
        
            
                
            
        

    




Dear Reader,
I’m a woman with a past—namely, a group of novels that have been lost for nearly twenty years. I wrote them under pseudonyms at the start of my career, at which time they were published as romances. In the years since, my writing has changed, and these novels went into storage, but here they are now, and I’m thrilled. I loved reading romance; I loved writing romance. Rereading these books now, I see the germs of my current work in character development and plot. Being romances, they’re also very steamy.
Initially, I had planned to edit each to align them with my current writing style, but a funny thing happened on the way to that goal. Totally engrossed, I read through each one, red pencil in hand, without making a mark! As a result, what you have here is the original in its sweet, fun, sexy entirety.
What struck me most as I reread Straight from the Heart was the fact that it focused on two elements that appear often in my current work—namely, medical problems and the emotional issues they cause. The heroine of this book has a condition that deeply affects her life, but one that can be corrected if she can get past her fear. Here, of course, is a vintage moment. Had she been born with this condition today, it would have been corrected in childhood. Hospital stays were much longer back then, testing far less sophisticated. We’ve come so far!
Other vintage moments in Straight from the Heart? The heroine, who loves music, is a fan of Wham! and Duran Duran. Does that take you back? How about the fact that there are no cell phones? For someone with a medical condition, this would be a major drawback, don’t you think?
My heroine lives in Chester, Connecticut. I remember driving there to get a feel for the setting, and loving it. She is also a crafts person. Those of you who follow me know that I am, too, so this was a good fit. I hope you’ll agree.
Enjoy!
Barbara
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1
HEATHER COLE was an outsider trying to look as though she belonged. She kept her shoulders straight, her eyes level, her gait relaxed. When the few people dotting nearby paper-strewn tables paid her no heed, she slipped through the door into the large conference hall and, relieved that she’d been able to gain entrance without identification or commitment, found an unobtrusive resting spot against the rear wall.
Every seat was filled—not that she really wanted to sit. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to be there at all, but something inside had pushed her. She had shopping to do in New Haven anyway, she reasoned, and the medical center was close to her escape route, the expressway.
A man stood at the podium, addressing the gathering of visiting medical personnel in a low monotone. Heather scanned the faces of the four men and women seated in an arc behind him, all specialists in one aspect of heart disease or another, so the bulletin she’d received had said. She wondered which one was Robert McCrae. In her mind, she’d formed an image of a distinguished-looking gentleman in his fifties, perhaps balding, very definitely a father figure. None of the faces she saw fit the image.
Polite applause interrupted Heather’s speculation, and one of the female speakers rose from her chair and approached the podium. When she began to discuss arterial disease, Heather, who’d read and reread the agenda so many times that its contents were committed to memory, identified her as Elizabeth Palcomb. So the other woman, due to speak on arrhythmia, was Rita Connolly. And of the two men—which one was Robert McCrae?
Twenty minutes later she had her answer. The moderator returned to the podium and, with a minimum of words, introduced the doctor Heather had come to hear. Again there was applause. Heather stood straighter, her eye riveted to the man who approached the dais.
He was extremely tall, extremely well built, extremely good-looking. If he’d reached forty, she would have been surprised. Though there was a sternness about him—a hardness along his jaw, across the bridge of his nose—there was also an approachability. Perhaps, she mused, it was the relaxed set of his shoulders. Or the way his thick dark hair persisted, in spite of the hand he dashed across it, in falling over his brow.
His voice was deep and filled with confidence. “The treatment of heart valve disease has advanced dramatically in the past twenty years,” he began, and for an instant Heather debated turning and running. Did she really want to hear this? She’d been doing fine, just fine for the past twenty years. Perhaps she was asking for trouble.
But she stayed in place, mesmerized as much by Robert McCrae’s optimistic tone as by the dreamlike images that flitted through her mind. A husband—children—her running free across a meadow in the bright sunshine, breathless from happiness alone. How much she wanted those things that others so often took for granted!
She listened, entranced, barely moving during the fifteen-minute address. When Robert McCrae returned to his seat, her gaze lingered on him. Even seated, without a hospital coat or a stethoscope or a bevy of interns and residents by his side, he radiated capability. Intuitively she knew she’d trust him, but still she was frightened.
What frightened her most was that her future was in her own hands now. Her parents were dead. Their family doctor had shifted his practice to Florida, and Heather had neither rapport with nor faith in his replacement. And since she rarely mentioned her physical condition to friends or acquaintances, she couldn’t look to them for encouragement one way or another. She was alone, and the responsibility for her action—or inaction—weighed heavily on her mind.
Anxious to relieve the burden as she’d always done, by blocking it out and concentrating on brighter things, Heather slipped out into the hall. She would fetch her car and drive home, she decided. It had been a long day. Wanting to avoid the worst of the crowd, she’d been at the stores when they’d first opened. She’d secured a bundle of fantastic pieces of suede, a bagful of magnificent silk needlework threads and a boxful of tiny, vividly colored beads, as well as interfacing, a fresh supply of needles and thread and a bolt of canvas. New materials always gave her a lift, and she’d be heading home with a loaded car. Thus fortified, she was set to attack the order her buyer had phoned in the week before.
Heather glanced back at the doors now closed behind her and felt a faint nagging.
She was hungry. That was it. She’d get a bite to eat before leaving the medical center.
Following the simple directions given her at a nearby information booth, she found the coffee shop and sat down to a carton of yogurt, some rye crackers and a cup of weak tea. Ignoring the hospital personnel and visitors around her, she firmly directed her thoughts back to Chester, her haven, and her work.
She had much to be grateful for. Her home was a delight. It was old but charming, and had responded well to the renovation she’d commissioned. Quiet and serene, it was the perfect place to work, which she did with pleasure.
She smiled at the thought of how her business had mushroomed. From that first set of handbags given out on consignment six years ago had grown standing orders from some of the finest stores and boutiques up and down the East Coast. She’d been urged to expand, to take on help and double her volume, but she’d resisted, convinced that the very scarcity of her bags was an integral part of their appeal.
She’d been fortunate. Luck had been with her, and timing. The buyers insisted that her success was due to skill and dedication, but she was too modest to wholeheartedly agree. She loved what she did, which made dedication a breeze, and as for skill, well, she knew there were many craftsmen more talented than she who simply didn’t have an eye for the market as she did. And it was no wonder! She’d daydreamed over high-fashion magazines for years, so a feel for style was second nature to her. And now that she’d made her mark in the field, she was privy to inside information as to what shapes and colors and textures designers would be promoting six months to a year down the road.
Draining the last of her tea, she gathered her empty cups and papers together and deposited them in a nearby receptacle. Assuring herself that she didn’t want to get lost, she returned the way she’d come, passing the conference room just as the doors opened and the attendants began to stream out.
Her step slowed. Twosomes and threesomes passed her, many in lab coats or white uniforms, others in street clothes. She cast a glance over her shoulder and saw that Rita Connolly, of arrhythmia renown, was talking with a cluster of people.
Heather told herself to keep walking, but her feet didn’t obey. She found herself stopping by a full-length window, turning, putting both hands against the wood guardrail by her hips. She looked at the conference room door, then away. Curiosity. That was all it was. But when Dr. Robert McCrae emerged to stand in the corridor in deep conversation with two of the conference attendees, Heather knew it wasn’t simple curiosity making her heart pound.
She had a problem. Robert McCrae could well have the solution. But did she want … could she … what if there was a complication, or if things were worse than she thought?
For some reason he glanced her way. She quickly looked down. Again she told herself to move. Again her body disobeyed. She shifted her gaze to the window, but within minutes she was looking back at the doctor.
He was even taller than he’d appeared to be behind the podium. More broad shouldered. Stronger-looking. He seemed intent as he talked and the sternness was there, but he was still very animated, and when he smiled, which he did once, she could see faint grooves in his cheeks.
His gaze skittered over the milling group, catching hers a second time. A second time she looked away. When she finally dared seek him out again, new people had joined him. He was listening closely, his head bent, his brow furrowed, not in worry but in concentration. With one hand buried in the pocket of his gray slacks, his navy blazer was pushed back to reveal a crisp white shirt, a solid chest, a lean, belted waist.
Heather couldn’t help but stare. She tried to picture the man in operating room garb, with a gauze mask covering his mouth and nose, but even the small shudder of apprehension the image caused wasn’t enough to make her look away.
She shouldn’t have come. One part of her screamed it. The other part, though, held her rooted to the spot, and she felt herself torn in two directions at once. She should leave; she should stay. She should ignore her problem; she should attend to it.
Wistfully she looked at the stragglers now retreating down the corridor. Dismally she looked back at Robert McCrae. Their eyes met and held. It wasn’t too late, she realized, her heart thudding softly against her breast. No one knew she was here. No one would have to know. She’d simply leave before anything happened and forget that she’d ever come.
Robert McCrae knew the instant she straightened from the guardrail. He’d originally thought she was waiting for someone, but then he’d caught the nervous way she was looking at him. Looking, looking away, looking again. He’d seen her inside the conference room, standing against the back wall, leaving soon after he’d finished speaking. He didn’t know what had brought her to the medical center, but instinct told him that her reasons were as important as those of the rest of the audience, if not more so.
At the risk of offending those who’d remained to talk with him, he excused himself with a brief apology and headed down the corridor. Damn but she was moving fast, he thought, as though she were fleeing someone or something. When she rounded a corner and he lost sight of her, he broke into a jog, catching up only after she’d left the building and was making her way down the front steps.
“Hey, hold up!” He lightly clasped her arm.
Startled, Heather swung her head around. Her shoulder-length hair echoed the movement, swirling against her cheeks before settling. Unfortunately it was the only thing that did settle. Her eyes widened; her pulse raced; her stomach curled into a knot. Her escape had been thwarted by none other than the man who’d inspired it. Only with a great effort did she maintain an outer semblance of composure.
Sensing her inner tension, Robert gentled his voice. “I saw you in the conference room. Up in back. Then again in the corridor just now. Were you waiting to see me?”
“No,” she answered too quickly, then bit her lip. Her voice was higher than usual, but never having heard her speak, the doctor didn’t know that, she reasoned. Of course, she had no idea that guilt was written all over her face.
Robert couldn’t miss it. He chanced a small smile. “That’s too bad. I was really in need of an escape from the group back there.” His hand hadn’t left her arm, and very subtly he urged her into step alongside him. “Where are you headed?”
“I, uh, I’m on my way home,” she managed, unable to take her eyes from his. They were gray and intent, not at all distracted as she might have thought such a busy doctor’s would be. She thought of the approachability she’d sensed in him from the first, and she wondered if he was that way with patients.
“Have time for a cup of coffee?” he asked. He knew that there was something on her mind, also knew that it would take some coaxing to get it out. A casual coffee break was a possible vehicle.
“I really can’t,” Heather answered breathlessly. “I’d like to get home before the traffic mounts up.”
“Where’s home?”
She hesitated for just an instant before deciding that no harm could come from giving such a simple piece of information. “Chester.”
He digested that as they continued to walk. Chester was in the Connecticut Valley, a small town, quaint, picturesque and distinctly colonial. It seemed fitting that the young woman beside him should be from there. Chester was as unspoiled as she appeared to be. Not that unspoiled meant unpolished; though simple in design, her linen suit was chic and sophisticated. “Do you come to the city often?”
“Only when I need supplies.”
“Supplies?”
“I make handbags.” Another harmless fact, she reasoned.
He nodded, wanting to know more but feeling the urgency of one other question. “What brought you to the medical center?”
If Heather could have run then, she would have. But there was the matter of Robert McCrae’s fingers still circling her arm …and the tacit admission of guilt a speedy escape would surely constitute. With due effort, she gathered her senses and forced herself to calm down.
“I received a bulletin announcing today’s lectures. They sounded interesting, and since I was in the neighborhood …”
Robert was tempted to remind her that she’d left soon after he’d finished speaking and that, though she claimed to be wary of traffic, she’d hung around the corridor until the rest of the lectures were done. But he knew better than to put her on the spot. She seemed skittish, unsure, worried, if the way she gnawed on her lower lip was any indication.
“The audience consisted primarily of personnel from neighboring hospitals and medical centers,” he ventured. “I’m afraid we didn’t expect many laymen to attend. Not that I object, mind you. Outreach is one of the major goals of hospital publications, and lectures such as today’s are usually open. You must be on our mailing list.”
She didn’t look at him, but she couldn’t have said where they were walking, either. He was simply guiding her, slowly, comfortably. And strangely, she trusted him not to lead her astray. “I donate money now and again. In turn I get periodic newsletters.”
“And you read them. That’s more than most do.”
She looked up at him in surprise. “I always read them.” Indeed, there were certain articles she’d read and reread, then tucked in the back of her mind, suppressed but never quite forgotten. “Medicine is a fascinating field. There are new diagnostic techniques, new methods of treatment, new theories of prevention.”
“Particularly in the field of cardiac care,” he injected meaningfully. “We’re living at a time of great optimism. That’s one of the things I was trying to say today … . Did it get across?”
Heather swallowed. There was optimism and there was optimism. It was one thing to hear talk of statistics, even specific case studies. It was quite another to put oneself in the position of possibly being among the failures.
“I think so,” she said, wishing she sounded more sure of herself, if for his sake alone. He was a good doctor, a superior doctor, if the press reports she’d read about him were correct. And they had to be. Gazing up at him now, realizing again how relatively young he was, she knew that to be the chief of cardiology at as prestigious a teaching hospital as the Yale-New Haven he had to be outstanding.
“Such conviction,” he chided with a dry chuckle, then looked ahead and nodded to a passing colleague.
Only then did Heather check out her surroundings. Robert McCrae was leading her up the steps toward another building. “Uh, I really have to run,” she exclaimed nervously. Though she held back, she didn’t quite pull away.
“Twenty minutes. That’s all I ask.” This time his chuckle was a rueful one. “That’s all I have, actually. I’ve got an afternoon packed with appointments, but it’s been a long time since breakfast and I could use a little something. Keep me company. Please?”
“But you’ll want to be talking with other doctors—”
“I talk with other doctors all the time. It’s not everyday that I get a chance to talk with a craftswoman.”
“But I really don’t have much to say—”
“Let me be the judge of that,” he interrupted again, putting his hand lightly at the back of her waist and drawing her onward.
Heather didn’t argue further. For one thing, she didn’t want to make a scene. For another, surprisingly, she didn’t want to leave. Not yet, at least. Now that she’d gotten over the initial shock of a face-to-face confrontation with Robert McCrae, she was aware of feeling oddly relaxed with him. Safe.
Before long they were winding through a small cafeteria. Robert nodded in greeting to various people they passed, but he steered her to a quiet corner table set apart from the rest.
“Are you sure this is all you’ll have?” he asked, removing an apple from his tray and holding it out to her.
She smiled sheepishly. “I had yogurt and crackers after I left the conference hall. This is dessert.”
So she’d gone to the coffee shop and then returned, he mused. There was definitely something on her mind. Pondering what it might be, he removed a turkey sandwich from the tray, then a carton of milk, a container of pudding and a cup of steaming coffee. “None of this even?” he asked, pointing to the coffee as he set the tray aside.
“I don’t drink coffee. Too much caffeine.”
He folded his long frame into the seat opposite her. “Wise lady. Yogurt, an apple, no caffeine—I wish half of my patients were as conscientious as you. I wish I were as conscientious as you.” His lips thinned resignedly. “Unfortunately I need all the stimulation I can get. It’s been a long day already and it’s far from over.”
“What time do you start?”
“In the morning? I’m usually here by six.”
“And you finish up … ?”
“Somewhere between seven and eight at night.”
Heather’s eyes grew round in appreciation. “That’s a full day.”
He stuck a straw in the carton of milk and took a long sip before answering. “And a busy one. More often than not I wish the day were even longer. I never seem to get as much done as I want. Long after my body’s shut down for the day, my mind keeps going.”
“It must be very rewarding, what you do.”
“It is.” He removed the plastic wrapper from his sandwich. “Demanding and challenging, heartbreaking at times, but, yes, rewarding.”
She felt a frisson of unease. “Heartbreaking—you mean when a patient doesn’t make it?”
Robert noted the shadow that passed over her features and took a more positive tack. “Yes. But I like to think of those who do, of those who wouldn’t have had a chance if they hadn’t come to us. It’s truly miraculous what we’re able to do nowadays. What with the heart-lung machine, vastly improved instruments and methods and man-made materials, we can do unbelievable repair jobs.” He stopped, took a bite of his sandwich and waited, hoping that she’d broach the subject of whatever it was that had brought her to the medical center. When she simply munched on her apple, he took the bull by the horns.
“Usually laypeople who attend lectures such as today’s have specific reasons for doing so, most often a sick friend or relative. They’re doing research, so to speak, intending to pass on the information they hear. Is that the case with you?”
She swallowed a chunk of apple whole and had to clear her throat before speaking. “No.”
“No father with a heart condition, or sister, or cousin?”
She shook her head. “I was just curious.”
He narrowed his gaze in mock suspicion. “Then you’re a journalist.”
“I told you.” Her heart was pumping faster. “I make handbags.”
He let her off the hook for the moment, dropping his gaze to the bag that hung from two leather braids by her chair. “Did you make that one?”
“Yes.”
“May I see it?”
She raised the rectangular, intricately pieced leather bag and passed it across the table, then sat back somewhat apprehensively while Robert McCrae studied it. There was good reason why she’d never marketed her bags herself. Each one was dear to her heart, its creation something akin, she imagined, to giving birth. She didn’t think she could bear watching someone lift it, turn it, poke at it and then put it down in dismissal and turn away.
Robert McCrae didn’t put it down in dismissal, or turn away. “This is remarkable,” he exclaimed in a deep voice. “Did you do it all yourself?”
His approval brought a quick smile to her face. “Uh-huh.”
He dragged his gaze from her smile and traced the fine needlework on the front of the bag. “Even this?”
“Uh-huh.”
“You’re very talented.” He turned the bag again. “Are your others like this?”
“I use different patterns and materials and colors. Some are woven, some made of carpet. Some have beading instead of needlepoint. But I suppose you could say that all my bags have a … distinctive look to them.”
“I’ll say—not that I’m an expert on handbags. Where do you sell them?”
She named several boutiques in New York City. “Neiman-Marcus and Bloomingdale’s carry them, too, but on a limited basis. I can only make so many a week.”
“How many?”
“Twenty.”
He looked at the bag a final time before returning it to her. “Unbelievable. It must keep you busy. You have assistants, don’t you?”
“Nope. Just me.”
“And you make twenty bags like this in a week? I’d think the handwork on one alone would take days.”
“It’s not so bad, actually. The basic patterns for a week’s work are similar, so I cut and stitch all the fabric first. The handwork is the fun part. I sit back in a comfortable chair, listen to music and work away. It’s very relaxing.” And tailor-made for her. Minimal physical exertion, minimal psychological stress.
“Sounds it.” But he was homing in on what she hadn’t said. “Then you don’t have a family? A husband?”
After a split second’s hesitation, she murmured, “No.”
He heard the hesitation, caught the ghost of a crease between her eyes before it disappeared, and sensed he was getting warmer. “I’m surprised.”
“Surprised? Why?”
He took another bite of his sandwich, then shrugged. “I don’t know. Aside from the matter of volume, your work would fit beautifully around kids. You seem very nurturing.” Soft was the word he wanted to use, but it sounded too suggestive. “You’re the right age. You’re attractive and successful.”
Heather had averted her gaze and was skimming the rest of the cafeteria, seeing nothing. She wanted a husband and kids. And yes, she knew that her work could easily accommodate them. But that was only part of her present discomfort. That Dr. Robert McCrae should be calling her attractive and successful was unsettling. She attempted to steer the conversation elsewhere, but underestimated the perverse tenacity of the wayward part of her.
“How about you? Your work sounds a little less yielding than mine. It must be hard on your family.”
“I’m divorced,” he said without pause. “You’re right. My work is far less yielding. That’s pretty much what broke the marriage up.”
Though he didn’t seem in any pain, she felt instantly contrite. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked.”
Robert tried to stifle a smile. “Why not? I started it.” She was soft and sensitive.
At a loss for words, Heather simply sent him a helpless look. He found it to be soft, sensitive and honest, and before he knew it he was making a confession. “Anyway, it’s okay. My ex-wife was right when she accused me of being unfaithful. My work is my mistress, and I’ve never wanted it otherwise. Gail and I have been divorced for seven years. She’s remarried and is much happier now. I can accept that.” He paused and frowned. “What’s harder to accept is that I have two children I barely know.”
Heather’s eyes widened. “Two children?” she breathed, more than a little envious.
“Michael is ten, Dawn is twelve. They were very young—three and five—when we split, and I was just as bad a father as a husband during the years we were together.”
Drawn into his story, Heather momentarily forgot where she was and whom she was with. “Do you see them often?”
Robert shook his head. His frown faded, leaving a gentle sadness. “Gail has custody. They live in San Francisco—that’s where I was working when we were together, and her present husband has always lived there—but the grandparents are all on this coast. I see the kids when they come visiting on holidays and vacations.” He nudged the remains of his sandwich around his plate and took a deep breath. “I suppose I could see them more. Gail wouldn’t object. But the fact of the matter is that I don’t know what to do with them. They’re as awkward around me as I am around them.” He raised his eyes to Heather’s. “Sad, isn’t it?”
“Yes,” she said softly, without condemnation, “but mostly because you seem bothered by it. Your mistress falls short, evidently.”
“No, not really. In my day-to-day life I’m not aware of lacking anything. It’s just when I think of Michael and Dawn that I feel badly.” Head tucked low, he ran a finger along the side of his nose. When he glanced up at Heather from beneath his brows, his cheeks were flushed. “I don’t know why I’m telling you this. I don’t usually bore people with my personal life.” More aptly, he usually maintained a professional distance. He still didn’t know why this woman was at the hospital.
“There’s nothing at all boring about your life,” Heather protested, her eyes growing brighter. “You have a wonderful job and an unbelievable reputation. You travel—”
“How do you know that?”
“Past newsletters. And you write—I’ve seen your books. You’ve been married. You have children.” She shook her head in amazement. “Compared to someone like me, you’ve done so much living. In spite of the situation with your kids, I’m green with envy.”
His expression softened. “You don’t look green. Maybe a little pale. Too much work and too little play. What do you do for play?”
His comment about her color and the question that followed it toppled Heather back to earth. “For play?” she echoed meekly, her gaze dropping to the apple core she turned in her fingers. “Oh, I read …or shop … or take walks in the country.” Actually, the walks were most frequently around her backyard, which was country aplenty. And though the sedate pace of them didn’t bother her, the fact that she was more often than not alone did.
As though he’d read her mind, Robert tilted his head. “Have you a steady date, or a fiancé?”
“No.”
“No special man?”
“No.”
That surprised him even more than her being single; people had wised up since his time and were marrying later and later. But she was so lovely, with her dark, shiny hair, her delicate features, her soft voice and her wealth of compassion, that he couldn’t imagine any man being oblivious to her charm. Of course, there was always the possibility, he reminded himself, that the offers were there but she turned them down.
“Do your parents live nearby?” he asked, unable to believe she was totally alone.
“They’re both dead.”
“Then you must have friends in Chester.”
She looked up with a tremulous smile. “Oh, yes. The people there are wonderful. Very caring.” But it wasn’t the same. Whereas her neighbors and the others she called friends were warm and generous and protective in their way, they weren’t family. The element of love was missing.
Robert read between the lines, cued by a clipped phrase here, a suspended tone there. “Are you lonely?” he asked quietly.
She tried to force a laugh, but it sounded slightly wooden. “Aren’t we all at times?”
“I suppose. Let me rephrase that, then. Do you want a family?”
She nodded solemnly. “I’d like that more than anything, I think. It’s not that I’m unhappy now. I’ve been fortunate in so many things, and I don’t mean to sound ungrateful. But a family would be nice. I dream about it sometimes … .”
Her words trailed off as she suddenly realized the extent of her disclosure. She’d never been one to confide in strangers, and though she’d known about Dr. Robert McCrae for months, he was personally still a stranger. Yet he had a way about him—perhaps it was bedside manner—that generated confidence. She was sure that what she’d told him would remain between the two of them, but … Had she told him too much, or not enough? It would be so easy to blurt out the rest now, to tell him that she suffered from valve stenosis, that she’d come to hear him speak with an ear toward seeing if he could help her, that she’d been told she should have surgery before she ventured to have children.
But then he’d know, and he’d urge her toward surgery, and she wasn’t sure if she liked that idea. Besides, he was so strong and healthy that one part of her didn’t want him to know of her weakness.
Jerkily she glanced down at her watch. “I’ve kept you too long. You’ll be late for your appointments.”
Robert had completely forgotten the time, a rarity for him. But, then, he reasoned as he reluctantly consulted his own watch, this woman was a rarity, too. There was something about her … . But she was on her feet, slinging the braided leather straps of her bag over her shoulder.
“Thank you for the apple, and for your time,” she murmured hurriedly. “Good luck with your work—”
“Wait!” He gently grasped her wrist when she began to move off. “I, uh, will I see you again?”
“I don’t know. Maybe someday … when I’m in town … .” She had to leave. Now! Those gray eyes of his were more intent than ever, and the urgency she felt had little to do with her medical condition. He was attractive, companionable, charming. It wouldn’t do for her to develop a crush on her doctor even before she sought him out as such!
“But when will that be?” Robert asked. He was on his feet as well, unfortunately looking at her back as she hurried away. “I—wait!”
He was too late, and there were any number of curious eyes watching him. With great dignity, he sat back down in his chair and forced himself to eat his pudding. He knew he was running behind schedule, but he needed to understand what had just happened.
He’d met a woman, a lovely young woman, who had evoked his curiosity as no other had in fifteen years. She was quiet. Yes, she’d had her moments of nervousness, but there had been something serene about her. She was alone in the world, and vulnerable, he’d guess. And he didn’t buy the reasons she’d given him for coming to the medical center, so there was that little bit of a challenge, of mystery about her.
Would he see her again? That was in her hands. Hell, he didn’t even know her name!
 

