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"O, my Luve is like a red, red rose, That's newly sprung in June. O, my Luve is like the melodie, That's sweetly played in tune."
—Robert Burns
Johnson's Musical Museum
(1787-1796)
A Red, Red Rose, st. 1
Chapter 1
How are you today?" Drew Morris asked his first patient of the day, smiling in his usual remote, but kind way. "Mr...." He glanced at the file, glanced at the patient, bit back a curse and smiled in a different way. "Excuse me just a minute, will you?"
Before the patient could say a word, Drew was out the door and marching down the hall to his receptionist's desk. He threw the file down in front of her with curt irritation.
"I said Bill Hayes, not William Haynie," he said shortly.
Kitty Carson grimaced, and the green eyes behind her large wire-rimmed lenses winced.
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"Sorry, Dr. Morris," she stammered, jumping up to thumb through the files until she found the right one and handed it to him. "If Mrs. Turner was here, I wouldn't get so rattled," she defended, mentioning the office nurse who was off sick today.
"Bad way to start off the day, Ms. Carson," he muttered and went straight back to his pa​tient.
Kitty sat down, hard, letting out the breath she'd been holding. The former receptionist, Mrs. Alice Martin, had retired two weeks pre​viously, and Kitty had been hired through a local professional agency in Jacobsville, Tex​as, to replace her. She hadn't met Drew Morris when she applied for the job, which was a good thing. If she'd met him first, she wouldn't be working here.
On the other hand, it was nice to be treated like a normal employee. She was asthmatic, and in at least one job, her well-meaning boss had been so wary of triggering an attack that he actually had another girl in the office ask her for pressing work. He was sweet, but her asthma wasn't brought on by emotional up​heavals; it was triggered by pollens and dust and smoke. Probably since Dr. Morris did some pediatric work, he knew more about asthma than any routine employer. An increas-

ing number of children seemed to have the chronic illness.
She pushed back a wisp of dark hair that had escaped the huge bun at her nape and stared blankly at the file he'd given her. She got up again to replace it, but by then the phone was ringing again—both lines.
It wasn't that she couldn't handle the pres​sure of a busy doctor's office, but she did wish he'd take a partner. He had no life at all. He worked from dawn until dusk daily through Saturday, and on Sunday he had an afternoon clinic for children. He did minor surgery through the week, as well—tonsils and ade​noids—and he was always willing to stand in for other doctors in the local hospital's emer​gency room on weekends. No wonder Mrs. Turner had come down with the flu, she mused. It was probably exhaustion. It didn't surprise her that Dr. Morris wasn't married, either. When would he have the time?
He'd been married, though. Everyone talked about his eternal devotion to Eve, his wife of twelve years until her untimely death of can​cer. No woman in Jacobsville ever set her cap at Drew because of the competition. His mar​riage had been one of those rare, blissful matches. It was said that Drew would much
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rather have his memory of it than any new relationship.
Not that Kitty was interested in him that way. She had her eyes on a local cowboy named Guy Fenton, who was something of a rounder but a nice man when he wasn't drink​ing. He'd broken a bone in his hand the day after Kitty started working for Drew. He'd known Kitty for years, but only then had he noticed that she'd grown up. He seemed to like her, too, because he teased and picked at her. He had a habit of stopping by the office at lunchtime to talk to her, and he'd just asked her to go to the movies with him on Saturday night. She was so flustered that she was all thumbs. Dr. Morris, she reflected, had no pa​tience with the course of true love.
By lunchtime, she'd dealt, calmly and effi​ciently, with two emergencies that required Drew's presence at the local emergency room, and a waiting room full of angry, impatient people. Her soft voice and reassuring smile de​fused what could have been a mutiny. She was used to calming bad tempers. Her late father had been a retired colonel from the Green Be​rets, a veteran of Vietnam with a habit of run​ning right over people. Kitty, an only child, had learned quickly how to get along with him. He was difficult, but he was like Drew

Morris in one respect; he never overempha​sized her asthma attacks. His very calmness helped avert many of them. But if they led her to the emergency room, he was always the soul of compassion.
Her mother was long dead, so there had been just the two of them, until six months ago. She still missed the old man terribly. The job she'd left to come here had held just too many memories of him. Her father had known Drew, but only socially, so there were no close associations with him in this office.
 “Don't daydream on my time," a harsh voice called from the doorway.
She jumped, glancing toward Drew, whose dark eyes were filled with dislike. "I'm...on my lunch hour, Dr. Morris," she faltered.
"Then why the hell are you spending it star​ing into space? Go eat."
As she got up, she caught her sleeve on the knob of the middle desk drawer and was jerked back down onto the chair.
"Oh, for God's sake...!" Drew moved for​ward and caught her just as the swivel, rolling desk chair crashed to the floor. He stood her upright with an angry sigh and noticed at the same time that the buttons on her bulky gray cardigan were done up wrong.
"You are an albatross," he muttered as he
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undid buttons, to her shocked surprise, and ef​ficiently did them up again, the right way. "There. I’m amazed that the agency would risk sending me a receptionist-stenographer who can't even button a sweater properly."
"I usually can," she said nervously. "It's just that Guy asked me out. I'm a little unset​tled, that's all. I'm sorry."
His dark eyes cut into hers. They were alarming at close range, big under a jut​ting brow. The pupils were black-rimmed. "Guy?" he asked curtly.
"Guy Fenton," she said with a demure smile.
His eyes narrowed. "Broken metacarpal, left hand," he recalled with a frown. "Works for the Ballenger brothers out at their feedlot. And drinks to excess on weekends," he added firmly.
"I know that. He won't drink when he's with me, though. We're just going to a movie," she said, and began to feel as if her father had come back.
His eyebrows lifted. "Don't you date much?"
She flushed. It was too much work to ex​plain that she didn't, and why. Her father, God rest his soul, had terrified most of the shy young men she'd brought home. Eventually

she stopped bringing them home. The thought flashed unwanted through her mind that her father would have made mincemeat of Guy Fenton. She wondered how he would have stood up to Dr. Morris, who was quite obvi​ously the offspring of adders and scorpions.
The thought almost brought a laugh from her pretty mouth. She barely bit it back in time and transformed it into a cough.
"Watch yourself," Drew said. "Fenton's trouble, any way you look at it. His ex-girlfriend would eat you for breakfast."
"Ex-girlfriend?"
He glanced impatiently at his watch. "I have rounds to make. I don't have time... All right, his girlfriend dropped him because of the drinking, but she still feels that he's her personal property and she doesn't like him seeing other women."
"Oh."
"I'll be back at two," he said, shedding his white lab coat as he headed to his office. "How many more appointments do I have?" he asked without looking back.
She picked up her pad and followed him, almost running to keep up with his long-legged stride. She read them off. She managed to run right into him as he barreled back out into the hall, dignified in a gray vested suit and
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red striped tie. He made another impatient sound and ran a hand through his thick dark hair, making it just a bit unruly.
''Do you have to walk into me every time you come down the hall?" he muttered.
"Sorry. New glasses." She grinned gamely and pushed them back on her nose again.
He kept walking. "If I run a little late, make the usual excuses." He turned with the door​knob in his hand. "And try to keep the files straight, will you? I'm all for true love, but I have a practice to run."
He went out while she was still searching for a reply.
He got into his new black Mercedes and slammed the door impatiently. The girl was going to have to go, that was all there was to it. She was a positive disaster when she wasn't trying to get involved with a man. Fenton's presence was going to make her into an acci​dent waiting to happen.
He started the car and pulled out into traffic. Really, it was too bad that she had no one. She needed looking after. She was all thumbs when he spoke harshly to her, and she drank far too much coffee. She couldn't seem to but​ton blouses or dresses or jackets with any de​gree of competency. Once she'd come to work
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wearing two different shades of ankle-high hose, looking like a refugee from two-tone body tanning.
A faint smile touched his firm mouth. All the same, the patients seemed to like her, es​pecially children. She was good with asthmat​ics, too, possibly because she was one herself.
One day when his nurse had been out sick—funny just how often Mrs. Turner was sick lately, he mused—he'd come to get a small patient from the waiting room and found her sitting on Kitty's lap while she typed up forms. The child had a sprained wrist and had been wailing, accompanied by a grandmother who didn't seem to care much whether she was seen or not. Kitty cared all too much.
The memory touched him in a way he didn't like. His late wife, Eve, had been sensitive like that. She'd loved kids, too, but they'd lost the only one Eve had been able to conceive due to a miscarriage. Despite their lack of off​spring, it had been an idyllic marriage. He missed Eve. He still spent holidays/with his in-laws. It was like being near her. He didn't date and he didn't want involvement, despite the unending efforts of local people to set him up with eligible young women. His twelve years with Eve were precious enough to last him the rest of his life.
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Kitty, with her foibles, wasn't enough to threaten his peace of mind, but if she kept mixing up patients, she was going to endanger his practice.
On the other hand, if Fenton was really in​terested, she might be the making of him. A man in love was ready enough to give up bad habits. Everyone knew that Fenton drank to excess; no one knew why. Drew had tried to drag it out of him while he was putting the man's hand in a lightweight cast, but he couldn't make him talk. Fenton just ignored him.
The tall, gangly cowboy didn't seem as if he were Kitty's sort of man, really. He might like her, but he had a reputation and he dated a variety of women. Kitty was naive. She could get into real trouble there, if Fenton was just playing around. And he didn't seem the sort of man to worry overmuch about Kitty's asthma. Drew himself pretended that it didn't exist, but he kept a close eye on her just the same. He'd talked with her own doctor and discovered that in the past she'd had to be rushed to the emergency room with those at​tacks, especially during heavy pollen levels in spring.
The hospital loomed ahead in the gray mist-

ing September rain and he put Kitty and her problems right out of his mind.
Guy Fenton was twenty-nine, dark-headed and gray-eyed with a lean physique and a wan​dering eye. He wasn't handsome, but Kitty found him very attractive. Actually she found his attention attractive. In her young life, at​tention had been a luxury. She was making up for lost time.
She'd bought new makeup and learned how to apply it. She'd given up her high-necked blouses and started wearing things that were flimsier, looser. She wore her hair in a braid coiled around her head instead of in its former tight bun. And sure enough, Guy had noticed her and asked her out to this great movie.
The thing was, she was watching it, and he was leaning over the next row of seats talking to Millie Brady, a cute little redhead who worked in the local bank where Guy did busi​ness.
Kitty was feeling left out and miserable. She'd worn a pretty pink-and-gray-plaid skirt with a nicely fitting pink sweater, and her hair had been curled and intricately pinned up. She looked very nice indeed, glasses and all. But that didn't make up for the sort of personality that little Millie had in such abundance. Per-
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haps Millie hadn't been raised in a military environment where her life was filled with or​ders instead of affection.
Even now, Kitty found it difficult to interact with people. She had very few social skills. She'd had classes at business school in human relations, but that hardly made up for a life​time of being loved and wanted. Even if the late Colonel Carson had been a well-respected military war hero, he'd been a dead bust as a loving parent. In his way, he'd been fond of his daughter, but he'd lived in the comfort of past glories, especially after his wife's death.
She sighed without knowing it. If she'd stayed home, she could be watching one of her favorite television programs, about a duo of detectives tracing down exciting phenomena. Instead she seemed to be double-dating with Millie.
She tapped Guy on the shoulder. "I'm go​ing to get some popcorn," she said.
He didn't even look her way. "Sure, you go right ahead. Now, Millie, let me explain to you how that roping is done. It's sort of tricky..."
He was going on and on about how to sit a quarter horse while bulldogging a calf in the rodeo ring. Although Kitty liked him, she couldn't have cared less about horses and ranching. She was a city girl.

She went to the snack bar, paused, and sud​denly turned and walked right out the front door. She only lived two blocks from the the​ater. It was a cloudless summer night and the air smelled nice.
Just as she made it to the corner, a carload of bored teenage boys pulled up to the curb, with the windows open, and began to make catcalls.
She tried ignoring them, but they only got louder, and the car began to follow her. She wasn't frightened, but she might yet have to go back to the theater. It would be the perfect end to a perfectly rotten date.
Furious at her predicament, she whirled and glared straight into the eyes of the boy in the passenger seat. "If you want trouble, you've come to the right place," she assured him. She dug into her pocket for a pencil and pad and walked right to the back of the car to write down the license plate number.
When they realized what she was about to do, they took off. One of the real advantages of living in a small town was the fact that most cars were instantly recognizable to the local police; and they knew where the owners lived. A license plate number would make the search even easier. But these guys weren't too keen
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to be located. They left rubber on the street getting away.
She stood staring after them with her eye​brows raised, the pencil still poised over the blank paper. "Well, well," she murmured to herself. She made a check on the paper. 'That's one for my side."
She turned the corner and walked briskly to the alley that cut between one street and an​other. It took her right to her apartment house. She went inside and up to her small apartment, muttering furiously to herself all the way. Some great date, she thought furiously. Not only had her date ignored her, but she'd been catcalled on the street like a streetwalker.
"No wonder Amazons only used men for breeding stock," she told her door as she in​serted the key in the lock.
She went into her lonely apartment, locked the door and unplugged the telephone. She had a small glass of milk and went to bed. It was barely nine-thirty, but she felt as if she'd worked hard all day.
Somewhere around eleven she heard knock​ing on her door, but she rolled over and pulled the pillow over her head. Guy Fenton could stand there until hell froze for all she cared.
The next morning she went to church, sur​prised to see Drew Morris there. He went to

