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Chapter One
“Perfect, just perfect.” Donna Jacobs kicked the deflated rubber. A flat tire. The perfect end to the perfect day.
What did she do now? She hugged her arms around herself and drew in a long breath of cool night air, held it to a count of five, and then slowly released it. It was late and it had been a very long two days on the road, but it was almost over.
Donna squinted at the white sign swinging from an L-shaped post not ten feet in front of her crippled car. Welcome to Huntley. Home of the Hornets.
Too bad there was no welcoming committee. She surveyed her dark surroundings. Not quite close enough to town to have the luxury of street lights and the silvery glow of the full moon was more ominous than comforting.
Dense woods loomed on either side of the desolate road, their appearance as black as the inky highway that stretched out before her. The night sounds added another layer of uneasiness. The wind rustling through the leaves. The distant, haunting call of an owl. She silently cursed the jerk who had stolen her cell phone at a service station a few hundred miles back.
At half past ten she doubted there would be any traffic on this little country road. She was stranded. Her heart sank. All she wanted was to get to her little girl. Melissa would probably be asleep by now. Donna exhaled a big old tired breath. Hopefully she’d be there when her baby woke up. A smile tugged at the corners of her mouth as images of the five-year-old’s sweet face enveloped her. The last two weeks had been pure agony without her.
If things worked out here she wouldn’t have to worry about being separated from her daughter again. Frustration groaned through her as she regarded the flat tire once more. “You couldn’t have held out ten more minutes?”
Standing around feeling sorry for herself wouldn’t get her moving again. She set her hands firmly on her hips. “I can do this,” she announced to the symphony of crickets playing their nocturnal melody. Anybody could change a flat tire. She’d seen it done once or twice. Besides, she was a doctor. If she could patch up an injured patient, she could do this.
“Easy as pie.” One quick tap of the yellow button in the glove box and the trunk popped open. The light that illuminated the cargo area flickered and then went black. Donna rolled her eyes. Of course the trunk light would pick now to go out. She shoved aside a small suitcase and a dozen or so toys to find the spare tire compartment. It would be just her luck to discover there wasn’t even a spare. She’d never had a flat tire. It never occurred to her to check.
She was just so tired. Life had thrown her a big old hairpin curve and she’d been scrambling for weeks to get a plan b in place. Right now all she wanted was to get to her daughter. Maybe she should just walk the rest of the way. It couldn’t be that much farther. Her sister had warned that Huntley was really small.
“Need some help?”
Donna jerked up, banging her head against the trunk lid. She swore under her breath and rubbed the throbbing spot on the back of her head. Then she froze. The deep voice that came from behind her belonged to a man.
In the dark.
In the middle of nowhere.
With trembling fingers, she gripped the lug wrench that lay on top of the spare tire. Drawing some comfort from the cold steel, she willed herself to turn and face the stranger.
Her eyes widened as she took in the sheer size of the man. Tall. Very tall. Her gaze moved from the imposing expanse of shoulders to bulging biceps and then back up to a face that could only be labeled handsome despite the fist of panic gripping her. She stepped back only to be halted by the car’s rear bumper.
“Don’t worry, lady. I’ve done too many miles tonight to be a threat.” He smiled and pulled at the damp t-shirt clinging to his obviously ripped chest. “Believe me, I’m harmless.”
Donna held her breath as he walked past her to look at the flat tire. Despite the friendly tone and pleasant smile, nothing about this man would ever be considered harmless.
Okay, girl. Look at this logically. The sweat pants and sneakers suggest he could very well be telling the truth about what he was doing in the middle of nowhere at this hour.
But he was still a stranger. She preached stranger danger to her daughter all the time.
She could scream, but who would hear her? Run? Of course not. Remaining calm was the best course of action. If she appeared sure of herself she wouldn’t look as vulnerable. Take charge. That’s what she needed to do. Take charge and show this big guy she had everything under control.
He strolled back to where she stood by the open trunk, looked her up and down, almost undoing her newly found bravado, then reached for the lug wrench she held in a death grip. “This won’t take long,” he predicted.
Be strong. Assertive. “Thank you, but I’ve got this.”
He drew back his outstretched hand and crossed his arms over his chest. “Are you sure about that?” One dark eyebrow quirked up.
Though he didn’t out and out grin, the amusement in his tone left no doubt as to what he thought. He had already surmised that she possessed no tire changing experience.
“Quite sure, thank you.” It took every ounce of courage at her disposal, but she turned her back on him and reached into the trunk for the jack. Anyone could change a flat tire.
“Okay,” he conceded. “But I’m sure you won’t mind if I hang around until you’re through.” He propped himself against her car. “Huntley’s a small town. We don’t usually have to worry about thieves, murderers, and rapists, but what kind of gentleman would I be if I just went on home and left you stranded out here all alone in the dark?”
Donna shot him a thankless look. “Suit yourself.” She grabbed the elusive jack and moved around to the side of the car. Squatting in front of the wounded tire, she dropped her tools to the ground. Mr. Who-ever-he-was watched in silence.
She pondered the detailing of the gray metal center for a long while. Where were the things she had to loosen? Frowning, she bit her lip and thought some more. She had to remove the wheel cover or hubcap thingamajig first. It came off somehow, didn’t it?
She gripped the metal edge with her fingertips and pulled for all her one hundred and five pounds were worth. Her fingers slipped and she went down hard on her butt.
“Dammit.” She shook her head in disgust as she swiped at her bottom. Mr. whoever-he-was waited silently. She refused to look at him, didn’t want to see the I told you so grin he likely wore. First thing tomorrow morning she intended to buy herself a new cell phone and join a top notch auto club.
Okay. She crouched before the tire once more. This wasn’t rocket science by any stretch of the imagination.
“Look.” The man crouched next to her. “I’m sure you can do this without me, but I’d really like to help.”
The trace of amusement that lingered in his voice irritated her beyond reason. “I don’t need help.” She twisted around to face him, fully intending to give him a piece of her mind instead she somehow misplaced her ability to speak.
He smiled then. A slow, sexy smile. “I don’t bite.”
She cleared her throat, searched for her waning composure, didn’t find it. Clearly his intent wasn’t nefarious. Why not let him play the hero? The sooner the tire was fixed the sooner she could be on her way.
“Well, all right. If you insist.” She handed over the tire iron and got out of his way. She was tired, that’s all. She should be grateful. He was a nice guy doing a good deed. People in small towns did stuff like that. Donna had to remember she wasn’t in Denver anymore.
In a matter of minutes he’d jacked up the car, changed the tire and stored the flat along with the tools in the trunk.
“Don’t forget to have that flat fixed. The spare is only good for like a hundred miles.” He moved to the driver’s side of the car and opened the door for her. “See, I told you it’d only take a few minutes.”
The interior lamp shed a dim light over his features. He raked back a thick, wavy lock of dark hair that had fallen across his forehead. His eyes were blue or gray. She couldn’t say for sure which. Tall, good looking. From the looks of those muscles, a real jock. The guy every female in a fifty mile radius swooned over, she’d wager. Well, not this female. Donna Jacobs was not in the market for a man right now; maybe she never would be. And if she ever was, he wouldn’t be the handsome, charming, Mr. Athlete variety.
Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice, shame on me.
“Thanks.” Despite her dislike for his type, the solitary word seemed woefully inadequate since she would probably still be trying to get the wheel cover off if he hadn’t insisted on helping. “I appreciate your help.” She allowed him a hesitant smile.
“That smile is thanks enough.” His lips parted into a boyish grin. “Besides, rescuing damsels in distress is my favorite hobby.”
Donna considered setting him straight about the damsel in distress remark, but thought better of it. She needed to get to her child. “Good night then.”
“Wait.” A strong hand closed around her upper arm, setting off more of those foolish sparks and tugging her around to face him before she could escape into the car. “You didn’t tell me your name.”
And she didn’t intend to. Instead, she pulled free of his grasp, slid behind the wheel and quickly closed the door. On second thought she powered the window halfway down as she started the engine. “I guess that makes us even since you didn’t tell me yours either.”
Donna sped off before he could introduce himself. A last look in the rear-view mirror found him standing on the dark, deserted highway watching her drive away.
~*~
The next morning Donna parked in a visitor’s spot near the entrance to Huntley School. She smiled at Melissa, who was deeply engrossed in explaining to her teddy bear why he had to go into her backpack now. Donna checked her reflection in the rear-view mirror and groaned at the dark smudges under her eyes. Too exhausted when she dragged out of bed to bother with making herself presentable, she’d pulled her hair back and opted to forego make-up. Not to mention she’d gotten up forty-five minutes after the alarm’s irritating buzz. Oh, well, no one she met this morning was going to care whether she wore make-up or not!
Besides, she had other issues to tackle. She groaned as she reread the note written on the pink discipline form she held just to be sure she hadn’t misunderstood. Ms. Jacobs, a conference is requested to discuss Melissa’s behavior. H. Bradley.
Finding the ridiculous note in her daughter’s backpack this morning had put her in a tailspin. Dealing with a problem at school wasn’t exactly how she had intended to start her first day in Huntley. She had enough to do with getting the clinic ready to open. Starting with seeing the place for the first time. Her sister had taken care of everything so far. When things had fallen apart in Denver, Patty had jumped into action like a real life super hero. Her sister had put together a back-up plan in no time flat. She owed Patty big time for this rescue.
Speaking of rescues. A tiny smile touched her lips as thoughts of the handsome stranger from last night intruded on this morning’s reality check. The truly silly part was that she’d lain awake for a long time last night fantasizing about him. She didn’t need or want a man in her life just now—especially one like him—but after what she’d been through recently she’d needed an escape. Nothing wrong with a little fantasy now and again. In her fantasy world she was in control. She sighed. Unfortunately that’s all it would ever be. The guy who’d come to her aid last night probably had a wife and half a dozen kids. She hadn’t thought to look for a ring.
Because you don’t care.
Besides, he was a J-O-C-K, a four-letter word in Donna’s vocabulary. Men like him were always trouble. If any doubt existed after what she had gone through with Melissa’s father, the fiasco in Denver starring her overachieving, ambitious partner had driven the point home. You couldn’t trust men that good looking. Jocks possessed some errant gene that somehow ensured massive egos and ice cold hearts.
Her attention returned to the discipline slip in her hand. She didn’t have time for fantasies anyway. Reality awaited her this morning. Unbuckling her seat belt, she considered the little angel sitting in the passenger seat next to her. The idea of Melissa being disruptive in class, much less pushing one of her classmates, was downright impossible to believe. Not that she thought her child was perfect, it was just that Melissa had always been so quiet, almost introverted. Disruptive and aggressive behavior just wasn’t a part of her personality. There had to be some mistake, which was the reason Donna hadn’t bothered to question her. Why upset the child if it turned out to be unnecessary?
“Mommy, when do I get a daddy?”
“What?” Shock rattled Donna but somehow she managed to keep it in check. Where the heck had that question come from?
“Ashley and Brook have Uncle Sam for a daddy.” Melissa peered up at Donna with worried eyes. “My new best friend Carlee has a daddy, too.” Her lips puckered in a heart wrenching pout. “Everybody has a daddy ‘cept me.”
Oh…my…God. Donna wasn’t prepared for this. Even her plan Z didn’t include a daddy! Brick Wallace, aka the Brick Wall with the Pittsburgh Steelers, hadn’t seen Melissa since the day she was born. And that one visit had been brief and strained. Melissa had no memories of her father, and she had never asked about him.
Why the sudden questions now? Entirely too much had gone wrong for Donna lately. She just didn’t have it in her this morning to deal with the daddy question. Her gaze dropped to the pink slip in her hand, or to fight another of life’s little disasters.
“You could help Mommy at the clinic today, if you’d like and we could talk about your question.” What a cop out. Mothers weren’t supposed to encourage their children to skip school. Donna was the one who wanted to skip out on meeting Melissa’s teacher for the first time. She glanced back at the pink slip, especially under the circumstances. Nor did she want to have to answer Melissa’s question, now or ever.
But she couldn’t put off the “daddy” talk forever.
“Mommy.” Melissa rolled her pretty blue eyes and sighed impatiently. “I have to go to school. Today’s Tuesday, we have music on Tuesdays.”
“Oh, I had no idea Tuesdays were so important.” Donna forced a smile. “Maybe we could talk about your question after school.”
“Okay,” Melissa chirped and turned her attention to tugging on her backpack.
Relieved to be out of the hot seat for the moment, Donna emerged from the car, skirted the hood and took Melissa’s hand. She guided her onto the sidewalk, away from the long line of traffic entering the semi-circular drive that curved through the front landscape of school property. One by one the cars stopped at the building’s main entrance just long enough for one or more children of varying sizes to unload. The school served kindergarten through twelfth grade and reminded her of the one she had attended as a child. At least that part was reassuring. In her opinion, smaller schools nurtured that feeling of family more so than larger ones.
Her dread escalated as she followed her daughter into the kindergarten through second grade wing of the large stone structure. Tan-colored tile shined like glass under their feet as they moved down the long, wide corridor. Nursery rhymes played in her memory as her eyes moved over the colorful fairytale murals that embellished the beige walls. Dozens of children scurried past, backpacks and lunch boxes in tow.
The atmosphere seemed pleasant enough. She hoped the teacher wasn’t going to be an old biddy who had already labeled her child as a troublemaker.
Donna hadn’t been this nervous since she sutured her first patient. Melissa had told her at the breakfast table this very morning that she loved her teacher. And Patty had recounted numerous times in their phone calls during the last two weeks what a great teacher Melissa had. Surely her own sister couldn’t be that wrong about the woman. There was simply no need to get this worked up. The teacher was probably some little blue-haired lady who had too many children in her classroom and had gotten Melissa mixed up with another child. That had to be it.
“C’mon, Mommy!” Melissa tugged at her hand. “We’re gonna be late.”
“Sorry, sweetie.” Donna allowed herself to be pulled down the long corridor a little faster.
Pencils and chalk. The familiar smell lingered in the air of the large classroom Melissa ushered Donna into. Sunny yellow walls decorated with bright characters and shapes eased her anxiety. She smiled at the trail of ABC’s that meandered around the walls. Melissa joined the group of children at the back of the room who were hanging up backpacks and putting away lunch boxes.
The teacher was nowhere around. Knowing she would return soon, Donna took the opportunity to have a look around. Shelf after shelf of books lined one corner where a large, well-used rocking chair sat. She ran her fingers over the volumes of children’s stories. Donna selected and opened a Mother Goose book. The scent of the old pages caused her lips to curl into a smile. She loved old books. She could just imagine the children spread out on the floor before the rocker as a matronly teacher read one of the old-as-time stories.
She tucked the book back into its spot and moved to a work table on the other side of the room. She scanned the artwork only a mother could love for Melissa’s name. Though the work was dry, the essence of finger paint still hung in the air. Textures ranged from thick globs of paint to thin smears. Houses, stick people, and other subjects which she could not readily identify graced the little artists’ pages.
“May I help you?”
Donna started at the deep, male voice. The sound reverberated through her, hinting at secret fantasies and making her pulse react. She turned around slowly to face the stranger who had rescued her on that dark country road less than a dozen hours ago.
A wide smile spread across his face as he recognized her. Heat rushed to her cheeks as she pushed away the vivid images from last night’s dreams. The man was even better looking in the full light of day. His presence seriously diminished the size of the room. He reminded her of one of those big muscular guys who played professional sports.
And she hated that type, she reminded herself sternly.
“So, we meet again.” Amusement twinkled in his blue eyes, the bluest she had ever seen. “Since you didn’t leave a glass slipper behind, I figured I’d never see you again.” He closed the distance between them with slow, deliberate steps; using the time to take in every aspect of her. From the top of her pony-tailed head to her loafers and back.
Did she always have to look her worst at the most inopportune times? “I’m waiting to see my daughter’s teacher, Ms. Bradley.” Donna forced a smile into place. Who is this guy? He could be the principal or a physical education teacher. That had to be it. Jeans, Nike sweatshirt and shoes. Now that she thought about it, he did look like a phys ed teacher. A jock through and through.
He stuck out his hand. “I’m Hank Bradley.”
Donna’s mouth dropped open, but no sound came out. No. This man couldn’t possibly be Melissa’s kindergarten teacher.
“I guess I’m not what you expected.”
“Excuse me?” Her mind reeling, those two words were all that sputtered out of her mouth.
“You were expecting someone about this tall.” He indicated the middle of his impossibly wide chest. “Gray hair, maybe?”
Certain his amused state resulted from her gaping mouth, Donna snapped it shut. She had to say something. But what? “I’m sorry,” she replied wanly. “I thought that...that you were a woman.”
“Well...” He grinned rather wickedly now. “Last time I checked I was definitely a man.”
Her cheeks were on fire with embarrassment and no small amount of frustration. “I just assumed a kindergarten teacher would be a woman,” she defended.
“No one told you otherwise?” The urge to laugh out loud was written all over his handsome face.
“She didn’t—I mean...I had no idea.” Flustered, she felt like giving herself a bop upside the head for behaving like a school girl herself. No, no, on second thought, if anybody deserved to be bopped, it was Patty. They would be talking…soon.
Dear sister Patty had some serious explaining to do. Not only had she not mentioned his being a man, Melissa hadn’t mentioned it, either. How—better yet, why—had it been kept a secret? Donna had a sneaking suspicion she would not like the answer.
Hank Bradley’s big hand reached for the one she’d failed to extend. Before she could sidestep the gesture, long fingers curled around hers. Like last night, his touch prompted a startling tingle that licked a path up her arm and tipped her completely off balance.
The clamoring voices of the children snapped her back to attention. She summoned her best attempt at a professional bearing and opted to start over. “I’m Donna Jacobs. Melissa’s mother.”
“Ah, so that’s your name. And all this time I thought it’d be Cinderella.”
He flashed another of those devastating smiles and she felt her knees go weak. He gave her hand a final squeeze before letting go. Did this man have any idea how sexy he was? Whoa! Get a grip. This guy was so not her type. Besides, he was Melissa’s teacher.
Oh, God, this man is your daughter’s teacher.
“Was there something I could do for you this morning, Ms. Jacobs?”
She forced her eyes to focus on his, despite the havoc those baby blues played with her equilibrium. “I’m here about the discipline slip.”
“I see.” He glanced in the direction of the restless children and then back to her. “Just give me a minute to get the kids started on something.”
“Of course.” She managed a tight smile.
“Just don’t take off on me,” he called over one broad shoulder as he strode across the room.
A new flush of embarrassment rushed up her throat and across her cheeks. What in the world? She hadn’t reacted like this to a good-looking man since...she couldn’t even remember when. But then extreme stress often caused uncharacteristic behavior. Pressure and stress had been her constant companions for the last six months.
No matter the reason, she had to be getting pretty desperate to be attracted to a man who personified the term jock. You couldn’t trust them as far as you could throw them. This one would be no different. And this one, unfortunately, was in a position to have a great deal of influence on the most important person in her life—her child. This was not good.
Maybe that was prejudiced of her but she had her reasons.
She watched, still half in denial, as the man handed out colorful, wooden puzzles to his little students. He patiently answered the barrage of questions fired at him. When can we go outside? Is it time for lunch yet? Do we have to do our ABC’s today?
Donna tried again to shake the disbelief as she drifted in the direction of his desk. This was too weird. Whoever heard of a kindergarten teacher like this? The man looked like the jolly green giant next to the five-year-olds. Only he wasn’t green, he was...gorgeous.
He swaggered back to where she waited and she was helpless to look away. How could simply walking across the room be that sexy?
She really had lost it…her sister had been warning her that this was coming. You can’t ignore your needs forever, little sis.
“Have a seat, Ms. Jacobs.” He indicated a chair near the desk he now leaned against.
“I’m kind of in a hurry this morning.” She squared her shoulders. “Since I arrived so late last night, I haven’t had the opportunity to speak with Melissa about the discipline slip.” A stiff smile pushed the corners of her lips upward. “Thanks again for coming to my rescue.”
He nodded an acknowledgement. No ring, she noted as her eyes darted down to his hands resting on the desk on either side of him. He didn’t wear any jewelry at all. But that didn’t mean anything; lots of married men for one reason or another chose not to wear their wedding rings.
She cleared her mind of the ridiculous distraction and took a deep breath before continuing. “I realize I should have made an appointment, but I thought it best to take care of this right away.”
He said nothing. He merely waited for her to continue. A long ago learned, but never forgotten, psych class reminded Donna to precede the bad with something good. “Patty and Melissa have sung your praises since day one, by the way.” She arched a speculative brow. “Although, they did fail to mention that you were a mister.”
He gave her another of those nods that told her nothing at all.
“Anyway,” she muddled on. “I only came by to clear up the misunderstanding.”
“Misunderstanding? I’m not sure I follow you.” He cocked his handsome head and studied her more closely.
Donna wet her lips and forged on. “Melissa is a quiet, reserved child. Disrupting the class and displaying violence are completely out of character. I thought that perhaps you might have her confused with another student.”
He straightened and crossed his arms over his broad chest. A full foot or two stood between them, yet her skin tingled as if he were touching her. This was ridiculous!
“Ms. Jacobs, I’d never send home a discipline slip unless I was certain of who needed the discipline.” His voice had taken on a more formal tone, but remained warm and amiable.
“I didn’t mean to imply that you’re incompetent,” she said quickly. She needed him cooperative, not defensive. “With so many new faces to learn, surely there’s room for error.”
“I understand your concern about your daughter’s behavior.”
“Melissa has never behaved in a violent manner. It’s hard for me to believe that she would.”
“I wouldn’t call Melissa’s behavior violent, but shoving her classmates for no apparent reason is just not acceptable behavior. I let it go the first couple of times, but a pattern’s been developing and I think it’s important that we take care of it before it becomes a real problem.”
Indignation pushed aside her apprehension. This man could not possibly be talking about her child. The idea was ludicrous. Melissa was not now, nor had she ever been, a discipline problem. Donna had to make him understand how wrong he was. “But she’s never behaved this way before. There’s no reason, just out of the blue, for her to behave that way now.”
“Moving to a new town is tough. Melissa was thrust into a new environment, one which you were absent from for the last couple of weeks. And that made it even tougher.” He shrugged one massive shoulder. “According to your registration information, you’re a single parent. Problems in your personal life could have set off this type of behavior. It’s not uncommon for kids to act out their frustrations this way.”
Donna lifted her chin and glared at the man. All emotion, except one, vanished. Who did he think he was, judging her by his own preconceived notion of single parenthood? “Our relocation to Huntley may have had some ill effects on Melissa, but your assumption that there are problems in our home life is absurd. And furthermore, I do not appreciate the presumption. My marital status is, frankly, none of your business.”
“I didn’t mean to suggest—”
“I know my daughter, Mr. Bradley. There must be some other explanation for her behavior. I would suggest that you put your remarkable skills of perception to work at figuring out what it is.”
The man blinked, taken aback. “I’m sorry if I’ve offended you, Ms. J—”
“That’s Dr. Jacobs.” She was on a roll now. No fear. No attraction. Just plain old ticked off. He might be a knight in shining armor on a dark street when you had a flat tire, but he bore no resemblance whatsoever to the kind of teacher she wanted for her only child.
“Dr. Jacobs,” he amended. “I know this is difficult, but sometimes children don’t react the way we expect them to. For whatever reasons, this is the behavior Melissa has displayed since her placement in my classroom.”
“Perhaps that’s the problem.” Donna dropped the crumpled pink slip she’d been clutching onto his desk and turned toward the door. “If you’ll point me in the direction of the principal’s office, I’ll remedy that situation right now.”
“M—Dr. Jacobs.” He followed her into the hall. “I’m sure we can resolve this matter without involving the principal.”
Donna spun around at the abrupt change in his tone. His eyes no longer held that confident intensity. She couldn’t read the mixed emotions that played across his face, but it was clear that Mr. Hank Bradley wanted no part of the principal.
“I’m not so sure, Mr. Bradley. How can I be certain that you won’t take your hostility toward me out on my daughter?”
“Hostility?” Confusion joined the mixture of emotions. “If you’ve perceived my actions as hostile then you’re completely off base.”
Donna eyed him for a long moment before responding. He was right. The man hadn’t actually been hostile. In fact, she was the one who’d been hostile. He’d been patient and polite, but that didn’t make him right about Melissa. No matter. She had to deal with the reality of this situation. She didn’t even know if this small town school had another kindergarten class.
“Despite what you may be thinking, I am a reasonable person.” She saw the flash of doubt in his eyes. She tamped down the anger that wanted to rise again and turned on her most cooperative tone. Like it or not, she had to try to make this work. “I’ll speak to Melissa tonight and see if I can get to the bottom of things. I’m certain my absence has had some bearing on her behavior, but I’m here now.”
“I’m sure your arrival will make all the difference. I’ll keep you posted.” Relief was evident as he extended his big hand once more. “I’m certain that together we can work this out.”
“I hope so, Mr. Bradley.” Hesitation slowed her, but Donna took his hand. Her heart rate jumped at both his touch and his smile. What was wrong with her? Clearly Melissa wasn’t the only one reacting strangely to her new surroundings.







Chapter Two
Donna stood in the small parking area outside the building that was to be her clinic. There were words, she felt confident, that could describe what she saw and felt…but they eluded her just now. Mostly she just wanted to wilt into a heap on the ground and cry.
“I told you the location is perfect,” Patty Russell announced. “Everyone who comes into town has to pass right by it.”
Perched on the edge of a cornfield, the weathered building, probably one of the oldest in town, sat across the street from the local hardware store, circa 1882. A small convenience store was a stone’s throw away. The fact of the matter was the whole town appeared to have been dropped in the middle of one gigantic cornfield. There was a post office, the school, a small grocery store, a gas station and the hardware store, of course. The newest business appeared to be a larger convenience store on the far side of town where Main Street and the new interstate intersected.
Donna had been prepared for small and quaint. And it was true that the main thorough that curved through Huntley passed right in front of this place. But it was old and a little creepy looking. The board and batten siding had a fresh coat of sand colored paint—thanks to Patty—but the metal sign mounted above the entrance needed another coat or two. Donna could see the ghost of the former business name beneath the new sandy color…Huntley Meats.
“Please tell me this wasn’t a butcher shop.” Donna felt sick to her stomach. Every dime she’d had in savings had gone into this venture…into moving close to her only family.
The plan had sounded so good in theory. Huntley was one of the South’s many small towns in need of a medical clinic. Since the old doctor retired, the closest doctor or hospital was at least thirty miles away. Sam, Patty’s husband, had the perfect house for Donna and Melissa. His aunt had left it to him. It was all just meant to be. Patty would get everything ready, including enrolling Melissa in school on time while Donna remained in Denver to settle the last of that nasty business.
“No, no,” Patty insisted. “It hasn’t been a butcher shop for decades. Sam’s great-great uncle Silas used it for the lumber mill’s office and then the Martin family bought it for their son who was in medical school. Old Doc Martin ran a clinic here until he retired last year.” Patty slung an arm around Donna’s sagging shoulders. “I promise you’ll be pleasantly surprised when we get inside. The electrician’s already here doing the final inspection. And don’t worry about this.” She waved off the exterior concerns Donna voiced. “The new sign will be delivered and installed tomorrow. It’ll cover the past right up.”
Donna moved her head up and down. She didn’t want to hurt her sister’s feelings. Their parents had died years ago. There was no one left in their hometown of Birmingham, Alabama, to call family. Patty and Sam had moved from Birmingham nearly a year ago to be near his mother. This was Sam’s hometown. He had a large family. It made sense for Patty and her kids to be here.
Shame heaped onto the other troubling feelings Donna suffered at the moment. She hadn’t been to visit her sister in nearly a year. Patty and the girls had come to see her and Melissa, but the trouble in Denver had precluded Donna from doing anything but muddling through for months.
That was finally over. She was here to start fresh with the back-up plan her sister had single-handedly put together for her.
They would make this work.
Patty ushered Donna inside and a smile bloomed on her lips. “Wow. Talk about night and day.” If Donna had been shocked when she pulled up outside, she was blown away now.
“Told you.” Patty beamed a triumphant smile.
The lobby was small but well done with comfortable gray chairs flanking tables with neat stacks of magazines to keep patients occupied. The tile floors gleamed. A workable area for the receptionist included a partition that separated it from the lobby. Beyond the sliding window were a desk and several file cabinets.
“This way to your office, Doctor.”
Grinning like a proud mamma, Patty guided Donna through a door into a long narrow hall. There were six—no seven—doors lining the walls. At the end of the hall the two men gathered around the breaker box didn’t bother looking up.
“On your left is access to the receptionist area. Beyond that is a supply room, your office and the bathroom. On the right side of the hall you have three small, but serviceable exam rooms.”
Feeling like a kid in a candy store, Donna peeked in the exam rooms and her office. All were small but clean and well equipped. “This is incredible, Patty.” She gave her sister a hug. “You really did a great job.”
Patty drew back. “Did you expect anything less?” She made a harrumphing sound. “I’ve got you set up, sister,” she said with a cocky sway. “Your baby girl, too.”
Hank Bradley. The big guy’s image abruptly kicked all else from Donna’s head. “Speaking of my baby girl.” The irritation that had died a sudden and swift death when she rolled up in front of this clinic resurrected. “Did you honestly believe that I was so narrow-minded that I couldn’t grasp the concept of a male kindergarten teacher?” Donna propped her hands on hips and glowered at her sister. “I have a feeling there’s something you’re not telling me.”
“What in the world are you talking about?” Patty adopted a properly incensed expression.
“You know exactly what I’m talking about,” Donna fired back.
“Please.” Patty’s gaze shot to the workmen at the end of the hall. “Don’t make a scene here,” she scolded in a low voice.
Frustration mounting, Donna glanced at the workmen at the end of the hall. This was a very small town. Gossip was no doubt a beloved pastime, especially when a newcomer was involved. She and her sister needed some privacy to continue this conversation. She grabbed Patty’s arm and pulled her into the tiny supply room. “Look,” she demanded, shutting the door behind them, “You will tell me the deal with this teacher right now.”
“There is no deal.” Patty shrugged, crossed her arms over her chest and propped against a shelf. “You’re overreacting. Lots of mothers go a little wacky when they send their young off to school for the first time. Trust me, it’ll pass.”
Donna laughed. “Right.” Oh, yes. Something was definitely amiss. Something big.
“It never occurred to me to mention the gender of Melissa’s teacher,” Patty insisted.
“Maybe not,” Donna countered, “but the fact that I spoke to Melissa every night for the past two weeks and she never once mentioned she was a he seems awfully suspicious to me.” Donna leaned back against the door and matched her sister’s stance.
“Are you accusing me of instructing your child to lie?”
If the outrage in Patty’s tone had only reached her eyes Donna might have believed she was actually offended, but her eyes gave her away. “No, sis, I’m accusing you of advising my child to avoid the subject.”
“What makes you think she would’ve mentioned it at all?”
Donna rolled her eyes. “We are talking about a child who has always had a female caregiver. Not to mention—”
“You’re making too much of this.”
“Not to mention,” Donna repeated, “the fact that there has never been a male figure in our household. I seriously doubt that walking into the classroom the first day and laying eyes on a man who looks like a linebacker for the Denver Broncos is something Melissa considered the norm.”
“That’s it,” Patty broke in. “That’s the whole issue in a nutshell.” Her eyes blazed with real anger now. “You don’t like Hank Bradley because he’s good-looking, self-confident and athletic.”
“You know that’s not all there is to it.” Donna had her reasons and they were damned good ones.
“Oh, yes.” Patty threw up her hands in exasperation. “I forgot the most important part—he’s nothing but a no-good heartbreaker just like Melissa’s father.”
“Don’t start,” Donna warned.
Patty’s eyes narrowed in accusation. “This is exactly why I didn’t tell you. There’s only one kindergarten class and Hank Bradley’s the teacher. I knew you’d overreact when you found out. You’re completely unreasonable when it comes to men.”
“I am not unreasonable.” The idea was ridiculous. “I’m entitled to my own opinion. I simply don’t like Hank Bradley’s type.” Between Melissa’s father and Donna’s former partner, she had a legitimate reason to feel this way.
“What difference does it make what he looks like? A teacher is a teacher—as long as they’re good.”
“It’s the attitude that goes with the look that I despise. The whole I can take whatever I want and no one else matters mentality.”
“Hank Bradley is a good teacher,” Patty insisted, “not to mention the best coach Huntley has ever had.”
“Coach?” Every sensory receptor in Donna’s body went on alert. “Melissa’s teacher is a coach? As in basketball or football or some other ego-driven sport?”
“Football,” Patty mumbled with a grimace. “But before you go ballistic on me, just remember that you can’t judge all men by one or two. No matter what you think, Hank is a nice guy.”