THAT FACT bothered him most as the next weeks passed. He was as busy as ever, putting in fourteen-hour days at the hospital and then working at home, reviewing cases, charting treatment plans, weighing the pros and cons of recommending surgery for one patient or another. He flew to North Carolina to deliver a seminar at Duke, and returned, as always, to a backlog. But he didn’t mind. He loved his work. Still, in the wee hours between work and sleep, or at odd times during meals or the commute to his Woodbridge home, he’d think of her and curse himself for not having gotten her name.
After two weeks had passed, he nonchalantly questioned his secretary.
“Helen, you haven’t by chance received a call from a woman in Chester, have you?”
Helen O’Grady had been with him since he’d come to Yale six years before. She was in her late fifties, soft-spoken and competent, a widow with three grown children. If she tended to treat him on occasion like one of her children—reminding him to get lunch or a haircut or a good night’s rest—he indulged her. She was sweet, kind in her pampering, and he rather liked it.
“Not that I know of,” she answered cautiously. “What’s her name?”
He feigned interest in the letters she’d just handed him to sign. “I don’t know. I only know she’s from Chester.”
“Is she a referral?”
“Not.”
“A doctor?”
“Uh-uh.”
Helen nodded once and Robert suddenly wished he’d said nothing. He didn’t like the way she was looking at him. “She’s just someone I ran into at a lecture several weeks ago,” he murmured with a shrug, annoyed that he felt he had to offer an explanation. Turning, he headed for his office. “If she calls, let me know.”
He was behind his desk before Helen could do more than nod again, and he quickly immersed himself in paperwork. Later that night, though, when he was lying in bed, he thought again about the nameless woman. From the first he’d sensed that there was something on her mind. He’d shanghaied her into having lunch—or an apple, as it turned out—so that he might put her at ease and, in so doing, free her from whatever fear it was that kept her mission a secret.
He’d failed. She’d fled from him cloaked in the same apprehension that had surrounded her when she’d stood nervously in the hall outside the conference room. Circumstance had dictated that his initial interest in her be professional, but as the few minutes they’d spent together grew more and more remote in time, what lingered in his mind was far removed from medicine.
He was intrigued that whoever-she-was had aroused his personal interest. If for no other reason, he wanted to see her again to decide if her elusiveness was the sole basis of his fascination.
So, one week later, he again broached the topic with Helen. He was careful to precede the question with several medical ones, to sound appropriately formal and businesslike.
“No call from Chester.” He made it more a statement than a question. It wouldn’t do to have Helen think he was waiting expectantly for the call.
“From Chester?” She hesitated for a minute, just long enough for him to betray himself by raising hopeful eyes. “Not yet … . Is she someone special?”
“How can I know that if I don’t even know her name?” he asked gruffly, thinking that Helen O’Grady saw far too much.
“Very easily,” Helen answered.
He glared at her. “And just what is that grin supposed to mean?”
If anything, the grin broadened, but she simply shrugged.
“Come on, Helen. Something’s going on here. I’d like to know what it is.”
“So would I.”
Robert rolled his eyes. “Okay.” He sighed. “Tell me what you’re thinking … in as many words as you want.” It was a joke between them. Ever efficient, Helen never wasted Robert’s time with unnecessary conversation. If she had a message to give, she gave it succinctly. If she had a question to ask, she was direct and to the point. Only with Robert’s permission did she give free reign to her tongue.
And he’d given permission now. “I’ve been working with you for six years now, Dr. McCrae, and I can decipher your moods nearly as easily as your handwriting. Even before you say a word I can tell when you’ve had a run-in with a cocky intern, when you’ve won a round with the men in the boardroom, when you’ve lost a patient.” She cocked her head. “This time the look’s new—at least for you. And it’s about time.”
“Whaddya mean, ‘it’s about time’?” Robert drawled, more curious now than angry. Though he’d never taken it to heart, he’d been aware of hospital gossip. He was alternately thought of as the “man of steel,” the “granite fortress,” or the “Hippocratic monk.”
Helen sent him a chiding look. “Six years, and this is the very first time you’ve shown any sign of interest in a woman.”
“Sign of interest? I simply asked if she’d called!”
“Twice now you’ve asked, each time trying to look as though you couldn’t care less, but I know you.” Her voice lowered in soft urging. “You really should date, Rob. You work far too hard.”
“But I love my work.”
“Sure you do. But your work is a possessive lover. Don’t you think there’s more to life? I’ve seen you leaving here headed for cocktail receptions honoring a trustee or a major donor, and I can’t help but think how nice it would be if you had a woman on your arm, a woman to lead you away after an hour and take your mind off the hospital.”
“You’ve been watching General Hospital on the sly,” he teased, and drew an imaginary bow across an imaginary violin.
Helen smiled, but sadly this time. “You’re wasting it, you know, all that youth and energy. And don’t tell me that the hospital benefits from it, because there’s so much in you that you could easily divert a little to your personal life and the hospital would never even notice.”
Lips quirking on the fringe of a smile, Robert arched a brow. “Is that all, Mother?”
Silence resettled over her as she studied him a minute longer. Then she dropped her gaze to his tie and stared with such intensity that Robert glanced down.
“Oh-oh,” he murmured, curving the tie up to examine it. “I did it again.” Spattered antiseptic. Another trip to the dry cleaners. Shaking his head in dismay, he retreated to his office, deferring the rest of the official questions he had for Helen.
 

