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CHAPTER ONE


Denver — Thirty-five years ago

Wednesday

“C’mon, c’mon, hurry up! Nobody cares our bus broke down. Just want a good time at curtains up!”

“I swear, if he says the show must go on, I’ll clobber him.”

Donna Roberts laughed at her roommate’s grumble. Lydia let the company’s chief nagger get under her skin at the best of times. For Lydia, like most in their national touring production of “Sweet Charity,” those best times came only when performing.

Now Lydia groaned. It also got under her skin that Donna was not among that most. “Don’t tell me you can still laugh.”

The two-and-a-half days since closing in Omaha had been tough. They’d also been a breath of fresh air and real life to Donna.

Not that being in a national touring company wasn’t rewarding. The weeks of rehearsals in New York had been amazing. Learning songs and choreography had left her walking on air — metaphorically. Literally, her feet had ached like crazy. So, months on the road wore off the gloss. That was only natural.

“C’mon, c’mon,” Brad shouted again. “Get your stuff to your rooms, get what you need, and back here in twenty.”

“We would if we could,” Lydia muttered.

Crew that had been on the bus should have been at the theater hours ago to prep for curtain. They’d slung bags into the lobby pell-mell sending arriving’s routine confusion into chaos.

Donna slid off her coat to drape it on the lobby’s old-fashioned banister. No way was she risking her prize to the protruding corners and edges of the luggage pile. She stepped over a bag, slid her foot into a crack, and stretched toward a slice of blue that might be…

“Sound-check top of the hour, everybody but Charity—”

“Sure, Miss TV Star gets a pass,” Lydia hissed to Donna.

“—then run-through only before curtain. Run-through only!” Brad shouted. “Twenty! Not a second more. Go, go, Go!”

Donna shifted her weight to her front leg. She elbowed aside a knobby canvas bag with something protruding, and … Yes, it was her bag. If she could budge that duffel, which had to outweigh her, and the suitcase on top of it—

She stopped, frozen by the sensation of a spotlight trained on her, when she was neither on stage nor a star. Still, from her high school and college days, she wasn’t unfamiliar with the experience. This brought similar warmth across her chest and throat, while her fingers and toes went cold, butterflies rioted in her stomach, and her heart swelled with a rightness. Yet this was different…

Yes, that was it. Each element was even warmer, even colder, even flightier, and carried far, far more rightness.

Slowly, she lifted her head.

A tall young man with broad shoulders stood at the edge of the company’s chaos. He wore a blue-striped shirt tucked into jeans, topped by a plain tan winter jacket, and a dark brown cowboy hat. She had never seen a cowboy hat look more at home on anyone, including John Wayne and Steve McQueen.

He wasn’t the most gorgeous man she’d ever seen. She’d been in the business for a year and a half now, and she’d seen a fair number of drop-dead gorgeous guys. Feature for feature, he didn’t match up. No way.

Attractive, absolutely. Appealing, oh, yes. And something else … Real. That was it. Real.

He looked back at her steadily, almost solemnly.

Deep in his eyes, a light burned that she couldn’t quite catch. Almost as if she glimpsed — Donna sucked in a breath.

The sound snapped her trance, and she broke the look.

What had gotten into her? He probably wasn’t even looking at her. Most likely, she’d caught the edge of somebody else’s spot. Plenty of the girls were knockouts — they sure were taller, with legs that went on and on and on, while Donna’s just went.

He was probably looking at Lydia or Raeanne or MaryBeth or Nora. She hoped not Nora.

She looked back at the young man.

He was looking at her.

Only at her.

Her heart ba-BOOMed like the bass drum.

“Let’s go, let’s go! C’mon, Roberts. You asleep in there?”

Donna jolted, nearly losing her balance. “My bag. Bottom—”

Before her mumble was half out, the tall young man strode forward, removed duffel and suitcase with ease, and scooped up her bag, presenting it to her like it weighed nothing.

She stared into steady gray eyes with a spark that—

“Roberts!” Brad shouted.

She grabbed the handles of her bag, and lugged it behind her as she retraced her path through the dwindling mass of bags. At the edge, she turned back. The young man stood where she’d left him, watching her.

“Thank you.”

“Welcome.” He smiled. And drop-dead gorgeous didn’t hold a candle to him.

“Donna! Not holding this elevator if you don’t get in now,” Lydia yelled.

“Thank you very much!” She wheeled, grabbed her coat, and ran for the elevator.
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Ed Currick remained where he was, watching the closed elevator door until physiology forced him to blink.

In his life he’d been thrown by horses, bulls, and a tractor. Nothing had ever knocked the breath out of him the way she had.

Entering from the street, he’d discovered the dignified, even stuffy atmosphere of the Rockton Hotel he’d left this morning transformed to a loud, energized, and disorganized scene.

He’d looked across the lobby at the crowd causing the hubbub, and there she’d been. Laughing.

The faces around her had been varying shades of intent, harried, cranky, drawn.

She was laughing.

She was the shortest in a cluster of young women, yet she’d held every bit of his attention. Then she’d taken off her coat, revealing curves perfectly proportioned to her height, and waded into the mountain of luggage like the adventure of a lifetime.

To that point he’d been intrigued.

Then she looked up and their gazes met…

It was like all the horses, bulls, and tractors he’d ever been on had gotten together and thrown him at once. Like he was lying flat, with not an atom of air left in his lungs, while something stronger and hotter expanded his heart until he was sure his chest wouldn’t hold it, and all the while he stared into the dazzling sun.

“Are you okay, young man?”

He jerked his head around, only then realizing he’d stayed in place staring at the closed elevator door for who knew how long.

A tiny woman, easily as old as his grandmother, stood nearby, wrapped up in obvious preparation for going outside.

“Ma’am.” He tipped his hat. “I’m fine, Ma’am.”

“You look like you saw a ghost.”

“No, Ma’am.” And what he thought he saw he wasn’t about to tell a soul. Ever.

Her gaze flicked to the elevator door, then back to him. “Hmph” was all she said before exiting.

He pulled in a breath, and damned if his chest didn’t feel sore, almost like he had been thrown by a horse or a bull or a tractor.

Not that a little soreness mattered.

After every one of the throws he’d ever experienced, he’d not only gotten up off the ground, he’d eventually mastered the beast or machinery he’d been tackling. Most times after a lot of hard work and a few more rib-jolting throws, but he got there in the end.

He’d just do the same with her.

He felt his lips twist up. Well, not exactly the same. This was going to require a skill set that didn’t enter into his daily life much. Nope, horse-sense, cow-sense, and mechanical aptitude weren’t going to get him very far with her.

Her.

He hadn’t even gotten her name. And that could be a real drawback, since he intended to marry her.


CHAPTER TWO


Thursday

“Hey, you. You got one,” Grover rumbled as he neared her.

The stage door keeper’s announcement stopped Donna as she pulled on her coat, ready to leave for the night. He was looking right at her, so she must be “you.” But his words didn’t make sense.

Maybe double performances today on top of last night’s scramble had caught up with her. Her legs were holding up okay, but apparently her mind had turned to jelly. “One?”

“Yep, and this one knows respect. Held the door for Maudie like a gentleman.”

“One what?” she specified.

“Them stage-door-Johnnies. That’s what I call ’em. When I’m being polite-like,” Grover said.

She’d wondered yesterday when they’d returned to the lobby on the way to the theater … but no one had been there. No one interesting.

“What’re you looking at?” Lydia had demanded.

Donna had covered her three-sixty survey of the lobby with “Searching for signs of holiday cheer. Decorations are up lots of places.”

Lydia had snorted. “What difference do holidays make to us? Just another day at the office.”

Last night when they’d left the theater, Donna had squelched an urge to look around. That would have been silly. She wasn’t the siren type.

“You must have me confused with one of the other girls.” She gave Grover’s arm a no-hard-feelings pat. “I’m Donna Roberts.”

“No mistake. Donna Roberts. That’s the one he wants.” Grover wheezed with silent laughter at his double entendre.

Donna felt heat in her cheeks. Blushing. How stupid for a grown woman who was making a life in the theater for heaven’s sakes. She wasn’t some innocent from the Midwest. Not entirely.

But neither was she in the market for a tour-stop fling, as some in the company enjoyed, then forgot as soon as the bus pulled out. “As long as you both know you’re ships passing in the night, it’s fun,” Lydia often said. “As long as you don’t fall for one of them. Big mistake.”

In theory, Donna saw the appeal. In practice, she’d never felt the inclination to try.

“I’m not interested,” she told Grover now.

“Aw, see the boy,” came Maudie’s voice from behind her in the narrow corridor. Donna had never heard the woman’s title with the company, probably because no title covered all the varied chores she did. “Couldn’t have been kinder when he helped me at the door. Most don’t see an old lady like me. He’s a nice one.”

“But Grover said — Well, you heard him.”

“I heard. Just proves he’s a male. What would you be wanting with one who didn’t want that eventually? A lot of good he’d do you. But this one won’t be after you for it before you say hello like some. Go meet the boy.”

“No. I’m not interested. We’re only here a short time.” Even as she said the last sentence she realized its weakness. What did it matter how long they were in Denver if she wasn’t interested?

“No reason to be afraid,” Maudie said.

“I’m not afraid—”

“Go to the place around the corner. There’ll be plenty of us in there to call out to if you’re not comfortable.”

Oh. That kind of afraid.

“Just don’t be going back to the hotel alone. This Colfax Avenue isn’t the worst area we’ve been in, but it’s not the best, either. Fine with a crowd — or a young man who knows how to handle himself as he appears to be. Why they stick us way out here instead of with the rest of the theaters, I don’t know.”

“Hey,” Grover objected. “Colfax got more soul than any Broadway or some such place. And Bonfils is a fine theater, so—”

“Oh, don’t start with me about fine theaters. You might have done television in your day, but I’ve been in more theaters than you can begin to imagine, young man.” Maudie drew herself up, taking advantage of Grover’s open-mouthed blinking at being called a young man. “And don’t change the subject from Donna meeting this boy. Now, if you’ll move aside, she can get on her way.”

“Go on,” encouraged Grover, stepping back and wisely not engaging Maudie in further battle. “I don’t want to be seeing that long face of his another night anyway.”

“Another night?” Donna didn’t budge.

Maudie peered at her. “That’s right, second night he’s been here. Meet the boy.”

“Yeah,” chorused Grover, “put him out of his misery and—”

“Fine.” Donna wrapped her coat tight, holding the crossed-over material with her arm. She needed to sew buttons on her fabulous find, and she would, as soon as she found ones that matched those on the cuffs. “Only so you two will stop going on about it.”

She moved past them, muttering about poor boy and pushy people as she swung open the stage door with emphasis.

The heavy door took some doing to get started, something she’d learned yesterday, since Grover rarely actually opened it. But in this moment, the resistance was gone, because someone was opening it from outside with far more oomph than she’d supplied.

The swing of the door carried her with it, causing her to step back, as Angela Ford, “Sweet Charity” and star of their company, glided in, drawing with her a billow of cold, snow-smelling air.

“Why thank you so much, honey,” Angela said with the husky voice that added to her portrayal of Charity. She smiled up at the young man who had opened the door for her from outside.

Donna wouldn’t have been flattered by honey, even if it had been meant for her. Angela called everyone honey, not bothering to pretend she knew their names. Honey made it onstage, too, when she forgot character names.

