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      To my mother

   



      
      
      1

      
      “Let me get this straight,” Jodie Pulanski said. “You want to give Cal Bonner a woman for a birthday present.”
      

      
      The three offensive linemen, who were spending the November evening sitting in the back booth at Zebras, the DuPage County
         sports bar favored by the Chicago Stars football players, all nodded at once.
      

      
      Junior Duncan gestured toward the waitress for another round. “He’s going to be thirty-six, so we wanted to make this extra
         special.”
      

      
      “Bull,” Jodie said. Everybody who knew anything about football knew that Cal Bonner, the Stars’ brilliant quarterback, had
         been demanding, temperamental, and generally impossible to get along with ever since the season started. Bonner, popularly
         known as the “Bomber” because of his fondness for throwing explosive passes, was the top-ranked quarterback in the AFC and
         a legend.
      

      
      Jodie crossed her arms over the form-fitting white tank top that was part of her hostess uniform. It didn’t occur to either
         her or any of the three men at the table to consider the moral dimensions of their discussion, let alone notions of political
         correctness. This was, after all, the NFL. “You think if you get him a woman, he’ll ease up on all of you,” she said.
      

      
      Willie Jarrell gazed down into his beer through a pair of thickly-lashed dark brown eyes. “Sonovabitch been kickin’ so much
         ass lately, nobody can stand being around him.”
      

      
      Junior shook his head. “Yesterday, he called Germaine Clark a debutante. Germaine!”
      

      
      Jodie lifted one eyebrow, which was penciled several shades darker than her brassy blond hair. Germaine Clark was All-Pro
         and one of the meanest defensive tackles in the NFL. “From what I’ve seen, the Bomber already has more women than he knows
         what to do with.”
      

      
      Junior nodded. “Yeah, but, the thing of it is, he doesn’t seem to be sleepin’ with any of them?”

      
      “What?”

      
      “It’s true.” Chris Plummer, the Stars’ left guard spoke up. “We just found it out. His girlfriends have been talking to some
         of the wives, and it seems Cal’s not using them for anything more than window dressing.”
      

      
      Willie Jarrell spoke up. “Maybe if he waited until they were out of diapers, he could get turned on.”

      
      Junior chose to take his remark seriously. “Don’t say things like that, Willie. You know Cal won’t date ’em till they’re twenty.”

      
      Cal Bonner might be getting older, but the females in his life weren’t. No one could remember him dating anyone over the age
         of twenty-two.
      

      
      “Far as anybody knows,” Willie said, “the Bomber hasn’t slept with anybody since he broke up with Kelly, and that was last
         February. It’s not natural.”
      

      
      Kelly Berkley had been Cal’s beautiful twenty-one-year-old companion until she’d gotten tired of waiting for a wedding ring
         that wasn’t ever going to come and run off with a twenty-three-year-old guitarist for a heavy metal band. Since then, Cal
         Bonner had been concentrating on winning football games, dating a new woman every week, and kicking his teammates’ asses.
      

      
      Jodie Pulanski was the Stars’ favorite groupie, but although she hadn’t yet turned twenty-three, none of the men suggested
         that she offer her own body as Cal Bonner’s birthday present. It was a well-known fact he’d already rejected her at least
         a dozen times. That made the Bomber Public Enemy Number One on Jodie’s personal hate list, even though she kept a collection
         of blue-and-gold Stars’ jerseys in her bedroom closet, one jersey for every Stars player she’d slept with, and was always
         eager to add more.
      

      
      “What we need is somebody who won’t remind him of Kelly,” Chris said.

      
      “That means she needs to be real classy,” Willie added. “And older. We think it would be good for the Bomber to try someone
         maybe twenty-five.”
      

      
      “Sort of dignified.” Junior took a sip of beer. “One of those society types.”

      
      Jodie wasn’t known for her brains, but even she could see the problem with that one. “I don’t think too many society types
         are going to volunteer to be a man’s birthday present. Not even Cal Bonner’s.”
      

      
      “Yeah, that’s what we was thinking, too, so we might have to use a hooker.”

      
      “But a real classy one,” Willie said hastily, since everyone knew Cal didn’t go for hookers.

      
      Junior gazed glumly into his beer. “Problem is, we haven’t been able to find one.”

      
      Jodie knew some hookers, but none of them were what she’d call classy. Neither were her friends. She ran with a group of hard-drinking,
         party-loving women, whose single goal in life was to sleep with as many professional athletes as they could. “What do you
         want from me?”
      

      
      “We want you to use your connections and find somebody for him,” Junior said. “His birthday’s coming up in ten days, and we got to have a woman for him before then.”
      

      
      “What’s in it for me?”

      
      Since all three of their jerseys already hung in her closet, they knew they’d have to go out on a limb. Chris spoke cautiously.
         “You got a particular number you’re interested in adding to your collection?”
      

      
      “Other than number eighteen,” Willie quickly interjected, eighteen being the Bomber’s number.

      
      Jodie thought about it. She’d rather screw over the Bomber than find him a woman. On the other hand, there was one particular
         number that she wanted real bad. “As a matter of fact, I do. If I find your birthday present, number twelve’s mine.”
      

      
      The men groaned. “Shit, Jodie, Kevin Tucker’s got too many women as it is.”

      
      “That’s your problem.”

      
      Tucker was the Stars’ backup quarterback. Young, aggressive, and sublimely talented, he had been handpicked by the Stars to
         take over the starting position when age or injury prevented Cal from getting the job done. Although the two men were polite
         in public, both were fierce competitors, and they hated each other’s guts, which made Kevin Tucker all the more desirable
         to Jodie.
      

      
      The men grumbled, but eventually agreed that they’d make sure Tucker did his part if she found the right woman for Cal’s birthday
         present.
      

      
      Two new customers entered Zebras, and since Jodie was the bar’s hostess, she got up to greet them. As she made her way to
         the door, she mentally sorted through her female acquaintances, trying to come up with one of them who would qualify, but
         she drew a blank. She had a lot of female friends, but not a single one of them was classy.
      

      
      Two days later, Jodie was still mulling over the problem as she dragged her hangover into the kitchen of her parents’ home in suburban Glen Ellyn, Illinois, where she was temporarily living until she got her Visa paid off. It was almost noon
         on Saturday, her parents were gone for the weekend, and she didn’t have to be at work until five, which was a good thing because
         she needed time to recover from last night’s partying.
      

      
      She opened the cupboard door and saw nothing but a can of decaf. Shit. It was sleeting outside, and her head hurt too much to drive, but if she didn’t have a quart of caffeine inside her by kickoff
         time, she wouldn’t be able to enjoy the game.
      

      
      Nothing was going right. The Stars were playing in Buffalo that afternoon, so she couldn’t look forward to the players coming
         into Zebras after the game. And when she finally did see them, how was she going to break the news that she hadn’t been able
         to find the birthday present? One of the reasons the Stars paid so much attention to her was because she could always get
         them women.
      

      
      She gazed out the kitchen window and saw a light on at the geek’s house next door. The geek was Jodie’s private name for Dr.
         Jane Darlington, her parents’ neighbor. She was a Ph.D. doctor, not a medical one, and Jodie’s mom was always going on about
         what a wonderful person she was because she’d been helping the Pulanskis with mail and shit ever since they’d moved in a couple
         of years ago. Maybe she’d help Jodie out with some coffee.
      

