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      “Looks like we can cancel the funeral.”

      Hank Holden slowly opened his eyes, shifting on the bed and wincing at the bright sunlight streaming in through the ranch house window. Everything was fuzzy, making it hard for him to focus.

      Huh?

      His vision cleared and he saw three familiar faces staring down at him. “What am I doing here?”

      “You took a hoof to the head, big brother,” Cade Holden said, standing at the end of the bed. “I think that bull had it in for you. Maybe you’re losing your touch as a veterinarian, Dr. Holden.”

      Sam Holden chuckled as he tipped up his cowboy hat. “Nah, it’s cause Hank’s getting old. You need faster men or slower cattle to get any work done around here.”

      “He’s only thirty-five,” Grandma Hattie countered, laying a gentle palm on Hank’s cheek. “How are you feeling, dear?”

      “Like I just got trampled by a half-ton bull.”

      “I’d call it a draw.” Sam propped one cowboy boot on the bed frame. “That bull took quite a blow running into your hard head. But don’t worry, he shook it off.”

      “Good to hear.” Hank winced at the stabbing pain in his head. “And what are you doing here, Sam? I thought you were in El Paso.”

      “I just finished a job there and decided to stop by the ranch for a couple of days before I head out again.”

      Grandma Hattie reached out to give Sam a side hug. “I hope that’s enough time for me to put some meat on your bones. I don’t want you turning scrawny.”

      “No chance of that, Grandma.” Sam pumped both arms in the air to show off his bulging muscles. “Now that Hank’s down for the count, I’m the tough one in the family.”

      Hank half sat up in bed. “I can still kick your behind all the way to Laredo, if you’d like to try me.”

      Cade, the second youngest of the six Holden brothers, laughed as he grabbed Sam’s arm and pulled him back. “Give Hank a break, Sam. He’s got a mild concussion and some wounded pride. The doc said he needed take it easy.”

      “Wait, Dr. Culbertson was here?” Hank asked. The last thing he remembered was opening the cattle chute, then everything went black.

      “Yes, I thought it best to call him. He said that hoof just grazed you or it would have been a lot worse.” Hattie reached out and gently smoothed the hair off Hank’s forehead. “He was here a couple of hours ago. Don’t you remember?”

      “No, but I’m sure it will come back to me.”

      Worry furrowed her brow. “Do you know what day it is?”

      He thought about it for a moment, trying to remember what day he’d promised to help work cattle. “Saturday?”

      Grandma Hattie’s face relaxed. “Yes, that’s right.”

      Relieved, Hank leaned back against the down pillows, wincing at the movement. His body felt like one giant bruise and his head was pounding. Then he remembered there might be another reason for his condition—too many shots at the Wildcat Tavern last night with his business partner and fellow veterinarian, Charlie Dennison.

      They’d shut down the place and he’d only gotten a couple of hours sleep before heading to the Holden family ranch to help work cattle this morning.

      “Doc said you might not remember much around the accident,” Cade said. “He checked you over and didn’t find too much damage. But he said you’d be mighty sore for a while.”

      Hattie nodded. “That’s why I called Charlie. He’s happy to cover your appointments at the vet clinic until you’re fully recovered. And he told me you’re overdue for a vacation anyway. It’s perfect timing, really.”

      “Perfect…timing?” Hank said, feeling even more confused. Maybe his head wasn’t quite as hard as his brothers thought.`

      “For your job with Cowboy Confidential. We talked about it after the doctor left this morning.” Hattie’s blue eyes filled with concern. “Don’t you remember?”

      He didn’t remember, but the last thing he wanted to do was make her worry. “It’s…coming back to me…”

      “Cowboy Confidential is real?” Sam interjected, staring at Hattie. “Nick told me you’d started a new business with that name, but I thought he was joking.”

      “It’s as real as the honey buns baking in my oven right now,” she said. “My own staffing company that I’m running right out of this house. And Nick knows that better than anyone, since working for Cowboy Confidential is how he met his fiancée.”

