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Praise for Catherine Anderson

“Catherine Anderson works her own special brand of magic…. She is truly an extraordinary storyteller.”

—Romantic Times

“Fabulous … A brilliant author … Catherine Anderson is one of the best romance writers today.”

—Affaire de Coeur

“An amazing talent.”            —Elizabeth Lowell

Winner of Nine Consecutive KISS Awards for Her Heroes!

Praise for the contemporaries of Catherine Anderson

Seventh Heaven

“No one writes riveting emotion quite like Catherine Anderson. Her talent for delving into rich, emotional depths is unmatched.”—Romantic Times (4½ stars)

Baby Love

“Catherine Anderson is an author with an amazing expertise with words. Her stories are consistently magical and filled with deep emotion.”—Romantic Times (4½ stars)

Forever After

“Literary magic … heartwarming humor, beautifully handled sexual tension, and exceptionally well-developed characters add to this poignant, compelling story of wounded protagonists and their ultimate healing through the power of love.”—Library Journal

“Forever After proves that this author has as much talent for penning contemporaries as she has for writing captivating historicals.”—Romantic Times


And for her historicals

Cherish

“Ms. Anderson reaches new heights in Cherish. The magnificently drawn emotions and the arresting characterizations give readers another jewel to treasure more than once.”—Rendezvous

Simply Love

“Simply Love is so beautiful a romance that words cannot do Catherine Anderson justice…. This is not a story you’ll quickly forget or one that will gather dust on your shelf. Pick up Simply Love whenever you need to reaffirm your beliefs or just when you need to feel good.”—Romantic Times (4½ stars)

“A delightful comedy of errors…. With this latest, Anderson creates a heartwarming page-turner while establishing herself as a major voice in the romance genre.”—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

Keegan’s Lady

“A story of stunning beauty and great power. Catherine Anderson has a gift for imbuing her characters with dignity, compassion, courage, and strength that inspire readers. The power of Keegan’s Lady and the lessons within this glorious romance will live on in your heart forever.”—Romantic Times (4½ stars)

“Seldom have the themes of trust and forgiveness been so well treated…. Ace Keegan, despite his alpha-male persona, is a paragon of patience and understanding, a romantic hero in every way.”—Publishers Weekly

Annie’s Song

“Only a writer with Catherine Anderson’s sensibilities can write a novel where the extraordinary becomes ordinary and the ordinary becomes extraordinary. Annie’s Song is a remarkably beautiful love story that will leave an indelible mark on your heart. Here is a keeper if I ever read one.”

—Romantic Times (4½ stars)

“Tender and earthy, passionate and poignant … Annie’s Song will haunt you long after the last page is turned.”

—Elizabeth Lowell
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To Steven Axelrod, my agent, who always goes the extra mile for me and has earned my gratitude and respect, and to Ellen Edwards, my editor, who has worked so hard behind the scenes over the years to make my books the very best that they can be.

Last, but not least, to Chris Jansen, Dr. Fred Black’s nurse extraordinaire, who has been such a good friend to me. The world would be a much better place if every medical professional had as much heart as you do. Please know, Chris, that you are touching lives and making a difference. Also, by order of decree passed along to me by your brother, Jeff Fretwell, I wish you a belated, “Happy Birthday!”


Dear Readers:

Traditionally in romance, the heroes and heroines are physically perfect. That is not to say that those characters are unappealing. I have read hundreds of those books and loved them, I’ve written a few, and I hope to write and enjoy many more. However, as a novelist, I occasionally get a yen to write something different—a tribute, if you will, to those in our society who are, by birth or unfortunate mishap, left disabled. I have been so blessed as a writer to have an agent and editor, Steven Axelrod and Ellen Edwards, respectively, who have always encouraged me to break new ground. If not for them, Annie’s Song, a book about a deaf girl, might never have been written.

So it is that, once again, I bring to you, my readers, a different kind of love story, this time about a young woman confined to a wheelchair. I invite you to cast aside all your preconceived notions about what constitutes a great love story and join me in Bethany Coulter’s world, where hope for a normal life is only a memory and dreams of romance are long since forgotten … until magic comes knocking in the form of a tall, dark, rugged cowboy named Ryan Kendrick.

I would like to thank Dr. Fred Black and his nurse, Chris Jansen, for giving me information and direction in my research. I also salute the many paraplegics who have reached out to others with personal accounts of their disabilities and how paraplegia has affected their lives. I would also like to thank my wonderful husband, Sid, who has never failed to be my anchor in the storm and my bridge over troubled waters.

Catherine Anderson
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Chapter One

Forget chewing nails. Ryan Kendrick was so mad he could have chewed lug nuts. He had a broken-down tractor, and the parts needed to fix it should have been delivered to the Rocking K day before yesterday. As of this morning, they still hadn’t arrived, and Ryan’s follow-up calls had gotten him nowhere.

With one shoulder, he butted open the door of The Works, the largest ranch supply house in Crystal Falls. Harv Coulter, a rancher who’d gone bust, had started the business on a shoestring several years back, and the Kendrick brothers, along with many other ranchers in the area, had been patronizing the establishment ever since. Now the huge store was a going concern, well stocked with everything from heavy equipment to fancy western wear, the only problem being that as sales increased, the quality of service seemed to go downhill.

If Harv didn’t get his employees whipped into shape, he’d start losing accounts. Delays like this, smack-dab in the middle of spring planting time, were intolerable. Due to late snows, every farmer and rancher in the basin was already behind schedule, and each day of downtime could mean thousands of dollars in lost crop revenue.

Ryan headed for an overhead sign at the rear of the feed section that read, “PARTS AND REPAIRS,” his dusty riding boots beating out an angry tattoo on the concrete floor. When he reached a counter cluttered with parts and catalogs, he shoved aside an air filter, rested his arms on the grease-stained Formica, and settled a blistering gaze on a slender young woman who sat at a computer station near the register.

