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Romance is the last thing on equestrienne
Bethany Webb's mind as she gazes across the lush green fields of
Highover Gate, her prestigious world-class training facility - the
dream of a lifetime. Before the day is over, Beth's future is
snatched right out from under her in one wet, terrifying
instant.

 


Ambitious and handsome Brett Hall's only
objective is to unseat the national champion in Three Day Eventing.
As Hall steadily gains on his goal, a chink in his armor allows his
heart to peek out - a weakness that seriously undermines his
focus.

 


Hearts Over Fences glows against the backdrop
of Olympic-level equestrian sport - a world filled with drama and
excitement - and a large measure of ambition.

 


 


“...a charming and clean love
story

set in the heart of horse country and the
horse industry.  It’s centered around the characters first,
and story second - something I like.  Leland explores her
character’s fears and ambitions.  Her piece profiles the
sensitive dance of deciding whether someone is right for you. 
Just loving them doesn’t mean they are.  They also must be
good for you and your dreams.  Leland creates this situation
with a backdrop of the business world of horses in Lexington
Kentucky.” –Midwest Book Review, June 2005

 


“Amazingly well written book!

Leland takes the reader of Hearts Over
Fences through the perils dealing with a serious injury and
what its like to overcome it, the serious life of a accomplishing
well thought out goals, and the hardships of love when you least
expect it. A well written novel for anyone looking for a quick read
whether you're into horses or not."

–Amazon Reviewer, October 2009

 


“The characters…deal with real
issues–including romance,

and who doesn't love that? I love this
author's style, and she shows her extensive knowledge yet doesn't
put it out of reach (to understand) for the non-horsy reader. Her
other books Winning Ways and Gambling with the Enemy
are also fantastic, with enticing diverse co-subjects to the horse
world."

–Amazon Reviewer, March 2007

 


“...Ms. Leland weaves a fascinating tale
of horses, business, and romance.

Bethany and Connor both have lived
challenging lives dealing with poverty, loss of parents, and

building their professional careers. The
characters' obstacles give them a depth that is

highly believable. Even at such a length, Ms.
Leland's tale reads rather quickly and

satisfyingly. Hearts Over Fences is a great
read that I highly recommend.” –Coffee Time Review, June 2005
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"$6 Million Equestrian Facility Hosts
Exhibition Today."

The bold headline leaped off the front page
of the Herald-Leader, and Beth Webb grinned. Adjusting her
wire-rimmed reading glasses, she pored over the feature
article.

"Lexington, KY— National and world champions
will thunder across the rolling green fields behind Highover Gate
Equestrian Center, the dream-child of well-known venture
capitalist, Bethany Webb. The new three-and-a-half-mile
cross-country course is the first phase of a unique training and
show facility that will see completion in by the end of the
year.

"Local investor Tim Trent voiced confidence
in Webb's ambitious undertaking, emphasizing the need for a
first-class horse show facility to soak up the overflow from the
Kentucky Horse Park."

Beth frowned. "Dammit, Tim. Why do you always
have to be in the spotlight?"

She scanned the remainder of the article,
satisfied with the detailed coverage. Today was her "show them the
money" phase, the proof that her investors had chosen wisely and
could each confidently hand over another two hundred grand for the
second phase of Highover. She laid the paper aside and carried her
coffee mug out to the flagstone terrace. Just above the hills to
the east, the sky wore a thin ribbon of bright pink, but directly
above it, a heavy blanket of rain clouds threatened to smother the
promise.

"Nuts. Just what I need."

***

Thirty minutes later, Beth's bright yellow
Miata whizzed down the long driveway toward the main barn. Several
horse trailers were already parked in the field, and handlers were
working with horses in the warm-up paddock. Rain or no, the day
would be exciting. At the end of the lane, the dark skeletal
outline of the new dressage arena and barn contrasted against the
pale gray sky, and her stomach jigged with pleasure and pride.

Inside the estate's original barn, the lights
blazed and the air hummed with morning activity. Beth hurried to
her office, determined to check every detail of the day just one
more time. She had too much at stake to leave anything to
chance.

Hal MacGregor appeared about an hour later,
his brown eyes twinkling from beneath bushy red eyebrows, his
gravelly voice echoing a hint of Scotland.

"Mornin', Lass. Ready for your big day?"

She grinned mischievously. "Oh, Aye!"

He chuckled, then his expression sobered.
"Are ye sure about ridin' in this event?" His expression reflected
apology. "Ye haven't a chance against the big boys."

"I know, but that's not my goal. I just want
to be part of the excitement. The next phase of construction starts
on Monday and, after today, I won't have much time to ride."

***

Beth fiddled with the chinstrap on her black
velvet riding helmet, watching a horse and rider cross the finish
line.

“First call, Miss Webb.”

Her pulse quickened and she drew in a deep
breath, nerves instantly on edge. Nodding to the event official,
she nudged her horse toward the starting area. A quick glance at
the vast gray sky sent a murmur of tension through her chest. Low,
dark clouds were rolling in from the north, and the temperature had
dropped noticeably in the past ten minutes. With any luck, the rain
would hold off until she'd finished the course.

Two riders waited ahead of her, and Beth
narrowed her eyes with curiosity at a vaguely familiar man astride
a muscular gray Irish Draught. The rider's broad shoulders filled
out a perfectly tailored hunter green jacket, and his thigh muscles
rippled beneath tight tan breeches. Add his excellent posture–he
was the picture of equestrian perfection. As though he felt her
scrutiny, he turned and looked at her. Embarrassed to be caught
staring, she looked away, feeling warmth creep across her
cheeks.

Hal's voice rumbled into her thoughts.
“Ready?”

She nodded, an eddy of anticipation and
apprehension swirling through her head.

He patted her mount's shoulder. "Lassie,
ye'll do fine."

She watched him amble away. A prize find,
that one. Her campaign to hire the finest instructors in the
country had targeted the famous world-class jumping instructor.
Through him, she'd hooked up with a former Olympic dressage rider
and two world-champion equitation instructors. With a
state-of-the-art, fully accredited training facility and the best
equestrian educators, on completion, Highover Gate would be the
crème de la crème.

She scanned the horses and riders milling
about the grounds, then let her gaze sweep across the magnificent,
gently-rolling green pastures. From there, her gaze drifted to the
specially-constructed VIP viewing boxes where her investors were
assembled, sipping champagne Mimosas. I'm on my way.

“Hal MacGregor your coach?”

The nearness of the soft drawl startled her,
and she nearly lost her balance. Brilliant green eyes scrutinized
her from barely four feet away while the handsome guy astride the
equally handsome horse stared boldly, a sly smile playing about the
corners of his mouth.

Her stomach did another little dance, then
regaining her composure, she leveled a cool look at the stranger
and nodded. His impudent smile unnerved her.

“I’m Brett Hall from Louisville.”

"Ah, yes, the one who's chasing Wegner's
crown."

Another charming grin. "Yup, and gaining
fast."

The loudspeaker crackled through the air,
“Number 962. Karen Allen.”

He straightened up in the saddle. “Gotta
go–I’m next up.”

He wheeled his horse around, then threw her a
quick, tantalizing look over his shoulder before trotting toward
the starting gate, his body moving in exact rhythm with the horse’s
stride. She watched him check in with the gateman, her thoughts
moving into business mode. She could do worse than having Brett
Hall at the event. Familiar important names would shine in the
newspaper account of the event, and she wanted every advantage she
could get to publicize Highover.

Hall moved up to the starting line, and
Beth's butterflies returned. Annoyed, she closed her eyes and tried
to concentrate on regaining her mental composure for the rigorous
course ahead, hindered by his cocky grin still floating in her
mind’s eye.

***

Brett watched the current rider cross the
finish line. The complicated course would be tricky, but he loved
the challenge of a new pattern. An Olympic designer had laid this
one out. Though this event was only an exhibition, Brett's
determination to be the best still coursed through his head. There
were too many national champions and Olympic hopefuls gathered
there, and he had an aggressive reputation to protect.

Treating himself to one last look at the
intriguing fair-haired woman astride the big bay Trakehner, he
erased all thoughts from his head, except those he needed to
dominate the field.

***

Beth watched the gray horse streak across the
grass and launch himself over the first fence of the course. As he
disappeared around the bend, she considered Brett Hall's skill.
I'll bet Wegner is looking over his shoulder all the
time.

Hal appeared, solemnity creasing his
weathered face.

“Ye’ll probably cross the finish line soaked,
from the looks of those clouds. Mind the Glen Trail if the rain
starts–it’ll be slippery as the devil.”

He patted her knee, then climbed into his
golf cart and drove toward the access road to watch her ride from a
position midway through the course. She looked up again at the
threatening sky, then leaned forward and smoothed her hand over her
horse's sleek neck.

“Here we go, Paso. Be a good boy for me, and
there’ll be treats at the barn.”

The tall, 16-hand-horse bobbed his head and
chuckled deep in his throat, affirming her belief that horses
understood every word their handlers spoke.

“Number 702. Bethany Webb.”

The tinny announcement sent a surge of
excitement curling through her chest, and she drew in a deep
breath. Paso moved forward immediately at her gentle knee pressure.
They waited at the starting post, muscles and nerves singing with
both apprehension and anticipation. The starting gun cracked, Paso
shot forward like a bullet, and Beth lost herself in the
exhilaration of the ride.

It no longer mattered that it might rain, or
that so much hinged on the day's event. Her body became a part of
the powerful horse beneath her, flowing with his stride, lifting as
he soared over obstacles, then melting back into a single entity
that moved at breakneck speed through the open countryside. Her
focus became Paso’s as she guided him over the rough terrain and
through a stream.

The first drops of rain fell as Paso sailed
over the hedges, just before the woods–and Glen Trail. Within
seconds, the sodden skies unleashed a torrent, reducing her
visibility to almost nothing. I need to slow down!

The potent desire to show well in the event
countered her instinctive thoughts. Paso had his head and gave no
sign of slowing his pace in the downpour. Horse and rider charged
into the woods.

Narrow and winding, Glen Trail snaked through
the forest for about a quarter-mile. A tree lay across the path,
but Paso easily jumped it, landing solidly without breaking stride.
The rain streamed down Beth’s neck, soaking her shirt, chilling her
to the bone. Then, as suddenly as it had started, the downpour
stopped and the sun knifed through the trees, dappling the
glistening ground with patches of gold.

She relaxed a little. Suddenly, Paso lowered
his head and grunted, and tiny beads of cold sweat crawled across
her scalp–they were going down, and there was nothing she could do
about it. As she plummeted to the ground, brown and green and wet
and gray whirled around her in a crazy kaleidoscope. Soft mud oozed
up around her body, then a bolt of lightning surged through her
back. A split second later, twelve hundred pounds of horseflesh
crashed down on top of her, crushing the breath from her lungs.
Stars spun through her view of the world, as she sank into
darkness.

 


 


Two

 


Brett stood in the finish paddock, grinning
with satisfaction while he removed his riding helmet. So far, he’d
beaten the best time of the day by eighteen seconds. He glanced up
at the gray sky, now broken up with scattered patches of blue. And
he'd lucked out on the rain.

A petite television newswoman in a bright
yellow slicker thrust a microphone toward him. "Brett, what do you
think of this new facility?"

"It's a little premature to judge the whole
thing, but the cross-country course is fantastic."

"Do you have any plans to make Highover Gate
your training headquarters?"

He chuckled, reaching for his horse's reins.
"Right now, I'm concentrating on getting through this season...so,
if you'll excuse me, I need to cool down my horse."

"Thank you, Brett Hall..."

She turned to face the camera, her voice
fading into a murmur as Brett led his steaming mount across the
field toward the horse trailer. He glanced around at the expanse of
lush property that seemed to go on for miles, and his sharp mind
focused on the future. Highover Gate already employed world-class
instructors for every discipline. According to a detailed article
he'd read in an eventing magazine, when the project was completed,
the facility would have an indoor formal dressage arena, both an
indoor and open-air show-jumping arena, a driving concourse, and
over four hundred stalls. Training here might not be such a bad
idea. He toweled the sweat from Rex's neck, thinking that
Highover Gate Equestrian Center was an ambitious undertaking for
the young woman who'd organized it. He paused in mid-swipe, trying
to remember what the article had said about her age–thirty-two, or
thirty-six. I wonder what she's like. Probably a hardhead to
have become so successful.

The horse snorted impatiently, and his
thoughts refocused on the grueling Longines Royal British Eventing
Grand Prix at Hickstead, just four weeks away. The highest-level
riders–including national champion Stephen Wegner–would vie for top
honors. Already, the idea of competing in the prestigious
equestrian event made Brett's heart pound with excitement. As a
first-time exhibitor at that show, he'd need to be prepared, even
if it meant training nonstop until then.

A muffled loudspeaker announcement
interrupted his thoughts, and he stopped to listen, but the trailer
was parked too far away for him to pick out the words. Given the
urgent tone and the length of the announcement, it was clear there
was a serious problem. A second later, the on-site ambulance raced
along the access road toward the far end of the course. The
flashing lights and forlorn wail of the siren sent a chill across
his shoulders.

He stowed his tack in the truck, then headed
across the field to find out what had happened.

***

Beth opened her eyes to a hazy filigree of
dark trees against brilliant blue sky. A crushing weight lay on her
legs, and her dazed brain struggled to comprehend her whereabouts.
Suddenly, the weight lifted, then urgent voices penetrated her
foggy thoughts.

