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      “A bodyguard! I don’t need any damn bodyguard!”
      

      
      The silver toes of Bobby Tom Denton’s purple lizardskin cowboy boots flashed in the sunlight as the ex–football player stalked
         across the carpet and planted the heels of his hands on his attorney’s desk.
      

      
      Jack Aikens regarded him cautiously. “Windmill Studios thinks you do.”

      
      “I don’t happen to care what they think. Everybody knows there isn’t a single person living in all of Southern California
         who’s got a lick of sense.” Bobby Tom straightened. “Well, maybe some of the ranchers do, but not other than that.” He folded
         his lanky frame into a leather chair, propped his boots on the desktop, and crossed his ankles.
      

      
      Jack Aikens observed the man who was his most important client. Today Bobby Tom was dressed almost conservatively in white
         linen trousers, a lavender silk shirt, his purple lizardskin boots, and a light gray Stetson. The former wide receiver didn’t
         go anywhere without a Stetson. Some of his girlfriends swore he even made love wearing it, although Jack didn’t quite believe
         that. Still, Bobby Tom was proud of being a Texan, although his professional football career had forced him to spend most
         of the last decade living in Chicago.
      

      
      With his magazine cover good looks, woman-eating grin, and imposing pair of diamond-studded Super Bowl rings, Bobby Tom Denton was pro football’s most visible glamour boy. From
         the beginning of his career, television audiences had loved his country boy manner, but those who’d played against him weren’t
         fooled by good ol’ boy charm. They knew that Bobby Tom was smart, driven, and as tough as they came. He’d not only been the
         most colorful wide receiver in the NFL, he’d also been the best, and when a disabling knee injury five months earlier in last
         January’s Super Bowl had forced him to retire at the age of thirty-three, it was only natural for Hollywood to be interested
         in making him the newest hero of their action adventure movies.
      

      
      “Bobby Tom, the people at Windmill have a right to be worried. They’re paying you several million dollars to make your first
         movie with them.”
      

      
      “I’m a football player, not a damn movie star!”

      
      “As of last January, you became a retired football player,” Jack pointed out. “And it was your decision to sign a movie contract.”

      
      Bobby Tom whipped off his Stetson, plowed one hand through his thick blond hair, and shoved the hat back on. “I was drunk
         and looking for new direction in my life. You know better than to let me make important decisions when I’m drunk.”
      

      
      “We’ve been friends for a long time, and I have yet to see you drunk, so that’s not going to work as an excuse. You also happen
         to be one of the smartest businessmen I know, and you sure as hell don’t need the money. If you didn’t want to sign that contract
         with Windmill, you wouldn’t have done it.”
      

      
      “Yeah, well, I’ve changed my mind.”

      
      “You’ve been involved in more business deals than I can count, and I’ve never known you to break a contract. Are you sure
         you want to start now?”
      

      
      “I didn’t say I was going to break the damn contract.”

      
      Jack rearranged two file folders and a roll of Tums. They’d been friends for a decade, but he suspected he didn’t really know Bobby Tom much better than the barber who cut his hair. Despite his affability, the former football player
         was a deeply private person. Not that Jack blamed him. Everybody in the world wanted a piece of Bobby Tom, and the athlete
         had learned to protect himself. In Jack’s opinion, he didn’t always do a good job of it. Every ex-jock, shapely female, or
         hometown buddy with a hard luck story had come to regard Bobby Tom as an easy mark.
      

      
      Jack peeled the silver foil coin off the end of the Tums roll. “Just out of curiosity, you know anything about acting?”

      
      “Hell, no.”

      
      “That’s what I figured.”

      
      “I don’t see what difference it makes. Movies like this, all anybody has to do is kick ass and undress women. Hell, I’ve been
         doing that since I was eight years old.”
      

      
      That sort of comment was vintage Bobby Tom Denton, and Jack smiled. Regardless of what his client said, he had to believe
         Bobby Tom planned to make a success out of his movie career. He’d never known the ex–football player to take on anything he
         didn’t plan to do well, from acquiring land to buying into new businesses. On the other hand, he certainly was taking his
         time about it.
      

      
      Jack settled back in his chair. “I talked with Willow Craig from Windmill a couple of hours ago. She’s a mighty unhappy lady,
         especially since you’re the one who insisted that all the location shooting be done in Telarosa.”
      

      
      “They needed a small town in Texas. You know how bad the economy’s been down there, and this’ll help out.”

      
      “I thought you were doing your best to stay away from your hometown for a while, especially with all this craziness over that
         big festival they’re planning to rejuvenate the town.”
      

      
      Bobby Tom winced. “Don’t remind me.”

      
      “The fact is, you have to get down there. Windmill has already moved in their equipment and personnel, but they don’t have
         you there so they can start shooting.”
      

      
      “I told them I’d show up.”

      
      
      “Just like you told them you’d show up for all those meetings and wardrobe fittings they had scheduled for you in L.A. two
         weeks ago.”
      

      
      “That was chicken shit stuff. Hell, I’ve already got the best wardrobe of any player in the NFL. What do I need fittings for?”

      
      Jack gave up. As usual, Bobby Tom was going to do things his own way. For all his surface amiability, the Texan was stubborn
         as a mule, and he didn’t like being pushed.
      

      
      Bobby Tom lowered his boots from the desk and slowly rose. Although he hid it well, Jack knew that he’d been devastated by
         his forced retirement. Ever since the doctors had told him he’d never play again, Bobby Tom had been wheeling and dealing
         with the ferocity of a man poised on the brink of financial ruin instead of a sports legend whose multimillion-dollar salary
         with the Chicago Stars provided only a fraction of his net worth. Jack wondered if this movie deal wasn’t just Bobby Tom’s
         way of passing time while he tried to figure out what to do with the rest of his life.
      

      
      Bobby Tom paused at the door and gave his agent that level, blue-eyed gaze defensive players all over the league had learned
         to dread. “How ’bout you get hold of those people at Windmill right now and tell them to call off their bodyguard.”
      

      
      Although the request was mildly uttered, Jack wasn’t fooled. Bobby Tom always knew exactly what he wanted, and he generally
         got it. “I’m afraid somebody’s already on the way. And they’re sending an escort, not a bodyguard.”
      

      
      “I told them I’d get myself to Telarosa, and I will. If any damn bodyguard shows up and thinks he’s gonna order me around,
         he’d better be one tough hombre because, otherwise, he’s gonna end up with my initials carved in his backside.”
      

      
      Jack glanced down at the yellow legal pad in front of him and decided this wasn’t the best time to tell Bobby Tom that the
         “tough hombre” Windmill Studios was sending went by the name of Gracie Snow. As he slipped the pad under a file folder, he hoped to hell Miss Snow had a gorgeous ass,
         a mankiller set of tits, and the instincts of a piranha. Otherwise, she wasn’t going to stand a chance against Bobby Tom Denton.
      

      
      Gracie Snow was having a bad hair month. As the humid night breeze of early July sent a kinky coppery brown lock flying in
         front of her eyes, she decided she should have known better than to trust a hairdresser named Mister Ed. She didn’t believe
         it was productive to dwell on the negative, however, so instead of dwelling on her bad permanent, she locked the door on her
         rental car and made her way up the sidewalk to the house of Bobby Tom Denton.
      

      
      Half a dozen cars were parked in the curving drive, and as she approached the sleek cedar and glass structure that overlooked
         Lake Michigan, she heard music blaring. It was nearly nine-thirty, and she wished she could postpone this encounter until
         morning, when she’d be better rested and less nervous, but she simply didn’t have the luxury of time. She needed to prove
         to Willow Craig that she could efficiently discharge her first real responsibility.
      

      
      It was an unusual house, low and sprawling, with a sharply angular roof. The lacquered front doors held elongated aluminum
         handles that looked like thigh bones. She couldn’t say the structure was to her personal taste, but that made it all the more
         interesting. Trying to ignore the butterflies in her stomach, she determinedly pressed the bell and tugged on the jacket of
         her best navy suit, a shapeless affair with a hemline that was neither long nor short, simply unfashionable. She wished the
         skirt hadn’t gotten so wrinkled on her flight from Los Angeles into Chicago’s O’Hare Airport, but she’d never been good with
         clothes. She sometimes thought her sense of fashion had become warped from having grown up around so many elderly people because
         she always seemed to be at least two decades out of date.
      