“I’ll just get my umbrella. When I come back…”

“Thank you, ma’am, but—”

Donna saw the door-opener’s mouth below the brim of his lowered cowboy hat for a slice of a second — her heartbeat jumped tempo — before he raised his head. His eyes came to her. Her heart gave a lurching thud that threatened to buckle her knees.

Him.

The man from the hotel lobby.

“—I’m here to see Miss Roberts.”

He held out a large, work-toughened, immaculately clean hand.

Donna was aware Angela’s would-be chuckle held an edge — she wouldn’t have appreciated that ma’am. And she really wouldn’t have appreciated anyone, much less an attractive male, devoting attention to Donna instead of her.

“How sweet,” Angela said, sweeping away. “Maudie! Maudie, I need you!”

Donna hardly noticed. With the man from the hotel lobby looking down at her with that same unsettling light in his eyes as yesterday, she concentrated on putting her hand in his with an appearance of calm. His hand closed around hers with a gentleness that indicated he did not abuse his strength.

Her heart did that lurching thud again, and his hand tightened as if he’d felt the same knee-buckling stumble.

“May I take you to supper, Miss Roberts?” A smile lightened the formality.

“At the diner around the corner,” Maudie said from behind Donna.

Angela also would not like Maudie ignoring her summons.

“Yes, ma’am,” he said.

Donna felt a giggle rising at Angela’s reaction if she knew he’d put her and Maudie in the same ma’am category.

“What’s your name, young man?” Maudie demanded.

“Ed Currick, of the Slash-C Ranch in Knighton, Wyoming, ma’am.” He used his free hand to tip his hat to Maudie.

“Well, see that you behave yourself, Ed Currick of the Slash-C Ranch in Knighton, Wyoming.” Maudie’s sternness was counteracted by her giving Donna a firm shove on the back to send her toward him, then closing the stage door behind her.

They stood in the stark brightness of the security light. He — Ed Currick — was so much taller that she had to tip her head back to look into his face, and that did no good because the light beating down on his cowboy hat left his face in shadow.

“Are you a cowboy?”

“You might say so. I’m a rancher, Donna.”

Something about the way he said her name made her abruptly aware that he still held her hand. She drew free, overlapped the edges of her coat more tightly.

“Right. You mentioned a ranch. If you haven’t eaten you don’t want to go to the diner. It’s mostly sandwiches.”

“Your friend will worry if we’re not there.”

She smiled. “Maudie’s a company institution, but she doesn’t have to decide where we eat.”

“Your friend will worry if we’re not there,” he repeated. Apparently that settled it for him.

And she supposed he was right. Maudie would worry. “A sandwich is good for me, but I suspect it takes more to fill you up.”

“It’ll do fine.” He stepped back, raising a palm-up hand inviting her to walk past him, then turned in beside her.

They walked in silence to where this alley alongside the building intersected the sidewalk fronting the theater. She was aware of him slowing his pace to accommodate her. Some men didn’t bother. Some men made a production of it. He simply gentled his pace to match her shorter stride.

“Grover and Maudie said you were here last night.”

“I was.”

“You saw the show?”

“Yep.”

“Both nights?” She turned the corner onto the sidewalk and nearly came to a standstill as a gust of wind hit her in the face.

“Yep.”

She looked up at an angle, squinting against the wind. “You didn’t come backstage last night?”

“I did.”

“But…” Her first thought was of her temptation to look around when they left last night. He had been there. Did that mean — No. It didn’t mean anything.

“You came out with two other girls,” he said, “all talking about how tired you were, how you were going right back to the hotel for hot baths, and a good night’s sleep before today’s two shows.”

“Oh.”

One side of his mouth quirked up. “A smart man knows better than to try to compete with that.”

The wind had eased, letting her look at him without her eyes watering. “Are you a smart man, Ed Currick?”

“Passable smart.”

She laughed at the assumed deadpan humility.

They reached the diner. He moved ahead to open the door.

“Two nights in a row? You must like musical theater.”

“Can’t say. Didn’t pay much attention to most of it. I came to see you.”

She was saved from needing to respond by the business of entering the small restaurant, finding a table, and taking her chair. A tableful of company members waved, eyebrows waggling suggestively at her companion’s back.

She ignored them, arranging her coat over her chair. He’d offered to hang it up, but she liked to keep it close. She didn’t expect anyone to take it, but she’d be so heartbroken if they did that it didn’t seem worth the risk. Then she concentrated on the menu. It didn’t require much time.

Finally, Donna gave Ed Currick of Knighton, Wyoming a stiff smile. What was she doing here with him? Not only were they a pair of Lydia’s ships passing in the night, while she was more of a permanent mooring type — if that meant what she thought it meant — but what did they have in common? What would they talk about?

He looked back. Those steady gray eyes had a darker rim around the edge, and lashes that were long and full, yet took nothing away from the overt masculinity of a strong-featured face.

He’d removed his cowboy hat, and there was a hat-shaped dent in his thick dark hair. Her fingers itched to delve into it — only to fix the dent, of course.

Heat flowed through her.

Oh, Lord, her hormones were not thinking about talking.

“So are you or aren’t you a cowboy?” It came out abrupt. Strange. She was usually so good with people.

He’s a man, not people, some voice inside her head said.

Definitely, certainly a man.

“Ranching calls for some cowboying.”

“What else does it call for?”

“A fair amount of everything.” People who weren’t paying attention, weren’t looking into his eyes might miss the glint of humor.

“That doesn’t tell me—”

The solitary waitress, harried by the influx of theater people, rushed up. He ordered two beef sandwiches, a salad, fries, and a milkshake to her sandwich and cup of soup.

“Is it always like that?” he asked with the waitress gone.

“Like what?”

He tipped his head backward toward the boisterous table behind him.

“Pretty much. Sort of like when a family with lots of siblings gets together.” She was careful not to make eye-contact with any of the table’s occupants. Especially Lydia or Henri.

“And yesterday afternoon? At the hotel?”

“Not usually that bad.” She laughed. Then made a discovery that stopped her breath in her throat and started her heart hammering like she’d danced back-to-back-to-back numbers.

Steady gray eyes could burn.

She thought it had been a fluke in the lobby. It wasn’t. The spotlight of his eyes concentrated heat inside her like she’d never known. Those eyes could burn … and they could ignite.

She sucked in air, but it brought with it the heat from his eyes. So now it was inside as well as surrounding her. She’d go right up in flames completely, if she didn’t … didn’t…

“They’re letting off steam. We’ve had a hectic week,” she said in rush. “We closed in Omaha Sunday night. Traveling on Monday is normal, but instead of having Tuesday off, we were supposed to rehearse for last night’s benefit and today’s two. A tough schedule even if everything went right.”

“But something went wrong.”

“Exactly. First, road construction. Brad fussed at him, so the driver tried a detour of the detour. Then our bus broke down. Usually our truck travels with, but because of the tight schedule it left Sunday night with whatever crew squeezed in to start on set-up. So, we were alone. It was mid-afternoon before help came. We were all wearing pounds of clothing by then. The mechanic says he can’t repair the bus in time to get us here. They send for another bus, but in the meantime there we all are — well, not the crew that went ahead, or the principals or conductor, because they’re driven separately, but the ensemble, and orchestra, and some of the crew, and — anyway, we’re crammed into this tiny, isolated service station, devouring every crumb from the vending machines, because we hadn’t had lunch or dinner. Then something amazing happens.”

He still watched her intently, but the flame in his eyes had lowered. A smolder now. Not nearly as unsettling — no, not unsettling. She wasn’t unsettled. Just cautious.

“What was amazing?”

She blinked, abruptly realizing she’d been staring into his eyes. And he’d been staring back.

“People.” She swallowed, cleared her throat and started again. “People started showing up, a whole stream of pickups. They loaded us all up, and took us to a church. By now it was dark and cold and we were so hungry, but this church glowed with lights from every window, and when we stepped inside—” She closed her eyes, breathing in remembered aromas and sounds. “—it was like coming home on Thanksgiving, having all those wonderful scents and the swell of welcoming voices. Oh, how I missed that.”

It had been tough last week. Missing her favorite meal, missing her family even more, missing being where she was loved. But that was to be expected. Part of being a professional. Paying those dues.

“You weren’t home for Thanksgiving?”

“Not this year. I got home for Thanksgiving and Christmas last year. I could make my own schedule because I wasn’t steadily employed,” she said dryly.

“What did you do when you weren’t steadily employed?”

“Kept trying to be steadily employed. I had a few small things, then a nice off-off Broadway show last winter. Short run, unfortunately. Otherwise, it’s casting calls and classes and waitressing so I don’t have to beg from my parents — not that they wouldn’t help. They’ve always encouraged us to go for our dreams. It’s just that they worry. You know, New York, the theater.”

“Here.” The waitress plopped a plate with two big sandwiches in front of her. Ed efficiently swapped the plates.

“So folks had gathered at the church because word got around about a busload of people needing help,” he prompted.

“How did you know?”

He shrugged.

“Well, you’re right. People brought blankets, cots, sleeping bags so we’d be comfortable sleeping in the church. But first—”

“First you ate.” Lines fanned from his eyes like ripples of smiles.

“Now, how’d you know that?”

“It’s the way people are in this part of the world.”

“Oh.” So his — Knighton? — was like the people at that church? She didn’t think it could get any more different from New York City. Though, perhaps, not so very different from Indiana. “Well, you’re right. We ate. Such good food. Even the ones who fuss about weight piled up their plates. And cookies? Delicious. They had Christmas cookies already — What’s your favorite Christmas cookie?”

“Chocolate chip.”

She tsked. “Those are for everyday. You have to have special cookies at Christmas.”

“Christmas is a day, too. Chocolate chip,” he insisted.

“Fine. So, in addition to chocolate chip, what kind of cookies?”

“These chocolate bar things with a little crust under them and nuts on top.”

“Those sound good. What are they called?”

“The chocolate bar things with a little crust — Ow.” Like her light swat on his arm made an impression … although she had felt a tingle. “Okay, Mom calls them toffee bars. What’s your favorite?”

“Cutout cookies. And butter cookies we make into tree shapes or wreaths with a cookie press, then decorate.”

“I’d probably eat a few of those,” he said judiciously.

“You’d have eaten more than a few of the ones at that church. We repaid them the only way they’d let us, by literally singing for our supper.”

He smiled, and she had an instant, vivid flash of two images blending together. Like seeing a double exposure, this one held an image of a toddler and another one of an older man with gray streaking his hair. Yet both had the exact same grin, like they were related. And … Yes, a third exposure, another image, this one of the man in front of her. And it was his grin she saw. His grin shared with the toddler and the older man. She wanted to wrap her arms around all of them, because seeing them made her heart—

“You okay, Donna?” His low voice reached her from far away, then an electric current connected with her hand. She jolted. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to startle you.”

She looked from where his hand covered hers on the table, to his no-longer-smiling face. Definitely the face she’d seen. As it was now, but also the toddler’s and the older man’s. How strange. How very strange.

“Donna?”

“I’m fine. Really. I…” She slid her hand from under his, picked up her sandwich. “What was I saying?”

“Singing for your supper.”

