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Chapter 1



The little boy’s leg was bleeding profusely. Dr. Louise Blakely knew exactly what to do, but it was difficult to get the right pressure on the cut so that the nicked artery would stop emptying onto the brown, dead December grass.

“It hurts!” the little boy, Matt, cried. “Ow!”

“We have to stop the bleeding,” she said reasonably. She smiled at him, her dark eyes twinkling in a face framed by thick, medium blond hair. “Maybe your mom could get you an ice cream after we’ve patched you up.” She glanced at the white-faced lady beside them, who nodded enthusiastically. “Okay?”

“Well…” He grimaced, holding his leg above where Lou was putting pressure to bear.

“Only a minute more,” she promised, looking around for the ambulance she’d asked a bystander to call. It was on the way. She could hear the siren. Even in a small town like Jacobsville, there was an efficient ambulance service. “You’re going to get to ride in a real ambulance,” she told the child. “You can tell your friends all about it on Monday at school!”

“Will I have to go back?” he asked, enthusiastic now. “Maybe I could stay in the hospital for a whole week?”

“I really think the emergency room is as far as you’re going to get this time.” Lou chuckled. “Now pay attention while they’re loading you up, so that you can remember everything!”

“I sure will!” he said.

She stood up as the ambulance pulled alongside the police car and two attendants jumped out. They started loading the boy onto a stretcher. Lou had a brief word with the female EMT and described the boy’s injuries and gave instructions. She was on staff at the local hospital where he would be taken, and she planned to follow the ambulance in her own car.

The police officer who’d been citing the reckless driver for hitting the small boy on the bicycle came over to talk to Lou. “Good thing you were having lunch in the café,” he remarked with a grin. “That was a bad cut.”

“He’ll be okay,” Lou said as she closed her medical bag. She always had it in the car when she left the office, and this time it had paid off.

“You’re Dr. Coltrain’s partner, aren’t you?” he asked suddenly.

“Yes.” She didn’t add anything to that. The expression on the officer’s face said enough. Most people around Jacobsville knew that Dr. Coltrain had as little use for his partner as he had for alcohol. He’d made it all too evident in the months she’d been sharing his practice.

“He’s a good man,” the officer added. “Saved my wife when her lung collapsed.” He smiled at the memory. “Nothing shakes him up. Nor you, either, judging by what I just saw. You’re a good hand in an emergency.”

“Thanks.” She gave him a brief smile and went to her small gray Ford to follow the ambulance to the hospital.

 

The emergency room was full, as usual. It was Saturday and accidents always doubled on weekends. She nodded to a couple of her patients that she recognized, and she kept walking, right behind the trolley that was taking young Matt to a treatment room.

Dr. Coltrain was on his way back from surgery. They met in the hall. The green surgical uniform looked sloppy on some of the surgeons, but not on Coltrain. Despite the cap that hid most of his thick red hair, he looked elegant and formidable.

“Why are you here on Saturday? I’m supposed to be doing rounds today for both of us,” he asked sharply.

Here he goes again, practicing Coltrain’s First Law…jump to conclusions, she thought. She didn’t grin, but she felt like it.

“I wound up at a car accident scene,” she began.

“The hospital pays EMTs to work wrecks,” he continued, glaring at her while hospital personnel came and went around them.

“I did not go out to—” she began hotly.

“Don’t let this happen again, or I’ll have a word with Wright, and you’ll be taken off staff here. Is that clear?” he added coldly. Wright was the hospital administrator and Coltrain was medical chief of staff. He had the authority to carry out the threat.

“Will you listen?” she asked irritably. “I didn’t go out with the ambulance…!”

“Doctor, are you coming?” one of the EMTs called to her.

Coltrain glanced toward the EMT and then back at Louise, irritably jerking off his cap and mask. His pale blue eyes were as intimidating as his stance. “If your social life is this stale, Doctor, perhaps you need to consider a move,” he added with biting sarcasm.

She opened her mouth to reply, but he was already walking away. She threw up her hands furiously. She couldn’t ever get a word in, because he kept talking, or interrupted her, and then stormed off without giving her a chance to reply. It was useless to argue with him, anyway. No matter what she said or did, she was always in the wrong.

“One day you’ll break something,” she told his retreating back. “And I’ll put you in a body cast, so help me God!”

A passing nurse patted her on the shoulder. “There, there, Doctor, you’re doing it again.”

She ground her teeth together. It was a standing joke in the hospital staff that Louise Blakely ended up talking to herself every time she argued with Dr. Coltrain. That meant that she talked to herself almost constantly. Presumably he heard her from time to time, but he never gave a single indication that he had.


With a furious groan deep in her throat, she turned down the hall to join the EMT.

 

It took an hour to see to the boy, who had more than one cut that needed stitches. His mother was going to have to buy him a lot of ice cream to make up for the pain, Lou thought, and she’d been wrong about another thing, too—he did have to stay overnight in the hospital. But that would only give him status among his peers, she thought, and left him smiling with a cautionary word about the proper way to ride a bicycle in town.

“No need to worry about that,” his mother said firmly. “He won’t be riding his bike across city streets anymore!”

She nodded and left the emergency room, her bag in hand. She looked more like a teenager on holiday than a doctor, she mused, in her blue jeans and T-shirt and sneakers. She’d pulled her long blond hair up into its habitual bun and she wore no makeup to enhance her full mouth or her deep brown eyes. She had no man to impress, except the one she loved, and he wouldn’t notice if she wore tar and feathers to the office they shared. “Copper” Coltrain had no interest in Lou Blakely, except as an efficient co-worker. Not that he ever acknowledged her efficiency; instead he found fault with her constantly. She wondered often why he ever agreed to work with her in the first place, when he couldn’t seem to stand the sight of her. She wondered, too, why she kept hanging on where she wasn’t wanted. The hunger her poor heart felt for him was her only excuse. And one day, even that wouldn’t be enough.

Dr. Drew Morris, the only friend she had on staff, came down the hall toward her. Like Coltrain, he’d been operating, because he was wearing the same familiar green surgical clothing. But where Coltrain did chest surgery, Drew’s talents were limited to tonsils, adenoids, appendices and other minor surgeries. His speciality was pediatrics. Coltrain’s was chest and lungs, and many of his patients were elderly.

“What are you doing here? It’s too early or too late for rounds, depending on your schedule,” he added with a grin. “Besides, I thought Copper was doing them today.”

Copper, indeed. Only a handful of people were privileged to call Dr. Coltrain by that nickname, and she wasn’t numbered among them.

She grimaced at him. He was about her height, although she was tall, and he had dark hair and eyes and was a little overweight. He was the one who’d phoned her at the Austin hospital where she was working just after her parents’ deaths, and he’d told her about the interviews Coltrain was holding for a partner. She’d jumped at the chance for a new start, in the hometown where her mother and father had both been born. And amazingly, in light of his ongoing animosity toward her, Coltrain had asked her to join him after a ten-minute interview.

“There was an accident in front of the café,” she said. “I was having lunch there. I haven’t been to the grocery store yet,” she added with a grimace. “I hate shopping.”

“Who doesn’t?” He smiled. “Doing okay?”

She shrugged. “As usual.”

He stuck his hands on his hips and shook his head. “It’s my fault. I thought it would get better, but it hasn’t, has it? It’s been almost a year, and he still suffers you.”

She winced. She didn’t quite avert her face fast enough to hide it.

“You poor kid,” he said gently. “I’m sorry. I suppose I was too enthusiastic about getting you here. I thought you needed a change, after…well, after your parents’ deaths. This looked like a good opportunity. Copper’s one of the best surgeons I’ve ever known, and you’re a skilled family practitioner. It seemed a good match of talent, and you’ve taken a load off him in his regular practice so that he could specialize in the surgery he’s so skilled at.” He sighed. “How wrong can a man be?”

“I signed a contract for one year,” she reminded him. “It’s almost up.”

“Then what?”

“Then I’ll go back to Austin.”

“You could work the E.R.,” he teased. It was a standing joke between them. The hospital had to contract out the emergency room staff, because none of the local doctors wanted to do it. The job was so demanding that one young resident had walked out in the middle of the unnecessary examination of a known hypochondriac at two in the morning and never came back.

Lou smiled, remembering that. “No, thanks. I like private practice, but I can’t afford to set up and equip an office of my own just yet. I’ll go back to the drawing board. There’s bound to be a practice somewhere in Texas.”

“You’re fit for this one,” he said shortly.

“Not to hear my partner tell it,” she said curtly. “I’m never right, didn’t you know?” She let out a long breath. “Anyway, I’m in a rut, Drew. I need a change.”

“Maybe you do, at that.” He pursed his lips and smiled. “What you really need is a good social life. I’ll be in touch.”

She watched him walk away with grave misgivings. She hoped that he didn’t mean what it sounded like he meant. She wanted nothing to do with Drew in a romantic way, although she did like him. He was a kind man, a widower who’d been in love with his wife and was still, after five years, getting over her. Drew was a native of Jacobsville, and knew Lou’s parents. He’d been very fond of her late mother. He’d met up with them again in Austin—that’s where Lou had met him.

Lou decided not to take Drew’s teasing seriously because she knew about his devotion to his wife’s memory. But he’d looked very solemn when he’d remarked that her social life needed uplifting.

She was probably imagining things, she told herself. She started out to the parking lot and met Dr. Coltrain, dressed in an expensive gray vested suit, bent on the same destination. She ground her teeth together and slowed her pace, but she still reached the doors at the same time he did.

He spared her a cold glance. “You look unprofessional,” he said curtly. “At least have the grace to dress decently if you’re going to cruise around with the ambulance service.”

She stopped and looked up at him without expression. “I wasn’t cruising anywhere. I don’t have a boat, so how could I cruise?”


He just looked at her. “They don’t need any new EMTs…”

“You shut up!” she snapped, surprising him speechless. “Now you listen to me for a change, and don’t interrupt!” she added, holding up her hand when his thin lips parted. “There was an accident in town. I was in the café, so I gave assistance. I don’t need to hang out with the ambulance crew for kicks, Doctor! And how I dress on my days off is none of your—” she almost turned blue biting back the curse “—business, Doctor!”

He was over his shock. His hand shot out and caught the wrist of her free hand, the one that wasn’t holding her black medical bag, and jerked. She caught her breath at the shock of his touch and squirmed, wrestling out of his grip. The muted violence of it brought back protective instincts that she’d almost forgotten. She stood very still, holding her breath, her eyes the size of saucers as she looked at him and waited for that hand to tighten and twist…

But it didn’t. He, unlike her late father, never seemed to lose control. He released her abruptly. His blue eyes narrowed. “Cold as ice, aren’t you?” he drawled mockingly. “You’d freeze any normal man to death. Is that why you never married, Doctor?”

It was the most personal thing he’d ever said to her, and one of the most insulting.

“You just think what you like,” she said.

“You might be surprised at what I think,” he replied. He looked at the hand he’d touched her with and laughed deep in his throat. “Frostbitten,” he pronounced. “No wonder Drew Morris doesn’t take you out. He’d need a blowtorch, wouldn’t he?” he added with a meaningful, unblinking blue stare.

“Maybe so, but you’d need a grenade launcher,” she retorted without thinking.

He lifted an eyebrow and gave her a look that held mingled contempt and distaste. “You’d be lucky.”

The remark was painful, but she didn’t let him see that. Her own eyebrows lifted. “Really?” She laughed and walked off to her car, happy to have seen him stiffen. She walked past his Mercedes without even a glance. Take that, she thought furiously. She didn’t care what he thought about her, she told herself. She spent most of her free time telling herself that. But she did care about him, far too much. That was the whole problem.

He thought she was cold, but she wasn’t. It was quite the reverse where he was concerned. She always jerked away when he came too close, when he touched her infrequently. It wasn’t because she found him repulsive but because his touch excited her so much. She trembled when he was too close, her breathing changed. She couldn’t control her shaky legs or her shaky voice. The only solution had been to distance herself physically from him, and that was what she’d done.

There were other reasons, too, why she avoided physical involvement. They were none of his business, or anyone else’s. She did her job and avoided trouble as much as possible. But just lately, her job was becoming an ordeal.

She drove home to the small dilapidated white house on the outskirts of town. It was in a quiet neighborhood that was just beginning to go downhill. The rent was cheap. She’d spent weekends painting the walls and adding bits and pieces to the house’s drab interior. She had it all but furnished now, and it reflected her own quiet personality. But there were other dimensions to the room, like the crazy cat sculpture on the mantel and the colorful serapes on the chairs, and the Indian pottery and exotic musical instruments on the bookshelf. The paintings were her own, disturbingly violent ones with reds and blacks and whites in dramatic chaos. A visitor would have found the combinations of flowers amid those paintings confusing. But, then, she’d never had a visitor. She kept to herself.

Coltrain did, too, as a rule. He had visitors to his ranch from time to time, but his invitations even when they included the medical staff invariably excluded Louise. The omission had caused gossip, which no one had been brave enough to question to his face. Louise didn’t care if he never invited her to his home. After all, she never invited him to hers.

Secretly she suspected that he was grieving for Jane Parker, his old flame who’d just recently married Todd Burke. Jane was blond and blue-eyed and beautiful, a former rodeo star with a warm heart and a gentle personality.

Lou often wondered why he’d ever agreed to work with someone he disliked so much, and on such short acquaintance. He and Dr. Drew Morris were friends, and she’d tried to question Drew about her sudden acceptance, but Drew was a clam. He always changed the subject.

Drew had known her parents in Jacobsville and he had been a student of her father’s at the Austin teaching hospital where he’d interned. He’d become an ally of her mother during some really tough times, but he didn’t like Lou’s father. He knew too much about his home life, and how Lou and her mother were treated.

There had been one whisper of gossip at the Jacobsville hospital when she’d first gone there on cases. She’d heard one of the senior nurses remark that it must disturb “him” to have Dr. Blakely’s daughter practicing at this hospital and thank God she didn’t do surgery. Lou had wanted to question the nurse, but she’d made herself scarce after that and eventually had retired.

Louise had never found out who “he” was or what was disturbing about having another Blakely practice at the Jacobsville hospital. But she did begin to realize that her father had a past here.

“What did my father do at this hospital, Drew?” she’d asked him one day suddenly, while they were doing rounds at the hospital.

He’d seemed taken aback. “He was a surgeon on staff, just as I am,” he said after a hesitation.

“He left here under a cloud, didn’t he?” she persisted.

He shook his head. “There was no scandal, no cloud on his reputation. He was a good surgeon and well respected, right until the end. You know that. Even if he was less than admirable as a husband and father, he was an exceptional surgeon.”

“Then why the whispers about him when I first came here?”

“It was nothing to do with his skill as a surgeon,” he replied quietly. “It’s nothing that really even concerns you, except in a roundabout way.”

“But what…?”


They’d been interrupted and he’d looked relieved. She hadn’t asked again. But she wondered more and more. Perhaps it had affected Dr. Coltrain in some way and that was why he disliked Lou. But wouldn’t he have mentioned it in a whole year?

She didn’t ever expect to understand the so-controlled Dr. Coltrain or his venomous attitude toward her. He’d been much more cordial when she first became his partner. But about the time she realized that she was in love with him, he became icy cold and antagonistic. He’d been that way ever since, raising eyebrows everywhere.

The remark he’d made this morning about her coldness was an old one. She’d jerked back from him at a Christmas party, soon after she’d come to work in his office in Jacobsville, to avoid a kiss under the mistletoe. She could hardly have admitted that even then the thought of his hard, thin mouth on hers made her knees threaten to buckle. Her attraction to him had been explosive and immediate, a frightening experience to a woman whose whole life had been wrapped around academic excellence and night upon night of exhaustive studying. She had no social life at all—even in high school. It had been the one thing that kept her father’s vicious sarcasm and brutality at bay, as long as she made good grades and stayed on the dean’s list.

Outside achievements had been the magic key that kept the balance in her dysfunctional family. She studied and won awards and scholarships and praise, and her father basked in it. She thought that he’d never felt much for her, except pride in her ability to excel. He was a cruel man and grew crueler as his addiction climbed year after year to new heights. Drugs had caused the plane crash. Her mother had died with him. God knew, that was fitting, because she’d loved him to the point of blindness, overlooking his brutality, his addiction, his cruelty in the name of fidelity.

Lou wrapped her arms around herself, feeling the chill of fear. She’d never marry. Any woman could wake up in a relationship that damaging. All she had to do was fall in love, lose control, give in to a man’s dominance. Even the best man could become a predator if he sensed vulnerability in a woman. So she would never be vulnerable, she assured herself. She would never be at a man’s mercy as her mother had been.

But Copper Coltrain made her vulnerable, and that was why she avoided any physical contact with him. She couldn’t give in to the feelings he roused in her, for fear of becoming a victim. Loneliness might be a disease, but it was certainly a more manageable one than love.

The ringing of the telephone caught her attention.

“Dr. Blakely?” Brenda, her office nurse, queried. “Sorry to bother you at home, but Dr. Coltrain said there’s been a wreck on the north end of town and they’ll be bringing the victims to the emergency room. Since he’s on call, you’ll have to cover the two-hour Saturday clinic at the office.”

“I’ll be right over,” she promised, wasting no more time in conversation.

 

The clinic was almost deserted. There was a football game at the local high school that night, and it was sunny and unseasonably warm outside for early December. It didn’t really surprise Lou that she only needed to see a handful of patients.

“Poor Dr. Coltrain,” Brenda said with a sigh as they finished the last case and closed up the office. “I’ll bet he won’t be in until midnight.”

“It’s a good thing he isn’t married,” Lou remarked. “He’d have no home life at all, as hard as he works.”

Brenda glanced at her, but with a kind smile. “That is true. But he should be thinking about it. He’s in his thirties now, and time is passing him by.” She turned the key in the lock. “Pity about Miss Parker marrying that Burke man, isn’t it? Dr. Coltrain was sweet on her for so many years. I always thought—I guess most people here did—that they were made for each other. But she was never more than friendly. If you saw them together, it was obvious that she didn’t feel what he did.”

In other words, Dr. Coltrain had felt a long and unrequited love for the lovely blond former rodeo cowgirl, Jane Parker. That much, Lou had learned from gossip. It must have hurt him very badly when she married someone else.

“What a pity that we can’t love to order,” Lou remarked quietly, thinking how much she’d give to be unscarred and find Dr. Coltrain as helplessly drawn to her as she was to him. That was the stuff of fantasy, however.

“Wasn’t it surprising about Ted Regan and Coreen Tarleton, though?” Brenda added with a chuckle.

“Indeed it was,” Lou agreed, smiling as she remembered having Ted for a patient. “She was shaking all over when she got him to me with that gored arm. He was cool. Nothing shakes Ted. But Coreen was as white as milk.”

“I thought they were already married,” Brenda groaned. “Well, I was new to the area and I didn’t know them. I do now,” she added, laughing. “I pass them at least once a week on their way to the obstetrician’s office. She’s due any day.”

“She’ll be a good mother, and Ted will certainly be a good father. Their children will have a happy life.”

Brenda caught the faint bitterness in the words and glanced at Lou, but the other woman was already calling her goodbyes and walking away.

She went home and spent the rest of the weekend buried in medical journals and the latest research on the new strain of bacteria that had, researchers surmised, mutated from a deadly scarlet fever bacterium that had caused many deaths at the turn of the century.








Chapter 2



Monday morning brought a variety of new cases, and Louise found herself stuck with the most routine of them, as usual. She and Coltrain were supposed to be partners, but when he wasn’t operating, he got the interesting, challenging illnesses. Louise got fractured ribs and colds.

He’d been stiff with her this morning, probably because he was still fuming over the argument they’d had about his mistaken idea of her weekend activities. Accusing her of lollygagging with the EMTs for excitement; really!

She watched his white-coated back disappear into an examination room down the hall in their small building and sighed half-angrily as she went back to check an X-ray in the files. The very worst thing about unrequited love, she thought miserably, was that it fed on itself. The more her partner in the medical practice ignored and antagonized her, the harder she had to fight her dreams about him. She didn’t want to get married; she didn’t even want to get involved. But he made her hungry.

He’d spent a lot of time with Jane Parker until she married that Burke man, and Lou had long ago given up hope that he would ever notice her in the same way he always noticed Jane. The two of them had grown up together, though, whereas Lou had only been in partnership with him for a year. She was a native of Austin, not Jacobsville. Small towns were like extended families. Everybody knew each other, and some families had been friends for more than one generation. Lou was a true outsider here, even though she was a native Texan. Perhaps that was one of many reasons that Dr. Coltrain found her so forgettable.

She wasn’t bad looking. She had long, thick blond hair and big brown eyes and a creamy, blemish-free complexion. She was tall and willowy, but still shorter than her colleague. She lacked his fiery temper and his authoritarian demeanor. He was tall and whipcord lean, with flaming red hair and blue eyes and a dark tan from working on his small ranch when he wasn’t treating patients. That tan was odd in a redhead, although he did have a smattering of freckles over his nose and the backs of his big hands. She’d often wondered if the freckles went any farther, but she had yet to see him without his professional white coat over his very formal suit. He wasn’t much on casual dressing at work. At home, she was sure that he dressed less formally.

That was something Lou would probably never know. She’d never been invited to his home, despite the fact that most of the medical staff at the local hospital had. Lou was automatically excluded from any social gathering that he coordinated.

Other people had commented on his less than friendly behavior toward her. It puzzled them, and it puzzled her, because she hadn’t become his partner in any under-handed way. He had known from the day of her application that she was female, so it couldn’t be that. Perhaps, she thought wistfully, he was one of those old-line dominating sort of men who thought women had no place in medicine. But he’d been instrumental in getting women into positions of authority at the hospital, so that theory wasn’t applicable, either. The bottom line was that he simply did not like Louise Blakely, medical degree or no medical degree, and she’d never known why.

She really should ask Drew Morris why, she told herself with determination. It had been Drew, a surgeon and friend of her family, who’d sent word about the opening in Coltrain’s practice. He’d wanted to help Lou get a job near him, so that he could give her some moral support in the terrible days following the deaths of her parents. She, in turn, had liked the idea of being in practice in a small town, one where she knew at least one doctor on the staff of the hospital. Despite growing up in Austin, it was still a big city and she was lonely. She was twenty-eight, a loner whose whole life had been medicine. She’d made sure that her infrequent dates never touched her heart, and she was innocent in an age when innocence was automatically looked on with disdain or suspicion.

Her nurse stuck her head in the doorway. “There’s a call for you. Dr. Morris is on line two.”

“Thanks, Brenda.”


She picked up the receiver absently, her finger poised over the designated line. But when she pressed it, before she could say a word, the sentence she’d intercepted accidentally blared in her ear in a familiar deep voice.

“…told you I wouldn’t have hired her in the first place, if I had known who she was related to. I did you a favor, never realizing she was Blakely’s daughter. You can’t imagine that I’ll ever forgive her father for what he did to the girl I loved, do you? She’s been a constant reminder, a constant torment!”

“That’s harsh, Copper,” Drew began.

“It’s how I feel. She’s nothing but a burden here. But to answer your question, hell no, you’re not stepping on my toes if you ask her out on a date! I find Louise Blakely repulsive and repugnant, and an automaton with no attractions whatsoever. Take her with my blessing. I’d give real money if she’d get out of my practice and out of my life, and the sooner the better!” There was a click and the line, obviously open, was waiting for her.

She clicked the receiver to announce her presence and said, as calmly as she could, “Dr. Lou Blakely.”

“Lou! It’s Drew Morris,” came the reply. “I hope I’m not catching you at a bad moment?”

“No.” She cleared her throat and fought to control her scattered emotions. “No, not at all. What can I do for you?”

“There’s a dinner at the Rotary Club Thursday. How about going with me?”

She and Drew occasionally went out together, in a friendly but not romantic way. She would have refused, but what Coltrain had said made her mad. “Yes, I would like to, thanks,” she said.


Drew laughed softly. “Great! I’ll pick you up at six on Thursday, then.”

“See you then.”

She hung up, checked the X-ray again meticulously, and put it away in its file. Brenda ordinarily pulled the X-rays for her, but it was Monday and, as usual, they were overflowing with patients who’d saved their weekend complaints for office hours.

She went back to her patient, her color a little high, but no disturbance visible in her expression.

She finished her quota of patients and then went into her small office. Mechanically she picked up a sheet of letterhead paper, with Dr. Coltrain’s name on one side and hers on the other. Irrelevantly, she thought that the stationery would have to be replaced now.

She typed out a neat resignation letter, put it in an envelope and went to place it on Dr. Coltrain’s desk. It was lunchtime and he’d already left the building. He made sure he always did, probably to insure that he didn’t risk having Lou invite herself to eat with him.

Brenda scowled as her boss started absently toward the back door. “Shouldn’t you take off your coat first?” she asked hesitantly.

Lou did, without a word, replaced it in her office, whipped her leather fanny pack around her waist and left the building.

 

It would have been nice if she’d had someone to talk to, she thought wistfully, about this latest crisis. She sat alone in the local café, drinking black coffee and picking at a small salad. She didn’t mingle well with people. When she wasn’t working, she was quiet and shy, and she kept to herself. It was difficult for strangers to approach her, but she didn’t realize that. She stared into her coffee and remembered every word Coltrain had said to Drew Morris about her. He hated her. He couldn’t possibly have made it clearer. She was repugnant, he’d said.

Well, perhaps she was. Her father had told her so, often enough, when he was alive. He and her mother were from Jacobsville but hadn’t lived in the area for years. He had never spoken of his past. Not that he spoke to Lou often, anyway, except to berate her grades and tell her that she’d never measure up.

“Excuse me?”

She looked up. The waitress was staring at her. “Yes?” she asked coolly.

“I don’t mean to pry, but are you all right?”

The question surprised Lou, and touched her. She managed a faint smile through her misery. “Yes. It’s been a…long morning. I’m not really hungry.”

“Okay.” The waitress smiled again, reassuringly, and went away.

Just as Lou was finishing her coffee, Coltrain came in the front door. He was wearing the elegant gray suit that looked so good on him, and carrying a silver belly Stetson by the brim. He looked furiously angry as his pale eyes scanned the room and finally spotted Lou, sitting all alone.

He never hesitated, she thought, watching him walk purposefully toward her. There must be an emergency…

He slammed the opened envelope down on the table in front of her. “What the hell do you mean by that?” he demanded in a dangerously quiet tone.

She raised her dark, cold eyes to his. “I’m leaving,” she explained and averted her gaze.

