“The hell you do. I’ve had more operations and been in more emergency rooms than you’ll ever see over the years.”

With all sorts of football injuries, no doubt, she thought, but she didn’t argue. He was obviously feeling better and spoiling for a fight.

“Eat,” she demanded, holding a spoon of chicken noodle soup to his firm lips.

“I hate chicken soup.”

“It’s made with real chickens,” she said coaxingly.

“Prove it.”

She put the spoonful back into the bowl and searched until she found a tiny cube and produced it for him to see. “There!”

“Right. A square chicken. A microscopic square chicken.”

“You really must feel better,” she said pointedly. “You’re being very unpleasant.”

“I have a reputation for being very unpleasant,” he informed her. “Ask the group.”

“You’re one of them. They wouldn’t admit it. They’d lie for you. They wouldn’t want your adoring public to know what a bad man you really were.”

“Point taken.” He laid back against the propped pillows with a sigh. “Okay. Go ahead. Feed me.”

She did, liking the power it gave her. She smiled, enjoying herself. She’d never had anyone to take care of, because her father had never been sick. She took care of animals but it really wasn’t the same.

He was enjoying her tender ministrations, too, and hating to admit it. “I’ll be back on my feet by tomorrow,” he said. “So don’t get too fond of this routine.”

“God forbid,” she agreed.

But he let her feed him the entire bowl of soup, and the warm feeling it gave him wasn’t just from the temperature of the liquid. Afterward, he stretched and then relaxed with a long sigh. “God, I’m weak. I feel as if I don’t have enough strength to get up.” He smiled grimly. “But I’ve got to, for a minute.” He threw back the cover, ignoring her flush, and got to his feet. He staggered a little, and she forgot her discomfort in the rush of concern she felt.

She got under his powerful arm and helped support him.

“Thanks,” he said, starting toward the bathroom. “I feel like I’ve been clotheslined.”

“I guess you do. I’m sorry you’re sick.”

His arm tightened. “You’d better be glad of it,” he said grimly as he noticed her shyly appreciative eyes on his body. “I like having you look at me like this. I like it too damn much.”

She felt pulsing heat run through her body, and quickly averted her eyes. “I’m not looking,” she said at once.

“Of course you’re looking. You can’t help it. I fascinate you, don’t I?”

She glared up at him. “I’ll find you some shorts.”

“I won’t wear them,” he returned with a cool smile. “I’m not changing the habit of a lifetime to satisfy some prudish animal doctor.”

“I am not a prude!”

“Right.”

She refused to notice his amused expression. She helped him to the bathroom door, waited until he called her and then helped him back to bed, averting her eyes while she tugged the sheet up to his waist.

He sighed, his chest rattling a little. He propped himself up on the pillows and coughed, reaching for a tissue.

“It’s a productive cough, at least,” she said to herself. “That’s a blessing. And if the fever’s dropping, hopefully, it’s a viral bronchitis and not pneumonia.”

He lifted an eyebrow. “Well, you sound professional enough.”

“Medicine is medicine,” she said pointedly. “Of course, the anatomical structure is a bit different and the pharmacology certainly is, but ways to treat illnesses are basically the same.”

He didn’t feel like arguing. He yawned widely. “I’m so tired,” he said softly. “So tired. I feel as if I haven’t had any rest in years.”

“From what you’ve said, I wonder if you’ve had any rest at all,” she remarked. “Perhaps being stuck up here is a godsend.”

“I wouldn’t say that,” he murmured. “The only good thing about it is that reporter doesn’t know about Amanda. God forbid that she should cause trouble. Most of that magazine’s reporters are top-notch.”

“She doesn’t work for a magazine,” she recalled. “She said she was trying to sell a story that would get her foot in the door. But she was also on the trail of some sports star who was supposed to be hiding out in the Tetons up in Wyoming.”

“A hopeful,” he said, relieved.

“She was pretty optimistic. And very ambitious.”

He fingered the sheet. “Something you should know about.”

“I only want to work in a partnership and not have to do all the rough jobs and odd hours,” she said wistfully. “I was lucky to get the partnership at all. There are four of us in the practice, but I’m the junior one. So until I prove myself, I can’t really expect much free time.”

“It sounds to me as if they’re the lucky ones,” he muttered. “Are they all men?”

She nodded. “All older than me, too. I’m just out of college and full of new ideas, new theories and treatments and they think I’m a hotshot so they won’t listen.”

“You probably make them feel threatened,” he said pointedly. “And as to who’s the lucky one, I think it’s the other partners, not you. They’re getting all the benefits and none of the unpleasant work.”

“I could hardly open my own practice fresh out of school,” she began.

“Why not? Plenty of people do!”

“I’m not rich,” she said. She went to the window and looked out. The snow was still coming down without a break in sight in the sky. “I barely had enough money in the bank to finish school, and part of it was done on government student loans. I have a lot to pay back. That doesn’t leave much over for furnishing an office.”

“I see.”

She shrugged and turned back with a smile. “I don’t mind working my way up from the bottom. Everybody has to start somewhere. You did.”

It was a nicely disguised question. He adjusted the pillows and leaned back again. “I started as a second guitarist for a group that got lost at the bottom of the pop charts. Eventually I worked up to helping do backup work for some of the better musicians. That’s how I met Amanda Sutton—she was Amanda Corrie Callaway back then,” he added with a smile. “She and I started working together on a project, along with another guy in the band, and we discovered that Amanda had a voice like an angel. It didn’t take us long to put an act together, add a drummer and a second guitarist, and audition for a record company.” He shook his head remembering. “We made it on the first try. Amazing, that, when some people take years just to get a record company executive to listen to them.”

“Didn’t it help that you’d been a football star?”

“Not in music,” he replied with a rueful smile. “I was a nobody like the rest of the group until our first hit.”

“Why the name Desperado?” she asked.

“You’ve never seen a group shot of us, I gather?”

She smiled apologetically. “Sorry.”

“Look in the top drawer of the desk over there against the wall.” He pointed toward it.

She opened it and there was a photograph of four men and a woman.

“Now do you need to ask why?” He chuckled.

“Not really.” They were a frightening bunch, the men, all heavily bearded and mustached with unruly hair and they looked really tough. Amanda was a striking contrast, with her long blond hair and dark eyes and beautiful face.

“We’ve been lucky. Now, of course, we may really have to stop performing. It all depends on how Amanda is doing.” He looked briefly worried. “I hope she’s all right. I can’t even telephone to ask how she is. At least I know Quinn won’t let anything happen to her. He’s a wild man where Amanda is concerned.”

She thought about having someone that concerned for her welfare and wondered how it would feel. Her father had cared about her, but no one else had since he died. She’d been very much alone in the world.

She picked up the soup bowl, but her mind not at all on what she was doing.

He didn’t understand the sadness in her face. He reached out and caught her wrist. “What’s wrong?” he asked softly.

She shrugged. “I was wondering what it would be like to have someone worry that much about me,” she said, and then laughed.

He let go of her wrist. He’d been wondering the same thing. His lean hand smoothed over the bedcover. “I want a bath. Do you suppose you could run some water for me?”

“You’re very weak,” she cautioned. “And what if you get chilled?”

“It’s warm in here. Come on. I can’t stand being grungy.”

“Grungy?”