      
      She did a quick fix on her makeup and, without bothering to put on underwear, slipped into a pair of tight black jeans, Willie
         Jarrell’s jersey, and her Frye boots. After grabbing one of her mother’s Tupperware containers, she headed next door.
      

      
      Despite the sleet, she hadn’t bothered with a jacket, and by the time Dr. Jane got around to answering the bell, she was shivering.
         “Hi.”
      

      
      Dr. Jane stood on the other side of the storm door staring at her through geeky, oversize glasses with tortoiseshell frames.
      

      
      “I’m the Pulanskis’ daughter Jodie. From next door.”

      
      Dr. Jane made no move to invite her inside.

      
      “Listen, it’s cold as hell out here. Can I come in?”

      
      The geek finally pushed open the storm door and let her in. “I’m sorry. I didn’t recognize you.”

      
      Jodie stepped inside, and it didn’t take her more than two seconds to figure out why Dr. Jane hadn’t been in any big hurry
         to admit her. The eyes behind the lenses were teary and her nose red. Unless Jodie was more hungover than she thought, Dr.
         Jane had been crying her nerdy little heart out.
      

      
      The geek was tall, maybe five-eight, and Jodie had to look up as she extended the pink Tupperware container. “Can I bum a
         couple of scoops of coffee? There’s nothing but decaf in the house, and I need something stronger.”
      

      
      Dr. Jane took the container, but she seemed to do it reluctantly. She didn’t strike Jodie as the stingy type, so her reaction
         probably meant she wasn’t in the mood for company. “Yes, I’ll—uh—get you some.” She turned away and headed for the kitchen,
         obviously expecting Jodie to wait where she was, but Jodie had a half hour to kill before the pregame show started, and she
         was curious enough to follow.
      

      
      They passed through a living room that, at first glance, seemed pretty boring: off-white walls, comfortable furniture, boring-looking
         books everywhere. Jodie was getting ready to pass right through when the framed museum posters on the walls caught her attention.
         They all seemed to have been done by some lady named Georgia O’Keeffe, and Jodie knew she had a dirty mind, but she didn’t
         think that explained why every one of the flowers looked like female sex organs.
      

      
      She saw flowers with deep, dark hearts. Flowers with petals flopping over moist, secret centers. She saw—jeez. It was a clamshell with this little wet pearl, and even somebody with the cleanest mind in the world would have to look twice
         at that one. She wondered if maybe the geek was a dike. Why else would she want to look at flower pussies every time she went
         into her living room?
      

      
      Jodie wandered into the kitchen, which was pale lavender with pretty floral curtains hanging at the window, although these
         flowers were regular ones, not the X-rateds in the living-room paintings. Everything in the kitchen was cheery and cute except
         for the owner, who looked more dignified than God.
      

      
      Dr. Jane was one of those neat, tweedy women. Her tailored slacks had small, tidy brown-and-black checks, and her soft, oatmeal-colored
         sweater looked like cashmere. Despite her height, she was small-boned, with well-proportioned legs and a slender waist. Jodie
         might have felt envious of her figure except for the fact that she had no boobs, or at least none to speak of.
      

      
      Her hair was jaw-length—pale blond with streaks of flax, platinum, and gold that couldn’t have come from a bottle. It was
         arranged in one of those conservative hairstyles that Jodie wouldn’t have been caught dead in—brushed loosely back from her
         face and held in place with a narrow brown velvet clip-on headband.
      

      
      She turned slightly so that Jodie got a better look. Too bad about those big, geeky glasses. They hid a nice set of green
         eyes. She also had a good forehead and a decent nose, neither too big nor too small. Her mouth was sort of interesting, with
         a thin upper lip and a plump bottom one. And she had great skin. But she didn’t seem to do much with herself. Jodie would
         have added a lot more makeup. All in all, the geek was a good-looking woman, but sort of intimidating, even with those red-rimmed
         eyes.
      

      
      She put the lid on the Tupperware and held it out toward Jodie, who was just about to take it when she spotted the crumpled wrapping paper on the kitchen table and the small pile of gifts lying next to it.
      

      
      “What’s the occasion?”

      
      “Nothing, really. It’s my birthday.” Her voice had an interesting huskiness to it, and for the first time Jodie noticed the
         tissues crumpled in her hand.
      

      
      “Hey, no kidding. Happy birthday.”

      
      “Thank you.”

      
      Ignoring the Tupperware container in Dr. Jane’s outstretched hand, Jodie walked over to the table and looked down at the assortment
         of presents: a puny little box of plain white stationary, an electric toothbrush, a pen, and a gift certificate for Jiffy
         Lube. Pathetic. Not a pair of crotch-less panties or a sexy nightie in sight.
      

      
      “Bummer.”

      
      To her surprise, Dr. Jane gave a short laugh. “You’re right about that. My friend Caroline always comes through with the perfect
         gift, but she’s on a dig in Ethiopia.” And then, to Jodie’s surprise, a tear skidded out from under her glasses and slipped
         down her cheek.
      

      
      Dr. Jane stiffened, as if it hadn’t happened, but the presents really were pathetic, and Jodie couldn’t help but feel sorry
         for her. “Hey, it’s not so bad. At least you don’t have to worry about the sizes being wrong.”
      

      
      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t …” She stiffened her bottom lip, but another tear slid out from beneath her glasses.

      
      “It’s okay. Sit down, and I’ll make us some coffee.” She pushed Dr. Jane down into one of the kitchen chairs, then took the
         Tupperware container over to the counter where the coffeemaker sat. She started to ask Dr. J. where the filters were, but
         her forehead was all crumpled, and she seemed to be taking deep breaths, so Jodie opened a couple of cupboards until she found
         what she wanted and began making a fresh pot.
      

      
      “So what birthday is it?”

      
      “Thirty-four.”

      
      
      Jodie was surprised. She wouldn’t have taken Dr. J. for any more than her late twenties. “Double bummer.”

      
      “I’m sorry to be carrying on like this.” She dabbed her nose with a tissue. “I’m not usually so emotional.”

      
      A couple of tears was hardly Jodie’s idea of “carrying on,” but for such an uptight chick, this was probably big-time hysterical.
         “I said it’s okay. You got any doughnuts or anything?”
      

      
      “There are some whole wheat bran muffins in the freezer.”

      
      Jodie made a face and headed back to the table. It was small and round with a glass top and metal chairs that looked like
         they belonged in a garden. She sat across from Dr. Jane.
      

      
      “Who gave you the presents?”

      
      She tried to manage one of those smiles that held people at a distance. “My colleagues.”

      
      “You mean the people you work with?”

      
      “Yes. My associates at Newberry, and one of my friends at Preeze Laboratories.”

      
      Jodie didn’t know about Preeze Laboratories, but Newberry was one of the most la-de-da colleges in the United States, and
         everybody was always bragging about the fact that it was located right here in DuPage County.
      

      
      “That’s right. Don’t you teach science or something?”

      
      “I’m a physicist. I teach graduate classes in relativistic quantum field theory. I also have special funding through Preeze
         Labs that lets me investigate top quarks with other physicists.”
      

      
      “No shit. You must have been a real brain in high school.”

      
      “I didn’t spend much time in high school. I started college when I was fourteen.” One more tear trickled down her cheeks,
         but, if anything, she sat even straighter.
      

      
      “Fourteen? Get out of here.”

      
      “By the time I was twenty, I had my Ph.D.” Something inside her seemed to give way. She set her elbows on the table, balled her hands into fists, and propped her forehead on top
         of them. Her shoulders trembled, but she made no noise, and the sight of this dignified woman coming all unraveled was so
         pathetic that Jodie couldn’t help feeling sorry for her. She was also curious.
      