A long, luxurious mane of sable hair partly concealed her face. Her slender, neatly manicured fingers flew over the keyboard with speedy efficiency. Ryan waited for just a moment. Being ignored did little to mellow his mood. The morning was half over. He glanced at his watch and set his jaw.

“Excuse me,” he said. “Is it possible to get some help around here?”

That brought her head up. Ryan went still, his gaze riveted. She had the most beautiful eyes, large, outlined with thick, dark lashes, and so deep a blue they reminded him of the Johnny-jump-up violets that grew wild at the ranch. Normally, he scoffed at the sappy phrases men used to describe women. He’d looked into a lot of eyes and never felt in danger of drowning, or losing his heart.

“I don’t usually work the floor, but I can try to help you,” she said, her voice as sunny as her smile, which flashed an irresistible dimple in one cheek.

Ryan couldn’t stop staring. Her face was small and heart-shaped, with sculpted cheekbones, a pointy chin with just a hint of stubbornness, and a soft, sweet mouth. The tip of her delicately bridged nose was shiny and sported a smattering of freckles, which told him her flawless complexion was natural.

“What seems to be the problem?” she asked.

He started to tell her, but for an instant, his mind went as empty as a wrangler’s pocket right before payday, and he couldn’t remember why the hell he was there.

He had the strangest feeling, dead center in his chest—a sense of recognition—as if he’d subconsciously been searching for her all his life. Crazy. Love at first sight was more his brother’s style. Ryan shopped for women like he did for boots, trying them on for size before he settled in for a long-term relationship, and even at that, he’d yet to find a comfortable enough fit to last him a lifetime.

“I, um …” He rubbed beside his nose, a habit when he got nervous. A dull ache throbbed behind his eyes. “I’m Ryan Kendrick from the Rocking K,” he offered stupidly.

The sweet curve of her lips deepened. “Hi. I’m pleased to meet you. And don’t feel bad. I have days like this, only worse. At least you know your name.”

He huffed with laughter. “You actually forget your name?”

The dimple flashed again. “What works for me is to back up. You’re Ryan Kendrick from the Rocking K, and you came in here to … ?”

He snapped his fingers. “My parts.”

“Your parts?”

He chuckled. “I want to know where the Sam Hill they are.”

Pure devilment crept into her expression. “You’ve lost your parts and think I’ve got them? Most cowboys I know guard theirs like Fort Knox.”

Ryan threw back his head and laughed. The tension that had knotted the muscles in his neck and shoulders all morning miraculously vanished.

“I hope you don’t have a hot date lined up for Saturday night,” she added. “A cowboy who’s missing his parts could find himself in a very embarrassing situation.”

He nudged up the brim of his Stetson. “Well, now, darlin’, that all depends. What are you doin’ Saturday night?”

It was her turn to laugh. The sound was rich and musical, and it warmed him clear through.

“I usually avoid cowboys who can’t keep track of their parts.”

“Go out with me, and I guarantee I’ll find mine in damned short order.”

“Maybe if you’ll give me an order number instead of a hard time, I can help locate the little buggers for you.”

Little buggers? Ryan almost corrected that misconception. But there were lines a man didn’t step over, and he had a hunch this was one of them. Maybe it was the sweetness of her smile—or that innocent look he’d glimpsed in her eyes—but something told him she wasn’t as worldly as she pretended to be.

As he fished in the pocket of his blue chambray shirt, he swept his gaze over her. She was a fragile, slightly built woman, which undoubtedly explained why those eyes seemed to be the biggest thing about her. But despite that, she was temptingly well-rounded in all the right places. Perfection in miniature.

Her brown shell top showcased a long, graceful neck, thin but well-defined shoulders, and creamy-white arms that looked surprisingly firm for someone with such a slight build. Beneath the brown knit, small, perfectly shaped breasts pleaded for a lingering look. Minding his manners, he flicked his gaze lower and bemoaned the fact that the counter concealed the rest of her. He was a leg man, and it was a woman’s foundation that always swung the vote for him.

Wishing she’d stand up so he could get a look, he handed over the slip of paper on which he’d jotted his order number. While she scanned computer files and tracked down his parts order, they carried on a lively exchange, during which he learned she was twenty-six, had no significant other in her life except a feline named Cleo, and was the baby in a family of six kids. Her five rambunctious older brothers spoiled her rotten and kept things hopping at family gatherings.

Ryan enjoyed talking with her. Even with her attention divided between him and the computer screen, she kept him on his conversational toes. It wasn’t often he ran across beauty, brains, and a great personality, all in one package.

“So … you gonna give me a name to put with the face?” he asked.

“Bethany.” Finished with the computer, she leaned back in her chair. “Well, cowboy, time to eat crow. Guess where those parts of yours are.”

“Where?”

“En route to the Rocking K. And it’s not our fault they’re late. This is the busy season. Those particular parts are in high demand right now, were on back order, and took two days longer to reach us than they should have.”

Ryan had heard that one before, but coming from her, it seemed more credible. He tipped the brim of his hat back down to shade his eyes before returning outdoors. “Hmm. Lucky for me, I didn’t raise too much sand, huh?”

“It takes more than a cantankerous cowboy to throw me. Five brothers, remember?” She propped her elbows on the chair armrests, her big blue eyes still smiling. “Have a nice day, and good luck fixing your tractor. Too bad you’re not an employee. You could charge yourself time and a half.”

By that, Ryan guessed she knew who he was. No big surprise. Practically everyone in Crystal Falls, Oregon, had heard of the Kendrick family. He tipped his hat to her. “Thank you, Bethany. It’s been a rare pleasure.”

“Any time,” she called after him as he walked away.