He chuckled. “Maybe there’s a better word for it somewhere.”

“If you get stuck in the tub, how will I ever get you out?” she asked worriedly, measuring him with her eyes. “Heavens, I couldn’t begin to lift you!”

“That’s a fact. But I wouldn’t risk it if I didn’t think I could cope. Humor me.”

“All right. But if you drown,” she advised, “I’m not taking the rap for it.”

She went into the bathroom and filled the tub with warm water. It was a Jacuzzi, luxurious and spotless, and she envied him. Her guest bedroom had a nice shower, which she’d used the night before, but nothing like this. She put soap and lotions and towels close to hand and went to help him out of bed and across the tub.

“It’s big,” he declared as he lowered himself into it. “Why don’t you strip off and come in with me?”

She chuckled, trying not to let her faint, remaining embarrassment show. She’d grown used to the sight of his body, although it still intimidated her a bit. “I might fall and break my leg. Where would we be then?”

He stretched his big arms over the sides. “Just as well, I suppose.” He sighed, letting his gaze wash over her like warm water. “You aren’t the type, are you?”

“What type?”

“For brief interludes,” he said seriously. “You’re a forever-after girl, despite the fact that forever-after doesn’t exist anymore.”

“It could, if two people loved each other enough,” she said.

“My wife and I loved each other, when we married,” he said. “We thought it would last forever.” He smiled cynically. “It lasted for a while, then we burned out.”

She chewed on her lower lip and frowned a little. “Oh.”

“I learned one thing from it. Marriage requires more than a mutual fever. You need common interests, backgrounds, and you need to be friends as well as lovers. That’s trite, but it’s true.”

“It’s a hard combination to find,” she said.

“People don’t have time to look for it anymore.” He picked up the cloth and soap and lathered his arms and chest slowly.

“I’d better go…”

“Don’t be silly. Sit down.”

She perched herself on a chair by the bench that contained a hair blower and electric razor, along with a rack of lotions and powders. She folded her hands together on her jean-clad legs and tried not to look uncomfortable.

“In the old days, people lived in small communities and everyone knew everyone,” he said while he bathed. “Now we’re all so busy trying to support ourselves that we move around like migrating birds. We don’t stay in one place long enough to get to know people.”

“Your singer, Amanda. How did she meet her husband?”

He chuckled. “They got snowbound together up in Wyoming,” he said. “And he was the ultimate misogynist. He hated Amanda on sight. But she’s feisty and she has a kind heart. It was only a matter of time until they fell in love. Unfortunately that happened before he found out who she really was. He went all noble, because he was poor and she was famous. So for her own good, he threw her out. She left and her plane crashed on the way to L.A.”

She caught her breath. “He must have been devastated.”

“Half out of his mind,” Hank replied, remembering the band’s nightmare trip back to Wyoming. They’d all left on the bus because Hank and the boys didn’t like airplanes. But Amanda had insisted on flying. Hank had felt responsible because he hadn’t pushed harder to get her to come with them. “Quinn skied down an unpatrolled ridge into the valley to get her—only a handful of men in the country could have made that run, but he was an Olympic contender in downhill in his younger days. Hell of a trip it was. He found her badly concussed, damn near dead, and he had to have another man ski down to help tow her out of the valley on a litter to a waiting helicopter. There was too much wind for the chopper to land where the crash occurred. As it was, they barely made it in time. Three days after the doctor pronounced her on the mend, they got married, right there in the hospital.”

“My goodness!”

“They’d been married for two years when she got pregnant,” he recalled. “They were both over the moon about it, but she’s a lot more fragile than she looks. It’s been a rough pregnancy and she’s had to have constant medical care. We’d more or less given up touring when she first married, but we had one commitment we couldn’t break, for a charity in New York. She barely got through it and Quinn put his foot down, hard. He’s kept her home since then. He won’t even let her do recording sessions now. The rumor is that we’re breaking up the group.”

“Are you?”

He finished bathing his legs. “I don’t know.” He looked at her. “The band wouldn’t be the same without Amanda. No singer could replace her.”

“I don’t suppose so,” she agreed gently. “But I’m sure the baby is the most important thing to her right now.”

He nodded. There was a bitter look on his face that she didn’t miss.

“Why didn’t your wife want a child?”

He glared at her. “That’s none of your business.”

He sounded fierce, but she overlooked the bad temper because of the sadness in his blue eyes. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry.”

He paused long enough to wash his hair and rinse it before he said anything else. “She said that I wasn’t cut out to be a parent,” he said shortly. “That I wasn’t home enough or patient enough. And besides that, she didn’t want a child who might grow up to look like me.”

Her eyes lingered on his broad shoulders and chest, on the power and strength of his tanned, hair-roughed skin. “What’s wrong with you?” she asked dreamily.

He caught his breath as the surge of desire shot through him like a bolt of lightning.

She saw the tautness of his face and grimaced. “I keep putting my foot in it, don’t I?” she said miserably. “Honestly, you make me feel like a babbling adolescent!”

“That isn’t how you make me feel,” he said with grim humor. “What she meant,” he explained, “was that I’ve got a thick neck and an oversize body and a face that only a mother could love. She said with her luck, she’d have a little girl with a big nose and feet like a duck.”

“What a cruel thing to say,” she replied, wounded for him. “I expect you’d have a very pretty little girl with blue eyes and brown hair. Except that if you have four brothers, it’s a lot more likely that you’d have a little boy.”

“So I’ve heard.” He let his narrowed eyes sweep over her. “You’re very delicately built,” he said quietly. “Slender hips, small breasts, almost a foot shorter than I am. We’d have a hard time just making love, much less having a child together.”

She couldn’t believe he’d said that. She just looked at him, flustered.

“You know everything there is to know about me, physically.” He continued in that same quiet, gentle voice. “But it’s one thing to look, and another to consider the problem of intimacy.” His eyes narrowed more. “I’ll bet you’re as small as I am big,” he said insinuatingly.

She jumped up from the chair, red faced and shocked. “How dare you!”

“Tell me you haven’t thought about how we’d fit together in my bed,” he challenged, and he wasn’t smiling.

Her fists clenched at her sides. “You can’t talk to me like this!”

He searched her outraged eyes with curiosity and faint tenderness. “Another first, hmm?” he mused. “And you’re a vet. How did you survive labs?”

“Half the people in my class were women,” she informed him. “We forced the men to respect us enough not to make sexist remarks.”

“I’m not making sexist remarks,” he argued. “I’m indulging in a little sexual logic.” He pursed his lips and held her eyes relentlessly. “If I’m very careful, we might try,” he said gently.

“Try what?”

“And I can use something. There won’t be any risk.”

She clenched both fists tighter. “You can stop right there. I’m not sleeping with you!”

He smiled without malice. “You will,” he replied. “Eventually.”

“I won’t be here eventually. The minute the snow lets up and the snowplow clears the roads, I’m getting out of here!”

“I’ve never been to Sioux City,” he remarked conversationally. “But you’re an old-fashioned girl, so I guess I’ll have to chase you for a while, won’t I?”

“You don’t need to start thinking that you’ll wear me down. You won’t. I have no inclination whatsoever, at all, to…to…”

He stood up slowly in the middle of her tirade, turned off the Jacuzzi and stepped out onto the mat. She couldn’t take her eyes off him. It must be some deep-seated weakness, she decided, some character flaw that made her into a blatant Peeping Tom.