      
      As she pressed the bell again, she thought she detected the reverberation of a gong from within, but the music was so loud, it was difficult to tell. A small flicker of anticipation
         tingled at her nerve endings. The party sounded wild.
      

      
      Although Gracie was thirty years old, she had never attended a wild party. She wondered if there would be pornographic movies
         and bowls of cocaine set out for the guests. She was almost certain she disapproved of both, but since she had no actual experience
         with either one, she thought it only fair to reserve judgment. After all, what was the point of making a new life for herself
         if she didn’t stay open to new experiences? Not that she would ever experiment with drugs, but, as for pornographic movies
         … Perhaps just a short peek.
      

      
      She pressed the bell twice in a row and pushed another wayward lock of hair back into her lumpy french twist. She had hoped
         her new perm would eliminate the need for the unfashionable, but convenient, hairstyle she’d worn for the past decade. She’d
         envisioned something soft and wavy that would make her feel like a new woman, and the tight permanent Mister Ed had given
         her wasn’t at all what she’d had in mind.
      

      
      Why hadn’t she remembered from her teenage years that her efforts at self-improvement always resulted in catastrophe? There
         had been months of green hair from a miscalculation with a bottle of peroxide and raw, inflamed skin from an allergic reaction
         to a freckle cream. She could still hear the howls of laughter from her high school classmates when the wadded tissues in
         her bra had shifted while she was giving an oral book report. That incident had been the final blow, and right then she had
         promised to accept the words her plainspoken mother had been dispensing since Gracie was six years old.
      

      
      You come from a long line of homely women, Gracie Snow. Accept the fact that you’ll never be pretty and you’ll be a lot happier.
      

      
      She was of medium height, neither short enough to be cute, nor tall enough to be willowy. Although she wasn’t exactly flat
         chested, she was the next closest thing. Her eyes were neither a warm brown nor a sparkling blue, but a nondescript gray. Her mouth was too wide, her chin too stubborn. She
         no longer bothered to feel grateful for the clear skin that lurked between the freckles scattered across the bridge of her
         nose, or the fact that the nose itself was small and straight. Instead, she concentrated on being grateful for the more important
         gifts God had given her: intelligence, a quirky sense of humor, and an insatiable interest in all aspects of the human condition.
         She told herself that strength of character was more important than beauty anyway, and only when she was at her most dispirited
         did she wish she could trade in a speck of integrity, a dab of virtue, a morsel of organizational ability for a larger bra
         size.
      

      
      The door finally opened, cutting into her thoughts, and she found herself facing one of the ugliest men she had ever seen—a
         hulking bruiser with a thick neck, bald head, and bulging shoulders. She regarded him with interest as his eyes swept down
         over her navy suit, neat white polyester blouse, and no-nonsense black pumps.
      

      
      “Yeah?”

      
      She straightened her shoulders and lifted her chin a notch. “I’m here to see Mr. Denton.”

      
      “It’s about time.” Without warning, he grabbed her arm and pulled her inside. “Did you bring your own music?”

      
      She was so startled by his question, she received only the vaguest impression of the foyer: limestone floors, a massive aluminum
         wall sculpture, and a granite boulder holding a samurai helmet. “Music?”
      

      
      “Jeez, I told Stella to make sure you brought your own. Never mind. I’ve got the tape the last girl left here.”

      
      “The tape?”

      
      “Bobby Tom’s in the hot tub. The boys and me want to surprise him, so wait here while I get everything ready. Then we’ll go
         in together.”
      

      
      With that, he disappeared through a sliding shoji screen off to her right. She stared after him, her emotions catapulting
         between alarm and curiosity. He had obviously mistaken her for someone else, but since Bobby Tom Denton wouldn’t accept any phone calls from Windmill Studios, she wondered if she
         shouldn’t take advantage of the misunderstanding.
      

      
      The old Gracie Snow would have patiently waited for him to return so she could have explained her mission, but the new Gracie
         Snow craved adventure, and she found herself following the sound of raucous music along a curving hallway.
      

      
      The rooms she passed were like none she had ever seen. She had always been a secret sensualist, and sight alone didn’t satisfy
         her. Her hands itched to stroke the rough pieces of sculpture sitting on oxidized iron pedestals and the granite blocks that
         held irregularly shaped tabletops that looked like cross sections cut from prehistoric trees. She wanted to trail the pads
         of her fingers over the walls, some of which were lacquered a pale gray, while others were covered with long swatches of distressed
         leather bleached to the color of human ashes. The deep-seated, low-slung furniture upholstered in canvas and zebra-print beckoned
         to her, and the scent of eucalyptus trailing from ancient urns tantalized her nostrils.
      

      
      Mingling with the eucalyptus, she caught the scent of chlorine. As she rounded a massive set of boulders tumbling artistically
         from the wall, her eyes widened. The hallway opened out into a luxurious grotto, whose walls were constructed of sweeping
         sheets of sandblasted glass rising to the roof. Mature palms, stands of bamboo, and other exotic foliage grew from free-form
         beds cut into the black marble floor, making the grotto look both tropical and prehistoric. The black tiled, asymmetrical-shaped
         swimming pool gave the appearance of a hidden pond where dinosaurs might have gone for a midday sip. Even the starkly designed
         chaises and chunky tables made of flattop boulders blended with the natural ambience.
      

      
      The surroundings might be prehistoric, but the guests were thoroughly modern. There were perhaps thirty people in the mixed
         group. All of the women were young and beautiful, while the men, both black and white, had bulging muscles and thick necks. She knew nothing about football players
         except for their unsavory reputations, and as she observed the scanty bikinis worn by most of the women, she couldn’t suppress
         a small spark of hope that some sort of orgy might be about to take place. Not that she would ever participate in such a thing—even
         supposing anyone should ask her to—but it would be interesting to observe.
      

      
      Shrill female squeals drew her attention to the foaming hot tub that sat inside a cluster of boulders on a raised platform
         near the windows. Four women frolicked in the bubbles, and Gracie experienced both envy and admiration as she observed their
         glistening, suntanned breasts bouncing in brief bikini tops. And then her gaze moved beyond the women to the lone man occupying
         the platform, and everything inside her went still.
      

      
      She recognized him at once from his photographs. He stood next to the hot tub like a sultan surveying his harem, and as she
         watched him, all her deepest and most secret sexual fantasies came to life. This was Bobby Tom Denton. Dear Lord.
      

      
      He was the embodiment of every man she’d ever dreamed about; all the high school boys who’d ignored her, all the young men
         who never remembered her name, all the handsome professional men who complimented her on her clear thinking, but never thought
         to ask her out for a date. He was a glittering superhuman creature who must have been put on earth by a perverse God to remind
         homely women like herself that some things were unobtainable.
      

      
      She knew from the photographs she had seen that his Stetson concealed a head of thick blond hair, while the brim shadowed
         a pair of midnight blue eyes. Unlike her own, his cheekbones could have been chiseled by a Renaissance sculptor. He had a
         strong, straight nose, a determined jaw, and a mouth that should have come with a warning label. He was utterly and supremely
         masculine, and as she gazed at him, she felt the same piercing longing she experienced on warm summer evenings when she lay
         in the grass and stared at the stars. He shone as brightly, and he was just as unreachable.
      

      
      He wore a black Stetson accompanied by snakeskin cowboy boots and a velour bathrobe patterned in red and green lightning bolts.
         He held an amber beer bottle in one hand, and smoke curled from the cigar clamped in the corner of his mouth. The skin between
         the tops of his cowboy boots and the bottom of his robe was bare, revealing powerfully muscled calves, and her mouth went
         dry as she wondered if he was naked underneath that robe.
      

      
      “Hey! I told you to wait by the door for me.”

      
      She jumped as the burly man who had let her in the house came up behind her, a small boom box in his hand.

      
      “Stella said you were hot, but I told her I wanted a blonde.” He regarded her doubtfully. “Bobby Tom likes blondes. Are you
         blond under that wig?”
      

      
      Her hand flew to her french twist. “Actually—”

      
      “I like that librarian’s get-up you’re wearing, but you need a lot more makeup. Bobby Tom likes his women with makeup.”