Donna shook her head and looked heavenward. “Why couldn’t there be two kindergartens?” It wasn’t like she could decide to move again. Her entire life’s saving was here…in this former butcher shop!
“Give the man a chance. It isn’t his fault they put him in the kindergarten class this year. He—”
“This year? You mean he’s never done this before?” Donna felt her blood pressure rising. Any minute now it would reach stroke proportions.
A sharp knock at the door made Donna jump away from the sound. Her hand went to her throat. The electrician. “Just a minute!” She narrowed her gaze on her sister. “Well?”
“Of course he’s taught before,” Patty huffed in a stage whisper. “He was the high school history teacher last year.”
“High school—”
“Dr. Jacobs.” A gravelly voice called through the closed door. “We’re all through checking out your electrical system.”
After giving her sister an I’m-not-finished-with-you-yet look, Donna turned and opened the door just far enough to stick her head out. “Any problems?” she asked, manufacturing a smile. She wondered just how long he’d been standing outside the door listening before he knocked. He probably heard the whole sordid conversation. By sundown all of Huntley would know that the new doctor didn’t care for her daughter’s teacher.
The tall, lanky man in tan coveralls eyed Donna with plain old impatience. “There’s a bit of work that needs to be done. It’s all in the report.” He shoved a copy of a handwritten report in her direction.
“Thank you.” Donna accepted the form and frowned at the scrawled handwriting. This guy should be a doctor. He certainly had the handwriting down pat. “Do I need to pay you now?”
“Nope.” He tipped his hat. “You’ll get a bill.” With a gesture that seemed more grimace than smile, he turned and strode away.
His report looked longer than she’d hoped for. Just one more thing to worry about. She shut the door and turned back to her sister. At least this was going to get straightened out this morning. One way or another Donna would get the lowdown on Hank Bradley.
She squared her shoulders and prepared for the worst. “How long has Hank Bradley been a teacher?”
“This is his second year.” Patty visibly braced.
“And before that?” Donna knew she was getting close to the ultimate issue now.
“Before that.” Patty stared at the tiled floor. “Before that...he was a quarterback for the Miami Dolphins.”
“Oh…my…God.” Feeling as if the walls of the small room were closing in on her, Donna jerked the door open and stormed out.
“It’s not as bad as it sounds,” Patty called after her.
Halfway across the lobby Donna halted and turned on her. “You’re telling me that my baby’s teacher is a professional jock.”
Patty hesitated and then nodded. “Well, at least he used to be, before a knee injury ended his career.”
“And it gets worse!” Donna rubbed her throbbing forehead. “I knew it. The concept actually flitted through the back of my mind. How could...?” She squeezed her eyes shut. “I hate jocks. I hate that surly tough-guy attitude.” On top of that this one was probably mad at the world because he couldn’t play ball anymore.
“I know you do. But, Donna, there’s more to him than that. Hank really is a good guy. He’s nothing like—”
“Don’t,” Donna cut her off. “I don’t even want to think about him. Ever.” Brick Wallace was nothing but a jerk. If Donna never saw him again it would be too soon. He could take his pro ball career and…
Patty slid her arm around her sagging shoulders. “Honey, despite the horrid experiences you had, all jocks aren’t low life bastards. If you hadn’t avoided the male species other than Melissa’s father and your partner these last few years you might have learned that by now.” Patty gave her a squeeze. “You shouldn’t hold Hank’s physical attributes against him. Besides, Melissa absolutely adores him, and he’s a wonderful teacher.”
“If you’re trying to reassure me, it’s not working.” Donna dropped into a padded, gray chair. On some level she understood her sister was right but that didn’t make her feel any better at the moment. “What I’d like to know is how did this man—this coach—end up teaching kindergarten?”
“I don’t know all the details. Hank was hired by Mr. Taylor, the principal who died last spring. I think maybe it has something to do with the interim principal, Ms. Masters.” Patty shrugged. “She’s a real—well, you know. She’s smart, beautiful, and she likes things her way. Rumor has it she does everything she can to make Hank’s life miserable. I’ve heard she’s a cougar and wants…well you know.”
Donna closed her eyes and leaned her head against the wall. She didn’t even want to consider what her daughter’s teacher had done to make the principal dislike him so. “I came here to get away from all the stress and insanity.” She opened her eyes and stared at the ceiling. “All I want is a nice, quiet life. No big staff meetings. No cocktail parties. And no hidden agendas like insurance fraud.”
“I know.” Patty sat down beside her. “But no place is perfect.” She took Donna’s hand in hers. “No matter how it looks at the moment, coming here was the right thing to do.”
Donna looked directly at Patty. “Starting over is the pits.”
“You chose the path that matters. You needed a fresh start for your career. Melissa needed a safe, happy environment to grow up in. I think you’ll find both those things here in our not quite perfect little town.”
Melissa’s unexpected daddy question elbowed its way to the front of the issues lined up on Donna’s plate. “You aren’t going to believe what Melissa asked me this morning.”
Patty made a face. “What?”
“She wants to know when she’s going to get a daddy like her cousins and friends.”
“Oh, my.”
“I knew it would happen eventually; I just hoped it would be later rather than sooner.”
“Maybe it’s because she spent the last couple of weeks with us. Sam spends a lot of time with the girls. And starting school changes things, too. She probably hears the other children talking about their daddies.”
“Now, I have to decide what to tell her.” Did being a mom ever get easier?
“Don’t make too much of it just yet. Wait and see if she mentions it again. Five-year-olds are like butterflies, they flit from one fancy to another.”
“I hope you’re right.”
It started with a rumble. Donna frowned. The sound or the feeling got closer and closer until it felt as if the whole building was shaking. A whistle like shriek filled the air.
Donna straightened away from the vibrating wall. “Is that a train?” She vaguely remembered crossing tracks somewhere on the way from Patty’s house to here.
“Yeah.” Patty winced. “I forgot to mention the train. It comes through about nine every morning.”
The rumble faded and the room fell calm again but the full realization was only then fully setting in for Donna. She turned on her heel and marched out the front entrance and around the corner of the building. Sure enough there was that train track cutting right through the already harvested cornfield not a dozen yards from her clinic.
Maybe she and Melissa should jump on that track and start walking. They could just keep going until they reached the end.
Donna squared her shoulders and dismissed the thought. This was home now. One by one she would work things out.
She hoped.
~*~
Hank shut off the lights and locked up the gym. The team was coming along. A couple of the freshmen were a little rowdy but they would learn that if they wanted to be on his team, they had to be a part of the team. This wasn’t junior high anymore.
When he crossed the deserted parking lot, he considered the town’s new doc. He had a feeling she wasn’t going to play nice either. If he were lucky maybe she would be too busy with opening her clinic and getting settled in a new town to give him any more grief. She definitely didn’t like him.
Shouldn’t bother him but it did. He headed for home. The air held the promise of cooler temps on the way. Perfect football weather: warm days and cool nights. He pulled in a long, deep breath of fresh air. He enjoyed teaching—or at least he would if he could get the principal from hell off his back.
Mostly he enjoyed the kids. But his heart was still in the game. Coaching filled the void to some extent. If he hadn’t been so damned bullheaded things would be different now. When his playing career ended, he’d arrogantly refused all other offers, ESPN included. His bum knee hadn’t allowed him to make a comeback and the other offers never came again.
“Give it a rest, Bradley.” He had burned that bridge three years ago. There wouldn’t be any going back now. He had to make the best of things as they were.
He turned up Main Street and caught a glimpse of someone else admiring the gorgeous September afternoon. He grinned. Things were looking up already. Not far ahead of him, the doc strolled along at a leisurely pace. Might as well put his charm-the-doc plan into action. He quickened his pace to catch up with her. Not too quickly though, he liked the view from this angle.
He’d love to see all that long, chestnut-colored hair hanging loose around her shoulders instead of pulled tight in that long braid. Big brown eyes, flecked with gold. Pouty lips. Before he met her, Hank had imagined Donna as tall and willowy like her sister. He’d been way off. Not much over five feet, she probably wouldn’t weigh a hundred pounds soaking wet, but she was all sweet, soft curves.
Patty Russell had taken every opportunity during the last two weeks to mention her wonderful sister, the doctor. Hank knew a matchmaker when he saw one. He had certainly been plagued with enough of them since moving back home. He liked choosing his own conquests. A time or two he had come close to telling Patty to give it a rest. But now he was having second thoughts—at least, part of him was.
“Doc,” he called, as he caught up to her, “wait up.”
She stopped, but didn’t turn around. He knew when a woman was attracted to him. And this one definitely was—whether she wanted to be or not. Chemistry had exploded between them last night like fireworks on the Fourth of July.
“You just out for a leisurely stroll or did you have another flat tire.” He turned on his most charming smile as he came up alongside her.
She spared him the briefest of glances. “Melissa’s at a birthday party with her cousins. I thought I’d take a walk around town. Get to know the place.”
For all his effort, she didn’t even smile back. She resumed her journey, content to leave him behind.
The doc might be attracted to him, but she definitely didn’t like him. Hank watched her walk away. She didn’t like him at all. He grinned. She would just have to learn to like him. He hustled to fall back into stride next to her.
She ignored him. Something witty to say about now would be good. She appeared engrossed in admiring the scenery. Maybe he would dazzle her with Huntley history.
“If you like old houses, this is the street to live on.” Hank followed her gaze as she stopped to admire the big old Victorian and Colonial houses that dotted the landscape.
“I love old houses.” An almost reverent wonder haunted her voice.
He had never in his life been jealous of the way a woman looked at a house, but damn if he didn’t wish she would look at him that way.
“This street has a reputation as one of the most beautiful in the state.”
“I can see why.”
“In a few weeks the leaves will start to turn. When they reach their peak, it’s an awesome sight.”
She finally allowed her gaze to meet his. And then she smiled. Hank’s heart stumbled.
“I can’t wait to see.”
She tilted her head to look past him at the squirrels scampering around in old man Stedman’s yard. There wasn’t much of a resemblance between mother and daughter. Melissa evidently got her blonde hair and blue eyes from her father.
Nothing—not even the name of the father—appeared on the child’s registration papers. What did it take, Hank wondered, to make a woman hate a man so much that she wouldn’t even give their child his name? Maybe the man didn’t want the child. Ridiculous, Hank concluded. Who wouldn’t want a sweet little girl like Melissa?
Who wouldn’t want a woman like Donna Jacobs? What fatal flaw lay beneath that beauty and professional title?
“By the way,” he said, “I saw a marked improvement in Melissa’s behavior today. I guess all she needed was you.”
“Good.” She glanced around as if looking for an excuse to escape. “This is my street.” She nodded toward Lucas.
“Mine, too.”
“You live on Lucas?” She looked startled at the news.
Something else her sister hadn’t told her. “Three houses down from you.” He couldn’t help but smile at her dismayed expression. “You don’t mind, do you?”
“Of course not.” She looked away and hurried forward.
Hank frowned as he followed along behind her. In all his thirty years he never had to worry about people liking him. Popularity came naturally, even when he didn’t necessarily want it to. He never had to work at it, it just was. This lady sure knew how to put a dent in a guy’s ego.
Not that he intended to give up. He liked a good challenge. “What made you decide to become a doctor?” he asked, pausing to kick a small rock and send it skipping down the sidewalk.
She cut him a look that suggested she considered the question none of his business. “Probably not the same thing that made you decide to become a professional football player.”
Ouch. So the lady had no respect for pro athletes. “Guess not.”
She stopped and looked at him. “If that’s the life you prefer, then why did you become a teacher?”
Hank jammed his hands into his pockets and studied her more closely for some indication as to why she had taken an instant dislike to him. “It seemed like the right thing to do,” he finally said. “My degree is in education.”
“But it wasn’t your first career choice,” she nagged.
“No,” he conceded. “But it was my choice.” Irritation pricked him. Why the hell was she attacking him? Most folks thought it was noble that he’d come back here, to his hometown, to support the community.
She lifted her chin in challenge. “So you’d rather have two hundred and fifty pounds of sweaty, angry muscle charging at you than to be chasing a room full of kindergartners?”
Now he was pissed. “That’s no longer an option,” he said a bit too sharply.
Regret stole across her holier-than-thou expression. “I’m sorry.” She blinked furiously. “I meant that you’d probably be happier anchoring some sports program than wiping noses and teaching ABC’s.”
A burst of frustrated air hissed past his lips. “But I’m not, am I?” He twisted his lips into a wry smile. “I’m a firm believer in making the best of things. Besides, I love the kids.”
“That’s good to know,” she allowed before moving forward again, leaving Hank to wonder if that was her off-handed way of giving a compliment.
They turned up the sidewalk to Donna’s house. The old Langford house. Hank knew it well. The house needed some work, but it had several redeeming qualities. A wide, sprawling front porch. Lots of fancy fret work that women loved and men hated to paint. Patty and her husband, Sam, had spent weekend after weekend painting the exterior of the place before Donna’s arrival. One of the neighbors told Hank that Patty’s sister, the doctor, had bought the house and would be moving to Huntley soon. Nothing stayed secret for long in a small town. And, of course, when school started, Patty set into her matchmaking mode.
“So Monday’s the big day,” Hank ventured, hoping to reopen the conversation.
“Actually, we have some electrical problems and open house has been delayed until Tuesday.”
“Huntley has needed a doctor for a while now.”
“So I hear.” Donna hurried up the porch steps.
“I’m sure the folks will be showing up in droves.” Hank took the steps behind her.
One last chance, Bradley. What are you going to say to her now? He walked across the porch and stood beside her at the door. Like most women, she appeared to be having difficulty finding her keys. At last she pulled the wad of keys from her bag and shoved one into the keyhole. This is it. You gotta say something now.
“Look.” He shrugged, “I know we got off to a bad start this morning.”
“I’m sure we’ll smooth things out in time.” Her gaze moved reluctantly to his. “Good-bye, Mr. Bradley.”
Not prepared to give up just yet, he went for another opening. “If you ever want to discuss Melissa’s work or anything at all, I’m in the book. Just give me a call. Or walk down the block. Anytime.”
“If I need to speak with you, I’ll do so at school,” she assured him. “I wouldn’t want to intrude on your personal time.”
Hank plowed a hand through his hair. This was a hell of a lot more difficult than he had expected. “You really don’t like me, do you?”
She stared at him a moment, her expression unreadable. “You’re my daughter’s teacher, but otherwise you’re a total stranger. Why would I like or dislike you?”
“I’m wondering the same thing. Seems you’ve already made up your mind.”
A telephone rang somewhere inside the house.
“That’s my phone.”
“You have a nice evening, Dr. Jacobs.” The telephone rang again. Hank smiled and gave her a nod before turning away.
“Thank you, Mr. Bradley.”
The reluctance in her voice halted him at the porch steps. He faced her. “For what?” he asked. “For being a nice guy? Or for just knowing when to leave?” Another ring echoed from inside the house.
She smiled and he felt its warmth span the distance between them. “None of the above,” she said. “Thank you for telling me about Melissa.”
“You’re welcome.”
Another ring and she disappeared into the house.
Hank grinned. First down and a whole hell of a lot of yards to go.







Chapter Three
Thursday morning brought Hank’s weekly summons. As sure as the sun came up each morning, Masters found some reason to call him into her office at least once a week to chew him out. Thank God there was only one more day in this week; only about thirty-eight more weeks in the school year. He banged his fist against an already dented blue locker that had once belonged to him. A lifetime ago. His jaw hardened as he clenched and unclenched that fist.
Why didn’t she just leave him alone? She’d had her revenge. He was a kindergarten teacher, for Christ’s sake. Since he was untenured, she could assign him to most any teaching position in the school for one year. The move had almost cost him his coaching assignment. Hank banged another locker as he focused on the door at the end of the hall. No one, except Jack Taylor—and he was gone now—understood how much coaching meant to Hank. He had lost everything else, coaching was the only thing that kept him going. And the kids. He loved the kids, from kindergarten on up.
Jack had been the principal at Huntley for three decades. His sudden death last spring had left a gaping hole the likes of Cynthia Masters could never hope to fill, even temporarily.
Hank considered himself an athlete through and through. If teaching and coaching was what fate intended for his future, then he wanted to make a difference. For some of these kids, being high school football stars would be their fifteen minutes of fame in this life. Their one opportunity to shine. For others, the game kept them making good grades and off drugs. He didn’t intend to let some brass-balled cougar bitch like Masters stop him from making that difference.
Hank reached the end of the hall and stood before the closed door. He had stood in this exact spot many times as a teenager. Knowing what waited for him inside then had been more than a little intimidating. But now, well over a decade later, what waited inside filled him with a sense of loathing.
He took a long, deep breath and cleared his mind. This woman would not get the best of him. Cynthia Masters could make things as rough as she wanted, but she would never have him. He grasped the knob tightly and forced himself to open the door.
The outer office was deserted except for Edna, the secretary.
“Hi, Coach.” Edna smiled. Her gray eyes, that perfectly matched her gray hair, twinkled. “Ms. Masters will be right with you.”
Edna was new, too. Mrs. Carmichael, Jack’s secretary, had retired after his death.
Hank nodded and took a seat. He glanced at the dark console of the telephone on Edna’s desk. He knew before he looked that Masters wouldn’t be on the phone, and he’d bet his next month’s salary she didn’t have anyone in the office with her, either. The same old routine. The witch would call him to the office and then keep him waiting a good fifteen or twenty minutes. She got some kind of perverse pleasure out of pushing his buttons.
Eighteen minutes later the intercom on the secretary’s desk buzzed. “You may go in now, Coach.”
“Thanks,” Hank mumbled as he proceeded to the inner sanctum.
The moment he entered Masters’ office he saw the gleam of triumph in her calculating green eyes. Even through the faded jeans and bulky white sweatshirt he felt her predatory examination of his body. Her greedy gaze traveled the length of him before locking on his face.
“Make yourself comfortable, Bradley. This may take a while.” A wicked smile touched her lips.
Hank dropped into a stiff, burgundy chair. She could wait until hell froze over and he still wouldn’t be comfortable in her presence.
“How are things going in kindergarten, Coach?”
The emphasis she put on the word “coach” made him want to reach across the desk and wrap his fingers around her scrawny neck. He forced an expression of indifference onto his face. He wouldn’t give her the satisfaction of knowing how she affected him. “Couldn’t be better, ma’am.”
“I’m sure.” She pulled the pins from her hair and shook loose the bleached blonde curls. Leaning back in her fancy executive chair, she licked those ruby red lips and eyed him like a free ball on the forty yard line.
Hank shifted his gaze from hers. Damn her! She loved playing these insane head games. He pushed a damp palm over the faded blue denim covering his thigh. He felt as antsy as a caged animal. Why couldn’t she just get it over with? Say whatever it was she had to say so he could get the hell out of here. Raking a hand through his hair, he allowed his eyes to meet hers once more.
She breathed a little impatient sigh. “I understand that you’ve had some trouble with our new doctor.”
How did she know about that? He swallowed back the strange emotion he felt when he considered the only probable answer. Hank looked Masters straight in the eye. “No trouble. Her daughter, Melissa, has had some difficulty adjusting, but it’s no big deal. We’ve had a conference and everything is under control.”
“I heard about your little conference.” She rose and moved around the large mahogany desk. She scooted onto the edge right in front of him. Her already too short skirt slid to the tops of her thighs as she crossed her long legs.
Hank resisted the natural impulse to stare at those legs. He eased back as far as possible in his chair. The more distance between them the better. Why had Donna Jacobs spoken to Masters? Hank thought they had an agreement. He gave himself a mental shake with the reminder that you couldn’t trust anybody these days. Especially the man-eating female ogling him right now.
“I also heard” she let her black, spiked heel drop to the floor so she could rub her foot against the inside of his leg “that the good doctor was ready to remove her child from your classroom. Of course,” Masters smiled down at him, “we all know that’s impossible since you’re the only kindergarten teacher.”
A muscle in his jaw jerked rhythmically. He held on to the arms of his chair and glared at her. “I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t do that.”
“But I thought you liked to be touched. What were all those pet names the media had for you? Oh, yes. Hard Hank...Bad Boy Bradley. I hear you never dated the same woman twice.” Her toes were making a path up his inner thigh now. “Maybe you’re just afraid of a real challenge.”
Hank pushed out of the uncomfortable chair. “Is there anything else?” He kept his clenched fists pressed against his sides. How he would love to throttle this woman. The only challenge she represented was in his maintaining the overwhelming urge to hurl in her presence.
She slid off the desk, heedless of his barely checked rage. A harsh chuckle escaped her lips as she moved nearer. He felt the heat of her breath on his face as she stared up at him. “You’re just no fun at all, Coach.” She pressed her body against his in an exaggerated act of balancing as she slipped her shoe back on.
Hank finally relaxed when she had moved away from him and sat down behind her desk once more. He stared at her with such contempt that if looks could kill she would have dropped dead on the spot.
“Well, don’t just stand there, Bradley. Your class awaits you.” With a wave of her hand she dismissed him.
Rigid with repressed rage, Hank turned and left her office. He closed the door behind him with the last bit of control he had. He walked straight to the deserted faculty lounge and locked himself in the john.
Hank exhaled a long, shaky breath and pushed a hand through his hair. He couldn’t let that predatory bitch get to him. He paced the tiny room. Back and forth. What the hell was he going to do? How long could he endure her bullshit? He kicked the trash can, sending it skidding across the tile floor into the far corner. He leaned into the wall, pressing his forehead against the cool surface. His head was pounding. Damn that woman.
He knew exactly how to deal with a woman like her, but he was not in a position to do what came immediately to mind. Though he didn’t need the money this job paid, he needed the job. As true as it was that his degree in education had been a fall back plan, he was squarely there now. He’d lose his mind without these kids to fill his life. Teaching gave him a sense of accomplishment and he damned well intended to keep doing it. This was his life now. She wanted him to screw up so she could fire him. Maybe ruin his chances of teaching again.
Many times in the past Hank had scoffed at women who filed sexual harassment charges against their male superiors. With the shoe on the other foot, he was at a loss as to what to do. And how could he possibly ever go public? A big guy like him, with his reputation, being pushed around by a skinny little power hungry bitch like Masters? No thanks.
With his past career as a pro ball player it’d probably make national headlines. The whole world had been privy to every last detail of his life as it fell apart once before—he had no intention of allowing that to happen again. He would just have to figure out some other way to deal with Masters.
The message he’d found on his answering machine last night flitted through the back of his mind. Jim Fedderman, his former agent, had rambled on and on about some hot deal he had in the works for Hank. “Yeah, right, you’ve been working on a hot deal for two years, Fedderman.”
Hank had lost it completely after his injury, and when the offers had poured in for anchor and commentator slots, he had scoffed at the idea. Hank Bradley was going to play again. Somehow, some way.
It had taken him a long time to get past the anger and bitterness; past the denial and then on to acceptance. A full year to be precise. Twelve long months of surgery and physical therapy, and the big deal celebrity NFL player Hank Bradley’d had to admit defeat. Teaching and coaching was what he did now. He had accepted that fate.
He swung around and sagged against the wall. Dr. Jacobs’s defiant yet vulnerable image flashed before his eyes. The intensity of his attraction to her surprised him. Made even less sense considering she didn’t like him. He knew what she thought of him—a dumb jock with no aptitude for teaching her dog, if she had one, much less her child.
Hank pushed away from the wall and took a deep, calming breath. He could try to change her mind but the fact that she had gone to Masters with her complaint warned she wasn’t interested. She had a hell of a way of telling him to back off.
Back at his classroom he thanked Teresa, the teacher’s aide for K-2, for watching his students. The children were engrossed in trying to write their first and last names. Shaking off the lingering irritation with Cynthia, Hank knelt next to Shane who was having a particularly hard time with his handwriting.
No matter how hard he tried, thoughts of the new doc threatened his concentration. Why had she gone behind his back and seen Masters anyway? There’d been no other incidents with Melissa. She hadn’t given him a chance to speak with her again, but he had sent a note home praising her daughter’s conduct. Why did the woman dislike him so? Whatever the reason, Cynthia Masters now had one more incident to put in her little expose on Hank.
What he needed was a distraction. Something to take his mind off the women in his life. The weekend was coming up and the only thing he had going was tomorrow night’s game. He glanced around the room and his dire expression brightened. He would paint this classroom. Hank hated the canary yellow color it had been for far too long. Come Monday morning it would be Hornet blue. Masters would love that. The thought of her displeasure made the idea even more appealing. When practice was over this afternoon he would stop by the hardware store and have Starr mix the color. And after that, maybe he’d buy himself a six-pack and just chill on the couch.
~*~
“The doctor’s on the way, Coach.” Gasping for breath, Dodd dropped to the ground beside Hank. “His dad’s on the way, too, but it’ll take him half an hour to get here from work.”
“Good job, Baker.” Hank watched Stevens’ convulsing body with growing anxiety. He had only witnessed one other epileptic seizure in his life and he felt certain that it hadn’t lasted anywhere near this long. “Come on, Stevens. Hang in there, man.”
Hank figured Stevens had recognized the aura just prior to losing consciousness. The kid had stopped in the middle of the field, pulled off his helmet and spit out his mouthpiece before falling to the ground. Hank had cleared the huddle of players around Stevens and turned him on his side. All he could do now was watch. He had read up on the disorder and knew he shouldn’t interfere unless—
“Damn.” The kid was chewing his tongue. He grabbed the boy’s discarded mouthpiece. If he could insert it back into his mouth maybe he wouldn’t hurt himself with all that chewing. Hank cursed when his fingers slipped and got caught in the grinding action. He couldn’t get the mouthpiece in.
Where was that doctor?
As suddenly as the episode had begun, the convulsions stopped. The kid’s body stilled. Hank heaved a sigh of relief and thanked God. He would rather take a beating than to watch a kid suffer. He tossed aside the ineffective mouthpiece and caught a glimpse of Donna Jacobs running, bag in hand, across the ball field. The other players stood watching from a distance as Hank had instructed.
“It’s gonna be okay, Stevens.” He squeezed the boy’s limp hand. Stevens looked pale. Tiny beads of perspiration had formed on his face and his skin felt cool and clammy. Normal reactions, Hank reminded himself.
“What happened?” Breathing hard from the run, Jacobs dropped to the ground on the other side of the boy and started her examination.
“Stevens has seizures. He takes phenobarbital. I don’t know if maybe he forgot to take his medicine or what, but he had a pretty rough seizure.”
The doc’s gaze analyzed Hank’s for a moment. “How long did the seizure last?”
“Too long,” he answered, concern adding a faint tremor to his voice. “I didn’t exactly time it.” Damn. He felt like a used up battery. Drained and unnecessary.
Heaping even more remorse on his back, he recognized the disapproval in the doctor’s questioning gaze. She was wondering why he let a kid with a history of seizures play on his team. Right now he could care less what she thought about him; Stevens was his only concern. He would worry about appeasing the doctor when he knew the kid was okay.
Her attention dropped back to the boy. Stevens started coming around as she checked his vitals. “That’s right, Stevens, time to wake up,” she said softly.
The kid’s eyes opened and he blinked. “Where...where am I?”
“It’s okay. I’m Dr. Jacobs.” She spoke in a quiet, soothing voice. “You had a seizure. Do you remember if you took your medicine today?”
“I...I don’t remember.”
“I didn’t think you would, but I had to ask.” She gave the boy a smile that made even Hank feel better.
Stevens furrowed his brow in confusion. “Did I miss practice?”
Hank breathed a light chuckle. “No, Stevens. You didn’t miss practice. In fact, you kicked the best field goal I’ve ever seen.” He gently tousled the boy’s hair.
“Wait’ll I tell my dad.” His weak smile touched Hank.
“Let’s get you in the field house. You can rest there while you wait for your old man.” Hank helped the boy to his feet and walked him to the field house. He positioned him on a small cot the team used for injured or overheated players.
“Can we get some of this gear off of him?” Jacobs brushed past Hank to get to the kid.
Hank muttered something he hoped resembled a yes. He knelt next to the cot to help Stevens out of his jersey and shoulder pads.
Jacobs perched on the edge of the narrow cot to monitor the boy. She checked his pulse and took his blood pressure again. She didn’t seem to notice that her knees were nudging Hank in the side. He shifted to avoid the contact and tried to refocus his attention on Stevens.
“His father is on his way.”
“That’s good.” The doc glanced at him. “Don’t worry, Mr. Bradley, he’s going to be fine.”
Hank knew he looked rattled, but it must have been worse than he thought for her to care.
The minutes ticked by slower than contract negotiations. It was impossible, this close, not to notice her cute little turned-up nose and lush lips. He ordered his attention back on Stevens but every time she moved he ended up looking at her again. If she leaned forward his attention went automatically to the vee of her blouse, followed that irresistible trail of skin. The subtle rise and fall of her breasts mesmerized him. She smelled nice too.
“Are you all right, Mr. Bradley?”
Hank jerked his gaze up to meet her questioning look. “I’m...I’m fine.”
“Are you sure? You look a little out of it.” Her eyes narrowed with suspicion.
What was wrong with him? He should be worried about Stevens, not getting a hard-on. He pushed to his feet and backed away. “I’m just...I need to...check on the team.” He needed some air. “I’ll be right back,” he explained as he backed toward the door.
Hank collided with an equipment rack and helmets clanged to the floor. His useless efforts to grab the falling gear only served to send it in a dozen directions across the floor. Damn, he muttered as he picked up the mess he had made. Maybe he needed a doctor instead of Stevens. He needed his head examined, that’s what he needed.
Jacobs didn’t seem to pay any attention to his clumsiness. She continued to question Stevens to make sure he was coherent.
With the equipment rack back in order, Hank crossed his arms over his chest and went to the door to check on the rest of his players. The team captain had the others running laps. Hank propped against the open door and scanned the parking lot. Watching for Mr. Stevens to arrive would keep him out of trouble. He needed an excuse not to leer at Donna Jacobs like a horny teenager. She looked entirely too tempting in those tight jeans and that clingy blouse.
Obviously he wasn’t thinking straight. Stevens had scared the hell out of him. Besides, doctors weren’t supposed to look like that. At least he had never been lucky enough to have a doctor like Donna Jacobs.
To his relief, the boy’s father arrived. Dr. Jacobs explained to Mr. Stevens they had determined that it had probably been two days since Stevens had taken his medicine. She emphasized the dangers of his carelessness. Stevens promised that he would be more careful in the future. She recommended the kid see his regular physician right away for a thorough examination. Better to be sure than to regret it later, she urged.
His sentiments exactly, Hank added silently.
He saw Stevens and his father off, then dismissed the rest of the players. With as much anticipation as anxiety, he returned to the field house where Dr. Jacobs waited. Why hadn’t she left when everybody else did? That way Hank wouldn’t have to worry about doing or saying something stupid. In his present state of mind he might just do either one or both. But he knew why she’d stayed. She would have twenty questions about his allowing the Stevens kid on the team. Jacobs had made no attempt to hide her skepticism.
“Thank you, Dr. Jacobs. I appreciate your coming so quickly.” He extended his hand as he approached her and produced what he hoped was a charming smile. This entire day had sucked. Hank was ready for it to be over. He could see a couple of cold ones in his immediate future.
“I’m curious, Mr. Bradley.” She tucked her stethoscope into her little black bag. “Were you aware of Stevens’ epilepsy when you allowed him to play on your team?”
“Of course.” Hank drew back his unshaken hand. “Complete physicals are required for all players.” Did she consider him negligent as well as incapable? Something about the expression on her face told him that the answer to that question still hung in the balance.
“What made you decide to let Stevens play?”
Long brown hair fell across her shoulders as she cocked her head to study him. She usually wore her hair pulled back. He liked it down.
“Mr. Bradley?”
“I’m sorry. What did you say?”
“I asked what made you decide to let the Stevens boy play.” Her right hand tightened on the black bag and the left came to rest impatiently on one hip.
“Stevens is ah...Stevens is a good kid. He wanted to play so badly he could taste it. I had a conference with his parents. They wanted him to play.” Hank shrugged. What else? Oh, yeah. “I personally spoke to his doctor who gave me his okay. Stevens is the kicker, so there’s little or no possibility of his being injured on the field.” He paused and shrugged again. “I saw no reason not to let him play.”
She pursed her lips. She had really nice lips. “Is he an exceptional player?” she asked, continuing her interrogation.
Hank shifted and ran a hand over the late afternoon stubble on his chin. “Not particularly. He’s a hell of a runner. I—”
“Let me see your hand.”
The demand caught him so off guard that he almost drew back a step. “What?”
She moved in closer and took his hand. “Did Stevens do this to you?” With a touch whisper soft, she traced the bloody bite mark on his finger.
How in the hell she aroused him by just touching his hand was beyond comprehension. “I tried to keep him from hurting himself, but I—”
“So you let him hurt you instead?” Her gaze lifted to his.
