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A gorilla for a client? Strait-laced patent attoyneaurel Fortier couldn't
believe it when toy inventor Thane Prescott appkéoetheir appointment
covered with black fur and wearing a devilish gmder his shaggy mask. In
no time at all Thane had worked his merry wizardnyd turned Laurel's
household upside down! Thane's parrot used fildmgliage and riled the
housekeeper; his fireworks roused the family inrthédle of the night; and
his searing embraces reawakened Laurel to desiesd buried long ago.
She was one lawyer who had no defenses againsvemgrown "mad
professor” of love....



One

In Shreveport, Louisiana, the sun was shining dreautiful fall day as
Laurel Brett Fortier emerged from her blue Hondze 8idn't see the storm
clouds gathering on the horizon or hear a magie twafting with the
breeze. For the fourth time she checked the addiss on a small pad to
reconfirm that she was at the right house. Thereniva mistake. Raising
her head, she let her gaze sweep past the inwiindy with its spreading
oaks and tall pines to the house. Burned, it wablagkened char.
Soot-covered brick walls stood beneath a few btawkers and a fluttering
canopy of plastic which served as a makeshift rdbhdows were boarded
up, the porch a charcoal gray disaster. Yet onltive sat a shiny bright red
MG, silent testimony that someone was home ingidein.

She thought about the conversation with Thane Btiest was the first
time in her experience as a patent attorney theltldtad someone inquire
about toys and games. When he had given her hresgjdshe had thought
it was this house, which had burned a few daysaaglovas just three doors
down on the next block from her own home. Thenddwded she must be
thinking of the wrong house—Why would he want toetieer in a pile of
ashes?—and had said she would stop by to talkrtoNow, seeing that she
had been right in the first place, she wished skektbld him to bring the
information to her office.

Clutching her brown alligator briefcase with thdiais L. B. F. in gold on
the clasp, she started up the walk. Each seconttdmdation increased.
She wrinkled her nose as the acrid smell of askesilad her. How could
the man stay in such a place? Suddenly she wantget the information
and get away quickly. She reached the bottom stéegorch and gazed at
it in dismay. The blackened wood, cracked and sdobked as if it would
crumble if she placed her toe on it.

Dismay teetered into anger. She wasn't sure sheed/dimane Prescott as a
client—a man who invented toys and lived in a bdrheuse! She glanced
around the yard at the trees. A tire swing wasttiezhe limb of a pine. Two
bluejays flitted past while a redbird's clear wieistould be heard.



She reluctantly crossed the charred porch to réeekdoorbell. Smoothing
black hair fastened securely in a chignon, she ddoklown at her
immaculate, tailored, beige cotton dress, neatgtearound her waist, and
her beige high-heeled pumps. She could imagine thieagoot would do to
them. Feeling like an idiot, she called, "Mr. Prdtic Yoo, hoo, Mr.
Prescott!"

A jay's shrill cry answered. She started to ca#liagvhen the door swung
open and she faced an enormous shaggy gorilla.

Her heart jumped. Gasping, she stepped back agazled into a hairy black
face with blue, blue eyes.

"Hi." The voice came from the gorilla, a deep, mdise baritone. Mr.
Prescott, no doubt. What kind of lunatic was he?

Taking another step back, gathering her jangledvasershe answered
coldly, promising herself never, never again taga client's house. "Mr.
Prescott?"

The blue eyes changed. Other than the woolly gohidlir, she could see
only those eyes, but she knew his expression haaged. The twinkle left
and was replaced by something else. Curiosity,gpsh His lids lowered
as his gaze traveled to her toes, then returnbdrtéace.

For an instant she became totally aware that ttvase a man inside the
gorilla suit. The thorough appraisal was blatantigle and caused a
feminine reaction that made her want to smooth Hear into place.
Disturbed, she asked, "Are you Mr. Prescott?"

Black fur shook as his head nodded. "Please coowndrto the back."
She wanted to get in her car and go. She didréttcasit down and discuss
business with a man dressed in a gorilla suitshituldn't take long, Mr.

Prescott, if you'll just step out here."”

He laughed. "I don't bite. Come around to the baoiy The door closed.



As she stared a moment at the burned door, heaeafgwn increased. But
she had come this far, she might as well talk to. [8he turned to go to the
back. Stepping over rubble, burned shingles, brogss from the

windows, she rounded the corner. How could the liwarin such a mess?
How could he afford her fee? An idea struck her ahd stopped, then
walked ahead grimly. If he was perched In a tree vgasn't staying to talk.

At the back corner she paused cautiously. Arms b&jrivr. Prescott, in all
his woolly glory, stood beside a tall oak. For amemt her attention was
distracted. Feeling as though she had steppedghtie looking-glass, she
glanced around the yard. A large tent was ereasitlb a pine. A miniature
train, like the one at the local amusement park Wes large enough to
carry people, sat on a track and she recalled ige#s whistle when she
was home, wondering which neighbor was causingdhbket. Four lawn
chairs waited in the shade, one chair already tdken life-size stuffed
rabbit. Toys, boxes, smoke-damaged furniture étleéhe yard. She had an
absurd urge to run.

"Come join me." Thane Prescott rubbed his head,ingathe black fur
swirl in disarray. She approached him warily. Hswaormous. Surely the
suit had padding. His fur-covered shoulders wergeweanough to turn a
Cowboy lineman green with envy. He towered over tleast six to eight
inches over six feet, far taller than her five-seheight. But his blue eyes
took all her attention. Deep, clear blue, they waegnetic, compelling.

He extended a black paw. "Miss? Mrs. Fortier?"
"Mrs. How do you do." What do you say to a gorifla?

"Please have a seat." He scooped nuts and bolssy&ilow lawn chair to
give her a place to sit. Behind her there was gpsthaiced, "Hello, hello.
Wow, toots! What legs!"

Brett spun around to see a cage hanging in thechesn a bright red,
yellow, and green parrot swinging on a perch. "Bectvlanuel,” Thane
Prescott said. "He says that to everyone—women, @aah children. He
must've belonged to a lecherous sailor, but I'nmdryto teach him an
acceptable vocabulary. Here ..."



She straightened, wishing she could think of arus&do get out of Mr.
Prescott's yard, away from him. He held the chad geluctantly, she sat
down beneath an oversize toy bat that hung fromeea ltmb. Placing her
briefcase in her lap, she gazed up at him. He stodrbnt of her, arms
folded over his broad furry chest. She suspectedhsiard laughter in his
voice when he said, "I'm really harmless."

His blue eyes weren't. "I'm here on business Meséutt. If you'll give me
the information, well be through in seconds."

"Can't wait to go, can you?"

His question added to her irritation. "As a matérfact, you're a little
unorthodox."

"Not your typical client? | would've guessed mosvantors are quite

unorthodox.” His blue eyes assessed her thorouag@yn and her hand
slipped over her knees, smoothing her skirt uhil ealized what she was
doing. As if they had been burned, she yankedihgefs away and heard a
chuckle. "But then," he continued, "you're not whaivisioned as a patent
attorney. Not at all.”

The last was said in husky tones that unnervedHierturned to a small
table, on which sat a pitcher of lemonade and tlemegty glasses. He
poured her a drink, ice clinking as it tumbled itlie glass. He handed it to
her, then poured another.

"No," he said, concentrating on his task," | expdcomeone dull, bookish,
and male. Not gorgeous gray eyes, long legs, afitéé/"—he paused to

assess her again—"oh, so definitely female."Shev dxesharp breath,
wondering about the man beneath the gorilla suitak ridiculous to be so
jarred by only eyes and a voice. She took a sifh@fdelicious cool drink,

then heard a rustle. She looked up into the oakdbes behind Thane
Prescott to find two big blue eyes peering at her.

Startled by the disconcerting stare, she tippedghess. A trickle of icy
lemonade poured onto her shin, running down her'@g!"



"Here, sorry."Thane Prescott snatched up a napldrhanded to her.

Embarrassed, Brett mopped her leg, glancing uintbHim studying her
legs. "Need any help?" he asked.

Effortlessly, he had shattered her composure. ahghter in his voice
increased her aggravation as she rubbed furioiStyneone's in your tree.

He looked up. "Ronnie?"
With another rustle of leaves a small face appedad ..."

Startled, Brett looked up. The man had a familyaiily had to live in this
rubble. Her heart went out to them as she watcleshd@ Prescott reach up
and swing a small boy down from the tree. Belowassmof red curls, wide
blue eyes, and a thin, pale face, the boy worelaape, a blue shirt, and
bright blue tights. At the sight of Brett, he lookelown at his worn
sneakers.

A black paw dropped to his shoulder. "Mrs. Fortibrs is Ronnie Prescott.
Ronnie, meet Mrs. Fortier." Brett forgot the spllléemonade. Thane
Prescott's voice changed, holding a note of suecmitethat she looked at
him in surprise.

Ronnie said, " 'Lo." His greeting was a whisperle/iis solemn blue eyes
glanced up for an instant. Before they lowered{tBedt a shock.

Ronnie Prescott's wide eyes were filled with toacmtimidity. She gazed
intently at the slender child standing in fronhef. In spite of all the toys in
the yard, he looked miserable, shy in the extredmel his father's voice
held unmistakable concern. "Want some lemonadenie@h

"Yes, sir."
Brett felt something twist inside. The old hurtudaced, catching her off

guard. The child seemed so vulnerable, too subdBigidthen a man who
dressed as a gorilla might be an intimidating fathe



"Let's see those hands," Thane said. Small hamkdreblack and covered
with soot. "How about washing first?"

"Yes, sir,"” Ronnie mumbled, and he disappeared tinéoburned house.

Brett wondered what kind of woman was inside. Howld she live in such

a house? Or with an idiot who dressed in a gaosili#? Was she in costume
too? The thought was disturbing. If one more gardppeared, she was
leaving.

She turned back to Thane. "Your wife's in there?"
Blue eyes leveled on her again and his voice salimalggh. "She's dead."”

"Oh, I'm sorry." It was even worse than she'd imadi That poor little boy
had to live alone with this crazy man.

"It was a car accident. It's been almost a year,'hbe said brusquely. He
touched her briefcase with his hairy paw. "L. Brtlew. What does L. B.
stand for?"

"Laurel Brett." *

"Laurel. What a lovely name." His husky voice santidiculous shiver
along her spine. Whatever his appearance, his vaasancredibly sexy.

"Thank you." Thoughts of the child living in suclpkace were tormenting
her and she forgot the purpose of her visit. "Ham gou live in that
house?"

"We don't. We live in the tent," he said whimsigall

"Good grief." She looked at the large green cameasbeside a pine. "You
don't have insurance?"

She heard laughter in his voice. "Yep, | do, butre motels in town are
full—Shriners' national convention this week—so Rienand | stay in the
tent and use the bathroom facilities in the holusere's the stove." He
waved his hand toward a grill.



Her heart turned over for the child. To live ineat; alone with this nutty
man, eat off a charcoal grill and have to bath& lourned house . . .

She glanced beyond his fence, down the block, awdlse tops of the pines
in her yard. Ronnie's big blue eyes and pale, dias@ haunted her. They
needed a place to stay at night. During the day@&hRrescott would be at
work and Ronnie would be in school. Her big, rodmyse was so close. "If
it's only until the Shriners leave, why don't yaaysat our house? We live
behind you on the next street, Fairfield, only &hh®uses down from here."

Her gaze returned to his woolly face and she imatetyi wanted to take
back her invitation. What on earth had possessetblask this . . . gorilla to
move in? She knew what it was, the child.

Thane's blue eyes gleamed with curiosity. "Thaitghty generous. Won't
your husband be surprised?"

"I've been a widow for years."

Something flickered in the blue, changing. "For rg€a A hairy paw
reached out to tilt her chin upward. "You must'eei a child bride."

In spite of shaggy black brows and the ape fasdhlnie eyes held their own
current of magic. She felt as if she had been @ddgto a sizzling circuit.

"No, not really." She took another breath to mak&evoice sound normal.
"l was in law school; | was twenty-four years old."

"That couldn't have been years ago."

His voice was unbelievably sexy. "It was five yeagp," she said a bit
shakily.

"Well, well."

He had the wrong impression, so she added hadltilye with my younger
brother and my father, Judge Webbly.



This gorilla a guest of her staid, rigid, convenabfather? When would she
learn to keep a lid on sympathy? Maybe if she tidiention it again, Thane
Prescott would forget her offer. "Now, what is duwwant to patent, Mr.
Prescott?"

Once more, she detected amusement in his voicgaiwe and a robot. Tell
you what, let me get you some more lemonade antéwbu drink it, I'll
change."

Curiosity overcame her. "Mr. Prescott... do youalisudress that way?"
He looked down and rubbed his chest. "You doré fiky appearance?"
She clamped her lips together. She should have ki@tter than to ask.

He laughed. "Simmer down. Your big gray eyes giwa gway. I've been
going through boxes of things we pulled out whemhbuse caught fire. |
found this and put it on to amuse Ronnie."

As he refilled her glass she glanced at her watadnkling her brow. While
he changed, she would be wasting time, and theidi@ve to rush for the
family dinner in celebration of her father's birdyd

"Mr. Prescott, | don't mind if you don't changestlgive me the information
and I'll be on my way." As fast as possible. Theas something going on
that made her want to leave. Besides his weirdajppee, every clash with
his blue eyes jolted her.

"Fine," he said cheerfully. "Actually, the zippesgick on this suit or |
would've been out of it in time for our appointmehist a minute."

She watched while he crossed the yard in a jalorg-legged stride that
didn't bear the remotest resemblance to any agezoo. She wondered
what the rest of him looked like—red, curly hakeihis son? She couldn't
conjure up any image. He disappeared inside theatehshe glanced at the
house, wondering where Ronnie was, why he hadiirned for his
lemonade.



She wanted to leave. Thane Prescott made her rerftve whole yard
made her nervous. She expected something to sgirimgy any minute. She
eyed the black bat overhead, then looked at the ten

Carrying a handful of papers and a box under his, &rhane Prescott
emerged from the tent. As he approached, she pitagedould forget or
turn down her offer. She couldn't take him homelg&uJackson Pierce
Webbly would have a stroke! If he didn't, then HarBradshaw, their
maid, would. Brett knew even her seventeen-yearkwluither, Horace,
wouldn't care for a gorilla. But Horace was somewtfaan egghead, a
computer whiz who barely knew there was a worldiolet of his room. A
breeze ruffled tufts of black fur on top of Thaneé&ad. Oh lord, why had
she asked him to come stay at her house!

"Hi, Toots!"

She looked up at the beady-eyed parrot, the peptetctor this screwball
family. "Get lost, Manuel," she couldn't resist\@ersng.

Thane Prescott heard her and laughed. "Has Manaeh Hlinging
obscenities at you? He's a foul-mouthed bird, beftewworking on him."
Pulling a yellow chair close to hers, Thane smaodtihe papers on his lap.

Hoping it would discourage him, she tried to keep tone businesslike,
cold. "As | explained on the telephone, | needitkegdout your inventions,
drawings of them. Ill have to search to see if ymys are duplicates of
items already patented."”

He sat with one furry knee touching hers, his l#yes steadily watching
her. "Fine," he answered. "I've looked into it,aoiurse, and | don't think
there's anything on the market today like my toys."

"There's not anyone like you either." Why had shd ghat? The man had
the most disarming effect.

He laughed. "Or you, Mrs. Fortier." His voice lowdr "You have the
biggest gray eyes I've ever seen."



A flurry of sparks went off inside her. "Thank ybun spite of feeling
ridiculously pleased, she continued briskly, "Astold you over the
telephone, this is expensive." She wondered if beldvpay his bill. How
would anyone know what to expect from a man whesbkd as a gorilla?

"I think it'll be a good investment,” he answereithveheery confidence.
"You understand it's money lost if | find your tojgplicate ones already on
the market?""Sure. It's amazing, you live rightindhme and we've never
met. I've heard of your father.”

"Well, I'm down the block several houses."

"So you're widowed, live with your father and brethwhat do you do for
fun?" His blue eyes zeroed in with a directness uhaettled her.

It was definitely time to leave. She slipped th@gra into her briefcase,
hoping to get away quickly, praying he would refbee invitation. "You
ask rather personal questions."

"I'm just that kind of a gorilla."

Startled, she glanced at him, then returned to ipgspapers into the
briefcase.

"You know, Mrs. Fortier, you're solemn as hell."
Aggravated, she paused again. "This is a busiradk’s c

"You need to relax. How about staying? I'll throsmwse hamburgers on the
grill. I'll even get out of this gorilla suit.”

What an incentive! She shot him a look before stagpped her briefcase
shut. "Thank you, but I have a dinner engagemdririly he would decline
moving to her house . . .

He rose when she did. She faced an enormous, lslaaggy chest. He was
overpowering, particularly his steadfast blue eygeneath their watchful



gaze something fluttered inside. "I'll start tharsd on these items," she
said. "If | need further information from you, dall."

His voice was soft, amused. "Wouldn't you like ¢e she actual items?"

Shocked that in her hurry to get out she had owkdd something so
necessary, she felt an unaccustomed warmth floodhesks.

Of course. My mind was on the time."

"He must be important.”

Flustered momentarily, she answered, "He's my fatt' his birthday."
"There isn't another important man?"

"Where are the toys, Mr. Prescott?" she asked Bharp

He picked up a small box with multicolored buttordter flipping a
switch, he pressed a button. Whirring noises conue@nthen a clanking.
She turned to look for the source of the commagiod for a moment forgot
Mr. Prescott. Entranced, she stared at the smatl; fobot ambling toward
her.

It was covered in brown fur, had short legs, slaonis with tiny hands, a
bright red nose, pointed brown ears, antennaelaagd, green glass eyes.
While Thane Prescott moved a switch, it ambled tettBthen halted in

front of her and extended a hand.

The voice was high-pitched, squeaky, slightly fuzyello. I'm Bzzip. |
want to be your friend."”

She turned to Mr. Prescott. "How adorable!"
One blue eye winked at her. "Shake his hand."

She picked up the hand, feeling something wiry bnthe soft brown fur.
Again the squeaky voice said, "Nice to meet ydike you."



"My word!" She studied Thane Prescott with new es$pBeneath the
monkey suit there was a brain. Not a run-of-thd-brihin, she conceded,
but a brain nonetheless. "Won't that be too cdstiyparket?"

Woolly hair jiggled as he shook his head. "It'se&xgve, all right, but not
beyond the level of a certain market. It can stdkiwthe top price range of
toys."

"It's marvelous!"

The robot's hand extended toward her again. "Wili gome play with
me?"

She couldn't resist. She patted his head. "Somyesiher time."
"Too bad. | want you for a friend—"

"How did you do that?" She interrupted the robodl dhane pressed a
switch. "How did it know | said | wouldn't play?"

Thane chuckled. "He held out his hand and you tidke it. If you had
taken his hand, you would've had a different respdrHe pressed a button
and the squeaky voice came to life.

"What do you like most of all in the whole world?"
"Hmmm, most of all? Children."
"That's great. | want to see your room."

Suddenly she realized she'd conversed with a téye futtiness was
contagious. She definitely needed to get home.ifgrio Thane Prescott,
she said, "That's remarkable. What about the gamdes?ihtent blue stare
took her breath away. He lowered his dark lashesnbt before she had
caught his curious gaze. She wondered how muchatheevealed in her
answer to the little robot. Thane Prescott presssditch and put the box
away.



"IH get the game."

He produced a box and opened it, then stood bésdéo show her the
contents. She gazed down at a large square ofeleatiolored with
diamond-shaped patterns, and four marble cubed abduoch in length.

"It's called Victory, but it's based on an ancigaine played by the Greeks.
The details and rules are in the papers | gave"ydis. voice changed,
lowering as he exhaled. "Ahh. You're wearing eitb&ir du Tempsor
Chanel."

She tried to ignore the fluttering response sheatekhe laughed. "Evidently
you don't spend all your time in a gorilla suit!"

He chuckled. "Which perfume?"

"Chanel." A little red flag of warning popped into her minthis strange
man could guess her brand of perfume! And his lelyes just as easily
detected too much about her thoughts. Strugglindkgep her voice
impersonal, she stepped away from him. "Now, | hgwer drawings, the
specifications, and descriptions, so that's akedright now to start my
search.”

"My, you're eager to finish this business."

Eager was an understatement. He bothered herlyer8be felt as if she

were dealing with an unknown quantity in Mr. T. §ett. She picked up

her briefcase, telling herself she had to be pditee had made the offer to
stay at her house; now she must ask if he wouldEcPlease, God, let this
man say no, she prayed silently as she lookedsathtaiggy face.

There was an awkward pause while they stared at @her. She couldn't
escape and she thought she saw a twinkle in hgs &g&ing a deep breath,
she asked, "Do you want to stay at our house?"

"Well, that's generous of you."



She felt like groaning. Why? Why had she asked hiltilatever had
possessed her, child or not? She looked aroundet®éyour son?"

"He's shy." The clipped answer didn't hide the eonde'd shown earlier
with Ronnie. Then his voice changed, growing liglate he took her hand in
a big paw. "Mrs. Fortier, Laurel? Do you go by Lel@r

"No, I don't." She looked down at the strands aicklfur on her skin. His
hand dwarfed hers."You don't like the name Lauré&l®re went his sexy,
husky voice again, and her pulse went with it, mgcaway in the most
absurd manner.

"My father started calling me Brett. | think he vedh all boys."

"I'll call you Laurel,” Thane Prescott said softht's beautiful.”

"Thank you." She felt a rush of pleasure. She Idakéo those deep blue
eyes and couldn't breathe. A faint, magical tunéteglain the air. Bells
tinkled. Bells? She blinked. "I hear music."

"And so do |," he said huskily.

Her breathing didn't improve. Bemused, she saideél like I'm in the
Enchanted Forest.” She definitely heard bells. W& caught up with her
and anger surfaced. "Where are those damned bells?"

His blue eyes mocked her. "It's a toy of Ronnie's."

She felt vast relief, but it faded fast when heeatldLaurel, thank you for
the invitation to stay at your house. We accept."



Two

Her heart sank. The day became a low point inifeerShe pulled her hand
out of his, got caught in pools of blue, and agkedsecond most ridiculous
guestion of the day. "Would you like to come fonmr?" She held her
breath.

"You said it's your father's birthday dinner- wethme later. We won't
bother anyone."

Thank God for small favors. The words, "We wonthao anyone,” echoed
in her mind. Said so cheerfully. So convincingljhheSwvas to remember
those words the rest of her life. She said, "Wieesecond house from the
corner—the one with the portico over the drive."

"Oh, sure. Well be over around eight. Thanks aiomllA real bed will be
heaven."

In the distance thunder rumbled. For a moment thath looked at the
graying sky, then Thane Prescott said, "Your iniata didn't come a
moment too soon. I'd just as leave not stay otherrain.”

He fell into step beside her as she started fdrahe When they reached
a pile of blackened rubble he scooped her int@inss without warning.

"Mr. Prescott!"

"You'll get your shoes covered with ashes." Heiedrher easily, but she
felt ridiculous. With a shock, she realized he nhesta very large man. |
There wasn't any padding beneath the suit. Shel deal his heartbeat,
his warmth, his hard, solid body.

She moved an arm cautiously around his neck. 'll lfiee Fay Wray.
Won't your neighbors raise their eyebrows?"

He chuckled. "Mrs. Danby is ninety-five and coutdr@ar twenty tons of
TNT blow up. On the other side, the Eastmans avadminded."



Her family wasn't. He set her on her feet besideche placing his paw
on her shoulder. "Bye, Laurel. See you later.”

"Goodbye, Mr. P—"
"Thane."
It was final, no arguments allowed. "Thane. Seelgter."

She climbed into her car, glancing in her rearvwmairror as she drove
away. She saw him walking around the house. Dateal felt as if all
colors had just deepened slightly. As if the suw mose and set at a
slightly different angle. The meeting with T. Predchad been a close
encounter of thevhat kind?What kind of man was under that silly suit?
In a few hours he'd be under her roof. "Oh lorthg groaned. In all the
conversation, she hadn't asked what he did fatirzgli where he worked,
what kind of background he had. The fumes fromhbese must have
done something to her brain. Fumes or blue eyes.

Turning the corner, she gazed at the wide, trdedfiawn that sloped to
the street from the huge two-story Georgian hongewas her home. The
neat landscaping, the house itself, exuded mong&yaqy. She always
felt relieved when she got home, as if she hadhexha haven of safety,
but tonight the feeling was replaced by dread. Heould she ever
explain Thane Prescott to her father? It was sixelhler to ask a stranger
to stay. What had happened to her? She knew. ItReasie who had
triggered the emotions she thought were finallygg@he shook her head.
Regretfully, she saw her brothers' cars on theed&veryone had arrived,
both older brothers and their wives, the wholedstagid, conservative
lot of them.

Thunder rumbled again, clouds gathering overheadaidken the sky.
Brett's spirits darkened as swiftly.

Minutes later, as she looked over her family, ledmatance deepened. Her
father, just an inch under six feet, gray-haired balding, stood talking to
his sons, Jordan and Lamont. Their wives, Nadirte Roris, both blond
and wearing designer dresses, sat on the beigesafidk Engrossed in a



multicolored Rubik's cube, Horace sat in a chaarnbem. His head was
bent over the cube, straight locks of black hatt his eyes. When she
stopped in the doorway, everyone looked up excepate.

Her older brothers were carbon copies of her fafPematurely gray, they
wore glasses and were pale from constant work enldiv office. Their
flawlessly tailored suits were silent testimonytheir success. They would
be just as pleased with Thane as they'd be if sligght home a hobo who
had hopped the last freight.

Steeling herself, she greeted everyone, then Saigou’ll excuse me, IH
freshen up."

Doris shook her golden hair away from her heavilgderup face and
smiled. "You couldn't look fresher, Brett."

"Brett's a perfectionist,” Nadine added. "As a eratif fact, perfect isn't
quite good enough.”

Accustomed to Nadine's sharp tongue which leveladd at everyone
except Judge Webbly, Brett ignored her. She had dwar problems

anyway, at least a big, shaggy one. "Dad, I'vereffeur house to a client
for a few nights."

Every eye in the room focused on her. Even Horacgot his cube. She
continued hastily, "Mr. Thane Prescott and his $®onnie. Their home
burned and they can't get a motel room." All sh@la@icture in her mind
was a tall, woolly gorilla.

"You asked a man and his son to move in with us@t fdther's gray
eyebrows arched over his rimless glasses.

"Good heavens, Brett!" Nadine exclaimed. "What wou drag in next?
You've brought in every stray cat in the neighborhb

"Only two, Nadine, and Harriet gave them a home."

"Who is he? How well do you know him?" her fatheked.



"He's a client."

"That means a hell of a lot,” Jordan remarked. hidg/ steal the silver. |
wouldn't want to live with some of my clients.”

"I'll change and we can talk about it over dinn&tie left them, escaping
the gquestions. She had climbed two steps up thedbrurving staircase
when she heard a voice.

"Brett..."

She turned, Horace stood in the hallway. "A likig's coming to stay?"
"Yes."

Horace's dark brows drew together. "He'd better atéta my room."
She wanted to shake Horace. "He will. He's scafduscshadow."
"Oh? What's wrong with him?"

She realized there was one thing Horace mighteétat"His mother died
last year."

Her brother's forehead puckered. "Gee ..." As bappeared into the living
room, Brett hoped she had made an impression. Vitieen mother died
Horace had been only seven years old. Pausingeostéps, she glanced
around. The men in the family were like the hoeséd, austere. She looked
at the gleaming oak floors, the dark mahogany furei There were few
pictures on the walls, no knick-knacks. In contra$ie remembered the
yard cluttered with toys, the black bat, a teritam.

Reluctantly, she climbed the stairs as remorsevidtl and enfolded her
like a heavy cape. All the time during her quickihavhile she dressed in a
sleeveless black cotton dress and high-heeled Iplacips, as she combed
her waist-length black hair, then put it up intbum on top of her head, her
dread increased. Every minute brought her closahéotime of Thane
Prescott's arrival.



Thunder boomed with greater regularity as the stpproached. Listening
to it, Brett felt it was appropriate for the evegigevents. She joined the
others for dinner, moving from the living room agsahe hall to the large
dining room. Harriet served a green salad and Bwetted herself for the
guestions as her father settled his angry gray eyder.

"Brett, tell me again about our houseguest.”

"He's a client.”

"What's he look like?" Nadine asked.

Brett's heart jumped to her throat. Seconds tigaed while she sipped her
water and replaced the glass. Then, with a detedninrust | of her chin,
she looked her sister-in-law in the eye and saiike"a gorilla, Nadine."
"Oh, a man with bushy black hair. Is he hand- j e@m

"He's just what | said—like a gorilla."

"Big and dark-haired. Sounds interesting."

While Jordan frowned at his wife, Brett wonderedlifiner would ever
end. The doorbell chimed. As if the wiring were geated directly to her
spinal column, Brett suffered an unpleasant johe Sistened to the
melodic bells, each one clanging a stroke of ddde’s here, was all she i

could think. Thane Prescott was at the door.

For an instant she wondered again what he lookeeHtall and thin with
red hair? His shoulders had felt incredibly brodeewhe'd carried her.

Through the wide archway leading to the hall, | sla¢ched Harriet pass,
walking briskly to answer the summons. Icy numbetBsat in silence
with the rest of the family as the front door sdkeghopen. A scream
sounded, quickly followed by a male voice. Moreces added to the i
commotion.

"My lord, what's going on?" Judge Webbly said.



"Good God, maybe it's a hold-up!" Jordan i gaspesiface growing pale.

Brett's heart dropped. "It's not robbers, Jord&mhé knew what it was,
who it was—and his arrival was going to be worsmatbhe'd imagined.

"I'll see what's happening,” she said. Before sbeldc move, Harriet
appeared in the doorway. Beneath gray curls heriaas pale, her brown
eyes were round circles behind her glasses. Twghbrspots of red
darkened her cheeks.

"Miss Brett, there's some"—she paused and lookest tver shoulder
nervously—"some people to see you."

"Thank you, Harriet. If you'll excuse me . . ." Hezels clicked on the floor
as she walked around the table. "Go on with difiner.

"l wouldn't miss this for the world," Nadine remadck The family sat in
curious expectation, all heads turned toward thie Beett stepped around
the corner into the hall to greet the disaster hiaat entered her life.

Thane Prescott stood just inside the door, stitlah the gorilla suit. One
hand held Ronnie's, the other held a suitcase.

Wearing a neat white shirt, blue jeans, and snealkonnie held a large
sack of toys and a birdcage with Manuel in it. BesThane was the robot,
Bzzip, another small suitcase, and a plastic bag.