      All three brothers stared at their grandmother. Then Cade sputtered, “Nick’s engaged? Since when?”

      “Since yesterday.” Hattie clasped her hands together, her face glowing. “He and Lucy called me last night to tell me the wonderful news.” Then her blue eyes narrowed. “And it’s about darn time one of you boys settled down. I can’t wait forever to be a great-grandmother.”

      Hank cleared his throat. The last thing he wanted to settle down. “Did you say something about honey buns in the oven?”

      “They’ll be ready in about ten minutes,” Hattie told him. “So that’s plenty of time to talk about Cowboy Confidential.”

      Oh boy.

      She pulled the bedcovers up around Hank’s bare shoulders and then perched on the side of the bed. “It’s doing even better than I imagined. I hired out your cousin Chet to work at a sale barn across town. Your uncle Brian took a job hauling a purebred Angus bull to a ranch in west Texas, and your cousin Katie agreed to create a software program for a horse breeder in Erath County. That girl is a whiz with computers.”

      Sam chuckled. “Sounds like you’ve put the entire Holden clan to work, Grandma.”

      “I plan to have plenty of work for anyone who wants it,” Hattie said. “Now it’s Hank’s turn.”

      Hank was happy to help out his grandmother, just like he’d been doing since he was eleven years old. That’s when his parents were killed in a car accident, leaving Hank and his brothers to be raised by their grandparents, Hattie and Henry Holden.

      He still remembered the last words his father spoke to him before his parents left on that fateful weekend trip: Take good care of your little brothers.

      And Hank had done just that, determined to fulfill that duty and make his late parents proud. He’d given up his childhood to work on Elk Creek Ranch and help out his grandparents, then paid his way through college and vet school so he could assist the family financially.

      Now that Grandpa Henry was gone, he was often tempted to corral his ornery brothers, even though they were all adults now and living their own lives. But if any one of them ever needed Hank, he was there. And he’d always be there for Grandma Hattie too, no matter what she asked of him. “My turn for what…exactly?”

      “Well, my friend Edith asked for my biggest, toughest grandson…”

      “Hey,” Cade and Sam protested in unison.

      Hattie smiled at them. “You’re all big, strong men, but Hank is the best fit for her job requirement. Maybe you two should have eaten more of my honey buns growing up, like your big brother.” Then she turned back to Hank. “Anyway, Edith is looking for someone to stop a stalker.”

      “Edith has a stalker?” Hank had last seen Edith Cummings a few months ago when the petite septuagenarian had brought her cranky Siamese cat into his vet clinic for a wellness check.

      “Oh, my no!” Hattie laughed. “Although she is on the hunt for a man. Her husband passed about ten years ago and she’s ready to start dating again.”

      Hank closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead with his fingertips. “So what does Edith have to do with this job?”

      “She’s in a support group with a friend of the woman who’s being stalked. Edith told her about Cowboy Confidential, so she and her friend contacted me. This stalker is after Dr. Rachel Grant, the therapist of the group.”

      He glanced over at his brothers, who looked as confused as he felt. “So this Dr. Grant wants me to protect her from a stalker?”

      “Oh, no, Dr. Grant must never be told that her friends pitched in to hire you. Apparently, she’s not that worried about the stalker. But everyone around her thinks she’s not taking it seriously enough.” Hattie leaned closer to him, her eyes twinkling. “So you’ll need to go undercover as a mental patient.”

      The hoots of laughter from Sam and Cade didn’t help his headache or his mood, but their amusement died down quickly enough with one stern glance from Grandma Hattie.

      “A little therapy never hurt anyone,” she told them. “And Sam, you’re a bounty hunter, so you go undercover all the time. Didn’t you once pretend to be a rodeo clown to catch some runaway felon?”

      “Well, sure I did, but…”

      “Hey, that’s a good point,” Hank interjected. “This sounds more like Sam’s line of work than mine. I think he’d make a perfect mental patient. And if anyone in this family needs therapy, it’s him.”