      
      And breasts, she thought, as her eyes wandered back toward the platform. Bobby Tom also liked his women with very large breasts.

      
      She returned her gaze to the boom box, trying to grasp the specifics of the misunderstanding between them. As she began to
         frame a proper explanation, the man scratched his chest.
      

      
      “Did Stella tell you we want something a little special, on account of how depressed he’s been lately because of his retirement?
         He’s even talking about leaving Chicago to live in Texas year round. The boys and me thought this might give him a couple
         of laughs. Bobby Tom loves strippers.”
      

      
      Strippers! Gracie’s fingers convulsed around her fake pearls. “Oh, dear! I should explain—”
      

      
      “There was one stripper I thought he might even marry, but she couldn’t pass his football quiz.” He shook his head. “I still
         can’t believe that the greatest wideout in the game has hung up his helmet for Hollywood. Goddamn knee.”
      

      
      Since he seemed to be talking to himself rather than her, Gracie didn’t respond. Instead, she tried to absorb the incredible
         fact that this man had mistaken her—the last thirty-year-old virgin left on Planet Earth—for a stripper!
      

      
      It was embarrassing.

      
      It was terrifying.

      
      It was thrilling!

      
      Once again, he regarded her critically. “Last one Stella sent over came in dressed like a nun. Bobby Tom like to bust a gut
         laughing. But she wore a lot more makeup. Bobby Tom likes makeup on his women. You’d better go fix yourself up.”
      

      
      It was long past time to put an end to this misunderstanding, and she cleared her throat. “Unfortunately, Mr.—”

      
      “Bruno. Bruno Metucci. I played for the Stars back in the old days when Bert Somerville owned the team. ’Course I was never
         a starter like Bobby Tom.”
      

      
      “I see. Well, the fact is—”

      
      An outburst of shrill, female squeals erupting from the hot tub distracted her. She lifted her eyes to see Bobby Tom gazing
         indulgently at the women frolicking at his feet, while in the distance the lights of Lake Michigan glimmered through the glass
         behind him. For a moment she had the illusion that he was floating in space, a cosmic cowboy in his Stetson, boots, and bathrobe,
         a man not governed by the same rules of gravity that kept ordinary mortals earthbound. He seemed to wear invisible spurs on
         those boots, spurs that spun at supersonic speed, shooting off giant pinwheels of glittering sparks that illuminated everything
         he did and made it larger than life.
      

      
      A woman rose from the bubbles in the hot tub. “Bobby Tom, you said I could take the quiz again.”

      
      She had spoken loudly, and several rowdy cheers went up from the guests. As if one body, everyone in the group turned toward
         the platform, awaiting his response.
      

      
      Bobby Tom, with cigar and beer bottle in one hand, stuck his other hand in the pocket of his robe and regarded her with concern. “Are you sure you’re ready, Julie, honey? You
         know you only get two chances, and you missed Eric Dickerson’s career rushing record by a hundred yards last time.”
      

      
      “I’m sure. I’ve been studying real hard.”

      
      Julie looked as if she belonged on the cover of Sports Illustrated’s swimsuit issue. As she hoisted herself out of the water, wet blond hair streamed in pale ribbons over her shoulders. She
         sat on the edge of the hot tub, revealing a swimsuit made up of three tiny turquoise triangles banded in bright yellow. Gracie
         knew that many of her acquaintances would disapprove of such a revealing swimsuit, but as a devout believer that every woman
         should capitalize on her assets, Gracie thought she looked wonderful.
      

      
      Someone in the crowd turned down the music. Bobby Tom sat on one of the boulders and crossed a snakeskin cowboy boot over
         his bare knee. “Come here and give me a kiss for good luck, then. And don’t you disappoint me this time. I’ve just about got
         my heart set on makin’ you Mrs. Bobby Tom.”
      

      
      While Julie complied with his request, Gracie gazed inquisitively at Bruno. “He gives them quizzes about football?”

      
      “ ’Course he does. Football’s Bobby Tom’s life. He doesn’t believe in divorce, and he knows he couldn’t ever be happy with
         a woman who didn’t understand the game.”
      

      
      While Gracie tried to absorb this piece of information, Bobby Tom kissed Julie, then patted her wet bottom and sent her back
         to her perch on the edge of the hot tub. The guests had congregated near the platform to observe the action. Gracie took advantage
         of the fact that Bruno was also watching the interchange to back up onto one of the steps behind her so she didn’t miss a
         thing.
      

      
      Bobby Tom put out his cigar in a chunky onyx ashtray. “All right, honey. Let’s start with quarterbacks. Choosin’ between Terry
         Bradshaw, Len Dawson, and Bob Griese, which one had the highest percentage of completions? Notice I’m trying to keep this easy. I’m not asking you for the actual
         percentage, just who ranks highest.”
      

      
      Julie flipped her sleek wet hair over her shoulder and gave him a confident smile. “Len Dawson.”

      
      “Real good.” The hot tub lights reflected up, so that his face was visible, even under the brim of his Stetson. Although Gracie
         stood a little too far away to be certain, she thought she detected amusement glinting in those deep blue eyes. As a devout
         student of human nature, she grew even more interested in observing what he was up to.
      

      
      “Now let’s see if you’ve got your problems from the last quiz straightened out. Slip your mind back to 1985 and name the NFC’s
         leading rusher.”
      

      
      “Easy. Marcus Allen.”

      
      “The AFC?”

      
      “Curt— No! Gerald Riggs.”

      
      Bobby Tom pressed his hand to his chest. “Whew, you about stopped my heart with that one. Okay, now, longest field goal in
         a Super Bowl game?”
      

      
      “1970. Jan Stenerud. Super Bowl IV.”

      
      He looked around at the crowd and grinned. “Am I the only one hearin’ wedding bells?”

      
      Gracie was smiling herself at his chicanery as she leaned forward to whisper in Bruno’s ear. “Isn’t this a little demeaning?”

      
      “Not if she wins. You got any idea how much Bobby Tom’s worth?”

      
      Quite a lot, she imagined. She listened as he fired off two more questions, both of which Julie answered. In addition to being
         beautiful, the blonde was quite knowledgeable, but Gracie had the distinct feeling she wasn’t nearly smart enough to stay
         ahead of Bobby Tom Denton.
      

      
      Once again, she whispered to Bruno. “Do those young women really believe he’s serious about this?”

      
      “Of course he’s serious. Why else do you think a man who loves women as much as he does hasn’t ever gotten married?”

      
      
      “Maybe he’s gay,” she suggested, purely as a point of discussion.

      
      Bruno’s shaggy eyebrows shot up into his forehead and he began to sputter. “Gay! Bobby Tom Denton? Shit, he’s nailed more
         tail than a frontier trapper. Cheezus, don’t let him hear you say that. He’d probably— Well, I don’t even want to imagine
         what he’d do.”
      

      
      Gracie had never believed that any man who was securely heterosexual should be threatened by homosexuality, but since she
         was hardly an expert on male behavior, she could quite possibly be missing something.
      

      
      Julie answered a question about a person named Walter Payton and another about the Pittsburgh Steelers. Bobby Tom rose from
         his chair and began to pace along the back edge of the platform, as if he were in deep thought, which Gracie didn’t believe
         for a minute.
      

      
      “All right, honey, now concentrate. You’re only one question away from that long walk down the center aisle, and I’m already
         thinkin’ about what good-looking babies we’re gonna have. I haven’t felt this much pressure since my first Super Bowl. Are
         you concentrating?”
      

      
      Creases had formed in Julie’s perfect forehead. “I’m concentrating.”

      
      “Okay, sweetheart, now don’t disappoint me.” He tilted the beer to his lips, drained it, and set the bottle down. “Everybody
         knows the goalposts have to be eighteen feet, six inches wide. The top face of the crossbar—”
      

      
      “Ten feet above the ground!” Julie shrieked.

      
      “Aw, honey, I respect you too much to insult your intelligence with a question that easy. Wait till I finish, or you’re gonna
         end up with a two-question penalty.”
      

      
      She looked so stricken that Gracie’s heart went out to her.