the same church, but he didn't often attend services, due to his erratic schedule. Several times she'd seen him check his beeper and leave right in the middle of the offering. A doctor couldn't be certain of any sort of nor​mal social attendance, especially a family doc​tor who specialized in pediatrics. It must make his weekends nerve-racking, she thought.
After the service, he stopped her on the sidewalk, his face somber.
"What happened last night?" he asked abruptly.
Her eyebrows arched. "What?" she ex​claimed, shocked.
"I saw you," he said impatiently. "You were walking—no, you were running—down an alley, alone, about nine-thirty last night. Where was Fenton?"
"Enjoying his date. Sadly it wasn't me."
"I beg your pardon?"
"He likes Millie," she explained. "She was sitting in front of us, and she's much more interesting to talk to than I am. She actually likes rodeo."
Her tone tugged a corner of his mouth up. "Imagine that!"
"I hate cattle," she said.
"Our economy locally would suffer if we
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didn't have so many of them," he said point​edly.
"Oh, I know that, but I thought we were going to see a movie," she muttered. "It was a fantasy movie," she recalled wistfully, "with a computer-created dragon that looked so real..." She flushed at the amusement in his eyes. "I like dragons," she said belliger​ently.
"I'm partial to them myself."
She shrugged. "I'll see it another time," she murmured. "It wasn't important."
He barely heard her. He was amazed to find himself outraged on her behalf. Kitty wasn't bad-looking at all. She had pretty legs and a neat little figure. She was intelligent and she had a fine sensitivity that was refreshing.
Millie, on the other hand, was a born flirt and something of a man-eater. She had a rep​utation locally for stealing men away from their girlfriends. She and Guy Fenton were a match made in heaven. Poor Kitty.
"I have to go," she said with a quiet smile.
She walked to the small used foreign car she drove, patting its white hood affectionately be​fore she got in and started the engine. Dr. Morris was so nice, she thought, smiling as she watched him get into his Mercedes. He was a handsome man, too, and despite his im-

patience and sometimes unexpected bursts of temper, she liked him. If she wasn't careful, he could become very important to her, and that would never do. He lived with a beautiful ghost. No mortal woman could ever compete with his Eve.
She spent an uneventful day watching old movies on television and went to bed early. Guy Fenton didn't phone. She didn't really ex​pect him to. She decided to write him off as a bad experience and get on with her life.
She learned the office routine slowly but surely as the summer ended and autumn be​gan. As the weeks slipped away, her filing im​proved, too. So did her people skills. She got to know the patients who came in regularly, and as the holidays approached, she found her​self on the receiving end of all sorts of deli​cious recipes for turkey and dressing and pies.
She noticed that Guy Fenton didn't come back to have his cast off and mentioned it to Nurse Turner, to be told that he'd gone to the emergency room for the procedure. She sup​posed he'd been too embarrassed about their disastrous date to come to the office. It was history, anyway.
She accepted jars of preserves with enthu​siasm. She didn't bother to put any of her own
\
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up, as she had nobody to cook for except her​self. Thanksgiving and Christmas came and went and she spent them alone, having no close relatives to consider. Dr. Morris, as usual, went to his late wife's family for both occasions.
Winter turned slowly to spring and Kitty be​gan to feel like part of the office furniture, in the nicest possible way. Dr. Morris had started calling her "Kitty Cat," to the amusement of some of his smaller patients who wanted to know if she could purr.
She marveled at the change in Dr. Morris's treatment of her. His gruff, abrupt manner at first had given way to a casual friendliness that stopped just short of affection. He was forever dressing her, though, unfastening buttons and doing them up the right way, righting hair bows, grimacing when she wore one dark blue sock with one dark green one because she couldn't see the difference between dark shades.
"I can't wake up on time," she muttered one day when he was rebuttoning her pat​terned blazer on a nippy day. "I'm always in a rush when I leave home."
"Go to bed earlier," he advised.
"How can I? The neighbors below me have one of those monster sound systems," she

muttered. "They like to listen to it until the wee hours. My floor vibrates."
"Complain to the landlord," he persisted.
"The landlord lives in Kansas City," she said irritably. "He doesn't care what they do if they pay the rent on time."
He smiled wickedly as he finished the but​tons and dropped his hands. "Buy a set of drums and practice constantly. Better yet, get bagpipes."
Her eyes brightened. "But I have a set," she said, laughing at his amazement. "They belonged to my father's cousin, and we inher​ited them when he died. I never learned to play them."
"No better time to practice."
She chuckled. She hadn't thought of her tac​iturn boss as a kindred spirit. "I'll get them out tonight and see if the moths have eaten them."
"Do you have Scottish ancestry?" he asked suddenly.
"Yes. Clan Stuart."
"My mother's forebears were Maxwells," he mused. "They came over just after the Revolutionary War."
"I don't know anything about mine," she replied. "Dad was too busy talking about wars to care much about ancient history. He was a
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retired colonel in the Green Berets. He served three tours of duty in Vietnam."
He searched her eyes quietly. "You poor kid."
She flushed. "Why do you say that?"
"Your mother died when you were in gram​mar school, didn't you say?"
She nodded.
"Just you and the colonel and the war," he pondered aloud, dark eyes narrowing. "I'll bet he scared hell out of any prospective dates."
"You don't know the half of it," she mur​mured, recalling some fraught encounters. "He tried to teach one of my dates a hand-to-hand combat move." She grimaced. "He ac​cidentally threw him out the window instead. Fortunately it was open at the time and on the first floor. He actually left his car, he was in such a hurry to get away."
He tried to smother a laugh. "I get the idea."
"Dad loved me, in his way," she continued wistfully. "And I loved him. But I didn't like growing up like a soldier."
"Taught you everything he knew, I'll bet."
"Oh, I could win medals in target shooting and karate," she agreed. "But it would have been so much nicer if I could have learned to cook and sew. I liked those 'sissy' hobbies,

even if he didn't. I had to sneak over to my girlfriend's house to knit, for God's sake!"
"But you miss him, don't you?"
"Oh, yes," she confessed. "Every day. But he was a horrible father."
"I'm not surprised." He checked his watch and grimaced. "I've got to get going. I'll be late for rounds, and there's a hospital board meeting tonight."
"You'll be medical chief of staff one day," she said proudly.
He chuckled. "Not if I start being late for meetings." He heard her sigh—actually heard it, with its accompanying wheeze.
His eyes narrowed thoughtfully. "Used your preventive medicine?"
She gaped at him. "What?"
"Your nedochromil sodium," he replied, and then added the brand name she was pre​scribed.
"Yes," she said shortly. "That and the al-buterol as well. Religiously. I don't like end​ing up in the emergency room."
"See that you keep using them properly. You've got a wheeze."
"Cold nights and warm days for a week," she said.
He shrugged. "Yes. I've noticed the in​crease in my little asthmatics' visits." He
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picked up his jacket. "Is the medicine giving enough cover?"
His concern touched her, but she wasn't go​ing to let him know. "Yes, sir."
"Good." He checked his watch, nodded and left her in the waiting room as he went out the back way to his car. She felt a warm glow at the personal conversation they'd had. Nothing in their relationship had been the least personal until now.
But when she realized what she was think​ing, she clamped down hard on her wandering attention. She'd have to be crazy to let Dr. Morris get under her skin. Even crazier than she'd been to go out with Guy Fenton.
Dr. Morris was just being the ideal boss, concerned for his workers' welfare, she told herself. So she'd better concentrate on just do​ing her job and not trying to make intimate comments out of impersonal observations about her health. He was a doctor, after all. It was natural for him to be concerned with someone's health.

Chapter 2
In the months since their disastrous date, Kitty had put Guy Fenton out of her mind. She knew that he and Millie had a brief fling together, of sorts, but it didn't seem to last long. And not because of any interference from Guy's ex-girlfriend. In fact, there were rumors that she was seeing someone else.
Kitty hadn't expected Guy to ever apologize for his behavior on their one and only date, but he did, when he came to have a routine physical for a new insurance policy, long after his cast had been removed—a procedure that she remembered he'd had done at the hospital rather than at Drew's office.
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"Letting you leave the theater that night without even noticing was a low thing to do, and I'm sorry," he told her. "I love bulldog-ging. Millie was hanging on every word, and I'd been sweet on her for a long time. But that was no excuse for ignoring you until you left and went home alone at night. I'm really sorry—several months too late," he added with a sheepish grin. "To tell you the truth, I was too ashamed to call you afterward."
"No harm done," she'd told him.
"Lucky for me," he added vaguely. "Your, uh, boss had quite a lot to say about it."
She was shocked. "Dr. Morris?"
"The very same. He dragged me out of bed in the bunkhouse at the ranch the day you told him and read me the riot act for ten minutes in front of the whole crew." He quirked an eyebrow. "Wouldn't have taken it from any​one else, but he had a point. I should have checked to see where you were when you didn't come back with popcorn. Anything could have happened to you." He stuck his hands into his pockets and shrugged. "There's another reason I stayed away. I thought he might have designs on you." He noted Kitty's sudden color. "My mistake. I guess he only felt responsible for you since you work for him."

"Yes," she said, her head whirling, "I sup​pose so."
He glanced at her with amusement. "I don't suppose you'd like to try going out with me again? Even if I swore I wouldn't talk rodeo with anybody in a nearby seat?"
She smiled pleasantly. "No, thanks." She looked at the intercom and saw the light flash​ing. "You can go in now."
He hesitated, but then he gave her a rueful smile and walked on down the hall. They had too little in common to make many waves to​gether, anyway.
Later she was curious enough to ask Dr. Morris about what he'd said to Guy.
He gave her one of his blandest looks. "You could have been assaulted, walking around town alone at night, even in Jacobs-ville. Somebody needed to put him straight."
"Shades of my dad," she murmured.
Something changed in his expression. He studied her far longer than he meant to before he shrugged and turned away. "Just the same, pick your dates more carefully in the future, would you? I've got better ways to amuse my​self than play nursemaid."
"Such as?" she blurted.
He stared at her blankly.
"What better ways do you have to amuse
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yourself?" she persisted. "You work all day and then you help out in the emergency room if you don't have late hours, which you mostly do. On weekends, you cover for doctors who are going on vacation or spending time with their families. I doubt you've dined out, taken in a movie or gone bowling in the past five years."
He was clouding up again, like a thunder​storm waiting to crash down on her head.  “My private life is no concern of yours," he said pointedly. "Just do your job."
She searched his hard face quietly, seeing deep lines there, and the beginnings of gray at his temples. He'd been a little overweight when she'd first come to work for him, but he'd lost the extra pounds and now he was streamlined; probably from all the work he did.
"There's a whole world out there that you can't even see," she said, thinking aloud. "Children playing baseball, old men talking about past glories on their bench in the grocery store, gardeners telling lies about their prize roses over the fences. You don't see any of that because you run past it." She saw him tense, but she didn't stop. "Dr. Morris, the only thing you're going to accomplish is to put yourself in the grave next to your wife."

"Stop it."
His voice cut like a lash. "I'm sorry," she replied. "Nobody else seems to care if you kill yourself. Being a workaholic is fine, for a while, but it catches up with you eventually. You should already know that you're a prime candidate for a heart attack. Or is that why you push yourself so hard?" she added softly. "Is life so unbearable without her that you're try​ing..."
"I said, stop it."
This time there was no mistaking the threat. Any minute now, she was going to be minus a good job.
She backed off mentally, holding up her hands in mock defense. "Okay, I quit," she said. "I'll be a model secretary-receptionist from now on, seen but not heard."
"Great idea, if you plan to keep working here," he said, putting what he felt into words. He didn't need to. The black fury in his eyes was threat enough. "If you want something to worry about, try having someone sort your hose so that you can wear two of the same shade!"
He indicated her feet. She looked down and grimaced. Peeking out from under her char​coal gray slacks were a pair of knee-high hose so obviously different that she flushed.
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She looked up, tossing her head. "Done on purpose," she proclaimed triumphantly. "I'm setting a new fashion trend."
He made an odd sound. His eyes twinkled but he turned away before the grin inside him got loose.
"Get to work," he muttered.
"Yes, sir!"
She whirled and headed back to her office, so flushed that Nurse Turner stopped her and felt her forehead.
"I'm fine," she assured the middle-aged nurse. "I've just been rushing again."
She glanced back toward the doctor and said loudly, "You've got workaholitis. It's contagious!"
"There goes your Independence Day bo​nus," he called over his shoulder without breaking stride.
Nurse Turner made a face at him.
"I saw that," he called from his office with​out looking back.
"See?" she told Kitty. "You can't win."
"I already knew that."
Nurse Turner took her by the arm and pulled her into the receptionist's cubbyhole, closing the door carefully behind her.
"Don't mention his wife, ever," she cau-