“Easy, don’t move her. The medics are on the
way.”

She turned her head, trying to locate the
source of the words, and her gaze came to rest on a chocolate-brown
mound lying beside her.

"Paso! Oh my God! Paso!"

She struggled to sit up, but strong hands
held her firmly, and a familiar accent softened the edges of her
confusion.

“Easy, Lass. Don’t move. The ambulance is on
the way. You're gonna be alright.”

“Let go of me! I want to see Paso!”

Hal’s hands maintained their firm, but gentle
restraint. His kind face and eyes filled with sorrow shimmered into
her line of vision.

“Ah, Lassie. I’m so sorry. He...”

Screams from somewhere far away echoed
through her head. A dream, only a dream–please. Tears streamed down her temples into the mud
beneath her head, then blessed darkness swallowed her.

***

Brett approached a group of people gathered
next to the VIP enclosure.

"What happened?"

A rangy woman in riding clothes responded.
"Not sure, but it might be the owner."

The air thumped with vibrations, and they all
watched solemnly as a white helicopter with a red cross on its
belly glided over the crowd, then dipped behind a grove of trees at
the far end of the course.

He walked away, his chest tight with
heartfelt sympathy for the unfortunate equestrian who'd been
injured–a fear experienced by every rider on earth.

 




Three

 


Three Weeks Later

“Don’t!”

Beth glowered at the small woman in white
standing beside her.

Looking straight ahead to the open French
doors, she reached down to the wheels on either side of her and
grasped them firmly, then struggled to steer the wheelchair forward
in a straight line.

“I don’t need you, I am not an
invalid.”

The visiting nurse's tone was sympathetic.
“Bethany, I know this is very hard for you, but please don’t be
stubborn. You've only had the chair for one day. Let me help until
you get the hang of it.”

The woman's sympathy sent tears racing to
Beth's eyes, further infuriating her. She blinked them back.

“I’m sorry I snapped, but I’m so darn
frustrated. Why won’t this thing move where I want it to?”

Why can’t I just stand up and walk? Why
did this happen to me? The floodgates
opened, and she could no longer control the tears. A few minutes
later, she regained her composure, donned a brave smile, and
pointed toward the doors to the terrace.

“Would you please push me over there? I'd
like to sit outside for a while.”

During the time she'd lived there, Beth
hadn't spent much time on the elegant terrace. Now, from a
different vantage point, she absorbed the breathtaking view with a
new appreciation. The panorama of rolling emerald-green hills
stretched to every horizon. Dark brown fences divided the seemingly
endless expanse into neat green squares, uninhabited now at dusk.
Her eyes burned again as she envisioned the magnificent horses that
grazed there during the day.

A large clump of trees in one of the farthest
pastures drew her gaze, and her heart wrenched as the pain washed
over her for the millionth time. Her beloved Paso lay within the
shelter and solitude of that dark stand of trees. She closed her
eyes, trying desperately to think of other things, but she could
not erase the horror of her last moments with him.

The telephone rang inside the house, bringing
her back to the present. She reached for the chair wheel. I’ll
figure out how to drive this damned thing if it kills me. She
pulled and pushed and, suddenly, the chair spun smoothly through a
half-circle.

The nurse smiled from the doorway. “See? You
can do it. You just need some practice.”

Beth exhaled sharply from her efforts. “Who
was that on the phone?”

“Dr. Kellart, checking to see how you're
doing. He’ll stop by tomorrow.”

She pushed hard on the wheels, and the chair
zigzagged toward the door. “I’ll be here.”

***

Surgeon Dave Kellart arrived around Noon on
the following day, a charming and optimistic smile brightening his
freckled face. Beth liked him very much, despite the unfortunate
circumstances of their meeting. She appreciated the fact that he
was honest and open about her injuries, and always offered a
glimmer of hope that the future would be promising. Hope she
desperately needed.

Paso's death had been a devastating blow and,
coupled with her partial paralysis, the stress was taking its toll.
Her mental state had deteriorated significantly since the accident,
and she seemed unable to control her emotions. The endless days
melted into weeks of disconnection and frustration.

Kellart ambled over and dropped his lanky
body onto the ottoman next to her, then bent to roll up the cuff of
her linen slacks. She frowned at a pale stain on her knee, the
result of yesterday's coffee mishap, and realized how rumpled her
clothes looked. Had it been one day, or two, since she'd changed?
Maybe he wouldn't notice.

The doctor examined her right leg, the skin
criss-crossed with red scars from the reconstructive surgery, his
skilled hands moved softly across the area he’d rebuilt four weeks
before.

He gently pressed her shin while he watched
her face. “Still hurt here?”

She winced. “Just a little, but it doesn't
ache as much now...I just wish it worked.”

His face brightened into a smile. “It will,
soon–I think you're ready to start working with a physical
therapist." He rose from the ottoman. "We’ll have you out of that
chair in no time."

She looked through the French doors to the
pastures beyond, carefully avoiding the secluded corner and Paso’s
grave.

Defeat rang in her ears. “When can I ride
again?”

The smile faded from Kellart’s voice. “Ah,
Beth, let’s take it one thing at a time. I can’t promise you
anything this early.” He hesitated, then plunged on. “You might
never regain enough control and balance to ride safely again."

Numbed by the prognosis, Beth stared up at
him, silently denying the words.

Sympathy defined his features. “I’m
really sorry, but I just can’t give you false hope. All I
can offer is the possibility that the nerves will mend, given
enough time.”

Despair flooded into every recess as she
tried to comprehend the prospect of a life without riding.

Kellart squeezed her shoulder gently. “I’ll
have my nurse schedule you for an appointment with a physical
therapist in town. The sooner you start rebuilding your muscle tone
and strength, the sooner we’ll know.”

“I’ll do whatever it takes.”

A few minutes later, she grappled with the
wheelchair until she was able to maneuver it back to the French
doors. She mulled over the surgeon's words. He’s not optimistic
about my full recovery. I can tell by the way he acts. Her
throat tightened painfully, as the unacceptable vision settled
itself into her future.

The telephone was Beth's only access to the
barns and day-to-day activities. Daily reports from the instructors
and the construction supervisor confirmed that her life’s work
continued without her. A looming depression threatened to engulf
her and quench the very spark of her soul. Losing her favorite
horse–and the harsh probability that she’d never ride again–sent
despair about her helplessness coursing through every thought. She
could manage only the simplest personal tasks, requiring other
people to shoulder the burden of her existence. For someone who'd
spent her life as a mover and shaker, the situation was
intolerable, and her resilient nature was fading as surely as the
peonies in her garden.

She hadn’t been at home much during the past
year, her life immersed in the serious business of building
Highover Gate, spending every waking hour in the office, planning
and consulting, commanding and cajoling, trying to wear all the
hats, and driven by her dream. Since the accident, she'd spent most
days in her cozy study, furnished with comfortable chairs and an
overstuffed sofa. Cherrywood bookcases, lined neatly with hundreds
of volumes in every size, shape, and color, covered the walls. A
small Scottish-style gas fire, faced with Spanish tile and fronted
by a fieldstone hearth, completed the homey feel of the room.

In the silence, she looked down at her
useless right leg and drifted again into an abyss of dismal
thoughts, scenarios that sent Highover Gate tumbling to the ground.
In the past, after every plummet into the depths of discouragement,
she'd managed to crawl back up to just within reach of her sanity.
But, as the days dragged by, each melancholy episode became harder
to manage, and the tenacious spark of her determination grew dimmer
with the passage of time.

She heaved a sigh of resignation and
maneuvered herself to a spot that provided a good view of the
television. With the touch of a button, burnished cherrywood
cabinet doors whispered aside, revealing a built-in home theatre
system cleverly concealed in the wall. A flick of the remote and
the large dark screen leaped to life, permanently tuned to ESPN.
Today, the station featured show jumping somewhere in Southern
California.

A huge tabby cat launched himself onto her
lap, his motor rumbling as she stroked his soft fur.

“And how is Mr. Felix today?”

The cat turned around several times, trying
to find just the right spot before settling down for however long
she might stay put. The cell phone chimed and she muted the sound
on the television, then cringed at Tim Trent's familiar
condescending tone.

"Hello, Beth. How is everything?"

"Just fine. What's up?"

"I'd like to stop by this afternoon, go over
some things with you."

Oh, crap. Now
what? She swallowed the urge to tell him she was busy.

"Sure. Anytime."

She slipped the phone back into her pocket
and stared at the pantomime on the television screen. After months
of repressed hostility during the investment discussions, and his
constant nit picking, Tim's suddenly affable manner was unsettling.
The skin on her neck crawled, jolting her from the timid thoughts.
She could handle Tim Trent–always had. This time would be no
different, but she needed to get her wits about her and stop
feeling sorry for herself. She needed to be back in control.

She refocused her attention on the
magnificent horses sailing over stone walls and elaborate gates.
The camera panned to the crowd gathered in the brilliant California
sunshine, then quickly zoomed in on a chestnut Hanoverian as it
tumbled to the ground beyond a hog’s back jump. The crowd gasped
collectively, and Beth held her breath as the rider flew through
the air and landed flat on his back, some ten feet from the horse.
Someone helped the rider up, the horse struggled to its feet, and a
groom led it away. Images of her own fall crowded into her
thoughts, followed by a cold feeling oozing through her gut. She
waved the remote, and the screen faded to black as the door chime
echoed through the house.

The muffled voices of her housekeeper and a
male visitor drifted closer. Brushing a strand of hair back over
her ear, she glanced again at her clothes, wishing she'd taken the
time to change. She shrugged and assumed what she hoped was a
businesslike smile as her visitor stepped into the room.

Timothy Trent III. Old money, foundation
family, ruthless business magnate–all packaged into a deceptively
good-looking and quietly arrogant man. A condescending smile barely
changed his smooth mask, and one eyebrow lifted just enough to send
a tiny crease across his tan forehead.

A prickle of irritation crawled up her neck.
She felt vulnerable with him towering over her.

"Good to see you, Tim. Have a seat."

He shook his head. "I can't stay long." He
casually leaned a hip against the back of the sofa, then crossed
his arms. "Beth, the board has some concerns."

Her gut clenched, her brain instantly on
alert, but she kept her tone light. "And what might those be?"

"I'll be frank. The project is approaching
the second phase–the big one–and we've heard nothing from you about
who'll do the work. I–uh, the board members are uncomfortable with
having only barn employees onsite as supervisors."

"Tim, I receive updates every day. I know
exactly what's going on."

"That's fine, but we're talking hundreds of
thousands of dollars here and, frankly, I don't think it's
reasonable to have proxy management."

"Is the board questioning my ability?"

"No, I am. A board member should take
over until you're capable again."

"What you mean is, you want to take
over, right?"

Tim cocked his head, and the eyebrow drifted
upward again. "I'm the most qualified to supervise."

A blast of anger sent adrenaline pumping
through her system. "Let me tell you something, Timothy. You may be
a big-time developer, but you don't know squat about managing a
project. I can still think. I didn't damage my head, just my
ability to move around freely–which is temporary.

"She glowered up at him. " And since when
does the board meet behind my back?"

His aristocratic features oozed disdain.
"Since our six-million-dollar-investment went into limbo."

"Before you get too smug about taking over,
you'd better read your contract again. I control this
project. You and the board can meet until the grass turns purple,
but unless you have clear proof that the project is in trouble,
your threats are nothing but smoke."

He glanced at a gleaming gold watch peeking
from beneath a crisp white French cuff. "Don't be too sure."

With a curt nod, he turned and left the
room.

She watched his trim body disappear into the
hall, then heard his heels tap across the parquet floor in the
foyer. The heavy front door echoed its closure and, for a moment,
she listened to her heartbeat thudding in her ears. She felt sick
as the adrenaline subsided, and her pulse began to slow. The
incident jolted her into the reality of her situation. She had to
let all the investors know that she was fully in charge again. The
barracudas she'd gathered to fund Highover Gate were circling and
would like to have her for breakfast. Obviously, they didn't know
her very well.

The housekeeper peeked into the study. "I'm
ready to leave. Anything you need before I go?"

Beth's fingers fluttered a goodbye. "I'm
fine, Jean. Thanks. I'll see you tomorrow."

Jean Kramer, a motherly woman in her late
fifties, had looked after Highover House part-time for the past six
years. She was married to a cranky alcoholic, and her
ne’er-do-well, thirty-something son lived at home. Between the two,
poor Jean was always knee-deep in laundry, cooking and cleaning,
but she always made light of the situation, saying that working for
Beth was a “busman’s holiday,” but the only thing keeping her
going.

Beth couldn’t imagine what she’d do without
Jean, especially under the current circumstances.

Her cell phone rang, and she smiled with
pleasure at the Massachusetts-coast accent burbling into her
ear.

“Hey, Doll. Whatcha doin’?”

James Trent had been her closest friend since
grade school.

“Trying to calm down after my shouting match
with your brother.”

“Uh-oh. I was going to stop by in awhile, but
maybe it's not safe.”

If anyone could cheer her up, it would be
Jamie.

“That would be great–I need some human
company.”

He chuckled. “Right-O. See ya in a few.”

***

Beth cringed inwardly at how aggressive her
tone sounded. "Tell me what Timmy's up to."

Jamie's handsome face clouded. "And Good
Afternoon to you, too."

"Sorry, I'm a little cranky today."

"I noticed. How's the leg coming along?"