      
      Bobby Tom crossed his arms over his chest. “The top face of the crossbar is ten feet above the ground. The vertical posts
         have to extend at least thirty feet above the crossbar. Now here’s your question, sweetheart, and before you answer, remember
         that you’re holding my heart in your hands.” Gracie waited expectantly. “For the chance to be Mrs. Bobby Tom Denton, give me the exact dimensions of the ribbon
         attached to the top of each upright.”
      

      
      Julie shot up from the edge of the hot tub. “I know this, Bobby Tom! I know it!”

      
      Bobby Tom went very still. “You do?”

      
      A soft giggle slipped through Gracie’s lips. It would serve him right if Julie answered the question.

      
      “Four inches by sixty inches!”

      
      Bobby Tom punched his chest. “Aw, baby! You just ripped out my heart and stomped the sucker flat.”

      
      Julie’s face crumpled.

      
      “It’s four inches by forty-eight. Forty-eight inches, sweetheart. We were only twelve inches away from eternal marital bliss. I can’t remember the last time
         I was so depressed.”
      

      
      Gracie watched him take Julie in his arms and kiss her quite thoroughly. This man might be the most blatant male chauvinist
         left in North America, but she had to admire his audacity. She watched with fascination as his hand, which was suntanned and
         exceptionally strong looking, curled over the bare globe of Julie’s glistening bottom. The muscles in her own bottom tightened
         unconsciously in response.
      

      
      The guests began to mill and a few of the men stepped up on the platform to offer condolences to the beautiful loser.

      
      “Let’s go.” Bruno took Gracie’s arm, and before she could stop him, he had pushed her forward.

      
      She caught her breath in alarm. What had started as a simple misunderstanding had begun to get out of hand, and she hastily
         turned back to him. “Bruno, there’s something we need to talk about. It’s quite funny, really, and—”
      

      
      “Hey, Bruno!” Another bruiser, this one with red hair, came up next to them. He ran his eyes over Gracie and regarded Bruno
         critically.
      

      
      “She’s not wearing enough makeup. You know Bobby Tom likes his women with makeup. And I hope she’s got blond hair underneath that wig. Boobs, too. That jacket’s so loose it’s hard to tell. You got boobs, doll?”
      

      
      Gracie didn’t know which was the more astonishing, being asked if she had boobs or being called “doll.” She was momentarily
         at a loss for words.
      

      
      “Bruno, who you got there?”

      
      Her stomach plummeted as she heard Bobby Tom’s voice. He had stepped to the edge of the hot tub platform and was regarding
         her with great interest and something that seemed almost like speculation.
      

      
      Bruno patted the boom box. “Me and the boys thought we’d surprise you with a little entertainment.”

      
      Gracie watched with growing dread as a wide grin stretched over Bobby Tom’s face, revealing a set of straight white teeth.
         His eyes met hers, and she felt as if she were walking too fast on a moving sidewalk.
      

      
      “Come on over here, honey, so ol’ Bobby Tom can take a look at you before you get started.” His soft Texas drawl licked her
         body and scrambled her customary good sense, which might have been why she said the first thing that came into her mind.
      

      
      “I—uh—have to put on more makeup first.”

      
      “Now don’t you worry about that.”

      
      She let out a small gasp of dismay as Bruno pushed her the rest of the way forward. Before she could draw back, Bobby Tom’s
         big hand closed around her wrist. Numbly, she looked down at the long, tapered fingers that only moments before had been molded
         to Julie’s behind but were now pulling her up next to him on the platform.
      

      
      “Let’s give the lady some room, girls.”

      
      Alarmed, she watched the women leaving the hot tub so they could watch her. She tried to explain. “Mr. Denton, I need to tell
         you who—”
      

      
      Bruno hit the button on the boom box, and her voice was drowned out by the raucous music of “The Stripper.” The men began
         to cheer and whistle. Bobby Tom gave her an encouraging wink, released her, and walked away to sit on a boulder and watch
         the show.
      

      
      
      Hot color flamed in her cheeks. She stood all alone in the center of the hot tub platform, and everyone in the room was staring
         at her. All of these perfect physical specimens were waiting for her, imperfect Gracie Snow, to strip!
      

      
      “Come on, baby!”

      
      “Don’t be shy!”

      
      “Shake it, honey!”

      
      As some of the men made animal noises, one of the women put her fingers between her lips and whistled. Gracie gazed at them
         helplessly. They began to laugh, just as her sophomore English class had laughed when the tissues padding her bra had shifted.
         They were adult party animals behaving in accordance with their species, and they apparently thought her reluctance was part
         of the act.
      

      
      As she stood frozen before them, the idea of being mistaken for a stripper suddenly became less embarrassing than the thought
         of shouting out an explanation over the music to all these worldly people who would instantly realize what a country bumpkin
         she was.
      

      
      Perhaps fifteen feet separated her from Bobby Tom Denton, and she realized all she had to do was work herself close enough
         to him so she could whisper her identity. Once he realized that Windmill Studios had sent her, he would be so embarrassed
         by the mistake that he would help her make a discreet exit and give her his full cooperation.
      

      
      A fresh burst of animal noises rose over the music blasting from the boom box. Gingerly, she extended her right leg several
         inches and pointed the toe of her sensible black pump. Once again there was laughter.
      

      
      “That’s the way!”

      
      “Show us what you got!”

      
      The distance between herself and Bobby Tom now seemed to stretch a hundred miles. Tugging on the skirt of her navy suit, she
         inched toward him. More whistles joined the laughter as the bottom of her hem reached the top of her knee.
      

      
      “You’re hot, baby! We love it!”

      
      “Take off that wig!”

      
      
      Bruno had pushed himself to the front of the crowd and was making a giant circle with his index finger. At first she didn’t
         understand what he wanted, and then she realized he was ordering her to face Bobby Tom while she undressed. With a gulp, she
         turned toward those deep blue eyes.
      

      
      He tilted his Stetson back on his head and spoke just loudly enough for her to hear. “Leave the pearls for last, sweetheart.
         I do like a lady in pearls.”
      

      
      “We’re getting bored!” one of the men bellowed. “Take something off!”

      
      She nearly lost her nerve. Only the thought of what her employer would say if she fled from the house without having accomplished
         her mission stiffened her backbone. Gracie Snow didn’t run! This job was the opportunity she’d been waiting for all her life,
         and she wasn’t going to turn cowardly at the first sign of adversity.
      

      
      She gingerly removed her suit jacket. Bobby Tom gave her an approving smile, as if she’d just done something amazing. The
         ten feet that still separated them seemed like a million miles. He hooked the ankle of his cowboy boot over his opposite knee,
         and his bathrobe fell open to reveal a very naked, powerfully muscled thigh. Her jacket dropped from her fingers.
      

      
      “That’s the way, honey. You’re doin’ real good.” His eyes sparkled with admiration, as if she were the most talented dancer
         he’d ever seen instead of the most inept.
      

      
      With a series of clumsy bumps, she wiggled closer, trying to ignore the exaggerated boos that were beginning to come from
         the audience.
      

      
      “Real nice,” he said. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen an act quite like this.”

      
      With a final thrust of her hips, she arrived at his side, minus only a jacket, and forced her stiff lips into a smile. Unfortunately,
         as she leaned forward to whisper her predicament into his ear, her cheek hit the brim of his Stetson, knocking it askew. With
         one hand, he righted it while, with the other, he swept her into his lap.
      

      
      The loud music covered her startled exclamation. She was temporarily stunned into speechlessness by the feel of his hard body beneath her own and the solid wall of his chest pressed
         against her side.
      

      
      “You need some help, honey?” His hand went to the top button of her blouse.

      
      “Oh, no!” She clutched his arm.

      
      “You’ve got an interesting act, sweetheart. A little slow getting going, but you’re probably still a trainee.” He gave her
         a grin that held more mirth than lechery. “What’s your name?”
      

      
      She gulped. “Gracie—That is, Grace. Grace Snow. Miss Snow,” she amended, in a belated attempt to put some psychological distance between them. “And I’m not—”
      

      
      “Miz Snow.” He rolled the words around in his mouth, savoring them as if they were a particularly fine wine. The heat from his
         body was muddling her brain, and she tried to get out of his lap.
      