“I know that! I want to know why!”

She looked around. The café was almost empty, but the waitress and a local cowboy at the counter were glancing at them curiously.

Her chin came up. “I’d rather not discuss my private business in public, if you don’t mind,” she said stiffly.

His jaw clenched, and his eyes grew glittery. He stood back to allow her to get up. He waited while she paid for her salad and coffee and then followed her out to where her small gray Ford was parked.

Her heart raced when he caught her by the arm before she could get her key out of her jeans pocket. He jerked her around, not roughly, and walked her over to Jacobsville’s small town square, to a secluded bench in a grove of live oak and willow trees. Because it was barely December, there were no leaves on the trees and it was cool, despite her nervous perspiration. She tried to throw off his hand, to no avail.

He only loosened his grip on her when she sat down on a park bench. He remained standing, propping his boot on the bench beside her, leaning one long arm over his knee to study her. “This is private enough,” he said shortly. “Why are you leaving?”

“I signed a contract to work with you for one year. It’s almost up, anyway,” she said icily. “I want out. I want to go home.”

“You don’t have anyone left in Austin,” he said, surprising her.


“I have friends,” she began.

“You don’t have those, either. You don’t have friends at all, unless you count Drew Morris,” he said flatly.

Her fingers clenched around her car keys. She looked at them, biting into the flesh even though not a speck of emotion showed on her placid features.

His eyes followed hers to her lap and something moved in his face. There was an expression there that puzzled her. He reached down and opened her rigid hand, frowning when he saw the red marks the keys had made in her palm.

She jerked her fingers away from him.

He seemed disconcerted for a few seconds. He stared at her without speaking and she felt her heart beating wildly against her ribs. She hated being helpless.

He moved back, watching her relax. He took another step and saw her release the breath she’d been holding. Every trace of anger left him.

“It takes time for a partnership to work,” he said abruptly. “You’ve only given this one a year.”

“That’s right,” she said tonelessly. “I’ve given it a year.”

The emphasis she placed on the first word caught his attention. His blue eyes narrowed. “You sound as if you don’t think I’ve given it any time at all.”

She nodded. Her eyes met his. “You didn’t want me in the practice. I suspected it from the beginning, but it wasn’t until I heard what you told Drew on the phone this morning that—”

His eyes flashed oddly. “You heard what I said?” he asked huskily. “You heard…all of it!” he exclaimed.

Her lips trembled just faintly. “Yes,” she said.


He was remembering what he’d told Drew Morris in a characteristic outburst of bad temper. He often said things in heat that he regretted later, but this he regretted most of all. He’d never credited his cool, unflappable partner with any emotions at all. She’d backed away from him figuratively and physically since the first day she’d worked at the clinic. Her physical withdrawal had maddened him, although he’d always assumed she was frigid.

But in the past five minutes, he’d learned disturbing things about her without a word being spoken. He’d hurt her. He didn’t realize she’d cared that much about his opinion. Hell, he’d been furious because he’d just had to diagnose leukemia in a sweet little boy of four. It had hurt him to do that, and he’d lashed out at Morris over Lou in frustration at his own helplessness. But he’d had no idea that she’d overheard his vicious remarks. She was going to leave and it was no less than he deserved. He was genuinely sorry. She wasn’t going to believe that, though. He could tell by her mutinous expression, in her clenched hands, in the tight set of her mouth.

“You did Drew a favor and asked me to join you, probably over some other doctor you really wanted,” she said with a forced smile. “Well, no harm done. Perhaps you can get him back when I leave.”

“Wait a minute,” he began shortly.

She held up a hand. “Let’s not argue about it,” she said, sick at knowing his opinion of her, his real opinion. “I’m tired of fighting you to practice medicine here. I haven’t done the first thing right, according to you. I’m a burden. Well, I just want out. I’ll go on working until you can replace me.” She stood up.


His hand tightened on the brim of his hat. He was losing this battle. He didn’t know how to pull his irons out of the fire.

“I had to tell the Dawes that their son has leukemia,” he said, hating the need to explain his bad temper. “I say things I don’t mean sometimes.”

“We both know that you meant what you said about me,” she said flatly. Her eyes met his levelly. “You’ve hated me from almost the first day we worked together. Most of the time, you can’t even be bothered to be civil to me. I didn’t know that you had a grudge against me from the outset…”

She hadn’t thought about that until she said it, but there was a subtle change in his expression, a faint distaste that her mind locked on.

“So you heard that, too.” His jaw clenched on words he didn’t want to say. But maybe it was as well to say them. He’d lived a lie for the past year.

“Yes.” She gripped the wrought-iron frame of the park bench hard. “What happened? Did my father cause someone to die?”

His jaw tautened. He didn’t like saying this. “The girl I wanted to marry got pregnant by him. He performed a secret abortion and she was going to marry me anyway.” He laughed icily. “A fling, he called it. But the medical authority had other ideas, and they invited him to resign.”

Lou’s fingers went white on the cold wrought iron. Had her mother known? What had happened to the girl afterward?

“Only a handful of people knew,” Coltrain said, as if he’d read her thoughts. “I doubt that your mother did. She seemed very nice—hardly a fit match for a man like that.”

“And the girl?” she asked levelly.

“She left town. Eventually she married.” He rammed his hands into his pockets and glared at her. “If you want the whole truth, Drew felt sorry for you when your parents died so tragically. He knew I was looking for a partner, and he recommended you so highly that I asked you. I didn’t connect the name at first,” he added on a mocking note. “Ironic, isn’t it, that I’d choose as a partner the daughter of a man I hated until the day he died.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” she asked irritably. “I would have resigned!”

“You were in no fit state to be told anything,” he replied with reluctant memories of her tragic face when she’d arrived. His hands clenched in his pockets. “Besides, you’d signed a one-year contract. The only way out was if you resigned.”

It all made sense immediately. She was too intelligent not to understand why he’d been so antagonistic. “I see,” she breathed. “But I didn’t resign.”

“You were made of stronger stuff than I imagined,” he agreed. “You wouldn’t back down an inch. No matter how rough it got, you threw my own bad temper back at me.” He rubbed his fingers absently over the car keys in his pocket while he studied her. “It’s been a long time since anyone around here stood up to me like that,” he added reluctantly.

She knew that without being told. He was a holy terror. Even grown men around Jacobsville gave him a wide berth when he lost his legendary temper. But Lou never had. She stood right up to him. She wasn’t fiery by nature, but her father had been viciously cruel to her. She’d learned early not to show fear or back down, because it only made him worse. The same rule seemed to apply to Coltrain. A weaker personality wouldn’t have lasted in his office one week, much less one year, male or female.

She knew now that Drew Morris had been doing what he thought was a good deed. Perhaps he’d thought it wouldn’t matter to Coltrain after such a long time to have a Blakely working for him. But he’d obviously underestimated the man. Lou would have realized at once, on the shortest acquaintance, that Coltrain didn’t forgive people.

He stared at her unblinkingly. “A year. A whole year, being reminded every day I took a breath what your father cost me. There were times when I’d have done anything to make you leave. Just the sight of you was painful.” He smiled wearily. “I think I hated you, at first.”

That was the last straw. She’d loved him, against her will and all her judgment, and he was telling her that all he saw when he looked at her was an ice woman whose father had betrayed him with the woman he loved. He hated her.

It was too much all at once. Lou had always had impeccable control over her emotions. It had been dangerous to let her father know that he was hurting her, because he enjoyed hurting her. And now here was the one man she’d ever loved telling her that he hated her because of her father.

What a surprise it would be for him to learn that her father, at the last, had been little more than a high-class drug addict, stealing narcotics from the hospital where he worked in Austin to support his growing habit. He’d been as high as a kite on narcotics, in fact, when the plane he was piloting went down, killing himself and his wife.

Tears swelled her eyelids. Not a sound passed her lips as they overflowed in two hot streaks down her pale cheeks.

He caught his breath. He’d seen her tired, impassive, worn-out, fighting mad, and even frustrated. But he’d never seen her cry. His lean hand shot out and touched the track of tears down one cheek, as if he had to touch them to make sure they were real.

She jerked back from him, laughing tearfully. “So that was why you were so horrible to me.” She choked out the words. “Drew never said a word…no wonder you suffered me! And I was silly enough to dream…!” The laughter was harsher now as she dashed away the tears, staring at him with eyes full of pain and loss. “What a fool I’ve been,” she whispered poignantly. “What a silly fool!”

She turned and walked away from him, gripping the car keys in her hand. The sight of her back was as eloquently telling as the words that haunted him. She’d dreamed…what?

 

For the next few days, Lou was polite and remote and as courteous as any stranger toward her partner. But something had altered in their relationship. He was aware of a subtle difference in her attitude toward him, in a distancing of herself that was new. Her eyes had always followed him, and he’d been aware of it at some subconscious level. Perhaps he’d been aware of more than covert glances, too. But Lou no longer watched him or went out of her way to seek him out. If she had questions, she wrote them down and left them for him on his desk. If there were messages to be passed on, she left them with Brenda.

The one time she did seek him out was Thursday afternoon as they closed up.

“Have you worked out an advertisement for someone to replace me?” she asked him politely.

He watched her calm dark eyes curiously. “Are you in such a hurry to leave?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said bluntly. “I’d like to leave after the Christmas holidays.” She turned and would have gone out the door, but his hand caught the sleeve of her white jacket. She slung it off and backed away. “At the first of the year.”

He glared at her, hating the instinctive withdrawal that came whenever he touched her. “You’re a good doctor,” he said flatly. “You’ve earned your place here.”

High praise for a man with his grudges. She looked over her shoulder at him, her eyes wounded. “But you hate me, don’t you? I heard what you said to Drew, that every time you looked at me you remembered what my father had done and hated me all over again.”

He let go of her sleeve, frowning. He couldn’t find an answer.

“Well, don’t sweat it, Doctor,” she told him. “I’ll be gone in a month and you can find someone you like to work with you.”

She laughed curtly and walked out of the office.


 

She dressed sedately that evening for the Rotary Club dinner, in a neat off-white suit with a pink blouse. But she left her blond hair long around her shoulders for once, and used a light dusting of makeup. She didn’t spend much time looking in the mirror. Her appearance had long ago ceased to matter to her.

Drew was surprised by it, though, and curious. She looked strangely vulnerable. But when he tried to hold her hand, she drew away from him. He’d wanted to ask her for a long time if there were things in her past that she might like to share with someone. But Louise was an unknown quantity, and she could easily shy away. He couldn’t risk losing her altogether.

Drew held her arm as they entered the hall, and Lou was disconcerted to find Dr. Coltrain there. He almost never attended social functions unless Jane Parker was in attendance. But a quick glance around the room ascertained that Jane wasn’t around. She wondered if the doctor had brought a date. It didn’t take long to have that question answered, as a pretty young brunette came up beside him and clung to his arm as if it was the ticket to heaven.

Coltrain wasn’t looking at her, though. His pale, narrow eyes had lanced over Lou and he was watching her closely. He hadn’t seen her hair down in the year they’d worked together. She seemed more approachable tonight than he’d ever noticed, but she was Drew’s date. Probably Drew’s woman, too, he thought bitterly, despite her protests and reserve.

But trying to picture Lou in Drew’s bed was more difficult than he’d thought. It wasn’t at all in character. She was rigid in her views, just as she was in her mode of dress and her hairstyle. Just because she’d loosened that glorious hair tonight didn’t mean that she’d suddenly become uninhibited. Nonetheless, the change disturbed him, because it was unexpected.

“Copper’s got a new girl, I see,” Drew said with a grin. “That’s Nickie Bolton,” he added. “She works as a nurse’s aide at the hospital.”

“I didn’t recognize her out of uniform,” Lou murmured.

“I did,” he said. “She’s lovely, isn’t she?”

She nodded amiably. “Very young, too,” she added with an indulgent smile.

He took her hand gently and smiled down at her. “You aren’t exactly over the hill yourself,” he teased.

She smiled up at him with warm eyes. “You’re a nice man, Drew.”

Across the room, a redheaded man’s grip tightened ominously on a glass of punch. For over a year, Louise had avoided even his lightest touch. A few days ago, she’d thrown off his hand violently. But there she stood not only allowing Drew to hold her hand, but actually smiling at him. She’d never smiled at Coltrain that way; she’d never smiled at him any way at all.

His companion tapped him on the shoulder.

“You’re with me, remember?” she asked with a pert smile. “Stop staring daggers at your partner. You’re off duty. You don’t have to fight all the time, do you?”

He frowned slightly. “What do you mean?”

“Everyone knows you hate her,” Nickie said pleasantly. “It’s common gossip at the hospital. You rake her over the coals and she walks around the corridors, red in the face and talking to herself. Well, most of the time, anyway. Once, Dr. Simpson found her crying in the nursery. But she doesn’t usually cry, no matter how bad she hurts. She’s pretty tough, in her way. I guess she’s had to be, huh? Even if there are more women in medical school these days, you don’t see that many women doctors yet. I’ll bet she had to fight a lot of prejudice when she was in medical school.”

That came as a shock. He’d never seen Lou cry until today, and he couldn’t imagine her being upset at any temperamental display of his. Or was it, he pondered uneasily, just that she’d learned how not to show her wounds to him?








Chapter 3



At dinner, Lou sat with Drew, as far away from Coltrain and his date as she could get. She listened attentively to the speakers and whispered to Drew in the spaces between speakers. But it was torture to watch Nickie’s small hand smooth over Coltrain’s, to see her flirt with him. Lou didn’t know how to flirt. There were a lot of things she didn’t know. But she’d learned to keep a poker face, and she did it very well this evening. The one time Coltrain glanced down the table toward her, he saw nothing on her face or in her eyes that could tell him anything. She was unreadable.

After the meeting, she let Drew hold her hand as they walked out of the restaurant. Behind them, Coltrain was glaring at her with subdued fury.

When they made it to the parking lot, she found that the other couple had caught up with them.

“Nice bit of surgery this morning, Copper,” Drew remarked. “You do memorable stitches. I doubt if Mrs. Blake will even have a scar to show around.”

He managed a smile and held Nickie’s hand all the tighter. “She was adamant about that,” he remarked. “It seems that her husband likes perfection.”

“He’ll have a good time searching for it in this imperfect world,” Drew replied. “I’ll see you in the morning. And I’d like your opinion on my little strep-throat patient. His mother wants the whole works taken out, tonsils and adenoids, but he doesn’t have strep often and I don’t like unnecessary surgery. Perhaps she’d listen to you.”

“Don’t count on it,” Copper said dryly. “I’ll have a look if you like, though.”

“Thanks.”

“My pleasure.” He glanced toward Lou, who hadn’t said a word. “You were ten minutes late this morning,” he added coldly.

“Oh, I overslept,” she replied pleasantly. “It wears me out to follow the EMTs around looking for work.”

She gave him a cool smile and got into the car before he realized that she’d made a joke, and at his expense.

“Be on time in the morning,” he admonished before he walked away with Nickie on his arm.

“On time,” Lou muttered beside Drew in the comfortable Ford he drove. Her hands crushed her purse. “I’ll give him on time! I’ll be sitting in his parking spot at eight-thirty on the dot!”

“He does it on purpose,” he told her as he started the car. “I think he likes to make you spark at him.”

“He’s overjoyed that I’m leaving,” she muttered. “And so am I!”


He gave her a quick glance and hid his smile. “If you say so.”

She twisted her small purse in her lap, fuming, all the way back to her small house.

“I haven’t been good company, Drew,” she said as he walked her to the door. “I’m sorry.”

He patted her shoulder absently. “Nothing wrong with the company,” he said, correcting her. He smiled down at her. “But you really do rub Copper the wrong way, don’t you?” he added thoughtfully. “I’ve noticed that antagonism from a distance, but tonight is the first time I’ve seen it at close range. Is he always like that?”

She nodded. “Always, from the beginning. Well, not quite,” she confessed, remembering. “From last Christmas.”

“What happened last Christmas?”

She studied him warily.

“I won’t tell him,” he promised. “What happened?”

“He tried to kiss me under the mistletoe and I, well, I sort of ducked and pulled away.” She flushed. “He rattled me. He does, mostly. I get shaky when he comes too close. He’s so forceful, and so physical. Even when he wants to talk to me, he’s forever trying to grab me by the wrist or a sleeve. It’s as if he knows how much it disturbs me, so he does it on purpose, just to make me uncomfortable.”

He reached down and caught her wrist very gently, watching her face distort and feeling the instinctive, helpless jerk of her hand.

He let go at once. “Tell me about it, Lou.”

With a wan smile, she rubbed her wrist. “No. It’s history.”


“It isn’t, you know. Not if it makes you shaky to have people touch you…”

“Not everyone, just him,” she muttered absently.

His eyebrows lifted, but she didn’t seem to be aware of what she’d just confessed.

She sighed heavily. “I’m so tired,” she said, rubbing the back of her neck. “I don’t usually get so tired from even the longest days.”

He touched her forehead professionally and frowned. “You’re a bit warm. How do you feel?”

“Achy. Listless.” She grimaced. “It’s probably that virus that’s going around. I usually get at least one every winter.”

“Go to bed and if you aren’t better tomorrow, don’t go in,” he advised. “Want me to prescribe something?”

She shook her head. “I’ll be okay. Nothing does any good for a virus, you know that.”

He chuckled. “Not even a sugarcoated pill?”

“I can do without a placebo. I’ll get some rest. Thanks for tonight. I enjoyed it.”

“So did I. I haven’t done much socializing since Eve died. It’s been five long years and I still miss her. I don’t think I’ll ever get over her enough to start a new relationship with anyone. I only wish we’d had a child. It might have made it easier.”

She was studying him, puzzled. “It’s said that many people marry within months of losing a mate,” she began.

“I don’t fit that pattern,” he said quietly. “I only loved once. I’d rather have my memories of those twelve years with Eve than a hundred years with someone else. I suppose that sounds old-fashioned.”


She shook her head. “It sounds beautiful,” she said softly. “Lucky Eve, to have been loved so much.”

He actually flushed. “It was mutual.”

“I’m sure it was, Drew. I’m glad to have a friend like you.”

“That works both ways.” He smiled ruefully. “I’d like to take you out occasionally, so that people will stop thinking of me as a mental case. The gossip is beginning to get bad.”

“I’d love to go out with you,” she replied. She smiled. “I’m not very worldly, you know. It was books and exams and medicine for eight long years, and then internship. I was an honor student. I never had much time for men.” Her eyes darkened. “I never wanted to have much time for them. My parents’ marriage soured me. I never knew it could be happy or that people could love each other enough to be faithful—” She stopped, embarrassed.

“I knew about your father,” he said. “Most of the hospital staff did. He liked young girls.”

“Dr. Coltrain told me,” she said miserably.

“He what?”

She drew in a long breath. “I overheard what he said to you on the telephone the other day. I’m leaving. My year is up after New Year’s, anyway,” she reminded him. “He told me what my father had done. No wonder he didn’t want me here. You shouldn’t have done it, Drew. You shouldn’t have forced him to take me on.”

“I know. But it’s too late, isn’t it? I thought I was helping, if that’s any excuse.” He searched her face. “Maybe I hoped it would help Copper, too. He was infatuated with Jane Parker. She’s a lovely, sweet woman, and she has a temper, but she was never a match for Copper. He’s the sort who’d cow a woman who couldn’t stand up to him.”

“Just like my father,” she said shortly.

“I’ve never mentioned it, but one of your wrists looks as if it’s suffered a break.”

She flushed scarlet and drew back. “I have to go in now. Thanks again, Drew.”

“If you can’t talk to me, you need to talk to someone,” he said. “Did you really think you could go through life without having the past affect the future?”

She smiled sweetly. “Drive carefully going home.”

He shrugged. “Okay. I’ll drop it.”

“Good night.”

“Good night.”

She watched him drive away, absently rubbing the wrist he’d mentioned. She wouldn’t think about it, she told herself. She’d go to bed and put it out of her mind.

Only it didn’t work that way. She woke up in the middle of the night in tears, frightened until she remembered where she was. She was safe. It was over. But she felt sick and her throat was dry. She got up and found a pitcher, filling it with ice and water. She took a glass along with her and went back to bed. Except for frequent trips to the bathroom, she finally slept soundly.

 

There was a loud, furious knock at the front door. It kept on and on, followed by an equally loud voice. What a blessing that she didn’t have close neighbors, she thought drowsily, or the police would be screaming up the driveway.

She tried to get up, but surprisingly, her feet wouldn’t support her. She was dizzy and weak and sick at her stomach. Her head throbbed. She lay back down with a soft groan.

A minute later, the front door opened and a furious redheaded man in a lab coat came in the bedroom door.

“So this is where you are,” he muttered, taking in her condition with a glance. “You couldn’t have called?”

She barely focused on him. “I was up most of the night…”

“With Drew?”

She couldn’t even manage a glare. “Being sick,” she corrected. “Have you got anything on you to calm my stomach? I can’t keep down anything to stop the nausea.”

“I’ll get something.”

He went back out, grateful that she kept a key under the welcome mat. He didn’t relish having to break down doors, although he had in the past to get to a patient.

He got his medical bag and went back into the bedroom. She was pale and she had a fever. He turned off the electronic thermometer and checked her lungs. Clear, thank God.

Her pulse was a little fast, but she seemed healthy enough. “A virus,” he pronounced.

“No!” she exclaimed with weak sarcasm.

“You’ll live.”

“Give me the medicine, please,” she asked, holding out a hand.

“Can you manage?”

“If you’ll get me to the bathroom, sure.”

He helped her up, noticing the frailty of her body. She didn’t seem that thin in her clothing, but she was wearing silky pajamas that didn’t conceal the slender lines of her body. He supported her to the door, and watched the door close behind her.

Minutes later, she opened the door again and let him help her back into bed.

He watched her for a minute and then, with resolution, he picked up the telephone. He punched in a number. “This is Dr. Coltrain. Send an ambulance out to Dr. Blakely’s home, 23 Brazos Lane. That’s right. Yes. Thank you.”

She glared at him. “I will not…!”

“Hell, yes, you will,” he said shortly. “I’m not leaving you out here alone to dehydrate. At the rate you’re losing fluids, you’ll die in three days.”

“What do you care if I die?” she asked furiously.

He reached down to take her pulse again. This time, he caught the left wrist firmly, but she jerked it back. His blue eyes narrowed as he watched her color. Drew had been holding her right hand. At the table, it was her right hand he’d touched. But most of the time, Copper automatically reached for the left one…

He glanced down to where it lay on the coverlet and he noticed what Drew had; there was a definite break there, one which had been set but was visible.

She clenched her fist. “I don’t want to go to the hospital.”

“But you’ll go, if I have to carry you.”

She glared at him. It did no good at all. He went into the kitchen to turn off all the appliances except the refrigerator. On his way back, he paused to look around the living room. There were some very disturbing paintings on her walls, side by side with beautiful pastel drawings of flowers. He wondered who’d done them.

The ambulance arrived shortly. He watched the paramedics load her up and he laid the small bag she’d asked him to pack on the foot of the gurney.

“Thank you so much,” she said with her last lucid breath. The medicine was beginning to take effect, and it had a narcotic in it to make her sleep.

“My pleasure, Dr. Blakely,” he said. He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. They were watchful and thoughtful. “Do you paint?” he asked suddenly.

Her dark eyes blinked. “How did you know?” she murmured as she drifted off.

 

She awoke hours later in a private room, with a nurse checking her vital signs. “You’re awake!” the nurse said with a smile. “Feeling any better?”

“A little.” She touched her stomach. “I think I’ve lost weight.”

“No wonder, with so much nausea. You’ll be all right now. We’ll take very good care of you. How about some soup and Jell-O and tea?”

“Coffee?” she asked hopefully.

The nurse chuckled. “Weak coffee, perhaps. We’ll see.” She charted her observations and went to see about supper.

It was modest fare, but delicious to a stomach that had hardly been able to hold anything. Imagine being sent to the hospital with a twenty-four-hour virus, Lou thought irritably, and wanted to find Dr. Coltrain and hit him.

Drew poked his head in the door while he was doing rounds. “I told you you felt feverish, didn’t I?” he teased, smiling. “Better?”

She nodded. “But I would have been just fine at home.”

“Not to hear your partner tell it. I expected to find your ribs sticking through your skin,” he told her, chuckling. “I’ll check on you later. Stay put.”

She groaned and lay back. Patients were stacking up and she knew that Brenda had probably had to deal with angry ones all day, since Dr. Coltrain would have been operating in the morning. Everyone would be sitting in the waiting room until long after dark, muttering angrily.

It was after nine before he made rounds. He looked worn, and she felt guilty even if it couldn’t be helped.

“I’m sorry,” she said irritably when he came to the bedside.

He cocked an eyebrow. “For what?” He reached down and took her wrist—the right one—noticing that she didn’t react while he felt her pulse.

“Leaving you to cope with my patients as well as your own,” she said. The feel of his long fingers was disturbing. She began to fidget.

He leaned closer, to look into her eyes, and his hand remained curled around her wrist. He felt her pulse jump as his face neared hers and suddenly a new thought leaped into his shocked mind and refused to be banished.

She averted her gaze. “I’m all right,” she said. She sounded breathless. Her pulse had gone wild under his searching fingers.

He stood up, letting go of her wrist. But he noticed the quick rise and fall of her chest with new interest. What an odd reaction for a woman who felt such antagonism toward him.

He picked up her chart, still frowning, and read what was written there. “You’ve improved. If you’re doing this well in the morning, you can go home. Not to work,” he added firmly. “Drew’s going to come in and help me deal with the backlog in the morning while he has some free time.”

“That’s very kind of him.”

“He’s a kind man.”

“Yes. He is.”

He chuckled softly. “You don’t like me, do you?” he asked through pursed lips. “I’ve never given you any reason to. I’ve been alternately hostile and sarcastic since the day you came here.”

“Your normal self, Doctor,” she replied.

His lips tugged up. “Not really. You don’t know me.”

“Lucky me.”

His blue eyes narrowed thoughtfully. She’d reacted to him from the first as if he’d been contagious. Every approach he’d made had been met with instant withdrawal. He wondered why he’d never questioned her reactions. It wasn’t revulsion. Oh, no. It was something much more disturbing on her part. She was vulnerable, and he’d only just realized it, when it was too late. She would leave before he had the opportunity to explore his own feelings.