ANOTHER WEEK PASSED and there was no call from Chester. Robert began to ask himself why he was waiting. She hadn’t said she’d call. She hadn’t said she’d see him again.
Maybe. That was the word she’d used. It wasn’t good enough for him.
He knew two basic facts about her: she lived alone in Chester and she made handbags. Briefly he contemplated driving to Chester and asking around. It was a small town. Chances were good that someone would know about the lady who sold handbags to Neiman-Marcus.
But he hated to do that. It seemed an invasion of her privacy. So he was left with one other course of action.
Leaving the hospital at noon on Saturday, he drove into New York, parked and made his way to Bloomingdale’s. He knew he was taking a chance; she’d clearly said that she limited the number of bags she supplied to larger department stores. It was possible that he’d find nothing remotely similar to the bag he’d seen. But it was worth a shot, he reasoned, and it was certainly a different way for him to spend his afternoon.
He’d barely approached the handbag counter, when a young saleswoman offered to help him. “Uh, no,” he said with a sheepish smile, “I’m just looking.” For a full fifteen minutes he surveyed every bag, from those on freestanding racks to those displayed on the counter to those in enclosed cases. Shadowed by the silent saleswoman, he was beginning to feel slightly foolish, when at last he saw something that looked familiar. With effusive praise for his taste, the saleswoman removed the bag from its glass case. It turned out to be Italian-made, with a well-known designer’s label stitched inside. When he shook his head, the saleswoman seemed even more disappointed than he, so he dared a description of what he was looking for. She brightened, led him to another case, removed a bag. Again Robert shook his head. Not even close.
“Will you be getting more things in soon?” he asked.
“Not like these. It’s the end of the spring season. Within the next month the fall things will start arriving.”
“Fall? But it’s only June!”
She gave him a sympathetic smile. “After the Fourth of July it’s fall in here. So if it’s a spring bag you want—”
“No. No, thanks. I guess I’ll wait. Thanks for your help.” Forcing a smile, he moved off, wondering where next to turn. The nearest Neiman-Marcus was in Westchester, but there were plenty of boutiques in Manhattan. He tried to remember the names his mystery lady had mentioned, but drew a blank. Boutiques, he mused wryly, weren’t his specialty.
Swallowing his pride, he retraced his steps to the handbag counter and the young woman who’d helped him moments before. Apologetically he explained that he was trying to locate the maker of the particular type of bag he’d described and that he’d been told that in addition to Bloomingdale’s, the bag was sold in various boutiques. Could she possibly suggest a few chic shops where he might look?
She could and did, and he rewarded her with his brightest smile. He never saw her answering blush or the admiring way she stared after him as he headed out the door and down Third Avenue.
One boutique, then another and a third—no luck. Having exhausted the suggestions the young woman had made, he was about to return to his car and head for Westchester, when he saw it. Slung over the shoulder of a willowy mannequin, it had the same braided straps, though in silk rather than leather, the same pieced fabric, though in linen rather than calfskin. Different size. Different shape. Different needlepoint design. But it was … distinct.
Eagerly he entered the small boutique. He didn’t have to glance at a single price tag to know that both the clothes and accessories were from exclusive fashion houses, and he found himself curiously proud of his mystery lady.
“May I help you?”
“Yes, please. The handbag in your window—the white linen one with the needlework on the front?”
“Ah, yes. It’s the last one left. Would you like to see it?”
“Please.” He waited patiently while the woman leaned into the front window and slid the bag from the mannequin’s shoulder. When she returned with it, he took it in his hands and immediately broke into a smile. There was a feel to it—or was the feeling inside him? He wasn’t sure, but whatever it was, it was warm and soft and familiar. He turned the bag in his hands, then released the inner snap, never once fearing that he’d find a haughty foreign name inside.
“‘Heather,”’ he read from the simple but elegant label. Heather. It was perfect. It was her. He looked up. “Do you know Heather?”
“Personally, no. Our buyer does, though. She’s been dealing with Heather for several years now.”
“Have you ever met her?”
“No. She doesn’t come into the shop, or if she does, it’s without identifying herself.”
Mysterious lady, he thought again. “I understand she lives in Connecticut.”
“Uh-huh. She works out of her house and makes each one of the bags by hand. We can’t seem to keep them in stock. They sell as soon as they arrive. The only reason this one’s still here is that it added so much to the window display that we refused to sell it. But the window dresser’s coming to change the display on Monday, so if you’d like this bag, it’s yours.”
Robert drew his wallet from the inner pocket of his blazer. “I’d very much like it. I’d also like to know a little more about Heather, though.”
For the first time the saleswoman grew wary. “I’m not sure I can tell you anything more.”
Aware of her hesitance and its possible cause, he smiled. “I’m not trying to steal her away from you. My interest is strictly nonprofessional.” When the woman continued to eye him cautiously, he went further. “The fact of the matter is that I met a woman several weeks ago. I never got her name, but in the course of the discussion she mentioned that she was from Chester and that she made handbags. I saw the one she was carrying, and I knew the bag in your window had to be hers. I’d really like to get in touch with her. If you could just tell me her last name—”
“I’m afraid I can’t do that. I don’t know it myself, and even if I did I doubt I should turn it over to you. If Heather values her privacy, it wouldn’t be fair.”
“I understand that, but this is important. I assure you I’m no crackpot.” He tugged his hospital identification from his wallet. “The name is Robert McCrae. I’m the chief of cardiology at Yale-New Haven.”
The woman’s eyes widened. “Is there a medical problem?”
“No, no. It’s strictly personal.” He gave a beseeching smile. “I’d really like to find Heather. Isn’t there something you can do for me?”
He never knew whether it was his woeful tale, his pleading smile, his hospital ID, or his reputable appearance that convinced the woman. But she excused herself, went into the back room and made a phone call, then returned with the information he wanted.
The next morning, shortly after ten, Heather looked up from where she sat beneath the old apple tree to find Dr. Robert McCrae strolling across her yard.
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STUNNED, she caught her breath. The doctor from New Haven was the last person she’d expected to see this bright Sunday morning. That he was in her own backyard was all the more astonishing. She was sure she hadn’t given him her name.
Robert paused several feet away, then closed even that distance and hunkered down beside her. “Are you all right?” Frowning, he brushed her cheek with the back of his hand. “You look pale.”
She blinked, feeling a frisson of tension, but also a very visceral excitement. It was, in an odd way, as though a flower were blooming inside her. “I … you startled me. I wasn’t expecting anyone.”
Unable to help himself then, he smiled. It was good to see her, so good. His memory hadn’t done her justice. Barefoot, wearing denim shorts and an oversized T-shirt, her dark hair curling gently in the June warmth, she was a heart-stopping sight. Her pallor was already easing, and she looked sweet and fresh and new. “I rang the doorbell, but there was no answer. Since there was a car in the driveway, I figured there had to be someone around, so I came wandering.” He eyed the threaded needle in her hand, the small piece of canvas in her lap. “Sunday morning and you’re working?”
Heather continued to stare at him. She couldn’t believe he was here! “It … it was beautiful out and I had stitchery to do …”
“You look so comfortable.”
She plucked at her T-shirt self-consciously. “If I’d known you were coming, I would have put something nicer on.”
“You look great the way you are.” Her motion had drawn his attention to the T-shirt, first to the soft, full curve of her breasts, then to the large letters covering them. “‘W-H-A-M!’” he read aloud, then sent her a pained look. “I’D say!”
In spite of herself, Heather laughed. “It’s a British rock group. Very innocent.”
Robert arched a brow as if to say he wasn’t quite ready to believe her. “Are you a fan?”
She blushed, then nodded. “Music keeps me company while I work. I’d have a radio on now, except the sounds of the outdoors on a day like this are too good to pass up. Can you hear them … the mockingbird over on that tree, the buzzing of a bee … or is that a lawn mower down the road?” She grinned, feeling strangely light-hearted. “It doesn’t really matter, because in either case the sound fits. And there’s a smell in the air of growth and health and warmth. By next month it’ll already be older and more mellow.”
Robert listened to the sounds and inhaled the smells, but his focus was on Heather. “You’re very much a part of this,” he observed quietly. “Next to you I feel almost stuffy.”
At his words, Heather’s gaze slid from his summer blazer to his neatly knotted tie, pressed shirt and creased slacks. “Stuffy” was the wrong word because it implied something negative, when in fact he looked marvelous. “Formal” might have been more correct. And thinking of that word steered her mind onto a more sober track. “Why have you come?” she asked softly, hesitantly.
“I wanted to see you again,” he answered simply.
Looking up at him, she felt a flush of pleasure. Only now did she realize that she’d wanted to see him, too. “But … how did you find me?”
“A little amateur sleuthing.” He settled down on the grass, propped himself on his arms and, stretching his long legs before him, crossed his ankles. “In hindsight, given the outcome, it was actually kind of fun.” A mischievous grin had spread across his face. He was obviously pleased with himself, but it was an endearing kind of smugness.
She eyed him suspiciously. “Okay, what did you do?”
“You didn’t give me much to work with, but I did manage to locate one of your handbags in a small Third Avenue boutique. The label said Heather. The saleswoman said the rest.”
“She shouldn’t have—”
“It wasn’t her fault. She was reluctant to say a thing, but I pushed.”
“Why?”
“Because you hadn’t contacted me and I was getting impatient.”
“Impatient … for what?” she prodded more guardedly. She wondered if he’d somehow guessed her problem and was thinking medically. She didn’t want it to be so. Desperately she wanted it to be the man, not the doctor, who’d come calling.
“I like you, Heather,” he said quietly, almost solemnly. “You’re different from other people I’ve known. There’s something very … refreshing about you and your work …and this place.” He glanced around the yard, and in so doing missed the visible relaxing of her features. “It’s lovely here.”
She smiled. “Where do you live?” She pictured a functional apartment not far from the hospital, then revised the image to one of an elegant condominium, because there was something distinctly elegant about the man.
He surprised her by saying, “I’ve got a house in Woodbridge with two acres of land.”
She was familiar with the New Haven suburb. It was beautiful. “Then you must be used to grass and trees and wide-open spaces.”
He was looking at the branches overhead, his gray gaze seeming almost puzzled. “I should be, but I’m afraid I don’t usually take the time to appreciate them. I can’t remember the last time I sat on the grass this way.”
She glanced at his slacks and tried to picture him in jeans. She wondered if he’d just come from church or the hospital. She hated to think that he’d dressed up just to see her.
“You can’t work all the time,” she ventured cautiously. “You weren’t at the hospital today, were you?”
“‘Fraid so. But just for a little while, very early.” His mouth curved crookedly. “I think the staff looks forward to Sundays because I’m not around much.”
“Ahh. So you’re an ogre,” she teased.
He cleared his throat. “I’m, uh, demanding. Let’s leave it at that.”
“And what do you usually do on sunny summer Sundays after you’ve left the hospital?”
He hesitated for a minute, then shrugged guiltily. “Catch up on reading.”
“Anything good?” she asked, thinking of the best-selling novel she’d recently finished. If he’d read it, too …
“Medical journals. They’re very good.”
She whispered a laugh. “To each his own.”
“You think I’m crazy.”
“No, no. I didn’t say that.”
“But you’re thinking it,” he accused good-naturedly. There were the hints of grooves in his cheeks, and she knew he was holding back a smile. Suddenly she yearned to see it full force.
“Okay.” She grinned. “I’m thinking it.” He did smile then, making her blood tingle through her veins and her cheeks grow pink. To have a man like him smile that way at her was worth any confession. Well … almost. “It’s a little like the pot calling the kettle black, though, since you’ve caught me working on Sunday.”
“Actually, it’s a relief. It makes me feel less guilty. Now if I had some stuff with me, I’d sit here and read while you worked.” He mulled over that prospect for a second. “I kinda like that idea.”
She did, too. Very much so. “Do you have your briefcase in your car?” Hadn’t he said he’d been at the hospital earlier?
“Sure, but it’s packed with files and papers, not journals.” And strangely, he wasn’t in the mood to look at files and papers. Not with Heather Cole to look at. For that matter, even the journals might have fallen short—a shocking thought, but one he wasn’t about to analyze at the moment. “I wasn’t sure you’d be here, and I never imagined you’d invite me to work.”
“Oh?”
“Most women would take it as an insult.”
“I’m not like most women, I guess,” she murmured, knowing far more than he the truth of her words. But she didn’t want to think about that, not today, not when Robert McCrae’s interest was undivided and apparently nonprofessional. “May I, uh, may I get you something cool to drink? It’s a pretty warm day.” She eyed his necktie, thought of suggesting he loosen it, vetoed that idea as being too forward.
“Not just yet,” he mused, unwilling to send her off, out of his sight. He was pleased that she’d accepted his presence as easily as she had. What with her skittishness last time they’d met he hadn’t been sure what to expect. But aside from an initial wariness, she was relaxed. He knew he was, which was remarkable. He was away from the hospital, not working, simply sitting outside talking with a woman, and he was relaxed. Remarkable! “Don’t let me keep you from working, though,” he said almost as an afterthought. “I’d never forgive myself if I disrupted your day.”
She put aside the canvas and settled more comfortably against the tree. There was that feeling again … that safety … and in looks alone, not to mention intelligence and charm, Robert McCrae was as compelling a man as she’d ever known. She had no desire to work at the moment.
“You haven’t interrupted me,” she said softly. “What doesn’t get done today will get done tomorrow. That’s part of the beauty of what I do. I make my own deadlines.”
“And if you miss them?”
“I miss them. I only work because I enjoy doing it. If the enjoyment goes, I’ll stop in a minute.”
“Even with the reputation you’ve established?” When she eyed him questioningly, he explained. “The woman at the boutique said your bags are so popular that they sell as soon as she gets them in. How did you ever get started, anyway? Were you always a crafty person?”
Heather grinned at what she knew to be an innocent, albeit ambiguous, choice of words. “Crafty, never. Good with my hands, always. My parents encouraged me to learn things like sewing and macramé and needlepoint.” Her grin faded as she realized that she was being crafty, in a way. There was the truth, which she offered, and the whole truth, which she didn’t. Quickly she rushed on. “When I found I had an aptitude for that sort of thing, I did more and more.”
“How old were you through all this?”
Her hesitation was so brief that it might easily have been tied into the act of recollection. “I started when I was ten. By the time I was a teenager I was addicted.”
“How old are you now?” he blurted out, wishing there were a more subtle way to ask but needing desperately to know. Sitting as she was, wearing a WHAM! T-shirt, denim shorts and no makeup at all, she looked to be all of eighteen. His interest in her startled him in many respects, not the least of which was the unpleasant possibility that he might be robbing the cradle or entering some kind of midlife crisis or worse, developing a kinky taste for young flesh. Her answer was everything he wanted to hear.
“Twenty-nine.”
His gray eyes widened. “That old?” Then he caught himself and chuckled. “I’m sorry. It’s just that you look so much younger sitting here today. The last time I saw you you were dressed up, but even then I wouldn’t have guessed you to be more than twenty-six or twenty-seven.”
“Thank you … I think. How about you? I remember thinking last time that you looked awfully young to be the chief of cardiology anywhere, let alone at Yale-New Haven.”
His eyes danced as they held hers close. He was feeling pretty good. “I’m thirty-nine, and thank you, too. It’s only been the last three years that I’ve held the position. I never have figured out whether the hospital deliberately chose someone younger, or whether the older qualified doctors simply preferred private practice.”
“Have you ever done that … been in private practice?”
“Nope. I like being a staff doctor.”
“You must be that much more dedicated.”
“How so?”
“Your hours, for one thing. Staff doctors don’t take Wednesday afternoons off to play golf, or month-long cruises through the Virgin Islands.” She’d carefully kept her tone light, though she had deep feelings on the subject. The doctor she’d seen yearly since her family doctor had moved away was one of those who shuttled patients in and out of his office as though they were on a conveyor belt. He listened to as many hearts as possible in as short a time as possible. And inevitably, when she finally got up the nerve to call for an appointment, it had to be scheduled around one trip or another he was taking. He was an entrepreneur, and she didn’t trust him.
Her feelings for Robert McCrae had been different from the start.
“I suppose you’re right, there,” he was saying, “though it’s an overgeneralization. I’ve known private practitioners who are every bit as dedicated as staff physicians, while there are department heads who delegate authority such that they have time for golf, the Virgin Islands and far more. Personally, I like the action, the excitement of being at the hospital all day. And I like teaching, which is what so much of my work is about. Medical school can go only so far. The real training is done on the floor.
Heather shivered involuntarily. “I’m not sure I’d like the idea of being some novice’s guinea pig.”
“We work in teams,” he explained soothingly, identifying her expression with those so often worn by his patients. Her worry affected him all the more, though, for he was attuned to, captivated by, the slightest change in her features. At the moment her forehead was creased. Her brown eyes were wider, darker, deeper. Her lips were pressed together. “There are no guinea pigs, no experiments. No intern or resident is asked to do something he or she isn’t qualified to do and rarely works alone.” His gaze lingered on her lips. “Have you ever been to the Virgin Islands?”
Distracted by the intensity of his focus, which sent threads of excitement shimmering all the way to her toes, she struggled to comprehend what seemed to be a non sequitur. “The Virgin Islands?” Her mouth softened into a puzzled half smile. “Where did that come from?”
“We mentioned doctors going to the Virgin Islands. I was just wondering if you’ve ever been.” He loved traveling himself—though his own forays out of state were inevitably professionally oriented—but he recalled she’d commented that first day they’d talked about his having “lived” that much more than she had, and he wondered what she’d meant.
In need of a clear head, she dragged her eyes from his and lowered her gaze, but it fell on his hand lying peacefully in the grass. His fingers were long and lean, squared in a manly way, very beautiful. Not much help in clearing her head. “No. No, I don’t travel much.”
“Did you when you were a kid?”
“Oh, no,” she answered quickly, then steadied her voice. “I mean, I’ve been to New York and Washington and through a lot of New England, but that’s about it. My parents didn’t see traveling as a high priority.” The full truth was that once her heart condition had been discovered, her parents hadn’t considered traveling worth the risk. They’d been frightened of overwhelming her, overburdening her with excitement, not to mention taking her far from the doctor they knew and trusted. More than once she’d suspected they were being overprotective, but she’d said nothing for fear of being proved wrong.
“Then it’s not one of your priorities, either?”
She met his gaze. “I didn’t say that. I’d love to travel. It’s one of my dreams.”
“Then why don’t you?”
“I guess … the right opportunity hasn’t presented itself,” she answered without lying. She could have taken off by herself on any number of different occasions, but she didn’t want to travel alone. The fact was that some of her parents’ worry had rubbed off on her. If she’d had someone to travel with, someone to encourage her and assure her that she’d be all right, things might have been different.
“You never travel on business?”
“No.”
“That’s too bad. It’d probably be fun.”
“Actually, it’s flattering that the buyers think enough of my work to come here.”
“Which brings us back to that. You still haven’t told me how you made the jump from hobby to business.”
“I’m not sure I have. I still think of what I do as a hobby.”
He grinned. “Okay, then, how did you get into selling your hobby?”
At the moment she was far more entranced by the flash of white his grin had allowed than by the chronology of her career. It wasn’t that his teeth contrasted boldly with a tan, because he didn’t have one to speak of. But he did have good natural color, and his dark hair fell rakishly across his brow, and his body was rangy, stretched out that way on the grass … .
“How did I get into selling?” she asked aloud, for her own benefit more than anything else. She took a deep breath and absently plucked a blade of grass from the lawn. “It was kind of a fluky thing. I was a language major in college, and after I graduated I began doing translation work for a professor at Columbia. He’d send me things. I’d translate them, then send them back. It was very convenient, though not as exciting as I’d hoped it would be, and certainly nowhere near as creative. My craft work, on the other hand, was both exciting and creative. I found myself buying little things—a skein of wool or some beads or an interesting pattern—to use as a reward for getting through a translation.”
“What kinds of things were you making then?”
“I was weaving belts and rugs, needlepointing pillows and pictures, knotting wall hangings and planters. And I was making most of my own clothes. Then one day I saw something in Vogue—a stunning handbag that I was sure I could duplicate and even improve upon.”
“And you did.”
“I’m not sure I necessarily improved upon it, but I liked what I’d made, so much so that I then made variations to go with different kinds of clothes and color schemes. Wherever I went, I carried one bag or another. People noticed and asked about them. I’d had so much fun making them that when a local shopkeeper asked me to give her several on consignment, I couldn’t refuse.”
Robert was thoroughly enjoying the story. “And they sold instantly?”
“No.” She grimaced playfully. “It was lucky they didn’t, actually. Chester proved to be a mediocre market, so several of my bags were still in the shop window when a New York buyer happened to be passing through, and bingo.”
“No kidding? It escalated from there?”
“Uh-huh.”
“That’s a real success story.”
“I hope so,” she drawled. “It’s hard to tell what will happen next year or the year after. Right now women are attuned to what they carry, and they’re willing to pay for the right look—through the nose, if you ask me. I’m sometimes appalled when I see the markup on my bags, because I know exactly what the raw materials cost.”
Having bought one of her bags, Robert knew the selling price. As far as he was concerned, it was worth every penny. Of course, his motive was far different from that of the average buyer. “But there’s your time to consider, and your skill and knowledge of design and style, and the middlemen involved. And you’ve said yourself that each bag is unique in some small way or another. I’m sure women know exactly what they’re getting.”
Heather smiled. He was good for her ego. “I hope so.”
Basking in her smile, he couldn’t look away. In the back of his mind—far, far back where he’d pushed it—was the question of why she’d come to the medical center that first day, why she’d eyed him so nervously. But all he could think about now was how pleasant she was, how free and refreshing, how much he wanted to reach out and touch her.
Heather was thinking similar thoughts. Here with her, in her own backyard, Robert McCrae wasn’t a doctor, much less the man she might have approached for personal medical advice. He was thoroughly and unequivocally a man, and one to whom she was strongly drawn. She wanted to reach out and touch him, to comb the fingers of hair from his brow, to trace the faint slashes in his cheeks, to sample the texture of skin that had been shaved several hours before. She wanted to shift places with him, to let him lean against the tree, and then she could relax against his strong frame. Things that she’d only entertained in fantasy, she suddenly wanted to do. Robert McCrae made her feel soft and attractive and desirable.
“Come, let’s take a walk,” he said hoarsely. Pushing himself to his feet, he took her hand and drew her up. He was so much taller than she, and he held her hand firmly yet with such gentleness that he made her feel delicate in a way that was utterly feminine. He didn’t release her hand, and she was glad of it, for his fingers were warm and strong, his nearness both infinitely comforting and deliciously arousing. “How long have you had the house?” he asked as they ambled slowly toward the woods at the back of the yard.
“I bought it when I graduated from college.” Her voice was breathless. “My parents left me some money and it seemed the right thing to spend it on.”
His thumb lightly rubbed hers. “Did you grow up around here?”
“In Norwalk. How about you?”
“Long Island. My parents still live there.”
Her thigh accidentally brushed his as they walked, and she felt a ripple of sensual awareness. “Do you have any sisters or brothers?”
“One of each. And you?”
“Nope. Just me.”
He studied her lightly flushed face. “I’ll bet you were doted on as a child.”
“Why do you say that?”
“I’d dote on you if you were mine. You evoke that kind of response.”
“The helpless female?” she teased, knowing her parents had doted on her, but for a very specific reason.
He stopped walking and brought her to face him. “Just the opposite. You’re totally independent. You’ve got a home and a successful career. You seemed perfectly content with where you were and what you were doing when I came around the corner of your house a little while ago. No, I’d dote on you because attention would be the one thing I could give you that you don’t already have.”
“There are many things I don’t have,” she whispered, all but drowning in his shining silver eyes. Her head was tipped up, her body inches away from his. When he released her hand and began to gently stroke her arm, she felt herself leaning closer. Her voice came from a distance. “But you’re a busy man. You don’t have time to dote on a woman.”
His eyes caressed her face. “Maybe I’ve never been inspired to make the time before.”
“Are you now?”
“Oh, yes,” he breathed, then lowered his head and brushed his lips against her cheek.
Heather gasped softly. His touch was light but provocative, stirring a myriad of sensations in deep, hidden places. She closed her eyes as he whispered kisses across the bridge of her nose to her other cheek, and she couldn’t have moved, much less protested. She was entranced by the strength emanating from him, by his clean, male scent, by the quickening of his breath, which spoke of the effect she had on him.
That in itself was stunning. From the moment he’d arrived, she’d been aware of her own response to him. When he turned those intent gray eyes on her, she tingled; his nearness alone brought her body alive. But that he should tremble when he touched her was almost incomprehensible.
“Heather?” he whispered tentatively.
Dazed, she opened her eyes and looked up at him. His fingers slid into her hair, thumbs stroking the faint dampness at her temples. His gaze was heated and direct.
Then his lips sought hers, and all conscious thought fled. There was nothing tentative about his kiss, nothing cautious or halfhearted. His mouth was moist and mobile, his tongue masterful. He possessed her with a sweetness that denied possession, for it evoked a mobility on her part, a seeking, a demand that, if not as forward, was every bit as claim staking.
They were both panting for breath when their lips parted at last. Heather’s arms wound about his neck; Robert’s encircled her back. He buried his face in her hair; she pressed hers to his throat.
The sun dappled their bodies, playing between branches swaying in the light breeze. It was a warm time, a happy time, and they took advantage of it, standing with their bodies crushed dose, their arms sealing the bond. Only when they were in greater control did he ease her back so that he could look down at her face.
“You’re something else,” he murmured, astonished by the force of what he’d just felt, of what he continued to feel.
“You are,” she countered in a breathy whisper, her eyes reflecting her own astonishment. She’d been kissed before, but never with such all-pervasive, mind-sweeping force. And she’d never responded so openly. Even now, feeling the soft press of her breasts against his chest, she was titillated. Her body seemed a stranger to her, but it was a stranger she wanted to get to know.
Robert saw the look in her eyes and wanted to melt. It had been a long time for him. Maybe that was his problem. Oh, he’d had women since his divorce, but after a number of shallow encounters, he’d stopped forcing himself. With Heather, the only force he had to stop was the one urging him to take her in his arms again, to touch her all over, then to lay her on the grass and make slow, sweet love to her. Even in spite of her volatile response to his kiss, she seemed so fresh, so innocent.
He cleared his throat, but his voice still sounded thick. “I, uh, I think we’d better keep walking. I really didn’t come here intending to seduce you.”
Heather nodded and released his neck, but she gladly let him tuck her arm through his when they moved slowly on. It occurred to her at that moment that she wouldn’t mind at all if he seduced her. Was she wanton to think it, or irresponsible? She’d dated on occasion, but things had never gone beyond minor petting and a goodnight kiss. She’d been frightened then, but she wasn’t now.
She tried to analyze what it was about Robert McCrae that made her feel so bold. Though she barely knew him, she liked what she saw. She respected him; he was straightforward and hardworking. And she trusted him. Moreover, there was chemistry between them—she’d never have believed there was truth to that expression had she not felt what she did now.
And, of course, there was that factor of security. Robert was mature, experienced and knowledgeable. He would know what to do, how to take care of her and keep her from harm.
Should she tell him the truth? She didn’t want to. Not just yet. She was enjoying the feeling of being healthy and whole. She’d tell him in time, she assured herself. Right now he was making her very, very happy.
“What’s that?” he asked, ducking his head and peering through the trees toward a far corner of the yard.
“A tree house.” She nudged him in that direction. “Isn’t it great?”
They wound through the trees until they were standing at the base of a huge maple. “I don’t know. It looks pretty shaky.”
“But think of the possibilities,” she said with enthusiasm.
That was just what he was doing, without the enthusiasm. He pictured her climbing up the rotted planks, stumbling on one as it crumbled, falling and breaking a leg, or worse. “You haven’t been up in it, have you?”
“Oh, no. It was here when I bought the house and I haven’t touched it. But I come back here sometimes and sit dreaming about it.” She let herself be momentarily drawn into those dreams. “I’d love to have it fixed up one day. It’d be such a perfect hideaway. And if I had children, they’d spend hours playing here.”
Studying her animated features, Robert felt the same melting sensation he’d known earlier. In an attempt to escape it, he released her arm and approached the tree. “These rungs are ancient.”
“I know.” She grinned excitedly. “It makes you wonder when they were nailed up. The house was built around the turn of the century. I can just imagine little kids wearing short pants and high socks and ugly black shoes scampering about.”
He looked back at her. She had her hands curved around an overhead limb. Fighting for self-control, he looked away. “Is that what kids wore at the turn of the century?”
“Beats me, but it’s fun thinking it, and that’s what counts.” She studied the tree house. It was primitive, little more than a broad platform built around the trunk and limbs of the tree, and many of the planks were in worse condition than the rungs leading to it. “It’s all in the imagination,” she mused with a dreamy smile.
Robert, too, was evaluating the condition of the tree house, but distractedly. His immediate dreams were of the woman behind him. He turned his head, noted the slender form of her body, the grace of her arms over her head, the way the pose pertly lifted her breasts. Unable to help himself, he crossed to where she stood, circled her wrists with his hands, then ran them slowly, appreciatively down her arms.
“I think I’m hopeless,” he murmured seconds before dipping down to capture her lips. He caressed and sucked, convinced that her honeyed taste was addictive. It flowed through his bloodstream, igniting his nerve ends, feeding his craving in a way that was mind-boggling.
Her response was mind-boggling, as well, for it was pure and open and free. Her lips responded to his slightest prodding, widening when he slid his tongue into her mouth. She was warm and welcoming, all moistness and fire. Yet there was nothing of the wily seductress about her. She was innocence, through and through, even with her hands still grasping the tree limb and her back beginning to arch.
He’d never claimed to be a saint or a martyr. Temptation was a tongued serpent flicking its juices from one end of him to another, until he knew he’d die if he didn’t touch her. His hands, which had been cupping her underarms and lifting her nearly off her feet, slid to her front, splaying over her ribs, then moving upward to take the weight of her breasts.
She gasped into his mouth, and he could feel the tremor that shook her, but he only deepened the kiss while his hands explored her turgid flesh. She wasn’t wearing a bra, but he’d known that even before he’d sighted WHAM! And he couldn’t accuse her of being deliberately provocative, because she hadn’t been expecting him. No, she was natural in her untethered state—all the more exciting to him—and her breasts were just crying to be loved.
With a moan, he tore his mouth from hers and pressed it to her forehead. He circled her breasts, stroked them, ran his thumbs over her nipples, and was rewarded when she whimpered softly. When he looked down at her, her eyes were closed. As though feeling his gaze, they slowly opened.
“You’re very beautiful,” he whispered, dropping his eyes lower to watch her breasts as he shaped them with fingers and palms.
She was breathing shallowly. Her eyes were wide, and he sensed she was stunned by what she was feeling, but there was trust in her gaze, as well. It was that trust that injected a wrinkle of sanity into his burgeoning desire. With shaky determination, but determination nonetheless, he lowered his hands to her waist.
His voice was hoarse. “I want to touch you, Heather. I want to lift up this T-shirt and see you and feel you. Hell, I want to take off everything and lie down here with you.” He paused and closed his eyes for a pained moment. His lower body throbbed, a tight coil needing release. But he couldn’t. Not yet. Not so soon. If he didn’t fully understand what was happening to him, how could she?
Opening his eyes, he studied her in wonder. “You look so innocent!”
“I am,” she whispered, needing to tell him at least that much of the truth. She was clutching his shoulders, but only because her knees felt so weak she feared she might fall. “I’ve never … never done this before.” Even to her own ears, the confession sounded stark. Wide-eyed, she awaited his reaction.
His brow furrowed. His thoughts of innocence hadn’t gone quite that far. She was twenty-nine and beautiful. How could she possibly have never done this before? “You mean, you’re a … a …”
After a pregnant pause, she nodded. She almost wished she’d said nothing, because at the moment she was feeling strange, but she’d wanted him to know that she wasn’t loose, and she’d needed to remind herself of it, too.
“My God, Heather,” he exclaimed, hauling her against him and hugging her tightly. “You seemed fresh and new, but I hadn’t dreamed—that’s wonderful!”
She took strength from him. “You don’t mind?”
“Mind? Of course I don’t mind!” He held her back and looked into her eyes. Women had reacted to him before, but never with this sense of newness, of preciousness. There was discovery in it. The knowledge that he’d brought her alive as no other man had was no small part of his pleasure. “It makes your response to me all the more special, and what we have is already so explosive!”
“Maybe I shouldn’t have said anything—”
He put a finger on her lips. “Don’t think that for a minute! I’m glad you told me. The way I feel, the way I react to you, I might have come on too fast or too hard.” He pulled her close again, fitting his lower body snugly to hers, and buried his face in her hair, groaning.
With his hips pressed intimately against her, she could feel the hardness of his arousal, and while it was vaguely intimidating, she found intense pleasure in it. She let out a laugh of pure delight. “I think I must be crazy feeling this way, but I’m glad you want me that much. Still it’s amazing—I keep thinking I should call you Dr. McCrae.” She raised her head. “What should I call you?”
He was beaming at her, eyes crinkled, cheeks slashed, turning her knees to jelly all over again. “Whatever your little heart desires.”
“I’m serious … . Robert?”
“Robert. Or Rob. That’s what the people closest to me call me, and I’d be proud to put you in that category.”
“Then Rob it is,” she said with conviction. With her arms around his waist and her body flush to his, she felt strong and wonderful.
She was more than willing to forget she had a problem.
He was more than willing to forget the inkling of a mystery surrounding her.
The day was beautiful, and it was theirs.
“How about that cold drink?” he asked, reluctantly setting her away from him. “I think I could use it right about now.”
“You got it,” she said brightly, then faltered. “You could also take off your jacket and loosen your tie if you’d like. I wanted to suggest it before, but I wasn’t sure how it would sound.”
“Sounds pretty suggestive,” he drawled, tugging at the knot of the tie.
She tipped up her chin. “But now that you know what an innocent I am, I don’t have to feel guilty. You didn’t really dress up like that for me, did you?”
“How else should I have dressed?”
“What do you wear when you’re sitting at home reading journals?”
“Slacks.” With his tie off and the top button of his shirt undone, he was shrugging out of his jacket. Heather was momentarily flustered when what she’d imagined—broad shoulders and lean hips—proved to be even better in reality and exquisitely enticing.
Rob looked down at himself. “When my secretary stares at some part of me the way you’re doing, it’s usually because I’ve spilled something or other.” He scrutinized his shirt front, then his pants. “I don’t see anything.”
She jerked her gaze up. “No …uh …it’s just that …you look good.” Particularly that hair-sprinkled vee of flesh now exposed at his throat. She swallowed hard. “I’ve never seen you without a jacket.”
Grinning, he hooked the item in question over his shoulder and draped his free arm around her. “Most people haven’t. See what I do for special ladies?”
They began to walk back toward the house. “Are there others?” Heather asked on impulse.
“Other special ladies? Uh-huh. There’s my mother and my sister and, of course, Helen—”
“Who’s Helen?”
“My secretary. She’ll be relieved I found you. I kept asking her if there’d been a call from Chester. She was beginning to get suspicious.”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t know—”
“My fault. You hadn’t said anything about calling. But still I’d hoped, and since I didn’t even know your name …”
She changed the subject quickly, not wishing to get into explanations of why she’d been elusive. “But there must be other women. Surely you date.”
He squeezed her shoulders. “I work. That’s about all I’ve made time for in the past few years.”
She took a minute to savor the feel of his body in step with hers. “Such a waste of manpower,” she teased.
“That’s what Helen says.”
“How old is Helen?”
“Somewhere near sixty.”
“Ahh.”
He flashed her a grin. “Relieved?”
Her own grin was more sheepish. “Yes … . Am I awful?”
“You’re wonderful.”
“But I sound possessive. I’ve never been possessive in my life.”
“I’m not complaining. Given what happened a little while ago, you’ve got every right to want to know where you stand. Haven’t I asked you similar questions?”
“I suppose … . How about friends? Do you have lots?”
“That depends on your definition of a friend.”
With a half smile she grew philosophical. “There are two kinds, I think. The first, a friend with a small ‘f,’ is one you see from time to time, maybe go to a restaurant or a show with, talk with about general things. The relationship is inspired in a large part by either physical proximity or some particular interest in common.”
“And the second kind?”
“A friend with a capital ‘F’ is one you trust implicitly, one you go out of your way for and one who’ll go out of his or her way for you, one you might choose as a relative if relatives could be chosen. A big ‘F’ friend is someone you share deeper things with, emotional things like feelings and dreams.”
“Then I’ve got lots of the first and very, very few of the second.”
She thought about it for a minute. “Isn’t that true for most men?”
“As opposed to women? I think so.”
“It’s a cultural thing.”
“But physical, as well, if you want to be really philosophical about it. A woman is built to share. Look at what she does for an unborn child during the period of gestation.”
“That kind of physical sharing is different, though. It’s unconscious.”
“But isn’t it possible that it accounts for the female animal’s predilection to openness? Men aren’t naturally like that. They should be. But they aren’t.” They’d reached the house and were climbing the few steps to the screened-in back door. He stopped at the top and turned to her, speaking quietly, intently. “I’ve always been a loner, Heather. It’s not easy for me to tell people things about myself. I’m not used to that kind of sharing, which was one of the reasons I had to see you again. I blurted things out to you last time—things about my marriage and the kids—well, not many people at the hospital know they even exist. I’m still not sure why I told you. Maybe there’s a need in me that I haven’t been willing to acknowledge.”
“Why not?”
He shrugged. “My work has always come first. Even before medicine, I was intensely involved in whatever it was I was doing at the time. I was a bookworm as a kid, and when I got to college I was a nonstop studier.”
“There’s nothing wrong with that.”
“No. I was happy. Once I got to med school, there was that much more to do, to learn. I married because it seemed the thing to do, part of the image, if you know what I mean.” When she nodded her understanding and acceptance, he went on. “But there was another part of the image, that of being strong and self-contained. As a doctor, I’ve been constantly busy, and successful enough to believe that I’m in control of every aspect of my life. Maybe that’s why I’ve ignored any need for sharing in my personal life.”
“But you sense the need is there?”
“I’m talking to you, aren’t I? I’m not sure I understand it, but you seem to inspire that kind of opening up.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Maybe it’s because you’re alone. We have that in common. I feel I can trust you.”
“I’m glad,” she said, meaning it.
Smiling gently, he gave her shoulder a squeeze. “Enough seriousness. Are you going to show me the inside of your house, or am I going to have to break and enter?”
She pulled open the screen. “Since there’s nothing to break, you can enter with impunity. I’ll get you that drink. Then I’ll show you around.”
Moments later, having downed tall glasses of lemonade, they wandered through the house. “I’m amazed!” Robert exclaimed, trying to take everything in at once. “It’s so modern!”
“Surprised you, huh?”
“I’ll say! Some turn of the century house! Was it this way when you bought it?”
“Not quite. I wish I had ‘before’ pictures to show you. It was pretty old and run-down, but I couldn’t resist the basic design of the place. You don’t get arched windows and tiny alcoves and twisting staircases anymore.”
“Or high ceilings, for that matter.”
They were in the living room, which was open and bright. “This room was originally two. I had the dividing wall taken down.” She chortled. “In fact I had lots of walls taken down. I didn’t want ten small rooms, when five large ones would be that much more pleasant.”
“And you haven’t cluttered the place with furniture. I can breathe here.”
She gave him a facetious look. “Some people would say I haven’t bought furniture yet. The way I see it, a sofa and two chairs, a few tables and a stereo are all I need.”
Robert agreed, though he could see that the sofa, chairs, end tables and stereo were of the finest quality and taste, as was the artwork that hung on select walls and carried through the pale blues, apricots and whites of the room.
He grabbed Heather’s hand. “Show me the rest. I’m intrigued.”
Dutifully but excitedly she showed him the dining room, then the three rooms upstairs. One was her bedroom, with a modern brass bed, a sitting area and a dresser and dressing table. The second was a library, boasting floor to ceiling bookshelves, a cushiony upholstered sofa and a large rya rug. The third was her workroom.
“My pièce de résistance,” she announced with delight. “A little messy, but I make no apologies for that.”
“You shouldn’t,” he commented, taking in the shelves piled with fabrics and yarns in a wild array of colors, the long worktable similarly strewn, the sewing machine, elaborate cassette player and easy chair. “I assume you had the skylights put in yourself. The slanted roof is made for them.”
“They were the first priority when I started renovating—well, after electricity and plumbing. I like things to be bright and cheerful. If this room had been at the front of the house I might have had qualms. I didn’t want to do anything to detract from the period look of the exterior.”
“But it’s at the back, so you don’t have to worry.”
“And I get the morning sunshine, which I love.”
“You’re a morning person, too?”
“Uh-huh.”
“Not a 6:00 A.M. worker.”
“Sometimes … . What do you do at that hour? Isn’t it a little early for rounds? I’d think your patients would be sleeping.”
“They are. More often than not I have breakfast with my interns and residents. It’s a perfect time to discuss cases. Either that, or I spend the time in my office going over things or dictating notes or letters into a machine so Helen can type them up when she gets in.”
“Very efficient.”
“Mmm.” But he didn’t want to think about the hospital. “Do you always go around barefoot? You look like a sprite.”
She tempered a grin. “It’s comfortable.”
“You could slip on these wood floors.”
“I don’t move very fast.”
He arched a brow. “Excuse me?”
“I said that I don’t move … very fast.” She sent him a sideways glance. He was smiling mischievously. “Why are you looking at me that way?”
“Because you took those stairs as though there were wings on your feet. Listen to you. You’re breathless even now.”
“That’s from excitement,” she informed him pertly. She refused to be reminded of the other possible cause, and she was excited. “It’s not every day that I get to show such a renowned guest around my home.”
“Renowned, baloney.” Without warning, he swooped down and took her mouth in a searing kiss. For a blissful eternity their lips clung, though no other part of their bodies touched.
When they separated, Heather was more breathless than ever. Her only consolation was that Rob was in a like state. He wore a pained expression as he wound his fingers through her hair. “This is going to be very difficult, I think.”
“What is?” she whispered. It all seemed so natural and easy.
“Being close to you and keeping my libido in check.” He leaned forward to nuzzle her cheek. His praise came out in a moan. “You smell so good. What is that?”
“Moisturizing lotion,” she murmured. All she could smell was the clean male scent emanating from Rob, and it was doing unnerving things to her equilibrium.
His lips were nipping at her earlobe, then her neck. “It’s here, too.”
She gasped when his tongue touched the hollow of her throat. “It’s all over.”
Images of her breasts, her belly, the small of her back, her thighs smoldered through his brain. With a groan, he straightened and took several deep, deep breaths.
Heather hadn’t realized she’d closed her eyes until they blinked open. She watched him, waiting, wanting, wishing she had the nerve to take the initiative and kiss him. But she wasn’t quite that bold. Not yet.
Then she tipped her head and grew alert. “What’s that?”
“My lungs. They’re laboring.”
“No, no.” She moved toward the door. “There’s a noise. Not the phone. A beeper—do you have a beeper?”
“In my jacket downstairs.” He was at the door, passing her, starting down the stairs. “You’ve got some ears. I never would have heard it. You know, I can’t remember when that’s ever happened to me!”
Heather felt guilty, but not because she’d distracted him. No, she felt guilty because she wished he hadn’t heard the beeper at all! She knew it was selfish of her, but she’d never been particularly selfish and one perverse part of her said she’d earned the right to be, for once.
When she reached the kitchen, where Rob had left his jacket, she found him staring at the now silent beeper. “What do you have to do?” she asked softly.
He sighed and looked up apologetically. “I’ll have to call in.”
“What does it mean when your beeper goes off? That a patient’s in trouble?”
“Possibly. May I use your phone?”
She gestured toward the instrument, hanging on the wall.
Rob lifted the receiver, dialed in for his message, then phoned the appropriate floor at the hospital to learn more about the patient who’d gone into cardiac arrest. All the while he watched Heather. Her eyes were worried; she bit her lip from time to time, picked at a fingernail.
When at last he hung up the phone, she swallowed. “You have to leave.”
He nodded.
“Is it serious?”
“The patient’s okay now, but it’s been touch and go for a long time, and this is very definitely a setback. He had a triple bypass three years ago, and it looks like he may need another. Since he’s been a patient of mine all this time, I want to get in and reassure him. The psychological ramifications of something like this thing are rough. I’d also like to talk with the surgeon.”
“You mean … you don’t do the surgery yourself?”
“I leave that to the specialists.”
Heather was taken aback. “But I thought you were a specialist.”
“Not in surgery.”
She said nothing more. This latest twist would take some getting used to.
Rob slipped his blazer on, then turned to her. “I’m sorry to be running out this way, Heather. I would have liked to spend more time with you. Can I give you a call?”
She nodded.
He took a step forward, then stopped. He wanted to kiss her a final time, but he suddenly felt guilty. His work was his life. It wouldn’t be fair to involve her in something that could be part-time at best, in reality little more than a few hours stolen here and there. He’d disappointed Gail that way. Could he do the same to Heather?
Knowing only that he didn’t want to hurt her, he gave her a sad smile, then turned and left.
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AT SEVEN O’CLOCK that night the phone rang. Heather snatched it up without pretense. “Hello?”
“Heather? It’s Rob.” His voice was deep, softening even as he spoke. “How are you?”
With a smile of relief, she reached over to lower the stereo, then sat back in her chair. “I’m fine. And you?”
“Fair to middlin’.” Better now that he’d heard her voice. By the time he’d gotten home from the hospital, he was wondering if he’d imagined the morning.
“How did it go?” she asked cautiously.
“Okay. We’ve got him scheduled for surgery in the morning.”
“What are his chances?”
“Not bad, actually. He was in pretty good spirits when I left him, and that’s part of the battle.”
“Will you be there during the surgery?”
“I’ll be at the hospital.”
“But not in the operating room?”
“No. I’ll be kept up to date, and I’ll see him as soon as he comes out of anesthesia.”
“What will you be doing while they’re operating?”
“What I usually do. I start rounds at seven or so. Then I’ll see outpatients for a while, and I’ve got a couple of administrative meetings scheduled around noon.”
“And the afternoon?”
“More meetings. More patients. Plus plenty of desk work—correspondence, research reports, that type of thing—then evening rounds.” He paused. “You’re full of questions.”
She heard his smile and, picturing it, felt better. “I was curious. I’ve been sitting here trying to imagine what you do.”
“And I’ve been sitting here imagining you in that workroom of yours. Are you there now?”
“Uh-huh.”
“Working?”
“I finished the piece I started this morning, so I began another.”
“I heard music before. What were you listening to?”
“Duran Duran.”
“Come again?”
Her lips curved up. “Duran Duran.”
“Oh. Okay.”
“They’re really good. ‘Wild Boys.’”
“Are they?”
She laughed. “That was the song that was on.”
“‘Wild Boys’?” he echoed dubiously. “No wonder I’ve never heard it. I wouldn’t be able to identify. I’ve never been wild in my life.”
“That’s okay. Most pop music is fantasy, anyway. I usually prefer more of a ballad sound, but this one’s got a good beat. It talks of wild boys who shun glory … reckless boys …hungered boys. It’s slightly naughty, but naughty is fun to think about sometimes.” As was true of most of the music she listened to, she derived vicarious pleasure from it. The lyrics held romance and adventure. Sometimes she’d stand and sway to the beat, more often she’d simply listen … and dream.
“I can’t believe you’ve ever been naughty.”
“You’re right.”
“But you like the song.”
“Uh-huh.”
He wondered if she’d ever wanted to be naughty, but refrained from asking. “Fair enough,” he conceded, settling more comfortably in his seat. “Did you go back outside after I left?”
“For a while. I barbecued chicken for lunch. I’m sorry you weren’t able to stay and have some. It was good.”
“Do you like to cook?”
“Love to. I’m kind of a low-salt, low-fat, low-cholesterol gourmet cook.” Realizing afterward what she’d said, she held her breath.
“A health nut?”
Relieved that he’d taken her quip lightly, she let out the breath. “I believe in sensible eating. What is it they say—a woman can’t be too thin or too rich?”
“You’re thin enough.” He pictured her as he’d seen her that day. She was slender, with subtle curves in all the right places. His thoughts homed in on her breasts. Unconsciously he pressed his thighs together. “I like the way you feel.”
A blush stole through her body. “Thank you,” she murmured softly. When he’d been there, kissing her, touching her, she hadn’t felt shy, but once he’d left, the newness of what had happened had hit her. Even now she couldn’t believe she was talking on the phone so softly, almost intimately with Robert McCrae. For there was something intimate about their conversation, not in words as much as tone. She remembered the many times she’d envied young lovers she’d passed in town or the park, remembered the way their heads were bent together, the way they’d seemed to be murmuring sweet nothings. This phone conversation was as close as she’d ever felt to that.
“Do you have a full twenty bags to put out this week?” Rob asked.
“Uh-huh. The stores are clamoring for the fall things.”
He grunted. “That’s what the lady at Bloomingdale’s told me, but it still seems slightly insane. What happens, come mid-July, if you want to buy something to wear for that weekend?”
“You dig into your closet and make do with second best. It is a little crazy. I had to learn the hard way not to wait till the last minute to buy summer things.”
“You don’t still make your own clothes?”
“I don’t have time. And even if I did, I can’t make something like, say, a bathing suit. Heaven help the woman who decides she needs a new one in the middle of the summer. There’s nothing in the stores.”
“So you’ve already bought a bathing suit. What’s it like?”
“Uh … it’s very simple.” Skimpy was what she might have called it, but she was self-conscious.
Not so Rob. He was intrigued. “One piece? Two piece?”
“Two.”
He moaned softly, but the torture was bliss. “Teeny?”
“It’s … simple.”
“What color?”
“Bright yellow with blue polka dots.”
“You’re kidding.”
“No, I’m not.”
“How can you do this to me, Heather?”
“You asked.”
“Mmm. I did, didn’t I. Maybe you’ll let me see it sometime?”
“Sure,” she teased, feeling bolder by the minute. There was something surprisingly pleasant about wielding feminine power. She’d never had the experience before, and though she doubted she’d want a steady diet of it, it was momentarily heady. “It’s hanging right in my closet on an itty-bitty hanger.”
“I don’t want to see it on a hanger,” he growled. “I want to see it on you.”
“And what will you be wearing? I’ll feel pretty silly if you’ve got on a tie and jacket.” She was probing, wondering what he was wearing right then, but reluctant to ask. She feared he’d say slacks, and though she knew he’d still look super, she wanted to think that he owned jeans or shorts, something strictly casual.
“I suppose I could pick up something.”
“Come on. You have a bathing suit, don’t you?”
There was a moment’s silence on his end of the line, then a pensive, “I think I’ve got one at the bottom of a drawer somewhere. I haven’t been to a beach since I left California, and then it was only once or twice with the kids.”
“Shame on you, Rob. The beach is such fun.”
“Do you go often?”
“Whenever I can. There’s nothing like lying in the sun, listening to the sounds of laughter and the roll of the waves.”
“Do you swim?” He imagined her stroking gracefully through the surf, diving smoothly, resurfacing with her face to the sun and her hair streaming back.
“No,” she answered more softly. “I don’t swim.”
“Didn’t you ever learn?”
“When I was little. But I haven’t done much more than wade in years.”
“Shame on you, Heather. Swimming is the best exercise in the world. For a woman who’s a nut for good nutrition, there’s something slightly contradictory here.”
Not at all, she was thinking. She was also thinking that it would be fun to swim. Her parents had frowned on her exerting herself in any way, and she’d let herself believe they were right. So swimming and bicycling and jumping rope had ended. Not that she cared to jump rope now, but to swim … or to bicycle …
“I’d swim with you if you were game,” she ventured cautiously. She couldn’t forget how busy he was, and she didn’t want to demand time he didn’t have to spare.
“Maybe we’ll do that one day,” he surprised himself by saying. He was already trying to figure out when he might squeeze such a day into his schedule, but …hadn’t he been prepared to take today off and spend it with her? “I’ll probably be pretty rusty,” he warned.
“No more so than me,” she returned happily, feeling a little—but only a little—like a child who’d been promised cotton candy. The grown woman in her was excited at the thought of seeing Rob in swim trunks, of his seeing her in a bikini, of their spending even a short time together at the beach.
Rob was astonishingly attuned to her happiness. It occurred to him that he wanted to make her happy, to see her smile. Yes, she seemed content with her life, but little things she’d said and done made him suspect that her contentment only went so far. She was alone. Yet she didn’t seem to want to be. Actually, he didn’t want her to be, either.
“If I can get someone to cover for me some Sunday soon, we’ll go. How does that sound?”
“Can you do that?” she asked hopefully.
“Damn it, if I haven’t earned the right to a day off now and again, I’m doing something wrong,” was his answer. It was very much his inner thought spoken aloud, an argument made for his own benefit.
“I’d love that, Rob.”
“Good,” he said huskily. “I’ll work on it. And speaking of work, I’d better run. There’s a lot I’ve got to get through before I reach the hospital in the morning. If I’m not prepared for the day, my image will be torn to shreds.”
“I can’t imagine that ever happening,” she chided.
It was already happening, at least in his own mind. He was somewhat confounded by what he’d discovered with Heather. Had he actually offered to get someone to cover for him? Sure, it happened all the time when he had to leave town, but that was official business. This? This would be … pleasure. And pleasure, separate and apart from his profession, was something new to him.
“How about if I call you in a few days?” he asked quietly.
“I’d like that.”
“Well … take care, Heather.”
“You, too, Rob. And good luck tomorrow.”
“Thanks.” He wanted to say more, didn’t want to let her go just yet, but he had much to think about, and, yes, work to do. So, with a soft-spoken, “Bye-bye,” he hung up the phone.
 

