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CHAPTER ONE



NO. IT COULDN’T BE. Daniel rubbed his eyes and tried to deny the highly sensual sight that faced him. But when he looked again, Lace McGee still filled his vision.

It had been a long endless shift, in an even longer endless day. Now it was nearly nine o’clock. Time for him to go home. Though the emergency room still roared with chaos, his brain felt numb, his body dulled with fatigue. He wanted to walk out the sliding-glass doors and to his car, but there she stood, blocking the way by her mere presence. Just the sight of her seemed taunting and tempting. She was a thorn in his side, a pain in the butt…Hell, there didn’t seem to be a single part of his anatomy that Lace didn’t bother in one way or another.

He would simply ignore her, he decided. He stepped away from the front desk and waved goodbye to a group of nurses who hustled past, sending him spoony sidelong glances. They were ever persistent, but gently so, with discretion, respecting his wishes as a bachelor to remain a bachelor. Not like Lace, who forced her way into his thoughts whether he wanted her there or not. She didn’t like it when he tried to ignore her—as if any man actually could. She was too damned intrinsically female, too…noticeable.


He didn’t mean to, but he glanced at her again, and then he couldn’t look away. His palms began to sweat. His glasses fogged.

The cold evening wind sent her dark cloak swirling as white snow blew in behind her, making her entrance seem dramatically staged. Was she here to harass him again, to tease him until his body warred with his brain and his resolve crumbled? His heartbeat quickened as it always did, even as his customary scowl fell into place. He would not let her win.

Then she stepped farther inside and the doors whispered shut behind her.

Without the winter night as a backdrop, he realized Lace wasn’t standing as tall as usual. Her face seemed pale rather than radiant, her white-blond hair looked bedraggled, and as he looked lower, he saw a large tear in her black slacks and blood covering her leg. His heart gave a painful lurch at the sight of that slim pale leg, and he jerked out of his stupor. A nurse had already reached her by the time Daniel roared up to her side.

“What the hell happened?”

The nurse looked startled, but Lace only gave him her patented killer grin, though it didn’t measure up to her usual knock-him-on-his-can standard. “Hello there, Danny.” Her gaze skimmed his face, then his body, and her voice lowered to a husky whisper. “My, you’re looking in fine form today.”

She deliberately threw him with ridiculous compliments, and he always allowed himself to be thrown, damn her. But not this time. Not with her so obviously hurt. He took her arm to steady her, then reached to lift her cloak and look behind her where most of the damage seemed to be. She slapped at his hands, but his determination overrode her efforts.

He dropped the cape and in a softer, more controlled tone asked, “What happened, Lace?”

She leaned into him—which he expected since that was another of her ploys to drive him insane. This time he didn’t step away from her, but held her a little closer. Her body felt warm and soft against his. When she looked up at him, her expression was serious rather than flirtatious. He didn’t like it; this wasn’t the Lace he was used to.

Lace didn’t seem to notice. “I got bit. By a big stupid neighbor’s dog.”

She looked shaken and he said easily, offering her more support, “The neighbor is big and stupid, or the dog is?”

“Both.”

Without missing a beat, he turned to the nurse. “Notify the police and health authorities, then join us.” She nodded and hurried away. Daniel’s gaze came back to Lace. Damn, but he didn’t want to feel concern for her. He didn’t want to feel anything. He didn’t even like the woman.

He merely lusted her.

Her pants were a mess, shredded from just above the back upper thigh, to the front of her right knee. Another nurse had hurried forward with a wheelchair, but Daniel waved her away. “I don’t think she can sit.” Then to Lace, “Should we get a stretcher, or can you make it to a room?”

Her beautiful eyes narrowed. “I can make it.”

He recognized that stubborn set to her jaw. It was the same stubborn look she wore whenever she wanted him to see things her way, which was usually whenever she got around him. And because she was his sister’s best friend and they were a close family, that seemed to be more often than not lately. Which explained why he was slowly—and painfully—going crazy.

With his arm around her narrow waist, and his other hand supporting her elbow, he took her to the first empty examining room he found. “Where, exactly, did you get bit?” He had to control his tone with an effort. The idea of an animal attacking her made his gut clench and his heart pound. He didn’t like her, didn’t approve of her, but she was a delicate woman, more feminine than any he’d ever known. The thought of her soft flesh being torn by sharp teeth was obscene.

Amazingly, her cheeks colored and she looked away. “In the butt.”

Daniel knew embarrassment when he saw it, but he’d never have expected it of Lace. Good grief, the woman was a sex therapist, renowned for her books on sexual enlightenment and her late-night radio talk show. A self-professed expert on male/female relationships, she talked openly and without hesitation about every private subject known to man. Of course, as a doctor, he’d known plenty of other therapists. But Lace was different. She was certainly no Dr. Joyce Brothers.

So surely being bitten in a less than auspicious place couldn’t be what bothered her. Daniel didn’t even try to understand her. He’d done that numerous times, and it only raised his blood pressure and gave him a headache.

Exasperated with himself, he took off his glasses to polish them on a sleeve, giving himself a moment to think. “Tell me what happened.”


“I had just come in from a late appointment—”

“An appointment, huh?” He shoved his glasses back onto the bridge of his nose.

“Get your brain out of the gutter, Doctor. Or was it your libido that went slumming there?”

He scowled. She always had some smart remark that thoroughly outdid his own, and she never explained herself. Not that he really expected her to, but still…

“I put my purse away then went down to the lobby to check the mail. And somehow a cat had gotten into the building. It ran behind me, the neighbor’s dog tried to go through me and, like an idiot, I turned to see if the cat was all right, giving the mutt a prime target. But he’d never acted aggressive before, so I didn’t really consider that he’d bite me.”

“Damn. Hold still.”

“No.” She twisted around to stare at him, and panic edged her tone. “What are you doing?”

“Cutting these pants off you so we can see the damage.”

“We?” There was so much nervous sarcasm in her voice, he almost hesitated. “Are you using the royal vernacular now? Because you’re the only one looking. I sure as certain can’t see a thing.”

“Hush, Lace. The nurse will be right back.”

“I don’t want to hush!” Her voice rose to a squeak as he peeled the bloody pants away. “I demand a different doctor!”

“Well, you’ve got me.” Daniel winced at the damage done to her beautiful skin. Whatever color her panties had once been, they were now stained dark by Lace’s blood. The dog’s teeth had punctured several places, and then actually torn through her skin, probably when she pulled away. He carefully swabbed at the blood, making certain to wipe away from the wound. His hand shook and he hated himself for it. He’d seen plenty of female bottoms, but none had been hers. Of course, all those nights when he’d dreamed of being this close to her bare, perfectly rounded backside, Lace had been beside herself with desire—only for him. She most certainly hadn’t been in pain.

He swabbed at a particularly vicious tear and Lace howled.

Daniel spared her a glance, but his attention remained on caring for her. Past grievances seemed to drift away. Seeing her hurt made him hurt, as well. But she was his sister’s best friend, so he reasoned that was acceptable.

“Shh. I know it stings. And you’re definitely going to need stitches. The wound is too large to leave open, especially over a stress point like this.”

“Damn you, Daniel, stop looking at me!”

“I have to look at you to assess the damage. Whatever modesty you’re trying to protect is still intact, I assure you.”

“I want a plastic surgeon!”

That gave him pause. “Lace, the scarring will be minimal, and being where it’s located, it won’t even be seen by the…casual…observer.”

He ran out of words and his insides twisted. “Surely it’s not that big a deal. Even the briefest bathing suit will cover it. But then, that’s not the issue here, is it?” He watched her face, keeping his own expression carefully impassive. “It would be awkward, but I imagine if two lovers were very creative, the scar might be seen. How often do you intend to be displaying this part of your anatomy for male appreciation, Lace?”

She’d gasped with his first words and now her color rose. “That’s certainly none of your business, you damned lecher!”


The nurse walked in and came to a dead stop at Lace’s accusing tone. To Daniel’s relief, Lace snapped her teeth together and held back any further barrage of outrage. She turned her face away, crossing her arms over her head, and Daniel imagined her stubborn little nose pressed hard against the stiff, cloth-covered table.

He tried for patience—which always seemed in short supply whenever Lace McGee came around. She had a knack for bringing out the worst in him, and he hated himself for allowing her that advantage. He’d learned control long ago; he’d become a master at hiding his feelings and taking care of business because it had been vital to do so. After his mother had died and his father had fallen apart, someone had needed to see to his younger brother and sister. Daniel had elected himself.

But years of self-training and rigid discipline seemed to melt away whenever this particular woman showed up. He took a deep breath and nodded to the nurse.

“Finish getting her pants off so we can make sure there’s no other bites. I’ll be back in just a minute.”

Lace made a choking sound at his order, but kept her thoughts, and her words, to herself. Just as well, he decided, because objections in this case wouldn’t have done her any good. He was a doctor, now her doctor, whether she liked it or not.

He stepped out of the room and collapsed against the wall beside the door. The fatigue had left him. He felt wide-awake, charged, full of determination and renewed purpose, and the reason didn’t sit well with him at all.