He stuck his hands into his pockets and his eyes searched her pale, worn face. She wasn’t wearing a trace of makeup. Her eyes held lingering traces of fever and her hair was dull, lackluster, disheveled by sleep. But even in that condition, she had a strange beauty.

“I know how I look, thanks,” she muttered as she saw how he was looking at her. “You don’t need to rub it in.”

“Was I?” He studied her hostile eyes.

She dropped her gaze to her slender hands on the sheets. “You always do.” Her eyes closed. “I don’t need you to point out my lack of good looks, Doctor. My father never missed an opportunity to tell me what I was missing.”

Her father. His expression hardened as the memories poured out. But even as they nagged at his mind, he began to remember bits and pieces of gossip he’d heard about the way Dr. Fielding Blakely treated his poor wife. He’d dismissed it at the time, but now he realized that Mrs. Blakely had to be aware of her husband’s affairs. Had she not minded? Or was she afraid to mind…

He had more questions about Lou’s family life than he had answers, and he was curious. Her reticence with him, her broken wrist, her lack of self-esteem—they began to add up.

His eyes narrowed. “Did your mother know that your father was unfaithful to her?” he asked.

She stared at him as if she didn’t believe what she’d heard. “What?”

“You heard me. Did she know?”

She drew the sheet closer to her collarbone. “Yes.” She bit off the word.

“Why didn’t she leave him?”

She laughed bitterly. “You can’t imagine.”

“Maybe I can.” He moved closer to the bed. “Maybe I can imagine a lot of things that never occurred to me before. I’ve looked at you for almost a year and I’ve never seen you until now.”

She fidgeted under the cover. “Don’t strain your imagination, Doctor,” she said icily. “I haven’t asked for your attention. I don’t want it.”

“Mine, or any other man’s, right?” he asked gently.

She felt like an insect on a pin. “Will you stop?” she groaned. “I’m sick. I don’t want to be interrogated.”

“Is that what I’m doing? I thought I was showing a belated interest in my partner,” he said lazily.

“I won’t be your partner after Christmas.”

“Why?”

“I’ve resigned. Have you forgotten? I even wrote it down and gave it to you.”

“Oh. That. I tore it up.”

Her eyes popped. “You what?”

“Tore it up,” he said with a shrug. “I can’t do without you. You have too many patients who won’t come back if they have to see me.”

“You had a fine practice…”

“Too fine. I never slept or took vacations. You’ve eased the load. You’ve made yourself indispensable. You have to stay.”

“I do not.” She shot her reply back instantly. “I hate you!”

He studied her, nodding slowly. “That’s healthy. Much healthier than withdrawing like a frightened clam into a shell every time I come too close.”

She all but gasped at such a blunt statement. “I do not…!”

“You do.” He looked pointedly at her left wrist. “You’ve kept secrets. I’m going to worry you to death until you tell me every last one of them, beginning with why you can’t bear to have anyone hold you by the wrist.”

She couldn’t get her breath. She felt her cheeks becoming hot as he stared down at her intently. “I’m not telling you any secrets,” she assured him.

“Why not?” he replied. “I don’t ever tell what I know.”

She knew that. If a patient told him anything in confidence, he wouldn’t share it.

She rubbed the wrist absently, wincing as she remembered how it had felt when it was broken, and how.

Coltrain, watching her, wondered how he could ever have thought her cold. She had a temper that was easily the equal of his own, and she never backed away from a fight. She’d avoided his touch, but he realized now that it was the past that made her afraid, not the present.

“You’re mysterious, Lou,” he said quietly. “You hold things in, keep things back. I’ve worked with you for a year, but I know nothing about you.”

“That was your choice,” she reminded him coolly. “You’ve treated me like a leper in your life.”

He started to speak, took a breath and finally, nodded. “Yes. Through no fault of your own, I might add. I’ve held grudges.”

She glanced at his hard, lean face. “You were entitled,” she admitted. “I didn’t know about my father’s past. I probably should have realized there was a reason he never went back to Jacobsville, even to visit, while his brother was still alive here. Afterward, there wasn’t even a cousin to write to. We all lost touch. My mother never seemed to mind that we didn’t come back.” She looked up at him. “She probably knew…” She flushed and dropped her eyes.

“But she stayed with him,” he began.

“She had to!” The words burst out. “If she’d tried to leave, he’d have…” She swallowed and made a futile gesture with her hand.

“He’d have what? Killed her?”

She wouldn’t look at him. She couldn’t. The memories came flooding back, of his violence when he used narcotics, of the threats, her mother’s fear, her own. The weeping, the cries of pain…

She sucked in a quick breath, and all the suffering was in the eyes she lifted to his when he took her hand.

His fingers curled hard around hers and held them, as if he could see the memories and was offering comfort.

“You’ll tell me, one day,” he said abruptly, his eyes steady on her own. “You’ll tell me every bit of it.”

She couldn’t understand his interest. She searched his eyes curiously and suddenly felt a wave of feeling encompass her like a killing tide, knocking her breathless. Heat surged through her slender body, impaling her, and in his hard face she saw everything she knew of love, would ever know of it.

But he didn’t want her that way. He never would. She was useful to the practice, but on a personal level, he was still clutching hard at the past; at the girl her father had taken from him, at Jane Parker. He was sorry for her, as he would be for anyone in pain, but it wasn’t a personal concern.

She drew her hand away from his slowly and with a faint smile. “Thanks,” she said huskily. “I…I think too hard sometimes. The past is long dead.”

“I used to think so,” he said, watching her. “Now, I’m not so sure.”

She didn’t understand what he was saying. It was just as well. The nurse came in to do her round and any personal conversation was banished at once.








Chapter 4



The next day, Lou was allowed to go home. Drew had eaten breakfast with her and made sure that she was well enough to leave before he agreed with Copper that she was fit. But when he offered to drive her home, Coltrain intervened. His partner, he said, was his responsibility. Drew didn’t argue. In fact, when they weren’t looking, he grinned.

Copper carried her bag into the house and helped her get settled on the couch. It was lunchtime and he hesitated, as if he felt guilty about not offering to take her out for a meal.

“I’m going to have some soup later,” she murmured without looking at him. “I’m not hungry just yet. I expect you are.”

“I could eat.” He hesitated again, watching her with vague irritation. “Will you be all right?”


“It was only a virus,” she said, making light of it. “I’m fine. Thank you for your concern.”

“You might as well enjoy it, for novelty value if nothing else,” he said without smiling. “It’s been a long time since I’ve given a damn about a woman’s comfort.”

“I’m just a colleague,” she replied, determined to show him that she realized there was nothing personal in their relationship. “It isn’t the same thing.”

“No, it isn’t,” he agreed. “I’ve been very careful to keep our association professional. I’ve never even asked you to my home, have I?”

He was making her uneasy with that unblinking stare. “So what? I’ve never asked you to mine,” she replied. “I wouldn’t presume to put you in such an embarrassing situation.”

“Embarrassing? Why?”

“Well, because you’d have to find some logical excuse to refuse,” she said.

He searched her quiet face and his eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “I don’t know that I’d refuse. If you asked me.”

Her heart leaped and she quickly averted her eyes. She wanted him to go, now, before she gave herself away. “Forgive me, but I’m very tired,” she said.

She’d fended him off nicely, without giving offense. He wondered how many times over the years she’d done exactly that to other men.

He moved closer to her, noticing the way she tensed, the telltale quickening of her breath, the parting of her soft lips. She was affected by his nearness and trying valiantly to hide it. It touched him deeply that she was so vulnerable to him. He could have cursed himself for the way he’d treated her, for the antagonism that made her wary of any approach now.

He stopped when there was barely a foot of space between them, with his hands in his pockets so that he wouldn’t make her any more nervous.

He looked down at her flushed oval face with curious pleasure. “Don’t try to come in tomorrow if you don’t feel like it. I’ll cope.”

“All right,” she said in a hushed tone.

“Lou.”

He hadn’t called her by her first name before. It surprised her into lifting her eyes to his face.

“You aren’t responsible for anything your father did,” he said. “I’m sorry that I’ve made things hard for you. I hope you’ll reconsider leaving.”

She shifted uncomfortably. “Thank you. But I think I’d better go,” she said softly. “You’ll be happier with someone else.”

“Do you think so? I don’t agree.” His hand lowered slowly to her face, touching her soft cheek, tracing it down to the corner of her mouth. It was the first intimate contact she’d ever had with him, and she actually trembled.

Her reaction had an explosive echo in his own body. His breath jerked into his throat and his teeth clenched as he looked at her mouth and thought he might die if he couldn’t have it. But it was too soon. He couldn’t…!

He drew back his hand as if she’d burned it. “I have to go,” he said tersely, turning on his heel. Her headlong response had prompted a reaction in him that he could barely contain at all. He had to distance himself before he reached for her and ruined everything.


Lou didn’t realize why he was in such a hurry to leave. She assumed that he immediately regretted that unexpected caress and wanted to make sure that she didn’t read anything into it.

“Thank you for bringing me home,” she said formally.

He paused at the door and looked back at her, his eyes fiercely intent on her slender body in jeans and sweatshirt, on her loosened blond hair and exquisite complexion and dark eyes. “Thank your lucky stars that I’m leaving in time.” He bit off the words.

He closed the door on her puzzled expression. He was acting very much out of character lately. She didn’t know why, unless he was sorry he’d tried to talk her out of leaving the practice. Oh, well, she told herself, it was no longer her concern. She had to get used to the idea of being out of his life. He had nothing to offer her, and he had good reason to hate her, considering the part her father had played in his unhappy past.

She went into the kitchen and opened a can of tomato soup. She’d need to replenish her body before she could get back to work.

The can slipped in her left hand and she grimaced. Her dreams of becoming a surgeon had been lost overnight in one tragic act. A pity, her instructor had said, because she had a touch that few surgeons ever achieved, almost an instinctive knowledge of the best and most efficient way to sever tissue with minimum loss of blood. She would have been famous. But alas, the tendon had been severed with the compound fracture. And the best efforts of the best orthopedic surgeon hadn’t been able to repair the damage. Her father hadn’t even been sorry….


She shook her head to clear away the memories and went back to her soup. Some things were better forgotten.

 

She was back at work the day after her return home, a bit shaky, but game. She went through her patients efficiently, smiling at the grievance of one small boy whose stitches she’d just removed.

“Dr. Coltrain doesn’t like little kids, does he?” he muttered. “I showed him my bad place and he said he’d seen worse!”

“He has,” she told the small boy. She smiled at him. “But you’ve been very brave, Patrick my boy, and I’m giving you the award of honor.” She handed him a stick of sugarless chewing gum and watched him grin. “Off with you, now, and mind you don’t fall down banks into any more creeks!”

“Yes, ma’am!”

She handed his mother the charge sheet and was showing them out the door of the treatment cubicle just as Coltrain started to come into it. The boy glowered at him, smiled at Lou and went back to his waiting mother.

“Cheeky brat,” he murmured, watching him turn the corner.

“He doesn’t like you,” she told him smugly. “You didn’t sympathize with his bad place.”

“Bad place.” He harrumphed. “Two stitches. My God, what a fuss he made.”

“It hurt,” she informed him.

“He wouldn’t let me take the damn stitches out, either. He said that I didn’t know how to do it, but you did.”


She grinned to herself at that retort while she dealt with the mess she’d made while working with Patrick.

“You don’t like children, do you?” she asked.

He shrugged. “I don’t know much about them, except what I see in the practice,” he replied. “I deal mostly with adults since you came.”

He leaned against the doorjamb and studied her with his hands in the pockets of his lab coat, a stethoscope draped around his neck. His eyes narrowed as he watched her work.

She became aware of the scrutiny and turned, her eyes meeting his and being captured there. She felt her heart race at the way he looked at her. Her hands stilled on her preparations for the next patient as she stood helplessly in thrall.

His lips compressed. He looked at her mouth and traced the full lower lip, the soft bow of the upper, with her teeth just visible where her lips parted. The look was intimate. He was wondering how it would feel to kiss her, and she knew it.

Muffled footsteps caught them unawares, and Brenda jerked open the sliding door of the cubicle. “Lou, I’ve got the wrong… Oh!” She bumped into Coltrain, whom she hadn’t seen standing there.

“Sorry,” he muttered. “I wanted to ask Lou if she’d seen the file on Henry Brady. It isn’t where I left it.”

Brenda grimaced as she handed it to him. “I picked it up mistakenly. I’m sorry.”

“No harm done.” He glanced back at Lou and went out without another word.

“Not another argument,” Brenda groaned. “Honestly, partners should get along better than this.”


Lou didn’t bother to correct that assumption. It was much less embarrassing than what had really happened. Coltrain had never looked at her in that particular way before. She was glad that she’d resigned; she wasn’t sure that she could survive any physical teasing from him. If he started making passes, she’d be a lot safer in Austin than she would be here.

After all he was a confirmed bachelor and there was no shortage of women on his arm at parties. Nickie was the latest in a string of them. And according to rumor, before Nickie, apparently he’d been infatuated with Jane Parker. He might be nursing a broken heart as well, since Jane’s marriage.

Lou didn’t want to be anybody’s second-best girl. Besides, she never wanted to marry. It had been better when Coltrain treated her like the enemy. She wished he’d go back to his former behavior and stop looking at her mouth that way. She still tingled remembering the heat in his blue eyes. A man like that would be just plain hell to be loved by. He would be addictive. She had no taste for addictions and she knew already that Coltrain would break her heart if she let him. No, it was better that she leave. Then she wouldn’t have the anguish of a hopeless relationship.

 

The annual hospital Christmas party was scheduled for Friday night, two weeks before Christmas so that the staff wouldn’t be too involved with family celebrations to attend.

Lou hadn’t planned to go, but Coltrain cornered her in his office as they prepared to leave that afternoon for the weekend.


“The Christmas party is tonight,” he reminded her.

“I know. I’m not going.”

“I’ll pick you up in an hour,” he said, refusing to listen when she tried to protest. “I know you still tire easily after the virus. We won’t stay long.”

“What about Nickie?” she asked irritably. “Won’t she mind if you take your partner to a social event?”

Her antagonism surprised him. He lifted an indignant eyebrow. “Why should she?” he asked stiffly.

“You’ve been dating her.”

“I escorted her to the Rotary Club meeting. I haven’t proposed to her. And whatever you’ve heard to the contrary, she and I are not an item.”

“You needn’t bite my head off!” She shot the words at him.

His eyes dropped to her mouth and lingered there. “I know something I’d like to bite,” he said deep in his throat.

She actually gasped, so stunned by the remark that she couldn’t even think of a reply.

His eyes flashed back up to catch hers. He was a bulldozer, she thought, and if she didn’t stand up to him, he’d run right over her.

She stiffened her back. “I’m not going to any hospital dance with you,” she said shortly. “You’ve given me hell for the past year. Do you think you can just walk in here and wipe all that out with an invitation? Not even an invitation, at that—a command!”

“Yes, I do,” he returned curtly. “We both belong to the hospital staff, and nothing will start gossip quicker than having one of us stay away from an annual event. I do not plan to have any gossip going around here at my expense. I had enough of that in the past, thanks to your philandering father!”

She gripped her coat, furious at him. “You just got through saying that you didn’t blame me for what he did.”

“And I don’t!” he said angrily. “But you’re being blind and stupid.”

“Thank you. Coming from you, those are compliments!”

He was all but vibrating with anger. He stared at her, glared at her, until her unsteady movement made him realize that she’d been ill.

He became less rigid. “Ben Maddox is going to be there tonight. He’s a former colleague of ours from Canada. He’s just installed a massive computer system with linkups to medical networks around the world. I think it’s too expensive for our purposes, but I agreed to hear him out about it. You’re the high-tech expert,” he added with faint sarcasm. “I’d like your opinion.”

“My opinion? I’m honored. You’ve never asked for it before.”

“I’ve never given a damn about it before,” he retorted evenly. “But maybe there’s something to this electronic revolution in medicine.” He lifted his chin in a challenge. “Or so you keep telling me. Put your money where your mouth is, Doctor. Convince me.”

She glared at him. “I’ll drive my own car and see you there.”

It was a concession, of sorts. He frowned slightly. “Why don’t you want to ride with me? What are you afraid of?” he taunted softly.

She couldn’t admit what frightened her. “It wouldn’t look good to have us arrive together,” she said. “It would give people something to talk about.”

He was oddly disappointed, although he didn’t quite know why. “All right, then.”

She nodded, feeling that she’d won something. He nodded, too, and quietly left her. It felt like a sort of truce. God knew, they could use one.

 

Ben Maddox was tall, blond and drop-dead gorgeous. He was also married and the father of three. He had photographs, which he enjoyed showing to any of his old colleagues who were willing to look at them. But in addition to those photographs, he had information on a networking computer system that he used extensively in his own practice. It was an expensive piece of equipment, but it permitted the user instant access to medical experts in every field. As a diagnostic tool and a means of getting second opinions from recognized authorities, it was breathtaking. But so was the price.

Lou had worn a black silk dress with a lace overlay, a demure rounded neckline and see-through sleeves. Her hairstyle, a topknot with little tendrils of blond hair slipping down to her shoulders, looked sexy. So did her long, elegant legs in high heels, under the midknee fitted skirt. She wore no jewelry at all, except for a strand of pearls with matching earrings.

Watching her move, Coltrain was aware of old, unwanted sensations. At the party a year ago, she’d worn something a little more revealing, and he’d deliberately maneuvered her under the mistletoe out of mingled curiosity and desire. But she’d evaded him as if he had the plague, then and since. His ego had suffered a sharp blow. He hadn’t felt confident enough to try again, so antagonism and anger had kept her at bay. Not that his memories of her father’s betrayal hadn’t added to his enmity.

She was animated tonight, talking to Ben about the computer setup as if she knew everything there was to know about the machines.

“Copper, you’ve got a savvy partner here,” Ben remarked when he joined them. “She’s computer literate!”

“She’s the resident high-tech expert,” Copper replied. “I like old-fashioned, hands-on medicine. She’d rather reach for a machine to make diagnoses.”

“High tech is the way of the future,” Ben said coaxingly.

“It’s also the reason medical costs have gone through the roof,” came the predictable reply. “The money we spend on these outrageously expensive machines has to be passed on to the patients. That raises our fees, the hospital’s fees, the insurance companies’ fees…”

“Pessimist!” Ben accused.

“I’m being realistic,” Copper told him, lifting his highball glass in a mock toast. He drained it, feeling the liquor.

Ben frowned as his old colleague made his way past the dancers back to the buffet table. “That’s odd,” he remarked. “I don’t remember ever seeing Copper take more than one drink.”

Neither did Lou. She watched her colleague pour himself another drink and she frowned.

Ben produced a card from the computer company for her, and while he was explaining the setup procedure, she noticed Nickie going up to Coltrain. She was wearing an electric blue dress that could have started a riot. The woman was pretty anyway, but that dress certainly revealed most of her charms.

Nickie laughed and dragged Coltrain under the mistletoe, looking up to indicate it there, to the amusement of the others standing by. Coltrain laughed softly, whipped a lean arm around Nickie’s trim waist and pulled her against his tall body. He bent his head, and the way he kissed her made Lou go hot all over. She’d never been in his arms, but she’d dreamed about it. The fever in that thin mouth, the way he twisted Nickie even closer, made her breath catch. She averted her eyes and flushed at the train of her own thoughts.

“Leave it to Coltrain to draw the prettiest girls.” Ben chuckled. “The gossip mill will grind on that kiss for a month. He’s not usually so uninhibited. He must be over his limit!”

She could have agreed. Her hand clenched around the piña colada she was nursing. “This computer system, is it reliable?” she asked through tight lips, forcing a smile.

“Yes, except in thunderstorms. Always unplug it, regardless of what they tell you about protective spikes. One good hit, and you could be down for days.”

“I’ll remember, if we get it.”

“The system I have is expensive,” Ben agreed, “but there are others available that would be just right for a small practice like yours and Copper’s. In fact…”

His voice droned on and Lou tried valiantly to pay attention. She was aware at some level that Coltrain and Nickie were dancing and making the rounds of guests together. It was much later, and well into her second piña colada, when the lavish mistletoe began to get serious workouts.

Lou wasn’t in the mood to dance. She refused Ben’s offer, and several others. A couple of hours had passed and it felt safe to leave now, before her spirit was totally crushed by being consistently ignored by Coltrain. She put down her half-full glass. “I really do have to go,” she told Ben. “I’ve been ill and I’m not quite back up to par yet.” She shook his hand. “It was very nice to have met you.”

“Same here. I wonder why Drew Morris didn’t show up? I had hoped to see him again while I was here.”

“I don’t know,” she said, realizing that she hadn’t heard from Drew since she was released from the hospital. She had no idea where he was, and she hadn’t asked.

“I’ll check with Copper. He’s certainly been elusive this evening. Not that I can blame him, considering his pretty companion over there.” He raised his hand to catch the other man’s eyes, to Lou’s dismay.

Coltrain joined them with Nickie hanging on his arm. “Still here?” he asked Lou with a mocking smile. “I thought you’d be out the door and gone by now.”

“I’m just about to leave. Do you know where Drew is?”

“He’s in Florida at that pediatric seminar. Didn’t Brenda tell you?”

“She was so busy she probably forgot,” she said.

“So that’s where the old devil has gone,” Ben said ruefully. “I’m sorry I missed him.”

“I’m sure he will be, too,” Lou said. The sight of Nickie and Coltrain together was hurting her. “I’d better be off—”

“Oh, not yet,” Copper said with glittery blue eyes. “Not before you’ve been kissed under the mistletoe, Doctor.”

She flushed and laughed nervously. “I’ll forgo that little ritual, I think.”

“No, you won’t.” He sounded pleasant enough, but the expression on his face was dangerous. He moved away from Nickie and his lean arm shot around Lou’s waist, maneuvering her under a low-hanging sprig of mistletoe tied with a red velvet bow. “You’re not getting away this time,” he said huskily.

Before she could think, react, protest, his head bent and his thin, cruel mouth fastened on hers with fierce intent. He didn’t close his eyes when he kissed, she thought a bit wildly, he watched her all through it. His arm pressed her closer to the length of his muscular body, and his free hand came up so that his thumb could rub sensuously over her mouth while he kissed it, parting her lips, playing havoc with her nerves.

She gasped at the rough pleasure, and inadvertently gave him exactly what he wanted. His open mouth ground into hers, pressing her lips apart. She tasted him in an intimacy that she’d never shared with a man, in front of the amused hospital staff, while his cold eyes stared straight into hers.

She made a faint sound and he lifted his head, looking down at her swollen lips. His thumb traced over them with much greater tenderness than his mouth had given her, and he held her shocked eyes for a long moment before he reluctantly let her go.


“Merry Christmas, Dr. Blakely,” he said in a mocking tone, although his voice was husky.

“And you, Dr. Coltrain,” she said shakily, not quite meeting his eyes. “Good night, Ben…Nickie.”

She slid away from them toward the door, on shaky legs, with a mouth that burned from his cold, fierce kiss. She barely remembered getting her coat and saying goodbye to the people she recognized on her way to the car park.

Coltrain watched her go with feelings he’d never encountered in his life. He was burning up with desire, and he’d had enough whiskey to threaten his control.

Nickie tugged on his sleeve. “You didn’t kiss me like that,” she protested, pouting prettily. “Why don’t you take me home and we can…”

“I’ll be back in a minute,” he said, shaking her off.

She glared at him, coloring with embarrassment when she realized that two of the staff had overheard her. Rejection in private was one thing, but it hurt to have him make it so public. He hadn’t called her since the night of the Rotary Club meeting. He’d just kissed her very nicely, but it looked different when he’d done it with his partner. She frowned. Something was going on. She followed at a distance. She was going to find out what.

Coltrain, unaware of her pursuit, headed after Lou with no real understanding of his own actions. He couldn’t get the taste of her out of his head. He was pretty sure that she felt the same way. He couldn’t let her leave until he knew…

Lou kept walking, but she heard footsteps behind her as she neared her car. She knew them, because she heard them every day on the slick tile of the office floor. She walked faster, but it did no good. Coltrain reached her car at the same time she reached it.

His hand came around her, grasping her car key and her fingers, pulling, turning her. She was pressed completely against the car by the warm weight of his body, and she looked up into a set, shadowy face while his mouth hovered just above her own in the starlit darkness.

“It wasn’t enough,” he said roughly. “Not nearly enough.”

He bent and his mouth found hers expertly. His hands smoothed into hers and linked with her fingers. His hips slid sensuously over hers, seductive, refusing to entertain barriers or limits. His mouth began to open, brushing in soft strokes over her lips until they began to part, but she stiffened.

“Don’t you know how to kiss?” he whispered, surprised. “Open your mouth, little one. Open it and fit it to mine… Yes, that’s it.”

She felt his tongue dance at the opening he’d made, felt it slowly ease into her mouth and penetrate, teasing, probing, tasting. Her fingers clutched helplessly at his and she shivered. It was so intimate, so…familiar! She moaned sharply as his hips began to caress hers. She felt him become aroused and her whole body vibrated.

His mouth grew more insistent then. He released one of her hands and his fingers played with her mouth, as they had inside, but now there was the heat and the magic they were generating, and it was no cold, clinical experiment. He groaned against her mouth and she felt his body go rigid all at once.


He bit her lower lip, hard, when her teeth clenched at the soft probing of his tongue. Suddenly she came to her senses and realized what was happening. He tasted blatantly of whiskey. He’d had too much to drink and he’d forgotten which woman he was with. Did he think she was Nickie? she wondered dizzily. Was that why he was making love to her? And that was what it was, she realized with a shock. Only a lover would take such intimacy for granted, be so blind to surroundings and restraint.








Chapter 5



Despite the pleasure she felt, the whiskey on his breath brought back unbearable memories of another man who drank; memories not of kisses, but of pain and fear. Her hands pressed against his warm shirtfront under the open dinner jacket and she pushed, only vaguely aware of thick hair under the silkiness of the fabric.

“No,” she whispered into his insistent mouth.

He didn’t seem to hear her. His mouth hardened and a sound rumbled out of the back of his throat. “For God’s sake, stop fighting me,” he whispered fiercely. “Open your mouth!”

The intimacy he was asking for frightened her. She twisted her face, breathing like a runner. “Jebediah…no!” she whispered frantically.

The fear in her voice got through the intoxication. His mouth stilled against her cheek, but his body didn’t withdraw. She could feel it against every inch of her like a warm, steely brand. His breathing wasn’t steady, and over her breasts, his heart was beating like a frenzied bass drum.