She recognized the dodge, and steeled herself
for an argument.

"Getting better. I start therapy on
Thursday...Jamie, please tell me what Tim is doing behind my
back."

"Jeez, Bethey, I'm just his brother, not his
keeper. I don't know. Hell, I hardly ever see him."

She sighed. "Okay, I'll ask someone
else."

Jamie picked up her hand, his gaze earnest,
his tone soft.

"How about I drive you to your physical
therapy appointment?"

She smiled sadly and nodded, immediately glad
he was with her. She'd grown up with his adoration, mostly taking
it for granted, but always pleased to have his loyal support.
Sometimes, though, she felt guilty that her feelings for him
weren't the same as his.

He squeezed her fingers. "I'll see what I can
find out about Timmy."

***

Beth doodled nervously while she waited for
Jake Biggs to answer the phone. He was the oldest member of the
board, and had been in the banking business before his retirement.
A long-time friend of Beth's uncle, Jake's involvement in Highover
Gate had evolved from his interest in horses, and Beth knew she
could count on him for just about anything.

"Bethany! Good to hear your voice. How are
you doing?"

"Pretty good. Jake, has the board decided I'm
unfit to continue managing this project?"

"Hell, no! Why do you ask?"

Relief seeped into her muscles, and she
closed her eyes, surprised again at how anxious the whole incident
had made her. Minutes later, Jake's reassurances boomed through the
phone.

"Ignore him. He's a hotshot, but we need his
money."
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The following morning after breakfast, Beth
went straight to her desk to get things back on track. Dismayed,
but determined, she stared at the stack of papers she'd ignored for
the past ten days, always telling herself she'd get to them right
away. What have I been doing? She threw a quick glance
toward the television, and the open space where her wheelchair fit
perfectly. Wasting time feeling sorry for myself, and look what
it's almost cost me.

Tim's smug expression drifted into her
thoughts, and she snatched up a thick folder filled with
construction bids for the open-air show-jumping stadium–the second
level of Phase II. Two local companies and one firm from Cincinnati
had placed bids on the job. She glanced at the response date, just
two days away. Tim was right–she'd waited until the last minute on
this one. Then she frowned, feeling justified. After all, she'd
just come home from the hospital two weeks ago. Anyone would
understand that. Anyone but Tim Trent, that is.

Pushing away the personal turmoil, she opened
the folder and scanned the paperwork, reviewing the board's
comments and choices. She needed to act quickly for the winning
bidder to start on time. She glanced at the calendar–even if she
called them today, it would leave only one week until the scheduled
groundbreaking. This was just the sort of slipup Tim hoped for.

She picked up the phone and dialed the
first-choice Lexington company, her brain spinning a plan. She
could jump-start the process by faxing a go-ahead, then mailing the
acceptance letter the same day.

After a brief delay, the manager of the
company came on the line.

"Miss Webb, I'm surely sorry, but another big
job opened up and we hadn't heard from you, so we took it."

Her shoulders slumped. That left her with the
board's second and third choices, Cincinnati Construction Company,
or Barber Brothers, a small outfit in town. The Ohio firm had done
extensive work on the Horse Park; the local Lexington company's bid
was competitive, but they had no relative experience. Because of
her own preoccupation with her personal life, her choices had
dwindled to almost nothing. She picked up the phone again, praying
that the Cincinnati company hadn't also accepted another job.

Crippled or not, I have to get back on top
of this thing, or I'll be reading headlines about the failure of my
dreams.

***

The week passed quickly and, by Thursday,
Beth eagerly looked forward to a day out of the house, even if it
was only for a therapy appointment. Her frame of mind had improved
tremendously with the newspaper announcement that Cincinnati
Construction Corporation would break ground for the jumping arena
on the following Monday. She watched the scenery roll by, thinking
about her close call with disaster. It had reinforced her lifelong
belief that you only succeeded by your own efforts.

Jamie's voice intruded. "I see in the news
that you're busy stirring up a hornet's nest."

Surprised, she cocked her head. "What are you
talking about?"

"Hiring an outside firm over a local? Not
very good PR."

"Jamie, business decisions have to do with
getting the right people, or equipment, or skill to do the job–not
supporting the good-old-boy-network."

"Beth, sometimes your naiveté amazes me.
You're not living in LA anymore. There's an unspoken loyalty factor
in a small town. You ought to know that–you've lived here long
enough."

"Not with six-million dollars in the pot.
Which reminds me, did you find out–"

"Beth, I can't get involved. Pain-in-the-butt
or not, Tim's my brother. Please don't ask me to spy on him."

Jamie's tone caught her off-guard, and
warning signals raced through her head. She looked out the window,
not knowing how to respond.

A minute later, they pulled up in front of
the clinic. Jamie had barely closed the car door before Beth began
urging her chair toward the ramp that rose to the entrance.

“Hey, let me push you.”

He leaped forward and reached for the
handles, but she shook her head.

“Jamie, I can do this. I’ll never be able to
manage by myself if everyone wants to push me all the time.”

She struggled for a minute, finding the
effort of moving the heavy chair up the small incline a bigger task
than she’d anticipated.

Jamie whispered through her hair. “But, Hon,
you won’t need this thing forever, so why not take it easy and let
us pamper you a little?”

His warm hands massaged her shoulders, tears
burned her lids, and she blinked furiously. The last thing I
need right now is a red nose and puffy eyes. Resigned, she
allowed him to push the chair into the clinic.

While they waited, Jamie regaled her with the
latest escapades of his current horse trainer, an aging Lothario
with an unbelievable reputation. Jamie raised Standardbred harness
horses on his breeding farm, situated about eight miles from Beth’s
place. As her old friend talked, her mind drifted into memories of
the past.

Beth’s aunt and uncle, with whom she’d grown
up, had been good friends with Jamie’s parents, years ago. When
Jamie was ten, his family had moved from Massachusetts to Kentucky,
and she'd become fast friends with him, their common love of horses
the greatest bond. Older brother Tim, on the other hand, had shown
no interest in horses, in fact, thought they were stupid animals,
and had spent most of his adolescent years harassing her.

By their senior year, Jamie was totally
smitten with her, and had made it clear he thought they would marry
someday. Now, fifteen years later, they were still like brother and
sister.

“Miss Webb? Mr. Reed will see you now.”

A woman in lavender scrubs stood by an open
door. Jamie jumped up and deftly maneuvered the wheelchair toward
the open door, making motorcycle noises as he steered around
corners and into the hall. Beth rolled her eyes with embarrassment
as they passed the surprised woman.

Jim Reed stood up from his desk as she
entered the office. He was a tall, slim man with a warm, friendly
smile.

“Hello, Bethany, come on in.” He turned to
Jamie. “I usually have my first conference with the patient alone.
Then, family members or friends can be involved after that. Would
you mind waiting outside for a few minutes?”

His disarming smile took the edge from his
words, and Jamie nodded, squeezing Beth’s shoulder gently before he
left the room.

For the next half-hour, she answered
questions and talked about the accident. Her efforts to remain
dry-eyed disintegrated when Jim asked her to describe the mishap in
detail. Reliving her sudden somersault into the air–and the
reminder that her favorite horse had died in the fall–were too
much. She fought the tears, but lost.

When she regained her composure, Jim leaned
forward and looked into her face, compassion spreading over his
features.

“Beth, I can help you walk again. There’s no
question about that, but it will take some time. Dr. Kellart feels
the damage is reversible. Exercise and retraining the
muscles will be the keys to your recovery.”

His distorted features danced in her pooled
tears. She blinked and nodded, hearing the unspoken
“But...,” waiting to hear the rest.

He continued. “That will be the easy part.
What I’m seeing here is another, more complicating factor, one that
could keep you from succeeding. The emotional blow of losing your
horse has obviously taken a strong hold on your state of mind. Add
the stress of your business venture, and the fear that you’ll never
ride again. Your depression will be the stumbling block you'll have
to overcome during therapy.”

Her tears started again and, for the first
time in her life, she felt incapable of helping herself. But, the
battle would be hers, and hers alone. Did she have what it would
take to win it? Her thoughts flashed back over the last ten years.
She’d pursued and attained her dreams through sheer tenacity and
hard work. Is this any different? Can I do this on my
own?

The therapist's soft voice interrupted her
sad thoughts.

“Beth, I’m going to refer you to a specialist
up in Louisville. This guy is one of the best physical therapy and
rehabilitation technicians in the industry. And...” He
paused for effect. “His area of expertise is the psychology of
equestrian injuries, and retraining. If anyone can put you back
into the saddle, it's him.”
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Jamie grinned like a kid skipping school.
“Wow! A day in Louisville every week. We’ll have a blast!”

Beth smiled and shook her head. “Always the
party-guy. Don’t get your hopes up–I have no idea how I’ll feel at
the end of a session. You might have to carry me home on a
stretcher.”

The blocky SUV nosed through the midday
traffic, then headed out the Paris Turnpike toward the green hills
to the east. Beth sighed, soaking up the beauty of the
landscape–the stage on which the biggest part of her life had been
played.

After her parents had been killed in a
private plane crash when she was very young, her aunt and uncle had
welcomed her into their home and hearts. She'd become the child
they’d never been able to have. Uncle Earl had worked as the barns
manager for a huge Thoroughbred farm, and Aunt Ida had taught
fourth grade at a local elementary school. Together, they’d
provided a wonderful warm and loving home for Beth, a priceless
gift that even her inherited fortune couldn’t buy for her.

Jamie’s teasing tone interrupted her
thoughts. “Lost in the back pasture?”

She blinked. The car was stopped in her own
driveway. She gazed up at the large, elegant house she inhabited
with the housekeeper and Felix. The place had never seemed lonely
before, but since the accident, she’d rattled around in two rooms,
solitude her constant companion. If I don’t do something about
this situation, I’ll be a pain-in-the-butt for the rest of my
life.

As if he could read her thoughts, Jamie
reached over and picked up her hand, sincerity smoothing his
features.

“Bethey, listen to me. I know you like your
privacy, but why don’t you let me move in for a while so I can look
after you? You won’t have to be alone, and I’d be right here if you
needed anything.”

Oh, God, here we go again. Every so
often, Jamie tried to convince her that being together in some
personal way would be a good thing. She always rejected the idea, a
thought lingering around the fringes of her mind that someday there
might be a special someone to share her life, if she ever
had a chance to draw a breath. But so far, her drive to build a
stellar career–then her Highover Gate dream–had eclipsed her
personal life. Success, not people, had energized her. The years
had passed, and that special person hadn’t materialized. Or if he
had, she hadn’t recognized him. Life had been taken up with a
routine she loved and, deep in her heart, wasn’t sure she’d ever
want to share, or worse–give up.

She smiled fondly at Jamie, not wanting to
hurt his feelings. “Let’s wait awhile and see what this fancy new
therapist has to say. You know I love you and appreciate your
concern, but I’m not quite ready to take such a big step.”

His face crinkled into a smile at the faint
possibility that she might actually let him into her life.

She leaned over and brushed her lips lightly
against his cheek. “Thank you for being here for me.”

His face glowed with unabashed love, and her
heart softened. I could certainly do worse than Jamie
Trent.

***

Early Monday morning, Beth opened the front
door for the site boss from Cincinnati Construction Company. He
whipped his cap off and bobbed his head as he stepped across the
threshold.

"Miss Webb, I'm Dan Cornell."

She shook his hand and gestured toward the
door. "We can talk in the dining room."

Cornell spread the blueprints over the
mahogany table, started asking questions, and Beth concentrated on
the project plans. Thirty minutes later, she sat back in her chair,
satisfied that she'd made the right choice.

"Dan, I'll give you my cell phone number. If
you have any problems or questions, please call me. I'm
hoping to be back in the barn office in a week or two, but until
then, I'll be supervising from here."

He nodded and entered the information into a
tiny pocket organizer. When he looked up again, she saw a question
in his eyes.

"Is there something else, Mr. Cornell?"

"Well, uh...Mr. Trent said–"

Her blood sizzled, and she tried to keep her
tone civil. "You are to report only to me. Is that
understood?"

"Yes, ma'am. Completely."

When he'd gone, she rolled out to the
terrace, her thoughts sharp with frustration. Regardless of what
she might have to do, she would not allow Tim to insinuate himself
into a position of power. She'd have to be aggressive about staying
in touch with Cornell. The low growl of earth-moving equipment
drifted on the soft morning air, further kindling her
determination. I should be down there where I can keep track of
what's going on.

The inside phone rang, and she spun the chair
around to return to the study, just as Jean appeared in the
doorway.

"A Mister Barber for you."

Beth winced at the rough snarl that grated
through the phone.

"Can you give me one good reason why you
hired an Ohio company over a hometown business?"

"Excuse me, Mr. Barber, is it?"

"Yeah. Barber Brothers Construction."

She thought for a minute, figuring how best
to respond to his hostility. She didn't really owe him an
explanation, but she wanted to diffuse the uncomfortable
situation.

"I understand your disappointment at losing
the bid, but we have to consider all aspects of each company, and
choose the one with the broadest capabilities. I–"

"We've been in business for thirty years, and
can do anything Cincinnati can do. And cheaper. I think you just
wanted the prestige of a big-time name, that's what I think."

Recognizing the futility of trying to argue,
she continued her explanation anyway.

"Mr. Barber, our decisions are well
thought-out. Your firm has no prior experience with equestrian
facilities, and that was the deciding factor. There are some
other phases of the project that you're welcome to bid on."