She was a liberal—a sinfully enticing, sexy liberal and a horrible influence on his sister Annie. After twenty-five years of being a sweet-natured tomboy, Annie was suddenly stubborn and willful and more often than not when he saw her, she looked too…female, too…

His brain shied away from the word sexy when applied to the sister he’d practically raised on his own.

But he knew it was true. Annie now attracted men in droves, and he didn’t like it. But Annie did. Just recently, Annie had gotten pulled into a melee when a brawl had erupted at a local singles’ bar. She’d been picked up by the police. Before that, she’d never even been in a bar. He still didn’t know what the hell she’d been doing there.

But he did know that it was somehow Lace’s fault. She’d turned his sister in a willful femme fatale and she’d affected his libido to such a degree he didn’t recognize himself anymore. Hell, she could probably adversely affect the morals of the whole human race with her candid, brassy way. She talked openly of sex, flirted with him outrageously simply to provoke him, and dressed for effect. She enjoyed making him squirm. They were opposites in every way, and she loved driving that fact home whenever it would make him most uncomfortable.

But what she didn’t realize was that he’d become addicted to her unique form of torture. After all, he was a man, and he couldn’t help reacting to her as such. When she wasn’t around, he thought of her, dreamed of her. Yes, he disapproved of the lifestyle she led. As a rational, intelligent, responsible man, he abhorred sexual promiscuity—yet she epitomized that standard with her every breath. When he allowed common sense to guide him, he disliked her immensely.

But that didn’t keep him from wanting her. Of all the women in all the world, he wanted Lace McGee so badly he could no longer sleep at night. He burned with wanting her, and resistance became more difficult every day.

And now, for the first time in his life, he hadn’t been able to remain totally detached when treating a patient. With the very fiber of his being, he’d been aware of touching Lace, seeing Lace, worrying for Lace. That fact struck at the bone of his professional pride. He should get away from her now, while he still had his integrity.

But he’d be damned if he’d let anyone else in there with her.

 

LACE WISHED she could hide somewhere, anywhere. Under a mossy rock would do just fine. Of all the doctors to be on call tonight, why did Daniel have to be the one to see her first? And why, when he so obviously disdained everything about her, did he insist on taking care of her? If he knew the depths of mortification she suffered by the circumstances, he’d be more than a little amused. The damn Neanderthal. The damn gorgeous, uptight, prudish Neanderthal.

Lace tightened her fingers in her hair and winced when the nurse tugged her slim-fitting slacks over her backside. “So, you and Dr. Sawyers know each other?”

That almost brought a grin. Here she was in the most ignominious position of her entire twenty-seven years, and the nurse displayed signs of jealousy. Lace knew the gossip would be all over the hospital in short order, but at the moment, she didn’t care. She lifted her head to face the nurse and noted that she was a pretty woman, young and dark-eyed. Lace narrowed her gaze. “Dan is my best friend’s brother.” And a totally obnoxious fellow.


“Dr. Sawyers prefers to be called Daniel.”

Lace dropped her head back onto the table. “Yeah, well, I prefer to annoy him. So I call him a variety of things.”

“Then you two aren’t…involved?”

Ha. Fat chance of that when Daniel thought of her as a loose woman with no morals. She could still remember the first time she’d met him—not because she was still hurt over it, she assured herself. Only because narrow-minded judgment angered her.

Daniel hadn’t shown the kindness or politeness or intelligence Annie had bragged of. No, the big oaf had turned up his nose at her and drawn an immediate and erroneous conclusion based on her career and appearance.

She was used to men doing that, though most of them assumed she was easy and tried to put the make on her. She’d learned over the years how to quickly correct those assumptions.

But Daniel had decreed her unfit and not only hadn’t he wanted her in his bed, he hadn’t wanted her anywhere around Annie. Lucky for her, Annie had a mind of her own, and she gleefully disobeyed big brother’s orders.

Which gave Daniel another sin to lay at her door—the corruption of his twenty-five-year-old baby sister.

Of course, Lace hadn’t helped to dissuade Daniel from his ridiculous notions. At first, she’d allowed him his beliefs because it rankled her that he thought so little of her simply because of her profession and her flamboyant looks. As if she could help the way she looked, she thought with a self-directed snort. She had her mother’s vivid coloring and curvy figure, which had caused her endless grief but no shame.

Her work, on the other hand, was important, and as much a source of pride for her as his own profession. She helped people with their traumas. She made a difference, the same as he did. Not that he’d ever see it that way.

The nurse cleared her throat in impatience, and Lace replied, “No, we’re not involved.”

“I’m glad.” The woman’s voice was suddenly lighter, friendlier. “Just about every single woman in this hospital has tried to get his attention. But he’s always so serious. Not that any of us has given up hope.”

Actually, Daniel went beyond serious. Lace would have described him as funereal. Teasing him had become a form of retribution, turning his crank and pushing the buttons that got him steamed. Especially when he tried to be so somber and sophisticated about his anger. But lately, it had turned into a contest. Just once, she wanted to elicit an emotion from Daniel other than cold disdain and sarcasm. She wanted him to yell passionately, to react with fire. But that would never happen. The good doctor had a patent on sobriety.

“You know…” Lace twisted so she could see the woman better, and an evil thought took root in her brain. It was terribly mean, but he deserved it, the self-righteous prig.

“Dan doesn’t particularly like shy women. And he pretends to be a stick in the mud, but I know better. He likes an aggressive woman who isn’t afraid to say what she wants, to tell him how she feels and how she wants to make him feel. Maybe all of you have just been too subtle.”

“Do you really think so?”

Lace grinned at her hopeful tone. “Trust me. Give him your best shot. He’ll love all the attention.”

Daniel walked back in then and, without a word to Lace, began preparing a shot. She could feel the cool air on her backside and gave a sigh of grateful relief when the nurse, now watching Daniel with a calculating eye, pulled a sheet over her. She stared at the back of Daniel’s dark head. “What are you doing?”

“I’m going to give you an injection of lidocaine to numb your…the area, and then I’ll stitch you up.”

“Daniel…”

“Do you have the name of the dog’s owner? The police will want to know and we need to fill out a dog-bite card.”

“Forget it. I know the guy and I know the dog, and he’s not really a bad dog, he just got overly excited.”

“Lace.” He turned to face her and his expression was grave. “What if the dog got excited around a kid? What happened to you could have been ten times worse with a small child.”

“You’re right. I’m sorry.”

Daniel looked surprised at her quick agreement. His dark brows raised a fraction, and then he nodded.

Lace pondered the problem. Something had to be done. Just the thought of that dog sinking his teeth into a child chilled her to the bone. But though the dog was a pain, always barking and obviously too undisciplined, she also knew the man was lonely, the dog his only friend. “What will happen?”

“I’m not sure. First we’ll make certain the dog has had all his shots.”

“He has. The owner hurried to assure me of that after he got the dog to turn me loose.”

Daniel winced. “Damn.” His expression was unreadable, but Lace thought she saw a bit of sympathy. Impossible.

“I can’t believe you’re not mad about this.” As Daniel spoke, he moved behind her and lifted the sheet. Lace wanted to die. She wanted to tell him to close his eyes, to wear blinders; she did not want to be vulnerable with this man. She began chattering to distract herself.

“I’m not happy to have gotten bitten, but it was an accident. The dog isn’t normally vicious, in fact, it’s still more a puppy than not. It’s just so darn big. Maybe it should go to an obedience school or something. He’s usually such a nice big ugly dog. And— Ouch!”

“I’m sorry.”

He didn’t sound sorry and she gave him a suspicious frown. “That hurt.”

“You’ll be numb in a minute.” His gaze, damn him, remained glued to her backside. “So, how did you get here, by the way?”

Though she knew he asked only to distract her, she appreciated his efforts. It wasn’t like Daniel to treat her with consideration, but then she supposed this was his doctor mode and he took his work very seriously. “This nice guy who was close by gave me a ride. I couldn’t drive myself, and he had a big back seat, and vinyl upholstery in his car, so I figured I couldn’t do much damage…”

“You rode in here with a stranger?”

The nurse was all ears, so Lace couldn’t say precisely what she wished. She wanted to slap him, hard, for his damned presumptions and biased opinions of her. She did the next best thing. She grinned at him.

“Yeah. He was a real sweetheart. He offered to stay and wait for me, but I told him not to bother. He took my number so he could check on me later.”

Daniel stared at her, his expression a cross between outrage, disbelief and sheer disgust. His lips were flattened together and his dark brows lowered behind his glasses. His disappointment was plain, but resigned, as if he expected no better of her. Lace tried to laugh, but couldn’t quite pull it off. Damn him for always judging her. The man who’d given her the lift had to be around seventy and he’d had his wife of a similar age with him. She’d seen them both in the apartment complex many times, and on the trip to the hospital, they’d doted on her as if she’d been their only grandchild.

His censure hurt, and she heard herself saying, “It’s not really like you think—”

But he cut her off. “It doesn’t matter, Lace. How you live your life is of no concern to me.”

She should have known better than to try to explain to him, the discriminating prude. He didn’t want to know the truth about her. And until this moment, she hadn’t cared. She decided it was the loss of blood that had temporarily rendered her sensitive to his censure. He was only a man, like many other unenlightened men, and his opinion didn’t amount to a hill of beans.