He had nearly reached the door before he swung to a stop. To hell with walking out. He was thirty years old and hadn’t come across a woman who interested him this much in a long time. Bethany. She was beautiful, sweet, and funny. The only other women he knew who could take him from pissed off to laughing in three seconds flat were his mom and sister-in-law. No way was he leaving without at least getting her phone number, a date if he could manage it.

“I know this may seem forward,” he began as he returned to the counter.

Already back at work, she glanced up from the screen, her thoughtful frown giving way to another warm smile. “You’ve lost your parts again already?”

Ryan chuckled. “Not on your life. I just—” He felt heat crawling up his neck. He hadn’t felt nervous about asking a girl out since his early teens. “About Saturday night. I know we were only joking, but on a more serious note, I’d like to get to know you.” At her startled look, he added, “Hey, I’m a nice guy. Your boss, Harvey Coulter, will vouch for me.”

“Oh, I’m sure you’re very nice, but—”

Ryan held up a staying hand. “How about dinner and dancing? We’ll go out, have a fine meal, get to know each other a little better. Then we’ll cut a rug. I’m hell on wheels at country western, and I know of a great band.”

Her mouth curved in a wistful smile. “You like to dance, do you?”

“I love to dance. How about you?”

She averted her gaze. Ryan wanted to kick himself for coming on too fast. So much for that legendary charm his brother teased him about. Well, it was too late now. All he could do was go for it and hope for the best.

“I used to enjoy dancing very much.” She tapped a pen on the work surface beside her computer, her small hand clenched so tightly over its length that her dainty knuckles went white.

Ryan shoved up the brim of his hat. He did his best convincing with his eyes. “Come on, sweetheart, take a chance on me. We’ll have fun. I give you my solemn oath to be a perfect gentleman.”

“It isn’t that.”

“What, then?”

To his dismay, he saw that all the laughter and mischief in her eyes had been eclipsed by shadows. He sensed he’d said or done something to cause that, but for the life of him he couldn’t think what.

“If you’re worried that you’re too rusty to get on a dance floor, I’m easy to follow. Give me ten minutes, and you’ll think you’ve got wings on your feet.”

She rolled her chair back from the computer station and folded her hands in her lap, gazing up at him with a prideful lift of her small chin. “Somehow I rather doubt that.” Her strained, overbright smile was foiled by the flush of embarrassment on her cheeks. “Don’t you?”

It took Ryan a full second to register what she meant. Then he saw that she was sitting in a wheelchair.

He felt as if a horse had kicked him in the gut—an awful, suddenly breathless feeling that made his legs threaten to buckle. It had to be a joke. She was so beautiful and perfect in every other way, the girl of his dreams. There was no way—absolutely no way.

But then his gaze dropped to her legs. The hem of her gathered black skirt came to just below the knees, revealing flesh toned support hose, finely turned ankles, and small feet encased in black slippers. The way her feet were positioned on the rests, one turned inward, was typical of a paraplegic’s, and as shapely as her calves were, he could see that her muscles had begun to atrophy.

Sweet Christ. He felt like a worm. His first knee-jerk reaction was to make a polite excuse and get the hell out of there. To run.

The thought made him feel ashamed. Judging by those shadows in her eyes, she’d been down this path before and gotten badly hurt, undoubtedly by a long line of jackasses just like him who’d run when they saw her wheelchair.

He’d be damned if he’d do that to her. It was only one date.

Bethany fully expected Ryan Kendrick to make fast tracks or start stammering. That was usually the way it went. Watching his dark face, she had to give him credit; he looked stunned for a moment, but he quickly recovered. Flashing a wickedly attractive grin, he said, “Well, hell, I guess dancing’s out. Unless, of course, I can come up with a set of wheels so we can do the wheelchair tango.”

Usually men avoided mentioning her wheelchair, and while they groped for something to say, their eyes reflected a frantic need to escape. She always wanted to crawl in a hole when that happened, but Ryan Kendrick’s reaction was even worse. If he felt an urge to run, he was a great loss to the stage.

“There are a number of things besides dancing that we can go do.” He rested loosely folded fists at his lean waist, frowned, and then started naming off ideas, ending with, “How’s dinner followed by a good movie strike you?”

It struck her as alarming. Terrifying. He was supposed to be heading for the closest exit. She flirted all the time. A girl had to have some fun, after all. But no man had ever taken her up on it. She didn’t know what to say. Every time she looked into his gun-metal blue eyes, her mind went blank. He was so handsome, the epitome of tall, dark, and gorgeous. Chiseled features, a strong jaw, jet hair, and oodles of muscle. A dangerous mix. Crystal Falls was a large town, and Bethany had attended different schools than Ryan had. She’d also been a few years younger, so they’d never moved in the same social circles. But as a teenager, she’d seen him a few times at a distance, usually out at the fairgrounds during rodeos, and she’d thought he was handsome even then. He was even more attractive now. Little wonder his name was almost legend and half the women in town fancied themselves in love with him.

“I, um …” She shrugged, for once in her life at a total loss for words. If one of her brothers had been present, he would have marked the moment.

Her gaze fell to his mouth. His lips were long and narrow, mere slashes in the granite hardness of his face, yet beautifully sculpted with the muted shimmer of satin. At present, one corner of that hard mouth was twitching, as if he were suppressing a smile.

“Dinner and a movie isn’t very imaginative, I know,” he said apologetically. “I’ll think of something more exciting next time around.”

Next time? She wasn’t sure how to deal with this. Why was he wasting his time with her? Because he felt sorry for her, maybe? She didn’t want his pity.

She should have made certain he saw the wheelchair right away. Then this never would have happened. She couldn’t go out with him. Her legs might not work, but her heart was in fine working order, and Ryan Kendrick was a little too charming. With those twinkling eyes and that sexy grin chipping away at her defenses, it would be all too easy to get in over her head.