tioned gently. "He tends to brood around the time she died. It makes things worse for him."
"When did she die?"
"Six years ago tomorrow," the nurse said in a quiet tone. "The first year after it hap​pened, he ran his car into a tree. Fortunately he was only mildly concussed. After that, Dr. Coltrain started keeping an eye on him. They're friends, you know. Dr. Louise Blakely went out with him a time or two, and people began to wonder if he wasn't getting over his wife, but then she married Dr. Coltrain. He's been a real hermit ever since she married."
"It's his life, I guess," Kitty replied. "But it's such a shame. He's a good man. Surely his wife wouldn't want him to live alone for​ever?"
Nurse Turner shook her head. "She was a tenderhearted little thing. She'd never have wanted that. But he misses her something fierce. Always has. Pity they couldn't have a child."
"Yes, isn't it?" Kitty replied.
She didn't say anything else to Drew, but it was obvious by the next day that she'd already said too much. The first thing he did when he came in that morning was to give her a black
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glare and read her the riot act about the con​dition of the waiting room.
"Those magazines are two years old," he said shortly. "Throw them all out and get sub​scriptions to new ones. Meanwhile, buy some at the drugstore."
"Yes, sir," she said, and resisted the urge to salute.
He sighed angrily. "And do something about that stupid rubber plant in the corner. It's dying."
"You'd die, too, if little boys dumped gummy worms and old soft drinks and used bubble gum on you," she murmured.
"Fertilize the thing and keep it watered or get rid of it," he muttered. "And your desk..."
"It looks better than yours," she snapped right back, losing her temper. "At least I don't save year-old sale papers from variety stores and parking tickets that I don't pay!"
He opened his mouth to speak, closed it again and marched off down the hall so loudly that Nurse Turner came out of the filing room and stared after him.
From that point on, the day deteriorated. Grown-up people who came in for minor com​plaints got lectures, children went away sulky, Nurse Turner finally hid in the bathroom and
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Kitty was thinking seriously of sitting under her desk until quitting time.
The telephone rang noisily and she an​swered it, painfully aware that Dr. Morris was standing nearby, visibly hoping for someone he could attack on the other end.
"It's Coltrain," came the deep voice over the line. "Are the closets full yet?" he added with faint amusement.
"Every one," Kitty said. "Not to mention the bathroom."
"Let me talk to him while there's still time."
She handed the receiver over smartly. Drew came to stand beside her, far too close, while he spoke tersely to Dr. Coltrain. One hand was in his pocket, moving his car keys and loose change around. His arm in its lab coat brushed against Kitty's with the movement, and she felt odd sensations all over her body. It dis​turbed her. She tried to move away, but there was nowhere to go. She was already wedged against the desk.
Drew asked Dr. Coltrain something and then listened. While he was listening, he hap​pened to glance down at Kitty and his black eyes met her searching, uneasy green ones with an impact that stopped her breath. It felt
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a little like asthma, when the air got trapped in her lungs and she couldn't get it out again.
He didn't look away, and neither did she. The sudden tension in the office was almost tangible. She saw muscles move in his jaw as his teeth clenched. His eyes began to glitter faintly, and she became aware of him as she never had been before.
"What?" he murmured into the telephone, because he hadn't heard a word Coltrain was saying. He blinked and managed to look away from Kitty's eyes. Odd, how he felt, as if he'd stuck his fingers in an electric socket. It made him angry, that he should feel such things to​day of all days. "Yes, I'll meet you at the restaurant," he said. There was a pause and he glanced at Kitty as if he suddenly hated her. "No, I don't want to bring anyone," he said deliberately.
Kitty dropped her eyes and didn't move. He was still too close and she didn't trust her voice, either. She wanted to get up and run away.
"Yes, I'll do that," Drew finished. He hung up the telephone and abruptly bent, jerking Kitty's chin up so that he could search her eyes. "Have you been talking to Lou?"
Her breath  fluttered in  her throat.   "Dr.
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Lou?" she faltered. "I...I haven't seen her since Christmas."
"I don't need the Coltrains to play Cupid for me, and I don't want you as a dinner date," he said flatly. His eyes ran over her angrily, noting the rise and fall of her firm breasts, the increase of her breath. She was aware of him, and he knew it, and hated it. "I don't want you, period. You're an employee. Nothing more. You make that clear to the Col-trains."
"I'll do that very thing," she said, losing her own temper. "And for your information, I am not interested in you in any respect at all. I don't date people who are married to ghosts!"
He glared at her even more as the sound of footsteps coming along the hall diverted him. He realized that he was holding Kitty's soft little chin in his long fingers and he dropped his hand abruptly before Nurse Turner came into Kitty's office.
"Doesn't anybody work around here?" he demanded when he saw his nurse standing be​hind him.
"It's lunchtime, Doctor," Nurse Turner stammered.
"Then why the hell don't you both go and eat something?" he demanded. He stormed off
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back to his own office, leaving Kitty and Nurse Turner and the last patient of the morn​ing openmouthed.
It didn't get any better after lunch. There were three small emergencies that held up of​fice hours, so that it was after seven when they ushered the last patient back to Dr. Morris.
"Run for it," Nurse Turner advised, grab​bing her sweater and purse. "When he comes out of there with no patients as buffers, you're going to need an asbestos shield."
"I can't," Kitty groaned, "I have to put everything away."
"I'll pray for you," Nurse Turner said sin​cerely, glanced down the hall from which an audible roar could be heard and shot out the front door.
The patient, middle-aged Mr. James, came rushing down the hall despite his painful ar​thritis, grasping a scribbled charge slip.
"Here," he said, thrusting it to Kitty with a quick glance over his shoulder, like a drown​ing man expecting an imminent shark attack. "I'm to stop smoking, lose thirty pounds and move the building five feet to the left," he added with grim amusement. "I'll send a check right along, and you can give me an​other appointment for my arthritis in three
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months on whichever day you think he might be in a good mood!" He turned and fled for his life. "On second thought, I'll phone you about that appointment!" he called as he left.
He went out the door just as Drew came into the hall, and it seemed to Kitty as if flames were following right behind him. He paused at her desk, his black eyes glittering at her as if all his problems were her fault.
There was only one thing to do. She stood up, sighed and held her hands high over her head as if she were an escaped prisoner trying to give up while there was still time.
He started to say something and suddenly burst out laughing. "My God, is it that bad?" he asked.
"Mrs. Turner left skid marks. She offered to pray for me," she informed him. "And I wouldn't bet good money that Mr. James will ever come back."
He let out a weary sigh and leaned against the door facing, checking his watch. "I'm late for dinner, to boot." He glanced at her almost sheepishly, for him. "Go home."
"Post haste," she promised, grabbing her jacket and purse. Her hands were all thumbs as she tried to mate buttons. She was out of breath, not only due to Drew's bad temper. It
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was hard to make her lungs work. The pollen count had been extremely high.
"Good God, Kitty, you're hopeless," he said impatiently. He took the purse from her nerveless fingers, put it down on the chair and pulled her close. He slowly fastened the but​tons, his mouth just inches from her forehead. She could feel his warm breath there, his knuckles moving gently against her breasts, and her legs trembled under her.
Drew was feeling something equally pow​erful and trying with all his might to resist it. This was the day, the anniversary of his be​loved Eve's death. He felt guilty that he was attracted to Kitty at all. It had made him irri​table and impatient all day.
He looked down at her soft mouth and his hands stilled as he wondered how it would feel to kiss her. He hadn't kissed a woman, touched a woman, since his wife's lingering death. He was hungry and alone and misera​ble.
His fingers slid up to Kitty's face and cra​dled it, lifting it slowly. His eyes lingered on her lips while he fought his own need, and hers.
Inevitably he bent those few inches, drawn like a puppet on a string, and he heard her soft intake of breath as his mouth pushed very

gently at her set lips. His fingers tightened to hold her there; unnecessarily, because she couldn't have drawn away to save her own life.
He made a rough sound and his mouth pushed down against hers with years of hunger behind it, grinding her lips under his. He moaned out loud, his arms dropping, enfolding her, lifting her to the length of his hard, fit body.
Somewhere in the back of her mind, Kitty knew that he was using her, that in spite of the fervor and heat of his passion, she was standing in for his late wife. But it didn't seem to matter. No one had ever kissed her with such anguished need, with such hunger. She gave in to him at once, swamped by his fervor and her own curiosity and need. She knew what it was to be alone. She understood his grief. He only wanted comfort, and she could give him that. She sighed and pressed into him, not counting the cost, not looking ahead even by a second. Her arms clenched at his back and she gave him what he wanted.
Time seemed to stop while they kissed like starving people, there, in the silence of the of​fice with only the big grandfather clock in the waiting room to be heard above their own rough breathing. She felt Drew move, leaning
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back against the wall so that he could, more comfortably, take her weight. His hands slid up and down her back, smoothing her against him. He became aroused, and his groan was rough in the silence as he turned her quickly, so that she was against the wall and his full weight was pressed to her.
He felt her quiver with pleasure and he had to drag his mouth away from the nectar of hers. He looked into her eyes with blinding passion, racked with desire he hadn't felt in ages. He knew his body was trembling, but so was hers. He hesitated, trying to clear his mind just enough to allow for rational thought. He couldn't even focus. She tasted like the sweetest kind of honey under his mouth, gen​erous with her kisses, her embraces. Generous, like his Eve...
Eve.
He jerked away from her, his eyes full of the shame and guilt he felt. He didn't even have an excuse. He'd lost his head so com​pletely that he could barely form words in his mind, much less voice them.
To his amazement, she reached up with a soft hand and stroked his cheek. Her eyes, far from being shamed or puzzled, were full of understanding.
"It's all right," she said softly, her voice

breathless from the kiss. "I understand. You must miss her terribly, today of all days."
His heart caught in his throat. He couldn't speak.
She stepped against him, demurely this time, so that she didn't make things any worse, and slid her arms around him. It was an em​brace of comfort and tenderness rather than impassioned need. Fascinated, he felt his own arms enclose her as he fought and controlled his desire.
He hadn't had comfort. Not like this. Eve's parents missed her, of course, but they weren't warm and loving people. They welcomed Drew like an old friend when he came, but not with this sort of uninhibited affection. He'd never had it before.
She nuzzled her cheek against his shoulder with a smile. "Are the Coltrains taking you out to eat?" she asked softly, trying to hide her outrageous reactions to him.
His hand idly smoothed over her hair in its neat bun. He allowed himself for just one min​ute to wonder how it looked hanging loose down her back. There was so much of it that it must reach her waist...
"Yes, they are," he replied deeply. He sighed, closing his eyes. He was in no hurry
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to move, none at all. In fact, his arms con​tracted gently.
She didn't move. She could see the big grandfather clock against the wall from her vantage point. They'd both have to leave soon. But just for a minute or so, this was very nice. She'd had no one to hold her when her father had died. She wished she'd known Drew then.
"Do you have any family?" he asked at her ear.
She shook her head. "I only had Dad."
His hand stilled and then moved again on her hair. "You had no one when he died."
"No." She remembered the loneliness of it very well. "You had her people, at least, didn't you?"
"They don't...touch," he said after a min​ute. "They're very reserved, all of them, even Eve's younger brother." He smiled ruefully. "I didn't realize how comforting it was, to be held..."
He stopped, as if he was giving away some​thing he didn't want to admit.
"No one held me, when I lost Dad," she said, easing him past the bad moment. She sighed and closed her eyes. "Maybe they're right. Maybe everyone really does need a hug, now and again."
He murmured softly. His own eyes closed.

He drank in the subtle smell of her body, a fragrance like gardenias. She always smelled nice, and she was a neat little thing, except for buttons that never seemed to be done up prop​erly. He was sorry that he'd been so efficient earlier about buttoning those buttons, because he'd have liked to feel her breasts against him closer than this.
The route of his thoughts startled him. He
mustn't let this situation deteriorate. He
couldn't afford to get involved with his recep​
tionist,

He eased her away finally, breath by breath, and coaxed her eyes up to his.
She searched them, quiet and curious, like some contented cat. Her breath was still rag- ged.
He thought about the scent she was wearing and frowned. "Doesn't perfume bother you at all?" he asked suddenly.
"Perfume? Why, no, I don't... Well, I've never actually thought about it. Why?"
"You sound raspy." He left her and went back into his office. He returned a minute later with his stethoscope.
He plopped her down on the edge of her desk and slid his hand inside her blouse to listen to her chest.
Her sharp intake of breath was as loud as
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the sudden frantic beating of her heart. He smiled as he listened, flattered by her reaction. Then he scowled. He heard the rasp of her breath as she exhaled, along with the telltale wheezing.
'Take a deep breath. Hold it. Now breathe out, as hard as you can. Once more," he in​structed.
He lifted his head and removed the stetho​scope, scowling. "How long have you been wheezing like this?"
She was still getting her heart calmed down.  “Just...just today."
"How long have you been wearing that per​fume?"
"It's new," she faltered. "I bought it yes​terday. This is the first time... You think it's the perfume?"
"Yes, I do. Don't wear it again. If you're not better in the morning, I'll send you over to your allergist and let him listen to you. Meanwhile, drink more coffee. The caffeine will help."
"I know," she said gently, having learned long ago that it helped attacks.
"You've got my number if you get in trou​ble during the night?"
She was really touched now. "Yes, sir."
"Use it if you need me." He touched her

cheek lightly, his earlier bad temper forgotten in his concern for her. "I have to go," he said then.
She managed a smile and stepped back. "So do I."
He picked up her purse and handed it to her, trying to dismiss the taste of her mouth that still clung to his lips. He liked the taste of her, the feel of her. He was worried about her. He needed a drink, he decided as he stared at her. "I'll lock up," he said. "Go ahead." 

    She nodded. "Good night, Dr. Morris." 

    He caught her by the sleeve. "Drew." 

    She   bit  her   lower   lip.   "I   couldn't.   It wouldn't be quite proper."
His annoyance made a frown between his dark eyes. "Was kissing me that way quite proper?" he taunted.
She searched his face. "Probably not, but I wouldn't feel right to work with you on a first-name basis." She lowered her eyes. "Some​times people do things totally out of charac​ter," she added vaguely, "things that they regret the next day."
"Do you think I'll regret this?"
"Yes," she said honestly. Her eyes were
clear and very bright. "But you shouldn't.
You've had a rough day and the memories
must be pretty terrible from time to time. You
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acted like any other human being who was hurting and needed someone to hold on to, just for a little while. As you said, it was nice to be held and comforted. I enjoyed it, too, but you needn't worry that I'm going to go all soppy and start getting ideas about my place in your life."
He folded his arms across his chest and studied her curiously. "You're blunt."
"I grew up with a soldier. He taught me never to tell lies. Well, I wouldn't tell Nurse Turner that orange lipstick made her look like a dried-up lemon, but that's not exactly ly​ing," she amended.
He chuckled. "Neither would I. She has boxes of needles," he murmured with a con​spiratorial smile.
She smiled back, and he thought that he'd never realized until now how much he enjoyed watching her smile. They seemed to have reached a new level of comfort with each other.
"I don't want wild sex or another wife," he replied after a minute, with equal honesty, "but I have to admit, being hugged could be habit-forming."
"You're sure about the wild sex part?" she asked with wide eyes. "Because if you ever change your mind, here I am."

