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                   It was dusk, that strange, almost mystical interlude when light and dark are perfectly balanced. Within moments the soft blue would be transformed by the fiery colors of sunset. Shadows were lengthening; birds were quieting.

                 Kasey stood at the foot of the steps leading to the Taylor mansion. She glanced up at the massive white pillars and old rose brick with huge expanses of plate glass. Three stories. Here and there lights shone dimly through drawn drapes. There was a monied dignity about the place. Old money, inherent dignity.

                 
                  Intimidating, she thought, letting her eyes roam up and down again. But it did have a certain style. Under the cover of dusk the house looked serene.

                 Lifting a large brass knocker, she thudded it against the thick oak door. The noise boomed into the twilight. She smiled at the sound, then turned to watch the colors bleed slowly into the sky. Already it was more night than day. Behind her the door opened. Turning back, Kasey saw a small, dark woman dressed in a black uniform and white apron.

                 Just like the movies, she decided, and smiled again. This just might be an adventure after all.

                 “Hello.”

                 “Good evening, ma’am.” The maid spoke politely and stood in the center of the doorway like a palace guard.

                 
                 
                 “Good evening,” Kasey said, amused. “I believe Mr. Taylor’s expecting me.”

                 “Miss Wyatt?” Dubiously, the maid scanned her. She made no move to admit her. “I believe Mr. Taylor is expecting you tomorrow.”

                 “Yes, well, I’m here tonight.” Still smiling, she strode past the maid and into the main hall. “You might want to let him know I’m here,” she suggested and turned to stare at a three-tiered chandelier that dripped light onto the carpet.

                 Watching Kasey warily, the maid shut the door. “If you would just wait here.” She indicated a Louis XVI chair. “I’ll inform Mr. Taylor of your arrival.”

                 “Thank you.” Her attention was already caught by a Rembrandt self-portrait. The maid moved soundlessly away.

                 Kasey studied the Rembrandt and went on to the next painting. Renoir. The place is like a museum, she decided, then continued to move idly down the hall, viewing paintings as she would in an art gallery. To Kasey, such works of art were public property—to be respected, admired and most of all, seen. I wonder if anybody really lives here, she thought and flicked a finger over a thick, gold frame.

                 The murmur of voices caught her attention. Instinctively, she drifted toward the sound.

                 “She is one of the leading authorities on American Indian culture, Jordan. Her last paper was highly acclaimed. Being only twenty-five, she’s rather a phenomenon in anthropological circles.”

                 “I’m well aware of that, Harry, or I wouldn’t have agreed with your suggestion that she collaborate with me on this book.” Jordan Taylor swirled a pre-dinner martini. He drank slowly, contemplatively. The drink was dry and perfect, with only a hint of vermouth. “I do find myself wondering how we’re going to get on over the next few months. Professional spinsters are intimidating, and not my favorite companions.”

                 “You’re not looking for a companion, Jordan,” the other man reminded him and plucked the olive from his own glass. “You’re looking for an expert on American Indian culture. That’s what you’re getting.” He swallowed the olive. “Companions can be distracting.”

                 With a grimace, Jordan Taylor set down his glass. He was restless without knowing why. “I hardly think I’ll find your Miss Wyatt a distraction.” He slipped his hands into the pockets of his perfectly tailored slacks and watched his companion polish off the martini. “I have a composite picture: mud-colored hair scraped back from a bony face, thick glasses with three-inch lenses perched on a prominent nose. Sensible suits to accent her lack of shape, and size ten orthopedic shoes.”

                 “Size six.”

                 Both men turned to the doorway and stared.

                 “Hello, Mr. Taylor.” Kasey entered. Crossing the room, she extended her hand to Jordan. “And you must be Dr. Rhodes. We’ve done quite a bit of corresponding over the past weeks, haven’t we? I’m glad to meet you.”

                 “Yes, well. I . . .” Harry’s thick brows lowered.

                 “I’m Kathleen Wyatt.” She gave him a dazzling smile before turning back to Jordan. “As you can see, I don’t scrape back my hair. It probably wouldn’t stay scraped back if I tried.” She tugged on one of the loose curls that surrounded her face.

                 “And rather than mud-colored,” she continued smoothly, “this shade is generally known as strawberry blond. My face isn’t particularly bony, though I do have rather nice cheekbones. Have you got a light?”

                 She rummaged through her purse for a cigarette, then looked expectantly at Harry Rhodes. He fumbled in his pocket and found his lighter. “Thanks. Where was I? Oh, yes,” she continued before either man could speak. “I do wear glasses for reading—when I can find them—but I doubt that’s quite what you meant, is it? Let’s see, what else can I tell you? Can I sit down? My feet are killing me.” Without waiting for a reply, she chose a gold brocade chair. She paused and flicked her cigarette in a crystal ashtray. “You already know my shoe size.” Sitting back in the chair, she regarded Jordan Taylor with direct green eyes.

                 “Well, Miss Wyatt,” he said at length. “I don’t know whether to apologize or applaud.”

                 “I’d rather have a drink. Do you have any tequila?”

                 With a nod, he moved to the bar. “I don’t believe we do; would vermouth do?”

                 
                 
                 “That would do fine, thank you.”

                 Kasey surveyed the room. It was large and perfectly square with rich paneling and heavily brocaded furnishings. An intricately carved marble fireplace dominated one wall. Dresden porcelain reflected in a wide, mahogany-framed mirror above it. The carpet was thick, the drapes heavy.

                 Too formal, she thought, observing the structured elegance. She would have preferred the drapes opened wide, or better yet, removed completely and replaced with something a bit less somber. There was probably a beautiful hardwood floor under the carpeting.

                 “Miss Wyatt.” Jordan brought her attention back to him as he handed her a glass. Each one curious about the other, their eyes met, then a movement in the doorway distracted their attention.

                 “Jordan, Millicent tells me that Miss Wyatt has arrived, but she must have wandered—oh.” The woman who glided into the room halted as she spotted Kasey. “You’re Kathleen Wyatt?” With the same wariness the maid had shown, she surveyed the woman dressed in gray trousers and a brilliant peacock blue blouse.

                 Kasey sipped and smiled. “Yes, I am.” She made her own survey of the elegantly groomed society matron. Jordan Taylor’s mother, Beatrice Taylor, was carefully made up, impeccably groomed and stylishly attired. Beatrice Taylor knew who and what she was, Kasey thought.

                 “You must forgive the confusion, Miss Wyatt. We weren’t expecting you until sometime tomorrow.”

                 “I got things organized more quickly than I expected,” Kasey said and sipped at her drink. “I caught an earlier flight.” She smiled again. “I didn’t see any point in wasting time.”

                 “Of course.” Beatrice’s face creased for a moment in a frown. “Your room’s prepared.” She turned her eyes to her son. “I’ve put Miss Wyatt in the Regency Room.”

                 “Adjoining Alison?” Jordan paused in the act of lighting a thin cigar and glanced at his mother.

                 “Yes, I thought perhaps Miss Wyatt would enjoy the company. Alison is my granddaughter,” she explained to Kasey. “She’s been with us since my son and his wife were killed three years ago. She was only eight, poor dear.” Her attention shifted back to Jordan. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll see about your bags.”

                 “Well.” Jordan took a seat on the sofa when his mother slipped from the room. “Perhaps we should discuss business for a moment.”

                 “Of course.” Kasey finished off the vermouth and set the glass on the table beside her. “Do you like a strict routine—you know, designated hours? Nine to two, eight to ten. Or do you just like to flow?”

                 “Flow?” Jordan repeated and glanced up at Harry.

                 “You know. Flow.” She made a descriptive gesture with her hands.

                 “Ah, flow.” Jordan nodded, amused. This was definitely not the straight-laced, low-key scientist of his imagination. “Why don’t we try a little of both?”

                 “Good. I’d like to go over your outline tomorrow and get a better feel for what you have in mind. You can let me know what you want to concentrate on first.”