She smoothed her hands over her skirt to make sure it covered her knees. There had to be a graceful way out of this. “Actually, Mr. Kendrick, the reason I hesitate is because I think I may be busy Saturday night.”

He never missed a beat. “How about Friday, then?” He no sooner spoke than he snapped his fingers. “No, Friday won’t work. I’m sponsoring a tractor in the mud pulls that night, and I really should be at the fairgrounds.”

“Mud pulls?” Bethany immediately wanted to bite her tongue.

His gaze sharpened on her face. “Are you a mud-pull enthusiast?”

She pushed at her hair, then rolled closer to the counter to straighten the work area. “I used to enjoy them very much.”

“I’m surprised. Mostly only men like the mud pulls.”

She shrugged. “I had strange tastes for a girl, I guess.”

“Why past tense? If you really enjoy the mud pulls, I’d love to take you.”

He’d obviously never been around a paraplegic. “Oh, I couldn’t possibly.”

“Why not?”

“Between the parking lot and track, there’s an acre of dirt and gravel.”

“What’s a little dirt and gravel?”

Her pulse started to pound. She swallowed, drew a deep breath, and tried to calm down. He wasn’t interested in her that way; he was only being kind. She needed to focus on that, keep her sense of humor, and laugh this off. A little stark reality was called for, apparently. Who better to give him a dose?

“To a walking person, a little dirt and gravel is no big thing,” she said slowly. “But my wheelchair tends to bog down on uneven ground, and getting it across deep gravel is difficult.”

He gave her a measuring look. “Does it hurt you to be carried?”

“Pardon?”

“Does it cause you any pain when someone carries you?”

“You’re kidding. Right? You can’t mean to carry me.”

“Why not?”

Why not? He really didn’t have a clue. “The question isn’t if it might hurt me, but whether or not your back can take the abuse.” She shook her head. “It’s very nice of you to offer. Really it is, Mr. Kendrick, but—”

“Ryan,” he corrected. “Or Rye, if you prefer. I answer to both. And I’m not being ‘nice.’ I really want to take you.”

“Ryan, then.” Searching his gaze, which made her feel as if she’d just swallowed live goldfish, she said, “You’re sweet to offer, but you’ve no idea what you’d be getting into. There are no walkways or bleachers down at that track.”

“So? You have a chair, and I’ll take a camp stool along for myself.”

“No, you don’t understand. It’s not the seating arrangements that worry me, but that you’d have to carry my chair down there. It’s very heavy and awkward to handle, and then you’d have to haul me down there as well.” She shook her head again. “No. About the time you got me settled, it’d be my luck I’d need to use the ladies’ room, which is clear up at the stadium. That’s at least a quarter mile. There you’d be, carrying me and my chair all the way up there, then all the way back. By evening’s end, you’d be wishing you never asked me.”

“You can’t weigh more than a hundred pounds. My back can handle it.”

“A hundred and eleven,” she corrected, thinking as she spoke that nearly half of that was dead-weight, which was heavier and more awkward to handle.

“All of that?” He chuckled, his steel-blue eyes dancing with amusement. “Honey, I lift twice your weight dozens of times a day.”

“No, I—”

“It’s a date,” he insisted. Stepping to the counter, he reached over to push a notepad toward her. “I’ll be on your doorstep to pick you up at precisely six o’clock on Friday night. Just jot down your address and phone number.”

“I really—”

“Come on,” he cajoled. “We’ll have fun. It isn’t often I meet a lady who enjoys the mud pulls. Where have you been all my life?”

She laughed and tried one more time to discourage him. “I’m really not much on dating. You don’t have to do this. Honestly. You’re off the hook.”

In response to that, he narrowed an eye and shoved the notepad closer. “Full name, address, and phone number. If you won’t give them to me, I’ll play dirty and get them from Harv Coulter. The Rocking K is his largest account.”

Imagining her father’s reaction, Bethany smiled. “I should let you go ask him. It might prove interesting. I don’t suppose you’re a betting man?”

“Sometimes. What’s the wager?”

“That my boss not only won’t give you my address but may run you out of here with a shotgun. Daddy tends to be overprotective of his baby girl.”

“You’re Harv’s daughter?”

“His one and only.” With a sigh of resignation, she bent her head and wrote the information he’d requested on the slip of paper. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you. By evening’s end, when you’re popping ibuprofen and wishing you had a back brace, I don’t want to hear any complaints.”

“You won’t.”

As she tore the top sheet from the notepad and handed it to him, she added, “If something comes up and you need to cancel, Ryan, you can reach me here at the store during the day. I really would appreciate a call. For someone like me, getting ready to go somewhere is no easy thing.”

He folded the paper and slipped it in his pocket. “I’ll show. Count on it.”

She shrugged, hoping to convey that she didn’t care one way or the other. “I’ll accept any excuse. Even ‘my dog ate my homework’ will work.” She forced a bright smile.

“Friday,” he said huskily. “Six o’clock sharp. I’ll be looking forward to it.”

As he walked away, Bethany heard footsteps behind her. She glanced over her shoulder to see her brother Jake approaching. Dressed in the same ranch-issue faded denim and blue chambray as Ryan, he looked enough like the other man to be related. Tall and lean, yet muscular, her brother had the tough look of a man who’d pitted himself against the elements most of his life.

Jake also had beautiful eyes—a deep, clear blue that was almost startling in contrast to his sun-dark skin and sable hair. At the moment, those eyes were fixed with glaring intensity on Ryan Kendrick’s departing back. “What was that all about?”

“What was what all about?” she asked innocently.

Jake gave her a long, questioning look. “As I was coming downstairs, I saw the two of you talking, and it looked like he was flirting with you.”

Bethany raised her eyebrows. “Flirting with me? How long’s it been since you had your eyes checked?”