And it was worse than ever when he reacted to her appreciative eyes and laughed about it.

She groaned as she pulled a huge bath sheet from the heated towel bar and handed it to him.

He ignored the bath sheet. His hand shot around her wrist and jerked, pulling her completely against his wet body. Even in his weakened condition, he was alarmingly strong.

She started to struggle, the sheet dropping to the floor, but he clamped a big hand around her waist and held her firmly to him, groaning in pleasure as her hips moved sharply in her efforts to escape.

She subsided at once, made breathless by the huge body so intimately close to her. He was so tall that she felt the insistent pressure of him, not against her hips but against her midriff. She caught onto him to keep from reeling, and the feel of that thick mat of hair under her hands paralyzed her with curious pleasure.

“Shrimp,” he accused at her temple.

“Giant,” she taunted.

His hands swept over her back, burning hot through her thin cotton blouse, flattening her breasts against his diaphragm.

“We don’t even fit together like a normal man and woman,” he remarked as he looked down at her. “We’re like Mutt and Jeff.”

But it felt right. It felt as natural as breathing to stand close against his aroused body and be at home. She laid her cheek against his damp chest and just stood there, letting him hold her close, while she tried to deal with the unfamiliar feelings that were overwhelming her. It felt like more than physical attraction. It felt like…love.


Chapter Five

“I’m out of my mind,” he said pleasantly. “I must be, even to consider such a thing with a midget like you. We’d be totally incompatible in bed.”

She closed her eyes and relaxed against him, feeling him tauten in response. “No, we wouldn’t. I studied anatomy. I’d have to be a foot shorter than I am to be worried. A woman’s body is very elastic.”

“Is yours elastic enough to accommodate mine?” he asked quietly.

She lifted her head and looked up into his blue, blue eyes. She felt the hunger all through her, burning and hot. “I think so,” she said involuntarily.

His jaw clenched as he searched her face. “Then, let me.”

She swallowed. Her fingers went up to touch his hair-roughened face. His lips were the only bit of skin visible below his cheekbones and his blue eyes. “I can’t.”

He scowled. “Those damned old-fashioned ideas again! This is the nineties, for God’s sake!”

“I know.” She traced his hard mouth and wanted so much to lie in his arms and learn what it was to love. But it wasn’t what she wanted. “I’m not emotionally strong enough for brief affairs. That’s why I don’t have them. I really do want a home and children, Hank. I want my husband to be the first. If that’s outdated, I’m sorry. I don’t feel inferior or out of step just because I put a high value on my chastity. I hope the man I marry will feel the same way about his body.”

His hands loosened. “In other words, you don’t want a permissive man for a husband.”

She lowered her eyes to his broad chest. “I suppose a lot of women think a man like that can reform, that he can be faithful. But if he’s had a hundred women, he’s already proven that he can’t. He sees sex as an itch to scratch. He’ll probably always consider it that casual, so he’ll feel free to sleep around after he marries. And it will probably surprise him if his wife objects.”

His big hands smoothed up and down her arms. “I guess I’ve given you the impression that I’m that way with women.”

She looked up. “Yes.”

He took a slow breath and smiled tenderly. “You don’t think I might one day value a woman enough to become faithful rather than risk losing her?”

“I don’t know you,” she said solemnly.

“No. You really don’t.” He hesitated for another minute, but then he let her go and bent to pick up the bath sheet she’d dropped.

She moved away while he dried himself, finding a robe hanging behind the door that she handed to him when he was through. He put it on without a protest and let her help him back to the bedroom.

“Your hair is still damp,” she said.

“It dries fast. Don’t bother about the blower.” He started toward the bed, but she diverted him into the chair.

“I want to change the sheets first. You’ll be more comfortable.”

He smiled. “Thanks.”

“Where are they?”

He told her where to look and sat like a lamb while she remade the bed and then helped him out of his robe and into the bed.

“Are you all right?” she asked, because he looked so tired.

“I’m just weak. I think I may sleep for a while.”

“That would be the best thing for you. Do you need anything?”

He shook his head. He studied her blouse for a long time, and she wondered why until she looked down and flushed. It had gotten so damp while she was standing against him that it had become see-through, and she wasn’t wearing anything under it because her bra and the clothes she’d put on yesterday were in the load of laundry she’d started earlier.

Her arms came up over her body and she looked at him defensively.

“They’re very pretty,” he said with quiet reverence, and no mockery.

“Marshmallows,” she muttered with self-contempt.

“Stop that,” he said sharply. “I don’t like big women.”

Her eyebrows lifted. “All men do…”

“Not me,” he repeated. “You’re perfect just the way you are.”

He eased her inferiority complex quite a lot, because he obviously wasn’t lying about the way he felt. She managed a self-conscious smile. “Thanks.”

He arched his arms behind his head and shifted with an oddly sensuous movement of his body. His eyes cut into hers, faintly glittering. “Open your blouse and come down beside me. I’ll put my mouth on them and show you ten different ways to moan.”

She flushed, jumping to her feet. “No doubt you could. I’m grass green that way. But I wouldn’t thank you for reducing me to that condition, even if a dozen other women have.”

She walked toward the door and heard him mutter under his breath.

“I haven’t had a hundred women,” he said angrily.

“Oh, sure.” She laughed as she put her hand on the doorknob.

“I’ve had one. My wife. And she left me impotent.”

The shock that tore through her spun her around to face him. He wasn’t joking. It was all there, in his drawn face, his bitter eyes, even in the taut line of his mouth.

“But you’re not impotent!” she blurted.

“Not with you,” he said, chuckling softly. “You can’t imagine what a shock it was to find out. I’ve been putting off women for years because I was sure that I couldn’t perform in bed.”

She leaned back against the door. Her legs felt weak. “You weren’t married for very long, though, were you?”

“Six years,” he told her. “Before that, I gave everything in me to football. I lived in the gym. I had no interest in seducing scores of women, however prudish that sounds. I was like you, bristling with idealism and romance. I saved myself for the right woman. Except she wasn’t the right woman,” he said shortly. “We burned each other up in bed, but we had nothing to talk about in broad daylight.”

“Did she…know?”

“No,” he replied. “Because by the time we decided to get married, I discovered that I was one in a line. She’d had one lover after another until I came along, and never wanted to marry any of them. She said that she didn’t think she could ever be faithful to one man, but I was certain that she could. More fool me,” he added bitterly. “Amusing, isn’t it, that you know already that permissive people find it difficult to be faithful, and I had to learn it the hard way.”

“I wasn’t in love,” she reminded him. “You were.”

“I should have known. Permissive people don’t seem to make faithful lovers.”

“But if she was like that,” she began, moving closer to the bed, “experienced, I mean…how did you become impotent?”

“I stopped being able to want her after she had her third extramarital affair,” he said honestly. “And without a lifetime of experience behind me, I thought that meant that I was permanently demanned. So I didn’t try.”

She saw him quite suddenly in a different light. Not as a playboy of the music world, but as an intense, deeply emotional man who felt things right down to his soul.

“Feeling sorry for me, Poppy?” he taunted as she paused by the bed.