                 Kasey studied Jordan for a moment as Harry fixed himself another martini. Very attractive, she decided, in a smooth, Wall Street sort of manner. Nice hair; warm brown with just a few light touches. He must get out of this museum now and then to get sunstreaked, she thought, but she doubted whether he was much of a beachcomber. She had always liked blue eyes in a man, and Jordan’s were very dark. And, she thought, very shrewd. A lean face. Good bones. She wondered if he had any Cheyenne blood in him. The skull structure was very similar. The sophisticated clothes and manners were offset by a certain sensuousness around the mouth. She liked the contrast. He was built like a tennis player, she mused. Good shoulders, trim, strong hands. His tailor was obviously exclusive and conservative. Too bad, she thought again.

                 But watch out, she told herself, there’s a bit more here than meets the eye. She had a feeling there was a temper under the cool sophistication. She knew, from reading his books, that he was intelligent. The only fault she had found with his work was a certain coldness.

                 “I’m sure we’ll work very well together, Mr. Taylor,” she said aloud. “I’m looking forward to getting started. You’re a fine writer.”

                 “Thank you.”

                 “Don’t thank me, I didn’t have anything to do with it.” She smiled.

                 Jordan’s lips curved in instinctive response even as he wondered what he had gotten himself into.

                 “I’m very pleased to have the opportunity to help you with your research,” she went on. “I suppose I really should thank you, Dr. Rhodes, for suggesting my name.” Her gaze shifted and locked on Harry.

                 “Well, you, ah—your credentials—were impeccable.” Harry stammered as he tried to connect the Kathleen Wyatt whose papers he had read with the slim, curly haired whirlwind who was smiling at him. “You graduated magna cum laude from Maryland University?”

                 “That’s right. I majored in anthropology at Maryland, then took my masters at Columbia. I worked with Dr. Spalding on his Colorado expedition. I believe it was my paper on that which brought me to your attention.”

                 “Excuse me, sir.” The dark maid hovered in the doorway. “Miss Wyatt’s baggage has been taken to her room. Mrs. Taylor suggested that perhaps she would like to freshen up before dinner.”

                 “I’ll skip dinner, thanks.” Kasey spoke to the maid directly, then turned back to Dr. Rhodes. “I will go up, though. Traveling tires me out. Good night, Dr. Rhodes. I suppose we’ll be seeing each other over the next few months. I’ll see you in the morning, Mr. Taylor.”

                 She swept out as she had swept in, leaving both men staring after her.

                 “Well, Harry.” Jordan thought he could all but feel the room settle back into order. “What was it you were saying about distractions?”

                 After following the maid up the stairs, Kasey stood in the doorway of her room. Pale pinks and golds dominated the color scheme. Pink drapes hung against oyster white walls; pink and gold cushions graced ornately carved Regency chairs. There was a gold skirted vanity table and a large, plush-covered lounge in a deeper shade of rose. The bed was huge and canopied, complete with bed curtains and a pink satin spread.

                 “Good grief,” she murmured and stepped across the threshold.

                 “I beg your pardon, miss?”

                 Kasey turned to the maid and smiled. “Nothing. This is quite a room.”

                 “The bath is through here, Miss Wyatt. Would you care to have me draw you one now?”

                 “Draw my—no.” Kasey grinned, unable to do otherwise. “No, thank you—Millicent, right?”

                 “Yes, miss. Very well, miss. If you require anything, just press nine on the house phone.” Millicent slipped noiselessly out the door, closing it carefully behind her.

                 Kasey dropped her purse on the bed and began to explore the room.

                 To her mind, it was entirely too proper and pink. She decided she would ignore it and spend as little time within its walls as possible. Besides, she was too tired from planes and taxis to care where she slept now. She began to search for the nightgown that Millicent had apparently tucked away in a bureau.

                 “Come on in,” she called as a knock sounded on the door. She continued to rummage through the carefully folded lingerie. She lifted her eyes to the mirror. “Hello. You must be Alison.”

                 She saw a tall, thin child in a simply cut, expensive dress. Her long blond hair was carefully groomed, pulled neatly back with a headband. Her eyes were large and dark, but their expression was neither happy nor unhappy. Kasey felt a stirring of pity.

                 “Good evening, Miss Wyatt.” Alison broke the silence but came no further into the room. “I thought I should introduce myself, as we’ll be sharing a bath for the next few months.”

                 “Good idea.” Kasey turned from the mirror and faced Alison directly. “Though I imagine we’d have run across each other in the shower before too long.”

                 “If you have a preference for your bath time, Miss Wyatt, I would be happy to accommodate you.”

                 Kasey moved to the bed to drop her nightgown. “I’m not fussy. I’ve shared bathrooms before.” She sat gingerly on the edge of the bed and glanced up dubiously at the canopy. “I’ll try to stay out of your way in the mornings. You go to school, I imagine.”

                 “Yes, I’m attending school this year. Last year I had a tutor. I’m very high-strung.”

                 “Is that so?” Kasey lifted her brows and struggled with a smile. “I’m low-strung, myself.”

                 Alison frowned at this. Unable to decide whether to advance or retreat, she hesitated on the threshold.

                 Kasey noted the uncertainty, the trained manners, the hands that were neatly folded at the waist of the expensive dress. She remembered the child was only eleven. “Tell me, Alison, what do you do around here for fun?”

                 “Fun?” Fascinated, Alison stepped into the room.

                 “Yes, fun. You can’t go to school all the time.” She pushed a stray curl out of her eyes. “And I’m definitely not going to be working twenty-four hours a day.”

                 “There’s a tennis court.” Alison came a bit closer. “And the pool, of course.”

                 Kasey nodded. “I like to swim,” she went on before Alison could comment. “But I’m not too good at tennis. Do you play?”

                 “Yes, I—”

                 “Terrific. Maybe you can give me some lessons.” Her eyes swept the room again. “Tell me, is your room pink?”

                 Alison stared a moment, trying to understand the change in topic. “No, it’s done in blues and greens.”

                 “Hmmm, good choice.” Kasey made a face at the drapes. “I painted my room purple once when I was fifteen. I had nightmares for two months.” She caught Alison’s unblinking stare. “Something wrong?”

                 “You don’t look like an anthropologist,” Alison blurted out, then caught her breath at her lack of manners.

                 “No?” Kasey thought of Jordan and lifted her brows. “Why?”

                 “You’re pretty.” A blush rushed into Alison’s cheeks.

                 “You think so?” Kasey rose to peer at herself in the mirror. She narrowed her eyes. “Sometimes I think so, but mostly I think my nose is too small.”

                 
                 
                 Alison was staring at Kasey’s reflection. As their eyes met in the glass, Kasey’s lit with a smile. It was slow, warm and all-encompassing. Alison’s lips, so much like her uncle’s, curved in unconscious response.

                 “I have to go down to dinner now.” She backed out of the door, unwilling to lose sight of the smile. “Good night, Miss Wyatt.”

                 “Good night, Alison.”

                 Turning as the door shut, Kasey sighed. An interesting group, she decided. Her mind turned toward Jordan again. Very interesting.

                 She walked over and picked up the nightgown again, then ran it idly through her hands. And where, she wondered, does Kasey Wyatt fit into all of this? With a sigh, she sat on the lounge chair. The conversation between Jordan and Dr. Rhodes which she had walked in on had been more amusing than annoying. But still . . . Kasey let Jordan’s description of her run through her mind again.

                 Typical, she decided. A typical layman’s view of a scientist who happens to be a woman. Kasey was perfectly aware that she had unsettled Harry Rhodes. A smile tugged at her mouth. She thought she would like him. He was rather staid and pompous and, she reflected, probably very sweet. Beatrice Taylor was another matter. Kasey leaned back in the lounge chair and ordered herself to relax. There would be no common ground between herself and the older woman, but, Kasey thought, if they were lucky, there would be no animosity. As for the child . . .