In a sweet tone she said, “Did you expect me to limp in, Daniel, trailing blood in my wake?”

He ignored her. “When was the last time you had a tetanus shot?”

His lack of reaction deflated her. “I have no idea.”

He took care of that in short order, only this time she didn’t even flinch. Daniel still scowled, but there was also a look of concern on his face and Lace wondered at the seldom seen view. She knew what an excellent doctor he was. Not only did Annie brag on him constantly, but Lace visited the hospital often with her—especially if she knew Annie would be seeing Daniel—and Lace had witnessed the amount of respect given him, the way patients responded to him. He was a wonderful doctor, a sinfully handsome man, and he disapproved of her mightily.

At present, he was busy studying her bottom in great detail. Her eyes nearly crossed at the discomfort of it.

“You’re a real mess, Lace. We’ll need about fifty subcuticular stitches—”

“Excuse me?” That sounded rather horrific and it unnerved her enough to counteract her embarrassment. She twisted her head around to watch him.

“Stitches in the underneath layer,” Daniel explained, his fingers lightly exploring though she couldn’t feel a thing, could only watch as his large hand coasted over her exposed flesh. “Another fifty on top. You won’t be able to sit for a while, and you should try to keep any stress off the area.”

“No deep knee bends, huh?”

Nervousness made her something of a smart-ass, but she couldn’t seem to help herself. Daniel didn’t appear to mind this time. “I’ll give you a prescription for pain and one for oral antibiotics. I’ll need to see you again in forty-eight hours to change the dressing, then after that, if all looks well, you can change the dressing yourself. The nurse will write out instructions for you to use a mixture of half-strength hydrogen peroxide. You’ll want to watch for signs of infection, increasing pain, redness, swelling. There’s going to be a lot of bruising.”

“There goes my photo shoot.”

Daniel made a sound of disgust, and Lace hid her smile. He’d started to sound too detached there for a moment, but she’d easily brought him back around.


They sat in silence for a few moments, other than Daniel and the nurse murmuring to each other as he put in the stitches. Lace tried to think of other things. Unfortunately, every other thing she thought of still involved her with her pants off and Daniel looking at her.

“So if your savior left already, how do you plan to get home?”

The suddenness of his voice, the growling tone, made her jump. “I hadn’t thought about it. I was more concerned with getting here at the time. But I don’t look forward to throwing myself facedown in the back of a taxi, if that’s what you want to know! Especially given the fact you ruined my slacks.”

“If you recall, it was the dog that took a hunk out of you and your pants, not me. But I can give you some scrubs to wear home. That’s not a problem.”

He stared at Lace a moment more while she struggled to turn on her side and keep the sheet in place at the same time. He looked annoyed and angry and then he threw up his arms. “I suppose I’ll just have to drive you home.”

Lace stared, not at all amused. “You’re kidding, right?”

“My shift actually ended just as you came in. I’m ready to leave, so it won’t be any bother. And as you’ve pointed out to me many times, I drive a disgustingly sedate sedan with a big back seat.” His gaze scanned her from head to toe. “You’ll fit.”

Lace didn’t know what to think. On the one hand, Daniel was a very conscientious fellow. It could just be that he felt somehow obligated, regardless of his personal dislike of her, to see her settled safely. After all, he’d made her his patient, and she and Annie were very good friends, despite his edict to the contrary. He loved his little sister like crazy, so he wouldn’t want her upset. But somehow it felt like more than that. And under no condition did she want to be alone with Daniel when she wasn’t up to snuff. He’d make verbal mincemeat out of her, and she couldn’t accept the defeat. Right now she ached all over, and she still suffered lingering humiliation. She wasn’t in proper form to do battle with the big bad doctor.

“I could call Annie instead.”

“Annie and Max have gone Christmas shopping. The malls are having a midnight sale, and Annie will make Max use every minute till then.”

“Oh.” Max was the middle brother. A real Lothario, but also a sweetheart, when someone understood him. “I forgot.”

“Then you already knew?”

She nodded absently. “Max had invited me along.” Then she slanted Daniel a look, realizing what he would say and wanting to beat him to the punch. Usually, that was her only defense against his criticism. “Max fancies himself in lust with me, and evidently isn’t hampered by your scruples. Your younger brother isn’t one to give up easily.”

Daniel looked ready to explode. His neck turned red, his frown became fearsome, and he stalked away. He stood with his back to her for long moments. But when he faced her again, his expression was controlled. He pulled off his glasses and polished them on his sleeve. “Max has a little maturing to do yet. He’ll gain a finer sense of judgment with age, I’m sure.”

“Ouch.” She feigned a grimace. “Going for the jugular now, are you? And here I am, a lady in distress, without the means to fight you.” She batted her eyes at him, just to make certain he’d caught her double entendre.


Daniel frowned at her, then spoke to the nurse. “Fill out the dog-bite card, then get Ms. McGee some scrubs and help her into them. I’ll pull my car around to the front.”

Lace would have kicked him if she was sure she wouldn’t hurt herself. “I haven’t agreed to go with you, you know.”

He never paused on his way out the door. “I don’t recall asking you.”

She sighed. Now she was in for it. Even her taunting hadn’t turned him away, as it usually did. Why would Daniel do such a thing? It unnerved her, but then, the man himself unnerved her. Still, she liked the way he polished his glasses, the way he held his shoulders so straight. Actually, on some basic, primal level, she liked a lot of things about him.

Too bad he was such a rotten chauvinistic jerk.








CHAPTER TWO



“YOUR CAR SMELLS LIKE you, Daniel. All spicy and manly and—” she drew a deep breath “—nice.”

Daniel had to use all his concentration to keep them on the road. Ever since he’d settled Lace—very gently—into his back seat, she’d been hitting him with little comments like that. They were getting tougher to ignore. His touted self-control held only by a ragged thread.

He glanced into the rearview mirror and saw her resting on her side, managing to look elegant and sexy in a pair of worn scrubs with her black cloak tossed over her like a blanket. The blue color of the scrubs seemed out of place on her. Lace wore black almost without exception. She did it for effect, he was certain, and he had to admit, she always looked striking. The contrast of her pale blond hair and bright green eyes against the black made a very enticing picture.

But then, she’d look every bit as enticing with no clothes on at all.

He chased that errant thought right out of his mind and cleared his throat with difficulty. “That’s the leather you smell. My car may be sensible, but it’s also top of the line.”

“Like you, Daniel?”

He managed a scoffing sound. Damn her, why wouldn’t she let up on him? Usually her little barbs and sexual innuendos were well timed, not issued with the rapid-fire succession of a submachine gun blast. He tried to change the subject. “How’re you feeling? You holding up okay?”

“Don’t worry about me, you’ll give me a stroke. It’s not what I’m used to from you. The shock could well kill me.”

“Lace…”

“I’m fine. Just a little drowsy.”

She sounded drowsy, sexy and slumberous, and his undisciplined mind supplied erotic images of her first waking in the morning after a long night of lovemaking. He had to grind his teeth together. With a slightly deeper tone to his voice, he said, “I’ll have you home and settled in soon. You’re in pain and you need to rest.”

With a little sigh, she shifted and he again looked in the rearview mirror. She tried to hide her discomfort from him and that angered him. He didn’t want her to be stoic, didn’t want her consideration. He wanted to relish his dislike of her, to think only on what he knew was right and true about her.

He’d written her a prescription for pain pills, but now it struck him that she had no way to get them. He and Annie no longer discussed her, since it seemed a bone of contention, but he knew enough about her to know she was alone here in Ohio, with no family close by to lend her a hand. She couldn’t very well go after the prescription herself, and with Max and Annie unavailable, she might not have anyone she could call if she needed help. The next few days would be rough for her.

For now, at least, she needed him.

Just that quickly he decided to fetch the pills for her to make certain she was able to settle comfortably. He was off tomorrow, and he had nothing more important planned than his own gift shopping to do. With Christmas only two weeks away, he was running out of time. But he could spare a day or two for Lace. After all, his male intellect reasoned, his sister thought of Lace as family. And though they were at odds a lot more these days thanks to Lace’s interference, he cared a great deal about his sister.

Daniel pulled into the lot in front of her apartment building and turned off the car. Once before he’d been here, to pick up Annie when her car had died. Though he hadn’t gone inside, his brain had memorized everything about the location of Lace’s home. He knew which apartment was hers on the second landing, and now he realized there was a long flight of steps inside.

He looked over the seat at Lace while she shoved herself more or less upright, balancing on her uninjured hip. The effort caused her to pale and grimace in pain and he silently cursed her stubbornness even as he ordered, “Sit still, Lace. I’ll carry you up.”

He heard her strained laughter as he got out of the car, but it didn’t matter. He’d made up his mind, and he knew his duty, repugnant as it might be. He shook his head at himself. Touching Lace wouldn’t be the least bit displeasing. He didn’t like her, but he wasn’t dead, and as a man, he was more than a little aware of her allure.

When he opened her door, his intent obvious, she gave him a wary look and said, “Daniel, really, this isn’t… Don’t you dare! Put me down!”

He didn’t give her a chance to argue with him. He tightened his hold and carefully scooped her up, making certain to keep his arms high on her back and low on her thighs so he wouldn’t add to her pain. He hefted her out of the car while she made a loud and furious ruckus.