“Oh, no. I’m feeling sorry for her,” she said. “How sad to have someone love you so much and to be able to feel nothing in return.”

“She’s happy. She has a husband who doesn’t require faithfulness, and plenty of money to spend.”

“That wouldn’t make me happy.”

He smiled. “What would?”

“Being loved. Having a home. Having children. I’d still practice, of course. I guess I’d have to marry a man who was willing to sacrifice a little so that I could, but I’d make sure he never regretted it.”

“Do you have hang-ups about sex?” he asked curiously.

“Just about having it before I get married,” she replied, and grinned at him. “Deep-seated principles aren’t easily uprooted.”

“People shouldn’t try to uproot them,” he replied. “I’m sorry about that. It was a delicious surprise to find myself so quickly capable with you. I wanted to explore it.” He shrugged. “But I shouldn’t have put pressure on you.”

“I want to,” she said sincerely. “I’ll bet you’re a wonderful lover. But I want it all, the white wedding gown, the wedding night, the honeymoon…I’m greedy.”

He smiled. “Don’t sound as if you’re apologizing for it. You’re a breath of fresh air to a cynic like me.” He frowned quizzically at her. “Has it occurred to you that in a few days we’ve become as intimate as a married couple except in one respect?”

“We still don’t know each other.”

“You’d be surprised at what I know about you,” he remarked gently. “You like to go barefoot on the carpet. You’re neat, but not fanatical about it. You like to cook, but you don’t like to clean up. You’re intellectual so no situation comedies for you. You like nature specials and news and politics and music. You have a kind heart and you like animals and children, but underneath all that is a passionate nature held under very tight control.” His eyes narrowed on her body. “You’ll be a demanding lover, little Poppy, and some lucky man will probably find you next to insatiable in bed.”

She lifted both eyebrows. “Stop that.”

“I wish it was going to be me,” he replied. “But I’ve already messed up one marriage by leaping in with my eyes closed after a one-week courtship. I’m not going to do it twice in one lifetime.”

“Neither would I, although you didn’t ask.”

“Sit down.” He pulled her down on the bed and drew her hand to his chest, holding it there. “I’m on the road six months out of the year, recording and making business deals, doing interviews and talk shows and working with underprivileged inner-city kids. It’s a project of mine, finding volunteers to work with them once a week to help keep them out of trouble,” he added with a grin. “When I’m home, and home is Texas, I compose to the exclusion of everything else. Sometimes I go for a whole day without eating, because I’m so wrapped up in my work that I forget to cook.” He smoothed his thumb over the back of her hand. “I’d make a lousy husband. In fact, I did. I can’t really blame her—”

“I can.” She interrupted him. “If you love someone, you accept it all, the separations, the good times, the bad times, the illnesses. It’s all part of marriage.”

“You’ve already had the illness part,” he mused.

“I’d have done that for anyone,” she protested.

“You did it for me, though,” he replied. “Blushing all the way. You don’t do it so much anymore, though,” he added amusedly. “You’re getting used to me, aren’t you?”

“You’re very nice, when you forget to grumble.”

“I have my faults. A quick temper is the worst of them. But I don’t drink or gamble, and when I’m not working, I’m fairly easy to get along with.” He searched her eyes. “Why are you called Poppy?”

“My father told me that my mother loved flowers,” she recalled. “But he added that when I was born, the first thing she thought of was a poem about poppies growing in Flanders Fields where the veterans of World War I were buried. She went into the hospital to have me on Veterans Day and they were selling Buddy Poppies….” She smiled.

“Muddled, but I get the idea,” he said. “My name is Henry, but everyone called me Hank from the time I was in grammar school.”

“It’s a nice name.”

“So is yours.” He drew her hand to his lips and kissed it softly. “Thank you for taking care of me.”

The gentle caress was thrilling. She smiled. “It was very educational.”

One blue eye narrowed. “Just don’t start experimenting with men who aren’t sick,” he said.

Her eyebrows went up.

He laughed and let go of her hand. “Now I know I must be delirious with fever.”

“I guess so,” she murmured dryly. “I’ll finish the wash then clean up the kitchen while you nap.”

“You don’t have to do that,” he said gently.

“We both need some clean clothes. It’s no trouble.”

“Thanks, then.”

She shrugged, smiled and went back to her chores. All the while she was thinking about Hank and how easily they seemed to fall into living together. Not that it was the normal sort of living together, she reminded herself.

But it was exciting all the same, and there was a closeness here that she’d never known. She liked just being with Hank, listening to his deep voice as he talked. He was intelligent and kind, and not at all the unprincipled rounder she’d thought he was. She thought of him in a totally different light now, and she knew that she was going to miss him terribly when the weather broke enough to let them out of this cabin.

She tried to put it out of her mind while she did the chores. She was beginning to feel very much at home here. The views were spectacular and she enjoyed the solitude. It would have been the ideal place to live, with the right man.

It occurred to her that Hank was the right man, the one she’d been looking for all her life. But it was impossible. You couldn’t fall in love in four days, not the sort of love you needed to get married. Besides, Hank had a failed marriage behind him and he didn’t want to risk a second. All that would have been left for them was an affair, which she couldn’t accept.

She finished the washing and put the clothes into the dryer, wondering how it was going to be when she got back home. Probably she’d put this adventure into perspective and forget about it in a few months. Of course she would.

* * *

Hank slept for the rest of the afternoon, while Poppy amused herself with the piano, lowering the volume to keep from disturbing the man in the master bedroom. The song he was working on was lying on the table beside the piano. She glanced over the tune and began to pick it out, slowly, smiling as the beautiful melody met her ears.

He didn’t have more than a few words on paper, rhyming words mostly and not in any sort of order. Love, he’d written, when the feeling stirred fluttered like a…and he’d crossed out two words that didn’t quite rhyme with it.

“A bright redbird,” she mumbled, “playing in the snow.”

“That’s it!”

She jumped and caught her breath. Hank was leaning against the doorframe in his bathrobe. His blue eyes were glimmering, and he was laughing.

“I couldn’t get the rhyme or any sort of reason to go with those words,” he explained. “But that’s it, that’s exactly it…!”

He moved to the piano and slid onto the bench beside her. He played the song with a deep bass beat that emphasized the sweetness of the high melody.

“Love when the feeling stirred, fluttered like a redbird, playing in the snow,” he sang in his deep, soft voice, looking at her and grinning. “Flew like an arrow through the sky, higher than a redbird flies, left me all aglow.”

Only words, she thought, but when the music was put with them, major and minor chords intermixing, when he sang the words, when the deep, throbbing counterrhythm caught her up—it was going to be a hit. She knew it and felt goose bumps rise on her arms at the power and beauty of it.

“You feel it, too, don’t you?” he asked, stopping. “It’s good, isn’t it? Really good.”

“The best yet,” she had to agree. “Who did the music?”

One corner of his mouth tugged up just a fraction of an inch and she laughed. “Silly question,” she murmured. “Sorry.”

“It will take some more work, but that’s the melody.” He chuckled. “Imagine that, I’d been sitting in here for a solid week trying to come up with something, anything…and all I needed was a veterinarian to point me in the right direction.” He grinned at her. “I suppose you treat birds, too, don’t you?”