      
      “You got troubles with your boyfriend?”

      
      She kept her head ducked and shook her head. “I don’t have a boyfriend. I did. Dr. Craig Elkhart. We were together for six
         years.”
      

      
      So the geek wasn’t a dike. “Long time.”

      
      She lifted her head, and although her cheeks were wet, her jaw had a stubborn set to it. “He just married a twenty-year-old
         data-entry clerk named Pamela. When he left me, he said, ‘I’m sorry, Jane, but you don’t excite me anymore.’”
      

      
      Considering Dr. J’s, basic uptight personality, Jodie couldn’t exactly blame him, but it had still been a shitty thing to
         say. “Men are basically assholes.”
      

      
      “That’s not the worst part.” She clasped her hands together. “The worst part is that we were together for six years, and I
         don’t miss him.”
      

      
      “Then what are you so broke up about?” The coffee was done, and she got up to fill their mugs.

      
      “It’s not Craig. I’m just … It’s nothing, really. I shouldn’t be going on like this. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

      
      “You’re thirty-four years old and somebody gave you a Jiffy Lube gift certificate for your birthday. Anybody would be bummed.”

      
      She shuddered. “This is the same house I grew up in; did you know that? After Dad died, I was going to sell it, but I never
         got around to it.” Her voice developed a faraway sound, as if she’d forgotten Jodie was there. “I was doing research on ultrarelativistic
         heavy-ion collisions, and I didn’t want any distractions. Work has always been the center of my life. Until I was thirty, it was enough. But then one birthday followed another.”
      

      
      “And you finally figured out all that physics stuff isn’t giving you any thrills in bed at night, right?”

      
      She started, almost as if she’d forgotten Jodie was there. Then she shrugged. “It’s not just that. Frankly, I believe sex
         is overrated.” Uncomfortable, she looked down at her hands. “It’s more a sense of connection.”
      

      
      “You don’t get much more connected than when you’re burning up the mattress.”

      
      “Yes, well, that’s assuming one burns it up. Personally …” She sniffed and stood, slipping the tissues into the pocket of
         her trousers where they didn’t presume to leave a bump. “When I speak of connection, I’m thinking of something more lasting
         than sex.”
      

      
      “Religious stuff?”

      
      “Not exactly, although that’s important to me. Family. Children. Things like that.” Once again she drew her shoulders back
         and gave Jodie a brush-off smile. “I’ve gone on long enough. I shouldn’t be imposing on you like this. I’m afraid you caught
         me at a bad time.”
      

      
      “I get it! You want a kid!”

      
      Dr. J. delved into her pocket and yanked out the tissues. Her bottom lip trembled, and her entire face crumpled as she dropped
         back into the chair. “Yesterday Craig told me that Pamela is pregnant. It’s not … I’m not jealous. To be honest, I don’t care
         enough about him anymore to be jealous. I didn’t really want to marry him; I don’t want to marry anybody. It’s just that …”
         Her voice faded. “It’s just …”
      

      
      “It’s just that you want a kid of your own.”

      
      She gave a jerky nod and bit her lip. “I’ve wanted a child for so long. And now I’m thirty-four, and my eggs are getting older
         by the minute, but it doesn’t seem as if it’s going to happen.”
      

      
      Jodie glanced at the kitchen clock. She wanted to hear the rest of this, but pregame was starting. “Do you mind if I turn on your TV while we finish this?”
      

      
      Dr. J. looked confused, as if she weren’t exactly sure what a TV was. “No, I suppose not.”

      
      “Cool.” Jodie picked up her mug and headed for the living room. She sat down on the couch, put her mug on the coffee table,
         and fished the remote out from under some kind of brainy journal. A beer commercial was playing, so she hit the mute button.
      

      
      “Are you serious about wanting a baby? Even though you’re single.”

      
      Dr. Jane had her glasses on again. She sat in an overstuffed chair with a ruffle around the bottom and the clamshell painting
         hanging right behind her head, the one with that fat, wet pearl. She pressed her legs together, her feet side by side, anklebones
         touching. She had great ankles, Jodie noticed, slender and well shaped.
      

      
      Once again that back stiffened, as if somebody had strapped a board to it. “I’ve been thinking about it for a long time. I
         don’t ever plan to marry—my work is too important to me—but I want a child more than anything. And I think I’d be a good mother.
         I guess today I realized I have no way to make it happen, and that’s hit me hard.”
      

      
      “I got a couple of friends who are single moms. It’s not easy. Still, you’ve got a lot better paying job than they do, so
         it shouldn’t be so tough for you.”
      

      
      “The economics aren’t a problem. My problem is that I can’t seem to come up with a way to go about it.”

      
      Jodie stared at her. For a smart woman, she sure was dumb. “Are you talking about the guy?”

      
      She nodded stiffly.

      
      “There’ve got to be a lot of them hanging around that college. It’s no big deal. Invite one of them over, put on some music,
         give him a couple of beers, and nail him.”
      

      
      “Oh, it couldn’t be anyone I know.”

      
      “So pick up somebody in a bar or something.”

      
      
      “I could never do that. I’d have to know his health history.” Her voice dropped. “Besides, I wouldn’t know how to pick someone
         up.”
      

      
      Jodie couldn’t imagine anything easier, but she guessed she had a lot more going for her than Dr. J. “What about one of those,
         you know, sperm banks?”
      

      
      “Absolutely not. Too many sperm donors are medical students.”

      
      “So?”

      
      “I don’t want anyone who’s intelligent fathering my child.”

      
      Jodie was so surprised, she neglected to turn up the volume on the pregame show, even though the beer commercial had ended
         and they’d begun to interview the Stars’ head coach, Chester “Duke” Raskin.
      

      
      “You want somebody stupid to be the father of your kid?”

      
      Dr. J. smiled. “I know that seems strange, but it’s very difficult for a child to grow up being smarter than everyone else.
         It makes it impossible to fit in, which is why I could never have had a child with someone as brilliant as Craig or even chance
         a sperm bank. I have to take into account my own genetic makeup and find a man who’ll compensate for it. But the men I meet
         are all brilliant.”
      

      
      Dr. J. was one weird chick, Jodie decided. “You think because you’re so smart and everything that you’ve got to find somebody
         stupid?”
      

      
      “I know I do. I can’t bear the idea that my child would have to go through what I did when I was growing up. Even now … Well,
         that’s neither here nor there. The point is, as much as I want a child, I can’t just think about myself.”
      

      
      A new face on the screen caught Jodie’s attention. “Oh, jeez, wait a minute; I got to hear this.” She snatched the remote
         and hit the volume button.
      

      
      Paul Fenneman, a network sportscaster, was doing a taped interview with Cal Bonner. Jodie knew for a fact that the Bomber hated Fenneman’s guts. The sportscaster had a reputation
         for asking stupid questions, and the Bomber didn’t have any patience with fools.
      

      
      The interview had been pretaped in the parking lot of the Stars Compound, which was located on the outskirts of Naperville,
         the largest town in DuPage County. Fenneman spoke into the camera, looking real serious, like he was getting ready to cover
         a major war or something. “I’m speaking with Cal Bonner, the Stars’ All-Pro quarterback.”
      

      
      The camera focused on Cal, and Jodie’s skin went clammy from a combination of lust and resentment. Damn, he was hot, even
         if he was getting old.
      