Brett closed her eyes. For once in her life, shghed she were the fainting
type. Then anger filled her. She crossed to Thadendispered furiously,
"Did all your clothes burn in the fire?"

"I'm sorry. | told you, the zipper's stuck."

"Oh my lord!"

"I could've taken a knife and cut the suit off, bbated to ruin it. This suit's
expensive. ..."



"God forbid you'd ruin it!"
"I'm sorry. You're angry."

"All my family is here. They're so damned consemetind to introduce
you ..."

"We can wait in the car or on the porch until mghtiif you'd rather sneak
usin."

He was laughing! She wanted to tell him to go avtayorget her offer, to
get back into his cage.

She looked down at Ronnie. A peal of thunder rattlee panes and the
child flinched. The first big drops of rain peltdte house. Ronnie turned to
look up at her, his blue eyes round with fright.

Her heart melted. "You can stay, but everyonethéndining room ..."

"Ronnie's hands are too small to unfasten this ezipp thought you
could—"

"l can't undress you!"

He laughed. "All you have to do is start the zipfi&et it unstuck.”

Her mind raced. How could she slip him past théngimoom. She might as
well try to sneak in a parade, calliope and alit ¥eren't for his son, she'd
throw him out on his woolly ear!

"Hey, toots!" the parrot called raucously. "Wow! Wegs! Gimme a kiss."
"Do something about him!" she whispered, her temiserg.

"Ronnie, drop Manuel's cover over his cage. Look,can wait outside."

"Not in this rain." She didn't see any escape. \Bbeld never, never hear
the end of this night! This would teach her to $gtnpathy overcome



judgment! Grimly, she said, "Come along. Ill inttm& you and show you
to your room."

"You could make the introduction after | get outluf suit.”

She weighed the possibilities. Anything would bdtdrethan taking a
gorilla with a parrot into the dining room. "Allgint, well go upstairs as fast
as possible. Let me carry something."

"Courage, Camille," he said softly.
"Now listen, Mr. Prescott, you're pushing your Ilick
Thane handed her the robot. "Here, Bzzip's notyheav

Brett felt as if she were about to run a gaunRetising her chin, she led the
way, marching straight for the stairs, acutely aafrthe entourage at her
heels. And then, faintly, she heard Thane's baiteoice humming: "
'‘Onward Christian soldiers, marching as to war . .

"Will you stop!" she hissed over her shoulder,igyto avoid his devilish
blue eyes. As they reached the dining room doa@ ,pstused, looking into
expectant faces. All eyes went past her. Judge Welbbpped his fork with
a clatter, an action that was so unlike him, Bkeitw the extent of his
shock. "My God! Brett..."

With all the dignity she could muster, she saidl, Show Mr. Prescott and
his son their rooms, then I'll introduce him attets changed. Please, go on
without me."

Chin raised, her face on fire, she turned and nearalp the stairs with
Thane and Ronnie following. She was aware of Tisakeen eyes directly
behind her, disturbing her and making her conscfuthe black cotton
shifting and pulling across her hips as she climthedsteps. Raising her
chin, she gritted her teeth. At the top of the steipe glanced down to see
Horace's head thrust around the dining room doedisappeared instantly.

"Bravo!" came softly from behind her.



"No thanks to you!" she snapped as she started dlosvhall.

Thane caught up with her, chuckling quietly. "Yoarreed that off with
great aplomb! Couldn't have done better myself."

"Of all the conceited ..." She looked up to cattdeful mischief sparkling
his eyes. "I hope this isn't an indication of tlangp come!" She was
beginning to wish all she had to worry about wastiver he'd steal the
silver.

"Want to show us where to stay?" he asked innogentl

Fuming over the gorilla suit, his teasing, his tevay-care attitude, she led
the way down the hall to a small bedroom. Switchimgthe lights, she
glanced around at the polished floors, the singtewith its brown spread, a
small bare dresser, and a rocker. Suddenly sheewiskvere more inviting

for Ronnie.

"This is your room, Ronnie. Your father's next dand there's a connecting
bath."

They moved to the next bedroom. Like the rest eflthuse, the room for
Thane Prescott held a spartan air. Furniture wagmai. A four-poster bed
was covered with a gray spread. She looked atabednvisioning a gorilla
lounging on it, crushing the soft material intolmusand wrinkles. She
turned to face Thane's deep blue eyes. "This is yggmm, Mr. Prescott.”

"Thanks, call me Thane. Look, it's your father'dhalay. Well tackle the
zipper after dinner."

"Oh, no! I won't go down and leave you dressed Weat."

He chuckled as he turned around and pointed a fiaggr at the back of his
head.

She stared at him in consternation. "You'll havsita@own. | can't see it."
He sat on a small mahogany chair, twisting so shadcreach his back.



Ronnie came to stand nearby and watch. Thane rédottbe back of his
head, parting the long black fur.

"The zipper's caught full of black fur."
"I had a hard time getting it fastened."

She began to pull, tugging at the fur, working dyinshe wondered again
about the man inside the suit. He'd caused moreaysath in the past half
hour than her family had experienced in the last frears. A scary little
whisper told her she was unzipping a Pandora'sobémouble.

"I'm sorry if | embarrassed you in front of younfdy," Thane said.

She wondered if he really meant that. He hadrédaetbarrassed, or even
subdued. She gritted her teeth, easing black stré&mee of the zipper.
"That's all right, 1 guess. They don't have oneedhof humor, not all of
them put together, except maybe Horace. ... Belstiways have hope for
Horace."

He twisted to look up at her. "Hope for your brathdre the others lost?"

She blushed, startled at what she had revealedsithe first time in her life
she had voiced aloud her attitude about her old®hers. "No," she finally
said, "but life is all a dollar-sign to them." Hadthe bluest eyes she had
ever seen. "What do you do for a living?"

"Nothing,” he answered with the same casual cheeif &e'd claimed
ownership of the First National Bank.

"You don't work?" Shock rippled in her as she saevdancing laughter in
his eyes.

"Is that a catastrophe?"
"Oh my, yes! Don't expect my brothers to talk taryblow do you—" She

realized what she was about to ask and bit baclghestion. There was
something far too disarming about Thane Prescott.



He laughed and turned his back to her. "How dové?i | have some
savings."

She closed her eyes. Why, oh why had she taken guitythe man!
Unemployed, living in a tent, inventing toys, hesathe epitome of all her
family disliked. Another horrible thought struckrhend she looked at his
suitcase and plastic suit bag. "Do you have angttorwear? Do you need
..." She floundered as he turned toward her agAirdevilish gleam
tormented her.

Her cheeks burned. "Do you have some clothes tefh fthe fire?" she
asked bluntly, worried about what might appear whercame downstairs
to meet her family.

"l have a few things."

She wouldn't put anything past him. "Would you likéborrow some of my
father's clothes?" she offered grimly. Her fathewuld faint if Thane
appeared in his clothes, but the alternative nmghust as bad.

"Thanks, I'll manage," he said breezily.

Glancing at the suitcase and bag nearby, she wgsdd to ask what he'd
brought to wear. She bit back the question, and Wwack to trying to free
the zipper, opening it a few inches. A mass ofkkhaark brown curls were
revealed. She tugged the zipper a few more inchteetnape of his neck.

He shook his head. "Ahh, that's a relief. Wait aute.” He lifted the gorilla
head off and twisted in the chair to look up at Helr, Laurel Fortier."

Something happened to her heart. She stood orthgsnaway from him, his
knees touching hers, while she looked down intothinekly fringed blue
eyes beneath a thatch of tousled brown curls. Hisng jaw and
well-shaped mouth with a full, slightly thrustingwer lip, added to his
handsomeness, to his fantastic good looks. His slarkwas tanned and his
chin was covered with tiny dark bristles. While shedied him breathlessly,
stunned by the transformation, white teeth flashredia dimple appeared in
his right cheek.



"Gee whiz," she said in awe.

"What?"

"You're better looking without the gorilla suit."

He laughed. "At least one of the Webblys has aesehbumor.”
Dazzled, she smiled. "Let's get the zipper."

"Now that it's started, maybe Ronnie can finisH really didn't intend to
interfere with your father's birthday dinner."”

"It's too late now. Besides, we gave him his preséms morning. Below
your neck the zipper is thoroughly entangled. Tanound.” She wasn't sure
she'd worked up her courage to go downstairs yet.gkanced at Ronnie
who stood a few feet away. His eyes wide, he lo@dednd the room.

"Ronnie, don't you want to sit down?"

He nodded and perched on the edge of the windowsegaze out the
rain-streaked window. Brett felt a tug at her he&amething about the
child seemed so vulnerable, so desperately in né&ale, in spite of the
fact that Thane obviously loved him.

Her attention returned to the father. She pulletth@izipper, working away
black fur. It slid a few more inches, revealingdyaropper-colored flesh. It
dawned on her that Thane Prescott might not beimgeanything beneath
the gorilla suit, and she gazed in consternatidnisasmooth, bronzed skin.

"Stuck again?"

His deep, amused voice startled her. She yankeeé soone, pulling away
fur. Suddenly she had a premonition of disastee & invited disaster
into her quiet home. A cyclone was building. Sheatter put up all the
barricades, lock the gates, and get set to weatk&rm, because one was
brewing right under her hands. One with smooth eogkin and brown



curly hair. Take cover, an inner voice warned whitther tiny voice told
her it was already too late.

A knock sounded and Horace stood in the open doorv@azing
round-eyed at Thane, he said, "Dinner's over."

"Come in, Horace. Thane, this is my brother Hol@bbly. Horace, this is
Mr. Prescott and his son, Ronnie."

"Hi." Horace entered the room still staring at TeafiYou been to a
costume party?"

"No, I haven't. Ronnie, introduce Horace to BzHp. might enjoy that.”
Ronnie picked up the box of buttons, flipped thaetdwand pressed a
button. Bzzip clanked to life, marching ahead. Renvorked the controls,
turning the robot to face Horace. Brett paused anam, catching Horace
as he reached out to take Bzzip's outstretched. Hdoichce's voice was
awe-struck. "This is yours?"

"It's Mr. Prescott's invention," Brett said.

"Neat!"

"My dad's invented a game, too," Ronnie said.

"No kidding?"

"Yeah, come on, I'll show you."

"Can we take Bzzip?"

"Sure." Ronnie climbed down, pressing a button. e work him?" The
two boys headed toward the hall with Bzzip clankimfront of them.

"Well, you made a hit with one Webbly," Brett said.

"That isn't the important one."



He said it so quietly, while she concentrated @nethsnarled zipper, that it
took a second to register. Then lightning streakeolugh her. She tried to
sound firm. "Look, | asked you to stay here becadsk sorry for Ronnie."

He turned again, leveling on her those blue eyas tiipped her pulse.
"There really isn't a man in your life?"

"No, there's not. I'm about to send you back toryent, rain or no."
"Why?"

"l think you've misinterpreted my motives."

"I'll try my question again. What do you do for fin

"I manage. Turn around."

She worked in grim silence, tugging furiously, aus to be finished and
out of his room. She yanked and managed to catch stands.

"Nervous?"

Something snapped inside and without stopping tokthshe retorted,
"Yes!"

He turned back to her. "Why?"

"You're a walking arsenal of exploding ammunitidgtdve you ever done
anything quietly in your life?"

The dimple appeared and his gaze drifted to the'is®ane things," he said,
his voice dropping to a suggestive sensuousness.

“Turn around.” Her cheeks became hot as his gaftediback to her.
"Why the blush?"

"You know—"



He laughed. "Calm down, I'll turn my back so youa g&t me undressed."
"Mr. Prescott, dammit!"
"Honey, | don't want you to call me 'Mr. Prescott.'

She worked determinedly, wanting to get away frown than. The zipper
finally slipped free, moving down easily and reweglmore coppery skin
over a muscled back.

"Wow, that feels better."

He wriggled out of the suit, letting it fall aroutds waist while he turned
around. His shoulders were real. They were powgbfulging with muscles
beneath tanned, smooth flesh that was slightly daitipperspiration. Dark
brown hair curled in a thick mat on his broad ché&gpering down in a
narrow line to disappear beneath the gorilla $t&.was overwhelmingly
masculine.

"You can manage the rest yourself," she said lyastil

He rose, clutching the gorilla suit to his flatrsich. A strip of white flesh
showed below the tan at his waist. He towered beerhis masculinity, his
virile body, his clear blue eyes invading her sen&he became aware of
herself, of her crisp black cotton dress, her haatdeer sides. Her skin
tingled from head to foot.

It took an effort to ask, "Why don't you join usvdastairs? I'll introduce you
to my family."

"Fine." His eyes continued to hold her; she felif &he were rooted to the
floor. The walls closed in, then faded. Blue enedlher, slicing through
layers of consciousness, through her defensesith toer innermost being,
setting off bells, starting a fire deep within her.

When she drew a sharp breath, his eyes narrowgtatlgli Whatever wild
magic that had sparked to life in her had touchedtbo.



He tilted her chin upward. For a moment she hacatisaird notion that he
intended to kiss her. With a shock she realizedisirged him to. Her gaze
drifted to his lips, the slightly full lower lip #t looked sensuous, so
enticing. And she knew Thane Prescott's kiss wbaldevastating—the last
thing on earth she needed.

The moment stretched while she studied him. Her diphed, tingled. He
whispered, "Such big, beautiful gray eyes ..."

"Thank you." Her voice sounded distant in her eahge didn't have the
foggiest notion what she'd answered. His eyes wesving a spell. Blue
wizardry. Beware the wizard, she thought. Relutyashe stepped away.
"There are clean towels in the bathroom."

"Fine. Il shower and be right down."

Dazed, she left, feeling a mixture of emotions,hledo shake the image of
Thane Prescott's fit male body, unable to forgat tld, surging current
sent by his blue eyes. She didn't want to thinkualize attraction that had
flared so fiercely between them. If only her br@aghwould return to
normal, her heart would slow!

Halfway down the steps, she met Greg Hamilton, Elgsabest friend. He
raced past her with a breezy, "Hi, Brett."

She watched him hurry to Horace's room and reatizaidshe didn't have to
worry about Horace disliking the Prescotts. No ddwbhad already phoned
Greg to come look at Bzzip. Her glance shifted barfe's door. The vision
of him under the shower, his coppery shouldersvbedospray of water
flashed in her thoughts. Too clearly, she could theerivulets coursing
across his broad chest, matting the thick browitsct®hh she whispered,
startling herself that she had spoken aloud. THRnescott was dynamite
and wherever he went there was an explosion. Slidrcbimagine him in
an office, working as other men. Whenever he camine scene the world
turned topsy-turvy. If only her heart didn't, theds the danger.



She reached the hall. Squaring her shoulders,rgbeed the living room or,
more aptly, the den of lions. Her father wasn'sight so Nadine fired the
first volley. "Well, Brett, what was that? You'vedn to the zoo?"

Lamont stood by the window, gazing into the raimykmess. He turned.
"Brett, who have you brought home? Why was the drassed as an ape?"

"He's Thane Prescott. He lives around the corner.”

"Where's he work?" Jordan asked, settling intoregveihair.

She drew a deep breath. "He invents toys."

"What else does he do?" Lamont asked coldly.

"Nothing." The word dropped like a bomb.

"You've brought home a bum who tinkers with toys&Mmont exclaimed.
Nadine laughed. "You've done it this time! Of &lings, to drag in a man
who dresses like a gorilla. Next men with littleitenets will be hunting for
him."

Jordan frowned. "Prescott? Where's his house?"

"Around the corner, on the next block."

"l think 1 know who he is. He played football. Heasv ahead of us in
school.”

"You're right,” Lamont said. "Thane Prescott. lakkaow. He went north to
college. He was a quarterback. | think he setarcethat's still unbroken for
the number of yards gained by passing.”

That figured, Brett thought. "I don't remember Him.

"You're too young," Lamont said dryly. "He must &ieleast seven years
older than you."



"His father was a food broker," Jordan continudalt"both the older
Prescotts are dead now. | guess he's come backonere."

Trust her brother to remember the elder Mr. Pré'scotcupation. At that
moment her father entered the room. His gray egsbdéd with anger; his
face was suffused with red. "Brett, Harriet jusit§u

"No!" Harriet had worked for her parents for thespidirty-two years, since
Jordan was born. What else could possibly go wrong?

"She said that man said the most obscene thinigsrtat the door."”

"Obscene?" Something clicked. That damned dirtg.BiDad, that was a
bird. It wasn't Mr. Prescott."

"A bird?"
"My God! Is there a bird in the house?" Doris asked

"It's Manuel, a parrot, and he's upstairs in a cdbane is a gentleman. He
wouldn't insult Harriet." Why was she defending lemstoutly?

"How do you know?" Nadine laughed. "How long hawe& ¥nown him?"

"Since this afternoon,” she answered defiantly. '$He charming man."
Why did she keep at it? He was pure trouble.

"Brett, | can't lose Harriet—"

"You won't have to, sir." A deep voice came frora ttoorway. "If you'll let
me speak to her, | can clear this up."

Everyone turned. At the sight of Thane the nextrghaof dynamite
exploded, inside Brett. Dressed in a light browit, suvhite shirt, and dark
tie, his head capped with the mass of brown chdsyas so handsome he
took her breath away. He made the other men irdbm fade into gray
paper cutouts. His bronzed skin, big blue eyesyléiss clothing, massive
shoulders, and height overshadowed mere mortalswhle stunning!



Without doing anything, simply standing still, hendinated the room. His
eyes focused on her with the force of a gale. 8lé¢he contact to the soles
of her feet. She licked dry lips and he smiled $jow

How he had bathed so quickly, she couldn't imagnéeshe noticed the few
damp curls over his ears. As she crossed to takarhm, emotions—relief,
amazement, but above all, attraction—rippled in & was thoroughly
male and when he looked at her, he made her fealytdeminine, all
woman.

Her voice sounded breathless as if she had rumdrthe block instead of
merely crossing the living room. "Thane, I'd likeuyto meet my family."

"Sure." He smiled and said in a low voice, "Thafttgising to my defense.
'‘Charming'?"

She blushed and clamped her lips together. Emosbn$fled and anger
surfaced. As they crossed the room together sheawase of his clean
scent, an enticing aftershave, his muscled armadikribe soft material of
his sleeve. She dropped all concern about his isspe on her brothers.
Thane's flawless suit and shirt looked more cdsidy theirs, probably the
only fact that would register with Lamont and Jorda

"This is my sister-in-law, Nadine, another sisiarlaw, Doris ..."
Nadine straightened and Doris smoothed her blogd-bay hairdo. At the
look of shock in Nadine's eyes, Brett felt a twirnfegrim satisfaction, then

moved on.

"Thane, this is my father, Judge Webbly, and mythews, Jordan and
Lamont."

Thane said hello, shook hands with the men, thieltsdner father, "Sir, if |
may have a word with your Harriet, perhaps | cakereamends."

"A parrot, eh? It won't hurt to try."



The two men disappeared down the hall and Bretivkmkat the outcome
would be. How could Harriet resist that smile angdle? For an instant there
was a stunned silence before Nadine looked at.Biatu've been holding
out on us perhaps?"

"l just met him a few hours ago, Nadine."

Conversation picked up again when her father retlirrin a few more
minutes Thane rejoined them, entering the room wWith same dynamic
force as before, his presence gathering attenikenal magnet picking up
metal. He blithely announced that Harriet had adjteestay. He talked with
the men, and while Brett sat facing Doris and Nagdsahme caught snatches of
conversation. As her father and brothers listeme@hane discuss a new
oilfield in south Louisiana, Horace, Greg, and Renappeared in the
doorway. One look at the three pale faces and 'Brietief peace of mind
smashed to bits.



Three

She rose. "Ronnie, come meet my family." Afteradircing him quickly
and introducing Greg to Thane, she glanced at Horado continued
darting frantic looks over his shoulder. What ndfeeling of dread filled
her, along with a reluctance to ask Horace why dukdd so worried.
Suddenly she wondered if they had broken Bzzip.stisiething wrong,
Horace?"

"Yeah." He licked his lips and jammed his hand® ihis slacks. "The
parrot's gone."

Doris sat forward on the sofa. "Gone where?"
"Manuel's loose?" Thane asked quietly.
Ronnie answered. "Yes, sir. He got out."

"You let a bird loose in here?" Smoothing her kdik dress, Doris rose to
her feet. "l loathe birds."”

"l opened his cage,"” Horace said.
"Horace, for God's sake," Judge Webbly snapped.
"IH look for him," Thane said. "He's too large tsé."

"My purse is in the library. I'll get it and thereire leaving, Lamont. | can't
abide feathers."

Doris left the room, turning to the right down thall. Brett had a sinking

sensation. Why couldn't life stay normal around rid®aHe hadn't let the
parrot out, her brother had, but there wouldnalparrot loose in the house
if it weren't for Thane Prescott.

As if he could read her thoughts Thane glancedeat lifted his broad
shoulders in a shrug, and winked. He actually wink&e a fellow



conspirator. He was enjoying the uproar! Damn hamyway—the uproar
was his fault!

"Sorry, but Manuel's harmless,” he said to Lamdien he crossed the
room and dropped his hands on the shoulders of iRosmmd Horace.

"C'mon, guys, let's search for Manuel.”

"lll help," Brett said, a conviction growing thates better stay with them,
that disaster threatened. They started up thesstdile Lamont, Jordan,
Nadine, and Judge Webbly talked in low voices @anHhahll.

Suddenly, a woman's shrill cry shattered the quiet.

Down the hall Doris emerged from the library. Hlieeks had spots of
bright red as she clutched her purse and halfeaard them.

"Lamont! Oh . . ."

"Doris, what on earth?" Lamont faced her, his bfomwowed angrily.

"I've never, never been told such a foul thing in Iife!" Doris saw the
group on the stairs and stopped, giving Thane k that made the boys

scamper up a few steps. "You pervert!"

"Doris!" Brett was so startled by her staid sisterHaw's behavior, she
scarcely noticed her father disappear into thadjvoom.

Doris shook with rage, raising her purse to wavengrily at Thane. "You
pervert, teaching a bird such talk!"

"I'm soriy if he offended you,"” Thane said innodgnBrett shot him a look,
but he gazed blandly at Doris.

"Lamont! | hate feathers—and then to be told, teehauggested by that
feathery monster ... oh..."

"Let's go." Her brother looked at Brett. "You hasteange tastes, sister
dear."



Anger mushroomed inside her. "It's only a bird, losta’

Nadine stood in the living room doorway, her day&sfilled with curiosity.
"Doris, you can't leave without telling us whatdsed."

"For heaven's sake, Nadine! It was the most vulgaspeakable obscenity."

"That's Manuel, all right." Thane descended the $éaps to the hall. Brett
heard laughter in his voice and her aggravatiomeased. "Which room
were you in?" he asked Doris.

Brushing past Nadine and Jordan, Judge Webbly ezapgd, carrying a
large pistol. "Now, where's the damned parrot?"

"Dad ..." Ronnie came down the steps. "Is he gamaat Manuel?"
"No, Ronnie."

"Dad, put away the gun,” Brett pleaded. Why hadiskited the Prescotts
to stay? "Thane will catch Manuel." Hastily, shekd hane's arm. "Come
here. Doris was in the library. It's next to therlg room."

With the boys, they entered the library and heasduawk. The parrot was
perched on a brown drapery rod near the ceilingiK'¥Pucker up. Gimme
a kiss, babe!"

Thane took off his coat and shoes and steppedtbatbrown leather sofa;
his soft tan slacks pulled tautly over hard musdiedine stepped into the
doorway. "Jordan and | are leaving now. Good nilyht, Prescott, Brett,
boys."

Her dark eyes rested on Thane until he turned tesshher. She waved at
him, then disappeared into the hall.

Thane looked at his son. "Ronnie, run get the ¢age.

As all three boys left, Thane said, "Why don't gtnse the door so he won't
get out of this room."



"Awwk! Gimme a kiss! Hey, babe . . ."

With a flash of white teeth Thane looked down &tBr'Better plug up your
ears, sounds as if he's on a talking jag.”

“I'm not as delicate as Doris."

He stood with his hands splayed on his hips, hes $pread apart on the
sofa. "You're not, eh?"

"No, but dammit, you're about to ruin my home life!

"You're angry?"

"That's so strange? Why would | be angry? You atmuade Harriet quit.
She's been with us over thirty years. You insultey sister-in-law,
aggravated my father, disrupted my peace. ..."

"Want me to pack and go?"

She was tempted to answer yes, yet he looked snathappealing standing
there in his socks, his white shirt tapering tortasrow waist, blue laughter
capering in his eyes.

"Send Ronnie out into the rain to sleep in a teh&?added.

"You have a sneaky streak.” An urge to smile fhatieinside her.

"Sneak, sneak!" Manuel screeched. "Awk!" The dgoered and the boys
appeared. Behind them stood Judge Webbly. He p#eraagh his glasses
at Thane.

"Good night, Mr. Prescott, Brett, boys."

"Good night. Happy birthday, Dad."

"Thanks, Brett. Thank you for the bookends. | let@orrow for Caddo
Lake for my fishing trip, remember?"



"Oh, I'd forgotten.” It was a miracle she could egniber her own name, she
was so addled by Thane.

"I'll see you in the morning," Judge Webbly sai@ ¢losed the door while
Ronnie handed Thane the cage. Brett watched aseTd¢lanbed onto the
arm of the sofa, bracing one stockinged foot onbnek. It was impossible
to keep her gaze from drifting down the lengthiof lvhere his slacks were
molded to his bent leg, his thigh.

"Come here, Manuel," he called softly.
"There's a cracker in the cage, Dad."

The bird squawked, uttering a foul obscenity thatwilsed the boys and
turned Brett's cheeks bright red. After quelling thoys with a stern look,
she had to bite back a laugh as she watched Tlhanky £xtend the cage,
talking quietly to Manuel. His white shirt was s$tieed across his broad
shoulders and she remembered how they had looked gid peeled away
the gorilla outfit.

Suddenly the parrot started to flap away, but Tlsdnig hand closed around
its neck and he shoved it into the cage, slamniiegdoor shut. Manuel
batted his wings, sending a flurry of red featltiag over Thane.
"Bastard! Awk!"

The boys snickered. Feeling a need to set an exarBoett frowned.
"Horace!"

With pantherish grace Thane dropped lightly to flber. "Here, Ronnie,
take the rascal to your room and put the coverisrcéige. You better get
into bed too."

"Yes, sir. Will you be in?"

Thane reached out to squeeze his son's shouldee,"&ter a while."



"Horace, it's about that time," Brett added. Horand Greg both nodded.
As the boys left, she said, "Want another cup &eeg a drink, some wine?"

"A glass of wine might be nice."”
She crossed the room to a small bar. "Red or white?

"Red, please." He followed her, leaning one higigegtly against the wall,
his arms folded over his chest while his gaze efittver her in a leisurely
male appraisal that set nerves quivering. One lmghhed in the room,
giving a soft glow to the brown furniture, the vgalbf bookcases, an
intimacy to the situation. Acutely aware of him, ¢is steadfast
watchfulness, Brett opened a cabinet, pausing Wwhkexsked, "You're really
angry with me, aren't you?"

Her stormy face focused on him. "You came into tusse like a cyclone.
The dust hasn't settled yet."

"Why do you live here?"

Startled, she gazed wordlessly at him for a mindeewas staring at her so
intently she felt he could discern her soul. 'hitsne."”

"Yeah, for Horace, for you when you were a chilchat/do you do at night?
Sitin here and read?"

"As a matter of fact, | sometimes do." Her annoyamcreased and she
turned away from him, pulling an unopened bottleexf wine from the

cabinet. A trapped feeling began to envelop her ahd grabbed a
corkscrew and started working on the cork with maegermination than

finesse.

Finally, as if drawn by a magnetic force, she labke. His deep blue eyes
reset her inner works, speeded her pulse, hamperdareathing.

"Besides reading," he drawled, "what other hobd®gou have?"



"l like to garden."” She tried again to screw theksorew straight into the
cork, frowning as she worked. "I like to dig, totalathings grow. . . ." She
glanced up again. His knowing smile made her feaf ahe had revealed
more than she'd intended. Grimly, she bent ovebtitie again.

Tanned fingers reached out to take the bottle fimen hands. With
competent ease he twisted the corkscrew, pulletiremoved the cork.

"Thank you." Swiftly, she poured the wine into tglasses, handing one to
him. His warm fingers locked over hers, his toutdrtsng a current in her
fingertips that swept through her.

"You're hiding from the world here," he said softly

"No!" she flung back angrily. "This is home. It'srnece home, so roomy it
would be ridiculous for me to stay elsewhere. Henaeeds me."

"Horace will go to college soon, | imagine. | maaequick tour of the
upstairs. | saw your room."

"Your wine," she reminded him, hoping to changegtiject.

He smiled as if fully aware of his hand on herss Eyes held magic; his
smile bewitched her, the dimple appearing, credsepening. Then he took
his drink and moved away, breaking the disturbiogtact. Picking up her
own glass, Brett walked toward a chair. Thane satrdon the sofa and
reached out swiftly to take her arm. "Sit down hésaurel.”

Even though his touch was light, his voice brookedargument. She
wanted to pull away, to sit in a chair out of lesich. He was so incredibly
masculine and his questions were too probing, &uisal was impossible.
When she sat down on the opposite end of the adfeeting smile crossed
his features, making her feel ridiculous for scogtas far as possible from
him. After folding her long legs beneath her, tunckthe black skirt neatly
over them, she faced him.

"Wow, what legs," he said softly, mimicking the ymr "Manuel has good
taste."



"I'm beginning to miss the gorilla suit."
He raised his brows. "Why?"

She shrugged. "It was a barrier between us. Yoe havay of watching me
that's . . . intense.”

"You're a fascinating subject," he drawled softhda warmth uncoiled,
enveloping her, yet adding to her wariness.

"I can't be. Back off, Thane."

"Oh, but you are. Your soft black hair, your bigagreyes that are far too
solemn. You look as solemn as Ronnie."

"Don't look at me as if I'm a new project.”

He stretched his long arm across the back of tli& aod touched her
shoulder lightly with his fingertips. It was the rast touch, yet his hand
became a flaming torch, searing her skin. His huakige added to the
reaction caused by his fingers. "A project? Oh, ¥iou're thoroughly
female, honey. A flesh-and-blood, real live womauspite of. . ."

She frowned, annoyed, yet too curious to resighgsKin spite of what?"
"You tell me," he answered softly, "As | said, isgour room,"

Torn by a mixture of emotions, she tried to inchagvfrom his hand. The
thought of Thane in her room disturbed her. "Ard ..