HE MADE IT until Wednesday without calling, and that only with great willpower. Though he’d poured himself into his work, he’d thought about Heather, too, such that by the time he heard her voice it simply wasn’t enough.
“I’m going to be finishing up here in an hour or so,” he told her. “That’ll make it about seven o’clock. Can I drive up and take you out to dinner?”
Heather felt that the waiting had all been worthwhile. She’d repeatedly reminded herself of how busy Rob was, how demanding and important his work was, how rewarding it was to him. A simple phone call would have delighted her. A dinner invitation was heaven!
“You can drive up, but wouldn’t you rather have dinner here? You’re probably exhausted, and the drive here is long enough without having to continue on to a restaurant.”
“But that would mean work for you.”
“I love to cook, remember? I was just about to fix something for myself. It’d be simple to make it for two.”
The prospect of a home-cooked meal, a Heather-cooked meal, was a hard one to turn down. “Are you sure?”
“Positive. I’ll see you later, then?”
“Great. And listen, if you decide you don’t want to cook, after all, just think up a nice place to go. I won’t mind.”
“I will.” She wanted him all to herself. “See ya later.”
She hung up the phone with stars in her eyes, so excited that her heart was pounding. Taking several deep breaths, she forced herself to calm down. It wouldn’t do, she reflected, to be ill by the time he arrived! As it was, she felt like a heel for not telling him the truth about herself. But she’d thought about it and thought about it and decided that no harm would come if she waited just a little longer. Just a little longer. That was all. She was too happy right now to throw a monkey wrench in the works.
Carefully pacing herself, she took out the makings for Florentine chicken, a salad and rice. When the initial preparations were done, she set the dining room table with the china, silver and crystal that had been her mother’s.
“You’d like him, Mom,” she said aloud. “He’s such a good person, and I’m safe with him. Safe and secure!”
With that declaration, she raced—caught herself and walked upstairs to shower. She brushed her hair until it gleamed, lightly applied makeup, then put on a fresh yellow sundress and sandals. By the time she returned to the kitchen, she was grateful to have cooking to occupy her.
She was nervous. It had been months since she’d had a date, and this was the first time she’d ever invited a man for dinner. The fact that it wasn’t just any man coming, but Rob, was both comforting and unsettling. She wanted everything to be right—the food, the house, her. She wanted to impress him. She wanted to appear as worldly as he seemed. She wasn’t sure if she could pull if off … but she was determined to try.
The worst moment was that first one when she opened the door. It didn’t matter how often she’d pictured Rob in her mind, seeing him, so straight and tall and handsome, feeling his compelling presence at her threshold, shook her. She felt shy and unsure, but only until he spoke.
“Hi,” he said softly, his gray eyes glowing.
“Hi,” she breathed, returning both his greeting and his smile.
“You look great.”
“So do you.”
He cocked his head. “But I’m wearing my standard outfit. Yours is special.”
She blushed. “It’s just a dress.”
“It looks wonderful on you.”
“I didn’t want to look eighteen again.”
“You don’t. You look twenty-two.”
She rolled her eyes, stood back and gave a playful growl. “Come on in.”
“I stopped for some wine.” He held up a telling narrow bag. “Okay if I put it in the refrigerator?”
“I’ll do that,” she offered, but before she could relieve him of the wine he was on his way into the kitchen.
“No need. Anyway, my nose is leading me onward.” He dragged in an exaggerated breath. “Something smells great.”
Heather leaned back against the counter and watched as he bent to lay the wine on its side on a shelf. She rather liked his making himself at home here. “It’s chicken. It’ll be ready soon.”
Closing the refrigerator, he rubbed his hands together. “I can’t tell you when I last ate an honest to goodness home-cooked meal.”
“Then I’m doubly glad I insisted we eat here. Do you really go to restaurants all the time?”
“Not necessarily.”
“So you do cook.”
“Nothing I’d consider an actual meal.”
She grinned. “What do you make?”
He was leaning against the counter at right angles to her. “I can fry an egg and toast bread and boil water for instant coffee. I’m great at opening cans—tuna, beef stew, soup. Between frozen dinners and other precooked concoctions, I survive.”
“Do you have someone in to clean your house?”
“Once a week. It doesn’t get very dirty with just me in it. I’m pretty much house-trained.”
“So you do put the dishes in the dishwasher when they’re dirty?”
“Uh-huh. I also run laundry through when I have to.”
She was trying not to grin again. “I’m impressed.”
“You are not. I know that smug-woman look. You’re thinking that I’m just another helpless man around the house.”
“No, I’m not. Really. Besides, even if I were, what difference would it make? Given the status you’ve attained in medicine, it wouldn’t matter if you never lifted a finger at home.”
“But it would,” he said, growing more serious. “It matters very much nowadays. Society expects much more of men than it used to. It’s no longer acceptable simply to go to work and come home with a paycheck. If a man enters into a relationship, he’s got to be willing to share the responsibility for it.”
“You’re not talking about cooking and housecleaning.”
“No.” He paused, frowned, pressed his forefinger to a point of tension between his eyes before finally looking back at Heather. “I’ve been thinking about it since Sunday.”
“About what?” she whispered.
“About what I want with you.”
“And … ?”
“I want something, Heather, but I don’t know how much and I don’t know if it’ll work. I feel torn between the man I’ve always been and the man I might like to be.”
“The man who works all the time and the one who has time for other interests?”
“I suppose that says it, but even then … What woman wants to be an ‘other interest’?”
Heather shrugged. “Maybe one who has nothing else,” she wanted to say, but she knew that would sound both self-pitying and slightly desperate, and she didn’t like to think of herself as either. “Maybe one who’s like you. A woman who has a satisfying career of her own, but feels it might be nice to have something more once in a while.”
“You’re not that way. Once in a while isn’t enough. You want a husband. You want children.”
She couldn’t lie. On the other hand, she wanted him to know that her demands were few. “Yes. But even then I want to have my work. You’re right, Rob. Society does expect more from men nowadays. But it also expects more from women, or maybe it just allows more.” She paused. What she was about to say might sound presumptuous, but she was willing to take that chance. She didn’t know Rob well—this was only the third time she’d seen him. Yet, given the way she felt when she was with him, she wanted there to be a fourth, a fifth time. “I’d never ask more than you could give. I’m not looking for a constant companion.” Or a nursemaid, God forbid. Her parents had been enough. “I’m not sure I could stand that. Don’t forget. I’ve lived alone for seven years now. I’m set in my ways, too.”
“You’d be flexible.”
“I’d try.”
His expression grew pained. “But what if I could only offer you one night a week? What if we had plans and I had to cancel at the last minute when an emergency came up? What if something happened at the hospital and I was distracted, thinking about it even when we were together?”
She smiled gently. “I think I’d be proud enough of who you are and what you do to try to understand.”
He let out a long breath. “You’re too good, Heather. You deserve more.”
“‘More’ is a relative concept.” When one started from scratch, “more” could be very little. “I’m not asking for the world.”
“What are you asking for?”
Good health. Companionship. Love. She looked down. “Friendship, for starters. A phone call now and then would be nice.”
“And after that?”
“Time together. It doesn’t have to be a whole lot.” She raised her eyes. “I think that more than anything I’d like to know I mean something to someone, that he thinks of me from time to time in the course of his work. And I’d like to have someone to think about, too. It’s the quality of affection, not the quantity that matters.”
Rob stared at her almost in disbelief. She was so easy, so comfortable, so forgiving. She had all the right answers. But if he entered into an ongoing relationship with her, he’d feel a responsibility toward her. Hell, he felt it already. The question was whether he was up to it.
The problem was that he did want her. Not only physically, but—to some extent or another—emotionally, as well.
“I can’t promise much, Heather. I am what I am.”
“I know that.”
“I’ve never been good at lasting relationships.”
“Nothing lasts forever,” she said more sadly. Though her physical ailment had never been particularly life threatening, it had certainly made her consider her own mortality.
“True.” Pushing himself from the counter, not once taking his eyes from hers, he came to where she stood and put his hands on either side of her neck. “Then you’re willing to give it a go?” he asked softly.
There was no need for hesitation. Wordlessly she nodded.
His thumbs stroked the underside of her jaw, while his gaze roved her features. Then he tipped her face up and lowered his own, and he kissed her once, then again, then a third time, with growing ardor.
Heather shared the ardor. She’d gotten used to the fact that she was physically attracted to Rob, yet the force of that attraction never failed to amaze her. At his slightest kiss she was reduced to putty, molding and shaping to him in a way that prompted an even greater response from him.
“I could stand here all night kissing you,” he murmured thickly.
“I’m not complaining,” she breathed, entranced.
“You should be. Your chicken will burn.”
“No, it won’t. It’s got a little while to go yet. I wasn’t sure exactly when you’d get here.”
Flexibility. Intuitively he’d known she’d offer it. Now he wondered how far it would go. He slid his arms around her back and pressed closer. “Then I can kiss you again?”
“If you’d like.”
“I’d like,” he growled. “I’d like very much.”
So he did. He kissed her thoroughly, deeply, exploring the recesses of her mouth with his tongue while his hands roamed ever more restlessly over her back, her shoulders, her upper arms. He leaned into her, needing to feel more. Then, needing to touch more, he levered his upper body away.
Heather was helpless to deny him anything. It felt too good, too right, his kissing her, leaning into her, touching her. Her body tingled. Her mind whirled. She gave herself up to the pleasure she’d never known but always dreamed about.
“So soft,” he murmured against her lips when his hands rose from her waist to cup her breasts. “So soft and full.” She was swelling into his touch, her breath quickening along with his. “But you’re wearing a bra,” he whispered.
“I know.” The regret in her voice was faint but obvious.
His fingers continued their sensuous kneading, and his lower body was growing more taut by the minute. He settled himself more snugly against her, his voice nearly as weak as hers had been. “You weren’t last time.”
“I wasn’t expecting you last time,” she gasped, then moaned when his fingers found her nipples and began to stroke them gently. “Rob!” His name was a ghosted exclamation on her lips.
“Feel good?”
She was clutching his shoulders, her fingertips digging into his blazer. “Oh, yes!”
“I’d like it, too,” he whispered.
Her head came up, eyes flying open. She watched him take one of her hands, press it flat, then slide it from his shoulder, over his collarbone to his chest.
“Touch me,” he coaxed in that same hoarse whisper. “I want to feel you touching me, too.” He guided her hand in a slow circle, all the while watching surprise and pleasure light her face. Soon he didn’t need to guide, for she’d begun exploring on her own, and it was everything he could have asked and more. He closed his eyes and dropped his head forward, concentrating on the feel of her palm, then its mate, against him.
For Heather it was a time of blissful discovery. He was strong. Lean muscles rippled beneath her touch. She spread her fingers and, through his shirt, felt the spring of his chest hair, which in turn sparked tiny curls of fire deep inside her. She’d been so wrapped up in what he’d been doing to her that she hadn’t thought to touch him, but she was so glad he’d led her, so glad. Even had her own body not tingled in response, the look of sheer pleasure on his face would have been reward enough.
Growing bolder, she focused on the hard dots beneath her fingertips. She stroked them as he’d done hers, and his shudder echoed through her.
He moaned, took a ragged breath, knew that if he didn’t somehow stop her he’d soon be encouraging her to take far greater liberties with his body. She was willing. He knew she was. He also knew that she was a virgin, and he felt the burden of that responsibility.
Moaning again, he put an end to her caresses by wrapping his arms around her back and drawing her hard against him. He doubted any woman had ever been so soft, so warm, so giving. He doubted he’d ever wanted any woman as badly as he wanted Heather.
“Enough,” he groaned. “We have to stop.”
“Why? If it felt good—”
“It felt too good. I didn’t come here tonight to seduce you.”
“That’s what you said last time.”
“And I meant it. But I can’t seem to control myself when I’m with you. I have to keep reminding myself that you’re a virgin.”
Heather stiffened. “What does that have to do with it?”
“It’s a very important fact.”
There was defiance in her gaze when she drew her head back to look up at him, but it was a defiance born of embarrassment and, even more, of frustration. Her body was throbbing, most notably around the pit of her stomach. She wanted … more! “I shouldn’t have told you. If I hadn’t said anything, you wouldn’t be holding back.”
Thinking that she looked all the more seductive in anger, he gave her a crooked grin. “You’re probably right.”
“It doesn’t matter, Rob. I’m an adult. It’s not as though I’ve saved myself on principle.”
“Then why are you still a virgin?”
His directness took her aback, and she wished she could give him the whole truth. She couldn’t. Half of it would have to do. “Because … because I’ve never wanted it before.”
“And you’re sure you want it now.”
“I … yes.”
“How can you be? You barely know me!”
Pushing herself from his light grasp, she stalked across the room, then whirled to face him. “You wanted me,” she stated accusingly. “I could feel it.”
“Men can’t hide that kind of thing.”
“Just because women can doesn’t mean they feel it any less. You wanted me, didn’t you?”
“I wanted you the first time I laid eyes on you.”
“How could you?” She threw his words back in his face. “You barely knew me!”
He stared at her in disbelief for a minute, then lowered his head and rubbed the back of his neck. “You’re too quick, Heather. You know just what to say.” Slowly he raised his eyes. “But it won’t change my mind. At least, not right now. When the time’s right, it’ll be right. And we’ll both know it.”
As Heather stood facing him, her defiance faded. He was only doing what he believed to be right. How could she be annoyed, when his expression bore such tangible regret? How could she feel humiliated, when he’d admitted he wanted her, when he’d admitted he wanted a relationship with her?
A sheepish smile crept onto her lips. “Is there hope for the future?”
“Very definitely, I’d say.” He took a step toward her.
“And you don’t think I’m terrible for wondering?”
He took a second step. “I think that you’re a very normal, healthy woman.” And a third. “Who’s got great taste in men.”
“I think that if you come much closer your entire argument will be for naught.”
“Y’do, do you?” he asked, grinning. But he didn’t come any closer.
She cocked her head. “I do. On the other hand, if you’d like to make yourself useful, you can get the corkscrew from that drawer over there—” she gestured “—and uncork the wine while I see if the chicken’s done.”
“Wine? Wine. Good thought. I could use some.”
“Good thoughts?”
“Wine, Heather. Wine.”
Their simultaneous chuckles set the mood for the dinner that followed. Conversation flowed smoothly between them, dealing primarily with what each had done during the few days since they’d last been together.
Heather got more of a glimpse of Robert’s professional life, learning that he taught at the medical school two afternoons a week, that he was the director of a research team, that he’d just completed a new article on his own to be published in the New England Journal of Medicine, that his closest friends at the hospital were Howard Cerillo, his second in command in cardiology, and Jason Parrish, the chief of psychiatry.
Rob learned that Heather took regular weekday walks into the center of Chester and that if she missed more than two or three days she immediately received a concerned call from Ruth Babcock, a grandmotherly type who lived along the way and had a never-ending supply of apple cider waiting. He also learned that she lunched from time to time with Beth Windsor, a local bookseller whose shop she frequented, and that she’d become close friends with Elaine Miller, the buyer who’d first seen her handbags in the Chester shop window.
The evening sped by, and before Heather was willing to let it end, Rob was on his feet, taking her hand, heading for the door.
“We’ve both got to work tomorrow,” he said by way of apology, and his gaze elaborated. “It’s getting late, and you look tired.”
“I’m fine,” she insisted. Though it was nearly eleven and she was usually asleep by ten, she would have gladly entertained Rob for as long as he’d been willing to stay. But she knew enough not to prod. After the talk they’d had before dinner, the last thing she wanted to do was to complain that he had to leave.
“Let me see what I can do about this weekend,” he said, slipping his arms around her. He was proud of the control he’d exercised from dinner on, resisting the urge to hold her, to kiss her and more. He knew, though, that he couldn’t leave without feeling her body against his once more, so he drew her close and hugged her tightly. His pleasure was intensified when she fitted her arms comfortably around his back. “I’ll give you a call on Friday. Okay?”
Heather smiled against his chest. That was all she wanted at the moment—to know that he’d be calling and when. It gave her something to look forward to. “Sounds great.”
He kissed her once, very lightly, then left. She watched him back his BMW out of the driveway, waiting until its taillights vanished into the night before closing the door. Glowing with happiness, she turned out the lights, went upstairs and fell promptly to sleep.
 