"Have you ever had wild sex with a man?" he teased.
She shrugged. "I've never had sex, period, but I'm long overdue for a feverish initiation. Just so you know," she added with a grin. "But give me plenty of warning, because I just know I'll be a fanatic about prevention."
He burst out laughing, and she blushed.
"Get out of here and go home!" he roared, choking on mirth. "For God's sake, have you no shame? Propositioning your own boss!"
"If you don't want to be propositioned, don't make passes at me," she returned with mock hauteur and twinkling eyes. "Now, I'm going home."
"The Coltrains said I could bring you along."
She wanted to go with him, but she forced herself to shake her head nonchalantly. "Thanks all the same." She hesitated. "Thanks for...being concerned about me, too. I'll deep-six the perfume. And next time I'll be careful what I put on. Good night."
He wondered why she'd refused to go to dinner with him. But he smiled casually and opened the door for her, and then walked her to her car after he'd locked up. He stood there watching her drive away, aware that she was
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grinding gears like mad. He wondered if he was losing his mind. She was only his recep​tionist.

Chapter 3
The Coltrains noticed a difference in Drew, and it wasn't because he was grieving. He seemed oddly thoughtful, and when Jeb men​tioned Kitty, his hand jumped, as if just the sound of her name startled him.
Jeb and Lou were much too cagey to come right out and ask questions. They kept the con​versation on work right through the main course. But over dessert, they probed a little.
"How's your receptionist working out, now that you've had her around for almost a year?"
"She's doing fine," Drew said without looking up from his cheesecake. “At least, as
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long as she stays away from perfumes with a woodsy tone," he added thoughtfully, and de​scribed the asthma that had surfaced with the wearing of her new perfume.
"A lot of our patients don't connect per​fume with asthma attacks or severe head​aches," Lou mused, smiling. "It isn't some​thing you consciously think about."
"She'll think about it now," he reflected.
"Do she and Nurse Turner get along well?" Lou probed.
He chuckled. "They conspire," he mur​mured. "Tonight they drew straws to see who got to leave first. Kitty lost the draw." He sighed and shook his head. "I'd been pure hell to get along with all day, but she didn't say a word."
"What did she do?" Jeb asked curiously.
"She put both her hands straight up over her head and I burst out laughing."
"She's a doll," Jeb chuckled. "I remember her as a little girl, trotting along behind her dad when they went to the store together. He had her marching like a proper soldier. I felt sorry for her. He was badly wounded in Viet​nam, you know, and had to take a discharge that he didn't want. They offered him a job at the Pentagon, but he was too proud to take it. So he stayed here in town, reliving past glories
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and making his wife and daughter suffer for his losses."
"He didn't hurt her?" Drew asked before he took time to think what he was saying.
"Not at all," Jeb assured him. "He wasn't a cruel man, but he was domineering and de​manding. Kitty never had boyfriends. Nobody got past the old man, even when she graduated from high school and started taking those busi​ness courses. He intimidated the young men."
"I'll bet he did," Drew mused, thinking pri​vately that he'd have given the old buzzard a run for his money. He moved his cheesecake around on the plate. "She must have had at least one steady boyfriend," he said probingly.
"Nope," Jeb returned. "No chance of that. The old man went down with a stroke the year she enrolled in business college. She had to nurse him and work to supplement his govern​ment pension." He shook his head. "In be​tween, she spent a lot of time in the emergency room with what she thought was coughing fits until they diagnosed her as asthmatic. It took a while to get her medicines set to contain them, too. It's better now, but she has fits when the grasses start blooming."
"I'll keep a close check on her," Drew promised.
"She could use one," Jeb replied grimly.
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"Kitty's had no fun at all. That's why I sug​gested that you might bring her along to​night," he added with a rueful grin. "I wasn't trying to matchmake. She works for you and I like her, that's all."
"I'm sorry," Drew said, and genuinely was, now. "If I'd realized that..."
"We know better than to try to pair you off with anyone," Lou affirmed, smiling. "Least of all, Kitty."
He frowned slightly. "Why do you say that?" he murmured curiously.
"Well, she's not your type, is she?" Lou asked, averting her eyes to the table. "She's unsophisticated and unworldly. She'd rather tend her garden than go to a cocktail party, and she doesn't have a clue how to dress prop​erly."
He wondered for a minute if Lou was mak​ing digs at his receptionist, but he realized al​most at once that she wasn't. She seemed to genuinely like Kitty.
"She'll never get a boyfriend, the way she looks," Lou continued sadly. "Drew, couldn't you do something, point her to right sort of clothes, get her to a hairdresser? Guy Fenton is still interested in her, but she's just not the sort of girl a man wants to show off. You know what I mean?"

"You mean that she doesn't dress like a young and attractive woman looking for a soul mate," he translated.
"That's exactly what I mean."
"Why don't you take her in hand?" he asked Lou.
"How would I go about it, without making her look stupid?" she asked honestly. "She doesn't really know me."
"She only works for me," Drew replied.
"But she looks up to you. You know, sort of as a father figure." She looked down so that her eyes wouldn't reflect her delight at the way that remark made Drew tauten and look irri​tated.
"I'm not old enough to be her father," he said shortly.
Coltrain cleared his throat to choke back helpless laughter. "Lou didn't mean it that way. But she does look up to you. What would it hurt to help her change her image? Married receptionists never quit their jobs."
"She can do better than Guy Fenton," he said, remembering vividly how Fenton had al​ready treated her. "As I recall, she dressed up for him, and he ditched her in the middle of a date."
"Her idea of dressing up is a new shirtwaist
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dress," Lou muttered. "And she never lets that hair down."
Drew tried not to think about all that hair. He had frequent longings to start tearing pins out of it, just to see how it looked when it was loose.
"She needs someone besides Guy Fenton," Jeb remarked coolly. "Guy keeps dark secrets, and he drinks too much. But there are plenty of eligible men in town. Matt Caldwell, for instance."
Matt was rugged and outlandish, but he was also single and well-to-do. Drew didn't like the idea of him. He didn't like the idea of any man, actually. And because he didn't, he agreed to Lou's proposal. He wasn't going to get involved with Kitty. Getting her involved with another man was the ideal way to protect himself.
"Jeb and I are on the orphanage committee here in town," Lou reminded him, "and we're hosting a Summer Charity Ball to raise money to build a new wing onto the orphanage. I'd like you to come. You could bring Kitty—and then I can introduce her to the eligible men."
Drew frowned.
"All you have to do is bring her, Drew," Lou persisted, "not propose to her. You can

have her meet you there if you don't want to be seen with her."
"Oh, for God's sake, I don't mind asking her," he grumbled.
"Good," Lou replied, smiling at him. "And if you can get her refurbished in time, there's no telling what might happen."
"Matt likes her—" Jeb put his two cents worth in "—and they've got a lot in com​mon."
"Was he afraid of her father?" Drew asked curiously.
"Not at all," Jeb mused, grinning so that his freckles stood out. "In fact, they came to blows over Operation Desert Storm—Matt's reserve unit was called up during it, you know. He laid the colonel out in the middle of the local McDonald's and poured a milkshake over him. I don't think the colonel ever got over it."
Drew chuckled. "What did Kitty say?"
"Nothing. She didn't dare. But you used to be able to just say the word 'milkshake' to her, and she'd collapse laughing."
Drew found the idea amusing. He'd have to try that one day. He toyed with his fork. "All right, I'll take her to the ball. When is it?"
She told him. "And it's formal. Very for​mal."
188

A Long Tall Texan Summer

Diana Palmer

189
"I'll wear a dinner jacket,” he said reluc​tantly. "I guess Kitty can come up with a dress."
"Help her find one," Lou suggested. "And you might point her toward the cosmetic counter and a hairstylist and contact lenses. She'd be pretty if she worked at it."
He waited until she came to work the fol​lowing Monday, and when Nurse Turner went out to lunch, he asked Kitty to come into his office.
She'd spent an uneasy weekend remember​ing what they'd done together and her lack of sleep was evident in the dark circles under her eyes. She noticed that he looked tired as well, but considering how hard he worked, she couldn't attribute it to anything other than his job. She didn't know that he'd spent his share of sleepless nights trying to decide how to put the experience out of his mind.
"Are you still sweet on Guy Fenton?" he asked bluntly.
She didn't ask why he was probing into her private life. She moved restlessly in the chair. "I used to like him. I still do. But I don't want to go out with him anymore."
"I don't blame you. How about Matt Cald-well, then?"

"Matt doesn't know me from a peanut," she informed him. "He and my father never got along at all."
"Neither do he and I from time to time, but he's coming to the Summer Charity Ball at the country club and I thought you might like to go with me," he added, not looking at her.
She looked at the wall and wondered if she was having delusions. Perhaps that glass of wine she'd consumed with her dinner Saturday night had had a delayed reaction...
"Could you repeat that?" she asked. "I think I may be in the midst of a drunken stu​por."
"On what, coffee?" he asked, diverted.
"I had a glass of wine Saturday night," she volunteered.
His mouth curled up. "Did I drive you to drink?" he chided, and then felt guilty when she blushed. "Never mind. I asked you to go to the Summer Charity Ball with me. Lou's hosting it with Jeb, and they're inviting all the single men and women in town, including Matt and Guy." He glanced at his hands. "The Coltrains particularly wanted you to come."
Kitty studied his face uncertainly. He sounded as if he hated the idea of asking her at all, and she knew without being told that it
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was the Coltrains who'd put him up to this. Funny how disappointing that was, although she couldn't deny that she knew how he still felt about his late wife. She must have been temporarily out of her mind to think that he'd asked her for his own sake; or to allow herself to build one kiss into a future.
"I don't really think I want to..." she began politely.
He looked up, his dark eyes so intent that they stopped her protest before she could get it out of her mouth. "I want you to come," he said deliberately.
Of course he didn't. But her stubborn re​fusal irritated him. She was young and sweet and she had a lot to offer. Matt or Guy would be lucky to have such a woman find them at​tractive. She deserved a little happiness.
She misunderstood his determination, and she smiled warmly. "Really?" she asked breathlessly.
He turned away from that bright-eyed sur​prise. "Sure."
"Well, I guess I could."
"You'll need a dress," he continued, toying with a sheet of paper on the desk. "Something pretty and formal."
"I'll...I'll have to buy one," she faltered.
"And you could have your hair done."

She touched the bun defensively. "Cut it?"
"No!" He caught himself before he sounded even more of a fool. "I meant, you could have it put in one of those complicated styles. Cut it?" He looked absolutely shocked. "It would be a crime to cut hair like that." His eyes reluctantly slid over it, confined as usual in a huge bun behind her nape. "It must fall all the way to your waist when it's down."
She smiled self-consciously. "A little far​ther than that," she confided. "I don't ever wear it down anymore."
"Why?"
She shrugged. "My father said I looked like 'Alice in Wonderland.'"
"Bull," he muttered.
"Anyway, it gets in my way when I'm working."
"You could braid it," he suggested.
She laughed. "I can't do it myself."
He had to bite his tongue to keep from of​fering to help. For a long time now, he'd won​dered how Kitty's hair would look when it was loosened. It was a lovely dark shade of brown. She had just a faintly olive complexion and those soft green eyes dominated her delicate oval face. Despite the glasses she insisted on wearing instead of contact lenses, she was very attractive. Her figure was as good as any
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he'd ever seen. If only she took advantage of her assets and didn't downplay them so dras​tically. On the other hand, that might be a good thing. He could see himself trying to di​agnose and treat illnesses with Kitty running around the office looking like a nymph.
"Never mind," he murmured. "Do what you like with it. But get a pretty dress to wear."
"Which one of them are you planning to throw me at?" she asked.
He straightened. "I beg your pardon?"
"Who's being sacrificed for me, Guy or Matt?" she persisted. "I gather that you and the Coltrains are determined to save me from spinsterhood?"
His face grew stern. "I thought, as they do, that you deserved a little fun. We aren't throw​ing you at anyone. We only want to...improve you."
"I see."
"Like hell you see!" he burst out, irritated by his own thoughts as well as her resistance to having people remodel her for her own good. "You can't see anything! You dress like a bag lady, you screw your hair up into those god-awful buns, you walk around in a per​manent daze and then you probably wonder why men never come on to you!"

She wasn't just shocked; she was downright hurt. She hadn't thought he had such a low opinion of her. Apparently nothing about her appealed to him at all. She wasn't sure if he was genuinely trying to help her find a man, or if he had plans to marry her off so that he could get her out of his office for good.
She lowered her eyes to the floor, hiding rage and shock. "I didn't realize I had so little to offer."
"It isn't that," he grumbled. "You have plenty to offer, that's why I hate to see you waste it! You're very attractive, but you could be a lot more appealing if you just worked at it. Your father isn't around to chase away pro​spective suitors anymore, Kitty. You don't have to downplay your looks. It's all right to dress up and make the most of your assets."
She sighed angrily. "Okay," she said tightly. "I'll just do that little thing."
Her eyes sparkled like emeralds in a pale face. He hated what he'd said to her, but if it woke her up to the possibilities, it was for the best.
"Get something dark green," he said out of the blue. "Tight in the waist and low-cut. It will do wonders for those eyes. They're in​credible," he added softly. "Like living em​eralds."
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Her heart jumped. "I beg your pardon?"
He cleared his throat and glanced quickly at his watch. "I have a meeting with the hospital board of directors in thirty minutes," he said abruptly. "We're going to try to convince them to hire a full-time physician for the emer​gency room so that the rest of us can have a little peace after hours."
"Good luck," she said, and meant it, be​cause she knew how hard the local doctors had to work to keep that emergency room going.
"We'll need it. Indigent care is killing the budget."
"A lot of people can't get insurance," she reminded him, glad to be off the subject of her own physical shortcomings. "And some peo​ple can't afford it."
He agreed. "It's a sad world in some ways, isn't it, Kitty?" he murmured. "Money shouldn't be the determining factor in a life or death situation. It isn't, here in Jacobsville, de​spite the budget. But hospitals can't operate on goodwill and hope."
"I know that." She shrugged. "I guess it's more complicated than it seems to a layper​son."
He nodded. "It's complicated even to the professionals."
She moved toward her desk.