She nodded. “Parrots and canaries and parakeets, for lung infections. Birds are mostly lung, you know.” She searched his face. “You shouldn’t be up. It’s too soon.”

“I heard you playing my song,” he explained. “I had to come and see what you thought of it.”

“I think it’s great.”

He smiled. “Thanks.” She was slowly touching the keys again and some soft sadness in her face touched him. “What’s wrong?” he asked.

She looked up. “The snow’s stopped.”

He looked out the window. He hadn’t noticed. He got up from the bench and walked to stare out the other window down at the road. It had stopped, and the sun had come out. “Great skiing weather now,” he murmured. “The snowplows will dig us out by tomorrow.” He stuck his hands into the pockets of his robe. “You’ll be free.”

What an odd way to put it. “I don’t plan to rush out and file kidnapping charges against you,” she said pointedly.

He turned. “That wasn’t how I meant it, although I will apologize handsomely for kidnapping you by mistake.” His eyes swept over her very slowly, almost possessively. “I suppose you’ll be rushing back to your practice.”

“I need to.”

“What if you don’t have a job to go back to?” he persisted seriously.

She blew out a soft breath. “Well, I suppose they’ll repossess my car and my apartment first…”

“Is there somewhere else you could work, if you had to?”

“Of course!” she said, laughing. “Sioux City isn’t that small. There are other practices. I could find something, but it wouldn’t be as a partner. I’d have to start at the bottom again.”

“Honey, I don’t think you’ve realized that you’re at the bottom right now.”

The endearment made her heart race. She dropped her eyes before he could read the pleasure it gave her.

“Sorry. That slipped out,” he said, teasing.

“Oh, I liked it,” she replied. “Nobody ever called me honey except the mailman, and he was seventy.”

He burst out laughing. “I’ll have to make up for that. You can’t leave until morning, anyway, not unless they get those roads cleared early.”

“I wouldn’t leave until you were well, regardless,” she said, surprised at his assumption that she couldn’t wait to get out.

His face smoothed. All expression went out of it. “I see.”

“You needn’t look shocked,” she said. “You’d do it for me.”

“Yes, I would.” He began to realize how much he’d do for her. Under different circumstances, they might have had a real beginning. But it was the wrong time, the wrong place, and he was still afraid of the risk.

“It’s been an experience I’ll never forget,” she said absently. “I’ll listen to your tapes from now on. I suppose I was a bit of a musical snob.”

“Maybe I was, too. I think I’ll buy an opera tape or two.”

She smiled. “That’s nice. You might try Puccini.”

“Is he that Italian singer?” he asked.

“He’s the composer. He’s dead. But Domingo and Pavorotti sing the operas he wrote. My favorite opera is Turandot.”

“Turandot.” He smiled back. “I’ll remember.”

She got up from the piano. “How about something to eat?”

“You took the words right out of my mouth!”

She went into the kitchen and made potato pancakes and steak and biscuits with a side salad. When she went to call Hank, he was out of bed and dressed in jeans and a green pullover shirt. Despite that overshadowing growth of hair that covered his face, concealing its shape, he looked wonderful to Poppy.

“Are you sure you feel like eating at the table?” she asked worriedly.

“Yes. I’m still a little weak, but I’m on the mend.” He smiled. “Doesn’t it show?”

She nodded. “I guess it does.”

They ate at the small table in the kitchen. His appetite was much better, and he was only coughing occasionally now. He ate heartily. Considering the speed of his recovery, it didn’t take much guesswork to tell that overall, he was in great shape.

“How did you learn to cook like this?” he asked.

“From my dad. He was a chef. He really was good at it, too. He taught me how to make pastries and sauces. I enjoy cooking.”

“It shows. This is delicious.”

“Thank you!”

They were silent until they finished eating. They drank their second cup of coffee at the kitchen table, and Hank stared into his mug pensively.

“You’re brooding, aren’t you?” she asked.

He nodded. He looked up into her eyes and held them for a long, static moment. “I haven’t had anyone around me, close like this, for a long time. You’ve grown on me, Poppy,” he mused half-humorously. “I’m going to miss you.”

She smiled back, a little sadly. “I’m going to miss you, too. I haven’t had anyone to look after or care about since my dad died. It’s been lonely for me.”

He turned the coffee mug idly on the table’s glossy surface. “Then suppose we keep in touch,” he suggested without looking at her.

Her heart leapt. “Oh, that would…” She calmed her tone. “That would be nice. I’d like that.”

He smiled at her. “So would I. I’ll give you the address here and in Texas. Write to me when you get back.”

“Are you terrible about answering letters?” she asked.

He shook his head. “I’m very good about it, in fact. I answer most of my own fan mail with the help of a secretary.”

“I see.”

“No, you don’t.” He corrected her, interpreting her expression accurately. “I don’t leave her to do the answering, I dictate the replies. And I won’t let anyone answer your letters. I’ll do it myself.”

Her stiff posture relaxed. “Then I’ll write.”

“And don’t assume that if you don’t hear back immediately that I’ve forgotten you or that I’m ignoring you,” he added. “I’m on the road a lot, I told you. It may take a week or two, sometimes longer, for my mail to catch up with me.”

“I’ll remember,” she promised.

He reached out and covered her soft hand with his big one. “One more thing,” he said gently, coaxing her eyes up to meet his. “Find another job.”

She gaped at him. “My job is my business.”

“Your job is a joke,” he returned. “They’re using you, sweetheart, dangling the idea of a partnership so that they can get someone to take over the jobs they don’t want. There won’t be any partnership. One day they’ll find someone more useful and you’ll be out on your ear, perhaps at the most inconvenient time.”

“You’re very cynical,” she remarked.

He nodded. “I’m an expert on people who use other people,” he told her. “I’ve been used a time or two myself.”

She wiggled her eyebrows. “Can I have three guesses about how they did it?”

He glowered at her. “I’m serious.”

She finished her coffee. “Okay. I’ll think about it.”

“You do that.”

She got up and put the dishes in the dishwasher. “Is there anything else that needs doing?”

“Yes.” He came up behind her and slipped his lean arms around her, hugging her back against him. “I need to be ravished.”

She laughed with pure delight. “I’m not up to your weight,” she reminded him, looking up over her shoulder with sparkling dark eyes. “And besides, I’d never be able to overpower you.”

“I’ll help.”

She shook her head. “No. I expect that you’re as addictive as caffeine. One taste of you wouldn’t be enough. I’d get withdrawal symptoms.”

He chuckled and hugged her closer for a minute. “So would I. And I’m probably still a little contagious,” he added with a sheepish grin as he let her go. “No matter,” he mused, watching her. “When I’m well and truly back on my feet, I’ll come calling. Then, look out.”

The soft warning kept her going, all through the rest of the day, and through the anguish of the parting the next morning, when he had to take her to the ski lodge and leave her with barely more than an affectionate hug.

She worried about him all the way to the airport on the lodge’s shuttle bus, because even though the snowplows had been along, the roads were still treacherous. But as the shuttle passed the road to his cabin, she saw that his Bronco was safely parked at the door and smoke was coming out of the fireplace. He’d made it home, and hopefully, he’d be fine. She settled back into her seat, trying not to cry. It was amazing, she thought, how five days in Colorado had altered the rest of her life. Her last thought as they left the snow-covered valley behind was how would she survive until she saw Hank again?