      “I’ve already got a job.” Sam made a big show of looking at his watch. “In fact, I probably need to leave this afternoon just to get a good start. But I’ll take the next Cowboy Confidential job you’ve got, Grandma. I promise.”

      The sound of chimes filled the room and Hattie stood up as she pulled her cell phone from her apron pocket and turned off the timer. “Oh, good, my honey buns are done. Sam, I’ll pack up some for you to take on the road. And Cade, you need to confirm Hank’s appointment with Dr. Grant.”

      “Monday morning at ten o’clock,” Cade said, grinning at Hank. “Dr. Grant has a long waiting list, but I was lucky enough to get you in due to a cancellation.”

      Hank wanted to protest, but he knew once Grandma Hattie made up her mind about something, there was absolutely no changing it. He closed his eyes as they left the room, hoping sleep might numb the pain of his bruised body.

      Then maybe he could dream about the fastest way to get out of this mess. Because the last thing he wanted was some nosy, highbrow therapist trying to psychoanalyze him. That meant he had to protect her, track down her stalker, and wrap up this job before she could sink her claws in too deep.
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      “I can’t believe I let you talk me into another blind date!”

      Rachel Grant strode into the ladies’ restroom of the Pine City Bistro that evening with her best friend, Molly Loomis, right on her heels. The aroma of garlic and oregano wafted in after them, mingling with the floral air freshener in the tiny pink-and-white lavatory.

      “I really thought you might like this one,” Molly said as the swinging door closed behind her. A basket of toiletries sat on the sink top and Molly grabbed a bottle of scented lotion and poured a dollop into her palm.

      “This is the last time,” Rachel reminded her. “You promised.”

      “C’mon, Rach. I know Tad is a little eccentric,” Molly admitted as she rubbed her hands together. “But he isn’t that bad. Parker thought you two might make a good match.”

      “He’s flossing his teeth at the table!”

      “So he’s got good hygiene habits. He’s also into martial arts. I think that makes up for some of his other quirks.”

      “Like stealing that tip from the next table?”

      “Actually I was talking about his toupee.” Molly leaned toward the mirror, checking her flawless makeup. “I’ve never seen him wear it before, and believe me, he looks much better without it. Very distinguished. And he’s one of the top salesmen at Parker’s firm.”

      Groaning with frustration, Rachel turned away. She’d had it with her friends’ attempts to fix her up with a man. She’d moved to Pine City from Philadelphia two years ago and had already been a bridesmaid twice. Now these same friends seemed determined to wrap her in white and shove her down the aisle.

      For the past few months they’d besieged her with single men. Finally, Rachel had drawn the line, insisting that tonight be the last time either of them could play matchmaker. In her opinion, that was still one blind date too many, but a small penance to pay to keep her friends happy.

      Unfortunately, Tad Grothen had proven just how far they were willing to go.

      Molly had even dragged along her poor husband, Parker, for this disastrous double date. Now he was stuck out there watching Tad floss. Rachel loved her friends, but there were some things even she wouldn’t do for them. And suffering through the rest of this date was one of them.

      Rachel moved to the double-hung window, checking the dimensions. “It looks like a tight squeeze, but with a little luck and some body oil, I might be able to make it.”

      “What are you talking about?” Molly exclaimed. “You can’t escape by climbing out the window. We’re on the second floor of the restaurant!”

      “I’m not going to escape. I’m planning to jump. It’s definitely preferable to hearing more about Tad’s disgusting toenail fungus.”

      “All right,” Molly said with a resigned sigh. “I get your point. Maybe we have gone a little overboard with some of these guys. But we’re worried about you…and you know the reason why.”

      Rachel sucked in a deep breath. “You don’t need to worry. I’ve got it under control.”

      “I heard you received another one of those letters. The third one this week.”