"It could be a room in a Holiday Inn. It's abouatlpersonal." He leaned
forward and cupped her chin in his fingers. "Wieayou hiding from?"

"Nothing." Her annoyance increased along with adsadpanicky feeling.
She didn't want his questions, she didn't wannedyae what she felt, her
motives. He was so big, so male, too close phygiaabving in too fast on
her emotions.



"Your enormous gray eyes give you away. You'rertydrom the world in

this house. You're in a shell, Laurel Brett Weldbdytier." The names rolled
softly off his tongue, in a languid baritone. "Rdtattorney, gardener,
widow, daughter, sister . . . woman." He said tleed/v'woman” in husky

tones that conveyed a smoldering sensuality. "W#l real Laurel please
come forward?"

She jerked her chin from his fingers. "You're jagtcustomed to the
never-never land you live in! Talk about hiding,ahle! You live in a world
of toys, you don't earn a living. How long sinceuytad a job?"

"Five months. | quit." He straightened, settlingcbhaagainst the sofa,
holding the glass of wine on his knee.

"Do you know how unrealistic that is? What happ&hgn you use up your
savings?"

He looked amused, disconcerting her. Suddenlyreshlezed how little she
knew about him. "By that time, my toys will be dretmarket."

"Well!"" She drank her wine swiftly. "As they sayegple who live in glass
houses ..."

"... should use solar energy."

"Can you ever be serious?"

"Occasionally. You're getting in a huff over a fquestions."
"I'm not in a huff."

"l didn't see a picture of your late husband inryoaom. What was his
name?"

"Wade. We met, became engaged after two monthsjedaafter three
months, he developed a blood disease and diedebgixth month.” She
recited the familiar explanation swiftly, withoutnetion. "It happened so
fast, it seems like a dream now. Something thagéneally happened. " She



took a deep breath. "It's getting late. We'd besgnchronize our
schedules.” She knew she was talking too fast. @ heaned back against
the sofa, giving her full attention with eyes tlare far too knowing. He
was so big, his broad shoulders, his long legslainge hands disturbed her
senses. His unorthodox ways, his sensitivity aldrimer. She didn't want
him to examine her life.

"l have to be at work by nine, Horace goes to sthbseven-thirty."
"Laurel, how long is your hair?"

Breathless, she paused. "It's to my waist."

"Do you ever wear it down?" he asked huskily.

"Only to bed." The look that flashed into his eyksstroyed all rational

thought. For an instant she stared at him blarfkiygetting what she had
been saying. A slow smile lifted the corners of tisuth and drove her to
recollection. "Now, look," she began, then pausedk a deep breath, and
tried again. Her breathless voice steadied onlsaetibn. "Dad leaves by
eight-thirty, except tomorrow he's going on a fghtrip so he'll be home
until later in the morning." Thane sipped his wimkile his mocking eyes

watched her. She continued, "Harriet comes at séwetook breakfast.

Since you don't work—"

Thane choked on his wine, then looked up as helewead. "The
disapproval in your voice—oh my!" He laughed.

"You have a son you're responsible for. Anyway, wimae does Ronnie
have to be at school?"

Thane shrugged his broad shoulders. For an instantould picture him

playing football; he had the rugged build for itetmuscles, the brawn, the
long legs. He settled back into the cushions,dtreg those legs in front of

him, angling them toward her. It was an effort é@f her gaze from drifting

down the entire length of him. "It doesn't matteoat us," he said. "Ronnie
doesn't go to school. | teach him at home."



"You what!"

"l teach him." He sipped the last of the wine.

"Why doesn't he go to school?"

His dark lashes lowered swiftly and when they miseshuttered look hid
any expression in his features. "I can do just e, i not better, because
this way he has a lot of individual attention. heme. He's had a traumatic
year and he's had to make a lot of adjustments.”

"Well, there's more to it than that!"

Thane sat up straight, crossing his legs, one amklgs knee. He rested one
hand on his ankle and she looked at his strongt filagers, the wide gold
wedding band. "It's legal,” he said brusquely. "dpyplication was approved
by the State Department of Education. When he ksnrothe Caddo Parish
school, he'll have to take a test, that's all.”

"That wasn't what | meant. Even if you're a goather, there's the social
side. He needs to learn to get along with others."

"He will," Thane answered. The defensiveness invhise was so plain it
twisted her heart. She felt aggravated and sympeathithe same time. "He
has a lifetime to socialize with people," Thaneextd

- "But this age, this year is so formative, so imi@ot. He should be with
other children. Look how shy he is."

Thane's jaw hardened, a muscle working in his ch8bk ached for him.
With a swift movement he rose to his feet. "As gaid, it's late.”

"Now who's evasive?"
"Look, | know my son and what he needs."

"Thane, he needs other children."



"He'll be with them, next year when he's had timget over the shock of
losing his mother." His fists rested on his higs,jaw had a slight thrust as
he looked down at her defiantly.

"But can't you see that he might get over her atessnoner if he has other
children around? If he gets out of the house mofé&®"cold, shuttered look
told her clearly how little her words meant. "Hayeu seen anyone
professionally, a therapist, a counselor?"

"Yes, immediately after the car wreck, after | I&stm, | took Ronnie to a
counselor," he answered flatly.

"And . . . was it recommended to keep him at home?"

"I've seen two counselors.” Each word was clippéd.voice grated as if it
were painful for him to talk. She listened, wishstge could do something
to help them both, to help Ronnie, to stop the lobkngry frustration in

Thane's eyes. "We lived in Cleveland until two nienago. Ronnie had
counseling there and again when we moved hereoi@én Cleveland said
to send him to school. The one here said it woeldlbright to keep him

home."

"You're not doing Ronnie any good."

"Look, he needs me. | was an engineer. ..."

A noise sounded in the hall and they looked araionsee Ronnie in the
doorway. Dressed in pale green pajamas, he facedelh'Dad, | left
Freddy and Bubba in the yard. They'll get wet i itain."

Brett looked at Thane questioningly.

"Freddy and Bubba are stuffed bears,” he explaifhkdturned back to
Ronnie. "Are you sure they aren't in the tent?"

Big blue eyes gazed solemnly at Thane as Ronnigkdtie head. "No, sir. |
left them in a box under the charcoaler. They'rengoget ruined. ..." His
voice quivered.



"Hey, Ronnie, I'll get them. You go back to bed &hdbring them up when
| get back."

"Will you? Oh, boy!" It was the first time Brett iseen Ronnie's smile and
it was as engaging as Thane's. Dimples appearedtincheeks before he
turned to disappear down the hall.

"It's pouring.”
"Freddy and Bubba are important.”
"Want a flashlight or a raincoat?"

Suddenly he smiled and even though it vanquishedhal tension, she
wondered what he had been about to say when Rappeared. The
moment was gone, but she felt as if she had msseething important in
getting to know Thane. The dimple appeared, tergphar to smile in
return.

“I'll run change into jeans, but I didn't bringaarrcoat,” he said. "If you have
one and a flashlight, they'll be handy."

"I'll see what | can find while you change." In thall when they parted, she
paused, watching him walk away, his long legs mgvim a purposeful
stride, his back straight. He looked invincible atidbng. Ronnie appeared
so frail and vulnerable, yet she wondered if, bém#d®e surface, Ronnie had
a tough streak and Thane was vulnerable. His defamsss about his son
was unmistakable. He turned at the stairs and tiegies locked. With a
shock she realized she was staring. She head#éukef&itchen, embarrassed
that he had caught her studying him so openly.

Minutes later he appeared in the kitchen, dressadale blue knit shirt and
jeans. The blue flattered his dark skin, matchiisgelges, and again she felt
breathless looking at him. Each time he enterexbmr he overpowered his
surroundings. The off-white kitchen, its off-whftemica table and counter
and white appliances, paled, were diminished bynélsavitality. An aura of

virile masculinity radiated in waves that washedrdwer, sweeping her with



their force. Her gaze was caught by his and shgofawhat she had started
to say.

She blinked rapidly, turning away with an effortbieak the spellbinding
hold. Behind her, he said softly, "Laurel..."

Desperately, she looked down at the yellow slickdrer hands. She faced
him, holding up the coat like a shield to proteet from a dragon. A very

handsome, blue-eyed dragon. "Here's an old rainobdbad's and a

flashlight.”

"Thanks." His warm fingers closed over hers, segdrshower of sparks

radiating from the contact. She met his heavy-ktidaze and experienced
another burst of fiery tingles. He tilted her fageand her breathing became
constricted. "The bears will be soaked," she whisghe

"What bears?" he asked in a husky tone. "Oh, yéahy eyes dazzled me
and | forgot what | was doing. Just completely @rg

His words worked their own sorcery with her heaatb&he pulled away
from him, stepping back to watch while he pulledtioa coat.

The yellow slicker strained across his shouldetstha sleeves reached just
below his elbows. He laughed. "Afraid this won't. dwust give me the
flashlight.”

He dashed into the storm and Brett closed the dBbe stood at the
window, watching as lightning flashed, illuminatitige yard with a silvery
brilliance. For an instant she saw him running dalendrive, his long legs
stretched out as he leaped over a puddle. He seerbadel through life, to
meet everything head-on. She wasn't sure she contterstand the
onslaught of his seductive attention.

She made hot chocolate, waiting until he finalljureed with a bag under
his arm, his dark curls in tight ringlets about hésad.

"The bears are safe, but I'm dripping and muddy."



"Here's a towel. Step to your right, into the tfilroom. I've made hot
chocolate and there's a robe in there you can wegust put your clothes
into the washer."

"Such efficiency! I'm impressed. Would you likegive these to Ronnie?"
He handed her the plastic bag and took the toweltidnis curls dry.

Opening the bag, she removed two worn toys—a brogar with amber
glass eyes and a stuffed panda. She held up the'bkeaven't seen a teddy
bear like this in years."

"It was mine."

She laughed, unable to imagine Thane Prescottcadch much less as a

child with a teddy bear. When she looked up, shestartled to see him pull

the wet knit shirt over his head. His wet jeansen@olded to his trim hips

and hard legs. With the shirt gone, his shouldisseged damply; the dafk

mat of hair on his chest tapered to a narrow lieeelath his wide leather
belt. He was overwhelmingly sexy. Flustered, sisethher eyes and caught
him watching her. She turned away abruptly.

How he moved so fast she never knew, but sileniljyout seeming effort,
he was beside her. He put up his arm, blocking Tiee. kitchen wall, his
arm, his body, the refrigerator cornered her.

"Thane ..."

His voice was a husky rasp, hoarse with sensua¥tyu're not going to run
from me."

“No...don't.."
"How long, Laurel?"

"How long, what?"



His free hand reached up to touch the bun on tdpeothead. "How long
since you've been kissed?"



Four

Her heart turned over. Something uncoiled inside $f@eading a warmth
throughout her body, her being, her soul. And feam, inordinate,
unreasonable fear that something was about to dt@irshe couldn't
control, blossomed, shaking her, making her tremble

"Thane . ..don't... Get out of my way. Really of my way."

"You're cheating yourself. | want an answer." He g big fingers into the
hair on top of her head. With deft, delicate movetaghe shifted his hand,
wriggling his fingers, and pins tumbled onto theofl. Her dark cloud of
hair swirled over her shoulders, tumbling down ¢o Waist.

"God, you're gorgeous!" His hoarse voice was flilaae. "Your hair is
beautiful." He caught a strand to run it over HiseX.

"Thane, please," she whispered. She couldn't eedte temperature had
jumped forty degrees. She felt on fire. His bicbpfyed beneath smooth
brown flesh, his forearm was covered with a spmtklof dark hair. His
broad, masculine chest was inches away. She coméd the wet clothing,
his clean scent. She felt assaulted by maleneskjsbgrobing eyes, his
insistent, personal question.

He tilted her chin up. "How long?"
"Since Wade died." The answer was torn from hee. &tn't want to think
about that time, the emptiness since then. Thelmdbeen so unbearable.

She had locked it away forever.

"Oh, Laurel, all those years ..." His voice heldlspain-filled wonder, she
forgot her agony to look at him in surprise.

"Not once? How have you kept the men away?"

"It wasn't difficult. Until now," she whispered. on't go out often and
when | do, it's someone safe. ..." What was shangayShe could only



watch his lips part, see the smoldering longingiseyes, the penetrating
gaze that seemed to read every thought in her mind.

He leaned down, his enticing lips drawing closes ¢urly lashes lowered
almost over his eyes, stopping short so he couldhnvaer with a heavy-
lidded gaze.

Her lips parted a fraction. Beneath such a lookahédn't possibly keep
her mouth closed. His gaze burned into her, makieigfeel everything.
Nerve ends sprang into existence, quivered, faélealso alive. Sparks
cascaded as the wizard worked his magic.

She licked her dry lips. "No, Thane," she pleaded.

"No? Laurel, you're saying 'yes' with every ountgaur being. Open your
mouth for me. Give me your kiss, honey."

His lips touched hers.

A touch. Flesh against flesh. It was the key todmotions, to the vault that
had guarded her feelings, her sensuality. Shdldeltigates open inside as
his lips parted hers, his tongue invaded, captwiaimed her. His wild, yet

tender sorcery blanked out everything else. A kiaskiss that made the
earth quake, that made the heavens rumble.

A moan deep in her throat startled her.

He moved his mouth away, kissing her ear. "Wrapr yayms around me.
Surely you've had a date in all that time."

She barely heard his question. She was lost inedstnam of sensation as
his hand moved down her spine, his thumb tracicb gartebra, his fingers
sliding over her back.

"Yes," she whispered, moving her mouth to his thto&kiss him. She felt
starved, overpowered. She raised her hands slawlyately touch his
shoulders. His skin was smooth, warm. "I've haeslatith men who were
like my brothers, safe. Nothing sexy, no magic altbem. Not like you at



all...atall..." She suddenly twisted headhe'Oh, no! | won't let you do
this to me. Don't take away my peace. ..."

"Laurel, honey, your beautiful big eyes look atlike that and | know what
you want. Your lips part for me. . . ." His huskgiee wove its own spell.
"You're like a package, till wrapped up and tied aat away on the closet
shelf. Laurel, I'm going to untie the strings apeo the package, peel away
the layers you've wrapped around yourself—becaukeolv there's a
passionate, loving woman inside."

"Thane, don't. . . just don't,” she pleaded softét, she didn't want him to
stop. Years fell away, haunting memories disappka®te had guarded
against emotions that were surfacing with alarnawiftness. She wanted
his arms, his kisses, yet another part of her khew threatening he was.
All her peace, the orderly life she had establisiwad on the brink if she
yielded, because deep in her heart she knew wiindht wouldn't be
anything light. He lived life to its fullest andeskwvas certain he would make
love the same way, without reservation, withouvvalhg her to hold back
anything. She had to do something. Her mind grdpestraws; anger was a
safer emotion.

She pushed him away, forcing her eyes open to lgolat him. "Thane,
stop."

Chest heaving, he opened his eyes and her kneestadbuckled. She felt
overwhelmed by the desire burning plainly in hisgy

"No!" she gasped and turned away. He caught hiisihard arms, pulling
her to him, crushing her, kissing her passionately.

Desire exploded inside her, bursting through hettirey her aflame. She
cried in her throat, pushing against the hard ch&slentlessly he
continued, his tongue exploring her mouth, drivavgay resistance, logic.
She felt his heart hammering against hers, shehelheat from his loins,
the dampness of his rain-soaked jeans seepingghtoer dress.

Finally, she pushed free. In seconds he had stothedarefully erected
barriers, her cool defenses that had withstoodyewer for years.



Gasping for breath, she gazed at him and knew ghatwanted Thane
Prescott more than she had ever wanted anyonesAadeasoned it was
simply because she hadn't been loved, hadn't exem kissed in so long.
That's all there was to it. Simple physical craviet yourself under
control, she sternly admonished herself. In a shaikg she said, "Don't
take advantage of me because | offered you a piesy."

Something flickered in his eyes. He looked hurhagirew a deep breath,
his broad chest expanding. His fingertips touchedcheek lightly.

"Why are you so afraid of life?"

"I'm not. Sex isn't always a necessity."

His mocking blue gaze told her how much he beligdwedanswer.

"Thane, please ..." She twisted and his arm wentiodolock her path again.
She gazed at the hard, bronzed skin. She raisdithger to trace a scar on

the underneath of his arm. "You were hurt."

His voice was hoarse. "l got that when | was a kided to parachute off the
roof."

She looked up at him. "You're not ever afraid f&,lare you? Not even the
painful things ..."

He leaned down to pick up the fallen bears. Shen'hadalized she'd
dropped them. He held them out to her. "Sooneater II'll get an answer
from you."

She shook her head. "You're like the Pied Pipapellbinding magician
leading me to disaster. Don't—"

"Spellbinding?"

She had admitted too much. And yet she knew it drdube enough for
Thane. "I'll take the bears up." She waited, bstanm still blocked her. He



shifted his weight, moving closer, but not touchimgg. She turned her head
to one side and drew a deep breath. She felt centnber heart pounded.

He turned her face and his sensuous voice heldmipe that made her
tremble violently.

"Sometime soon I'm going to hold you and kiss yatil you tell me what
you're afraid of."

"Oh, no!" she whispered. "No, you won't." But shendered how she could
stop him. He was invincible. Did she want to stop’hShe wanted him, oh,
how badly she wanted his kisses! Yet, all that raimer past, the promises
she had made to herself. Never again did she waogen herself up to the
possibility of going through such agony. Never.

He lifted a strand of long, silky black hair, legiit slide through his big
fingers. "Someday I'll spread this over a pilloweomy bare shoulders. ..."

"God, Thane! Stay out of my life!" But, even as simed out in panic,
somewhere deep inside, part of her needed higgsitren

In the same tone he continued, "Someday I'll sedatughter in your big
gray eyes. All the fear, their solemn look will gthere'll be passion and
laughter and—"

"I'll take the bears to Ronnie." Ducking under &is, she brushed past him
and left the room, her heart thudding against itest She clutched the toys
to her breast as if they could comfort her.

A boom of thunder shook the panes, making her juang,she realized how
tense she was. Thane's kisses were devastatingnéigh still held the
taste of his, her lips felt swollen, tingling, aacyifor more.

In dismay she looked down at her dress, damp freimgbcrushed against
his jeans. She went to her room, flung off the slr@sd pulled on a blue
cotton robe, fastening its high neck under her .cHiarrying to Ronnie's
room, she tapped lightly, then opened the door.



The room was transformed. It looked lived-in, as lifelonged to someone.
A Mickey Mouse night- light gave a soft yellow gloManuel's covered
cage sat on one end of the dresser. Along with cdmbks, Ronnie's
clothes lay scattered on the floor. The stuffectllbat lay on the dresser
beside a small model airplane. Two toy trucks warethe floor. With a

rustle of covers, Ronnie sat up in bed, his eyeewi

"He got em. " The relief was evident. Another atdghunder boomed and
Ronnie hunched his shoulders, shivering. Handireg thve bears, Brett sat
down on the edge of the bed. "Which one is Bubkh@"asked softly while
she folded the long robe over her knees.

He held up the brown bear, then carefully tuckesl panda beneath the
covers on his right. Bubba was tucked in the lgfén Ronnie scooted
down.

Brett straightened the covers. She felt drawn tlittle boy, caught as
firmly by his big blue eyes as she was by his feshe

"I don't like storms," he whispered.
She shrugged. "It's noisy, but the rain makes plgraw."
"Thunder's scary."

She smoothed the mop of red curls, wondering hasvfthil child could
belong to the powerful man downstairs. "Want torteestory?"

"Sure."
"l used to tell Horace stories, but it's been aldang time."

He reached out to touch her hair, running his fimgers down the smooth
strands. "Your hair's pretty."

"Thank you, Ronnie. There's a story about a womlam lnad long hair only
hers was golden."



"Rapunzel." He sounded stricken as he turned lad bgay to stare at the
wall. "Mom used to tell me that one."

He sounded so pitiful, Brett felt a stab of pai@h’; Ronnie, I'm sorry."

"l want her back. . . ."He sniffed and Brett fordparself. She scooped him
up and held him close, leaning her cheek agaisstdtt curls. His thin arms
wrapped around her and he clung to her while hedcinis sobs a soft
whimper in the quiet room.

She felt as if a dagger had been plunged into bartland someone was
slowly twisting it. Tears welled up and she stiéeinfighting them fiercely.
She tried to force her thoughts to something imp®ak to business, to
anything to keep from remembering. . . . She rarcheek over her arm to
wipe away a fallen tear. A board creaked behindahdrshe looked over her
shoulder.

Thane stood in the doorway, his big fists clenciegiface pale, dark brows
drawn together. Her father's robe was belted arduesdnarrow waist,
squeezing his shoulders together, the sleevesdipslmort. His chest was
barely covered and the robe just reached his kr¢®dooked ridiculous,
but his expression held such hurt that she didrnwkwho she felt such
agony for, father or son. Abruptly, Thane turned kit her with Ronnie.

She rocked the boy, holding him tightly until h#letl. In a soft voice, she
began the story of the Three Billy Goats Gruffafly lowering him to the
pillow.

Fringed with wet lashes, Ronnie's wide blue eyaeedtup at her, his red
curls a tangle over his forehead, while his smafidrs played with strands
of her hair. She finished the goat story. "Sleepy?"

"A little. Dad says it's okay to cry."She smoothadls off his forehead,
watching them bounce right back. "Sure it is, Rerini

"My dad cries too."



Her heart jumped. Tears stung her eyes and heatthrat. Fighting the
threatening tears, she asked quickly, "Would y&a to hear about Peter
Rabbit?"

"Yes, ma'am."

While she talked his fingers wound through the esfdser hair. Finally his
eyes closed, his hand became still. She tuckeddters around him and
rose, tiptoeing out of the room.

In the hall she paused, looking beyond the raiéihthe light streaming into
the hall below. Thane was in the kitchen, no dalritking hot chocolate.
She didn't want to see him, so she retreated toooen.

She changed into a long white cotton nightgown elmibed into bed
staring into the darkness. Mentally, she tickedtl upstairs rooms. The
big master bedroom at the east end of the hall evher father slept. Next
Horace's small room. A bathroom. Her room, thengimall room where
Ronnie was and at the west end of the house, Tharweh. She clutched the
covers, wadding the sheet in her hands. She Itly st the bed, fighting
the pain that threatened to engulf her. Damn tkedetts. All the agony she
had fought, thought she had forgotten, recover@u fhovered oil the brink
like rising floodwaters. Damned if she would crybiNever again. She had
shed enough tears to fill a lake. But she hurtaaiyb To hold that small,
frail body. . . Ronnie was seven years old, onlg tears older than her
child would have been, the baby she had lost imrtisearriage.

Angrily, she flung away the covers. In desperatstie turned on all the
lights in the room, then picked up her briefcaseé,down at her desk, and
went to work. She poured over specifications fprece of oilfield drilling
equipment, something so far removed from ThanecBteshe hoped to get
him and his son out of her mind completely.

It was ten minutes after three when she fell extealisito bed. At six-thirty
she rose, bathed, and dressed in a tailored nastyaskl white blouse, all
the time wondering what schedule the Prescottev@t. Fastening her hair
in a bun on top of her head, she realized theres peobably pins still
scattered on the kitchen floor. That would raiseridtis eyebrows.



She shrugged and headed for the downstairs witlarecg at the closed
doors of the other bedrooms. It was too easy tgingaThane stretched on
the four-poster, his big shoulders and chest dgdinat the white sheets.
Clamping her jaw closed, she hurried down the steps

When she entered the kitchen, it was clean witdnopped pins, no cup or
pan from the hot chocolate. Thane Prescott haddas moments.

She started breakfast, heating the oven for cahrsedits, a sin that never
failed to bring a frown from Harriet who thoughsbuits should be made
from scratch or forgotten. The back door openedHendliet peered into the
room.

"Morning, Harriet. Something wrong?"

"Ma'am, is that parrot down here?"

"Oh, no! It's safe. You can come in."

Harriet looked relieved. "Miss Brett, that's a lilole bird."

She cracked two eggs into a skillet. "I know. Mregtott said he's working
on cleaning up Manuel's vocabulary."

Dressed in navy slacks and a baseball cap, hisdmést bare, Horace
entered the room. "Hi," he said. "Is my shirt dry?"

"l didn't know you had anything in the dryer," Bretnswered as she
seasoned the eggs. "Mr. Prescott dried some cltabesight.”

Horace disappeared into the utility room. The dryeor banged and she
heard a "Wow."

He reappeared holding a bit of black and gold tgjgped mesh material.
"Hey, Brett. Look at Mr. Prescott's neat underw®dhnat a stud!"

"Oh, for heaven's sake, Horace!"



"I'll bet he taught ol' Manuel to say those thifigs.
"Horace Webbly!" Harriet's face was scarlet.

"Yes, ma'am." Horace disappeared into the utibiymn and Brett returned
her attention to the eggs. But the maddening visiohhane's bare, virile
body dressed in the mesh briefs danced in her nsedding her pulse
racing. Too easily she could see every inch of eofipsh, the dark mat of
curls that narrowed over his flat stomach, the flath where his tan ended.

"Miss Brett! The skillet's on fire!"

"Here." Thane was suddenly beside her, turningheffourner. "Where's a
lid?"

Feeling like an idiot, Brett opened a cabinet tmoge the skillet cover.
Thane put it down over the flames.

"There." He looked at her. "Good morning, Laurel."

Out of the corner of her eyes she saw Horace lbasgly with a breezy,
"I'm late. I'll skip breakfast." Folding his arm¥ey his chest. Thane
continued to watch her. With brown boots, he weang and a white knit
shirt. The ends of his curls were damp from a shpivis jaw was clean
shaven. He was vibrant with masculine appealngltihe kitchen with his
presence. Beneath his intent gaze, she blushedasiné blushed in years,
until she had met Thane Prescott. His eyebrowsdaés he watched her
cheeks turn pink. "Morning, Harriet." His blue eyhdn't leave Brett's face.
"What started the fire?" * She knew Harriet wasistpand the heat in her
face grew worse. "l guess my mind wandered."

Thane's dimple appeared and she wanted to shakKesthat him, but she
curbed the impulse. Harriet took the skillet toacidhe burned mess. Brett
couldn't free herself from Thane's compelling ey@gandered to where?"
he asked, his grin widening.

"You're pushing your luck!" she snapped.



He laughed softly and she knew Harriet had turoestdare again. "Harriet,
I'll let you cook the next batch of eggs. I'll make toast. Will Ronnie be
down?"

"Nope. He's asleep. I'll cook his breakfast."”

"How many eggs, Mr. Prescott?" Harriet asked.

"Two please. Over easy. I'll get my clothes outhef dryer."

Brett put four pieces of bread into the toaster pumshed the handle down.

While Harriet cracked eggs, she glanced at Brit. ¢alls you by your first
name. High time someone did."

Surprised, Brett looked at the short, graying méiiss Laurel,” Harriet
said. "I always thought you should've been caldgdyour first name.
Sounds nice."

"Thank you, Harriet." She poured two glasses ohgegjuice and set them
on the table. Harriet had four places set on bhenlmats. Brett sat down
and unfolded the morning paper. As she glancetheaheadlines, Thane
appeared in the doorway of the utility room. "llest something," he said,
frowning.

"What's that?"

He ran blunt fingers over his mass of brown ctiNéy underwear."

Harriet looked stricken. Brett felt another blusarsng to rise, along with
irritation. "Oh, no."

Thane raised his eyebrows. "You have my underwear?"
"No!" She felt like swearing.

He chuckled. "You know where it is? You have sorabitl should know
about?"



"Look here ..." It was becoming more difficult tarb her temper. What
happened to a peaceful, uneventful morning? She.Khleane.

He laughed. "I'm teasing.”
Harriet picked up a box and left the room.
"You'll be the end of Harriet." And maybe more thast Harriet.

Thane moved to the stove. "I think the second bafcbaggs is about to
burn.”

"Oh, my goodness!"

"Sit down. I'll watch them. Where's my underwear?"

"l suspect on the way to high school.”

Thane's eyebrows arched. "Your brother has my wedaf?"
"You made a definite impression."

"Why would he take my underwear to school?"

"No doubt he's wearing it. That's probably why Hhépged breakfast.
Horace never skips food," she stated dryly.

Thane looked so puzzled she laughed. "I can tellrganot around teenage
boys much."

"No, but once upon a time | was one. | can't regalhting to wear someone
else's underwear."”

"If you had grown up in a household of plain wisterts, weren't allowed
to wear jeans—"

"Horace can't wear jeans?"



She shook her head. "Dad doesn't approve of themadd probably wants
to show off, impress ¢his friends with those tigaiped mesh. . ." Her voice
faded, Thane's dimple appeared, and she knew shevdl&ed right into
trouble.”

"Yes? You were saying?"
"To hell with you, Mr. Prescott,” she said lightly.

His tone was mocking. "What did you say you weiakimg about when
you let the eggs burn?"

"Cut that out!"
"That was after Horace found my underwear, wat#'t i

"Thane, so help me!" She couldn't stop the bluahlthirned her cheeks. He
laughed and turned back to the eggs. Her gazedkfdwn his broad back
to his tight-fitting jeans and momentarily she \alimed tiger-striped mesh
briefs over smooth skin. She shook her head. Whattine matter with her?

Harriet returned with spots of pink in her cheeBee moved around the
kitchen, casting oblique glances at Thane. He stitve eggs while Harriet
put the toast on the table and poured coffee.

Thane sat down across from Brett and smiled. Destself, the sun rose
in her world and she basked in its light. His dieyphis white teeth, the
creases that bracketed his mouth, all added um tapaeal she couldn't
resist. She smiled in return. He reached into biskpt and held out his
hand.

"Something you left behind."”

When she opened her hand, he dropped her haimpmbier palm, and she
had a feeling she'd left more than the pins with.hile closed her fingers
over them so she wouldn't drop any. His hand ors,heis gaze, the
memories he'd conjured up, held her breathless@sds ticked by. "Did
you sleep well?"



Something crashed into the sink and Harriet mumbitedrry."

Brett nodded.

"l saw your light go off around three."

"You were in the hall?"

"l went in to check on Ronnie."

"Oh." She noticed Harriet scurrying into the wjilibom.

"Did you know the Shriner convention lasts untikn€uesday?"

Startled, she blinked her eyes. "Tuesday? Ohstaktight.” It was Friday.
Four more nights with Thane. Her pulse speededHigp.hand still held
hers. His thumb drifted across her wrist, paudesh tested on the blue vein
beneath her pale skin.