      
      “Mr. Denton—”

      
      “Just the top one, sweetie. The boys are getting restless.” Before she could stop him, he had opened the button at the collar
         of her white polyester blouse. “You must be new at this.” The tip of his index finger explored the hollow at the base of her
         throat, making her shiver. “I thought I’d met all of Stella’s girls.”
      

      
      “Yes, I— I mean, no, I’m—”

      
      “Now don’t be nervous. You’re doin’ just fine. And you’ve got very nice legs, if you don’t mind my sayin’ so.” His nimble
         fingers opened the next button.
      

      
      “Mr. Denton!”

      
      “Miz Snow?”

      
      She saw the same amusement in his eyes she’d noted earlier when he was giving Julie the football quiz, and she realized he
         had slipped another button open, exposing her pale peach demibra with its plunging center and scalloped edging. Her naughty
         underwear, a foolish indulgence for a homely woman, was her most closely guarded secret, and she gave a small gasp of dismay.
      

      
      A raucous cheer went up from the crowd, but it wasn’t in response to her pale peach demibra. Instead, one of the women standing by the pool had whipped off the top of her bikini
         and was twirling it around her head. Gracie saw right away that this woman needed something with more support than a demibra.
      

      
      The men clapped and hooted. She reached for her blouse to clutch it together, but Bobby Tom caught her fingers, trapping them
         gently in his palm.
      

      
      “Candi, there, seems to be gettin’ ahead of you, Miz Snow.”

      
      “I thought— Perhaps—” She swallowed hard. “There’s something I need to talk to you about. In private.”

      
      “You want to dance for me in private? That’s real sweet of you, but my guests would be disappointed if I got to see more of
         you than they did.”
      

      
      She realized he had unfastened the button at the waistband of her skirt and was lowering the zipper.

      
      “Mr. Denton!” Her voice was louder than she had intended, and the guests standing nearby laughed.

      
      “Call me Bobby Tom, honey. Everybody does.” The corners of his eyes crinkled as if he were laughing at some great private
         joke. “Now this is interesting. I don’t think I’ve ever known a stripper who wore panty hose.”
      

      
      “I’m not a stripper!”

      
      “ ’Course you are. Why else would you be taking off your clothes in front of a bunch of drunken football players?”

      
      “I’m not taking off my— Oh!” His nimble ball handler’s fingers were divesting her of her garments as effortlessly as if they
         were made of tissue paper, and her blouse fell open. Summoning all her strength, she pushed herself from his lap only to feel
         her skirt slide over her half slip to her ankles.
      

      
      Mortified, she reached down to snatch it up. Her face was crimson as she yanked it back into place. How could a woman who
         prided herself on organization and efficiency have let something so appalling happen? Clutching her blouse together, she forced
         herself to face him. “I’m not a stripper!”
      

      
      
      “Is that so?” He pulled a cigar out of the breast pocket of his robe and rolled it between his fingers. She noticed he didn’t
         seem at all surprised by her announcement.
      

      
      Her words had caught the attention of the guests nearest her, and she saw that her plans for a private conversation were rapidly
         dissolving. She lowered her voice until it was barely more than a whisper.
      

      
      “There’s been a terrible misunderstanding. Can’t you see that I don’t look like a stripper?”

      
      He slipped the unlit cigar between his teeth and, letting his eyes slide over her in a leisurely fashion, spoke in a normal
         voice. “As to that, sometimes it’s hard to tell. Last one came in here dressed like a nun, and the one before that was pretty
         much a dead ringer for Mick Jagger.”
      

      
      Someone had shut off the music, and an unnatural silence had fallen over the crowd. Despite her determination to hold onto
         her self-control, she could no longer keep her voice steady. She snatched up the suit jacket she had discarded earlier. “Please,
         Mr. Denton. Could we go somewhere private?”
      

      
      He sighed and uncoiled from the boulder. “I s’pose we’d better. But you’ve got to give me your word you’ll keep your clothes
         on. It wouldn’t be fair for me to see you naked when my guests can’t.”
      

      
      “I promise, Mr. Denton, that you will never see me naked!”

      
      He looked doubtful. “I don’t mean to question your good intentions, honey, but judging from my past history, it might not
         be that easy for you to resist.”
      

      
      The size of his ego flabbergasted her. As she stared at him, he gave a slight shrug. “I suppose we’d better go in my study,
         then, and have that private conversation you’re so set on.” Taking her arm, he led her down off the platform.
      

      
      As they crossed the floor of the grotto, she remembered that he hadn’t seemed the slightest bit surprised by her announcement
         that she wasn’t a stripper. He was too cool, too calm, too openly amused with the whole situation. Before had time to carry this thought to its logical conclusion, the red-haired football player who’d spoken with her earlier stepped
         out of the crowd and gave Bobby Tom a playful punch in the arm.
      

      
      “Damn, Bobby Tom. I hope this one isn’t pregnant, too.”

   



      
      
      2

      
      “You knew all along I wasn’t a stripper, didn’t you?”
      

      
      Bobby Tom closed the study door after them. “Not for certain.”

      
      Gracie Snow was nobody’s fool. “I believe you did,” she said firmly.

      
      He gestured toward her blouse, and once again she saw the laugh lines crinkling at the corners of his lady-killer eyes. “You’ve
         got your buttons mixed up there a little bit. You want me to help—? No, I guess you don’t.”
      

      
      Nothing was going the way she’d planned. What had Bobby Tom’s friend meant when he’d said he hoped this one wasn’t pregnant,
         too? She recalled a remark she’d overheard Willow make about one of their actors who’d been involved in several paternity
         suits a few years ago. They must have been talking about Bobby Tom. Apparently he was one of those loathsome men who preyed
         on vulnerable women and then abandoned them. It grated her to admit someone so immoral had fascinated her even momentarily.
      

      
      She turned away to straighten her buttons and gather her composure. While she put herself together, she took in her surroundings
         and found herself facing the most colossal display of ego she had ever witnessed.
      

      
      Bobby Tom Denton’s study was a shrine to the football career of Bobby Tom Denton. Blown-up action photographs hung on every surface of the marbleized gray walls. Some of them showed him in the uniform of the University of Texas, but
         in most of them, he wore the sky blue and gold of the Chicago Stars. In several of the photographs, he was off the ground,
         toes pointed, his lean body curved in a graceful C as he snatched a ball out of the air. There were close-ups of him in a sky blue helmet emblazoned with three gold stars,
         shots of him diving for the goal line or maneuvering down the sidelines, one foot positioned in front of the other as gracefully
         as a ballet dancer’s. Shelves displayed trophies, commendations, and framed certificates.
      

      
      She watched him settle with lazy grace into a sling-shaped leather chair behind a granite-topped desk that looked as if it
         belonged in a Flintstones cartoon. A sleek gray computer sat on top, along with a high-tech telephone. She chose a tub chair
         resting beneath a group of framed magazines covers, several of which depicted him standing on the sidelines kissing a glamorous
         blonde. Gracie recognized her from an article she’d seen in People magazine, as Phoebe Somerville Calebow, the beautiful owner of the Chicago Stars.
      

      
      His eyes drifted over her and the corner of his mouth curled. “I don’t want to hurt your feelings, honey, but speaking as
         something of an expert, it seems only right to tell you that, if you’re looking for a night job, you might think more on the
         lines of clerking at a 7-Eleven than taking off your clothes professionally.”
      

      
      She’d never been very good at icy glares, but she did her best. “You deliberately set out to embarrass me.”

      
      He worked equally hard at looking crestfallen. “I wouldn’t do that to a lady.”

      
      “Mr. Denton, as I suspect you know very well, I’m here on behalf of Windmill Studios. Willow Craig, the producer, sent me
         to—”
      

      
      “Uh-huh. You want a glass of champagne or a Coke or something?” The phone began to ring, but he ignored it.

      
      “No, thank you. You were supposed to be in Texas four days ago to begin shooting Blood Moon, and—”
      

      
      
      “How about a beer? I’ve noticed a lot more women are drinking beer than used to.”

      
      “I don’t drink.”

      
      “Is that so?”

      
      She sounded priggish instead of businesslike, perhaps not the best posture for dealing with a wild man, and she tried to recover.
         “I don’t drink myself, Mr. Denton, but I have nothing against those who use alcohol.”
      