God, she smelled good. The idea that the lovely brown-eyed doctor had already betrayed him once in the span of their short acquaintance punched him in the gut.
“I’m fine,” he muttered, pulling his hand from her grasp.
“You should wash your hands thoroughly and use some antiseptic.” She studied him for a moment before turning toward the door. “Good day, Mr. Bradley.”
Hank watched her go. His frustration expanding with every step she took. Why had she gone to Masters? Would she report this incident to Masters as well? If she just didn’t like him, he would learn to live with that; but making things worse for him with Masters, Hank couldn’t tolerate. He had to know. “I have a question of my own, Dr. Jacobs.”
She paused and turned back to him. “Yes.”
Another few seconds and she would have been out the door. He shouldn’t have stopped her. But he had. There was no turning back now. Half expecting her to run, he strode to where she waited and glared down at her. He knew one sure fire way to make a person spill their guts—intimidation. He had a feeling that male aggression tripped this doctor’s trigger quicker than anything else.
“Why didn’t you tell me what you’d done?”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Her gaze never wavered from his, though he knew exactly how threatening he must look at the moment looming over her. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to get back—”
“We had a deal.” He purposely kept his voice low and ominous and took a step closer. “And you didn’t hold up your end of the bargain.” She was intimidated now. He saw the faintest flicker of uncertainty...or maybe guilt.
“Mr. Bradley, you’ve evidently been out in the sun too long this afternoon. Or perhaps the incident with the Stevens boy affected you more than you realize. Whatever the case, I’m convinced you’re not thinking straight. Now, if you’ll excuse me—”
“I’m talking,” he pressed, “about Melissa.”
“What about Melissa?” Outrage swept away all signs of uncertainty or guilt. “Your note said she was doing fine.” She nailed him with a challenging glare of her own. “I strongly recommend you get to the point of this senseless conversation before I walk out that door.”
“You took your complaint to the principal after you agreed to work things out with me.” He took yet another step, putting himself in her personal space now.
“You’ve lost your mind. I’ve never met the principal.”
“Right.” Hands on his hips, he leaned in, his face only inches from hers. His pulse raced. His body hummed with desire now rather than irritation. “I guess that’s why I got called into her office and warned that you were considering removing Melissa from my classroom.”
“The only person I said that to is you, mister.” She punctuated her statement by jabbing him in the chest with one perfectly-manicured finger.
He grabbed her wrist and pulled her against him. His other arm curled around her waist and before he had the good sense to stop himself, he pressed his lips to hers. Then nothing else mattered. Soft and sweet. She tasted good. His heart hammered, wanting more.
Her hands flattened against his chest, he felt her feeble attempts to push away. He held her tighter, traced her lips with his tongue, testing her acceptance before plunging deeply into her hot, sweet mouth. She took him. She didn’t resist. Any good sense he had left evaporated.
She pushed against him harder now. He had to let go. But, mercy, he didn’t want to. His breath ragged and his body aching for more, he set her away from him.
He blinked. What the hell had he done? “I’m sorry. I don’t know what got into me.” He shoved his hands into his pockets. “I can’t believe I did that.”
She stared at him, wide-eyed and with those sweet lips still damp from their kisses. Then, without a word, she grabbed the bag she had dropped and disappeared out the door.
Hank blew out a burst of frustration. He had lost his mind. If the doc had disliked him before, she probably hated him now.
When Cynthia Masters heard about this he would be in serious trouble. As crazy as it seemed, the thought of Donna Jacobs hating him bothered Hank far more than anything Masters could do to him.
Somehow he had to find a way to make this up to the doc. The question was, would she let him?
~*~
Donna didn’t allow herself to think until she was parked safely in the clinic lot. Thinking would probably have been hazardous to her health, as well as anyone else’s who happened to be on the same street with her. She closed her eyes and rested her forehead against the steering wheel. Slow, deep breaths. She was hyperventilating.
What had she done?
“Oh, God,” she groaned aloud.
She’d just kissed her daughter’s teacher. Kissed? It wasn’t just a kiss. It was hot, burning desire. Passion, stronger than she had ever experienced before. Another groan choked out as she squeezed the steering wheel tighter.
She hardly knew the man. What she did know she didn’t like. He was a jock, for Pete’s sake. They had nothing in common. She had just moved to here. This wasn’t supposed to happen for a long time yet. And when it did it was supposed to happen with a quiet, reserved man—not with some stud who thought he was still a high school heartthrob.
The man represented everything she despised. Too good-looking. Too self-confident. Too domineering. She didn’t want him.
She did not want him.
Oh, God, but she did.
She did. Rather than slapping his handsome face for daring such a bold move, every fiber of her being had reacted to him…had melted into him. For the first time in almost six years, Donna wanted to have wild, mind-bending sex.
She groaned.
A loud tap rattled the window next to her ear. Her breath caught in her throat as she jerked her head up and around. Patty peered at her through the glass.
“Are you okay?”
Taking a moment to compose herself, Donna made a production of checking to see that she had everything before she opened the car door.
“What’s wrong?” Patty stared at her as if she wore a sign that read Wicked Mommy.
“Nothing.” Donna shouldered past her. “I’m fine. Just tired.” She felt Patty’s eyes on her back as she entered the clinic. She took her bag to her office and busied herself with checking the setup for patient files. A setup that had already been checked and rechecked.
Patty stood in the doorway, wordless, but watchful. Donna would just have to think of something to tell her. But what? That she and the Coach had been making out in the field house? Donna had sworn she would never make this kind of mistake again. And look at her. Hands trembling, knees weak. She was a mess. She slammed the file drawer shut.
“What?” Donna demanded, trying to look innocent.
“Nothing.” Patty lifted a disinterested shoulder. “I just wondered how the emergency at the school turned out. I thought by the way you were acting that maybe somebody died.”
Donna exhaled in self-disgust. That should have been the first thing she told Patty the moment she got out of the car. Deception wasn’t one of her strong points. Otherwise she’d still be partnered with one of Denver’s top physicians—except he was now fighting to stay out of jail.
“Chip Stevens hadn’t been taking his medication properly. He had a seizure which scared the life out of his teammates, but he’s fine.” The only thing, Donna thought with remorse, that died this afternoon was any hope of self-respect she might ever have.
“How did Hank handle the situation?” Patty eyed her with growing suspicion.
“He was concerned, of course.” Donna turned her palms up and gave Patty an exaggerated shrug. “He...he did a good job handling the situation.”
Patty nodded thoughtfully. “I see.”
“You know,” Donna grabbed her purse, “I think I’ll call it a day.” She shot her sister a feigned smile. “I’ve got lots to do at home.” Patty stepped aside to let her pass. They exchanged stiff good-byes and Donna flew out of the clinic, leaving her sister to lock up.
She replayed the field house scene over and over in her mind as she drove home. Her excuse being that she needed to understand where she’d gone wrong. The truth was she couldn't remember the last time she’d really been kissed by a man. Since the breakup with Melissa’s father she’d hardly dated. Being celibate the last few years hadn’t been too difficult. At least not until now, anyway.
Why had she reacted so completely out of character to Hank Bradley? She never fixated on a man’s looks. Not that she had dated ugly men, there just hadn’t ever been anyone who looked quite like Hank. Not even Melissa’s father. That was a subject she would not allow herself to ponder. Thinking about Hank would be safer for her mental well-being, or would it?
The thought of his strong arms around her. The feel of his hard body against her. His lips, demanding yet gentle, had set her on fire. Her nipples tightened at the memory of his sensuous kiss. How on earth would she ever face the man come tomorrow?
She wouldn’t face him. That was the answer. Tomorrow Donna would simply send Melissa to school with Patty and her girls. That would give her until Monday to recover.
Monday was three whole days away.
Plenty of time to put her impetuous behavior behind her.







Chapter Four
Saturday morning Hank plopped three one-gallon cans of blue paint on the floor of his classroom. Yes sir, he glanced around the big, quiet room, blue would be a vast improvement. No matter how he looked at it, yellow just didn’t cut it.
Tired muscles complained loudly as he slid a table to the center of the room in preparation for the painting. After tossing and turning for hours both nights, he’d finally gotten out of bed and trudged down to his basement and the personal gym he’d designed just to torture himself. Despite pushing himself to the point of total exhaustion sleep still would not come. The endless hours before dawn had inched by at a snail’s pace with Hank rehashing the act of stupidly disguised as passion he desperately wished he could take back. But he couldn’t.
He pushed another table to the center of the room. He’d just have to live with it. Just like all the other stupid mistakes he had made in his life. Throwing away his big chance as a sports commentator after the knee injury being at the top of that list. Hank could have been another Mike Ditka. What was done was done. No point brooding over lost yards.
Showing again just how hopeless this infatuation with the doc was, he stood in the middle of the room and considered that the kiss he’d laid on her hadn’t felt like a mistake. And it sure as hell hadn’t felt stupid. He rubbed his unshaven chin. Might not have been the brightest move he’d ever made.
“Stop with the obsessing,” he muttered. The only real relief he’d gotten from his obsessive thoughts came during the season’s first football game last night. Coaching the team had taken all his attention for the duration of the game.
The Hornets walked away with an easy victory. A disappointed Stevens spent the game on the bench. Even after the alternate kicker managed to miss his first attempt at a field goal, Hank stood by his decision not to let Stevens participate. He hoped keeping the bench warm would help him remember to take his medication as prescribed.
“Well, well. Such conscientiousness.”
Hank wheeled to face the sound that had him cringing as if somebody had scrapped their nails across the blackboard. The wicked witch of the west stood in his doorway. A shudder of revulsion churned the three cups of coffee he’d downed this morning. What did she want?
Cynthia Masters crossed her arms under her skillfully displayed boobs and moved stealthily toward him like a cat cornering her prey. “If it were anyone but you, Coach, I would be impressed.”
He bristled as she neared him. “What can I do for you, Ms. Masters?”
Hungry eyes moved from his worn jeans to the ragged gray tee-shirt he should have thrown away years ago. Every aching muscle in his body braced for fight or flight.
“Tell me about the incident on the ball field Thursday afternoon.” Like a buzzard, she circled once before stopping directly in front of him.
Damn. He’d hoped she wouldn’t hear about Stevens’ seizure, at least not this soon, anyway. “It was nothing serious. Stevens forgot to take his medication. He’s fine.”
“Nothing serious you say?” A scathing green gaze fixed on his. “So much nothing that you had to call the new doctor.”
God, she made him crazy. When he could stomach it no longer, he turned and strode over to the waiting paint. He picked up a can and set it on the work table. Maybe if he ignored her, she’d go away. He’d never hated anyone in his life, but he hated her. She rode him constantly. Nothing he did was right. If this had happened to any of the other coaches, she wouldn’t even have noticed.
“Are you just going to stand there, or are you going to tell me the rest of the story?” Annoyance flared in her superior tone as she glided across the room and planted herself right next to him. Cynthia Masters did not like to be ignored.
“Yes.” He dropped the paint lid he’d pried off onto the table and turned to look her square in the eyes. “I called the doctor. I thought it best to be certain the boy was okay.” He shoved his hands into his back pockets. Wringing her neck was too tempting to leave his hands free.
“Why would you let a kid like that on the team?” Her hands on her hips now, she had gone into her I’m-the-boss mode. “He’s a lawsuit waiting to happen.”
Hank tamped down his immediate reaction. She wasn’t going to get to him today. It was Saturday. “I’ve already made Stevens sit out a game for his carelessness. There’s no need to take any further action. Stevens is at no more risk than any other player on the team.”
“And when did you become a specialist on the subject, Coach?”
“I did my research, Ms. Masters,” Hank snapped, before he could catch himself. “I spoke with his parents and his personal physician, all of whom approved his placement on the team.” Dread joined the anger mounting inside him. This was not good. He didn’t want to hear what he knew was coming next.
“I want that kid off the team as of this moment.”
“There’s no need to do that. Stevens is as fit—”
“End of discussion.” She squared her shoulders and tossed him a look that dared him to challenge her supremacy.
And he did. “I won’t take him off the team.”
“Yes, Mr. Bradley, you will do exactly that,” she returned with a defiant smile.
Hank faced her, his hands digging into his own hips now. “I’m the coach, and I have the final say as to who plays.”
Masters snorted a laugh. “Do you really believe that?”
Barely restraining his anger, he tried one last time to reason with her. “Why are you doing this?” He didn’t know why he tried appealing to a sense of decency he knew didn’t exist. “You’d punish that kid just to get back at me?”
“You had your chance to be a team player, but you screwed it up.” A blood-red nail traced the outline of his rigid jaw. He flinched. “You dropped the ball. Didn’t you, Coach?”
Fury swept through Hank like flood waters rushing over a low-lying bridge. He shook his head slowly from side to side and pinned her with a threatening glare. “I’m willing to take a lot of crap from you, but I won’t let you do this.”
As big as he was...as close as he was...as angry as he was, the woman was too stupid to be intimidated. A venomous smile slid across the face he had grown to despise.
“And just how would you propose to stop me?”
Hank ran a shaky hand through his hair and tried to calm his runaway emotions. If he opened his mouth to respond to that they both would likely regret it.
“I suppose I could be persuaded to reconsider.” She eased closer.
“Stay away from me.” He backed away, holding his hands up stop-sign fashion. “Just stay away.” He had to get out of here.
He stalked out of the room and down the hall, praying she was too smart to follow.
Bursting through the double exit doors into the bright sunlight, he drew in a big, deep breath. The morning sun felt good on the taut muscles of his face. He braced himself against the shudder that threatened and fought to steady his breathing. She almost pushed him too far this time.
If Cynthia Masters were a man, she would be picking herself up off the floor right now. But she wasn’t a man, she was a woman—his boss. And he would just have to deal with it. If he could only hold out until this term was over, she would be gone. She would have her fancy job at state, and Hank would have peace. But, at this rate, he would probably be out of his mind by Christmas.
The important thing right now was protecting Stevens. One way or another Hank had to make sure Masters found no grounds to force him to drop the kid from the team.
~*~
Sun filtered through the kitchen window and spilled across the table. Enthralled by the play of light, Donna savored her morning coffee. The quiet was soothing. Gave her a few minutes to plan out her day. Melissa hadn’t come downstairs yet. Maybe she would entertain herself until Patty arrived. Patty planned to take Melissa along with her girls shopping for the day. Not having a five-year-old underfoot would certainly make getting some of this painting done a lot easier.
Scanning the faded pink walls and dingy white cabinets, the kitchen was clearly the place to start. Lucky for her budget, a lot of scrubbing and painting would whip this old house into an acceptable condition in no time at all. Patty and Sam had already refurbished the exterior as a housewarming gift. They’d offered to do more but they’d already done too much.
Donna sighed as she surveyed her check register and dwindling bank balance. Most everything she had raked and scraped over the past few years had gone into buying and updating the clinic. Despite her sister’s objections, she insisted on paying rent on this house until she could afford a down payment for an official mortgage.
For now she and Melissa were okay. She prayed the clinic would be a success.
“An overnight success would be nice,” she declared to the big, empty kitchen as she pushed away from the table. But she knew better than to hope for that kind of return on her investment.
Donna tossed her reconciled bank statement into a drawer and deposited her empty cup into the chipped porcelain sink. It would take time to build a patient list, and time was her enemy. Staying afloat until business grew steady would require some very skilled financial maneuvering and more luck than she had ever been known to possess in the past.
Case in point, the Denver debacle. She’d barely come out of that federal investigation with her license intact. Her idiot partner had committed insurance fraud over and over for the past two years. When that hadn’t been enough to sustain his preferred lifestyle, he’d started over-prescribing pain medication to patients. Donna had missed the insurance issues, but she’d caught him red-handed in the drug scandal. He’d taken off one too many afternoons to play racquetball or golf, leaving her with his patients as well as her own. The need to flex those jock muscles was his downfall.
The hardest part for Donna was the stain it had left on her name. Though she was completely innocent in the charges, no one wanted her joining their practice. Maintaining a practice on her own would have been financially impossible in a big city. She’d had no choice but to figure out a plan b. What she didn’t know was that Patty had plotted this back-up plan years ago. She’d always intended to have her sister close by again. Deep down Donna had longed to be closer as well.
All things considered, despite Melissa’s teacher and the ex-butcher shop sitting a few yards from the train tracks, it was working out reasonably well so far.
Donna padded to the front hall where several gallons of paint waited for her in a neat stack near the staircase. She took the step ladder she’d borrowed from Sam and set it up at the far end of the kitchen. Melissa’s latest request nagged at her again. Since we have a real house with a real yard, can we get a puppy now?
Donna cringed. It wasn’t that she didn’t like dogs, she was just afraid of them. Since she was seven and had gotten bitten by a neighbor’s mutt, Donna had been scared to death of dogs. Wouldn’t a goldfish or a Parakeet suffice?
After gathering the paint roller, pan and gallon of paint marked Lemonade, she set the can on the kitchen counter and opened it. As she stirred the creamy yellow mix, the sunny walls of Hank Bradley’s classroom came to mind. Much to her frustration, that wasn’t the only thing about Hank Bradley that intruded on her thoughts. She groaned as his kiss replayed again and again with vivid clarity. She just couldn’t seem to bury the incident.
After two sleepless nights of analyzing the reckless moment, Donna felt confident that her problem was sex deprivation. As her sister said, no one could ignore their needs forever and Donna had tried to do just that. The way the man had kissed her suggested he was pretty needy as well. Fat chance he’d been celibate the last six-plus years as she had. According to Patty, women flocked to him like he was the only single guy in the county.
Somehow Donna had to get past this fixation—and that’s all it could possibly be. Nothing more. Just everyday male-female attraction. It happened all the time, didn’t it? Whatever it was, she wasn’t about to wind up a member of the Hank Bradley conquest club.
Been there, done that.
Brick Wallace had swept Donna off her feet. She had been in a vulnerable place. Med school had been draining, physically and mentally. It was her last year and she’d just begun to feel some of the tremendous weight lifting. She’d been so focused on being a student for so long, she’d needed something to make her feel like a woman again. Brick, all flash and charm, had mesmerized her with his golden-boy good looks.
Like Hank, Brick had been a professional sports figure. A fullback for the Pittsburgh Steelers, but he never attained national celebrity status. Still, being a celebrity by virtue of his teammates had been bad enough. The macho-jock attitude coupled with his old-money background made him unbearably arrogant. He’d broken off the engagement and walked away, leaving her six months pregnant.
Brick had only seen Melissa the one time. Though she had inherited his blonde hair and blue eyes, Brick wouldn’t know her today if he passed her on the street. Despite the irrefutable fact that he was lower than pond scum, the thought that he didn’t care enough about his own child to get to know her made Donna sad. The idea of how naive she had been to have ever believed in him made her sick to her stomach. It would never happen again. She would spend the rest of her life alone before she would take that chance a second time.
Donna stopped stirring, recognized the unexpected doubt sucking the determination from her decree. Try as she might to block them, memories of that kiss had her wishing she dared explore the sizzling chemistry between her and Bradley. She couldn’t ignore the idea that he represented a serious threat to her decision to avoid men like him. She chewed her lip. There was just something about him.
No. No, no, no. The best thing she could do was stay away from the man.
But how? If only she could skip Melissa to the first grade, her dilemma would be solved. If only he hadn’t touched her...or kissed her. Maybe then they could have a normal parent-teacher relationship.
But he had kissed her.
And, worst of all, she had kissed him back.
Banishing the mortifying thoughts to some deep hole reserved for things she didn’t want to touch or feel, she unlocked and raised the windows. She tied her shirttail up out of her way and climbed onto the ladder to edge the walls. After only a few brush strokes she could see that the yellow promised to be a tremendous improvement over the pink.
The buzzing of the ancient doorbell made her jump. Her paintbrush dropped to the floor in a splat of yellow. “Shoot.”
Patty was early. Shaking her head, Donna climbed down and snatched up the brush. She swiped up the mess on the floor with a paper towel. The doorbell sounded again. Had she locked the door? She didn’t remember locking it. She carefully placed the brush across the top of the paint can and wiped her hands on the rag hanging from the waistband of her tattered shorts as she headed for the door.
The bell sounded a third time as she pulled open the unlocked door. “Why didn’t you just—” The rest of what she intended to say died on her tongue at the sight of Hank Bradley on her porch.
“Good morning.” His lips curved into that disarming smile that knocked the fight right out of her. “You look comfortable this morning.” He lounged against the door-frame and took a tour of her body, starting with her pony-tailed head all the way down to her pink-lacquered toenails.
Her hand went to her exposed midriff as his eyes made the return trip. Heat sizzled along her skin as if he’d traced that same path with his hands. She might look comfortable, but she felt half naked just now. Girding herself for the charge of emotions she knew would come, she met his gaze. “I didn’t know teachers made house calls.”
His smile widened into an irresistible grin. “I thought you might invite me in for coffee. I brought pastries.” He held up a bag from the bakery in the grocery store for Donna’s inspection. “I kind of hoped something sweet would put me back on your good side.”
A lock of his coal black hair fell across his forehead. Donna suppressed the urge to reach up and sweep it back. The memory of his firm, sensuous lips pressed against hers leaped to mind. She kicked the thoughts out of her head. “Assuming that you’ve ever been on my good side is rather presumptuous, don’t you think?”
“You have a point there, Doc.” He straightened and pulled a serious face. “I really do need to talk to you, though. If you can spare a few minutes.”
Donna chose her words carefully. “Mr. Bradley, after what happened Thursday I really don’t think that’s a good idea.”
“That’s one of the things I wanted to talk to you about.” He dropped his dark head and stared at the floor for a long moment. “I’d like to clear the air between us.”
Donna felt her resolve softening. She had to get rid of Hank Bradley before she melted into a puddle right before his eyes. “Personally, I’d prefer never to think about the incident again, much less discuss it. Like it or not, you are Melissa’s teacher which pretty much rules out the possibility of my never having to interact with you again, but I don’t have to outside the school setting.” The lack of conviction in her voice made her want to scream, but there it was. Her brain told her he was trouble but the rest of her wasn’t cooperating.
He folded and unfolded the top of the bakery bag several times, the crinkling sound made Donna want to snatch it from his hands and push him out the door. For some crazy reason her defenses were weak around this guy! She couldn’t trust herself, much less him.
Finally, he let out a big breath and raised his gaze back to hers. “I know nothing I can say will earn me a do over, but I want you to know that I truly am sorry.”
“Fine. You’ve apologized.” Donna gave him a tight smile and prepared to close the door before she did something unwise like invite him in. “Good day, Mr. Bradley.”
“I really could use a cup of coffee.” He eased one broad shoulder into the path of the closing door.
“Mr. Bradley—”
“Mommy! Mommy!” Melissa bounded down the stairs. “Is Aunt Patty here?”
“No, sweetie, it’s—” Melissa crashed into Donna’s legs. Before she could steady herself, her child flung herself at Hank.
“Mr. Hank!”
Hank squatted to accept Melissa’s enthusiastic hug. “Hey, squirt.”
Donna looked away. She didn’t want to see—or feel—any of this.
“Come see my new room, Mr. Hank!” Melissa took his big hand and tugged.
Hank looked to Donna for approval. Great. Now she had to be the bad guy.
“Sweetie, I’m sure Mr. Bradley doesn’t have time—”
“Oh please! Oh please!” Melissa begged, pulling on his hand.
He stood, his eyes never leaving Donna’s. She felt him trying to read her reaction. Damn, him! Why didn’t he make up some excuse? Like he had to leave, preferably.
“What’ll it be, Doc?” he asked for her ears only. Melissa continued to tug and grunt with all her might. He kept a straight face, though his lips twitched with the slightest hint of a smile.
The hopeful glitter in his eyes scattered the last of Donna’s fortitude, making it impossible to say no. She had to be the biggest fool that ever walked. “Come in, Mr. Bradley.”
Already regretting her weakness, she stepped back to allow him entrance. Only for Melissa, she reminded herself. Her daughter seemed genuinely taken with the man. And why wouldn’t she be? He exuded charm. A five-year-old wouldn’t yet recognize male arrogance personified when it walked through her door.
“Thanks.” He flashed Donna a sexy smile and thrust the bag at her before allowing Melissa to pull him toward the stairs.
She closed the door and sagged against it. Melissa’s excited chatter and Hank’s attentive responses floated down to Donna as the two disappeared onto the second floor. She closed her eyes and let out a heavy sigh. Why did this man keep bulldozing his way into her life? Donna opened her eyes and looked around at her new home’s state of disorder.
“What a mess.”
Furniture sat about in no particular arrangement. Moving boxes were stacked here and there. She scolded herself for caring one way or the other what he thought.
The doorbell sounded again. Donna bolted from the door. Geez! A person could get a heart attack leaning against doors around here. She blew a wisp of hair out of her eyes. Now what?
She yanked the door open, half expecting someone from one of the local churches or a door-to-door salesman. Oh, God, it was worse. Patty—more than twenty minutes early. And somewhere upstairs Hank Bradley frolicked with Melissa. Donna hadn’t missed her sister’s less than subtle matchmaking hints. This would only add fuel to the fire.
“Are you going to invite me in or do you plan to just keep standing there with your mouth hanging open?” Patty asked, instantly attuned to her sister’s discord. Her gaze darted past Donna and around the downstairs hall.
“Sorry...I was painting in the kitchen,” Donna said, patting herself on the back for the quick save.
Patty slipped past her. “Where’s Melissa?”
The moment of truth. “Well, I—”
“Aunt Patty, look who came to see my new room!”
Donna stared in disbelief at her daughter descending the stairs atop Hank Bradley’s shoulders, a fistful of his thick hair in each hand. Holding on to the door helped Donna to maintain an upright position, otherwise she would probably have been flat on the floor about now.
“Mr. Bradley.” A wide smile splitting her face, Patty met Hank at the bottom of the stairs and extracted Melissa from his broad shoulders. “Fancy meeting you here.” She looked from Hank to Donna and beamed with pure satisfaction. “I hear we won our first game last night.”
“That’s a fact,” he said proudly as he combed his fingers through his mussed hair. “I came by to discuss Chip Stevens with Dr. Jacobs.” His eyes darted briefly to Donna. “Melissa gave me the grand tour of her new room.” His lips flowed into a charming smile as naturally as breathing.
“Chip Stevens,” Donna mumbled. He hadn’t said anything about him.
Patty shot her a questioning glance. “He’s okay, isn’t he?” she asked, her suspicious expression momentarily shifting to concern.
“Yeah, he’s fine,” Hank answered. “His family doctor saw him yesterday and said pretty much the same thing Dr. Jacobs did.” He slanted Donna another quick look.
“Good.” Patty reached for Melissa’s hand. “Are you ready, young lady?” Melissa nodded, already urging Patty toward the door. “My girls are in the car, so we’d better get moving.”
“Have a good time,” Donna managed, still clutching the door for support. She dropped a quick peck on the top of Melissa’s sweet head as she passed.
Good-byes exchanged, Patty’s questioning gaze lingered on Donna a second or two longer before she was pulled out the door by Melissa.
Donna shut the door behind them and steeled herself as she faced her daughter’s teacher. “What’s this about Chip Stevens?”
“I thought we were having coffee.”
Donna glanced at the white bag she clutched. She’d completely forgotten about that. Coffee. Sure, why not? She had always been a glutton for punishment. Things couldn’t possibly get any worse anyway. “Have a seat, Mr. Bradley.” Donna thrust the bag at him and nodded toward the living room. “Do you take cream or sugar?”
“Black works for me.”
While Melissa’s teacher examined the collage of family pictures on the hall table, Donna made a beeline for the kitchen. She shook her head as she considered that she had definitely lost any good sense she ever commanded. No matter how Melissa begged, she shouldn’t have let him in. Chip Stevens was fine; Hank Bradley had said so himself. They had nothing else to discuss.
She grabbed another cup and plopped it on the counter, the clatter making her jump. Why couldn’t she and Bradley simply have a normal parent-teacher relationship? Why oh why did he have to turn her inside out? Donna pressed her palms against the cool counter. She willed her heart rate to slow. Okay, girl, take a deep breath. You can do this. She reached for the coffeepot, her hand steadier now, and poured his cup full.
“Yellow, huh?”
She almost dropped the pot when she whirled around to find him standing in the middle of her kitchen. He made a strange face—not quite a frown, but something on that order—as he inspected the can of yellow paint.
“Great color.” His odd expression mellowed as the corners of his mouth kicked upwards once more.
“I’m glad you approve.” She extended the cup of coffee in his direction. The paint on her brush was drying. Darn it, she was supposed to be in here transforming her kitchen not fielding ridiculous urges just because he was in the room.
“Thanks.” He took the cup and, without waiting to be asked, sat down at the table.
Resigned to her fate, Donna poured herself another cup though she didn’t really want one. She sure didn’t need more caffeine but the cup would give her something to do with her hands. She took a seat directly across from him—Hank Bradley. The man she wanted nothing to do with. The man she didn’t even want to look at, but couldn’t seem to stop doing just that.
“What’s your pleasure, Doc, cherry or cheese?” he asked, offering the open bag.
Donna swallowed against the sudden dryness in her mouth. His whimsical expression made her pulse more unstable. Not even Brick had made her feel this way with just a look. How could Hank be all that she despised and everything she desired at the same time?
Ignore the way he looks, Donna. He’s just a guy. Melissa’s teacher.
“No, thank you.” She hated the way he called her doc. It was entirely too familiar.
He dropped the bag in the middle of the table and stared at his untouched coffee.
Donna waited.
Silence.
“You wanted to speak with me regarding Chip Stevens?”
He glanced up from his cup just long enough to say, “Yeah.”
If Donna hadn’t known better she would have sworn that he was nervous, but guys like him didn’t get nervous.
“Mr. Bradley—”
“Hank. Call me Hank.”
“Hank.” Donna conceded. “I have a great deal to do today. If you have something to say...”
His gaze leveled on hers. “I need to know where you stand on what happened with Stevens.”
“Where I stand?” She frowned at the question as well as the measure of uncertainty she heard in his voice. “What exactly do you mean?”
“Our esteemed principal paid me a little visit this morning. Not a very pleasant visit.” He paused to stare into the black liquid in his cup for another second or two. “The bottom line is, she wants me to take Stevens off the team. She thinks he’s a lawsuit waiting to happen.”
“And you disagree?”
“You’re damned right I disagree.” He flattened his hands on the table as if he needed someplace to keep them to prevent tearing into something. “Stevens has worked hard to be a member of the team. At first I was a little skeptical myself. But like I told you Thursday, I did my research and I found no reason not to let him play. It would break his heart if I took him off the team now.”
“So, what did you say to Ms. Masters?”
“I told her I wouldn’t do it.”
“I don’t mean to sound unsympathetic, but why are you telling me all this?”
“Since Stevens’ parents and personal physician will back me up, that only leaves you. As the treating physician when the episode occurred, Masters will want to know how you see things.”
“Oh.” So, he needed an ally in his battle with Ms. Masters. Patty’s comment about there being trouble between the two came to mind.
“After what happened in the field house Thursday, I just wanted to make sure that your opinion of me wouldn’t color your position on Stevens.”
Now that annoyed her. “Mr. Bradley—”
“Hank,” he corrected.
“Hank,” she amended with growing impatience. “What I think of you has absolutely nothing to do with my medical opinion of the Stevens boy.”
“Good,” he said, and then frowned. “I think.”
“If Ms. Masters questions me regarding his seizure, I will give her that opinion only.”
“Which is?” Hank prodded.
Donna clasped her hands in front of her and released an impatient breath. Maybe if she gave him what he wanted he would leave. “Stevens had that seizure because he hadn’t been taking his medication properly. In all likelihood, the seizure would have occurred even if he had been lying on his own couch watching television. If his personal physician okayed his participation in contact sports, I can think of no medical reason that would impel me to say otherwise. Personally, I can’t see how Stevens would be in any more danger than any other kid on the team.”
“That’s just what I wanted to hear.” Hank relaxed visibly, his relief almost palpable. “I appreciate you backing me up.”
Donna’s nerves were more than a little frayed from this whole experience. Bradley stepped on her professional toes by assuming her answer backed him up or took his side. “There’s no need to thank me, Mr. B—Hank. My medical opinion has nothing to do with either you or Ms. Masters.”
That charming smile returned to his lips. “I like the way your eyes sparkle when you get fired up, Doc.”
“I’m not fired up.”
He chuckled, but it came out sounding more like a sigh. “Yes, you are.”
Oh, the man infuriated her! He had no idea what she was or was not. Donna stood, seeing her opportunity to end the maddening conversation. “I really have to get back to work now.” She turned her back on him and moved to the sink to put her cup away, trying not to think about how rude she had just been.
“It’s worse than I thought.”