"Nah, I'm not wasting any more time on you
blue-blooded snobs!"

***

On Thursday, Beth half-listened as Jamie
drove toward Louisville, rambling on about all manner of things.
One of his least appealing traits was the need to keep a
conversation going at all times, and she finally tuned him out.
She’d always used the private silence of a drive to review current
issues, and so much was happening now that her thoughts jumped from
one facet to another, trying to gather the whole into something
manageable.

Jamie’s voice penetrated her musings. “I
suppose this guy will want me to wait outside, too?”

A mock scowl distorted his face, and she
laughed. “I suppose, especially since you’re just the
chauffeur.”

The scowl turned into a true frown, and she
immediately regretted the careless comment.

“Sorry, just teasing. You know what I mean.
These medical types don’t want any interference from anyone.”

Jamie’s chipper smile returned. “Yeah, they
all think they’re God.”

An involuntary shiver ran through her as they
pulled up in front of a large, turn-of-the-century home that had
been converted into a clinic. You’d better hope this one
is, if you want to ride again.

Inside, she handed the referral card to the
receptionist, who passed a clipboard and pen over the counter.

The woman's tone was brisk. “Fill out these
forms, both sides, then take a seat. We’ll call you.”

Beth stared in disbelief. Take a seat? Is
she kidding?

A moment later, a young man in a green lab
coat stepped into the waiting room.

“Beth’ny Webb?”

Jamie rose from his chair, but Beth shook her
head.

“I can manage. You wait here. Read something
interesting and give me a full report.”

She winked to dull the sting of her words,
but Jamie was like the proverbial duck–the rebuff just rolled off
his back. The assistant made small talk about the unseasonable bad
weather as they moved down a narrow hall, his Kentucky accent so
thick with backwoods twang that she had to listen closely to
understand him. At the end of the hall, he motioned her into a
large office.

“SeeBee’ll be right with ya.” He smiled and
closed the door behind him.

She looked around at the stark, ugly office
furniture that looked so out of place in the once-beautiful room.
The high ceiling had been fitted with fluorescent fixtures that
robbed all warmth from the soft rose-colored walls and deep
mahogany woodwork. Computers and books cluttered the desktop, and
framed diplomas and certificates formed a mosaic on two walls. She
gazed at the gray institutional carpeting, sure that beautiful
hardwood floors lay beneath it. Such a waste.

A glance at her watch sent a sigh through her
chest. She’d been sitting there for at least ten minutes, and she
was not very good about waiting. She spied several framed
photographs sitting on a bookshelf behind the desk. They looked
like horse-show photos, but she was too far away to see any detail.
Probably pictures of patients. The click of an opening door
interrupted her speculation, and a strong voice preceded its
owner.

“Hi. Sorry to keep you waiting. I...”

The air stilled, and astonishment pressed her
deep into her chair, as Brett Hall's handsome face lit up with a
charming smile.
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Silence thickened the air further as Beth's
new therapist moved into the room and offered his hand.
“Hel-lo, again.”

Warmth moved up her neck, and her voice
cracked. “Hello.”

A softer expression replaced his sassy smile.
“Let me re-introduce myself. I'm Connor Hall.”

Confused, she cocked her head. “I thought
your name was Brett.”

The smooth tanned face creased with a smile
again, and he looked a little embarrassed.

“That’s my middle name. I only use it when
I’m competing.” He shrugged his shoulders. “It helps keep my
personal activities separate from my professional life–which is
very important.”

She watched his mouth as he talked,
fascinated by the way his lips moved with each word. He turned his
attention to her chart, while she continued her assessment of his
finely chiseled features, reminiscent of something she’d seen in a
museum once, possibly in the Greek section.

He looked up at her again, his features
softening with sympathy.

“I read about your accident in the paper. It
blew me away, knowing I'd been right there, talking to you before
it happened." He paused. "I understand you lost your horse. I am
so sorry.”

Her throat tightened at the sharp reminder,
and her words came out in a hoarse whisper. "Thank you."

***

As Connor guided her through some mental
exercises to help her relax, his soft, reassuring voice caressed
her mind. Ambition had driven every day of her life, and since the
accident, she’d spent her days in pain, on medication, or
completely disconnected. Long ago, she'd forgotten what it felt
like to relax. After fifteen minutes with Connor, Beth felt as
though she could float up out of the chair and walk away–an amazing
feeling.

He came around the desk and motioned toward
the door. “Let’s go to the weight room and see what kind of muscle
tone you still have.”

As soon as she saw the intimidating
contraptions that lined the walls of the exercise room, her light
euphoria skidded to a halt. The room looked more like a torture
chamber. Connor pushed her wheelchair back into a stall-like
contraption with weights and pulleys on each side.

Kneeling down, he gently grasped her right
ankle and removed her foot from the footrest. A delightful tingle
ran across her bare skin at his touch. As he flexed her foot up and
down, she watched the top of his head. His wavy, dark blonde hair
shifted slightly with his movements, and a sudden urge came over
her to reach out and touch it. The impulse startled her, and she
closed her eyes, wondering at her unusual thoughts.

Connor's hands slid up under the hem of her
slacks and massaged her calf muscles. Another ripple of pleasure
spread through her, and she let out a little gasp.

His head snapped up, his face sharp with
concern. “Did I hurt you?”

“No, I’m just ticklish.”

Embarrassed, she looked away from his
questioning gaze. He returned to his work with her legs, and she
allowed herself to slip back into the delicious state she’d
enjoyed, moments before. His gentle touch awakened new emotions and
thoughts that both delighted and frightened her.

After repeating the massage on her other leg,
Connor nodded. “Looks as though your muscles still have pretty good
tone. They loosened up quickly with stimulation."

That's not all
you stimulated. "What's next?"

"We’ll see what you can do on your own.”

He pushed the wheelchair over to a raised
platform about the size of a twin bed. Instructing her to hold on
to his shoulder, he slipped his arms around her waist and under her
knees. In one swift movement, he swung her up onto the thickly
padded table. The sensation of his arms around her snatched at her
breath, and she closed her eyes briefly as he carefully settled her
on the mat.

After adjusting the pillow beneath her head,
he straightened up and smiled. “Comfortable?”

She nodded, watching his muscular arms ripple
as he propped a barrel-shaped pillow under her left knee, his
movements deft and confident. He certainly seems to know what
he’s doing. That's encouraging. She thought about the exciting
sensations she’d just experienced at his touch, and she smiled to
herself. In fact, I might really enjoy this.

Connor stepped back from the platform. “Now,
I want you to slowly lift your lower leg as far as you can, then
slowly lower it.”

She managed to lift the leg almost straight,
but a second later, it turned to lead, thudding onto the table, the
muscles quivering with the exertion. She looked at Connor, but
could read nothing into his expression as he removed the pillow and
placed it beneath her right knee.

He stepped back and nodded. “Okay, let’s try
the bad leg.”

She struggled to lift the leg, but nothing
happened.

"Try again."

The second attempt was equally futile. Oh,
God, I can’t do this. She felt tears pooling in the corners of
her eyes. One sneaked down her temple and into her hair, and she
squeezed her eyes tightly, trying to stop the flow.

Connor’s voice drifted through her despair.
“That’s good, you’re doing great. Try one more time.”

She strained, but the truant muscles in her
damaged leg wouldn’t budge. The tears came faster, then she felt
soft fingers gently brushing them away. Mere inches away, Connor’s
eyes were filled with compassion, as he sought to comfort her, and,
for one instant, she wanted to feel his arms around her again.

***

Connor watched Beth maneuver the wheelchair
awkwardly down the hall. His hands felt clammy, and his pulse
ticked insistently, just below his ear. The brief intimate moment
in the exercise room had really thrown him. He could still feel the
sensation of her silky hair and the softness of her cheeks. How
could he be so unlucky? Bethany Webb was an intriguing woman, and
she’d been on his mind more than once during the past month. He
shook his head in disgust. Now, she was his patient. His mental
tirade stopped. In the waiting room, a good-looking man jumped up
when Beth entered, his expression an open acknowledgment that he
adored her.

Well, so much for that. Surprised by
his own disappointment, Connor returned to the office to write up
the first session with his new patient.

***

Beth’s face felt puffy and uncomfortably warm
as she wheeled into the waiting room.

Jamie’s smile dissolved into concern. “Are
you okay? What's wrong?”

She smiled grimly. “I’ve just spent the most
discouraging hour of my life.”

“What do you mean?” He propelled the chair
toward the entrance, quizzing her further. “Didn’t you do any
exercises or anything?”

The memory of Connor's face, just a breath
away, appeared in her head. Jamie repeated his question, and she
closed her eyes. Why can’t he just shut up for a minute? She
suppressed an irritated sigh.

“Jamie, I haven’t walked in over a month, I
have no muscle tone or strength, and my legs won’t do
anything. How enthusiastic should I be?”

The silence behind her confirmed that the
sharp retort had wounded him. Immediately contrite, she turned a
little so she could see his stricken face.

“Jamie, I’m sorry. I’m just...I’m frustrated
and...”

She stopped. That was about it–there wasn’t
much else she could say.

He caressed her shoulder affectionately.
“It’s all right, Hon. I think I understand. But, look at it this
way. You’ve only just started down the road to your recovery. You
can’t expect miracles the first time out.”

He was right–it would take time and patience,
no different than building a group of investors. The ridiculous
comparison sent a ripple of mirth through her head.

Jamie insisted on having lunch before they
returned to Lexington, and an hour later, she felt better. Jamie
was, indeed, very good for her spirits. She considered his offer to
stay with her. Lately, she'd had too much solitary time on her
hands. It might not be a bad idea, at least for a while.
I’ll think about it tonight.

As they drove through town, they passed a
huge billboard, advertising Barber Brothers Construction. A
ruddy-faced, chunky man with small dark eyes stared out at
passersby, his overly enthusiastic smile making him appear ready to
pounce.

Beth glanced over at Jamie, noting his smirk.
"Okay, you were right about the hornet's nest, but he's such small
potatoes, I'm not worried."

"Just be careful about burning bridges, my
dear."

***

Beth's answering machine announced four
calls, and she hit the play button. The insurance company, again.
Aunt Ida, asking about brunch on Sunday. Dan Cornell with a brief
progress report.

The fourth message caught her attention
instantly. “Hi, Connor Hall here. I forgot to give you the home
exercises to do between clinic sessions. I’ll be in Lexington
tomorrow. I'll just drop it off, if that’s okay with you. Give me a
call, or leave a message with my service. Thanks.”

The prospect of seeing him again so soon sent
a quick flush of pleasure through her thoughts, followed by
reality. This won't work. My relationship with him is strictly
professional and has to stay that way. But, serious doubts
aside, she wanted to see him again.

Her thoughts turned to Jamie. Was it fair to
let him think something might finally come of their relationship?
She told herself that he knew how she felt and, in the long run, he
was practical about most things. On the self-serving side, whom
else did she have to rely upon? Her aunt and uncle were too old to
care for an invalid. Her chest froze in mid-breath at the word.
I’m not going to be in this wheelchair
forever. I couldn’t bear it. The thought of forever prodded her
over the edge of her indecision and, closing her eyes and taking a
deep breath, she picked up the phone.

“Hi, Jamie. Long time no see.”

She suddenly felt awkward, unsure of how to
start the conversation, but his cheerful voice on the other end of
the line removed her hesitation and she dived in.

“Listen, I’ve been thinking about your offer
to stay here for a while. It’s probably a good idea, at least until
I get back on my feet, so to speak.”

He was thrilled beyond words–a rare
happening. He quickly recovered and began babbling, promising to
start packing right away.

“Whoa! I need to have Mrs. Kramer prepare the
guest cottage and plan some meals. Why don't we aim for
Sunday?”

She felt a little guilty about stretching the
truth. In reality, she wanted just a few more days to herself.

Jamie’s enthusiasm sparkled through the
phone, making her wonder, again, if she was making a mistake. She
did not want to hurt him.
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Connor double-checked the trailer hitch and
yanked hard on the safety chain, then scanned the sky. Faint pink
glowed on the eastern horizon, and he glanced at his watch. He’d be
in Lexington by six-thirty–plenty of time to set up, exercise his
horse, and prepare his own head for the competition.

As he started the truck, he glanced down at
the sheet of paper on the passenger seat and shook his head.

“Pretty lame excuse, Bud. You could have just
mailed it to her.”

The truck inched away from the barn, and he
looked in the rear-view mirror to check the trailer one more time,
then his thoughts moved to the long day ahead.

***

Beth jockeyed the chair up to the patio table
where Jean had set the breakfast tray.

“Mmm. Smells delicious...Thank you."

The housekeeper beamed. "Do you need anything
else?"

"Yes, the guest cottage needs to be ready for
company by Monday. Jamie is coming to stay until I can take care of
myself.”

The older woman’s worn features softened.
“Oh, Miss Webb, I’m so glad! I’ve worried about you here all by
yerself, no one to help if you fall or somethin’. I’ll do it right
away.”

Beth smiled as Jean bustled off down the
hall. What a gem. Too bad her life will always be taking care of
other people. I wonder if she ever knew any happiness when she was
young. The thought reminded Beth of her own youth, passing
quickly. The fast-track career, followed by the excitement of her
steady advance toward her ambitious dreams, hadn't afforded any
time to worry about a solitary life. Now, a dull pain lodged in her
chest at the prospect of being alone forever.