It suddenly dawned on him what he was doing, and with whom.

“My God!” he whispered fiercely. His hands tightened for an instant before they fell away from her. A faint shudder went through his powerful body as he slowly, so slowly, pushed himself away from her, balancing his weight on his hands against the car doorframe.

She felt his breath on her swollen mouth as he fought for control. He was still too close.

“You haven’t used my given name before,” he said as he levered farther away from her. “I didn’t know you knew it.”

“It’s…on our contract,” she said jerkily.

He removed his hands from the car and stood upright, dragging in air. “I’ve had two highballs,” he said on an apologetic laugh. “I don’t drink. It hit me harder than I realized.”

He was apologizing, she thought dazedly. That was unexpected. He wasn’t that kind of man. Or was he? She hadn’t thought he was the type to get drunk and kiss women in that intimate, fierce way, either. Especially her.

She tried to catch her own breath. Her mouth hurt from the muted violence of his kisses and her legs felt weak. She leaned back against the car, only now noticing its coldness. She hadn’t felt it while he was kissing her. She touched her tongue to her lips and she tasted him on them.


She eased away from the car a little, shy now that he was standing back from her.

She was so shaky that she wondered how she was going to drive home. Then she wondered, with even more concern, how he was going to drive home.

“You shouldn’t drive,” she began hesitantly.

In the faint light from the hospital, she saw him smile sardonically. “Worried about me?” he chided.

She shouldn’t have slipped like that. “I’d worry about anyone who’d had too much to drink,” she began.

“All right, I won’t embarrass you. Nickie can drive. She doesn’t drink at all.”

Nickie. Nickie would take him home and she’d probably stay to nurse him, too, in his condition. God only knew what might happen, but she couldn’t afford to interfere. He’d had too much to drink and he’d kissed her, and she’d let him. Now she was ashamed and embarrassed.

“I have to go,” she said stiffly.

“Drive carefully,” he replied.

“Sure.”

She found her keys where they’d fallen to the ground when he kissed her and unlocked the car door. She closed it once she was inside and started it after a bad fumble. He stood back from it, his hands in his pockets, looking dazed and not quite sober.

She hesitated, but Nickie came out the door, calling him. When he turned and raised a hand in Nickie’s direction and answered her, laughing, Lou came to her senses. She lifted a hand toward both of them and drove away as quickly as she could. When she glanced back in the rearview mirror, it was to see Nickie holding Coltrain’s hand as they went toward the building again.

So much for the interlude, she thought miserably. He’d probably only just realized who he’d kissed and was in shock.

 

That was close to the truth. Coltrain’s head was spinning. He’d never dreamed that a kiss could be so explosive or addictive. There was something about Lou Blakely that made his knees buckle. He had no idea why he’d reacted so violently to her that he couldn’t even let her leave. God knew what would have happened if she hadn’t pushed him away when she did.

Nickie held on to him as they went back inside. “You’ve got her lipstick all over you,” she accused.

He paused, shaken out of his brooding. Nickie was pretty, he thought, and uncomplicated. She already knew that he wasn’t going to get serious however long they dated, because he’d told her so. It made him relax. He smiled down at her. “Wipe it off.”

She pulled his handkerchief out of his pocket and did as he asked, smiling pertly. “Want to sample mine again?”

He tapped her on the nose. “Not tonight,” he said. “We’d better leave. It’s getting late.”

“I’m driving,” she told him.

“Yes, you are,” he agreed.

She felt better. At least she was the one going home with him, not Lou. She wasn’t going to give him up without a struggle, not when he was the best thing that had ever happened to her. Wealthy bachelor surgeons didn’t come along every day of the week.


 

Lou drove home in a similar daze, overcome by the fervor of Coltrain’s hard kisses. She couldn’t understand why a man who’d always seemed to hate her had suddenly become addicted to her mouth; so addicted, in fact, that he’d followed her to her car. It had been the sweetest night of her life, but she had to keep her head and realize that it was an isolated incident. If Coltrain hadn’t been drinking, it would never have happened. Maybe by Monday, she thought, he’d have convinced himself that it hadn’t. She wished she could. She was more in love with him than ever, and he was as far out of her reach as he had ever been. Except that now he’d probably go even farther out of reach, because he’d lost his head and he wouldn’t like remembering it.

She did her usual housework and answered emergency calls. She got more than her share because Dr. Coltrain had left word with their answering service that he was going to be out of town until Monday and Dr. Blakely would be covering for him.

Nice of him to ask her first, she thought bitterly, and tell her that he was going to be out of town. But perhaps he’d been reluctant to talk to her after what had happened. If the truth were known, he was more than likely as embarrassed as she was and just wanted to forget the whole thing.

She did his rounds and hers at the hospital, noticing absently that she was getting more attention than usual. Probably, she reasoned, because people were remembering the way Coltrain had kissed her. Maybe they thought something was going on between them.

“How’s it going?” Drew asked on Sunday afternoon, grinning at her. “I hear I missed a humdinger of a kiss at the Christmas party,” he added wickedly.

She blushed to her hairline. “Lots of people got kissed.”

“Not like you did. Not so that he followed you out to the parking lot and damn near made love to you on the hood of your car.” He chuckled.

“Who…?”

“Nickie,” he said, confirming her worst nightmare. “She was watching, apparently, and she’s sweet on Copper. I guess she thought it might turn him off you if there was a lot of gossip about what happened. Rumors fly, especially when they’re about two doctors who seem to hate each other.”

“He’ll walk right into it when he comes back,” she said uneasily. “What can I do?”

“Nothing, I’m afraid.”

Her eyes narrowed. “That’s what you think.”

She turned on her heel and went in search of Nickie. She found her in a patient’s room and waited calmly while the girl, nervous and very insecure once she saw Lou waiting for her, finished the chore she was performing.

She went out into the hall with Lou, and she looked apprehensive.

Lou clutched a clipboard to her lab jacket. She didn’t smile. “I understand you’ve been feeding the rumor mill. I’ll give you some good advice. Stop it while you can.”

By now, Nickie’s face had gone puce. “I never meant…I was kidding!” she burst out. “That’s all, just kidding!”


Lou studied her without emotion. “I’m not laughing. Dr. Coltrain won’t be laughing, either, when he hears about it. And I’ll make sure he knows where it came from.”

“That’s spiteful!” Nickie cried. “I’m crazy about him!”

“No, you aren’t,” Lou said shortly. “You’d never subject him to the embarrassment you have with all this gossip if you really cared.”

Nickie’s hands locked together. “I’m sorry,” she said on a long sigh. “I really am. I was just jealous,” she confessed, avoiding Lou’s eyes. “He wouldn’t even kiss me good-night, but he’d kiss you that way, and he hates you.”

“Try to remember that he’d had too much to drink,” Lou said quietly. “Only a fool would read anything into a kiss under the mistletoe.”

“I guess so,” Nickie said, but she wasn’t really convinced. “I’m sorry. You won’t tell him it was me, will you?” she added worriedly. “He’ll hate me. I care so much, Dr. Blakely!”

“I won’t tell him,” Lou said. “But no more gossip!”

“Yes, ma’am!” Nickie brightened, grinned and went off down the hall, irrepressibly young and optimistic. Watching her, Lou felt ancient.

 

The next morning was Monday, and Lou went into the office to come face-to-face with a furious partner, who blocked her doorway and glared at her with blue eyes like arctic ice.

“Now what have I done?” she asked before he could speak, and slammed her bag down on her desk, ready to do battle.

“You don’t know?” he taunted.

She folded her arms over her breasts and leaned back against the edge of the desk. “There’s a terrible rumor going around the hospital,” she guessed.

His eyebrow jerked, but the ice didn’t leave his eyes. “Did you start it?”

“Of course,” she agreed furiously. “I couldn’t wait to tell everybody on staff that you bent me back over the hood of my car and ravished me in the parking lot!”

Brenda, who’d started in the door, stood there with her mouth open, intercepted a furious glare from two pairs of eyes, turned on her heel and got out.

“Could you keep your voice down?” Coltrain snapped.

“Gladly, when you stop making stupid accusations!”

He glared at her and she glared back.

“I was drinking!”

“That’s it, announce it to everyone in the waiting room, why don’t you, and see how many patients run for their cars!” she raged.

He closed her office door, hard, and leaned back against it. “Who started the rumor?” he asked.

“That’s more like it,” she replied. “Don’t accuse until you ask. I didn’t start it. I have no wish to become the subject of gossip.”

“Not even to force me to do something about the rumors?” he asked. “Such as announce our engagement?”

Her eyes went saucer-wide. “Please! I’ve just eaten!”

His jaw went taut. “I beg your pardon?”


“And so you should!” she said enthusiastically. “Marry you? I’d rather chain myself to a tree in an alligator swamp!”

He didn’t answer immediately. He stared at her instead while all sorts of impractical ideas sifted through his mind.

A buzzer sounded on her desk. She reached over and pressed a button. “Yes?”

“What about the patients?” Brenda prompted.

“He doesn’t have any patience,” Lou said without thinking.

“Excuse me?” Brenda stammered.

“Oh. That sort of patients. Send my first one in, will you, Brenda? Dr. Coltrain was just leaving.”

“No, he wasn’t,” he returned when her finger left the intercom button. “We’ll finish this discussion after office hours.”

“After office hours?” she asked blankly.

“Yes. But, don’t get your hopes up about a repeat of Friday evening,” he said with a mocking smile. “After all, I’m not drunk today.”

Her eyes flashed murderously and her lips compressed. But he was already out the door.

 

Lou was never sure afterward how she’d managed to get through her patients without revealing her state of mind. She was furiously angry at Coltrain for his accusations and equally upset with Brenda for hearing what she’d said in retaliation. Now it would be all over the office as well as all over the hospital that she and Coltrain had something going. And they didn’t! Despite Lou’s helpless attraction to him, it didn’t take much imagination to see that Coltrain didn’t feel the same. Well, maybe physically he felt something for her, but emotionally he still hated her. A few kisses wouldn’t change that!

She checked Mr. Bailey’s firm, steady heartbeat, listened to his lungs and pronounced him over the pneumonia she’d been treating him for.

As she started to go, leaving Brenda to help him with his shirt, he called to her.

“What’s this I hear about you and Doc Coltrain?” he teased. “Been kissing up a storm at the hospital Christmas party, they say. Any chance we’ll be hearing wedding bells?”

He didn’t understand, he told Brenda on his way out, why Dr. Blakely had suddenly screamed like that. Maybe she’d seen a mouse, Brenda replied helpfully.

When the office staff went home, Coltrain was waiting at the front entrance for Lou. He’d stationed himself there after checking with the hospital about a patient, and he hadn’t moved, in case Lou decided to try to sneak out.

He was wearing the navy blue suit that looked so good on him, lounging against the front door with elegant carelessness, when she went out of her office. His red hair caught the reflection of the overhead light and seemed to burn like flames over his blue, blue eyes. They swept down over her neat gray pantsuit to her long legs encased in slacks with low-heeled shoes.

“That color looks good on you,” he remarked.

“You don’t need to flatter me. Just say what’s on your mind, please, and let me go home.”


“All right.” His eyes fell to her soft mouth and lingered there. “Who started the rumors about us?”

She traced a pattern on her fanny pack. “I promised I wouldn’t tell.”

“Nickie,” he guessed, nodding at her shocked expression.

“She’s young and infatuated,” she began.

“Not that young,” he said with quiet insinuation.

Her eyes flashed before she could avert them. Her hand dug into the fanny pack for her car keys. “It’s a nine-days wonder,” she continued. “People will find something else to talk about.”

“Nothing quite this spicy has happened since Ted Regan went chasing off to Victoria after Coreen Tarleton and she came home wearing his engagement ring.”

“There’s hardly any comparison,” she said, “considering that everyone knows how we feel about each other!”

“How do we feel about each other, Lou?” he replied quietly, and watched her expression change.

“We’re enemies,” she returned instantly.

“Are we?” He searched her eyes in a silence that grew oppressive. His arms fell to his sides. “Come here, Lou.”

She felt her breathing go wild. That could have been an invitation to bypass him and leave the building. But the look in his eyes told her it wasn’t. Those eyes blazed like flames in his lean, tanned face, beckoning, promising pleasures beyond imagination.

He lifted a hand. “Come on, coward,” he chided softly, and his lips curled at the edges. “I won’t hurt you.”


“You’re sober,” she reminded him.

“Cold sober,” he agreed. “Let’s see how it feels when I know what I’m doing.”

Her heart stopped, started, raced. She hesitated, and he laughed softly and started toward her, with that slow, deliberate walk that spoke volumes about his intent.

“You mustn’t,” she spoke quickly, holding up a hand.

He caught the hand and jerked her against him, imprisoning her there with a steely arm. “I must.” He corrected her, letting his eyes fall to her mouth. “I have to know.” He bit off the words against her lips.

She never found out what he had to know, because the instant she felt his lips probing her mouth, she went under in a blaze of desire unlike anything she’d felt before. She gasped, opened her lips, yielded to his enveloping arms without a single protest. If anything, she pushed closer into his arms, against that steely body that was instantly aroused by the feel of her.

She tried to speak, to protest, but he pushed his tongue into her mouth with a harsh groan, and his arms lifted her so that she fit perfectly against him from breast to thigh. She fought, frightened by the intimacy and the sensations kindled in her untried body.

Her frantic protest registered at once. He remembered she’d had the same reaction the night of the Christmas party. His mouth lifted, and his searching eyes met hers.

“You couldn’t be a virgin,” he said, making it sound more like an accusation than a statement of fact.

She bit her lip and dropped her eyes, shamed and embarrassed. “Rub it in,” she growled.


“My God.” He eased her back onto her feet and held her by the upper arms so that she wouldn’t fall. “My God! How old are you, thirty?”

“Twenty-eight,” she said unsteadily, gasping for breath. Her whole body felt swollen. Her dark eyes glowered up at him as she pushed back her disheveled hair. “And you needn’t look so shocked, you of all people should know that some people still have a few principles! You’re a doctor, after all!”

“I thought virgins were a fairy tale,” he said flatly. “Damn it!”

Her chin lifted. “What’s wrong, Doctor, did you see me as a pleasant interlude between patients?”

His lips compressed. He rammed his hands into his trouser pockets, all too aware of a throbbing arousal that wouldn’t go away. He turned to the door and jerked it open. All weekend he’d dreamed of taking Louise Blakely home with him after work and seducing her in his big king-size bed. She was leaving anyway, and the hunger he felt for her was one he had to satisfy or go mad. It had seemed so simple. She wanted him; he knew she did. People were already talking about them, so what would a little more gossip matter? She’d be gone at the first of the year, anyway.

But now he had a new complication, one he’d never dreamed of having. She was no young girl, but it didn’t take an expert to know why she backed away from intimacy like a repressed adolescent. He’d been baiting her with that accusation of virginity, but she hadn’t realized it. She’d taken it at face value and she’d given him a truth he didn’t even want. She was innocent. How could he seduce her now? On the other hand, how was he going to get rid of this very inconvenient and noticeable desire for her?

Watching him, Lou was cursing her own headlong response. She hated having him know how much she wanted him.

“Any man could have made me react that way!” she flared defensively, red-faced. “Any experienced man!”

His head turned and he stared at her, seeing through the flustering words to the embarrassment.

“It’s all right,” he said gently. “We’re both human. Don’t beat your conscience to death over a kiss, Lou.”

She went even redder and her hands clenched at her sides. “I’m still leaving!”

“I know.”

“And I won’t let you seduce me!”

He turned. “I won’t try,” he said solemnly. “I don’t seduce virgins.”

She bit her lip and tasted him on it. She winced.

“Why?” he asked quietly.

She glared at him.

“Why?” he persisted.

Her eyes fell under that piercing blue stare. “Because I don’t want to end up like my mother,” she said huskily.

Of all the answers he might have expected, that was the last. “Your mother? I don’t understand.”

She shook her head. “You don’t need to. It’s personal. You and I are business partners until the end of the month, and then nothing that happened to me will be any concern of yours.”


He didn’t move. She looked vulnerable, hurt. “Counseling might be of some benefit,” he said gently.

“I don’t need counseling.”

“Tell me how your wrist got broken, Lou,” he said matter-of-factly. She stiffened.

“Oh, a layman wouldn’t notice, it’s healed nicely. But surgery is my business. I know a break when I see one. There are scars, too, despite the neat stitching job. How did it happen?”

She felt weak. She didn’t want to talk to him, of all people, about her past. It would only reinforce what he already thought of her father, though God only knew why she should defend such a man.

She clasped her wrist defensively, as if to hide what had been done to it. “It’s an old injury,” she said finally.

“What sort of injury? How did it happen?”

She laughed nervously. “I’m not your patient.”

He absently jingled the change in his pocket, watching her. It occurred to him that she was a stranger. Despite their heated arguments over the past year, they’d never come close to discussing personal matters. Away from the office, they were barely civil to each other. In it, they never discussed anything except business. But he was getting a new picture of her, and not a very reassuring one. This was a woman with a painful past, so painful that it had locked her up inside an antiseptic prison. He wondered if she’d ever had the incentive to fight her way out, or why it should matter to him that she hadn’t.


“Can you talk to Drew about it?” he asked suddenly.

She hesitated and then shook her head. Her fingers tightened around her wrist. “It doesn’t matter, I tell you.”

His hand came out of his pocket and he caught the damaged wrist very gently in his long fingers, prepared for her instinctive jerk. He moved closer, drawing that hand to his chest. He pressed it gently into the thick fabric of his vest.

“There’s nothing you can’t tell me,” he said solemnly. “I don’t carry tales, or gossip. Anything you say to me will remain between the two of us. If you want to talk, ever, I’ll listen.”

She bit her bottom lip. She’d never been able to tell anyone. Her mother knew, but she defended her husband, trying desperately to pretend that Lou had imagined it, that it had never happened. She excused her husband’s affairs, his drinking bouts, his drug addiction, his brutality, his sarcasm…everything, in the name of love, while her marriage disintegrated around her and her daughter turned away from her. Obsessive love, one of her friends had called it—blind, obsessive love that refused to acknowledge the least personality flaw in the loved one.

“My mother was emotionally crippled,” she said, thinking aloud. “She was so blindly in love with him that he could do no wrong, no wrong at all…” She remembered where she was and looked up at him with the pain still in her eyes.

“Who broke your wrist, Lou?” he asked gently.

She remembered aloud. “He was drinking and I tried to take the bottle away from him, because he’d hit my mother. He hit my wrist with the bottle, and it broke,” she added, wincing at the memory of the pain. “And all the while, when they operated to repair the damage, he kept saying that I’d fallen through a glass door, that I’d tripped. Everyone believed him, even my mother. I told her that he did it, and she said that I was lying.”

“He? Who did it, Lou?”

She searched his curious eyes. “Why…my father,” she said simply.








Chapter 6



Coltrain searched her dark eyes, although the confession didn’t really surprise him. He knew too much about her father to be surprised.

“So that was why the whiskey on my breath bothered you Friday night,” he remarked quietly.

She averted her head and nodded. “He was a drunkard at the last, and a drug addict. He had to stop operating because he almost killed a patient. They let him retire and act in an advisory capacity because he’d been such a good surgeon. He was, you know,” she added. “He might have been a terrible father, but he was a wonderful surgeon. I wanted to be a surgeon, to be like him.” She shivered. “I was in my first year of medical school when it happened. I lost a semester and afterward, I knew I’d never be able to operate. I decided to become a general practitioner.”

“What a pity,” he said. He understood the fire for surgical work because he had it. He loved what he did for a living.

She smiled sadly. “I’m still practicing medicine. It isn’t so bad. Family practice has its place in the scheme of things, and I’ve enjoyed the time I’ve spent in Jacobsville.”

“So have I,” he admitted reluctantly. He smiled at her expression. “Surprised? You’ve been here long enough to know how a good many people react to me. I’m the original bad boy of the community. If it hadn’t been for the scholarship one of my teachers helped me get, I’d probably be in jail by now. I had a hard childhood and I hated authority in any form. I was in constant trouble with the law.”

“You?” she asked, aghast.

He nodded. “People aren’t always what they seem, are they?” he continued. “I was a wild boy. But I loved medicine and I had an aptitude for it and there were people who were willing to help me. I’m the first of my family to escape poverty, did you know?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know anything about your family,” she said. “I wouldn’t have presumed to ask anyone something so personal about you.”

“I’ve noticed that,” he returned. “You avoid sharing your feelings. You’ll fight back, but you don’t let people close, do you?”

“When people get too close, they can hurt you,” she said.

“A lesson your father taught you, no doubt.”

She wrapped her arms around her chest. “I’m cold,” she said dully. “I want to go home.”


He searched her face. “Come home with me.”

She hesitated warily.

He made a face. “Shame on you for what you’re thinking. You should know better. You’re off the endangered list. I’ll make chili and Mexican corn bread and strong coffee and we can watch a Christmas special. Do you like opera?”

Her eyes brightened. “Oh, I love it.”

His own eyes brightened. “Pavarotti?”

“And Domingo.” She looked worried. “But people will talk…”

“They’re already talking. Who cares?” he asked. “We’re both single adults. What we do together is nobody’s business.”

“Yes, well, the general consensus of opinion is that we’re public property, or didn’t you hear what Mr. Bailey said?”

“I heard you scream,” he mused.

She cleared her throat. “Well, it was the last straw.”

He caught her hand, the undamaged one, and locked her fingers into his, tugging her out the door.

“Dr. Coltrain,” she began.

He locked the office door. “You know my name.”

She looked wary. “Yes.”

He glanced at her. “My friends call me Copper,” he said softly, and smiled.

“We’re not friends.”

“I think we’re going to be, though, a year too late.” He tugged her toward his car.

“I can drive mine,” she protested.

“Mine’s more comfortable. I’ll drive you home, and give you a lift to work in the morning. Is it locked?”


“Yes, but…”

“Don’t argue, Lou. I’m tired. It’s been a long day and we’ve still got to make rounds at the hospital later.”

We. He couldn’t know the anguish of hearing him link them together when she had less than two weeks left in Jacobsville. He’d said that he’d torn up her resignation, but she was levelheaded enough to know that she had to go. It would be pure torment to be around him all the time and have him treat her as a friend and nothing more. She couldn’t have an affair with him, either, so what was left?

He glanced down at her worried face and his fingers contracted. “Stop brooding. I promised not to seduce you.”

“I know that!”

“Unless you want me to,” he chided, chuckling at her expression. “I’m a doctor,” he added in a conspiratorial whisper. “I know how to protect you from any consequences.”

“Damn you!”

She jerked away from him, furiously. He laughed at her fighting stance.

“That was wicked,” he acknowledged. “But I do love to watch you lose that hot temper. Are you Irish, by any chance?”

“My grandfather was,” she muttered. She dashed a strand of blond hair out of her eyes. “You stop saying things like that to me!”

He unlocked her door, still smiling. “All right. No more jokes.”

She slid into the leather seat and inhaled the luxurious scent of the upholstery while he got in beside her and started the car. It was dark. She sat next to him in perfect peace and contentment as they drove out to his ranch, not breaking the silence as they passed by farms and ranches silhouetted against the flat horizon.

“You’re very quiet,” he remarked when he pulled up in front of the Spanish-style adobe house he called home.

“I’m happy,” she said without thinking.

He was quiet, then. He helped her out and they walked a little apart on the flagstone walkway that led to the front porch. It was wide and spacious, with gliders and a porch swing.

“It must be heaven to sit out here in the spring,” she remarked absently.

He glanced at her curiously. “I never pictured you as the sort to enjoy a porch swing.”

“Or walks in the woods, or horseback riding, or baseball games?” she asked. “Because I like those things, too. Austin does have suburbs, and I had friends who owned ranches. I know how to ride and shoot, too.”

He smiled. She’d seemed like such a city girl. He’d made sure that he never looked too closely at her, of course. Like father, like daughter, he’d always thought. But she was nothing like Fielding Blakely. She was unique.

He unlocked the door and opened it. The interior was full of Spanish pieces and dark furniture with creams and beiges and browns softened by off-white curtains. It had the look of professional decorating, which it probably was.

“I grew up sitting on orange crates and eating on cracked plates,” he commented as she touched a bronze sculpture of a bronc rider. “This is much better.”

She laughed. “I guess so. But orange crates and cracked plates wouldn’t be so bad if the company was pleasant. I hate formal dining rooms and extravagant place settings.”

Now he was getting suspicious. They really couldn’t have that much in common! His eyebrow jerked. “Full of surprises, aren’t you? Or did you just take a look at my curriculum vitae and tell me what I wanted to hear?” he added in a crisp, suspicious tone.

Her surprise was genuine, and he recognized it immediately. She searched his face. “This was a mistake,” she said flatly. “I think I’d like to go…”

He caught her arm. “Lou, I’m constantly on the defensive with women,” he said. “I never know, you see…” He hesitated.

“Yes, I understand,” she replied. “You don’t have to say it.”

“All that, and you read minds, too,” he said with cool sarcasm. “Well, well.”

She drew away from him. She seemed to read his mind quite well, she thought, because she usually knew what he was going to say.

That occurred to him, too. “It used to make me mad as hell when you handed me files before I asked for them,” he told her.

“It wasn’t deliberate,” she said without thinking.

“I know.” His jaw firmed as he looked at her. “We know too much about each other, don’t we, Lou? We know things we shouldn’t, without ever saying them.”

She looked up, feeling the bite of his inspection all the way to her toes. “We can’t say them,” she replied. “Not ever.”

He only nodded. His eyes searched hers intently. “I don’t believe in happily ever after,” he said. “I did, once, until your father came along and shattered all my illusions. She wouldn’t let me touch her, you see. But she slept with him. She got pregnant by him. The hell of it was that she was going to marry me without telling me anything.” He sighed. “I lost my faith in women on the spot, and I hated your father enough to beat him to his knees. When you came here, and I found out who you were…” He shook his head. “I almost decked Drew for not telling me.”

“I didn’t know, either,” she said.

“I realize that.” He smiled. “You were an asset, after I got over the shock. You never complained about long hours or hard work, no matter how much I put on you. And I put a lot on you, at first. I thought I could make you quit. But the more I demanded, the more you gave. After a while, it occurred to me that I’d made a good bargain. Not that I liked you,” he added sardonically.

“You made that perfectly clear.”