                 Kasey closed her eyes and began to unbutton her blouse as she lay there. Alison. Mature for her age—maybe too mature. Kasey knew what it was like to lose parents in childhood. There were feelings of confusion, betrayal, guilt. It was a lot for a young person to cope with. Who mothers her now? she wondered. Beatrice? Kasey shook her head. Somehow, she couldn’t picture the elegant matron mothering an eleven-year-old girl. She would see that Alison was well-dressed, well-fed and well-mannered. Kasey felt a second stir of pity.

                 Then there’s Jordan. With another sigh, Kasey roused herself enough to pull off her blouse and slip off her shoes. He wouldn’t be an easy man to get close to. Kasey wasn’t at all certain she wanted to.

                 Standing, she unbuckled her trousers and headed for the bath. What she wanted was to put her education and her experience to work on his book. She wanted to see the information she gave him utilized in the best possible manner. What she wanted, she thought and turned the hot water on full, was a bath. The hours on the plane, preceded by a week of lecturing in New York, had left her as close to exhaustion as she ever came. Thinking of Jordan Taylor would simply have to wait.

                 Tomorrow, she thought as she lowered herself into the tub, would be here soon enough.
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                   The sun glittered over the pool’s surface as Jordan completed his tenth lap. He cut through the water with strong, sure strokes. When he swam, he didn’t think but simply let his body take over. As a novelist, he found his mind too often crowded with characters, with places. With words. He started off the day by clearing it with something physical.

                 That morning there had been one more character intruding into his brain. Kathleen Wyatt. He had found her fascinating. He wasn’t at all certain he wanted to be fascinated by a collaborator. His work was important to him, and the novel he was currently working on might be the most important in his career. He thought perhaps it would have been better if Kathleen Wyatt had been closer to the woman of his imagination. The reality of her was entirely too unsettling.

                 As he reached the pool edge and made to turn for another lap, a movement caught his attention. Jordan glanced up to see a vague face surrounded by red-gold curls.

                 “Hi.”

                 Shaking water from his eyes, Jordan narrowed them against the sun. He focused on his collaborator. Kasey sat cross-legged at the pool’s edge. Her cutoffs and T-shirt exposed skin still pale from October in New York. Her eyes were bright with amusement as she smiled at him. Entirely too unsettling, he thought again.

                 “Good morning, Miss Wyatt. You’re up early.”

                 
                 
                 “I suppose I haven’t adjusted to the time change.” Her voice, he realized all at once, wasn’t eastern but had the slightest hint of the south. “I went for a run.”

                 “A run?” he repeated, distracted from trying to place the vague accent.

                 “Yes, I’m into running.” She lifted her face and studied the perfect sky. “Actually, I was into running before it was something to get into. Even though I resent being part of a trend, I can’t stop. Do you swim every morning?”

                 “Whenever I can.”

                 “Maybe I’ll try that instead. Swimming uses more muscles, and you don’t sweat.”

                 “I never thought about it quite that way.” After pulling himself from the water, he reached for a towel.

                 Kasey watched as he briskly rubbed his hair. His body, glistening with droplets of water, was lean and hard and brown. There were ropings of muscles in his arms and shoulders. The hair on his chest was blond, like the lighter streaks on his head that the sun had bleached. The brief suit clung to his hips. Kasey discovered she had been right about the athletic body beneath the conservative suit. She felt a flutter of desire and ignored it. This was not a man to become involved with, and now was not the time.

                 “Swimming’s certainly kept you in shape,” she observed.

                 He paused for a moment. “Thank you, Miss Wyatt.” He shook his head and picked up a short terry robe.

                 Kasey stood in one swift, fluid motion. Her head was level with his chin. “Would you like to get started after breakfast? If you’ve something else to do, I can just go over your outline and notes myself.”

                 “No, I’d like very much to get started. The idea of picking your brain becomes more intriguing by the minute.”

                 “Really?” Her smile flashed over her face. “I hope you won’t be disappointed, Jordan. I’m going to call you Jordan now. We’d have gotten to it sooner or later.”

                 He nodded in agreement. “Do I call you Kathleen?”

                 “I certainly hope not.” She grinned. “No one else does.”

                 It took him a moment to understand. “Kasey, then.”

                 He was looking at her again in that deep, searching manner that left her slightly disconcerted. Jordan watched a frown come and go in her eyes.

                 “Can we eat?” she demanded. It would be simpler, she decided, if they got down to more practical matters. “I’ve been hungry for hours.”

                  

                 Kasey and Jordan closed themselves in the study immediately after breakfast. The room was large, its walls lined with books. Here a scent of old leather and new polish mixed with tobacco. Kasey much preferred it to the other parts of the house she had seen. Here she could detect signs of production, though it was scrupulously organized production. There were no scattered papers, no precariously piled books.

                 Large, dark-framed glasses perched on her nose, Kasey sat by the window reading Jordan’s notes. Her feet were bare, and one swung idly in the air as she scanned the pages.

                 She wasn’t beautiful, Jordan decided. Not in the classic sense, at any rate. But her face was arresting. When she smiled, it seemed she lit from the inside out. Her eyes seemed to hold some private joke. She was tall and boyishly slim, narrow-hipped and long-legged. A man, he thought, would find angles rather than curves when he got into her bed. He frowned, annoyed with the turn of his mind.

                 There was a coltishness in her moves—an excitement and vibrancy which raced through her conversation as well. Now it was as though she had turned down the power. She was silent. Her features were tranquil. Her only movement was the carelessly swinging bare foot.

                 Kasey had been perfectly aware of Jordan’s survey. “You have a fascinating story in the works here,” she said, rupturing the silence and the sudden hum of sexual tension that had begun between them.

                 “Thank you.” He cocked a brow. He had felt the tension, too, and was as wary of it as she.

                 Pulling up her legs, Kasey picked up a cigarette. She held it absently while she continued to meet his eyes. “It would seem you’re dealing mainly with the Plains Indian. They do seem to most typify our image of the American Indian, though they’re the least typical of all.”

                 “Are they?” He rose to light the cigarette she still held between her fingers. “I leave it to you to clear up the misconception and give me an accurate picture.”

                 “You could do the same with a few well-selected reference books.” She settled back in the chair. “Why do you need me?”

                 Sitting back, he gave her a considering look. His eyes made a slow, complete survey. It was calculated to disconcert.

                 “You didn’t have to send to New York for that, either,” she commented dryly. “You’re not going to get maidenly blushes, Jordan.” She smiled and watched his lips curve in response. “I’ll tell you what,” she decided on impulse. “I’ll put an end to your curiosity, then you put an end to mine. I’m a professional anthropologist, not a professional virgin. Now, what, precisely, do you want from me as regards your current novel?”

                 “Are you always so frank?”

                 “Not always,” she said evasively. It wouldn’t be smart to get too frank with him. “Now, about your book.”

                 “Facts; details on customs, clothing, village life; when, where and how.” He paused and lit a thin cigar, then regarded Kasey through a screen of smoke. “Those are things I can get from reference books. But I want more. I want why.”

                 Kasey crushed out the cigarette he had lit for her. Jordan noted that she had taken no more than two halfhearted puffs. There were more nerves in her than she let show.

                 “You want me to supply you with theories as to why a culture developed a certain way and why it survived or succumbed to outside pressures.”

                 “Exactly.”

                 With the storyline he was developing and the right slant, it could be a marvelous book, Kasey thought.

                 “Okay,” she said suddenly. With a flashing smile, she dropped her eyes to Jordan’s. “I’ll give you a general outline. We can pick up specifics as we move along.”

                  

                 Three hours later Jordan stood at his window and gazed down at the pool. Kasey swam alone. She wore a one-piece suit that clung to her. He watched her dive beneath the surface and streak along the mosaic bottom.

                 She swam, he decided, as she did everything else—with quick bursts of energy interspersed with moments of calm. She was a sprinter, not a long-distance runner.

                 Kasey surfaced, rolled to her back, then floated. She thought about Jordan Taylor as she watched a few stringy white clouds work their way across the sky. He’s brilliant, conservative, successful. Incredibly sexy. Why does that worry me? She narrowed her eyes against the sun and let her mind and body drift. I should be very pleased with myself to have been asked to work with him. I was. It’s probably the house, she decided and closed her eyes completely. There’s no dust in it. How do people live without dust?