Donna spun around to find him moving in her direction. From the moment he showed up at her door she had focused on his beard-shadowed face and impossibly wide shoulders, not permitting her gaze to drop any lower. But now, she held her breath and gave in to the temptation as he came closer. She took in all of him. Shoulders strained against the fabric of his well-worn gray tee-shirt. Short sleeves encircled strong arms tanned to a golden brown. A mile-wide chest. Narrow waist. Faded denim encased long, muscular legs. He looked rumpled and sexy and...dangerous.
Things had just gotten worse.
Heat burned in her cheeks when she realized he was watching her watch him. He smiled. Her heart lurched. Time seemed to lapse into slow motion as he eliminated the length of vinyl-covered floor between them. When he stopped, she was trapped between the counter and his powerful body.
“I just want you to know that I’m not the kind of guy you think I am.”
She held her breath in an effort to slow her racing heart. “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.”
“Yes you do.” He leaned in closer, resting a hand against the counter on either side of her. “Be honest, Doc. Tell me what you really think of me.”
Donna eased back as far as the counter would allow and still she couldn’t get enough distance between them. She reminded herself of all the things she disliked about him, but only one came out of her mouth. “You’re a jock.”
“Well, I can’t deny that.” His mouth twitched with the effort of fending off a smile. “Is that bad?”
“I—” She wished she could breathe but if she did she would draw in that sexy scent of his. “I don’t care for the arrogance that generally goes with the tough guy type.”
The smile broke loose, spreading wide. “I’m no tough guy,” he whispered, seeming closer, his lips both threatening and promising a kiss. “I’m just a guy.”
“Thank you for clearing that up, but I really should get back to my painting.” She gestured vaguely.
His gaze dropped to her mouth. “You know, when I was a kid I played in this house.”
“Oh?” She’d intended to sound disinterested, not breathless.
“A good friend of mine, Dan Langford, grew up in this house,” Hank explained, sounding a bit winded himself. “I had my first kiss right here in this kitchen.”
The heat radiating from his body seemed to scorch her. “This kiss”—she began, fighting the urge to sway closer to him—“it had nothing to do with your friend, Dan, I hope.”
Hank’s smile evolved into a low breathy chuckle. “It had nothing to do with Dan,” he said softly, seeming closer still, though she knew he hadn’t moved. “And everything to do with his older sister, Natalie.”
His charm worked its magic, but she resisted. “You really should go.”
He made no move to do as she asked.
Didn’t he know when he was being thrown out? Donna had to get it through his thick head that she had boundaries—boundaries she had no intention of violating. Just being close to him was playing with fire. Her best intentions had flown out the window the moment he walked through the door.
“You don’t trust me?” He tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear, his fingers stirring a tingle that made the bottom drop out of her stomach.
Donna tilted her head away from his touch. “No, it’s not just you.” She swallowed tightly. “I don’t trust us together. Whenever we’re together things become...intense. Like now.” Every cell in her body hummed with desire.
“And you’re not comfortable with that?”
“I think,” she said and then took a tiny, but much needed gasp of air, “it would be best if we kept our relationship on a more professional level. I don’t want to get involved with anyone right now. Especially you.” There. She’d said it. His eyes continued their intense probing. Why did he have to look at her that way?
“You’re right.” His voice turned coaxing as he toyed with her shirttail. “I promise myself at least a dozen times a day that the next time I see you I won’t feel like this. That I won’t...want you. But it never works.”
His words…all of him had her ready to throw caution to the wind. She bit her lip to prevent its trembling and allowed her gaze to meet his, Donna saw the one thing she didn’t want to see. Need. A need that shook her to the very core of her being. Lust or desire she could handle, but not need. Need drew on her protective instincts—her most basic, primal instinct.
“I’m not such a bad guy once you get to know me.” He lifted a single finger under her chin. “You might even like me.”
He trailed that finger down her throat, leaving a path of fire. Her brain screamed at her to flee, but her body refused to obey. “I’m not interested in liking you that way.”
“If I kissed you right now,” he moistened his lips, which hovered just above hers, “would you be able to back that up?”
His breath, warm and smelling of sweet pastries, fanned her face. She struggled to control the trembling that had started in her knees and worked its way upward. In a last ditch effort to save the moment, she threw up a shaky hand, staying any idea he might have of putting his words into action. “Don’t. We hardly know each other and clearly have nothing in common.”
Hank took her trembling hand in his, altering her heart’s rhythm once more. “We have at least two things in common.”
“Such as?” Why in the world did she even ask?
“Melissa for one.” His knowing smile created an audible hitch in her breathing. He caressed her palm over and over with the pad of his thumb. “Chemistry for another.”
She tugged her hand free of his and sent her legs another message to move, which they promptly ignored.
Donna counted backwards from ten. Slowly, very slowly. Chemistry or no, she was going to get back in control. Hank Bradley was not going to have his way with her a second time. “Is there a point to this conversation?”
He laughed softly. The sound rippled through her, dashing at newly found fortitude. “No point,” he said in a low, husky voice. “Just fair warning.”
“Warning?” she squeaked.
“I haven’t been able to think about much else since you strolled into town.” His blue eyes sparkled with way too much self-assurance now. “So I figure why fight it? I’d like to get to know you better.”
Of all the arrogant, audacious displays of male ego! He was telling her what his intentions were! “Is that your stock pick up line? If you think for one minute that just because I’m single and attracted to you that I’m an easy target for your overactive sex drive you can forget it!”
“No.” He shook his head. “It’s not like that at all. I like you. I like you a lot.” He shrugged. “I want us to be friends.”
“Friends?” She suspected his idea of friends included benefits.
“For starters. Maybe things will develop from there. After all, you just admitted that you’re attracted to me.”
Donna balled her fists and stiffened her spine. She had a life and a career to get back in order. She didn’t need him insinuating himself into her wreck of a life “I’m not interested in letting things develop.” She pushed against his arm. “If you’ll please step aside, I have work to do.”
Hank dropped his arm. Donna bolted. She took an unsteady breath and lifted a shaky hand toward the door. “Good day, Mr. Bradley.”
He jammed his hands into his pockets, took a deep breath, and headed for the front door. Donna trailed him, thanking God every step of the way that he was on his way out.
At the door he opened it and turned to face her. “I know you’re upset with me about Thursday. But, I promise that won’t happen again. The next time I kiss you it’ll be because you ask me to. I won’t lay a hand on you without a clear invitation.”
Oh all the nerve! “Do you expect me to believe anything you say after what just happened here?” Thankfully, she was feeling more confident now that she practically had him out the door.
“You have my word. Just friends. No touching. No kissing.” A secretive smile on his lips, he added, “Until you say otherwise.”
Until—not unless. The man was incorrigible. But what could she do? Move? Of course not. She couldn’t survive that any more than she could another of these intense encounters. She would just have to trust him to keep his word, because she sure couldn’t seem to trust herself.
“And I have your word on that?”
“You have my word.”
Every square inch of his one-hundred-percent male body begged for her acceptance. In more ways than one, she feared.
Donna reluctantly extended her hand toward him. “Friends, then.”
“Friends.” Smiling, he grasped her hand to seal the deal.
Donna had the distinct feeling that she had just made a pact with the devil himself.







Chapter Five
Blue Monday. No one wanted to be here today. Weekends always had that effect on the kids. Not one of Hank’s students appeared the least bit interested in copying the alphabet onto their tablets. And this Monday was certainly blue, Hank thought with a grin. He surveyed his classroom to admire his very blue paint job. He loved it. The color sort of clashed with the yellow and green carpet, but, hell, he didn’t care.
He dropped to his knees next to another dawdler who preferred playing Picasso to doing her work. “Let’s get our board work done first, Katie, then we can draw.”
The kids weren’t the only ones having trouble staying focused this particular Monday though. Hank had spent the better part of the weekend trying to get his feet back on the ground. This shouldn’t be happening so fast. Hell, it shouldn’t be happening at all. He couldn’t sleep. He couldn’t eat. Worst of all, he couldn’t think—without thinking of one brown-eyed doctor.
He stood and walked to the next table. Not once in his life had he mooned over a woman in his life. Even the doc’s less than subtle rejections hadn’t deterred his unexplainable need to pursue her. He slowly circled a table, scanning his students’ progress. No doubt about it, the player Hank Bradley had it bad for Donna Jacobs. And that admission didn’t sit well with the way he’d always seen himself.
“Mr. Hank. Mr. Hank.”
His preoccupied gaze moved down to the red-headed, freckled-faced little girl tugging on his pant leg. “What’s wrong, Sherry?”
“Sarah’s giving Julie a new hair-do instead of me,” she explained indignantly.
“What?” His brow furrowed in confusion. He scanned the room for the two little girls in question. His heart stopped stock-still in his chest. Sarah, the local hair dresser’s daughter, was working black finger paint into Julie Allison’s long blonde hair. Hank swallowed a string of inventive expletives and dashed across the room.
He snatched Julie from her chair and held her up in front of him to inspect the damage. “Sarah, what have you done?” His gaze moved from Julie’s paint-streaked head to Sarah’s nonchalant face.
“She wants black hair like mine,” Sarah spouted as if that explained everything. “I seen my momma do it hunnards a times.”
Holy crap. “You—” Hank glared at Sarah. “—stand right there.” He surveyed the room at large. “Nobody moves,” he warned. Twenty sets of eyes went wide.
Julie started to whimper and Hank realized that he was still holding her up in the air. He pulled her against his chest and patted her skunky-looking hairdo. “It’s okay, Julie, it’s washable. I hope,” he added under his breath.
He strode quickly to the sink in the back of the room and turned on the tap. Hank rubbed at the pounding in his forehead with the back of one hand and kept Julie clutched to his side with the other. If Masters walked in right now—damn, he didn’t even want to think about it.
When the water had warmed, Hank balanced the kid on his forearm and held her hair under the stream of water. He didn’t have any shampoo, so he pumped antibacterial hand soap onto her streaked mane.
“I don’t think my mommy’s gonna like this,” she said tentatively, her eyes round with worry.
Hank worked the soap into a lather. “If we’re lucky, she’ll never know.” He glanced over his shoulder every now and then to see that the rest of the class remained in their seats. He tossed another irritated glare at Sarah who stood statue-still, her hands dripping black paint onto the ugly carpet.
Thirty minutes later Hank had washed away all signs of the paint. Julie’s hair glistened like spun gold. Sarah was paint free. And even the spot in the carpet looked its normal pukey yellow and green.
Hank exhaled a mighty breath. Nobody moved...they didn’t even blink. The room was unnaturally and thankfully quiet. Good, he needed a moment to pull himself together. He dropped into the closest empty chair and scanned the little faces watching his every move. If this morning were any indication of how the rest of the week would go, he was doomed.
“How about we finish our ABC’s now, okay?” The children snatched up their pencils and flew into the task as if their very lives depended upon it. Hank smiled tiredly. He had learned to laugh at the havoc these kids could wreak. He thought back to last month and his first few days as a kindergarten teacher. He had been outraged when Masters assigned him to the class. The first week had been disastrous. Hank had been on the verge of resigning.
Everything that could possibly go wrong had done so that first Friday. Masters had made several unannounced visits at the worst possible moments. After her last visit, Hank had finally blown a gasket and had all twenty of the five-year-olds crying. At the end of his rope, he had sat down at his desk with his head in his hands, much like now. Between the crying children and the pounding between his ears, he had felt ready to explode. A small hand had tugged at his shirt sleeve and he had deserted his self-pity session long enough to find little Candi Johnson standing next to him.
“Read us a story, Mr. Hank.” She held a Berenstain Bear book, tears still glistening on her cheeks.
Too weary to make an excuse, Hank had sat in the floor in the middle of the room and read the story. One little body after the other snuggled up to him as he read. By the time he finished the story, he was completely surrounded by children. Candi had thrown her arms around his neck and planted a kiss on his cheek.
“I love you, Mr. Hank.” That simple, innocent gesture had melted his heart. He had been in love ever since.
As much as he wanted to deny it, watching these kids triggered a distant yearning for kids of his own. Donna Jacobs came immediately to mind. The image of her belly bulging with child made his heart squeeze.
A cold dash of reality slapped him in the face. Whoa, boy! That was a hell of a leap. One kiss and he already had her bearing his children. The woman had waltzed into town barely a week ago and already he was thinking long term.
Man, he was in trouble here. Deep trouble.
~*~
It was four o’clock before Donna pulled into her sister’s empty driveway. She leaned back against the headrest and relaxed for the first time that day. The electrician had finished at the clinic but the news wasn’t good. He had wanted to install a complete new breaker box, but Donna just couldn’t afford it, so he’d done the best he could with the old system. He couldn’t promise anything, as far as how long it would hold out. All she needed was enough time to get her head above water. She’d spent the afternoon touring the local hospital, which was thirty miles away, and meeting several of the county’s prominent physicians.
The sound of a car pulling up next to hers roused Donna from her doze. Patty. Donna smiled and got out of the car, anxious to give her daughter a hug and, she quickly reached back into the car for the plastic bag, the goldfish she had picked up at Walmart. She sent up one last silent prayer that Goldie here would make Melissa forget all about a dog.
“Hey, Sis, what’s up?” Patty asked from across the top of her sedan.
“I just got back from the hospital tour in Winchester.” She scanned Patty’s car for her child. “Where’s Melissa?”
Patty stared at her in confusion. “What do you mean? Isn’t she with you?”
Fear slid through Donna’s veins. She shook her head. “I thought you were picking her up. I left a note at the clinic.”
Patty’s face turned a whiter shade of pale. “I haven’t been to the clinic today,” she said thinly. “I picked the girls up early for dental appointments.”
“Sam?” Donna offered hopefully. “Would the school have called Sam at work?” Panic clawed at her throat.
Patty shook her head. “He’s out of town today.”
“Oh my God!” Donna jerked her car door open.
“Wait!” Patty skirted the hood of her car. “If the school couldn’t get in touch with you, they’d call me. Let’s check my machine. My cell died an hour ago.” She pulled Donna toward her porch. The water and the goldfish sloshed in its plastic prison.
“I should have called you before I left,” Donna muttered, fear twisting her insides. The faces of children on milk cartons flashed before her dazed eyes. Oh, God, she might throw up. She’d turned off her cell in the hospital, but no messages had appeared when she’d powered it back up.
“Let’s not get excited until we know there’s anything to get excited about,” Patty offered. “This is Huntley. People watch after each other’s kids.
Donna stared at her sister as she unlocked the front door. How could she be so calm? Patty had always been the analytical one—the one who could come through a tornado with every hair in place. Donna tied up in a hard knot of emotion when things veered from the straight and narrow. The only time she exhibited Patty’s uncanny ability to stay absolutely level-headed was when she practiced medicine. And this wasn’t one of those times.
Patty pushed the front door open and her daughters rushed in past her. Patty only smiled and marched across the living room toward the telephone.
Donna followed, her knees rubbery and her heart skipping and stumbling. Her mother had laughed long and hard when Donna had declared her intent to enter medical school. You’ll never make it, sweetie. You’ll lose it the first time they stick a hypodermic in your hand.
But she hadn’t. Donna had excelled. She’d gotten invited to join one of Denver’s most prestigious medical practices. Too bad her mom hadn’t lived to see it. She would have been very proud.
God, her mind was rambling. Donna forced herself to focus. Her baby was missing.
Six voicemails after Patty had pressed play, the one they had been waiting for finally resonated from the machine.
“Ms. Russell, this is Hank Bradley.” The burr of Hank’s deep baritone filled the room, raising goose bumps on Donna’s goose bumps. “Since I couldn’t reach you or Dr. Jacobs, I brought Melissa home with me. Hope you don’t mind, but I didn’t know what else to do. I left a similar message on the clinic’s machine. Catch you later.”
Relief washed over Donna with such force that she had to steady herself against the back of the sofa.
“See, everything’s fine.” Patty smiled, but Donna didn’t miss the relief that underscored her words.
“God, he must think I’m a terrible mother,” Donna said on her way to the door. “I can’t believe I let this happen.”
“It happens to every parent at one time or another,” Patty assured her. “See you bright and early in the morning!”
Donna smiled faintly.
“The new sign’s up at the clinic. It looks good,” Patty called after her as she hustled across the porch.
“Thanks!” Donna waved a final good-bye without looking back. She slipped behind the wheel of her car, set the goldfish carefully in the passenger seat and backed out onto the street. She worked at slowing her respiration and pointed her car in the direction of Lucas Street.
Another awesome day in the life of Donna Jacobs. Hank Bradley was about the last person on earth she wanted to see today. She had managed to conspicuously avoid him this morning. She’d dropped Melissa off at the door while Hank was surrounded by the usual crowd of moms who flocked to him like he was the last loaf of bread on the shelf before a blizzard.
Well, he was handsome, Donna had to admit. And, of course, he had that to-die-for body. She couldn’t leave out the heart-stopping smile and skilled charm that made women swoon either. She supposed he would be considered a good catch, but Donna had her doubts as to whether Mr. Hank Bradley had any intentions of ever being caught. The man had probably never had a serious thought when it came to relationships in his life. From the looks of things, he could have any woman he wanted. The unwarranted attention he paid Donna was just his ego driven need to get what he couldn’t have.
A challenge, that’s all she was to him. Well, he could just get over it. She’d had his number from the get go. Playboy. Football star. Hometown hero. “Blah, blah, blah.”
Mr. Bradley would be doing himself a favor by directing that immense charm elsewhere, Donna wasn’t interested.
She felt immediately contrite since he was the man who’d rescued her child today. She owed him one for that.
She parked her car in front of the colonial-style house that belonged to Melissa’s teacher. She drew in a deep, calming breath and stepped out into the late afternoon heat. The weather was a little balmy for September. It would take a while to acclimate herself to the South, the Mile High City certainly didn’t have humidity like this.
Unlike her place just three houses away, Bradley’s curb appeal was picture perfect. The nicely pruned shrubs and freshly mown grass put hers to shame. Donna hadn’t had time to cut her own grass or prune the shrubs, if you could call the scraggly plants in her yard shrubs. She would get to landscaping eventually. She had more important matters to attend to; like opening the clinic, paying bills, and buying food and clothing for a five-year-old.
She stiffened her spine and rapped on his gleaming white door. Not a single fingerprint or smudge marred the pristine surface. Though Patty and Sam had applied a fresh coat of paint just before Donna’s arrival, already Melissa had left her mark on the front door.
No answer. Donna rapped again, louder this time.
She waited. A bead of sweat rolled down between her breasts. She pulled at the front of her dress to circulate a bit of thick air. Still no answer.
A delighted squeal wafted to her ears across the all but nonexistent breeze. Melissa. Donna strained to hear it again. She stepped to the far side of the porch and cocked her head.
Voices… she definitely heard voices coming from the back yard. She hurried off the porch and around to the side of the house. Tall, thick hedges stood like fortress walls and prevented her from seeing into the backyard. The seemingly endless mass of shrubbery had been cropped so precisely that not even a single leaf looked out of place. No wonder the man had such bulging biceps, it surely took hours to maintain this hedge alone.
She could hear Melissa’s tinkling laughter and excited squeals contrasting with Hank’s raspy voice and rumbling chuckles. Donna’s heart lifted at the happy sound in Melissa’s little voice.
Not once had she considered that her daughter would crave male attention. It simply never entered her mind. Did Melissa truly yearn for a father, or did she merely want to be like everyone else, to have a complete family.
Donna reached into the bushes, parted the dense growth and stuck her head toward the sound of her daughter’s voice. She grunted and wiggled deeper. After a couple of slaps in the face and several scratchy encounters, she got her first glimpse of the scene in Hank’s backyard.
“Football.” Her eyes widened and her mouth dropped open. The man was teaching her daughter how to play football!
“Throw it! Throw it!” Melissa shouted. She ran with her arms extended in front of her in preparation for the catch.
Hank tossed the ball and Melissa caught it. Donna couldn’t help the smile that curled her lips at her daughter’s obvious glee. The child clutched the ball to her chest and ran as fast as she could toward an imaginary end zone. Hank pretended to have difficulty catching up. When Melissa least expected it, he swept her into his arms and whirled her around. Their laughter pealed across the yard as he pretended to tackle her to the ground.
Something cold and wet touched Donna’s naked leg. A blood curdling scream ripped out of her throat a half a beat after a cacophony of furious barking broke loose behind her. Donna hurled her body deeper into the hedge, away from what she now recognized as a dog. Probably huge. Probably rabid. Probably a biter.
She swam through the heavy sea of green that had swallowed her. Prickly limbs slapped, scratched and poked at her. Her dress was caught . . . she couldn’t get loose. She fought harder, flung herself at what she knew to be safety on the other side.
At last, one arm broke through. The dog yelped like a banshee. Strong fingers suddenly wrapped around her free arm and jerked her upper body outward. Fabric ripped. Donna’s breath caught.
“Dr. Jacobs, what in blazes are you doing?”
Donna stared at Hank Bradley, fear, confusion, and humiliation running a race for first place inside her. “You didn’t answer the door,” she croaked.
He surveyed her harried state and grinned. “Do you always spy on people in their back yards?”
Donna struggled to stick one leg out, only to jerk it back when she realized her dress was hiked up to her waist. She glared at the man still clutching her one free appendage. “Only when they have my daughter,” she snapped.
Hank fished in the hedge and snaked his arm around her waist. As if she weighed no more than a feather, he plucked her from the perennial jail. He held her against his massive chest with one arm and gingerly removed the leaves that had caught in her hair. Donna braced her hands against his wide shoulders. He smelled like fresh air and sunshine. His body felt strong and hard against hers…made her long to curl around him.
God she had missed that feeling.
His gaze collided with hers and the same longing she felt was right there in those blue eyes of his.
When she’d found her voice, she said, “Put me down, please.”
His arm tightened around her waist, making her breath catch yet again. “Damn,” he muttered. Rather than set her on her feet, he held her close, forcing her body to slide down his, inch by slow, hard, hot inch. Down his lean waist, over the thick bulge beneath his fly, against his strong thighs.
When her feet finally settled onto the ground, Donna could only stare into his eyes. As furious as she wanted to be, she wanted to be kissed by Hank Bradley more than she wanted to breathe.
The sound of his ragged exhale snapped her out of the trance he’d lured her into. She jerked out of his hold and quickly assessed her appearance. She righted the wide neckline that had slipped off one shoulder to reveal her bra strap. The skirt of her dress was ripped up one side, showing off most of her right thigh.
She clutched the ripped fabric together and glared at Hank. “Where’s Melissa?”
He hooked his thumb toward his house. “She went inside to get a drink.”
“Doesn’t this town have a leash law?”
“I wouldn’t know, I don’t have a dog.”
“Well someone should complain about the one lurking around your yard.” Donna glowered at him once more and then stamped off in the direction of his back door. Melissa bounded out and down the steps.
“Mommy! Mommy, I can play football. Mr. Hank taught me!”
Donna forced a smile for her daughter. “I’m glad you had fun, sweetie, but we really have to go now.” She stroked Melissa’s wind-tousled hair.
A frown creased her little forehead. “Did you forget me today?”
Donna’s heart twisted painfully. Forgetting the rip in her dress, she lifted Melissa into her arms. “No, sweetie, I would never forget you. Aunt Patty and I just got our wires crossed. I thought she was picking you up, and she thought I was.” She hugged her baby as tight as she dared without alarming her. “I’m sorry. It won’t ever happen again.”
“It’s okay.” Melissa pulled back to look at her. “I’ve been having fun with Mr. Hank.”
Donna reluctantly turned to him. “Thank you, Mr. Bradley, for taking care of Melissa. I apologize for the inconvenience.”
“It wasn’t a problem. We’ve had a blast.” He chucked Melissa on the chin.
“We’re gonna eat now, Mommy,” Melissa told her excitedly. “You can eat, too.”
“Oh, no, sweetie. We’ve put Mr. Bradley to too much trouble as it is. We have to go home.”
“But he cooked it specially for me,” she pleaded.
How was she going to get out of this one? Donna shook her head. “We really have to go.”
“Melissa’s right,” Hank said quietly. “We grilled burgers. Everything’s ready. You’re welcome to stay.”
“I don’t think so,” Donna said carefully without looking at him.
“But, Mommy, I helped cook it. We gotta help eat it! My burger has a smiley face.”
Donna admitted defeat. How could she say no? Melissa would be too disappointed. “Okay, but only for a few minutes.”
“Yippee!” Melissa wiggled from Donna’s arms and rushed back into the house.
Hank extended his hand in invitation for Donna to precede him. “We decided to eat inside out of the heat.”
She nodded and headed that way. The house was nothing like she’d expected. The neatness she had fully anticipated judging by the exterior, but the decor was a complete surprise. Old fashioned, comfortable-looking furniture filled the place. Melissa gave her a guided tour, repeating what Donna presumed to be Hank’s words verbatim. Like the man, the house exuded charm.
“Nice place,” Donna said when she and Melissa had at last rejoined him in the kitchen. The spread included soft drinks, chips, burgers, and the fixings. Donna suddenly realized she hadn’t eaten since breakfast. She was starved.
“Thanks.” Hank flashed her one of those heart-stopping smiles and then pulled a chair out for her. Donna took the offered seat. Melissa scrambled into the seat on the other side of Hank.
“I grew up in this house,” he said. “My parents retired to Florida several years ago, so when I moved back here I took over the old homestead.”
“I had the feeling the decorating wasn’t single-male.”
“No.” He lifted one dark eyebrow and grinned rakishly. “It’s compliments of Ellen Bradley.” Affection radiated from his handsome features.
“Do you have any brothers and sisters?” Donna took a bite of her burger. The taste exploded in her mouth and she almost groaned with pleasure. God, the man could cook.
Hank grinned. “Burgers are my specialty.”
“Hmm. I can believe it,” she said between bites.
“No brothers and sisters,” he said in answer to her question. “How about you? Any others besides Patty?”
Donna shook her head and then swallowed. “Just me and Patty. Mom and Dad died in an automobile accident almost eight years ago.”
Hank looked sympathetic. “That’s tough. You were young?”
“My first year of med school.”
“Mr. Hank used to be the Nike man,” Melissa interjected, obviously proud of her knowledge where Hank was concerned.
Donna shot Hank a properly impressed look. “Oh, really. The Nike man?”
“I’ve had my share of endorsements, and Nike happened to be one of them.” Hank pushed his food around on his plate. “But that was a long time ago.”
“You miss the notoriety?” Dread planted itself deep inside her chest.
Hank inspected a potato chip front and back, and then tossed it back onto his plate before he allowed his eyes to meet hers. He cocked his head toward one shoulder in a semblance of a shrug. “Not really.”
Donna’s chest constricted as that seed of dread sprouted into full bloom. Happy-go-lucky Hank Bradley wasn’t so happy after all.
“Are you married, Mr. Hank?” Melissa asked during the strained silence that followed.
“Melissa!” Donna scolded, heat surging up her neck and across her cheeks.
Hank grinned and his somberness of only moments ago vanished. “It’s okay,” he assured Donna and then turned to Melissa. “No, I’m not. Are you in the market for a husband, squirt?”
Melissa shook her head adamantly. “Nope,” she said with a giggle. Her face turned acutely serious then. “I’m looking for a daddy.”







Chapter Six
High noon on Tuesday and the clinic’s open house was a bust so far. Three people had dropped by for the tour and free refreshments. So much for getting off to a good start, Donna sighed. Watching Patty scurry around the refreshment table arranging and rearranging made Donna want to shout, “Sit down, you make me nervous with all that fidgeting!” But, she didn’t.
The only moments of excitement they had experienced the entire morning was during Donna’s opening speech at nine. She’d forgotten about the train so she’d had to wait out the rumble before finishing. No one else seemed to notice. They munched on cookies and talked among themselves as if nothing was amiss. Then, a little later, the second bit of excitement had manifested itself in a long-legged blonde who turned out to be the principal, Cynthia Masters. Somewhere between forty and forty-five, Donna estimated, the undeniably gorgeous woman sported a body that would make a twenty year old envious. Watching her move through the clinic was like observing the sleek, fluid movements of a panther. Five minutes in the woman’s presence and Donna knew without a doubt that Cynthia Masters had designs on Hank Bradley. She sure had an odd way of trying to get his attention.
The image of those long shapely legs wrapped around Hank Bradley’s athletic form flashed into Donna’s mind. She shuddered and pushed away the disturbing picture. She refused to consider why the image disturbed her so.
As Hank predicted, Masters had been on a fishing expedition. She’d wanted Donna’s opinion on the situation with Chip Stevens. She didn’t like the answer she’d gotten, and the lady had left the clinic in a snit. Donna told herself that she hadn’t derived any pleasure from the incident, but she had. It pleased her immensely to antagonize the woman.
Donna recognized her reaction to Masters wasn’t a good sign. Hank Bradley could fight his own battles. Personally, Donna couldn’t see how he tolerated the woman. But, then, that was his problem. She had no intention of spending one more minute thinking about either.
Right. Her house fairly sparkled this morning. She had worked herself within an inch of her life half the night last night and still thoughts of him plagued her. The sound of his voice, low and masculine. The dazzling blue of his eyes. His scent...sexy and exciting. Donna felt herself melting as she envisioned hard muscle and hot kisses. Watching him frolic with Melissa and then during that little dinner they shared had weakened her resolve. The combination of blatant cockiness and hidden vulnerability made him impossibly appealing. She would have to be extremely careful. She was definitely treading on shaky ground.
“Snap out of it, Donna, our open house is about to take a turn for the better.”
Donna jerked back to attention. “What?” It took her a full five seconds to separate from the memory of Hank Bradley.
Patty cleared her throat and motioned insistently for Donna to stand. Donna looked from Patty to the door. To her surprise it opened and people poured into the lobby. She exchanged a disbelieving look with Patty. Donna jumped to her feet and went into presentation mode. She led the group through the clinic for the official tour, while Patty served the refreshments.
Donna smiled as she responded to request after request for medical advice on various ailments. Prospective patients wanted to know what she thought about their latest complaint. Whatever Donna said would no doubt be compared to what Dr. So-and-so said.
Before the group dispersed, another came through the door. Patty kept the refreshments flowing and Donna did the entertaining. For the rest of the afternoon a steady stream of visitors flowed through the clinic. Apparently news had spread around this end of the county.
“I can’t believe it.” Patty scurried around the lobby, picking up and tidying. “We’re a hit.”
“Don’t get too excited yet.” Donna reached for a napkin on the floor. “We were giving away stuff today. Tomorrow we’ll expect to get paid for our company. We won’t be so popular then.”
“Don’t be a spoil sport.” Patty whisked the napkin from Donna’s hand. “Besides we have no competition. The nearest doctor is in Winchester.”
“You’ve got a point there.”
The door burst open. “We need to see the doctor!” A frightened woman clutching a toddler to her chest rushed across the lobby.
“What happened?” Donna’s gaze moved over the sobbing child for signs of injury. There was blood. The child was bleeding.
“He fell on a glass and cut his arm bad. He’s bled something awful.”
“This way.” Donna was already heading down the hall toward the first exam room. “See if he’ll let you put him down.” She nodded toward the examination table as she washed her hands.
The woman eased the wailing child onto the table. He clutched at his mother with his good arm.
Donna slipped on a pair of disposable gloves as she approached the crying child. He clung to his mother for protection. God, how she hated to see a child in pain.
“What’s your name, Mom?” Donna asked the child’s mother.
“Jenkins. Lilah Jenkins,” the woman replied, a tremor in her voice.
“And what’s this fine young man’s name?” Donna glanced at Mrs. Jenkins. Tears slid down the woman’s ashen cheeks.
“Timmy,” her voice cracked.
“Hey, Timmy.” Donna eased the bloody hand towel from his arm. “Hold still now and let me take a look at you.” He resisted at first but then allowed Donna to take his trembling hand in hers. A jagged cut on his forearm still oozed blood.
“Now, that doesn’t look too bad. I’ll have you all fixed up in no time at all.” Donna smiled at the child and gave his mother a reassuring look. “You’re going to be just fine.”
“Is Timmy allergic to any medications?” she asked his mother.
“Not as far as I know, Doctor.” Her voice was steadier now.
“Okie dokie. Let’s get you patched up, Timmy. Mrs. Jenkins held his arm firmly in place while Donna applied the anesthetic. Timmy’s frantic cries broke Donna’s heart.
“That’s the worst part, I promise,” Donna told him softly. His little tear-stained face showed no signs of being convinced.
“I’ll bet you didn’t know that I once met Big Bird, did you Timmy?” she asked, trying to distract him.
He shook his head almost imperceptibly.
“Well, I did.” Donna smiled down at the little boy. “I worked at a big hospital in a big city. Big Bird came by to visit the children who were in the pediatric ward. Do you like Big Bird?”
He bobbed his head up and down with a little more enthusiasm.
“Me too.” Donna gingerly washed the wound and checked for glass fragments.