“You fought back,” he said. “Most people don’t. They knuckle under and go home and fume about it, and think up things they wish they’d said. You just jump in with both feet and give it all you’ve got. You’re a hell of an adversary, Lou. I couldn’t beat you down.”

“I always had to fight for things,” she recalled. “My father was like you.” Her face contorted and she turned away.

“I don’t get drunk as a rule, and I’ve never hurt a woman!” he snapped.


“I didn’t mean that,” she said quickly. “It’s just that you’re forceful. You demand, you push. You don’t ever give up or give in. Neither did he. If he thought he was right, he’d fight the whole world to prove it. But he fought the same when he was wrong. And in his later years, he drank to excess. He wouldn’t admit he had a problem. Neither would my mother. She was his slave,” she added bitterly. “Even her daughter was dispensable if the great man said so.”

“Didn’t she love you?”

“Who knows? She loved him more. Enough to lie for him. Even to die for him. And she did.” She turned, her face hard. “She got into a plane with him, knowing that he was in no condition to fly. Maybe she had a premonition that he would go down and she wanted to go with him. I’m almost sure that she still would have gone with him if she’d known he was going to crash the plane. She loved him that much.”

“You sound as if you can’t imagine being loved that much.”

“I can’t,” she said flatly, lifting her eyes. “I don’t want that kind of obsessive love. I don’t want to give it or receive it.”

“What do you want?” he persisted. “A lifetime of loneliness?”

“That’s what you’re settling for, isn’t it?” she countered.

He shrugged. “Maybe I am,” he said after a minute. His blue eyes slid over her face and then averted. “Can you cook?” he asked on the way into the kitchen. Like the rest of the house, it was spacious and contained every modern device known to man.


“Of course,” she said.

He glanced at her with a grin. “How well do you do chili?” he persisted.

“Well…”

“I’ve won contests with mine,” he said smugly. He slid out of his jacket and vest and tie, opened the top buttons of his shirt and turned to the stove. “You can make the coffee.”

“Trusting soul, aren’t you?” she murmured as he acquainted her with the coffeemaker and the location of filters, coffee and measuring spoons.

“I always give a fellow cook the benefit of the doubt once,” he replied. “Besides, you drink coffee all the time, just like I do. That means you must know how to make it.”

She laughed. “I like mine strong,” she warned.

“So do I. Do your worst.”

Minutes later, the food was on the small kitchen table, steaming and delicious. Lou couldn’t remember when she’d enjoyed a meal more.

“That’s good chili,” she had to admit.

He grinned. “It’s the two-time winner of the Jacobsville Chili Cookoff.”

“I’m not surprised. The corn bread was wonderful, too.”

“The secret to good corn bread is to cook it in an iron skillet,” he confessed. “That’s where the crispness comes from.”

“I don’t own a single piece of iron cookware. I’ll have to get a pan.”

He leaned back, balancing his coffee mug in one hand as he studied her through narrow eyes. “It hasn’t all been on my side,” he remarked suddenly.

Her eyes lifted to his. “What hasn’t?”

“All that antagonism,” he said. “You’ve been as prickly as I have.”

Her slender shoulders rose and fell. “It’s instinctive to recoil from people when we know they don’t like us. Isn’t it?”

“Maybe so.” He checked his watch and finished his coffee. “I’ll get these things in the dishwasher, then we’d better get over to the hospital and do rounds before the Christmas concert comes on the educational channel.”

“I don’t have my car,” she said worriedly.

“We’ll go together.”

“Oh, that will certainly keep gossip down,” she said on a sigh.

He smiled at her. “Damn gossip.”

“Was that an adjective or a verb?”

“A verb. I’ll rinse, you stack.”

They loaded the dishes and he started the dishwasher. He slid back into his jacket, buttoned his shirt and fixed his tie. “Come on. We’ll get the chores out of the way.”

 

The hospital was crowded, and plenty of people noticed that Drs. Coltrain and Blakely came in together to make rounds. Lou tried not to notice as she went from patient to patient, checking charts and making conversation.

But when she finished, Coltrain was nowhere in sight. She glanced out the window into the parking lot. His car was still there in his designated space. She went to the doctors’ lounge looking for him, and turned the corner just in time to see him with a devastating blond woman in a dress that Lou would love to have been able to afford.

Coltrain saw Lou and he looked grim. He turned toward her with his hands in his pockets, and Lou noticed that the woman was clutching one of his arms tightly in both hands.

“This is my partner,” he said, without giving her name. “Lou, this is Dana Lester, an old…friend.”

“His ex-fiancée.” The woman corrected him in a sweet tone. “How nice to meet you! I’ve just accepted an appointment as nursing director here, so we’ll be seeing a lot of each other!”

“You’re a nurse?” Lou asked politely, while she caved in inside.

“A graduate nurse,” she said, nodding. “I’ve been working in Houston, but this job came open and was advertised in a local paper. I applied for it, and here I am! How lovely it will be to come home. I was born here, you know.”

“Oh, really?” Lou said.

“Darling,” she told Copper, “you didn’t tell me your partner’s name.”

“It’s Blakely,” he said evenly. “Dr. Louise Blakely.”

“Blakely?” the woman queried, her blue eyes pensive. “Why does that name sound so familiar….” She suddenly went pale. “No,” she said, shaking her head. “No, that would be too coincidental.”

“My father,” Lou said coolly, “was Dr. Fielding Blakely. I believe you…knew him?” she added pointedly.


Dana’s face looked like rice paper. She drew away from Coltrain. “I…I must fly, darling,” she said. “Things to do while I get settled! I’ll have you over for supper one night soon!”

She didn’t speak to Lou again, not that it was expected. Lou watched her go with cold, angry eyes.

“You didn’t want to tell her my name,” Lou accused softly.

His face gave away nothing. “The past is best left alone.”

“Did you know about her job here?”

His jaw clenched. “I knew there was an opening. I didn’t know she’d been hired. If Selby Wills hadn’t just retired as hospital administrator, she wouldn’t have gotten the job.”

She probed into the pocket of her lab coat without really seeing it. “She’s pretty.”

“She’s blond, too, isn’t that what you’re thinking?”

She raised her face. “So,” she added, “is Jane Parker.”

“Jane Burke, now.” He corrected her darkly. “I like blondes.”

His tone dared her to make another remark. She lifted a shoulder and turned. “Some men do. Just don’t expect me to welcome her with open arms. I’m sure that my mother suffered because of her. At least my father was less careless with women in his later years.”

“It was over a long time ago,” Copper said quietly. “If I can overlook your father, you can overlook her.”

“Do you think so?”

“What happened between them was nothing to do with you,” he persisted.


“He betrayed my mother with her, and it’s nothing to do with me?” she asked softly.

He rammed his hands into his pockets, his face set and cold. “Are you finished here?”

“Oh, yes, I’m finished here,” she agreed fervently. “If you’ll drop me off at my car, I’d like to go home now. We’ll have to save the TV Special for another time.”

He hesitated, but only for a minute. Her expression told him everything he needed to know, including the futility of having an argument with her right now.

“All right,” he agreed, nodding toward the exit. “Let’s go.”

He stopped at her car in the office parking lot and let her out.

“Thanks for my supper,” she said politely.

“You’re welcome.”

She closed the door and unlocked her own car. He didn’t drive away until she was safely inside and heading out toward home.

 

Dana Lester’s arrival in town was met with another spate of gossip, because there were people in Jacobsville who remembered the scandal very well. Lou tried to pay as little attention to it as possible as she weathered the first few days with the new nursing supervisor avoiding her and Coltrain barely speaking to her.

It was, she told herself, a very good thing that she was leaving after the first of January. The situation was strained and getting worse. She couldn’t work out if Dana was afraid of her or jealous of her. Gossip about herself and Coltrain had been lost in the new rumors about his ex-fiancée’s return, which did at least spare Lou somewhat. She couldn’t help but see that Dana spent a fair amount of time following Coltrain around the hospital, and once or twice she phoned him at the office. Lou pretended not to notice and not to mind, but it was cutting her up inside.

The night she’d had supper with her taciturn partner had been something of a beginning. But Dana’s arrival had nipped it all in the bud. He’d turned his back on Lou and now he only spoke to her when it was necessary and about business. If he’d withdrawn, so had she. Poor Brenda and the office receptionist worked in an armed camp, walking around like people on eggshells. Coltrain’s temper strained at the bit, and every time he flared up, Lou flared right back.

“We hear that Nickie and Dana almost came to blows the other night about who got to take Dr. Coltrain a file,” Brenda remarked a few days later.

“Too bad someone didn’t have a hidden camera, isn’t it?” Lou remarked. She sipped her coffee.

Brenda frowned. “I thought… Well, it did seem that you and the doctor were getting along better.”

“A temporary truce, nothing more,” she returned. “I’m still leaving after the first of the year, Brenda. Nothing’s really changed except that Coltrain’s old flame has returned.”

“She was poison,” Brenda said. “I heard all about her from some of the older nurses at the hospital. Did you know that at least two threatened to quit when they knew she was taking over as head nurse at the hospital? One of the nurses she worked with in Houston has family here. They said she was about to be fired when she grabbed this job. Her credentials look impressive, but she’s not a good administrator, regardless of her college background, and she plays favorites. They’ll learn that here, the hard way.”

“It’s not my problem.”

“Isn’t it?” Brenda muttered. “Well, they also say that her real purpose in applying for this job was to see if Copper was willing to take her back and try again. She’s looking for a husband and he’s number one on her list.”

“Lucky him,” she said blithely. “She’s very pretty.”

“She’s a blond tarantula,” she said hotly. “She’ll suck him dry!”

“He’s a big boy, Brenda,” Lou returned imperturbably. “He can take care of himself.”

“No man is immune to a beautiful face and figure and having a woman absolutely worship him. You take my word for it, there’s going to be trouble.”

“I won’t be here to see it,” Lou reminded her. And for the first time, she was glad. Nickie and Dana could fight over Coltrain and may the best woman win, she thought miserably. At least she wouldn’t have to watch the struggle. She’d always known that Coltrain wasn’t for her. She might as well accept defeat with good grace and get out while she could.

She went back to work, all too aware of Coltrain’s deep voice in one of the cubicles she passed. She wondered how her life was going to feel when this was all a bad memory, and she wouldn’t hear his voice again.

Drew invited her out to eat and she went, gratefully, glad for the diversion. But the restaurant he chose, Jacobsville’s best, had two unwelcome diners: Coltrain and his ex-fiancée.


“I’m sorry,” Drew said with a smile and a grimace of apology. “I didn’t know they’d be here or I’d have chosen another place to take you for supper.”

“Oh, I don’t mind,” she assured him. “I have to see them at the hospital every day, anyway.”

“Yes, see them being the key word here,” he added knowingly. “I understand that they both avoid you.”

“God knows why,” she agreed. “She’s anywhere I’m not when I need to ask her a question, and he only talks to me about patients. I’m glad I’m leaving, Drew. And with all respect to you, I’m sorry I came.”

He smiled ruefully. “I’m sorry I got you into this,” he said. “Nothing went as I planned.”

“What exactly did you plan?” she asked probingly.

He lifted his water glass and took a sip. “Well, I had hoped that Copper would see something in you that he hadn’t found anywhere else. You’re unique, Lou. So is he, in some respects. You seemed like a match.”

She glared at him. “We’re chalk and cheese,” she said, ignoring the things she and the redheaded doctor did have in common. “And we can’t get along for more than five minutes.”

“So I see.” He looked around and made a face. “Oh, God, more complications!”

She followed his gaze. A determined Nickie, in a skintight dress cut almost to the navel, was dragging an embarrassed intern to a table right beside Coltrain and Dana’s.

“That won’t do,” she remarked, watching Coltrain’s blue eyes start to glitter. “He won’t like that. And if she thinks he’ll forgo a scene, she’s very wrong. Any minute now he’s going to get up and walk out.”


When he did exactly that, leaving an astonished Dana at one table and a shocked Nickie at the other, Drew whistled through his teeth and gave Lou a pointed stare.

“You know him very well,” was all he said, though.

“I know him,” Lou said simply. “He says I read his mind. Maybe I do, on some level.”

He frowned. “Do you realize how rare a rapport that is?”

She shrugged. “Not really. He seems to read my mind, too. I shouldn’t feel sorry for him, but I do. Imagine shuffling two women in one restaurant.”

He didn’t add that it was really three, and that Copper had been watching Lou surreptitiously ever since she and Drew entered the restaurant. But of the three women, Lou was the only one who wasn’t blatantly chasing him.

“He’s paying the check,” he remarked. “And, yes, there he goes, motioning to Dana. Good thing they’d finished dessert, wasn’t it? Poor Nickie. She won’t forget this in a while.”

“I told her she was pushing too hard,” Lou remarked. “Too bad. She’s so young. I suppose she hasn’t learned that you can chase a man too relentlessly and lose him.”

“Some women never chase a man at all,” he said.

She looked up and saw the teasing expression on his face. She laughed. “Drew, you are a dear,” she said genuinely.

He chuckled. “My wife always said that I was,” he agreed. “What are you going to do?”


“Me? What do you mean? What am I going to do about what?”

“About Copper.”

“Nothing,” she replied. “Right after the holidays, I leave for Austin.”

He pursed his lips as he lifted his coffee cup. “You know,” he said, “I have a feeling you’ll never get out of town.”








Chapter 7



Saturday morning, Lou woke to the sound of someone hammering on her front door. Half-asleep, with a pale pink satin robe whipped around her slender body and her hair disheveled, she made her way to open it.

The sight that met her eyes was shocking. Coltrain was standing there, dressed in jeans and boots and a faded cotton shirt under a fleece-lined jacket, with a weather-beaten gray Stetson in one lean hand.

She blinked. “Are we filming a new series called ‘Cowboy Doctor’?”

“Cute,” he remarked, but he wasn’t smiling. “I have to talk to you.”

She opened the door, still drowsy. “Come on in. I’ll make coffee,” she said, stifling a yawn as she shuffled toward the kitchen. She could have gone immediately to change, but she was more than adequately covered and he was a doctor. Besides, she reminded herself, he had two women chasing him relentlessly anyway.

“I’ll make the coffee. How about some toast to go with it?”

“Plain or cinnamon?”

“Suit yourself.”

She got out butter and cinnamon and, just as the coffee finished brewing, she had the toast ready—piping hot from the oven.

He watched her moving about the kitchen. He was sitting leaning back in one of her kitchen chairs with one booted foot on the floor and the chair propped against the wall. He looked out of humor and wickedly handsome all at the same time.

In the position he was occupying, his jeans clung closely to every powerful line of his long legs. He was muscular without being exaggerated, and with his faded shirt unbuttoned at the throat and his red hair disheveled from the hat, he looked more relaxed than she’d ever seen him.

It occurred to her that this was the way he usually was, except when he was working. It was like a private look into his secret life, and she was unexpectedly pleased to have been given it before she left town for good.

“Here.” She put the toast on the table, handed him a plate, put condiments on the spotless white tablecloth and then poured coffee into two cups.

“The Christmas concert was nice,” he remarked.

“Was it?” she replied. “I went to bed.”

“I had nothing to do with getting Dana down here,” he said flatly. “In case you wondered.”


“It’s none of my business.”

“Yes, I know,” he said heavily. He sipped coffee and munched toast, but he was preoccupied. “Nickie and Dana are becoming an embarrassment.”

“Leave it to you to be irritated when two lovely women compete for your attention,” she remarked dryly.

His eyes narrowed on her face. “Irritation doesn’t quite cover it. I feel like the stud of the month,” he said disgustedly.

She burst out laughing. “Oh, I’m sorry!” she said when he glared at her. “It was the way you said it.”

He was ruffled, and looked it. He sipped more coffee. “I wasn’t trying to make a joke.”

“I know. It must be difficult, especially when you have to make rounds at the hospital, with both of them working there.”

“I understand you’re having some problems of your own in that regard.”

“You might say that,” she agreed. “I can’t find Dana or Nickie when I need them. I seem to have the plague.”

“You know that it can’t continue?”

“Of course I do,” she assured him. “And when I leave, things will settle down, I’m sure.”

He scowled. “What do you mean, when you leave? How will that help? Anyway, we’d already agreed that you were staying.”

“We agreed on nothing,” she returned. “I gave you my resignation. If you tore it up, that’s your problem. I consider it binding.”

He stared down into his coffee cup, deep in thought. “I had no idea that you meant it.”


“Amazing,” she mused, watching him. “You have such a convenient memory, Dr. Coltrain. I can’t forget a single word you said to Drew about me, and you can’t remember?”

His face hardened. “I didn’t know you were listening.”

“That makes everything all right?” she asked with mock solemnity.

He ran a hand through his already disheveled hair. “Things came to a head,” he replied. “I’d just had to diagnose leukemia in a child who should have had years of happiness to look forward to. I’d had a letter from my father asking for money…”

She shifted against the table. “I didn’t know that your parents were still alive.”

“My mother died ten years ago,” he replied. “My father lives in Tucson. He wrangles horses, but he likes to gamble. When he gets in too deep, he always comes to me for a grubstake.” He said it with utter contempt.

“Is that all you mean to him? Money?” she asked gently.

“It was all I ever meant to him.” He lifted cold blue eyes to hers. He smiled unpleasantly. “Who do you think put me up to breaking and entering when I was a teenager? I was a juvenile, you know. Juveniles don’t go to jail. Oh, we didn’t do it here,” he added. “Not where he lived. We always went to Houston. He cased the houses and sent me in to do the actual work.”

Her gasp was audible. “He should have been arrested!”

“He was,” he replied. “He served a year and got probation. We haven’t spent any time together since I was placed with a foster family when I was thirteen, long before I started medical school. I put all that behind me. Apparently so did he. But now that I’m making a comfortable living, he doesn’t really see any good reason not to ask me for help when he needs it.”

What sort of family life had he grown up in? she wondered. It was, in some ways, like her own upbringing. “What a pity that we can’t choose our parents,” she remarked.

“Amen.” His broad shoulders shifted against the wall. “I was in a temper already, and Drew’s phone call was the last straw. It irritated the hell out of me that you liked him, but you jerked away from my slightest touch as if I might contaminate you.”

She hadn’t thought he’d noticed. He took her reaction as a sign of her distaste for him, when it was a fierce, painful attraction. It was ironic.

She lowered her eyes. “You said when I first came to work with you that we would have a business relationship.”

“So I did. But that didn’t mean you should treat me like a leper,” he remarked. Oddly, he didn’t seem to be concerned about it anymore. He smiled, in fact, his blue eyes sparkling. “But I wouldn’t have had you overhear what I told Drew for all the world, Lou. It shamed me when you asked to end our partnership.”

She toyed with a fingernail. “I thought it would make you happy.”

Her choice of words delighted him. He knew exactly what she felt for him. He’d had suspicions for a while now, but he hadn’t been certain until he kissed her. He couldn’t let her leave until he was sure about what he felt for her. But how was he going to stop her? His blue eyes ran searchingly over her face and a crazy idea popped into his mind. “If you and I were engaged,” he mused aloud, “Dana and Nickie would give up.”

The words rambled around in her mind like marbles as she stared at him. The sun was out. It was a nice December day. Her Christmas decorations lined the windows and the tinsel on the Christmas tree in the living room caught the sun through the curtains and glittered.

“Did you hear me?” he asked when she didn’t react.

Her cheeks burned. “I don’t think that’s very funny,” she remarked, turning away.

He got to his feet with an audible thud and before she could move three feet, he had her by the waist from behind. Steely hands pulled her back against him and when she caught them, she felt their warm strength under her cool fingers. She felt his breath against her hair, felt it as his chest moved at her back.

“Shall we stop dancing around it?” he asked roughly. “You’re in love with me. I’ve pretended not to see it, but we both know it’s why you’re leaving.”

She gasped aloud. Frozen in his arms, she hadn’t even a comeback, a face-saving reply. She felt his hands contract under hers, as if he thought she might pull away and run for it.

“Don’t panic,” he said quietly. “Dodging the issue won’t solve it.”

“I…didn’t realize you could tell,” she whispered, her pride in ashes at his feet.


His lean arms contracted, bringing her soft warmth closer to his taut body. “Take it easy. We’ll deal with it.”

“You don’t have to deal with anything,” she began huskily. “I’m going to…”

He turned her while she was speaking and his mouth was on hers before she could finish. She fought him for an instant, as he anticipated. But he was slow and very gentle, and she began to melt into him like ice against a flame.

He brought her closer, aware of her instant response when she felt his body harden. He made a rough sound against her mouth and deepened the kiss.

Her fingers caught in the cool flames of his hair, holding on for dear life as his ardor burned high and wild. He kissed her as he’d kissed Nickie at the party, not an inch of space between their bodies, no quarter in the thin lips devouring her open mouth. This time when his tongue penetrated, she didn’t pull away. She accepted the intimate contact without a protest, shivering a little as it ignited new fires in her own taut body. The sensation was unlike anything she’d known. She held on tight, moaning, aware somewhere in the back of her mind that his hand was at the base of her spine, rubbing her against him, and that she should say something.

She was incapable of anything except blind response.

She didn’t resist even when he eased her back onto her feet and, still kissing her hungrily, slid his hand under her robe against the soft, tight curve of her breast. He felt her heartbeat run away. With a groan, he fought his way under the gown, against the petal-soft warmth of her skin, and cupped her tenderly, dragging his thumb against the small hardness he found. She shivered again. Reeling, he traced the tight nub with his thumb and forefinger, testing its hardness. She sobbed against his mouth. Probably, he thought dizzily, she’d never had such a caress. And he could give her something more; another pleasure that she didn’t know yet.

His mouth left hers and found its way down past her collarbone to the softness under his hand. It opened on her body, and he drank in the scented warmth of her while his tongue took the place of his thumb. She gasped and struggled, but he began to suckle her, his arms swallowing her, and she shuddered once and gave in. He felt her body go lax in his arms, so that if he hadn’t supported her, she would have fallen. She caressed his nape with trembling hands, gasping a little as he increased the pressure, but clinging, not pushing.

When he thought he might explode from the pleasure it was giving him, he forced his mouth to release her and he stood erect, pulling her up abruptly.

His face was ruddy with high color, his eyes blazing as they met her half-open, dazed ones. She was oblivious to everything except the taste of him. Her lips were swollen. Even her tongue felt swollen. She couldn’t say a word.

He searched over her face and then dropped his eyes to her bodice. He moved it out of the way and looked at the small, firm breast he’d been tasting. She looked like a rosebud there, the nipple red from his mouth.

He traced around it lazily and then looked back up at the shocked pleasure in her dark, dark eyes.

“I could have you on the kitchen table, right now,” he said in a deep, quiet tone. “And you think you’re leaving in two weeks?”

She blinked. It was all so unreal. He’d all but seduced her. His hand was still on her breast and he’d pulled the robe and gown aside. He was looking at her…!

She gasped, horrified, jerking back from him. Her hands grappled with the unruly fabric before she finally got her body covered. She backed away, blushing, glaring at him accusingly.

He didn’t move, except to lean back against the kitchen counter and cross his long legs. That action drew her eyes to something she’d felt earlier, and she blushed scarlet before she managed to look away. What had she done? What had she let him do?

“You look outraged,” he mused. “I think I like having you blush when I look at you.”

“Would you leave, please?” she asked tightly.

“No, I don’t think so,” he said pleasantly. “Get dressed. Wear jeans and boots. I’m taking you riding.”

“I don’t want to go anywhere with you!”

“You want to go to bed with me,” he corrected, smiling gently. “I can’t think of anything I’d enjoy more, but I saddled the horses and left them in the stable before I came over here.”

She huddled in her robe, wincing as it rubbed against her body.

“Breast sore?” he asked softly. “I’m sorry. I lost my head a little.”

She flushed more and the robe tightened. “Dr. Coltrain…”

“Copper,” he reminded her. “Or you can call me Jeb, if you like.” He pursed his lips and his eyes were hot and possessive. “You’d really better get dressed, Lou,” he murmured. “I’m still pretty hot, and aroused men are devious.”

She moved back. “I have things to do…”

“Horseback riding or…?” He moved toward her.

She turned and ran for the bedroom. She couldn’t believe what had just happened, and he’d said something about them becoming engaged. She must be losing her mind. Yes, that was it, she’d worried over leaving so much that she was imagining things. The whole thing had probably been a hallucination.

 

He’d cleared away the breakfast things by the time she washed, dressed, pulled her hair back into a pony-tail with a blue ribbon and came into the kitchen with a rawhide jacket on.

He smiled. “You look like a cowgirl.”

She’d felt a bit uneasy about facing him after that torrid interlude, but apparently he wasn’t embarrassed. She might as well follow his lead. She managed a smile in return. “Thanks. But I may not quite merit the title. I haven’t ridden in a long time.”

“You’ll be all right. I’ll look after you.”

He opened the door and let her out, waiting for her to lock it. Then he helped her into the Jaguar and drove her to his ranch.

 

The woods were lovely, despite their lack of leaves. The slow, easy rhythm of the horses was relaxing, even if the company wasn’t. She was all too aware of Coltrain beside her, tall and elegant even on horseback. With the Stetson pulled low over his eyes, he looked so handsome that he made her toes tingle.

“Enjoying yourself?” he asked companionably.

“Oh, yes,” she admitted. “I haven’t been riding in a long time.”

“I do more of it than I like sometimes,” he confessed. “This isn’t a big ranch, but I run about fifty head of pedigree cattle. I have two married cowhands who help out.”

“Why do you keep cattle?” she asked.

“I don’t know. It was always a dream of mine, I guess, from the time I was a boy. My grandfather had one old milk cow and I’d try to ride her.” He chuckled. “I fell off a lot.”

She smiled. “And your grandmother?”

“Oh, she was a cook of excellent proportions,” he replied. “She made cakes that were the talk of the county. When my dad went wrong, it broke her heart, and my grandfather’s. I think they took it harder because he lured me into it with him.” He shook his head. “When a kid goes bad, everyone blames it on the upbringing. But my grandparents were kind, good people. They were just poor. A lot of people were…still are.”

She’d noticed that he had a soft spot for his needy patients. He made extra time for them, acting as counselor and even helping them get in touch with the proper government agencies when they needed help. At Christmas, he was the first to pledge a donation to local charities and contribute to parties for children who wouldn’t otherwise have presents. He was a good man, and she adored him.

“Do you want children, eventually?” she asked.


“I’d like a family,” he said noncommittally. He glanced at her. “How about you?”