"What about the ball?" he asked curtly. "Are you going with me?"
She didn't look at him, but at her computer. "I'll go," she said, but without real enthusi​asm. She knew, even if he wasn't admitting it, that he was only taking her so that she could be offered up to Guy and Matt. It hurt her as nothing had in recent years. That, too, was dis​turbing.
"Good," he said. He couldn't think of any​thing else to say, so he went back to get his jacket and soon afterward, he left the office.
Kitty went shopping all by herself. Thinking that he'd made suggestions and shouldn't push his luck by offering to accompany her, Drew never said another word about the dress or the hairstyling.
She went all the way to Houston, in the end, to look for a dress, leaving very early on Sat​urday morning in her little car. The drive was nice, even though it was drizzling rain. Tree colors were so varied and pretty, hazes of green, hundreds of shades of it, in the trees that grew along streams and near houses in the distance. There were calves in the pastures, too, because it was that time of year as well. In summer, everything seemed to come alive on the earth. She thought about a young man's
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fancy turning to thoughts of love and laughed out loud. Drew was neither young nor inter​ested in her, so she'd do well to ignore these strange feelings he engendered in her. Despite his collusion with the Coltrains, she had to re​member that he wasn't interested in dolling her up for himself. He only wanted to sacrifice her to Guy or Matt.
Well, she thought, she might as well let him. If he thought she had potential, perhaps she did. All her life, she'd deferred to her father as far as the opposite sex was concerned. It hadn't ever occurred to her how alone her fa​ther was or how much he depended on her at home. Perhaps the thought of losing her was really terrifying to him and he had too much pride to admit it. That would explain his re​luctance to let her get involved with men, or to think of marriage. He seemed very self-reliant and domineering, but underneath, he had many insecurities, all of which had grown much worse with the death of her mother.
She remembered her mother sometimes, marveling at the way the seemingly gentle and unassuming little woman had handled her fa​ther's moods and demands. Only someone close to them would have ever realized that Martha was her husband's strength, and when she died, he collapsed. From that day on, Kitty

became his strength, and he depended on her more and more. Despite her frequent asthma attacks, he clung. When he had the stroke, the dependence became complete. Only then was his fear visible, because he no longer had the strength of will to conceal it. Kitty had learned to use her medicines conscientiously for her father's sake. It was crucial that she keep well to look after him. Even so, there were times when she had to depend on kind co-workers to get her to the emergency room. She didn't even tell her father about the attacks that pre​cipitated more and more medicine changes. Fi​nally a preventative added to her regular reg​imen made trips to the emergency room almost a thing of the past.
Kitty became the colonel's substitute mother for the last few pitiful years of his proud life. But at the end, he had enough con​sciousness to call her mother's name, once, achingly...
She blinked away sudden tears. Her parents had been married for thirty years when Kitty's mother, Martha, had died. Perhaps that was how Drew had been after his Eve died, lost and alone and afraid. But he hadn't even a daughter to console him. No wonder he was impatient and ill-tempered and overworked. His job had probably been all that stood be-
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tween him and madness just after his wife's untimely death.
Houston loomed ahead, its familiar skyline bringing back the present. She couldn't live in the past, although Drew seemed determined to do just that. She had to look toward the future. Marriage had seemed like an impossible dream, but now it might be accessible. If she worked at her appearance and tried to be out​going, the possibilities were unlimited. Her asthma was under tight control and she could look nice if she worked at it. Who knows, she might actually interest a man enough to turn his thoughts to marriage. It would be nice to have a home of her own, someone to share her spare time with, children.
She sighed. It was going to take a lot more than a new dress to inspire anyone to marry her. But they did say that fine feathers made fine birds. It was worth a try.
She looked through several stores before she came across a dress very much like the one Drew had described—dark green taffeta with a low neckline and short, puffy pale green chiffon sleeves. It was ankle-length and when she tried it on, she was astonished at the change it made. The cut emphasized her firm breasts and narrow waist subtly, and there was

a wispy chiffon scarf that matched the sleeves to go over her hair. It was like something out of the forties, a glimpse of bygone elegance that took her breath. She couldn't really afford it, but she bought it anyway, and white satin pumps and a white satin evening bag to go with it.
The hairdresser's was next, where she had her exquisite locks trimmed but not altered in length. The beautician enthused over the length and texture of her hair and talked her into a wavy style much seen on television and in movies. She was hesitant, but hours later when the curlers were removed, she was shocked at the face that looked back at her, surrounded by exquisite flowing waves. She went right to the optometrist and got herself fitted for contact lenses. They would be in long before the ball. She was going to make it a night to remember.
Just for fun, Monday morning she put on a lacy white dress that she'd bought during a trip to San Antonio with a cousin three years be​fore. It was a Spanish style that suited her dark hair and olive skin, with lace and soft off-white embroidery around the flounced top and the long skirt.
She wore high heels and stockings with it,
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and wore her hair down for the first time ever. It was a dressy getup to go to work in, but she felt like a new woman. And after all, there was no time like the present to try out her new look on her boss.
She stood in front of her full-length mirror and marveled at what was reflected back. Even with her wire-framed glasses, she looked nice. She'd taken pains with her makeup and the new hairstyle made her feel very feminine.
As she gathered her purse and lacy shawl, she wondered what her boss was going to think of it.
She'd prepared herself for every sort of re​action, from mild surprise to indifference. What she got was a total surprise.
He was in his office when she arrived, en​grossed in a patient's file. He hadn't shaved, an indication in itself that he'd been up either all night or since very early that morning with​out a chance to go home.
He didn't even look up at first. He heard her footsteps as she tapped on the door.
"Bring me a cup of coffee," he murmured. "Please," he added, still without looking up.
Vaguely disappointed that he hadn't taken time to even glance at her, Kitty went to the small kitchen and made a pot of coffee. She put a cup and saucer and napkin, a spoon and
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the sugar and cream holders on a tray and as an afterthought, added some almond cookies. He wouldn't eat breakfast, she knew that from Nurse Turner, but he was bound to feel a little hungry if he'd been up all night.
She edged in the door and put the tray on one of the retractable leaves of his oak desk.
"Thanks," he muttered, still absorbed in his file. Then he caught a glimpse of something long and flowing and looked up.
Kitty thought that, as long as she lived, she would never forget those few seconds.
He actually dropped the file. His black, shocked eyes went from her crown down her body to the exquisite, endless small curls that plunged down her slender figure all the way past her waist.
"Good God," he breathed, and it sounded reverent.
His unblinking intensity made her self-conscious. "You mentioned getting it styled..." she faltered.
He got up from the desk, oblivious to the notes, and moved to stand just in front of her. Like a sleepwalker, like a man possessed, his hands gathered up her long, silky hair and tested its softness as he searched her eyes. His lips made a thin line in the fraught silence of
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the office, and the contraction of his fingers began to be a little painful.
His closeness was affecting her. Her heart​beat against the flounced bodice was now no​ticeable, and her lips had parted under the force of her breath.
His eyes fell to them and held there for an eternity as his hands tugged and he moved closer, all in the same breath, until his legs were touching hers.
"You smell like a hundred varieties of roses," he whispered, breathing in the per​fume that clung to her. "I wonder...if you taste of them?"
Almost in a trance, he started to bend to her while the silence in the office intensified.
Then, as his lips hovered just above hers, so that she could almost taste them, the front door suddenly opened and closed. Nurse Turner had arrived.
Drew released her at once, and his eyes blazed. "Go home and put on something ap​propriate for an office," he snapped, unbear​ably outraged by her appearance and his un​expected reaction to it. "Right now, Miss Carson! I'm not running an escort service here!"
The bite in his deep voice was painful. She couldn't understand the sudden rage, as if the
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sight of her offended him. Was she dressed like some sort of call girl?
"And do something about that damned mane of hair!" he added furiously.
She stared at him with wounded eyes. She'd felt so wonderful when she left her apartment, and now she felt dirty and naked. Without an​other word, she went out the door and past the stunned nurse.
"Well, look at you!" Nurse Turner ex​claimed. "Kitty, you're gorgeous!"
"No, I'm not," Kitty said through building anger and tears, grabbing her shawl and purse. "I look like a call girl. I've got to go home and change my clothes and do something about my awful hair. I'll be back as soon as I can."
She went out the door, her first thought that she was going to grab the nearest pair of scis​sors and cut her hair to the skull!
.Diana Palmer
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Chapter 4
Drew could barely think. He'd been at the hospital until dawn with a small patient who was going to live despite the odds against him from a burst appendix and peritonitis. Now he'd been cruel to Kitty, whose only crime was to look like a ministering angel in white. The sight of her had hurt him, taunted him, reminded him all too blatantly of Eve in a sim​ilar dress the evening he'd asked her to marry him. Eve had blond hair, not brunette, but hers had been long and she'd worn it similarly to that beautiful curling mass that Kitty had en​tered his office displaying. The thought occurred to him at once that

Kitty would be on her way home now in tears, thanks to his unreasonable anger, and probably the first thing she'd do was look for scissors...
It horrified him beyond all rationality to imagine that Kitty would butcher her hair. He got up from his desk, barely able to reason from lack of sleep, and rushed out the door.
“I’ll be back. An emergency," he mur​mured to Nurse Turner on his way out.
It was thankfully too early for patients. In fact, he was due at the hospital to make rounds, but this couldn't wait. He got into his Mercedes and burned rubber getting to Kitty's apartment house.
He walked right in behind a young woman with a key who'd just entered it.
"You can't..." she blurted.
"The hell I can't," he muttered, going up the steps in twos as he rushed to stop Kitty from what he knew she was going to do.
The pounding on the apartment door was loud and violent. Kitty glared at it from her bedroom, but if she didn't stop it, the other tenants were going to be furious. Some of them worked nights.
She went to the front door and looked through the keyhole, knowing before she did who was going to be standing there.
"Go away!" she raged.
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"No. Open the door."
He looked as if he planned to spend the day on her doorstep. She thought for a minute and finally decided that it would be easier to lay a skillet across his thick skull if he were inside the apartment, so she opened the door.
He came in and closed the door, breathless from his rushed trip over here, and stared at her. She was wearing a bathrobe instead of the dress. She had a pair of scissors in her right hand, and apparently he'd been in the veritable nick of time. She was flushed. Her eyes were red from crying. Tracks of tears were visible on her cheeks. Even tangled, her hair was glo​rious.
He reached down and took the scissors out of her hand. "Not to get even with me," he said quietly. "Not even if I deserve it. It would be a crime to cut it, Kitty. It's beautiful."
She glared at him with trembling lips.
He tossed the scissors onto the table and pulled her into his arms with a heavy sigh, wrapping her up against him. Odd how famil​iar it felt, how comfortable...how exciting.
His face nuzzled that thick mane of hair and found its way under it, to her neck, to her soft throat. His mouth pressed there, gently at first and then hungrily. His arms contracted. He

bent and lifted her in the instant that his mouth searched for and found hers.
He tasted of the endless cups of coffee he'd had at the hospital, and the bristles on his face were rough and vaguely abrasive, but Kitty didn't care. Her arms went around him and she held on for dear life.
"I love your hair," he breathed into her lips as he laid her down gently on her bed and eased down beside her. "I love the feel of it, the smell of it, the glorious length of it. You can't...cut it," he murmured roughly as he be​gan to kiss her again.
His hands were in it, gripping, savoring, and then they were under the bathrobe, against her thin slip, then under it, touching and tracing, delicately probing until she arched up with a moan that he took into his hungry mouth...
A long time later, he managed to pull away, his eyes full of her flushed face with its swol​len, red mouth and wide eyes.
The robe was gone and her gown was around her hips. He looked down at the vivid mauve tips of her firm breasts and the faint marks his mouth had made on the rest of them. She hadn't protested anything he'd done to her. Her eyes were still on him as she lay there
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like a creamy sacrifice, watching him, search​ing his face like loving hands.
"I haven't had any sleep,'' he began gruffly.
"Is that an excuse?" she asked breathlessly.
"I don't need an excuse. If you ever come to work again dressed like you were this morn​ing, women's liberation notwithstanding, I'll lay you down on the floor in my office!"
He was breathing heavily. Of course, so was she. Her arms were beside her head and she felt hot and trembly all over. She'd read in books that men touched women in the ways he'd touched her, but she hadn't understood what it felt like until now.
She moved experimentally. Her body still felt shocks of pleasure go through it with every movement. She shivered a little.
He watched her with indulgent amusement. He hadn't meant to let things go so far, but her shocked pleasure had made it impossible for him to stop. He enjoyed her fledgling re​sponses to his lovemaking. He enjoyed all of her. It had been years since he'd indulged in anything remotely resembling this heavy pet​ting. He found that his body still responded sharply to a woman's, and it pleased him that he wasn't completely dead from the neck down.