      
      He stood in front of this big Harley hog wearing jeans and a tight black T-shirt that outlined one of the best sets of pecs
         on the team. Some of the guys were so pumped up they looked like they were getting ready to explode, but Cal was perfect.
         He had a great neck, too, muscular, but not one of those tree trunks like a lot of the players had. His brown hair had a little
         curl to it, and he wore it short so he didn’t have to bother with it. The Bomber was like that. He didn’t have any patience
         with stuff he thought was unimportant.
      

      
      At a little over six feet, he was taller than some of the other quarterbacks. He was also quick, smart, and he had a telepathic
         ability to read defenses that only the finest players share. His legend had grown nearly as big as the great Joe Montana’s,
         and the fact that it didn’t look like Jodie would ever have number eighteen hanging in her closet was something she could
         never forgive.
      

      
      “Cal, your team had four turnovers against the Patriots last week. What are you going to do against the Bills so that doesn’t
         happen again?”
      

      
      Even for Paul Fenneman, that was a stupid question, and Jodie waited to see how the Bomber would handle it.

      
      He scratched the side of his head as if the question was so complicated he had to think it over. The Bomber didn’t have any patience with people he didn’t respect, and he had a habit
         of emphasizing his hillbilly roots in situations like this.
      

      
      He propped one boot up on the footpeg of the Harley and looked thoughtful. “Well, Paul, what we’re gonna have to do is hang
         on to the ball. Now, not having played the game yourself, you might not know this, but every time we let the other team take
         the ball away from us, it means we don’t have it ourselves. And that ain’t no way to put points on the board.”
      

      
      Jodie chuckled. She had to hand it to the Bomber. He’d gotten old Paul right in the numbers with that one.

      
      Paul didn’t appreciate being made to look like a fool. “I hear Coach Raskin’s been real happy with the way Kevin Tucker’s
         been looking in practice. You’re going to be thirty-six soon, which makes you an old man in a young man’s game. Any worries
         Kevin’ll be taking over as starter?”
      

      
      For a fraction of a second, the Bomber’s face stiffened up like a big old poker, then he shrugged. “Shoot, Paul, this ol’
         boy ain’t ready for the grave yet.”
      

      
      “If only I could find somebody like him,” Dr. Jane whispered. “He’d be perfect.”

      
      Jodie glanced over and saw her studying the television. “What are you talking about?”

      
      Dr. J. gestured toward the screen. “That man. That football player. He’s healthy, physically attractive, and not very bright.
         Exactly what I’m looking for.”
      

      
      “Are you talking about the Bomber?”
      

      
      “Is that his name? I don’t know anything about football.”

      
      “That’s Cal Bonner. He’s the starting quarterback for the Chicago Stars.”

      
      “That’s right. I’ve seen his picture in the paper. Why can’t I meet a man like that? Someone who’s a bit of a dim bulb.”
      

      
      “Dim bulb?”

      
      “Not very intelligent. Slow.”

      
      “Slow? The Bomber?” Jodie opened her mouth to tell Dr. Jane that the Bomber was the smartest, trickiest, most talented—not
         to mention meanest—sonovabitchen quarterback in the whole freakin’ NFL when this big dizzy rush hit her smack in the middle
         of her head, an idea so wild she couldn’t believe it had even come into her brain.
      

      
      She sank back into the couch cushions. Holy shit. She fumbled for the remote and pushed the mute button. “Are you serious? You’d choose somebody like Cal Bonner to be the
         father of your baby?”
      

      
      “Of course I would—assuming I could see his medical records. A simple man like that would be perfect: strength, endurance,
         and a low IQ. His good looks are an added bonus.”
      

      
      Jodie’s mind ran in three different directions all at once. “What if …” She swallowed and tried not to get distracted by an
         image of Kevin Tucker standing naked right in front of her. “What if I could arrange it?”
      

      
      “What are you talking about?”

      
      “What if I could set it up so you could get Cal Bonner in bed?”

      
      “Are you joking?”

      
      Jodie swallowed again and shook her head.

      
      “But I don’t know him.”

      
      “You wouldn’t have to.”

      
      “I’m afraid I don’t understand.”

      
      Slowly, Jodie told her story, leaving out a part here and there—like what a badass the Bomber was—but pretty much being honest
         about the rest. She explained about the birthday present and the kind of woman the guys wanted. Then she said that with a
         little cosmetic enhancement, she thought Dr. J. herself could fit the bill.
      

      
      
      Dr. J. got so pale she started looking like the little girl in that old Brad Pitt vampire flick. “Are you— Are you saying
         you think I should pretend to be a prostitute?”
      

      
      “A real high-class one because the Bomber doesn’t go for hookers.”

      
      She rose from her chair and began pacing around the room. Jodie could almost see her nerd brain working away like a calculator,
         adding up this and that, pushing plus buttons and minus buttons, getting a look of hope around her eyes and then sagging back
         against the fireplace mantel.
      

      
      “The health records …” She gave a deep, unhappy sigh. “Just for a moment I thought it might actually be possible, but I’d
         have to know his health history. Football players use steroids, don’t they? And what about STDs and AIDS?”
      

      
      “The Bomber doesn’t touch drugs, and he’s never been too much for sleepin’ around, which is why the guys are setting this
         up. He broke up with his old girlfriend last winter and doesn’t seem to have been with anybody since.”
      

      
      “I’d still have to know his medical history.”

      
      Jodie figured between Junior and Willie, one of them could sweet-talk a secretary into giving her what she needed. “I’ll have
         a copy of his medical records by Tuesday, Wednesday at the latest.”
      

      
      “I don’t know what to say.”

      
      “His birthday is in ten days,” Jodie pointed out. “I guess what it all comes down to is whether or not you’ve got the guts
         to go for it.”
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      What had she done? Jane Darlington’s stomach took a turn for the worse as she made her way into the ladies’ room at Zebras, where Jodie Pulanski
         had brought her to meet the football player who was driving her to Cal Bonner’s condominium that very night. Ignoring the
         women chatting at the basins, she headed into the nearest stall, latched it, and leaned her cheek against the cold metal divider.
      

      
      Was it only ten days since Jodie had shown up at her door and turned her life inside out? What insanity had possessed her
         to agree to this? After years of orderly thinking, what had convinced her to do something so reckless. Now that it was too
         late, she realized she’d made a high-school student’s mistake and forgotten the second law of thermodynamics: order inevitably
         leads to disorder.
      

      
      Maybe it was a regression. As a youngster, she was always getting herself into scrapes. Her mother had died several months
         after her birth, and she’d been raised by a cold, withdrawn father who only seemed to pay attention to her when she misbehaved.
         His attitude, combined with the fact that she was bored in school, had led to a series of pranks that had culminated in her
         elementary-school principal’s house being painted a bright shade of pink by a local contractor.
      

      
      The memory still gave her satisfaction. The man had been a sadistic child-hater, and he’d deserved it. Luckily, the incident
         had also forced the school authorities to see the light, and they began to accelerate her through the system so that she had
         no more time for mischief. She’d buried herself in her increasingly challenging studies while she shut herself off from a
         peer group that regarded her as a freak, and if she sometimes thought she liked the rebellious child she had been better than
         the intense, scholarly woman she had become, she’d simply regarded it as one more price she’d had to pay for the sin of being
         born different.
      