      That’s when Rachel knew Steven Doucette, the clinic’s receptionist, had ratted her out. “I’ve shown the letters to the other three therapists at our clinic, so they’re aware of them. Noah Lopez believes the writer is more obsessed with death than he is with me.”

      “And that’s supposed to be reassuring?” Molly folded her arms across her chest. Her stint as a medic in the Air Force had taught her not to back down from anyone or anything. Now an emergency room doctor, her military training still showed in her ramrod straight back and the unflinching gaze of her hazel eyes. “And it’s not just the letters. It’s the fact that you live alone and don’t have anyone watching out for you.”

      “I can take care myself,” she assured her. “I’ve done pretty well so far.”

      “So what did this last letter say?”

      Rachel sighed. “If you live to be a hundred, I want to live to be a hundred minus one day, so I never have to live without you.”

      “And what book is that from?”

      “Winnie the Pooh.”

      Molly blanched. “And you don’t find that just a little bit creepy?”

      “It’s harmless, just like all the other letters,” Rachel told her. “They’re probably from one of my blind dates who doesn’t take rejection well. And Dr. Craig, our clinic director, did call in the police when the letters first started arriving, but nothing came of it. So, you really don’t need worry; I’ve got it under control.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      “I am,” she assured her. “And I’m happy. I’m single, okay? That’s not something that needs to be fixed. All I want is for everybody to leave me and my love life alone.”

      “You don’t have to pretend with me. You don’t have a love life.”

      “And I’m not looking for one,” she said, brushing stray bread crumbs off the skirt of her new topaz-blue dress. She’d loved this dress until Tad had told her his great aunt had one just like it.

      “Is it because your heart’s still broken?” Molly asked her. “You haven’t seriously dated anyone since Russell dumped you.”

      Rachel stiffened. “He didn’t dump me. He went on a sabbatical.”

      “Your fiancé left the country without even telling you! He’s been gone for almost a year.”

      “We never officially broke up.”

      Molly rolled her eyes. “Does Russell write to you? Call you? Send you messages by carrier pigeon?”

      “He’s in a very remote part of Africa,” Rachel replied. “Now I really don’t want to talk about Russell. We just…grew apart.”

      “More than eight thousand miles apart.”

      Talking about him meant thinking about him, and that’s the last thing Rachel wanted to do. “We should plan a girls’ night soon.”

      Molly scowled. “You always do that.”

      “Do what?” Rachel asked.

      “Change the subject whenever anyone brings up Russell.”

      “Most friends would take the hint.”

      “This friend is worried about you. Not only do you have a stalker, but I don’t think you’re as over your ex-fiancé as you pretend. It’s like you’re stuck in Russell limbo.”

      “You’ve been out of the dating loop for a while, Molly. It’s not as easy to meet men when you get older.”

      “Oh, please.” Molly rolled her eyes. “You’re only thirty-two. If I had your gorgeous red hair, big green eyes, and knockout body, I’d have a date every night.”

      “Somehow I don’t think your husband would approve.”

      But Molly wasn’t ready to give up. “Just give Tad one more chance. He’s probably done flossing by now. We can order dessert and see what happens.”

      “I already know what will happen. We’ll be dodging chunks of chocolate ganache.” Rachel glanced at her watch. “Besides, it’s a been a long day. I saw patients this morning and I have a full schedule of appointments on Monday, followed by my Lonely Hearts group in the evening. I just need some downtime.”

      Molly arched a skeptical brow. “You want to go home alone at eight o’clock on a Saturday night?”

      “Sounds like heaven to me.”

      “It sounds to me like you’re still not over Russell.” Molly shook her head. “I just don’t get it, Rach. I know Russell’s cute and that entomology is probably a respectable field. But what kind of man works with bugs all day? And didn’t he have a cockroach collection?”

      “Yes, with cockroaches from around the world. He wanted to display it in our living room after we were married. I voted for the garage.”