She grimaced. “I don’t know. It would be hard for me to juggle motherhood and medicine. I know plenty of people do, but it seems like begging from Peter to pay Paul, you know? Children need a lot of care. I think plenty of social problems are caused by parents who can’t get enough time off from work to look after their children. And good day care is a terrible financial headache. Why isn’t day care free?” she asked abruptly. “It should be. If women are going to have to work, companies should provide access to day care for them. I know of hospitals and some companies that do it for their employees. Why can’t every big company?”

“Good question. It would certainly take a burden off working parents.”

“All the same, if I had kids, I’d want to be with them while they were young. I don’t know if I could give up practice for so long….”

He reined in his horse and caught her bridle, bringing her horse gently around so that they were facing each other at the side. “That’s not the reason. Talk to me,” he said quietly. “What is it?”

She huddled into her jacket. “I hated being a child,” she muttered. “I hated my father and my mother and my life.”

His eyebrows lifted. “Do you think a child would hate me?”

She laughed. “Are you kidding? Children love you. Except that you don’t do stitches as nicely as I do,” she added.

He smiled ruefully. “Thanks for small favors.”


“The secret is the chewing gum I give them afterward.”

“Ah, I see. Trade a few stitches for a few cavities.”

“It’s sugarless gum,” she said smugly.

He searched her face with warm eyes. “Touché.”

He wheeled his horse and led her off down a pasture path to where the big barn was situated several hundred yards away from the house. He explained the setup, and how he’d modernized his small operation.

“I’m not as up-to-date as a lot of ranchers are, and this is peanut scale,” he added. “But I’ve put a lot of work and time into it, and I’m moderately proud of what I’ve accomplished. I have a herd sire who’s mentioned in some of the bigger cattle magazines.”

“I’m impressed. Do I get to see him?”

“Do you want to?”

“You sound surprised. I like animals. When I started out, it was a toss-up between being a doctor and being a vet.”

“What swayed you?”

“I’m not really sure. But I’ve never regretted my choice.”

He swung out of the saddle and waited for her to dismount. He tied the horses to the corral rail and led the way into the big barn.

It was surprisingly sanitary. The walkway was paved, the stalls were spacious with metal gates and fresh hay. The cows were sleek and well fed, and the bull he’d mentioned was beautiful even by bovine standards.

“Why, he’s gorgeous,” she enthused as they stood at the gate and looked at him. He was red-coated, huge, stream lined and apparently docile, because he came up to let Coltrain pet his muzzle.

“How are you, old man?” he murmured affectionately. “Had enough corn, have you?”

“He’s a Santa Gertrudis, isn’t he?” she asked curiously.

His hand stilled on the bull’s nose. “How did you know that?” he asked.

“Ted Regan is one of my patients. He had a breeder’s edition of some magazine with him one day, and he left it behind. I got a good idea of coat colors, at least. We have a lot of cattlemen around here,” she added. “It never hurts to know a little bit about a good bull.”

“Why, Lou,” he mused. “I’m impressed.”

“That’s a first.”

He chuckled. His blue eyes twinkled down at her as he propped one big boot on the low rail of the gate. “No, it’s not. You impressed me the first week you were here. You’ve grown on me.”

“Good heavens, am I a wart?”

He caught a strand of her hair and wound it around his finger. “You’re a wonder,” he corrected, searching her eyes. “I didn’t realize we had so much in common. Funny, isn’t it? We’ve worked together for a year, but I’ve found out more about you in the past two weeks than I ever knew.”

“That goes for me, too.”

She dropped her eyes to his chest, where the faded shirt clung to the hard muscles. She loved the way he stood, the way he walked, the way he looked with that hat tilted rakishly over one eye. She remembered the feel of his warm arms around her and she felt suddenly cold.


Her expressions fascinated him. He watched them change, saw the hunger filter into her face.

She drew a wistful breath and looked up at him with a wan smile.

He frowned. Without understanding why, he held out a lean arm.

She accepted the invitation without question. Her body went against his, pressing close. Her arms went under his and around him, so that her hands could flatten on the muscles of his long back. She closed her eyes and laid her cheek against his chest, and listened to his heart beat.

He was surprised, yet he wasn’t. It felt natural to have Lou in his arms. He drew her closer, in a purely nonsexual way, and absently stroked her hair while he watched his bull eat corn out of the trough in his pen.

“Next week is Christmas,” he said above her head.

“Yes, I know. What do you do for Christmas? Do you go to friends, or invite people over?”

He laughed gently. “I used to have it with Jane, before she married,” he recalled, feeling her stiffen without really thinking much about it. “But last year, since she married, I cooked a TV dinner and watched old movies all day.”

She didn’t answer for a minute. Despite what she’d heard about Coltrain and Jane Parker in the past year, she hadn’t thought that he and Jane had been quite so close. But it seemed that they were. It depressed her more than anything had in recent weeks.

He wasn’t thinking about Christmases past. He was thinking about the upcoming one. His hand explored her hair strand by strand. “Where are we going to have Christmas dinner, and who’s going to cook it?” he asked matter-of-factly.

That was encouraging, that he wanted to spend Christmas with her. She couldn’t refuse, even out of hurt pride. “We could have it at my house,” she offered.

“I’ll help cook it.”

She smiled. “It would be nice to have someone to eat it with,” she confessed.

“I’ll make sure we’re on call Christmas Eve, not Christmas Day,” he promised. His arm slid down her back and drew her closer. He was aware of a kind of contentment he’d never experienced before, a belonging that he hadn’t known even with Jane. Funny, he thought, until Lou came along, it had never occurred to him that he and Jane couldn’t have had a serious relationship even if Todd Burke hadn’t married her.

It was a sobering thought. This woman in his arms had come to mean a lot to him, without his realizing it until he’d kissed her for the first time. He laid his cheek against her head with a long sigh. It was like coming home. He’d been searching all his life for something he’d never found. He was closer to it than he’d ever been right now.

Her arms tightened around his lean waist. She could feel the wall of his chest hard against her breasts, the buckle of his belt biting into her. But it still wasn’t quite close enough. She moved just a little closer, so that her legs brushed his.

He moved to accommodate her, sliding one boot higher on the fence so that she could fit against him more comfortably. But the movement aroused him and he caught his breath sharply.


“Sorry,” she murmured and started to step away.

But his hand stayed her hips. “I can’t help that,” he said at her temple, secretly delighted at his headlong physical response to her. “But it isn’t a threat.”

“I didn’t want to make you uncomfortable.”

He smiled lazily. “I wouldn’t call it that.” He brushed a kiss across her forehead. “Relax,” he whispered. “It’s pretty public here, and I’m sure you know as well as I do that making love in a hay barn is highly unsanitary.”

She laughed at his humor. “Oh, but this barn is very clean.”

“Not that clean,” he murmured dryly. “Besides,” he added, “it’s been a long, dry spell. When I’m not in the market for a companion, I don’t walk around prepared for sweet interludes.”

She lifted her face and searched his mocking eyes demurely. “A long, dry spell? With Nickie prancing around half-naked to get your attention?”

He didn’t laugh, as she expected him to. He traced her pert nose. “I don’t have affairs,” he said. “And I’m the soul of discretion in my private life. There was a widow in a city I won’t name. She and I were good friends, and we supplied each other with something neither of us was comfortable spreading around. She married year before last. Since then, I’ve concentrated on my work and my cattle. Period.”

She was curious. “Can you…well, do it…without love?”

“I was fond of her,” he explained. “She was fond of me. We didn’t have to be in love.”

She moved restlessly.

“It would have to be love, for you, wouldn’t it, Lou?” he asked. “Even desperate desire wouldn’t be enough.” He traced her soft lips with deliberation. “But you and I are an explosive combination. And you do love me.”

She laid her forehead at his collarbone. “Yes,” she admitted. “I love you. But not enough to be your mistress.”

“I know that.”

“Then it’s hopeless.”

He laughed mirthlessly. “Is it? I thought I mentioned that we could get engaged.”

“Engaged isn’t married,” she began.

He put a finger over her lips, and he looked solemn. “I know that. Will you let me finish? We can be engaged until the first of the year, when I can afford to take a little time off for a honeymoon. We could have a New Year’s wedding.”








Chapter 8



“You mean, get married? Us?” she echoed blankly.

He tilted up her chin and searched her dark, troubled eyes. “Sex doesn’t trouble you half as much as marriage does, is that it? Marriage means commitment, and to you, that’s like imprisonment.”

She grimaced. “My parents’ marriage was horrible. I don’t want to become like my mother.”

“So you said.” He traced her cheek. “But I’m not like your father. I don’t drink. Well,” he murmured with a sheepish grin, “maybe just once, and I had justification for that. You were letting Drew hold your hand, when you always jerked back if I touched you at all.”

She was surprised. She smiled. “Was that why?”

He chuckled. “Yes, that was why.”

“Imagine that!”

“Take one day at a time, okay?” he asked. “Let’s rock along for a couple of weeks, and spend Christmas together. Then we’ll talk about this again.”

“All right.”

He bent and kissed her softly. She pressed up against him, but he stepped back.

“None of that,” he said smartly. “We’re going to get to know each other before we let our glands get in the way.”

“Glands!”

“Don’t you remember glands, Doctor?” He moved toward her threateningly. “Let me explain them to you.”

“I think I’ve got the picture,” she said on a laugh. “Keep away, you lecher!”

He laughed, too. He caught her hand and tangled her fingers with his as they walked back to where the horses were tied. He’d never been quite this interested in marriage, even if he’d once had it in the back of his mind when he’d dated Jane. But when he’d had Lou close in his arms, in the barn, he’d wanted it with a maddening desire. It wasn’t purely physical, although she certainly attracted him that way. But despite the way she felt about him, he had a feeling that she’d have to be carefully coaxed down the aisle. She was afraid of everything marriage stood for because of her upbringing. Their marriage wouldn’t be anything like her parents’, but he was going to have to convince her of that first.

 

They made rounds together the next morning at the hospital, and as usual, Dana was lying in wait for Coltrain.


But this time, he deliberately linked Lou’s hand in his as he smiled at her.

“Good morning,” he said politely.

Dana was faintly startled. “Good morning, doctors,” she said hesitantly, her eyes on their linked hands.

“Lou and I became engaged yesterday,” he said.

Dana’s face paled. She drew a stiff breath and managed the semblance of a smile. “Oh, did you? Well, I suppose I should offer my congratulations!” She laughed. “And I had such high hopes that you and I might regain something of the past.”

“The past is dead,” he said firmly, his blue eyes steady on her face. “I have no inclination whatsoever to revive it.”

Dana laughed uncomfortably. “So I see.” She glanced at Lou’s left hand. “Quite a sudden engagement, was it?” she added slyly. “No ring yet?”

Lou’s hand jerked in his, but he steadied it. “When Lou makes up her mind what sort she wants, I’ll buy her one,” he said lazily. “I’d better get started. Wait for me in the lounge when you finish, sweet,” he told Lou and squeezed her fingers before he let them go.

“I will,” she promised. She smiled at Dana carelessly and went down the hall to begin her own rounds.

Dana followed her. “Well, I hope you fare better than I did,” she muttered. “He’s had the hots for Jane Parker for years. He asked me to marry him because he wanted me and I wouldn’t give in, but even so, I couldn’t compete with dear Jane,” she said bitterly. “Your father was willing, so I indulged in a stupid affair, hoping I might make him jealous. That was the lunatic act of the century!”


“So I heard,” Lou said stiffly, glaring at the other woman.

“I guess you did,” the older woman said with a grimace. “He hated me for it. There’s one man who doesn’t move with the times, and he never forgets a wrong you do him.” Her eyes softened as she looked at Lou’s frozen face. “Your poor mother must have hated me. I know your father did. He was livid that I’d been so careless, and of course, I ruined his chances of staying here. But he didn’t do so bad in Austin.”

Lou had different memories of that. She couldn’t lay it all at Dana’s door, however. She paused at her first patient’s door. “What do you mean about Jane Parker?” she asked solemnly.

“You must have heard by now that she was his first love, his only love, for years. I gave up on him after my fling with your father. I thought it was surely over between them until I came back here. She’s married, you know, but she still sees Copper socially.” Her eyes glittered. “They say he sits and stares at her like an oil painting when they’re anywhere together. You’ll find that out for yourself. I should be jealous, but I don’t think I am. I feel sorry for you, because you’ll always be his second choice, even if he marries you. He may want you, but he’ll never stop loving Jane.”

She walked away, leaving a depressed, worried Lou behind. Dana’s former engagement to Coltrain sounded so much like her own “engagement” with him that it was scary. She knew that he wanted her, but he didn’t show any signs of loving her. Did he still love Jane? If he did, she couldn’t possibly marry him.


Nickie came up the hall when Lou had finished her rounds and was ready to join Coltrain in the lounge.

“Congratulations,” she told Lou with a resigned smile. “I guess I knew I was out of the running when I saw him kiss you in the car park. Good luck. From what I hear, you’ll need it.” She kept walking.

Lou was dejected. It was in her whole look when she went into the doctors’ lounge, where Coltrain had just finished filling out a form at the table near the window. He looked up, frowning.

“What is it?” he asked curtly. “Have Dana and Nickie been giving you a hard time?”

“Not at all,” she said. “I’m just a little tired.” She touched her back and winced, to convince him. “Horseback riding takes some getting used to, doesn’t it?”

He smiled, glad that he’d mistaken soreness for depression. “Yes, it does. We’ll have to do more of it.” He picked up the folder. “Ready to go?”

“Yes.”

He left the form at the nurses’ station, absorbing more congratulations from the nurses, and led Lou out to his Jaguar.

“We’ll take some time off this afternoon for lunch and shop for a ring,” he said.

“But I don’t need…”

“Of course you do,” he said. “We can’t let people think I’m too miserly to buy you an engagement ring!”

“But what if…?”

“Lou, it’s my money,” he declared.

She grimaced. Well, if he wanted to be stuck with a diamond ring when she left town, that was his business. The engagement, as far as she was concerned, was nothing more than an attempt to get his life back on an even keel and discourage Nickie and Dana from hounding him.

She couldn’t forget what had been said about Jane Parker, Jane Burke now, and she was more worried than ever. She knew how entangled he’d been with Jane, all right, because she’d considered her a rival until the day Jane married Todd Burke. Coltrain’s manner even when he spoke to the woman was tender, solicitous, almost reverent.

He’d proposed. But even though he knew Lou loved him, he’d never mentioned feeling anything similar for her. He was playing make-believe. But she wondered what would happen if Jane Burke suddenly became a free woman. It would be a nightmare to live with a man who was ever yearning for someone else, someone he’d loved most of his life. Jane was a habit he apparently couldn’t break. She was married. But could that fact stop him from loving her?

“You’re very quiet,” he remarked.

“I was thinking about Mr. Bailey,” she hedged. “He really needs to see a specialist about that asthma. What do you think of referring him to Dr. Jones up in Houston?”

He nodded, diverted. “A sound idea. I’ll give you the number.”

 

They worked in harmony until the lunch hour. Then, despite her arguments, they drove to a jewelry shop in downtown Jacobsville. As bad luck would have it, Jane Burke was in there, alone, making a purchase.

She was so beautiful, Lou thought miserably. Blond, blue-eyed, with a slender figure that any man would covet.

“Why hello!” Jane said enthusiastically, and hugged Copper as if he was family.

He held her close and kissed her cheek, his smile tender, his face animated. “You look terrific,” he said huskily. “How’s the back? Still doing those exercises?”

“Oh, yes,” she agreed. She held him by the arms and searched his eyes. “You look terrific yourself.” She seemed only then to notice that he wasn’t alone. She glanced at Lou. “Dr. Blakely, isn’t it?” she asked politely, and altered the smile a little. “Nice to see you again.”

“What are you doing here?” Coltrain asked her.

“Buying a present for my stepdaughter for Christmas. I thought she might like a nice strand of pearls. Aren’t these lovely?” she asked when the clerk had taken them out of the case to show them. “I’ll take them,” she added, handing him her credit card.

“Is she staying with you and Todd all the time now?”

She nodded. “Her mother and stepfather and the baby are off to Africa to research his next book,” she said with a grin. “We’re delighted to have her all to ourselves.”

“How’s Todd?”

Lou heard the strained note in his voice with miserable certainty that Dana had been telling the truth.

“He’s as impossible as ever.” Jane chuckled. “But we scratch along, me with my horses and my clothing line and he with his computer business. He’s away so much these days that I feel deserted.” She lifted her eyes to his and grinned. “I don’t guess you’d like to come to supper tonight?”

“Sure I would,” he said without thinking. Then he made a sound. “I can’t. There’s a hospital board meeting.”

“Oh, well,” she muttered. “Another time, then.” She glanced at Lou hesitantly. “Are you two out Christmas shopping—together?” she added as if she didn’t think that was the case.

Coltrain stuck his hands deep into his pockets. “We’re shopping for an engagement ring,” he said tersely.

Her eyes widened. “For whom?”

Lou wanted to sink through the floor. She flushed to the roots of her hair and clung to her shoulder bag as if it were a life jacket.

“For Lou,” Coltrain said. “We’re engaged.”

He spoke reluctantly, which only made Lou feel worse.

Jane’s shocked expression unfroze Lou’s tongue. “It’s just for appearances,” she said, forcing a smile. “Dana and Nickie have been hounding him.”

“Oh, I see!” Jane’s face relaxed, but then she frowned. “Isn’t that a little dishonest?”

“It was the only way, and it’s just until my contract is up, the first of the year,” Lou forced herself to say. “I’ll be leaving then.”

Coltrain glared at her. He wasn’t certain what he’d expected, but she made the proposal sound like a hoax. He hadn’t asked her to marry him to ward off the other women; he’d truly wanted her to be his wife. Had she misunderstood totally?

Jane was as startled as Coltrain was. She knew that Copper wasn’t the sort of man to give an engagement ring lightly, although Lou seemed to think he was. Since Dana’s horrible betrayal, Copper had been impervious to women. But even Jane had heard about the hospital Christmas party and the infamous kiss. She’d hoped that Copper had finally found someone to love, although it was surprising that it would be the partner with whom he fought with so enthusiastically. Now, looking at them together, she was confused. Lou looked as if she were being tortured. Copper was taciturn and frozen. And they said it was a sham. Lou didn’t love him. She couldn’t, and be so lighthearted about it. Copper looked worn.

Jane glared at Lou and put a gentle hand on Coltrain’s arm. “This is a stupid idea, Copper. You’ll be the butt of every joke in town when Lou leaves, don’t you realize it? It could even damage your reputation, hurt your practice,” she told Copper intently.

His jaw tautened. “I appreciate your concern,” he said gently, even as it surprised him that Jane should turn on Lou, who was more an innocent bystander than Coltrain’s worst enemy.

That got through to Lou, too. She moved restlessly, averting her gaze from the diamond rings in the display case. “She’s right. It is stupid. I can’t do this,” she said suddenly, her eyes full of torment. “Please, excuse me, I have to go!”

She made it out the door before the tears were visible, cutting down an alley and ducking into a department store. She went straight to the women’s rest room and burst into tears, shocking a store clerk into leaving.

In the jewelry store, Coltrain stood like a statue, unspeakably shocked at Lou’s rash departure and furious at having her back out just when he’d got it all arranged.

“For God’s sake, did you have to do that?” Coltrain asked harshly. He rammed his hands into his pockets. “It’s taken me days just to get her to agree on any pretext…!”

Jane realized, too late, what she’d done. She winced. “I didn’t know,” she said miserably. “It’s my fault that she’s bolted,” Jane said quickly. “Copper, I’m sorry!”

“Not your fault,” he said stiffly. “I used Dana and Nickie to accomplish this engagement, but she was reluctant from the beginning.” He sighed heavily. “I guess she’ll go, now, in spite of everything.”

“I don’t understand what’s going on.”

He moved a shoulder impatiently. “She’s in love with me,” he said roughly, and rammed his hands deeper into his pockets.

“Oh, dear.” Jane didn’t know what to say. She’d lashed out at the poor woman, and probably given Lou a false picture of her relationship with Copper to boot. They were good friends, almost like brother and sister, but there had been rumors around Jacobsville for years that they were secret lovers. Until she married Todd, that was. Now, she wondered how much Lou had heard and if she’d believed it. And Jane had brazenly invited him to supper, ignoring Lou altogether.

She grimaced. “I’ve done it now, haven’t I? I would have included her in my invitation if I’d had any idea. I thought she was just tagging along with you on her lunch hour!”

“I’d better go after her,” he said reluctantly.


“It might be best if you didn’t,” she replied. “She’s hurt. She’ll want to be alone for a while, I should think.”

“I can’t strand her in town.” He felt worse than he could ever remember feeling. “Maybe you’re both right, and this whole thing was a stupid idea.”

“If you don’t love her, it certainly was,” she snapped at him. “What are you up to? Is it really just to protect you from a couple of lovesick women? I’m shocked. A few years ago, you’d have cussed them both to a fare-thee-well and been done with it.”

He didn’t reply. His face closed up and his blue eyes glittered at her. “My reasons are none of your business,” he said, shutting her out.

Obviously Lou had to mean something to him. Jane felt even worse. She made a face. “We were very close once. I thought you could talk to me about anything.”

“Anything except Lou,” he said shortly.

“Oh.” Her eyes were first stunned and then amused.

“You can stop speculating, too,” he added irritably, turning away.

“She sounds determined to leave.”

“We’ll see about that.”

Despite Jane’s suggestion, he went off toward the department store where Lou had vanished and strode back to the women’s rest room. He knew instinctively that she was there. He caught the eye of a female clerk.

“Could you ask Dr. Blakely to come out of there, please?”

“Dr. Blakely?”

“She’s so high—” he indicated her height with his hand up to his nose “—blond hair, dark eyes, wearing a beige suit.”

“Oh, her! She’s a doctor? Really? My goodness, I thought doctors never showed their emotions. She was crying as if her heart would break. Sure, I’ll get her for you.”

He felt like a dog. He’d made her cry. The thought of Lou, so brave and private a person, with tears in her eyes made him hurt inside. And it had been so unnecessary. If Jane had only kept her pretty mouth shut! She was like family, and she overstepped the bounds sometimes with her comments about how Coltrain should live his life. He’d been more than fond of her once, and he still had a soft spot for her, but it was Lou who was disrupting his whole life.

He leaned against the wall, his legs and arms crossed, and waited. The female clerk reappeared, smiled reassuringly, and went to wait on a customer.

A minute later, a subdued and dignified Lou came out of the small room, her chin up. Her eyes were slightly red, but she didn’t look as if she needed anyone’s pity.

“I’m ready to go if you are,” she said politely.

He searched her face and decided that this wasn’t the time for a row. They still had to get lunch and get back to the office.

He turned, leaving her to follow. “I’ll stop by one of the hamburger joints and we can get a burger and fries.”

“I’ll eat mine at the office, if you don’t mind,” she said wearily. “I’m not in the mood for a crowd.”

Neither was he. He didn’t argue. He opened the car door and let her in, then he went by the drive-in window of the beef place and they carried lunch back.

Lou went directly into her office and closed the door. She hardly tasted what she was eating. Her heart felt as if it had been burned alive. She knew what Dana meant now. Jane Parker was as much a part of Coltrain’s life as his cattle, his practice. No woman, no matter how much she loved him, could ever compete with his love for the former rodeo star.

She’d been living in a fool’s paradise, but fortunately there was no harm done. They could say that the so-called “engagement” had been a big joke. Surely Coltrain could get Nickie and Dana out of his hair by simply telling them the truth, that he wasn’t interested. God knew, once he got started, he wasn’t shy about expressing his feelings any other time, regardless of who was listening. Which brought to mind the question of why he’d asked her to marry him. He wasn’t in love with her. He wanted her. Had that been the reason? Was he getting even with Jane because she’d married and deserted him? She worried the question until she finished eating. Then her patients kept her occupied for the rest of the day, so that she had no time to think.

 

Jane had wondered if she could help undo the damage she’d already done to Copper’s life, and at last she came up with a solution. She decided to give a farewell party for Lou. She called Coltrain a few days later to tell him the news.

“Christmas is next week,” he said shortly. “And I doubt if she’d come. She only speaks to me when she has to. I can’t get near her anymore.”


That depressed Jane even more. “Suppose I phone her?” she asked.

“Oh, I know she won’t talk to you.” He laughed without humor. “We’re both in her bad books.”

Jane sighed. “Then who can we have talk to her?”

“Try Drew Morris,” he said bitterly. “She likes him.”

That note in his voice was disturbing. Surely he knew that Drew was still mourning his late wife. If he and Lou were friends, it was nothing more than that, despite any social outings together.

“You think she’d listen to Drew?” she asked.

“Why not?”

“I’ll try, then.”

“Don’t send out any invitations until she gives you an answer,” he added. “She’s been hurt enough, one way or the other.”

“Yes, I know,” Jane said gently. “I had no idea, Copper. I really meant well.”

“I know that. She doesn’t.”

“I guess she’s heard all the old gossip, too.”

He hadn’t considered that. “What old gossip?”

“About us,” she persisted. “That we had something going until I married Todd.”

He smoothed his fingers absently over the receiver. “She might have, at that,” he said slowly. “But she must know that—” He stopped dead. She’d have heard plenty from Dana, who had always considered Jane, not her affair with Fielding Blakely, the real reason for their broken engagement. Others in the hospital knew those old rumors, too, and Jane had given Lou the wrong impression of their relationship in the jewelry store.


“I’m right, aren’t I?” Jane asked.

“You might be.”

“What are you going to do?”

“What can I do?” he asked shortly. “She doesn’t really want to marry anyone.”

“You said she loves you,” she reminded him.

“Yes, and she does. It’s the only thing I’m sure of. But she doesn’t want to marry me. She’s so afraid that she’ll become like her mother, blindly accepting faults and abuse without question, all in the name of love.”

“Poor girl,” she said genuinely. “What a life she must have had.”

“I expect it was worse than we’ll ever know,” he agreed. “Well, call Drew and see if he can get through to her.”

“If he can, will you come, too?”

“It would look pretty bad if I didn’t, wouldn’t it?” he asked dryly. “They’d say we were so antagonistic toward each other that we couldn’t even get along for a farewell party. And coming on the heels of our ‘engagement,’ they’d really have food for thought.”

“I’d be painted as the scarlet woman who broke it up, wouldn’t I?” Jane groaned. “Todd would love that! He’s still not used to small-town life.”