She continued her Big Bird story while she sutured. By the time she pulled the last suture through, Timmy had relaxed and his tears had dried. For his bravery, he received a sticker and a sugar-free lollipop.
Patty scheduled a follow-up appointment and obtained the appropriate insurance information while Donna cleaned up the exam room and then retreated to her office.
No matter how often she faced it, the difficulty of watching a child suffer never lessened. Hard as she tried not to, she imaged Melissa in the same circumstances. Donna closed her eyes and relaxed.
“Donna!”
“Hmm?” She forced her eyes open as Patty stuck her head into the office.
“You have another patient.”
“Really?” Donna got to her feet. Two patients the first day? They were on a roll.
“Hank Bradley,” Patty announced.
“Who?” Donna repeated, hoping she had heard wrong.
“The jock,” Patty clarified. “He’s in two.”
Donna could’ve done without the smugness. Patty disappeared up the hall. Donna took a deep breath, smoothed a hand over her French braid and headed toward exam room two.
What could be ailing him? He looked as healthy as the proverbial horse last night. Maybe a virus or bug of some sort. Even big, tough guys like him got those. I will not react to him, Donna promised herself as she took the few steps necessary to reach the examination room.
She pulled the new file labeled “Hank Bradley” from the drop box hanging on the wall next to the door.
Almost thirty-one, she noted as she scanned the general information form. Six feet two inches tall. One hundred ninety pounds. Donna fidgeted with the collar of her white cotton blouse as she read over his medical history. No previous medical problems, except a knee injury. No medication. Family medical history looked good.
Donna closed the file and fanned herself. Is it hot in here or is it just me? She definitely needed to check the thermostat. Maybe the central air had gone on the blink. That would be just her luck.
“Okay, Doctor Jacobs, let’s get this over with,” she muttered. Donna grasped the doorknob and clenched her jaw. He’s a patient. Just another patient. She swung the door open and breezed into the room, pretending to be engrossed in his medical file.
“Hello, Mr. Bradley, what seems to be the problem today?” she asked briskly, keeping her eyes glued to the file.
“Hello to you, too, Doc,” he drawled in that deep, masculine voice that disrupted Donna’s equilibrium. “I like your new sign.”
Donna frowned, then realized he was talking about the sign on the front of the clinic. It had arrived just in time for the open house. “Thank you.”
“The whole place looks great.”
She gave him a smile and decided to move on to business. “If you’re here about your knee.” She continued to pretend to peruse his file. “It would be best if you sought medical treatment from an orthopedist. I’m sure—”
“It’s not my knee that hurts.” he interrupted. “It’s right here.”
There was simply no way around what she had to do. Donna closed his file and looked at him. All six feet two inches and one hundred ninety pounds of him. Hank Bradley lounged against the examination table. Not a care in the world. Donna took a second look. Was that a smudge of green paint on his left cheek? It was hard to tell without getting closer. No way was she getting any closer, unless medically necessary.
“It hurts where, Mr. Bradley?” She cringed when his intense blue gaze locked with hers. His file slipped from her suddenly boneless fingers and slapped on the tile floor. Both crouched to retrieve it, coming face to face, fingers tangling on the manila folder.
“Hank,” he reminded, a charming smile falling into place.
Donna stood quickly and straightened the contents of the file. “You were saying it hurts where?”
She saw his hand coming, but before she could comprehend his intent, he grabbed her hand and pressed it firmly against the center of his chest.
“Here,” he told her. His big, square hand covered hers completely.
Donna snatched her hand back and shot him a warning glare. “Describe the pain.”
Hank rubbed his hand over his broad chest as if trying to decide exactly how to recount it. “A tightness, maybe,” he said and then shrugged.
A trickle of concern nudged her as she tucked his folder under her arm and reached for the blood pressure cuff. It wasn’t unheard of for a man his age and in such excellent physical condition to develop cardiovascular problems, but it certainly wasn’t typical. He held out his right arm for her to strap on the cuff. With one push of a button the cuff swelled around his arm and measured his pressure. Normal.
“What other symptoms have coincided with the tightness?” She pulled the pen from her pocket and noted the pressure reading in his file.
“I don’t know if I can describe it.” He rested his hands on the examination table on either side of him, causing the front of his button-down shirt to open wider.
Donna’s eyes lingered there. “Any sweating? Nausea?” she asked, feeling a little lightheaded. She’d probably break out into a sweat any second now. How he made her so uncomfortable and yet so comfortable at the same time she would never understand.
He worried his bottom lip with his teeth as he considered her question. Donna imagined how it would feel to have him nibbling on her lip like that. She licked her parched lips. Goodness, it’s hot in here. She almost used his file as a fan again, but caught herself in the nick of time.
“No sweating, really. More like a flushed feeling. And my stomach has been a little squeamish lately,” he told her.
Donna placed his file on the side table. This was crazy. Stop acting like an idiot, Donna. The man needs a doctor and you’re a doctor, she reminded herself.
“Remove your shirt, please.”
“You want me to take off my shirt?” He looked as surprised as Donna felt reluctant.
“Yes, I do.” Donna met his gaze and tried to ignore the adrenaline rush that resulted.
“Anything you say, Doc.” With a wide Hank Bradley grin, he unbuttoned his shirt.
Each released button revealed more of that smooth, tanned skin. When he reached the last exposed button, he pulled the shirttail from his jeans and Donna barely contained her shiver of anticipation. She watched, enthralled, as he released the final buttons and slid the shirt over his wide shoulders, then down and off his arms.
Donna moistened her lips and moved closer. She settled her stethoscope into place and reached out to place the contact piece against his chest. At her touch, taut muscle contracted. He groaned and shrank back from the cold metal.
“Sorry,” she muttered and held the cold disc close to her mouth to warm it with her breath. Hank watched her intently. The air thickened with tension, making it hard to breathe.
Donna braced for the bombardment of feelings and pressed the metal disc to his warm skin. She listened as she had thousands of times to thousands of other people. But this wasn’t other people. This was Hank Bradley. The man poised to ruin all her plans. She had planned to build a nice, quiet life for herself and her daughter. Nothing more. Why couldn’t he find some other woman to pursue so relentlessly?
“Deep breaths, please,” she instructed.
He complied, his chest expanding as he drew in a long, deep breath. Muscle contracted and then relaxed. She listened to the rhythmic drumming of his heart.
Finally she pulled back and settled the stethoscope down around her neck. “Your heart sounds fine. A little rapid, but fine.” Her own blood roared in her ears as it rushed through her body, more than a little rapidly.
“That’s a relief,” he said, smoothing a hand over his chest.
The sight of his hand moving over his bare skin sent heat spiraling through her. Despite the tremendous time and effort she had put into ignoring men, this man had undone all that and more in just a few short days. He made her feel things she didn’t want to feel. Want things she didn’t want to want.
“Any shortness of breath?” she asked, her voice stilted.
“Now that you mention it.” He rubbed his chin and seemed to consider her question. “I have noticed some difficulty breathing.”
“Do all these symptoms occur simultaneously?” she inquired further, concerned as well as confused at this point.
“Pretty much,” he replied as he swept that forever-errant lock of black hair from his forehead.
“During or after exertion?” She allowed her eyes to rest on his face. Her heart skipped several beats for her trouble.
“Neither,” he said.
“Neither?” she parroted, confused.
“The only time I feel like this is when I’m around you, Doc.”
All those wayward feelings channeled into one—anger. “If this is a joke, it’s not funny.”
“I can’t help how I feel, Doc.” A smile that matched the heated excitement in his eyes spread across his handsome face.
Damn that smile. She couldn’t even stay mad at him for more than a few seconds. She recognized the want in his eyes, felt the desire emanating from his body. He shifted his position, but made no move to touch her. Thank God for that. If he touched her now, she might not be able to stop herself from running her hands up and over that awesome chest...tangling her fingers in all that thick, dark hair at his nape. Stop it.
Donna squared her shoulders and crossed her arms over her middle. “You’ve wasted my time as well as taken advantage of me professionally. I don’t consider those actions friendly or appealing.”
“How else is a guy supposed to get close to you, Doc? You avoid me every chance you get. You rushed away last night with hardly a good-bye. And then you didn’t even come near the classroom today. What’s a guy supposed to do?”
Donna looked him straight in the eye and lied. “You’re beating your head against a concrete wall, Hank Bradley. I’ve had to make a lot of changes in my life lately and romance is the furthest thing from my mind.” She suppressed the urge to reach up and touch her nose to see if it were growing before she lied some more. “Your persistence makes me very uncomfortable and more than a little unhappy.”
“I thought we’d already had this conversation, Doc.” He didn’t appear put off in the least.
“So did I. We agreed to be friends. And don’t call me doc.”
“Friends is good, but I know you’re attracted to me,” he said, softness tempering the certainty. “I can feel it right here.” He placed his hand over his heart.
“Attraction isn’t enough,” she countered, her eyes riveted to the spot he had just touched.
“I couldn’t agree with you more.” He slipped his shirt back on and buttoned a few buttons. “Attraction’s only the beginning.”
What was she going to do with this man? Donna snatched up his file and made the notations regarding his heart rate. “Unless there’s something else you need to discuss, I see nothing that requires treatment.” She shot him an assessing glance. “Discounting your enlarged male ego, of course.”
Hank’s good-natured laughter dissolved any irritation she had managed. He tucked his shirttail back into his jeans, the action sending another flare of heat searing through her.
“Actually there is one other thing.” He straightened the collar of his shirt. “Friday night is Huntley’s homecoming game and dance. We scheduled it a little early this year so it wouldn’t interfere with the Harvest Festival. I wondered if maybe you’d consider going with me.”
Donna dropped his file again. “Going with you?” she asked as if he had spoken in a foreign language. “Like a date?”
Hank retrieved the file and placed it on the side table. “Exactly like a date.”
“I’m not much of a sports fan.” Donna tried not to look as shocked as she felt. “I’m sure you can think of someone else to invite—”
“I’m inviting you.”
“You’re a patient. I don’t date patients.” Victory! Let him try to find a way around that. His own machinations had foiled his plan.
“I hadn’t thought of that.” He frowned. “Consider it a community service then,” he offered, his smile returning.
“And just how do you figure that?”
“I’m one of the chaperones for the dance. If you come with me, then you’ll be performing a service for the school. Not to mention you’ll be handy in case there’s a medical emergency.” From the gleam of triumph in his eyes, Donna knew Hank Bradley thought he had cinched it.
“And just what kind of medical emergency might occur at a high school dance?”
“All kinds of things can go wrong.” His expression grew serious. “One of the girls could fall off her high heels. A guy could get whopped on the head for looking at another girl. Just think of the possibilities.”
Donna would not allow the laughter that bubbled up into her throat to escape. The man was incorrigible. The answer could only be no. No. She couldn’t go. Wouldn’t go. “I thought we agreed to be friends and friends don’t date,” she protested.
“Okay, so we won’t call it a date,” he offered efficiently. “We’ll call it an evening out with a friend to support the community.”
Out of the question, she told herself. Going out with Hank Bradley bordered on insanity. “It just wouldn’t work,” she answered for lack of anything else to say.
“I think it would work just fine. Besides, I’d really like you to go,” he coaxed, his expression all serious and needy now. “You’d have a good time.”
Absolutely not—no matter how needy he looked. “I don’t do football games,” she said firmly. His hopeful expression fell.
“How about just the dance then?”
His resourcefulness amazed her. No. She would not go. No way. “Yes,” she responded, shaking her head from side to side as evidence that she meant what she said.
“Yes?” He looked confused. “Or no?”
Why on earth did she say that? She had said yes, but she had meant to say no! Her heart climbed into her throat. She couldn’t do this. “No! I meant to say no,” she blurted.
“But you said yes.”
It was no use. She couldn’t say no. How could he make her feel this way with merely a look or smile? Just as he had promised, the man hadn’t even touched her. He hadn’t had to—just being near him turned her to putty. “All right, all right. Yes, I’ll go to the dance with you.” Somehow she knew she would regret the decision.
“Great. I’ll meet you at the front entrance to the gym around nine.”
“Fine,” she said, though fine didn’t begin to describe exactly what she felt right now.
“Fine,” he echoed, a triumphant smile plastered across his handsome face.
What was that green stuff on his jaw? Try as she might, she couldn’t continue to ignore it. “Did you have art today?” she asked with a smile that would be contained no longer.
“As a matter of fact, we did. Why do you ask?”
“You’ve got,” she touched the spot on his cheek wishing with all her might she hadn’t, “a little smudge of green paint here.” Donna rubbed the spot with the pad of her thumb. The feel of his skin sent shock waves rumbling through her. “It’s dry...I can’t get it off.”
Before she could draw her hand back, he nabbed it and moved it toward his mouth. Their gazes locked as he touched his tongue to her thumb. Warm and wet, the sensation was incredibly erotic. The feel of his mouth against even that small part of her caused her breath to catch.
“That should get it.” He moved her hand back to his jaw. When she had rubbed the paint away, he let his hand slip from hers. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.” Donna tried to smile, but her lips wouldn’t make the transition. Her heart pounded against her ribcage. She knew the symptoms, control was disintegrating.
“I really should get back out to the lobby.” Donna backed up a step. Why were people like him born with such magnetism that everyone in their presence gravitated toward them? Being drawn to Hank felt as natural and unavoidable as breathing.
“Oh, by the way.” He straightened and plowed a hand through his hair. “Whatever you said to Masters, you got her off my back about Stevens.” He gave Donna a lopsided grin that jangled her nerves. “I owe you one, Doc.”
“Actually I owed you for taking care of Melissa,” Donna admitted, trying not to sound as unsteady as she felt. “Besides, I rather enjoyed watching her reaction to my opinion.”
“A girl after my own heart,” he murmured. His voice teased, but his eyes relayed just how badly he wanted to move a step closer.
Donna smiled and pulled the door open. She stepped back for him to pass. “Next time you drop by, Coach, make sure you actually need medical attention.” She lifted her gaze to his, hoping with all her heart that he wouldn’t linger.
“Next time I’ll tell you about my knee injury. Maybe that way I can take off more than my shirt.” He smiled, winked, and then strode away as if he had simply said good-bye.
Donna watched Hank Bradley leave. He had won. Her battle to maintain a platonic relationship was a lost cause. Whatever had possessed her to make her believe for one minute that she could walk away the winner from a man like him? A woman could fall in love with Hank Bradley all too easily. Women probably fell in love with him all the time.
Complicated. That’s what Hank Bradley was. Complicated and dangerous to her self-control. Unless he grew tired of toying with her, she didn’t stand a chance.
She could already feel herself plunging, heart first, toward disaster.







Chapter Seven
Friday night came way too fast. Donna was not ready. Why in heaven had she agreed to do this—this date? He could call it chaperoning all he wanted to but it was a date, pure and simple. She stamped her foot and shucked the ivory linen dress. Eight thirty and she still couldn’t decide what to wear. Nothing looked right! Melissa watched from her perch on the dresser. Donna smiled at the child’s serious gaze.
“I like the red one, Mommy,” Melissa announced with a wave of her faery wand.
Patty had suggested the red dress, too. With her sister’s help, Donna had maxed out her already stressed credit card at the Ladies’ Boutique in Winchester. Whatever she didn’t wear tonight would have to go back tomorrow.
“But it’s so red.” Donna groaned. She picked up the red dress once more. The shimmering silk felt exquisitely feminine. She swallowed back the old insecurities niggling at her. Could she really do this?
“I like it best. Red’s my new favorite color,” Melissa informed her.
“What the heck,” Donna muttered. She wiggled into the red dress, slipped on the matching red heels and stood back to view the fit in the full-length mirror.
Too clingy and too short—a whole four inches above her knees. She never wore stuff like this. Donna studied her reflection. The three-quarter sleeves and scooped neck weren’t so bad, but the overall look was too something. Too...too sexy. Lord, she had never thought of herself as sexy. But she was—or at least she looked that way in this particular dress.
Nothing wrong with looking feminine and…conservatively sexy.
Donna smoothed her hands over her hips and then tugged at the hemline. She twisted to get a look at her backside. She did look good in this dress. Did she dare wear it? She sighed. Maybe she should just stay home.
“You look pretty, Mommy.” Melissa raised her night shirt and dusted her belly with lilac-scented body powder.
“God, this hair.” Donna twisted the tendrils that had slipped loose from her looked-so-elegant-on-everyone-else upsweep. Too late to plug in the curling iron. She’d just have to live with the hairdo. But what about the rest?
The diamond earrings Patty had given her as a graduation gift sparkled on her earlobes. The earrings were the only part of what she saw that felt comfortable.
The red dress had to go. She surveyed the tangled dresses strewn across her bed.
The old Seth Thomas clock on the wall chimed. Quarter of nine. Her stomach knotted with anxiety. She wished with all her heart she hadn’t said yes to this date—or whatever it was. She had spent every waking minute since trying to figure out this thing between her and Hank. But no answer had come.
A soft knock sounded at her bedroom door. “Dr. Jacobs,” the sitter called out.
“Come in, Erica, it’s open.” Donna picked up the green dress. Did she have time to change one more time? At least the green dress didn’t fit quite so snugly. Maybe she would get Erica’s opinion.
“Wow!” Erica’s eyes went wide. “You look amazing. Coach is gonna flip his sh—” her eyes went wide as she glanced at Melissa “when he sees you.”
Oh, no, Donna groaned inwardly. She didn’t want him to flip anything. She wanted him to...to—she didn’t want him to do anything.
“I was thinking of changing to the green one.” She held the green dress against her.
“No way,” Erica protested. “The red is hot. Besides, you don’t have time to change.” She tapped her watch. “The game’s over by now. The dance’ll start in a few minutes.”
Donna frowned at her reflection and considered Erica’s advice. She turned back to the young girl. “Why aren’t you going to the dance?” Why would such a pretty girl be babysitting on homecoming night?
“Erica’s having a party with me,” Melissa interjected as she powdered her cheeks.
Erica smiled at Melissa and then her expression dimmed. “My boyfriend’s out of town with his folks.”
“Oh.” Donna dropped the green dress back on the bed. “Sorry.”
“He’ll be back on Sunday.” Her cheerful, sixteen-year-old smile returned and then she frowned. “You really gotta go, Dr. Jacobs.”
Donna peered at her reflection once more. “So you really think I should wear this?”
“It’s awesome, Dr. Jacobs,” she urged. “Besides, you’ll fit right in. All the girls’ll be wearing stuff like that.”
“But what about the chaperones?” Donna’s anxiety level rushed toward panic now. “Will they be wearing stuff like this?”
Erica twisted a strand of her long blonde hair. “Most of ’em don’t have the body for it, but Ms. Masters will wear something exactly like that.”
Like lightening, a jolt of jealousy struck. The image of Cynthia Masters gliding across the dance floor in a skin-tight, thigh-length dress sent Donna’s blood pressure through the roof.
“Okay, you and Melissa win.” Donna snatched up the matching red clutch purse and stuffed necessities into it. For some ridiculous reason she had no intention of being out done by Cynthia Masters.
“All right,” Erica cheered. Melissa clapped in exuberant agreement.
Donna tucked the purse under her arm and checked Melissa’s hands for traces of white body powder. “Bedtime, sweetie,” Donna told her child as she dusted Melissa off enough so she could pick her up without getting body powder on her red dress.
“But, Mommy,” Melissa protested as Donna carried her to her room. “I’m having a party with Erica.”
Donna moved aside the array of stuffed animals and pulled the covers back. She deposited Melissa onto the bed and gave her a firm look. “It’s past your bedtime now, Melissa Jacobs.”
“But—”
“No buts.” Donna tucked the thin blanket up around Melissa’s neck. “You promised if I let you watch me get ready you’d go straight to sleep afterwards.”
“Okay,” Melissa sighed, her lids heavy already. Her blue eyes suddenly shot wide open. “Are you gonna kiss Mr. Hank?”
“What?” Donna asked in disbelief.
“Candi Johnson says that’s what grown-ups do when they go on dates.”
Donna shook her head and pressed a finger to Melissa’s cute little turned-up nose. “You tell Candi Johnson that she’s too young to be thinking about such things. Besides, this isn’t really a date. Now, say your prayers before you get too sleepy.”
Melissa obediently squeezed her eyes shut. Her little lips moved with silent words. Donna smiled. Somehow, as she sat looking down at her child in prayer, she knew Patty was right. She and Melissa would be happy here. Melissa would have a good life, surrounded by family. Donna’s medical practice would eventually flourish. This old house felt like home already. It is home.
“Amen,” Melissa whispered and opened her eyes.
“Sweet dreams,” Donna murmured, dropping a light kiss on Melissa’s soft cheek. She stood and hurried across the room before she changed her mind and slid into bed next to Melissa.
“Night, Mommy.”
“Night, sweetie,” Donna called softly as she sprinkled a little food in the bowl for Goldie. She set the fish food back on the dresser and stepped to the door.
“Mommy?”
“Yes, sweetie?” Donna hesitated, her hand on the light switch.
“I asked Jesus if I could have a daddy real soon. I told him ‘bout the backed-up plan and that it was working good so far. We gots this new house and the new work for you. Maybe I’ll get a daddy too.”
Donna turned off the light, closed her eyes and pressed her forehead against the door jamb. What was she going to do? She peered through the darkness at the angel curled up beneath the covers. “Okay, sweetie,” was all she could manage.
Erica waited by the front door, ready to lock-up. “Don’t worry, Dr. Jacobs, I’ll take good care of things here. You just have a good time.”
“Thank you.” Donna smiled despite her lingering concern for her daughter. Patty was right about Erica, too. She really was a sweetheart. “I’ll be home a little after midnight.”
Donna stepped out onto the porch and took a deep breath of clean, country air. The night was brisk, but not too cool. Just right for walking, she decided, as she took the steps down to the sidewalk. She lived so close to the school she could walk the distance in five minutes. Besides, walking would give her time to mull over the situation with Melissa and her sudden obsession with having a daddy.
~*~
“Let’s get a move on, guys,” Hank shouted across the excited prattle in the dressing room. The freshly showered players stopped in the middle of their various stages of dressing. Hank could have heard a pin drop in the ensuing silence. All eyes stared at him in disbelief.
Hank straightened his jacket and adjusted his tie. “What? You guys never seen a tie before?”
“Ladies and gentlemen,” Stevens announced, shooting a look around the room at his teammates, “Elvis has entered the building.” An onslaught of whistles and wolf calls followed.
“You the man, Coach!” Dodd shouted, smoothing his hair and strutting like a cocky rooster in nothing but a towel.
“At ease, ladies,” Hank ordered. “Five minutes,” he barked. “I want this place in order and your butts in the gym ready to dance the night away in five minutes.”
Jerseys were hurled in his direction. Hank sidestepped the hail of flying clothes and headed for the door. He stopped short and turned back to the players. “Good job out there tonight, guys.”
Cheers rumbled across the room punctuated by high-fives. Hank gave them a quick thumbs-up and made his exit. Defeating Lincoln County had been as easy as taking candy from a baby. Next week wouldn’t be quite so simple, though. Next Friday night Huntley played their archrival, Franklin County.
The bitter rivalry between Huntley and Franklin County went all the way back to Hank’s high school days. He took a deep breath of cool night air as he walked toward the gym’s front entrance. Last year when he took over coaching the team, Huntley defeated Franklin County for the first time in seven years. Winning that particular game each season meant glorious revenge to most in Huntley—especially the alumni. Hank had every intention of winning this year. The team was capable. Dodd, their quarterback, had college ball written all over him.
Tonight’s the night. Hank’s thoughts shifted to the dance and his body tightened with anticipation. Tonight he had a date with Dr. Donna Jacobs. Tonight she wouldn’t be able to avoid him...wouldn’t be able to hurry away before he so much as said hello. He had barely gotten a glimpse of her since Tuesday. Tonight he intended to stick to her like a receiver on a pass pattern.
Two and one half hours of time together. And at midnight he would take her home with nothing but the stars to distract them. Before this night was over she would be begging him to kiss her again. Well, maybe not begging, but definitely wanting.
First, he had to survive the night without doing anything lame. Dr. Jacobs seemed to have a negative effect on his usual ability to charm the ladies. He figured the answer to that was really simple. He didn’t just want her—he really wanted her. Worse, he liked her. A lot. Now the guy who had spent most of his life after adolescence charming females out of their unmentionables was scared to death of screwing up his chance with one.
Give it a rest, Bradley. Everything's going to be just dandy. As long as he kept his head and stayed focused he’d have no problem coming off cool and suave, just like always. Besides, the Doc would probably dress and behave more than a little conservatively. The glimpse of shapely thighs he had gotten on Monday evening had been by accident and just enough to whet his appetite. She wasn’t the type to play games or tease a man. From what he’d seen so far, Donna Jacobs didn’t do suggestive, not on purpose anyway.
As he neared the gym’s entrance, Hank’s step slowed. Oh, man, who was the hot babe in the red dress? The clingy material hugged every subtle curve. He shook his head and let out a low whistle. Mercy, what he would give to see Donna Jacobs in a dress like that. Torture, but what sweet agony.
Speaking of his date, Hank scanned the parking lot. Where the heck was she?
“I was beginning to think I’d misunderstood the meeting place.”
He knew that voice. Hank snapped his head back toward the gym. His mouth dropped open. He couldn’t believe his eyes. The woman in the red dress was his date. His stomach did a couple of somersaults before bottoming out.
“Holy smokes,” he muttered.
She smiled. Damn what a smile. A wisp of hair fluttered across one smooth cheek in the slight breeze. Hank fought the desire to wrap that wisp of hair in his fingers and feel its softness. His mouth parched as he surveyed the fit of that killer dress once more. Over the tempting rise of her breasts to the smooth, creamy skin revealed by the low scooped neckline. He had never seen that much of her skin before—other than that one thigh. Mercy, he wanted to explore every inch of what he could see and then move on to what he couldn’t see.
“Shall we?” She offered her arm.
Hank swallowed the lump in his throat and took her arm in his. “You look great, Doc,” he murmured, unable to take his eyes off her. She was beautiful. Absolutely beautiful.
“Thanks, Coach.” She gave his arm a gentle squeeze. “You don’t look half bad yourself.”
He opened his mouth to say thanks, but nothing came out. All he could do was stare at her. If she hadn’t led him through the gym doors, he might have stood there all night long just looking at her. Donna Jacobs did sexy all right. Man, did she do it.
Smiling at his own weakness, he had to admit he was dumbstruck. He’d never met a woman in his entire life that he wanted more than Donna Jacobs. He didn’t just want to make love to her—he wanted to make love to her every day for the rest of his life. Forever, he added wistfully.
Forever?
Damn…he was in deep.
Shocked. Donna reveled in the look of absolute shock she saw on Hank Bradley’s face. A feeling of power surged through her as they entered the dance arm in arm. She’d never felt this powerful before. If she had known little red dresses had this kind of effect on men, she would have been wearing them ages ago. She always considered the man as the one who wielded the power, but tonight she appeared to be the one. A covert glance at Hank Bradley told the tale. He was stunned. Another shiver skittered over her nerve endings. This might turn out to be a fun night after all.
Colored lights shimmered throughout the dimly lit gymnasium. Streamers and homecoming and victory banners were draped across the soaring ceiling. Blue and white balloons hovered all around them. Couples moved to the beat of the loud music. As she and Hank moved through the crowd, young people from all directions greeted them.
Donna felt like Cinderella at the ball with the prince. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been to a dance. She’d certainly never been accompanied by a man like Hank Bradley. She stole a glance at her escort.
Devastating.
It was the only word to describe the man at her side. Broad shoulders filled out the single-breasted black jacket that had obviously been tailored just for him. A narrow, black tie lay against a pristine white shirt that molded to the prominent contours of his chest. Every female in the place did a double take.
“Would you like some punch, Doc?” Hank asked, looking down his shoulder at her as they neared the refreshment area.
“Yes, thank you.” She smiled up at him. Something wet would be good. Her throat ached but it really had nothing to do with thirst—not that kind of thirst anyway.
“I’ll be right back,” he told her, slipping his arm from hers.
Donna watched him walk away, feeling oddly empty without him at her side. She tried so hard not to like him, but he seemed to grow on her with each passing day. She had watched him with the children and with his team. He loved the kids. It might not be his first career choice, but he enjoyed teaching. Hank Bradley was nothing like Donna had expected when she first met him.
Hold on, girl. Yes, he was good-looking. Yes, he did seem nice enough. And Melissa adored him. But none of that changed anything. He isn’t the kind of man a woman can trust her heart to. Besides, she didn’t need a man in her life right now. Somehow she needed to brand those words into her brain. Didn’t matter anyway. She got the distinct impression that Hank still longed for the life he had been forced to leave behind. That lingering longing wasn’t conducive to a solid foundation for a relationship. Not the kind Donna wanted anyway—if she were interested in a relationship, which she was not.
“Doc, I have to know,” Hank said when he returned and handed Donna her drink. “Where have you been hiding that dress?” He smiled wickedly, saluted her with his paper cup and then took a quick swallow.
“Patty picked it out,” she answered before taking a sip of her own punch. He liked the way she looked. A lot. The realization thrilled her much more than it should have.
“I’ll have to be sure and thank Patty.”
The sincerity in his words sent a shard of desire slicing through her. She heard it in his voice. Saw it in his eyes and felt it in his touch. Hank wanted her. Donna took a slow, deep breath. Too jittery to manage more than a sip, she set her cup down on a nearby table.
“So, what do we do now?” she asked. His suggestive gaze had her clarifying her question, “As chaperones, I mean.” Donna glanced around the huge gym. Other adults were either standing around talking or out on the dance floor.
“Come on and I’ll introduce you around.” Hank set his cup next to Donna’s, slid his arm around her and rested his hand against the small of her back to guide her through the growing crowd. She couldn’t recall having ever felt so secure in the presence of a date. When Hank looked at her she had the overwhelming sensation of being immensely important to him. Like nothing else mattered but her. No one had ever come close to making her feel that way. But was it just an act to charm her into his bed? Doubt reared its ugly head.
Hank introduced her to so many people she could never hope to remember even half their names. He made no attempt to conceal his pleasure in having Donna as his date for the evening. His attentiveness squashed the doubt and gave her a heady feeling that was nothing less than addictive.
Erica was right, Donna noticed after moving through the mingling crowd. Many of the girls and some of the ladies wore dresses similar to hers. Fortunately, she hadn’t seen Cynthia Masters so far. Part of her hoped the woman wouldn’t put in an appearance. The other part wanted to see Hank and Cynthia together—just to make sure there wasn’t anything between them.
There she went. Pretending this was more than it was.
“What’s up, Coach?” shouted a young, male voice.
Donna recognized the teenager from the day Chip Stevens had his seizure. He was one of Hank’s football players. She wondered if the crowd of boys and dates following him were the rest of the team. As if to answer her question, Chip Stevens waved to Donna from amidst the group.
“Looking good, Coach,” came another exuberant voice. Whistles and atta-boys continued to be tossed at Hank as if Donna were the prize catch of the season. She enjoyed watching the easy banter between Hank and his team. These boys thought the man hung the moon.
Hank kept one possessive arm wrapped around her waist as he made another round of introductions. Donna’s head whirled with new names and faces. She’d had her hand shaken by at least a dozen strapping young men before the players disappeared into the crowd of dancing couples.
Donna felt Hank tense. She looked up at him. His warm smile had thinned and the look in his eyes chilled her. She followed his gaze to see what had caused his reaction.
Cynthia Masters.
Hips swaying from side to side, Masters made her way toward them. Black stockings stretched over legs that seemed to go on forever from her black stiletto heels to a black dress, which was both tighter and shorter than Donna’s. Long, blonde curls bounced about her shoulders.
“My, my,” Cynthia purred, wrapping her arm around Hank’s. “Are you two here--together?”
Hank managed a stiff smile, but the expression on his face was lethal. His entire body felt rigid against Donna. She watched the lecherous woman hanging on the other side of him. She saw the way Cynthia looked at Hank. The way she cooed up at him. Then and there Donna understood that her impression of the woman was right on the money—she did have her eye on Hank. Well, Donna called one of her sister’s favorite sayings to mind, that dog ain’t gonna hunt. Not tonight anyway. Tonight, Donna was his date.
“Excuse us, Ms. Masters,” Donna cut in before Hank could speak. “Hank and I were just about to dance.” Donna entwined her fingers with his and pulled him toward the dance floor, leaving the bitch in black speechless—for the first time in her life, no doubt. Donna thanked her lucky stars—and the DJ—that a slow song played on cue.
Once they were in the middle of the dance floor, far from Cynthia Masters, Donna stopped and turned to face Hank. Now she had to put her money where her mouth was. She looked into his eyes, saw the questions as well as the gratitude.
“Do you want to dance with me, Coach?” Her voice trembled like a young girl’s about to have her very first dance with a boy. You can’t back out now.