“Right,” she nodded. “We started with numbers from the show — the parts suitable for a church. I did Charity, since I’m the understudy. And they applauded and cheered, and some sang along. It was like when I fell in love with dancing and singing.”

“And acting?”

“That came later, to wrap it all together. Dad says I came out of the womb dancing and singing. Mom worked like crazy with the lessons and rehearsals and recitals.” Impulsively, she put her hand on his arm. “Do you have something you feel passionately about?”

“The Slash-C. That C’s for Currick. Been in the family for generations. It’s … home.”

She caught her breath at the way he said the last word.

He might have felt it, too, because he turned the subject. “So you sang from your show for the people at the church.”

“Then we all sang Christmas carols as we cleaned up. We stood in the doorway, singing ‘Silent Night’ as they drove off, and it started to snow. It was … magical. The best experience since—”

Abruptly she became aware they were holding hands across the table. She drew her hand free to fold her napkin, telling how the replacement bus didn’t arrive until late Tuesday.

They drove through the night and into Wednesday, the hours ticking down toward that night’s show. The scramble, with so little time and a new theater and everyone tired. And then two shows today. “Wildest days of the whole tour,” she concluded.

He asked more about her time in New York, and she answered readily. When he asked where else the tour had been, she rattled off what felt like a Greyhound bus schedule, ending with “…then Omaha, then here. My first time to see the Rocky Mountains, even if it is from a distance.”

“New theater every week?”

“Sometimes. Sometimes less, sometimes more. So, tell me about your ranch,” she said. Not the smoothest transition, but a crease had appeared between his strong brows, and she wanted to change the subject to see if it would go away.

“Ranch is in the same place every day,” he said. She thought that was more of his deadpan humor but wasn’t sure since he was looking around, not meeting her eyes.

The final group of her fellow company members got up to leave, talking and yawning and waving.

“Ma’am? May we have our check, please?” Ed asked the waitress. Then he addressed Donna, “You ready?”

She looked at her plate, barely remembering what she’d eaten, and yet with a sudden, odd emptiness. “I guess I am.”

“We’ll follow along with your friends, so you’re not feeling like you’re walking alone so late with a stranger,” he said as he paid.

The emptiness in her disappeared. He wasn’t hurrying their departure for any reason other than consideration.

He stood, holding her coat.

It was a courtesy she appreciated. Not because she wasn’t a capable and independent woman, but because getting into a coat could be awkward, what with heavy layers to contend with. Women should help men with their coats, too.

She slid one arm in, holding the cuff of her sweater with her fingers so it didn’t bunch up.

That was when she felt the warm wall of his chest behind her. Not touching, but so there. He still held her coat while she twisted to insert her second cuff-holding hand into the opposite sleeve, so his arms resembled a ballerina’s in first position with her in the center. Only anything less like a ballerina’s delicacy was hard to imagine. He was solid heat, surrounding her, tempting her.

She missed the armhole.

“Sorry,” he murmured, his breath stirring her hair, adding a shiver to the heat transferring from his body deep into hers.

“My fault.” She bit her lip, concentrating on getting her hand in. She flurried into words. “I love this coat, but it does have narrow sleeves. The price you pay for high fashion.”

Success. Her arm was in the sleeve.

“Is it warm?”

With both arms coated, she continued her motion to pivot, feeling somehow that facing him would remove this sense of sinking into his heat.

Except he didn’t release her coat, so he still was connected to her and the spotlight sensation returned in full force. As bright, hot and direct as before.

Warm? Oh, yes, very warm.

She sucked in a breath, then let it out on a stream of words.

“Warm doesn’t matter. I had fantastic luck finding this coat at a thrift store in New York — designer, with hardly any wear, and I got it for a steal. Of course, it needs a belt for the full 007 trench coat effect.”

“It’s red,” he said, a hand at the small of her back. “Bright red.”

“I especially love that. It lifts my spirits no matter what.”

He reached past her to open the door. “Can’t imagine a spy wearing a red coat.”

She laughed. “Maybe not an ordinary spy. But James Bond doesn’t blend in, so why should I?”

“You wouldn’t ever blend in.”

The depth of his voice had a strange effect, threatening her ability to stay upright. A wind from nowhere buffeted her and swung one side of her coat wide, plastering it against his legs.

“You’ll freeze out here. You should button up.”

“Can’t. No buttons.”

He frowned. “Designers make coats with no buttons?”

“Sure, some do. But in this case, someone apparently cut them off. So, until I find the buttons, I do this—” She overlapped the front edges and wrapped her arms around herself.

“You need a warm coat. You’re in Denver, not Atlanta.” That was one of the stops she’d mentioned. Of course they’d been there during a heat wave.

“Only for—” She didn’t know exactly. “—a few days.”

“Days? You can freeze to death in hours.”

“I’m not going to freeze to death. Look at how nice it is now.” The errant gust was gone, the night still and crisp. There were enough people on the streets to not feel isolated. Holiday decorations enlivened windows of stores and businesses.

“It can turn not-nice real fast. It’s nearly December, and—” He gestured to the poster of a familiar red-clad figure in a nearby window. “—there’s a reason Santa wears fur.”

She chuckled. “He doesn’t care about style, and I do. So, what brings you to Denver?”

He raised his eyebrows. “You know, even a cowpuncher recognizes a change of subject.”

“I’m glad he does, though I have no idea why someone would punch a cow.”

“To get the cow to move. Though cowpoke’s more accurate. Can’t say I’ve ever seen anyone punch a cow, even if Alex Karras supposedly did it to a horse in ‘Blazing Saddles.’ ”

“You’ve seen that movie?”

“Yes’m. Them there talkin’ picture shows came to Wyoming a leetle while back now.”

“I didn’t—” She started to apologize if he thought she’d implied his state was backward. Then she spotted mischief in his eyes. “Okay, I deserved that. Now, back to what brings you to Denver.”

“That wasn’t to change the subject from your not having a warm coat?”

“At first,” she admitted, and he chuckled, “but now I want to know. What brought you here?”

“Stock.”

“Really? But it’s winter.”

He smiled. “Not your kind of stock. My kind — livestock.”

She laughed. And found him looking at her with warmth, approval, appreciation, and something more. He struck her as someone more inclined to smile than laugh, yet he enjoyed her laughing as much as she enjoyed it herself.

“How egocentric, thinking stock meant summer stock theater and how snobby, being surprised there’d be any here. Especially since I grew up in Indiana, not exactly a hot bed of theater.”

“Well, what I’m here for is a stock show. But nothing like what you do.”

“You know about summer stock theater?”

“I’ve seen a black and white movie or two on TV.”

“Ah, Judy Garland and Mickey Rooney,” she said wisely.

“My primary resource for information on the theater.”

“Then you can’t blame me for basing my ranch knowledge on ‘Bonanza’ and ‘The Big Valley.’ ”

“Wrong century, but we don’t take much to new-fangled ways, so you’re fine.” She giggled. He smiled. “So, you’re from Indiana? Farm girl?”

She shook her head. “Not unless you count driving past them. But tell me about this stock show. Is it a big deal?”

“The big one’s in January, but folks I wanted to talk to were coming to this, so I arranged to get away.”

“December? January? I can think of better times to come to Denver — unless you’re a skier.”

He grinned. “Less of a skier than a roper.”

“Around the ranch,” she said with a nod. “Like ‘Bonanza.’ ”

“That and rodeo.”

“Rodeo? So you are a cowboy?”

He slanted her a look. “You got a special fondness for cowboys?”

There was meaning in the question, and there would be meaning in her answer. No matter what answer she gave.

She met his gaze, and said, “I don’t know. Yet.”

She was caught by a flare in his eyes. Still, his words and tone were mild. “Fair enough.”

This undercurrent could tug her right out to sea … where their ships would be passing each other, heading opposite directions, just like Lydia always said.

“So, rodeo … You’re one of those who gets thrown from a horse?”

“Not if I can help it.” A grin accompanied his dry words. “Used to do some bronc riding — bare and saddle. A little steer wrestling. But as my mom says, there’s not much difference between getting thrown from a bronc and throwing yourself off a perfectly good horse to wrestle a steer. Mostly I focus on roping events.”

“Your mom,” she repeated, ignoring broncs, getting thrown, or wrestling a steer. All of which sounded disturbingly dangerous.

Not that mothers weren’t.

“Yeah. She’s something else. Third-generation Wyoming. Grew up on a ranch. Knows more about horses and cattle than any other ten people. Dad always says he knew marrying her meant marrying a herd, too. She’d like you.”

“How on earth can you know that?” A ranch woman like Mrs. Currick was far more likely to see a singer-dancer with Broadway aspirations as flighty, if not a downright floozy. Maybe she could win her over—

What? Wait. What was she doing, thinking of winning over this unknown woman?

“She’d like you because I do,” Ed said.

She looked into the gray heat of his eyes and her mental protest evaporated to nothing. No, not to nothing. It converted to steam. Steam that filtered through her bloodstream and pooled in her lungs, consuming all her oxygen. Until she gasped to draw in more.

Just as she did, he leaned down and touched his mouth to hers.

It was a gentle kiss, undemanding. He seemed careful not to crowd her with his greater height and size.

A mouth against a mouth. That’s all.

All … Yes, that’s what it was. All. All of her. All of him. All of the universe.

He was the universe, surrounding her. His presence and the mingled scent of warm man and cold air rippled around her, while drawn-in breaths brought the tastes and scents of him inside her.

She wanted to step into him, to refuge against him.

She wanted to open her mouth, to taste the promised heat.

She wanted to touch him, to feel the faint lines at the corners of his eyes and mouth, the strength promised by those shoulders.

She wanted…

She wanted.

With a gasp that came as much from shock as oxygen deprivation, she stepped back.

“I’ve got to … I should…” She gestured over her shoulder to the hotel’s entry. “Go inside.”

“We’re going the same way.”

“Oh. Yes. Of course.”

He held the door, then followed her in and to the elevator, where he pressed the up button. Her heartbeat went from the lightest high-hat flutter straight to bass drum. She stood beside him. Silent. Unable to say anything, think anything.

The elevator came, the door sliding open, the car yawning before her. Them. He urged her forward with his warm hand at the small of her back — warmth so vivid that even through coat, sweater, and shirt she could pinpoint each cell experiencing it.

Only when she was inside and turned to face the door did she realize he hadn’t followed her.

“Good night, Donna.”

“Good night, Ed.”

The door slid closed. The lurch as the elevator rose explained her wobbly knees. But what explained the wide-eyed look of … shock? that stared back from the door’s polished metal surface?


CHAPTER THREE


Thursday night

Three of the girls tumbled into the room she shared with Lydia, demanding to know all about “The Cowboy.”

“Rancher,” she said.

“Looked like you were having a good time,” Lydia said. “Talking and laughing.”

“Uh-huh.” She answered absently, preoccupied by the realization of how easily they’d talked. On the walk back, the few silences had been relaxed and comfortable.

Except for the silence when they’d kissed. Definitely not relaxed.

“Talk about what a man should look like — yum,” Raeanne said.

“Just those shoulders. Those are something a girl could sink her teeth into.”

“Please, MaryBeth, don’t tell us those details,” Lydia begged.

“Totally wasted on Donna, of course,” said Nora.

Ignoring the decidedly wasp-tongued Nora made life easier, so Donna didn’t dispute the comment. But she’d had a couple serious relationships in college, had even discussed marriage with Jeff.