"Your pulse is fast."

She wanted to pull her hand away, but she sat"§dluld be."

His eyes sent messages that speeded her pulse Hi®mgaze dropped to
her lips. She parted them, then whispered, "Thane."

He glanced around the empty kitchen and said sdftlyu're all dressed for
work, back into your neat, tidy, proper appeararnvaur tailored clothes,
your hair all pinned up. You look cool, efficieBut underneath | know
there's a warm, passionate woman who has long, lsliick hair. ..."

"Thane, don't," she said breathlessly. Her head p@unding in her ears
and she couldn't take her eyes away from his.

‘That's one of the things | like about you."

"What?" How could she resist asking?



"Your sexy voice. There are moments when it gatsshibhsky quality. You
sound breathless and feminine and warm. Seductive .

Each word wrapped around her like a gossamer thvezalving a web that
bound her. "Please stop," she whispered with alfiitimness of cotton.

"I will now because this isn't the place or timeyt bve'll take up this
conversation later."

Even though he released her hand, she was stithere=zed by his words,
his hungry blue eyes. He leaned back in his chaiiling at her, keeping her
pulse at a dizzying speed.

The spell ended when her father entered the rodviariing, Brett,
Prescott."

"Morning, Dad." Reality descended, the routine dedsareturned. She
glanced at her watch. "Good heavens, I've got to/hu

While the two men conversed, she rapidly ate hgraegl toast, drank the
hot black coffee, and left for work.

Twenty minutes later, when she turned into the ipgrlot behind the small
brick building that housed the firm of Webbly, Imporated, she didn't feel
the usual familiar rush of satisfaction. The offiwas the brightest spot in
her life—a job that was interesting, that kept becupied, her thoughts
busy.

She entered the building and walked down the baiheted in plush bright
blue, to greet Marie Anderson, the golden-hairextetary who had been
with her family's law firm as long as she had.

Relieved to arrive ahead of Jordan and Lamontsgigped into her quiet
office and gazed at the polished oak desk, theaudachairs upholstered in
dark blue, without a shred of pleasure. All shedade were big blue eyes
with pale lashes, deep blue ones with thick curbynm lashes, father and
son. No longer was the office a haven from the ekd¥ot the office or the



house on Fairfield. She realized that if she wereateful, her heart
wouldn't be safe either.

After putting away her things, she started thede#y see if another robot
had been patented, any kind that would make itasibée to patent Bzzip. It
was difficult to concentrate as she drifted coraihwinto thoughts of the
previous night, thinking about the ridiculous bimhout Ronnie's tears,
about Thane—his mouth, his kisses, his big, hadybo

Ronnie's eyes haunted her. She knew he belongedhimol. Everything
about Thane haunted her, his overpowering presdmselaughter, his
worried gaze when he talked about his son.

Each time she thought of them, she pulled herseiffly back to the task
at hand until eleven- thirty when her phone randgiew she lifted the
receiver she heard Harriet's distraught voice.

"Miss Brett, you father's been arrested.”



Five
Brett's eyes widened with shock. "Arrested? Dad?"

"Yes, ma'am. The police were here. Mr. Prescotttvoen, both of them
went out and the first thing | knew—"

"Harriet! Slow down. What's happened? Where's Mes€ott?"

"He's gone to the police station. Oh, | can't imagi . Judge Webbly. It was
that bird, that awful bird.

"How could Manuel get my father arrested?"”
"He was so upset.”

"Who was upset?" Another rush of words poured tbhothe receiver and
Brett knew she wouldn't get anything sensible dutarriet. "Look, I'll go
to the police station. Stop worrying. Sit down detdyour nerves calm.”

Brett hung up, then quickly grabbed her navy parsgcar keys and left the
office.

During the short drive she mentally berated herseif allowing the
Prescotts near her family. Her father, a judgg@il® She could imagine the
headlines. Harriet said it was the parrot. That miesnparrot. She should
have let her father shoot Manuel the night before.

When she reached the station, she parked in thoe sifaan oak, climbed
out, and hurried inside. Within minutes, she disred that no charges had
been filed and that her father had gone home, @hiimg more. She headed
for the car. The Prescotts would be the end offPrticularly one Prescott.
She was beginning to feel like a long- tailed ca&iroom full of rockers.
When would the next blow descend? She didn't havg fo wait.

Unlocking her car door, she heard a man's voide'lcalrel!



She straightened. At the end of the block Thangeddhe door of his bright
red MG and hurried toward her. He was dressedadrigh suit, white shirt,

and dark tie. At the sight of him, her heart skighpe beat, starting a
fluttering that made breathing difficult. Sunligtdgught auburn glints in his
dark brown curls. The wind tangled them over higli@ad and she could
imagine their softness, what it would feel liketdoich them.

He covered the distance in long strides, droppiigy Hands onto her
shoulders when he reached her. His voice was vwahe asked, "What did
Harriet tell you?"

She ignored the question. "Why was Dad brought dbere?" As she
spoke she was distressingly aware of Thane's hamtsr, his broad, solid
chest only inches away.

"I'll tell you about it, but relax. It's all workealut."
She let out a long breath, listening as he contintidow look, I'm sorry.
You're going to have to teach Horace to keep Masnuelge door closed.

This morning your brother left the birdcage unlatiagain.”

She closed her eyes a moment. "You know, we uséhtbnormal lives.
What happened?"

"Everything's all right. Let's go to lunch and ékplain."
"I think I'll get indigestion if | eat now."

"No, you won't. No one's harmed. Not really. Wgdlin my car. | have the
culprit with me."

Dismay changed to anger. "That damned parrotysum car? | have to eat
lunch with Manuel? No, thanks!"

"I have his cover. We'll tuck him away somewhetgrioring her protest,
Thane took her arm and headed down the block towedVIG. "This
morning Manuel got out. Your neighbor's mother fr8eranton is here to
visit and she doesn't know your father."



Brett's spirits sunk. She could just imagine whatswoming. "When
Ronnie woke up, he discovered Manuel was gonegsadnt to look for
him. Your father offered to help since it was Haaho left the cage open.”

"You're sure it was Horace?" Since when did Hokaa®v anything existed
except his computer? As quickly as the questioneceonmind, the answer
surfaced—since Thane's arrival.

"He moved Manuel's cage to his room this mornin@hane's long arm
stretched out as he opened the door to his caherback seat Manuel's
beady eyes gazed unwinkingly at her while he sdtisperch in the cage.

She slipped into the car and when Thane settleshtd¢he wheel, she said,
"Tell me the rest."

He reached over to touch her cheek lightly. "Dtk as if the world fell
apart.”

"I'm braced for the worst."

"Laurel, you take life too seriously, you really. @ oo seriously!" Her
frayed nerves snapped. "There's B.T. and A.T.—Refdrane and After
Thane! | said last night you came into our hdilsea cyclone—but yoare

a cyclone!" The husky, breathless note in her vodisEame more
pronounced as she revealed her feelings. "Wherappear on the scene,
you upset everyone, dislodge everything ... seitridd spinning in another
direction.”

"Do I really?"
"Dammit, don't flash your dimple at me!"
"My dimple bothers you?"

She was shaking, caught in a tempest of stormyienst'No! Yes, you're
laughing!"



"I didn't even snicker, honey. Hmmm, set the wapdnning in another
direction.” His mocking voice and smothered laugladded fuel to her
anger.

"What happened this morning?" she snapped.

"Nothing really disastrous. Your father spotted Mahnin an oak by the
house next door. It's nice fall weather, windows apen. Your father
climbed the tree to get the parrot—"

"Dad in a tree? | can't picture that.”

"Well, he was. | asked him to watch Manuel whilednt back for the cage.
The tree was outside the window of the room withryoeighbor's mother.
She heard some of Manuel's choice remarks. . .hileMrhane talked, he
pulled off his coat, shaking it out to lay it acsabe back of the seat. He
loosened his tie and tugged it free, then unbuttdhe first two buttons of
his shirt. His actions cut into Brett's thoughtouatbthe incident. As she
listened, another part of her was noticing howdhst stretched over his
broad shoulders as he moved. She noticed the dfiskaf hair curling on
his chest, inviting her fingers to touch. She remlidhow his tan slacks
molded his long legs. His aftershave was enticenfresh scent that was
growing familiar. She tried to pay attention to wwgrds, to get her thoughts
away from his long, masculine body, but it was isgble. Thane
continued and his words flitted through her miratyging less meaning by
the second until she realized he had stopped talidl was staring at her.
Startled, she felt the blush start along her thriteing into her cheeks.

"I'm sorry," she began, suddenly aware of the hieas, deep sound of her
voice. "What were you saying?"

"What were you thinking?" he demanded, his bluesgyebing.

"l just . . . my mind wandered,"” she answered napténg to get her voice
back to normal and failing completely.

He leaned toward her. "Your mind wandered? Likewv#ndered this
morning when you burned the eggs? Laurel, | interse to it that you stop



fighting your feelings. Another string on that pagk just came undone. I'll
get your heart unwrapped yet."

"No, you won't!" She straightened, moving back agaihe door of the car,
crossing her legs and folding her arms over hestwédieave me alone,
Thane. My heart is in the package and it isn't tipdwith strings—it's
chained and padlocked and | want it left that way!"

"Sure you do." The drawling sarcasm was gentle.dise lowered to a
seductive huskiness. "Sure thing. Laurel. That'y wdu're backed into a
corner of the car, all but huddled into a ball. Idwehy you lost your train of
thought when you watched me take off my coat aad Hioney, you're
fighting yourself. And | intend to see to it thhetwoman in you wins the
battle."

His words stormed through her system, wreaking bavhe felt a
trembling start inside, radiating through her bdar, arms and legs. At the
same time a deep inner longing, a hunger so demgaineed so primitive,
responded, sang to life and yearned for Thane toistovhat he said. She
was torn between desire and dread. Mocking blus esched her inner
struggle.

"You're fighting a losing battle. I'll show you."eHmoved over the shift
separating them and wrapped an arm around hereslaraist to draw her to
his hard chest.

"Thane, not here!"

"To hell with here," he murmured before his lipgkdners in a wild, burning
kiss that fulfilled his promise. With arms of stés pulled her into his lap
and crushed her to his heart while his mouth dh@rebeyond protest.

His demanding tongue explored, sending flames dgnai her while
reason, embarrassment, awareness that they wecedpar front of the
police station, wavered dimly in her mind. He* gigles were futile and
brief as his arms tightened. His kiss deepenedhadho longer cared about
anything except Thane.



Breathless, dizzy, she wound her arms around taagieck, running her
fingers sensuously through his thick mat of curls.

He felt so solid, so good. His curls were as softse had imagined, tickling
her fingers in an entrancing sensation. His heas thudding against hers
and she twisted her hips closer against him.

"Hey!" A male voice sounded behind them.

Thane released her and Brett looked over her should man's head

appeared in the window. He raised a camera. "Yoitidge Webbly's

daughter, aren't you? That's the parrot too!" Teadhwas replaced by a
camera, the camera clicked, and the man was stpppiay. "Thanks!" he

called, then started running down the sidewalk.



Six

With startling swiftness. Thane opened the door adted over her. He
was out of the car instantly, running after the ntaeeing Thane after him,
the man speeded up. Thane's long legs stretchexhdwt few seconds later
his hand came down on the man's shoulder. Thane Bpa around,
snatched the camera, and flung it down.

The man yelled and swung at Thane who ducked asetrais fists. "Damn
you, that's a Nikon!"" the man yelled as he swugaim

Thane side-stepped. "Pick up the pieces and govelLdz lady alone,
mister!"

A shrill whistle blasted the air and three policenseilled out of the station.

Brett wanted a chasm to yawn open, a nice big idiere she could
disappear and not be involved with Mr. T. Prescbiite smashed camera
lay on the walk, male voices were raised in shettde more policemen
came outside. She wondered if she could quietlygebf Thane's car and
walk away unnoticed. Let them put him away behirdsb At least her
world might be safe!

She heard Thane's voice clearly say, "I'll sueptqeer. ..."

Groaning, she ran her hand across her aching teidpléhreatened to sue
the paper when he didn't have a job!

All heads turned toward her as the reporter clutd¢he smashed camera and
gestured at the car. Her heart dropped. She wgrEny to escape. Why had
she expected to when Thane was involved? A unifdrman approached
the car and leaned down to look in the window at he

From the back Manuel squawked, "Bastard! What legs!

The policeman stared at the bird, nonplussed. Hedtton fire with
embarrassment and anger. "Officer, I'm sorry."



"We're taking Prescott in while we get this settldd asked someone to tell
you he might be a while.”

“I'm coming." She twisted to look at Manuel. It mide too hot for the bird
to stay in the car. She wanted to open the cagéhaod the parrot into the
street. Let him fly back to the jungle. Insteade gicked up the cage and
climbed out of the car to follow the cluster of ménmass of dark brown
curls led the way as if the man owned the station.

As soon as she entered the lobby, a policemandumblock her path.
"Sorry, lady, you'll have to wait here."

Thane paused, looking over the heads of the otherspanner as calm as a
May morning. "l won't be long." His blue eyes sadtbn an officer. "l want
to place a call to my lawyer, Mr. Harrison Atteurip, in Chicago.”

Brett felt a shock. Even if she hadn't grown upuadblawyers, she would
have recognized the name of Harrison Atterburydida't lose cases, and
he cost an arm and two legs to hire. She blinkesuprise at Thane. An
unemployed inventor hiring Harrison Atterbury? Heald, "my lawyer."
He already knew Atterbury. It didn't surprise heatthe'd needed a lawyer
in the past. The request had its effect on thersttum. The officer's eyes
had narrowed and suddenly he was calling Thane, Mescott." The
reporter's head had whipped around, his own eydsning as he stared at
Thane.

And she knew that whatever happened, Thane woutg @t in his usual
unscathed manner, leaving devastation behind. temh she didn't want
her picture in the evening paper, she felt a swiggympathy for the
reporter.

She placed Manuel's cage in the corner. His begey ®cused on her as
she knelt down. "Not one word out of you, friendyou'll be on someone's
dinner table!" He ruffled his feathers and gaveaesvk as she dropped the
cover over his cage.



The men disappeared into an office and she sat dowwmait. It wasn't

twenty minutes before- Thane reappeared arouncotmer. At the sight of
him something punched all the breath out of hes. walk proclaimed he
owned the world. His wide brow indicated his keeimdn His blue, blue

eyes revealed his heart. And sent hers racing.tR&yothers. She could
imagine their faces, looking like Chicken Little erinthe sky fell. He strode
over to her and she rose to her feet.

"I'll get Manuel," she said.

Thane's white teeth showed in a broad smile. "™éauit going to ask if I'm
on bond. If I'm to stand trial."

She took a deep breath. "l suspect the Shreve-Rumbite Department is a
hit-and-run victim, demolished by you."

He chuckled. His dark curls were in disarray, givimnm a rakish look.
"Don't sound so angiy about it."

"You get to me sometimes."

"That's progress.” His voice lowered to its sexgKiness as he said, "I
intend to get to you more than you can imagine!"

"Thane ..." She felt so agitated, befuddled by him.

He smiled. "Let's go. | see smoke rising in youaygeyes again." He
reached down to take the birdcage out of her Hamldjng her arm as they
walked toward the door.

"Where's the reporter?”

"Ed Grayson? | don't know. He's coming. Want to inéa?"

"Indeed not! Is my picture with Manuel going toibehe paper?"

"Nope." His dimple deepened. "Not unless you gidepErmission to take
another.”



"Well, | don't!"

"Grayson was disappointed, but he agreed it woeldnbeveryone's best
interests if no picture appeared.”

"How'd you do it?"

He chuckled. "Don't look at me as if | just beathio a pulp. He had
Sergeant Thurgood and four other policemen with'him

As they walked toward the door, she caught hidhfrekean scent again and
took a deep breath. "You're evading my questiaon't know how you do
it! You see what | mean about a cyclone?"

As his dimple deepened, he touched her chin. "édhe one whose picture
the photographer wanted, not me."

Aggravated, she said, "You haven't finished telling about one calamity
when another happens!"

She brushed against his chest as she went outotire §he was acutely
aware of the slightest touch, of his presence iaside. As he followed, he
said, "Your dad's fine. He's on his way to CaddkeLaow." They stepped
out into the sunlight. Thane let the door swingtshook her arm, then
paused. Running his hand over his thick curls, did, s'Laurel, did you

move my car?"

She stopped at the top of the wide steps and lzersygept the curb. Only a
police car and a black Ford were parked in frohe Souldn't believe her
eyes. Suddenly, her heart began a wild hammeriaighidd occurred more
and more often since Thane had entered her lifevd$ right there."

"Honey," he drawled, "did you get out and leavekegs in my MG?"

The door opened behind them and the reporter emhe@ee look at Thane
and his gaze shifted.



Brett felt hot, then cold. Trembling started in lk&ees, working its way
upward. "How could someone steal your car fromront of the police
station?"

The reporter stopped with his foot hanging in middf the top step. He
turned. "Your car just got stolen?"

Ignoring the question, Thane rubbed his jaw withlilunt, tanned fingers.
"l liked that little red MG. Ronnie helped me tdesz it."

Brett was horrified, stricken. It was her fault.arte had jumped out and left
her with the car, with the keys, and she had watigt off, leaving them
behind. "Merciful heavens!"

"Merciful heavens is right," he said dryly, takihgr arm. "We better report
it."

"Holy Hannibal!" Ed Grayson snapped. "My cameratskbn and here's a
super story!" Suddenly he dashed ahead of themib&xkhe building.

Brett couldn't move. She felt a tug on her arm lao#ted up at Thane. The
sun behind him made a halo of his rich chestnut ki was gazing down at
her, a questioning expression on his handsome ré=atA cyclone, a
wizard, whatever he was, she couldn't take it! T¥as the last straw.

"Dammit!" she said, her voice dropping to the lomhispery tone that
revealed her emotions. "Damn you. Thane Prescott!"

He blinked. Lines fanned from the corners of hissegnd his lips pursed.
"What happened to 'merciful heavens!?"

"Dammit!"
"You leave my keys in the car and someone steasadtyou get mad at

me?" He couldn't keep the laughter out of his blue eged her rage
heightened.



"My life was normal until yesterday. Until yesteydadidn't leave keys in
cars. | didn't get my picture taken with weird lsirbr the daily paper! |
didn't set skillets on fire!" She was tremblinglwitiry. "I had a routine life.
It was peaceful. Now | can't think! I can't do amigg right!"

The dimple appeared, fueling her temper. The dpened again and Ed
Grayson dashed across the lawn. Brett watched hefiybut her thoughts
were elsewhere. "l can't eat. | can't sleep!”

Thane folded his arms around his chest and grinned.

"Don't you grin at me! You're going to stop rainiog my parade, Thane
Prescott! You're a Pied Piper and I've trailed gJatraight in to disaster and
disaster and disaster. My little brother's weagngr wild underwear, my

father barely escaped arrest. ..." She shook sieatfihim.

Thane laughed. "Got it!" a man suddenly called ey both looked down
at the sidewalk. Ed Grayson was standing there anibther man with a
camera. Behind them at the curb was a car wittdtdog open, the motor
running.

Grayson waved. "l just wanted a story about yougedting stolen in front
of the police station,” he called, then ran towiwel waiting car.

Brett gasped for breath. What had she done? Shadbaally shaken her fist
at Thane, and in front of a photographer. Thangts evere dancing
devilishly as he settled his hands on her shoulders

"What is so damned funny?" she snapped.

"There go the strings off the package, Laurel. Pop, pop! We'll get you
unwrapped faster than | expected."

Suddenly her fury evaporated and she felt limpedam shock. What was
the matter with her? "I've never, never lost mypgemlike that. That's the
first time in my whole life I've shaken my fist&dmeone."



He dropped his arm around her shoulder, picked apudl, and headed for
the door. "Did you good, honey. It was long overtiue

"Thane, people go through a whole lifetime withéeging control like
that."

They stepped inside the cool hall and Sergeantgua turned to them.
Sir. | want to report a theft,” Thane said.

The sergeant straightened and another uniformedtoraed to give his
attention to Thane. "My car," he continued, "a k@, was parked in front.
When | jumped out after Grayson's camera, | ledtikbys in the car. The
keys, my suitcase, my billfold..."

Brett stared at him. Why? Why had she become anpatéorney? Why
hadn't she done something simple, and then Thasseétt wouldn't have
entered her life. His car had been stolen, alorth Wis coat, his billfold!

She had lost her temper in public, shaken heafistim on the police station
steps! She didn't know which ranked as the largaktmity, the biggest
shock. Stricken, she listened to his deep voideeasid calmly, "Sir, | have
a particular fondness for that little car. | hope ean get it back.”

Both men moved swiftly. "You'll have to give us tieense number and a
description."

Thane turned to her. Talking to her as if she weréhe injured list, he said,
"Honey, why don't you take Manuel and sit down othere. | won't be
long."

She did what he suggested. She moved woodenlghaiaand set the cage
beside her. The cover slipped off, but she didu# g a thought. She was
numb. They should have raised hurricane warningesnwhhane moved

back to town. She should have barricaded her emstioefore the

onslaught. Now, she'd just have to ride out thenstdder gaze drifted to

Thane's broad shoulders, his long legs as he disapg down the corridor
with the policemen. Somewhere, she suspectedefaths going to wish he
had never laid eyes on a little red MG.



In a short time Thane returned, looking as in comanas ever. He walked
over to her. "l called and rented a car. They afjtedring it here and | said
we'd be out in front."

"You have a strange effect on people. They'rewtlblowing and scraping to
you here."

"It's my natural charm.”

"And your modesty."

"And my Clark Kent approach,” he said with a grin.

"Don't step into a phone booth and reappear witly 4S" on your chest!"
"Ronnie’s the one with the Superman oultfit. | dmiye a gorilla suit.”

With a chuckle he picked up the birdcage and taakanm. She wondered
how he would pay for the car with his billfold ggroeit she wasn't going to
ask. She glanced at her watch, surprised to se@rike"l can't go to lunch
now. | have an appointment in thirty minutes. | é&w get to the office.”
"All right. I'll get you a sandwich and you can @&atour office."”

A shiny black Ford slid to a stop in front of thtatson and they climbed in.
Thane deposited the driver at the Regency Hotghpstd at a McDonald's
to get sandwiches, then let Brett off at her offids she climbed out, she
turned to look at him. "You'll get your car back."

"You sound sure." Amusement flared in his eyes.

"The powers that be wouldn't dare cross you!"

"What about a luscious five-foot-seven bundle afygeyes, silky black hair,
and long legs?"

"Collision course every time!" She wanted to sldra tloor in his face. So
she did.



As he drove away, she thought she heard him laggl8he entered the
building, walked straight to her own office andsgd the door. For a quarter
of an hour she sat and stared into space, notlatering to eat, her mind
whirling over the morning's events. She was caughhe aftermath of
another of Thane's storms.

She finally stirred when her client appeared, & npale little man with a
new type of airbrush.

After he left, the shock began to wear off. Shenspiee next hour working
furiously on research about Thane's inventions.f8h&esperate to finish
the work with him, to get him out of her life. Batound three she paused,
dropping her pencil on the papers spread out ordésk, and stared at a
paneled wall. Her thoughts returned to Ronnievhde, timid blue eyes.
Ronnie needed playmates his own age. As fascinasnghane was, the
little boy should get out of the house, away froim father, and be with
other children. He'd gotten along fine with Horamed that was two
miracles right there. Horace wasn't a social persitimer, but it wasn't
because of shyness. She remembered Ronnie's sisft lus thin fingers
twisting her hair.

She picked up a phone book and called the CaddshPanhool board to ask
them about late enrollment, class size, the scimdhane's district. After
she hung up, she gazed at the open book, thendttongrivate schools.
Remembering the implacable thrust to Thane's famm @ll the time she
punched buttons, she called the closest schoglodted down notes.

In a short time she had contacted three privatedstand had information
on them. Carefully, she folded the paper and stippénto her briefcase.
She would confront Thane about the matter aftenetinThane. She'd better
polish her battle armor. His blue eyes danced amtfiof her. She hadn't
known him twenty-four hours, yet he had rearrangedlife! He called her
Laurel, he'd stirred up so many memories, the firtah since Wade . . .
Remembering Thane's kiss caused something to ksadei her. Fires
danced to life, burning hotly. His kisses . . . $tveed her thoughts away
from them. He had brought about some kind of tramsétion in her father.
Even Horace had been switched out of his groov@&hgne and Ronnie.
Horace was so antisocial, yetsuddenly he was gilllmnmake friends with



Ronnie. Thoughts of the tiger-striped underweat benback to work with
a vengeance.

When she reached home, she could see from thettiavsomeone had lit

the grill. She parked her car and walked arounthéoshaded backyard.
Thane, dressed in tight jeans and a blue cottomt-steeved shirt, was

standing beside the smoking grill with Greg andddernearby. In spite of

her lingering anger, her resolutions during therafbon, her common sense,
her heart jumped at the sight of Thane. His thigitscand blue eyes gave
her a charge that nothing else could. As she appesk he waved a spatula
over the grill.

"The fellows couldn't wait to eat, so | told thewhfeed them early. You and
I'll eat later."

Was there a hidden promise in his words or an tipreat to her peace? She
crossed the yard to where Horace and Greg haddspred hane's game on
a wrought iron table on the patio. "Where's Ronhie?

Horace glanced up. "Playing on my computer. Gudsat®Mr. Prescott
made up a neat new game for the computer.”

"A veritable wizard," she said dryly and receivedhacking glance from
Thane. "Good. Horace, may | see you a minute?" \8t@ld settle the
matter of the underwear as fast as possible.

He looked up, pushing black hair out of his eyelseamose to his feet. "Brett,
Laurel . . . Mr. Prescott calls you Laurel, doebe®"

"Yes."

He said we could sleep in his yard in his tentgbnil've never slept in a
tent."

Addled, she stared at her younger brother. In $is!- style. Thane had
taken charge, giving the boys permission to gojitegher alone with him
for the night. She wasn't sure she could handléaewnight with Thane.



She couldn't handle him for five minutes. Her galzdted down her
brother's lanky frame.

"Horace, you're wearing jeans!" Crisp, new bluenggaung on his bony
hips.

He grinned. "Mr. Prescott wants us to help him vaihhouse tomorrow. He
said I'd need some jeans.”

While he talked he moved closer. A whiff of entgiaftershave reached her
and she received another shock. "Horace! You'rehe' Sopped abruptly,
biting her lip.

Horace asked, "What were you going to say?" whir@ane studied her
curiously.

"Let's go in the kitchen," she said to her brother.

"Yeah. Just a minute, Greg."

Thane moved back to the grill and Brett led the was/ soon as the door
closed behind them, she turned around. "Horace ntlerning Mr. Prescott

couldn't find his underwear."

Horace's face turned bright pink and his hazel eyd$ed to the window.
"He talked to me about it. He wasn't mad."

"And now you're wearing his aftershave! You dow#reshave! Did you ask
if you could?"

Horace jammed his hands in his pockets and shufikeéeet. "Uh, no."

"Look here, you have to stay out of his things. Ymow better than to do
that. Talk about a little kid getting ing@ur room!"



A light rap sounded and the door opened. Thanesthms head into the
room, then entered, his blue eyes darting swiftmf Brett to Horace.
"Excuse me, do | need some hamburger buns or ¢cageyone?"

Horace's thin chest expanded as he took a deeghbth. Prescott, may |
use your aftershave?"

"Sure, Horace." His blue eyes became thoughtfub. damn thoughtful and
Brett felt a nervous prickle.

Thane picked up a package of buns and Horace dtanerd the door. He
hesitated, then asked, "Brett, uh, Laurel, how'd oow | have on Mr.
Prescott's aftershave?"

With a satisfied smirk, Thane turned back to hée It the blush starting.
"l just guessed!" she snapped and rushed into #le lmearing a deep
chuckle behind her.

She hurried to her room to soak in a tub and tiyfaiget everything,
especially Mr. T. Prescott. Which was about as easyroller-skating
through the Grand Canyon. There were rocks in a#r.Boulders. Blue
eyes, a wicked dimple, soft curly hair. It was impible to forget he was
waiting for her downstairs. She dressed carefullyaibrown skirt and a
simple white oxford cloth shirt. She couldn't Iqukiner. With a vengeance
she combed her hair up and put twice as many pitisei bun, reminding
herself to keep his big fingers out of her hait, thhe mere thought made her
turn to jelly inside.

A train whistle shrieked and she paused. The PigerB tune. It called her
heart, beckoning her to follow.

With a determined lift to her chin, she went dowarst When she stepped
outside, only Ronnie was in sight. The top of thél gvas down and
everything was neatly arranged with the table ceddyy a red tablecloth
and set for two. Ronnie stood up when she entered.

"Dad took the boys to show them how to run thentridlie said for me to wait
and come with you."



"Good." Ronnie was so solemn, she longed to makeshile. She started
toward the front.

"Mrs. Fortier, my Dad showed me a shortcut. Comettoa way." She
followed him, moving faster to catch up and walkide him.

They cut across their backyard, through the Watsaskyard, then the

Eastmans' until they faced a high wooden fenceh®it hesitation Ronnie

walked to a small mimosa, stepped on a low bramethed up, and hoisted
himself to the top of the fence. He looked dowhert "Can you climb up

here?"

The first tinge of aggravation began to stir. Bpett her foot on the branch,
grasped the top of the rough boards and hauleélhersto sit easily on the

fence. Her back was to Thane's yard and she facedae else's home. As
she watched the back door opened and a man emfeogedhe house and

stared at her.

Embarrassment flooded her. How could she explaysite was sitting on
his fence? She smiled and waved. From behind,gtiands closed around
her waist and she was lifted down, pulled into Esarms, held against his
warm chest. Gazing into his blue eyes, she forgatryhing else
momentarily.

When Thane smiled, she had to respond, to smretimn. "Hi, Laurel,” he
said.

The shrill toot of the train jarred her senses. UYget me into more
predicaments. Your neighbor must've wondered whaad doing on his
fence."

"I'd be glad to see you on mine any day. It's nmcéeand not his. Just a
minute." He set her on the ground and she saw Bestaading on a large
rock. He waved and called over the fence, "Hi, T¥al and Betty want to

join us?

While the men conversed, Brett turned to see theatuire train chugging
slowly around the yard. A puff of smoke came frdra smokestack. With



an engineer's cap on his head and a big grin ofabés Horace sat at the
controls. Behind him in the next open car rode GBshind Greg were four
more empty cars and a red caboose. Horace slow&bae turned from
the fence and walked Brett over to the train. "ldooard,” Horace said.