“Good grief, are you nuts?” She gasped and sputtered and tried to twist away. “What will my neighbors say?”

“I don’t give a damn what they say.” He bumped the car door shut with his hip, jarring her slightly.

Lace made a small sound, then wrapped her arms around his neck and held on, her grip almost painful. “You’re being totally ridiculous, Daniel.”

“If you’d stop clucking and carrying on, no one will even notice we’re here. Quiet down and hold still before you hurt yourself.”

They entered the building—and ran into three neighbors. Lace hid her face in his neck. Soft hair brushed his cheek and he couldn’t help but breathe in her musky feminine scent. She felt warm and sweet and…right in his arms. Her plump rounded breasts pressed into his ribs and her thighs felt womanly soft draped over his arm. Damn, but he would not allow his physical attraction to her to override his common sense.

He stared at all three people, daring any of them to ask.

One man stepped forward, twisting his hands together. “Is she all right? Lace, honey, how bad was it?”

The dog owner, Daniel decided, and his scowl deepened. The man appeared to be in his mid-forties, had at least three thick gold chains around his neck, and obviously enjoyed lifting weights. Daniel tightened his hold possessively—not that he was possessive. “She got close to a hundred stitches. The dog was reported, of course.”

Lace bit his ear. He almost dropped her he was so surprised. It wasn’t that it had hurt, because she’d only given him a small nip, but it had nearly buckled his knees. The feel of her open mouth on his skin, the touch of her sharp little teeth, her warm breath, had felt very like a lover’s nibble, and suddenly every male hormone he possessed screamed an alert. It took every ounce of his flagging control to keep his expression impassive.

Lace leaned away from him, sending a smile to the other man. “Hello, Frank. I’m going to be fine, so you can stop worrying. And I’ve decided not to press charges this time. But I will have to insist that you check into some training for him. He can’t just go around losing control like that. And from now on, make certain he’s kept on a leash.”

Relief spread over Frank’s face, despite her stern tone. He appeared ready to fall at Lace’s feet in gratitude. “I’d already decided the very same thing, Lace, honey. And I really am sorry. I swear I won’t let him loose again, now that I know there’s a problem. I just don’t know what got into him.”

“The cat that tried to use me as a shield enticed him beyond his endurance, I’m sure.”

“I know he was after the cat, but he’s never so much as even growled at a person before.”

Lace reached out to pat his shoulder, leaving it to Daniel to balance her weight. “I’ll be fine, Frank, really. The important thing is to make certain it never happens again.”

Frank turned to the other two men, both older, but still not old. “We’ve been talking, and if there’s anything you need, just let one of us know. We’ll be glad to help you out while you recuperate.”

Daniel finally found his voice. Here was the perfect solution, a way for him to leave her, in familiar hands, so he could go home and retire after his long day. He opened his mouth and said, “That won’t be necessary. I’ll take care of her.”

Silence fell. Daniel heard the words, knew he’d said them himself, and almost shook his head to deny it anyway. He didn’t want to take care of Lace. Good grief, he didn’t even like the woman. He vigorously disliked her! He disapproved of her and her immoderate effect on him. He racked his brain for a tactful way out of the predicament he’d just put himself in when Lace leaned back to see his face.

She looked shocked and ready to protest, which irritated him even more. Perversely, he decided he would hang around and there was no way she could stop him. “Not a word out of you, lady. And if you’re done socializing, I’d like to get to your place. You’re not heavy, but then, you’re no featherweight, either.”

The men scrambled away, saying hasty good-nights as Daniel started up the stairs. Lace grinned and rubbed her fingertips over his nape. He felt the caress all the way to his suddenly tight abdomen.

“Putting a strain on your back, am I?”

“No more than you strain my patience,” he muttered, and added, “All that male adoration piled on your beautiful head was enough to make me ill. Now I know why you chose this apartment. Are there any females in residence at all?”

Lace cupped his cheek, forcing him to look at her. “Beautiful head? By any chance, was that an actual compliment I just heard, Daniel?”

His foot paused on the next step and he blinked at her. Her smile teased him and her fingertips were gentle on his jaw. His glasses slipped down his nose a fraction of an inch.

“I didn’t mean it,” he growled, then stomped the rest of the way up the staircase. When they reached her door, he asked, “Where are your keys?”

“In my cloak pocket. Just a minute.” She fished them out, then leaned over and unlocked the door. She didn’t turn the doorknob or open it, however. “Thank you for seeing me home, Daniel. I appreciate it. Now when your sister sings your praises, I suppose I’ll have to agree just a bit—on rare and specific occasions.”

She smiled at him, and Daniel only stared back. Irritating female. “Open the door, Lace.”

Her brow puckered and her look became wary. “You can put me down now. I’m perfectly capable of walking in on my own steam.”

“Open the door. I’ve gotten you this far, I might as well see it through. Besides, you’ll need some help getting settled.”

“Oh? And do you escort all your patients home from the hospital and give them personal assistance?”

It was a strain, but he managed to keep his tone even. He would not let her provoke him. “Only the ones who ingratiate themselves on my family. Annie would never forgive me if I left you to fend for yourself. Now, open the door.”

“I don’t want you in my apartment.”

She’d looked down when she said that, and suspicions grew in rapid succession. He imagined mirrors on the ceilings, sex manuals strewn about, maybe a man or two tucked into the corners awaiting her direction. For some reason, his temper simmered and he reached past her for the doorknob.

“Dammit, Daniel, this is my home and you’re not invited in!”

“Hush, Lace.”


“That’s a reoccurring tune with you, isn’t it? Any time I inject a little reason into this bizarre situation, you tell me to hush.”

She stiffened in his arms as he stepped inside—and stopped. This was not the home he’d envisioned for Lace McGee—love expert, sex guru, relationship connoisseur. There wasn’t a single black item to be seen, no obvious suggestive reading material, nothing to indicate the woman he knew—the woman he held in his arms—might abide here.

This looked like a grandmother’s retreat. Doilies covered every surface of the battered antique tables, and Tiffany lamps sent soft glows of color everywhere. The couch was overstuffed, brightly floral, soft. Handwoven rag rugs decorated polished hardwood floors.

Daniel stared and then stared some more. For the moment, he forgot he held Lace. “I’ve just stepped out of the tornado and into Oz.”

She squirmed in his arms. “Shut up, Daniel, and put me down.”

She startled him out of his study. Slowly, he let her slip down his body, his gaze on her face. Her cheeks flushed and her beautiful green eyes avoided his. He held her carefully until she’d gained her balance, favoring her injured side. “Does your mother or some distant aunt live here with you, Lace?”

“I don’t have a distant aunt.”

“Lace?”

“Of course not.” She still wouldn’t look at him, which irked his temper again. First she baited him with endless sexual innuendos, and now she played shy.

“Then who decorated this place?”


She hit his shoulder with a small fist. “I did, you idiot. And there’s nothing wrong with my home, so stop gawking.”

She turned away and started—with an awkward hobbling gait—down the hall. Daniel looked around once more, and followed her. “But there’s so much…color.”

“Yeah, so? I enjoy color.”

She sounded her most belligerent, and he frowned. “No, you don’t. You like black. You always wear black. Your car is black. Even your luggage is black, for crying out loud. I bet your panties are even black, though I couldn’t tell since they were covered with so much blood.”

She glared over her shoulder, sending him a look of acute dislike, then tried to stalk into her bedroom. But with her recent injury, the effect was minimal. The numbing would have worn off by now, and it had to hurt like the very devil. Daniel followed her, thinking to explain that he’d go get her pain pills. He walked into her bedroom and stopped cold in his tracks. No, it couldn’t be. If the living room had been a surprise, this was enough to jump-start his heart.

At least a dozen small velvet pillows in a variety of soft muted hues were tossed atop a candy-striped bedspread with a dark pink dust ruffle. The sheer gauzy material that served as window coverings in a variety of pastel shades flowed across the glass in no particular order. He could easily imagine the room bathed in a pastel-hued rainbow whenever the sunlight shone through.

She wasn’t the neatest of people. There were clothes—all black—strewed over a rocker and the end of the bed. And peeking out from the under the bed… Daniel bent to pick up the gleaming material, then held it in the air. Panties. Tiny, shimmering, lime green panties that probably weighed no more than half an ounce. He tried to imagine her in them—and managed only too well.

Lace snatched the panties out of his hand with a low growl. “Okay, Daniel. I’m home. I’m settled. I’m going to change clothes and go to bed and try to forget about big-jawed dogs and arrogant pushy doctors. You can leave now. Your duty is complete.”

“You wear lime green underwear?”

“Oh, for Pete’s sake!” She looked apoplectic. “What do you care what color underwear I wear?”

His brows pulled down tight enough to give him a headache. Confusion swirled, his world tilted. And it was all her fault, the little witch. Why did she keep doing this to him? “I don’t understand, Lace.”

She huffed out a breath and glared up at him. He stared right back. He was bigger, so therefore it stood to reason he could be twice as stubborn. Finally she gave up. “I’m horrible at matching stuff up, okay? Look around. It’s like a circus on the Fourth of July in here. But I love color, I really do. All colors, every shade, deep and sinful, light and playful. I need color. It’s just that I could never get the knack of putting clothes together, and since I have to appear in public a lot, I just decided it was easier to stick to simple basic black. That way, when I’m in a hurry, I can pick out my outfit without worrying whether or not I’ll match or be put together properly.”