                 He must belong to some very exclusive country club. I imagine there are some very classy women in his life. Kasey swore at herself and rolled over.

                 She must have men in her life, Jordan thought. Other scientists, professors, probably a struggling artist or two. He cursed at himself and turned away from the window.

                 Kasey pulled herself from the pool and shook the water from her hair. Well, she thought and glanced at a lounge chair, if I’m going to live with the wealthy for a while, I might as well enjoy it. She flopped down and let the sun bake the chill from her damp skin. There was something to be said for all this. Private pool, private tennis court. She let her gaze sweep the huge expanse of lawn bordered by lush, green hedges and a stone wall. She wrinkled her nose. Privacy we’ve got. I wonder how often he gets out of here. Her mind settled back on Jordan. With a sigh, Kasey accepted the fact that he would probably continue to intrude in her thoughts. Closing her eyes, she gave into jet lag and slept.

                  

                 “You could broil out here.”

                 Kasey opened her eyes slowly and focused. “Hi.” She gave Jordan a sleepy smile.

                 “You’re very fair. You’ll burn easily.”

                 The hint of annoyance in his voice registered, and she studied him. “You’re right, I suppose.” She tested her skin by pressing a finger against her shoulder. “Not yet.” She gave him another direct look. “Is something wrong?”

                 “No.” He didn’t want to admit, even to himself, that he had had a difficult time concentrating on his work knowing she was there within view of his window.

                 “I’ll be a bit more up to standard tomorrow,” she told him, thinking perhaps he was irritated that she had given him only a few hours. “Planes wear me out. It must be the altitude.” Her hair was almost dry, and she pushed a hand through it absently. It appeared almost copper in the sunlight. “Do you want me?”

                 He looked at her thoughtfully. “Yes, I believe I do.”

                 Kasey caught the double entendre and thought it wise to stand up. “I don’t think we meant the same thing.” She smiled but kept out of reach.

                 He took a step toward her, surprising both of them. On impulse, he reached out to touch her hair. “You’re a very attractive woman.”

                 “And you’re a very attractive man,” she said smoothly. “And we’re going to be working in close quarters for some time. I don’t think we should—complicate things. I’m not being coy, Jordan. I’m being practical. I very much want to see this book through. It could mean every bit as much to me as it will to you.”

                 “We’ll make love sooner or later, you know.”

                 “Oh, really?” She tilted her head.

                 “Yes, really.” Turning, he left her alone by the pool.

                 Well, she thought, placing her hands on her hips. Is that so? I suppose he always gets his way. She stretched out on the lounger again. Though his high-handedness irritated her, Kasey admired his directness. He could drop the polished manners and elegance when he chose to. He might be more difficult than she had anticipated.

                 It would be foolish to deny she was attracted to him and equally foolish to act on the attraction. Kasey frowned and twisted a curl around her finger. What did Kathleen Wyatt have in common with Jordan Taylor? Nothing. She would not, could not, involve herself emotionally or physically with a man unless there was a firm base. Attraction wasn’t enough, nor was respect. There was a need for affection, for friendship. Kasey wasn’t at all certain she could be friends with Jordan Taylor. Time would tell, she told herself and settled back again. Then a movement caught her eye.

                 
                 
                 Looking over, Kasey smiled and raised her hand in a wave. Alison seemed to hesitate for a moment, then walked over to join her.

                 “Hi, Alison. Did you just get out of school?”

                 “Yes, I just got home.”

                 “I’m playing hookey.” Kasey leaned back against the cushions again. “Ever played hookey?”

                 Alison looked horrified. “No, of course not.”

                 “Too bad, it can be fun.” A sweet child, Kasey thought, and much too lonely. She shot the young girl a grin. “What are you studying?”

                 “American poets.”

                 “Have a favorite?”

                 “I like Robert Frost.”

                 “I always liked Frost.” Kasey smiled as lines flitted through her mind. “His poems always remind me of my grandfather.”

                 “Your grandfather?”

                 “He’s a doctor in a remote section of West Virginia. Blue mountains, forest, streams. Last time I went home, he was still making house calls.” He’ll be making them when he’s a hundred, she thought, and missed him suddenly, acutely. It had been too long since she’d been home. “He’s an incredible man—big and strapping with white hair and a big, booming voice. Gentle hands.”

                 “It would be nice to have a grandfather,” Alison murmured, trying to picture him. “Did you see him often when you were growing up?”

                 “Every day.” Kasey recognized the wistfulness. She reached out to touch Alison’s hair. “My parents were killed when I was eight. He raised me.”

                 Alison’s eyes were very intense. “Did you miss them?”

                 “Sometimes I still do.” She’s still hurting, Kasey thought. I wonder if any of them know it. “To me, they’ll always be young and happy together. It makes it easier.”

                 “They used to laugh,” Alison murmured. “I can remember them laughing.”

                 “That’s a good memory. You’ll always have it.” There’s not enough laughter here, Kasey decided and felt a quick flash of anger for Jordan. Not nearly enough. “Alison.” She broke into the child’s thoughts. “I bet you dress for dinner.”

                 “Yes, ma’am.”

                 “Please.” Kasey grinned and shook her head. “Don’t call me that. It makes me feel a million years old. Call me Kasey.”

                 “Grandmother wouldn’t approve if I called an adult by her first name.”

                 “Call me Kasey anyway and I’ll deal with your grandmother if necessary. Why don’t you come up and help me find something to wear? I don’t want to disgrace the Taylor name.”

                 Alison stared at her. “You want me to help you pick out a dress?”

                 “You probably know more about it than I do.” Kasey smiled as she tucked Alison’s arm in hers.

                  

                 A few hours later Kasey stood at the doorway of the drawing room observing its occupants.

                 Beatrice Taylor sat in the gold brocade chair. She wore black silk and diamonds. Jewels glittered at her ears and throat. Alison was at the piano, dutifully practicing a selection from Brahms. Jordan stood at the bar mixing a batch of pre-dinner martinis.

                 The family hour. Kasey grimaced. She thought of the dinners she had shared with her grandfather—the laughter, the arguments. She thought of the noisy meals at college, with conversations ranging from the intellectual to the bizarre. She thought of the often inedible meals on various digs. Did money box you in this way? she wondered. Or was it a matter of choice?

                 Kasey waited until Alison had struggled through the last notes before entering the room. “Hi. You know, a person could wander around this place for days and not see another living soul.”

                 “Miss Wyatt. You had only to ring for one of the staff. You would have been directed to the drawing room.”

                 “Oh, that’s all right. I finally made it. I hope I’m not late.”

                 “Not at all,” Jordan said. “I have only just begun to make a cocktail. How about a martini? Or perhaps you’ll tell me what you want done with this tequila?”

                 
                 
                 “You got some?” Smiling, she moved to join him. “That was a nice thing to do. May I fix it?” She took the bottle from Jordan. “Watch carefully. I’m about to trust you with an old, closely guarded secret.”

                 “Kasey’s grandfather is a doctor,” Alison announced suddenly. Beatrice shifted her attention from the couple at the bar to her granddaughter.

                 “Who is Kasey, dear?” Her tone was mildly annoyed. “One of your friends at school?”

                 Kasey glanced over to see Alison blush. “I’m Kasey, Mrs. Taylor,” she answered easily. “You have to give it a good squeeze of lemon,” she told Jordan and demonstrated. “I asked Alison to call me by my first name, Mrs. Taylor. Are you going to have one of these, Jordan?” She poured two glasses without waiting for his answer. She smiled at Beatrice, sipped, then turned back to Jordan. “What do you think?” she asked him. “Has a nice kick, doesn’t it?”

                 He sipped, watching her. “Delicious,” he murmured. “And unexpected.”

                 She gave a quiet laugh, knowing he spoke of her and not the drink.