She’d shared a normal amount with her girlfriends about those relationships, and had been in on conversations with these girls about their admirers in various cities. She just didn’t feel like sharing this evening with Ed.

Especially with Nora in her audience.

Lydia propped her hands on her hips and said to Nora, “Just because you raise the men-in-a-lifetime average doesn’t mean everybody has to.”

“He looked like he was a real gentleman,” Raeanne said, jumping in to keep that animosity from flaring yet again.

Donna picked up by singing a phrase about being waited on by a guy like he was a maître d’ from “If My Friends Could See Me Now,” Sweet Charity’s best-known song, with Raeanne, MaryBeth, and Lydia joining in on the last phrase.

“Except your cowboy’s even better because he’s not looking to get tipped like a maître d’,” Raeanne said.

“No, he’s looking to get something else entirely.” Nora smirked.

Lydia glared at her. “So what if he is, Donna has the right to a sex life. As long as she remembers they’re ships passing in the night and not to get tangled up.”

Nora rose from her spot on Donna’s bed. She still moved fairly well, but the smoking and drinking were definitely showing. There were rumbles she might not have the role of Helene much longer. Some said because she’d be taking over the lead when Angela moved on and up. Some thought otherwise.

“As long as she doesn’t get other ideas,” Nora said. “Men aren’t looking for a girl to take home to mother when they hang out at stage doors, not even when they see little Donna.”

No one disputed that. Although Ed had said — No. That was just … conversation.

Lydia said staunchly, “Doesn’t make any difference, since Donna’s only looking for fun.”

Then she looked at Donna, who couldn’t do anything but agree. “Exactly. It’s probably all moot, anyway. I doubt I’ll ever see him again.”

“God, moot,” Nora mocked. “Another of your college girl words.”

Nora never let it be forgotten that Donna had wasted time getting a college degree before pursuing a life in theater. Unlike — according to Nora — real theater people.

With the door now open and one of her extremely long legs curled around the edge of it the way she did in “Hey, Big Spender,” Nora said, “I’ll tell you what’s not moot — what’ll happen to you girls if Angela hears you singing any of Charity’s songs, even in the shower. Not even little Donna’s cowboy could save you.”

On that exit line she was gone.

It broke the party up. “Because she’s right,” as MaryBeth said in a carefully low voice. “Nora might be a cat, but Angela’s a tiger.”

Donna didn’t sleep much.

Perhaps because of the conversation. Perhaps from considering what might happen if two ships that passed in the night came across each other a second night. Or, perhaps, because of the time she spent staring at the ceiling, realizing Ed hadn’t said a word about seeing each other again.
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Did she feel it?

She’d never mentioned being involved. If she were, she would have said. She was too honest not to.

That didn’t guarantee she felt anything for him.

She had to. This couldn’t be all on his side.

Couldn’t be.

Did she feel it?

He thought so. In the moment her sweet mouth touched his, he’d felt no doubt. That wonderful mouth, so generous in smiling and laughing … And kissing.

But lying here alone in bed, Ed couldn’t be sure.

And it wasn’t like they had time on their side.

Before those moments in the hotel lobby Wednesday afternoon, he’d been ready to return to the Slash-C. So eager to start putting into action ideas picked up here that he’d planned to move around Sunday appointments to be able to leave Saturday.

Not now.

God, all they had was Friday, Saturday, Sunday.

But he wouldn’t rush her.

No matter what.

No matter how much he wanted her. No matter what he saw in her eyes. No matter how little time they had. He wouldn’t do that to her.

She had to feel this, too.


CHAPTER FOUR


Friday

Relief so strong it smarted her eyes was Donna’s first reaction.

Ed Currick stood outside the elevator when its door opened at the lobby the next morning. As if he’d stood sentry all night. Except he had shaved. And dampness in his hair and across the shoulders of his jacket showed he’d been outside in the flurries she’d noticed from her room window.

Still, the notion that he’d stood here, in the spot where she’d left him, pooled irrational warmth in the pit of her stomach.

She was going to see him again. She was seeing him again.

“Ed.”

Relief, and maybe something else.

“Good morning, Donna. You said you like to see the towns you’re in, and I hope you’ll see some of Denver this morning with me, then have lunch.”

She tried to keep her smile from stretching too wide. It was daylight, and their ships weren’t passing. They were standing face to face—

“Excuse me. The rest of us would like to get off the elevator.” Lydia’s voice from behind her made Donna jump.

She and Ed moved sideways. “Oh, sorry! Uh—”

“Hi, I’m Lydia, Donna’s roommate.” She stuck out a hand, and he shook it as the others started past, blatantly studying Ed. “And you’re Ed, and now I’ll make my much desired exit.”

“Nice meeting you, Lydia.”

“You, too, Ed.” She waved, then called to the others, “Wait up.”

Perhaps in response to Lydia’s call, MaryBeth turned back toward them, her words reaching them clearly: “…if he does, we’ll get a week off from her dragging us to dusty old museums.”

Lines fanned out from the corners of Ed’s eyes, though his mouth remained straight. “So, if I take you to dusty old museums, I can win points with you and your friends.”

As if he needed any added points with them. Or her.

“You’d think I was trying to kill them by getting them to know a little about the towns we’re in,” she said. “I don’t even try to get them on tours anymore. You should have heard—”

“You do have a way of showing up at my door,” came the familiar — if not quite as famous as its owner liked to think — voice of Angela Ford from behind Donna. By stepping aside from the first elevator, she and Ed had moved in front of another, this one a direct trip to the exclusive floors.

Angela addressed Ed, and only Ed. She placed a hand on his arm.

Donna supposed Angela meant it to look as if she were gently guiding him out of her way. More like the woman was holding on to him with no hint of letting go.

“Morning, Ma’am.”

Ed reached up to touch the brim of his hat, easily dislodging Angela’s hold, at the same time grasping Donna’s elbow and drawing her to his side with his other hand.

“Good morning, Angela.” She added a bright smile.

“Oh. Good morning.” She looked from one to the other of them. Her smile disappeared. “My car’s waiting.”

With that, she swept past.

“Family, huh? Wasn’t that what you said last night?” Ed said, as the exterior doors swung closed.

She chuckled. “Every family has a few difficult cases.”

“So, what do you want to see first?”

“Oh, Ed, I’m sorry. I can’t. I would love to, but I have to be at the theater. That’s where we’re all heading. Well, I don’t know where Angela’s going. But the rest of us. With everything going on, there hasn’t been a run-through for understudies.” It was her favorite part of their routine. But now, for the first time, she would have willingly given it up. “But after lunch—”

He shook his head. “I have afternoon meetings.”

“Oh.”

“Would you go to dinner with me? Supper I guess, after the show?”

“I can’t. I have—” She stopped dead, a sudden idea speeding through her head.

“Plans,” he filled in evenly. “I’m not surprised. I should have asked last night, but…”

His eyes dropped to her mouth. Her breath disappeared. He hadn’t asked her about tonight’s plans last night because he’d been busy kissing her. Busy kissing her and being kissed back by her.

“No, no. I was going to say — well, yes, I was going to say I have plans, but not those kinds of plans. It’s just … it’s the opening night party, and even though we have them in about every town, they want us to go, mingle with the community, important people.”

“I understand. It’s part of your job.” He sounded relieved.

“Yes, it is. Only—”

“Like going to the stock show for me.”

“Yes. Only—”

“We have responsibilities and — what?”

She had her hands on her hips and was looking up at him. Possibly glaring up at him. “For someone who started off not talking much, you’re making it hard to get a word in edgewise.”

He grinned. She thought it might not be good that he grinned when she was probably glaring at him. But that thought was way, way down in her reactions, compared to how that grin spread warmth across her skin and little jigs of pleasure under it.

“Sorry, Donna. Go ahead.” And then there was the way he said her name…

“Okay. What I was going to say…” She seriously doubted her expression came close to a glare now. She shook herself. “Would you like to come to the opening night party?”

“With you?”

“Of course with me,” she said indignantly. Did he think she was fixing him up with somebody? Angela, maybe? Hah!

His grin broadened. “Yes. I’d like that a lot.”
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“So, Angela heard you singing a Charity number, huh?” Nora asked as they filed into the shared dressing room after the last curtain call.

Shared, yet with placements in the dressing room as finely tuned as the billing. Nora, playing Helene, and Lydia, playing Nikki, had individual makeup tables and mirrors. The rest of them shared a communal set-up.

“No,” Donna responded without much interest.

She’d had the oddest feeling on stage tonight. When she’d noticed it, she’d remembered a similar feeling last night. She didn’t recall it from yesterday’s matinee. Had it been there Wednesday night, too? She thought it might have been.

“Well, something was going on,” Lydia said. “Even Angela doesn’t usually miss her mark that many times.”

“And wasn’t it strange how when she did, it kept blocking out Donna?” Raeanne said earnestly. “What?”

Nora clicked her tongue impatiently. Lydia rolled her eyes.

Maudie stepped in. “That hem’s about to come out again,” she said to MaryBeth, who obediently took off her costume and handed it to a waiting wardrobe assistant. Maudie patted Raeanne on the shoulder. “They know Angela was blocking out Donna. That’s why they’re talking about her missing her marks.”

“Oh.”

“So, what did you do to our star?” Nora insisted.

Lydia’s lips parted, then she met Donna’s gaze through the double reflections — her mirror and Donna’s — and closed her mouth.

MaryBeth was looking only at her own reflection as she began to remove her makeup. “I bet it has something to do with that guy. The Cowboy.”

“Ya think?” Nora mocked.

Before she could say more, Angela swirled in, still in costume and makeup, as if fresh from additional solo curtain calls. When they all knew there hadn’t been any after the last cast bow.

The room went still. Angela did not mingle with the rest of them. Ever.

“Ah, Maudie, there you are dear, I do need your assistance.” She looked around the room, as if suddenly realizing where she was, then bestowed a smile on all.

Her entrance had carried her down the length of the shared makeup table. Now she stopped near where Donna sat.

She reached out absently, and picked up the silver-handled brush Donna’s parents had given her. “How lovely,” she murmured, then added immediately in full voice, “A lovely performance tonight, everyone. Lovely. Particularly you, hon.”

She beamed at Donna, and started toward the door. “Maudie?” she invited — or ordered — the other woman to precede her, with a wave of Donna’s brush.

“Thanks, Angela,” Lydia said, snagging the brush out of her hand as she passed.

She gave a trill of a laugh. “How silly of me.” Then was gone.

Nora got up and closed the door, then stood with her back to it. “Now do you believe me?”

“About what?” asked Raeanne, ever the straight-woman.

“That Angela is on the warpath against Donna,” Nora said with relish. “And it’s going to tear this company apart.”

“Oh, for—”

Donna talked over Lydia. “I’ve never done anything to her, and I’m sure she would tell you the same thing.”

“You don’t have to have—”

The bang on the door made Nora yelp and the rest of them jump. “Half-hour! Half-hour to stage!”

“Good God, now Brad’s timing us to get into our street clothes.”

“It’s only because of the party tonight,” Raeanne explained kindly. “You know he likes us all to be on hand from the start to meet the important local people.”

“I’m going to murder him,” Lydia grumbled, but absently.