      
      “I’m Bobby Tom, sweetheart. I don’t hardly recognize any other name.”

      
      He sounded like a cowboy just coming in off a trail drive, but from watching him give that football quiz, she suspected he
         was smarter than he pretended to be. “Very well. Bobby Tom, then. The contract you signed with Windmill Studios—”
      

      
      “You don’t look much like the Hollywood type, Miz Snow. How long have you been working for Windmill?”

      
      She busied herself straightening her pearls. Once again the phone began to ring, and once again he ignored it. “I’ve been
         a production assistant for some time.”
      

      
      “Exactly how long?”

      
      She surrendered to the inevitable, but she did it with dignity. Lifting her chin half an inch higher, she said, “Not quite
         a month.”
      

      
      “That long.” He was clearly amused.

      
      “I’m very competent. I came into this job with vast experience in management as well as excellent interpersonal communication
         skills.” She was also a whiz at making pot holders, painting ceramic pigs, and playing Golden Oldies on the piano.
      

      
      He whistled. “I’m impressed. What sort of job would that have been?”

      
      “I—uh—ran the Shady Acres Nursing Home.”

      
      “A nursing home? Isn’t that something. Were you in the business for long?”

      
      “I was raised at Shady Acres.”

      
      “You were raised in a nursing home? Now that’s interesting. I knew a running back who was raised in a penitentiary—his daddy was warden—but I don’t think I ever met anybody raised in a nursing home. Did your parents work there?”
      

      
      “My parents owned it. My father died ten years ago, and I’ve helped my mother run it ever since. She sold it recently and
         moved to Florida.”
      

      
      “Where is this nursing home?”

      
      “Ohio.”

      
      “Cleveland? Columbus?”

      
      “New Grundy.”

      
      He smiled. “I don’t believe I ever heard of New Grundy. How did you get from there to Hollywood?”

      
      It was difficult for her to keep her concentration in the face of that killer smile, but she resolutely plowed on. “Willow
         Craig offered me a job because she needed someone reliable, and she was impressed with the way I ran Shady Acres. Her father
         was a resident there until he died last month.”
      

      
      When Willow, who headed Windmill Studios, had offered her a job as a production assistant, Gracie had hardly been able to
         believe her good fortune. Although it was only an entry level position and the pay was low, Gracie fully intended to prove
         herself so she could advance quickly in her glamorous new profession.
      

      
      “Is there any reason, Mr. Den—uh, Bobby Tom, that you haven’t shown up to start work?”

      
      “Oh, there’s a reason all right. You want some Jelly Bellys? I might have a bag here in my desk someplace.” He began feeling
         around on the rough granite corners. “Hard to find the drawers, though. I think I might need a chisel to open them.”
      

      
      She smiled, only to realize he had once again avoided answering her question. Since she was accustomed to communicating with
         people whose minds wandered, she decided to come at it from another direction.
      

      
      “You have an unusual house. Have you lived here long?”

      
      
      “A couple of years. I don’t much like it myself, but the architect is real proud of it. She calls it urban Stone Age with
         a Japanese Tahitian influence. I sort of just call it ugly. Still, the magazine people seem to like it; it’s been photographed
         a whole bunch of times.” Abandoning his search for the Jelly Bellys, he rested his hand on the computer keyboard. “Sometimes
         I’ll come home and find a cow skull lying next to the bathtub, or a canoe in the living room, all that strange stuff they
         put in those magazine photos to make them look good, even though real people would never have things like that in their houses.”
      

      
      “It must be hard living in a house that you don’t like.”

      
      “I’ve got a whole bunch of other ones, so it doesn’t much matter.”

      
      She blinked in surprise. Most people she knew worked all their lives to pay for one house. She wanted to ask how many he owned,
         but she knew it wouldn’t be wise to let herself get distracted from the topic at hand. The phone began to ring again, but
         he paid no attention.
      

      
      “This is your first movie, isn’t it? Have you always wanted to be an actor?”

      
      He looked at her blankly. “An actor? Oh, yeah— A long time.”

      
      “You’re probably not aware that every day shooting is delayed costs thousands of dollars. Windmill is a small, independent
         studio, and it can’t tolerate that sort of expense.”
      

      
      “They’ll take it out of my paycheck.”

      
      The idea didn’t seem to bother him, and she regarded him thoughtfully. He was toying with the mouse that sat on a gray foam
         pad next to the computer. His fingers were long and tapered, the nails clipped short. One strong, bare wrist showed beneath
         the cuff of his robe.
      

      
      “Since you don’t have any acting experience, it occurs to me that you might be a bit nervous about the whole thing. If you’re
         afraid …”
      

      
      He uncurled from the desk and spoke softly, but with a certain intensity she hadn’t heard in his voice until that moment. “Bobby Tom Denton isn’t afraid of anything, sweetheart.
         You just remember that.”
      

      
      “Everybody’s afraid of something.”

      
      “Not me. When you’ve spent the best part of your life facing eleven men hell-bent on pulling your guts out through your nose
         hairs, things like making movies don’t have much effect.”
      

      
      “I see. Still, you’re not a football player any longer.”

      
      “Oh, I’ll always be a football player, in one way or another.” For a moment she thought she detected a bleakness in his eyes,
         an emotion almost like despair. But he’d spoken so matter-of-factly, she decided she’d imagined it. He came around the side
         of the desk toward her.
      

      
      “Maybe you’d better get on the phone and tell your boss I’ll be there one of these days soon.”

      
      He had finally made her angry, and she drew herself up to her full five feet, four and three-quarters inches. “What I’m going
         to tell my boss is that both of us will be flying into San Antonio tomorrow afternoon and then driving on to Telarosa.”
      

      
      “We are?”

      
      “Yes.” She knew she had to be firm with him from the beginning or he’d take dreadful advantage of her. “Otherwise, you’re
         going to be in the middle of a very nasty lawsuit.”
      

      
      He rubbed his chin with his thumb and index finger. “I guess you win, sweetheart. What time is our flight?”

      
      She regarded him suspiciously. “Twelve-forty-nine.”

      
      “All right.”

      
      “I’ll pick you up at eleven o’clock.” She was wary of his sudden capitulation, and it sounded more like a question than a
         statement.
      

      
      “It might be easier if I met you at the airport.”

      
      “I’ll pick you up here.”

      
      “That’s real nice of you.”

      
      The next thing she knew, Bobby Tom had her by the elbow and was steering her from the study.

      
      
      He played the perfect host, pointing out a sixteenth century temple gong and a floor sculpture made from petrified wood, but
         in less than ninety seconds, she was alone on the sidewalk.
      

      
      Lights blazed from the front windows and music drifted toward her on the scented night air. As she breathed it in, her eyes
         grew wistful. This was her first wild party and, unless she was very much mistaken, she had just been thrown out.
      

      
      Gracie was back at Bobby Tom Denton’s house at eight o’clock the next morning. Before she’d left the motel, she’d placed a
         call to Shady Acres to check on Mrs. Fenner and Mr. Marinetti. As much as she’d needed to escape her life at the nursing home,
         she still cared about the people she’d left behind three weeks ago, and she was relieved to hear that they were both improving.
         She’d also called her mother, but Fran Snow had been on the way to her water aerobics class at her Sarasota condominium, and
         she had no time to talk.
      

      
      Gracie parked her car on the street, where it was hidden from the house by shrubbery but still afforded her a clear view of
         the drive. Bobby Tom’s sudden agreeableness last night had made her suspicious, and she wasn’t taking any chances.
      

      
      She’d spent most of the night alternating between disturbingly erotic dreams and nervous wakefulness. This morning while she
         showered, she’d been forced to give herself a stern lecture. It wouldn’t do any good to tell herself that Bobby Tom wasn’t
         the handsomest, sexiest, and most exciting man she’d ever met, because he was. That made it even more important to remember
         that his blue eyes, lazy charm, and relentless affability hid a dangerous combination of a monstrous ego and a keen mind.
         She was going to have to stay on her toes.
      

      
      Her thoughts were interrupted by the sight of an antique red Thunderbird convertible backing down the drive. Having anticipated
         exactly this sort of treachery, she flipped the key in the ignition, pushed hard on the accelerator, and shot forward to block the way with her rental car. After she turned
         off the engine, she scooped up her purse and got out.
      