Chapter Six

Poppy began to realize very quickly after her return to Sioux City, Iowa, that Hank had been right about her supposed partnership. The vets with whom she worked seemed to have plenty of free time and yet they made three times her salary. She was always the one to work nights and weekends and holidays, and whenever the weather was particularly bad, it was Poppy who had to go out on large-animal calls. That could be very difficult indeed when she was asked to deliver a calf or a foal, or treat a mean-tempered bull for a cut.

She had bruises all over her, a bad cold and there was no mention of an increased salary or a partnership two months later. She was getting fed up. And not only with the veterinary practice.

She’d written twice to Hank. So far, there hadn’t been even a postcard in reply. On one of the music talk shows, which she’d started watching, there had been one tidbit about Amanda Sutton being in a hospital in Wyoming awaiting the birth of her first child and some more rumors about the breakup of her group, Desperado. But that was all the news there had been. Remembering how fond Hank was of Amanda, Poppy hoped she was all right and that her child had been born healthy.

She tried very hard to remember what Hank had said about not being upset if she didn’t hear from him right away. But when two months rolled into three, she began to put the past in perspective. The time she’d spent with Hank had been a five-day interlude and nothing serious had really happened, except for a few kisses. He’d told her he wanted nothing less than another marriage, so what had she expected? Perhaps he’d decided that even friendship with her was too much of a risk, and he’d withdrawn.

She couldn’t blame him. He hadn’t had an easy time of it where women were concerned. But the last thing on her mind had been trapping him into a relationship he didn’t want. When she thought about it, it seemed likely that he’d had his share of ambitious women stalking him because he was rich and famous. She wasn’t like that, but he wouldn’t know. He didn’t know her at all. Apparently he didn’t want to.

Poppy tried to put him out of her mind, but his new song, “Redbird,” had just been released on an album along with several other newly recorded tracks. It meant that Amanda had to be working again, because her sweet, clear soprano could be heard above the deep bass voices of her group. The song that Poppy had given him the inspiration for was as beautiful as it had sounded in the cabin, and it was a surprise to find that her first name was mentioned in the dedication of the album, jointly to Carlton Wayne Sutton—very obviously the new baby—and herself. She tingled all over at the thought that Hank had remembered her even that well. She was a nobody, after all, hardly his sort of woman. The terrible thing was that she had no close girlfriends, no one to share the thrill with. She mentioned it to a clerk in the nearby record shop, but he only smiled and agreed that it was a great honor. She was sure that he didn’t believe her.

Her stamina was giving out. Despite her youth, the practice was really getting her down. Eventually she couldn’t take it anymore and she went looking for another job.

She found it in a very small practice in a town twenty miles outside Sioux City, in a farming community. The elderly veterinarian there had one young partner but needed someone to take care of the office while the two of them were out on large animal calls. Poppy wasn’t overly eager, but she was pleasant and had qualifications that they liked.

“What about experience?” Dr. Joiner, the elder partner, asked gently.

“I’m working for a group practice in Sioux City,” she explained, “but I have to do all the large animal calls and work nights and holidays and weekends.” She smiled sheepishly. “I’m sorry. I suppose that sounds as if I’m lazy. I’m not, and it is a great opportunity to learn how a practice works. But I’m so tired,” she concluded helplessly.

Dr. Joiner exchanged a speaking glance with his young partner, Dr. Helman. “It isn’t quite so busy here,” he explained. “But we have enough work for three people. The thing is, I can’t offer you a partnership. You’d be a salaried employee and nothing more.”

“Oh, that’s all right,” Poppy said, relieved. “I don’t think I’ve got enough stamina for another partnership.”

Dr. Joiner chuckled. “Dr. O’Brien, you’re a peach. I’ll be happy to have you aboard. When can you start?”

She explained that she’d have to give two weeks’ notice, and that she’d make sure she got a reference from her partners. She thanked Dr. Joiner again, smiled at Dr. Helman and set off to her office with a lighter heart.

* * *

The partners weren’t surprised when she announced her resignation, and they gave her a good recommendation as well. They apparently expected that no junior partner was going to last very long with what was expected of her or him. But they were interviewing other new graduates the last few days Poppy worked for them. She couldn’t even warn the excited prospective employees. They’d have to find out the truth the same harsh way she had. But it would teach them a good lesson. Heaven knew, she’d learned hers.

She kept her apartment. It was only a twenty-five-minute drive to the new office, and she’d have to have time to look for a new place to live that was closer, if her new job worked out.

The job itself, after the long, strenuous practice she’d left, was wonderfully uncomplicated and enjoyable. She didn’t have to work every weekend. The other vets alternated with her. Each one was on call a different night, so she didn’t have to work every night, either. Holidays were shared. It was heavenly and the odd thing was that she made just as much money as she’d made in the practice. She felt at home after just one week on the job. She decided that moving closer was a pretty safe bet, considering how well they all worked together.

She found a room in a nice, comfortable boarding house and paid a week’s rent in advance. Then she went to pack up her things and have them moved to her new home.

It didn’t take long, because she didn’t have much. She made two trips in her car and was just packing it for the third time when the telephone rang inside. It was supposed to be disconnected already, so she ignored it. The last few calls had been salespeople doing promotions. She couldn’t imagine who might be looking for her, short of her old partners. Certainly, she knew, it wouldn’t be Hank Shoeman. It had been over four and a half months and he’d surely forgotten all about her by now. She’d faced that fact, without much enthusiasm, because her memories of him were sweet.

She settled in her new apartment in the boarding house and got more comfortable in her job over the next week. She’d just finished examining and inoculating a three-month-old poodle puppy when she heard the waiting-room door open. She was alone in the office, because it was just after hours and the receptionist had gone home. Drs. Joiner and Helman were out on calls.

“I’ll only be a minute!” she called out. She finished with the poodle, assured the owner that he was in excellent health and that he’d be automatically notified when to bring the dog back for his next round of shots.

He thanked her and she smiled happily as she watched him leave. She finished writing up the chart and went out into the waiting room, hoping that it was going to be something uncomplicated so that she could go home and eat.

She opened the outer office door with her professional smile, and stopped there, frozen in place.

The man looked familiar, and not familiar. He was wearing a gray suit. His hair was conventionally cut. He had a mustache, nothing more. The rest of his lean, handsome face was clean-shaven, and except for a couple of thin scars and a crooked nose, it was an appealing face. Blue eyes twinkled out of it as he studied her in her neat white lab coat.

“Nice,” he said pleasantly. “You haven’t lost a pound, have you? And I gather that this new job doesn’t require your life’s blood.”

“Hank?” she asked uncertainly.

He nodded.

“Your hair…your beard,” she began.

“I’m changing my image,” he explained. “I’m tired of looking like a refugee from a cave.”

“You look very nice,” she said.

“So do you. How about supper?”

“There aren’t any restaurants around here,” she told him. Her heart was beating madly. “You didn’t answer my letters.”

“It’s a long story,” he said. “I’ll tell you everything you want to know. But for now, I’d enjoy a good meal. I’ve spent two days tracking you down and except for breakfast at the hotel and a couple of sandwiches, I’m running on empty.”

“There are lots of restaurants in Sioux City,” she said.

“Then we’ll go there. Do you need to stop by your apartment first?”