Because they had all buckled down to the serious business of getting ready.
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Donna found Ed waiting for her by the stage door, in close conversation with Grover. She wondered about that, but had more immediate concerns.

Those stemmed from Lydia’s incredulous response just now when Donna had said she’d invited Ed to the party.

“You did what? Are you crazy?”

“I don’t see what harm it can do—”

“Oh, let’s see. Number one, Angela. Think barracuda. And you’re about to toss lunch in the pool. Number two, he’s a cowboy.”

“Rancher,” Donna had murmured.

Lydia either didn’t hear or ignored the correction. “You did see the end of ‘Blazing Saddles,’ didn’t you? Where the cowboy types crash through the studio walls and get into a brawl with the musical types?”

“That was just silliness.”

“All good humor is based on truth,” Lydia declared haughtily. “The two do not mix. What is your cowboy going to think when some of the boys hit on him? Number three,” she pursued, “ships passing in the night do not get entangled. Are you getting entangled?”

“No, of course not.”

She might have undercut her denial by speeding away to find Ed and escort him to the party.

At the entrance to the stage, which had been transformed for the occasion into a buffet with open bar, she held him back with a hand on his arm.

“Uh, Ed, you know, uh, theater people are probably different from a lot you’ve met.”

“You’re different from anyone I’ve met.”

Heat spread, inside and out, making it difficult to catch her breath. “I don’t mean me, I mean … uh, some of the guys are not like you.” Now, why had she addressed that, when what she really wanted to do was warn him about Angela.

His face went solemn, but she saw the telltale glint in his eyes. “You know, I haven’t spent much time in big cities, but you’d be amazed the things we see on the ranch. Did you know some bulls prefer other bulls to cows?”

Three sounds came simultaneously: Her gasp of “Really?”, Ed’s chuckle, and the urgent call of her name.

“Donna!” An executive with the company producing the tour rushed up. His job was to grab spots on theaters’ future schedules. “Didn’t you go to school out in the middle of the country?”

“There are lots of schools in the middle of the country. Which one? I went to Indiana University, but — No, wait—”

“That’s the one—” Randall Witmeyer was already tugging her across the stage. “A member of the board went there and saw it in your Playbill bio. Need you to charm and delight as you always do.”

“But — Ed?”

“Don’t worry.” Ed smiled. “I’ll be fine.”

She saw he was fine, even as she was thrust at the elderly member of the board like a sacrifice in front of a cranky god. Lydia hooked an arm in Ed’s, and Donna felt a little better. A little later, Maudie joined them, and then she relaxed enough to truly concentrate on the board member.

They had a good time talking about the Bloomington campus, and how it had changed from his years there to hers. Such a good time that when they parted, with his wife insisting he meet the orchestra’s director, Donna had lost track of Ed.

A jolt hit her bloodstream as she spotted him.

A second jolt hit when she realized neither Maudie nor Lydia was with him, but Angela was.

Before she took a step toward him, a voice behind her left ear said, “Who knew you could find anyone that presentable from Denver?”

Henri played Vittorio Vidal as well as forming part of the ensemble. He and Donna had hit it off immediately. Possibly because she listened to the ups and downs of his stormy relationship with Brad with care combined with drama-dampening matter-of-factness.

Over her shoulder, he also looked across the room at Ed, who was talking with the chair of the theater’s board of directors, the top executive, Randall Witmeyer, and Angela.

“Not Denver,” she said absently. “Knighton, Wyoming. Actually, a ranch outside it.”

“Oh, my. You mean the cowboy hat’s the real thing?”

“The real thing.”

He moved around to beside her, peering into her face. “Oh, my,” he repeated, with entirely different inflection.

“What?”

“Nothing.” He turned back toward Ed and the others. “He seems to be holding his own with the locals and our tribe. Impressive.”

“I know,” she said.

“No visible signs of our Angel of Death feasting on him.”

She forced herself to not chew her lip. “You don’t think so?”

“Not a one. He’s obviously talented in sidestepping and pretending deafness. He was telling me earlier—”

She twisted around, grabbed Henri by the shirt, and placed him so she could see him and Ed at the same time. “You were talking to him? What did you say? What did you tell him?”

“Not a thing! I swear.” He dropped his innocent hands and act. “Except what a wonder our Donna is.”

“Henri, you didn’t … You weren’t too outrageous were you?”

“Outrageous? Moi?”

At that moment, Ed looked over and gave her a small part of his smile, a public version of ones he’d given her alone, and even that pale edition was enough to have Henri returning to his, “Oh, my,” and fanning himself. He sighed. “What a shame that isn’t a ‘Midnight Cowboy’ kind of hat.”

Donna laughed and swatted him. “You’re as bad as he is.”

“Oh, that sounds delightful. Do tell.”

But she’d headed toward Ed, and she wasn’t going to postpone to explain to Henri. Especially not since Ed’s smile widened with each step she took.

They were strangers with a mutual attraction. Okay, a strong mutual attraction. A very strong mutual attraction.

Last night’s kiss…

No. They were strangers. More important, she’d never entered a relationship she didn’t think might have a future, and this one had none.

Its end was scheduled. So, there was no sense starting it.

Yet … they were connected. She couldn’t explain it, but she knew they were connected. The connection tugged her toward him, step by step. As if her walk followed a line stretching from her to him and back again. Possibly a line of something that conducted electricity, from the way she felt.

As long as she remembers they’re just ships passing in the night and not to get tangled up … Are you getting entangled?

Of course not.

Just … connected.

Ed said something to the group he was with, and turned toward her. She forgot about Lydia’s voice in her head. She didn’t care about Angela’s narrowed eyes. She focused on Ed.

He was going to take her hands in his. Maybe take her in his arms—

But as they met, before they could touch, Henri was there beside her again.

“Ah, so, this is the so-famous gentleman from Wyoming,” he said with a flirty smile. “We weren’t properly introduced before.”


CHAPTER FIVE


Friday evening

“Henri—”

Ed caught several layers of warnings to her friend in Donna’s voice, along with exasperation.

“Yes, yes, I know, you want me to go away. But if you think for a moment, and if you see — without looking around, thank you very much — that our not-so-sweet Charity is considering which knife to throw at you first, you will come to thank your dear Henri for making this a threesome. So to speak.”

Donna sighed in acceptance of her friend’s concern, which put Ed on alert. He had no problem turning aside Angela’s less than subtle advances, a skill learned while rodeoing, but if the older woman posed any threat to Donna, he wanted to hear more.

“Ed, this is Henri LeFleur. Don’t believe the name or accent. He’s as American as we are. Henri, this is Ed Currick, who will not fall for your shtick. And, if you try to use Ed to make Brad jealous, I will not be happy.” She propped her hands on her hips. “Do you understand?”

“Oh, Donna, so much distrust in one so young and lovely is not becoming. Causes wrinkles.” Henri gestured to a spot between his eyebrows. “Besides, as it happens, our young Ed here has already met Brad. Now, aren’t you sorry you wronged me? And the conversation was entirely innocent. Entirely just us guys.”

He dropped to bass on the last three words, drawing a chuckle from Ed.

He’d felt the tension between Henri and Brad when Lydia had introduced them, and he was pretty sure he’d have figured it out even if Donna hadn’t given it away.

She hadn’t wanted him caught off guard. Or did she fear he’d be shocked? Either way, she’d been looking out for him. That felt good.

“What did you talk about?” Donna asked, clearly considering him the more reliable source.

“The bus breakdown, theater construction, the tour’s schedule, and pro football.”

“Pro football,” Henri repeated with a little shiver. Then he perked up. “Ah, there is estimable Maudie, along with Lydia. The reinforcements needed for the job of protective coloring I have borne on my own. I beckon and, yes, they begin to come this way.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Donna said. But she flashed Ed a look, and he suspected the one he returned ratcheted up the heat a degree or ten.

“Please.” Henri drew it out until they both looked at him. “You are making me blush with these glances. What a shame our Angel of Death hovers and the music isn’t right, or you two could at least dance. These hotly longing looks are generally thought acceptable on a dance floor.”

“Sorry, can’t dance,” Ed said.

“Oh, no,” protested Henri, “your line should be ‘I Won’t Dance.’ ”

“I would if I could, at least with Donna, but I can’t.”

“No, no, it must be won’t dance,” insisted Henri, looking from one to the other with significance. “There is a song ‘I Won’t Dance’ in one of those Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers movies our Donna so loves.”

Ed saw brighter color seeping into her cheeks. She knew what was coming. With more interest, he turned to listen to Henri.

“And according to the song, the reason Fred won’t dance with Ginger is not because he can’t, but because it would be far too tempting to do something else entirely. Yes, I think the line fits this situation, perfectly. If he puts his arms around her, it won’t be to dance.”
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“Were you really talking to Brad about football?” she asked Ed. She’d decided to ignore the topic of Henri’s outrageous banter. “Brad hardly talks to anybody. Usually just barks.”

They’d filled plates at the buffet, then found a quiet, dim corner well back from the party and its chatter. To enjoy their meal in peace, she’d said.

They’d long finished eating, and neither made a move to leave their seclusion.

“Yep, really was. Also about your upcoming schedule. He seems to be looking forward to your show being in San Francisco for Christmas.”

“San Francisco?” She focused on the holiday-themed napkin she was twisting in her hands. It showed two red bells, sporting gold bows against boughs of greenery. “I just knew we’d be in California.”

She hadn’t looked at the schedule since Thanksgiving. Except for one specific element.

“How much longer are you here?”

That was the one element she’d checked. Earlier today. Trying to pretend she didn’t know why she was interested.

“We leave a week from Sunday, right after the show.” At its most generous count, ten days away. Aiming for offhand, she asked, “When does the stock show end?”

“Sunday.” She started to smile at the serendipity, then he added, “Day after tomorrow.”

“Oh.” She swallowed. “When are you leaving?”

“Supposed to check out Monday.”

No.

For a long moment of suspended heartbeat and held breath that was the only thought to come. Then more rushed in.

No. That’s too fast. No time at all. He can’t leave so fast. It can’t be over. Not yet. Not before they’d even—

“What about your schedule for the rest of the — run, you call it?” he asked.

She blinked. Shaken by her own thoughts. Trying to get her mind to grapple with the simple information to answer him.

“We have two-a-days tomorrow and Sunday. Then we’re off Monday.”

But his stock show ended tomorrow. He’d be gone before she had her day off. Gone before—

Before they made love.

Yes.

That was what was in her mind. In her bloodstream.

Making love with Ed Currick.

This man she barely knew. A relationship whose ending was as immutable as the date on a calendar.

She shot a look at him, and found his attention fully on her.

Oh, God. She wanted to make love with him.

“The, uh, the rest of next week should be more routine. It’s a saying that the company lives for Week Twos. We have more time off, we can explore the city we’re in or—” She steered around “or.” “Then two-a-days Saturday, before Sunday…”

…before Sunday’s finale and departure.

He’d be long gone. Back to Knighton, Wyoming. Back to the ranch that had been in his family for generations.

She didn’t want to think of moving-ons. Not hers, not his.

She dropped her head, smoothing the napkin out on her thigh, carefully ironing the creases and wrinkles with her fingers.

“Christmas is coming, huh?” he said, looking over her shoulder at the napkin. He sounded a little forced. He tapped a fingertip to the greenery behind the bells. The touch gathered heat as it traveled through the napkin, her slacks and into her skin. “Looks like snowberry. We have some on the Slash-C.”