Ronnie scrambled on. Thane swung his long legs tnveside, then lifted
Brett in easily. "Let's take a turn before we gokbto your house. | showed
Horace how to run it. We'll leave them in a mintte.

He seated her and dropped his arm around her. &sahin the car in front
of them and he turned to grin at them before Hosdaged the train again.

Enjoying the breeze in the shaded yard, she rodeeirtrain with the Pied
Piper's arm around her. Held against his shousdher glanced up at him, at
his fine features, his thick curls blowing in thénd. She wondered about
him. What a strange and marvelous man he was—sensinaginative,
dynamic. Maybe a little too dynamic. Pure troubfe.strange, forlorn
feeling touched her, a hollow feeling of sorroweStasn't the woman for a
man like Thane, no matter how much she might dganetnt to be.

They rode four turns around the yard before Thatledto Horace to stop.
He swung Brett out, climbed out himself, then gaeme final instructions
to Horace. As the train chugged away, the boys dialleane looked at her.
"Ready?"

"Do | have to scale the fence again?"

He grinned. "Rather take the long way home?"

"l think so, yes."

He held her hand and they walked around the bloaék to her house. With
each step she was aware of his nearness, of hid halding hers.

Excitement radiated from his large body and chatgeough her, making

her intensely aware of every moment. When theyhredber backyard, she
heard the phone and hurried inside.



It was a call for Thane. While he talked, she disted that he'd already
made a large tossed salad, that two potatoes veduiagpin the oven, and
that two steaks were ready for the grill.

He replaced the phone and turned to face her. "idweyd my car.”

"l knew they would. Is it all right?"

A muscle twitched, indicating a grin was lurkingangy. "The thief was
flagged down for speeding and when the police génase, he lost control

of the car. He jumped out and ran, leaving it frell. No harm done.”

No harm done. She thought about her explosion ersti#ps of the police
station.

Tilting her chin up, he lost the battle with a griShall | put on a helmet and
asbestos coat? | see smoke rising."

"No harm done," she repeated. Just his finger archim had altered her
heartbeat. "You did it again."

"There's just one area where | definitely wanteébrgy way."

"Is that so?" Her heartbeat suffered another sktbac

His eyebrow raised at a rakish angle and his bles edeveloped a
challenging male look. "And | will have my way. Tthany lovely, is a

promise."

Her heartbeat gave up the ghost and stopped. Faewkconds it seemed.
Her voice was breathless. "l wish you wouldn't lolat £’

"The hell you do," he said huskily. "I can seefigét in your eyes. Give in.
Let the woman in you win. Come on out into the wabain, Laurel. Don't
be afraid to give life a try."

She felt shaky and her voice wouldn't rise beyohdisky depth. She said,
"Don't be ridiculous!" as she turned away quickly.



There was a moment's silence, then he said, "Cindewn while | cook
dinner."

Shaken, she reached for two wine glasses. "l thislsupposed to be the
other way around since you're the guest."

"I had more time to get dinner ready today, andridashowed me where
things are.”

A twinge of fear shook Brett. She paused, setteggiasses on the counter.
"Showed you where things are? Did she fill you mfamily history too?"
She held her breath, waiting for his answer.

While he poured the burgundy, he said, "Matteraaf,fshe did. She said
you had a whirlwind courtship and marriage, mowe8an Diego with your
young man and stayed for a year after his deatbrégfou came home to
live." His eyes met hers. "She said the family didee anything of you
during the year you lived in San Diego. That yayst with his folks."

A knot formed in the pit of her stomach. While $iled two tumblers with
ice water, she said, "That's right. Harriet has iyght up to date."”

She saw the questions burning in his blue eyee &kl the door open for
her. She didn't want to be quizzed about the pastyy a wizard with a bag
of tricks, so she brushed past him without lookatghim. His familiar
aftershave assailed her, that enticing scent tbatdwemind her forever of
Thane. In the shade on the patio, she sat dowr\wkilvorked, knowing he
was watching her with curiosity. Within a few mieathe joined her.

There didn't seem to be an appropriate time, aningeto talk to him about
Ronnie. During dinner and afterward, talk was ljghtonsequential as they
learned about each other's past. It was too I&§fin.felt as if she were in the
calm before the storm, as if unseen clouds welteegat in the chair beside
her. Thane met everything head-on and she suspantatier emotional
clash was coming, yet he sat quietly and talkediabollege, growing up,
moving away. The only thing that wasn't inconsegjaéwas his presence.
His briefly, lightly touching her arm, brushing Haree, moving to sit close,
stroking the nape of her neck.



Every second she became more nervous. She was$yamutee of the fiery
feel of his fingers, his eyes, his long body s®elto her. His short- sleeved
shirt left his tanned, muscular arms bare and shiembered how they had
felt around her waist, how easily he had swungdoern off the fence. She
studied the watch on his wrist. It was flat anddgeithout numbers, a Piaget
and expensive. Questions sprang to her mind about but there was
something else more important. She waged a meatth bvith herself and
decided to bring up the subject of Ronnie's scingodit a more propitious
moment. She wanted to discuss Ronnie, but sucimatianal topic would
be deeply personal and she didn't want to takeske®f Thane asking about
her own life. Since when had she become such ard@wa

When the stars blinked into sight, a chill setibedthe patio, yet she didn't
want to go inside, into the intimacy of the house.

Remembering how swiftly he had blocked her exitftbekitchen the night
before, her pulse speeded up. She rose to heinfagiuid movement and
walked to the door, putting space and furnitureveen them before she
announced casually, "Thane, | brought some redddmge and it's been a
long day. If you'll excuse me, I think I'll turn.in

"Sure, Laurel. 'Night."

Just like that. So damned simple. There wasn'sonple, easy thing about
Mr. T. Prescott. She entered the kitchen, switclimghe light over the sink,

then headed upstairs to her room. She starteddmess then decided to
wait a while and settled at her desk to work. Stedrthe same line five
times before she realized she was tense, listefuingrhane to come

upstairs.

Aggravated that he was so unpredictable, she ageath to concentrate. In a
few minutes she gave it up as useless.

She gritted her teeth, feeling a captive in her blmme. Her wide gray eyes
met her reflection in the mirror. Captive of wh&Re looked around the
room, seeing the furnishings with Thane's eyes.ldddroom was plain and
bare, as devoid of pictures or knick-knacks asélseof the house. The bed
with its square mahogany headboard had a whitéegusipread. The white



curtains blending with the white walls, creating harmless, sterile
atmosphere. There was a mahogany mirror, her daskyedside table with
a lamp and a clock. Nothing else. The dresser treddamps, a mirrored
tray, and one bottle of perfume. The room was thg she wanted it. There
were no memories to torment her, no past to cling t

Clamping her jaw down until it ached, she triediaga work. Why didn't
he come? It was cold outside without a sweaterh\W# boots, he couldn't
tiptoe inside noiselessly. She remembered askimg ifiihe ever did
anything quietly and his suggestive, silly answes, twinkling eyes as he
studied the four-poster bed.

Angrily, she shoved the papers into her briefcalgned off her desk and
undressed, bathing again just to kill time. Aftee bath she dressed in the
white cotton gown, took down her hair, and brusheaith a vengeance.
What was he doing? She hadn't heard a sound. Taeingy was so
uncharacteristic of him, the first peaceful few fmsince she met him in his
front yard on Thursday. She turned down the bedt eff the light, and
crossed to the window to look for him on the patio.

The light tap on the door behind her made her jamg gasp with shock.
She whirled and stared wide-eyed at the door. $hk&la't speak, couldn't
summon her voice. Realizing she had let her wowiak her into a dither,
she shook her fist at the door. "What now?" shezed.

"I'd like to talk to you." Did she hear laughter?

She couldn't breathe. He surely wouldn't come shé said no. But then,
how could she guess anything he might do? "No," whispered, then
spoke more firmly. "Not on your life!"

There was silence. Total silence. She waited antewvdefore climbing
into bed. Finally, she decided he had gone todost She lay stiffly in the
darkness, knowing that sleep was impossible, fighthe knowledge that
Thane was only a room away, that big, powerful bodyShe groaned and
squeezed her eyes shut.



The shrill wail of an alarm cut through the sileracel her eyes flew open.



Seven

She blinked and sat up. It was one of their figgrak. Something was on
fire downstairs! "Oh my lord," she whispered, tagsback the covers. He'd
already burned down his own house, what now?

She raced down the steps. The alarm was in theghitand when she turned
down the hall toward it, she could see a light glmxfrom the doorway.

She dashed into the kitchen. It was empty. Shel@charound and her heart
stopped.

Thane stood under the alarm, a flaming cigaretjietdir in his hand. He
clicked it shut and lowered his arm, smiling at below hooded eyes while
silence enveloped them.

Stunned, she stared at him as fury swept ovelOrex.big hand was hooked
into his wide brown leather belt. He had unbuttotiedblue shirt, revealing
his tanned, furred chest. A soft light glowed behimm over the counter,
framing his broad shoulders, and mass of curls.

His blue eyes met hers full force, stirring a testpaetting everything
inside her aflutter. Her heart was thudding agdiestribs as her instinct for
self-preservation surfaced.

"Damn you! Why didn't you just barge into my room?"
"You didn't invite me in."

"She fought another urge to shake her fist at hibo. you know what you
just did to me? | thought the house was on firedthe had an emergency.”

"We do," he drawled in husky tones. Slowly, his gydawered over her
nightgown, drifting down the shapeless white cottioat buttoned to her
chin, covered her to her wrists and toes, and shas$ if it had vanished
beneath his scrutiny.



She quivered, caught in a swirl of emotions. Angeanged to fear and fear
changed to something she didn't want to acknowledgestraightened and
started toward her.

She wanted away from him more than anything elsee,Paw emotion took
control of her and she reacted blindly, withoutking. Before he'd taken
two steps she was halfway out the door.

He caught her easily, his strong arms banding ardwer waist. "Laurel,
honey ..."

"I don't want to talk. | don't want you to probéarmy life." She twisted,
struggling futilely, her dark hair flying over hehoulders as her head
thrashed.

He kissed her throat, his warm lips trailing uphés ear, across her cheek as
her protest became fainter and fainter.

His enticing scent surrounded her, his warm bresatielled of mint. His
chest was so solid, so secure. Her balled fistsinexdt, flattening out, her
fingers spread against his chest, slid beneatbgd®a shirt to rest on the soft
mat of curls.

His mouth touched hers, taking her lips, partingnthto his thrusting
tongue.

Golden hot explosions started, a profound readiimsting through her in
shock waves, making her tremble, frightening herentban anything had
for so long. She gathered her strength, tearindipefrom his. "Can't you
understand? | don't want you to kiss me!"

She couldn't push away his implacable arms of s@&&$ping, she looked
up at him. His blue eyes were smoldering. "Whatyareafraid of, Laurel?"
he asked bluntly.

Her breast heaved as she tried to get her brela#imelPrescott was trouble!
His life was not orderly, quiet, and sane; he veasrhuch of a shock to her
settled world. She didn't want to let go of hertpative barriers.



He was waiting and she realized he would stancetbhetil dawn if he had
to, until she answered him. She couldn't fightstiength and she hated him
for it, for forcing her to remember.

"l don't want to hurt anymore!" she cried. "Wheflos$t Wade, it hurt so
damn much, I'd rather be half alive than go throagbny like that again.
Don't make me dredge it all up. ..."

Her throat burned and tears threatened: Fiercély,bdinked them back.
"Now, are you satisfied?"

"You're fighting tears."

"That's right! I'm fighting because I've shed erfoug fill an ocean! Now
you have your confession, you know my secrets."

He shook his head. "That's not all."

"Not all!" Terrified, she didn't want him to prolaed push until she had to
face it all again, the miscarriage in her fifth rtignthe agony of loss.
"You've caused enough pain.” The words were tamfher. "lI've made a
life for myself!" Suddenly the words came fastaumbling out in a
breathless rush. "It may not be anything great, ibsitpeaceful. Don't
destroy it! Don't smash it. Thane."

His thick-lashed eyes aimed steadfastly at hepjstg into her relentlessly.
A husky, sensuous drawl enveloped her as strorsghysaarms. "l won't let
you go, babe. We're halfway home. ..." His armbtéged. "You know, |
warned you I'm going to kiss you until you answiéng/ questions."

His words scared her even while they set her @n Fie crushed her to his
chest, his mouth taking command in a primitive kiss#t drove all thought
out of her mind. Deep into her mouth, into her shalexplored, demanding
from her a response that began to burn to lifey tbeoar out of control. Fire
raged between them, sent waves of searing hedbtigad a chain of need.
Her arms slipped around his neck, her body fitleder to his strong male
length.



Longing came shuddering to life, wracking her asfslught it and lost. She
tumbled over a brink, falling with dizzying speedad a flaming abyss of
desire. Her fingers wound in Thane's hair, crushinegsoft curls while her
hips thrust against his hard loins, his maleness.

"That's it, babe!" he whispered hoarsely as histt@aund her ear. "Let go,
honey, give! There's so much woman in you!"

"No," she whispered, her eyes still closed. "Leme alone, please." But
even as she spoke her head moved against his shamd she kissed the
flesh that stretched tautly over his collarbone.

"Inside you there's a woman of love and life angjtaer.” He rained kisses,
hot and moist, over skin that sprang to life belmdws touch.

His big fingers fumbled with the buttons at theottr of her nightgown

while his lips returned to hers to stop a protestrown her resistance. He
pushed away the thick cotton, his warm palm restimdgper collarbone, his
fingers drifting down over her breast.

Agony, joy, rippled in her. She couldn't withstdmd caresses.

His fingertips brushed the slope of her breast simel gasped. His hand
circled, cupped her heated, throbbing flesh. Hisrth, warm and callused,
scraped across an aching nipple, making her wirith&ment.

"Laurel," he breathed in ragged tones, his handlitig as he held her.

When she felt his tremor, her eyes flew open. DauHHs fell over his
forehead. With his eyes closed, his thick lashegleved his cheeks. He
drew a deep, shuddering breath and leaned dowisgdkr breast, to touch
and explore her eager, pink-tipped flesh.

He was caught and held in the same magic speh@sSorcery wove an
enchantment. She wanted this big man so desperhtelghe knew if she
gave herself to him physically, she would give lheart too. She was afraid
of where that commitment might lead. Thane was whketming. She

couldn't cope with his powerful, demanding malen€&kg old inadequacies



rose to haunt her, to torment her. She wasn't iraam he thought she was,
and he rushed her too swiftly toward . . . Her mii@hked, then met the
realization squarely. He rushed her toward emotiamalvement. She
wasn't ready yet. Not at all. No matter how mucahideely cried out for him,
her emotions weren't ready for a man again.

A violent quivering began inside, shaking her sorggly that he noticed.
His lashes raised and his blue eyes focused, tw@owed on her.

"l can't fight your strength,” she said breathlgs8But there'll be a point
beyond which you'll have to use force. | can gdes@nd no farther.”

His eyes cut into her heart. "Why? What is it, hétfeHe drew a ragged
breath. "After all these years are you so in lovi \Wwim you can't lead a
normal life? Don't you know | understand the labg pain? Laurel, I've
been through it."

She shook her head. She couldn't talk, but he diditeally tilting her chin
up. His voice was puzzled, tender. "I haven't sepitture of him anywhere
in this house. It's something else, isn't it?"

Her eyes flew open. "Yes! And | know you well enbug know that you're
the one who wouldn't take an affair lightly. You widn't let me withhold
anything. Yet, | can't give you enough. And | cagpe with the way you
live. Everywhere you go, there's a storm of troubie not ready for that."

"Oh lord, Laurel ..." His arms tightened, but shsisted.

"You can keep on," she said firmly, "but soonefaber, there will come a
point where | have to stop. I'm not a tease; I'mnivey you now. | won't let
you make love to me because I'll get hurt too hadly

"This won't hurt you," he whispered and leaned ddavkiss her, but she
turned her head.

His blue eyes leveled on er, probed, and his anosehed. "Laurel, | won't
give you up. When your big gray eyes focus on mamething spectacular
happens between us. To me—and to you."



Her heart was pounding against her ribs. She wesn¥cious of how she
looked to him, her lips rosy from his kiss, hempmightgown unbuttoned,
the collar pushed aside to reveal the soft curvieeofbreast, her cloud of
raven hair cascading over her shoulders to hertwaés devastated eyes,
forlorn yet still smoldering with leashed passiblis voice was a deep rasp.
"I'll stop now, but I won't let you out of my life.

Shaken, she drew a sharp breath and left, clintbiagtairs without looking
back, his words engraved in her mind. When shehexhtier room she
closed the door and sat down at the desk, clinging as if it were a
lifesaver.

How could she settle into her dull, routine, ordinhfe again and forget
him? How could she have an affair with him? He tesfull of life, too
demanding, too eccentric.

She dropped her head into her hands and closedylesr Long into the
night her logical lawyer's mind debated the argusiéshe rose and crossed
to the window to gaze into the darkness outsideerdhwere three
choices—get him out of her life; have an affair, ibit led so far, marry
him. All three were disasters.

She stared into the dark yard, her throbbing heating against the cold,
smooth pane. Would she ever be the same? When kednuut, she
wouldn't have to see him again except when thegudsed his patents, but
was that what she really wanted? She had knowrshbgh a short time, yet
she couldn't imagine life without him.

Alternative two, an affair . . . She sighed. Wheerided, Thane's absence
would be as bad as losing Wade, maybe worse. Waté/ghe had been so
young, it had happened so swiftly that it had arealh dreamlike quality. It
wouldn't be that way now, not with Thane. An affaas out.

That left the third alternative, somethimg might not want. Marriage.
Impossible! She was an orderly person. She livet vautine and reason.
With Thane she would never know what to expect.



And she might not be able to have children. Tocartye she could

remember Dr. Patterson's prognosis, that the chaheecould have a
normal pregnancy was slim. With many men her abibt have children

wouldn't matter, but with Thane it would. He lovi@dnnie. He was just the
kind of man who would want more children. She calildear to deny him a
large family.

The best choice of the three was to stay away friom When she faced that
fact, she felt desolate. He called her Laurel, stmel was beginning to like
that. He'd brought zest, fun, excitement into hés. IHe exuded an

overpowering maleness. His bedroom eyes with thely lashes; his thick

soft brown curls; that long, hard, muscular bodayfis so enticing . . . She
stopped as her train of thought led too easilfitaking about his kisses, the
marvelous feeling of his arms around her, the mafjlus blue, blue eyes.
She turned to look at the clock and was shockeg¢at was a few minutes
after two in the morning. She wondered if Thaneldaleep. Probably

without effort.

She stretched out on the bed, turned out the lggid,stared at the ceiling.
Memory of Thane's passionate kisses, his handndrifightly over her,
tormented her and she groaned, tossing and tuinilmgd. The minutes
crept past. Half-past two. Suddenly something edgio A bang
reverberated through the house.

She sat up, frowning at the door. What now? Shehbdd out of bed and
peered into the hall. It, like the rest of the hmusas dark. Her heart began
to hammer. Switching on the hall lights, she wall@®tis door. "Thane!"

There was silence. Grimly, she looked at the détas it another one of his
tricks or some real calamity? The explosion hadlyeal enough. Thane!"

Still only silence. Her nerves grew taut. What wasdoing? She knocked.
"Thane!"

Cautiously, she opened the door. Light from thd bailled into the
darkened room, slicing over the rumpled bed, cgtirbright swath across
the floor. Thane was lying on the floor, clad oimlyeans, his chest and feet



bare. Her heart jumped to her throat as she rushiateel down beside him.
His lashes fluttered.

"What on earth happened?" she asked.
His lashes raised and he stared at her blankly.
"Are you all right? What happened?"

He didn't answer and her fright increased. Neaghy saw a blackened
electrical socket in the wall with a black extemstord plugged into it Are
you all right?"

He just stared at her. She placed her ear agamstdim, bare chest, her
hair spreading over his shoulders and stomacheafistbned to his racing
heart. "Thane ..."

His arms closed around her tightly, pulling her doagainst him. She
gasped and tried to turn away but his hand cuppedack of her head,
pulling her the remaining few inches to kiss has tdouth touched hers and
she felt her own explosion, a jolt that rocked dnad set her heart pounding.
Caught offguard, she yielded, one shock followimgpther. His mouth
opened hers; his tongue sent her senses reelioigingl out reality. She
returned his kiss and her heart responded likerchdn a cloudless day,
soaring through space, rising on unseen curremsfihbers slipped across
the extraordinary expanse of his shoulders to tdustwarm throat, then
drifted up to brush against his soft curls, hisear

Grasping her hips, he shifted her along his lengtimad been so long since
she had been loved, since she had felt a man'sbioaiydagainst her. The
sensations were heady, so perfect. His hand stattedr neck and trailed
across her shoulder blades, down her back, ovemsditecurve of her
buttocks to her legs. The surging current causdudgaresses stormed her
senses, made her thrust her hips against him, thervi® awareness of what
was happening. In one swift movement she rolledyaard stood up.
Trembling, gasping for breath she stood over him.

"That was a low, cheap trick!"



His blue eyes were smoldering, making her wantitobie back down into

his tanned, muscled arms. His broad chest expaasibd breathed deeply.
"What was?"

"To kiss me like that!" He looked so damned handso&he was burning
inside, and the blaze was growing as she lookddnatstretched on the
floor, his broad coppery chest, his lips faintlplpfrom their kisses.

"l just had the stuffing shocked out of me!"

"You did that to get me in here, just like you sétthe fire alarm!"

His dimple appeared. "l didn't give myself an aieal shock, blow the

lights, burn my hand, to get your attention. Youwi@king yourself into a

snit while I'm burned and hurt."

Startled, she studied him. "Are you really?"

"A little." He sat up.

"Where?"

He grinned at her. "You won't calm down until | guze burned fingers, a
bleeding wound, or—"

"Oh, for heaven's sake! Where are you hurt?"

He held out his hand and his fingers were covergd black. "I burned my
fingers."™Oh! I'm sorry!" He kept her in such amwil, she never knew
what to expect. "Let me get something for that."e Slashed to her
bathroom, rummaged in the cabinet, and returneld avitointment. He still
sat on the floor, his arms locked around his knleisshead on his arm.

"Thane, are you all right?"

He raised his head. "Just shaky. | thought I'chere a minute." His eyes
twinkled. "I don't know if it's from shock or frogour kiss."



Trying to ignore her fluttery reaction, she sai@jve me your hand. This is
for burns.” She sat down cross-legged beside hin,gown billowing
around her. She held his hand on her knee, intgaseire of his warmth
through the layer of cotton.

While she rubbed ointment gently on his fingersg shid, "I'm sorry. |
never know what you're up to." She smoothed theeg®alve over his
index finger, where a blister was already risirigo Yyou always stay up this
late."

"No." The hungry, aching note in his voice told idry he had been awake.
Startled, she looked up to meet his sexy eyes. Tagyured her gaze,
holding her so she couldn't look away. "I couldtéep, so | decided to work
on a toy." His voice was husky. "Have you beenegsté

She wanted to say yes, to stop what was happerimgebn them before she
lost control of her emotions, but she couldn't. "Ncouldn't sleep either.”

He lifted a strand of hair away from her face. "Yeuovely."

Her pleasurable reactions to him escalated. Sheawase of the charged
air, of every inch of his massive bare chest,dmgllegs, his big hands. "Sit
still so | can do this." She tried to be firm, &lisiness. She tried to
concentrate on his hand. She tried to keep herevéiom sounding
breathless. She really tried. And failed completely

He sounded faintly amused. "I blew a fuse. I'lbthrithe switch if you'll tell
me where the box is."

"In the utility room. Your heart was racing. Dowteel better now?"
"Want to check again and see if it's still beatlhg® asked, smiling cockily.
"Sure thing." Her fingers closed around his wrist.

"Chicken."

"But safe."



"Since when is safe fun?"

"Let me finish doctoring." Seeing the impudent glin his eyes, she
concentrated on his index finger, studying the hanged skin. Something
was bothering her and she finally asked, "Thane; ¢id your house catch
on fire?"

"l had a cauldron full of toadstools boiling aneyrblew up."”

Startled, she looked up, then clamped her jaw dlobke laughed. "You
think | set it on fire, don't you?"

"l ought to be beyond shock by now."

"Well to put your mind at ease, | didn't set my s@wn fire. There was a
short in the wiring in the attic and the fire stakrtwhile Ronnie and | were
downstairs watching television."

She couldn't imagine Thane doing anything as orglires watching
television. She tilted her head and regarded hienity. "What were your
parents like?"

"Just plain people. My dad was a nice guy. He liteefish, read. He always
said to enjoy life, it was too short.”

It was becoming more and more of an effort to kitgem looking at his
broad chest, to keep from reaching out to touchrthaeof curls. She noticed
again the scar on the underside of his arms, thghravhite line running up
to his armpit, cutting across his smooth coppeny.sbo you have brothers
or sisters?"

"No. Just me."
"What about your mother? How did she cope with you?
He grinned. "She kept house, went to her bridgb,cind wrote poetry. |

think most of the time she was in her own worldhwiter mind on her
poems. When | wrecked my motorcycle, | called memfthe emergency



room at the hospital. | told her I'd totaled theleyand the first thing she
asked was whether | wanted cauliflower or corn loa ¢ob for dinner. |
guess she thought if | could call, | was all rifjht.

"Were you all right?"

"l broke my arm and skinned off half my hide." kadted slightly to thrust
his hip toward her. "I have a scar here." He padtiscip. "Want to see?"

"No!"

He laughed, then raised a brow and asked, "Whydodujou sleep?"

She drew a sharp breath. His eyes were boringhetdike a drill, cutting
through layers of resistance. She straightenediigrs holding his wrist
on her knee.

"l was thinking about you. ..."

"Laurel." His deep voice strummed her raw nerves.

Hastily, working up her courage, she added, "Amndak worrying about
Ronnie."

"Ronnie?"
She rushed into the subject, talking rapidly.
"Have you visited any schools here, talked with teachers?"

"No." He let out a long breath. The blue depthangeal, became as hard as
a glacier.

"You just decided without looking into it that Raarshould stay home?"

He pulled his knees up, wrapping his arms arousdedgs again, his face
unreadable. "That's right. | know what my son neéf#ss had problems."



"Maybe he's had problems, but don't compound the3h® was into the
subject now and she laid her thoughts bare to hihe's so little and
solemn. Look at him with Horace. He's having a gboe here."”

"Which just goes to show you that he'll adjust ngedr when he goes back
to school."

His jaw thrust forward slightly. She longed to reag and push the dark
curls off his forehead, to smooth his hair back &l its silky softness
against her hand. "After a year alone with only ymeimay not.” She hated
to say it, but she couldn't forget Ronnie's timazg when they were
introduced.

Thane shifted to rest his elbows on his knees.udeed his large fingers
over his curls and she felt terrible, but she cotishake the conviction that
Ronnie would be better off if Thane put him in sshdhe light from the
hall lit the room dimly, giving a burnished look Tthane's skin. With each
passing minute she was more acutely conscioussdiddy, his bare chest,
his feet just inches from her legs. She wanteduact him so badly!

As he raised his head, his prominent cheekbones mghlighted while his
cheeks were shadowy and dark. The thick fringasfashes was dark and
curling around his eyes, eyes filled with the pslie had caused.

"You know Ronnie needs other children," she said.

Turning his burned hand to examine his fingerssdid, "This past year's
been so hard on him and ... we were practicalpnggrs. I'm an engineer
and | traveled a lot. ..."

"What did you do when you worked?"

He smiled. "I still work, Laurel, | just work atwenting toys." His voice
hardened as he added, "l had a construction conipany

She mulled over what he'd said. It was easy to iingglgim in construction,
but she was surprised when he said he'd had hiscowmpany. "l don't
mean to pry into your affairs. I'm just interestedRonnie."



His lashes swept up and his gaze rested on helingakr draw a long,
deep breath. His blue eyes were holding her captgsn. He took the
ointment from her hands and her heart wobbled lgrazi

"You aren't interfering," he said. "l appreciateuy@oncern. | just think |

know what's best." His strong arms reached ountol@ her. He pulled her
into his lap, holding her against his chest, aredciuldn’t say no. His husky
voice had shattered her train of thought.

How could she talk with his lips inches away? Sék &s if she were
drowning in deep blue pools that were blankinglartthoughts.

"You're trying to sidetrack me," she protested tfgjn'to get me off the
subject.”

"Trying?" He kissed her throat, starting a throlgpim her pulse.

"Thane." She placed her hands on both sides dabesand raised his head.
Oh, lord, it was difficult to look at his mouth,sheyes, and think about
anything else! While she studied his face, his wstlaped mouth, his
slightly thrusting lower lip. her worries driftedvay like smoke.

He brushed a long strand of hair from her face. fitigers caught more
silky strands, smoothing them down as his knucldigsped over her
shoulder, her collarbone, down to the soft fullnefsiser breast. She caught
his hand, holding it against her while her heandlthed and her skin burned
where he touched her.

His dark head lowered and his mouth found hers.oéch of velvet
lips—soft yet firm—a tongue-tip—hot, seeking—thda mouth settled on
hers, opening hers to take her sweetness, toestitohlife. He shifted, his
lips trailing to her ear, his breath coming fasd &eated. "Let go, Laurel.
Come on, honey, life's waiting. | want your fir@uy warmth. Laurel. . ."he
whispered. Her body responded but still her hegld hack. She was afraid,
she wasn't the woman for him. But even as she tegpdlaese arguments to
herself, they became no more than fleeting clodidsgodrifting before the
noonday sun, a sun whose golden rays demolisheg ghestly tendril in
its fiery orange heat.



His head lowered, his mouth seeking hers as hgefsipushed away her
gown. He cupped her full breast in his big, capdiaed. His lips trailed
along her throat while his fingers fell oh, so dately, so gently, like
spindrift over a seawall, across her quiveringingjlflesh.

Her heart seemed to stop. Between her legs, Idwiritbody, longing leaped
to life, spreading a heated yearning that madefdrget fear and logic.

Radiating within her was a need that waved a magicd, banishing the
world and leaving only one magnificent man. Witeareffort she focused
on his clear blue eyes. He looked deeply into em eyes, probing as he
caressed the taunt peaks of her breast, and heisanswer.