                 He found himself once more having to control the desire to touch her hair. “Don’t you like knowing where your life’s leading?”

                 “Oh, good grief, no!” she said immediately. “I want to be surprised. Don’t you like surprises, Jordan?”

                 “I’m not at all sure,” he murmured. He touched the rim of his glass to hers. “To the unexpected, then. For the time being.”

                 Kasey wasn’t at all certain what she was agreeing to, but she lifted her glass. “For the time being,” she repeated.

                  

                 Over the following days Jordan resigned himself to working seriously with Kasey. Harry had been right about one thing: She was unquestionably an expert in her field. She was also unsettling. There was a vibrant sexuality about her which she did nothing to accentuate. She rarely wore anything but the most casual of clothes and almost never bothered with even the most basic cosmetics.

                 He watched her as she sat on the window sill in his study. The sun streamed onto her hair. It was Titian in this light. She wore running shorts and was again without shoes. On the third finger of her right hand she wore a very thin gold band. He had noticed it before and wondered who had given it to her and why. He doubted she would buy jewelry of any kind for herself. She wouldn’t think of it.

                 With an effort, he pulled himself away from the woman and concentrated on her words.

                 “The sun dance was important to the ceremonial life of many of the Plains tribes.” She had a quiet, low-key voice when she spoke like this. “Some practiced self-torture to induce trances and to aid in receiving visions. The dancer would thrust sharpened sticks through the folds of the flesh on his chest and attach the sticks to a post. He would dance, sing and pray for a vision until he tore himself free. It was also a sign of courage and endurance. A warrior had to prove himself—to himself and to his tribe. It was their way.”

                 “You approve?”

                 She shot him a look that was both amused and patient. “It’s not my place to approve or disapprove. I study. I observe. As a writer, I suppose you have a different viewpoint. But if you’re going to write about it, you’d better try to understand the motivations.” Pushing a couple of books out of her way, she sat on the table. “If a man could endure that kind of pain, self-inflicted pain, wouldn’t he be fearless in battle? Ruthless? The survival of the tribe was the first priority.”

                 “Cultural necessity,” he said and nodded. “Yes, I see what you mean.”

                 “Visions and dreams were an essential part of their culture. Men who had strong visions often became shamans.” Turning, she began rummaging through the books on the desk. “There’s a rather good picture . . . Blackfoot tribe . . . if I can remember which book.”

                 “You’re left-handed,” he observed.

                 “Hmm? No, actually, I’m ambidextrous.”

                 “That could account for it,” he said wryly.

                 “For what?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.

                 “For the unexpected.”

                 Kasey laughed. Her laughter touched something off inside him. “You should do that more often.”

                 
                 
                 “Do what?”

                 “Laugh. You have a wonderful laugh.”

                 He was still smiling, and it pulled at her. For days, she had been able to keep her feelings regulated. Picking up a cigarette, she searched for matches. “Of course, if we laugh too much in here, your mother’s going to camp on the threshold.”

                 He watched her pushing through books and papers. “Why would she do that?”

                 “Come on, Jordan. You know she thinks I plan to seduce you and abscond with half your fortune. Do you have a light?”

                 “You’re not interested in either project?”

                 “We’re business associates,” she said curtly. She moved over to the desk, still searching for matches. She could feel the lightest flutter of nerves beginning. She sought to settle them before they grew. “And though you’re very attractive, the money is a strike against you.”

                 “Is that so?” Jordan rose and joined her. “Why? People are normally attracted to money.”

                 Hearing the annoyance, Kasey sighed and turned to face him. She thought it best for both of them if she made her position perfectly clear. “Normality is relative, Jordan.”

                 “So speaks the anthropologist.”

                 “Your eyes get very dark when you’re angry; did you know that? Money is very nice, Jordan. I often use it myself. But it tends to cloud reality.”

                 “Whose reality?”

                 “My point exactly.” She leaned back on the desk. “People with your kind of money never really see life as it is for the majority—day-to-day struggles, budgets, creditors, coupon clipping. You’re removed from all that.”

                 “You see that as a defect?”

                 “I didn’t say that.”

                 “Not your place to approve or disapprove?”

                 She blew the curls out of her eyes. How had she gotten into all this? “I’ll admit it makes me nervous, but that’s a personal problem. Don’t you think that money tends to isolate the individual from everyday emotions?”

                 “All right.” He pulled her against him. “Let’s test your theory.”

                 
                 
                 His mouth came to hers. It was not the kiss she had expected from him. It was hungry and possessive and demanded a complete, unquestioned response. For a moment she resisted it. Her mind was set firmly against surrendering. But her body began to heat. She heard herself moan as she drew him closer.

                 There was something almost savage in the way his mouth took hers. There was no gentleness, no seduction. He sought her response, thrived on it and demanded more. She gave. Her own needs left her no choice.

                 His lips left hers a moment, and she drew back, trying to clear her thoughts. “Oh, no.” He kept her tight against him. “Not yet. I’m not nearly finished yet.”

                 He exploited, he ravaged, he possessed. He was pulling something from her that she was not yet ready to give. She wanted to regain herself, break free, but her arms were around him. Her mouth was determined to have more.

                 His hand was rough when he took her breast. His fingers were long and lean and made her skin burn at the touch. It was more than pleasure, more than passion. Those she had felt before. Here was something beyond her experience. It frightened her, made her ache, made her answer his demand with more fervor. Then, when she knew the border of sanity would be crossed, he released her.

                 She stared up at him. Thoughts and emotions shuddered through her. She could still feel the needs. His flavor still lingered on her lips.

                 “This is the first time I’ve seen you at a loss for words,” Jordan murmured. He slipped his hand around the back of her neck. His fingers caressed. Kasey felt a new surge of desire shoot through her.

                 “You took me by surprise.” She slid out of his grasp and moved away from him. She was going to have to give this a great deal of thought, but now wasn’t the time. She needed to find her balance again.

                 He watched her. It pleased him to note that he had unsettled her. But then, she had unsettled him as well. He hadn’t been prepared for the intensity of the desire he had felt at the first taste of her.

                 
                 
                 “I’ll have to make a habit of surprising you.” She turned and faced him.

                 “I don’t surprise easily, Jordan. And I don’t plan to have an affair with you.”

                 “Good. That should make things more interesting. I plan to have one with you.”

                 I miscalculated, she thought to herself. He isn’t as bound by social conventions as I thought. There is a strong ruthlessness under that social veneer. She would have to be more careful. She forced her voice to sound calm as she asked, “Wasn’t I about to show you a picture of a shaman?”

                 He took the book from her hand and closed it firmly. “First things first. How would you like to take tomorrow off and go sailing?”

                 “Sailing?” Her tone was wary. “Just you and me?”

                 “That’s what I had in mind.”

                 The offer of freedom after days of being stifled in the house—the chance to be with him away from the work—was tempting. Too tempting. She shook her head. “I don’t think it would be wise.”

                 “You don’t strike me as a woman who always does what’s wise.” His hand slipped up over her cheek into her hair.

                 “I’m making an exception. I really wish you wouldn’t do that.” She could feel her pulse beginning to hammer.

                 He kissed her gently on the temple. “Come with me, Kasey. I need a day away from this room, away from these books.”

                 Perhaps just this once, she thought.

                  

                 The boat was everything she had expected: sleek, luxurious and expensive. It had pleased her to watch Jordan handle the fifteen-foot sailing yacht with an ease that spoke of long experience. She sat at the bow so she could watch the boat slice through the ocean. This is his escape when that world he’s locked himself into becomes too much for him, she mused.

                 Kasey watched him at the tiller. He was stripped to the waist. There was power in his arms and in his eyes. What would it be like to make love with him? She curled her legs under her on the padded bench and studied him carefully. He had marvelous hands. Even as she sat with the wind whipping around her, she could feel the touch. He would be a demanding lover, she decided, remembering the aggression of his kiss. Exciting. But . . . there’s a but, and I’m not sure yet why it’s there. I’m not sure I want to know.