She shook her head, bemused by the sight of him. He looked unspeakably elegant and sexy. She wanted to throw herself into his arms and tell him to forget about explanations, it was enough that he was here. But she couldn’t do it. He was probably on his way to or from Texas and had only stopped in because he wondered what had happened to her. It wasn’t a proposal or a proposition; it was just a visit. She had to remember that and not let her imagination run away with her.

She took off her lab coat and slid her arms into the deep pink cotton jacket she wore over her pale pink blouse. She took time to run a brush through her hair and refreshen her makeup before she rejoined Hank in the outer office.

“I have to lock up,” she explained, and took time to do that, too. When the lock was secure and checked, and the burglar alarm set, she walked with Hank to his car. But she stopped short when she saw it, and her uplifted face was wary and a little scared.

He reached down and took her hand, holding it tightly in his. “It’s all right,” he said gently.

The driver came around, smiling, and opened the door of the big white stretch limousine for them. Hank helped Poppy inside and slid in next to her. The driver closed them in and went around to get behind the wheel.

Hank had already told him where to go. He took off without a word, and Hank closed the curtains between front and back and turned on the interior light.

Poppy’s expression fascinated him. She looked at everything, explored the CD deck, the television, the well-stocked bar, the telephone…

“Six people could ride in here,” she remarked, smoothing her hand over the burgundy leather seat.

“Six people usually do,” he replied, stretching out lazily to study her. “Like it?”

She grinned. “I love it. I only wish I had a friend that I could brag about it to.”

“Surely you have one or two.”

She shook her head. “I don’t make long-lasting friends that easily. Only casual ones. My best friend married years ago, and we lost touch.”

He crossed one long leg over the other. “Did you see the song on the charts?”

“Yes! It was great! Thank you for the dedication.”

He waved her thanks away. “Thanks for the help. Everyone loved it, especially Amanda.”

“How is she?”

“Blooming,” he said with a smile. “She and Quinn and Eliott are all moonstruck over that baby. They take him everywhere, even to recording sessions with the group.” His eyes were sad and faintly wistful. “I’ve always envied them that closeness. Now I envy them the baby.”

“The album was dedicated to him, too,” she recalled.

“He’s a good-looking kid,” he said. “Even cries with rhythm. We’re all going to buy him a set of drums when he’s two.”

“Do they still hang people in Wyoming?” she asked meaningfully.

He got the joke at once and chuckled. “Quinn might just do that to me.” He locked his hands behind his head, pulling his suit coat pleasantly taut over the powerful muscles of his chest and arms while he looked at her. “I’ve been tying up loose ends, settling business affairs, getting recording contracts and publicity tours finalized. I’m free for the next two months.”

“You’re not in town on business, then?” she asked conversationally.

His blue eyes narrowed. “You know why I’m in town, Poppy.”

Her heart jumped but her face gave nothing away. “Actually I don’t. I wrote you two letters, neither of which was ever answered. There wasn’t a telephone call or any communication for months. You don’t ignore people for almost half a year and then just drop by as if you saw them yesterday.”

“You’re mad.” He sighed. “Yes, I was afraid you would be. I kept trying to put down what I felt on paper, and failing miserably. I couldn’t boil it down to a telephone call, either. Just when I thought I’d fly out here, something kept coming up. It’s been a long five months, honey. The longest five months of my life. But I’m here now, and you’re going to have hell getting rid of me.”

“Don’t you have contractual obligations to fulfill?” she asked.

He shook his head, slowly. “That’s why it took me so long to come after you. I didn’t want any interruptions.”

She shifted back against the leather seat. “I won’t have an affair with you, so if that’s why you came, I’ll save you the time.”

He began to smile. “Have you forgotten what a low boiling point you have with me?”

“Yes,” she said uncomfortably. “And that should bother you. One more groupie might be more than you could take.”

“Not if she was you,” he said pointedly. “I’d love having you throw yourself at me and hang on for dear life.”

“Why?”

“That’s something we’ll talk about for the next few days.” He stretched again and yawned. “I haven’t slept. You’re a hard woman to track down. Eventually I phoned every single veterinarian’s office in the city. Do you know how many there are?”

“I have a fairly good idea,” she replied, shocked. “Couldn’t you have had your secretary or someone do that for you?”

“Why, no,” he said, surprised at the question. “It wouldn’t have occurred to me to trust something so important to another person.”

She flushed. “You’d forgotten all about me, surely? I’ve seen some of the photos on your other albums. You attract beautiful women.”

“Beauty isn’t everything,” he replied. “And sometimes it isn’t anything at all. You’re beautiful to me, Poppy, because you have the kindest heart of any woman I’ve ever known. I’ve never had anyone want to take care of me when I was sick until you came along. And under those circumstances, too, when I’d practically kidnapped you. You’d have been perfectly justified in walking out and leaving me there to cough myself to death.”

“I couldn’t have done that,” she protested.

“Not even if you’d hated me. Yes, I know. But I don’t think you hated me, Poppy,” he mused, watching her like a hawk. “In fact, I think you felt something quite different on that last day we spent together.”

“Compassion,” she said abruptly.

“Compassion.” He smiled. “Is that all I get?”

“What do you want?”

He leaned forward with his hands clasped loosely over his long legs. “I want you to love me, Poppy,” he drawled deeply. “I want you to become so obsessed with me that you grow pale if I’m out of your sight for an hour. I want you to hate women who look at me or touch me. I want you to ache for me in your bed at night, and go hungry for the feel of me in your arms.”

She already felt that way. She wasn’t telling him so, however. She cleared her throat. “Well!”

“And before you start raging at me about indecent proposals before dinner,” he added slowly, “I want a hell of a lot more than one night with you.”

Her eyebrows levered up. “An affair is still…”

“I want a baby, Poppy,” he said in a deep, soft whisper. “I want a son of my own, so that I don’t have to stand over Amanda and Quinn and covet theirs.”

Her body reacted to the statement in an unexpected way, so that she had to fold her arms over her breasts to keep him from noticing.

He noticed anyway, and his eyes gleamed with feeling. “You want it, too, don’t you?” he said coaxingly. “A home, a husband, a family of your own. Maybe a few pets to look after, too.”

“My job…”

“Whatever,” he said easily. “If you want to keep on practicing, that’s all right with me. It will give you and the kids something to do when I’m out of town.”

Her heart was racing wildly in her chest. He looked sane. Perhaps he had a fever again.

“I’m not crazy,” he explained. “I’m just lonely. So are you. So if we get married and make a family together, neither of us will ever have to be lonely again.”

“There are plenty of women who would be willing…”

“I want you,” he said simply. “You can’t imagine how empty my cabin has been since you left.” He laughed, but without mirth. “All my life I’ve been self-sufficient, independent. Women have chased me for years, before and after my marriage. But here you come, spend less than a week in residence, and you’re living with me still, here and here.” He touched his head and his heart. “I can’t get rid of you. And believe me, I tried. I tried for five months.”

She glared at him. “Maybe I had more success at it than you did,” she taunted.

“Maybe you didn’t.”

He reached across the space that separated them and lifted her body right into his arms.

“Now, you see here…!”