      Molly shivered. “That’s so creepy. Can you imagine living with Russell and his dead cockroaches?”

      “Not to mention his live gadfly collection. Which is another reason I’m so glad to be single.” It was true. She had a great career. A nice apartment. A creepy pen pal.

      “Speaking of cockroaches,” Rachel said, “did you hear that Gina’s husband left her for another woman? She wants to kill him. I mean, she’s actually drawing up murder plans.”

      “Oh, no!” Molly exclaimed. “Well, I guess we all saw that coming. It’s a good thing she’s got a therapist for a best friend.” Then she frowned. “Wait, you’re doing it again--changing the subject.”

      “Actually, I’m forming my escape plan.”

      “You can’t leave now. You’re on a date!”

      “My date has texted his mother three times in the last hour. She can have him.” Rachel slung her purse over her shoulder. “I think I’ll have more fun dealing with despair and depression at my group session on Monday night.”

      “I wish you’d worry as much about your stalker as you do about that Lonely Hearts group.” Molly placed a hand on her shoulder. “I’m afraid for you, Rachel, even if you’re not. I think having a man in your life would make you less vulnerable.”

      “Honey, I can take care of myself.” Rachel reached out to give her hug. “But I appreciate the concern. And I promise to start locking my doors at night.”

      “Very funny.”

      “Look, this so-called stalker has never called me or left a message of any kind at my house. It’s just these silly letters mailed to the clinic…and a few other minor incidents. For all we know, it’s a prank by the dentists on the third floor.”

      Molly sighed. “I wish it was that simple. Just understand that I’d do anything—and I mean anything--to make sure you’re safe.”

      “I know. But you promised me you won’t fix me up with any more blind dates after tonight, remember?”

      “I won’t arrange any more blind dates,” Molly affirmed, not quite meeting her gaze. “I promise.”

      “Good.” Rachel smiled. “As I’m always telling my group, you don’t have to be in love to be happy.”

      “And you don’t have to sacrifice your love life to prove it to them.”

      “Believe me, with men like Tad around, it’s no sacrifice.” Rachel dug into her purse and pulled out some cash. “I’ve got to go. This should cover half the dinner bill.”

      “Don’t leave,” Molly pleaded. “I think Tad likes you. And I’m sure he’s planning to ask you out again. What should I tell him?”

      “Tell him I jumped out the window.”
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      On Monday morning, Rachel spoke to the closed closet door in her office. “Only three more minutes, Mr. Kasper.”

      “I can’t breathe,” shouted a panicky voice from inside the closet. “I’ve got to get out of here!”

      “Take slow, deep breaths,” she replied in a calm, soothing tone. “Close your eyes and envision a safe place. Distract yourself by imagining you’re in a cocoon.”

      “All right,” came his shaky voice from the closet. “I’ll…t…t…try.”

      “I know you can do this, Mr. Kasper.” Rachel kept her fingers crossed. Jonathan Kasper was a new patient of hers, but he had been coming to the Craig Clinic for years.

      A short, balding man on the brink of retirement, he and his wife had big plans to travel around the world.

      The only problem was he suffered severe attacks of claustrophobia every time he got on an airplane. He’d been making wonderful progress conquering his problem these past few weeks, but the acclimation phase was the most difficult part.

      She glanced at her watch. This session was almost over and her new patient was due to arrive soon. Then she’d be free for a late lunch before the rest of her afternoon appointments.

      She had a healthy salad waiting in the clinic lunch room, but there was a chocolate bar in the lobby vending machine calling her name.

      Her office door cracked open, accompanied by a light knock.

      “Yes?” she said, looking toward the door.

      “Excuse me,” intoned a deep, masculine voice. “There wasn’t anyone at the reception desk. I’m looking for a Dr. Grant.”

      “You found her,” she said as the door opened wider.

      Then a cowboy stepped inside like he’d just walked off a movie set. He stood at least six four with a killer smile, the deepest blue eyes she’d ever seen, and dark whiskers shading his square jaw.