Felix appeared, pushing his head softly
against her leg.

“I know, Baby-Cat. I'm not really alone.”

She smiled at her furry companion, then
brushed aside her unpleasant thoughts and checked the starting time
for the events at the Horse Park. There weren't many television
programs that could hold her interest, but she thoroughly enjoyed
the professional equestrian events. A moment later, her thoughts
turned to Connor, and the memory of his athletic body and sexy
charm dominated her attention. She’d left a message with his
answering service, confirming she’d be home, but had no idea what
time he might arrive.

"Felix, you'll have to move. I think I’d
better freshen up, in case he shows up early."

Brushing her chin-length honey-blond hair,
she critiqued her image in the mirror. An oval face with fine
features and wide-set hazel eyes held traces of her emotional
state, and pale gray circles marred the delicate peach-toned skin
beneath her eyes. Tiny smile parentheses appeared at the corners of
her mouth. She wouldn't win any beauty contests, but she still
looked pretty good, considering the drain of the past six
weeks.

A small flutter moved through her chest.
Why am I so nervous? He’s only coming to drop off the
exercises.

***

Hal's Scottish brogue rolled through the
phone, feeding Beth’s homesickness for the barn.

“Mornin’ Lass. How are ye t’day?”

“I’m fine, a little tired from my therapy
session.”

A quick replay of her brief excursion in
Connor’s arms flashed through her head, then she pushed away the
distraction and focused her attention on business.

"How's the dressage arena coming along?"

"Excellent. The roof's almost finished, an'
the boys are starting to frame the stalls in the barn. Long as the
weather keeps, they'll be finished on schedule."

She thought ahead to the future when Highover
Gate could host competitions sanctioned by the United Stated
Dressage Federation. She had no doubt that the Olympic size arena
and attached stabling area would be very appealing to the
organization.

Hal's voice intruded on her daydream.

"The jump arena is leveled, an' the site boss
tells me they plan to start buildin' the grandstand next week. They
can't do anything more on the arena until the ground settles a bit.
This crazy weather, though…I don't remember such a wet spring."

Beth nibbled the inside of her lip. The
constant rain had thrown her meticulous plans and schedule out of
whack, but it would have to stop at some point. She hoped.

"What about the stone wall?"

"The mason came 'round this morning. The
quarry will deliver the fieldstone this afternoon."

She fairly shivered with delight. "God, Hal,
I'm so excited I can't stand it! I wish I could be down there with
you. I need to get back into the fray."

"In good time, Lassie. You just concentrate
on gettin' well...I'll handle the rest."

She struggled with the overwhelming urge to
cry, something she'd never done, and now did regularly since her
accident. Hal's excited tone quelled the threat.

"Whoops! I almost forgot to tell ye the great
news–Sammy Ferra wants to make Highover Gate his home base."

Minutes later, she stared with unseeing eyes
at the dressage riders on the screen, while her busy brain mulled
over Hal’s news. Attracting high-profile riders like Sammy Ferra
proved that Highover Gate was gaining visibility and
credibility.

***

Beth had been glued to the television for
over two hours and felt a little groggy. She glanced away from the
scores that had just appeared on the screen.

Jean stood in the doorway. “I’m done in the
cottage. Do you want to see it?”

“Yes, we can do that after I eat lunch.
Thanks.”

She turned back to the TV. The scores had
disappeared, and a reporter was interviewing one of the riders
while the dressage session broke for lunch. She muted the sound and
moved to the French doors to gaze at the perfect day for riding,
not a cloud in the bright blue sky. Her last wet moments on Paso
sprang into her thoughts, and she struggled with the pain in her
heart.

***

Beth’s frustration braided through her
thoughts as she struggled to guide the wheelchair over the rough
cobbled path to the guest cottage.

Jean's tone had a motherly quality. "Can I
help?"

Beth recognized that her fierce pride could
be a detriment sometimes, causing her to resist help, even when she
couldn’t do something by herself. Connor had counseled her that
she'd never recover if she tried to be too independent. She tried
to relax and accept the situation, at least for the time being.

"Yes, please."

The small cottage was spotless, and Jean had
even placed a vase of fresh lilacs on the dresser. Their heady
perfume filled the room with spring, and Beth's thoughts with
longing for what she was missing.

An hour later, she sat in front of the
television again. Felix appeared from wherever he’d been sleeping
and muscled his way onto her lap. As she watched the dressage
riders skillfully guide their mounts through the test pattern, she
grew drowsy. After falling asleep twice, she flicked off the
television and glided down the hall. Felix bounded ahead,
anticipating a cozy nap with his mistress.

***

Mrs. Kramer had left for the day by the time
Connor arrived. Beth opened the door, smiling shyly. He stood there
for a moment, gazing at her with open admiration, and she flushed
with pleasure. He stepped through the door and, in one stride,
stood beside her wheelchair. He pulled her up into his arms,
holding her close. She inhaled deeply, delighting in the sensations
spreading through her body. He nestled his face in her hair and
whispered her name. She lifted her face to his, and closed her eyes
as his mouth covered hers.

Beth sat straight up on the bed, her heart
thudding against her ribs. Blinking away her confusion, she looked
at the bedside clock. Five o’clock–she’d been asleep for over two
hours. Her pulse raced and her neck felt damp. What a dream!
Shaking off the last vestiges of sleep, she sighed and eased into
the wheelchair. At the dressing table, she stopped to comb her
hair. The flush across her cheeks gave her face a look of
fulfillment, as though she’d just been lost in the throes of
passionate lovemaking. Still warm and tingling from her dreamy
adventures, she slipped back into the imagery of the fantasy.

An instant later, an alarming thought
interrupted her whimsy. What if he'd come while she was sleeping?
Disappointment flooded over her like a rainsquall, leaving her more
disturbed than she’d felt in days. When she returned to the study,
the dressage events had finished for the day, and a golf tournament
was in the first round of play. Disgusted, she tossed the remote
onto the couch, then pushed herself out to the terrace to sulk. In
moments, the rolling hills and her beautiful garden had their usual
calming effect, and she relaxed a little.

Jean appeared in the doorway. “Miss Webb, I’m
leavin’ now. Yer supper’s in the warmin’ oven and there’s fresh
biscuits on the counter. You need anything else?”

“No, I don't think so...Did anyone come by
while I was resting?”

The housekeeper shook her head. “Nope. Nary a
soul.”

Irritation followed the brief wave of relief.
Where was he? It was getting to be rather late for dropping in.

***

Connor whistled appreciatively as he drove up
the long, curving driveway in front of Beth's large
plantation-style house, then glanced at his watch and frowned.
Five-thirty. I hope it isn’t too late to come calling.
Cleaning up after the event had taken more time than he’d planned,
and traffic in town had been heavy. Checking his reflection in the
rearview mirror, he smoothed down his still-damp hair, then jumped
out of the truck. He'd almost reached the door when he realized he
didn’t have the exercise instructions. Feeling like a dope, he
trotted back to the truck, then back to the house.

Exhaling sharply, he pushed the brass
doorbell button and waited. His anxiety disappeared with Beth's
lovely smile.

“Sorry I’m so late. The traffic was crazy
leaving the Horse Park.”

“Oh, were you there to watch the Champagne
Run?”

Caught off-guard, he stammered. “Uh, no...I
was in it.”

She looked totally surprised. It obviously
hadn't occurred to her that he might be riding in the event. But
then, why would he expect her to be thinking about him?

They still hovered in the doorway and a
second later, Beth backed her chair out of the way.

“Please, come in and tell me everything. I
slept through most of it.”

More disappointment crept into his head.
Flustered, he looked at the now-crumpled sheet of paper in his
hand, then grinned as he offered it to her.

“Here, sorry it’s such a mess.”

Her head dipped as she examined the sketches
and instructions on the page, and vivid memories assaulted him. The
silkiness of her hair as he’d brushed away her tears of frustration
during that first session. How tantalizing her firm body had felt
in his arms as he’d lifted her onto the exercise table. Images he’d
been trying to block out.

Suddenly, he saw her amused expression and
felt self-conscious.

“Uh, if you have any questions, you can just
call me.”

Oh for Pete’s sake, stop acting like a
smitten schoolboy!

She grinned, laid the paper on her lap, then
turned her chair around. “Let's go into the study.”

Dropping onto the soft couch, Connor looked
around the room. There was clearly more to the woman than met the
eye. He glanced at her, unable to picture her as a wheeling-dealing
financial wizard, but Highover Gate was proof of her expertise.

“Would you like something to drink? Beer?
Scotch? Lemonade?”

“Beer sounds great. Will you join me?”

“I haven’t had any alcohol because of my
medication, but maybe I could cheat, just this once.”

She started to turn the chair around, and
Connor leaped up.

“I can get it. You don’t have to...”

A serious frown tightened her fine features.
“I have to do things myself when no one’s here, why not now?”

Thoroughly embarrassed, he returned to the
sofa and watched her move into the hall, her self-sufficiency
obvious from the set of her shoulders. His gaze moved around the
room again, examining the contents more closely. Beth’s patient
information card indicated she was single, but he knew nothing else
about her personal life. No evidence of a man staying here on a
regular basis. I wonder just where that guy in the waiting room
fits in.

The thoughts hit him hard and he exhaled
sharply. The visit wasn’t a good idea–he had no business being
there. How could he remain objective and professional as her
therapist, if he had personal thoughts about her? I need to
leave before the situation goes any further.

A large cat stalked into the room, giving
Connor a wide berth.

“Well, hello, kitty.” He leaned forward to
pet the cat, but he deftly sidestepped the outstretched hand,
giving Connor a disdainful look. God, even the darn cat knows I
shouldn’t be here!

Beth returned, balancing a small tray with
two longneck bottles of lager and two frosty mugs, her face flushed
with the effort, and Connor knew he couldn’t insult her by leaving
immediately–at least, that’s what he told himself.

He chuckled. “Hey, how did you know
Australian beer is my favorite?”

“Haven’t you seen the commercials? How could
I go wrong?”

He met her gaze as he lifted his froth-topped
mug into the air. “Here’s to the future.”

 


 


Eight

 


Beth struggled to keep her churning thoughts
under control as Connor lounged back on the couch and made himself
comfortable. Seeing him against the backdrop of her home was both
intriguing and unsettling.

He took a long swig of beer, then sighed and
closed his eyes. “Ahhh, what a treat. I really needed this...today
was pretty grueling.”

She leaned forward, eager to hear about the
event. “So, tell me, how'd you do?”

“Well...I placed second.” A sly look sneaked
across his face as he drew out the suspense. “Behind Stephen
Wegner.”

“That’s fantastic! He’s a formidable
opponent.”

Pride danced across Connor’s features, then
he leaned forward and scrunched up his face like an old wise man,
his voice rasping across his words.

“Well, Dearie, his days are numbered. I’ll
not rest until I’ve beaten him.”

She burst into laughter at his comical
approach to an ambitious dream. Stephen Wegner held all the
national titles in eventing. Unseating him would require an
outstanding horse, an incredible rider, and unswerving dedication.
She tilted her head and gazed at Connor through narrowed eyes.
And you might just be the person to do it.

He suddenly looked embarrassed, quickly
finished his beer, and stood up.

“I need to leave. I have to be at the park
very early tomorrow for the jumping.”

While she watched him shrug into his
windbreaker, it finally came to her that he could have mailed the
exercise instructions, but he’d used them as an excuse to visit
her. Seeing the relationship in a different light, her earlier
disquiet returned.

“Hey, thanks for the beer.” He started for
the door, then turned back. “Oh, I guess I’ll see you at the office
next week, right?”

“Right. Good luck tomorrow.”

“Thanks. I’m gonna need it.”

He winked and disappeared through the
door.

Beth sat in the silence of the study that,
only moments before, had rung with laughter. She felt hollow, as
though she hadn’t really known the meaning of being alone. She
gazed out the windows at the gathering dusk. I’m glad Jamie is
going to be around.

***

The drive back to the motel gave Connor time
to do some serious thinking about his predicament, and his brain
played on fast-forward. Something about Beth Webb made him feel
important and protective. Not just her disability–something else he
couldn’t pin down.

His thoughts rewound to his childhood. Both
his widowed mother and his older sister had been tough, proud women
who’d never considered accepting help from anyone. In the coal
shanties of southern Kentucky, it was do for yourself or fail, and
Connor’s youth had been overshadowed by his mother’s domineering
personality. So far, as an adult, he’d failed miserably to provide
the strong, nurturing persona that most women wanted, and his
bulldog determination to rise above his poor beginnings had
eliminated any desire for involvements that might jeopardize his
goals. Beth Webb could definitely be a problem.

***

Beth rose early the next morning, settling
herself in for a day in front of the tube. Felix raced across the
room and bounded up to the back of the couch, then launched himself
into the air, landing with a thud and disappearing down the hall.
She laughed out loud, watching the antics of the crazy cat. Within
seconds, he was back and eagerly chasing an imaginary mouse around
the edges of the bookcase.

“A little too much catnip this morning, Mr.
Felix?”

The tabby stopped in mid-stalk and gave her a
reproachful look for scaring off his prey, then sat down to wash
his face. The feline entertainment apparently finished, Beth turned
her attention to the television. The show jumping event was just
beginning, and she was eager to see Connor in action. The rider
ratings came up on the screen, with Connor ranked sixth in a
first-round field of ten.