      
      Now it seemed that rebellious child still lived. Or maybe it was simply fate. Although she had never placed any credence in
         mystical signs, discovering that Cal Bonner’s birthday fell exactly at her most fertile time of the month had been too portentous
         for her to ignore. Before she’d lost her courage, she’d picked up the telephone and called Jodie Pulanski to tell her that
         she was going to go through with it.
      

      
      By this time tomorrow, she might be pregnant. A distant possibility, it was true, but her menstrual cycle had always been
         as orderly as the rest of her life, and she wanted this so badly. Some people might think she was being selfish, but her longing
         for a baby didn’t feel selfish. It felt right. People saw Jane as a person to be respected, to be held in awe. They wanted
         her intellect, but no one seemed to want the part of her that she most needed to share, her capacity to love. Her father hadn’t
         wanted that, and neither had Craig.
      

      
      Lately she had imagined herself sitting at the desk in her study lost in the data being displayed on the computer screen before
         her—the intricate calculations that might someday unlock the secrets of the universe. And then in her vision a noise would
         disturb her concentration, the sound of an imaginary child coming into her study.
      

      
      She would lift her head. Cup her hand over a soft cheek.

      
      “Mama, can we fly my kite today?”

      
      In her vision she would laugh and turn from her computer, abandoning her search for the secrets of the universe to explore
         the heavens in a more important way.
      

      
      The flush of the toilet in the next booth brought her out of her reverie. Before she could fly any kites, she had to get through
         tonight. That meant she had to seduce a stranger, a man who would know far more about seduction than someone who’d only had
         one lover.
      

      
      In her mind she saw Craig’s pale, thin body, naked except for the black socks he wore because he had poor circulation. Unless
         she had her period or he had one of his migraines, they’d made love nearly every Saturday night, but it was over quickly and
         not very exciting. Now she felt ashamed of having spent so long in such an unsatisfactory relationship, and she knew loneliness
         had driven her to it.
      

      
      Male companionship had always been a problem for her. When she’d been in school, her classmates were too old for her, a problem
         that had persisted even after she had her degree. She wasn’t an unattractive woman, and a number of her colleagues had asked
         her out, but they were twenty years her senior, and she’d been vaguely repulsed. The men who had attracted her, the ones her
         own age, were the graduate students taking her seminars, and dating them violated her sense of ethics. As a result, she’d
         earned the reputation of being aloof, and they’d stopped asking.
      

      
      That had finally changed when she’d received the Preeze fellowship. She was investigating top quarks as part of the ultimate
         quest for every physicist, the search for the Grand Unification Theory, that simple equation, much like Einstein’s E=mc2, that would describe all the parts of the universe. One of the scientists she had met at a University of Chicago seminar
         had been Craig.
      

      
      
      At first she’d thought she’d found the man of her dreams. But, although they could rethink Einstein’s Gedanken experiment
         without ever growing bored, they never laughed, and they never exchanged the sort of confidences she’d always imagined lovers
         should share. Gradually, she accepted the fact that their physical relationship was little more than a convenience for both
         of them.
      

      
      If only her relationship with Craig had better prepared her to seduce Mr. Bonner. She knew men didn’t consider her sexy, and
         she could only hope he was one of those awful creatures who didn’t care very much with whom he was sexually engaged as long
         as he was physically satisfied. She feared he would recognize her for the fraud she was, but at least she would have tried,
         at least she would have a chance. And she had no alternative. She’d never use a sperm bank and risk having a brilliant child
         who would grow up as she had, a lonely freak of nature who felt disconnected from those around her.
      

      
      The sound of chatter faded as the women left the rest room. She knew she couldn’t hide out forever, and she hated the image
         of herself cowering, so she finally opened the door. As she slipped out of the stall, she caught her reflection in the wall
         of mirrors and, for a fraction of a moment, thought it belonged to someone else.
      

      
      Jodie had insisted she wear her hair down and had even brought over hot rollers to set it so that it now fell in a soft tousle
         around her face. Jane found the style a bit untidy, and she hoped Jodie was right when she insisted that a man would consider
         it sexy. She’d also permitted Jodie to do her makeup, which the young woman had applied with a heavy hand. Jane hadn’t protested,
         however. Her ordinary application of antique rose lipstick and a dab of light brown mascara was hardly appropriate for a hooker,
         even a high-class one.
      

      
      Her gaze finally dropped to the outfit she and Jodie had shopped for together. In the past ten days, Jane had grown to know Jodie Pulanski better than she wanted to. The younger woman was shallow and self-centered, interested only in clothes,
         going to bed with football players, and getting drunk. But she was also wily, and for reasons that Jane still didn’t understand,
         she was determined to pull off this sordid encounter.
      

      
      Jane had steered her away from black leather and studs toward a slimly cut ecru silk suit with a short skirt that molded to
         her body in a way that left few mysteries. The wrapped jacket was fastened at one side with a single snap, and the neckline
         dipped nearly to the waist, its soft draping camouflaging Jane’s unimpressive bust line. A lacy white garter belt, pair of
         sheer stockings, and stiletto heels completed the outfit. When Jane had mentioned underpants, Jodie had scoffed.
      

      
      “Hookers don’t wear them. Besides, they’ll only get in your way.”

      
      Jane’s stomach pitched and the swell of panic she’d been suppressing all day rose up to suffocate her. What had she been thinking
         of? This whole idea was insane. She must have been deluded to believe she could go through with this bizarre plan. It had
         been one thing to map it out intellectually, but it was quite another to carry it through.
      

      
      Jodie burst into the rest room. “What the hell’s keeping you? Junior’s here to pick you up.”

      
      Jane’s stomach pitched. “I—I’ve changed my mind.”

      
      “Like hell. You’re not going to chicken out on me now. Damn, I knew this would happen. Stay right here.”

      
      Jodie rushed out the door before Jane could protest. She felt flushed and cold at the same time. How had she gotten herself
         into this mess? She was a respectable professional woman, an authority in her field. This was madness.
      

      
      She darted toward the door only to have it nearly hit her in the face as Jodie rushed back in carrying a bottle of beer. She
         opened her palm. “Swallow these.”
      

      
      “What are they?”

      
      
      “What do you mean? They’re pills. Can’t you see that?”

      
      “I told you I was farsighted. I can’t see anything close without my glasses.”

      
      “Just swallow them. They’ll relax you.”

      
      “I don’t know …”

      
      “Trust me. They’ll take the edge off.”

      
      “I don’t think it’s a good idea to take strange medication.”

      
      “Yeah, yeah. Do you want a kid or not?”

      
      Misery swelled inside her. “You know I do.”

      
      “Then swallow the fucking pills!”

      
      Jane swallowed them, using the beer to wash them down, then shuddering because she hated beer. She protested again as Jodie
         dragged her out of the rest room and the cool fingers of air trickling under her skirt reminded her she wasn’t wearing panties.
         “I can’t do this.”
      

      
      “Look, it’s no big deal. The guys are getting Cal drunk. They’ll clear out as soon as you arrive, and all you have to do is
         keep your mouth shut and jump on him. It’ll be over before you know it.”
      

      
      “It’s not going to be quite that easy.”

      
      “Sure it is.”

      
      Jane noticed some of the men staring at her. For a moment she thought something was wrong—that she had a streamer of toilet
         paper dragging from her shoe or something—and then she realized they weren’t looking at her critically, but sexually, and
         her panic mounted.
      

      
      Jodie pulled her toward a dark-haired, no-neck monster standing at the bar wearing an olive green trench coat. He had heavy
         black eyebrows that had grown together until they looked like one giant caterpillar crawling over his brow.
      