"Laurel," he murmured and pulled her to him to bhigyface in her throat,

in her soft cloud of night-black hair. He kissed passionately, a devouring
kiss that burned her thoughts to oblivion. She lgamnoticed when he

lowered her to the floor. He stretched his bodyglbers. His thigh nudged
her legs apart and slid into the warmth betweemtlan insistent pressure
that made her gasp and writhe and lose controlséteand fear had held
her, but Thane's hands and lips overrode the barrite undressed her,
flinging away the gown. His own clothes were casida carelessly,

revealing a superb male, bronzed, incredibly big simong. Holding his

powerful body in check, he loved her patiently. Hands explored her with
the sweetness of warm honey, building such a ne&drithat she quivered
and shook in his arms. She clung to him, to hiengfih, to his hard

shoulders, responding to each stroke, each sensnousal.

Breathless, her heart hammering, she wound her arousd his neck and
closed her eyes. The world spiraled dizzily asvinerg) her up and onto the
bed, shoving aside tools that clattered to therfloo

She didn't care. She was beyond anything but hed e Thane. She
stroked a stomach as flat and hard as burnishexérand heard him gasp,
felt him shudder when her fingers trailed overtag-roughened thighs.

His fingers moved to the feminine warmth between legs, touching,
exploring, then stroking until she flung her armsueand his shoulders while
she writhed and arched against him. As he arousetbla delirious peak of



longing, her fingers bit into his flesh and shedrhis name over and over
before he hushed her with his mouth.

Finally, his weight shifted. He moved between legisl lowering himself so
slowly, so tantalizingly, that she cried his nanoélg and thrust her hips
upward impatiently, her long legs holding him.

"Thane!"

"That's it, babe. That's my girl!" he whispered tsedy. "Now, Laurel . . .
oh, lord, how I want you. | want you. ..."

She felt his thrusting heated warmth enter to awdke deeply passionate
woman in her. For one fleeting second she realideat she was doing. For
one millisecond of a moment she wondered if she ¢t@mumitted the
greatest folly of her life. Then he moved withirr laed all she knew was
desire for Thane.

His hard maleness, his big body, his deliberatdrobearried her into a
world of sensation, of ecstasy and rapture thatewasilliant hues of a
sensuous rainbow of feeling. Her need escalatessiqgna became frenzy
until his control burned away and they were botbrinit, moving in unison
to a shuddering climax before they dropped to eamthreality.

She lay beneath him, heated, damp, striving foathreher legs and arms
entwined with his. With effort she raised her lashad drifted into his eyes,
the blue wizardry that had worked its magic spekt had enchanted her
and won and bound to him forever some part of karth

She couldn't talk. She didn't want to break thdl sfmeleave enchantment.
She knew she had crossed a boundary into troubidpbthe moment she
didn't want to examine the new territory, the néanp of their relationship.
She would just relish the strong arms and marveknlgl body that seemed
to protect her from all threats.

Thane pulled up the sheet, settling her againsthest, holding her to his
heart while his hand stroked her hair. She tragedalwv with her finger,



running her fingertip over the bristly skin, thep to his ear and into his
silky curls.

"Laurel.” His voice was a rumble, a deep, male sdodiied with
satisfaction.

"I'm here."
"That's where you belong."

Her heart thudded in her breast. Oh, if only— Sbped her thoughts. She
wasn't willing yet to let in daylight or reasonfear. She stroked his head,
sensuously running the curls through her fingassening to his steady,

strong heartbeat.

"Hold me, Thane," she whispered, and felt his aigigen. She nestled her
head against his shoulder and her hair spreadventomth of them.

A long, shuddering sigh escaped him. His fingeasled lightly up and
down her body, caressing, stroking in a manner Wed soothing and
reassuring. Gradually, she relaxed. She relaxedwsth she dozed. When
she awoke she was disoriented, then she stirreceameimbered and finally
faced reality.

She shifted away from Thane and knew how Eve fidt giving Adam the
fruit. Why had she done that? She sat up and ptilecsheet about her,
gazing around the room that was so typical of Bimuooden toy car sat on
the floor along with nuts and bolts and a tool Kiarious tools were
scattered about the room, and a hammer, some ancebolts lay in a pile
on the floor beside the bed. A black Stetson hungree of the posts of the
bed. Two pairs of boots stood in the corner alority Bzzip. The room
proclaimed "male” clearly. And what a male! Coneetabout his son, big,
and virile, Thane was sensitive, sexy, too damnigdaive. Only a foot
away on a chair, was his open suitcase.

A photograph peeked out from under a knit shirte $aned over and
picked it up. It was a picture of a smiling womaithvdark eyes and red hair.



She replaced it carefully and glanced around td fihane watching her
intently.

"Honey..."
"Not now, Thane. Please."

He studied her, but lay still. She rose, blushimmpdath his gaze, and
retrieved her gown, dropping it swiftly over herade

"Laurel, come here. It won't hurt if you lie in rayms."

My, was that a whopper! She looked at him steadilg. better go to my
room."

"Don't be ridiculous, honey. Come here."

She shook her head and reached for the light,ifiickhe switch twice
before she remember the blown fuse. She heardtle argd felt a rising
sense of panic as she saw him sit up, then stand.

She pitched him his jeans and he caught them easilyng, "I'll get the
fuse." But when he'd stepped into the jeans aneriad them, he walked
over to her and wrapped his arms around her.

"Thane, give me time to think."

"What's the matter with your breathing?"

"It'll return to normal.”

"Why don't we go downstairs and have a cup of &iffe

That should be safe enough. She wondered how maypy she would try to
fool herself. "Fine."

They descended the steps and she fixed the coffde e found the blown
fuse and threw the switches. And while she workbd,examined what had



happened, how much difference their loving had madst about as much
as if the Grand Canyon had moved to her backyistiel had been aware of
Thane before, her consciousness of him now wasetvais intense.
Everything between them had been heightened, hambnie® more
significant, more difficult to cope with. She hadgped out of her shell into
his arms and the shock was still reverberatingutjinout her system. But
now she wanted to retreat into her shell, everhé& sarried with her the
memories of this night and the knowledge that held/avait for her to
come out again. Thane had his patient momentstiAedbound her to him
as strongly as the wild times. He passed throughkitchen and went
upstairs to see if he had thrown the right switihe could have saved him
the trip. He hit all the right switches.

When he returned, they sat down at the kitcheretat¢ stretched his long
legs beside hers, barely touching her, but neviedlesingeing her flesh. Oh
my, she had definitely let herself in for a muchdar struggle. Her body
didn't have the foggiest idea about the warinedseimbrain. To the finest
hair's-breadth setting, her body was attuned toStis drank the hot coffee,
smiled into his blue eyes, and couldn't keep hedon a word that was said
for the first ten minutes.

Finally, she shifted away, out of his reach. Thmeos of his mouth curled
in a satisfied, patient smile, an "l-can-wait-besglim-winning" smile.

He refilled their cups, stroking her shoulders agphssed her. The simple
caress sent her mind searching desperately for ssafe topic of
conversation. She remembered their interruptedudgon about Ronnie,
and when he sat down, she plunged into the magterinedly.

"Thane, have you ever considered a private school?

"No." Hitching his chair closer, he trailed hisdigrs lightly along her cheek
and it took all her will power to keep her mind their conversation.

"| called some private schools today and theirsgdasare small. Very small.
The children get individual attention."



His brows furrowed as he frowned. "Look, | know wheay son needs." He
straightened, moving away from her while he picypchis cup and looked
at her over it. She caught the note of agony irvhise. "You've seen how
shy Ronnie is. For a while he wouldn't play, he ldali eat. He became so
thin." Thane's voice deepened. "I'm trying to magdor before, for losing

his mother, for not having me. ..."

His eyes were full of torment. In a swift, angry vement he rose and
carried his cup to the sink, pouring out the cofée® rinsing the cup.
Keeping his back to her, he went on. "Pam and Fietain college at Ohio
University. | was there on a scholarship. Whenaldgiated, | went to work
for an older man who, after the first year, took imes a partner. In two
years | bought him out and he retired. The busigess, | invested in other
things. After Ronnie was born. | traveled a lot. $#lof the time | wasn't
home with him. Business was demanding, | was muszested ..."

He sounded choked. She felt as if her heart wotddkbin two. He turned to
her, looking tornwith pain, his eyes bleak, a mesebrking in his jaw.

She rose, crossing the room to him, and lightlhaa his arm. "Thane, it
might not have been as bad as you think. Childdgnss—"

"l should've spent more time with him, with Panwadn't do that again. |
won't send him off with a bunch of strangers toosdfall day."

She couldn't resist. He looked too hurt. She putdrens around him,
holding him tightly as she rested her cheek agdimsichest. Soft curls
matted beneath her flesh, tickling her skin. Shardvéhe deep, regular
thump of his heart. "You might be overreacting. Aincbuld be as harmful
to Ronnie as the other was."

He put his arms around her and held her, his chgeaknst the top of her
head. When he finally spoke, his voice was ho&be. felt a shudder run
through his large body. "He's so damn little. Hekkwat me with his big eyes
and | hate myself for ever being away from hinf. ...

"Thane, don't do that to yourself!" She raisedhead to look at him.



"l can't send him to school. | can't send him a¥vasn me."

"For his sake, you ought to try. What'll happeryolu can't market your
toys? If you have to go back to construction wdtledl have to go to school
then and it may be much harder on him."

"I'll market the toys."

The words were quiet and as unyielding as iron.f8lhédrained of strength.

They stood quietly holding each other and she wtlé she had made
him hurt more. Her gaze drifted to the window.

"It'll be dawn soon. We should probably get sonmeeglbefore the boys
arrive, demanding their breakfast."

"Good idea. Let's go to bed, Laurel.”

Her heart failed. Just stopped completely, theriestdike a jerky, old car
engine, sputtering and revving in a ridiculous neann

"Look here ..." She met his smile.

"Just wanted to see what reaction I'd get," he clagerily.

"Let me adjust," she whispered in a sincere plea.

His smile vanished instantly as he studied hermi&ames, honey, you just
think too much." He leaned down to kiss her, totgtee wild, swift hunger

that always flared at his touch. She locked hersanound him, returning
his kiss while his hands drifted down her back.

With a quick movement, she suddenly stepped obtsoémbrace and held
her hand against his chest. "Thane, don't, pléésenow. Give me room

and time."

His blue eyes narrowed, then he said softly, "Yd&ter go quickly."



She did, almost breaking into a run when she wa®bthe kitchen. She

closed the door to her room, leaning against iathMessly. How long she
stood in one spot, she didn't know, but the sky ligidened to gray as a
calm, quiet hush settled on the house. Exhausilmd ther, coming as

silently as the pearly dawn. She stretched outherbed, smiling, tossing
aside her worries with a carelessness that wouwld ihveade Thane grin if he
had known. She rubbed her cheek against the piltmst/in memories of the

night, then seesawed back into the world agaim tiedished what had

happened between them. Gray faded to pink, toayerrays that splashed
through the window panes, falling over the bed eatthing the midnight

glints in her hair as she settled back and driftesleep.

When she finally opened her eyes and glanced atltlo&, she saw it was
just after nine and that she had slept later traralu She flung aside the
covers, bathed and dressed in jeans and a white\&lien she entered the
sunny kitchen, she found a note in a large, scremMiand. Thane was
working on his house.

After drinking a glass of orange juice, she wallkedund the block to his
house. The sound of hammering echoed in the caspréday morning air.
Pausing beneath the cool shade of a tall pine am&%s front yard, she gazed
with wonder at the sight of her brother working lwa hammer, tearing
loose the burned boards in the front porch. A ladees against the side of
the house and Thane stood on it, prying loose doltimber in the roof. As
she gazed at him, her emotions changed from sarpasa primitive
reaction. He was stripped to the waist, his tiglains clinging low on his
hips. His skin was damp, the coppery muscles giistein the sunlight. He
turned his head, saw her, and flashed white teetiearinned.

"Hi. Want to work?"
"No, thanks. I'll leave it to you two. Where's Ragit{

About that time the small boy appeared around thveer of the house,
carrying an empty bucket to Horace. He smiled. Wis. Fortier.”

"Have you had breakfast?"



Ronnie nodded. "Dad fixed us breakfast. He said wete asleep, to be
quiet, and not wake you."

"Brett, | mean, Laurel, the tent's super! Greg'siiog back tonight. And
you ought to see the neat tree house Mr. Presasit h

"l can just imagine." Theme's mocking blue eyes Inees and she suddenly
felt a need to get away. "I'll bring sandwichesltorch.”

Thane winked and smiled, fanning the fires thatetbat the mere sight of
his marvelous, fit body.

»She went home and puttered aimlessly, doing hendky, fixing
sandwiches and a pitcher of lemonade. How couldgshéhrough another
evening with him? Steadily, persistently, he wasgqust what he had
predicted, unwrapping the protective layers arduerdheart, and she knew
it was only a matter of time until . . . Until witdtntil she was hopelessly in
love with him? Or, until he was finished with thiéagr, leaving her with
another broken heart to mend, to pick up the pietasr life again? Never!
Her hands balled into fists. It was better to gmdgh life without feeling
any emotion than to see-saw between heaven and hell

She paced the kitchen, running her hand over had.hdow could she
avoid another intimate evening with him? Thane veould lure the boys
away again.

He hadn't been back in Shreveport very long. Maylhe met someone
else, he would lose interest. For an instant tbaght of him with another
woman shocked her. Was that really what she wantetizonight, if they
stayed alone, she knew what the outcome wouldiseedd she could have
an informal dinner party and invite a woman for idaand a man for
herself. She clamped her jaw closed and trieditd thf who to invite.

The vision of Marie Anderson came to mind. The sk&gy at the office
would be perfect. Golden- haired, green-eyed Masds beautiful, sexy,
and intelligent. Laurel liked her and over coffeecasionally listened to
Marie's confidences about her private life. Betwessn at the moment,
Marie would be perfect. Now, what male could shet@? There were so



few in her life. She thought of Charles Wicks. Oltigan Jordan by eight
years, he was a close friend of her brother's. ldge avsnob and dull, but
safe.

Gritting her teeth she sat down at the phone atiddcMarie first. Marie

was delighted to accept, overwhelmed by Laurelscmation of Thane.

When Laurel lowered the receiver she stared &admething hurt inside,
hurt badly. She didn't want to watch Thane turnchigrm on Marie, yet the
pain made her realize just how far gone she wasa@yr. Gone clear to hell
and back. Or rather, to heaven and back.

Inexplicably angry with her own dinner plans, yetetmined, she called
Charles. He politely agreed to come around half-pagen. Laurel hurried
to the grocery store, then lunched with Thane &edobys, and didn't find
an opportunity or the courage to mention her dirptens to Thane. When
they went back to work on the house, she returre@dehto fry chicken.
With each minute regrets over the dinner arrangésngrew, but she was
determined to see it through, to keep people asthrte between Thane
and herself.

Late in the afternoon she heard a clatter outsidee moment Thane
appeared he brought magic, like a carnival commdjfeé, full of bright
promises, excitement, joy. Beneath the wild, craiglity was a warm,
tender heart. Oh, Thane!

She turned to face him as he came through thedmakwith all the quiet of
a hurricane.



Eight

His boots thumped with each step. The door bangsed behind him as he
dropped tools in a pile on the floor and straigbterShe felt overpowered.
His broad chest was bare and shiny with perspiratitis jeans rode low on
his narrow hips, the denim clinging to his hardseular legs like a second
skin. He was dusty, sweaty, totally masculine, sméppealing it took her
breath away and sent her heartbeat soaring.

"Hi, gorgeous."

His husky voice started a shiver slithering down $pne. She hoped she
sounded normal. "Hi. Want something cold to drink?"

"A beer sounds good." He got a can out of the gefator. "I thought I'd
take the boys out for some hamburgers, then you e go out to dinner."

"Thank you, but ..." She paused and took a deegitioreuddenly wishing
she had done something else besides invite Madeaarles. "I've invited
guests and we'll have an informal dinner, a bu¥ié. can eat on the patio.”

He set the beer down on the counter and turnedrtdis eyes, as clear as a
Louisiana summer sky, seemed to envelop her. Itdiféisult to keep her
gaze from continually wandering over the invitingtrof curls on his chest.
"Guests?" His baritone voice revealed a twingenofogyance. "l wanted to
spend the evening with you."

"Well, | thought it was best this way." Her nenfedtered. Dangerously.
She had to curb a ridiculous urge to wring her lsand

His eyes narrowed. "Who's coming?"

"Marie Anderson, our secretary, and Charles Wi€ksarles is a friend of
Jordan's."

"Do Charles and Marie date?" Thane hooked his tlsumto his jeans'
pockets, making them slide an inch lower. A taatag strip of pale flesh
was revealed below his navel and the thin lineanf that ran down from his



chest out of sight below the faded jeans. Her ghifeed lower, over the
tight denim. "You didn't answer my question,” hedsdryly. "Your
attention is somewhere else."

Startled, she realized her thoughts had been oledmships and long legs.
She lifted her gaze and asked, "What did you say?"

His eyes were throwing sparks at her, making heg for a shield.
"Do Charles and Marie date?" he repeated.

Her uneasiness increased by bounds and she rasaghih. "They know
each other.”

"Answer my question."

She clamped her lips closed a moment, then saiul, théy don't. I've gone
out with Charles—"

"Son-of-a-gun! He's one of those sexless wondengalated, one of those
safe, dull men—"

"Now, look here. Charles is an old friend."

'Uh-huh. And what about Marie? Why is Marie comirfig? keep Charles
company?"

She felt a blush start along her throat and cnetephier cheeks. "I thought it
might be nice for you two to get to know each other

The silence extended for so long that she begagrde nervous again.
Tension strained until she snapped. "Well?"

"Well." He crossed the room and tilted her facenigh one callused finger.
"You coward."

"Maybe so, but it's done now. | told Marie aboutyalur virtues. She's a
super person. You should like her."



"l wanted to spend the evening with you. Periodd Aou knew that."
"Don't complain until you've met her."

"Call them back and tell them | came down with tigmps."

"l can't. Give Marie a chance."

"Why don't you give me a chance?"

"A chance? Ho, you've had more than a chance! Yowemnin like a
Sherman tank, a cyclone— cutting a swath thatiedible!" He leaned his
arm up against the top of the refrigerator, blogkiver once again into a

corner between the refrigerator, the counter, aisdbbdy. "Do | now?
Incredible?"

She began to feel desperate. His large both- bthoké the world. She
gazed at the strong cords in his throat, in hissahe tried to avoid looking
at his chest with its curling mat of ha r that wasoft, so tantalizing. "There
are other women in the world,"” she said, cursirghiskiness in her voice.
"Women who are more . .

"More what?" He leaned closer. His blue eyes heldinhis spell.

For a moment she couldn't answer, then finally pedp "Just more
womanly!"

"Impossible. If | weren't dirty and sweaty from Woi'd take you in my
arms right now and kiss that nonsense away."

White heat speared through her limbs. She coubde&the.
"And you want me too," he added arrogantly.
She lifted her chin. "No!"

"No, huh? Your face is raised, your lips are partedsome no!"



She blinked, realizing he was right. Anger begaretarn. "Let me out of
this corner, Thane Prescott! You box me in toordfte

His voice dropped to the sensuous note that canem Wb was passionate.
"Okay, Laurel. Dinner for four. I'll get my reveng&ant to take a bet on
how long our guests stay?"

"They'll stay. You may thank me for the rest of ybie. Marie is beautiful,
intelligent, fun—"

He cupped her face in one warm hand and her headed intensive care.
"Sorry, babe. I'm not interested. I'm overcome ahtican see is long, long
black hair, big gray eyes, gorgeous legs, a tingtwa."

Each word was a stroke, a caress that made brgatiificult, that wiped
out her thoughts. She struggled to break free flosnspell, from the
wizardry of his deep blue eyes. "It won't be longiluthey get here." Her
voice was breathy, soft. "I'll run to McDonald'sdaget burgers for the
boys."

"I'll go. What time will company arrive?"

"I don't know." She couldn't think about anythingt bis firm, teasing lips,
his blue eyes, his male body.

He raised an eyebrow. "That's more like it!"

She realized something had happened that shohlavd. She shook her
head. "What did you ask me? See what | mean aboydlane!"

He chuckled. "I believe you just told me that yaund know what time your
guests will arrive."

"They'll be here at seven-thirty!"

"What a waste of time." His gaze drifted lazily ober, setting her on fire.



"I'd better get ready," she murmured, not movirWill'you let me out of
the corner?"

"As | said, if | weren't so dirty from work ..."

Her heart thudded. If only he knew that at that rantrshe didn't care.
Desire was dancing in her like dust devils on adyiprairie. She wouldn't
resist if his arms closed around her. She wanteah tio. She wanted to pull
his hard, dusty body close, to feel his strong aemeelop her, to have his
mouth take hers. She stared at him blankly as ide '$# feed the hungry

wolves. Where are your car keys?"

And she did it again. She knew he had asked heetsing, but what the
hell was it? Seconds ticked past. He smiled. "Sooe more for me," he
said softly. "Keys, honey. Where are the car keys?"

She wanted to fling them at him. She picked thenoffiphe counter and
held them out. With a mocking smile, he took thgsk® her Honda, ran
upstairs for a shirt, and hurried out the doowilegher aching with longing
for him. How could he breeze in and turn everythiqgside down so
swiftly? He would be bored stiff with Charles, bmaybe Marie would

make up for the dull moments. Laurel gritted hetheat the thought, then
went upstairs to bathe and wash her hair, awatestteawas listening for
any sound of Thane in the house.

Back in her bedroom she surveyed the dresses ltangatly in her closet.
Something dull, plain . . . She selected a simple plue cotton shirtwaist
and navy high-heeled sandals. Carefully, she bdde hair into one long
plait, then wound it around her head and fasteinseturely. Extra securely.

She was dressed and ready to go downstairs whehesttd the kitchen
door bang shut. She met him at the head of thesstdis gaze took in her
outfit with a slow appraisal that started all thetars again.

"Wow."

"It can't be," she said dryly, thinking she sholbédthe one to say wow. He
looked so damn virile and male, even with dustisrcheeks and throat and



arms, his hands dirty from work. He looked earthith vitality radiating
from him.

He paused about a foot from her and raised an eyeltris hands on his
hips. "Trying to be Little Miss Prim tonight?"

"Could be."

In a sardonic drawl, he said, "Well, for your infaation,” he drawled, "the
shape under that cotton dress is far from prim."

"You're going to be late!"

"Getting scared?"

"No." She couldn't resist flinging back the gauntle

Sparks clashed between them and he moved closgrsdity wench, you
look as prim as Salome. That neat little blue djess makes me want to

take you in my arms and crush—"

Aflame from his words, the hungry look in his eyslse tried to stop him.
"They'll be here in twenty minutes.”

"Want to make a wager with me?"
Suspicious, yet too curious to resist, she asRafthat kind of wager?”

His voice dropped, a husky note starting ripplesan "Before this night is
out, I'll have that long raven hair of yours undead."

The warmth uncoiling inside her burst into flaméneStried to hide it
beneath a firm voice. "I won't wager anything witbu. | have to get
dinner."

"Want some help?"

"No, thank you. | have everything under control."



"Everything, Laurel?"

His tone, the innuendo, started another cascadparks showering down
her spine. "Yes. I'll leave all your time free tet o know Marie."

"Maybe. Maybe | have other plans for the evening."”

"Marie and Charles are definitely not the same ,\tygze don't get ideas
there."

"My ideas are taken completely by one person, aseifmating, intriguing,
beautiful woman."

The message in his eyes matched his words, makingdgmble. It was an
effort to go and her voice sounded breathless a&s sshd, "l'll be
downstairs." She rushed down the steps, his wositdirgy in her mind.
"Fascinating, beautiful..." Why did Thane have ¢osb charming, so able to
leap over her defenses as if they didn't exist?chaoming and too wild! At
the foot of the steps she looked up. His thick danks framing his head, he
stood at the rail, watching her. Her heart thuddetkntly. Defenses didn't
exist against him. His blue eyes melted them, pettbem like a laser. With
her breathing unsteady, she went to the kitcherbagdn working furiously
to get everything ready.

Marie arrived first and when Laurel saw her, hepestations swung
between high and low.

Her golden hair falling softly over her shoulders.

her make-up flawless, her pale yellow dress fittiogoerfection, Marie
Anderson was ravishing. How could he look at anyelse?

"Hi, Brett."
"Come in. You look great!"

"Thanks." Marie lowered her voice. "l can't waiti@et this gorgeous hunk
you told me about.”



"He'll be down in a minute."
"He stays here?"

"Lower your eyebrows, Marie. His home burned. Hstaying here
temporarily with me, Horace, Dad, his son ..."

Marie laughed. "My eyebrows are lowered."
"Here comes Charles."

Marie looked over her shoulder. "Oh, yes, Chal&s.Wicks. He won't be
happy to see a little secretary here, rubbing etbowthe same level with
him."

"Don't pay any attention. He's not the one you rteetbtice.”
"Don't worry. I'm waiting for Mr. Thane Prescott!"

Laurel watched Charles Wicks cross the walk artchfedaden weight settle
in the pit of her stomach. She had given up aniegesdone with Thane for
Charles Wicks. Charles was tall, stoop- shoulderadhaculately dressed
in a silk shirt and gray slacks. With his pale bnosyes and narrow chin he
would fade into oblivion when Thane entered thenro0Evening Brett,
Marie."

" If you two will come in," Laurel said. They movewto the living room
and Marie and Charles sat down while Laurel mixadkd. She handed
them heir drinks, then sat in a brown wingback ccfaaiing Charles, who sat
on the sofa, and Marie who sat in another chair.

Charies tasted his drink. "Talked to Jordan todisg/s investing in Zolta
Mining. Tried to tell me how good it is. Said yofather thinks so too.
Where is the judge?"

"Dad's at Caddo Lake on a fishing trip." Laurelngled at her watch. Where
was Thane?



"When will he be back?"

"He'll be here Wed—"

"Laurel!” Thane's deep voice from upstairs inteteapher.

Startled, she smiled hesitantly at her guestst ‘@usinute, excuse me."
"He calls you Laurel?" Marie asked.

"My first name. Laurel Brett."

"Quaint,"” Charles murmured.

She rose to her feet, but before she'd taken a $teggne called again,
"Darlin’, have you seen my tiger-striped briefs?"

Laurel stiffened. Raging flames burned up through goles of her feet, a
blush consuming her as if she had been set oniliv@ne had just delivered
life's most embarrassing moment to her, wrappegoid and all tied up

with red ribbons! How could she face Charles andi®igor the next few

hours? Or even the next few minutes? She feltdhaking her fist at the
empty doorway. Mr. T. Prescott—"T" for trouble!

Marie raised her brows and smiled. "Sure you mé&antvite me to meet
him?"

"I'm sure," Laurel gritted through clenched te€harles had turned as red
as she felt and was staring at her intently.

Trying to gather the tatters of her dignity, shised her chin. "Excuse me a
minute."

The walk out of the room was endless misery. Thauibei she rounded the
corner she rushed toward the stairs. At the topcehieled with him.

His hands reached out to steady her. "Whoa. Yonitdidve to run right up
here. | found some others."



"Damn you!" She struggled to keep her voice lowt &dthe cheap, rotten
tricks you've pulled, this is the worst!"

"Cheap, rotten tricks?" he asked innocently.

"l see that damned dimple and the laughter in yy@s! So help me . . .
Charles Wicks doesn't have any sense of humor.wese than Lamont or
Jordan, if anyone could be."

"Then why is he sitting in your living room at youavitation?"

"Don't start quizzing me like I'm the one who neagshead examined!"
"I'll be happy to examine your head, or any othet-p-"

"Will you be serious! Do you know what you've dongh that question
about your underwear? You probably do,” she answéer question,
feeling swamped, as if she were combating an iniplesforce. "That was

deliberate."

"It sure was. Maybe you'll learn a lesson aboutrieting when | plan a
marvelous evening with my special girl."

My special girl. The words wound through her, warghher, melting her
anger, making her want to send Marie and Charleseh&pecial. His eyes
twinkled, his dimple was adorable, his smile deatsy. He was dressed in
a navy blue cotton shirt that was open at the thimeeveal the dark inviting
curls on his chest and that accentuated his brskineand deep blue eyes. It
was tucked into dark slacks that fit his trim hgwgly. How could she
resist him? Her anger evaporated.

He tilted her chin up. "Do | see a smile abousurface?"
"You might. You've charmed your way through anottresis."
"Have | really?"

"You know you could. Are you going to embarrassageain?"



"Wait and see. Maybe they'll go home early if | xéteup.”
"That's what you want, isn't it?"
"Sure." He dropped his arm around her shoulders.sBhugged it away.

"Look, Charles sees Jordan and Lamont all the timeome from a
stiff-necked, old-fashioned family. Don't complieay life unnecessarily."

"I wouldn't dream of it," he answered blandly ai delt as if she were
standing in the center of a mine field.

"Promise me you'll keep your hands to yourself wiverget downstairs."
“I'l try."

"Try isn't good enough."

"It'll have to do." Mischief danced in his eyes.

“I'm not sure | can face them again.”

"Want me to go down and tell them to go away?"

"No, dammit!"

"My, you're getting worked up. "

She stared at him as his grin widened. "Don't saytheer word, Thane
Prescott! Our guests are waiting."

"l just remembered something. You go ahead."”

She didn't want to face Marie and Charles aloné,sbhe descended the
stairs and entered the living room. Charles looaetier curiously for a
moment before glancing away. Trying to assume iaof @ignity in spite of
the blush burning her cheeks. Laurel said, "MrsBo# will be right down."



There was an uncomfortable silence. While Chatim®d out the window,
Marie looked faintly amused.

Footsteps sounded in the hall, a clatter of boatsthee polished oak.
"Darlin'" Like a whirlwind Thane charged into thheom, crossing the
living room without hesitation to sweep Laurel ifitis arms, bending over
her for a kiss.

He smelled like a brewery! What had he done siheelaft him, for God's
sake? Bathed in bourbon? Her eyes flew wide opeshatk. He bent her
over further until she felt as if she would falhesautomatically clung to his
shoulders, her protest dying in her throat as seckl it away. Kissed it away
completely. Laurel thought he would never stop. 8tw@dn't beat against
his chest in front of Marie and Charles. She wdgléss as he explored her
mouth thoroughly. It was a burning, passionate Kisg went on and on
until she forgot her embarrassment, forgot Marid @marles. Suddenly,
Thane swung her upright, releasing her.

She almost fell on her face. She swayed and hisr@ached out. "Steady,
darlin."

Fury consumed her and along with it, embarrassisteeaked through her
like a brush-fire. When she turned her head to ktdkm. Thane pursed his
lips and stepped away.

Before she could speak, he slipped his arm arowrdahd tucked her
against him, all the while smiling at Marie who wadding back laughter.