She thought about the previous night and her
pulsed quickened. For a short time, she’d been able to distance
herself from her wheelchair. She’d thoroughly enjoyed his
company–an exciting new friend, instead of the professional who
would help her walk again. I have to believe in him, trust that
he has the skills to help me. She remembered the feelings that
had accosted her on that first office visit. No, I have to stay
focused on my recovery. Nothing else.

On the screen, Connor appeared in the
starting paddock, and her good intentions flew out the window. She
leaned forward, watching him closely as the starting gun went
off.

His horse moved smoothly and evenly,
approaching each jump with a measured gait and seamless
transitions, sailing effortlessly over the first three obstacles.
Beth held her breath as horse and rider galloped toward a huge oxer
and water hazard–one of the hardest jumps.

"Easy...easy!"

His red jacket formed a blur as he guided Rex
over the jump. The horse landed hard, obviously not completely
prepared. Beth winced, then exhaled softly, watching the pair
finish the course. Something didn't seem quite right about the rest
of the ride, but she couldn’t put her finger on it. The ratings
appeared on the screen again, and Connor’s score included one fault
for bumping the oxer rail. That must be why Rex landed so hard.
He was a little off balance. Still, Connor’s rank had moved
from sixth to fourth. He must feel good about that.

***

Sunday dawned bright and glorious, and Beth
looked forward to brunch with her Aunt Ida and Uncle Earl. As soon
as Ida stepped through the door, she started her mother-hen
act.

“You’re so pale from being cooped up, you
could pass for a ghost.” She clucked her tongue, glancing around
the large foyer. “Bethany, I hate thinking about you all alone in
this huge house. You must be terribly lonely, now that you can’t
follow your usual routine.”

Uncle Earl intervened. “Now, Ida. Leave her
be–she’s a grown woman. She has lots of friends. If she wants
company, I’m sure she can have it.”

Beth smiled indulgently. “Auntie, I’m fine,
really I am. Mrs. Kramer takes good care of me during the day, and
Jamie is moving into the guest cottage this week.”

“Hmmm. Are you two finally planning to get
together, then?”

“Ida!” Earl's tone meant business. “Leave her
alone and let’s get going. Our reservations are for
ten-thirty.”

Though her aunt’s sincere meddling would have
irritated most young women, but it didn’t bother Beth. Aunt Ida and
Uncle Earl were her people–the only family she’d ever known–and she
adored them. No matter what she'd done or wanted, their love and
support through the years had been firm and constant.

From the back seat, Beth studied her aunt’s
silvery gray hair, and a surge of love threatened to explode her
heart. She caught her uncle’s eye in the rearview mirror, and he
winked. They’d always enjoyed a quiet bond, an understanding that
helped them weather Ida’s exuberant, and sometimes overbearing,
personality.

The restaurant at Gratz Park Inn in Lexington
had been the family’s traditional Sunday brunch spot since Beth
could remember. Elegant and quiet, it was the perfect setting for a
leisurely meal. As they worked their way toward a table at the back
of the room, several long-time Thoroughbred owners greeted
Earl.

Beth gazed fondly at the first “man in her
life.” During his younger years, he’d been wooed by the best, but
had remained staunchly loyal to the farm that had given him his
first chance at a career in professional barn management. In spite
of many generous financial offers, He'd stayed at Fenwick Farms
until his retirement a few years previously.

Her heart filled again with thanksgiving that
her life had been blessed with these wonderful people. Suddenly,
her right leg started to quiver and jerk, as though it were
attached to a puppeteer’s string. She pressed down on her thigh,
willing the strange spasms to stop. In a few moments, the leg felt
normal again and she made a mental note to mention the episode at
her appointment on Thursday, in case it was important.

Thoughts of Connor brought a warm flush to
her cheeks and she smiled, caught up in anticipation of seeing him
again.

“And just who is that secret smile
for?”

Her aunt leaned close, inquisitive eyes
searching for an answer.

“Oh, I... uh.” She stopped, then laughed
nervously. What could she say? She certainly couldn’t tell them she
was daydreaming about her physical therapist.

Salvation came with Hal's familiar voice.
“Lassie! Yer lookin’ great this mornin’!”

Without thinking, she rose and took a step
forward to hug the man who’d shepherded her around the cliffs and
through the valleys of riding. Her leg began to jerk violently and
she sank back into her chair, her heart thumping against her
ribs.

Her aunt’s voice shrilled. “Bethany! Don’t do
that! You’ll fall. My goodness, what’s the matter with you?”

“I have no idea. I guess I forgot I can’t
walk.”

What was meant as a joke came off poorly, if
the sober faces were any indication.

Hal settled into the chair beside her and
reached for her hand. “It’ll come, Lass. It’ll come.”

While the family enjoyed the restaurant’s
famous King Crab Cakes and Eggs Royale, washed down with strong
coffee, the conversation turned, as always, to horses. Beth
listened to the spirited banter and smiled. Once in love with
horses, always in love with horses...I guess I ought to
know.

Though she'd had little time to ride during
her stellar career in Los Angeles, dreams of owning her own
training facility had germinated in her subconscious, blossoming
into ambitious plans to design the best show site in the country.
Once she'd made the decision to go for it, she’d sunk
hundreds-of-thousands of dollars into the purchase and development
of the old Winston estate on the Paris Turnpike.

When the venture capital group had finally
materialized, her life had then been consumed by consultations with
the top course designers in the industry and discussions with
architects, lawyers, and accountants. She'd invested her entire
future into Highover Gate so she could immerse herself in what she
loved best–riding. In a wet, terrifying instant, that future had
been put into jeopardy.

“Honey, what is it?”

Her uncle looked concerned.

“Oh, nothing.”

Ida jumped in. “Oh, yes, there is something.
I know that look. What is it?”

Beth glanced apologetically at Hal. “I was
just thinking what my life would be like if I can’t ride
again.”

He reached over and touched her hand.

“Lass, you have to believe that you
can ride again. If yer already thinkin’ about what you’ll do
instead, well then, it’s as good as finished.”

She saw the disappointment in his kind eyes
and knew she sounded like a quitter. She'd never walked away from
anything in her life.



“I know. I’m just feeling a little sorry for
myself this morning.” She smiled. “I am working with a
physical therapist now, but I guess it’s too early to see any
progress.”

Hal’s face brightened and his accent came
through stronger than usual.

“That’s great! Is this person any good?
’Cause there’s a guy in Louisville who’s the best of the best when
it comes to horse-related injuries. And he’s an excellent rider,
t’boot.”

“Is his name Connor Hall?”

Hal’s face crinkled into a huge smile. “Why,
yes! Ya know him?”

Her heart thumped a little. “That’s who I’m
seeing. Is he really good?”

Hal sat back in his chair. “Oh, aye, he’s the
best.” A sly wink. “I’ll be seein’ ya back in the barn by winter.
Mark m’ words.”

Her heart soared with renewed hope. She
desperately wanted to ride her horses again, be back in charge of
her world, and if Connor Hall could make that happen, she’d love
him forever.

 


 


 


Nine

 


Beth couldn't wait to get home. She’d
thoroughly enjoyed the outing, but somewhere between the last two
cups of coffee, she’d started thinking about the cross-country
portion of the Champagne Run, which had started at Noon.

Uncle Earl wrestled the wheelchair open and
helped her into it, muttering under his breath about the “darned
contraption.” Thanking him again for a wonderful morning, Beth
waved goodbye to her aunt and closed the front door, her thoughts
already on the horse event.

A horse and rider flew across the green
course, and Beth's gut tightened into a cold, hard knot, the scene
snatching her back to her own last ride, and tragic fall. A lump
rose in her throat and a moment of sorrow crept through, but she
abruptly discarded the emotion when the rankings came up on the
screen. She scanned the list for Connor’s name, but it wasn’t
there. What had happened? She knew he'd entered the event.

Knuckles rapping on wood interrupted her
mental threshing. Jamie stood in the doorway, holding a large
duffel bag and wearing an impish grin.

“Jamie Trent, reporting for duty.”

She laughed at his elaborate salute. She was
genuinely happy to see him–it would be good to have some
company.

Jean appeared. “Shall I take him on over to
the cottage?”

Beth muted the sound on the television. “Yes,
then would you fix us some lunch?” She looked at Jamie. “We can eat
in here. I'm watching something at the Horse Park.”

A mock scowl darkened his features. “So I’m
doomed to watch horses on television all day?”

She threw him a wry smile. “See you
later.”

Alone again, she restored the sound as the
camera switched from riders in the field to the broadcast booth at
the Horse Park.

“Today’s events are in full swing. So far,
the only bad news is Brett Hall’s withdrawal from the cross-country
portion of this event. If you were watching yesterday, you’ll
remember that Brett had a very good time over the jumps, but his
horse pulled a tendon at the oxer-water obstacle, and Hall
scratched “Rexford’s Nomination” from today’s event. Too bad,
’cause Brett Hall has been breathing down Stephen Wegner’s neck
this year, and...”

She switched off the set, relief and sympathy
flooding through her thoughts. What a shame. He was so
close. She tried to imagine how he might react to the cruel
disappointment, but without knowing anything about him, it proved
futile. Her thoughts drifted to Hal’s enthusiasm earlier that
morning. If Connor is the one who can help me ride again, then
nothing will keep me from doing that. Nothing.

She moved to a small desk in the corner where
she'd left the crumpled sheet of instructions. The exercises seemed
simple, and it looked as though she could perform most of them in
her wheelchair. I’ll start my first session this afternoon, when
the horse show is over.

Her gaze moved through the French doors,
irresistibly drawn to the dark clump of trees in the far pasture,
and her throat closed up. No! I’m not waiting until after some
damned television program. I’ll start right after lunch.

***

Jamie returned to the study less than thirty
minutes later.

Beth raised her eyebrows. "That was
quick."

He dropped into the soft couch cushions and
ran a hand through his unruly brown hair. “If you don’t mind, I
think I’ll go back to the cottage after lunch. I’m really not into
eventing, you know.”

“No, that’s all right. I’ve changed my mind.
I need to start my therapy exercises, and thought I’d do that this
afternoon.”

“Good...Say, listen, I was thinking. Would
you like me to drive you down to the barn later? You can see how
the construction is progressing, talk to Hal and Cozy.”

Beth’s heart thudded to a brief halt, then
started thumping. She hadn’t been to the barn since her accident.
Was she ready for the familiar beloved smells and atmosphere of her
favorite place in the whole world? Was she ready to face Paso’s
empty stall?

Jamie leaned forward and softly touched her
arm. “Bethey, you’ll have to go back down there sooner or later.”
He sat back again. “But, if you don't feel up to it, we can go
another time.”

Her heart rate had slowed to something near
normal, and she managed to choke out a response.

“No, you’re right. It’s been almost eight
weeks–it’s time.” She took a deep breath. “I’ll be ready around
five.”

***

After lunch, Jamie retired to the cottage,
and Beth retrieved the exercise sheet. The two warm-up exercises
were easy, bolstering her positive attitude and filling her with
the rush of success. By the end of the fourth exercise, however,
her optimism had turned to mud, as she struggled to work with
muscles that hadn’t functioned properly in weeks. The final
exercise required her to lie down, so she headed for her room.
When I finish, I'll just have myself a nice nap–I'm so good at
it.

As she pushed herself up and out of the
wheelchair, her damaged right leg began to shake violently,
threatening to buckle. Lurching forward, she aimed for the bed,
clutched at the slippery satin spread, and slithered to the
floor.

She sat there for a minute, watching her
right leg jump and jerk as though it were possessed by demons. She
pressed firmly on her thigh and waited for the spasms to stop. In a
few seconds, the movements diminished and the leg ceased quivering.
Completely drained, she leaned her head against the bed and eyed
the wheelchair, which had rolled back about six feet. Now what?
How am I going get up from here?

The cat appeared from nowhere.

“What d’you think, Felix? Which would be
harder? Struggle to the chair, or try to crawl up on the bed?”

The pudgy ball of fur sat down and began
grooming his hind leg, apparently not interested in her
dilemma.

“Thanks a lot, Bud.”

She reflected for a minute. Only hours ago,
she’d vowed she would ride again, that nothing would stop her. If
she were to be true to that promise, then she’d have to find a way
to help herself right now.

Using both hands, she lifted the dead weight
of her right leg and scooted it as far to the left as she could.
Then, she picked up the left leg and lifted it up and over the
right one. Eight weeks in a wheelchair had built up her arm
muscles, and she counted on that strength to help her. She rolled
over onto her stomach, then planted her hands firmly on the floor.
Pushing up with every ounce of strength, she found she could only
lift her hips a scant inch off the floor. Her arm muscles began to
quiver, and she knew there was no way she’d be able to get up on
her own.

She slumped down onto the soft carpeting, her
heartbeat jangling in her ears, her breathing ragged and heavy. Hot
tears burned her cheeks as she spiraled into a whirlpool of
exhaustion and despair.

***

The heavy blanket of sleep fell away slowly
as Beth opened her eyes. It took her a moment to realize she was on
the floor, then she remembered why. Maybe she could crawl over and
reach the telephone.

“Oh, my God! Beth!”

Jamie leapt through the door and dropped to
his knees beside her, his face white with fright. “What happened?
Are you okay?”

She nodded, and he slipped an arm beneath her
shoulders and helped her to a sitting position.

“Are you sure you’re not hurt? Maybe I
shouldn’t be moving you.”