      
      “Here she is, Junior. Don’t let anybody say Jodie Pulanski can’t deliver.”

      
      The monster ran his eyes over Jane and grinned. “You done all right, Jodie. She’s real classy. Hey, what’s your name, sweetheart?”
      

      
      Jane was so rattled she couldn’t think. Why hadn’t she planned for this? Her eyes fell on one of the neon signs that she could
         read without her glasses. “Bud.”
      

      
      “Your name’s Bud?”

      
      “Yes.” She coughed, stalling. Her adult life had been dedicated to the search for truth, and lying didn’t come easily. “Rose.
         Rose Bud.”
      

      
      Jodie rolled her eyes.

      
      “Sounds like a effin’ stripper,” Junior said.

      
      Jane regarded him nervously. “It’s a family name. There were Buds who came over on the Mayflower.”
      

      
      “Is that right.”

      
      She began to elaborate in an attempt to be more convincing, but she was so anxious she could hardly think. “Buds fought in
         all the major wars. They were at Lexington, Gettysburg, the Battle of the Bulge. One of my female Bud ancestors helped establish
         the Underground Railway.”
      

      
      “No kidding. My uncle used to work for the Santa Fe.” He tilted his head and regarded her suspiciously. “How old are you,
         anyway?”
      

      
      “Twenty-six,” Jodie interjected.

      
      Jane shot her a startled glance.

      
      “She looks a little older than that,” Junior said.

      
      “She’s not.”

      
      “I got to hand it to you, Jodie. This one ain’t nothin’ like Kelly. Maybe she’ll be just what the Bomber needs. I sure hope
         he doesn’t get turned off by the fact that she’s so old.”
      

      
      Old! What kind of twisted value system did this man have that he regarded a woman in her late twenties as old? If he knew
         she was thirty-four, he’d dismiss her as ancient.
      

      
      Junior cinched the belt on his trench coat. “Come on, Rose; let’s get you out of here. Follow me in your car.”

      
      He started toward the door only to stop so suddenly she nearly bumped into him. “Damn, I almost forgot. Willie said to put this on you.”
      

      
      He reached into his pocket. She stiffened as she saw what he withdrew. “Oh, no. I don’t think—”

      
      “Got to, babe. It’s part of the job.”

      
      He encircled her neck with a fat pink bow. She lifted her hand to her throat, and her stomach pitched as she touched the loops
         of satin ribbon.
      

      
      “I’d rather not wear this.”

      
      “Too bad.” He finished tying it. “You’re a gift, Rose Bud. A birthday present from the guys.”

      
      Melvin Thompson, Willie Jarrell, and Chris Plummer—three members of the Stars offensive line—watched Cal Bonner line up his
         last putt. They’d set a course across the carpet of the Bomber’s spacious, but sparsely furnished, living room, where he and
         Willie were playing for a hundred bucks a hole. The Bomber was up four hundred.
      

      
      “So who’d you rather bonk?” Willie asked Chris as Cal tapped his putt straight into the oversize Dunkin’ Donuts commuter mug
         that marked the fifth hole. “Mrs. Brady or Mrs. Partridge?”
      

      
      “That’s easy.” Chris was also a big fan of Nick at Night. “I’d do Mrs. Brady.”
      

      
      “Yeah, me, too. Man, was she hot.”

      
      It was Willie’s turn to putt, and, as Cal moved out of the way, his right guard lined up for the same mug. “Somebody said
         her and Greg got it on in real life.” Willie’s putt rolled past on the right.
      

      
      “No shit. Did you know that, Cal?”

      
      Cal took a sip of scotch and watched Willie miss his second putt. “I don’t even know what the hell you boys are talking about.”

      
      “Mrs. Brady on The Brady Bunch,” Melvin explained, “and Mrs. Partridge on The Partridge Family. If you had the chance to fu—” He stopped himself just in time. “If you got to bonk one of them, which one would it be?”
      

      
      The linemen had a side bet going on who could last the longest before uttering their favorite obscenity. Cal wasn’t part of
         that bet because he’d refused to give up his freedom of expression, which was just fine with the rest of them since they knew
         he’d probably win. Although Cal could turn the field blue during a game, once he was out of uniform, he seemed to lose interest.
      

      
      “I guess I’d have to give it some thought.” Cal drained his glass and took the putter back after Willie finally tapped it
         in for a three. He eyed his next putt, a sharp dogleg left into a KFC bucket. He didn’t play any game, not even a living-room
         putting contest, without the intention of winning. The urge to compete had taken him from Salvation, North Carolina, to the
         University of Michigan, where he’d led the Wolverines to two consecutive Big Ten Championships before he’d gone on to the
         National Football League and become one of its best quarterbacks.
      

      
      Chris finished off his beer. “Here’s one for you. Would you rather bonk that Beauty and the Beast chick or Pocahontas?”
      

      
      “Pocahontas,” Melvin replied.

      
      “Yeah, Poc, for sure,” Willie concurred.

      
      “You know who I’d like to f—uh, bonk,” Chris said. “Brenda Starr. Damn, she’s hot.”

      
      Cal couldn’t hold back a grin at that one. God, he loved these jerks. Week after week they put their asses on the line to
         protect him. He’d been riding them hard lately, and he knew they didn’t like it, but the Stars had a chance of going all the
         way to the Super Bowl this year, and he wanted it bad.
      

      
      It had been the worst year of his life. His brother Gabriel had lost his wife Cherry and only child Jamie, two people Cal
         had deeply loved, in a car accident. Since then, he couldn’t muster the enthusiasm to do anything except play ball.
      

      
      
      He banked his next putt off the TV cabinet, combining his touch on the golf greens with his skill at the pool table, and put
         the ball within inches of the KFC bucket.
      

      
      “Hey, that’s not fair,” Willie protested. “You didn’t say we could bank the shots.”

      
      “I didn’t say we couldn’t.”

      
      Melvin checked his watch and refilled Cal’s glass from a bottle of very old, very expensive scotch. Unlike his teammates,
         Cal seldom got drunk, but this was his birthday, he had the blues, and he was trying to make an exception. Unfortunately,
         he had a cast-iron stomach, and it wasn’t all that easy.
      

      
      He smiled as he remembered his last birthday. Kelly, his former girlfriend, had planned a big surprise party for him, but
         she wasn’t good with details, and he’d shown up before any of the guests. He thought maybe he should miss Kelly more, but
         what he mostly felt when he thought about her was embarrassment that she’d dumped him for a twenty-three-year-old guitarist
         who’d offered her a wedding ring. Still, he hoped she was happy. She’d been a sweet girl, even though she used to irritate
         the hell out of him.
      

      
      He was a yeller, by nature. He’d didn’t mean anything by it; it was just the way he communicated. But whenever he’d yelled
         at Kelly, she’d burst into tears instead of standing up to him. She made him feel like a bully, which meant he couldn’t ever
         completely relax and just be himself around her.
      

      
      It was a problem he’d always had with the girls he dated. He was naturally attracted to the nice ones, the ones who cared
         about other people and weren’t just out for themselves. Unfortunately, girls like that tended to be wimps, and they’d let
         him run right over them.
      

      
      A lot of the more aggressive women, the ones who might have been able to stand up to him, turned out to be money-grubbers.
         Not that he blamed a woman for looking out for herself, as long as she was up front about it.
      