                 Jordan looked over and caught her eye. “What are you thinking?”

                 “Just working out a hypothetical problem,” she said, coloring. “Oh, look!” Over his shoulder she could see a school of dolphin. They leaped and dove and leaped again. “Aren’t they marvelous?” She uncurled herself to go to the stern. She balanced herself by putting her hand on his shoulder, then leaned further out. “If I were a mermaid, I’d swim with them.”

                 “Do you believe in mermaids, Kasey?”

                 “Of course.” She smiled at him now. “Don’t you?”

                 “Is this the scientist asking the question?” He lifted a hand to her hip.

                 “Next you’ll be telling me there’s no Santa Claus. For a writer, you have a faulty imagination.” She took a deep breath of sea air. She started to move aside, but he caught her arm. The boat listed a bit, and his fingers tightened to hold her steady. Keep it light, she told herself, trying not to respond to his touch. “You can think about it over lunch.”

                 “Hungry?” He smiled and rose. His hands moved up her sides to rest on her shoulders.

                 “I usually am. I’d like to see what Francois packed in that hamper.”

                 “In a minute.” He lowered his mouth to taste hers.

                 It was a different sort of kiss than they had shared the day before. His lips were still confident, but today they were gentle, slower. She could feel the heat from the sun, the ribbons of wind as they whipped around her. The scent of salt was in the air. Over their heads the sails flapped and billowed.

                 She was losing herself again. This wasn’t what she wanted, this loss of power. Very carefully she drew herself out of his arms. “Jordan,” she began, then blew out a breath to steady herself. He was smiling at her, and the hands on her shoulders lightened to a caress. “You’re very pleased with yourself, aren’t you?” she observed.

                 
                 
                 “As a matter of fact, I am.”

                 He turned away and remained busy for some moments dropping sail. Kasey leaned against the rail without offering assistance. “Jordan, perhaps I’ve given you the wrong impression.” Her tone was lighter again, more at ease. “I told you I wasn’t a professional virgin. But I don’t go to bed with just anybody.”

                 He didn’t even glance at her. “I’m not just anybody.”

                 She tossed back her hair. “You don’t have an ego problem, do you?”

                 “Not that I’ve noticed. Where did you get that ring you wear?”

                 Kasey glanced down at her hand. “It was my mother’s. Why?”

                 “Just curious.” He picked up the hamper. “Shall we see now what Francois has packed for us?”
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                   The days were green and golden in the perpetual summer of Palm Springs. The sky was cloudless, the desert air dry and warm. To Kasey, the sameness was both inescapable and stifling. Routines were a necessary part of life which she characteristically rebelled against. The Taylor household moved smoothly—too smoothly. There were no curves to negotiate, no bumps. If anything could make Kasey nervous, it was a perfection of organization. The human condition included flaws. These Kasey understood and accepted. But flaws were scarce in the Taylor residence.

                 She worked with Jordan daily, and though she was aware that her lack of regimentation frustrated him, she was confident he could find no fault with her information. Kasey knew her field. She learned more of him. He was an exacting, disciplined writer and a demanding, meticulous man. He was able to extrapolate precisely what he wanted from the flood of facts and theories she provided. And Kasey, a tough critic, grew to respect and admire his mind. It was simpler for her to focus on his intelligence and talent than to dwell on him as a man, an individual who both attracted and unsettled her. Kasey wasn’t accustomed to being unsettled.

                 She wasn’t at all certain she liked him. They were opposites in many ways. He was pragmatic, she voluble. He was reserved, she extroverted. He ran on intellect, Kasey ran on emotion. Both, however, were used to being in control. It disturbed her that she was not able to master her attraction for him.

                 Kasey would never have considered herself idealistic. Yet she had always thought that when she became deeply involved with a man, it would be with someone who would fit neatly into the packet of her requirements. He would be strong, intelligent, with a well of emotions she could easily tap. They would understand each other. She was quite certain Jordan didn’t understand her any more than she understood him. Their lifestyles were at complete variance. Still, she continued to think of him, to watch him, to wonder. He was crowding her mind.

                 As she sat in his study, reading over a draft of a new chapter, Kasey recognized that on this level, at least, they were reaching a firm compatibility. He was capturing the feelings she was trying to project to him, then intermingling them with dry facts and data. It was proof of her own usefulness. Being of use was essential to her.

                 Kasey laid the papers back in her lap and looked over at him. “It’s wonderful, Jordan.”

                 He stopped typing and, lifting a brow, met her eyes. “You sound surprised.”

                 “Pleased,” she corrected. “There’s more empathy in this than I expected.”

                 “Really?” The statement seemed to interest him as he leaned back in his chair and studied her.

                 It made Kasey uncomfortable. She felt that he was intuitive enough to see through her if he chose to. That, she wouldn’t care for. She rose and walked to the window.

                 “I think you might delve deeper into the two subcultures of Plains life. The semiagricultural tribes of the eastern plains lived in villages and had traits of the Plains as well as the eastern and southeastern cultural areas. They consisted of ____”

                 “Kasey.”

                 “Yes, what?” She stuck her hands in her pockets and turned back to him.

                 “Are you nervous?”

                 “Of course not. Why should I be?” She began to search for her pack of cigarettes.

                 
                 
                 “When you’re nervous, you go to the window or,” he paused and picked up her cigarettes, “go for these.”

                 “I go to the window to see what’s outside,” she countered, irritated with his perception. She held out her hand for her cigarettes, but he put them down on the desk and rose.

                 “When you’re nervous,” he went on as he crossed to her, “you have a difficult time keeping still. Something has to move—your hands, your shoulders.”

                 “That’s fascinating, I’m sure, Jordan.” She kept her hands firmly in her pockets. “Did you take a course in psychology from Dr. Rhodes? I believe we were discussing the subcultures of the Plains Indians.”

                 “No.” He reached over and twined one of her curls around his finger. “I was asking you why you were nervous.”

                 “I’m not nervous.” She struggled to keep her body perfectly still. “I’m never nervous.” A smile moved over his face.

                 “What are you grinning at?”

                 “It’s very rewarding to unnerve you, Kasey.”

                 “Look, Jordan—”

                 “I don’t believe I’ve seen you angry before,” he commented, then took his other hand to her throat. Her pulse was beginning to hammer. Desire stirred inside him as it played under his palm.

                 “You wouldn’t like it if you did.”

                 “I’m not at all sure,” he murmured. He wanted her. Standing there, he could all but feel the movement of her body under his. He wanted to touch her, to explore the sharp angles of her body and the softness of her skin. He wanted her to give herself to him with the enthusiasm that was so much a part of her. If he had ever wanted a woman as much before, he couldn’t remember. “It’s always interesting to watch a strong person lose control,” he told her, still caressing her throat. “You’re a very strong woman, and very soft. It’s an arousing combination.”

                 “I’m not here to arouse you, Jordan.” Her body yearned for him. “I’m here to work with you.”

                 “You do both very well. Tell me . . .” His voice slid over her skin as gently as his fingers. “Do you think of me when you’re alone at night, in your room?”

                 
                 
                 “No.”

                 He smiled again. Though he drew her no closer, Kasey felt the needs battering inside her. She was unaccustomed to restraining passion, unused to feeling it necessary.

                 “You don’t lie well.”

                 “Your arrogance is showing again, Jordan.”

                 “I think of you.” His fingers roamed to the back of her neck and tightened. “Too much.”

                 “I don’t want you to.” Her voice was weak, and that frightened her. “No, I don’t want you to.” Shaking her head, she pulled away from him. “It wouldn’t work.”

                 “Why?”

                 “Because . . .” She fumbled and became more frightened. No one had been able to do this to her before. “Because we’re looking for different things. I need more than you’d be able to give me.” She ran a hand through her hair and knew she had to escape. “I’m going to take a break. We can pick up after lunch.”

                 Jordan watched her dash from the room.