“SURE, I’LL COVER for you Sunday,” Howard Cerillo said without hesitation. “What’s up?”
Rob shrugged. “Up? Nothing. I just wanted to have a free day.”
“Something’s up.”
“Nothing’s up.”
Howard looked skeptical. “Are you sure?”
“Of course I’m sure.”
Howard scratched the back of his head and tried to suppress a smile. “How long have we known each other?”
“Six years.”
“Right. We’ve been working together that long, and this is the first time you’ve asked me to cover for you.”
“You’ve covered for me lots of times.”
“Sure. When you’ve been out of town. Never simply for the sake of a ‘free day.’ Not that I mind, Rob. You’ve certainly done it enough for me.” His eyes narrowed into slits of amusement. It wasn’t often that he had a chance to tease Robert McCrae. As a friend, he sensed something was very definitely up. As a man, he suspected what it was. “Is she gorgeous?”
“Who?”
Seeing Rob go red, Howard knew he was on the right track. “The woman you’re going to see?”
“Who said I was seeing anyone?”
“Is she?”
Rob hesitated for a minute before realizing that he had no cause for embarrassment. Hell, he had a right to a social life. He was normal, wasn’t be?
Every bit of rationalization notwithstanding, his grin was a self-conscious one. “She’s very attractive.”
“She must be. You don’t date a helluva lot.”
“Her looks aren’t why I’m seeing her.”
“No? Then it’s really serious? Man, you’ll shake up the staff here but good!”
“Come on, Howard. Whether or not there’s anything serious about it, the woman happens to be intelligent and a pleasure to be with.”
“Many women are, but you’ve never been interested before—at least, not to the point of asking me to cover.”
“You’re sure you don’t mind?”
“Of course I’m sure. Nancy and I were going to be around, anyway. Jonathan’s been out of school with a strep infection all week. He won’t be up to doing much.”
Rob grinned. “Thanks, pal. I really appreciate this.”
“My pleasure.”
Rob called Heather shortly after noon on Friday. “I’m covered for Sunday. How about if we take off? If you’re free, that is.” It suddenly occurred to him that he’d taken that small matter for granted when he’d had no right to do so.
Heather didn’t mind in the least. “Yes, I’m free, and yes, I’d love to take off. Where will we go?”
“I don’t know. For a drive in the country, maybe. Why don’t we wing it?”
“I’d like that.”
He chuckled. “I’ve never ‘winged it’ before. It’ll be an adventure. I’ve always had my life scheduled down to the minute. Something must be happening to me.” He’d thought and thought about what he’d want to do with Heather. Traditionally he’d have bought tickets to a show or made reservations at a fine restaurant. Somehow, though, he didn’t want to feel traditional with Heather. He simply wanted to be with her.
“If it’s any consolation, I’ve never ‘winged it’ before, either.” She’d never felt carefree enough, but she did now and she loved the feeling. “How about if I pack a picnic—”
“We can stop somewhere. You don’t have to—”
“I know I don’t have to, but I want to.”
He was silent for a moment, thinking of sitting with her in a quiet spot, perhaps by a brook with trees overhead. “That’d be great,” he said, his voice deeper than usual. “I’ll pick you up at ten?”
“I’ll be ready,” she said with a broad smile. The smile stayed with her long after she hung up the phone.
 