His jaw muscle started to tic. “You’re paralyzed, Bethie, not dead. And you’re a very pretty lady. I know men must flirt with you occasionally.”

“So why the scowl?”

“Because that particular man is bad news. You steer clear of Ryan Kendrick, honey. The guy’s got a reputation.”

Still single at thirty-one, Jake had a bit of a reputation himself. Bethany refrained from pointing that out. “A reputation for what?”

“Loving them and leaving them.” Jake stepped over to the counter, opened a parts catalog, and pulled a pen from his shirt pocket. “Don’t do any toe-dipping in that particular pond. It’s inhabited by a shark, and I don’t want my little sister to be his next victim.”


Chapter Two

By Friday evening, Bethany was laughing at herself. Ryan hadn’t called to cancel, which meant their date for tonight was still on. Against her better judgment and despite all the lectures she’d given herself, she was excited about it—so excited she could barely stand it. For the first time in eight years, she was going out on a date. A real date. Not with a relative, not with some friend of her brothers’, but with Ryan Kendrick, the most sought-after bachelor in town.

It was absurd to feel excited. It was only a onetime thing, and he had only insisted on taking her to be kind. But, hey. He was taking her someplace really fun, and she intended to enjoy every second of the evening.

Did her hair look all right?

She raced to her bedroom for a final inspection in the vanity mirror. Despite the extreme difficulty of stuffing her limp legs into tight jeans with only her dressing sling to assist her, she had decided to go with the cowgirl look tonight, which had been a little hard to pull off in a wheelchair, especially without a hat or riding boots. Hers were in her parents’ attic, buried under a layer of dust.

She turned this way, then that, critical of her reflection. Did the red plaid and denim look silly? In Crystal Falls, most women wore snug Wranglers and western-style tops to events like mud pulls, but they weren’t in wheelchairs.

Somewhere in the house, her cat knocked into some-thing. The clattering sound nearly made Bethany part company with her skin. She flattened a hand over her chest and closed her eyes. Enough. She had to stop this.

She wasn’t so foolish as to hope that Ryan was actually attracted to her. Just the thought frightened her. An evening out, simply to have fun, was one thing, an attraction quite another. That was a can of worms better left unopened.

Taking a deep breath, she opened her eyes and stared hard at her reflection, determined to see herself as others must. She supposed she was pretty, in an ordinary sort of way. Nothing about her was exceptional, though.

The one thing about her that was glaringly apparent was her wheelchair—the bane of her existence and always a part of her life. When Ryan looked at her, that wheelchair was what he would see, not the woman in it. She needed to remember that. She had believed in someone once, putting stock in dreams and thinking her paralysis didn’t matter, but in the end, it had been all that mattered.

She would pretend he was one of her brothers. No big deal. She’d never see him again after tonight. She would thoroughly enjoy attending a mud pull again, and that’s what she should be concentrating on. She rarely got to do things like this anymore because it was more trouble than it was worth, the hardship falling to friends or family members who volunteered to take her.

She returned to the living room, acutely conscious of the whirring sound her chair made as it rolled over the polished hardwood floors. Once parked, she glanced at the case clock on the mantel. Six o’clock. An achy feeling filled her throat. She straightened her shoulders, listening as the pendulum ticked away the seconds. He was just late. If he wasn’t coming, he would have called.

And, hey … if he didn’t show, no skin off her nose. She had a fantastic family, a great job, and interesting activities that kept her on the move from morning until night. She depended on no one for fulfillment or happiness.

Tick-tock—tick-tock. The pendulum mercilessly measured off the passing minutes, and each one seemed to last a small eternity. She leafed through a tole painting magazine, then tossed it back on the coffee table. Twenty after.

Oh, well. Like this came as a big surprise? Deep down, she hadn’t really expected him to come. It would have been cold at the fairgrounds, anyway. Who wanted to freeze her buns off to watch tractors slide around in the mud?

She moved to a window and gazed out at the side yard where the deepening dusk and an icy chill hovered low over the nude deciduous trees. No buds had sprouted on the branches yet. Because of the high elevation, spring came late for the people in Crystal Falls.

And for some, it never came at all …

Bethany knotted her hands into fists and closed her eyes against a rush of scalding tears, hating Ryan for getting her hopes up and hating herself for giving him the power to dash them.

Never again. Maybe it was good that this had happened, serving as a reminder. No wishing on rainbows for her. Better to keep her feet—or in this case, her wheels—firmly rooted in reality.

Ryan glanced at his watch and cursed. Another red light. Why was it that everything slowed him down when he was in a hurry? Damn. That old lady in the Chrysler drove at one speed, slow. He smacked the heel of his hand on the steering wheel. Then he grabbed the cell phone out of the flip-down console beside him and punched redial again. No answer. Since they had a date, she was surely at home. Why the hell didn’t she pick up? Maybe she had call waiting and was on the other line.

The light finally changed. Ryan rode the back bumper of the Chrysler through the intersection. Then he gunned the accelerator, changed lanes, and swept past the car as if it were sitting still. The engine of the new Dodge hummed as Ryan opened it up on the straightaway.

He’d probably get a speeding ticket, but he didn’t give a damn. Bethany. He kept remembering those dark, shifting shadows in her eyes when she’d told him she would accept any excuse to cancel. She had expected him to back out, and now he was running thirty minutes late. She would think he’d stood her up.

The doorbell pealed. Bethany wiped her wet cheeks. Oh, God. Her face was probably a mess. She considered not answering the door, but that was silly. Besides, it was probably only one of her brothers dropping in to check on her.

She rubbed hard under her lower lashes to make sure there were no mascara drips. Then she finger-combed her hair, giving it a fluff to fall around her shoulders. Not that she cared at this point if she looked nice, but she did have her pride. If, by chance, it was Ryan at the door, she didn’t want him to know he’d made her cry.