“You bet, Doc.” He pulled her into his arms. “More than I want to see the sun come up tomorrow,” he whispered against her ear.
A delicious shiver ran through her. Hank pulled her closer, wrapping his strong arms around her waist. Donna hesitated, but then slid her arms up around his neck. He pressed his chin to her forehead.
Donna squeezed her eyes shut and tried with all her might to focus on the words of the song, but her mind was lost to the need singing through her body. Her chest burned for more air, but she couldn’t seem to breathe deeply enough. Hank Bradley’s scent filled her with each shallow breath she managed. A scent so enticing, she wanted to taste him. Donna shifted in his arms and her lips brushed his throat. She heard his harsh intake of breath. Felt her heart skip a beat.
Swept into a whirlwind of sensations too powerful to deny, she did something she thought she would never again do—she surrendered to the feelings. He whispered her name against her ear as his embrace tightened, molding her to the hard contours of his body. She felt his heart pounding. Her own echoed every beat.
The song ended and the dance was over. Donna drew away from his embrace, but Hank pulled her back against him. She looked up into his fiery blue gaze and a fresh jolt of desire surged through her.
“The music stopped,” she murmured.
“Not for long.”
“But—” The music resumed. They swayed to the rhythm of another slow song. Hank’s eyes dropped to her lips. Donna saw the slight quiver of his before his jaw tightened, pulling his lips into a firm line. She knew he wanted to kiss her, but he wouldn’t—not here...not now. Though he couldn’t kiss her, he held her like there was no tomorrow. Desperate. Needy. Wanting. Donna clung to him, her desperation mounting.
While song after song played they stayed in each other’s arms. At some point the music changed, a fast beat replaced the slow songs. She knew it had changed...knew the couples around them no longer slow danced...heard the teasing remarks tossed at them. But the only thing that mattered was the way his body felt against hers...and the way his arms felt around her. Only when the music stopped completely did they draw apart.
It was time to go, Donna realized, a little startled as she glanced around the near-empty gymnasium.
A few minutes later, they were out the door as well. She studied Hank’s profile as they walked, hand-in-hand, through the moonlight. A few minutes before midnight. The witching hour, she mused. Explained a lot since this whole evening felt like a dream. Spellbound. That’s how she felt tonight—spellbound. But she shouldn’t feel that way...
“Penny for your thoughts,” Hank said, catching her staring at him.
Donna smiled in spite of the heated flush that surged into her cheeks. “Okay,” she agreed. She stopped and held out her hand for the promised penny.
Hank laughed—a wonderful, rich sound. He looked into her eyes as he pulled a penny from his pocket and place it in her palm.
Donna closed her fingers over the coin and pressed her fist to her breast. “I was just thinking what a wonderful time I had tonight. It was....” She gazed up at the stars and then back at his handsome face. She couldn’t say magical even though that’s what she felt at the moment. “I really did have a good time.”
His eyes searched hers before locking on her mouth. Donna sensed the subtle change in his respiration. He was going to kiss her now, finally. She could feel it—she wanted it. She truly, truly did. Please, kiss me, she willed.
But he didn’t.
“I had a good time, too,” he said. He slipped his arm around her shoulders and resumed their journey toward her porch.
Why hadn’t he kissed her? Did she have something on her teeth? Bad breath? She could have sworn that he was about to kiss her. Her heart sank. Hank Bradley had her hot and bothered all night long, the least he could do was kiss her. At her door, she shoved her key into the lock, twisted the knob and pushed the door open. She covertly cupped her hand over her mouth and exhaled. No, her breath was fine.
Why in the world hadn’t he kissed her?
Erica met them in the front hall. “Did you have a nice time, Dr. Jacobs?”
“Yes, thank you, Erica.” Donna smiled and handed her the agreed upon fee. “Any trouble?”
“None at all. Melissa slept straight through.” Erica smiled and looked past Donna to Hank. “Hey, Coach.”
“Hey,” he called over Donna. His deep voice reverberated through her, sending more of those delicious shivers up her spine.
Donna followed Erica to the door. “Thanks so much. I’d like to call on you again if you think you’d be interested.”
“Sure thing, Dr. Jacobs.”
Once Erica was in her car and had pulled away from the curb, Donna closed the door and took a deep breath. She turned back to Hank, who leaned against the newel post at the bottom of the staircase. His jacket was folded across his arm. His tie hung loose around his neck. Several buttons of his shirt were no longer fastened. He’d gotten comfortable. Should she be nervous about that? A funnel of heat stirred below her belly button, warming her insides.
She blinked. “Would you care for coffee?” She tried to sound calm, but she felt far from calm. Her heart raced. Her entire body quaked with anticipation.
“I’d like that very much.’
She loved watching his lips move when he spoke. They were so full and inviting. “Let me take your jacket.”
She hung his jacket on the hall tree then headed for the kitchen. He followed, just close enough to keep her pulse erratic. She measured the grounds into the basket and slid it into place in the coffee maker, then filled the glass carafe with water and poured it into the reservoir. Hank watched her every move with an intensity that made the slow burn inside her erupt into flames.
She cleared her throat. “It doesn’t take long.” She moved to the other side of the sink to round up coffee cups. The scent of fresh-brewed coffee filled the room.
Let me help you with that.” Hank moved up behind her and reached for a cup. His body brushed against her backside, making her head spin and her breath catch.
“Thanks,” she murmured as she took the cup he passed down to her. She set it on the counter and reached for the next one.
He avoided her hand and placed the cup on the counter himself. Donna closed her eyes and tried to calm the desire raging inside her. Slowly she turned to him. Every sensation she had already experienced a thousand times that night washed over her with renewed force.
He moved closer. Her heart pounded frantically. He started to say something, but didn’t. He wet his lips and took a heavy breath.
“All you have to do,” he whispered, easing even closer, “is say the word.”
“The word?” Bewildered, Donna tried to make sense of his request.
“If you want me to kiss you” his warm breath caressed her face “you have to say so.”
Donna moistened her lips and closed her eyes. His scent...his voice wrapped around her, made her want to lean into him and just melt. She opened her eyes and peered up into his. That untamable lock of black hair had fallen across his forehead. His lips were so close.
“Just say yes,” he urged, the movement of his lips making it hard to breathe.
“Yes,” she whispered.
He touched her cheek with his fingers. Rubbed his thumb across her trembling lips. “I thought you’d never say it,” he murmured as his mouth descended to hers.
Donna’s heart seemed to stop completely as she felt the first brush of his kiss.
“Mommy, I can’t sleep,” Melissa wailed, bursting into the kitchen.
They jumped apart.
Donna dragged herself back to earth and moved to comfort her daughter. “It’s okay, sweetie.” She pulled Melissa up into her arms. “Did you have a bad dream?”
“No,” she whined, rubbing her eyes. “I just woke up and I can’t go back to sleep. Read me a story.”
“It’s kind of late for a story, honey.” Donna smoothed her child’s sleep-tousled hair.
“I’ll do it,” Hank cut in. “If that’s okay.”
Donna turned to him. She tried to read the emotion in his eyes. Desire had taken a back seat to something else. Something she couldn’t quite put her finger on. “Would you like that, sweetie?” she asked Melissa.
Melissa nodded.
Feeling a little uncertain, she turned her precious cargo over to Hank.
“Hey, squirt.” He smiled down at the child in his arms. “What story did you have in mind?”
Donna watched Hank carry Melissa up the stairs and disappear down the corridor. She hugged her arms around herself and tried to slow her own turbulent emotions. This was crazy. Thank God Melissa had interrupted them.
She checked the coffee and placed the cups next to the coffee maker. Should she wait for him to come back downstairs? Maybe she’d go up and see that he got Melissa tucked in without any trouble.
Unable to resist, Donna smoothed her hand over Hank’s jacket as she passed through the front hall. The feel of the fabric evoked renewed desire inside her. She took a deep breath and climbed the stairs. When she neared Melissa’s room she heard Hank’s playful voice as he read Good Night Moon. From the doorway, she watched the tender scene.
Hank closed the book and placed it on Melissa’s night table. “Did that hit the spot?”
Donna could hear the warmth in his voice. She knew without seeing his face that he was smiling down at her daughter.
Melissa threw her arms around his neck and hugged him fiercely. “I love you, Mr. Hank.”
“Love you too, squirt.” He hugged Melissa as tightly to him as if she were his own.
Tears sprang, unbidden, to Donna’s eyes. She clasped her hand over her mouth to stifle the sob that rose in her throat. At that moment the entire scenario crystalized for her. Her heart was not the only one in jeopardy here.
How could she risk her daughter’s heart to this man?







Chapter Eight
“I don’t have it, Patty,” Donna shouted. She searched through the jumble of paperwork on her desk one last time. The Rutledge file just wasn’t here.
The clinic had been open almost two weeks with hardly a glitch. She and Patty had their work routine down pat. Then Friday had rolled around. Neither Donna nor Patty could lay their hands on anything they were looking for. Murphy’s Law ruled day.
“Found it!” Patty yelled from the other end of the clinic.
“Good,” Donna muttered.
Despite the mayhem, Donna thanked God for the great week they’d had. Thirty patients. She hadn’t expected to see thirty patients in one week for a long time to come. More than half of them had been recommended by Hank. Apparently he had been running around town telling everyone what a great doctor she was. A dreamy smile slid across her lips as his image enveloped her. For an entire week, since the dance last Friday, she had dreamed every night of how it would feel to be kissed by him again. Each day she prayed it would happen soon.
But she shouldn’t. Donna knew this was treacherous territory. She just didn’t seem to be able to stop the roller coaster from careening down the next hill. She was headed for heartbreak and she knew it. Worse, her little girl would suffer as well. Hank was an adrenaline junkie. He needed the rush of fame and glory. Brick always said: once it was in your blood nothing or no one else ever mattered. She’d gone down this road once already. But that didn’t seem to matter to her traitorous heart.
Patty breezed in, interrupting Donna’s worrisome thoughts. “Just sign here,” she instructed and pointed to a line at the bottom of the form requesting records.
Donna grabbed a pen and jotted her name. “Done.”
“Great.” Patty gave the form a final once over. She turned to leave and bumped into Hank coming into the office. His large frame filled the entire doorway. “Sorry, Coach.”
He smiled. “I didn’t mean to run you over, Patty.”
“No damage done,” Patty assured before scurrying away.
Donna didn’t miss the show of victory on her face. She was probably patting herself on the back all the way to her desk. The woman could barely contain her euphoria over Hank and Donna’s fledgling relationship.
Relationship? Was it a relationship? When had she decided it was a relationship? It had only been one week since the dance and that sizzling kiss that she suspected was only a preview of things to come. She’d been so troubled by the epiphany that her daughter’s heart was on the line too that she ushered Hank out the door without a chance to finish what they’d started.
“Hey, Doc.” Hank turned his attention to Donna. His drop-dead gorgeous smile widened, taking her breath away as usual.
“Coach.” Donna returned his smile and savored the warm feeling that never failed to spread through her whenever he was near. Why did she want him so very much?
The sleeves of his sweatshirt were pushed up to his elbows. He looked hot and sweaty and absolutely wonderful. Donna felt his pull clear across the desk, the urge to be closer to him almost irresistible.
She and Melissa had been out to dinner with Hank twice since the homecoming dance. The first time just to the local diner. They’d had a great time. On the second occasion, Patty had insisted on having them to dinner at her house, which proved anything but relaxing. Patty kept making comments about how good Donna and Hank looked together and what a great couple they made. Hank found the situation rather amusing. Donna did not. Especially considering Melissa’s obvious case of hero-worship. One thing remained undeniably certain, whether they were on a date or saw each other briefly at school, each day Donna felt the need to be with him grow stronger. They were moving way too fast.
And they still hadn’t finished that kiss. If anticipation continued to build at its current rate, she would implode very soon. Very soon, indeed, she confessed, raking her gaze over his sexy body once more.
Hank crossed his arms over his chest and shifted from foot to foot.
“Is something wrong?” It wasn’t like him to have nothing to say. “Melissa and I are still meeting you at the game tonight, right?” She hadn’t been to a football game since college. She wasn’t really looking forward to going, but this game seemed to be especially important to him. And if it made him happy, what the heck. Funny how quickly and easily his happiness had come to mean more to her than her own. That was definitely a bad sign.
“Everything’s still a go. I’m just...I don’t know...tired, I guess.” He rubbed his forehead like he had a serious headache.
Donna sobered. Something was wrong. She moved around the desk to his side. “What’s really wrong?” A wave of uneasiness washed over her.
He dropped onto the edge of her desk as if his legs could no longer support his weight. “It’s Masters,” he said wearily. “She suspended Dodd for fighting today.”
Dodd? The quarterback. “That’s bad,” she agreed, relatively certain that was the case.
“Really bad.” Hank shook his head. “The game against Franklin County tonight is a major milestone on the playing schedule. I’ve had two players injured this week—two key players. My back-up quarterback was one of them.” He heaved a big breath. “There’s no way in hell we’re going to win this game.”
Donna considered the information for a moment before asking, “Was Dodd fighting?”
“Yeah.” Hank shoved a hand through his hair. “He says the other kid started it, that he was only defending himself. But that doesn’t change the bottom line—fighting is fighting. I had no choice but to agree with Masters’ decision, no matter how badly we need him in tonight’s game.”
“Masters won’t take that into consideration?”
“She doesn’t take anything into consideration when it involves me,” Hank muttered, his shoulders slumped in defeat. “She’s really been on my case this week. Early bus duty every morning and detention monitor after school every afternoon I didn’t have practice.”
Donna reached out to touch him. He needed touching. She caressed his tense jaw and then lifted his chin, bringing his gaze back to hers. “Why?” she asked. She held her breath and waited for his response. The intense hostility between Hank and the Masters woman puzzled her. It was time she knew what stood between them. “Why would she want to do that?”
“When I first came back to Huntley, Masters worked at district—an assistant something or other. When I applied for a job she mentioned that her uncle, a prominent school board member, could see to it that I got a position. She kept calling me and even dropped by my place. But I didn’t need her help, I had Jack Taylor in my corner.”
“The principal who passed away?”
“Yes.” Sadness flickered in his eyes. “Masters didn’t really care about helping me, even if I’d needed her help. I knew what she wanted. Her interest in me was purely recreational. I wasn’t interested, so I gave her the brush off.”
“I’ll bet that didn’t go over too well.” Donna remembered the predatory gleam in the woman’s eyes when she looked at Hank.
“No, it didn’t.” He released a heavy breath and scrubbed a hand over his face. “She’s made my professional life a living nightmare since taking over as interim principal. If I can just hold out until the end of this term, she’ll be gone, but I don’t know if I’ll make it.”
“I’m sorry,” Donna murmured. She reached out and pushed the unruly lock of hair from his forehead as she had dreamed of doing every day since she had first met the man. With him sitting on the edge of her desk, they were almost at eye level.
Hank caught her hand in his and pulled it down to his mouth. He closed his eyes and pressed his lips to her palm.
Her heart fluttered like a thousand butterflies trapped in a single net. She splayed her fingers over his jaw and tilted his chin upward. His lips parted slightly, she heard the rush of breath go past them. Slowly, she leaned down to cover his mouth with hers. If he wouldn’t kiss her, she would damn well kiss him.
His lips were firm and hot. He tasted salty and sweet at the same time. Hank pulled her between his wide spread legs, nestling her intimately against him. A groan sounded deep in his throat as Donna pushed her hands over his chest and around his neck. She leaned in closer, pressing her breasts against that firm wall. Tangling her fingers in his dark hair. She lost herself completely to the need.
His hands rested on her back, his embrace relaxed. She was in charge. She could deepen the kiss whenever she wanted. And she wanted. She touched the tip of her tongue to his lips. His arms tightened around her. Desire burned deep and strong.
Hank slid his hands up her back and over her shoulders to gently cup her face. He pulled her mouth from his, leaving her lips yearning for more of him. “Donna,” he said on a jagged breath. She raised her gaze to his as he gently stroked her cheek. “Unless you plan to lock that door and take the rest of the afternoon off, we’d better cool down.”
Heat rose in her cheeks as she pulled her arms from around his neck and folded them over her middle. “Sorry. I guess I got a little carried away.”
He chuckled, a gentle, teasing laugh. “You never cease to amaze me, Doc.” He brushed a wisp of hair back from her face and then settled his hands on her hips, his touch light. “I didn’t think I had a snowball’s chance in hell of ever turning your head. I hoped, mind you, but deep down I was afraid it would never be.”
“You can be very persuasive, Coach.” She traced his lips with the tip of one finger.
He made a delicious sound at her touch. “You’d better watch it, Doc, or your sister’s going to catch us in a compromising position.” He ground her hips solidly against him.
Heat and moisture pooled between her thighs at the feel of him. She had imagined a dozen times over what it would be like to make love with Hank. If the fiery passion in his eyes was any indication, Donna felt sure it would be amazing. Reluctantly she removed his hands from her hips and backed out of their intimate position.
“Finding the two of us in a compromising position wouldn’t surprise Patty,” Donna scoffed. She stepped back around behind her desk to a less tempting environment. “She’s already trying to push china patterns on me.”
Hank straightened and turned to face her. “Does it bother you that she’s so gung-ho about our relationship?”
“Of course it does,” Donna said without thinking. He blinked and then averted his gaze, but not before Donna saw the flash of hurt in his eyes. “It’s not what you think, Hank. I had a really bad experience, and I need to go slowly.” Donna shook her head, unable to explain how terrifying it was to be putting herself out there again. To risk Melissa getting hurt.
“Melissa’s father?”
She nodded.
“Your ex hurt you that badly?” A muscle in his jaw twitched and anger flared in his eyes.
“I was young and... I don’t want to talk about him, okay?” She desperately hoped he would understand. Anxiety expanded in her chest. She just wasn’t prepared to share those feelings with him yet.
The fire in his eyes reduced to a slow simmer. “Okay for now.”
Donna massaged her forehead with nervous fingers and then crossed her arms over her chest. She had to make one thing clear. “I didn’t come here looking for a relationship.” She took a deep breath and said the rest of what had to be said, “And even if I had, I wouldn’t have been looking for a man like you. Melissa is the most important thing in my life. I don’t want her to get hurt. She wants a daddy and I can’t give her that unless I’m sure it’s the right man. No matter how attracted I am to you, I have to consider what’s best for her.”
That muscle in his jaw jumped again. “And I’m not the marrying kind.”
The resentment in his tone ached deep into her heart. “Are you?”
He looked away for a long moment before meeting her questioning gaze. “I don’t know.”
Something very elemental and very deep inside Donna moved at the uncertainty in his eyes. Could he be as unsure of this shaky ground as she? “I think maybe we should take things really slow.”
“I can live with that.” A devastating smile kicked up the corners of his mouth. “Slow and easy, Doc. That’s the way it’ll be.”
“Agreed.” Donna returned his smile. One by one, the man continued to disprove every single flaw she had associated with jocks. Maybe they weren’t all alike after all. Just maybe she could trust Hank Bradley.
~*~
Hank paced the sidelines. The last quarter. Ten to seven, Franklin County. Third down on their own forty yard line. Five seconds on the clock. Hank shook his head as two players helped Graham off the field. That’s it. There was no one else to put in—Hank glanced at the bench—except Stevens. Hank took a long, deep breath and blew it out. He had to have eleven players on the field.
“You need me, Coach,” Stevens pleaded.
Hank looked at Stevens. The kid had been on his heels the entire fourth quarter. He wanted to play something fierce. Hank turned to his latest injury. “You okay, Graham?”
“It’s my ankle, Coach,” Graham replied, dropping onto the bench.
Hank crouched in front of him and removed his cleats.
“Let me take a look.”
Donna was at his side. She knelt next to Hank and examined Graham’s swelling ankle.
“Just a bad sprain, I think. He needs to elevate his leg and put some ice on his ankle. We’ll need an x-ray just to be sure.”
Hank groaned. As he suspected Graham was down for the count. The game was over. He reached for a cold pack and twisted it. “Swing your leg up on the bench.” Hank helped Graham rearrange himself. He handed him the cold pack. “Keep it on your ankle like the Doc said.”
“What’s it gonna be, Coach?” The referee asked.
“You gotta let me out there, Coach,” Stevens urged.
Hank stood, his gut clenched. He looked from Stevens to the ref. A long moment of indecision gripped him. “We’re still in,” he told the ref with a hell of a lot more confidence than he felt.
“I’ll just go back over and sit with Melissa.” Donna gave him a thin smile.
He knew what she was thinking. Not allowing Stevens on the field except for kicking was his own rule. A rule he was about to break. He watched Donna slip back through the gate and reclaim her seat in the bleachers.
“Stevens, front and center.”
Stevens pulled on his helmet and stepped up to Hank.
“We got one play left. We could go for a field goal—”
“It’d be a stretch, Coach,” Stevens interrupted, visually gauging the distance.
“Yeah,” Hank muttered. He knew damn well it’d be a stretch. And if the kick was good they’d get three lousy points. The only thing worse than losing would be a tie. He turned to Stevens. “Did you take your medicine today?”
“Yes, sir, Coach.”
“Okay.” Hank nodded. “We’re going for it, Stevens. You’re going to fill Graham’s position as split end.”
Stevens whooped for joy.
“If you’re still in, Coach, you’d better get that player on the field.” The ref shot Hank a warning glare.
Ignoring the impatient ref, Hank went nose-to-nose with Stevens. “Listen to me, Stevens,” he ordered. “Stay way back from the heat. Don’t take any chances. Do you understand me?”
“Yes, Coach.” Stevens face split into a grin.
“All right. Get out there,” Hank ordered, wishing he could feel as good about this as Stevens did. He tightened his jaw and took an unsteady breath. He pushed his hand over his face and watched the kid run for the huddle. If something happened to him, it would be Hank’s fault for being too damn pigheaded to know when he was beaten.
Silence overtook the restless crowd as the two teams set up their formations. Both the home and visitor stands were full. Hank could feel Donna’s presence in the stands just beyond the fence directly behind him, but he couldn’t chance a look in that direction right now. He had to watch every second of this play.
The center snapped the ball. Hank kept his eye on the ball as it changed hands in the evolving I-formation. Three, two, one, the buzzer sounded as the clock went to zero.
He held his breath. When this play ended the game was over.
McKinney had the ball. He scanned the field.
Hank shook his head slowly from side to side. McKinney would never get an open shot. Defense had the whole damned team covered.
Except for...Stevens.
Hank felt the word no go past his lips as he watched the pass fly through the air.
Complete.
Stevens had the ball.
For the space of a heartbeat Stevens only stared at the ball in his hands.
A cold, hard lump of terror rose in Hank’s throat. “Run, damn it, run.”
As if in slow motion and suddenly realizing what he needed to do, Stevens turned and ran toward the end zone. Slow at first. Then faster and faster.
Forty-five...forty yard line...thirty.
Stevens ran like hell with the whole damned defensive line on his heels.
Twenty...ten...
“Touchdown, Huntley!” the announcer screamed.
Hank released the breath he had been holding. His chest ached and his knees felt weak.
Stevens had done it!
By God, the kid had made the winning touchdown. The crowd went wild. The scoreboard read visitors ten, home thirteen. The other players hoisted Stevens onto their shoulders and headed toward Hank.
Hank held both fists in the air and shook them in a triumphant gesture. He stole a quick glance at Donna through the mass of people moving about. She smiled at him and his heart ached again. If he could only get to her right now he’d kiss the hell out of her, but the crazed crowd was dispersing in every direction.
He met Franklin County’s coach in the middle of the field and shook his hand.
“Good game, Coach.”
“Thanks.” Hank gave a nod of acknowledgement.
The next thing he knew, the cheering, clamoring members of his team surrounded him. Hank almost embarrassed himself with tears of joy. Despite the odds against them they had won.
An icy wave of cold struck him. He gasped. Gallons of ice cold Gatorade streamed over his head and shoulders. As soon as his system recovered from the shock, he shook himself, splashing Gatorade over those standing closest to him. The rowdy group roared with laughter, earning themselves a glower.
“Five miles, every day after school next week,” he barked, pushing the wet hair from his face.
Stevens led the resounding “Aw, Coach.”
“Just kidding,” Hank shot back with a wide grin.
He and his winning team jogged off the field and headed for the dressing room. As soon as he had the team squared away and had showered the real celebration would begin. Hank smiled. He had a date tonight.
Tonight he and Donna would finally have some time together—alone.
~*~
Drink cups and hot dog wrappers fluttered and scattered across the empty grounds. Someone would have a mess to clean up. Donna hurried across the near-dark field. The few lights that remained on did little more than cast eerie shadows. Amazed at how fast the place emptied when the game ended, she found herself all alone in the deserted stadium before she realized it had happened.
The concession stand and press box were locked up tight. Even the parking lot looked bare compared to just minutes earlier. The few cars that remained probably belonged to Huntley’s players. Patty insisted on having Melissa spend the night with her girls. Donna smiled as she thought of her sister’s blatant attempts to facilitate this relationship.
Donna had to admit that she was looking forward to some time alone with Hank. She smiled again. Anticipation sent her hurrying a little faster across the field.
Meet me at the locker room after the game. Those were his instructions. Donna shivered from the sudden chill in the shifting breeze or maybe it was in anticipation of the magic tonight might hold.
The wind swirled around her and this time the shiver was definitely related to the temperature. The slinky dress she’d decided on didn’t afford much protection against the unexpected dip in the temperature. The sweater was more for decoration than for protection from the cool night air.
Cold or not, Donna loved her new dress anyway. It made her feel very feminine and Hank liked it. He had mentioned how good she looked in blue when he picked her up tonight. Judging by his classroom, he appeared to be a big fan of blue. Her heart swelled at the thought of him and his infinite sweetness.
Donna frowned. She had to remember that they were supposed to be taking things slow. One day at a time.
She waited outside the dressing room door for a full ten minutes, feeling a little foolish and totally juvenile. She couldn’t bring herself to knock on the door and let Hank know she was here. She felt like a cheerleader waiting for the captain of the football team to come out and whisk her away.
She surveyed the parking lot and spotted Hank’s vintage 1969 Camaro. He was definitely still in there. Maybe she should wait in the car. She would be able to see him coming out of the dressing room from there. She crossed to the Camaro and climbed into the passenger seat. Hardly anyone around here locked their houses much less their cars.
She relaxed into the leather and inhaled the scent that reminded her of the man. The memory of how he’d held her against him in her office today played over her senses. The tingle that started deep inside her had her heart rate climbing.
A car door slammed and she jumped. A young man, maybe one of the players, climbed into a truck a couple of parking slots down. Maybe Hank and his team were coming out now. She should just go back to the dressing room and wait.
She climbed out of the car and opted to leave her purse in the car. As an afterthought, she reached in and locked the doors to protect her purse. She slammed her door and started in the direction of the locker room only to be jerked back.
“Dang it!” Donna tugged at the tail of her sweater which had gotten caught in the car door. She tried the handle just in case the lock hadn’t engaged, but it had. She pulled and pulled before she admitted defeat.
“This could only happen to you, Jacobs,” she muttered as she twisted out of the sweater and left it hanging in the closed car door.
Rubbing her arms to ward off the chill, she strode back toward the dressing room. Just as she reached the building the door burst open and more than a dozen showered and changed players poured out. A number of “hello doc’s” greeted her.
“If you’re looking for the coach,” one player spoke up, “he’s still in there.” He motioned back toward the dressing room.
“Thanks. I’ll just wait for him out here.”
“In case you change your mind about waiting in the cold and dark” another young man offered “I’ll prop the door so you can get in.”
Donna watched as he wedged a rock between the door and its casing. “Thank you.”
The still-high-on-victory team members sauntered across the parking lot and piled into the remaining cars and trucks. On second look, Donna realized that girls were waiting in those vehicles. Hank wasn’t the only one who had a date after the game tonight. Whooping and hollering into the night, one driver after the other peeled out of the parking lot, girlfriends squealing with delight.
To be that young again, Donna mused.
The silence seemed deafening after the last squeal of tires faded in the distance. She rubbed her arms and gazed up at the starless night. The moon peered back at her like a half-closed eye. Goose bumps prickled across her bare skin and she shivered again.
“Come on, Hank.”
She edged closer to the locker room door. She listened for some sign of him. Music. She heard music, but nothing else. Light poured from the crack around the door, slicing the darkness.
This was ridiculous. Standing in the dark, getting colder by the second while a warm room lay just on the other side of that door was just silly.
She eased the door open and stuck her head inside. Steamy heat engulfed her. She took a deep breath and stepped into the locker room. A solid click sounded behind her. She whirled around to stare at the closed door. The rock must have rolled away when she opened it. She shrugged. Didn’t matter anyway. Everyone else had already left.
Donna couldn’t recall ever having been in a boys’ locker room. Plain utilitarian tile covered the walls and floor. Years of use had dulled the white to a dingy gray. The area was relatively clean and smelled of soap and men’s cologne. Royal blue, Hornet blue as Hank called it, lockers filled the center of the room. Benches in the same bright color surrounded the lockers.
“Hank?”
No response. Not that anyone could hear her above the music. Loud, pulsating music. She peered around the long row of lockers. No Hank.
Throwing caution to the wind, she continued through the dressing room.
On the other side of the lockers Donna discovered a door that led to a weight room. Work-out benches and equipment filled the space. No Hank in there. The next door led to the showers and bathrooms, she supposed. She hesitated. Should probably go back and wait by the entrance. The team poured water or something all over Hank. Maybe he was changing clothes. She moistened her lips and tried to stifle the giddy sensation spiraling inside her at the thought of him naked.
“Hank,” she called again, risking a peek inside the door. She had guessed right. Toilet stalls. Urinals. But no Hank.
Muffled by walls, the music’s volume diminished behind her as she entered the bathroom area. She listened, straining with the effort. She could hear something besides the music, but what? Taking one hesitant step at a time, she moved further inside. She should at least let Hank know she was here. That seemed as good as an excuse as any for venturing further into this male territory. A row of white sinks hung on the wall opposite the toilet stalls and urinals, the mirrors above them foggy from the hot moisture in the air.
She tilted her head and listened again. Her gaze dropped to the floor and she frowned. She tracked through shallow puddles with each step she took as she rounded a tiled partition.
Water. Running water. Donna stopped dead in her tracks. She raised her head slowly, realization dawning. The shower room. A half dozen or so shower heads protruded from the tiled walls. She had walked directly into the shower room. Right before her eyes, not a dozen feet away, Hank Bradley stood completely and gloriously naked. Steam rose from the hot water spraying over his body.
Propriety told her she should turn away, but she couldn’t. His arms were raised, his fingers working through his thick, dark hair, helping to rinse away the remaining lather. The suds slipped down over the wide expanse of his shoulders, down his back, and over his tight buttocks. Donna’s breath left her, but her eyes continued to follow the path of bubbles. Down long, muscular legs to dissolve in the water puddling around his feet.
Unable to do anything but stare at the man she stood there, her mouth and throat as dry as the cotton balls in the glass containers in her exam rooms. Donna’s heart pumped faster and faster until she felt lightheaded. Desire burned hot inside her. Her breasts ached with that same burn.
His heels became his toes and she stopped breathing at all.
He had turned around.
Her head spinning, she reached for the damp tile wall for support. Her gaze made the journey back up his strong legs. She hesitated briefly on his scarred right knee. The football injury. Her eyes traveled upward, over muscled thighs to…“Oh, Lord,” she murmured.
She forced her gaze to continue beyond that mesmerizing spot. Muscle rippled with his every movement as her gaze moved over his taut abdomen and chest. A sense of longing roared through her with such force that it overwhelmed all other senses. He swept the damp hair back from his face and opened his eyes.
He blinked, then his gaze locked on hers. He swiped away the water running over his handsome face.
She struggled, open-mouthed, to say something...anything, but the words simply would not come. Finally, she blurted, “Oh, my God!” She whirled around and hurried back toward the entrance. She reached for the door, fumbled with the knob.
“Donna, wait!”
She closed her eyes and pressed her forehead against the cool steel door. She was an idiot. She never behaved this way...never got herself into these situations.
His hand was on her arm now, pulling her around to face him. Donna forced her eyes open. Water beaded and dripped on his muscular body. He had carelessly wrapped a towel around his narrow hips.
“Don’t run away,” he whispered, pulling her closer. His touch was gentle, inviting—not demanding. He gathered her in his arms.
“This isn’t a good idea,” she murmured, her cheek pressed against his damp chest.
Hank lifted her chin and lowered his mouth to hers. His lips moved slowly, gently against hers. After kissing her mouth, he kissed her cheek...her closed lids...her forehead...and then her nose. Need ached fiercely inside her. She wanted him so much.