His mouth hit hers while she was getting the last word out. He wasn’t brutal or rough, but the action was amazingly effective. She went under without a protest. Her arms went around his neck and she lifted to the slow, soft caress of his hands even as her mouth opened to accept the deep, hard thrust of his tongue inside it.

Her legs trembled where they lay over his. He drew her closer and deepened the kiss even more, held it until he felt her begin to shudder. His hand smoothed up over her thighs, her flat stomach, her breasts. She moaned.

“You got over me, right?” he whispered against her mouth. “It’s really noticeable, how completely you’ve gotten over me. Open your mouth again…”

She barely heard him above the wild throb of her heart. She clung to him while one kiss led to another, each more arousing than the one before. He turned her so that her hips pressed deeply into his own, so that his arousal was suddenly blatantly threatening. But she wasn’t afraid.

“You’re so small,” he groaned as he let his mouth slide onto her throat. “Too small!”

She kissed his cheek, his temple, his closed eyelids with quick, warm lips. “I’ll fit you,” she promised. “I’ll fit you like a glove.”

“Poppy,” he groaned again in anguish.

“Do stop worrying,” she whispered as she found his mouth. “I love you.”

“No more than I love you,” he whispered back, holding her closer. “Are you going to marry me, complications and all?”

“I don’t seem to have any choice. How else can I protect you from scores of sex-crazed beautiful women?”

He chuckled and kissed her again, murmuring his agreement against her soft, welcoming mouth.

* * *

And they were married, six months to the day after Hank had abducted Poppy to his mountain cabin. The whole group of Desperado was there as witnesses in the small Wyoming church where Amanda had married Quinn Sutton several years before. They spoke their vows and exchanged rings. The look Hank gave his new bride would have melted snow, but fortunately it was summer.

“Where are you going for your honeymoon?” Amanda asked them when they’d changed and were ready to get into the limousine.

“That’s our secret.” Hank chuckled. He kissed Amanda’s cheek, and the baby’s, and shook hands with Quinn Sutton and Elliot.

“Well, write when you get time,” Quinn asked. “Let us know you’re okay.”

“I’ll do that. Take care of each other. We’ll be in touch.”

The Suttons all stood close together, waving until Poppy and Hank were out of sight.

“They’re a very special couple, aren’t they?” Poppy asked, sliding as close to Hank as she could get.

“A very special family,” he agreed. “We’re going to be one, too. I’ll prove that to you tonight,” he said, his voice deepening, lowering. There had been nothing more than kisses all during the time they waited for their wedding day. Now the time had come for all the secrets to be unveiled for Poppy and she was as excited as she was apprehensive. She loved him. That had to be enough, she reminded herself. She slid her small hand into his big one and snuggled close.

* * *

But she was less comfortable after they ate a leisurely supper and cleared away the dishes. Her disquiet showed on her face, too.

He tossed aside the dishcloth and pulled her gently in front of him. “Weddings are traumatic at best,” he said quietly. “We can wait until you’re rested and feel more like a new experience.”

She nibbled at the skin on her lower lip. “I’m not usually so cowardly,” she began.

He took her face in his big hands and tilted it up to his tender eyes. “I don’t have anything that you haven’t already seen,” he reminded her.

“But I do,” she said miserably. She plucked at his shirt. “And I’m grass green and inhibited…!”

“And five minutes from now, you won’t know your own name,” he whispered as his mouth searched for her lips and opened on them.

Actually it took less time than that for him to reduce her to insensibility. Her desire for him matched his for her, and by the time he carried her into the bedroom, she was fighting her way to his bare chest through the confining shirts that separated them.

“Slowly,” he whispered as he put her down and slid onto the bed beside her. “Slowly, darling, we have all the time in the world. Nice and easy, now. Let’s not rush.”

She was shivering with new sensations, new expectations, but he gentled her until she lay drowsily in his big arms and let him undress them. She didn’t have the will to protest or the sense to be embarrassed as he studied her pink nudity with covetous, possessive eyes. His hands were slow and thorough, like his warm mouth. He aroused her and excited her, and when she was whimpering softly with the overwhelming pleasure of his ardor, he moved into total possession.

She stiffened a little and gasped, but his mouth savored hers, and pressed reassuring kisses over her closed eyelids as he coaxed her into accepting the raw intimacy of his body.

“You are…very much a virgin,” he whispered against her trembling lips, and he smiled. “Is it all right? Am I hurting you?”

“No,” she managed to say. Her nails dug into his shoulders as he moved again, very tenderly.

“It stings, doesn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“Only a little further,” he said half to himself, and his mouth crushed down hard on hers, his tongue shooting deeply into her mouth. The action shocked her so much that she relaxed and allowed him complete and total access to the soft warmth of her body.

She cried out, surprised, because it was the most profound experience of her entire life. Her eyes opened wide and she looked straight into his.

“Yes,” he whispered huskily. “It’s a miracle, isn’t it? Man and woman, fitting together so closely, so completely, that they form one person.” He kissed her damp face gently as he began to move, each tender shift of his body bringing a sudden, sharp pleasure that lifted her to him in delight. “Feel the rhythm and move with me,” he coaxed, smiling as she began to match him. “Think of it as composing a symphony, making music…that’s it. Hard now, baby. Cut loose and move to the beat. Move hard. Real hard…!”

She lost control of herself completely then and although she heard his urgent whispers, she seemed outside her body, watching it dance to his tune, contort and convulse with pleasure that seemed to feed on itself. Finally there was a hot burst of it that made her cry out against the unbearable sensations deep within her body. She buried her face against his throat and moaned endlessly as it went through her in waves. Somewhere in the heat of it, she heard him, felt him, as he joined her in that surreal existence with a hard shudder that arched his powerful body down roughly against hers.

Minutes later, the dazzling heat and color began to fade away and she found tears falling down her cheeks.

“It stopped,” she whispered miserably.

He rolled onto his side and gathered her very close. “We’ll get it back again when we’ve rested.” He kissed her gently. “For a first time, it was fairly volcanic, wasn’t it?” he mused. He laughed delightedly. “And we fit, don’t we?”

“Oh, yes.” She nuzzled closer, shivering with pleasure and love. “Hank…”

His mouth slid over hers. “We’ve just said all there is to say, and we never spoke a word,” he whispered into her mouth. “I’m glad you waited for me, Poppy. I wish that I’d been able to wait for you, all my life.”

She hugged him closer. “I’ll settle for the rest of our lives,” she said gently, “and everything that’s ahead of us.”

His big arms folded her close. “Love, then. Years and years of it.”

She smiled against his chest. “And children to share it with.”

“Yes.” He tugged the cover over them, because it was chilly at night this high up in the mountains. “I’m glad I didn’t apologize for abducting you,” he murmured. “It was the only sensible thing I’ve done in the past few years.”

“All the same, you can’t abduct anyone else, ever.”

“Oh, I’m reformed,” he promised her with a grin. “The only thing I expect to abduct in the future is a piano now and again, so that I can compose an occasional song.”

Her eyes fell to his mouth. “I particularly like the way you compose in bed. Would you like to try a new theme? Something on the order of a blues tune?”

He rolled over, smoothing her body against his in the growing darkness. “I think I can manage that.” He chuckled. “How about you?”

She whispered that she had no doubts at all; about that, or about the future with him. It was going to be wonderful. And she told him that, too.

* * * * *
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