                 She’s right, of course, he thought, frowning at the closed door. Everything she says makes perfect sense. Why can’t I stop thinking about her? He walked around his desk and sat back down at the typewriter. She shouldn’t appeal to me. Leaning back, he tried to dissect what he felt for her and why. Was it simply a physical attraction? If it was, why was he suddenly drawn toward a woman who was nothing like any other woman he had desired? And why did he find himself thinking of her at odd moments—when he was shaving, when he was in the middle of structuring a paragraph? It would be best if he simply accepted his feelings as desire and left it at that. There wasn’t room for anything else. She was right, he decided. It wouldn’t work.

                 He turned back to his notes, typed two sentences and swore.

                 Dashing through the parlor on her way to her room, Kasey spotted Alison sitting primly on the sofa reading. The girl looked up, and her eyes lit.

                 “Hi.” Kasey could feel nerves and longings still running through her. “Playing hookey?”

                 
                 
                 “It’s Saturday,” Alison told her. She gave Kasey a hesitant smile.

                 “Oh.” She would have had to be blind not to see the needs in the child’s eyes. Setting aside her own problems, she sat next to Alison. “What’re you reading?”

                 “Wuthering Heights.”

                 “Heavy stuff,” Kasey commented, flipping a few pages and losing Alison’s place. “I was reading Superman comic books at your age.” She smiled and ran a hand down Alison’s hair. “Still do, sometimes.”

                 The child was staring at her with a mixture of awe and longing. Kasey bent down to kiss the top of her head. “Alison.” She swept her eyes down the girl’s blue linen pants suit. “Are you attached to that outfit?”

                 Alison looked down and stammered. “I—I don’t know.”

                 “Do you have any grubbies?”

                 “Grubbies?” Alison repeated, experimentally rolling the word around on her tongue.

                 “You know, old jeans, something with a hole in it, a chocolate stain.”

                 “No. I don’t think—”

                 “Never mind.” Kasey grinned at her and set the book aside. “With all the clothes you have, one outfit shouldn’t be missed. Come on.” Rising, she took Alison’s hand and pulled her to the patio door.

                 “Where are we going?”

                 Kasey glanced down at Alison. “We’re going to borrow the gardener’s hose and make mud sculptures. I want to see if you can get dirty.” They stepped outside.

                 “Mud sculptures?” Alison repeated as they wound their way around to the garden.

                 “Think about it as an art project,” Kasey suggested. “An educational experiment.”

                 “I don’t know if Haverson will let you have a hose,” Alison warned.

                 “Oh, yeah?” Kasey grinned in anticipation as they approached the gardener. “We’ll see.”

                 “Good day, miss.” Haverson tipped the brim of his cap and paused in his pruning.

                 
                 
                 “Hello, Mr. Haverson.” Kasey gave him a flash of a smile. “I wanted to tell you how much I admire your garden. Particularly the azaleas. This.” She touched a funnel-shaped blossom. “Tell me, do you use oak leaves as mulch?”

                 Fifteen minutes later Kasey had her hose and was busily manufacturing mud behind a clump of rhododendron bushes.

                 “How did you know all of that?” Alison asked her.

                 “All of what?”

                 “How did you know so much about the flowers? You’re an anthropologist.”

                 “Do you think a plumber only knows about pipes and grouting sinks?” She smiled over at Alison, amused by the concentration on the child’s face. “Education is marvelous, Alison. There’s nothing you can’t know if you want to.” She turned off the hose and crouched down. “What would you like to make?”

                 Gingerly Alison sat beside her and poked at the mud with a fingertip. “I don’t know how.”

                 Kasey laughed. “It’s not acid, love.” She plunged in, wrist deep. “Who’s to say Michelangelo didn’t get his start this way? I think I’ll do a bust of Jordan.” She sighed, wishing he hadn’t popped into her head. “He’s got a fascinating face, don’t you think?”

                 “I suppose so. But he’s rather old.” Alison, still cautious, began to work the mud into a pile.

                 “Oh.” Kasey wrinkled her nose. “He’s only a few years older than I am, and I’m barely out of adolescence.”

                 “You’re not old, Kasey.” Alison looked up again. Her eyes were suddenly intense. “You’re not old enough to be my mother, are you?”

                 Kasey fell in love. Her heart was lost, and there was no turning back. She was needed. “No, Alison, I’m not old enough to be your mother.” Her voice was soft, understanding. When the girl dropped her eyes, Kasey lifted her chin with a fingertip. “But I’m old enough to be your friend. I could use one, too.”

                 “Really?”

                 The child was crying out to be loved, to be touched. Kasey felt a wave of anger for Jordan as she cupped Alison’s face in her hands. “Really.” She watched the smile start slowly until it bloomed over the child’s face.

                 “Will you show me how to make a dog?” Alison demanded and stuck her hands into mud.

                 When they walked back to the house an hour later, they were giggling. Each carried a pair of mud-caked shoes. Kasey’s mind was clearer than it had been for days. I need her as much as she needs me, she thought and glanced down at Alison. She laughed and stopped to lift the child’s streaked face.

                 “You’re beautiful,” Kasey told her. Bending, she kissed her nose. “However, your grandmother might disagree, so you’d better get upstairs and into a tub.”

                 “She’s at a committee meeting,” Alison commented and giggled again, seeing the mud on Kasey’s cheek. “She’s always at meetings.”

                 “Then we won’t have to bother her, will we?” Kasey took Alison’s hand and began to walk again. “Of course, you’re not to lie to her. If your grandmother asks you if you were building mud sculptures behind the rhododendrons, you have to confess.”

                 Alison pushed her untidy hair behind her ear. “But she’d never ask me anything like that.”

                 “That simplifies things, doesn’t it?” She pushed open the patio door. “I liked the dog you made. I believe you have artistic talent.” As they walked through the brocaded parlor, Kasey began to search her pockets for a match. The room jangled her nerves.

                 “I liked your bust better. It looked just like—Uncle Jordan!”

                 “Yes, it was rather good.” Kasey stopped at the foot of the stairs and dug in her back pockets. “You know, I never seem to have a match when I need one. I wonder why that is.” Then, noting Alison’s stunned expression, she glanced up. “Oh, hello, Jordan.” She smiled amiably. “Have you got a light?”

                 He came down the steps slowly, looking from girl to woman. Alison’s linen pants suit was splattered with dirt. Her hair had escaped from its band and had traces of mud clinging to it. Her eyes stared out at him from a thoroughly dirty face. Her hands were brown past the wrist. So were Kasey’s. A dozen reasonable explanations coursed in and out of his mind and were discarded. If he had learned nothing else during the past days with Kasey, it was to explore the unreasonable first.

                 “What the hell have you been doing?”

                 “We’ve been engaged in art appreciation,” she returned easily. “Very educational.” Kasey gave Alison’s hand a squeeze. “You’d better go see about that bath, love.”

                 Alison’s eyes flew from her uncle’s to Kasey’s. She scurried up the stairs and disappeared.

                 “Art appreciation?” Jordan repeated, staring after his niece. He frowned back at Kasey. “You look as if you’d been wallowing in mud.”

                 “Not wallowing, Jordan. Creating.” She pushed her own untidy hair out of her eyes. “We’ve been building mud sculptures. Alison’s very good.”

                 “Mud sculptures? You were playing in mud? We don’t even have any mud.”

                 “We made some. It’s really very easy. You just take some water—”

                 “For God’s sake, Kasey, I know the formula for mud.”

                 “Of course you do, Jordan.” Her voice was soothing and calm, but he caught the laughter in her eyes. “You’re an intelligent man.”

                 He could feel his patience ebbing. “Would you stay on the point?”

                 “What point was that?” She gave him a guileless smile that nearly turned into a grin as he heaved a deep breath.

                 “Mud, Kasey. The point was mud.”

                 “Well, there’s little else I can tell you about that. You said you knew how it was made.”

                 He swore as his fingers tightened. “Kasey, don’t you think it’s a bit juvenile for a grown woman to take an eleven-year-old girl and spend the afternoon in a mud pile?”