“You wear black because you have no fashion sense?” His poor suspicious brain couldn’t quite assimilate all these new notions, not when they went against everything he thought he knew about her. “It isn’t because it’s dramatic and adds a special effect to your blond hair and green eyes?”


Slowly, her most provocative smile appeared and she looked at him through her lashes. “Why, Daniel. You’ve noticed my eyes? And my hair? Was that another compliment, by any chance?”

He took two steps back and his jaw clenched. “I didn’t mean it.” She continued to grin and he sought a safer topic. “I’m going to run out and get your prescriptions while you get settled in bed. No pajamas.”

“Are you suggesting I sleep naked?”

His hands shook and he wanted to smack her for planting that sizzling mental picture firmly into his beleaguered mind. “Put on a gown.” His gaze went to the panties she still held. They looked like a bright neon beacon, calling to him, and he added, “Forget underwear. It’ll only irritate your wound.”

“I never sleep in underwear.”

His heart tripped against his ribs and he felt her purring tone clear to his groin. With strong resolution, he kept his gaze on her face. “Do you need any help, Lace?”

“I can manage. But take the spare key off the wall in the kitchen. That way you can let yourself back in. I’ll just get myself settled in bed—to wait for you.”

Damn her, she was really enjoying herself now. He should just leave. She deserved a little discomfort. Eventually someone would get the medicine for her, and she could get her jollies torturing some other poor male instead of him.

But he couldn’t do it. Lace needed him, curse her headstrong, sexy hide, and he told himself his decision to look after her had nothing to do with any personal lust for her. It was just that he was used to protecting and caring for others. It had become a habit, started the day his mother was buried and his father made it clear he couldn’t overcome his own grief, much less that of his children. Someone had needed to hug his little sister at night when she cried. And someone had needed to reassure his brother Max when he’d become so withdrawn and sullen.

Annie and Max had needed him then. They needed him still. They looked to him for guidance, almost as a father figure, and Daniel knew they cared about Lace as a friend. He was a doctor, and the patriarch of the family despite his father’s flighty presence. It was his duty to see Lace situated as comfortably as possible.

His reasoning sounded lame even to his own ears, but he wasn’t about to delve any further for motivation. Therein lay personal disaster and he knew it. He took one more glance around at Lace’s bedroom, then stormed out, overcome by mixed feelings. This was either the worst idea he’d ever had—or the best.

 

“I FOUND AN OLD black T-shirt to sleep in so I wouldn’t further lacerate your expectations of my wardrobe.”

Lace waited for some response, but Daniel only nodded. He’d been withdrawn and almost wary since returning a few minutes ago. Very unlike his usual confrontational self. His cheeks were ruddy from the cold, and his dark hair was mussed from the wind. He pulled his glasses off and polished them on his sleeve, removing a few snowflakes. She enjoyed the sight of his light brown, thickly lashed eyes, how intense they could be, how serious. He slid the glasses back onto his straight nose and went to get a glass of water from her kitchen.

Lace kept the bedspread pulled up to her throat. She was on her back, with a pillow propped beneath her leg on her injured side; she felt vulnerable with Daniel there, aware of her awkward discomfort. But when Daniel leaned down to hand her the pill and the water she noticed how rigid he looked, and it annoyed her. He always acted as if he expected her to sexually accost his poor male body at any given moment—and like he’d hate it. Unaccountable prude.

Pain pulled at her, but still she managed a small taunting smile, knowing how he’d react to it. She made a point of letting her fingertips graze his palm as she took the pill from him, and rather than hold the glass herself, she held his wrist, which forced him to tilt the glass to her lips.

He stared at her mouth and his nostrils flared. The hypocrite. He might disdain her supposed lack of morals, but he fantasized the same as she did. It was men like him that kept her profession thriving. His antiquated notions of what was right for a woman, in comparison to the acceptable standards for a man, made her furious. At least half her calls at the radio station dealt with issues over the double standard of sexual freedom for men and women.

She gave him a sloe-eyed look and smiled. “Mmm. Thank you, Daniel.”

“You’re welcome.”

He sounded like a frog, and Lace had to bite back her satisfied chuckle. “I never noticed before what big hands you have.” She pretended to study his hand—then came to the realization he really did have big hands. His fingers were long and blunt and smooth. A doctor’s capable hands. She shivered with a newly awakened awareness.

“Are you cold?” As he asked, Daniel pulled away from her. “I could get you another blanket.”


“I’m fine. Will the pill make me sleepy?”

“Probably.” His gaze darted around her room again. He kept looking at everything, and every time he ended up shaking his head.

His disapproval was obvious, and she should have been used to it by now. In her mind, there were two major groups of men. Those who wanted to take advantage of her expertise, and those who discounted her expertise as ludicrous simply because she was a young woman. Her mother had always had a similar problem with men who wanted her only for her money and men who thought her money would never buy her any class. Still, her mother had kept trying. Lace had no intention of making that same mistake.

She understood Daniel and his attitudes. By her own design, she courted his disdain. She used it as her defense against him, and Annie had backed her up, respecting her wishes to present herself in any light she chose as long as she didn’t have to lie to Daniel. But since Daniel never bothered to ask for the truth, Annie could leave him to his ridiculous beliefs. Daniel would never really know her. And that fact made her a little sad, because she loved Annie. She was the closest friend Lace had ever had. Even Max was okay once you got a handle on him and his robust disregard for propriety. The middle brother did like to shake people up, most especially his big brother. Lace rather liked that about Max. It gave them something in common.

But Daniel… He continued to look around her room, his expression almost comical in its fascinated study. “I didn’t leave any other unmentionables laying about.”

He turned back to her, shaken from his engrossed examination of her room. “What?”


“If you’re really that curious, I keep my panties in the third drawer of the bureau.” She waved in that direction. “Feel free.”

A red flush stained his neck and his brows snapped down. “You really don’t possess a single ounce of decorum, do you?”

“Me?” She’d gotten her desired result, but now her own temper ignited. It was very late, she was tired, and it had been an eventful day. “You’re the one who keeps gawking! You’re the one who forced yourself into my home and picked up my underwear and keeps looking around like Sherlock Holmes trying to find some wicked evidence of my sordid love life.”

He seemed stunned by her outburst—but no more so than she. Generally, she was even-tempered and almost never raised her voice. She’d honed the knack of cutting obnoxious men down with a single sneer or a well-chosen phrase. Daniel, however, tended to bring out the worst in her. She scowled at him, then grumbled, “I’m sorry.”

Daniel shook his head, his gaze glued to her face, probing and serious. “No, it was my fault. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable, and I certainly didn’t mean to…gawk. It’s just that I never expected…”

“I know. You thought I hated color.”

He pulled up a chair and sat beside the bed. “I like your apartment, Lace. It’s pretty.”

“And colorful.”

He laughed. “Well, yeah, but in a nice way.”

She studied his handsome face in some surprise. It was the first time she could ever recall him laughing with her. “I like the way you laugh, Daniel. You should do it more often. Annie assures me you’re a happy fellow, but you always seem so staid around me.”

At first he looked defensive, and then he sighed. “I suppose I am overly serious at times. But then, that’s the life of a doctor, especially in the emergency room. There’s not a lot of time left for goofing off.”

Lace thought about Daniel’s life. He hadn’t had an easy childhood, not with his mother dying when he was so young. Annie said he’d decided to become a doctor then. According to Annie, Daniel had been twelve years old when he’d sworn he’d learn how to save people. Perhaps that was enough to take the gaiety out of anyone’s life.

Her own mother had never had it easy, and her vulnerability had added to her troubles, especially when it came to relationships. But at least she’d grown up with a mother, and she and Lace had enjoyed a unique life together. Not always a happy one, but it had its special moments.

On impulse, Lace reached out and took Daniel’s hand. It felt warm and strong, and she sighed. “I don’t make it very easy on you, do I?”

He looked down at their clasped hands for a moment, his expression very contemplative as his fingers curled around hers. “You like to make me a little crazy, I think.”

“Actually, I love it.” She grinned, feeling almost drunk from the pain medicine and a little too relaxed. “You’re so easy to provoke.”

“So you love color and you love tormenting me. What else do you love, Lace?”

He was very serious now. Lace realized that for the first time, in some very minute way, he was actually trying to get to know her. Caution warred with the need to share herself, to erase the misconceptions between them. But she didn’t dare. Regardless of what she said to him, they’d never see things the same way. They were simply too different.

She settled on keeping things light. It wouldn’t be safe to share herself with a man like Daniel. He’d always disapprove of her, and she couldn’t get involved with a man who didn’t trust and understand her. She shrugged. “I love little children, their honesty and their laughter and their chubby pink cheeks. And I love commercials. They’re much better than most television programs.”

“Baby cheeks and commercials, huh?”

She could hear the laughter in his tone and she smiled. “I love sunshine and swimming, but also the purity of a first snow. I love talking with people and maybe sometimes helping them. I love thick cotton socks that keep my feet warm on a cold day, and sheets fresh from the laundry, and warm spring breezes. And most of all, I love Christmas carols.”