HE ARRIVED five minutes early, but she was ready. They drove to South Lyme, parked the car and set out on foot to explore Rocky Neck State Park. Heather’s excitement compensated for the fact that she tired fairly quickly, but by the time they were talking about lunch she was more than ready for a rest.
They found a perfect spot for their picnic, a quiet, shaded clearing with a brook trickling nearby. “It’s just as I imagined,” Rob said. He was unpacking their lunch while Heather sat relaxing against a tree.
“What is?” she asked.
“This spot. When I think of you I think of places like this. Peaceful. Serene. Relaxing.” He took a piece of shrimp, dunked it in cocktail sauce and handed it to her.
Heather accepted the shrimp with a smile of thanks. “You do look relaxed.” He was wearing a pair of khaki slacks, a dark brown shirt, open at the neck, sleeves rolled up, and loafers. The walk through the woods had added color to his cheeks, and what with the way the breeze had ruffled his hair, he looked decidedly carefree.
“I feel it.” He set a loaf of French bread next to the containers of shrimp and sauce on the spread linen, removed the lid from a large bowl of fresh fruit, then poured two glasses of wine and handed her one. Finally he stretched out on his side, propped himself on an elbow and popped a cantaloupe ball into his mouth. “I never imagined I was the picnic type. Or the hiking type, for that matter.” He tipped his head back to look at her. “You got a little winded. Feel okay now?”
“Fine. The walking I usually do is more sedate than this, that’s all.” She steered the subject from herself. “You didn’t even work up a sweat. How did you manage it?”
“I’m cool,” came his ridiculous drawl.
She couldn’t help but laugh as she reached for another shrimp. “You probably also run five miles a day.”
“Right. Up one hospital corridor and down the next.”
“Seriously, Rob. How do you stay in shape?” She wanted to know what she was up against.
“I exercise every morning at home.”
“But when? If you’re at the hospital by six …”
“At five.” He gave a sheepish grin and a shrug. “I’m really a morning person.”
“What time do you go to bed at night?”
“Eleven … twelve. I don’t need more than five or six hours’ sleep.”
“You’re lucky. I need a solid eight or I suffer.”
“Our bodies are different,” he drawled, meaningfully this time.
“Is that so,” she countered pertly.
“Uh-huh.” He found himself thinking of those differences, looking at them. Clearing his throat, he averted his gaze. “Anyway, I get plenty of exercise in the course of a day, not only up and down corridors, but up and down stairs and from one building to the next. I seem to be forever on the move.” He patted his lean stomach. “No chance for rolls to develop.”
Her eyes lingered on his stomach. It was perfectly flat, solid. She imagined the way it looked beneath his shirt, a hard span of muscle and flesh. She wondered if there was a line of dark hair bisecting it, wondered how it would feel to the touch, the taste. She sucked in a shaky breath.
“Heather?”
“Hmm?”
A chunk of bread cut off her view of his middle. “Have some,” he said, one side of his mouth curving knowingly.
Properly chastised, she accepted the bread and concentrated on regaining her senses while she chewed it.
They ate in companionable silence for a time, sharing the restfulness of the scene. Then Rob spoke in a quiet, almost wistful voice.
“When I was a kid, my parents used to take us on outings like this and I hated it. I just wanted to be back home doing whatever it was I felt had been forcefully interrupted. There was always something that seemed more important. But it’s strange. Sitting here now I feel content.” Puzzled, he looked up at her. “Why is it we always want to rush through life?”
“Maybe because we’re afraid we won’t get everything done in time, that life will pass us by while we’re out lolling on the grass.”
“Do you feel that way?”
“You found me working outside last Sunday, didn’t you?”
“But you put the work aside when I got there.”
“Being with someone is an activity in itself,” she said, but she didn’t want to push that issue. “Tell me about your family, Rob. Do your parents still work?”
“My dad’s a plastic surgeon. Mom teaches piano.”
“No kidding? And your sister and brother?”
“Tom is a professor of economics at the University of Michigan. Vickie sells real estate.”
“Are either of them married?”
“Both.”
“Children?”
“Tom’s get three, Vickie one.”
“Do you see them often?”
“Christmas is about the only time we all get together.”
“It must be fun.”
Rob shrugged.
“No?”
“I feel a little out of it. I guess I always did.” He sent her an apologetic look. “I never really was the family-man type. I never went for the noise, or the diapers, or the sticky fingers, or the squabbling.”
“But what about the quiet times, times when the diapers were dry and the fingers were clean and the kids were giggling with one another?”
He sighed. “Those times seemed so few and far between. I was always relieved to be able to race back to the hospital … . I must sound terribly callous to you.”
“No. I respect your feelings. They’re not unique. Many people opt for careers over families.”
“It’s a shame it has to be one or the other.”
“It doesn’t have to be. There’s middle ground if you look for it.”
He thought about that for a minute. “I guess I’ve never looked.”
“It’s never too late.”
“I don’t know, Heather. I’m nearly forty. I’ve blown what I might have had with my own two children.”
“Blown? Is it really irreparable?”
“They’re coming up in a couple of weeks. Gail and Charles want to spend some time in Manhattan, so the kids will be staying with me for the weekend. I’m already nervous trying to think up things to do with them. I’ve got a sitter lined up, a local girl, who can stay with them when I have to be at the hospital.”
“Oh, Rob, there are lots of things you can do with them,” Heather cried with enthusiasm. “The weather’s so gorgeous now—you can take them picnicking like this, or to the beach or a lake. You can take them to the Trolley Museum. I bet they’d even love playing around your yard. Is Michael into baseball?”
“A little.”
“So you can throw a ball around with him. Or you could put a tetherball up, or Zim-Zam.”
“Zim-Zam?”
“It’s like tetherball, but using rackets and a smaller ball. You buy the complete set. All you have to do is stick a pole into the ground, stand the kids on either side with rackets in their hands and see which one can hit the ball enough to wind the rope all the way around the pole.”
“What if it rains?”
“You can take them to the Peabody Museum. They’re just the right ages to be fascinated by dinosaur skeletons. Or go to a movie.”
“I suppose.” He tipped his head. “How come you know so much about what to do with kids?”
He’d asked it jokingly, but Heather’s expression sobered and her voice grew softer. “Because I spend lots of time dreaming about what I’ll do with my own children, if I ever have any.”
“Whaddya mean, if you ever have any?” he growled, trying to restore the lighter mood. “You’ll have kids. You’d make a wonderful mother.” When she remained unconvinced—about what, he wasn’t sure—he pushed himself up, nudged her away from the tree so he could lean back, and drew her in to rest against his shoulder. “You would make a wonderful mother. You should be one already.”
She shrugged, but if she was aiming to appear indifferent, she failed. Looking down at her, Rob caught the sadness in her eyes.
“What is it?” he prompted gently.
“Nothing.”
“Something’s upset you. Was it my mentioning your having children?”
“It’s nothing. Really.” She rubbed her cheek against his chest. She didn’t want to think about having or not having children, not when Rob was finally holding her as she’d been aching to be held. “This is nice,” she said with a serene smile.
He wanted to prod, to ask more about what had brought on that melancholy look, but he, too, grew absorbed with the moment. Having Heather in his arms felt comfortable. She was so soft and pliant. “It is nice,” he agreed.
“Mmm. The reward for exertion.”
“All tuckered out?”
“Just feeling lazy. Maybe it’s the wine.”
He looked down and saw that she’d closed her eyes. “Is it putting you to sleep … or am I?”
“A little of each.”
“Hmmph.”
“That’s a compliment. I feel content, too.” She took a deep, deep breath, savoring the clean male scent of his body. He didn’t use cologne or scented after-shave. He didn’t have to. He was alluring enough just the way he was. There was no question in her mind that she’d be happy to stay this way forever … .
The next thing she knew she was opening her eyes and something was different. Her position. She was curled on her side with her head in Rob’s lap, and he was stroking, ever so gently stroking, her hair. She blinked, forced her eyes wide, turned onto her back so that she could look up at him.
“Oh, no, I fell asleep, didn’t I?”
He grinned. “Sure did.”
“I’m sorry, Rob! What an awful thing for me to do! Here you’ve taken me off for the day and I fall asleep on you!”
“I like it when you fall asleep on me. You’re very soft.” He scooped her up in his arms until her face was inches from his own. “And very tempting.” His lips took hers in a hungry caress, and almost instantly she was responding to his kiss. Turning to him, she slid her arms around his neck.
“What you do to me,” she whispered when at last her mouth was free.
“Not half of what I’d like,” he murmured. He lowered his mouth again, this time sliding one arm diagonally across her back to support her while the other touched her neck, the hollow of her throat, her breasts.
She whimpered involuntarily, feeling so suddenly alive and burning that she would have been frightened had not the greater force of passion overshadowed all else. Threading her fingers into the vibrant hair at his nape, she held his head closer. Her grasp became a lifeline when he tugged her shirt from her jeans and slid his hand over her torso.
“It’s okay, honey,” he soothed against her lips. “I just need to touch you.” Before she could speak, he had the front catch of her bra undone and was gliding his palm over her bare breast.
She didn’t want to say a thing then. She couldn’t have, anyway. She was too busy absorbing the sensation of her flesh being intimately molded to Robert’s hand. Her breasts grew fuller, nipples puckering and straining, until at last his fingers gave her the satisfaction she sought.
Lips pressed to his cheek, she gasped softly, then gasped again when he drew the shirt up until her breasts were open to his gaze. He stared at her for a moment, then lowered his head and opened his mouth over one rosy nipple. He sucked it, tongued it, took it gently between his teeth until incoherent sounds slid from her throat.
“Oh, God, Rob,” she uttered brokenly. “Not here!”
“Shhh. We’re all by ourselves.”
“That’s not it,” she cried, pulling herself up to face him. Her shirt fell down to cover her breasts, but she didn’t notice. She was breathing hard and fast, knowing only that there was a fire burning in her that would surely reduce her to ashes if what he’d started couldn’t be consummated. “I want more and we can’t do that here.”
Driven to boldness by desperation, she dropped her hands to his chest, then lower. Her eyes didn’t leave his. She felt his belt beneath her fingers, then the hardness straining against his fly. It was the latter she savored, moving her hands up and down with agonizing slowness.
Rob closed his eyes in the same instant that his hips strained upward. “Where did you learn to do that?” he demanded gruffly.
“Right here. Right now. I want you, and I can feel how much you want me.” She looked frantically around. “Isn’t there somewhere we can go?”
He put his hand over hers, pressed it tight to his sex for a minute, then determinedly lifted it. “No, honey. Not yet.”
“Not yet! Oh, Rob, why not? You’re driving me crazy!”
“Maybe that’s the point,” he said with a wry grimace.
She sat back on her heels. “I don’t understand.”
“The point is to build it up and build it up until neither of us can stand anymore. Then it’ll be absolutely beautiful.”
“It wouldn’t be beautiful now?”
“Not as beautiful as it will be if we wait.”
“You sound like a Victorian maid,” she pouted. “I’m the one who should be talking that way.”
“And since you’re not, it’s my responsibility,” he said more calmly. Taking both of her hands in his, he kissed her knuckles. “And if you think I won’t suffer for it, think again.” With a despairing glance down at himself, he pushed himself to his knees, crawled the short distance toward where the remains of their picnic lay and began to clean up.
After a minute, Heather gave him a hand. One part of her admitted he was right. The other part was a mass of frustration. But he was determined. She knew that. And she wouldn’t force him to change his mind. Physical want was one thing, emotional want quite another. Right now, she sensed Rob still had some thinking to do about their relationship. She had no fear of making the commitment that lovemaking would entail, but until he was comfortable making it, things would have to stand as they were.
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ROBERT’S EYES went wide in dismay. The raw pain on Heather’s face told him her tears weren’t ones of happiness. “Heather?”
Sobbing, she pulled away and sat up, burying her face in her hands.
Then, perplexed and frightened, he was sitting, too, squeezing her shoulders, rubbing her arms. “Don’t cry. My God, Heather, what’s wrong? Is it so terrible that I love you?”
“Yes!”
“But why? Don’t you love me?”
“Yes!”
“Then we should be celebrating!”
“But you can’t … can’t love me! You shouldn’t love …me! I’m not …what you think!” She tried to twist from his grasp, but he only tightened it.
“That’s impossible,” he said with a calm he didn’t feel. A niggling idea was beginning to form in the back of his mind. He tried to push it away, but it persisted. “You’re warm and soft and sweet and honest—”
She shook her head. “I’m not! I haven’t told you. I should have. I kept telling myself to.” The phrases came in short clips. Her heart was palpitating wildly, and she couldn’t seem to catch her breath.
Rob felt a tightening in the vicinity of his own heart, along with a deep sense of foreboding. He had to fight to keep his voice low, his hands steady as he overcame Heather’s resistance and drew her to his chest.
“Shhh. Calm down, honey. Relax first, then you’ll tell me whatever it is you should have said.”
Her voice was muffled in her hands, which were pressed between her face and his chest. Such a short time before she’d found delight in his near naked body. Now she was oblivious to it. “I’m sorry … it’s my fault … I had no right … you deserve so much …”
“Shhhh.” He palmed slow circles over her back. “Shhhh. It can’t be all that bad.” At least, that was what he was trying to convince himself of, though the muscles of his stomach had coiled into a hard knot and the warmth of the room couldn’t dissipate the chill seeping through his limbs.
Heather cried for several more minutes before her sobs gradually subsided. She felt thoroughly flat and weak, as though she’d been through a wringer.
“There,” Rob murmured. “That’s better.” The moment he said the words, he wondered why he had. She was slumped lifelessly against him. The premonition grew stronger. “Now.” He kissed the top of her head. “Tell me your deep, dark secret.”
A bit of life returned when she began to cry again. He held her upright, cupped her quivering chin in his hand, forced her face up and spoke sternly. He couldn’t help himself. “Tell me, Heather. I need to know.”
His features were a blur through her tears, but perhaps that was good. At least momentarily, she was able to think of him more abstractly, rather than as the man she so dearly loved. “I have a heart condition. Mitral valve stenosis.”
Rob went perfectly still, every bit of the sun’s color draining from his face. “What?”
“Mi … mitral stenosis.”
He stared at her as though she’d spoken a foreign language, rather than one that was second nature to him. “You have mitral stenosis,” he echoed dully.
“You know what it is.”
“Of course I know what it is.” And suddenly the pieces fell together. Breathlessness … fatigue … quiet lifestyle … carefully controlled diet. “That was what brought you to the hospital in the first place, wasn’t it?” He released her so quickly that she nearly fell back on the bed. He was staring at the quilt, raking a hand through his hair. “I should have seen it, should have guessed it. The signs were all there, right in front of my nose.” He pushed himself from the bed, paced across the room, then turned, eyes flitting blindly from one spot on the floor to another. “I didn’t want to see, damn it,” he muttered in self-reproach. “I didn’t want to know what it was you were hiding.”
Clutching her robe together, Heather eyed him fearfully. “It was my fault, Rob, not yours. I should have told you that first day—”
“Why didn’t you?” His eyes were suddenly large and as demanding as his voice.
She felt a modicum of strength returning to her limbs. Yes, she was upset, and confused, and afraid. But she was also relieved that at last she’d shared the burden. She didn’t fully understand what Rob was feeling at that moment, but not once did her trust in him falter.
“I went to that conference because I’d read about you. I knew you were a specialist and I wanted to hear what you had to say. After you’d spoken, I was almost sorry I’d come. You sounded very positive, but there was still so much that scared me. I was torn, as I’ve been for years, wanting to do things, then not wanting to.”
“Things?”
“Things … like having an operation to correct the condition.”
He took a deep, slightly unsteady breath. “Exactly how bad is it?”
She made a dismissive wiggle of her hand. “Not very bad.”
Not very bad … yet she’d mentioned an operation. Rob had enough experience with patients to recognize a possible case of denial. “How bad?”
“It’s under control.” She raked her teeth over her lower lip. “I take care of myself. I limit my intake of salt, make sure I get plenty of sleep, avoid stress. I take penicillin whenever I have dental work done—that’s the only risk of infection I’ve had for years.”
“How many?” When she frowned in confusion, he elaborated. “How many years have you suffered from this?”
“I had rheumatic fever when I was nine. We learned about it soon after that.”
She hadn’t traveled. She hadn’t gone swimming … or been on a bicycle. She’d been encouraged to take up crafts. Sedate. Quiet. Physically undemanding. “Your parents coddled you.”
Heather hesitated. Her breathing was broken by sporadic hiccups, a legacy of her tears. “I suppose you could call it that.” She tucked the robe more securely around her and looked away. “They were worried to the point of near panic. I was their only child and they put all their energy into making sure I didn’t exert myself. I hated it sometimes. I couldn’t do things that the other kids did, things I’d always loved. But I was afraid to break the rules for fear something would happen. As long as I did everything I was supposed to, I felt fine.”
“Do you see a doctor regularly?”
“Yes.”
He knew all to well that mitral valve disease was progressive. She was still holding back. “Has your condition worsened?”
She couldn’t face him. “No. Well … I’m not sure. I don’t feel comfortable with the doctor I’ve been seeing, so I don’t ask too many questions. He doesn’t say much. He seems satisfied.”
“But something brought you to the hospital that day. Something must have been bothering you.”
It was harder to explain this part because it dealt with the future, with change and risk. “Nothing physical. But I … I’d been thinking about it for a while … about having the operation.” The last was said in a near whisper, but Rob heard.
“Is that what your doctor recommended?”
“Not recommended … exactly.”
“Then what?” he prodded quietly.
“When I first learned I had this condition, the doctor—it was our family doctor then and I liked him—said that if I watched myself I could go for years without any problem. He also said, though—” her voice grew smaller “—that I should plan to have corrective surgery before I considered becoming pregnant.”
Rob forced himself to take another deep breath. “Is that what you’re considering?”
“Becoming pregnant?” She shrugged, eyes on her fingers, which fidgeted nervously with the sash of her robe. “I’m not getting any younger, and I do want children.”
“You need a husband first.”
Her eyes flew to his then, pleading for his understanding. “But I’ve avoided that. I’ve never openly looked for a husband. One part of me was always frightened of how a man would take the news. I felt I had to do something about the valve business first, come to terms with it somehow or other. Maybe I put the cart before the horse. I don’t know.” She caught a new breath and raced on. “And I didn’t plan for any of this to happen between us. You have to believe that, Rob. I didn’t plan to fall in love with you or—” her voice cracked “—or have you fall in love with me.”
Rob couldn’t be indifferent to either her condition or her plea. Yes, he was feeling impatience, frustration, even anger, but at life’s injustices, not at her.
He gentled his voice. “Why did you let it go on so long? Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”
“Because I was happy!” she cried. “For the first time in my life, I was really happy! I didn’t want to spoil it. Don’t you see? I’d never felt this way before. It occurred to me that maybe I was using you, because you were a doctor and you’d be able to take care of me if something happened when we were together. But then there was so much more! I enjoyed your company. You’re bright and stimulating. I felt excited when I was with you and I loved looking forward to when we’d be together again. I could forget that you were a doctor, forget that I had a heart condition. I could pretend that everything was natural and normal … and it was.”
She sagged in defeat, straightening a shaky arm against the bed. “Well, almost. I’ve been feeling more and more guilty lately. Each time you left me, I swore to myself that I’d tell you everything the next time I saw you. But when that time came, I just couldn’t do it.” Her eyes filled up and tears began trickling down her already streaked cheeks. “Now it’s all spoiled. You know I’ve got a problem, and I know you don’t want the responsibility.”
Hearing her words, seeing her tears, feeling the melting sensation in the pit of his stomach, Rob suddenly realized where he was standing. Across the room. Not where he wanted to be.
In three strides he reached the bed. He knelt on it and took Heather in his arms. She went, limply, bleakly.
“I love you, Heather. More than anything I want the responsibility.”
“But you didn’t,” she argued against his cheek. “Your life is your work. You told me so. You said you couldn’t promise anything. You are what you are. That was what you said.”
“That was then, before I fell in love with you—”
“But you didn’t know what you were falling in love with!”
He gave a ghost of a laugh. “You sound as if you’re some kind of freak. But you’re not, Heather. I should know. I deal with problems like yours day in and day out.”
“Which is another reason why you shouldn’t have to deal with it on your time off.”
“To the contrary. You’re right. I am a doctor and I do know what to do if anything happens. I love you. And I’m damn glad it’s me you love. I’m not sure I’d trust any other man with your care.”
“It’s a burden … this thing I have.”
“No, it’s not. Don’t get me wrong—I wish to God you didn’t have any problem. But you do. It’s a fact, and I can’t turn my back on it.”
“Because of the oath you took.”
“Because of the love I feel. I didn’t ask for that love, Heather. It hit me between the eyes. I fell in love with you—I told you I loved you—before I even knew about your problem. That love hasn’t lessened. It couldn’t. If anything it’s deepened with the knowledge that you trust me enough to tell me everything.” A moment’s trepidation gave him pause. “You have, haven’t you?”
She looked sharply up. “Isn’t it enough?”
“It’s not so bad. And it certainly doesn’t frighten me. It concerns me, yes. It makes me want to wisk you right over to the hospital to find out the extent of the problem. But I know about mitral stenosis, honey. It’s nowhere near as serious as many of the things I see. You can’t blow it out of proportion.”
“It’s my life, so it’s hard to keep it in proportion!” she exclaimed. But she knew he was right and that she was only exaggerating to let off steam, so she forced herself to calm down. “I’ve been pretty good. I’ve made it for twenty years without a major incident. I’ve adapted to it, and it’s not that I spend hours upon hours brooding.”
“If that had been the case, you’d have had high blood pressure,” he teased.
“I know. I do manage to push it out of my mind.” She dropped her gaze. “It’s just … just that lately it’s harder. I’ve felt so confused. Afraid. Like time’s running out.”
“Not on your life. Assuming you’re stabilized, you can go on this way for a good long time.”
“But I want more, Rob. At least, at times I do. I want a husband and I want children, but I can’t foist all this on them.”
“Once the operation’s done, there’ll be nothing to foist on anyone. You can lead the normal life you’ve always wanted.”
She raised her head. “Can you be sure, absolutely sure? I heard you quote statistics, and they were optimistic, but there are always failures.”
“Nothing’s one hundred percent in life, whether it’s health or wealth or happiness.”
“Can I take that chance? Can you take that chance?”
“It doesn’t turn me off, if that’s what’s got you worried.”
“You don’t deserve this.”
“I don’t deserve you. You’re too good, too giving.” He held her back, his large hands angling her face up for his adoration. “You haven’t been the only one to benefit from our relationship. In less than two months you’ve taught me things about myself I’d never have known. You’ve opened doors and I’ve walked through, and I’ve begun to open them myself. You’ve shown me that there can be life beyond my work. You’ve given me reason to seek it out. You don’t screech if I’m late getting here, or demand that I come earlier or more often. For the first time I don’t quail when I think of my children, thanks to you. You’ve got me sitting on the grass on a fine summer’s day, hiking through the woods, riding a bicycle, swimming in the ocean. Hell, you’ve even got me wearing dungarees.”
“Jeans,” she whispered, lips puckering at the corners. “They’re called jeans.”
“Whatever.” He gave her head a gentle shake. “But don’t you see? You’ve given me so much, and you’ve got so much more to give—in some ways it pleases me that with the medical knowledge I have I can give something back to you.”
“You do give something back to me. Lots of things. You call me, you spend time with me, you take me places and have me doing things I wouldn’t otherwise do.”
“You could have done those things all along, y’know. Within reason, of course.”
“But I never felt confident enough. And I never had someone to do them with. You’re a special friend—”
“With a capital ‘F’?”
She grinned sheepishly. “Yes, with a capital ‘F.’ You make me feel happy, and special. You give my life focus.”
“You had that long before you met me.”
“Not the kind of focus I mean. Not the kind I need.” She faltered, still feeling she had to make herself clear. “I don’t want to use you, Rob.”
His hands fell to gently knead her shoulders. “Don’t we use each other? Isn’t that part of the human condition? Sure, there’s a negative side, when a person takes and takes without giving in return. But the positive side entails give and take, sometimes equally, sometimes not, but always with good intent. We do that, Heather. We do it to and for each other. God only knows I’ve taken enough from you. If I’ve got something to offer now, I want you to take it.”
“But I want you to know that I didn’t plan it that way. What’s happened since we met boggles my mind. I went to the hospital that first day strictly out of medical curiosity. I didn’t know anything about you personally. I pictured you to be bald and portly, with a wife and kids at home. If I’d known you were single and attractive, I’d have probably run in the opposite direction.”
His eyes twinkled. “You did just that, as I recall. Even before you knew I was single. My looks must have scared you but good.”
“I love your looks,” she whispered, taking them in, really seeing them for the first time since she’d burst into tears. “Maybe you did scare me. Maybe I was attracted to you way back then, and even intimidated, but if so I wasn’t aware of it. At the time I was only thinking about my heart condition. I didn’t want to let you know who I was and what was wrong with me because I felt you’d expect me to follow up with an appointment, and I didn’t want that kind of expectation hanging over my head. I was afraid of committing myself medically … . I still am.”
Rob wasn’t sure he liked her hesitance, but he sensed there was a right way and a wrong way to approach it. “You’ve been all alone with it, haven’t you?” She waited a minute, then nodded. “You haven’t told any of your friends about it because you thought they’d think less of you.”
“Not less. Just differently. I’ve had enough of my parents’ pitying glances to last me a lifetime. I don’t want that from any of my friends. Or from you.”
“You won’t get pity from me … . I don’t spare it for people who don’t need it. There’s nothing wrong with you that can’t be easily fixed.” When he saw she was about to argue, he hurried on. “But the point is that you have me now. We can discuss the possibilities together.”
“I’m scared, Rob.”
“Of me?”
“Of the possibilities.”
“No one’s going to force you into anything, honey. In the end you have the final say. I would like you to come into the office, though. Before we can outline the possibilities, I’ll have to know your state of stenosis.”
“But I’ve been fine. Really I have.”
“True. You weathered the hiking and the biking and the swimming with only some minor breathlessness and fatigue. Any intense palpitations?”
“Only a little while ago, when you …” Bright color rose on her cheeks and she couldn’t finish.
He chuckled. “That’s healthy. How about faintness?”
Her voice was little more than a whisper. “Only a little while ago.”
This time he hugged her, pressing her head to his chest to absorb her embarrassment. “Did it feel good?”
“Yes.”
He squeezed her tighter. “I’m glad. I wanted it to.”
Heather took a deep breath, let it out in a sigh, then inhaled again. This time she was aware of his scent, his warmth, his state of undress. She was aware of the fact that she loved him, that he loved her, and that in spite of the turmoil she’d just been through, she was suddenly happy. “Rob?”
“Mmm?”
“Will you … will you make love to me, really make love to me?”
“Now? No.”
She raised her head. “Why not?”
“Because you’ve had enough for one day.”
Her happiness faded. Abruptly she pushed herself away. “Then you’re doing it already. You’re treating me differently now that you know.”
Undaunted, he shook his head. “Uh-uh. I was treating you differently even before I knew. You are different, honey. You’re beautiful and innocent and I love you too much to rush you.”
“Rush me? I’m the one who’s been practically begging, while you act like the vestal virgin!”
He laughed. “Then I guess you’ll just have to put my prim mind at ease and marry me.”
Heather stared at him, then swallowed. For an instant time stood still. “Marry you?” Her voice was a tiny fragment of sound.
“As in exchange vows and rings and kisses …”
She swallowed again, then raised a hand to her head. “I never dreamed … I didn’t …”
“Do you love me?”
“Yes.”
“And I love you. So let’s get married.”
“Uh … I don’t know, Rob … things have happened so fast …”
“Some of the best things happen that way.”
“But maybe they shouldn’t. Maybe we should be sure.”
“Sure that we love each other? I’m sure. Aren’t you?”
“Yes … but marriage … that’s something else. You’ve already been through an unhappy one. How can you know this would be any better?”
“I can’t know, but I can certainly feel and believe. You’re different from Gail. The things I feel for you are different from what I felt for her. I’m different from how I was then. I know I’m older. I’d also like to think I’m wiser.”
“But to rush into marriage after knowing each other, really, for only a month—”
“It’s been the best month of my life. Not perfect, mind you. It would have been perfect if I’d been able to come home to you every night.”
“Two days a week. That’s all we’ve had.”
His expression grew solemn. “It’s not that much less than we’d have if we were married, but there’d be the nighttimes and the part of Saturday when I wasn’t working. I warned you about that at the start. You said it wouldn’t bother you.”
“It wouldn’t! It’s just … how can you think marriage when … when we’ve had so little time together? How can you really know me?”
“What was it you said once—that it was quality, rather than quantity that mattered? The time we’ve spent together hasn’t been spent in theaters or at concerts or crowded parties. We haven’t simply accompanied each other places. We’ve done things with each other. We’ve interacted. We’ve talked. You know where I come from, and I know where you come from. Now that I know about your heart condition I can understand even more.”
“Such as … ?”
“Your respect for medicine. You may not trust it fully, but you take it seriously. Maybe that’s why you can put up with my work hours. You appreciate what I do as another person might not.” He raised a brow. “I can also see that you’ve deprived yourself of many of the pleasures in life because you were afraid to indulge.”
“I do have to be careful.”
“To some extent, yes, but I doubt to the extent you have been. Look at what you’ve done with me. You’ve been on a bicycle, which you haven’t done in years. You’ve gone swimming.”
“I didn’t swim much.”
“But you did some, which is more than you’ve done for, what, twenty years? And you survived.”
“If you’d known about my heart condition before, you probably wouldn’t have let me do those things.”
“Don’t assume what I would or would not let you do,” he warned, but gently. “I firmly believe that any activity is fine for a woman in your position, as long as common sense is used. Okay, in hindsight I might not have pushed you with the hiking. But that doesn’t mean we wouldn’t have done it, just that we would have bitten off a smaller piece. The same holds true for bicycling. And don’t call it pampering. It’s not. It’s common sense. And it’s something we won’t even have to think about once you’ve had that operation.”
The thought of the operation sent chills down Heather’s spine. Extricating herself from Rob’s light grasp, she slid across the bed and walked to the window. He watched her go, wanting to hold her near but respecting her need for the small distance.
He refused to let her off the hook completely, though. “We’ve gotten away from the immediate question of when to get married.”
“The question was whether to get married.”
“No. We’ll be married. It’s just a matter of now … or later.”
She was silent for a while, her back to him, her arms wrapped around her waist. “When you came to pick me up this morning, had you planned to ask me to marry you?”
“I didn’t plan any of what’s happened.”
“Then the thought came to you just now?”
“The words came to me just now. I suppose that indirectly I’ve been thinking about marriage for days.”
“How can you think about it ‘indirectly’?”
“You can realize that you love someone, that the two of you are totally compatible, that you want to be with her every possible minute, now and in the future.”
“You’ve really thought that all out?”
“I know that I mean all of it. I feel it, Heather. We’re right for each other.”
“You hate my music.”
“You keep the volume down.”
“I haven’t even seen where you live!”
“That can be easily remedied.”
“But … but what about Michael and Dawn? You’re just beginning to build a relationship with them. Your getting married all of a sudden is bound to upset them.”
“Why should it? Their mother remarried fast enough, and I play only a very minor role in their lives.”
“That could change. As they get older they might want to spend more time with you.”
“They might. But they wouldn’t be threatened by our marriage, not after meeting you last weekend. They think you’re great.” He smiled crookedly. “A lot looser than their old, stuffy dad.”
“Then you want to marry me for your kids’ sake.”
He rose from the bed. “I want to marry you for my sake. And yours.”
“You feel sorry for me.”
He approached her slowly. “I do not feel sorry for you.”
“You’re being impulsive. It’s not like you. It doesn’t make sense.”
“What doesn’t make sense is why you’re hemming and hawing,” Rob argued. He was directly before her, his eyes sharp. “What is it, Heather? Are you the one who’s afraid of making a commitment to marriage?”
“I’ve never been afraid of that,” she whispered. He towered over her, primitive and bare save the towel at his hips. She realized that he could be intimidating both physically and emotionally …particularly when she was doing little more than grasping at straws.
“A medical commitment, then.” His eyes narrowed. “Is that it? You’re afraid that by agreeing to marry me you’ll be committing yourself to this operation you’ve got such mixed feelings about. Am I warm?”
It took her a while to find the words to express what she felt. Everything she’d said before had been secondary. Was he warm? He was red hot!
“I just think,” she began timidly, “that it would be better to wait to get married until I know what I’m going to do.”
“Until you know? Is there any question? You’re going to have that repair work done. Then you’re going to live happily after. With me.”
The command in his tone evoked a visceral reaction in her. She’d been alone too long to accept being told what to do. “I’m a grown woman, Rob,” she warned. “I think I can make my own decisions.”
“You don’t sound like a grown woman. You sound more like a confused child to me.”
“If that’s the case, maybe you’d better reconsider. You wouldn’t want to find yourself married to a confused child—”
“Oh-ho, no, you don’t. You can’t get out of it that way.”
“I will not be instructed about what I should or shouldn’t do.”
He raised his eyes to the ceiling in a bid for patience. “I’m not trying to instruct you. I thought I was simply stating the obvious. Weren’t you the one who said she wanted a husband and children?”
“I won’t lose control of my life.”
He forced himself to ease up on her. She’d been through a lot, and she had a lot to go through yet. “I’m not trying to control you,” he said. He took one of her hands and threaded her fingers through his. “Maybe it sounded that way, and if so, I’m sorry. It’s just that I do love you, and I want what’s best for you, and I want what’s best for me, too, which is to see you as much as possible. I need you, too, Heather. You may not realize it, but it’s true. You’ve added dimension to my life. If you disappear on me, my existence will be flat.”
“No. It’d go back to being as satisfying as it was.”
“After I’ve tasted more? I doubt that’d be possible … . Let me turn the question around. If I were to walk out of this house right now, how would you feel?”
“Very worried. My neighbors would call the police. You’re indecently dressed.”
“Very funny. But you’re avoiding the question. How would you feel if I suddenly vanished from your life?”
She didn’t have to think long. The mere suggestion of his leaving created a gnawing vacuum in her stomach. “Alone. Lonely. Desolate—I don’t want you to leave, Rob!”
“What do you want?”
“I want … I want to go on the way we have for a little while. I want to spend more time with you. I want to think about everything we’ve talked about and try to work it all out in my mind.”
“Will you come in for an examination?”
“Maybe.”
Much as it bothered him, for the time being he had to be satisfied with that. “How long will your thinking take?”
“I don’t know. I can’t give you a time limit.”
“You’re not getting any younger.” He threw her own words back at her. “You want children.”
“I’ve waited this long. A little longer won’t hurt.”
“And you’re sure this is the way you want it … going along as we have?”
She lifted her chin defiantly. “You could make love to me.”
“I could. It’s never been a question of capability.”
“You know what I mean.”
“Mmm. That part could be the hardest for me—literally and figuratively.”
“Don’t you want to know if we’re sexually compatible?”
“Spoken like a true virgin. Honey, if you’d been at all experienced you’d already know that we’re sexually compatible. What do you think happened to you a little while ago? What do you think it was pressing against your thigh the whole time?”
“Your … thigh?”
“Close, but no cigar.”
“I don’t understand you, Rob. People are doing it all the time now. Sex is a vital part of any growing relationship.”
“You’ve been brainwashed by Cosmopolitan. Doing something because it’s fashionable is inane. In a meaningful relationship, people make love when it’s right. Listen, Heather. I’m really not a prude. I’ve got the same drives any other man has—maybe even more so since I’ve met you. And I’m not holding back on principle. It’s just that I won’t push something like this. You’re a virgin, and I adore you for that. What happened to you a little while ago was a taste of what you’ll be feeling when we finally and fully make love.”
She thought back to that shattering bliss, to the seconds when she was sure she’d died. “Can I stand it?”
“You can stand it.”
“Medically.”
“Easily.”
She looked down at their intertwined fingers, tightening hers a bit as she drew on his strength. “I’m not acting on principle, either,” she said softly. “It’s not that I’ve simply decided I don’t want to be a virgin any longer.”
“I know that,” he assured her gently.
“It’s what I feel. It’s this … this void inside … and it hurts sometimes.”
“Tell me about it,” he drawled.
Timidly she met his gaze. “Is it that way with you?”
“Worse.”
“And you still want to wait?”
“Maybe not long.” She was so desirable, so soft and appealing, looking up at him as she was, that he felt the nudge of his loins against the towel that ringed his hips. “I’m not sure how long I can hold out.”
“But you won’t do it today.”
“No.”
She put her hand lightly against his pelvis. “Could I force you to?”
“You could … uh, you could make me lose control, yes.” His voice wasn’t the only thing that was growing thicker. “But you got all riled up when you thought I was taking control from you. Would you turn around and do the same to me?”
“No.” She raised her hand to his waist. “If I give you the time you want, will you give me the time I want?”
Rob knew when to fight and when not to, and it was a time for the latter. He had enough confidence in himself, and in Heather, to believe that one day they’d both be satisfied. “You’re one tough negotiator, Heather Cole,” he stated, but there was a gentle smile on his face. “Y’know, that?”