      “You’re Dr. Grant?” His brow furrowed as he swept off his chocolate-brown Stetson and held it in one broad hand.

      She smiled at the note of surprise in his voice. Maybe he wasn’t expecting a woman. The clinic, started by renowned therapist, Dr. Roger Craig, had recently offered partnerships to three independent psychologists, including her.

      “Yes, I’m Dr. Grant. And you are?”

      “Your one o’clock appointment,” he said. “I might be a bit early.”

      Her impotency case.

      Rachel cleared her throat and took a deep breath, trying to hide her surprise. She was expecting someone older and less…magnetic.

      But she knew better than anyone that appearances could be deceiving. And since she’d never had an impotency case before, she wasn’t about to let this one get away. She put everything else out of her mind except making him comfortable.

      “Welcome,” she said, extending her hand toward him with an encouraging smile. “And your name is?”

      “I’m Hank,” he replied, clasping her hand in his big, warm callused one. A tingle shot through her arm as he gently squeezed her fingers.

      His cocky, self-assured smile surprised her. She hadn’t expected a man with such an easy, confident air.

      On the outside he was built like a football lineman, with a handsome, square-jawed face and those heart-stopping blue eyes. But underneath that delectable exterior probably lay a sexually frustrated cowboy.

      She could hardly wait to get her hands on him. Figuratively speaking.

      Then she remembered that someone else had made that appointment for him, according to Steven, the clinic’s receptionist. His mother? Brother? Girlfriend?

      Her smile turned sympathetic as she realized her mistake. The confidence he exuded was probably a cover for the insecure man-child inside. The poor guy had even been too embarrassed to make the appointment himself. So better for her to take it slow and let him bring up his reason for being here.

      “This is a little awkward,” he began. “I’m not sure where to start…”

      “Why don’t we just take some time to get acquainted first?” She steered him toward the sofa. “That will make both of us more comfortable.”

      He sat down on the sofa and looked around the office. “I’ve never been to a place like this before.”

      “I hope it’s not too scary,” she said with a smile, walking over to the coffee station she kept in the corner of the room.

      “I don’t scare that easily.”

      So he liked playing the tough guy. That was called compensating.

      “Please, just relax. I know why you’re here,” she said gently, “and I admire your courage in talking about something like this with a total stranger.”

      She hadn’t expected a man so young, so attractive, so outwardly virile. The paradox intrigued her. He might make an interesting case study for the psychology book she wanted to write someday. Of course, she’d make certain his identity remained anonymous.

      “Would you like a cup of coffee?” she asked, still sensing an air of uneasiness about him.

      “Sure,” he said, settling back against the sofa cushion with a slight wince.

      Rachel kept her gaze on him as she picked up the coffee pot. “Are you all right?”

      “It’s nothing.” He set his cowboy hat on the table beside him. “I just got banged up a bit yesterday working cattle.”

      He seemed determined to impress her. To prove his manliness. But he didn’t need to convince her, he needed to convince himself. Impotency had nothing to do with masculinity or toughness.

      Neither of them said a word as she poured the hot coffee into a white ceramic mug, although she could feel his steady gaze fixed on her. She blamed the fiery blush in her cheeks on the steam rising out of the coffee pot. “Do you take sugar or cream?”

      “No, black is just fine.”

      “Shall I go first?” she asked, walking over to hand him the mug.

      “Sure.”

      She sat in an armchair across from the sofa and kicked off her heels. Then she tucked her legs underneath her, unaware of the way her gray silk skirt rode up her thighs until she caught him staring at her legs.

      “Hank? Are you with me?”

      “What?” He looked up. “Oh. Right. Sure, go ahead.”

      Rachel cleared her throat. “Well, I grew up in Philly and attended Penn State University. That’s where I got my master’s degree in clinical psychology. Then I moved to Texas two years ago and earned my doctorate through North Texas University.”