Dumb. It was forty minutes after the hour. He wouldn’t show up this late.

She raced down the hall, braking to a stop well back from the threshold. Leaning forward, she flipped on the porch light, unlatched the special dead bolt her brother Zeke had installed not far above the knob, and opened the door. The first thing she saw was a pair of dusty riding boots. Her gaze trailed up from there as she sat back in her chair, taking in an expanse of lean denim-clad legs.

“Oh!” she said, her heart skittering in a way that made her disgusted with herself. What was it about him, anyway? He put his pants on the same way other men did. He was nothing so special. “I thought it was one of my brothers.”

“Nope.”

He was taller than she remembered—broader through the shoulders. Standing over her as he was and illuminated by golden light, he seemed to loom. Tonight he wore a faded denim jacket over the chambray shirt, the front plackets hanging open to reveal the muted wool plaid lining. The faint and not unpleasant smell of horses and hay rolled off of him. The black Stetson was in place, its brim tipped forward, shadowing his eyes. As before, those eyes glinted at her, only this time, instead of gunmetal, she was reminded of tarnished silver.

What was she thinking? Tarnished silver? Brother. He probably practiced that smoldering look in the mirror so all women within a mile would fall over like nine pins when he smiled. Well, count her out. He was mouthwatering to look at, but so was cheesecake, and cheesecake was a heck of a lot safer.

“You need a peephole,” he said, his voice a deep rumble. “It’s not safe to open up until you know who’s out here, especially when it’s almost dark.”

He looked and sounded enough like one of her brothers to be a clone, which helped slow her racing heart.

“A peephole at my height? It’s a little difficult to identify a man by his fly.”

A startled laugh escaped him, the sound a gravelly “humph” that jerked his broad shoulders. “Not so difficult.” He grasped the large silver buckle at his waist, tipping it toward the light for her to see. “Mine’s flagged with my initials.” He turned slightly to display the back of his belt, which was personalized as well. “You can tell who I am, coming or going.”

She stared at the lettering on the ornate silver as he turned to face her again. “So I see.”

He nudged back his hat, placed a hand on the door frame, and cocked a hip, his opposite knee bending with the shift of his weight. “I’m sorry I’m so late.”

His voice rang with sincerity. Bethany steeled herself against it. “I’m sure you had a good reason.” No excuse he gave her would be good enough. He was forty minutes late, he hadn’t phoned. In her book, that was unpardonable.

He smiled slightly. “I tried to call. You didn’t answer the phone.”

“You did?” She’d had him pegged as more imaginative. “How strange. I haven’t heard the phone ring, and I’ve got call waiting.”

The long look he gave her made her feel as if her skin was turning inside out. She had a feeling he could tell she’d been crying. His lips tucked in at one corner, deepening the crease in his cheek. It wasn’t really a smile, more just a quirk of his mouth, but his eyes came into play, crinkling at the corners to lend warmth to his expression.

“I know I wasn’t dialing wrong. I double-checked the number.”

An awful thought occurred to Bethany. She glanced over her shoulder. “My cat,” she whispered.

“Say what?”

“Shortly before six, I heard her knock something over. I’ll bet she bumped the guest room extension off the hook again.”

“Ah. Mystery solved.”

She started up the hall. “Please come in, Ryan. I’ll only be a minute.”

She imagined her brothers arriving en masse to check on her because she didn’t answer the phone. The very thought made her cringe. It went without saying that Jake would not approve of Ryan’s being there.

Once in the guest room, Bethany saw that the phone had indeed been knocked off the hook. As she returned it to the cradle, she lectured herself. Okay, fine. He had tried to call her, just as he claimed, and she’d jumped to conclusions, thinking he’d stood her up. It followed that he probably had a good reason for being late. But that didn’t mean she had to let her foolish heart get the best of her again. He was taking her out on a date only to be nice. She would enjoy the evening. No hoping for anything more, no wishing for anything more.

She took a deep breath, feeling better almost instantly. When the evening was over, she’d have a nice memory to treasure, and perhaps he would as well.

This didn’t have to be complicated unless she allowed it to be.

When she reentered the hall, he was still standing in the doorway. She saw that he was studying the tole paintings that hung on the entryway wall, compliments of her brother Hank because she couldn’t reach that high to drive the nails. “That silly cat. She gets on the nightstand and knocks into things.”

He hooked a thumb at the paintings. “You’re very talented.”

“Thank you, but not really. I’ve had lots of time to perfect my brushstrokes.” She stopped a few feet shy of him and folded her hands. The touch of his gaze warmed her cheeks. “I hope my brothers didn’t try to call. They’re terrified I’ll fall or something. I keep telling them it’s silly to worry, that I managed just fine living alone in Portland for six years. I may as well talk to a wall.”

“Protective?”

“Horribly. If one of them couldn’t get through, he’d notify the others, and they’d all race over here.”

He grinned and arched an eyebrow again. “Is that a warning?”

“You might say that. According to them, I’m too trusting.”

“And are you?”

“I think my brothers greatly overestimate my appeal. Either that, or there aren’t nearly as many wolves on the prowl as they seem to think.”

Studying her upturned face, Ryan thought she was pretty damned appealing, and he didn’t blame her brothers for being protective. It had been a while since he’d gone out with a woman whose expression was so open. She probably wasn’t a very good judge of male character, and she could obviously be very easily hurt. Her eyes were red from crying, her dark lashes spiked with wetness. Knowing he’d been the cause of her tears made him feel like a skunk.

“I really am sorry I couldn’t make it on time. I hope you’re not mad at me.”

“Not at all. I just figured something had come up.”

He imagined her watching the clock, then finally giving up on him, convinced he hadn’t come because he didn’t want to spend the evening with her.

“It’s been one of those awful days. Then, to top it off, one of my mares went into early labor. Her first foal, and she had a really rough time.”