She closed her eyes. “Jamie, I’m fine.
I just slid down the side of the bed, I didn’t really fall.”

He pulled her close, and stroked her face and
hair, his words shaking with emotion. “C’mon. Let’s get you back
into your bed.”

Recalling her earlier determination, she
recoiled at her brief surrender to discouragement. No one ever
said this would be easy. I just need to keep at it.

“No, I want to go to the barn, like we
planned. Help me into the chair.”

He looked doubtful, but didn’t argue,
scooping her up into his arms and settling her gently into the
seat.

***

Beth’s eyes focused straight ahead as the car
idled down the long lane leading to the main barn. Panic rose in
her chest, but she resisted the urge to ask Jamie to turn back. The
dark red-brown building had white-framed paddock doors and windows,
and a white cupola on the north roof rose against the blue sky, an
antique running horse weathervane headed west, a silent and still
sentry.

Her throat constricted at the familiar sight.
It seemed an eternity since she’d been there, adjusting stirrups
and talking to Paso. Pain rolled over her as though it had been
only yesterday. Paso...I’m so sorry.

Jamie took her hand, his expression one
genuine compassion. “You all right?”

She blinked back the tears crowding against
her eyelids. “Yes, let’s go. I need to do this.”

As the wheelchair moved from the bright
sunlight into the dim shadows of the barn, her heart lurched
painfully. At the threshold of the world she loved, the smells and
sounds assaulted her senses, bringing vivid memories crashing into
her consciousness. She closed her eyes and inhaled deeply, sure
there was no more delightful scent than the inside of a clean horse
barn–an odor combined of fresh hay, leather, saddle soap, grain,
and warm horseflesh. Familiar joy replaced her fear, as the place
welcomed her home.

The temperature inside the building felt much
cooler than outdoors, and a gentle breeze flowed through the aisle
from the open doors at either end. Once her eyes adjusted to the
softer light, she looked around, noting that everything seemed to
be in good shape, clean and tidy.

“Oh, Miz Webb! Mistuh James. I didn’t know
you wuz comin’ down.”

An old black man snatched off his cap and
politely ducked his head toward her, looking apologetic. “I coulda
kep the horses in if I’da known.”

“No, no, Cozy. It’s okay. This was a spur of
the moment idea. I’ve really missed being here.”

The sun-baked face crinkled into a
half-toothless smile. “We miss you, too, Ma’am. Oh, yes.”

She moved away from the two men, and guided
her chair slowly past the bank of empty stalls, freshly picked and
bedded, ready for the return of the occupants that evening. As she
neared the end of the aisle, her heartbeat quickened. Paso had
lived in the last stall–the room with a view. The pleasant location
had been her concession for a sport horse that had often spent more
time in a stall than outdoors. From his quarters, Paso had been
able to look through the barn door and keep track of his
stable-mates in the pasture.

The men’s voices murmured in the background.
The evening feed routine hadn’t started yet, and Beth was alone
with her thoughts and her pain. She rolled to a stop directly in
front of the empty stall. A worn black ribbon draped across the
brass plate engraved with Paso’s name. Cozy had respectfully paid
honor to the magnificent horse that had once lived there. The
anguish of her loss swelled, the tears started, and she finally let
go, allowing herself to grieve completely.

 


 


 


Ten

 


Five days of rain brought all work to a halt.
Hal called to describe the mess.

"It's a regular mud-hole down here. The men
were sloggin' around in it, up to their ankles."

Beth closed her eyes. It seemed as though
Highover Gate was doomed to stay behind schedule–not good news for
her investors.

"I suppose the horses are stir-crazy from
being kept in?"

He chuckled. "They'll survive."

After hanging up, she thought about her visit
to the barn. After the initial shock and pain, she'd relaxed and
let the place infuse her with longing and enthusiasm. It was
definitely where she belonged, and she wanted to go back.

Connor's office called to reschedule her
appointment for Monday, and disappointment seeped into her head.
She'd been looking forward to seeing him again. Perhaps, too much.
Restless, she flicked on the television, but found nothing of
interest. She moved out to the terrace and watched the sky change,
heavy black clouds rolling ominously across the horizon. Earlier,
the air had been thick and still, but now the wind sprang up,
whipping the tops of the giant Beeches that lined each side of the
driveway. Beth shivered in the cool breeze.

"Nuts!"

She'd been on the verge of asking Jamie to
take her to the barn again. The sky darkened, and she retreated
from the terrace. A minute later, she stared in disbelief at the
radar image on the weather channel. A massive storm was moving
quickly through the region, with heavy rain and hail expected
within the hour.

She snapped off the television and exhaled
sharply. She glanced out the doors again, clutched by a brief stab
of anxiety at the profound change in the sky. The cloud ceiling had
dropped, making it as dark as evening, rather than midday.

Heavy thunder rattled the windowpanes and she
quickly rolled over to shut the French doors. As she reached for
the doorknob, the chilling wail of the tornado warning system
sounded in the distance. Heart pounding, she latched the doors and
wheeled back into the study. What should she do? Jean was off for
the day, and Jamie had left for his own barn early that morning.
Tornadoes were common in the region, but she'd never faced one
while trapped in a wheelchair.

The huge old house had a storm cellar, but
she had no way to get down the stairs. She urged the chair quickly
down the hall toward her bedroom, searching for a room with no
outside walls, one that would accommodate the damned wheelchair.
She spotted the door to large linen closet. A loud crack echoed
through the house and she snatched open the door. She wouldn't be
able to get the chair in there, but she didn't dare spend any more
time in a vulnerable position.

A pitiful mew caught her attention. Felix's
eyes were round and dark with fright, and he jumped with each clap
of thunder. Beth braced herself, rose from the chair, then dived
into a crumpled heap in the bottom of the closet. She pulled the
cat into her arms and shrank deep into the dark corner.

The closet walls hummed with the battering
wind. A low rumble vibrated the floor beneath her legs and she
closed her eyes tightly, ready to join Dorothy and Toto. Like a
jumbo jet flying twenty feet overhead, the rumble grew to a roar.
Stacks of towels and bedding rained down on her as she struggled to
keep her grip on Felix. She heard the sound of breaking glass, and
closed her eyes, waiting to die.

As suddenly as it had come, the roar
disappeared and all was still. She exhaled slowly, waiting for her
heartbeat to level out. Felix jumped from her grasp and disappeared
through the door. With one crisis past, Beth now faced another–how
to get back into her wheelchair. Remembering her first attempts to
get off the floor by herself, she sank back into the piles of
bedding to wait for help.

Twenty minutes later, Jamie's frantic voice
echoed in the hallway.

"Beth! Where are you?"

She called out and, within seconds, Jamie
knelt beside her, his dark eyes searching her face.

"Jeez, are you okay?"

"I think so. Was there much damage?"

"A couple of your Beeches came down. That's
all I noticed, but I was in a hurry."

"Get me back into my chair. I need to call
Cozy."

Minutes later, she stared through the French
doors while she waited for someone to answer the barn phone. A
large tree limb lay on the terrace, its smaller branches sticking
through the broken door-panes. A shiver raced across her
shoulders–she'd been sitting in that exact spot just before the
storm hit. Peering through the branches to the driveway, she saw
the fallen Beech trees–their massive trunks snapped in half like
matchsticks.

"Cozy? Is everything all right down there?
Are the horses okay?" She closed her eyes and let out a long, slow
breath. "Thank God."

An instant later, her insides turned to lead.
"I'll be right down."

Jamie's voice dropped to a stage whisper.
"What happened?"

"The twister hit the new dressage barn."

***

Jamie stopped the car at the end of the lane,
and Beth stared forlornly at the jumble of lumber that, hours
earlier, had been the almost completed stabling barn. A quarter of
the arena roof had been peeled back like a sardine can. A dark path
of torn-up earth traced the storm's wrath, a straight line between
the dressage complex and the jump course. The new stabling barn had
been directly in the center of the swath.

Jamie touched her arm. "Do you want to get
out?"

"No, I've seen all I can stand for now." A
cold pool formed in the pit of her stomach. "I need to call the
insurance company. Thank God, Timmy's out of town."

Jamie remained silent as he started the car,
then drove it back up the lane toward the house. Beth chewed her
lip as she tried to calculate how the disaster would impact her
deadlines–and her investors.

A few minutes later, Jamie walked to the
French doors and examined the damage.

"I'll cut those branches away, and see about
putting something over these broken windows. It might be a couple
of days before you can get someone out here."

She flicked on the television, which was
still tuned to the weather station. According to the report, the
freak tornado had only touched down briefly, then moved due-north,
spinning itself out over the Ohio River. Her thoughts were not on
tree damage.

"Jamie, I need some time to think...I'll see
you in the morning, okay?"

His voice held strained nonchalance.
"Right-O. Goodnight."

When he'd gone, she telephoned her aunt and
uncle to make sure they were all right.

"Bethey, I've been calling for an hour. Are
you okay?"

"Yes, I'm fine. I think the power was out
briefly...my answering machine lights are flashing. I've been down
at the barn."

"Well, thank goodness there wasn't any
damage. The TV said the storm wasn't a bad one."

Beth bit her lip, unwilling to get into a
long conversation about her problem.

"Okay, well, I need to call Hal, so I'll let
you go. Love to Uncle Earl."

Hal answered on the first ring.

"Beth, I've been trying to get hold of ye. Is
everythin' all right?"

Her throat tightened to the point she could
barely speak. "No, it's not. We lost the new barn."

"Ah, Lass! I'm so sorry. What can I do?"

"I need you to come over and take some
pictures. I'm calling the insurance agent, but he might not be able
to get here for a couple of days and I need to be prepared with
some answers when the first board member calls."

"I'm on my way."

He rang off, and she dialed the insurance
office, praying her agent would be in. He wasn't. She left her name
and number, stated she had an emergency, then hung up. The sun
broke through the clouds, draping the dripping trees with twinkle
lights. She gazed across the hills, despair closing tightly around
her chest. Even if the adjuster came tomorrow, it could be weeks
before the claim would be paid–weeks she didn't have. The barn had
to be rebuilt immediately, and it looked as though that expense
would come out of her own, almost-empty pocket.

An hour later, the phone rang and she
snatched it up, hoping to hear the agent's voice.

"Bethany? Tim Trent. I understand we have a
problem."

A queasy feeling rolled up inside. How had he
found out about the damage so soon? He was supposedly in
Indianapolis, attending a land developers' convention.

She inhaled slowly, composing her
response.

"And what might that be?"

"Ken Barber was up here at the meeting last
night, telling everyone the Highover Gate project is a screwed-up
mess. Why didn't you tell me the work is on hold?"

"He's full of it, Tim. Nothing's on
hold."

"According to Barber, a piece of equipment
went down and CCC wasted a full day trying to get a local
replacement. Sounds like a problem to me."

"Well, apparently Mr. Barber conveniently
left out the fact that they asked him, and he refused.
Another one was delivered from Ohio that night. At worst, they lost
a few hours' work time."

The line was silent for a moment, then Tim's
tone changed. "Did you get any storm damage?"

There was no point in hedging. "Yes, the
dressage barn came down and part of the arena roof, but I have the
insurance adjuster on it already."

"This project certainly seems to have a dark
cloud hanging over it."

Yes, and you're a big part of it.

"We're on schedule, Tim. Don't worry your
pretty little head about it."

She said goodbye and stared into space while
she replayed the brief conversation. It seemed as though Tim
was positioning himself for a power play. She thought back
to a similar situation another time in LA, where nothing but sheer
guts had gotten her through it. Now, locked in her own little
prison on wheels, she felt ineffective and helpless, and Tim Trent
would use every advantage he could to keep her that way.

A noise on the terrace interrupted her
thoughts. Jamie was moving the crumpled patio furniture out of the
way, his jaw set in a hard line as he cleared a work area, his
solemn expression was something she'd seldom seen. He'd always been
a clown, the happy-go-lucky companion who could make her laugh,
even under the worst circumstances. Had she offended him when she'd
dismissed him so brusquely in the immediate aftermath of the storm?
The wheels of her chair crunched through broken glass on the
terrazzo floor as she moved toward the doors.

He picked up a handsaw and positioned it
above a large branch.

Keeping her voice light, she called out,
"Hey, when you're done there, come on in and we'll have a nip."

He turned and considered her for a moment.
His eyes did not twinkle, nor did he smile.

"I'll have to pass. I'm meeting someone for
dinner."

He turned back to his chore and began sawing
through the limb. Stunned by the rebuff, she backed the chair away
from the door, but continued to watch him work. Concern squeezed
her chest. Lately, everything she touched had
disintegrated...projects, relationships. Only the visible aspects
of her strong, resilient personality remained. Her true grit seemed
to have disappeared.

 


 


Eleven

 


Connor shrugged into a crisp white lab coat,
then checked the pocket for his patient notebook. The intercom on
the desk crackled, and the receptionist’s business-like voice came
through. “Mr. Hall, Mrs. Beghley on line one.” The day had
begun.

After patiently answering Mrs. Beghley’s
questions, Connor exhaled and leaned back in his chair, rubbing his
eyes. He hadn’t slept very well the past couple of nights, and
coming to work that morning had been an effort, but Beth Webb was
scheduled for therapy that afternoon. Weary or not, he wanted to
see her again, and that disturbed him more than he wanted to
admit.