He’d leave so soon, return to his ranch, to where they had snowberry for real, not just as illustrations on napkins.

He’d leave.

She’d never see him again. Never…

But they had now.

They had now.

They had tonight.

They had to have tonight.

Could she do it?

“Snowberry. Sounds like the perfect plant for Christmas,” she said, brightly. She knew she said it brightly, because she hit the exact intonation she’d used for Ado Annie in “Oklahoma” in college, when the director said he wanted brightly, then called it perfect. “My favorite time of the year. I bet you decorate with snowberry.”

If she stretched up, touched her lips to his…

She ducked her head, the wanting and the uncertainty both too much, and said, with every bit of Ado Annie brightness she possessed, “I love Christmas decorations, don’t you?”

“Uh, Christmas lights are nice.” It sounded like the vocal equivalent of someone feeling his way through fog.

“They’re wonderful,” she agreed, ever more brightly. “On the houses and shops and trees. All lit up so whole blocks glow. Just wonderful.”

“Don’t see that much in Wyoming. Lights are more spread out. Every year some neighbors put lights on this tree, using a whole lot of extension cords. I don’t think they can even see it from their place, but if you drive by, or if I’m riding that section, there it is, all the colors shining, out there all by itself.”

“That’s … that’s wonderful, Ed.” She wanted to kiss him. She wanted … him. “A wreath on the front door.”

“What?”

He sounded off-balance at her blurted words. Thank God, she wasn’t alone.

“A wreath on the front door. That’s what tells me Christmas is coming at home. Not made from snowberry though.” Her brightness was nearly too much to bear. “Now it’s your turn.”

“A bow on the truck, I guess.”

Curiosity dialed the brightness in her voice back toward reality. “You put a bow on your truck? Inside or out?”

“On the front grill mostly. Sometimes on the rearview mirror. Mom puts them on.”

“I like that.” Maybe she would have something in common with his mother. Not that they’d ever meet. “Mailing cards to friends,” she said quickly.

“Calling Merry Christmas at anybody you pass by on the road.”

“Carolers going door to door.”

“Doors too far apart. So barn dance where everybody sings together.”

“Like what happened when our bus broke down. That’s nice.”

“Yeah, it is. In the old days, it took so long to get anywhere, people came from all over and stayed a night or two. They’d dance ’til dawn on the last day, then start traveling. Now folks come for the evening. Except, one year when I was a kid, there was a storm, and everybody stayed over, and all us kids wanted to do it every year. But it’s not very practical.”

“I suppose not.”

“You’re not wishing for the old days are you?” he asked. “Because forget the nostalgia, it was a heck of a lot of work.”

“I know. And, no, I’m not wishing for the old days. Not all parts of them, only … community, I guess.”

“We’ve got that in Knighton. Suppose you have to when there aren’t a lot of people. Most folks are pretty self-reliant, but some jobs need more hands, so it’s good to have neighbors to count on. I never thought about it as anything special until college, when I realized my life had been different from some of the other kids’.”

They had tonight.

“Where is Knighton?”

“Eastern slope of the Big Horns — Big Horn Mountains,” he elaborated, apparently reading her blankness. “You know anything about Wyoming?”

She searched her memory. “Sort of square. Uh, Yellowstone Park? Cheyenne?”

“Not near either one,” he said cheerfully. “Yellowstone’s the northwest corner. If you cut the box of Wyoming into four, Cheyenne’s in the southeast quadrant. Knighton would be on the west side of the northeast quarter, ’bout halfway down.”

“What’s it like?”

She wanted him to keep talking, while she considered something she had never before considered. Making love with a man she couldn’t have a future with. A man who would leave when this weekend was over.

Tonight … Would she dare…?

“Not much there.”

“There must be something there. Tell me.”

“Okay. There’s a main street — called Main Street. Buildings like the library and courthouse, a couple of churches, and what’s now an elementary school are from the ’20s, built from native stone. Then there’s the cafe and other places built of wood.

“The town started with a log building at a crossroads. A sort of bar — what they called a roadhouse in the early days. Pretty rough. Cowboys and rustlers and cardsharks, all together. A few other businesses started to serve the roadhouse’s customers. Livery stable, general store, and a bawdy house run by the ancestor of one of the town’s most upright citizens.” He grinned. “Everybody acts like nobody knows, but everybody does.”

Despite the distraction of her other thoughts, he’d caught her attention.

“As more folks moved in, there was pressure to make it a proper town. One night, the roadhouse and bawdy house mysteriously burned — no injuries, and surprisingly little property loss, since the furnishings were out in the road for some odd reason.” He winked, and she grinned. “The next day, construction started on the building that’s the cafe to this day, and the woman who ran the bawdy house and her girls were respectable — just like that. Overnight.”

“Everyone accepted them?”

“Sure. There weren’t many women around. They couldn’t afford to shun any. After a while, there wasn’t a family that didn’t have a connection to one of Miss Jean’s girls.”

“Including your family?”

“Oh, no, none of Miss Jean’s girls were in my family tree. Miss Jean herself. Married my grandfather’s uncle.”

She laughed. A genuine, true laugh.

Their ships would pass. He would return to his Knighton and his ranch. She would move on to wherever next. But they had right now. Right this instant.

That had to be enough.

He put his arm around her, and she forgot everything else.

“There you two are,” Lydia said, making a production out of coming around a back curtain. She’d have made less noise with a set of cymbals. “I’d’ve knocked, but there’s no door. C’mon, the bus is about to leave.”

“We’ll walk back,” Donna said quickly.

They had tonight.

“No, we won’t. Too late.” Ed stood, holding out his hand to her as if she’d need help getting out of the chair.

“It’s not—”

“Not going to have you out on the streets this time of night with only me to look out for you.”

“Ed—”

“Donna.”

Looking up at him, she knew they were riding back in the bus, just as they’d eaten at the diner.

She thought about that on the bus ride.

Ed Currick was mostly a very easy-going person. Until he encountered something he felt was the right thing to do.

Or not the right thing to do.

So how would he react to her trying to get him into bed?


CHAPTER SIX


Saturday

“Flat.”

Brad appeared out of nowhere and shot the single word at her as she’d trailed the others to the dressing room after the matinee.

“No way. When—?” she started indignantly. Then she realized she didn’t recall a single note of the numbers she’d performed.

“Whole thing, beginning to end. No oomph at all.”

He’d meant her performance. She released her shoulders back into a slump. “Sorry, Brad. I’ll do better tonight.”

“Better.”

He might have simply repeated her word. More likely it was an order. Possibly a threat. He was gone before she felt any obligation to find out which. She didn’t particularly care, because—

“He wasn’t here this afternoon, was he?”

Donna’s head came up at Maudie’s voice. The older woman stepped forward from a shadow.

“Who wasn’t—?”

Maudie stopped the charade with a shake of her head. “Ed Currick of the Slash-C Ranch in Knighton, Wyoming. Is that because you had sex with him last night or because you didn’t?”

“Maudie!”

“Are you shocked I know about sex? Or that you want it. No, no, don’t answer. Go get out of your makeup and into your clothes, and come to my room down that corridor.”

“I’m going to get some food with the girls—”

“You need rest before tonight’s show, and reasonable discussion. Not chattering. Now, do what I say. Fifteen minutes, I will expect you.”
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Maudie’s room was surely as dingy and tattered as the rest of backstage, but that wasn’t what Donna saw after knocking and being invited to enter.

Warmth and comfort and ease.

A muted paisley throw formed a backdrop — pinned to a clothesline, Donna eventually realized. An oriental patterned rug warmed a rectangle of floor. A small lamp’s glow contrasted with the sharp makeup lights of the dressing room and with the dimness of the rest of backstage.

“Maudie, this is … Where did you get all this?”

“My special things travel along, tucked in corners.”

The tiny space reminded Donna both of a reading nook in her parents’ house and the cleverly outfitted milieu of a fortune-teller she and friends had visited in New Orleans.

Donna realized she’d never been to Maudie’s cubbyholes in any of the theaters they’d been in. Maudie always came to them.

“If the theater’s your home — onstage or backstage — you’d best make yourself comfortable.” Maudie sat in a chair draped by another colored throw. “Now, sit, and have some tea and something to eat. Chicken, fruit, a few carrots — not too many, mind — and tea are best between a matinee and evening performance. Never fish.”

“I know about orange juice and grapefruit juice, but I never heard about fish. Is it bad for the voice, too?”

“Bad for the rest of the people backstage — the smell.”

Donna chuckled, and sat on a sofa. Stage sofas were never this soft because it made it difficult to get out of them on cue. She looked more closely and saw an extra cushion on the sofa. “Yours?”

“Of course. Now have some chicken.”

Donna ate, suddenly hungry.

“There is a charge for this meal, Donna. Your young man did not come this afternoon, and I ask you why?”

“It had absolutely nothing to do with … sex.”

“You did not have sex with him last night?”

Sex? They’d barely kissed.

While a crowd from the company had ostentatiously held the elevator door for her, he’d kissed her goodnight almost chastely.

So much for their having the night.

“No. And—”

“But you want to have sex with him.”

“I want to—” Almost too late she saw how changing have sex to make love might cause more misunderstanding. “Yes.”

Maudie let out a little breath that sounded … satisfied? Why?

“So what was the cause of his missing this show?”

“It’s not like he’s been to every show,” Donna started defensively. Maudie simply looked at her over her tea cup. “He’s at the stock show — livestock show.”

Words tumbled out of her about Ed, his family, the Slash-C, and Wyoming. She said nothing about her feelings. Or her wonderings about his.

When she stopped, Maudie poured more tea. Only with the cup half emptied did she say, “Brad was right, you were flat this afternoon.”

Stricken as she had not been when Brad said it, Donna had no response.

“Tonight will be better. You needed the right food and you have had it. Now you need a vocal rest. So you will listen, and I will talk. What so many young people do not understand is they must love this—” Maudie’s gesture took in their cozy space, yet called to mind the wider realm of backstage. “As much as the singing and dancing. Indeed, more.”

“More?”

“Add up your time onstage, then add up your time on all the rest. The traveling. The waiting. The checks. The wardrobe calls. The meetings. The command performances at opening night parties. The maneuvering.” Maudie shot her a look. “That’s your real life when you’re in the theater. Not singing and dancing.”

“Rehearsal is. Rehearsal’s the best—”

“Vocal rest,” the older woman ordered. Donna shut her mouth. “Being onstage — performance or rehearsal — is the tip of the iceberg. All the rest of it are layers upon layers of ice building up from the bottom to hold you high enough to be seen above the surface. That’s being onstage. Take Angela.”

“Angela?”

“Our Charity,” Maudie said, as if, instead of repeating the name because she didn’t see how she fit this conversation, Donna needed an introduction. “She revels in it. Especially the maneuvering. If there were no singing, no dancing, no acting, but still her name was in Playbill, people coming to applaud her, and, most of all, the backstage dramas to put her atop the heap, she would be perfectly satisfied. She has been that way from the start.”

Donna’s eyes widened.

Maudie nodded. “I was there on her first road company. She worked very hard. Got herself noticed, too. Two entirely different things, you know. Easy to do one without the other. But Angela knows where she wants to go. Nothing gets in her way.”