Demo version limitation


Demo version limitation


8
JASON PARRISH STARED at Rob over lunch in the cafeteria. “You really did that? Tricked her into having the tests?”
“I did.”
It was the first time the two men had seen each other in two weeks. Jason had been away at a series of conferences, then had taken a vacation with his family.
“How did she react?”
“Let me tell you, it was touch and go for a while. She was furious with me at first, but she calmed down.”
“Then … everything’s okay?”
“Everything’s fine. We’re closer now than we’ve ever been.”
“How about medically? What did the tests show?”
“That she should have the operation.”
“Will she?”
“I think so … in time.”
“How much time have you got?”
“Theoretically speaking, all the time in the world. Practically speaking, much less. I want her to marry me, but she refuses to be pinned down to a date. Until we’re married, we can’t think of having children. She’s nearly thirty and I’m nearly forty. The longer we wait, the harder it will be.”
“I assume she’s using birth control.”
Rob’s eyes teased him. “You assume much, pal.”
“You mean, you’re not—”
“We are. And no, she’s not using birth control. I am. We sweated it out for a week or two there, but I’m not taking any more chances.”
“She trusts you to do it? I’d think you might want to get her pregnant. That way she’d be forced into having the operation.”
Rob stared levelly at his friend. “I can’t let that happen. I promised her, after what happened with the tests, that I’d let her make the decision on the operation. I think I’ve finally repaired the harm done to her trust when I went over her head last time. There’s no way I’m going to risk blowing it again. By my taking the responsibility for birth control, I can prove to her that I mean what I say. It’s a test, in a way.”
“And if, by some act of fate, you fail and she becomes pregnant?”
“I’m careful. That won’t happen. And even if—by some act of fate, as you put it—it does, she’ll know that it wasn’t because I didn’t try. I mean, it’s not like I take a pill in secrecy every night. She sees me put the damn thing on. And, anyway, we’re much more open with each other now. I think that even if she did become pregnant we’d be able to talk it out.”
“Would she go for the operation if she were pregnant?”
“I think so, yes.”
“What’s holding her back now?”
“You hit the nail on the head the first time. She’s scared, afraid of rocking the boat. She’s been doing so well controlling the condition.”
“But it has worsened over the years.”
“Uh-huh. Not as much as it might have, though. Unfortunately the demands a pregnancy would make on her body would complicate things. Both she and the baby could be in danger.”
“What are you doing to convince her to have the operation?”
“Not much. Well, at least not in words. We spend several nights and the weekends together. I’m trying to show her how nice married life would be.”
“I take it she equates getting married with having the operation.”
Rob nodded. “I haven’t pushed, but she’s beginning to talk about it more. I’ve told her that I want to marry her whether she has the operation or not, but she says she wants to be able to come to me as my wife a whole, healthy woman. She’s trying to get her nerve up for the operation. She knows the statistics, but she seems fixated on the negative end of the scale. All I can do is reassure her that given the overall state of her health she’s got nothing to worry about.” He slowly swiveled his head, relaxing the muscles at the back of his neck. “It’ll take time, I guess. That’s all.”
“And in the meantime?”
“I’m taking her down to Bermuda for the heart meetings next week.” He smiled, but it was a smile of affection. “She’s never flown before. Can you believe that?”
 