He lifted her against him and her arms went automatically around his neck as he carried her to the nearest bench. He straddled it and sat down, drawing Donna’s legs around him. His towel fell away. Her breath caught at the feel of him pressing against her panties. He groaned and his lips moved over her neck. He held her tightly with one arm as his free hand sought out her breast. She arched into his touch. He squeezed then bent to torture the nipple through the thin fabric of her dress and bra. Donna cried out, pressing down to meet that thick heat nudging between her thighs.
Hank leaned her back down onto the hard bench, his mouth possessing hers in a kiss so frenzied it made her senseless. She clung to his broad shoulders. She slung off her spiked heels and locked her legs around him. He felt wet and wonderful in her arms. Hard and wanting. He thrust his tongue into her mouth, in and out, mimicking the rhythm pulsing inside her.
He fumbled with her dress, shifting it out of the way and slipping his hand between her legs. He touched her. Donna moaned, hardly able to bear the pleasure of it. She hadn’t been touched in so very, very long.
She froze. “Wait!” She pushed hard against his broad shoulders. “Stop. We have to stop!”
“What?” he rasped, his breath ragged and warm against her face. It took a moment for his eyes to focus on hers. “You want me to stop?” he asked, a combination of shock and frustration contorting his features.
Donna squirmed from beneath him, stood quickly and righted her clothes. “I can’t do this. I have to go.” She backed toward the door. “I’m sorry. I just...” He looked dazed and confused, and unbelievably sexy sitting on that bench utterly naked. And she felt like a fool. She was a fool. What had she been thinking? This wasn’t the way it was supposed to be.
He shot to his feet, pulling the towel around his body. “Wait.” He forked his long fingers through his hair. “Let me get dressed and I’ll take you home.”
Donna shook her head. “I’ll walk.”
“No! No. It’s late, I’ll drive you. Just give me thirty seconds. Please,” he added more with his eyes than his mouth.
She searched for a reason not to wait. An excuse to run away. But nothing rational came. “All right.” She turned her back and walked to the door.
How could she be here…doing this?
As promised, in less than a minute he reached around her to open the door—fully clothed in Hornet blue sweatshirt and jeans. Donna rushed into the darkness, the cold air almost taking her breath. He stayed right behind her but thankfully didn’t touch her.
When they reached the passenger side of his car, he spotted her sweater. “What happened?”
“Don’t ask,” she muttered. She couldn’t look at him.
They rode in silence to her house. She jumped from the car before he could round the hood to open her door. She fumbled in her purse for her keys, her hands still shaking. How had she let this happen? She couldn’t do this. She could not get involved on that level with a man like Hank Bradley. No matter how much her love-starved body screamed otherwise.
He made her do things she’d never done before. Made her forget all else but him. He was too dangerous to her control…to her plans.
When she got the door open and turned to say good night, he smiled down at her—the most amazingly sweet smile she had ever laid eyes on.
Her whole body reacted. How did she handle this man?
“I still can’t believe we won that game,” he said. “Did you see the look on Stevens’ face when he realized he’d made that touchdown?”
She nodded stiffly. “It was an amazing game.”
“I almost cried,” he admitted sheepishly.
Her tension ebbed and a faint smile pushed over her lips. “I did cry,” she said softly. She wanted to cry now.
He looked at the floor for a moment before he spoke again. “I guess I’m the one who got carried away this time.”
Donna moistened her lips and resisted the urge to throw herself into his arms and beg him to carry her up the stairs to bed. “Good night, Hank. I enjoyed the game.”
He reached out and touched her cheek, his expression bittersweet. “Good night.”
A car screeched to a halt in the street in front of Donna’s house. She frowned at the sound, squinting to make out the culprit. Patty.
Donna’s heart stumbled. “Something’s wrong!” She pushed past Hank and hurried across the porch to meet her sister on the steps.
“You need to get to the clinic right now.”
Her voice sounded strangely high pitched. Fear crawled over Donna’s skin, clawed its way up her spine. “Where’s Melissa?” The blood froze in her veins.
Hank came to her side.
“Melissa’s fine, Donna.” Patty’s voice broke. “It’s the clinic, there’s been a fire.”







Chapter Nine
The red lights of the fire truck pulsed in sync with the blue lights of the patrol car. The strobe of the lights an alternating rhythm to the pounding in Donna’s head. Fire hoses coiled and stretched like long snakes as the firemen worked to roll the hoses up after disconnecting and draining them. Donna listened through the haze of disbelief as the fire chief explained how lucky she was.
The Mini-Market down the street had been so jam-packed after the football game that one shopper had used the clinic parking lot as overflow. He heard the clinic’s smoke alarms blaring as he walked past. His prompt report had kept the fire’s damage to a minimum.
But the term minimum was relative…and when considered with Donna’s incredibly miniscule bank balance, the damage was devastating.
When it was safe to do so, Fire Chief Thomas led Donna and Hank through the clinic to the rear of the building. Black soot clung to the freshly painted walls. The acrid smell of smoke and melted electrical wiring permeated the air inside the clinic.
“The damage isn’t that bad,” the chief said, shining his wide-beam flashlight onto the ceiling in the hall.
Donna’s gaze followed the beam of light. Most of the ceiling was blackened. At the far end of the hall the blackness turned to a more charred look. A light fixture, or what used to be one, was burned beyond recognition.
She closed her eyes as a sinking feeling sucked away the last of her energy.
“Doesn’t seem to be any structural damage. Smoke and stink mostly, other than the electrical and a little damage on the ceiling here. No evidence of foul play. Every indication points to a defect in the electrical system.” Thomas nodded. “Yep, I’d say you were really lucky tonight, Dr. Jacobs.”
Somehow she didn’t feel too lucky. The electrician’s warning echoed through her.
“Duck River Electric pulled the meter until the electrical repairs can be made,” the fire chief went on as he led the way back to the front entrance. Donna made it as far as the lobby and stalled, too overwhelmed to go any further. Hank and the chief stepped out into the parking lot, the sound of their voices distinct through the open door. She tried to follow the gist of the conversation but couldn’t. Mental exhaustion disabled her ability to process what she heard. The array of lights from outside flashed and flickered across the walls of the lobby.
“Donna.” Patty touched her shoulder.
“Hmm?”
“Why don’t you let me take you home?”
“Can’t,” Donna mumbled. “I have to check the files and equipment.”
“It’s the middle of the night,” Patty urged. “We can do that in the morning.”
“I have to make sure everything is secure.” Donna shook her head and sighed. “The drug cabinet. The files and equipment.”
“I’ll help you.”
“No, you and Sam take care of the kids. I’ll do this.” Donna rubbed her pounding forehead. “I couldn’t sleep, anyway.”
“If you’re sure.”
“I’m sure.”
Patty gave her a hug. “It’s going to be fine, sis. Don’t you worry.”
“I know,” Donna muttered, but it was a lie. It wasn’t going to be all right at all.
Patty and Sam disappeared along with the firemen and policemen. The near darkness brought a welcome change after the pulsating lights of the emergency vehicles. When she closed her eyes, Donna could still see the sickening throb of lights. The dread that had overwhelmed her when she and Hank arrived at the clinic had now collected in the pit of her stomach.
With a borrowed flashlight in hand, she set into the task of ensuring that the vital contents of the clinic were secure and undamaged. Hank worked alongside her, all the while telling Donna how an intensive clean-up and a fresh coat of paint would undo most of the damage.
Hours later the sound of a cordless drill intensified the dull ache in the back of her skull. She would bite her tongue off before she would complain. Hank had gotten some lady out of the bed at three o’clock in the morning to open the hardware store so he could purchase a deadbolt. The firemen had damaged the lock, as well as part of the door, to gain access to the clinic. Hank knew Donna felt uncomfortable about leaving it vulnerable, so he’d gone above and beyond the call of duty to take care of it.
Try as she might she couldn’t help considering that when someone or something seemed too good to be true, it usually was. She hoped with all her heart that Hank Bradley was the exception to that rule since sometime during the horrifying night she had fallen for him a little more.
Finally she slumped into a chair and closed her eyes. She didn’t care if it was wet and sooty, she was so very tired. Why did life have to be so hard? The electrician had warned her that the electrical system needed more work. She had intended to take care of it—in time. Donna dropped her face into her hands. No way could she afford to pay for the needed repairs up front. Waiting for the insurance could take weeks. She didn’t have weeks. Every day the clinic didn’t operate, she went further into a financial black hole. Tears streamed down her cheeks anyway. She cursed herself for being so weak.
“Hey.” Hank crouched in front of her. He lifted her chin and brushed at the tears. “It’s not so bad.”
She bit her lower lip to quell the flow. He made getting through this night possible. “I know,” she muttered, her breath catching like a sobbing child’s. “I...I just don’t know how I’ll manage to get all this repaired fast enough. If I’m not open…”
Hank put his arms around her and held her close. “Let me take you home. You need some rest,” he whispered. “There’s nothing else you can do here right now.”
Donna took a long, shaky breath. Hank was right. What else could she do? She nuzzled against his neck. Covered in soot, Hank smelled of smoke and sweat and that enticing scent that was his alone. His arms were strong and comforting.
“Take me home,” she murmured against his shirt.
Hank kissed the top of her head and pulled her to her feet. As they left the devastated clinic he locked the new deadbolt behind them.
A faint glow in the East signaled sunrise. Donna took a deep, cleansing breath of fresh air and slid into the passenger seat of his car.
Daylight crept across the rooftops as Hank pulled into her drive. They walked to her door in silence. She had left in such a rush that she hadn’t even locked up. She swung the door open, stepped across the threshold and turned to face him. She was too vulnerable right now to deal with anything else. Not even the man who had helped her make it through the night. She needed to be alone. To sort through the sudden overwhelming mess her new life had become.
What did one do when the back-up plan failed?
“Thank you.” Donna lifted her gaze to his. Concern stared back at her. She raised a tentative hand to smooth away the traces of soot from his beard shadowed face. A thread of tender emotion tied itself around her heart and tightened. Hank Bradley was undoubtedly the sweetest man she had ever known, even if he was a jock.
He dropped a light kiss on her cheek. “Get some sleep.” His knuckles brushed softly across the spot he had just kissed. “I’ll call you later.”
Donna nodded. Tears gathered, more from his sweetness than the morning’s disaster. She shut the door behind him and trudged up the stairs. Her entire body verged on total shutdown. She needed the relief deep sleep would bring, though she doubted she would come by it naturally. Passing through her bedroom, she stripped off the sooty clothes and dropped them to the floor.
She searched through her medicine cabinet until she found the prescription of mild tranquilizers she kept for emergency use only. “This,” she muttered to her reflection, “is definitely an emergency.”
She ducked her head under the faucet for a swallow of water to wash it down. She swiped the back of her hand across her mouth and moved to the shower. With the faucet set to warm, she climbed in and let the water spray down on her. Steam rose around her as she lathered her hair with a generous portion of shampoo. Water and lather flowed and trickled over her skin. Those minutes in the locker room haunted her. The feel of Hank’s mouth on her breasts. The sound of his voice. The sweet, wet taste of his skin. The painful images from the clinic invaded…tore at her heart. But Hank was there, taking care of everything…taking care of her.
Fresh tears surfaced and spilled past her lashes. How had things changed so much so fast? Donna sagged against the water-slicked wall and let the salty tears flow. Everything was so complicated now even without the fire. The simple, bland life she had planned had vanished in a flash of black hair and blue eyes. The future looked so uncertain—hinging on the actions of a third party. How could she have let herself fall so hard and fast for this man?
She had learned six years ago not to depend on anyone else. All these years, she shook her head in weary resignation, she had taken care of Melissa and herself. She had been extra careful not to allow anyone or anything to tip the scales until now.
Now her life was out of her control again—just like before. Her happiness and the happiness of her child were dependent on another person—Hank Bradley. Her heart wanted so to trust him completely. But could she...really? Part of her trusted him already. But one, small fearful part of her heart still held out. If only she hadn’t moved here. Then she wouldn’t have met Hank. He wouldn’t have had the chance to become so important to her or to Melissa. But events in Denver had left her little choice.
Donna had seen the files, her own name among those used in the deception. Insurance fraud. Dr. Grayson was into it up to his eyeballs. Everyone does it, he’d insisted. How do you think we maintain this luxurious practice? But Donna couldn’t pretend and look the other way, so she had testified against her partner. Tossed everything she had worked so hard to achieve and never looked back. She hadn’t gone into medicine to break the law. She’d wanted to make a difference.
Her sister had insisted that coming to Huntley would give her that opportunity. The area was under served from a medical standpoint. Here Donna could be a vital part of the community. The money didn’t matter, the people did. Her own child did.
Donna shut off the water and stepped out onto the bath mat. Rehashing the past was pointless. She toweled herself dry and partially blow-dried her hair. The sedative had taken effect and her legs felt a bit like Jell-O. She pulled on her robe, padded to the bed and slid between the cool sheets. God, that felt wonderful.
She would figure some way to salvage the clinic…and her new life. Maybe even this thing with the coach was worth fighting for.
Maybe.
~*~
Somewhere a telephone rang. Donna jerked awake. The telephone on the night table rang again. Still groggy, she reached for it, knocking it off the table. She tumbled to the floor in a heap of tangled bed covers, digging for the receiver.
“Hello.”
The dial tone greeted her. Somewhere else in the tangle of linens her cell erupted into a jangle. Donna groaned and tossed the receiver aside and dug for her cell. She snatched it from under the bed and stabbed the accept call button. “Hello.”
“Hey, sleepy head, are you up?” Patty, sounding far too chipper.
“Yes,” Donna lied. She tried to shake the grogginess and to pay attention to her sister’s voice.
“I checked on you a couple of hours ago and you were dead to this world.”
“What time is it?” Donna turned to the digital alarm clock on her bedside table.
“Two-thirty,” she and Patty said in unison.
Donna sprang to her feet, staggered, and steadied herself. “I’ll be right over to pick up Melissa.” Pangs of guilt gnawed at her for leaving her child so long in Patty’s care. Stumbling, she extracted herself from the jumble of bed clothes.
“Don’t come right now. Melissa and the girls are baking cookies. Besides, you need to get over to the clinic.” Patty sounded entirely too upbeat.
“What’s the point?” Donna jerked a pair of jeans and a sweater from her bureau.
“You’ll see when you get there,” Patty said mysteriously. “You can pick up Melissa later.”
“What’s going on, Patty?” Donna juggled her cell between her shoulder and her ear as she tugged on her jeans.
“You’ll see,” her sister hedged. “I smell cookies. I have to go. Catch you later.”
“Give Melissa a kiss for me,” Donna said quickly before her sister could hang up.
She shoved her cell into her back pocket and searched for the telephone base in the tumbled mass of linen. She righted the base and receiver then tossed the covers back onto the bed. After pulling on a sweater, she slipped into her loafers. Before rushing out the door she ran a brush through her hair and gargled to get the bad taste out of her mouth.
Downstairs, she grabbed her keys and headed for the car. Two minutes were required to drive the short distance to the clinic, mostly because she didn’t trust herself to go more than five miles per hour.
“What on earth?” she muttered as she pulled into the crowded parking lot. What were all these cars doing here?
She emerged from her car and headed for the clinic entrance. The door—the new door, she noticed after a double take—swung open and a teenage boy sauntered out.
“Hey, Doc,” he called as he passed on his way to a shiny black sports car.
A flicker of recognition hit Donna as she watched him getting into the car. Football player. He was on Hank’s team. She couldn’t remember his name, but she knew his face.
“Hi, Dr. Jacobs.”
Donna’s eyes shot back to the door in time to see Erica, Melissa’s sitter, exiting. Erica swept past Donna carrying an empty paint bucket. Lines of sand-colored paint runs streaked the manufacturer’s label.
“Didn’t have enough.” Erica raised the empty bucket to indicate she meant paint. She headed across the street to the hardware.
Donna tried to make sense of what was happening, but her brain just wouldn’t work. Drugs, she thought ruefully.
She opened the clinic’s new door, uncertain of what she would find. Her mouth dropped open when she entered the building. The place teemed with activity. Teenagers were everywhere. Some stood on ladders painting trim. Others used extensions to roll paint on the walls. Still others sat on the floor painting baseboards. Drop cloths covered anything that didn’t need painting.
She looked up. The ceilings were blessedly white again. Amazing. Donna wandered down the hall. Even the charred area in the hall ceiling was in the process of repair. In each room the scene was much the same. The clean scent of new paint had all but replaced the odor of smoke. Donna found Hank in her office, cleaning as if the health inspector was about to descend at any moment.
“I’m sure this will sound like a dumb question,” Donna said, announcing her presence. “But, what’s going on here?”
Hank whirled to face her. “Hey, Doc.” He dropped his cleaning cloth and made his way around the displaced furnishings. He touched his lips to hers. The brief contact sent her pulse into overdrive.
“After I dropped you off this morning, I decided to deal with the situation.”
Donna read the hesitancy in his gaze. He was hoping she would be pleased. She surveyed the newly painted walls, the color an exact match to the previous one. “Somewhat presumptuous of you to deal with it without asking me first, Coach.” Donna leveled her gaze on his, holding back the grin that tickled her lips.
“I’ve been known to be presumptuous on occasion.” Sparks ignited in his blue eyes and the uncertainty disappeared.
“So I’m told.”
“It’s my biggest flaw,” he added, moving a step closer to her.
Donna threw her arms around his neck and hugged him fiercely. “You’re too good to be true.”
“I’m whatever you want me to be,” he murmured, his strong embrace restoring her strained emotions.
“Yo, Coach!”
Hank loosened his hold on Donna enough that she could turn in his arms to see who had spoken. Dodd. She recognized the team’s quarterback.
“Yo, Dodd,” Hank echoed.
“All the painting’s done except a little more in the lobby.” Dodd winked at Donna. She responded with a wide grin.
“Great,” Hank praised. “As soon as we get the furniture and equipment washed down, we’ll call it a day. I can clean the floors tomorrow when the paint’s had a chance to dry.”
“Gotcha, Coach.” Dodd acknowledged with a sharp salute.
Donna shook her head in astonishment. “I can’t believe all this.” She turned in Hank’s arms and looked up at him in wonder. “Where did the paint and all this other stuff come from?”
“Well, let’s see,” he started. “The hardware store supplied the paint. A friend of mine is a painter, he provided all the ladders and painting tools.”
“This is unbelievable.” Donna wanted to pinch herself to make sure she wasn’t dreaming. People in the small town where she and Patty grew up would band together to overcome disasters, but she figured that was a thing of the past. Gone out of style like too many other good things these days. The light spreading across her desk from the brass table lamp caught her eye. The lights were on. That meant the electricity had been restored.
“The lights,” Donna said, staring at the lamp.
“Oops, I almost forgot,” Hank said. “I have another friend who’s an electrician.”
“It’s all done—fixed, already?” she asked in astonishment.
“It really wasn’t as bad as it looked. He finished in just a few hours. An inspector will be by on Monday just to make everything official.”
“How did you get an electrician on such short notice?” Just getting maintenance to repair a faulty light switch in her apartment back in Denver had been a major undertaking. And on Saturday, weekend overtime rates were horrific. She had no way to pay for all this.
“I told you, he’s a friend of mine.” Hank grinned. “He owed me a favor.”
Donna shook her head, her short-lived happiness dead in the face of reality. All this cost money. “I don’t know how long it will take to collect from the insurance company. I don’t even know what they’ll cover.”
“There’s nothing to cover.” Hank took her hands in his and squeezed. “Don’t you get it? The materials were all donated and the labor was volunteered.”
Donna closed her eyes and willed the tears to retreat. When it was safe again, she met his gaze. “Thank you,” she whispered, her throat constricting. It wasn’t much, but it was all she could manage to say.
“I like my gratitude in a little more tangible form, Doc,” he said with a look of mischief on his handsome face.
“I’m not sure I understand.”
Hank drew her back into his arms and kissed all her worries away.
~*~
Patty and Sam showed up with Melissa and their girls just in time for the pizza party Hank insisted on throwing for everyone who had helped at the clinic.
The sizable crowd kept the Main Street Diner’s one waitress hopping. Donna smiled as she scanned the haggard group. All sooty and paint speckled. They looked like the survivors of a cartoon explosion. Patty had been right. This was the right place for Donna to raise her daughter. She felt a deep sadness for all the years she had lost reaching for the brass ring that had long since tarnished. But after being deserted by Brick, Donna felt compelled to provide the best life she could for her daughter. She now knew that money wasn’t all Melissa needed. Donna looked around her again, she and Melissa needed this.
“Donna.”
She abandoned her deep thoughts to look toward the sound of her sister’s voice.
“Come here a minute,” Patty called in a stage whisper. She motioned for Donna to follow her into the hall that led to the restrooms.
“What?” Donna asked in the same hushed tone, though she had no idea why. Patty gestured impatiently for her to join her. Donna shook her head and walked over to where her sister waited.
Without further explanation, Patty pulled Donna into the ladies room and locked the door behind them. She crossed her arms over her chest and fixed her with a motherly gaze—one Donna had endured numerous times before.
“Oh,” she sighed. “It’s time for one of those.”
Patty made an impatient sound and rolled her eyes. “Just a little piece of sisterly advice.”
“Let’s have it.” Donna leaned back against the locked door. She might as well relax, Patty’s little pieces of advice usually turned into big chunks.
“I’ve been watching you and Hank together—”
“Patty,” Donna warned. “This doesn’t sound like advice, it sounds like nose trouble.”
Patty huffed an exasperated breath. “Shut up and listen, Donna.”
Donna pressed her lips together and passed her thumb and forefinger over them as if zipping them shut. She gazed at her sister in feigned anticipation. She was too happy right now to let even Patty’s matchmaking bother her.
Patty visibly steeled herself and then began, “I know Brick did a number on you—”
She wasn’t going down that road. “I don’t ever want to hear that name again as long as I live,” she warned, that old, familiar anger trickling into her pleasant mood.
Patty held up a hand in an attempt to stay Donna’s protest. “Just let me finish, okay?”
“Finish,” Donna grumbled. Refusing to look at her sister, she stared at the worn black and white squares on the floor.
“I can see what’s happening between you and Hank. I’d have to be blind not to.” Patty paused. When Donna finally gave in and looked at her, she continued. “Don’t let the past ruin the future, Donna. Hank is a good man and he’s crazy about you. Open your heart to him. You’ll hurt him if you don’t. And no one will be more sorry than you if that happens.”
“And just what makes you think I haven’t opened my heart to him, Ms. Busybody?”
“Are you in love with him?” Patty asked, she arched one eyebrow in speculation.
“That’s none of your business, Patricia Jacobs Russell.”
Patty grinned from ear to ear. “You are. I knew it!” She looked heavenward. “There is a God!”
“If you’re finished, I’d like to rejoin the festivities.” Donna cocked her head and smiled a tolerant smile at her well-meaning sibling. “And don’t you dare say ‘I told you so’.”
“Have you told him?”
“This conversation is over.” Donna turned to open the door.
“Tell him, Donna.” Patty urged. She placed one hand on Donna’s shoulder to halt her retreat. “Tell him. He deserves to know. Don’t make him wonder. You know how it feels to wonder.”
Patty’s words hit home. Donna knew exactly how it felt to wish with all your heart that somebody loved you the way you loved them. Brick, damn you! She had prayed he would change and love her. That he would want the child they had created together. That he would somehow morph into the sweet guy she had thought him to be when they first met. But he hadn’t. She had trusted him. Told him how she felt. He never loved her. Never wanted her, not really. And he certainly never wanted their child. Damn him. Donna clenched her teeth to keep the tears at bay.
“I don’t know if I can do that, Patty.” She turned to face her sister. “He hasn’t mentioned love or commitment. What if that’s not what he wants?”
Patty sighed. “What does the man have to do to prove he’s worthy of your trust?”
All the things Hank had done to show how much he cared flooded Donna. Her heart swelled with the overflow. He cared a great deal. She knew he did. Could she allow herself to love him? The answer was easy, she loved him already. But knowing it in her heart and admitting it to Hank were two different things.
“I’ll work on it,” she promised Patty. Donna slipped back into the crowded dining room. Hank was sharing his pizza with Melissa, who sat in his lap. The way he smiled at the child pulled at Donna’s heart strings. Hank glanced up at her and winked. She smiled. That small, resisting piece of her heart yielded. Yes, she could trust Hank.
By the time Hank took Donna and Melissa home it was past the child’s bedtime. After a ride up the stairs on Hank’s shoulders, Melissa barely kept her eyes open for Donna to read the obligatory story.
She paused outside Melissa’s bedroom door. “You go on down and make yourself comfortable,” she whispered to Hank. “I’ll be down in a minute.” She smiled. “I have a surprise for you.”
“Don’t tease me, Doc, my heart can’t take it,” he drawled in a low, husky voice as he clutched his chest.
She ushered him to the stairs. “Go on. I’ll be there in a minute and I promise you won’t be sorry.”
With one final assessing look, Hank trudged reluctantly down the stairs.
Donna pulled in a breath and made a mad dash for her bedroom. She stripped her clothes off as she crossed the room. After freshening up and brushing her teeth, she touched-up her make-up, and worked her hair into the sexiest tousled do she knew.
She skimmed the closet until she found the lacy pink babydoll a friend had bought her as a gag gift two birthdays ago. She pulled on the sheer nightie with its matching panties then donned the slinkiest robe she owned. Donna stepped in front of the full-length mirror and analyzed the look.
“Oh, my.” The short, silk robe didn’t cover much, but the color looked good against her skin. She could do this. Hank played football with her daughter. His patience was seemingly unending with the child. She considered all the sweet and kind things he had done for her.
Yes, she could do this.
Donna bounded down the stairs to join him in the living room. They needed some quiet time together—just the two of them. No distractions and no disasters. She intended to show him exactly how she felt. She couldn’t spend the rest of her life afraid. Hank was worth the risk.
“How about we...” Donna stopped mid-step. Her lips spread into a wide smile.
Hank was fast asleep on the couch. Bless his heart, he’d been going non-stop almost forty-eight hours. She moved closer. Asleep he looked like a little boy, sweet and innocent. Thick, dark lashes shadowed his high cheek bones. Black stubble darkened his jaw, defying the look of boyish innocence. Those wonderful full lips were slightly parted. His relaxed body appeared soft and harmless. Donna knew first hand there wasn’t anything soft or harmless about that body. Hard and dangerous—dangerous to her heart—was a much more accurate description.
She sat down next to him. His rhythmic breathing made her ache to feel that breath against her skin. She longed to touch him, to see those eyes flutter open in a dazzling flash of blue, but she didn’t.
Instead she snuggled in close and drifted off to sleep.







Chapter Ten
Hank watched Donna’s eyes drift open and he smiled. He couldn’t resist touching her soft cheek. Every muscle in his body tightened at the soft feel of her skin beneath his fingertips.
“I didn’t mean to wake you,” he whispered.
She sighed and then smiled. “I’m glad you did. What time is it?”
Desire zipped through him, followed by a feeling of want that overwhelmed even the need to breathe. “Early. Melissa’s still sleeping.” He brushed a kiss across her forehead. “Last night you said you had a surprise for me, but I guess I fell asleep on you.”
She pouted those expressive lips. “You certainly did. And, after I got all dressed up for you.” She swept her hand down her silk clad body.
Hank’s heart dropped like a fumbled ball. “That was for me?” He could feel himself hardening. He wanted her so damned much.
Donna smiled. “I suppose you could have your surprise now, even if it is Sunday.” Before he could say a word she straddled his lap, untied the belt at her waist and allowed her robe to slip off her shoulders. “Unless, of course, you think it’s too wicked.”
For a moment Hank couldn’t breathe much less speak. “Not too wicked at all, Doc.”
He tried to calm the tension throttling through him. Not happening this side of the grave. He ached to wrap his arms around her, but this was her show. His blood sizzled in his veins, rushed to his heart and exploded into a fiery inferno that filled his chest.
She gathered fistfuls of his tee-shirt and pulled it loose from his jeans. He held his arms up and watched in silence as she pulled the tee over his head and dropped it to the floor. She touched him. He drew in a harsh breath and fought for control. He closed his eyes when the hot, wet feel of her mouth covered a nipple. She sucked hard while gliding her fingers down his chest. Hank groaned.
“Doc, you’re driving me crazy,” he growled. His grip tightened on her hips, pressing her more firmly against his arousal. He’d never be able to endure this. He tangled his fingers in her hair and pulled her mouth up to his. God, she tasted good. So soft. So sweet. He plunged his tongue into her mouth. She made a tiny sound in her throat and his chest constricted. Harder and harder he kissed her, drowning in her sweetness.
He felt her fingers in his waistband. He shifted and rolled her over onto her back on the sofa. His mouth continued to plunder hers, searching out her tongue; drawing it into his own mouth. Donna fumbled with his zipper. He lost it then. He had to get her out of those skimpy clothes—just as soon as he could bear to take his mouth from hers. God, he wanted inside her so badly it hurt.
“Hank,” she breathed against his lips.
He held her sweet face in his hands and lost himself in those wide, passion glazed eyes. He ground his hips against hers, showing her the evidence of his desire for her. “Yes,” he murmured, forcing himself to be patient. He hoped she wasn’t going to ask him to stop, if she did he might just die on the spot.
“I want so much to trust you, but I’m afraid you’ll break my heart,” she said. The anguish in her voice grieved his soul. “I don’t think I could bear it if you did.”
“Never happen, Doc. Never.” He covered her mouth with his and kissed her with every ounce of feeling he could muster. He wanted this woman...wanted her more than he had ever wanted anything in his life. She could make him complete. He wouldn’t need anything else.
“Mommy! Mommy! Where are you?”
The shrill little voice echoed from the top of the stairs.
“Oh, my god! Melissa’s up!” Donna shrieked.
The next thing Hank knew he was flat on his back on the floor watching Donna sprint across the living room struggling to cover herself with her robe.
He closed his eyes and groaned. He couldn’t live this way. If he didn’t make love to Donna soon he would explode. He reached for his tee-shirt and pulled it on. He needed a walk.
A very long walk.
~*~
“Are you sure you’re up to this,” Donna asked for the third time.
“Yes,” Hank answered again.
“In all the craziness this weekend, I’d completely forgotten about the picnic. It really is short notice for you, we could just forget about it and Melissa and I could go alone,” she offered yet again.
Hank looked up from tying his sneakers. “Donna, I don’t mind. I want to go.” He smiled patiently. “Besides, you’re a girl, Melissa needs a guy for this.”
Donna nodded uncomfortably and stood. “I’ll go drag Melissa away from your computer if you’re ready.”
Hank stood and pulled Donna to him. He brushed a kiss across her lips. “I’m ready.” He held her gaze for a reassuring moment. “I want to do this.”
She smiled tentatively and disappeared down the hall. He watched her go feeling bad that she’d been in a tither since Patty called and reminded her about today’s father-daughter picnic. Patty and Sam’s church had one last picnic every year in September. Hank wondered just how much Patty had to do with it being designated a father-daughter affair. Not that Hank minded going, it was just that it made Donna uncomfortable. He knew Patty meant well, but sometimes she went a bit overboard with her methods.
His cell rang and Hank dragged it out of his pocket. “Bradley.”
“Hank, my man, it’s Jim Fedderman,” came the familiar voice from the other end.
Fedderman. Hank went on alert. “Jim, what’s up?” Hank had a peculiar feeling in his gut, one he immediately recognized as the pregame rush.
“I hear you’ve been working that Bradley magic in Tennessee,” he said in that slick tone he had perfected to a science.
“Yeah, well, you know how it is. When you’re good, you’re good.” Hank stroked his forehead and resisted the urge to jump to any conclusions.
Donna led Melissa into the living room, but stopped abruptly when she noticed he was on the phone. Hank motioned for her to come on in.
“And we all know how good you are,” Fedderman added. “That’s why I’m calling. Bob Colley at ESPN contacted me. He and the boys over there are very interested in talking to you about a commentator’s spot they’ve got coming open.”
All the air rushed out of Hank’s lungs. How long had he waited, hoped, and dreamed of this second chance? When it never came, he had finally given up and made due with teaching and coaching. Though he loved working with the kids, this opportunity had always been his dream. When he’d been drafted into the NFL, his long range plan was to play as long as he could and then take a commentator position. Teaching had been his safety net. A back-up plan.
Now that dream seemed to have materialized. His gut clenched when his gaze settled on Donna and Melissa. The promise he had made Donna only a few hours ago echoed through him. He blinked and averted his gaze.
“They’d like to see you on Wednesday at three their time if that’s good for you.”
“I’ll be there,” Hank told him, his insides twisted with doubt. The bitter taste of betrayal rose in his throat, but he couldn’t turn down this opportunity...no way.