“Oh, no. Is she all right?”

The concern Ryan saw in her big blue eyes looked genuine. Most of the women he dated got their noses out of joint when they learned they’d played second fiddle to a horse or cow, a frequent occurrence in his line of work. “Yeah, she’s fine now. Happy as a clam and proud as punch of her new baby.”

“That’s good. What was the problem?”

“The foal was large and got turned wrong.”

“Oh, my. That can be tricky. Did you have to call out a vet?”

To Ryan’s surprise, she seemed sincerely interested, yet another rarity. Most women only asked about the goings-on at his ranch to flatter his ego. “I called the vet out to be safe, but as it happened, I got the foal turned by myself. I really am sorry. The mare’s sort of special to me. Shortly after she was born, her mama’s milk dried up, and I had to bottle-feed her. We got pretty tight.”

It occurred to Ryan that he seldom bothered to explain himself like this. He was a rancher, and things happened. When an emergency came up, making him late for a date, that was just the way it was.

Looking into Bethany’s gentle gaze, he found it difficult to take such a hard line. “She was really scared,” he heard himself saying.

“Oh, of course she was, poor baby, which probably made giving birth even more difficult for her.”

Ryan nodded. “I’m sure our ranch foreman, Sly, and the vet could have handled the situation, but I just couldn’t bring myself to leave her.”

“Please, don’t apologize, Ryan. If you’d left her to keep a silly date, I’d feel awful. We assume a big responsibility with our pets.”

Pets? Ryan supposed Rosebud was a pet to him, though it was something he never admitted. “She’s a very expensive horse.”

“Uh-huh, and that’s why you stayed, because if something had gone wrong, you would have lost tons of money.”

He chuckled and tugged on his ear. “Yeah, there was that, but mainly it was the apron strings tied to my belt loops. I’m her mama.”

She laughed at that, her expression softening as if she understood exactly what he meant.

“Why do I get this feeling you like horses?”

“Probably because I do.” She leaned forward in her chair. “I have to know. Was it a colt or a filly?”

“A colt.”

“What color?” she asked, her eyes sparkling with interest.

“A little sorrel. Cute as a button, all gangly legs and knobby knees, with a big, bulbous nose. And his ears are so gigantic, I swear he’s part donkey. But he’ll pretty up in a few hours.”

“Oh,” she whispered, her smile wistful. “He sounds so sweet! I haven’t seen a brand-new foal in so long, I can’t remember when.”

The yearning in her expression made Ryan want to scoop her out of that chair and take her to his ranch. As the feeling took hold, he wondered what was happening to him. No woman had tugged on his heartstrings like this in a good long while. Strike that. No woman, period, had ever made him feel like this.

Uncomfortable with the turn of his thoughts, he glanced at his watch. “Well, you about ready?”

“You’re running really late, Ryan, and I’ll slow you down even more. If you’re one of the sponsors, you need to get there as fast as you can. It might be better if I just stay here. Maybe another time.”

“Baloney. You aren’t going to slow me down that much, and I won’t have nearly as much fun without you.”

As he said that, Ryan knew he meant it—maybe more than was wise. What was he thinking? There was no way in hell she could ever fit into his life.

“Where’s your coat? It’s gonna get chilly out there if the wind picks up.”

Obviously eager to go, she wheeled around and buzzed across the entry to a coat tree. She lifted a blue parka from a lower hook and started to poke an arm down one sleeve.

Remembering his manners, he commandeered her jacket. It was more difficult to perform this courtesy with a chair getting in the way, but he tugged and stuffed until he got the garment on her. In the process, he accidentally brushed his hands over soft places. By the time he stepped around to lift her hair from under her collar, his guts were in knots. Those long, dark tresses slipped through his fingers like heavy silk, the strands still warm from her body.

She glanced back. “I need to get my purse. My keys are in it.”

“Where is it?”

“I’ll run and get it. Watch your toes.”

A few seconds later when she returned to the entryway, Ryan scooped her from the chair. She gave a startled squeak and grabbed his neck. Her purse, dangling by its strap from her slender wrist, thumped his arm. “Oh, God, don’t drop me!”

Ryan hadn’t meant to frighten her. “Easy, sweetheart, I’ve got you.” Even with the parka insulation as padding, he could feel her heart pounding where his left hand curled over her ribs. “Relax,” he whispered, his breath stirring tendrils at her temple. “You weigh hardly anything, and I swear I won’t let you fall.”

Her voice quavered as she said, “I can’t catch myself, you know.”

He wouldn’t have let go for anything. “If something happens and I go down, you’ll think you’re a basket of eggs. I’m not hurting you, am I?”

“No, not at all. I’m fine. Really.”

She looked up, and he got lost in her big eyes. He had no idea how much time passed before he realized he was standing there like a dumbstruck fool.

“It really isn’t necessary for you to carry me until we reach the fairgrounds, Ryan. My van’s equipped with a lift, and I—”

“We’re going in my truck.”

“We are? Oh, I don’t know. It’s much less hassle to take my van.”

“Sweetheart, trust me. I’ve got it all figured out. I’ll lock up when I come back in for your chair. Is everything turned off, or should I do a walk through before I close up?”

“Everything’s off.”

He set off down the hall, his boots tapping on the waxed floors. As he turned to carry her out the front door, she cast an anxious glance at the wood ramp over the porch steps. “I hope you’re surefooted. That indoor-outdoor tends to get slick on cold evenings like this.”

“You’ll think I’m a mountain goat. Are you sure I’m not hurting you? You’re awfully tense.” He flashed her a grin that he hoped might help her to relax. “Clutching my neck like your life depends on it.”

“It does.”