“Maybe Drew can reach her. If he can’t, you’ll have to cancel it. We can’t embarrass her.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.”

“I know that. Jane, thanks.”

“For what?” she asked. “I’m the idiot who got you into this mess in the first place. The least I owe is to try to make amends for what I said to her. I’ll let you know what happens.”


“Do that.”

He went back to work, uncomfortably aware of Lou’s calm demeanor. She didn’t even look ruffled after all the turmoil. Of course, he remembered that she’d been crying like a lost child in the department store after Jane’s faux pas. But that could have been so much more than a broken heart.

She hadn’t denied loving him, but could love survive a year of indifference alternating with vicious antagonism, such as he’d given her? Perhaps loving him was a sort of habit that she’d finally been cured of. After all, he’d given her no reason to love him, even to like him. He’d missed most of his chances there. But if Drew could convince her to come to a farewell party, on neutral ground, Coltrain had one last chance to change her mind about him. That was his one hope; the only one he had.








Chapter 9



Drew invited Lou to lunch the next day. It was Friday, the week before the office closed for Christmas holidays. Christmas Eve would be on a week from Saturday night, and Jane had changed her mind about dates. She wanted to give the farewell party the following Friday, the day before New Year’s Eve. That would, if Lou didn’t reconsider her decision, be Lou’s last day as Coltrain’s partner.

“I’m surprised,” Lou told him as they ate quiche at a local restaurant. “You haven’t invited me to lunch in a long time. What’s on your mind?”

“It could be just on food.”

She laughed. “Pull the other one.”

“Okay. I’m a delegation of one.”

She held her fork poised over the last morsel of quiche on her plate. “From whom?”

“Jane Burke.”


She put the fork down, remembering. Her expression hardened. “I have nothing to say to her.”

“She knows that. It’s why she asked me to talk to you. She got the wrong end of the stick and she’s sorry. I’m to make her apologies to you,” he added. “But she also wants to do something to make up for what she said to you. She wants to give you a farewell party on the day before New Year’s Eve.”

She glared at Drew. “I don’t want anything to do with any parties given by that woman. I won’t go!”

His eyebrows lifted. “Well! You are miffed, aren’t you?”

“Accusing me of trying to ruin Jebediah’s reputation and destroy his privacy…how dare she! I’m not the one who’s being gossiped about in connection with him! And she’s married!”

He smiled wickedly. “Lou, you’re as red as a beet.”

“I’m mad,” she said shortly. “That…woman! How dare she!”

“She and Copper are friends. Period. That’s all they’ve ever been. Are you listening?”

“Sure, I’m listening. Now,” she added, leaning forward, “tell me he wasn’t ever in love with her. Tell me he isn’t still in love with her.”

He wanted to, but he had no idea of Coltrain’s feelings for Jane. He knew that Coltrain had taken her marriage hard, and that he seemed sometimes to talk about her to the exclusion of everyone else. But things had changed in the past few weeks, since the hospital Christmas dance the first week of December.

“You see?” she muttered. “You can’t deny it. He may have proposed to me, but it was…”


“Proposed?”

“Didn’t you know?” She lifted her coffee cup to her lips and took a sip. “He wanted me to pretend to be engaged to him, just to get Nickie and Dana off his back. Then he decided that we might as well get married for real. He caught me at a weak moment,” she added, without details, “and we went to buy an engagement ring. But Jane was there. She was rude to me,” she said miserably, “and Jebediah didn’t say a word to stop her. In fact, he acted as if I wasn’t even there.”

“And that was what hurt most, wasn’t it?” he queried gently.

“I guess it was. I have no illusions about him, you know,” she added with a rueful smile. “He likes kissing me, but he’s not in love with me.”

“Does he know how you feel?”

She nodded. “I don’t hide things well. It would be hard to miss.”

He caught her hand and held it gently. “Lou, isn’t he worth taking a chance on?” he asked. “You could let Jane throw this party for you, because she badly wants to make amends. Then you could talk to Copper and get him to tell you exactly why he wants to marry you. You might be surprised.”

“No, I wouldn’t. I know why he wants to marry me,” she replied. “But I don’t want to get married. I’m crazy about him, that’s the truth, but I’ve seen marriage. I don’t want it.”

“You haven’t seen a good marriage,” he emphasized. “Lou, I had one. I had twelve years of almost ethereal happiness. Marriage is what you make of it.”


“My mother excused every brutal thing my father did,” she said shortly.

“That sort of love isn’t love,” he said quietly. “It’s a form of domination. Don’t you know the difference? If she’d loved your father, she’d have stood up to him and tried to help him stop drinking, stop using drugs.”

She felt as if her eyes had suddenly been opened. She’d never seen her parents’ relationship like that. “But he was terrible to her…”

“Codependence,” he said to her. “You must have studied basic psychology in college. Don’t you remember any of it?”

“Yes, but they were my parents!”

“Your parents, anybody, can be part of a dysfunctional family.” He smiled at her surprise. “Didn’t you know? You grew up in a dysfunctional family, not a normal one. That’s why you have such a hard time accepting the idea of marriage.” He smoothed her hand with his fingers and smiled. “Lou, I had a normal upbringing. I had a mother and father who doted on me, who supported me and encouraged me. I was loved. When I married, it was a good, solid, happy marriage. They are possible, if you love someone and have things in common, and are willing to compromise.”

She studied the wedding ring on Drew’s left hand. He still wore it even after being widowed.

“It’s possible to be happily married?” she asked, entertaining that possibility for the first time.

“Of course.”

“Coltrain doesn’t love me,” she said.

“Make him.”

She laughed. “That’s a joke. He hated me from the beginning. I never knew it was because of my father, until I overheard him talking to you. I was surprised later when he was so cool to Dana, because he’d been bitter about her betrayal. But when I found out how close he was to Jane Burke, I guess I gave up entirely. You can’t fight a ghost, Drew.” She looked up. “And you know it, because no woman will ever be able to come between you and your memories. How would you feel if you found out some woman was crazily in love with you right now?”

He was stunned by the question. “Well, I don’t know. I guess I’d feel sorry for her,” he admitted.

“Which is probably how Coltrain feels about me, and might even explain why he offered to be engaged to me,” she added. “It makes sense, doesn’t it?”

“Lou, you don’t propose to people out of pity.”

“Coltrain might. Or out of revenge, to get back at Jane for marrying someone else. Or to get even with Dana.”

“Coltrain isn’t that scatty.”

“Men are unpredictable when they’re in love, aren’t they?” she mused. “I wish he loved me, Drew. I’d marry him, with all my doubts and misgivings, in a minute if I thought there was half a chance that he did. But he doesn’t. I’d know if he did feel that way. Somehow, I’d know.”

He dropped his gaze to their clasped hands. “I’m sorry.”

“Me, too. I’ve been invited to join a practice in Houston. I’m going Monday to speak with them, but they’ve tentatively accepted me.” She lifted her sad face. “I understand that Coltrain is meeting some prospects, too. So I suppose he’s finally taken me at my word that I want to leave.”

“Don’t you know?”

She shrugged. “We don’t speak.”

“I see.” So it was that bad, he thought. Coltrain and Lou had both withdrawn, afraid to take that final step to commitment. She had good reasons, but what were Copper’s? he wondered. Did he really feel pity for Lou and now he was sorry he’d proposed? Or was Lou right, and he was still carrying a torch for Jane?

“Jane is a nice woman,” he said. “You don’t know her, but she isn’t the kind of person who enjoys hurting other people. She feels very unhappy about what she said. She wants to make it up to you. Let her. It will be a nice gesture on your part and on hers.”

“Dr. Coltrain will come,” she muttered.

“He’d better,” he said, “or the gossips will say he’s glad to be rid of you.”

She shook her head. “You can’t win for losing.”

“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. Let Jane give the party. Lou, you’d like her if you got to know her. She’s had a hard time of it since the wreck that took her father’s life. Just being able to walk again at all is a major milestone for her.”

“I remember,” she said. And she did, because Coltrain had been out at the ranch every waking minute looking after the woman.

“Will you do it?”

She took a long breath and let it out. “All right.”

“Great! I’ll call Jane the minute I get home and tell her. You won’t regret it. Lou, I wish you’d hold off about that spot in Houston.”


She shook her head. “No, I won’t do that. I have to get away. A fresh start is what I need most. I’m sure I won’t be missed. After all, Dr. Coltrain didn’t want me in the first place.”

He grimaced, because they both knew her present circumstances were Drew’s fault. Saying again that he meant well wouldn’t do a bit of good.

“Thanks for lunch,” she said, remembering her manners.

“That was my pleasure. You know I’ll be going to Maryland to have Christmas with my in-laws, as usual. So Merry Christmas, if I don’t see you before I leave.”

“You, too, Drew,” she said with genuine affection.

 

It wasn’t until the next Thursday afternoon that the office closed early for Christmas holidays—if Friday and Monday, added to the weekend, qualified as holidays—that Coltrain came into Lou’s office. Lou had been to Houston and formally applied for a position in the family practitioner group. She’d also been accepted, but she hadn’t been able to tell Coltrain until today, because he’d been so tied up with preholiday surgeries and emergencies.

He looked worn-out, she thought. There were new lines in his lean face, and his eyes were bloodshot from lack of sleep. He looked every year of his age.

“You couldn’t just tell me, you had to put it in writing?” he asked, holding up the letter she’d written him.

“It’s legal this way,” she said politely. “I’m very grateful for the start you gave me.”

He didn’t say anything. He looked at the letter from the Houston medical group. It was written on decal-edge bond, very expensive, and the lettering on the letterhead was embossed.

“I know this group,” he said. “They’re high-powered city physicians, and they practice supermarket medicine. Do you realize what that means? You’ll be expected to spend five minutes or less with every patient. A buzzer will sound to alert you when that time is up. As the most junior partner, you’ll get all the dirty jobs, all the odd jobs, and you’ll be expected to stay on call on weekends and holidays for the first year. Or until they can get another partner, more junior than you are.”

“I know. They told me that.” They had. It had depressed her no end.

He folded his arms across his chest and leaned back against the wall, his stethoscope draped around his neck. “We haven’t talked.”

“There’s nothing to say,” she replied, and she smiled kindly. “I notice that Nickie and Dana have become very businesslike, even to me. I’d say you were over the hump.”

“I asked you to marry me,” he said. “I was under the impression that you’d agreed and that was why we were picking out a ring.”

The memory of that afternoon hurt. She lowered her eyes to the clipboard she held against her breasts. “You said it was to get Nickie and Dana off your back.”

“You didn’t want to get married at all,” he reminded her.

“I still don’t.”

He smiled coldly. “And you’re not in love with me?”


She met his gaze levelly. This was no time to back down. “I was infatuated with you,” she said bluntly. “Perhaps it was because you were out of reach.”

“You wanted me. Explain that.”

“I’m human,” she told him, blushing a little. “You wanted me, too, so don’t look so superior.”

“I hear you’re coming to Jane’s party.”

“Drew talked me into it.” She smoothed her fingers over the cold clipboard. “You and Jane can’t help it,” she said. “I understand.”

“Damn it! You sound just like her husband!”

She was shocked at the violent whip of his deep voice. He was furious, and it showed.

“Everyone knows you were in love with her,” she faltered.

“Yes, I was,” he admitted angrily, and for the first time. “But she’s married now, Lou.”

“I know. I’m sorry,” she said gently. “I really am. It must be terrible for you….”

He threw up his hands. “My God!”

“It’s not as if you could help it, either of you,” she continued sadly.

He just shook his head. “I can’t get through to you, can I?” he asked with a bite in his deep voice. “You won’t listen.”

“There’s really nothing to say,” she told him. “I hope you’ve found someone to replace me when I go.”

“Yes, I have. He’s a recent graduate of Johns Hopkins. He wanted to do some rural practice before he made up his mind where he wanted to settle.” He gazed at her wan face. “He starts January 2.”


She nodded. “That’s when I start, in Houston.” She tugged the clipboard closer.

“We could spend Christmas together,” he suggested.

She shook her head. She didn’t speak. She knew words would choke her.

His shoulders rose and fell. “As you wish,” he said quietly. “Have a good Christmas, then.”

“Thanks. You, too.”

She knew that she sounded choked. She couldn’t help herself. She’d burned her bridges. She hadn’t meant to. Perhaps she had a death wish. She’d read and studied about people who were basically self-destructive, who destroyed relationships before they could begin, who found ways to sabotage their own success and turn it to failure. Perhaps she’d become such a person, due to her upbringing. Either way, it didn’t matter now. She’d given up Coltrain and was leaving Jacobsville. Now all she had to do was survive Jane’s little going-away party and get out of town.

Coltrain paused in the doorway, turning his head back toward her. His eyes were narrow, curious, assessing. She didn’t look as if the decision she’d made had lifted her spirits any. And the expression on her face wasn’t one of triumph or pleasure.

“If Jane hadn’t turned up in the jewelry store, would you have gone through with it?” he asked abruptly.

Her hands tightened on the clipboard. “I’ll never know.”

He leaned against the doorjamb. “You don’t want to hear this, but I’m going to say it. Jane and I were briefly more than friends. It was mostly on my side. She loves her husband and wants nothing to do with anyone else. Whatever I felt for her is in the past now.”

“I’m glad, for your sake,” she said politely.

“Not for yours?” he asked.

She bit her lower lip, worriedly.

He let his blue gaze fall to her mouth. It lingered there so long that her heart began to race, and she couldn’t quite breathe properly. His gaze lifted then, to catch hers, and she couldn’t break it. Her toes curled inside her sensible shoes, her heart ran wild. She had to fight the urge to go to him, to press close to his lean, fit body and beg him to kiss her blind.

“You think you’re over me?” he drawled softly, so that his voice didn’t carry. “In a pig’s eye, Doctor!”

He pushed away from the door and went on his way, whistling to himself as he went down the corridor to his next patient.

Lou, having given herself away, muttered under her breath and went to read the file on her next patient. But she waited until her hands stopped shaking before she opened the examining room door and went in.

 

They closed up the office. Coltrain had been called away at the last minute to an emergency at the hospital, which made things easier for Lou. She’d be bound to run into him while she was making her rounds, but that was an occupational hazard, and there would be plenty of other people around. She wouldn’t have to worry about being alone with him. Or so she thought.

When she finished her rounds late in the afternoon, she stopped by the nurses’ station to make sure they’d been able to contact a new patient’s husband, who had been out of town when she was admitted.

“Yes, we found him,” the senior nurse said with a smile. “In fact, he’s on his way over here right now.”

“Thanks,” she said.

“No need. It goes with the job,” she was assured.

She started back down the hall to find Coltrain coming from the emergency room. He looked like a thunder-cloud, all bristling bad temper. His red hair flamed under the corridor lights, and his blue eyes were sparking.

He caught Lou’s arm, turned and drew her along with him without saying a word. People along the corridor noticed and grinned amusedly.

“What in the world are you doing?” she asked breathlessly.

“I want you to tell a—” he bit off the word he wanted to say “—gentleman in the emergency room that I was in the office all morning.”

She gaped at him, but he didn’t stop or even slow down. He dragged her into a cubicle where a big, angry-looking blond man was sitting on the couch having his hand bandaged.

Coltrain let Lou go and nodded curtly toward the other man. “Well, tell him!” He shot the words at Lou.

She gave him a stunned glance, but after a minute, she turned back to the tall man and said, “Dr. Coltrain was in the office all morning. He couldn’t have escaped if he’d wanted to, because we had twice our usual number of patients, anticipating that we’d be out of the office over the holidays.”

The blond man relaxed a little, but he was still glaring at Coltrain when there was a small commotion in the corridor and Jane Burke came in the door, harassed and frightened.

“Todd! Cherry said that you’d had an accident and she had to call an ambulance…!” She grabbed the blond man’s hand and fought tears. “I thought you were killed!”

“Not hardly,” he murmured. He drew her head to his shoulder and held her gently. “Silly woman.” He chuckled. “I’m all right. I slammed the car door on my hand. It isn’t even broken, just cut and bruised.”

Jane looked at Coltrain. “Is that true?”

He nodded, still irritated at Burke.

Jane looked from him to Lou and back to her husband. “Now what’s wrong?” she asked heavily.

Todd just glowered. He didn’t say anything.

“You and I had been meeting secretly this morning at your house, while he and Cherry were away,” Coltrain informed her. “Because the mailman saw a gray Jaguar sitting in your driveway.”

“Yes, he did,” Jane said shortly. “It belongs to the new divisional manager of the company that makes my signature line of leisure wear. She has a gray Jaguar exactly like Copper’s.”

Burke’s hard cheekbones flushed a little.

“That’s why you slammed the door on your hand, right?” she muttered. “Because the mailman is our wrangler’s sister and he couldn’t wait to tell you what your wife was doing behind your back! He’ll be lucky if I don’t have him for lunch!”

The flush got worse. “Well, I didn’t know!” Todd snapped.


Coltrain slammed his clipboard down hard on the examination couch at Burke’s hip. “That does it, by God,” he began hotly.

He looked threatening and Burke stood up, equally angry.

“Now, Copper,” Jane interrupted. “This isn’t the place.”

Burke didn’t agree, but he’d already made a fool of himself once. He wasn’t going to try for twice. He glanced at Lou, who looked as miserable as he felt. “They broke up your engagement, I understand,” he added. “Pity they didn’t just marry each other to begin with!”

Lou studied his glittery eyes for a moment, oblivious to the other two occupants of the cubicle. It was amazing how quickly things fell into place in her mind, and at once. She leaned against the examination couch. “Dr. Coltrain is the most decent man I know,” she told Todd Burke. “He isn’t the sort to do things in an under-handed way, and he doesn’t sneak around. If you trusted your wife, Mr. Burke, you wouldn’t listen to old gossip or invented tales. Small towns are hotbeds of rumor, that’s normal. But only an idiot believes everything he hears.”

Coltrain’s eyebrows had arched at the unexpected defense.

“Thanks, Lou,” Jane said quietly. “That’s more than I deserve from you, but thank you.” She turned back to her husband. “She’s absolutely right,” Jane told her husband. She was mad, too, and it showed. “I married you because I loved you. I still love you, God knows why! You won’t even listen when I tell you the truth. You’d rather cling to old gossip about Copper and me.”

Lou blushed scarlet, because she could have been accused of the same thing.

She wouldn’t look at Coltrain at all.

“Well, here’s something to take your mind off your foul suspicions,” Jane continued furiously. “I was going to wait to tell you, but you can hear it now. I’m pregnant! And, no, it isn’t Copper’s!”

Burke gasped. “Jane!” He exploded, his injured hand forgotten as he moved forward to pull her hungrily into his arms. “Jane, is it true?”

“Yes, it’s true,” she muttered. “Oh, you idiot! You idiot…!”

He was kissing her, so she had to stop talking. Lou, a little embarrassed, edged out of the cubicle and moved away, only to find Coltrain right beside her as she left the emergency room.

“Maybe that will satisfy him,” he said impatiently. “Thank you for the fierce defense,” he added. “Hell of a pity that you didn’t believe a word you were saying!”

She stuck her hands into her slacks pockets. “I believe she loves her husband,” she said quietly. “And I believe that there’s nothing going on between the two of you.”

“Thanks for nothing.”

“Your private life is your own business, Dr. Coltrain, none of mine,” she said carelessly. “I’m already a memory.”

“By your own damn choice.”

The sarcasm cut deep. They walked through the parking lot to the area reserved for physicians and surgeons, and she stopped beside her little Ford.


“Drew loved his wife very much,” she said. “He never got over losing her. He still spends holidays with his in-laws because he feels close to her that way, even though she’s dead. I asked him how he’d feel if he knew that a woman was in love with him. Know what he said? He said that he’d pity her.”

“Do you have a point?” he asked.

“Yes.” She turned and looked up at him. “You haven’t really gotten over Jane Burke yet. You have nothing to offer anyone else until you do. That’s why I wouldn’t marry you.”

His brows drew together while he searched her face. He didn’t say a word. He couldn’t.

“She’s part of your life,” she continued. “A big part of it. You can’t let go of the past, even if she can. I understand. Maybe someday you’ll come to terms with it. Until you do, it’s no good trying to be serious about anyone else.”

He jiggled the change in his pockets absently. His broad shoulders rose and fell. “She was just starting into rodeo when I came back here as an intern in the hospital. She fell and they brought her to me. We had an instant rapport. I started going to watch her ride, she went out with me when I was free. She was special. Her father and I became friends as well, and when I bought my ranch, he helped me learn the ropes and start my herd. Jane and I have known each other a long, long time.”

“I know that.” She studied a button on his dark jacket. “She’s very pretty, and Drew says she has a kind nature.”

“Yes.”

Her shoulders rose and fell. “I have to go.”


He put out a lean hand and caught her shoulder, preventing her from turning away. “I never told her about my father.”

She was surprised. She didn’t think he had any secrets from Jane. She lifted her eyes and found him staring at her intently, as if he were trying to work out a puzzle.

“Curious, isn’t it?” he mused aloud. “There’s another curious thing, but I’m not ready to share that just yet.”

He moved closer and she wanted to move away, to stop him… No, she didn’t. His head bent and his mouth closed on hers, brushing, lightly probing. She yielded without a protest, her arms sliding naturally around his waist, her mouth opening to the insistence of his lips. He kissed her, leaning his body heavily on hers, so that she could feel the metal of the car at her back and his instant, explosive response to her soft warmth.

She made a sound, and he smiled against her lips.

“What?” He bit off the words against her lips.

“It’s…very…public,” she breathed.

He lifted his head and looked around. The parking lot was dotted with curious onlookers. So was the emergency room ramp.

“Hell,” he said irritably, drawing away from her. “Come home with me,” he suggested, still breathing roughly.

She shook her head before her willpower gave out. “I can’t.”

“Coward,” he drawled.

She flushed. “All right, I want to,” she said fiercely. “But I won’t, so there. Damn you! It isn’t fair to play on people’s weaknesses!”

“Sure it is,” he said, correcting her. He grinned at her maddeningly. “Come on, be daring. Take a chance! Risk everything on a draw of the cards. You live like a scientist, every move debated, planned. For once in your life, be reckless!”

“I’m not the reckless sort,” she said as she fought to get her breath back. “And you shouldn’t be, either.” She glanced ruefully toward the emergency room exit, where a tall blond man and a pretty blond woman were standing, watching. “Was it for her benefit?” she added, nodding toward them.

He glanced over her shoulder. “I didn’t know they were there,” he said genuinely.

She laughed. “Sure.” She pulled away from him, unlocked her car, got in and drove off. Her legs were wobbly, but they’d stop shaking eventually. Maybe the rest of her would, too. Coltrain was driving her crazy. She was very glad that she’d be leaving town soon.








Chapter 10



It didn’t help that the telephone rang a few minutes after Lou got home.


“Still shaky, are we?” Coltrain drawled.

She fumbled to keep from dropping the receiver. “What do you want?” she faltered.

“An invitation to Christmas dinner, of course,” he said. “I don’t want to sit in front of the TV all day eating TV dinners.”

She was still angry at him for making a public spectacle of them for the second time. The hospital would buzz with the latest bit of gossip for weeks. At least she wouldn’t have long to put up with it.

“TV dinners are good for you,” she said pointedly.

“Home cooking is better. I’ll make the dressing and a fruit salad if you’ll do turkey and rolls.”

She hesitated. She wanted badly to spend that day with him, but in the long run, it would make things harder.

“Come on,” he coaxed in a silky tone. “You know you want to. If you’re leaving town after the first, it will be one of the last times we spend together. What have you got to lose?”

My self-respect, my honor, my virtue, my pride, she thought. But aloud, she said, “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt.”

He chuckled. “No, it wouldn’t. I’ll see you at eleven on Christmas morning.”

He hung up before she could change her mind. “I don’t want to,” she told the telephone. “This is a terrible mistake, and I’m sure that I’ll regret it for the rest of my life.”

After a minute, she realized that she was talking to a piece of equipment. She shook her head sadly. Coltrain was driving her out of her mind.

 

She went to the store early on Christmas Eve and bought a turkey. The girl at the check-out stand was one of her patients. She grinned as she totaled the price of the turkey, the bottle of wine and the other groceries Lou had bought to cook Christmas dinner.

“Expecting company, Doctor?” she teased.

Lou flushed, aware that the woman behind her was one of Coltrain’s patients. “No. No. I’m going to cook the turkey and freeze what I don’t eat.”

“Oh.” The girl sounded disappointed.

“Going to drink all that wine alone, too?” the woman behind her asked wickedly. “And you a doctor!”

Lou handed over the amount the cashier asked for. “I’m not on duty on Christmas Day,” she said irritably. “Besides, I cook with wine!”

“You won’t cook with that,” the cashier noted. She held up the bottle and pointed to the bottom of the label. It stated, quite clearly, Nonalcoholic Wine.

Lou had grabbed the bottle from the wrong aisle. But it worked to her advantage. She grinned at the woman behind her, who looked embarrassed.

The clerk packaged up her purchases and Lou pushed them out to her car. At least she’d gotten around that ticky little episode.

Back home, she put the turkey on to bake and made rolls from scratch. Nonalcoholic wine wasn’t necessarily a bad thing, she told herself. She could serve it at dinner without having to worry about losing her wits with Coltrain.

The weather was sunny and nice, and the same was predicted for the following day. A white Christmas was out of the question, of course, but she wondered what it would be like to have snow on the ground.

She turned on the television that night, when the cooking was done and everything was put into the refrigerator for the next day. Curled up in her favorite armchair in old jeans, a sweatshirt and in her sock feet, she was relaxing after her housecleaning and cooking when she heard a car drive up.

It was eight o’clock and she wasn’t on call. She frowned as she went to the front door. A gray Jaguar was sitting in the driveway and as she looked, a tall, redheaded man in jeans and a sweatshirt and boots got out of the car carrying a big box.


“Open the door,” he called as he mounted the steps.

“What’s that?” she asked curiously.

“Food and presents.”

She was surprised. She hadn’t expected him tonight and she fumbled and faltered as she let him in and closed the door again.

He unloaded the box in the kitchen. “Salad.” He indicated a covered plastic bowl. “Dressing.” He indicated a foil-covered pan. “And a chocolate pound cake. No, I didn’t make it,” he added when she opened her mouth. “I bought it. I can’t bake a cake. Is there room in the fridge for this?”

“You could have called to ask before you brought it,” she reminded him.