The older woman’s look gave those final words added significance. A warning to not get in Angela’s way? Or a warning that Donna needed more of that intensity?

“One of the principals in that company was an up-and-comer. A lot of talent, a lot of sparkle. Started hearing rumors she was being looked at for bigger things. She and Angela hit it off. Got so you didn’t see one without the other. Except one time, we had a couple days travel, and Angela was nowhere to be found. Nobody knew where she was, including her good friend.

“Angela comes back, looking like a cat who’s feasted on a canary. Three weeks later, Angela’s gone to take the lead in that first TV series she got so famous for, one where she was the sexy daughter of … Who was he?”

“The nation’s only crime-solving governor. He signed the laws and then enforced them,” Donna recited from the intro to one of her favorite shows growing up.

“Right. So Angela had the lead, and her great friend was mad as fire. Seems she’d been scheduled to test for the role on our next break. Angela got there first.”

“Angela stole the role?”

Maudie shook her head. “No role belongs to anyone, so no stealing. All I know is her friend said the only person she told about the audition was Angela. The friendship ended. Still, her friend did okay for herself, then retired to marry a doctor. And Angela didn’t stay up.

“The TV show got her a couple movies. Didn’t work,” Maudie was saying. “Two more series didn’t stick. Then the one about a school for clowns was on its way out. She tried for Broadway. No deal. But she fit okay for taking this on the road. So here she is…”

From Donna’s standpoint, lead in a touring company would be a dream. From Angela’s it must be less impressive.

“Now the word is she’s angling for another TV show. That’s the way of this business. It’s like climbing a mountain. Sometimes you make good progress. Sometimes you fall far enough to break your neck if you’re not lucky. You’ve got to be willing to go anywhere you can get a hold — up, down, sideways — just to stay on the mountain. It’s the ones who get a thrill from that who’re suited to this life.” She studied Donna. “You’re like her in a lot of ways.”

“Like Angela?”

“Tch. Not Angela. Theresa.”

“Who’s Theresa?”

“Who’s Theresa? Who’ve I been talking about all this time.”

“But…” Donna swallowed the protest that Maudie had never mentioned the other woman’s name. Then voiced a different protest. “I’m not going to quit and marry a doctor.”

The wrinkles on Maudie’s face rearranged into a smile. “I’d be greatly surprised if you marry a doctor. Greatly surprised.”
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That night at the theater, Ed heard people during the break — interval, they called it — talking about other members of the cast. How could they see anyone else on the stage for the beaming brightness of Donna?

He wasn’t sure he grasped details of the show he’d seen four nights in a row, because he only watched her. When other actors took over, he remembered her every move, every smile, every gesture.

Course, that happened when she wasn’t on the stage, too.

He’d stumbled through meetings at the stock show, feeling as if his words came out jumbled like a puzzle in the Sunday comics. So he’d concentrated on listening, trying to hear, hoping to remember. Thinking about her all the time.

And now, seeing her, like he was seeing her for the first time.

Only it wasn’t like the first time, because he wasn’t seeing the woman he’d spotted across the lobby. He was seeing the star she would be.

She would be a star. There was no doubt. Her spirit and talent would take her as far as she wanted to go.

Broadway. That’s where she’d want to be.

Not the Slash-C in Knighton, Wyoming. About as far from Broadway as it got. Not only no stages, but no audiences.

The one place he belonged. The one place…

He drove one fist into his other palm, and hunched over in the theater seat.

How could he ever ask her to give up her dream for his?

How could he even want her to give up her dream for his?

How could he not want her dream for her?

He couldn’t. Right down the line, that was the answer. He couldn’t.

And that left him … What?

He should leave. Leave right now. She’d wonder for a while, but she’d get over it. She’d forget—

“Excuse me.”

His head jerked up at the voice of the woman trying to return to her seat. He stood to let her by.

“Thank you. Are you okay, dear?”

“Yes’m.”

She paused a moment, then took her seat.

He remained standing. He could leave right now. Cut his losses. Make a clean break. He should—

The lights flicked a final time. The orchestra struck up.

He sat.

And when the curtain rose, he watched only one person.
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Ed was there inside the stage door after the evening performance.

“Grover said to come in. Said to call a taxi from here so you didn’t have to walk back to the hotel. Thought we’d eat there.”

“No taxi. I want to walk. We’ll find someplace along the way.”

“Sure you want to walk? Two-a-days are tough on the legs.”

“Listen to you, Mr. Showbiz.” Donna smiled, and he smiled back. After a long moment, she swallowed. Then someone bumped into her, with a hurried Sorry, knocking her away from him. “Yes, I want to walk.”

They took a different route tonight, quickly separating from those headed to the diner. Perfect. She needed time to work on him.

She turned toward a shop window as if looking at it had been her reason for stopping.

There was so little time left.

“Hungry?” he asked from beside her.

Only then did she realize she’d stopped in front of a bakery window. It featured glittery snowflakes suspended over velvet wrapped boxes. “Guess I am.”

“Figured you had to be near starving, because you’ve barely said a word.”

She smiled at his teasing.

“Want to try there?” He pointed across the street.

The narrow restaurant served heavenly Mexican food, and no one spoke English.

It was as if a bubble settled around the two of them. She talked about her childhood. He asked about her family, her brother in Chicago, her sister still at home. She asked about his. His father was a lawyer, he had an older sister, married and living in Montana. They talked about college. He spoke about his ranch, the Slash-C … and when he did, he was an artist talking about the core of his passion.

“Spending so much time on the ranch, it must be wonderful to get away. To come to someplace like Denver and—”

“I’m not in Denver to get away. I came to learn more about cross-breeding. Couldn’t connect with these people if I stay on the Slash-C.”

“But you must be having fun here, outside the stock show. Sight-seeing, and — No? Then what were you doing?”

“Spent all day at the stock show. Meals with folks from the stock show. Then back to the hotel and read in my room.”

“Read?”

“About changes in breeding. That’s why I came back to the hotel Wednesday afternoon — to get an article I’d promised to another rancher.”

“Ed, that’s awful. Your first time—”

“Not my first time in Denver. I’ve been to a fair number of cities. Guess you could say this isn’t my first rodeo.” The humor glint was back. “Rodeo took me around a fair bit, college and after.”

“So, you got to know these cities then? Explored and enjoyed them?”

“I wasn’t there to explore and enjoy. I was there to rodeo. Kept my focus on that.”

She frowned. “Focus can go too far. You need to have fun.”

“What makes you think breeding cattle isn’t fun?”

He waggled his eyebrows, and she squinted fiercely. “You’re a tease, Ed Currick. I’m not going to take anything you say seriously ever again.”

The waiter came up to the table with the bill then, but Ed held her look.

“Oh, there’re some things I say you should take very seriously.”
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Donna gave a guilty start when Ed squeezed her hand. She’d been thinking about Thursday night’s kiss, and wondering about tonight.

“What’s that you’re humming?” he asked. “It’s not from the show. I know those.” He hummed a couple bars. Not well. It took a moment for her to catch the tune.

“Oh. ‘Let’s Call the Whole Thing Off’ from a Fred Astaire-Ginger Rogers movie.”

“How come you know all these old movies?”

“Mom saw them with her mom. Now, when they’re on TV we make popcorn, sing the songs, speak the lines, and do some of the dancing. When I was little, I pestered Mom and Dad for lessons so I could dance like Ginger Rogers and that started the whole thing.”

“A family legacy.”

“Yes. You might know this song. He says po-tay-to, and she says pah-ta-to — or maybe the other way around. And to-may-to, to-mah-to. Then comes the title line, ‘Let’s Call The Whole Thing Off.’ ”

“Yeah, that’s familiar.”

“But a couple lines later the song says they’d be heartbroken if they call it off.”

“Oh, yeah? Then what?”

“Um. They decide not to — call it off, I mean.”

His eyes darkened with heat. “Sounds like a good call.”

She looked away. “Works in the movie.”

They’d walked several more blocks before she said, “You’re back to being silent.”

He got that solemn look he’d had before they left the restaurant. “Don’t want to scare you.”

“You just did.”

He smiled quickly. “Fair enough.”

“Why would you scare me?”

“Because it scares me.”

“What does?”

“How I feel about you.”

“Oh.” At least that’s what she tried to say, but it had no breath behind it, only the forming of her lips. He looked at her mouth, and she felt her diaphragm contract, and heat sweep down from it to her belly, leaving a trail of sparks.

“You looked like this that first day,” she started, without any knowledge that’s what she was going to say. “With your mouth smiling, but your eyes so serious — not unhappy, but intense.”

“First moment I saw you in the lobby. I saw…”

“What?”

“You,” he said, the rasp of his voice like a touch on her nerve-endings.

Yet there was more he wasn’t telling her. And she wasn’t asking.

He lowered his head. “I saw you,” he repeated.

His mouth on hers was neither chaste nor soft.

She gasped at the power of the demand his lips made, and his tongue swept into her mouth with a stroke she felt in her core.

Her knees half sagged. His arm around her back not only held her, but brought her even tighter against him.

She brushed a palm across his cheek on the way to wrapping her arms around his neck, and felt a jolt through him, and marveled. Such a simple touch.

But if it was so simple, then why was she spinning … spinning … with nothing real around her to anchor her and keep the spin from consuming her balance.

Something firm against her back stopped the spinning. Except for in her head.

Oh. A wall. A wall was behind her. He’d brought them into a recessed doorway. It was dimmer here. Warmer out of the wind.

No, not warmer. Hot. Hot.

His hand under her sweater and shirt. Up her side. The heat of that touch. So very hot. And so close. But not…

She turned into it. Yes. Yes.

Her fingers opening his coat, his shirt, seeking him.

His hands holding her, cupping her. Unhooking. Then pushing aside the remaining fabric, the softest scratch of lace across her beaded, sensitized nipple. Then … oh, yes.

“Yes.”


CHAPTER SEVEN


Friday night

No.

As desperately as he wanted to … No.

Ranching would send a pessimistic man around the bend. But ranching also required pragmatism and an ability to face facts squarely.

He’d faced the facts here. Even if he hadn’t been able to walk away yet.

Donna wanted what she had up on that stage and that was one thing he couldn’t give her.

So why hadn’t he left? Why wasn’t he ending this right now?

It would hurt less than letting it go on, wouldn’t it? Less for him and for her. Sense said it would. And he’d always had good sense.

She moved against him.

Through layers of clothing still covering them, he felt his body surge with the need to find that spot in her that would hold him. Hold him so rightly. He knew that.

But it wasn’t only that. It was what he’d seen in her eyes that first moment in the lobby of the hotel. What he hadn’t told her. Might never tell another living soul.

She moved again.

Between them they had created their own cocoon of heat. If there were nothing between them—

“We have to stop, Donna.” He drew back as far as he could bear.

She followed. Her lips brushed one corner of his. “Do we?”

“Yes.”

“We, uh … I mean, I have a roommate, but your room.”

He groaned.

“Is that a yes?” Her teasing didn’t quite come off.

Because she wasn’t sure. She wanted to, but she wasn’t sure.

“No,” he said.

She ducked her head, and the shift in position allowed cold to sweep into their cocoon. He drew her flush against him, and kissed her. Delved his tongue inside her mouth, and kissed her with more power and intent than he’d allowed himself before, until the stupid limits of the human body required him to release her long enough to suck in oxygen.