Daniel tightened his hand on hers and looked…disturbed. His tone was very low and deep when he spoke. “I like Christmas carols, too. My mom used to start singing them in mid-October and kept it up till the New Year. I have just about every Christmas CD ever produced.”

“Do you sing along with them?”

“When there’s no one around to be offended by my less than sterling voice.”

“Me, too. At the top of my lungs.”

His thumb rubbed over her knuckles, then he said softly, “You don’t have a Christmas tree.”

Uh-oh. Just that quickly they left the lighthearted stuff and entered into the emotional. She pulled her hand away, using the excuse of smoothing her blankets. Her head felt muddled with fatigue and medicine and the newness of speaking so casually with Daniel. It was dark outside with only a little moonlight coming through her rainbow-sheathed window. Quiet surrounded them, his expression was intent. And he’d seen her bare backside. Suddenly things seemed far too intimate.

Without looking at him, she said, “A tree seems like a lot of fuss and bother for just me.” She hoped she sounded casual, not maudlin. Christmas was a hard time for a person alone, but she didn’t want him to know it. Regardless of this moment, they didn’t like each other, and she couldn’t give him future ammunition to use against her.

“You don’t entertain on the holidays? You don’t have any family to visit with you?”

“My mother lives in Florida but she travels over the holidays, visiting all her…friends.” The reality of that hurt, and she closed her eyes to hide her emotions from him. The medicine pulled at her, numbing her wits, and she heard herself whisper, “I know you won’t believe it, but I really don’t entertain all that often. I’m not much of a partying person.”

He didn’t say a word, and she finally opened her eyes to meet his gaze, though forcing her lids to lift wasn’t easy. Rather than seeing the disbelief she expected, he looked thoughtful. “Daniel?”

His name sounded slurred, and she frowned. Daniel reached out and smoothed a lock of hair away from her temple. The tender touch sent her pulse rioting. Her head pounded, her stomach felt jumpy.

A reaction to the pain pills, she decided. She never did react well to medication.


“Go to sleep, Lace. Just give in to the pills and relax. Everything’s going to be okay.”

She didn’t understand that cryptic comment, but her awareness was fading without her permission.

Her eyes closed and her body seemed to sigh into the mattress. She heard Daniel say softly, “If you need anything, I’ll be here.”

“Here?” The word emerged as a mere whisper, barely heard by her own ears.

“I’m staying the night, Lace.” His fingers touched her cheek, her chin. “I don’t want to leave you alone.”

She struggled to open her eyes again, to get her mouth to work. She didn’t want him in her apartment all night, didn’t want to be indebted to him. Most of all, she didn’t want to be vulnerable, to have him watch her in her sleep, explore her home without her awareness. But it was too late.

She fell asleep with his promise still in her ears and his large strong hand holding her own.

And surprisingly, she felt comforted by his presence.








CHAPTER THREE



THE SORENESS WENT bone deep, tugging at her, making her temples pound. It hadn’t been a restful night, despite the pain medication, but Daniel had done his best to assist her. Maybe that was the problem: Daniel.

Throughout the night, whenever she’d so much as move, Daniel would suddenly be there, at her bedside, tending her, speaking to her in soft, soothing tones. So unlike the Daniel she knew. So tempting.

Walking was a definite chore this morning. Even her back and hips hurt. Probably from the awkward way she’d positioned herself in the bed. She found a robe, a pale pink, soft cotton piece of nonsense that fueled her sense of whimsy and completely hid her black T-shirt. She stared at it, wondering if the soft color or the sweet ruffles would lacerate Daniel’s sensibilities. He did seem to have a thing about mixing her with color.

Shrugging, she slipped it on and tied the belt tightly. After brushing her teeth and washing her face, she made her way cautiously to the kitchen to start the coffee.

On her way past the living room she heard a soft snore and froze. No man had ever slept in her apartment; no man had ever even been in her apartment. How it made her feel now, to have Daniel snoring on her couch, couldn’t quite be measured, not first thing in the morning, without coffee and with too little sleep.

Investigating, she inched farther into the darkened living room, following the low sound of deep male breathing until she stood beside the short, fat couch. Daniel, overflowing the squat piece of furniture at every angle, lay on his back, his shirt gone, his belt removed and his pants unbuttoned. His bare feet, long and narrow and sexy really, when she took the time to look at them, hung over the opposite arm of the couch. His face was turned slightly toward her, his lips parted, his silky brown hair mussed and falling over his forehead. Beard shadow darkened his face and his thick, gorgeous lashes rested on his high cheekbones.

She forgot her pain. She forgot her coffee.

He had a lot of soft-looking, light brown hair on his chest; she liked that. His shoulders were hard, the flesh pulled smooth and taut over bone and sinew and muscle. With one arm propped behind his head, she could see the flex of his biceps, the thickness of his forearm, his obvious strength.

But she’d always known he was strong, at least, in the most important ways. He’d cared for his family when no one else would or could, and continued to care for them, even now when they were all grown. He handled crises at the hospital every day in his sure, confident manner. He had conviction and determination down to a fine art. She admired him, even though she didn’t want to.

Seeing his physical strength now shouldn’t do this to her, shouldn’t make her heart flutter, or her stomach curl tight. But it did. She looked from his chest to his flat belly, not ridged with muscles, just lean and firm and manly. Through the open clasp of his pants she could see the start of a dark, silky line of hair, the elastic of white briefs, and below that… She inhaled thickly through her nose.

“Good morning.”

Startled, she jerked her gaze to a more appropriate place, like his face, and then from embarrassment because he watched her so intently, to the kitchen. “I was going to start some coffee.”

He didn’t move and his voice stayed deep and lazy, amused. “You were looking at me.”

“You snore.”

Chuckling, he rubbed his face and stretched like a big, confident cat, and once again her gaze roamed over him. His dress slacks were badly wrinkled and without his glasses, he looked… She liked his glasses, but he looked softer without them, not as stern. It unnerved her.

He sat up and she noticed the flex and roll of muscles in his chest and shoulders. He yawned hugely, with no sense of his polite, restrained manner, and then grinned at her. “This couch makes a terrible bed.”

“Maybe that’s because it was never meant to be a bed.”

“After last night, I can understand why.” He stood, and when she didn’t back up, their toes almost touched. Reaching out, he tucked a wayward tress of hair behind her ear and stroked her cheek. “Did you finally get any sleep?”

She could smell him, a deep, dark, musky male scent that was delicious and enticing and forbidden. Why was he being so nice all of a sudden? Was this part of his solicitous doctor mode? Somehow, she didn’t think so.

“I slept fine.” Her voice sounded like a croak.

“Liar.” He took her shoulders and moved her gently aside. “You shouldn’t even be out of bed. You should have awakened me if you wanted coffee. That’s what I’m here for.” He urged her toward the cushions he’d just vacated. “Lie down and I’ll get you a pillow.”

She started to protest, but he still held her, and never in her life had she felt so tongue-tied. “Daniel…”

“Shh. How do you like your coffee?” He lifted her legs carefully up onto the couch, putting a soft cushion beneath her, situating her as if she had no strength or will at all. “Strong, I hope. I need the caffeine.”

So did she. The damned couch was still warm from his body, and on it, his scent was strong, stirring her, making her think ridiculous things. The urge to reach up and pull him down with her was so acute, she had to resort to sarcasm to save herself. “I’m not an invalid, and you’re not my great-aunt, so you can stop the coddling. I’m fine.”

He scratched his belly, distracting her once again, before slipping on his glasses. He finger-combed his hair, and Lace watched the silky strands glide in and out of his fingers. “You’re not fine. I want you to take it easy—very easy—for at least forty-eight hours. After that, we’ll see.”

“You may be used to bossing Annie and Max around, but you’re not my brother.”

“Not your aunt, not your brother.” He touched the tip of her nose without smiling, his expression intent. “Believe me, I’ve never felt remotely brotherly toward you.”

He turned his back on her and went into the kitchen. Lace heard the running of water, the clink of the glass carafe, the opening and closing of a cabinet. She sighed and flopped her head back to stare at the ceiling. How strange it seemed to have Daniel Sawyers in her kitchen. Beyond strange, it seemed bizarre, improbable, ridiculous. Maybe she was imagining the whole thing. Maybe…

“I’m going to take a quick shower. Sit tight. I’ll be done before the coffee is.”

Her eyes widened and her face felt stiff. Daniel in her shower? Naked? She’d never be able to use that shower again without wicked images invading her mind. How unfair of him to shove his way in, to dominate her thoughts and take over her home.

Used to taking care of herself, she wasn’t about to let him run her life. She waited until she heard the shower start, then limped her way into the kitchen. Pain or not, she refused to be a burden, and she refused to allow Daniel to get one up on her. Who knew when he might use this damned weakness against her?

She found a refrigerated package of cinnamon rolls and put them in the oven. The coffee was almost done so she got out two large mugs, spoons, sugar, cream.

“What the hell are you doing?”

She jumped, almost dropping the napkins and jarring her leg enough that she winced in pain. Daniel, his wet hair brushed back from his forehead, his chest still damp, his lashes spiky, stood in her kitchen scowling at her. For some insane reason, she almost felt guilty. She simply couldn’t reconcile this scenario with reality. No man had ever stood half-naked in her kitchen after his shower, but she could have imagined almost any other man in such a position easier than she could Daniel.