      She hesitated, uncertain if she should relate more personal information. It seemed the least she could do, since he was about to divulge his most intimate secrets to her.

      “I’m thirty-two years old and happily single,” she continued. “Which still seems to shock my family. I collect antiques, and I am seriously thinking about getting a dog.” Her life didn’t sound too exciting, although he seemed quite interested. He leaned forward on the sofa, watching her intently as he sipped his coffee.

      Time to get down to business.

      “Are you single or married, Hank?”

      “I’m single and like it that way.”

      She nodded. At least he didn’t have to suffer from performance anxiety on a regular basis. “Do you date much?”

      “Not as much as I’d like. I’ve been pretty busy with work these past few months.”

      “What do you do for a living?”

      “I’m a country veterinarian, although I have quite a few small animal clients in Pine City too.”

      Rachel nodded. “Do you find yourself more comfortable with animals than people? Especially women? Is that why you’ve been avoiding more intimate relationships?”

      He scowled. “I haven’t been avoiding anything.”

      She leaned forward. “It’s very natural, in our sessions, to be defensive at first. But I think you’ll find it more helpful to be reflective. To listen, instead of instantly reacting. And take time to really think about what I’m saying to see if it might resonate with you.”

      He sat there for a long moment; his skeptical gaze locked on her. At last he said, “I. Haven’t. Been. Avoiding. Anything.”

      Hmm, she needed to take a different approach. Men like Hank didn’t react well to a soft touch—he wanted to battle. “Okay, let me ask you another question.”

      “Shoot,” he said, taking a long sip of his coffee.

      “Do you suffer from premature ejaculation?”

      He spit coffee halfway across the room. “What?”

      “I know impotency and sexual dysfunction are very sensitive subjects,” she said quickly, watching as Hank reared up off the sofa, “but it’s better to face them head-on.”

      He slammed the mug on the coffee table “I don’t think you understand, lady.”

      “Doctor.”

      “Okay, Doctor. I came here to talk about something else. Something else entirely.”

      “Hank, listen…”

      “Doctor,” he corrected her. “Dr. Hank Holden.”

      “Doctor,” she said, trying to hide her smile. Expressing his anger was a good sign and the first step to digging into the rest of his deeply buried emotions.

      Yes, he would make an excellent subject to study for her future book. And as she watched him start to pace, stalking back and forth like a caged animal, a possible title popped into her mind: Feral Men and the People Who Love Them.

      “We can talk about whatever you’d like,” she said, hoping to calm him. “I’m here to help you. Impotence can often be a complex problem, so there are many layers to probe. Once the physical reasons have been ruled out, we can turn to more intensive therapy.”

      He stopped pacing and stared at her, the color draining from his face. “I don’t need any therapy or probing. Intensive or otherwise.”

      Rachel swallowed. She had the distinct feeling she wasn’t handling this as well as she’d hoped. “It can be very beneficial in cases like yours…”

      “Hold it,” he insisted. “There is no case. I only came here because of your friends…”

      “What?” Rachel suddenly realized she’d been wrong. This man didn’t suffer from a lack of confidence. Just the opposite, in fact.

      And she suddenly had a nagging suspicion he didn’t suffer from impotency, either.

      The closet door suddenly crashed open, shaking the walls in her small office. Hank whirled around and barreled toward Mr. Kasper.

      “Wait!” Rachel cried.

      But it was too late. Hank tackled the older man to the ground. Mr. Kasper let out a gasp of surprise as his back end hit the carpeted floor and Hank pinned the man’s shoulders to the ground.

      “Let go of him!” Rachel demanded. “What are you doing?”

      “Saving you,” Hank snapped. “Now call the police.”

      “Can I just go back in the closet?” Mr. Kasper asked, his face pale and dripping with sweat. Then he looked up at Hank and did a double take. “Dr. Holden? Well, my goodness, this is a surprise.”

      Hank’s fierce expression relaxed and he helped Mr. Kasper to his feet. “Sorry about that, Jon. I didn’t recognize you without your Texas Rangers cap on.”