HEATHER CAREFULLY FOLDED a pair of linen shorts and laid them in her suitcase. She was excited … phenomenally so. She was flying with Rob to Bermuda, where he’d rented a small house not far from the hotel at which his meetings were being held. She would have the use of the hotel facilities during the day when he was busy. Then they would have the privacy of their own retreat at day’s end. She would have the best of both worlds … well, in Bermuda, at least.
Gnawing on the inside of one cheek, she glanced back toward the closet. She’d finished the work she’d wanted to get done before the trip. She’d be leaving the next day. If she made the call now, she could promptly forget about it.
Without giving herself further time to think, she crossed the room, dug into the pocket of one of the skirts hanging there and pulled out the piece of paper Rob had given her so many weeks before.
Returning to the bedside phone, she uncrumpled the paper, dialed the number written on it, waited nervously through three rings, then heard the phone picked up. For an instant she debated hanging up. She gripped the receiver more tightly to prevent herself from doing that.
“Hello!” came a breathless, slightly harried-sounding woman’s voice on the other end of the line.
“Uh … I’d like to speak with Jennifer Gibbons, please.”
“Speaking!”
“Jennifer, this is Heather Cole. I was given your name by Robert McCrae—Dr. McCrae—”
“Heather! Dr. McCrae asked me if he could give you my number. I was hoping you’d call. Oh, please hold on a minute!” Her voice came more muffled then. “No, Adam. No. Hot! Come back to Mommy.” She spoke directly into the phone again. “I’m sorry, Heather. It’s been one of those days.”
“How old is your son?”
“Eighteen months, and into everything.” Her voice receded. “That’s it, sweetheart. Come up on Mommy’s lap so I can keep an eye on you while I talk.” She grunted, “That’s a boy,” then returned to Heather. “You’ll have to forgive us. As soon as the phone rings, he takes it as license to touch exactly what he’s not allowed to touch.”
“I’m calling at a bad time. Maybe I should call back later.”
“I wouldn’t mind talking now—even if this child’s absolutely precious, he doesn’t exactly stimulate my intellect just yet—but we’re bound to have a million interruptions. He takes a good long nap every morning. You could call back tomorrow.”
“I’ll be going away tomorrow.”
“Then—didn’t Dr. McCrae say that you live in Chester?”
“Uh-huh.”
“I’m in North Branford. It’s not far. Why don’t you take a ride down now?”
“Oh, I couldn’t impose—”
“Don’t be silly! It’d be a treat for me. And much easier talking in person than trying to—Adam, sweetheart, you can’t chew on the telephone cord—trying to talk this way. Really. I’d love it. If you’re free, of course.”
Heather knew she needed to talk with someone who was or had been in the same boat she was in now. Before she lost her nerve, succumbed to her cowardice, she accepted the invitation. Around juggling the mischievous Adam on her lap, Jennifer gave her directions. Heather was there within the hour.
Jennifer was pretty in an elfin kind of way. Petite, fair-skinned, she had wispy blond hair and wore large round glasses perched midway down her nose. After offering Heather a drink, she led the way to the back porch of her house, where she put her dark-haired, dark-eyed son in a windup swing and set him in motion.
“Dr. McCrae told me you have the same condition I had.”
“That’s right … . You say it in the past tense. Is it completely corrected?”
“As completely as anything can be. Oh, I still watch myself. I don’t overdo things. But it’s amazing—what I consider ‘overdoing’ now is totally different from what it was before.”
“How were you before?”
“Afraid. I pampered myself. So did everyone else. I was living at home because that seemed the safest place to be, and I worked part-time as a bookkeeper because that seemed the quietest thing to do. Then I met Henry.”
“Your husband?”
“My husband. He gave me reason to wake up and change my life.”
“He wasn’t worried about your condition?”
“Oh, yes, he was worried. He was also angry, because he felt I was cheating myself—and him—by refusing to have corrective surgery.”
“Why were you refusing it?”
“I was terrified. I hated doctors. I hated hospitals. I’d convinced myself that I was better off going along as I had been—leading a quiet, undemanding life—than taking a chance in the operating room.”
“What changed your mind?”
Jennifer tipped her head to the side and frowned. Absently she pushed her glasses higher on her nose. “There were lots of things, I guess, but they all boiled down to Henry. He kept mentioning the things we could do if I wasn’t so worried about my heart. He kept talking about the future and about having children.”
“He didn’t pin a guilt trip on you, did he?”
“With regard to children, no. He was really wonderful. He made it clear that he wanted children because he knew they’d make us both happy, but he was the one who suggested adoption.”
“Adoption?” Heather turned to study Adam more closely.
Jennifer joined her in the study, though with pride rather than surprise. “He’s from El Salvador,” she said, smiling. “We got him eleven months ago, and his arrival couldn’t have been timed better.”
Heather glanced questioningly back at her, and Jennifer readily explained.
“We really did want children, but I was wary of having the operation that would make it safe. When we began to discuss adopting a child, we realized that there was a scarcity of American babies up for adoption and that if we couldn’t have our own it would be nice to have one who really would have been in trouble otherwise. We researched organizations that dealt with Central American countries, chose one, filed applications, filled out God knows how many forms, had interviews and then sat and waited.
“It was as if the pressure were off me then, at least regarding the operation. And without the pressure, I realized how silly I’d been, putting it off.” She smiled. “Adam arrived four months after everything had been corrected, and it’s a good thing I’d gone ahead with it. Little did I know then how active he’d come to be.” She sent a humorous glance toward her son, who appeared to be falling asleep. “It won’t last long. Believe me. This is just a catnap. I’m not the only one he wears out in the course of a day.”
Heather looked at the child and smiled. “I’m green with envy. You’ve got it all worked out.”
“Not … quite,” Jennifer stated with dry good humor, plus something else Heather couldn’t put her finger on for a moment. “It appears that I’m pregnant. In seven months I’ll have a second little imp to take care of.”
That “something else” had been excitement. Heather laughed. “That’s wonderful! You and your husband must be thrilled!”
“We are. I may joke about the running around and the work, but I adore Adam and I can’t wait for this little one—” she patted her still flat stomach “—to grow. But I’ve been doing all the talking. Tell me about you, Heather. All Dr. McCrae said was that you were thinking of surgery but that you had many of the same doubts I had.”
Heather sipped her iced tea, then set it down on the coaster on the arm of the chair. “I guess that’s about where I’m at.”
“Are you married?”
“Not yet.”
“But there’s someone special.”
“Very special.”
“Is he arguing with you the way Henry did with me?”
“No,” Heather answered thoughtfully, “he’s really been pretty patient. He’s told me how he feels, but he’s leaving the final decision up to me.”
“Do you want to have children?”
“Very much.”
Jennifer leaned forward. “Have the operation, Heather. Maybe I shouldn’t be saying that, because I don’t know any of the medical details of your case, but I can only tell you what a difference it’s made in my own life. I feel free now. I feel normal.”
“Was it bad … the operation?”
“Not as bad as I’d imagined it would be. I was expecting the worst—pain, complications, outright failure of the procedure. None of them materialized. Sure, I was pretty uncomfortable at first, but medication helps a lot with that. There were no complications, and the procedure itself was a total success.”
“No wonder Rob—Dr. McCrae—gave me your name,” Heather observed with a wry half grin. “He knew you’d have nothing bad to say.”
“But I’d spoken to someone else who had nothing bad to say, and she’d spoken to someone else who had nothing bad to say.” Jennifer stopped talking and eyed Heather curiously. “Do you know Dr. McCrae personally.”
Heather knew that Rob hadn’t enlightened Jennifer, but she also knew—he’d been free enough introducing her as his “special lady” to people at the hospital the day she’d taken the tests—that he’d have no objection to Heather’s doing so. Jennifer had certainly been forthright enough about herself.
“You might say that I know him personally,” Heather said with a full grin this time. “He’s the special man I mentioned before.”
Jennifer’s eyes went wide behind her glasses. “He’s the … you mean … Dr. McCrae is … you’re going to be marrying …”
“We’re trying to work that out. At least, I am. I feel as though I ought to do something about the operation before I finally agree to marry him.”
Jennifer was momentarily oblivious to the dilemma Heather broached. “You and Dr. McCrae? That’s fantastic! He is the most wonderful man in the world!” She rushed on excitedly. “You can’t believe how supportive he was to me. He was there when I went into the operating room, and he was the first one I saw when I came to afterward. I absolutely adore that man. Henry is jealous.”
Heather couldn’t help but laugh. Jennifer’s exuberance was priceless, and it fed her own pride. “But you adore Henry. I’m sure he doesn’t have anything to worry about.”
“He doesn’t now. Wait till I tell him.” She leaned forward even more and patted Heather’s knee. “That’s wonderful, Heather, really wonderful.”
“Well,” Heather said with a sigh, “it will be if I can get myself straightened out.”
“You will. Lord, if I had someone like Dr. McCrae behind me, I wouldn’t have a doubt in the world!”
Heather spent another hour talking with Jennifer. Adam woke up in the middle of their conversation, but was temporarily satisfied to sit on his mother’s lap and guzzle a baby bottle filled with apple juice. Jennifer prodded Heather more about her feelings, trying to allay her fears as best she could. In turn, Heather sensed the openness in the other woman and freely asked questions, some very personal, others more general. By the time she left, she even knew that Jennifer was planning to go back to school for a degree in accounting when the new baby was old enough, and Jennifer knew all about her handbags. Moreover, Heather promised to drive down for another visit after she returned from her trip.
 

BERMUDA WAS THE HONEYMOON before the wedding—at least that was the way Heather saw it, though she didn’t say it in as many words to Rob. The weather was outstanding, one sunny day after the next. The hotel facilities were luxurious—a huge swimming pool, a beautiful beach of the smoothest pink sand—and Rob stopped by to see her at every opportunity.
But the pièce de résistance was the cottage he’d rented. It was made of rough stone, both inside and out, that fended off the worst of the heat, while generous windows carried the breeze off the water through the bedroom, kitchen and living room. Sitting on the shore of a quiet cove, it had a small deck overhanging the water. A motorboat, moored at its base, was at their disposal.
Heather spent her days at the hotel, her nights with Rob at the cottage and every dawn on the deck with binoculars pressed to her eyes, spying on a longtail that had built its nest in a nearby cropping of rocks and was tending her sweet, round, furry baby bird.
Once, when Rob had a morning free, they rented a motorbike, and Heather held on while Rob drove them on a tour of the island. Another time, on a free afternoon, they strolled arm in arm through downtown Bermuda, browsing in the stores, more interested in each other than in any of the items for sale.
They stayed on for a full day after Rob’s meeting ended, and, for Heather, that day was the highlight of the trip. They rented a sailboat, a forty-one-foot Morgan, with a crew and mate to handle the sailing while they basked together on the deck, had cold drinks and cheese in the cockpit, admired the island from the vantage point of the sea and savored the air of freedom that surrounded them.
It was a carefree time, and Heather was grateful for that. For after they returned to Connecticut, “carefree” was but a memory. Rob was snowed under with work, as they’d both known he’d be. Heather herself had a stack of orders waiting to be filled. Dawn and Michael came to visit again, and it seemed that Rob and Heather had precious little time for themselves.
Ten days after their return, she could put it off no longer. She’d driven down to Rob’s house for the night. They’d eaten dinner and he was helping her clean up before settling in his den with a briefcaseful of papers. She’d become accustomed to using the time when he worked to do the stitchery she brought along, and although her mind was free enough during those times, his was far from it.
“Rob?”
“Hmm?” He was drying the last of the pots while she sponged off the counters.
She held the sponge suspended above the sink, then slowly set it down. “I’d like you to introduce me to John McHale.”
There was a long silence. When she looked up at last, she found that Rob, too, had stopped what he was doing. He was staring at her wide-eyed, whether disbelieving or pleased, she didn’t know. So she blinked and went on very, very quietly.
“I think it’s about time.”
“You want to discuss the operation,” he said nearly as quietly.
“Yes. You said he was the best man to do it.”
“He is!” Then more softly, “He is.”
“Will you make an appointment for me, or should I call him myself?”
Rob tried to contain his relief—and pleasure. He didn’t want to come across sounding victorious. “I’ll call him to explain the situation and let him know you’ll be contacting him, but I think you should set up the appointment yourself.”
She nodded. “Will you do it tomorrow?”
“I can … if that’s what you’d like.”
“It is. I’ve made up my mind.”
“To go ahead and have the operation?”
He would never have caught her hesitation had he not been looking directly into her eyes. It was subtle and gone in a split second. “Yes.”
He felt impelled to probe her feelings. “Why, honey?”
“Because it does need to be done.”
“But you’ve known that all along.”
“Not … entirely.” She looked down at the sink. “If I’d continued living the way I had been before I met you, I might never have had it done—at least, not unless my condition suddenly worsened. I always knew that it would have to be done if I wanted to have children, but I was never really sure that would happen. I mean, I wanted to have children, but, as you said—” she blushed “—I needed a man before that could happen.” Her eyes met his. “I told you once that I might have put off forming relationships because it would be unfair to whatever man I met. There’s another side to that. Maybe subconsciously I didn’t want to face the prospect of having children because of the operation. I don’t know. If I was torn inside, I didn’t think about it. I took things one day at a time.”
She paused for just a minute, and Rob didn’t rush her. He wanted her to say everything that was on her mind.
“Then I met you,” she continued, “and everything happened and … well, taking life one day at a time isn’t enough. You’ve made me look toward the future. I can’t picture a future without you. And I can’t picture a future without our children.” She gave a shaky sigh. “So I guess that future is going to have to include the operation, right?”
Rob set the pan and cloth on the counter. Draping his arm around Heather’s shoulder, he began to lead her out to the deck.
“You’ve got work to do,” she reminded him softly.
“My work will wait. Nothing’s more important than this.” He set her in a deck chair and pulled one over for himself. “You’re very nervous about it, aren’t you?”
“The operation? Yes.”
“But you really have made up your mind.”
“Yes … . I’ve been in touch with Jennifer Gibbons.”
Rob’s jaw dropped. “You have? I thought you’d long since thrown away her name and number!”
“No. The piece of paper has been where I put it in the pocket of my skirt all along. I haven’t worn that skirt since the day you gave me the paper. I kept looking at the skirt, knowing I should call Jennifer but putting it off. I finally got up my nerve the day before we left for Bermuda.”
“You did!” He was pleased, and that pleased her.
“Uh-huh. As a matter of fact, I drove down to see her that afternoon.”
“You didn’t tell me.”
“Obviously,” she drawled, then explained. “I had to think about what she’d said. I’ve spoken with her several times since we’ve been back. She’s a wonderful woman. She adores you.”
“Naturally,” Rob teased, ducking his head.
“We’ve really become friends.”
“With a capital ‘F’?”
Heather breathed a laugh. “Getting there. It’s a relief to be able to talk with someone who’s gone through the same things. She’s very optimistic …but, then, you knew she would be, didn’t you?”
“Guilty as charged,” he said, and simply shrugged. “As a matter of fact, I think she’s coming in for an appointment next week. I’m not sure why. I’ve been in touch with her personal doctor and she’s in fine health.”
Heather knew why Jennifer was going to see Rob. “She’s pregnant.”
“Is that so!” he exclaimed in delight. “That would explain it, then. Not that she’s got a thing to worry about, but often patients just want to hear it from me.”
“She’s really excited about the baby, but she’s also got her hands full with the one she already has. You know about Adam, don’t you?”
“Sure. Jennifer was in for a routine follow-up two months after she and Henry got him. Adorable kid.”
“I know … . He got me thinking, too. There are so many couples in this world who desperately want kids and can’t have them. They go for tests. Sometimes the women have surgery and still don’t conceive. So they fill out adoption papers and wait and wait. Somehow, when I think about what they go through, I realize that this operation may be a relatively small price to pay for having a child.” She shook her head in amazement. “Jennifer’s so happy. She’s got it all behind her. I want that, too.”
Rob bent closer. “And you’ll have it. You’ll have it all! Hey, it may be that you won’t conceive right off the bat, either, but that’s got nothing to do with your heart condition, and to tell you the truth, there’s so much I want to do with you that I wouldn’t mind if we waited a little while before having kids. I want you to travel with me more. Once we’re parents, we’ll have to worry about baby-sitters.”
Heather smiled. “I loved Bermuda, Rob. I loved flying and motorbiking and sailing. I’d love to do more things like that.”
“You will!”
“But Bermuda got me thinking, too—about having the operation,” she said more cautiously. “Meeting your colleagues was … wonderful. I’m so proud of you and I feel proud to be with you. But meeting your friends in an island paradise was one thing.” She frowned, trying to find the words to express what she wanted to say. “It was unreal, removed from reality—reality being the hospital. If I were to meet your friends in New Haven now, I’d see the hospital looming all around, and I’d probably be uncomfortable. I don’t want it to be that way. I want to meet the people you talk about—Howard and Jason and the others. I want to be able to stop by in the middle of the day and meet you for lunch without being nervous.”
“Even after the operation you’re apt to make some negative associations,” Rob cautioned. “Ingrained, perhaps, but they may linger.”
“But if the operation’s behind me, I’ll be able to handle them and get over them. I want us to be able to entertain people from the hospital or the med school or colleagues of yours from different parts of the country, and I want to enjoy it. I want you to be able to enjoy it without being afraid that I’ll wither up in fear.”
“You won’t ‘wither up in fear,’” he scoffed playfully.
“You haven’t wanted to upset me, so you’ve minimized any contact I’ve had to have with the hospital, haven’t you? Be honest.”
“I guess …maybe I have.” He’d been momentarily put on the spot, so he’d yielded. He went on to play devil’s advocate. “But you know that I’ll take you places with me whether or not you have that operation. You could have marriage, too, and we could adopt kids. In a sense, you’ve got everything now.”
She was shaking her head, inhaling deeply. “I don’t have the self-image that I want, that I need. Bermuda helped me see that, too. When we were down there I felt like another person. It was an entirely new place for me, a new experience. I felt whole and healthy. The instant we touched down in New York I felt different.”
“You’re still whole and healthy—”
“Relatively whole and relatively healthy. More to the point, though, I saw myself again as I’ve seen myself all my life. I returned to the same image I’ve held for years, and after being free of that image for five days, it was a shock. I don’t want that image anymore, Rob. I want to change it.”
“You told me that you’ve never really brooded about your heart condition.”
“Not consciously. It just became …part of me, I guess. Looking back now, I think I was always aware of this thing hovering over my head. I got used to it and learned to live with it, so I honestly didn’t consciously think about it often. When I did think about it, I was frightened, and … I think maybe the fear was built into something unrealistic over the years.”
“Jennifer has helped you see that?”
“Maybe. Maybe I’m just tired of being afraid. I want it done. I’m willing to take the risk to put it behind me.”
Rob put his elbows on his spread knees and reached for her hand. He ran his thumb over its back. “As long as you’re sure,” he said quietly.
Puzzled, she studied him. “I’d have thought you’d be happy. You don’t seem it.”
“I am happy.”
“But you’ve just given me all the reasons I don’t need to have the operation. I don’t understand.”
He raised his eyes to hers then. They were dark gray and intense. “There’s one part of me that’s afraid, too—not about the operation,” he rushed to add when he saw her catch her breath, “because I’ve got every faith that it will go smoothly.”
“What are you afraid of?” she whispered urgently.
He frowned and thought, then spoke. “I want to be sure—I want you to be sure—that this is what you want. I don’t want you to be making this decision because of me. I’ve been in favor of surgery from the beginning. We both know that, and it hasn’t changed. I’m still in favor of it—for all the reasons you’ve given now and then some. But I’m worried, afraid that maybe I’ve influenced you too strongly.”
It was Heather’s turn to lean forward, until her face was inches from his. She curved her free hand around his neck. “Yes, you’ve influenced me strongly, but not ‘too’ strongly, and not wrongly. Everything you’ve said from the first has been right. It’s only now that I can admit it to myself, and to you.” Her voice grew exquisitely soft. “I love you, Rob. If I’d never met you, probably none of this would be happening, but so much of it is healthy and right and wonderful that I wouldn’t have it any other way. I’m having this operation for you, because I know you want to marry me and you want me to have your children. But more important, I’m having it for me, because I want all those things and more! I want a future, Rob, a nice, bright, boundless future. I want it.” She squeezed his neck and whispered a broken, “I want it.”
Rob pulled her onto his lap and held her tightly for a long, long time. They’d said all that needed to be said on the subject at that moment. Well, nearly all. “I love you, Heather. I can never say it enough, but when you talk with me the way you have tonight, even the words seem inadequate.” He let it go at that, because indeed words did seem inadequate.
He didn’t step foot into his den that night.
 

THE NEXT DAYS went by in a whir for Heather. With Rob by her side, she met with John McHale, who explained the specifics of the operation to her. She had several additional tests, which John had wanted to run, and between those results and the ones from Rob’s original examination and tests, John agreed that her prognosis was excellent. The operation, being elective, was scheduled for two weeks from then. The prospect of the wait was a source of dismay for Heather, though she knew the delay would have been even longer had not both Rob and John carried heavy weight at the hospital.
As it turned out, she had barely enough time to build up her supply of handbags to counter the period when she wouldn’t be able to work. When she called Elaine Miller to explain the situation, Elaine was furious at her for not having mentioned her condition sooner.
“And here I’ve been piling you with orders!” she berated herself after she’d finished chastising Heather.
“But I’m fine, Elaine, and I have been all along. This is a chronic condition that I’m finally getting around to taking care of.”
“Thanks goodness for that. Listen, don’t worry about a thing. You say you’ll be getting that last bunch of bags to me by the end of the week?”
“By hook or by crook.”
“Well, you do it, and then forget about it. When you’re feeling comfortable and strong after the operation, you can think of starting up again. It’ll do the stores good to be champing at the bit for a while.”
“You’ll keep them champing?” Heather asked. It had occurred to her that in her absence some of the stores might find superior substitutes.
“You bet. And if you need anything, anything, you give me a call. Got that?”
Heather smiled. “I do. And thanks, Elaine.”
“Hey, what are friends for, anyway?”
Friends were for, among other things, giving support, and Heather’s other friends rose to the occasion. Beth Windsor stopped by the house several times a week to make sure Heather’s spirits were high. Sally Schein, the neighbor whose son had broken his leg, not only offered to check the house every day while Heather was in the hospital, but promptly began to cook double portions of things and freeze half so that Heather wouldn’t have to worry about cooking for days after the operation. She was nearly as conscious of nutrition as Heather was, and they’d always compared and shared recipes.
Jennifer proved to be a friend, indeed, driving up to Chester several times during those two weeks. She knew what it was to wait, to anticipate, to fear, and she spent hours talking with Heather, assuring her and reassuring her, indulgently answering her questions a second, then a third time, while Heather kept her hands busy at her work. Adam, mercifully, was thoroughly preoccupied with scraps of fabric, ends of yarn and beads Heather had deemed large enough to let him play with safely.
Rob, though, was the most supportive of all. They spent every night together, either at her house or his, and he called her at least once during the day. He could easily detect those moments when she grew apprehensive, when her brow would furrow even momentarily or her hands would be less than steady. He would speak in his most gentle voice at those times, giving her encouragement, telling her how proud he was of her, how confident, how much he loved her.
It was his love she was thinking of when she checked into the hospital that Tuesday afternoon in early October, and again when she was given a sedative that night, and still again when she was prepared for surgery very early the next morning. Rob was there to remind her of it when she grew logy under the effect of the preoperative medication. It was the last thought she had before she was put fully to sleep.
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