He saw her grimace of pain and moved toward her, slipping his arm around her waist. The dampness of his skin, the warmth of his bare chest, caused her to stiffen even more.


“Do you need me to carry you?”

She needed him to go away so she could stop acting like an idiot. “No. Don’t touch me.”

He laughed. “This show of shyness from Lace the Sex Expert? Lace the Uninhibited?”

Her head snapped around and she glared. “This show of concern from Daniel the Ice Man? Daniel the Discreet?”

The barest trace of regret clouded his eyes before he released her, his expression impassive. They stood that way for long moments, each watching the other, until finally Daniel sighed. “I understand how you might feel, Lace. I really do. I know you despise me. But right now, there are other factors involved. One, I’m a doctor, your doctor, and I’m telling you that you have to take it easy. That means staying off your feet and keeping as much stress off the injury as you can. Two, you’re my little sister’s best friend. I can’t ignore that. Annie would have a fit if I just left you alone right now. And three, we’re both adults. Surely you can behave like one.”

Lace narrowed her eyes and tucked in her chin. An impressive repertoire of scathing comments, one right after the other, tripped to the tip of her tongue. She opened her mouth to blast him with her cold disdain, her well-rehearsed verses reserved for obnoxious men, and said, “I don’t despise you.”

He blinked twice, rapidly. She imagined she looked just as surprised. That was not what she’d intended to say. Not at all.

Daniel narrowed his eyes and rolled in his lips, his brow drawn. “Then…”

“I have things I have to do, Daniel.” Escape seemed her only viable option now. “Mail to read and answer. A show to prepare. Appointments.”

“You can’t go out. No, Lace, don’t go all stiff-faced on me. As a doctor, I’m telling you that you have to take it easy. It’s icy outside. If you slip and fall, there’s no telling what damage you’ll add to your wound. And that’s in addition to the harm you’ll cause just by trudging through the snow and frigid wind. As far as your mail, I can bring it to you in bed. I have a laptop computer you can use if you’d like.”

She hesitated and he seemed to explode. “Dammit, don’t be an idiot! Your health is at stake here.”

She slumped. “I have phone calls to make, my laundry to do…”

“I’ll help you.”

The laughter erupted and she clapped a hand over her mouth, then peeked up at him. “I beg your pardon?”

A red flush started at his neck and worked its way to his ears. “I’m off today. I’ll run home and get a change of clothes, my laptop, and I’ll pick up your mail and something for us to eat later for lunch. While you make your phone calls, I’ll go downstairs and throw in some of your laundry.”

She fanned her face, pretending a near swoon. “I think I need to sit down.”

“No sitting. Come here. And don’t shy away from me like that. Just pretend I’m one of your admirers.” He hesitated. “Or lovers.”

“Ha! I’m not quite that creative.” She didn’t add that imagining any lover was well beyond her capability.

Grinning, he said, “I know. It does stretch the boundaries of inspiration, doesn’t it?” He took her arm and once again led her to the sofa. “Lie down. Stay down.”


“I’m not a disobedient pet.”

“No pet would dare be this disobedient or I’d take it to the pound. Now, I’m going to get you a few more pillows and if you need anything else, please, ask me.”

Her head swam. She tried to reconcile why Daniel would be doing all this, why he’d willingly give up his day off to hang around and pester her. No logical reasons presented themselves to her bedeviled brain.

He came back and slipped one of her lemon yellow pillows under her head, another under her leg. “How’s that? Are you comfortable?”

Unable to meet his gaze, she nodded. She’d never in her entire life had anyone pamper her. The feeling was unsettling, to say the least. “Thank you.”

“Lace.”

Lace lifted her gaze to his, confused, nervous, words beyond her. With him still leaning close, one hand on the back of the couch, the other on the cushion, they stared at each other. For long seconds their gazes held, and Daniel slowly, almost imperceptibly, leaned closer. His attention moved to her mouth. Lace parted her lips to take in a deep breath, allowing some necessary oxygen to reach her brain, and got stung by reality.

“I smell something burning.”

Daniel paused. “Hmm?”

Oh, that low husky rumble. Lace realized now how dangerous this whole situation had become. Somehow in the space of a single night their antagonism had mutated into something much more elemental between men and women, something she’d never thought to deal with. Something she suspected had been there all along.


She cleared her throat. “I put rolls in the oven. They’re burning.”

Daniel jerked back, and with understanding came a look of appalled fascination. Lace continued to stare. She felt as though she couldn’t quite breathe, as if the world had gone totally hazy. She knew better, had learned early on the ramifications of making such a horrible, ridiculous mistake. But she couldn’t deny it any longer. As ill suited as they were, as much as he annoyed her and as much as she enjoyed annoying him, she lusted after Daniel Sawyers.

It was probably the fault of her new revelation that she didn’t pay any attention when Daniel went to retrieve the rolls. He asked, his voice only slightly gruff, how she liked her coffee and she answered him, without thought, that she wanted it sweetened and with cream. He carried the cup to her, along with the rolls, already iced. They ate in a kind of unsettled, stunned silence.

Whatever intimacy had existed a minute ago was gone now, replaced by propriety and common sense and belated panic. Lace sipped her hot coffee and reminded herself of all the relationships that had gotten started on such a shaky foundation as lust, relationships she helped to redefine as part of her profession. She remembered all the emotional pain her mother had put herself through, trying to build on something as insubstantial as physical need. She thought of Daniel’s cursed opinion of her.

And still, she wanted him.

“You’re in pain again, aren’t you?”

Her thoughts disrupted, Lace looked at him and shrugged. “A little.” Actually more than a little. The dull throbbing discomfort in her backside had increased to the point that she didn’t want to move, because moving caused a definite sharp pinch of pain.

“You need to take another pain pill.”

She hated to admit he was right, but she didn’t relish playing the role of the martyr, either. She started to rise, but he halted her. “I’ll get it, and then I’ve got to get going. Promise me you’ll take it easy until I get back.”

So he planned to just ignore the preceding moments of passion? That figured. “You’re sure you don’t mind doing this?”

“I believe I was rather insistent.”

“All right. Suit yourself. It’s not often a girl gets to be treated like a queen. Maybe I can even find a small bell somewhere that I can ring when I want you. I’ll just pretend you’re my erstwhile slave, awaiting my meanest direction. What do you think?”

“I think you’re pushing your luck.”

Lace chuckled. “Just teasing. I’ll be a good queen and rest here while I make my phone calls. That should take me at least an hour.”

He brought the phone, her phone book, some of the correspondence that required a personal call, and a pen and paper to her. Lace wouldn’t have been surprised if he’d set a glass and water pitcher beside her, he seemed so diligent in his efforts to please.

He turned to her as he shrugged into his shirt. She found the process fascinating. Men did things differently, moved differently, even breathed differently. Seeing Daniel in the act of something as mundane as dressing proved fascinating when compared to how her own body moved while performing the same duty. She wished she could watch him shave, though he looked good, rugged, with whiskers on his lean cheeks.

“What do you like to eat? I’ll pick something up for a late lunch.”

“Mexican,” she said without hesitation. “Something hot and spicy and with lots of sauce.”

Daniel laughed. “At least that doesn’t surprise me. Somehow I knew you’d be a spicy kind of woman.”

Lace tilted her head and looked at him with lowered brows.

He pulled on his shoes, still grinning. “No offense, Lace. Just a joke.”

“What about you? What will you eat?”

“Mexican is fine by me.”

“Ha! Now that does surprise a body, doesn’t it? I mean, I definitely never thought of you as a spicy kind of man.”

He stood and slipped on his coat. On his way out the door, he stopped to look at her over his shoulder. “One of these days, I may just surprise you.”

Lace felt her mouth fall open, but he was already gone, the door closing softly behind him.

 

“IT ALL COMES BACK to how you feel about the whole thing, Renee. If you like him playing the dominant role, if it satisfies you, then there’s nothing in the world wrong with it.”

Daniel froze one step inside the door. Lace glanced at him, waved a short hello, then gave her attention back to the phone. Dominant? What kind of conversation had he walked in on? One typical for Lace, he realized, disgusted with himself.

He closed the door behind him and set his load on the foyer table. Lace had a ton of mail, much more than he’d anticipated. He’d really had no idea she received so much correspondence through her profession, or that she’d become such a popular personality. Hanging his damp, snow-frosted coat on the coat tree, he pretended not to listen to the conversation.

“I know it’s 1998, and women are supposed to take a more active role, be more decisive and aggressive. But that’s the whole thing, choices. What works for one woman, or for a couple, doesn’t necessarily work for another. You don’t want to let society standards restrict you, any more than you want your mate to. Only you know what feels good to you, what satisfies you. Don’t worry about whether or not it’s in the ‘norm.’ If you’re comfortable with letting him dominate in your marriage, that’s all that matters.”