He traced her face with his fingers, lightly touching, teasing. He sighed and eased down, stretching, before he pulled her completely against him and held her there, her bare breasts against his hair-roughened chest. His shirt was on the floor somewhere, along with his belt and her robe. They were both disheveled as hell, and he didn't care.
His hand fumbled for the telephone. He lifted his head long enough to punch in num​bers.
 “Nurse Turner?" he murmured drowsily. "Call the hospital and tell them I'll be two hours late for rounds. I've got to have some sleep. They can reach me by my beeper. Yes. Thank you. She hasn't? Well, we'll start in two hours, I imagine she'll be back by then." He chuckled drowsily. "Oh, I think she'll get over it. I'm not easy to get along with when I haven't had any sleep. Yes, I will. Thanks."
He hung up and pulled a stunned, still drowsy Kitty closer. Seconds later, they were both asleep.
Used as he was to grabbing odd moments of sleep, Drew woke in a little over two hours, feeling an unfamiliar weight on his arm. He opened his eyes, turned over and stifled a gasp at what he saw.
Kitty was lying beside him, her firm, pretty
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breasts bare, her glorious hair making a veil over the upper half of her body. She looked like a painting he'd once seen of a fairy, al​most glowing, beautiful, vibrantly alive.
His hand lifted involuntarily and he touched her breasts, tracing their firm contours, de​lighting in their instant response. Even asleep, her body recognized him and lifted toward his searching fingers.
He groaned deep in his throat and moved again, tracing Kitty's warm, soft flesh with his mouth.
She stirred then and moaned breathlessly, lifting again.
Something was touching her. She felt wanted, beautiful, wanton. She cradled the dark head to her breasts and moved sinuously, enjoying the unfamiliar warmth of Drew's hungry mouth against her bare flesh.
"God Almighty," he breathed roughly, leaning his forehead against her while he fought for control, "what am I doing?"
"Don't ask me," she whispered shakily, "I'm a novice myself." She laughed softly as she moved against the sheets. "But I wouldn't mind if you kept doing whatever it is."
He lifted his head with a heavy sigh and looked down at her. She met his eyes with

curiosity and drowsy pleasure. She smiled. Unthinking, uncaring, he smiled back.
His lean hands cradled her face. He bent, kissing her tenderly. "I have to make rounds," he whispered.
"I have to go to work," she whispered back.
His body moved restlessly against hers. He ached all over with desire. He could have her. He knew it without a word passing between them. He was more than prepared, there would be no risk, none at all, of a child.
But what then? His mouth lifted from hers with reluctance. He searched her soft eyes for a long moment.
She could see him deliberating. Seconds later, she knew that he'd taken several mental steps away from her. Nothing else was going to happen. That iron control wasn't going to let him lose his head completely.
Her arms fell away from him and she lay there, just watching him, without speaking.
He rolled away from her and got up, shrug​ging into his shirt before he replaced his belt.
She watched him do these routine things with pleasure. She should have felt embar​rassed, she supposed, but she didn't. It oc​curred to her in that moment that she was in love with him.
272
A Long Tall Texan Summer

Diana Palmer
213

His eyes slid to where she still lay on the bed and she tried not to let the possessiveness she felt for him show.
"Get dressed," he said quietly. "We both have work to do."
She didn't look at him as she sat up and replaced her slip. She got out of bed, pushing her hair back over her shoulders.
He took her by the shoulders, smoothing his hands over the soft, warm skin. "I won't lie and say that I didn't enjoy it," he said quietly. "I did. But it's still too soon for me," he added.
She looked up into his eyes, searching them quietly. "Was it me?"
"It was you, not a ghost," he replied, un​derstanding the question. "You're very attrac​tive, and I think you already know what effect that hair has on me. You saw it in the office, when I lost my temper. I was so afraid that you'd cut it before I could get here." He laughed flatly. "I think I'd have cut my own throat. It's glorious hair."
She pushed it away from her face. "Why were you so angry?" she asked belatedly.
"The night I proposed to Eve, she had her hair in a similar fashion and she was wearing a white lacy Spanish dress," he explained. "I

wasn't at all prepared for the way you were going to look in your new image."
"I see. I'm sorry," she said through her teeth.
"There's no need to apologize," he replied at once. "You look delightful, Kitty Cat," he teased softly. "Wear your hair like that any​time you please. I'll try to restrain my enthu​siasm."
"Is that what it was?" she asked demurely.
He linked his hands behind her waist and pulled her close. "It was affection punctuated with the purest lust I've ever felt," he replied, looking at her possessively. "I want you. I mean it. I'm not thinking of any other woman, either, when I touch you."
"But it makes you feel guilty."
His shoulders rose and fell. "Yes, it does. I loved Eve. I've never been able to let go of her memory." He looked her straight in the eye. "I never will. I loved her too much. I can offer you some passionate kisses. I can sleep with you. God knows I want to. But that's all it would be," he added, trying to be honest with her. His hands contracted. "Sex wouldn't be enough."
Her eyes fell to his hair-roughened chest She wanted to touch him there, caress him, but
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she didn't. He wanted her. But he still loved Eve. It was always going to be like that.
"We can be friends," he said. "Even inti​mate friends. I like you a hell of a lot. You're good company and you aren't afraid to speak your mind."
She looked up. "Friends."
"Lovers, if you like," he added bluntly.
She managed a soft laugh. “With everyone in town knowing?"
"I'm afraid so. Your face is a dead give​away right now."
"I suppose it is." She moved away from him, reaching to the floor to pick up her robe and wrap it around her. She felt cold.
He went to her, and tilted her face up to his. "I can't love you," he said shortly. "I can't offer you marriage."
"I know that." She tied the robe. "And I can't accept anything less." She moved away from him. "I want a husband and children."
He drew a long, sad breath. "I'm sorry."
"You can't help it. If I'd had someone that wonderful in my past, maybe I could settle for memories, too. I don't blame you." She turned to look at him. "But I'm only twenty-four and I have my whole life still ahead of me. I don't have any memories to live on."

He stuck his hands into his pockets. "I guess not."
She took a deep breath and coughed, then grimaced. "The pollen count's terrible to​day," she murmured, searching in her purse for her inhaler. She kept them everywhere: one in the bedside table, one in her purse, one in the pocket of the jacket she wore on walks. It staved off attacks if she used it soon enough.
She did her spaced inhalations and then sat down, breathing better. "I walked to work this morning," she murmured.
"Stupid."
She shrugged. "It was beautiful outside, and I love flowers," she said with a nostalgic smile. "Life isn't fair, is it? I used to keep a garden when I lived with Dad. It was hard on my lungs when everything was blooming, but I wore a mask and hoed right on."
"At least you don't mind using your med​icine. I have patients who never fill the pre​scription."
"The same ones you have to see in the emergency room at two in the morning," she ventured.
He smiled. "Exactly."
He picked up the watch he'd laid on her bedside table and grimaced as he looked at it, shaking his head. "I'm really late."
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"So am I."
He buttoned his shirt and put the watch back on, reaching for his jacket. He pulled out his comb and stopped in her bathroom long enough to put his hair back in its pristine con​dition.
"You need a shave," she murmured when he came out.
"Tell me about it. I was planning to have one when you walked into the office looking like Venus rising."
 “You said to get my hair fixed and buy new clothes," she said pointedly.
"To attract Guy Fenton and Matt Cald-well," he shot back, scowling. "Not me!"
She wrapped her arms around her breasts. "Sorry."
He ran a hand through his thick hair, muss​ing it again. He couldn't bear to look at her. It made him hungry.
"I'll see you at the office. I told Nurse Turner that you were probably upset and might be late getting back. She knew that I'd upset you." He sighed deeply. "I'm sorry," he added. His eyes went to the bed and then back to her. "But I don't regret one minute of this."
Her arms tightened around herself. "Men never do," she murmured.

He cocked an eyebrow. "Would you like to explain that?"
"Not really." She walked toward the door.
He caught her hand before she could open the doorknob and turned her to face him. "You're still going to the ball with me," he said firmly.
"Are you sure you want me to?"
He nodded.
"All right, then."
His dark eyes slid over her body in the bath​robe, down to her pretty feet and back up to her flushed, sad face. "It's hard for me to re​member that I'm a doctor sometimes. You have lovely breasts."
She flushed.
"Embarrassed?" he asked softly, and moved even closer. "There's no need. I'm not going to tell a living soul what I know about your body. Ever," he added solemnly.
The flush got worse. She dropped her eyes to his chin. "I never did that before."
His chest rose and fell. He touched her long hair gently. "You're young enough to enjoy first times."
She met his eyes, worried. "You didn't en​joy it?" she blurted out.
His jaw tautened. His eyes glittered. "Hell,
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yes, I enjoyed it," he said through his teeth. "Did you think your innocence didn't show?"
"You... laughed."
"Yes." He bent, brushing his mouth gently over her eyes. "It was so sweet when you con​vulsed, and I heard you cry out because the pleasure was so overwhelming. Your first time...and it was with me."
"It wasn't...your first time," she whis​pered.
"My first time was very much like yours," he whispered, smiling as he recalled it. "With an older girl who was too afraid of getting pregnant to let me go all the way. But it was sweet, just the same."
"Were you ashamed, afterward?"
"A little," he confessed. "I was brought up to believe that certain things only happened between married people."
"So was I." She wouldn't look up.
He tilted her face up to his. "You have a beautiful, innocent body. I did nothing to threaten your chastity."
"I know that. But it was so intimate," she emphasized.
"Yes." He kissed her forehead gently, feel​ing things inside himself that he'd forgotten he could. "Intimate."

"I wouldn't, couldn't, let anyone else do that to me."
He put her away from him. "I'm going home to shave. You'd better have lunch and go to work. We're going to have a busy af​ternoon."
"I guess we are."
He started to open the door. His black eyes snared hers. She looked vulnerable, somehow. He didn't want to leave her like that.
"Don't beat your conscience to death, Kitty," he commanded.
"Won't you?" she asked bitterly.
He scowled. He didn't want to think about that It probably would. He shrugged, smiled faintly in her direction and left.
Kitty went back to work, pretending that nothing more than Drew's outburst of temper had affected her. Nurse Turner, knowing no better, accepted the explanation. But she no​ticed that Kitty had her hair bundled up again and that she was wearing the old nondescript clothes she'd always worn to work. Drew might be sorry for what he'd said, but Kitty wasn't taking chances.
He came back from making rounds at the hospital, glanced at her with strangely
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wounded eyes and went back to wait for his first patient.
Kitty knew from his behavior that he was going to pretend it never happened. She went along. It would make things at the office more bearable if they could just be boss and recep​tionist. She tried. Only at night, when the memory made her twist and turn with painful longing did she give in to what she felt for Drew. And he wouldn't know, because she was adept at hiding her feelings.
She dressed for the grand charity ball feel​ing like a limp Cinderella in her green satin gown. She was sorry that she'd bought it, be​cause when Drew saw it, the first thing that would occur to him was that he'd suggested the color. That couldn't be helped. She couldn't afford to buy another, not on her budget.
But it didn't really surprise her when he sent word that he was called to the hospital for an emergency case and she'd have to meet him at the country club. She smiled to herself, knowing full well that any other doctor on staff would gladly have covered for him if he'd really wanted them to.
She drove herself to the ball, crushing her pretty taffeta dress in the small confines of the

little white car. She got out, her glorious hair in a becoming tangle down her back, her eve​ning purse gripped in her hand, and went in​side.
The Coltrains were at the door to greet their guests, since they were the organizers.
"Don't tell me," Lou said when she greeted Kitty, "Drew's been called to the hospital."
"Fortunes of war," Kitty mused.
Jeb didn't say a word. He smiled and said the conventional things and watched Kitty go to the refreshment table alone.
Lou's hand clung to his unobtrusively. "He's fighting it."
"Damn it," he muttered, contracting his fingers around hers. "He could have gotten someone to cover for him at the hospital."
She moved closer to him, momentarily rest​ing her blond head against his shoulder. “The road to true love is rocky."
He looked down at her, his blue eyes nar​row and full of love as they searched her pretty face. He smiled. "But worth the climb," he murmured.
She smiled. He bent his head and kissed her softly.
"Cut it out," Matt Caldwell teased, grin​ning at them.
They both flushed a little, still feeling like
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newlyweds after more than a year and several months of marriage.
Matt had a hand in his pocket, and he looked devastating in an evening jacket, his black wavy hair neatly combed above a lean and dark face with dancing dark eyes. He was the most eligible bachelor left in Jacobsville, but no woman ever seemed to touch his heart. All the same, he never lacked for dates as a rule. But tonight he was alone.
"Where's Kitty?" he asked, tongue-in-cheek.
They both flushed even more. "Now, Matt," Lou began.
He held up a hand. "It's all right. I knew why I was being invited. I like Kitty. I didn't have anyone in mind to bring anyway. Where is she?"
"By the punch bowl," Jeb sighed. "She was supposed to come with Drew, but he had an emergency."
Matt was looking past them at Kitty. He scowled. He'd known her since high school, although she was four years behind him, but he'd never seen her look like that!
"Poor man," he mused. "His loss is my gain. See you."
He went straight to Kitty like a shot, barely acknowledging the people who spoke to him

as he walked through the crowd. He stopped in front of Kitty, towering over her.
"Cinderella, I presume?" he mused, giving her a bow. "The prince is here."
She laughed. Her sad face was radiant as she went gratefully into his arms, feeling like the belle of the ball. The number they were playing was an exquisite waltz, and it was one dance she did very well. So did Matt.
He whirled her around the floor with pure delight, noticing that the other dancers moved aside for them. He had eyes only for pretty Kitty, with her contacts in and her glorious hair flying as he whirled her to the rhythm. Despite the fact that his name had been loosely linked with that of widow Elysia Craig Nash, he seemed to find Kitty enchanting.
It was at that moment that Drew showed up, his emergency having been little more than a scratch that needed a single stitch. He greeted Jeb and Lou, but they were engrossed in con​versation with Jane and Todd Burke, so he waved and went forward, hands in his pockets, to see what the crowd was watching.
The sight that met his eyes had a strange effect on him. There, in the middle of the floor, was his receptionist dancing with the richest, most eligible bachelor in Jacobsville. And judging from the look on her face as they danced, she was floating on a cloud.
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Chapter 5
Kitty felt like a princess as she twirled gaily in Matt's arms to the rhythm of the waltz, her eyes half-closed, her face radiant and almost beautiful in the brilliant light from the chan​deliers. She was breathless, oblivious, in those few moments. There was no past nor present, only now and the music and the brilliant color.
The waltz ended, though, and people ap​plauded wildly. Matt hugged Kitty close and she returned his affectionate embrace, still ex​hilarated from the breathless joy of dancing for the first time in years.
"Oh, that was fun," she exclaimed at Matt's ear. "That was so much fun!"