      
      The ignition keys jingled in the pocket of her latest fashion mistake, an oversize mustard-colored wrap dress that she had
         hoped would look crisp and professional, but merely looked dowdy and middle-aged. The heels of Bobby Tom’s cowboy boots clicked
         on the drive as he came toward her, the barest hint of a limp in his walk. Nervously, she studied his outfit. His silk shirt,
         imprinted with purple palm trees, was tucked into a pair of perfectly faded and impeccably frayed jeans that molded to his
         narrow hips and lean runner’s legs in a manner that made it nearly impossible for her to draw her eyes away from parts of
         him she’d be better off not looking at.
      

      
      She braced herself as he tipped his pearl gray Stetson. “Mornin’, Miz Gracie.”

      
      “Good morning,” she said briskly. “I didn’t expect you to be up so early after last night.” Several seconds ticked by as he
         gazed at her. Although his eyes were half-lidded, she detected an intensity beneath that indolence that made her wary.
      

      
      “You weren’t supposed to be here till eleven,” he said.

      
      “Yes, well, I’m early.”

      
      “I can see that, and I sure would appreciate it if you’d back your car out of my way.” His lazy drawl was at odds with the
         faint tightening at the corners of his lips.
      

      
      “I’m sorry, but I can’t do that. I’m here to escort you to Telarosa.”

      
      “I don’t mean to be impolite, sweetheart, but the fact is, I don’t need a bodyguard.”

      
      “I’m not a bodyguard. I’m an escort.”

      
      “Whatever you are, I’d like you to move your car.”

      
      “I understand that, but if I don’t have you in Telarosa by Monday morning, I’m fairly certain I’ll be fired, so I really must
         be firm about this.”
      

      
      He rested one hand on his hip. “I see your point, so I’m gonna give you a thousand dollars to drive away and not come back.”
      

      
      Gracie stared at him.

      
      “Let’s make that fifteen hundred for the inconvenience.”

      
      She’d always assumed people knew, just by looking at her, that she was an honorable person, and the idea that he could believe
         her capable of accepting a bribe offended her far more than being mistaken for a stripper.
      

      
      “I don’t do things like that,” she said slowly.

      
      He emitted a lengthy sigh of regret. “I’m real sorry you feel that way because, whether you take my money or not, I’m afraid
         I’m not going to be on that plane with you this afternoon.”
      

      
      “Are you telling me you’re going to break your contract?”

      
      “No. I’m just tellin’ you that I’ll be getting to Telarosa all by myself.”

      
      She didn’t believe him. “You signed that contract of your own free will. Not only do you have a legal obligation to fulfill
         it, but you also have a moral obligation.”
      

      
      “Miz Gracie, you sound just like a Sunday School teacher.”

      
      Her eyes dropped.

      
      He gave a bark of laughter and shook his head. “It’s true. Bobby Tom Denton’s bodyguard is a damn Sunday School teacher.”

      
      “I told you I’m not your bodyguard. I’m simply your escort.”

      
      “I’m afraid you’re going to have to find somebody else to escort, then, because I’ve decided to drive to Telarosa instead
         of fly, and I know for a fact that a fine lady like yourself wouldn’t be comfortable closed up in a T-bird with a hell-raiser
         like me.” He walked over to her rental car and leaned down to peer inside the passenger window, looking for her keys. “I’m
         embarrassed to tell you that I don’t have the best reputation when it comes to women, Miz Gracie.”
      

      
      She trotted after him, trying very hard not to stare at the way that tight, faded denim clung to his hips as he bent forward. “You don’t have enough time to drive to Telarosa. Willow
         is expecting us there by this evening.”
      

      
      He straightened and smiled. “You be sure to give her my regards when you see her. Now are you going to move your car?”

      
      “Absolutely not.”

      
      He dipped his head, shook it regretfully, and then, with a quick step forward, snagged the shoulder strap of Gracie’s purse
         and slipped it off her arm.
      

      
      “Give that back right this minute!” She lunged for the clunky black bag.

      
      “I sure will be happy to. Just as soon as I find your car keys.” He smiled agreeably while he held the purse out of her reach
         and riffled through it.
      

      
      She certainly wasn’t going to get into a wrestling match with him, so she used her sternest voice. “Mr. Denton, give me my
         purse back immediately. And of course you’ll be in Telarosa by Monday. You signed a contract that—”
      

      
      “Excuse me for interrupting, Miz Gracie, when I know you’re just itchin’ to make your point, but I’m a little pressed for
         time here.” He handed her purse back without having found what he was looking for and walked toward the house.
      

      
      Once again, Gracie rushed after him. “Mr. Denton. Uh, Bobby Tom—”

      
      “Bruno, could you come out here for a minute?”

      
      Bruno emerged from the garage, a grubby rag in his hand. “You need something, B.T.?”

      
      “I sure do.” He turned to Gracie. “Beg pardon, Miz Snow.”

      
      With no more warning than that, he slipped his hands under her arms and began to frisk her.

      
      “Stop that!” She tried to jerk away, but Bobby Tom Denton hadn’t become the best pass receiver in the NFL by letting go of
         moving objects, and she couldn’t budge as he began to pat down her sides.
      

      
      
      “Easy now and we can get this over without any bloodshed.” His palms glided over her breasts.

      
      She sucked in her breath, too stunned to move. “Mr. Denton!”

      
      The corners of his eyes crinkled. “You have very nice taste in underwear, by the way. I couldn’t help but notice last night.”
         He moved on to her waist.
      

      
      Her cheeks burned with embarrassment. “Stop this right now!”

      
      His hands came to a halt as he felt the lump in her pocket. With a grin, he pulled out the car keys.

      
      “Give those back!”

      
      “You want to move that car for me, Bruno?” He pitched the keys over, then tipped his hat to Gracie. “Nice to have met you,
         Miz Snow.”
      

      
      Dumbfounded, she watched him stride down the drive to the Thunderbird and climb in. She began to rush toward him only to realize
         that Bruno was getting into her rental car at the end of the drive.
      

      
      “Don’t touch that car!” she exclaimed, immediately changing direction.

      
      The engines of both the Thunderbird and the rental car roared to life. As she gazed helplessly back and forth between the
         two automobiles—one in the drive, the other blocking the drive—she knew with an unshakable conviction that if she let Bobby
         Tom escape, she would never get close to him again. He had houses everywhere and an army of flunkies to protect him from people
         he didn’t want to see. She had to stop him now, or she would have lost her chance forever.
      

      
      Her rental car, with Bruno in the driver’s seat, shot forward and cleared the end of the drive.

      
      She whirled toward the Thunderbird. “Don’t leave! We have to go to the airport!”

      
      “Y’all have a good life now, y’hear.” With a jaunty wave of his hand, Bobby Tom began backing out.

      
      In a flash she saw herself returning to Shady Acres to take the job the new owners had offered her. She smelled Ben-Gay and Lysol; she tasted overcooked green beans and mashed potatoes
         covered with gelatinous yellow gravy. She saw the years slipping by, saw herself wearing elastic stockings and heavy cardigans
         while her arthritic fingers tried to pound out “Harvest Moon” on the battered upright that wouldn’t hold its tune. Before
         she’d ever had the chance to be young, she’d be old.
      

      
      “No!” The scream came from the very center of her being, the place where her dreams lived, all those glorious dreams that were
         slipping away forever.
      

      
      She bolted toward the Thunderbird, running as fast as she could, her purse banging awkwardly against her side. Bobby Tom had
         turned his head to check for traffic in the street, and he didn’t see her coming. Her heart raced. Any second now he would
         be gone, sentencing her to a life of dreary monotony. Desperation gave her strength and she ran faster.
      

      
      He pulled out and shifted. She increased her speed. Air filled her lungs in short, painful gasps. The Thunderbird began to
         move forward just as she drew even with it. With a wrenching sob, she threw herself headfirst over the convertible’s passenger
         door.
      

      
      “Awww, hell.”
      

      
      The jolt of the brakes sent her upper body pitching forward off the seat. Her hands and upper arms hit the floor mats, while
         her feet still dangled over the door. She winced as she tried to catch herself. Cold air slithered across the backs of her
         thighs, and she realized her skirt had flipped over her head. Mortified, she groped for it, at the same time trying to wiggle
         the rest of herself into the car.
      