His glasses fogged and he had to turn away. How was it every word out of Lace’s mouth sounded like a purr of seduction? As if she said those things specifically to rile him, to arouse him? Irritated, especially given how soft he’d been feeling toward her when he’d left her apartment this morning, he stomped into the kitchen to put the Mexican food in the refrigerator. He’d made certain to have it packaged in a way that he could microwave it later and it would still taste fresh. He’d thought of her satisfaction at the banquet he’d compiled, the spicy enchiladas, the chili, the fajitas. He’d been so pleased with his efforts. Now he had his doubts.

Lace hadn’t changed just because she’d been hurt. She wasn’t suddenly vulnerable and needy just because she liked Christmas carols but had no one to share them with. She was still the same woman, the liberal who’d transformed his baby sister from tomboy to femme fatale. Her idea of entertainment was to harass him until his mind fogged with lust and his body reacted independently of his brain. He’d have to remember that.

Determined to provide the help he’d promised her, Daniel went in search of dirty laundry. He tried to ignore the ensuing discussion, but certain words jumped out at him, key words that told him all he needed to know about Lace McGee, sexual icon, vamp extraordinaire.

When he walked into her bedroom, he heard her voice raise in a squeak on the phone. Seconds later, she came hobbling in behind him.

“What are you doing?”

He glanced up, pretending to be impervious to the way her pastel robe draped over her slim shoulders, to the way her moon-colored hair curled in disarray. How her bare feet looked pink and small and so very feminine. She stared back nervously, tucking her hair behind her ears and glancing around her room as if she suspected he might have stolen something.

“You’re a slob. I was only picking up the laundry so I could go get it started.”

Lace scowled. “I can pick up my own laundry.”

“No, you need to take it easy.” He reached for a T-shirt, then a lacy sock. She snatched them both out of his hands.

“Dammit, Daniel, I don’t want you rifling through my things.”

“Rifling? I hate to break it to you, Lace, but your dirty clothes aren’t all that interesting to me.”

“They were last night.”

“Don’t look so smug. Last night you took me by surprise. I expected your place to look…different. To reflect the woman you are.”

Her back stiffened. “You don’t have an inkling of the woman I am, so how could you possibly have had an accurate preconceived notion of my housing?”

He whistled through his teeth. “Wow. All that, huh?” She growled and he leaned back on her dresser. “What makes you think I don’t know you?”

That stumped her. She opened her mouth twice, only to close it again.

“Well? Nothing to say?” She stubbornly shook her head and he knew he saw a measure of hurt on her features. It had to be physical. He refused to believe his opinion of her caused her a single moment of grief. “Dammit, will you lay down? Use the bed, that way you can watch me and you won’t have to worry about me rifling through your things.”

With her mouth tight and her expression rebellious, she did as he asked. Once she was settled on her side, she peered up at him and gave a sigh. “How come we’re arguing again?”

“Damned if I know.” Then he sighed, too. “Did you get your phone calls taken care of?”

“Most of them. That last one took longer than I thought. She was very upset.”

“A disgruntled woman who’s into bondage? Is that where your valuable time is dedicated these days?”

He knew even as he said it he wasn’t being fair. It was just that she made him so confused with what he felt and what he ought to feel. How she spent her life shouldn’t matter to him, but it did. He wanted her, more than he’d ever wanted any woman, and he knew he shouldn’t. He didn’t feel any real affection for her, much less the overpowering love people often spoke of. And he didn’t believe in uninvolved sex. He’d had his share of sexual relationships, but he’d always liked the women and, more importantly, he’d respected them.

He thought about apologizing. Before he could even work up a good way to start, Lace burst out laughing. She laughed so hard, she fell onto her face on the mattress and he was left with the view of her trim backside, curving round and soft beneath her thin pink robe.

Daniel stepped closer, his arms crossed over his chest. “What is so funny?”

“You!” she gasped, then went off into another peal of laughter. “How you can pretend to be so righteous when your mind spends so much time wading through lascivious gutters I’ll never understand.”

She wiped tears of mirth from her eyes and laughed some more—at his expense. Confusion hit him. “I’m not the one who was discussing sexual vagaries on the phone…”

Lace rolled onto her back, yelped and went back to her side, still chuckling. “‘Sexual vagaries’? Is that what you thought?”

Her bright green eyes were alight with humor. She looked beautiful and happy and… “You were discussing domination.”

“Not in bed, you idiot.” She softened the insult with another chuckle. “Renee is an older woman who’s always allowed her husband to have financial say in their marriage. Now her friends are telling her how he’s taking advantage of her, how she should assert herself. It’s hogwash, of course, because she doesn’t want that responsibility. She’s happy letting him handle the major decisions in their lives, and from what she told me, he loves her very much and always puts her best interests first. It’s a case of reverse discrimination, and women do it to each other all the time now.”

Daniel felt incredibly stupid. “What you were saying had nothing to do with sex?”

“You must think my every waking thought, my every action, centers on the physical!”

He shifted. “Well, yeah.”

That started another round of hilarity that continued to the point where Daniel wanted to strangle her. He sat on the edge of the bed and stared at her in dry annoyance. “Aren’t you overdoing it just a bit?”

She hiccuped and gave him a teasing, watery-eyed smile. “Oh, but overdoing is evidently what I’m known for. Indulgence. Gluttony, even. Why, I never tire out.”

“Lace…”

She rested her head on a pillow and smiled at him. She looked serene, freshened by the laughter. Sweet and innocent. “Why are you so repressed, Daniel?”

“I am not repressed.” At least, he didn’t think he was. No, certainly not. “Just because I show a modicum of restraint rather than your…flamboyance, doesn’t mean I’m not a sexual person.”

He winced as soon as the words left his mouth. He sounded defensive, and idiotic. And now she’d laugh at him again.

But she didn’t. She tipped her head and continued to study him. “Do you think it just might be possible we both have a few misconceptions to iron out?”

“I’ll concede the merest possibility could exist.”

After a moment she stuck her hand out at him and he took it. “Have I thanked you yet for helping me out today?”


“Not exactly.” Her hand felt soft and smooth and small in his own. A woman’s hand, offered with integrity. He wrapped his fingers around hers and held her firm.

“Then consider this my show of gratitude. It’s the truth, I don’t have a lot of family I can rely on. I have no doubt I could have muddled through on my own today, but I’m glad I didn’t have to.”

The emotion in her gaze unsettled him, touched him to his masculine core. More important than her touch were her words. She’d given him a small piece of herself, trusted him not to turn her words back on her, and he felt ridiculously blessed, as if he’d been given the greatest gift of his life.

He felt so pleased, it scared him.

Daniel released her and stood. “Think nothing of it. But, Lace? You know you can count on Annie as family, and Max.”

“And your dad, and Guy?”

He hadn’t realized she even knew Guy Donovan, though he should have. Guy was his best friend, practically a brother. He worked at Daniel’s father’s small local company, fulfilling the spot of oldest son since his dad’s rather early retirement, a position Daniel had never aspired to. Guy was close to them all, had even lived with them a good portion of his life, so of course Lace knew him.

With the faintest twinge he had to admit was jealousy, he nodded. “And Dad and Guy.”

“And you?” She lowered her gaze, her fingers toying with the lace on a pale blue pillow. “Can I count on you as family?”

He wondered if she deliberately played him. Suspecting she might, he narrowed his eyes and answered more bluntly than he’d intended. “I’m here, aren’t I?”


“Hmm.” She didn’t look as though she believed him, but she kept her thoughts to herself. “I’ll get my laundry together tomorrow.”

“No, I want you to take it easy tomorrow, too. I’ll do it, and no more arguments.” He put space between himself and the bed, and while he picked up various pieces of clothing, he felt the warmth of her gaze on him. The last thing he lifted, a sheer red bra that made his vision cloud, unearthed a gilt-framed photo. Daniel studied it a minute and, even before Lace spoke, knew who the woman in the picture must be. The resemblance was very strong.

“That’s my mother.” Her tone changed, no longer light with humor or teasing. Now she sounded cautious, distant.

“You look a lot like her.”

“My cursed coloring, you mean? She loved it, though for me it’s been nothing but a hassle.”

Daniel snorted. “You’re beautiful and you know it.”

“Another compliment? I think I’m losing count.” He started to take it back, but she jumped in before he could. “It doesn’t matter, Danny, not a bit. What my mother considered her greatest asset has been my biggest handicap. And don’t pretend you don’t understand. Your attitudes reflect those of the masculine masses. No woman can look like me and be taken seriously.”

Lace slid off the bed, her face drawn in real anger, surprising Daniel with the suddenness of it. “Lace…”

“Never mind. I don’t even care anymore.”

“Then why did you bring it up?” he asked gently, sincerely. She seemed like such an enigma, so hard to fathom, impossible to ignore.

“Because your pain medicine is making me maudlin.” She headed for the door, causing him to frown in sympathy over her awkward, faltering gait. “I have calls to make. Try not to eavesdrop this time, okay? I wouldn’t want to traumatize your fragile sense of propriety with my blatant sexual discussions.”

Daniel watched her limp out, and this time he felt no anger at her disdain, no urge for rebuttal. He felt…sympathy. Something had happened with her mother, something that had possibly helped to mold her into the woman she was today. He wanted to find out what it was, wanted to get to know her better.

He wanted to make love to her until neither one of them could see straight. He just didn’t know how to overcome the walls he’d set up between them—but he was now determined to try.
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