He chuckled. "You're some dancer, Miss Carson," he mused, smiling down at her.
"So are you. You're wasted on business."
He shrugged. "Can't make much money dancing, but I do all right at buying and selling horses."
"All right" meant that his Caldwell Enter​prises was listed in the Fortune 500 compa​nies. His business empire was so diversified that even if one company failed, there were a hundred more successful ones to take up the slack. Matt was the original hometown boy made good, except for that one black incident in his past...
"Enjoying yourself, I see, Miss Carson," a cold voice murmured behind them.
Kitty turned, flushed and breathless, to meet the icy dark eyes of her boss.
"Indeed I am, Dr. Morris," Kitty said with a breathless laugh. Her green eyes flashed at him. "I haven't danced in years."
Drew's gaze had gone all over the green satin dress twice. He couldn't seem to drag his attention away from it. Matt lifted an eyebrow and quickly glanced past them.
"Excuse me, won't you?" he asked po​litely. "I have to talk to Justin Ballenger about some stock he and Calhoun are feeding out for me. Be right back, Kitty."
226

A Long Tall Texan Summer

Diana Palmer

227
He winked at Kitty and nodded at Drew be​fore he strode off toward the Ballenger broth​ers and their wives.
"If you came on my account, you needn't," Kitty told Drew, and without resentment; he couldn't help the way he felt about his late wife, after all. "I'm sure Matt wouldn't mind taking me home."
He looked really out of sorts, despite his striking appearance in evening clothes. His hands were in his pockets and his face was drawn and stiff with banked-down anger.
"Do you want to get something to drink at the refreshment table?" she asked when he didn't speak. She glanced around to see eyes watching them surreptitiously. "People are staring at us."
"They're staring at you, in that dress," he replied quietly. "You look devastating. I'm sure Matt's already told you so."
"No, not really. But at least he smiles at me."
His shoulder moved restlessly. "I don't feel like smiling. I don't want to be here."
Her heart plummeted. "I guess not. You've already put in a long day. Why don't you go home? You don't need to stay on my account, honest."
"I might as well," he said half under his

breath, as Matt came back toward them. "I seem to be superfluous."
Matt joined them, catching Kitty's hand in his. "Glad you could make it, Drew. Did you bring anyone?"
Drew glanced at Kitty, who refused to meet his eyes.
"No," he said flatly.
Matt laughed pleasantly. "I'm not sur​prised. You never do. It's good to see you mixing socially, just the same. A man can't live in the past." His smile was bitter. "I ought to know."
Kitty looked up and for an instant, the friendly, familiar Matt she knew was someone else, someone who'd known pain and sorrow.
He glanced down at her. "Let's dance. Un​less you have anything else to say to Drew?" he added with a pleasant smile.
"No," she replied quietly. "No, I haven't. Did you take care of your emergency case?" she added.
"Yes," he said, "but it wouldn't hurt to check on him before I go home," he added, not revealing that his "emergency" was one stitch in a torn finger.
"Good night, then," Kitty said, trying not to look as miserable as she felt.
Drew watched her walk away with Matt
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Caldwell, saw them holding hands. Guy Fen-ton was standing beside a pretty little brunette at the refreshment table. He greeted them and gave Kitty a soft, low whistle of appreciation. Drew cursed under his breath, turned and stalked out of the country club.
"Would you look at that," Lou Coltrain murmured to her husband "I don't think I've ever seen Drew so disagreeable."
"Why did he bother to show up at all?" Jeb Coltrain asked curiously. "He didn't want to come. All he managed to do was to make Kitty feel even more miserable." He glanced at her solemn face, all the gaiety gone out of it with Drew's absence. "She put up a good front."
Lou shook her head. "Poor thing. I suppose she'll choke back tears for the rest of the... Well, would you look at that?"
She stopped dead as Drew suddenly turned around and marched right back into the hall.
Jeb grinned. "Miracles will never cease," he mused.
Kitty was staring into her punch with dead eyes, barely aware of the soft music playing while Matt and Guy talked about bloodlines beside her.
Before she realized what was happening, the punch glass was taken out of her hand and

placed on the table, and Drew was leading her onto the dance floor.
He pulled her close, tucking her against him while a soft, seductive ballad sung by Julio Iglesias filled the room with exquisite sound.
Kitty's heart was racing wildly. Drew's hand contracted, his fingers locking with hers. His cheek moved against her temple, coaxing her to rest her head on his shoulder. His move​ments were deft, fluid, as he guided her around the room.
"You dance like a fairy," he murmured at her ear.
She shivered. The shock of having every single dream come true at once had reduced her to speechlessness. He came back. He came back!
His arm contracted, bringing her closer. Her softness went right to his head. He hadn't re​alized how possessive he felt about Kitty until he watched Matt hold her hand. He wanted to rip the man apart, an odd notion for a man who abhorred violence.
She smelled nice; her perfume was light and floral. She wasn't wheezing, either.
"You dance very nicely," she murmured, her eyes closed as she drifted between heaven and earth.
"I used to love it. I haven't danced for
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years, either." His fingers curled closer into hers. "You're going home with me. Even if I didn't bring you, you're mine for the evening. You aren't leaving the building with Matt Caldwell, and I don't give a damn if he does waltz like Yul Brynner."
Her heart jumped wildly. She moved her face into his warm throat and shivered again. He made a sound deep in his throat. He couldn't remember the last time he'd felt like this. It had to be several dates after his first one with Eve. He was a boy again, all aches and daydreams.
His lips brushed against her ear. "I was right," he whispered huskily. "The green suits you right down to your toes. Perfume not bothering your lungs?"
"Only...a little," she managed to say in a shaky tone. His nearness was making her hun​gry. "Actually some of the ladies are wearing musky perfumes and they're uncomfortable to breathe." Even as she spoke, she coughed spasmodically.
He stopped in the middle of the dance floor, without letting her go. "Where's your spacer?"
She opened her purse and fished for it. She used it quickly, grimacing when she noticed that it was almost empty.

"Don't you check the damned thing?" he muttered, because he'd heard the sound it made. "Dangerous, Kitty."
"I've got another at home, I think. I'll be okay."
"I've got my bag in the car. If worse comes to worse, I can give you epinephrine to break up an attack, or drive you to the emergency room. Stop being careless."
"I was excited about tonight," she mur​mured defensively.
He drew in a long breath. "So was I," he replied. "And the emergency was real," he added, "not an excuse to get out of bringing you. It was the Adams boy, the one with cystic fibrosis. He cut his finger. You know how his mother is."
"Yes, I do, poor thing," she agreed, smil​ing, because he hadn't wanted to stand her up.
He searched her eyes, reading their expres​sion easily. "Did you think I wanted a way out? I didn't. I'd been looking forward to it, too."
"You were going to leave me here with Matt."
"At first," he agreed quietly.
"Why did you come back?"
His arm drew her right up against him. "When I figure it out, I'll tell you. Dance."
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She did, ignoring her reservations and cling​ing like a limpet to his strength. They danced with no one else for the rest of the evening, and he drove behind her until they reached the parking lot of her apartment building. Even then, he got out and escorted her right to her door.
"Going to church in the morning?" he asked, in no hurry to leave.
"Thought I might," she replied.
"I'll pick you up at ten-thirty, if nothing comes up. If I can't make it, I'll ring."
She searched his lean face with quiet, cu​rious eyes. Things had altered between them. She didn't understand how, but they had.
He sighed, catching her face in his hands to lift it. "I don't want to leave you," he whis​pered, bending to her mouth.
He kissed her softly at first, and then hun​grily, deeply, slowly, so that she curled up against him and moaned under his demanding mouth.
He lifted his mouth slowly, reluctantly. His breath was as ragged as her own. "After church, we'll have a picnic. I'll pack some​thing and we can pick it up after the service."
"I'll have to change."
"So will I." He kissed her eyelids, feeling
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the wonder of being with her. “I hope it doesn't rain."
"Me, too," she whispered.
He kissed her again, very gently. "See you in the morning. Lock the door," he added firmly, glancing back as he left, his eyes dark and warm and possessive.
Kitty didn't sleep. Her heart raced every time she thought about the wonder of the dance. Drew had become entwined with her, so closely that she couldn't bear the thought of losing this magic.
Apparently he couldn't, either, because he was right on time to pick her up for church. They sat close together in the pew, barely aware of watching eyes, and shared a song-book. After the service, they held hands on the way to his Mercedes.
He dropped her off to change clothes and picked her up on his way back from changing his own clothes and retrieving the food he'd already packed for the occasion.
He drove them to a quiet riverbank with a small stone table and benches, and spread a disposable cloth over it to put the picnic basket on.
"This is fun." Kitty laughed, looking sum-
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mery in her yellow-and-white sundress and sandals.
Drew glanced at her with pure appreciation. She looked young and pretty and very sexy with that low-cut bodice that left tantalizing skin bare.
He was wearing slacks and a green sports shirt. He looked younger, much more relaxed. As he unloaded the food, Kitty noticed his left hand and realized that they still had a very long way to go. He was wearing his wedding band. He never took it off. Of course, it was early days yet, and Kitty was more optimistic than she'd ever had reason to be before.
After they finished the cold lunch, Drew stretched out on the grass with a sigh.
He opened one eye as Kitty muffled a cough. "Brought your spacer, I hope?”
She nodded.
He closed the eye and smiled. "Good girl."
She lay down beside him, drinking in the peace and beauty of the secluded spot.
"A free Sunday," he murmured drowsily. "I haven't had a free Sunday in years."
"You haven't wanted one, I'll bet."
He smiled. "No. I haven't." He rolled over and stared at her. He searched her face quietly. "I want a lot of things lately that I thought I'd learned to live without. Come here, Kitty."

She went to him without protest, sliding into his arms as naturally as if she belonged there. He rolled her over beside him and kissed her.
Long, drowsy minutes went by while she savored his touch on her body, his kisses hard on her mouth. For a while, the world seemed very far away indeed.
Finally, she lay completely against him with her cheek on his rapidly moving chest, catch​ing her breath.
"We should do this every Sunday," he murmured, his eyes closed. "I'm only really required to be on call one Sunday a month." He smiled, contented, and sighed. "All it needs is a child running around, doesn't it, Eve?"
Eve. Kitty froze in his arms. She felt as if every single hope died in her, right there.
He cursed under his breath. He heard him​self say his late wife's name with complete shock, because it was Kitty he was holding, Kitty who was in his mind. Habit, he thought, died hard.
His regret was too little, too late. Kitty was already on her feet, gathering things together.
"I didn't mean to say it," he said when they were back at the car.
She shrugged. "I know." She managed a credible smile. "It's still too soon, isn't it?"
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He looked at her hungrily, searching for words to repair the damage he'd done.
"It's all right," she said softly. Her eyes were sad, at variance with her light tone. "But can we go home? My favorite show is on to​night, and I really don't want to miss it Okay?"
"Okay." He drove her home, and he still hadn't found the words to apologize when he left her at her door.
She cried herself to sleep. She was so over​wrought that she forgot to take her medicine. To compound it, she walked to work, right past a huge lawn that was being mowed. She'd no sooner made it inside the office than she collapsed on the floor, coughing so violently that she thought she was going to choke to death.
At some level she was aware of Drew bend​ing over her and then slinging orders at Nurse Turner as he lifted her.
"Hold on, darling," he said at her ear. "Hold on! It's all right. Try not to panic!"
He sounded as if he needed those words spoken to him, Nurse Turner thought as she watched him rush out the door with Kitty in his arms. She phoned right through to the hos​pital emergency room and told them he was

on the way, and gave them his instructions. The way he looked, he wasn't going to be in much condition to give orders when he got there.
Sure enough, Drew was half wild when he slammed on the brakes in front of the emer​gency room. A nurse and the resident physi​cian rushed out with a gurney and scant minutes later, Kitty was in a cubicle being sat​urated with bronchodilators.
Drew was cursing steadily, while the staff stood by, wide-eyed, and listened. Probably learning new words, Kitty thought through her discomfort, because he was eloquent. His face was dark with color and his eyes were blazing like black fires. It was flattering that he was so concerned about her, but she wished he was quieter with it. The emergency room staff— the whole hospital staff—would have a gossip feast that would last weeks.
When she was able to draw breath again, she tried to explain. "They were...mowing grass, and I didn't have...a mask," she said before she was stuffed right back into the mask to inhale the rest of the bronchodilator he'd prescribed.
"Why the hell were you walking to work in the first place?" he demanded coldly. "When did you use your preventative?"
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She grimaced. "I meant to have it re​filled..."
"God deliver us from idiots!" he raged. He paced the room, mussing his hair. He glanced irritably at his watch. “I’ll have patients screaming their heads off!"
"Go back to the office, then," she growled through the mask, and then coughed at the ef​fort it took to speak.
“I’ll go where I damned well please!"
She laid back, too worn to argue with him. He might have forgotten what he'd said the day before, but she hadn't. He'd called her Eve. They were never going to get past that, even if he did care enough to raise the roof of the emergency room because she'd had an asthma attack. Probably it made him mad be​cause he cared.
He stood over her, glaring, until she'd fin​ished the treatment. Then, leaving her long enough to fill out the paperwork, he went to check on a patient he'd admitted Saturday. He was back when she was ready to leave.
He didn't say a word. He helped her into the car and they drove straight to the phar​macy. She knew without being told why they were there. Fortunately the pharmacist wasn't busy and immediately refilled her inhalant.
She showed it to him when she got back

into the car, subdued and a little surprised at his irritation.
"They're my lungs," she muttered.
"They work for me," he countered, revers​ing the car. "From now on, keep up with your preventatives."
"Yes, sir," she muttered.
He drove back to the office and marched her right to her desk, past an office full of sur​prised patients.
He pointed at her. "It's her fault. She forgot to use her medications and she had an asthma attack right here on the floor. We'll all be here until midnight because she won't take care of herself!"
He stormed off into his office, leaving be​hind a roomful of shocked and amused pa​tients and a horribly embarrassed receptionist.
For a week, Drew was cold and absolutely remote. Friday afternoon, he brought his fa​ther-in-law and mother-in-law in to meet Kitty.
"They're spending the weekend with me. We're going fishing," he told Kitty with a vin​dictive look in his eyes. "We're very close."
"Yes, I know," Kitty said gently, and smiled as she was introduced to them.
That seemed to make Drew even angrier.
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He bustled his in-laws out the door and gave Kitty a glare that would have stopped traf​fic.
"How very odd," Nurse Turner remarked as they were closing up the office for the weekend. "Goodness, he hasn't had them here for five years or more. I know he spends Christmas Day with them, but mostly he stays in a hotel and watches television to make everyone think he's enjoying himself. He doesn't have anything in common with them except Eve and fishing." She shook her head. "He's acting very oddly," she murmured, glancing at her co-worker. "I thought I was going to need an ambulance for him the morn​ing he walked in and saw you on the floor. My goodness, normally nothing shakes him. Noth​ing at all."
"Maybe he has a terror of asthma attacks," she murmured self-consciously.
"Not him. I just don't understand him at all." She glanced again at Kitty. "Maybe he's in love."
"If he is, I feel sorry for her," Kitty said curtly. "She'll never be able to compete with his beautiful ghost."
"I wonder," Nurse Turner said, but she smiled and went home.