~*~
Donna watched Hank’s solemn profile as he drove them home after the picnic. Exhausted, Melissa slept in the back seat. The afternoon had been gorgeous. The temperature was just right. The food was wonderful. And Hank had played the part of daddy to the hilt. He had bag raced, hunted for clues in the scavenger hunt, and played piggy back tirelessly. He had joked and been his entertaining self the entire time, but something wasn’t quite right. Donna could sense his tension.
At first she’d considered that maybe the interruption this morning had bothered him far worse than he had let on, but he’d put his arm around her and stolen a kiss every chance he got. That didn’t appear to be the problem. But something was definitely wrong.
When they got home, Hank carried Melissa inside and up the stairs. Donna followed still feeling uneasy. Maybe they could talk once Melissa was down for a nap.
Donna watched from the doorway as Hank knelt next to Melissa’s bed and tucked the top sheet around her. Her little eyes drifted open and she smiled up at Hank. He brushed a light kiss on her forehead.
“Go back to sleep, squirt,” he said softly.
“You were the best daddy of all,” she told him. “I wish you could be my daddy forever.”
Donna swiped at the tears trickling past her lashes. She wondered if Hank had any idea how much her child loved him.
Hank sat very still for several seconds before he brushed a kiss across her cheek. “Sweet dreams,” he whispered hoarsely. He stood and hurried out of the room.
When he brushed past her, Donna’s heart dropped to her stomach. She managed a smile and blew her baby a kiss before turning the light off. She trudged down the stairs, fear of what was about to happen haunting her every step of the way. Whatever was about to happen, Donna didn’t know if her heart could take it. It quivered and pounded painfully behind her sternum.
Prepared for the worst, Donna walked into the living room. Hank stared out the big bay window, his arms crossed over his chest, one shoulder propped against the wall.
“Thanks for today.” Donna crossed the room and stood next to him. Like him, she stared out the window at nothing at all.
He lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “It was no big deal,” he said without looking at her.
“It was a very big deal to Melissa.” Donna bit down on her lower lip to stop it from trembling.
He dropped his head. “I know. I didn’t mean it that way.”
“Why don’t you just go ahead and get it over with, Hank,” Donna told him. “No point in making whatever it is any more difficult than necessary. Just spill it.”
He looked at her then. The regret in his blue eyes confirmed her worst fears.
“That phone call I got today was from my former agent.” Hank scrubbed a hand over his face. “I have to fly to Atlanta on Wednesday for an interview with ESPN. They’re planning to offer me a commentator’s spot.”
“Oh.” Of all the things she had expected him to say, that wasn’t one of them. “I thought you were through with that life,” she managed to say past the knot of emotion lodged in her throat.
“I was—I mean I didn’t think there was any chance I’d ever get an opportunity like this.” He straightened, clearly ready to bolt. “At one time I hoped, but it never worked out so I moved on.”
“You came here to teach and coach,” Donna finished for him.
“Right,” he said, averting his gaze once more.
Anger and betrayal smoldered inside her. “So all the talk about making the best of things and loving the kids was...just talk.”
Hank looked at her then, his eyes pleading for the one thing she couldn’t give him—understanding. “I do love the kids. But Donna, this is the opportunity of a lifetime. I threw the chance away once. I won’t do that again.”
“You don’t have to explain your motives to me, Hank. You certainly don’t owe me anything.”
He reached for her but she sidestepped the move. “You talk like we’ll never see each other again,” he argued. “I’m not going to forget about you or Melissa.”
Donna leveled a steady gaze on him. “Will you continue to teach and coach here at Huntley?”
He held out five full seconds before he answered. “No.”
“Will you continue to live here?”
Hank dropped his gaze and shook his head. “Probably not.”
“So you couldn’t possibly be a part of our lives on a regular basis.” She blinked back the hot burn of tears. Steeled herself for what she had to do. Let’s not make this any more complicated than it has to be,” she suggested. “Nothing really happened between us.”
He grabbed her upper arms and yanked her closer. “What do you mean nothing happened?” He glared at her with those stunning blue eyes.
“You didn’t make any real promises, Hank. I’m not expecting anything from you, so let’s just call it like it is.” Pain ricocheted through Donna. “It’s over. There’s nothing holding you here. Go to Atlanta and take that job. It’s what you want.”
Hank’s gaze locked on her mouth. “It’s not over until I say it’s over.” He took her mouth with his, his fingers dug into her arms, pulling her against him.
Donna’s senses filled with the taste of him...the feel of him. Despite the desperation in his touch, he moved with aching slowness, allowing his lips to play over hers as if this one kiss could last forever. God help her she loved Hank Bradley. Loved him with all her heart.
How would she ever learn to live without this man?
And she would have to live without him. Reality slammed through the cloak of desire. Donna pushed him away. “Go.”
“We can make this work.”
Donna met his gaze, recognized the desperation. “Maybe for a little while it would work,” she acquiesced. “But I won’t take that chance. Melissa already loves you too much. Don’t ask me to take that kind of chance with my little girl’s heart.”
“I would never hurt you or Melissa,” he said harshly, his eyes awash in pain.
“You already have.” Donna stepped out of his reach. “I’m sure you can see yourself out.” She allowed her gaze to meet his one last time before she turned and walked away. “Good bye, Hank.”







Chapter Eleven
Just before lunch on Monday, Hank sat in the middle of the floor with the kids spread out around him. Melissa snuggled up to his side as he read The Berenstain Bears’ Spooky Old Tree. “Do they dare,” he read, “go over great sleeping bear?”
Twenty sets of eyes went wide. Little heads moved from side to side in a resounding no. Hank kept one arm wrapped possessively around Melissa. He didn’t think he could love her more if she were his own child. But would Donna let him see her again if—
“Mr. Hank,” Teresa, the aide, interrupted from the door. Hank stopped reading and looked up. “Could I see you for a moment, please?”
Hank smiled. “Sure.” He looked back to the kids. “I’ll be right back guys.” He got to his feet and stepped over the circle of munchkins and made his way to the door. “What’s up,” he asked as he stepped into the hall.
Patty stood next to Teresa, her face pale, her eyes worried. “Hank, something has happened to Donna.”
“What do you mean?” he demanded. Dread and fear rose swiftly inside him.
“She left early this morning for Nashville to pick up a special order for the clinic. I just got a telephone call from the Middle Tennessee Medical Center in Murphysboro. Apparently there was a major pile up on Interstate 24. A school bus and a dozen or so cars collided.” Patty swiped at the tears streaming down her cheeks. “They couldn’t tell me anything except that Donna’s purse and car were found at the crash site.”
“I’m on my way,” Hank told her, ice coiling inside him. “Teresa, can you watch my class?” Panic pounded in his ears.
“Yes, sir,” Teresa assured him. “Do what you gotta do, Coach.” She glanced toward the closed door across the hall. “I’ll keep things on the down low.”
Hank and Teresa had decided that one of the other teachers had been keeping Masters informed of his every move and visitor. He didn’t really blame the teacher. Masters was an expert in the art of manipulation.
Right now he didn’t care about any of that. He had to get to Donna.
“I don’t know what to do,” Patty fretted. “I can’t reach Sam and there’s no one to pick up the kids after school, but I want to go with you.”
Hank hugged Patty fiercely. “Listen to me.” He drew back and leveled his gaze on hers. “You stay here and take care of the kids. I’ll call you as soon as I find out what’s going on.”
“I don’t know,” Patty said hesitantly. “I need to go. She’ll need me.”
“We don’t have time to argue. Keep your cell close, and I’ll call you the instant I know anything.”
Patty nodded absently.
“I’m outta here,” Hank said to Teresa.
“Hank.” Patty touched his arm.
He turned back to her. “Yeah?”
“You should know that my sister is in love with you,” Patty said quietly. Her eyes were glazed with worry.
Hank wasn’t completely surprised. “She never told me.”
“She...it was Brick, Melissa’s father.” Patty shook her head, her attempts to hold back her tears unsuccessful. “He was a professional ball player and he chose his career over Donna and Melissa.” She squeezed her eyes shut for a shuddering moment. “He didn’t even want Melissa. Fame and glory were too important to him. Donna hasn’t really trusted anyone since . . .” Patty settled her anguished gaze on his. “Until you.”
Guilt, anger and self-disgust all rushed in to crush him with their collective weight. He was a fool. “Thank you for telling me, Patty,” he managed. “I’ll call when I know something.” He grabbed his keys off his desk and ran out of the building and to his car. Donna had to be okay. He wouldn’t believe anything else.
He’d let her down but somehow he would make this up to her. No matter what it took, he would never hurt Donna again.
“Just where do you think you’re going, Bradley?”
Hank looked up to find Masters coming around to his car door. Jacket on and purse in hand. She’d obviously just gotten out of her own car.
“I have an emergency,” he snapped as he opened the Camaro door.
“What kind of emergency would that be?” she purred as she leaned against his car door.
“I don’t have time to explain.”
“Take the time,” she instructed. “That is if you intend to keep your job.”
His control shredded. “Go ahead, Masters, fire me. That’s what you want to do anyway. So just do it.” He wanted to shake the hell out of her. Before she could say anything else, he got into his car, backed out of the parking slot and sped away. He didn’t care what Masters said or did. He didn’t take the time to analyze the sense of relief he felt.
He had to get to that hospital--to Donna.
~*~
“Surely you can tell me something,” Hank said, frustrated.
The heavyset woman in charge of the ER desk glowered at him from behind thick glasses. “I’ve already told you three times, Mr. Bradley, I don’t know anything to tell yet. We’re still trying to ID some of the injured at this point. My, God, man we’ve got fifty or so injured back there. Many are kids who are hysterical. Give me a break. You’ll know something as soon as we know something. Now, kindly wait in the lobby like everyone else.”
Hank plowed his hand through his hair and expelled a disgusted breath. “Fine,” he conceded.
He trudged back to the crowded lobby. It was standing room only. Dozens of other people waited for word on loved ones who had been a part of this unbelievable accident. Hank paced the hall that ran parallel to the lobby.
“Hey, buddy, did you find out anything?” A short, balding man asked. He, too, had been waiting for news.
Hank shook his head and jammed his hands into his pockets. He felt damned helpless.
“Look,” the man eased closer “while I was outside smoking, one of the paramedics told me they had one fatality on the scene, a couple more were critical and a bunch of minor stuff. I showed him a picture of my boy and he told me not to worry about my boy, the fatality was female. Did you have a kid involved?”
Hank felt sick. “I can’t talk right now.” He hurried down the hall and into the men’s room. He braced his hands against the wall and pressed his forehead to the cool painted surface.
Every moment he had spent with Donna played through his mind. The first time he kissed her. The homecoming dance. Making out in the locker room. Father-daughter day with Melissa.
I’m afraid you’ll break my heart. Never happen, Doc. Never. I wish you could be my daddy forever. The words echoed deafeningly in his head.
Hank closed his eyes and banged his forehead against the wall. Tears pricked the back of his lids. He couldn’t lose her, he’d only just found her. He didn’t care about ESPN. He didn’t care about being in the limelight. He only wanted to hold Donna in his arms and make love to her every day for the rest of his life. And to be Melissa’s daddy . . . forever.
It took a minute to pull it together. He shoved the door open and darted a glance in both directions. The corridor was empty. He moved silently down the hall until he found what he needed—the staff lounge. He pushed the door open and took a look. Empty. He stepped inside and let the door close behind him. One by one he checked the lockers until he found one open. He pulled out a green uniform shirt and assessed its size. Should fit. Hank pulled the shirt on over his tee and slipped back into the corridor. He walked down the hall and right past the ER desk without being stopped.
He passed through the “authorized personnel only” doors and into the hectic ER. White-coated personnel rushed from one gurney to the next, from one exam room to the other. Gurneys lined the long corridor two rows deep. His heart thumped at the number of kids. Jesus Christ.
The stench of blood and the wail of fear and pain tied Hank’s stomach in knots. Sweat beaded on his forehead as he scanned face after face for the one he wanted to see. He smiled and tried to reassure those who needed it.
Please, God, don’t let her be seriously injured. He hoped he hadn’t been such a self-centered son of a bitch that God wouldn’t grant him this one request.
Fear and relief tore at him in equal measures as he moved down the hall. Relief that the last face hadn’t been Donna’s, fear of what it would mean if the next one wasn’t. He wouldn’t even consider the other alternative.
Hank rubbed a hand over his face and surveyed the corridor again. Donna wasn’t on any of the gurneys in the hall. She had to be in one of the rooms. He refused to believe anything else. He monitored the comings and goings of the frenzied hospital personnel for a minute or two before starting back the way he had come. One by one he checked the exam rooms. By the time he got to the last one, he had seen more than he wanted to see, but not what he needed to see.
“You’re going to be fine, Wesley. Just a mild concussion.”
That voice. Hope detonated in his chest as Hank pushed the door to the last exam room open a bit further. Donna.
Donna flicked a small hand-held light into each of the boy’s eyes. “We’ll send you up for a cat-scan just to be sure. But I’ll bet you’ll be on your way home by this time tomorrow.”
“Thanks,” the teenage boy said in a rusty voice.
Hank stood stock still watching her sure movements. He thanked God for answering his request. As if she’d heard his prayer, Donna turned abruptly.
“Hank, what are you doing here?”
“You’re okay?” It was all he could manage and then he pulled her into his arms.
“Of course, I’m okay.” She drew back from him, realization dawned in her eyes. “You thought I’d been in the accident?”
He stroked her cheek. “Someone called Patty and said your car and purse had been found at the scene.”
“God,” she breathed. “I was right behind the accident. I didn’t have time to consider what anyone would think. They needed me and…” She shook her head. “I have to call Patty.” She started for the door, but the door flew open before she reached it.
“You, orderly,” a nurse, who looked for all the world like a drill sergeant, shouted at Hank. “We got a puker in four.”
Hank looked from Donna to the nurse.
“He doesn’t work here,” Donna explained.
The nurse tossed a glance over her shoulder on her way out. “He does now.”
Donna shrugged. “Looks like we both have work to do.”
“Donna, wait.” Hank pulled her back around to face him. “I have to tell you something.”
“Dr. Jacobs, we need you out here,” another nurse shouted through the open door.
Donna looked from Hank to the nurse, shrugged again and then rushed away with the nurse. Hank wandered into the corridor and scratched his head. He should call Patty.
“Hey, you,” the drill sergeant nurse barked at Hank, “get that tight butt in gear.”
~*~
Two hours later, they were on their way back to Huntley. Donna had managed to call Patty between patients. She smiled to herself. Nurse Gillette had kept Hank jumping. Donna settled deeply into the seat and relaxed. She hadn’t been this tired since her resident days. Felt pretty good. The best news was they hadn’t lost anyone. The only fatality was the one at the scene. Thank God it hadn’t been worse. Most of the injuries were minor. Once all fifty-three of the injured had been screened and enough local physicians called in, Donna had been free to go. But she had stayed a while longer, dreading the forty-five minute trip back home with Hank—alone.
According to the towing company, her car had been damaged during the monumental task of clearing away the pile-up. Nothing major, but a new front fender and paint job would be necessary. She could have driven it home, but she’d opted to leave it for the repairs. Exhaustion had long since set in, leaving her less than capable of concentrating on driving.
Her gaze traveled over Hank’s handsome profile. Why had he come? They were supposed to be over. He had his big opportunity—the job offer he always wanted.
Hank glanced her way and caught her studying him. He draped his arm around her and pulled her close, then kissed her forehead.
Donna ducked out of his possessive embrace. “You said we needed to talk.”
He glanced from the road to her and back. “The sooner the better.”
“Why not now?” Might as well get it over with.
“Good point.” He made a hard right, taking the exit they had all but passed.
Donna braced against the dash. “Where are we going?” The exit seemed to go nowhere. Just trees and highway. No diners, no gas stations, no nothing.
“Some place where we won’t be interrupted.”
Despite her best efforts, heat flared inside her at his words. She remembered well the last time they had been interrupted. Hank made another right onto what looked more like a trail than a road leading into the woods.
“Do you know where you’re going?”
“Yep.” He stopped the car and turned off the engine. “Right here.” He unfastened his seat belt and then did the same to hers. “Get in the back seat,” he told her, his baby blues on fire with anticipation or something on that order.
“What?” Had he lost his mind?
“Don’t give me a hard time, Doc, just get in the back seat before I make love to you on the console.”
“Hank Bradley, you can just take me home this instant. What is wrong with—?”
He silenced her with his mouth. A bolt of pure need thundered through her. Every nerve in her body tingled. Trying to get closer, he elbowed the steering wheel and cursed into her mouth. His desperation had her desire spiraling out of control.
“Wait, wait,” she murmured between kisses. His hands were all over her at once, touching, squeezing.
“I can’t wait.” One long leg came over the console. “We’ve waited too long now.”
He ripped her blouse open, buttons flew. He tugged a lacy cup down far enough to take one taut nipple into his mouth.
Donna moaned at the feel of his hot, hungry mouth. “Hank, please,” she cried as he sucked harder. He fumbled with something between her seat and the door and the seat suddenly jerked into a reclining position. His full body weight came down on her.
He groaned as one hand slid urgently under her skirt and inside her panties. He kissed her with such raw hunger it was almost frightening, but insanely sexy. Donna cried out when one long finger slipped inside her. His responsive groan vibrated inside her mouth, filling her with his urgency, an urgency that propelled her own.
“Now,” he growled. “I need to be inside you now.”
“Yes,” Donna breathed and launched into action. Her fingers, desperate and clumsy, she fumbled with his zipper. She wanted him so much. Whatever happened next she wanted this—
A loud rap against the window startled them both. Hank groaned and looked up. “Oh, damn.” He tugged Donna’s blouse back together.
The police officer standing outside the window came into view. Donna gasped. Humiliation stung her
“Get out of the car, sir.”
She sat up, cracking Hank’s head against the roof of the car. “Oh, my God!” Her clothes! She had to get her skirt down!
The policeman rapped on the glass again.
“Let’s break it up in there, kids.”
Donna scrambled to right her clothes. She had to get out of this car.
“Wait...wait,” Hank groaned harshly, struggling to refasten his jeans.
“Hurry!” Donna jerked at her skirt…tried to cover herself just as the door opened.
Her legs tangled with Hank’s and he dropped like a rock onto the cracked pavement. The air in his lungs whooshed out on a grunt. “Hello, officer,” he mumbled, still trying to right his clothes from his position flat on his back on the ground.
Donna wrapped her arms around her middle, holding her button-less blouse together. She couldn’t bring herself to look the officer in the eye. Hank could handle this. He had gotten them into it—he could get them out. How would she ever explain this is anyone found out?
“You, too, ma’am,” the officer said to Donna.
Hank pulled himself up and she stumbled out to stand beside him, one shoe on, one off. This could not be happening. Hysterical laughter suddenly rose in her throat. She clamped her hand over her mouth. How could she laugh at a time like this? She cut Hank a sideways glance. How could she not?
“Is there some reason why you two didn’t get yourselves a room?” the officer asked. Donna could hear the amusement behind his censuring tone.
“It was my fault, sir,” Hank said. “I couldn’t wait.”
The officer chuckled. Donna did look at him now. Sixtyish, she supposed. Tall and agile looking for his age.
“Well, let’s move it on down the road, okay? A lot of kids hang out here. We don’t want to set a bad example.”
“Yes, sir.” Hank nodded and cleared his throat. “Thank you, sir.”
“We’ve never done this before,” Donna said quickly, not about to let the man leave thinking what he was obviously thinking.
He paused and shot Donna wink. “That’s what they all say,” he remarked and then strode back to his cruiser.
She turned and glared at Hank.
“Sorry,” he muttered.
“Just take me home,” she demanded, pretending to be angry while laughter strained at the back of her throat.
“Yes, ma’am,” Hank said as he opened her door.
Donna sat down and shifted the seat into an upright position. How did she manage to get herself into these compromising positions? Her gaze settled on the man who slid behind the wheel. Hank Bradley, that‘s how.
The man she loved.
But did he love her enough to stick with a real plan? A family plan?







Chapter Twelve
Donna pulled on a sweat shirt she had found in Hank’s back seat. As soon as they were back on the interstate, silence screamed around them once more. Neither appeared prepared to take the bull by the horns and broach the subject of the future. As the miles rolled by the only conversation had been Hank’s occasional lapse into profuse apology over the making out incident.
At three-thirty Hank pulled his Camaro into Patty’s drive. Donna darted from the car before he could round the hood to open her door. She hurried up the walk and across the porch with him trailing her. The door flew open and Patty and the kids poured out to greet them.
“Oh, Donna, you don’t know how thankful we are you’re safe,” Patty said, holding Donna tight in her arms.
Both wept for a minute before small hands tugging at the sweat shirt drew Donna’s attention downward.
“Oh, sweetie.” Donna swept Melissa into her arms. “Mommy loves you so much.”
“I love you, Mommy,” Melissa said after planting a big, sloppy kiss on her cheek.
“I have to check on things at school, but I’ll be back and then we’re going to talk,” Hank informed her, his tone brooking no argument.
“Okay.” Donna nodded, swiping at tears. He pulled her against him and pressed his lips to hers. The dizzying kiss only lasted a moment, but it was enough to weaken her knees.
“Walk me to the car, squirt,” Hank said, holding his hand out to Melissa. She placed her little hand in his much larger one and giggled ecstatically. Donna allowed him to take Melissa from her arms.
“Wonder what that’s all about,” Patty asked almost to herself.
“I haven’t the slightest idea.” Donna watched the pair walk to Hank’s car. When they reached the vehicle, Hank crouched down next to Melissa and whispered something in her ear. Melissa nodded vigorously and threw her arms around his neck. Donna felt her knees go weak again at the sight of him hugging her daughter so tightly, his eyes closed, his face soft with tender feelings.
Tears crowded into her eyes with renewed force as Hank straightened and smiled at Melissa before getting into his car. Melissa waved good-bye and skipped back to the porch. Hank backed out onto the street and drove away.
“I know a secret,” Melissa singsonged.
“You do?” Donna dropped to her knees in front of her daughter. “Are you allowed to share it with mommy?”
“Nope,” she chirped and then skipped into the house in search of her cousins. When she found them, Donna heard Melissa shout, “Mr. Hank said he’s gonna be my real daddy.”
Donna’s breath trapped in her throat. She blinked furiously to fend off a fresh wave of tears. “Oh, my God,” she managed. She struggled to stay vertical, shock and warmth and dizziness swirling inside her like an emotional tornado. She didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.
Patty yanked Donna back into her arms and hugged her fiercely. “Oh, honey, I’m so happy for you.”
“Me too. I think,” Donna said uncertainly. “Why didn’t he tell me,” she wondered out loud.
Patty suddenly drew back, her eyes filled with worry. “When I picked the girls up I heard something I think you should know.”
“What?” Donna straightened the huge neck of Hank’s sweat shirt back onto her shoulders.
“Teresa said that Ms. Masters was fit to be tied when Hank took off to see about you. He may get fired.”
“No,” Donna protested. “She wouldn’t.”
Patty nodded. “Yes, she would.”
Donna held out her hand. “Let me have your keys.”
“What are you going to do?” Patty produced the keys without pause.
“I’m going to defend Hank, that’s what.” Donna nabbed the keys from Patty’s fingers.
“You go, girl,” Patty encouraged as Donna bounded toward her car.
Donna considered the twists and turns her life had taken these past few months as she drove the few blocks to the school. A whirlwind of changes had swept through. All for the better, she realized as she got out of the car in the school parking lot. She loved Huntley. Melissa loved school here. They both loved being close to Patty and her family. And things were definitely looking good at the clinic. Life was going to be wonderful from now on.
And there was Hank. No matter what he decided to do career wise, Donna loved him and she had every intention of telling him so. They could work out something. She felt a sense of relief she couldn’t possibly measure in words at having come to the decision. She loved Hank and in her heart of hearts she knew he had strong feelings for her. After what he told Melissa, Donna suspected he loved her as much as she loved him, but she had to be sure.
Donna checked Hank’s classroom, but it was empty. Masters had probably dragged him to her office for the confrontation. Donna might not be able to help matters, but she could at least give him her support in his time of need as he had her.
As she reached the principal’s domain, she found the outer office empty. The secretary’s desk was abandoned for the day. The door to Master’s office stood ajar, but not open enough to see inside. Donna eased closer. She could hear Hank and Masters arguing.
“You’ve violated one rule too many, Coach,” Masters snarled. “This is your second official reprimand in as many weeks, I think you know what happens next.”
“I realize what I did today wasn’t by the book and I apologize for that, but it was an emergency,” Hank replied, his tone subdued but laced with hostility.
Donna’s heart ached for him. He had gotten himself into serious trouble because of her.
“I’ll be watching every move you make, Bradley,” Masters said ominously. “I’m sure you want to keep your position at Huntley.”
“Of course I do.” A tense silence echoed for a time.
Could that mean he wasn’t going to accept the position at ESPN?
“You know, Hank,” Masters crooned, breaking the tense silence, “it doesn’t have to be like this.”
Her sudden change in tone had Donna leaning closer to the door. This was beginning to sound like—no, no it couldn’t be. Donna knew the woman would like to jump Hank’s bones, but she wouldn’t go this far. Donna shook her head, surely not like this.
“We could forget this whole incident happened.”
“Take your hands off me,” Hank growled, his voice no longer subdued, but hard with fury.
Donna felt her eyes go wide in disbelief. Sexual harassment. The woman was using her position to try and force sexual favors from Hank. Well, hell’s bells!
“This is the last time I’ll put up with all this touchy-feely crap, Ms. Masters.” Hank practically shouted now. “If you ever threaten me like this again I will file a complaint.”
“And just who do you suppose they’ll believe?” she asked caustically. “It’ll be your word against mine.”
“I’ll take my chances.”
Donna straightened just in time to prevent herself from being smacked in the face by the door as Hank stormed out of the office. She watched him leave thinking she should follow. Comfort him. No. Fury snarled through her. Hank Bradley was hers—hopefully. Masters had better back off.
Masters sat behind the desk checking her reflection in a small gold compact. Suddenly aware that someone had entered her office, she looked up.
“Dr. Jacobs,” she said as she rose to her feet. “What can I do for you?” she asked, her impatience showing through her slick professional mask.
The thought of this woman putting her hands on Hank shot another blast of anger through Donna. “I just popped in to clarify a little mistake.”
“Mistake?” Masters dropped back into her leather chair. Her dislike for Donna crystal clear. “And what mistake would that be?”
Donna flattened her palms on the well-polished mahogany desk and leaned toward the woman. “I believe you said it was his word against yours. Well, you’re wrong. It’s your word against ours.”
A startled expression seized the principal’s features.
“I must warn you,” Donna continued. “I won’t hesitate to report you myself even if Hank hesitates.”
“I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about, Dr. Jacobs.”
“Sexual harassment, Ms. Masters, that’s what I’m talking about.”
“Whatever you’ve deduced in that little head of yours from anything you may have overheard or something Bradley has told you, you’ve come to the wrong conclusion, I assure you.”
“I’m sure you didn’t mean it the way it sounded,” Donna allowed charitably. “I’ll bear that in mind when I attend the next school board meeting. I’m sure my sister and various members of her church who have children enrolled in this school will want to hear what I have to say.”
Masters looked as if she might start foaming at the mouth, but no response made its way across her ruby-red lips.
“In fact, as a concerned parent and a prominent member of this community, I’m sure the board will be interested in anything I have to say any day of the week.” Donna smiled at her flabbergasted expression. “Good day, Ms. Masters.”
Donna found Hank in his classroom shuffling papers on his desk. He looked tired, his broad shoulders slumped in defeat. She surveyed the empty classroom and made her decision. Finger-painted cotton sheets draped the windows, preventing anyone outside from seeing inside. She closed the door behind her and turned the lock. Hank’s gaze shot to her. He smiled, the warmth of it spanned the distance between them.
“What are you doing here, Doc?”
“I think we have some unfinished business.” She smiled provocatively, pulled the sweat shirt over her head, and dropped it on the floor. Her buttonless blouse followed. Hank’s eyes widened and his nostrils flared. The papers slipped from his hands and fluttered back to his desk. He stood stone still, his eyes clocking her every move. Donna reached behind her and slid the zipper of her skirt down. The gray linen fabric puddled around her feet.
She stepped out of her skirt and kicked off her heels. She pulled the clasp from her hair and allowed it to splay over her shoulders. Then, feeling bold, she paused a moment to let him look at her in nothing but white satin and lace. A smile tilted her lips at his instant and obvious physical response. She felt strong and powerful with the knowledge that she could make a guy like Hank Bradley sweat.
He blew out a long low whistle. “I may need a doctor if you keep this up.”
“Don’t worry, Coach, I am a doctor,” Donna said, breathless with the way he looked at her. She took the few final steps that separated them and pushed her arms around his waist. “And I think I need to examine you more closely.” She knotted her fingers in his tee-shirt and pulled it up and over his head.
She sighed with delicious satisfaction as she smoothed her palms over the hard planes and contours of his chest. Tremors shot through her flesh. Her body was wet and pulsing and more ready for him than she had ever been for anything in her life. She could touch him forever and never tire of the feel of him.
“I believe you said we needed to talk.”
He pressed his forehead to hers. “We can talk later.”
She looked up and his mouth covered hers. His kiss was long and hard and probing. He held her close against his chest with his left arm, and in one smooth stroke of his right, cleared his desk top. She gasped, the sound lost to his kisses. He lowered her bottom onto the surface of his desk, his mouth still moving in that frantic dance with hers. He snatched her strappy panties off, the sound of ripping fabric echoed in the silent room.
Donna’s hands went instantly to his fly. She tugged the button loose and carefully slid the zipper over the hardened flesh straining against his shorts. She shoved those barriers away and took him in her hands. Hank grasped her bottom and pulled her to him, filling her completely. She whimpered with pleasure.
He shuddered, his taut body relaxing against her for the briefest moment. Maybe she wasn’t the only one about to lose it. Her body pulsed and burned around him. He pressed his forehead to hers and sucked in a ragged breath. “I want you so much.” His big body trembled. “I need you to trust me.”
Unable to bear the exquisite pressure any longer, she arched her hips into him. “Stop talking, Coach,” she whispered against his lips. She needed him to move…her body was screaming for release. Six years was a long, long time.
He murmured sweet, unintelligible sounds as he made love to her with incredible tenderness, his body trembling with restraint. She surrendered to the sensations. Every defense she had built these six long years shattered, dissolving with the act that bound her heart and soul to this man.
“I love you,” he whispered.
She touched his lips just to be sure she hadn’t imagined the words he had spoken. As if he understood he said it again.
“I want to spend the rest of my life proving it to you. I want to be Melissa’s father, and I want to stay right here in Huntley,” he murmured against her fingertips and then kissed each one in turn.
“I know,” she said softly. Tears burned behind her eyes.
“You know?”
“Melissa announced your secret to her cousins.”
“Women, you just can’t keep a secret,” he complained and then planted a kiss at the side of her mouth.
“And you’re very sure about this—about staying here and not taking the job in Atlanta?” Her fearful heart twisted anxiously.
He smiled then. A true Hank Bradley charmer. “For the first time in my life I’m positive. I won’t leave you. Nothing will ever be more important to me than you and Melissa.”
Donna smiled and tugged him closer. “I love you, Hank Bradley,” she whispered. “I love you with all my heart.”
He kissed the pounding pulse at the base of her throat. “Then you’ll have to marry me,” he murmured between more kisses.
“Marry you?” Her heart swelled with hope.
“Yep.” He left a trail of kisses along her jaw line. “You know how small towns are. I wouldn’t want any gossip when I move in with you.”
“Move in with me?” His hands were roving over her body in a most distracting manner.
“I’m not spending another night away from you, Doc.” His talented mouth fastened on her exposed breast.
Donna closed her eyes and moaned as sizzling sensations vibrated through her.
“When I make my mind up, I go the distance,” he murmured against her sensitive flesh and then lifted his head to look deeply into her eyes. “I want it all, Doc. You, Melissa, the picket fence, and at least a couple more kids. Is that agreeable with you?”
Donna gasped when he began to move inside her once more. Climax threatened immediately. She tried to speak but the sound came out more like a tortured groan.
He flashed a devilish grin at her responsiveness. “Sounds like a yes to me.” He pulled her hips more firmly against his, sliding his hands beneath her bottom. “Come on, Doc,” he murmured against her ear. “Let’s make a baby.”
The thought of having Hank’s baby took her breath away.
A loud knock rattled the hinges on the door. “Coach, are you in there? It’s Henry the custodian. I need to lock up the building for the night.”
They groaned simultaneously. “Are we never going to have an hour alone together without being interrupted,” Donna groused.
Hank smiled. “Knowing our track record, I seriously doubt it.” He brushed a kiss across her lips. “We’ll just make sure we have a back-up plan in place.”
Sounded perfect to Donna.
-The End-
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