      
      
      Phoebe Calebow, the Stars’ owner and his nominee for best woman in the world when she wasn’t being a pain in the ass, said
         he wouldn’t have so much trouble with females if he’d stop dating such young ones, but she didn’t understand. Football was
         a young man’s game. He was young, dammit! And since he could pick and choose when it came to women, why should he choose a desperate thirty-year-old
         who was starting to turn brown around the edges when he could have a beautiful young woman with some dew-sparkle still left
         on her? He refused to think of himself as anything but in his prime, especially now that he had Kevin Tucker breathing down
         his neck. Cal swore he’d burn in hell before he’d let that cocky sonovabitch take over his job.
      

      
      He finished the last of his scotch and felt the beginnings of the faint buzz that told him he was finally getting to the place
         he wanted to be, the place where he’d forget about the deaths of two people he loved, where he’d forget about Kevin Tucker
         and getting older and the fact that it seemed like forever since he’d felt the inclination to take one of those eager little
         dew-sparklers he’d been dating to bed. At the same time he noticed Chris checking his watch for the third time in fifteen
         minutes. “Going somewhere, Chris?”
      

      
      “What? Uh, no.” He exchanged glances with Melvin. “Naw, I just wondered what time it was.”

      
      “Three minutes later than when you last looked.” Cal picked up the putter and headed into the dining room, which had some
         kind of limestone floor and a pricey crystal chandelier, but no furniture. What was the point? He liked to keep things loose
         and easy, and he sure wasn’t planning any fancy dinner parties. When he entertained his friends, he chartered a plane and
         flew everybody to Scottsdale.
      

      
      Besides, he didn’t believe in accumulating a lot of unnecessary possessions since living in the same place too long made him
         antsy, and the less he had, the easier it was to move. He was a great player because there was no clutter in his life. No permanent houses, no permanent women, nothing that could make him feel old and used up. Nothing that could
         cause him to lose his edge.
      

      
      The doorbell rang, and Willie’s head shot up. “That must be the pizzas I ordered.”

      
      All three of them charged toward the door.

      
      Cal regarded them with amusement. All night, there had been something going on between them. Now it seemed he was about to
         find out what.
      

      
      Jane stood in the spacious entry of Cal Bonner’s luxury condominium. With the fat pink bow tied around her neck, she was gift-wrapped
         and special-delivered.
      

      
      Her heart beat so rapidly she was surprised the men couldn’t see the skin moving beneath the plunging neckline of her suit.
         She was also feeling a little muzzy, not at all like herself, and she suspected those pills Jodie had given her had kicked
         in.
      

      
      Junior of the caterpillar eyebrow took her coat and whispered brief introductions to three men who could only be football
         players. The one named Chris was white with a prematurely receding hairline and the most massive neck she’d ever seen on a
         human being. Melvin was black, and his wire-rimmed glasses gave him a faintly scholarly look that was at odds with his enormous
         frame. Willie had warm coffee-colored skin that accented a pair of huge lady-killer eyes.
      

      
      Junior finished his introductions and shoved his thumb in her direction. “Jodie done great, didn’t she? I told you she’d come
         through.”
      

      
      The men assessed her, and Willie nodded. “Real classy. But how old is she?”

      
      “Twenty-five,” Junior replied, cutting another year off her mythical age.

      
      “Nice legs,” Chris said as he circled her. “Great ass, too.” He curved his hand over her right buttock and squeezed.
      

      
      She whirled around and kicked him hard in the shin.

      
      “Hey!”

      
      Too late, she realized she’d made a big mistake. A woman who traded in lust would hardly react so violently to being fondled.
         She recovered quickly and regarded him with all the haughtiness of an upper-class call girl. “I don’t give free samples. If
         you’re interested in buying the merchandise, make an appointment.”
      

      
      Far from being offended, they started to laugh, and Willie nodded his approval. “You’re just what the ol’ Bomber needs.”

      
      “He’s gonna be smilin’ tomorrow,” Melvin chuckled.

      
      “Come on, boys. It’s party time!”

      
      Junior pushed her forward, and as she tottered across the limestone floor on her ridiculously high heels, they all started
         to sing. Happy birthday to you, Happy birthday to you …
      

      
      Dry-mouthed and terrified, she reached the end of the foyer. On her next step, her heels sank into the white carpet. She turned,
         spotted Cal Bonner, and froze. Even through her narcotic-induced haze, one agonizing fact became completely clear. The television
         screen had lied.
      

      
      He stood silhouetted against a wall of windows with nothing behind him but the cold November night. On television she’d seen
         a country hick with a good body and bad grammar, but the man staring at her from the other side of the room had nothing of
         the hick about him. She had chosen a warrior.
      

      
      He cocked his head to the side and studied her. His gaze was cold and grim, and it sent frightening impressions running through
         her head.
      

      
      Gray eyes so pale they were almost silver. Eyes that knew no mercy.

      
      Crisp brown hair whose tendency to curl hadn’t quite been tamed by a no-nonsense cut. A man who made his own rules and answered to no one.
      

      
      Hard muscle and sinewy strength. A physical animal.

      
      Brutal cheekbones and a ruthless jaw. No softness there. Not even a speck of the gentler emotions. This man was a conqueror,
         designed by nature to make war.
      

      
      A chill traveled along her spine. She knew without question that he would be ruthless with anyone he decided was his enemy.
         Except she wasn’t his enemy, she reminded herself. He’d never know what she had planned for him. Besides, warriors didn’t
         care about things like illegitimate offspring. Babies were a natural consequence of rape and pillage and not to be given a
         second thought.
      

      
      Rough hands, accompanied by raucous male laughter, pushed her toward the man she had chosen to be the father of her child.

      
      “Here’s your birthday present, Cal.”

      
      “From us to you.”

      
      “Happy birthday, buddy. We cared enough to send the very best.”

      
      One final shove pitched her against him. She bumped into a muscular chest. A strong arm encircled her before she could fall,
         and she caught a faint whiff of scotch. She tried to pull away, but he hadn’t yet made up his mind to release her, so that
         proved impossible.
      

      
      Her sudden helplessness was frightening. He stood nearly a head taller than she, and there wasn’t an ounce of fat on his lean,
         conditioned body. She had to force herself not to struggle to get free because she knew he would crush her if he sensed her
         weakness.
      

      
      An image flashed through her mind, of her body naked beneath his, and she immediately pushed it away. If she thought about
         that part of it, she wouldn’t have a prayer of pulling this off.
      

      
      His cupped hand slid up her arm. “Well, now, I don’t think I ever got a birthday present quite like this one. You guys got more tricks up your sleeve than a deer’s got ticks.”
      

      
      The sound of that deep, country drawl immediately steadied her. He might have the body of a warrior, but he was only a football
         player, and not a very intelligent one at that. The knowledge of her own superior brainpower gave her enough confidence to
         look up into those pale eyes as he slowly released the grip that held her captive.
      

      
      “Happy birthday, Mr. Bonner.” She had intended her voice to sound sultry, but instead it sounded professorial, as if she were
         greeting a student who’d slipped into class late.
      

      
      “He’s Cal,” Junior said. “It’s short for Calvin, but I’d advise you not to call him that because it pisses him off big time,
         and making the Bomber mad isn’t something I’d recommend. Cal, this is Rose. Rose Bud.”
      

      
      He lifted one eyebrow. “You guys brought me a stripper?”

      
      “That’s exactly what I thought, but she’s not. She’s a hooker.”

      
      Distaste flickered across his expression, then disappeared. “Well, now, I thank y’all a whole lot for thinkin’ about me, but
         I’m gonna have to pass.”
      