      “No problem,” Jon said, brushing himself off.

      Rachel hurried toward the older man. “I’m so sorry, Mr. Kasper. Are you all right?”

      “I think I’m good. It got pretty hot in that closet.” Then he grinned, mopping his damp brow with his white handkerchief. “Sounds like it got pretty hot out here, too.”

      She vigorously fanned him with a mental health journal, mortified that she’d neglected one of her patients. “I can’t believe you stayed in there for so long.”

      “I think I’m cured,” he announced. “You were right about finding a distraction, Dr. Grant.” He rubbed his hands together. “Yes, indeed. That makes all the difference in the world.”

      She swallowed. “Mr. Kasper, you realize that anything you might have overheard between Dr. Holden and I is strictly confidential. He’s a patient of mine…”

      “I am not your patient,” Hank countered, before she could explain any further.

      Mr. Kasper shook out the limp handkerchief and then stuffed it in his pocket. “So that means the confidentiality rules don’t apply?”

      She opened her mouth, but Hank answered first. “Of course not. I’ve never even met Dr. Grant before today. And this is the first time I’ve ever been in a therapist’s office in my life.”

      Mr. Kasper lifted his orange Longhorns jacket off the coatrack. “Well, I’ve got to run. I can’t wait to tell Thelma all about my day.”

      Rachel struggled to maintain her composure. “I’m sure your wife will be thrilled you’ve finally overcome your claustrophobia.”

      Mr. Kasper grinned. “Yes, that, too.” He zipped up his jacket as he headed for the door. Then he turned to Hank. “And don’t worry, Doc, I’ll make certain the paper doesn’t print anything about…” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “Your little problem.”

      After he left, Hank slowly turned to face her. “The paper? What exactly did he mean by that?”

      She folded her arms across her chest, deriving a certain satisfaction from his stricken expression. “Didn’t you know Mr. Kasper’s sister-in-law is Midge Berman? She writes the daily gossip column for the Pine City Herald and recently became the host of a local talk show called Pine City People.”

      He closed his eyes. “I don’t believe it.”

      “I tried to warn you.” She experienced a twinge of remorse. “I’m sorry. I completely forgot he was in there.”

      His eyes flew open. “How could you possibly forget a man in your closet?”

      Not certain of the answer herself, she shrugged. When Hank had walked into her office, all her common sense seemed to have vanished. “I know why you’re really here.”

      “You do?”

      She nodded. “My friends have been worried about me because I’ve been getting odd, unsigned letters in the mail. The letters are benign, but I understand their concern. For some reason, they think I need to have a man in my life to protect me—or save me, as you so aptly put it.”

      When Hank didn’t deny it, she continued. “So they somehow talked you into making an appointment with the intention of dating me? Even though that’s completely unethical.” She shook her head. “I apologize. I believe it’s cruel to lead someone on or give them false hope. That’s why I want to be honest with you.”

      Hank stayed silent.

      Rachel studied his face but couldn’t read his expression. Many people didn’t handle rejection well, so she wanted to let him down easy. “I don’t think you’re the man for me, Dr. Holden. Frankly, after a raft of blind dates, I’m not interested in dating anyone at the moment.”

      “Good to know.”

      Thank heavens. She was glad to see he was taking her friends’ elaborate ruse so well. “I’m curious, though. Why was this scheduled as an impotency issue?”

      He hesitated. “My brother was actually the one who scheduled it. He made a big mistake.”

      “Oh,” she replied, surprised but not wanting to push the matter. “Well, let me walk to you to the door.”

      Hank picked up his cowboy hat and followed her across the room. “Sorry about tackling Jon. I hope he’s okay.”

      “I think he will be.” She smiled as she opened the door for him. “Good luck to you, Dr. Holden.”

      “Thank you, Dr. Grant.” He took a long look at her before walking out the door. “I’m going to need it.”
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