                 
                  So you know how old she is, Kasey thought and gave him a long look. “Well, Jordan, that depends.”

                 “On what?”

                 “On whether you want an eleven-year-old girl for a niece or a forty-year-old midget.”

                 
                 
                 “What the hell are you talking about? Even for you, that’s hard to follow.”

                 “The child is bordering on middle age, and you’re so wrapped up in Jordan Taylor, you don’t see it. She reads Wuthering Heights and plays Brahms. She’s neat and quiet and doesn’t intrude on your life.”

                 “Just a minute. Back up a bit.”

                 “Back up a bit!” Her anger had a habit of springing quickly. She pushed at her hair again. “She’s just a little girl. She needs you, needs someone. When’s the last time you talked to her?”

                 “Don’t be ridiculous. I talk to her every day.”

                 “You speak to her,” Kasey countered furiously. “There’s a wealth of difference.”

                 “Are you trying to tell me I’m neglecting her?”

                 “I’m not trying to tell you anything. I am telling you. If you didn’t want to hear it, you shouldn’t have asked.”

                 “She’s never complained.”

                 “Oh, damn!” She whirled away, then spun back again. “How can such an intelligent man make such a ridiculous statement? Are you really so insensitive?”

                 “Be careful, Kasey,” he warned.

                 “If you don’t like being told you’re a fool, you shouldn’t behave as one.” She was past caring how angry he became. Her own temper—her own sense of justice—ruled her words. “Do you think that being housed, fed and groomed are enough? Alison’s not a pet, and even a pet merits affection. She’s starving right in front of your eyes. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’d like to wash this mud off.”

                 Jordan took her arm before she could walk by him. Turning her around, he propelled her into a powder room down the hall. Without speaking, she turned on the water and began to scrub. Jordan said nothing as her words played back in his mind. In silence, Kasey cursed herself steadily.

                 She hadn’t meant to lose her temper. Though she had planned to speak to him about Alison, she had intended to broach the subject diplomatically, calmly. The last thing she had wanted to do was pour out her thoughts in a torrent of abuse. It had always been her opinion that the more you shouted, the less you were heard. She continually told herself not to become emotional when dealing with Jordan Taylor. She continued to do so. Now she took the towel he held out to her and carefully dried her hands.

                 “Jordan, I apologize.”

                 His eyes were steady. “For what, precisely?”

                 “Precisely, for shouting at you.”

                 He nodded slowly. “For the delivery but not the content,” he commented, and Kasey sighed. He was not an easy man.

                 “Exactly. I have a tendency to be tactless.”

                 He noted the way she was running the towel through her hands. She was ill at ease, he observed, but she wasn’t going to back down. He felt a stir of reluctant admiration. “Why don’t you start again?” he suggested. “Without the shouting.”

                 “All right.” Kasey took a moment to organize her approach. “Alison came to introduce herself to me the night I arrived. I saw an impeccably groomed young girl with shiny hair and beautiful manners. And bored eyes.” Her sympathies were freshly aroused at the memory. “I can’t accept boredom, Jordan, not in a child with her whole life ahead of her. It broke my heart.”

                 Passion was back in her voice, but it was passion of a different kind. It wasn’t anger this time. She was pleading with him to see as she saw. Jordan doubted she was even aware of the intensity of her eyes. She was thinking of the child only. Her compassion moved him. It was one more surprise.

                 “Go on,” he told her when Kasey paused. “Say it all.”

                 “It’s none of my business.” Kasey pulled the towel through her hands again. “You’re perfectly free to tell me so, but it won’t make any difference in how I feel. I know what it’s like to lose parents—the rejection, the terrible confusion. You need someone to help you make sense of it, to fill the holes you don’t even understand. There’s nothing as devastating as the death of people you love and depend on.” She took a deep breath. She was telling him more than she had intended to but couldn’t seem to stop. “It isn’t something you get over in a day or a week.”

                 “I’m aware of that, Kasey. He was my brother.”

                 Her eyes searched his and found something unexpected. He had loved deeply, too. All of her guards dropped away. She reached out to touch his hand. “She needs you. Jordan, there’s nothing like the love of a child. They don’t put conditions on their emotions. They simply give. There’s a purity to it we lose when we grow up. Alison’s waiting to love someone again.”

                 He looked down at the hand that lay on his. Thoughtfully, he turned it over and studied her palm. “Do you put conditions on your emotions?”

                 Kasey’s gaze remained level. “Once I give them, no.”

                 He studied her a moment with a small frown of concentration in his eyes. “You really care about Alison, don’t you?”

                 “Yes, of course I do.”

                 “Why?”

                 Kasey stared at him in honest confusion. “Why?” she repeated. “She’s a child, a human being. How could I not care?”

                 “She’s my brother’s child,” he returned quietly. “And it would seem I haven’t cared nearly enough.”

                 Touched, she lifted her hands to his shoulders. “No. Not understanding and not caring are totally different.”

                 The simple gesture moved him. “Do you always forgive so easily?”

                 Something in his eyes had warnings hammering in her brain. He was coming too close to the core of her again. Once he was there, Kasey knew she’d never be free of him. “Don’t canonize me, Jordan,” she said glibly. It was her most successful defense. “I’d make a dreadful saint.”

                 “You’re not comfortable with compliments, are you?” She started to drop her hands, but he placed his on top of them to keep them on his shoulders.

                 “I love them,” she countered. “Tell me I’m brilliant, and I turn to putty.”

                 “Oh, compliments on your intelligence. You’re used to them, I imagine.” He smiled. “On the other hand, if I were to tell you that you were a very warm, very generous person whom I find difficult to resist, you’d reject that.”

                 “Don’t do this, Jordan.” He was too close, and the door shut them off from the rest of the house. “I’m vulnerable.”

                 “Yes.” He gave her an odd look. “That, too, is a surprise.”

                 He lowered his mouth to taste her. At the first touch, he felt her fingers tighten on his shoulders. Then she relaxed and gave. For the second time that day, Kasey fell in love. She felt the loss of her heart as a physical sensation, painful this time. He’ll hurt you, her mind warned, but it was already too late.

                 “You smell of soap,” he murmured as his mouth roamed over her face. “And there are a dozen freckles on your nose. I want you more than I’ve ever wanted another woman.” His voice grew husky. “Damn you, I can’t understand it.”

                 When his mouth came back to hers, Kasey could taste the flavor of anger. His tongue probed deep as he pulled her closer. For the first time in her life, Kasey gave all—body, heart, mind.

                 When his hands reached for her, she offered no resistance but let them roam. Reason, she knew, would return all too swiftly. She pulled him closer, wanting to fill herself with the taste of him. Her fingers combed through his hair, then wandered down to the muscles of his shoulders and back. She wanted his strength—a strength to match her own.

                 He slipped both hands under her shirt to cup her breasts. Her skin was impossibly soft—as soft and warm as the inside of her mouth. He heard her moan as his thumbs brushed over her nipples. It was madness, he knew, but he wanted nothing else but to have her. Desire was pushing him as it never had before. There was a temptation to pull her to the floor and take her, quickly, fiercely, and be done with it. Would sanity return then? Would his life become his own again?

                 He pulled her away abruptly and stared down at her. Her breathing was quick, and the vulnerability she had claimed was all too apparent in her eyes.

                 “I need you,” he said tersely. “And I don’t like it.”

                 “No.” She nodded, understanding the feeling all too well. “Neither do I.”

                 “And if I come to your room tonight?”

                 “Don’t.” Kasey pushed her hair back from her face with both hands. She had to think, yet thinking was impossible when she could only feel. “We’re not ready, either of us.”

                 “I’m not sure we have a choice anymore.”

                 “Maybe not.” She took a deep breath and felt her balance begin to return. “But for a while, why don’t we stay out of bathrooms together?”

                 
                 
                 He laughed and caught her face in his hand. He had never known anyone else who could so easily make him laugh. “Do you really think that’s going to help?”

                 Kasey shook her head. “No, I’m afraid it isn’t, but it’s the best I can do at the moment.”
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