He grinned. “If I’d phoned, you’d have listened to the answering machine and when you knew it was me, you’d have pretended not to be home.”

She flushed. He was right. It was disconcerting to have someone so perceptive second-guessing her every move. “Yes, there’s room.”

She opened the refrigerator door and helped him fit his food in.

He went back to the big box and pulled out two packages. “One for me to give you—” he held up one “—and one for you to give me.”

She glared at him. “I got you a present,” she muttered.

His eyebrows shot up. “You did?”

Her lower lip pulled down. “Just because I didn’t plan to spend Christmas with you didn’t mean I was low enough not to get you something.”


“You didn’t give it to me at the office party,” he recalled.

She flushed. “You didn’t give me anything at the office party, either.”

He smiled. “I was saving it for tomorrow.”

“So was I,” she returned.

“Can I put these under the tree?”

She shrugged. “Sure.”

Curious, she followed him into the living room. The tree was live and huge; it covered the whole corner and reached almost to the nine-foot ceiling. It was full of lights and decorations and under it a big metal electric train sat on its wide tracks waiting for power to move it.

“I didn’t notice that when I was here before,” he said, delighted by the train. He stooped to look at it more closely. “This is an American Flyer by Lionel!” he exclaimed. “You’ve had this for a while, haven’t you?”

“It’s an antique,” she recalled. “My mother got it for me.” She smiled. “I love trains. I have two more sets and about a mile of track in a box in the closet, but it seemed sort of pointless to set all those trains up with just me to run them.”

He looked up at her with sparkling eyes. “Which closet are they in?” he asked in a conspiratorial tone.

“The hall closet.” Her eyes brightened. “You like trains?”

“Do I like trains? I have HO scale, N scale, G scale and three sets of new Lionel O scale trains at home.”

She gasped. “Oh, my goodness!”

“That’s what I say. Come on!”


He led her to the hall closet, opened it, found the boxes and started handing them out to her.

Like two children, they sat on the floor putting tracks together with switches and accessories for the next two hours. Lou made coffee and they had it on the floor while they made connections and set up the low wooden scale buildings that Lou had bought to go with the sets.

When they finished, she turned on the power. The wooden buildings were lit. So were the engines and the cabooses and several passenger cars.

“I love to sit and watch them run in the dark,” she said breathlessly as he turned on the switch box and the trains began to move. “It’s like watching over a small village with the people all snug in their houses.”

“I know what you mean.” He sprawled, chest down, on the floor beside her to watch the trains chug and whistle and run around the various tracks. “God, this is great! I had no idea you liked trains!”

“Same here,” she said, chuckling. “I always felt guilty about having them, in a way. Somewhere out there, there must be dozens of little kids who would do anything for just one train and a small track to run it on. And here I’ve got all this and I never play with it.”

“I know how it is. I don’t even have a niece or nephew to share mine with.”

“When did you get your first train?”

“When I was eight. My granddad bought it for me so he could play with it,” he added with a grin. “He couldn’t afford a big set, of course, but I didn’t care. I never had so much fun.” His face hardened at the memories. “When Dad took me to Houston, I missed the train almost as much as I missed my granddad and grandmother. It was a long time before I got back there.” He shrugged. “The train still worked by then, though, and it was more fun when the threat of my father was gone.”

She rolled onto her side, peering at him in the dim light from the tree and the small village. “You said that you never told Jane about your father.”

“I didn’t,” he replied. “It was something I was deeply ashamed of for a long time.”

“Children do what they’re told, whether it’s right or wrong,” she reminded him. “You can’t be held responsible for everything.”

“I knew it was wrong,” he agreed. “But my father was a brutal man, and when I was a young boy, I was afraid of him.” His head turned. He smiled at her. “You’d understand that.”

“Yes.”

He rested his chin on his hands and watched the trains wistfully. “I took my medicine—juvenile hall and years of probation. But people helped me to change. I wanted to pass that on, to give back some of the care that had been given to me. That’s why I went into medicine. I saw it as an opportunity to help people.”

“And you have,” she said. Her eyes traced the length of his fit, hard-muscled body lovingly. He was so different away from the office. She’d never known him like this, and so soon, it would all be over. She’d go away. She wouldn’t see him again. Her sad eyes went back to the trains. The sound of them was like a lullaby, comforting, delightful to the ears.


“We need railroad caps and those wooden whistles that sound like old steam engines,” he remarked.

She smiled. “And railroad gloves and crossing guards and flashing guard lights.”

“If there was a hobby shop nearby, we could go and get them. But everything would be closed up on Christmas Eve, anyway.”

“I guess so.”

He pursed his lips, without looking at her. “If you stayed, after the New Year, we could pool our layouts and have one big one. We could custom-design our own buildings and bridges, and we could go in together and buy one of those big transformer outfits that runs dozens of accessories.”

She was thinking more of spending that kind of time with Coltrain than running model engines, but it sounded delightful all the same. She sighed wistfully. “I would have enjoyed that,” she murmured. “But I’ve signed a new contract. I have to go.”

“Contracts can be broken,” he said. “There’s always an escape clause if you look hard enough.”

Her hips shifted on the rug they were lying on. “Too many people are gossiping about us already,” she said. “Even at the grocery store, the clerk noticed that I bought a turkey and wine and the lady behind me said I couldn’t possibly be going to drink it alone.”

“You bought wine?” he mused.

“Nonalcoholic wine,” she said, correcting him.

He chuckled. “On purpose?”

“Not really. I picked up the wrong bottle. But it was just as well. The lady behind me was making snide comments about it.” She sighed. “It rubbed me the wrong way. She wouldn’t have known that my father was an alcoholic.”

“How did he manage to keep his job?”

“He had willing young assistants who covered for him. And finally, the hospital board forced him into early retirement. He had been a brilliant surgeon,” she reminded him. “It isn’t easy to destroy a career like that.”

“It would have been better than letting him risk other people’s lives.”

“But he didn’t,” she replied. “Someone was always there to bail him out.”

“Lucky, wasn’t he, not to have been hit with a multimillion-dollar malpractice suit.”

He reached out and threw the automatic switches to change the trains to another set of tracks. “Nice,” he commented.

“Yes, isn’t it? I love trains. If I had more leisure time, I’d do this every day. I’m glad we’re not on call this weekend. How did you manage it?”

“Threats and bribery,” he drawled. “We both worked last Christmas holidays, remember?”

“I guess we did. At each other’s throats,” she recalled demurely.

“Oh, that was necessary,” he returned, rolling lazily onto his side and propping on an elbow. “If I hadn’t snapped at you constantly, I’d have been laying you down on examination couches every other day.”

“Wh…what?” she stammered.

He reached out and brushed back a long strand of blond hair from her face. “You backed away every time I came close to you,” he said quietly. “It was all that saved you. I’ve wanted you for a long, long time, Dr. Blakely, and I’ve fought it like a madman.”

“You were in love with Jane Parker,” she said.

“Not for a long time,” he said. He traced her cheek lightly. “The way I felt about her was a habit. It was one I broke when she married Todd Burke. Although, like you, he seems to think Jane and I were an item even after they married. He’s taken a lot of convincing. So have you.”

She moved uncomfortably. “Everyone talked about you and Jane, not just me.”

“I know. Small communities have their good points and their bad points.” His finger had reached her mouth. He was exploring it blatantly.

“Could you…not do that, please?” she asked unsteadily.

“Why? You like it. So do I.” He moved closer, easing one long, hard-muscled leg over hers to stay her as he shifted so that she lay on her back, looking up at him in the dim light.

“I can feel your heart beating right through your rib cage,” he remarked with his mouth poised just above hers. “I can hear your breath fluttering.” His hand slid blatantly right down over her breast, pausing there to tease its tip into a hard rise. “Feel that?” he murmured, bending. “Your body likes me.”

She opened her mouth, but no words escaped the sudden hard, warm pressure of his lips. She stiffened, but only for a few seconds. It was Christmas Eve and she loved him. There was no defense; none at all.

He seemed to know that, because he wasn’t insistent or demanding. He lay, just kissing her, his lips tender as they moved against hers, his hand still gently caressing her body.

“We both know,” he whispered, “why your body makes every response it does to the stimuli of my touch. But what no one really understands is why we both enjoy it so much.”

“Cause…and effect?” she suggested, gasping when his hand found its way under the sweatshirt and the lacy bra she was wearing to her soft flesh.

He shook his head. “I don’t think so. Reach behind you and unfasten this,” he added gently, tugging on the elastic band.

She did as he asked, feeling brazen.

“That’s better.” He traced over her slowly, his eyes on her face while he explored every inch of her above the waist. “Can you give this up?” he asked seriously.

“Wh…what?”

“Can you give it up?” he replied. “You aren’t responsive to other men, or you wouldn’t still be in your present pristine state. You allow me liberties that I’m certain you’ve never permitted any other man.” He cupped her blatantly and caressed her. She arched, shivering. “You see?” he asked quietly. “You love my touch. I can give you something that you’ve apparently never experienced. Do you think you can find it with someone else, Lou?”

She felt his mouth cover hers. She didn’t have enough breath to answer him, although the answer was certainly in the negative. She couldn’t bear the thought of letting someone else be this intimate with her. She looped her arms around his neck and only sighed jerkily when he moved, easing his length against her, his legs between both of hers, so that when his hips pressed down again, she could feel every hardening line of his body.

“Jebediah,” she moaned, and she wasn’t certain if she was protesting or pleading.

His mouth found her closed eyelids and tasted the helpless tears of pleasure that rained from them. His hips shifted and she jerked at the surge of pleasure.

He felt it, too, like a throbbing ache. “We’re good together,” he whispered. “Even like this. Can you imagine how it would feel to lie naked under me like this?”

She cried out, burying her face in his neck.

His lips traced her eyelashes, his tongue tasted them. But his body lay very still over hers, not moving, not insisting. Her nails dug into his shoulders as she felt her control slipping away.

But he still had his own control. He soothed her, every soft kiss undemanding and tender. But he didn’t move away.

“A year,” he whispered. “And we knew nothing about each other, nothing at all.” He nibbled her lips, smiling when they trembled. “Trains and old movies, opera and cooking and horseback riding. We have more in common than I ever dreamed.”

She had to force her body to lie still. She wanted to wrap her legs tight around him and kiss him until she stopped aching.

He seemed to know it, because his hips moved in a sensual caress that made her hands clench at his shoulders. “No fear of the unknown?” he whispered wickedly. “No virginal terror?”

“I’m a doctor.” She choked out the words.

“So am I.”


“I mean, I know…what to expect.”

He chuckled. “No, you don’t. You only know the mechanics of it. You don’t know that you’re going to crave almost more than I can give you, or that at the last minute you’re going to sob like a hurt child.”

She was too far gone to be embarrassed. “I don’t have anything,” she said miserably.

“Anything…?” He probed gently.

“To use.”

“Oh. That.” He chuckled and kissed her again, so tenderly that she felt cherished. “You won’t need it tonight. I don’t think babies should be born out of wedlock. Do you?”

She wasn’t thinking. “Well, no. What does that have to do…with this?”

“Lou!”

She felt her cheeks burn. “Oh! You mean…!”

He laughed outrageously. “You’ve really gone off the deep end, haven’t you?” he teased. “When people make love, the woman might get pregnant,” he explained in a whisper. “Didn’t you listen to the biology lectures?”

She hit him. “Of course I did! I wasn’t thinking… Jeb!”

He was closer than he’d ever been and she was shivering, lost, helpless as she felt him in a burning, aching intimacy that only made it all worse.

He pressed her close and then rolled away, while he could. “God, we’re explosive!” he said huskily, lying very still on his belly. “You’re going to have to marry me soon, Lou. Very soon.”

She was sitting up, holding her knees to her chest, trying to breathe. It had never been that bad. She said so, without realizing that she’d spoken aloud.

“It will get worse, too,” he said heavily. “I want you. I’ve never wanted you so much.”

“But, Jane…”

He was laughing, very softly. He wasn’t angry anymore. He rolled over and sat up beside her. He turned her face up to his. “I broke it off with Jane,” he said gently. “Do you want to know why, now?”

“You…you did?”

He nodded.

“You never said that you ended it.”

“There was no reason to. You wouldn’t let me close enough to find out if we had anything going for us, and it didn’t seem to matter what I said, you wanted to believe that I was out of my mind over Jane.”

“Everyone said you were,” she muttered.

He lifted an eyebrow. “I’m not everyone.”

“I know.” She reached out hesitantly and touched him. It was earthshaking, that simple act. She touched his hair and his face and then his lean, hard mouth. A funny smile drew up her lips.

“Don’t stop there,” he murmured, drawing her free hand down to his sweatshirt.

Her heart jumped. She looked at him uncertainly.

“I won’t let you seduce me,” he mused. “Does that make you feel more confident?”

“It was pretty bad a few minutes ago,” she said seriously. “I don’t want… Well, to hurt you.”

“This won’t,” he said. “Trust me.”

“I suppose I must,” she admitted. “Or I’d have left months ago for another job.”


“That makes sense.”

He guided her hand under the thick, white fabric and drew it up until her fingers settled in the thick, curling hair that covered his chest. But it wasn’t enough. She wanted to look…

There was just enough light so that he could see what she wanted in her expression. With a faint smile, he pulled the sweatshirt off and tossed it to one side.

She stared. He was beautiful like that, she thought dizzily, with broad shoulders and muscular arms. His chest was covered by a thick, wide wedge of reddish-gold hair that ran down to the buckle of his belt.

He reached for her, lifting her over him so that they were sitting face-to-face, joined where their bodies forked. She shivered at the stark intimacy, because she could feel every muscle, almost every cell of him.

“It gets better,” he said softly. He reached down and found the hem of her own sweatshirt. Seconds later, that and her bra joined his sweatshirt on the floor. He looked down at her, savoring the hard peaks that rose like rubies from the whiteness of her breasts. Then he drew her to him and enveloped her against him, so that they were skin against skin. And he shivered, too, this time.

Her hands smoothed over his back, savoring his warm muscles. She searched for his mouth and for the first time, she kissed him. But even though it was sensual, and she could feel him wanting her, there was tenderness between them, not lust.

He groaned as his body surged against her, and then he laughed at the sudden heat of it.

“Jeb?” she whispered at his lips.


“It’s all right,” he said. “We won’t go all the way. Kiss me again.”

She did, clinging, and the world rocked around them.

“I love you,” she murmured brokenly. “So much!”

His mouth bit into hers hungrily, his arms contracted. For a few seconds, it was as if electricity fused them together. Finally he was able to lift his lips, and his hands caught her hips to keep them still.

“Sorry,” she said demurely.

“Oh, I like it,” he replied ruefully. “But we’re getting in a bit over our heads.”

He lifted her away and stood up, pulling her with him. They looked at each other for a long moment before he handed her things to her and pulled his sweatshirt back on.

He watched the trains go around while she replaced her disheveled clothing. Then, with his hands in his pockets, he glanced down at her.

“That’s why I broke up with Jane,” he said matter-of-factly.

She was jealous, angry. “Because she wouldn’t go all the way with you?”

He chuckled. “No. Because I didn’t want her sexually.”

She watched the trains and counted the times they crossed the joined tracks. Her mind must not be working. “What did you say?” she asked politely, turning to him.

“I said I was never able to want Jane sexually,” he said simply. “To put it simply, she couldn’t arouse me.”








Chapter 11



“A woman can arouse any man if she tries hard enough,” she said pointedly.

“Maybe so,” he said, smiling, “but Jane just never interested me like that. It was too big a part of marriage to take a chance on, so I gradually stopped seeing her. Burke came along, and before any of us knew it, she was married. But I was her security blanket after the accident, and it was hard for her to let go. You remember how she depended on me.”

She nodded. Even at the time, it had hurt.

“But apparently she and her husband have more than a platonic relationship, if their forthcoming happy event is any indication,” he said, chuckling. “And I’m delighted for them.”

“I never dreamed that it was like that for you, with her,” she said, dazed. “I mean, you and I…!”

“Yes, indeed, you and I,” he agreed, nodding. “I touch you and it’s like a shot of lightning in my veins. I get drunk on you.”

“So do I, on you,” she confessed. “But there’s a difference, isn’t there? I mean, you just want me.”

“Do I?” he asked gently. “Do I really just want you? Could lust be as tender as this? Could simple desire explain the way we are together?”

“I love you,” she said slowly.

“Yes,” he said, his eyes glittering at her. “And I love you, Lou,” he added quietly.

Dreams came true. She hadn’t known. Her eyes were full of wonder as she looked at him and saw them in his own eyes. It was Christmas, a time of miracles, and here was one.

He didn’t speak. He just looked at her. After a minute, he picked up the two parcels he’d put under the tree and handed them to her.

“But it’s not Christmas,” she protested.

“Yes, it is. Open them.”

She only hesitated for a minute, because the curiosity was too great. She opened the smallest one and inside was a gray jeweler’s box. With a quick glance at him, she opened it, to find half a key chain inside. She felt her heart race like a watch. It was half of a heart, in pure gold.

“Now the other one,” he said, taking the key chain while she fumbled the paper off the second present.

Inside that box was the other half of the heart.

“Now put them together,” he instructed.

She did, her eyes magnetized to the inscription. It was in French: plus que hier, moins que demain.

“Can you read it?” he asked softly.


“It says—” she had to stop and clear her throat “—more than yesterday, less than tomorrow.”

“Which is how much I love you,” he said. “I meant to ask you again tomorrow morning to marry me,” he said. “But this is as good a time as any for you to say yes. I know you’re afraid of marriage. But I love you and you love me. We’ve got enough in common to keep us together even after all the passion burns out, if it ever does. We’ll work out something about your job and children. I’m not your father and you’re not your mother. Take a chance, Lou. Believe me, there’s very little risk that we won’t make it together.”

She hadn’t spoken. She had both halves of the key chain in her hands and she was looking at them, amazed that he would have picked something so sentimental and romantic for a Christmas gift. He hadn’t known if he could get her to stay or not, but he would have shown her his heart all the same. It touched her as a more expensive present wouldn’t have.

“When did you get them?” she asked through a dry throat.

“After you left the jeweler’s,” he said surprisingly. “I believe in miracles,” he added gently. “I see incredible things every day. I’m hoping for another one, right now.”

She raised her eyes. Even in the dim light, he could see the sparkle of tears, the hope, the pleasure, the disbelief in her face.

“Yes?” he asked softly.

She couldn’t manage the word. She nodded, and the next instant, she was in his arms, against him, close and safe and warm while his mouth ravished her lips.


It was a long time before he had enough to satisfy him, even momentarily. He wrapped her up tightly and rocked her in his arms, barely aware of the train chugging along at their feet. His arms were faintly unsteady and his voice, when he laughed, was husky and deep.

“My God, I thought I was going to lose you.” He ground out the words. “I didn’t know what to do, what to say, to keep you here.”

“All you ever had to say was that you loved me,” she whispered. “I would have taken any risk for it.”

His arms tightened. “Didn’t you know, you blind bat?”

“No, I didn’t! I don’t read minds, and you never said—!”

His mouth covered hers again, stopping the words. He laughed against her breath, anticipating arguments over the years that would be dealt with in exactly this way, as she gave in to him generously, headlong in her response, clinging as if she might die without his mouth on hers.

“No long engagement,” he groaned against her mouth. “I can’t stand it!”

“Neither can I,” she admitted. “Next week?”

“Next week!” He kissed her again. “And I’m not going home tonight.”

She laid her cheek against his chest, worried.

He smoothed her hair. “We won’t make love,” he assured her. “But you’ll sleep in my arms. I can’t bear to be parted from you again.”

“Oh, Jeb,” she whispered huskily. “That’s the sweetest thing to say!”

“Don’t you feel it, too?” he asked knowingly.


“Yes. I don’t want to leave you, either.”

He chuckled with the newness of belonging to someone. It was going to be, he decided, the best marriage of all time. He looked down into her eyes and saw years and years of happiness ahead of them. He said so. She didn’t answer him. She reached up, and her lips said it for her.

 

The going-away party that Jane Burke threw for Lou became a congratulatory party, because it fell on the day after Coltrain and Lou were married.

They almost stayed at home, so wrapped up in the ecstasy of their first lovemaking that they wouldn’t even get out of bed the next morning.

That morning, he lay looking at his new bride with wonder and unbounded delight. There were tears in her eyes, because it had been painful for her at first. But the love in them made him smile.

“It won’t be like that again,” he assured her.

“I know.” She looked at him blatantly, with pride in his fit, muscular body, in his manhood. She lifted her eyes back up. “I was afraid…”

He traced her mouth, his eyes solemn. “It will be easier the next time,” he said tenderly. “It will get better every time we love each other.”

“I know. I’m not afraid anymore.” She touched his hard mouth and smiled. “You were apprehensive, too, weren’t you?”

“At first,” he had to admit.

“I thought you were never going to start,” she said on a sigh. “I know why you took so long, so that I’d be ready when it happened, but I wondered if you were planning on a night of torture.”

He chuckled. “You weren’t the only one who suffered.” He kissed her tenderly. “It hurt me, to have to hurt you, did you know? I wanted to stop, but it was too late. I was in over my head before I knew it. I couldn’t even slow down.”

“Oh, I never noticed,” she told him, delighted. “You made me crazy.”

“That goes double for me.”

“I thought I knew everything,” she mused. “I’m a doctor, after all. But theory and practice are very different.”

“Yes. Later, when you’re in fine form again, I’ll show you some more ways to put theory into practice,” he drawled.

She laughed and pummeled him.

They were early for Jane’s get-together, and the way they clung to each other would have been more than enough to prove that they were in love, without the matching Victorian wedding bands they’d chosen.

“You look like two halves of a whole,” Jane said, looking from Lou’s radiant face to Copper’s.

“We know,” he said ruefully. “They rode us high at the hospital when we made rounds earlier.”

“Rounds!” Todd exclaimed. “On your honeymoon?”

“We’re doctors,” Lou reminded him, grinning. “It goes with the job description. I’ll probably be trying to examine patients on the way into the delivery room eventually.”

Jane clung to her husband’s hand and sighed. “I can’t wait for that to happen. Cherry’s over the moon, too. She’ll be such a good older sister. She works so hard at school. She’s studying to be a surgeon, you know,” she added.

“I wouldn’t know,” Copper muttered, “having already had four letters from her begging for an hour of my time to go over what she needs to study most during her last few years in school.”

Jane chuckled. “That’s my fault. I encouraged her to talk to you.”

“It’s all right,” he said, cuddling Lou closer. “I’ll make time for her.”

“I see that everything finally worked out for you two,” Todd said a little sheepishly. “Sorry about the last time we met.”

“Oh, you weren’t the only wild-eyed lunatic around, Mr. Burke,” Lou said reminiscently. “I did my share of conclusion jumping and very nearly ruined my life because of it.” She looked up at Coltrain adoringly. “I’m glad doctors are persistent.”

“Yes.” Coltrain chuckled. “So am I. There were times when I despaired. But Lionel saved us.”

They frowned. “What?”

“Electric trains,” Coltrain replied. “Don’t you people know anything?”

“Not about trains. Those are kids’ toys, for God’s sake,” Burke said.

“No, they are not,” Lou said. “They’re adult toys. People buy them for their children so they’ll have an excuse to play with them. Not having children, we have no excuses.”

“That’s why we want to start a family right away,” Coltrain said with a wicked glance at Lou. “So that we have excuses. You should see her layout,” he added admiringly. “My God, it’s bigger than mine!”

Todd and Jane tried not to look at each other, failed and burst into outrageous laughter.

Coltrain glared at them. “Obviously,” he told his new wife, “some people have no class, no breeding and no respect for the institution of marriage.”

“What are you two laughing at?” Drew asked curiously, having returned to town just in time for the party, if not the wedding.

Jane bit her lower lip before she spoke. “Hers is bigger than his.” She choked.

“Oh, for God’s sake, come and dance!” Coltrain told Lou, shaking his head as he dragged her away. The others, behind them, were still howling.

Coltrain pulled Lou close and smiled against her hair as they moved to the slow beat of the music. There was a live band. Jane had pulled out all the stops, even if it wasn’t going to be a goodbye party.

“Nice band,” Dana remarked from beside them. “Congratulations, by the way,” she added.

“Thanks,” they echoed.

“Nickie didn’t come,” she added, tongue-in-cheek. “I believe she’s just accepted a job in a Victoria hospital as a nurse trainee.”

“Good for her,” Coltrain said.

Dana chuckled. “Sure. See you.”

She wandered away toward one of the hospital staff.

“She’s a good loser, at least,” Lou said drowsily.

“I wouldn’t have been,” he mused.


“You’ve got a new partner coming,” she remembered suddenly, having overlooked it in the frantic pace of the past few days.

“Actually,” he replied, “I don’t know any doctors from Johns Hopkins who would want to come to Jacobsville to practice in a small partnership. The minute I do, of course, I’ll hire him on the…oof!”

She’d stepped on his toe, hard.

“Well, I had to say something,” he replied, wincing as he stood on his foot. “You were holding all the aces. A man has his pride.”

“You could have said you loved me,” she said pointedly.

“I did. I do.” He smiled slowly. “In a few hours, I’ll take you home and prove it and prove it and prove it.”

She flushed and pressed closer into his arms. “What a delicious idea.”

“I thought so, too. Dance. At least while we’re dancing I can hold you in public.”

“So you can!”

Drew waltzed by with a partner. “Why don’t you two go home?” he asked.

They laughed. “Time enough for private celebrations.”

“I hope you have enough champagne,” Drew said dryly, and danced on.

 

As it happened, they had a magnum of champagne between them before Coltrain coaxed his wife back into bed and made up for her first time in ways that left her gasping and trembling in the aftermath.


“That,” she gasped, “wasn’t in any medical book I ever read!”

“Darlin’, you’ve been reading the wrong books,” he whispered, biting her lower lip softly. “And don’t go to sleep. I haven’t finished yet.”

“What?”

He laughed at her expression. “Did you think that was all?”

Her eyes widened as he moved over her and slid between her long legs. “But, it hasn’t been five minutes, you can’t, you can’t…!”

He not only could. He did.

 

Two months later, on Valentine Day, Copper Col train gave his bride of six weeks a ruby necklace in the shape of a heart. She gave him the results of the test she’d had the day before. He told her later that the “valentine” she’d given him was the best one he’d ever had.

Nine months later, Lou’s little valentine was delivered in Jacobsville’s hospital; and he was christened Joshua Jebediah Coltrain.
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