"Sorry," he said blithely. "I just get carried awdywo whole minutes have
passed since | last saw my li'l darlin"."

Laurel felt an uncontrollable urge to shake het &t him again. The

alcoholic fumes were threatening to overcome het sime just stopped
herself from fanning the air. When she tried tostliee, his arms tightened,
holding her pasted to his side. There wasn't angthilse to do except make
introductions.



"Marie, | want you to meet Thane Prescott." Heralitg voice trembled.
She tried to get it under control. "Thane, thiMigrie Anderson and this is
Charles Wicks."

Charles's face was scarlet as he rose to hiHedaoked as if he had bitten
into something sour as his eyes darted back arid batween Laurel and
Thane while he shook hands stiffly and coughed.

Struggling again to wriggle free, Laurel wonderédhe would spend the
evening like Thane's Siamese twin, joined at thes.hiCan | get you a
drink?" she asked him with deadly sweetness.

He looked down, his blue eyes dancing with devilmérou better believe
you can, Ii'l darlin'. Just the usual, bourbon arehch water."

His arm dropped away from her waist and he sat dowalk to Marie and
Charles. The usual. Laurel glanced at him. He wetsrchined to drive
Marie and Charles away as speedily as possible.

Charles settled back in his seat and crossed & Bwinging his foot
nervously, he asked, "Do you live in Shreveport?"

"Right here in this house, at least until the ggadge returns,"” Thane
answered with maddening cheer. He smiled at Lat@gl.until Ii'l darlin’
sends me away."

She glared at him, mixing his drink as fast as ipessthe ice cubes clinking
and clattering while she stirred violently. Jor@derd Lamont would develop
apoplexy when Charles relayed this conversation.

Charles's foot swung faster and Marie raised azigazeyebrow at Laurel.
Charles tried again. "Where do you work?"

"I don't. I'm relying on Ii'l darlin' to get me guy."

Charles choked on his drink, eyeing Laurel intently



"What he means," she said furiously, "is that Walging on me to patent his
toys. He's an inventor. He invents all sorts ofgsi” She gave Thane as
dark a look as possible.

He smiled blandly when she approached with hiskdiiaurel stepped on
his toe. His smile widened, the dimple deepeningeWshe held the drink
out to him, his fingers closed around her waist.

She tried to tip the drink and dump it in his lapt his fingers tightened like
an iron clamp and she couldn't move her wrist. dtd the drink and set it
on a table beside his chair.

"Come here, Ii'l darlin’, sit on my lap."

She shook her head violently and in a syrupy sweiet asked, "May | see
you a moment in the kitchen?"

"Sure thing." He winked broadly at Marie. "She jaah't keep her hands off
me."

As soon as they were in the kitchen she shookikeaf him. "Dammit,
Thane!"

"Oh, ho. Little aggravated?"

"Don't you 'li'l darlin” me one more time! Marig convulsed with laughter
and Charles is in shock!'

"My goodness, that's too bad. Ready to ask theleate?"

"No! You may be back in the tent with the boys tiil" His twinkling blue
eyes sent showers raining on her fiery anger, expradt out the blaze. "I've
never lost control like I have with you. | wantedthrow that drink at you.
What did you do? Shower in Old Crow?"

"Dabbed a little here and there. It'll fade fast."



"After they've decided your bloodstream is ninetyenpercent alcohol!
And what's the matter with you anyway? Marie isggmus."

"Which one is Marie?"

"Your charm isn't going to get you out of this olhen dinner is over,
comes the hour of retribution.”

"Sounds intriguing. I'd love to retribute with ybu.

She felt her anger slipping, teetering on the bwhloblivion. His voice
changed suddenly, the teasing vanished. He mowsérgiclose enough so
that she caught the now faint scent of bourbogetinwith an inviting, male
scent. "When you're angry,” he said softly, "yousygeyes darken, your
cheeks turn pink, and your voice gets that deeggthless quality. Did you
know you react the same way during your most paasgomoments?”
Anger dropped over the edge and was gone. Shercosiidp her reaction to
his seductive words She licked dry lips, felt heatt thud. "No matter how
heinous your crimes, you can charm your way outafble."

"l hope so. Honey, let's get rid of the company.”

She was melting and wanted to wind her arms artisdtrong shoulders
and let him crush her against his chest. She ctiadd it hurt.

"We can't. | invited them for dinner and it's almpo=ady."

"We can pack doggie bags."

"Not on your life!" A smile threatened and she ctaad her lips shut.
"Wonder what's going through their thoughts rigbvri

"Oh my word! You get back out there. And don't $a@and leer when you
do."



"Me? Smirk and leer?" he asked, so innocently shatsmiled. She trailed
her finger along his jaw. "Cyclone Prescott. Yod diagain.”

"Did what?"

"Turned my world upside-down. Devastated everythingour path. Will
you please go?"

"You tell me I've devastated you, look at me witluysmoky eyes, and then
ask me to go?"

She stepped back. "Go. Please, go."

His gaze drifted slowly down to her feet, then reéd to meet hers, leaving
a fiery trail in its wake. "You're a responsive warm hiding from life. You
react to a glance." His gaze dropped to her bredmdhrusting peaks taut
beneath the thin cotton dress. "Laurel, beforertight is out, you'll let your
hair down. You'll let it down for me or I'll také down," he promised in a
husky, determined voice that made her tremble.

"Thane ..."
"I'm going."

She watched his broad back, the mass of thickcsolé on the back of his
head, his narrow hips, as he went through the dodrshe had to fight a
ridiculous surge of excitement. Her emotion changben she remembered
the whole purpose of the evening. With a sigh,sheothed her skirt and
thought about Marie, wondering if she had made stake. She had begun
to loosen, to vacillate between throwing up deferes®l letting them down.
She had to have time to think. Time and room. Mewigdd give her a little if
she held Thane's attention even for a little while.

Grimly, she entered the living room. "Charles," shal, "would you come
into the kitchen a moment? | want to ask you alsoutething.”

Looking acutely uncomfortable, as if he was afighé might throw herself
at him, Charles said, "Of course."



Thane frowned. "Charley, the last man who laid adhan my lil darlin’
spent four days in traction."

Charles paled and blinked. Laurel crossed the rwotake his arm. "Don't
pay any attention to him, Charles. He's joking.& &u him out of the room.

In the kitchen she picked up the morning papersio @harles the only
guestion she knew would keep him talking at lengtile Marie and Thane
were alone together. "Can you tell me the bestksfoc a long-term
investment, something with a low yield?"

Charles glanced nervously toward the closed kitotheor. "Perhaps we
should take the paper into the front room, Brett."

"Oh, no. You know it's of no interest to Marie drane."

"Have you known him long?"

"No, Charles. There's nothing between us."

He laughed uneasily. "No, of course not. Does Jokuew this Prescott?"

"Yes, Jordan met him Thursday evening.” Thursdeenag seemed a
thousand years ago. Charles launched into a drigakeaf possible
investments, but Laurel's mind was on the timeTloane and Marie.

The timer pinged, interrupting the stock marketcdssion. Potatoes,
cooked in the half-shell and topped with goldeneslee were done. Marie
stepped into the kitchen, a smile on her face. "Mayelp? | heard a
timer."l'll leave you ladies," Charles said andlfte the living room.

Marie leaned against the counter. "Bre—Laurel."
"Brett's fine."
"l think you're going to be called Laurel for a tpriong time. There's only

one woman Thane Prescott is interested in. Aresgog about what you
want?"



"Very. Marie, don't give up. I'll take care of dem Go back in there and
dazzle him."

"Those sexy blue eyes can see only you. He toldheebeen teasing you
with that 'li"l darlin” business."

Laurel sighed. "Slightly. He has a warped sendeuafor.”
"He's adorable. | don't know how you resist.”
"I'll get dinner. Go enjoy the men."

With a shrug Marie smiled and left. Laurel placled tven-fried chicken on
a large platter but her thoughts weren't on thekem. Shedidn't resist
Thane. She hadn't last night. Should she at ali¥i8f aside her worries,
she set a covered basket of hot rolls beside tldegahicken. When she
was ready, she summoned the others.

Everyone served themselves from the dishes sprkady dhe kitchen
counter, then they ate out on the cool patio, engpthe crisp air of the fall
evening. Afterward, Marie helped Laurel stack dsshrethe kitchen. Once
Laurel glanced out at the lighted patio to see [ékdistening intently to
something Thane was telling him. He's charmed €bkado, she thought,
feeling hopelessly lost in a morass of contradicemotions. She shooed
Marie outside to join the men and in a few minutad the kitchen cleaned.

Barely half an hour after dinner, Marie rose and sae had to get home.
Charles stood also.

"Time for me to go along, too," he said. "It's beetthere was the barest
pause before he finished—"an interesting evening{tB He offered his
hand to Thane. "Good to meet you, Prescott. Idklanto that drilling
company. Glad to hear about it."

As she walked to the door with Marie, Laurel s8fte you sure you can't
stay longer? Ill disappear upstairs."



They reached the door with the men still far behimein down the hall.
Marie laughed. "Brett, he doesn't know | exist."

"l don't think so."
"l don't know why you're fighting it. | wouldn't. ™ for a second!"

She couldn't answer, so she smiled. "I'm sorryetrening was a waste of
time."

"l had fun. It was worth it to see Charles in shdékou ever find a spare
Thane Prescott, give me a call. This one's defynitken."

The men reached them, they all said good nightLaundel stood under the
porch light watching Marie and Charles leave. Bostof her attention was
on Thane. She dreaded facing him. They were alodetavas so early in
the evening. Only ten o'clock. The minutes stredcie Marie climbed into
her Ford and drove away. Charles's Lincoln pulledyafrom the curb and
disappeared down the street.

There wasn't anything else to do. Laurel turnediado



Nine

Thane was lounging in the doorway, his broad sheyudgjainst the jamb,
one hand in his pants pocket, one dark brow raaselde watched her. His
smoldering gaze made her heart drum and her néuoits.

"Well, you succeeded," she said. "You drove therayaand it's only ten."”

"And now there's just you and me." His husky vaset off sparks. She
couldn't catch her breath. He straightened andpstefpack. "Come in,
Laurel.”

Her knees felt weak. He was so handsome, so villeen she walked
through the door, they would be alone and his gedydooded blue eyes
conveyed clearly what he had in mind.

"Why do | so often get the feeling that I'm a guestmy own home?
Everywhere you go, you take over."

He took her arm and drew her inside. His roughtbae sent fiery streams
coursing in her veins as he said, "There's only plaee | want to take
over—your heart."

Mesmerized by those blue eyes, she stepped indieleelosed the door,
locked it, and switched off the lights.

The darkness stirred her out of the spell wovehibyoice, his touch, his
eyes and words. She steeled herself for an ondlafigis seductive charm.
He stood between her and the stairs, effectivelgkihg her path. "l want to
go, Thane. Don't start something. You're goingfasb.”

"As you said, it's early. Let's have a nightcap.”
"Will you get out of my way?"
A slow, lazy smile lifted the corners of his mou8he felt desperate, her

heart raced. His voice was deep, so masculine.’Blarel, you're not going
to say good night and go," he said softly.



The panicky feeling that he had caused beforemeturShe backed away a
step, bumping into the locked front door. "You'werfered enough! I've
told you I don't want your interference."

"The part of you that doesn't is so tiny. All theman in you does. I'll show
youlII

He moved a step closer and she began to tremble cbiold she combat her
body, her physical responses to him that surgditetat his faintest touch?

He reached out and placed both hands on eitherdditer, leaning his
palms against the door, his big body blocking hat. &ven though he
wasn't touching her, she gasped, struggling taheess she turned her head
away. His sinewy, corded arm, tanned and so stnag,inches from her
face. She wanted to put her head against his fordarforget the pain, but
she knew that would make it worse, not better.

"Now, remember what | promised you?"

She didn't want to look into his eyes. She closad.h'l don't know."One
promise was, | intend to find out why you hold bagkat you're afraid of."

His words tore through her, plunging into her hesdudrply. She kept her
eyes shut. "Move out of my way and let me go."

"There's no picture of your husband. There's ngthifas something in
your marriage bad?" He asked gently. "Is that wwy'ne so afraid. Laurel?"

Startled, she looked up. Light from the upstairdl Ished enough
illumination to see Thane's probing, curious ey@#&as it bad, honey?"

"Bad? Oh, no!" She felt cornered and was angry higatvould push and
persist and make her remember. She faced him rimer stiff at her sides.
"No, it wasn't bad. It was heaven. It was perféét. knew each other such a
short time. Our time together, that tiny segmentnyf life, | think of as
golden." And then the memories came rushing umvade her thoughts,
her emotions. She whispered, "Wade had goldenamairvhen he smiled



the world was marvelous. We were so happy, sova!lbadored him and
every moment was precious. ..."

She gasped for breath, her breast heaving asakgadjen had been cut off.
She was furious that he was goading her into rexggado much, into
looking back when she didn't want to, into rushimgvard too swiftly into
another relationship. The empty, hollow feeling thiae had fought so hard
to overcome was returning with the force of a g8l@mewhere deep inside
a terrible cry was trying to surface. Her rage éased as she fought to
smother her tears.

Thane frowned, his dark brows drawing togetheresthdied her. "Then
why is your room so bare, why don't—"

"Why don't | have his picture?" she finished fomhi "Because everyone
has their own way of reacting to loss! My pictucddVade are here." She
placed her fist against her breast, over her hégt it all away. There's no
use hanging onto his things, because not one af thid bring him back.

"Oh, Laurel, shh ..." His arms wrapped around figmg her against his
solid, massive chest, holding her to his heart.

He tilted her face up, his eyes searching hersiidimb raked across her
cheek below her eyes. "Laurel, life has to go annToose of the past.” His
voice lowered to a whispery baritone that touched doul. "Let me into
your life."

Buffeted by the impact of his blue eyes, she drdang breath. He leaned
forward, his mouth coming down over hers. She sgfiledy against him,
pushing at a chest as solid and unyielding as @gra8he tried to twist her
head away, to close her lips.

His tongue traced her lips, churning the tumult thged within her. "Stop
fighting me," he murmured.



"No!" But when she opened her mouth to protest, s lost. His arms
tightened around her, molding her to his body,iagdngue thrust into her
mouth to take ravenous possession, to convey whiatsacouldn't say.

She trembled violently. His eyes flew open momeiytathen his hand
slipped down brashly to curve over her buttockdlipm her hips to his
while one arm remained a steel band around het.virses hands grew still,
resting on his strong arms while her heart racdd wrwas a thunderous
roar in her ears.

His plundering kiss deepened to a fiery, passiodateand that blanked out
her fears, her worries about the past or the futBhe became conscious
only of Thane. She drowned in his kisses, plunghrgugh fathoms into
depths beyond her control. A soft moan of pleasose in her throat.

His big, hard body felt so good. Her hands slippp@ver bulging muscles,
over broad shoulders, touching smooth skin and bare, to his strong
neck. Her fingers wound in his soft curls, relighitheir sensual, silky
touch.

And still his turbulent kisses continued, drivingrtbeyond one barrier to
another and then another.

In a whispery trail that sent shivers down her gpimnis rough fingertips
stroke the nape of her neck, tracing her earsthneat, winding up to her
head. She felt the pins go, knew he was taking dineriong braid of her
hair, undoing her hair along with her reluctance.

In his deep voice he murmured, "Laurel, LaurelHet name rolled off his
tongue with a special husky inflection that wasided in her mind forever.

She wanted him so badly, so damn badly, but sheafvaisl she'd never be
enough woman for him, either emotionally or phylycaA groan of agony
escaped and his eyes narrowed.

"Laurel, honey, what it is?" His blue eyes stripjpede her soul.

"l want you to stop! Leave me in peace."”



"What part of you wants me to stop? Your mouth,re#l' he whispered as
he brushed his lips sensuously over hers, makinghineb for him. "Your
body?" His big hand traced her curves, her softnesming over hip and
thigh, drifting across her stomach. Her hips sHifiastinctively. The
lightning charges bursting through her made hewana of his other hand.
The heavy braid fell against her back and his fiadegan working in it,
pulling her hair free.

"You don't want my hands? My mouth?"

"Our kisses can't mean anything to you. | haveroikn you that long," she
whispered, even as she tilted her head so he amuddle her throat,
reaching the pulse beat at the base of her neck.

"You're sweet, you're intelligent ... | know youfrassionate. | look at you
and think what a waste. | can't bear the forlowklon your beautiful gray
eyes."

"Stop it, Thane!"

As if he hadn't heard, he continued relentlesslyirgy words that touched
her as surely as his hands. "That prim dress, @a,piovering a beautiful
body ..." His voice lowered to a husky note thatnat through her system.
"You don't want my hands and mouth here?" Hisdeft circled her waist

and he leaned down, his moist mouth covering theegag peak of her

breast. Through the thin layers of clothing shelddeel his heated breath.
Devastation. Raw emotions clashed within her asobdy responded, her
breasts ached with longing for him.

"Don't make love to me!" she gasped. Her headhigdivy, rolling back on

her neck. She closed her eyes. How could she puslaway? She could

only tremble, moan with pleasure, with a primitipeofound need for one
man out of all men on earth. Thane. How she neboegdwanted him! She

wanted his joy, his exuberance, his liveliness. y@ned for his maleness,
his caresses. Swaying toward him, she rested hgerf on his massive
shoulders.



He rained kisses over her dress, on her bareilbgh his fingers tugged at
the buttons. He straightened to watch her, his &s blazing into her with
passion.

"This dress, your hair, this house—so damn prikmdw better. | won't let

you waste away like that." He pushed aside theonaltess, her slip, her
filmy lace bra to cup her breast in his big haraldimg her eager, tremulous
flesh, taking her captive. Slowly, with tantalizidgliberation, his thumb
grazed the taut peak.

On fire, she gasped. Fabulous pinwheels of semsatioirred in her,
fluttering and streaking wildly. His thigh pressadjdging hers apart,
sliding between them; his male hardness bulgedagher.

Her heart, her soul cried out for him, for his pofaestrength, yet she was
afraid. She couldn't bear to lose him, to haveftiraand then get dropped.
And what could she give him in return? Emptinesisieesthe day she had
lost the baby, she had felt inadequate, so incamplzark thoughts rose,
steaming up like vapor in a swamp to envelop hiee. Bushed against him
violently.

He pulled back. "What is it. Laurel?"

She felt her throat close with pain. Gasping, sie&red, "You're rushing
me." Looking down to pull her clothes in place, |av his slacks, his
obvious readiness that made her want to reachifoabain.

While she straightened her dress, he watched hesiwaringly until she felt
as if he were attempting to hypnotize her. Shel tiwepush away his arms,
which were wrapped around her waist.

"Why, honey?" he asked in a voice as soft as resalp "What stopped
you?"

She didn't want to look into those blue eyes thmatldt slice through her
words and discover her emotions. "You're comingtam fast when I'm
uncertain " She couldn't pry her arms free andcshadn't face him. She



buttoned her dress. In the heavy silence tensicangpbetween them, and
steeling herself, she finally looked up.

Smoldering blue, like a gale-swept sea, invadedsheses and heightened
the upheaval raging within her. "I can't treat Idightly," she said shakily.
"It's deeply personal with me and that's just tlag Wwam."

His big, work-roughened fingers, callused from igpg his home, reached
out to unfasten a button again.

"Are you listening to me?"
"l heard every word."

"Then what are you doing?" Another button slippee f His head was bent,
his thick, curly lashes lowered. She wanted toglaer palm on his tanned
cheek, to wind her arms around his neck and pslinmouth down. She
didn't.

"Laurel, honey, it won't hurt you to have a litibing."

"No!" The word was explosive. His eyes raised amel lsraced for another
soul-searching stare. "l said we're almost strangeknow we're not
physically, but we are in all other ways. | camwtthis fast, Thane."

Seconds ticked past, stretching nerves alreadinstta "All right. Laurel,
we'll get to know each other,” he said roughly, a felt as if an
avalanche threatened her. She knew him well entughow that he went
at anything heart and soul. Could she withstandi&isrmination?

He rebuttoned her dress and it was almost as dgwagts his unfastening
it. She was aware of his knuckles brushing theeydtletween her breasts,
touching the soft curves.

"I'll do that!"

He tilted his head and looked at her with hoodeabldering eyes. "Your
voice is breathless."



"It's getting late." She shook her head and heg,lsiky hair swirled over
her shoulders.

"You want to go to bed?" he asked in husky, sedadibnes that almost
buckled her knees. She caught her breath.

"You're not helping!"
"You want me to help you go to bed?"
"No, dammit. You know what | mean."

He took a slow, deep breath and a shudder ripghedugh him. He
stretched, reaching out both long arms until hisctes popped and she
realized what control he was exercising. "Come ba,5aid, "we have some

getting acquainted to do. You won't be able tosk®yway, li'l darlin'.
She smiled. "Your conscience should keep you frieepsng.”

"It's not my conscience, honey," he drawled, Tdtsgy black hair, gorgeous
legs. ... | want you beside me, in my—"

"Enough! Thank you. Speaking of legs, where's M#ue

“In the utility room with a cover over his cagetucked him away for the
night. I'll be glad to do the same for you."

"You know my answer," she said, and hoped he couldt her heart
pounding.

Smiling, he put his arm across her shoulders ahtide to the kitchen.

She fixed a glass of tea; Thane settled with a.3dey sat at the table and
talked, but all the time his blue eyes blazed atith unmistakable desire.
He stretched out in the chair, one ankle crossedisrknee. While they
chatted he stroked her hair, brushing his finggesrest her neck, her throat,
her shoulder, and each touch played over her sendliésh like a violin
bow, creating a melody of longing, a duet of desire



The room became warmer, his voice lower and huskier own became
breathless. She knew what was happening betweem dhd she knew it
had to stop before they were both burning out otr@b again. Swiftly, she
rose. "I'm going to bed."

"Fine. | will too." He stood, his shoulder brushingrs as he moved away.

The simple act of turning out lights, checking tio®rs, climbing the stairs
together, made the moment intensely intimate. & hamarried feeling.
Thane dropped his arm across her shoulders agd¢hefied the top of the
stairs.

She turned. "Good night."

His arms went around her and his mouth took possess$ hers before she
could protest. All his touches during the past hdwis lovemaking before
that, had her quivering with readiness. Responss& buher and the ballad
their hearts played, soared. Eager tongues playedje-old cadenza. Her
heart thrummed to a savage beat. She molded hé¢oséis hard body,

clinging to him to return his kiss.

They sank to the hard, cold floor and she bareljcad any discomfort.
Thane's mouth held her captive while his handsofadd her curves,
moving with light, deft caresses, unbuttoning thesd she had so carefully
fastened earlier. He shifted the material off Heyuders, pushing it down
as he sat up. His arm circled her waist, lifting basily to his lap, her
attention taken by his hungry lips and tongue. téiads raised her hips to
free her of the dress, she turned her head slighdlylong hair cascading
down to hide her eyes from him. His hands moved wértainty as he
undressed her. She caught one big hand, holdingdris, rough fingers in
hers. "I thought you'd wait, that you understood's® rushing me," she
whispered breathlessly.

"Laurel, you don't want to wait now. You're trenmg)i Trust me, honey."
He wound his free hand in her hair and tilted laeefup and she was lost in
blue. He whispered, "Just trust a little. ..."



His dark head dipped, lowering to her breast, $3 kihe eager up-thrusting
peak, to make her gasp and close her eyes anchdarre

Within minutes he had unbuttoned his shirt, fligginaside. The rest of his
clothes followed as he kissed her warm, smootinfles fingers exploring,
seeking ways to give her pleasure, stroking hey,ltovely legs.

His leg moved between hers, the rough, hard thigiicein tactile
sensations, then becoming a pressure that macdhedwerand moan in need
until she cried out as she reached a peak, thdnaahquivered, wanting
more.

He shifted his weight, entering her slowly, takimg time in an effort of

control that burned away swiftly. The moved togethiile she clung to his
broad back and whispered his name again and dgeimok her physically,

but it went deeper and she knew it. For one cleaorsd she knew how
binding each touch was—a wizard's chain, forgetebyher-light caresses,
by deep hungry kisses, and linked by sorcery, rditg as steel.

Reason was lost as he carried her over the briokrapture. Ecstasy burst
with blinding radiance. then left her to float guadly down through a quiet

night of satisfaction to the hard earth of realitwice now he had loved her
in the most total sense possible. The loving weidline part of her life,

throwing the rest off balance.

While her stormy thoughts seethed, while she playgd his soft hair, he
moved her, shifting beneath her, pulling her onabpim. She lay quietly,
listening to his heart slow as he stroked her loaig and held her tightly.
She couldn't resist him. Did she need to? How kiedksiow what to think in
the whirlwind he caused?

"You're rushing me again, Thane," she said softly.
"l lost control."
She didn't believe him for a minute. He continuggttoke her hair and his

voice was husky, like warm sunshine falling over. i&¥ou're beautiful.
Laurel."



"Give me room. Please. This was wonderful, Thaa#ebthan | could ever
imagine, but in every other way we're really stensg'

"l told you, well get to know each other.” He padisén everyway."

Why did his statement make her heart jump with eeegs and her fingers
clench with caution?

She slipped off him and reached for her clothesnibarrassed her to sit
naked beside him, even while he seemed obliviolsstown nudity.

He sat up and kissed her, softly, oh so lightly, hie lips made her heart
skip a beat. "Come to bed with me, honey," he wdrisgp.

"l can't. Not yet."

His gaze was relentless, searching until he se¢od some answer. He
reached for his slacks and pulled them on. Shedkdived, as if part of her
brain could function again. He rose and looked davher, a half-smile
tugging at his mouth. "If this is what you want ‘Night, Laurel.” He turned
and went to his room, closing the door behind him.

She stared at the door. All she had to do wasviolion, call to him—and

she longed to. She wanted to lie in his arms thieafethe night, but morning
always came and with the clear light of reason ¢@$o come pain and
regret.

Finally, she went to her room for a troubled, drddled sleep. The next
day, Thane did just what he promised—tried to gétntow her. They went
to church together, took Ronnie, Horace, and Grdgi@ eat with them,
then left the boys at Thane's and drove to Bosigrto Louisiana Downs.
They sat at a table in the upper level, didn't koacbite of what they'd
ordered, and missed all the races while they tadkeblooked at each other.

Ronnie and Horace came home to sleep because Maradag school day.
They played Thane's game, Victory, for an hourl loatih boys finally went
upstairs to bed.



Sitting cross-legged on the floor in jeans and @&y @weat shirt, Laurel
looked at Thane. "Ronnie should be off to schowidorow, too."”

He raised his head to look at her. "I've givenoins more thought. I've
talked to him about it, too. He doesn't want td' go.

"Of course he doesn't want to! He's shy. It's ordiural at his age that he'd
feel reluctant, but it wouldn't take him any tinee adjust. He fit in here
without a ripple. He's trailed around with Greg &iarace all weekend and
he's been fine."

Thane's blue eyes were dark and brooding whildhbeght over what she
said. His big shoulders heaved as he sighed. "t #apw. | want what's
best for him."

"When Tuesday comes, there's really no need foty@o to a motel. You
and Ronnie are welcome to stay here."

He smiled. "Thanks, but Ill get out of this housad someday I'll get—" He
stopped abruptly.

She tilted her head to one side. "You'll get what?"

"I'll tell you later." He winked, but she had aliag she wouldn't ever know
what he had started to say.

Monday morning Horace went to school. Laurel to ¢ffece, and Thane

went home to meet the carpenters who were to wotki®house. Tuesday
he moved out. When she entered the house after, wbekknew he was
gone. The house was empty, a shell, and she fdtiteess envelop her as if
the sun had disappeared from the universe. It twad hers.

The loneliness was short-lived. And she should haamvn. When Thane
had said they'd get to know each other, he'd meaety word. Each
evening, while Ronnie stayed at her house, Thamiehier out. Night after
night they saw Shreve- port, every inch of it. Theyred Fort Humbug,



went to the symphony, went to the Barnwell Gardent€r, ate catfish at
the Cypress Inn and lobster at Don's. And everfgtnigpane took her home
early, kissing her passionately at her door anah theying good night,

gathering up Ronnie and leaving her with mountimgtration. She knew

she was on a collision course between her hearhandhind, the past and
the future. She thought of two locomotives hurtlivead-on down the same
track, rushing toward each other. She felt as if eart were in a race
toward destruction.

She continued working on his patents, the carpgrtntinued working on

his house, and he began manufacturing his ganteigarage. The patents
were feasible and Thane started to matketgame while every night the
tension boiled between them, threatening to expl8tinding in his arms

when he kissed her was torment. She wanted more.

He hadn't said he loved her, but she had facethttehat she loved him.
Beyond her wildest dreams she loved him until it so badly. She wanted
to tell him, but she didn't know what he felt. Tbely certainty was, he
would have to be the one to say good-bye. And sa sure he would
someday. She couldn't shake the feeling of inadsqu#e was too much a
man, too overwhelming and full of life to want a wan who was
incomplete.

She saw that he could live in a predictable manoehad she merely
adjusted to his lifestyle? The only barrier leftiar was that she might not
be able to give him children, but how could shadpit up when he hadn't
so much as mentioned love? He hadn't hinted atiagarrAll he did was
take her out, kiss her good night, and build a boifrdmoldering desire.

There wasn't an opportunity to bring up the subgédter health without
sounding presumptuous, absurd. Mr. T. Prescott agadifficult to cope
with as ever!

And she was determined to be in control of her @netwhen she told him.
She had to be strong enough to survive Thane'sti@jevith some kind of
dignity. She could understand why he wouldn't wanmarry her. At the
moment he didn't seem inclined even to have airafhe understood why
he might reject her; she just couldn't cope withkhowledge.



Two weeks passed and her work began to show tam.stier ability to
concentrate was nil except on one subject. Onedyed subject.

At the office one morning in October she answetedghone to hear his
deep voice.

"Working hard?"
"Trying."

“I'm trying too and finding it damned difficult. uael. . . Ronnie's in
school.”

Her breath went out in a long rush. "You changear yoind!"

"l decided to try, but so help me, if he comes hahie afternoon in tears |
can't send him back." She could hear the tensamelsthe worry in his tone.

"I don't think he'll be in tears. He has too muéghis father in him."
Silence. Then, "I'm so tough?"

"No, you're a cyclone, remember? You're a forcenadind of yourself. You
don't have to withstand other forces, you make your."

"That's what you think. Do you know how much witheding I've been
doing these past few weeks?"

Pleasure filled her. "l have an idea how much."
"Want to come hold my hand at three o'clock?"