He chuckled at that. As he drew to a stop beside his truck, he executed a smooth maneuver, bending slightly at the knees to open the door, then nudging it wide with his arm. He heard her gasp as he swung her up onto the gray, contoured bench seat. She grabbed the handgrip above the door as if she was afraid she might pitch headfirst onto the concrete when he turned loose.

“I’ve got you,” he assured her again.

Bethany could feel that he did. His hands were locked over her hips. Unlike many paraplegics, she had feeling there. The pads of his thumbs seemed to burn holes through her jeans.

“Steady on?” he asked, lifting a questioning brow.

She felt like a pea balanced atop a totem pole. Big man, big truck—a monstrous burgundy Dodge Ram. The seat seemed a long way from the ground. But then he settled her back so the contours embraced her, which made her feel safer. “Yes, I’m steady on.”

He ran his hands under her knees, lifting to reposition her legs, which had flopped as they landed. Her cheeks went hot. That made warning bells go off. She wouldn’t feel embarrassed if one of her brothers lifted her legs.

He reached behind her to tug the seat belt across her body. She was about to tell him she could buckle up by herself, but before she got the words out, metal rasped, and the next second, he was adjusting the strap to lie at an angle over her chest. The side of his hand grazed the peak of her right breast, making her nipple tighten. She thanked heaven for the concealing fluff of her parka and wondered, with some trepidation, if she was going to live through the evening.

[image: ]

She might not survive, Bethany decided a few minutes later. Ryan Kendrick was driving in the wrong direction. At the edge of town, he took an exit onto the freeway. The huge Dodge purred to life as he depressed the accelerator and opened it up to cruise at seventy. He turned up the heater to be sure she was warm. Then he flipped on the stereo, filling the cab with the honeyed voice of John Michael Montgomery. It was a lovely, comfortable ride. She just wished she knew where he was taking her.

It was absolutely absurd, but her mind chose that moment to remember every dire warning her brothers had ever given her. That abuse of handicapped women was alarmingly common, that there were sexual perverts who preyed on disabled females, and that she must never forget how helpless she was. Her brothers maintained that it would be sheer madness if she went anywhere with a man without first giving everyone in the family his name, his tag number, and a full physical description, just in case he happened to be a creep.

Typically of her, she hadn’t listened to those warnings, and now here she was, going heaven knew where with a man she knew very little about. Even worse, she’d been so afraid of Jake’s reaction, she’d told no one about the date.

As Ryan drove, he pulled a cordless Norelco from the console. A second later, the hum of the shaver filled the cab as he began removing his five o’clock shadow. “I hope you’ll excuse me. I usually slick up before a date, but this evening I didn’t have time. I know I must look like hell and smell like a horse.”

He looked and smelled wonderful to her. He also seemed to grow larger by the moment. When he returned the shaver to the console, he drew out some aftershave. While steering with his elbows, he splashed some of the scented astringent into a cupped palm, rubbed his hands together, and then slapped it on his cheeks. She nearly jumped at the loud sound of his palms connecting with his jaws. She’d get a mild concussion if she hit herself that hard. The woodsy, masculine smell of the cologne drifted to her.

Still steering with his elbows and, she hoped, keeping one eye on the road, he returned the bottle to the compartment and removed his hat to finger comb his wavy black hair. After finishing his ablutions, all of which he performed without letting up on the accelerator, he settled the Stetson back on his head, glanced in the rearview mirror, and winked at her.

“This is as good as it’ll get. Next time, I’ll shower twice. How’s that?”

There was that “next time” again. Bethany returned her gaze to the road, convinced that at least one of them should be watching it. A grin tugged at her mouth. If he had nefarious intentions, he was certainly going to a lot of trouble to smell nice before he attacked her.

“I’m not making you nervous, am I? I’m used to doing ten things at once.”

“No, you’re not making me nervous,” she said, still struggling to suppress a smile. “I am sort of curious about where we’re going, though.”

He slanted her a look, the twinkle in his eyes evident even in the dim light. “It’s a surprise.”

Everything about him was a surprise. “That sounds fun. What kind of a surprise?”

“If I tell you, it won’t be a surprise. What fun would that be?”

He had a point. She hadn’t been adventurous in a long while, and no matter what her brothers might say, she meant to enjoy this evening with him. “What about the mud pulls? You’re a sponsor, remember, and need to be there.”

“I need to make an appearance. We’ll still go—after the surprise. It’s one of those things that just won’t keep, and I think you’ll enjoy it more than the pulls.”

Bethany couldn’t imagine what he had planned, but she instinctively trusted him—even when he drove with his elbows. She hugged her waist and stared through the windshield, her vision blurring on the yellow line.

He leaned forward to turn up the volume on the stereo. “Do you mind? This is my favorite song ever.”

“You’re joking. It’s mine, too.”

“You like Montgomery?”

She nodded. “I can barely sit still when a song of his is playing.”

He swept off his hat, laid it on the console, and then, dividing his attention between her and the road, gazed across the cab at her as if she were the love of his life as he sang the refrain. The song was “I Swear,” a beautiful outpouring of devotion in which the vocalist promised on the moon and the stars to be as steadfast as a shadow at his lover’s side until death parted them.

Ryan Kendrick had a voice that made her bones melt. When he continued to sing to her, she couldn’t resist joining in, even though she sounded like a toad croaking on a lily pad. She had never been able to sing worth a darn. Dancing had been her forte—once upon a memory, a lifetime ago. Now she could only feel the beat of country music and dream.

Just as she found herself dreaming right now that Ryan Kendrick really meant the words he was singing to her. Idiocy. What was it about him? Silly Bethany, spinning dreams. She supposed it was partly that Ryan was so handsome—the tall, dark, dreamy kind of handsome one usually saw only in the movies. That, coupled with the fact that he was so nice, made for a lethal package.

She was almost grateful that there would be only this one evening with him. Otherwise she might be in serious danger of getting her foolish heart broken.
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