“No,” he repeated, partly to himself.

“Your mouth says no, but your body says something else.” Again, her teasing had a hitch in it.

“My body says I’m a damned idiot. But my mind’s connected to my mouth.” He looked down at her, knowing she would see what he felt, at least a little.

And as he knew it would, it made her draw back. Just a little. Just enough.

He tugged at her top, not bothering with the bra, but pulling the hem down on her shirt and sweater so she was covered, then grabbed the sides of her coat and wrapped them tightly around her, careful not to brush her body beneath the coat.

That let cold air flood in against his heated chest, and regions barely contained by his jeans, but he needed that. He needed it bad.

“Ed,” she said abruptly. “Where were you sitting tonight?”

“What?”

“Where were you sitting in the theater?”

She made it sound like something important, though he didn’t see it. “Left side, about halfway back.”

“Oh.” A second of relaxing, then she tightened up again. “Wait. Left side from front of house, or left from the stage?”

“Left from where I came in with other people.”

“Oh.”

There was more in those two letters than he could hope to understand. “Why?”

She ignored that. “And last night?”

“What’s this about?”

“Last night?” she repeated.

“Near the center aisle. Tenth row I think.”

“Were you at the matinee Thursday?”

“No.”

She gave a sort of groan. But it didn’t sound bad enough to keep him from his more immediate concerns.

“C’mon, I’m getting you back to the hotel. Back to your room.”


CHAPTER EIGHT


Sunday

Last night, they’d parted once again with an audience at the elevator. This time not even kissing. Instead, a long look acknowledged memories of really kissing each other, and not chastely at all.

They’d agreed to have brunch before she left for the theater for today’s matinee and he attended the stock show’s closing day.

He was eating a hearty breakfast. Eggs and sausage and potatoes and tomatoes and biscuits. A cowboy breakfast, he’d said.

Had to on a ranch, he’d explained. Talking about early rising to tend to animals that didn’t believe in sleeping in. Talking about how the first break of the day was to refuel a body that had already had more demands on it than many people experienced in a week.

“We seem to spend all our time eating,” he said.

“Not a lot of free time first week, and with all the shows…” She shrugged.

“You need the fuel, too.”

“Uh-huh.”

She picked up a triangle of toast. He was right. Closing day of the stock show was not all that would keep them apart today. Two performances, too. Was there a chance they could be together tonight before he left tomorrow?

Closing day … Leaving tomorrow.

She put the toast down and closed her eyes. She’d cried last night. Lying in bed, tears slipping down the side of her face and into her pillow. Not knowing if she was crying because she wasn’t making love with him. Or because he was the kind of man who would try to protect her.

And wondering which of those elements was behind her sensing where he was in the theater each time he’d been there.

No, not sensing. Knowing. Like a plant turning to the sun. Like a plant about to be cut off from the sun forev—

“Donna?”

She pretended great interest in spreading grape jelly on her toast. She didn’t like grape jelly. “Uh-huh?”

“I’ll stay a few a days longer if you’d like me to.”

Her head snapped up.

If she’d like him to?

He blinked, as if facing a bright light, but didn’t look away. And it didn’t make sense anyway, because he was the sun, not her. Oh, hell, what did that stuff matter now?

“That’s wonderful, Ed. How long? How long can you stay?”

“As long as you’re here.”

“Really?” Her heart tripped, then sprinted ahead. There would be hours and hours together. Not just snatches, but all of tomorrow, and then whole afternoons…

“But … but you wanted to get back to the Slash-C.”

“I don’t know if I could leave while you’re here.”

He didn’t sound entirely happy, but he was staying. She’d concentrate on that certainty, put aside the fogginess of what he might be thinking.

“I thought Monday we’d drive up to the mountains,” he said. “Spend the day, let you see them up close.”

“Oh, Ed, that’s so thoughtful of you.”

“Good. We’ll leave as early as—”

“No, wait. I have something else I’d rather do. I mean if it’s okay. Would you take me to the stock show? Unless — Are there places in Denver you haven’t had a chance to see? I was reading about — but not tomorrow. Tomorrow I’d like to learn about ranching — at least cattle. So would you take me to the stock show? I know this is the last day, but will everything be gone by tomorrow?”

His brows drew together, as if he were viewing something he hadn’t seen before. “I guess not. But they’ll be breaking things down, packing up, pulling out.”

“Perfect! You can see so many things when we’re striking.”

“Striking?”

“Closing up the show for a move. Definitely see lots when we’re packing — or unpacking. You see the real workings and — what?”

His expression was shifting to that smile she loved, with an added dash of humor. “I never considered that. Don’t know if you’re right or not, but I suppose we’ll find out tomorrow. But are you sure? You haven’t seen the Rockies.”

“There’ll be more mountains.” But she would never have another chance to spend a day with Ed Currick in his world.
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I’ll stay a few a days longer if you’d like me to.

Good God, what had possessed him?

Like he needed to ask. She had. Sitting across from her, and knowing that even if she’d said, “No, go on home and get started on being without me forever,” he wouldn’t have gone.

I don’t know if I could leave while you’re here.

That was the truth of it.

He sat in the lobby phone booth. No use putting it off any longer. He placed the call.

His father answered with the usual, “Slash-C.”

He felt a constriction in his throat, immediate, and completely unexpected.

“Dad. It’s Ed.”

“Ed. Your mother will be sorry to have missed your call.”

“I wanted to let you both know I won’t be home tomorrow night. I’m, uh, going to stay longer in Denver.”

“Learning more than you expected, eh? Or are you teaching the folks there.”

“Little of both, I guess.”

“Good, good. So, when should I tell your mother to expect you?”

“A week from Monday. Not sure of the time.”

“A week,” his father repeated slowly.

“Yeah. Tell Mom to call Pauly Trudeau or Hem Robertson to help her out. Or both. They’d appreciate the offseason work. I’ll pay their wages when I get back.”

“I’ll tell her. Anything else you want me to tell her?”

“No. That covers it.” He was suddenly glad his mother hadn’t taken this call. She wouldn’t have been satisfied without a lot more information.

“Ed, you’re a grown man, as I’m always telling your mother, so … Is there anything — are you okay?”

“Yes, sir, I am.”

“Are you okay with money to stay another week?”

“Yes, sir.”

There was a pause. “Okay, then. Call if you need anything. Or … if your plans change again.”

“I will.”

They said their farewells, hung up. But Ed didn’t move.

If his plans changed again.

As if he were in charge of any of this.

It was more like he was a calf, well and truly roped. Being drawn slowly, inexorably toward the fire where the branding iron waited.

Only this calf wanted the fire, wanted to wear the brand, even as it dragged back on the rope. Hoping it wouldn’t burn quite as much as it knew it would.

And knowing that then he’d be let loose. But not free.
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After the evening performance, Donna came around the corner of the hallway, able to see the stage door now. Before her mind recognized Ed, something else in her did — her breath caught, and her tired muscles lightened.

“Well, well, the faithful swain remains faithful,” murmured Henri from beside her, then added darkly. “So far as you know. Or think you know, because men are lying bastards.”

By which Donna understood that the rumor about Henri and Brad’s latest fight was true. She made a sound meant to combine acknowledgment and sympathy, but without much attention because all of hers was pinned on the tall, broad-shouldered figure wearing the cowboy hat.

Henri’s sound was one of disgust as he peeled off and went into the wardrobe room. She barely noticed.

Ed had his head bowed as he listened intently to something Maudie was telling him. He held a paper while she stabbed a finger at a point on it.

Maudie spotted her, said something to Ed. He folded the paper and slipped it inside his open jacket.

“What are you two conspiring over?” she teased, as she came close enough to wrap both hands around his arm. His opposite hand came up and clasped over hers, as if to secure her hold on him.

“Nothing.” He didn’t meet her eyes, even as his hand tightened.

“Maudie—?” But the older woman was walking away, heading toward her cubbyhole, and Grover was beside her. So much for attending the door.

She turned to Ed. Before she got in a question, he said, “Temperature’s dropped. We’ll get a cab.”

She started to protest, then decided a cab was a good idea. A really good idea. It would get them to the hotel, and his room, faster.

“Where would you like to eat?” He held the door for her.

Cold rushed around her, inside her, licking up her legs under the coat’s hem, burrowing inside the cuffs, slapping her face.

“I’m not hungry. Let’s just go to the hotel.” The sooner they got to the hotel, the sooner she could seduce him, once and for all. Let’s just go to bed. That’s what she wanted.

“No supper? You feeling okay?”

“Mmm-hmm. Maudie gave me the perfect meal between performances.”

He used one long arm to wrap her to his side so his body protected her from the worst of the cold as they came out of the alley. He raised his other arm to signal to a taxi sitting down the block. Even in the short time it took for the taxi to arrive and to get in it, she felt as if her face had iced in place.

The taxi’s interior was cozy by contrast, and Ed radiated heat beside her, especially when he put his arm around her and she snuggled close.

“What were you talking about with Maudie?” she asked when he’d finished telling the driver where they were going.

He put his hand over hers where it rested on his chest. “You’re freezing.” He opened a button of his jacket and slid her hand in.

Ahh, delicious.

She flexed her fingers, feeling the muscle beneath his shirt. She would see his strength uncovered tonight. Stripped … although the idea of taking her own clothes off made her curl into a tighter ball to hold onto the warmth.

“Maudie?” she repeated, before a yawn overtook her.

“Nothing much. Why don’t you close your eyes? You’ve gotta be beat with all these shows.”

She yawned again. Had to be nerves. Though he was right she had reason to be beat. Seven performances in four days, the party, minimal sleep. The lack of sleep was his fault, of course. But that would end tonight.

She wouldn’t lie awake thinking about him tonight. Not once she’d seduced him.

Maybe she would close her eyes. Just for a little.
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He considered carrying her in from the taxi, let her keep sleeping. But it would have raised eyebrows. Along with making it even harder to ignore how much he wanted to ask her — drag her, beg her — back to his room.

She gave him a sleepy smile as they entered the elevator. Some might think the yawn that swallowed it dented the smile’s sexiness. Not him.

He fought a mighty battle with himself in the two quick breaths before he leaned over and hit two buttons — his floor and her floor.

At her floor, they crossed the elevator threshold together, took a couple steps, then he pivoted, catching the door just in time, and re-entered the elevator alone.

She was another yard down the hallway before she realized, looking back at him, then at the numbers on the doors nearby in confusion.

“I thought — Your room’s on the same floor?”

“No. You get some sleep.”

“But—”

“Go on now. If I hold the door much longer the alarm will go off, and people’ll be mad.”

She stood there, looking back at him. He cursed under his breath, let the door go and stepped out before it closed.

“Where’s your key?”

She handed it over, and he saw the number was a couple doors away. He guided her there.

“Oh, good. You’re coming in,” she said as he opened the door.

She was so tired she’d forgotten the existence of Lydia, who’d return shortly.

“No. Go in, Donna.” He put the key in her unresisting hand, and nudged her into the room. “We have all of tomorrow.”

Before he ran out of willpower, he closed the door on himself.

Sometimes being a gentleman was a pain in the ass — and another part of his anatomy.

Yeah, things were definitely harder, he thought later, grimacing as he cupped his head in his interlocked fingers and stared at the ceiling.
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