      
      She heard a particularly offensive obscenity that was undoubtedly common among football players, but seldom heard at Shady
         Acres. Normally, it was uttered in one syllable, but Bobby Tom’s Texas drawl extended it to two. Her skirts finally under
         control, she slumped breathlessly back into the seat.
      

      
      
      Several seconds ticked by before she worked up enough nerve to look at him.

      
      He was gazing at her thoughtfully, his elbow propped on the top of the steering wheel. “Just out of curiosity, sweetheart;
         did you ever talk to your doctor about givin’ you some tranquilizers?”
      

      
      She turned her head and stared straight ahead.

      
      “See, the thing of it is, Miz Gracie, I’m right now on my way to Telarosa, and I’m going by myself.”

      
      Her eyes shot back to him. “You’re leaving now?”
      

      
      “My suitcase is in the trunk.”

      
      “I don’t believe you.”

      
      “It’s the truth. You want to open that door and get out?”

      
      She shook her head stubbornly, hoping he couldn’t see how close she was to reaching the end of her resources. “I have to go
         with you. It’s my responsibility to stay with you until you reach Telarosa. I have a job to do.”
      

      
      A muscle ticked in his jaw, and with a great deal of trepidation, she realized that she had finally managed to chip away at
         his phony country boy affability.
      

      
      “Don’t make me throw you out,” he said in a low, determined voice.

      
      She ignored the shiver of trepidation running up her spine. “I’ve always thought it was better to solve disputes with compromise
         rather than brute force.”
      

      
      “I’ve played in the NFL, sweetheart. Bloodshed’s about all I understand.”

      
      With those ominous words, he reached for his door, and she knew within seconds, he would come around to her side, pick her
         up, and toss her out on the street. Quickly, before he could push down on the handle, she grabbed his arm.
      

      
      “Don’t throw me out, Bobby Tom. I know I irritate you, but I promise, I’ll make it worth your while if you let me go with
         you.”
      

      
      He turned slowly back to her. “Exactly what do you mean by that?”

      
      
      She didn’t know what she meant. She had spoken impulsively because she couldn’t face the idea of calling Willow Craig and
         telling her that Bobby Tom had set off for Telarosa by himself. She knew all too well what Willow’s response would be.
      

      
      “I meant what I said,” she replied, hoping she could bluff her way out without getting down to specifics.

      
      “Generally when people say they’re going to make something worth your while, they’re offering money. Is that what you’re doing?”

      
      “Certainly not! I don’t believe in bribery. Besides, you seem to have more money than you know what to do with.”

      
      “That’s true, so what do you have in mind?”

      
      “I— Well—” She frantically searched for some glimmer of inspiration. “Driving! That’s it! You can relax while I do all the
         driving. I happen to be excellent behind the wheel. I’ve had my license since I was sixteen, and I’ve never once gotten a
         ticket.”
      

      
      “And you’re actually proud of that?” He shook his head in amazement. “Unfortunately, sweetheart, nobody but me drives my cars.
         Nope, I think I’m going to have to throw you out after all.”
      

      
      Once again, he reached for the door handle, and once again, she clutched at his arm. “I’ll navigate.”

      
      He looked annoyed. “What do I need a navigator for? I’ve made this trip so many times I could do it blindfolded. No, sweetheart,
         you’ll have to come up with something better than that.”
      

      
      At that moment, she heard a peculiar buzzing sound. It took her a moment to realize that the Thunderbird was equipped with
         a car phone. “You seem to get a lot of calls. I could answer them for you.”
      

      
      “The last thing I want is somebody answering my phone.”

      
      Her mind raced. “I could, uh, rub your shoulders while you’re driving, to work out the kinks. I’m very good at massage.”

      
      
      “That’s a nice offer, but you have to admit, it’s hardly worth taking an unwelcome passenger all the way to Texas. To Peoria,
         maybe, if you do a good job, but not any farther. Sorry, Miz Gracie, but so far you haven’t offered a single thing that’s
         caught my interest.”
      

      
      She tried to think. What did she have that a worldly man like Bobby Tom Denton would find at all interesting? She knew how
         to organize recreational activities, she understood special diets, drug interactions, and had listened to enough of the residents’
         stories to have a fairly comprehensive knowledge of World War II troop movements, but somehow she couldn’t imagine any of
         that persuading Bobby Tom to change his mind.
      

      
      “I have excellent vision. I can read road signs from incredible distances.”

      
      “You’re grabbing at straws, sweetheart.”

      
      She smiled enthusiastically. “Are you aware of the fascinating history of the Seventh Army?”

      
      He gave her a faintly pitying look.

      
      How could she make him change his mind? From what she had seen last night, he was only interested in two things, football
         and sex. Her knowledge of sports was minimal, and as for sex …
      

      
      A pulse leaped in her throat as a dangerous and very immoral idea popped into her brain. What if she offered her body for
         barter? She was immediately appalled. How could she even think of such a thing? No intelligent, modern day woman who considered
         herself a feminist would consider … The very idea … Of all the … This was definitely the consequence of allowing herself too
         many sexual fantasies.
      

      
      Why not? a devil inside her whispered. Who are you saving it for?

      
      He’s a libertine! she reminded the lusty part of her nature that she tried so hard to suppress. Besides, he wouldn’t be interested in me.
      

      
      How will you know if you don’t try? the devil replied. You’ve dreamed about something like this for years. Didn’t you promise yourself that having a sexual experience would be one of the top priorities in your new life?

      
      An image flashed through her mind of Bobby Tom Denton lowering his naked body over hers. Her blood raced through her veins
         and her skin prickled. She could feel his strong hands on her thighs, pushing them open, the touch of his—
      

      
      “Is something wrong, Miz Gracie? You’re looking a little red in the face. Like somebody just told you a dirty joke.”

      
      “Is sex the only thing you think about!” she cried.

      
      “What?”

      
      “I refuse to sleep with you just so you’ll let me come along with you!” Appalled, she snapped her mouth shut. What had she
         done?
      

      
      His eyes twinkled. “Shucks.”

      
      She wanted to die. How could she have embarrassed herself like this? She swallowed hard. “Forgive me if I’ve leaped to an
         incorrect conclusion. I know I’m a homely woman, and I’m certain you wouldn’t be sexually interested in me anyway.” Her face
         grew redder as she realized she was making things worse instead of better. “Not that I would be interested, either,” she added
         hastily.
      

      
      “Now, Gracie, there’s no such thing as a homely woman.”

      
      “You’re being polite, and I appreciate it, but that doesn’t alter facts.”

      
      “See, now you’ve piqued my curiosity. You may be right about being homely and everything, but it’s kind of hard to tell with
         the way you cover yourself up. For all I know, the body of a goddess might be hiding underneath that dress.”
      

      
      “Oh, no,” she said with brutal honesty. “I assure you, my body is quite ordinary.”

      
      Once again the corner of his mouth kicked up. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I trust my judgment a little more than I
         trust yours. I’m sort of a connoisseur.”
      

      
      “I noticed.”

      
      
      “I believe I already commented on your legs last night.”

      
      She flushed and struggled for an appropriate response, but she had so little experience conversing on a personal level with
         virile males that she found it difficult to know exactly what to say. “You have very nice legs yourself.”
      

      
      “Why, thank you.”

      
      “And a pleasant torso, also.”

      
      He gave a crack of laughter. “Damn, Miz Gracie, I’m going to keep you around today just for the entertainment value.”

      
      “You are?”

      
      He shrugged. “Why not? I’ve been acting crazy ever since my retirement.”

      
      She could hardly believe he’d changed his mind. She heard him chuckle as he retrieved her suitcase and asked Bruno to return
         her rental car. His amusement had faded, however, by the time he’d once again settled behind the steering wheel, and he gave
         her a stern gaze.
      

      
      “I’m not taking you all the way to Texas, so get that out of your mind right now. I like to travel alone.”

      
      “I understand.”

      
      “A couple of hours. Maybe as far as the state line. The minute you start to aggravate me, I’m dropping you off at the nearest
         airport.”
      

      
      “I’m sure that won’t be necessary.”

      
      “Don’t bet on it.”
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