Kitty was invited to have Sunday dinner with Drew and his in-laws, whom he brought to church with him. But Kitty made sure she had other plans. She refused on the grounds that she'd accepted an invitation from Guy Fenton to go to a movie with him. She'd agreed to the date against her better judgment. He promised not to take up with another girl in the middle of the show, though, and it was a movie that she very much wanted to see. Drew's reaction to the news made her a little uneasy. He was furious and unable to hide it.
She settled into her seat at the theater, and Guy draped a gentle arm around her.
"I was surprised that you agreed," he com​mented quietly. "I wasn't very kind to you last time."
"I wanted to see this movie," she replied, smiling.
"I like science fiction, too," he agreed, smiling back.
It was a good movie, but her heart wasn't in it. She was remembering how hard Drew was trying to make her see her lack of impor​tance in his life. If he was willing to have hisr in-laws practically live with him to keep her at bay, he must be serious about trying to keep her at arm's length. It made her sad to think how little she mattered. As long as she lived,
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she was going to hear him calling Eve's name on the banks of the river.
Guy took her home and kissed her gently, but he knew at once that she felt nothing for him.
He touched her nose gently. "Any time you're at a loose end, we can go to a movie. I'm not in the market for a wife or a steady girl, but I like you."
"Thanks," she said. "I like you, too."
"Don't grieve too much over the doctor," he advised quietly, and the familiar smile was temporarily in eclipse. "It wouldn't have worked. Everyone knows how he loved his wife. You just can't compete with a perfect memory."
"I know that"
"Of course you do. You're no dummy." He kissed her cheek. "Good night, pal."
"Thanks for the movie."
"You're welcome. Next time, we'll have pizza and then go to a movie."
She grinned. "I'd really like that."
"Me, too. I'll phone you."
He waved and made his way down the stairs. Watching his back, Kitty thought that he'd been a constant surprise. She wished she could have given her heart to somebody like Guy or Matt—someone who might want it.

She went into her apartment and sat down on the sofa. Alone, all the misery of the past week came back to haunt her. She was going to have to do something. She couldn't go on like this, seeing Drew every day and knowing that he didn't want her.
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Chapter 6
 The next morning, Drew was eloquent about his visitors and how much he'd enjoyed his company. Nobody knew that he was lying through his teeth. Especially not Kitty.
Surprising everyone, mostly herself, she typed out her resignation and put it on Drew's desk. He glanced at her curiously before he read it.
"You want to leave?" he asked.
There was nothing in his face or voice to indicate that he gave a damn, so she said, "Yes, I do."
"All right," he replied. “I’ll phone the agency right now and see when you can be

replaced. If they have someone free, you can leave tomorrow. I'll write you a good refer​ence and give you two weeks' severance pay.”

    She didn't argue. She was tired of the con​tinual misery. "Thank you," she said, and walked out.
Drew stared at the closed door. He should have felt relief. His memories of Eve were safe now. He could live in the past, continue to be in love with his sweet ghost. Kitty, that pain in his heart, was about to depart forever. Why, oh, why, didn't he feel relief? He put his head in his hands and closed his eyes. If he felt anything, he had to admit in the privacy of his mind, it was grief. But this time, it wasn't for his ghost.
The agency came through. A new recep​tionist would be in the office the next morning. Kitty emptied her desk that afternoon and was ready to leave at the end of the day.
Nurse Turner was sorry to see her go, but too shrewd not to guess why she was going.
"I'm sorry it didn't work out for you," she said. "I'll miss you."
"I'll miss you, too." She picked up her sweater. "He won't eat breakfast. But maybe my replacement could bring him a roll or a
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bagel occasionally. He'll eat it if it's put in front of him with coffee."
"I noticed," Nurse Turner said dryly.
"It was just a thought."
She hugged Kitty. "Where will you go?"
"There are always jobs for a good typist," Kitty said simply. "I'll find something."
Nurse Turner hesitated. "Aren't you going to tell him goodbye?" she asked, nodding to​ward the back of the office.
Kitty hesitated, but only for a minute. "No," she said rawly. She left the office with​out another word.
Two weeks later, she was enjoying a snatched cup of coffee when her new boss, Matt Caldwell, peered around the door.
"Got that disk copied yet?" he asked.
She grinned and held it up, in its jacket.
"Good thing for me you were tired of being a receptionist just when my secretary went into labor. You've saved my life. These are herd records for that group I've got at the Balleng-er's feedlot. I want to show the birth weight ratios to a prospective buyer." He stuck the computer disk in its case into his pocket. "You're a jewel, girl. Don't know what I'd do without you."
She chuckled. "I doubt that. Probably half

the women in Jacobsville would have come running if you'd advertised."
"That's why I didn't," he murmured. "I'm quite a catch, didn't you know? Handsome, rich, sophisticated and charming, and modest to a fault." He took a bow.
She burst out laughing. "I noticed the mod​esty right away."
He opened the door. "Go home early if you like. I'll be out for the rest of the day."
"I'll stick around to answer the phone."
"Where do you go from here?" he asked, scowling. "I could make a job for you quite easily..."
She shook her head. "I've got two inter​views in Victoria."
He grimaced. "Listen, child, you don't have to leave the county just because Drew Morris can't live in the present."
"Yes, I do," she replied firmly. "I'm not going to sit around here eating my heart out every time I see him. I'll be happy in Victoria. I'll find another man and marry him and have five kids."
"You could marry me," Matt suggested. "I'm not interested in anyone seriously these days. And at least I'd be sure you weren't mar​rying me for my money."
She smiled warmly. "Thanks, Matt, but I
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don't think either of us could settle for a love​less marriage."
He shrugged and sighed. "I could." She knew his past, and she doubted it, but she didn't say so. "I appreciate the offer," she told him sincerely. "I'll remember it and gloat every time a local belle swoons over you."
He threw her a wicked glance. "Likely story."
After he left, she organized the filing and then just sat staring at the blank computer monitor. She was totally miserable. She hadn't really expected Drew to call, and he hadn't, but she'd hoped that he might miss her. That was wishful thinking, nothing else. He was probably happy that he didn't have her to di​vert him from his memories.
She was briefly ashamed of herself for be​ing like that, when he'd loved his wife so much. She'd never be loved as Eve had, de​spite the feelings she harbored for Drew. Love that was unreturned was a bitter thing indeed.
As she filed the new jackets, she wondered how she'd ever come to this incredible low in her life. Not even the loss of her father had left her so depressed and miserable. If only she could work up just a spark of enthusiasm for
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a new job. Perhaps she'd find something in Victoria that would heal her wounds.
The worst thing about being in Jacobsville was that from time to time, she ran into Drew. It wasn't a tiny little town, but there were only two banks, and she and Drew both banked at the same one. She saw him there soon after she'd quit working for him. He was polite, but he acted as if he barely knew her. The next time they met, in the grocery store, he pre​tended not to see her. Her heart was breaking in two. The only thing for it was to get out of town as soon as possible, no matter what sort of work she got to do.
She couldn't find a single secretarial or re​ceptionist job going spare in Victoria, but there was an opening at a nice-looking local cafe. In desperation, Kitty applied for it and was hired on the spot.
She didn't tell Matt what sort of job she had, just that she had one. She thanked him kindly for his temporary employment and packed her bags.
It was inevitable that Matt would run into Drew one day.
"You   look   like   hell,"   Matt   remarked
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bluntly when he saw the drawn, irritable-looking physician.
"I've been up all night with a patient," Drew muttered. He studied the other man. "I know Kitty's working for you. Are you mak​ing sure she uses her medicines? The pollen count's going to be out of sight this week, with no rain."
"Kitty's not here," Matt replied, faintly surprised. "She got a job in Victoria last week and moved there."
"What?"
The other man's shocked expression said a lot. "I only needed temporary help," Matt ex​plained. "I have to have someone permanent, and Kitty didn't want to stay in Jacobsville."
"Why not?" Drew asked belligerently. "She was born here."
"Beats me. She couldn't wait to leave," Matt said with a shrewd idea of why Drew looked so bad. "She's a nice girl. I asked her to marry me."
Drew lost color again. His eyes widened, darkened. "What did she say?" he asked, well aware of Matt's worth on the matrimonial market.
"She said no," Matt mused. "I guess I'm not as hot a marriage prospect as I thought."
Drew relaxed visibly. He stuck his hands

into his pockets. "She doesn't know anyone in Victoria, does she? No family there, cer​tainly."
"She didn't say," Matt said honestly. His eyes narrowed as he summed up the expres​sion on Drew's face. "She's the kind of girl who's going to be snapped up soon, by some lucky man. She'll make a wonderful wife and a great mother. I'm sorry it won't be me."
Drew didn't look at him. He was so jealous he could hardly bear it. The last weeks had been endless, a nightmare of tortured thoughts and misery. Everywhere he looked there were memories of Kitty. He couldn't even bear to speak to her in the grocery store when he'd seen her there, for fear of choking up, of showing how much he missed her.
"For God's sake, are you going to let her go?" Matt demanded belligerently.
"Why shouldn't I?" came the terse reply.
"Because you love her," Matt replied with dead certainty.
Drew didn't seem to breathe for a minute. He searched Matt's eyes as if he sought an​swers he didn't have.
"Didn't you know?" Matt persisted gently.
Drew didn't speak. He turned on his heel and walked away in a daze. Loved her. He...loved her. His eyes closed as he reached
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his car. Good God, of course he loved her! Why else would he worry himself sick over her, making sure she used her medicines, wore warm things in winter, kept dry in the rain. He leaned against the hood of the car. He'd loved her for a long time, but he couldn't admit it, because it was disloyal to Eve. He'd loved Eve, too. But she was dead. And it occurred to him that she'd never have wanted him to end up like this, alone and bitter, living in the past, in a world that didn't exist anymore.
Eve had been tenderhearted, compassionate. She'd never have asked him to be faithful unto death. But he'd tried. He lifted his head and looked around him. Children were playing in the park across the street. He watched them hungrily. He remembered Kitty with his little patients on her lap, remembered her face as she looked at them. Kitty loved children.
He smoothed his hand over a spot on his hood. Kitty loved him, too. He'd seen it, felt it, knew it right inside his soul. But he didn't want to know, so he'd pretended not to see it. Now, it mattered more than anything else ever had. Kitty loved him. He loved her.
Then what in God's name was he doing standing here?
He got into the car and paused just long enough to phone his office and tell his new

receptionist that he had an emergency out of town and wouldn't be back that day. She'd have to make new appointments for everyone, it couldn't be helped. He hung up and turned the car toward Victoria.
It took him several hours to track her down. Victoria was a good-sized little city and it had a surprising number of job agencies, none of whom had Kitty on their books. He found her accidentally, when his tired feet forced him into a cafe for a cup of coffee.
The first thing he saw was Kitty, standing at a table with a platter of chicken and mashed potatoes and gravy in her hands.
Without missing a step, Drew went right to her, and got down on one knee right there.
He took her hand in his and looked up into her stunned face. "Kitty Carson, will you marry me?" he asked loudly.
What happened next was, sadly, predictable. Kitty dropped the platter and his spotless silk jacket was anointed with the thickest, greasiest gravy in east Texas.
"Oh, Drew," she whispered, and got on her knees, too, in the gravy and mashed potatoes, put her arms around his neck, and kissed him until she had to stop for breath.
"You look tired. Are you using your med-
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icines?" he asked worriedly. "Are you eating enough? You've gotten very thin."
"So have you," she whispered brokenly. "And you look so tired, Drew. Oh, darling, you look as if you haven't slept—"
He kissed her again, hungrily. "I haven't slept since you left. I need you. I love you. I want you for my wife. I want to have children with you..."
His mouth crushed against hers. They held each other hungrily, oblivious to the ruin in the middle of the floor, to the amused glances of the patron and the owner of the cafe. It was at least a break in the boring routine of the day.
At last, Drew managed to get up and draw a flushed, radiant Kitty up with him. He glanced at the proprietor with a sheepish grin.
"Sorry about the mess. I almost let her get away."
"Shame on you," said Kitty's boss, and chuckled. "Get out of here, both of you, and best wishes! I hope you have ten kids."
"Oh, so do I," Kitty said fervently, and watched her prospective husband flush with fascinated interest.
Everybody in Jacobsville turned out for the wedding. It was the major social event of the

summer. The bride was radiant in a delicate white lace dress. Drew wore a morning coat and beamed with pride as they exchanged rings and vows.
Later, as Drew carried his new bride across the threshold, she noticed that the photo of Eve that had always stood on the mantel was gone.
Drew looked down into Kitty's soft eyes and kissed her. "I won't ever forget the past," he said gently. "But I promise you that I'm not going to live in it ever again. We start together, here, now. You're my wife, and I love you."
"I love you, too," Kitty whispered tear​fully. She grinned even through the tears. "And now that we've made that clear, would you like to show me how much you love me?"
He chuckled as he picked her up, gorgeous gown and all, and carried her toward the bed​room. "I hope you ate a lot of cake," he said with a rakish grin. "Because this is going to take a very long time."
And it did.