She smiled. He was so vulnerable where Ronnie araseened. This tough,
dynamic man had his weak spot and she didn't blame"lf you need me."

"I need you far more than at three o'clock and htwar more than your
hand,” he answered in a husky drawl and her hesgarm pounding like
wind-racked surf. "We know each other pretty welwr'



The roaring in her ears drowned out everything pixbés voice, his deep,
scratchy tone. "Your favorite color is blue,” henven, "you like fried
chicken, hamburgers, chocolate sodas. You lovedd,rto garden, to ski.
You live in a monastery like a nun."”

"You can't call our good-byes nunlike."

"Almost. Well, I'll let you know what happens whiety son comes home."
"Please do and don't worry. He's a chip off thebbdatk.” They hung up, but
her small capacity for work had diminished to nothiRonnie's big blue
eyes haunted her. She paced the floor, watchedlto&, and worked

herself into a dither before the phone finally rdetg in the afternoon.

"Laurel?" Thane's deep voice conveyed his satisfaetnd she let out her
breath.

"How'd it go?"
"He's in the tree house now. He came in talkinguabte seashell collection
the teacher had. He brought a shell home to showndéhe'll take it back

tomorrow. Ah, parenthood!"

She had an opening. Her hands knotted into figs him, she thought. Tell
him now, quickly. Just say, "l can't be a paretit. .

"Thane, speaking of parenthood ..."

But as if he hadn't heard, he went on blithelyn"tlemolished while he's
happy as a lark. Honey, thanks."

The words were diamonds and gold. They were saquedo her that she
forgot her confession. "You're welcome."

"He wanted a snack and then he sailed out to seei®land climb the tree.
He's fine."

"I knew he would be. He's part you."



"The day started getting nice thirty minutes agexpect it to get a lot better
in about four hours."”

"Thane, there's something | have to tell you," shd breathlessly.

"Tell me tonight, hon."

She listened with relief and consternation as haticoed, "Laurel,
tomorrow I'm leaving to fly to Chicago to talk tieet people at the Rayburn
Toy Company. They're interested in Bzzip. I'll kb Wednesday."

"You think they'll manufacture the robot?"

"It sounds interesting. We'll see.”

"Why don't you let Ronnie stay at our house whie'se gone?"

"His grandmother, Pam's mother, is coming to stdly him. | want her to
meet you."

She felt pleased and worried at the same time.rbtment of truth was
approaching and with it, probably rejection.

"In the meantime, we have tonight,” he said.
"I'm happy about Ronnie. Thanks for calling to tai."

Sure. See you tonight." The phone clicked and sphkced it. Fear of the
future definitely out- weighed relief.

That night they went out, repeating the same fatisig pattern, and there
wasn't any good opportunity to tell him. Thane &s&er good ;ht and left
town the next day. And a strange silence descended.

Like old sailors whose bones ache three days beafare Laurel was
developing her own signals of an approaching storm.



Thane hadn't said good-bye. He wasn't in towah&tin't contacted her. As
Wednesday came and went without a word from hirth ewery bone in her
body she could feel something brewing in the wind.

On Friday afternoon she walked around the blocksp@ht an hour with

Ronnie and Mrs. Haskins, Thane's mother-in-law frGfaveland. She

learned two things: one, that Thane was travelmveould be home soon;
two, that each day he talked with Ronnie severaksi at great length.
Dismayed that he hadn't called her once since fhyeslee went home in

shock. She felt deserted. And realized he was predictable as ever and
it was still difficult for her to accept.

When the storm finally broke, it came with a vepesial warning. The
following Tuesday morning, one week and a day sifibane had left
Shreve- port, she rose, gazed at her wardrobe, agednin the back of the
closet, and pulled out a dress she hadn't worydars. A bright red silk
dress. Let her brothers faint when she reachedftioe. It gave her spirits
a lift and with Thane gone, she needed one.

She bathed, washed her hair, started to knotdtssopped. Carefully, she
brushed it and let it fall free, hanging to her staihe long black and silky
- strands swirling slightly when she walked.

At the office, only Marie had a definite reacti@anltaurel's appearance. To
Jordan and Lamont, she was their little sister ivreher hair was up or
down. After thanking Marie for her compliments, skent to her office
and sat down to work.

She had the drawings and specifications spreadréodfer for Mr. V.
York's car vacuum, when she heard a strange clgrdad whirring, and
then Jordan yelling, "What the hell?"

Puzzled, she hurried out into the hall where shreat fell over Bzzip. The
robot stopped, raised a hand, and held out a note.

"What is that?" Jordan asked, frowning. Lamont eyaéirfrom his office to
look at the scene.



Her pulse developed a new beat, twice as fasteaslthone. "It's Bzzip,"
she answered without thinking, taking the note eratling the scrawling
handwriting: "I need your love. The clouds are begg to gather. Take
shelter—'Cyclone.' P.S. I'm in the front talkingMarie."

"Prescott, no doubt,” Jordan said dryly and disapgxinto his office.

Lamont walked around the robot. "That's dammeddsteng. Is this one of
his inventions?"

She forgot to answer. She reread, "The cloudsegmbing to gather,” and
her heart told her, here comes a dilly of a stalayobusly, she said, "Get out
your umbrella, Lamont."

"My umbrella? There's not a cloud in the sky. W&dte matter with you?"

"It's raining, Lamont. It's pouring in torrents.hé& picked up Bzzip and
walked down the hall.

Thane was sitting with one hip on the corner of iglarbroad oak desk. He
wore a charcoal suit which gave him such a debphaimdsome look that
Laurel's heart constricted violently. His back wa$er. One hand held the
control box for Bzzip, the tanned fingers restinglas thigh. Below his
mass of thick brown curls a narrow expanse of bedneck showed above
his collar.

As if he felt her presence, he stood up and tutoéer. She saw the impact
of his blue eyes. They darkened to stormy depthseadowly, thoroughly
took in her clinging red dress, her long, flowiram

From behind, she heard Lamont say, "There's nai@af rain! Is that thing

yours, Prescott?" Lamont collided into her back, antion so

uncharacteristic of him that she was dumbfounded.ddly for one tiny

second, and then she realized the cyclone was roagitio blow. Or the

Pied Piper had started to whistle his magic tuntheEway, the result was
bound to be devastation.



"I'm fine, Lamont,"” Thane answered, then blinkedstartled look crossed
his face. And if she hadn't felt so confused, sors¢d by his sudden
appearance, she would have laughed. His answarnmit's question was
as ridiculous as some of hers had been to hisignesh the past.

"Gee whiz!" he breathed. "Holy white whiskers!"
As befuddled and bemused as he, she answeredwi@eeyourself!"
"You let your hair down."

Lamont spoke in a louder than normal tone. "If yiam't mind, I'll go out
and take a look."

Vaguely, Laurel wondered what Lamont was talkinguabShe really didn't
care.

"l want to look at some land,” Thane said. "I madaice deal with the
Rayburn people to market Bzzip. I'll use the moteybuild a plant to
manufacture my game. Can you come with me to lo@ksite?"

"Now?"

He nodded. She wondered if she could do anythigxfling her arms
around him. It was so good to see him. She hadeahisien badly. She didn't
want to think about the time when she would teth lgjood-bye forever. She
wouldn't think about it now. "Let me get my purse.”

"You do that."

As she walked down the hall, out from under thdl sfehose bewitching
blue eyes, her mind began to function again. WhateLamont gone?

What did he want to look at? She began to get\aweshieeling. Cyclone,
indeed!

She picked up her purse, looked at the papersdpreaer desk, reached
over and turned out the light, and left withoutkiom back.



Thane took her arm and they stepped outside. iltime lot was a
strange-looking vehicle like a winged tricycle, reaaf aluminum tubing
with wings of bright yellow sailcloth. Lamont leathever it, looking at the
controls.

"What on earth?" Laurel said.

"An ultralight,” Thane answered. "It's the closénsihg to wings, to being a
bird. Come on. I'll show you."

She eyed the two small seats. "I can't ride intiiagy. I'm in a dress."
"So Shreveport gets to see some pretty legs. Gevéotwn a thrill."

He took her hand and they crossed the parkingMatiie and Jordan
followed them.

Lamont looked up. "How'd you get this here?"

"l can land or take off in fifty feet. | landed the vacant lot behind this
building and well take off the same way. Theresugh clearance."”

"Who built it?" A grudging respect was in Lamoritse.

"This is my own design."

Laurel listened to the exchange in a daze. Shegeiag to fly with Thane
in a contraption of bits of wire and cloth. Shenglad up at his mass of dark
curls, his broad shoulders, his marvelous featuaed, worries about the
machine vanished.

"What's it weigh?" Lamont stepped out of Laurelasyw

"Two hundred pounds. Costs me around five dollarsaur to fly."

"What fun, Laurel!™ Marie exclaimed, her green eyggtering with
eagerness.



"You go in the back seat unless you want to flg,thrhane said.
"l can't ride in this dress."

"Sure you can." He held her hand while she sat domiypninches above the
paving. She buckled up. Pulling at her full redtskihe tried to tug it down
to cover her knees. Thane sat in front of her, wegdack between her
knees. He picked up Bzzip and thrust him at Jordan.

"Jordan, buddy, would you keep an eye on my litilend for a while. I'll
pick him up later.”

A startled Jordan hugged Bzzip to his chest. "Vdaytainly."

Laurel gave up trying to tuck her skirt under @fall days to decide to let
her hair down and wear a flimsy skirt! She locked &wrms around Thane's
waist and pressed against his back. In a box bdiendvas a tiny engine,
the blades beyond the engine. She said in higlgamot sure | want to do

this."

"You will."

Confidence he did not lack. The motor started,ldlaeles began to whir.
This was going to carry her over Shreveport?

It did, in a magical ride that made her feel likbéiad. At one high point,
Thane cut the motor and they drifted, swooping,ringasounds from
below, while she clung to him and let her hair bleildly behind her.

"It's wonderful!" she cried.

"I love you," he said, and then she really flewr heart soaring for a
moment while she let go of reality as easily astsleft the solid ground
below. Later she could face the grim facts. Not nei& twisted slightly to

wrap his arm around her and squeeze her. The wiffdted her, as she
gazed at him with longing.

"Of all places to tell me!"



His dimple appeared. "I'll tell you again." Theralight dipped and he
straightened to turn on the motor.

Dazzled, refusing to face anything unpleasantattbment, she gloried in
his declaration of love. She flew on wings of lowgh a strong wind
carrying her through a cloudless sky.

As she looked down at the roofs below, the talepjrshe wondered where
he planned to build. In the piney country, to tasteto the west? "Where'll
you build?"

"In Denver," he called over his shoulder.



Ten

Shock burst her bubble of dreams. "Are we flyings thontraption to
Denver?"

He laughed. "No, there's our destination. My platigre."

She looked below at the airport looming into sightMy plane'?" There
were still some things she didn't know about theredictableMe T.
Prescott! Her heart thumped and a tight knot for&ce you moving from
Shreveport?"

"Yes."

Just like that. It was all taken out of her hartdis.would move away. She
didn't have to tell him no, explain why she couide what he expected. He
was ready to pack and go. Then why the hell ditthéer he loved her?

She glared at the mass of thick brown curls intfi@inher. "l can't go to
Denver!"

"Why not?" he shouted.

Why not, indeed. Follow the Pied Piper . . . irite sea. Suddenly she let go
of questions, of hesitation. of sorrow. Thane walikhppear out of her life
soon enough.

So he flew his own plane, a bright blue and whiged&hcraft, to Denver and
she went along, feeling dazed, listening to hirk &ddout his plans for his
own toy company.

They landed in Denver and while she gazed outgtas windows at the
mountains in the distance, Thane rented a jeeph&thstopped asking why
he did anything. After they ate some fried chickenlunch, he went to a
department store.

When they stopped in front of a counter of sweatds asked, "Do | need
jeans?"



The burning gaze that drifted over her red drese @@r her answer before
he said, "No, your red dress is perfect." He puseldaa thick, gray cardigan
sweater and handed it to her. "You'll want thisuih."

When he climbed behind the wheel to drive towardrttountains, all she
could think about was the fact that he planned ¢avé Shreveport
soon—and he hadn't kissed her.

Together, the two caused a desperate longing tll oy inside her, a
yearning that threatened to engulf her.

After leaving Denver, they turned off the busy mgly, taking a rough,
winding road up a mountain. A few houses dottedates, then the road
became rougher and the houses disappeared. Besidead there were
only tall, straight aspen with their shimmering dgrt and rust-colored
leaves, and pungent blue spruce. It was the midflkke afternoon, the
warmest part of the day, and shafts of sunlightr@éd to the ground
wherever there was an opening between the treesouSuabout their
destination, she glanced at Thane, noticing his fw and determined
look.

She was sitting next to the Pied Piper and he wasthimg a magic tune.
What was he up to? Wear-ing the gray sweater, lsitehed the jeep as it
bounced. The road was a mere path and they werghpvhere the air was
rarified. As rarified as it always was in his pnese. Was he building his
plant on the mountaintop? It would be some drivewtork for his
employees!

"Don't you think this is a little inaccessible farfactory?" she shouted at
him above the wind and the roar of the jeep.

He smiled. She clutched the seat to avoid beirgpthout. The air was cold
in the shade, warm in the sun. Remorse changedger and dismay. The
man was crazy to build a factory up here.

Finally, he stopped. After he cut the motor thersie was intense, broken
only by the sound of the wind sighing through theskgreen needles of the



spruce trees, the faint, whispery rustle of shimngeaspen leaves as they
clung their last days to white branches.

They were on top of the mountain. And she was protdhe world. She had
to come down and the moment was approaching sw8tlg loved him, but
he was as unpredictable as ever and this wasustdéttling her. How
unsettling? How important was she to him? Whatedghce would her
inadequacies make to him? She said a quick, siexjer that she was
strong enough to survive the descent from her navoitap.

Through the trees she could see a breathtaking efesther mountains.
Beside her was the most breathtaking sight—Thaediftéd her out of the
jeep and for the first time, she noticed a smahlktrbeneath an aspen. Black
shiny metal with brass fittings, the trunk lookeatongruous in the wild
setting. And she noticed something else. Two iakp had been cut down
recently, leaving a small patch of sunny, cleassutl|

Thane crossed to the trunk and knelt to opengtdark slacks pulling tautly
over his long legs. He shook out a green wool @am@ind laid it on the
ground, then produced a bottle of champagne and glasses. Laurel
blinked in amazement. A shaft of sunlight splastveelr Thane's brown hair
as he stood beside the tall pine trees and aspensoared the champagne.
A dreamlike quality enveloped her and she walkeded. The trunk was
filled with an odd assortment—jeans, a sweat shavts, a mysterious gray
box. He shuffled through them, stirring them upptdl out another blanket.

The blankets began to make her nervous. "What@relging?" she asked,
overcome with curiosity.

He straightened and turned around, his gaze lockitighers. An invisible
wind roared in her ears. She read the answer & big startling blue eyes.

He placed his hands on her shoulders, lifting #eviy hair away from her
face, and his voice was a heart-stopping husky faspve you, Laurel.”

Standing still, dressed in a red silk dress, fadihgne in his charcoal suit
and dark tie, surrounded by a wilderness, her lsbattered into a thousand
crystal fragments. A primitive longing tore throuigér, a timeless need. She



realized he intended to take her here, to makdiseiShe knew without a
word being spoken. And her heart responded, raarker ears and went up
in scarlet, dancing flames.

And then he surprised her.

He rubbed his thumb along her jaw and in his de®gey asked, "Will you
marry me?"

At the moment it was the last thing she expectedtoi say. Fighting pain,
caught off guard, she answered honestly, "I doroik ...""Why not?"

His eyes were like shards of ice, cutting into feelay her heart bare. Her
breathing became difficult. She blinked rapidlyothin off balance by his
abrupt question. "You have a unique way of propgisihat happened to
love and kisses?"

And the ice melted. A mocking, determined glintlaged it. "I intend to get
to that."

She took a step backward. His voice was soft ase&ehed for her and
pulled her into his arms. "You told me once thati ymuldn't take love
lightly. That's good. Because I'm going to make yaune, Laurel. | won't
let you say no. | want commitment from you. Abse]ubtal.” His voice
deepened to a hoarse, seductive whisper thadflgteoss her senses like
fireflies dancing in a dark night. "I'm going taskiyou, to love you until you
agree. | bought this land for our home."

Her eyes flew wide open. "Our home!"

"It'll give us a new start away from old memorigsgether here, we can
make our own. | bought this for you."

She was overcome. A sweeping, aching need for Imguléed her. It no
longer mattered how unpredictable he was, how wweaional his
lifestyle. There was only one stumbling block left.

"Thane, | can't..."



His head dipped, his mouth captured hers, and eredible blaze burst
between them. His demanding tongue thrust intonheuth relentlessly,
clashing with hers, demanding her full responsew ltmg she had waited!
White heat raged through her loins as she presgathst his hard,
marvelous body?

His arms crushed her; he tore his mouth away. "$#yyyou can't? What is
it, Laurel?"

His blue eyes pinned her, as his big hand cuppethded. She had to tell
him, no matter how badly it hurt. Her voice wasdthdess. "I'm just not
enough for you. ..."

His strong baritone was filled with tendernessaséld her and kissed her
cheeks. "Because you can't have children?" he gamdly. "It doesn't
matter."

Of all the shocks he had given her, this was thggdst. It was
heart-stopping, monumental! Stunned, she pulledyawadook up at him,
whispering, "You know?"

He placed his big hands on both sides of her fadeedooked into her eyes.
"Honey, | saw you holding Ronnie that first nightaw the tears on your
cheeks. We were strangers, so you wouldn't cry tlilee over Ronnie. |

finally guessed. And, Laurel, | want you."

She didn't dare hope. She felt as if her heart lands had ceased to
function. A deep, urgent longing erupted within.h&fou love children,
toys, you're too full of life. I'm not enough fooy—"

"Oh, Laurel! Without you | only half exist!" His woe was rough, throaty.
"I've stayed away from Shreveport. When | was thiesaw you constantly.
| know what | want."”

"You've known all this time?" She was still reelimgth shock. "Why
did—"

"Why did | wait? You said we needed to get to kreaeh other."



And the first sprout of hope blossomed. He had kn@l along, been
patient enough to take her out constantly. ...dswlifficult to talk, but she
said, "l lost a baby in a miscarriage when | wasnfifth month. It was
after Wade's death. | was in bed through most ef ghegnancy and
according to the doctor in California, | may notdi#e to have children."

While she talked, his thumbs stroked her cheeksshing away the tears
that spilled over. When she finished, she focusedis chin.

"Laurel.” She raised her eyes to meet his. Bluat, gorgeous blue she had
noticed the first moment they met, took commandhef heart. He spoke
quietly and with the firmness of steel. "Laurel. Weeve Ronnie. There are
alternatives. It doesn't matter."

"Yes, it does," she cried.

He shook his head. "No. Not as much as my neegoiorI'm not complete
without you. I've been so lonely. | need you fornRie too." He leaned
down to kiss her. His arms tightened and his moctinveyed his
determination, his love.

"C'mon, babe, let go of the last little bit of fediake a chance on life, on
me," he said.

So she did. She wound her arms around his nectl|dsseof her salty tears
mingling with his kisses as she laughed and crratl kassed him. "I love
you. Thane!"

"It's damn well high time! Will you marry me?"

"Oh, yes!" A fabulous cyclone carried her away frathher caution. She
pulled his head down and met his mouth in a dusl tiiade fires dance in
the whirlwind.

He molded her to his long, hard body. He slippeel $sweater off her
shoulders and flung it away, his lips leaving hersy enough for him to
whisper, "Tell me if you get cold.”



"I don't think I'll ever be cold again."

His arms tightened and his tongue thrust into hemnwmouth. Winding her
fingers in his soft curls, she relished their sahgickle, then slipped her
hands lower to push the elegant coat off his sleyaldt dropped on pine
needles in a heap, unnoticed. He trailed kissesgah@r throat. "Do you
know what those damned pure good night kissesnsest

She stood on tiptoe to kiss his ear, his warm thfealing the tiny bristles
of his beard. "I know exactly. What do you thinleyhdid to me? And |
really wouldn't describe them as 'pure.""

He looked down at her and his eyes burned with bkeg. Carefully, he

parted her hair, lifting it over her shoulders godould reach the zipper at
her neck. While his eyes held her, causing a shafvgolden sparks, his

fingers tugged down her zipper and cool air rushest her bare skin.

She reached up to unfasten his tie, moving heefspvingly against his
throat, trembling in urgency as she undressed him.

His hands pushed the red silk over her shouldessadet flame undulating,
drifting down over pale curves of shoulder anddmpl calf to her ankles. At
a more languorous pace, his gaze followed, lowetingnake her flesh
spring into tantalizing awareness, to stretch leeves raw.

Her heart pounded until she felt it would bursthaanticipation, with love,
with joy. She pushed away his shirt, nesting hadhan his broad chest that
she had ached to touch for oh, so many nights now!

He held her away from him and she saw hunger, apgihess in his eyes,
his silent, sure message of love. She felt asafware on the brink of a
profound discovery, as if all of life were beckogiwith a promise of
newness, of completion. His broad, muscular shosldede her ache, an
exquisite agony that swept through her like a tidave, building, looming
larger as it gained a surging power.



A violent trembling seized her. She wanted him egpérately. She longed
to love him with abandon. She undressed him witgdrs as shaky as his.
Until she peeled away his charcoal slacks.

"Oh, my heavens!"
"l wore them just for you."

The damned tiger-striped underwear! And they lookesti as sexy as she
thought they would. "Now | know why | burned thegel

They both laughed, then looked deeply into eachertstheyes and
amusement vanished, along with the underwear and filmy lace
underthings. All were strewn aside over pine needte rocks. She wanted
to love every inch of his hard virile body, yet hignds, his mouth on hers,
made her close her eyes, gasp with pleasure asedtied to him.

He pulled her down on the blanket. She felt thekttwool scratch her
shoulder blades, calves, and buttocks, then sherfll the erotic roughness
of his solid thighs. Thane captured her attentidly fkneeling beside her as
he drank in her beauty, studying her long pale, legsraven hair fanned out
behind her head. She trailed her fingertips upthigh over short, crisp
hairs, the faint lines of scars, to his flat stomade was a dream breathed
into life, into a hard, powerful reality. He gaspaud leaned down to cup a
full breast in his big palm, his rough fingers rutghacross the eager, rosy
peak. She melted into a molten, feminine respom$gstmale claim.

Then he stretched out beside her, pulling her agadnms length, his
tumescent male arousal pressing her warm thigle &ssked her hotly.

She felt his restraint, the leashed power of hgsrde

"Laurel, now | can love you like I've wanted to & long."” He bent over
and kissed each taut, quivering nipple, brushirtjtaasing while her hands
lavished caresses on his broad powerful back, ieguh his smooth flesh,

the narrow tapering at his waist, his hipbones.



His rough fingers trailed boldly up the inside oérhsilken thighs,

compounding her need, tarrying to explore. His hands searched,
discovered her body, her honeyed warmth, the wagxtite her, to drive
her beyond thought until she gasped and clungto And while his fingers

practiced their own magic persuasion, her head sath love.

"Thane . .. Thane," she whispered, glorying inwloader of his love. The
soft whimpers in her throat were lost on the wisdhe feasted her gaze on
his magnificent body. The moment became a celerati her, a promise
of fulfillment, recompense for a lost, lonely life.

His dark head moved lower, the mass of curls tigklher flesh as his
tongue sent fiery trails across her belly. She engg with longing as
steamy tension coiled, tightening inside her.

She moved indolently, her limbs heavy, her brehttiering. "Thane, I've
waited ..."

She knelt beside him while he sat and faced hex.cBpped his face in her
hands and leaned forward slowly to kiss him, tovegrnthe unfathomable
stormy desire she felt, the boundless joy.

His hands sought and found her full breasts, kmgpgently, pressing them

to him. His strong arms enfolded her, but she slibipee, her kisses trailing
over his coppery skin. Her dark hair cascaded adnessbronze shoulders,
on her pale flesh, the long strands slipping awaiiex head lowered. She
kissed the flat male nipples and heard his forcetake of breath. Her lips

sought his hard stomach, grazing taut musclespgtipbones.

A shudder racked him as his fingertips dallied dver nape, her back. His
deep, hoarse voice groaned her name again and agairthe cry came
from his soul.

She answered with her hands, her lips, her helagt s8oked his maleness,
kissed him, and knew his control had burned away.



Gathering her in his arms, he returned her past@dasses, then moved her
beneath him, shifting her legs apart. She feltadibly starved, wracked
with desire, so radiantly alive.

He paused over her, his blue eyes devouring héravgrimordial hunger.

"Laurel, how I've needed you. . . . I'll make yoinenforever, as long as we
both shall live. ..."

Her heart threatened to burst with love. Wildfickéd her limbs as her hips
lifted toward him, seeking his maleness, seekinmgmetion.

He lowered his body between her legs, thrust ins&te and she arched in
response.

In a swift flash of insight, she knew this was wsla¢ had wanted since that
moment he had turned to face her, the first niglgmshe had unzipped the
silly gorilla suit and found the man beneath. lattlmoment, a magic
attraction had sparked to life between them. ArerJan the kitchen when
he had kissed her, he had taken her heart. Shedavaim, loved him, and
now he loved her in return.

They lay beneath the dark pines, their soft modmsve tangling with the
windsong of fluttering leaves and green needles,dounds drifting over
the mountaintop into the air, while the song thastéd was silent,
heart-to-heart, from each to the other. Her armded his body, a slender
lock that held him to her heart while she movedwiin, as sensation after
sensation pounded her senses, drummed througtys$tensto drive her
beyond thought into a world of feeling, of flamidgsire.

A high cry of delight was flung on the wind, folled by another as their
movements became frenzied and he drove her to emgibak, to
completion, to paradise.

Her body tightened, her knees pressing his hipshasshook violently,
surging to a climax that brought ecstasy. She dmeerself to him, heart,
body, mind, and soul. He took her gift and gavedus—completion. A
union that forged a link forever between them,rggey than steel, eternal.



Thane shuddered in release, his big body pulsatitigsatisfaction, giving
her rapture.

Oblivion followed sensation. She held him closdishéeng his weight
pressing her to the hard ground, the solid fedli®fimarvelous body. She
gasped for breath, feeling dewey, bewitched, dcstdis own breath was
against her warm throat. She felt his arm movésiygas he reached across
her. And then she heard bells.

Her eyes flew open. Bells tinkled in the fresh maimair, melodic bells
playing a tune she had heard one other time. Sifteclslightly to find
amused, adoring blue eyes watching her.

"What on earth? Where are those bells?"

He raised slightly, leaving her warmth, rolling ama stretch beside her as
he held up a small dancing bear. Bells tinkled asrned.

"Ronnie's toy?"

" 'The damned bells," is what you said that fisy.dAnd when you did, |
knew you felt the same attraction | did." His eyesshiped her, lingering
over her features as if he were memorizing hehifik | fell in love when
these bells played that September afternoon in amgl.yl couldn't resist
bringing them up here."

How could such a wonderful man love her? Her thfelatight and her eyes
burned.

"Hey! No tears today. | won't allow it."

"l love you," she whispered and his blue eyes dake"You planned this
for me. You bought this lot and came up here aloédidne. ..." He leaned
down to kiss her and reaffirm what they saw in eattier's eyes.

He raised and stretched one bare arm across tdinguher pink nipples,
bringing them to a taut awareness instantly. Hegquaa small box on her
breast.



"l brought this too."

She looked down at the blue box, rising and fallsgshe breathed. Her
curiosity was offset by the coppery arm and handhen stomach. She
picked up his hand and kissed his palm.

"Thank you. This is the best gift of all."

She heard his quick drawing of breath. He sat wpthe sunlight splashed
over his bronze shoulders, catching the auburrisgimhis tight curls. He
pulled her up to kiss her hotly, passion flaringween them as her breasts
thrust against his broad, furred chest.

After a moment he raised his head, retrieved the dul opened it. He
withdrew a huge, sparkling diamond and slid it enfinger.

Accompanied by the fresh scent of pine and thet lighch of a breeze
across the mountain, his husky voice strummed bgemnerves, starting a
new chorus of need as he said, "With this ringpektlove forever, beyond
world and time. ..."

And blue eyes, blue wizardry enchanted her, holtieigspellbound as his
strong brown arms pulled her to his big, thuddiegrh

Laurel stood in Thane's arms by the kitchen windadwle he kissed her
throat. She held him, never tiring of the feelifghs big, broad shoulders
under her hands. "Mmmm," she murmured, ". . . ahdrevis Ronnie?"

"Out chasing rabbits. | saw him start down the ntaim;* Thane murmured
as his lips moved closer to hers. She looked uprat brushing his curls
away from his forehead.

"And Trish?"

"She's in the backyard."



Laurel sighed. "Thane, | wish we could have hadrooee."

"Shh. We have a wonderful family. If we had a clkoiwe couldn't go
through that again. | couldn't.”

"It was worth all the trouble.” She thought abdwg tong months of lying in
bed, staying off her feet until the caesarean dgjiv

"We have our son and our daughter. She's perfecpwof her mother,” he
said as he ran his hand down Laurel's spine, sgradishower of sparks
flying after his touch. His big hands rested on lhigs, pulling her jeaned
thighs against his.

"Oh, I don't know about that."
"She has beautiful gray eyes and black hair.

"Very curly black hair.” She touched his bristlyirghthinking how good the

years had been to her. Thane's toys were succeb&uhad a large toy
company. They had their house, a rustic home higthe mountain. She
had followed her Pied Piper into paradise. Sheagldrout the window at

their backyard, the spruce and aspen on the mouartaiind them. Her eyes
narrowed as she saw a curly black head move igtd.siShe has a little of

her daddy in her too."

"You think so?" He nuzzled her throat, bending dawrreach lower as
tingles radiated from his kisses.

"Take a look."

Thane straightened and glanced out the window. 'fof,God!" Boots
clattering, he dashed for the door.

Laurel laughed, humming a tune as she watchedamihsement. A small
girl dressed in Ronnie's old red cape and blue Suge outfit slowly

climbed a ladder toward the garage roof. Tuckededtinher arm was a
folded yellow umbrella. Laurel smiled, knowing Tleawould get there in
time to catch Trish. Then suddenly she pauseda@uicet again. Drawing a



quick breath, she ran for the door. Since whendshle predict how a
cyclone would act?

She'd better get out there—just in case he intetaledow his daughter the
proper way to parachute off the garage!