      
      “You can’t do that, Cal,” Junior protested. “We all know how you feel about hookers, but Rose, here, ain’t your ordinary street
         corner whore. Hell, no. She’s a real classy whore. Her family came over on the Mayflower or something. Tell him, Rose.”
      

      
      She was so busy trying to absorb the fact that she—Dr. Jane Darlington, a respected physicist with only one lover in her past—was
         being called a whore that it took her a moment to muster a haughty response. “A Bud served with Miles Standish.”
      

      
      Chris glanced toward Melvin. “I know him. Didn’t he play for the Bears back in the eighties?”

      
      Melvin laughed. “Damn, Chris, did you spend any time in the classroom while you were in college?”
      

      
      “I was playing ball. I didn’t have time for that shit. Besides, we’re not talking about that now. We’re talking about the
         fact that it’s the Bomber’s birthday, we got him the best freakin’ present money could buy, and he wants to freakin’ pass!”
      

      
      “It’s because she’s too old,” Willie exclaimed. “I told you we should have gone for somebody younger, but y’all kept sayin’
         how she wasn’t supposed to remind him of Kelly. She’s only twenty-four, Cal. Honest.”
      

      
      Just like that, she’d lost another year.

      
      “You can’t pass.” Chris stepped forward, a belligerent look in his eyes. “She’s your birthday present. You got to fu—er—bonk
         her.”
      

      
      Her skin grew hot, and since she couldn’t be caught blushing, she turned away and pretended to study the living room. Its
         low-pile white carpet, gray sectional sofa, stereo equipment, and large-screen television were expensive but uninteresting.
         She noticed various containers tossed down on the carpet: a plastic cup, a KFC bucket, an empty cereal box. In addition to
         being a hayseed, Mr. Bonner was a slob, but since messiness wasn’t genetic, it didn’t concern her.
      

      
      He flipped the golf putter he’d been holding from one hand to the other. “Tell you what, guys. People exchange presents all
         the time. How about I trade her in for a steak dinner?”
      

      
      He couldn’t do that! She would never find anyone more perfect to father her child.

      
      “Shit, Bomber, she cost a hell of a lot more than a steak dinner!”

      
      She wondered how much. Junior had handed her the money, which she’d tucked into her purse without looking, then slid under
         the front seat of her car. First thing tomorrow, she’d donate every dollar to the college scholarship fund.
      

      
      He drained the liquor in his glass. “I appreciate the thought, guys, but I guess I just don’t feel like having a whore tonight.”
      

      
      Anger hit her like a molecular collision. How dare he talk about her like that! Her emotions sometimes betrayed her, but her
         mind seldom did, and now it was shouting at her to do something. She couldn’t give up this easily. He was ideal, and somehow
         she had to find a way to make him change his mind. Yes, he was physically terrifying, and she didn’t believe he would be a
         gentle lover, but a few minutes rough handling wouldn’t kill her, and hadn’t she chosen him because he was her opposite in
         every way?
      

      
      “Aw, come on, Bomber,” Willie said. “She’s hot. I’m getting hard just looking at her.”

      
      “Then take her.” Bonner jerked his head toward the hallway. “You know where the spare bedroom is.”

      
      “No!”
      

      
      They all turned to stare at her.

      
      She thought of his cornpone accent and reminded herself that he wasn’t anything more than a simpleminded football player.
         The pills gave her courage. All she had to do was outwit him. “I’m not a piece of meat that gets passed around. I work under
         exclusive contract, and my contract calls for me to practice my craft only with Mr. Bonner.” Avoiding his eyes, she looked
         toward the other men. “Why don’t you gentlemen leave now so he and I can discuss this privately?”
      

      
      “Yeah, why don’t we do that,” Melvin said. “Come on, guys.”

      
      He didn’t have to convince them. They rushed toward the foyer with a speed that was at odds with their size.

      
      Melvin turned back to her at the last minute. “We expect our money’s worth, Rose. You give Bomber the works, you hear? Anything
         he wants.”
      

      
      She gulped and nodded. A moment later, the front door slammed shut.

      
      She and the man they called the Bomber were alone.
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      Jane watched the Stars’ quarterback refill his glass from a bottle sitting on the coffee table. As he raised the tumbler to
         his lips, he studied her with pale piercing eyes that looked as if they could carry out a scorched-earth campaign all by themselves.
      

      
      She had to come up with some way to seduce him before he threw her out, but what? She could simply strip off her clothes,
         but since her small-breasted body wasn’t exactly pinup quality, that might be the quickest way to get thrown out. Besides,
         it was hard to get enthusiastic about undressing in front of a stranger who was standing in a fully lit room that had a wall
         of curtainless windows. When she’d envisioned the nudity part of this, she’d imagined someplace very dark.
      

      
      “You might as well go on with ’em, Rosebud. I believe I told you I ain’t much for hookers.”

      
      His atrocious grammar renewed her commitment. With every one of his linguistic mistakes, her unborn child’s IQ dropped another
         few points.
      

      
      She stalled for time. “I’ve always found it inadvisable to stereotype any group of people.”

      
      “You don’t say.”

      
      “Condemning a person solely on the basis of ethnicity, religion, or even that person’s professional activities is illogical.”
      

      
      “Is that so? What about murderers?”

      
      “Murderers aren’t, strictly speaking, a cohesive group, so it’s hardly the same thing.” She knew that engaging him in a debate
         probably wasn’t the best method of turning him on, but she was a much better debater than seducer, and she couldn’t resist
         driving her point home. “America was founded on principles of ethnic diversity and religious freedom, yet blind prejudice
         has caused most of the evils in our society. Don’t you find that ironic?”
      

      
      “Are you trying to tell me it’s my patriotic duty as a loyal son of Uncle Sam to show you the cracks in my bedroom ceiling?”

      
      She started to smile until she saw by his expression that he was serious. In the face of such blessed brainlessness, her unborn
         child’s IQ took another welcome tumble downward.
      

      
      For a moment, she weighed the morality of deliberately manipulating someone so dull-witted, not to mention deficient in humor,
         but her need for the services of his warrior’s body won out over her principles. “Yes, I suppose in a way it is.”
      

      
      He upended his tumbler. “All right, Rosebud. I guess I’m drunk enough to give you a chance before I throw you out. G’wan and
         show me what you got.”
      

      
      “I beg your pardon.”

      
      “Let’s see the goods.”

      
      “The goods?”

      
      “Your body. Your bag of tricks. How long you been a hooker, anyway?”

      
      “It’s— Uh … Actually, you’re my first client.”

      
      “Your first client?”

      
      “Please don’t let that alarm you. I’ve been very well trained.”

      
      His face tightened and she remembered his distaste for prostitutes, a fact that made this particular charade all the more difficult to carry off. When she’d pointed this out, Jodie
         had brushed it aside by saying that his teammates were going to get him drunk, and he wouldn’t be as particular. But although
         Jane could see that he was imbibing, he didn’t look very drunk.
      

      
      Once again, she would have to lie. Maybe it was the pills, but she seemed to be getting a better grip on the whole process.
         It was simply a matter of inventing a new reality, embellishing it with a few pertinent details, and doing her best to retain
         eye contact throughout the process. “You’re probably from the old school, Mr. Bonner, that still believes women in my profession
         can only get their training in one way, but that’s not true any longer. I, for example, am not promiscuous.”
      



OEBPS/images/9780349401485.jpg
O

E\

ELIZABETH!
PHILLIPS

-
o
2t