Though he’d worked out a determined plan to
keep his distance from her, she’d muscled into his thoughts more
and more. None of the women he’d met in the past few years had been
as fresh and exciting as the elegant horsewoman. He’d found himself
daydreaming about sharing long, leisurely trail-rides with her
through the quiet green countryside. The pipe dreams always ended
abruptly when he remembered that she might never ride again and,
ironically, he was the person who'd be responsible for
helping her try.

The old nightmare had returned, contributing
to the past week’s fitful sleep. The dream hadn't intruded on his
life for a couple of years, but now it affected him as deeply as
ever.

The dream always started with Connor as a
little boy, wandering through the wild hills of Harlan County
where, hundreds of feet below the surface, the earth is a honeycomb
of mining tunnels. In the deserted foothills, he'd hear a voice
desperately crying for help, and follow the sound to come upon an
old abandoned mineshaft. In the dark hole, his mother lay at the
bottom, staring up at him with a look of pure disgust on her
pain-ravaged face.

“Aw, you! Go git’cher sister to hep me git
outta here!”

He'd run as fast as his eleven-year-old-legs
would carry him, arriving breathless at the door to the shack he
called home. By that point in the dream, Connor had become a
teenager. His older sister would look up from her ironing board,
irritated by the interruption. He'd be so frightened that he
couldn’t talk, or explain what had happened. His sister would
return to her ironing, and he'd back away from the door, intending
to return to the mineshaft. Suddenly, his mother would be standing
beside him, raw anger sharpening her strong features. Connor would
then realize he'd grown up, as his mother's words knifed through
his fitful sleep. “You ain’t worth nuthin’. Ya cain’t even
git'cher sister in uh uhmergency. Yer a sorry excuse fer a
man.”

He stared at the appointment book, trying to
shake off the painful recollection. Beth’s name leaped off the page
and, for one instant, Connor doubted himself again. Do I have
what it takes to help her? Or will I fail miserably at this,
too?

***

Beth gazed out the car window at the
magnificent horse farms lining each side of the highway into town.
Normandy, Gainesway, Stoneleigh, Royston Stud–names that echoed
with tradition, the very foundation of Kentucky's bluegrass
heritage. A horse-lover's heaven.

Jamie touched her arm. “You okay?”

She nodded, but said nothing, her brain
ablaze with the chaos of the last few days, but mostly with the
recurring image of being on the floor, unable to get up by herself.
I can’t ever remember feeling so helpless. I will not live my life like this.

Connor had wormed his way into her thoughts
that morning, and she pondered what his mood might be after his
unfortunate day at the Horse Park. Though she sensed he might be
personally interested in her, there'd been a hint of “arms-length”
just before he’d left her house on Friday. He’s probably not
very comfortable that I’m his patient. She frowned. Am
I comfortable with it?

Jamie’s voice broke into her mental
gymnastics.

“How are the exercises coming along? You
haven’t mentioned them at all.”

She shrugged. “Okay, I guess. I can’t figure
out how they could help. The movements aren’t very hard.”

“Maybe they’re just so you’ll feel involved
in your therapy.”

"You're probably right–I’ll ask Connor."

***

Beth pushed her chair into Connor's office,
and he looked up from his desk and smiled.

“Hi, Beth. Good to see you. I’ll just be a
minute.”

His manner was strictly professional, without
any hint of friendship or interest, and her earlier excitement
disappeared like a rabbit down a hole. Maybe I imagined it...No,
he was definitely interested. I could feel it.

Pushing the confusing thoughts from her head,
she composed herself and waited. A minute later, Connor rose and
came around the desk. He wore a pleasant expression, but his trim
body moved with purpose, his mien aloof and professional. Her
insides tightened into a hard lump.

Trying to keep the disappointment from her
tone, she attempted to steer the conversation to a more personal
plane.

“What a shame you had to scratch the
cross-country on Sunday. Is your horse all right?”

Connor snorted, his features curling with
disgust. “Yeah, he’ll be fine. That damned water jump the day
before caught us both off guard...I gather you watched?”

She nodded, unable to think of anything else
to say, realizing it had been a stupid move to remind him of the
disaster, then tell him she'd witnessed the whole thing.

He pulled up a chair, sat down, and leaned
forward, elbows on his knees.

“So, how was the week? Any problems? Did you
do your exercises regularly?”

His face revealed no trace of anything other
than professional interest, and she felt deflated.

Her voice wavered slightly. “I started the
exercises on Saturday, but they seem so simple, I can’t imagine how
they’ll help.”

He sat back and crossed his legs. “The stress
of the repetition keeps the muscles limber so you’ll be able to do
the real work when you come here. Anything else I need to
know?”

She'd decided against telling him about her
mishap in the bedroom.

“I’ve been having episodes with my right leg
that worry me.”

Concern flashed into his cool demeanor and
his eyebrows knitted together, emphasizing his interest.

He leaned forward and took her hand.

“What kind of episodes?”

“My right leg suddenly starts jerking and
twitching all by itself, and I can’t make it stop. It doesn’t hurt,
but it frightens me.”

A smile lit up the wonderful face. “That’s
terrific. Your nerves are rebuilding themselves, and telling the
muscles to pay attention. Under normal conditions, when you use a
limb, your brain stimulates the nerves and, in turn, they command
the muscles. But right now, the damaged nerves are sending erratic
messages, so the muscles don’t know quite what to do.”

His encouragement coursed through her head.
Maybe I will recover, after all. His eyes had softened with
compassion, and her confidence grew. She could place herself, and
her future, into his capable hands. She looked down at those hands,
warm against her own, wanting to preserve the moment.

He sat back. "I read how close that tornado
was to you. How did you weather the storm?"

"I lost a brand new barn."

"Oh, Beth, that's too bad. What does that do
to your work schedule?

His empathy flipped the lid on her carefully
boxed control.

"Screws it up completely." She blinked and
looked away. "At this rate, my vision for the future will evaporate
into thin air."

His tone was emphatic. "No, I think no matter
when Highover Gate opens, it will be the best thing this
region has seen in a long time."

A sharp edge knifed into her words. "I wish
my investors felt the same way. Right now, the board has no
confidence in me. I feel like I'm losing control."

He regarded her for a minute, then cleared
his throat. "Anger is part of the healing process, Beth, but at
some point, you have to direct that negative energy into positive
channels. As long as you feel vulnerable, you'll be
vulnerable." He paused. "I think it would be wise for you to spend
some time with a psychotherapist to help you regain your
self-confidence. You have more at risk here than just your future
in the saddle."

She snapped her head up to look him squarely
in the eye. "I am not going to a shrink!"

He didn't respond, but scribbled a note on
her chart.

She pressed. "Do you think I'll ever ride
again?"

He glanced up at her, his expression
unreadable. "It's too early for me to make that determination."

***

The therapy session lasted longer than the
usual forty minutes and, by the time they'd finished, Beth was
exhausted. However, Connor’s appreciation of her growing strength
and flexibility thrilled her so much she didn’t care.

As he pushed her chair toward the waiting
room, his teasing voice danced behind her.

“When you can get out of the chair by
yourself and walk three steps without me, I’ll treat you to dinner
at the Seelbach Hotel.”

The vision of a romantic evening alone with
him was very appealing. "It's a deal."

Jamie rose from his seat and gave Connor the
once-over as they came through the door. Beth shifted uneasily in
her seat. Uh-oh, I don’t like that look. She introduced the
two men, and they stiffly shook hands. An uneasy atmosphere
pervaded the moment and the awkward silence thickened. She dropped
her gaze and smiled to herself. The Testosterone Wars.

Connor’s voice melted the chill in the air.
“Next week, same time. See ya.”

He patted her shoulder, then sauntered back
down the hall toward his office.

Jamie remained silent while the car moved
through the streets toward the downtown district.

When he finally broke the silence, his tone
was quasi-accusing. “You didn’t tell me that your physical
therapist was Gorgeous George.”

She immediately felt defensive. “Why would I?
What does it matter what he looks like? If he can help me walk and
ride again, he can look like Austin Powers, for all I care.”

Jamie opened his eyes wide with utter
disbelief. “Oooh, touchy, touchy! I guess he’s manipulated more
than your muscles.”

She turned away and stared out the window.
She didn't like having her emotions on display, even to Jamie.

***

Connor exhaled sharply. His determination to
maintain a professional distance had disintegrated almost
immediately after Beth had entered the office. As he’d maneuvered
through the emotional mine field between them, he’d wanted to
gather her up in his arms and hold her, tell her everything would
be all right–that he would fix it. But, he couldn't promise any of
those things, no matter how much he wanted to.

 


 


Twelve

 


Pale dawn light draped across the opulent
green hillside and twinkled through the branches of the ancient
Sweet Gum tree that held court over the back garden. A doe and her
two fawns nibbled at the leaves of the Forsythia hedge. Beth
inhaled deeply, absorbing the heady scent of wild Honeysuckle that
had overtaken the fence along the back, then turned her thoughts to
her last therapy session.

Connor had been Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, one
minute, seeming attracted to her, and the next, all business. Then,
he'd dangled dinner in front of her. She frowned. Why had she lost
the nerve to tell him about her fall in the bedroom? What would his
reaction have been? Concern? Anger? Why was she worrying about what
he thought? The possibility of life as an invalid terrified her,
and if he couldn't make things happen, then she
would. She'd handled things by herself for years, why should
this be any different?

The passage from early dawn to outright
morning happened quickly, and the terrace now glowed in warm
sunshine. The deer had evaporated into the dark safety of the
woods, and the rumble of construction equipment rolled through the
still air. She gazed across the garden for one more minute, then
turned and pushed her chair into the study to begin her new regime.
She planned to exercise twice a day through the next week, then
three times a day, thereafter. She had a life to resurrect.

Jamie appeared in the doorway. "Got a
minute?"

The set of his shoulders implied he had
something important to say. He strode to the couch and sat
down.

"I've been thinking about the situation with
this Hall guy, and I don't like it."

Her skin crawled with irritation. She did
not need Jamie's interference. She opened her mouth to
respond, but he held up his hand.

"No, let me talk. He's supposed to be helping
you get better, but his attitude is totally unprofessional–almost
possessive. I can't believe you'd put up with it."

His accusing stare further annoyed her.

"Jamie, you met him for one minute–how does
that make you an authority on his attitude?"

He snorted. "Jeez, you came out of there
looking like you'd just had sex instead of physical therapy! What
else am I supposed to think?"

She looked away, unable to answer that one,
then cooled her tone. "Think what you like. It's none of your
business."

The ensuing silence crackled with
hostility.

He exhaled sharply. "You're right, but
somewhere along the line, you've changed into someone I don't even
know anymore."

"Being in this chair hasn't exactly given me
a lot of options. You can't possibly understand–"

"Your options are what you make of them,
Beth. You've never let anything stand in the way of what you
wanted. Why is the wheelchair suddenly the culprit?"

Her bristly facade crumbled and shame crept
into her thoughts. Did everyone see her in a similar light? Using
her disability for a crutch to rationalize her poor attitude?

Her cell phone went off, and she groaned,
seeing Tim Trent's number on the display. "Dammit! Why can't he
just leave me alone?" She lifted the phone to her ear.

"Beth, I'm at the site. I can't believe what
a shambles this is...The guys are telling me the tornado set them
back at least three weeks, maybe four."

Obscenities leapt to mind, but she controlled
herself. "There's nothing we can do about that, Tim. The company
has assured me they'll put in some overtime, and bring in some
extra men."

"They can't go ahead until the insurance
claim is paid."

Her restraint teetered on the edge. "I'm
putting up the money to keep the project on track."

"The board didn't vote on that."

"It's my property. I'm calling it a
loan."

"I still don't think–"

"Tim, I'm in the middle of something. I have
to go."

She pressed the disconnect button and
glowered at the fading display, holding back the urge to hurl the
phone across the room, then looked up at Jamie. His earlier rigid
expression had softened with commiseration.

"I take it that was Brother-Dear?"

She sighed. "Yes. He's driving me crazy, and
I don't know why."

He chortled. "Because you got the jump on him
and he's ticked off."

"What on earth are you talking about?"

"Last year, he was deep in discussions with
some of the hotshots at the Horse Park about collaborating on
another facility. Then, you announced the investment prospectus for
Highover Gate, and pulled the rug out from under him. Being who he
is, he had to get involved, but you know he hates playing
second fiddle." Jamie's expression sobered. "He's in your camp
right now, but don't kid yourself–he hasn't folded his tent."

***

In the seclusion of her bedroom, Beth
considered Jamie's frank assessment of her attitude. It had
startled her, but she knew he was right. She had changed,
and she didn't like the person she'd become. If she could just
compartmentalize the events and people bombarding her from all
sides, she'd be able to get back on track.

She picked up the exercise instructions and
started stretching and lifting her reluctant legs, her thoughts
returning to Jamie's astonishing revelation about his brother's
interference. Tim must have kept a very low profile while he made
his plans, otherwise, she would have heard about it. She loved
being on top, keeping her finger on the industry's pulse, beating
out the competition–and she was very good at it. Highover Gate
would be the springboard to bigger and better things. When the
facility was completed, investors would beat down her door to be
involved in the next project. She gazed at the floor, immersed in
dreams. Maybe Maryland. Or upstate New York. Over three million
people were involved in some form of showing horses, and
state-of-the-art show facilities were few and far between. She
intended to change that.

The situation with Tim had gotten out of
hand. She needed to find a way to neutralize his impact on the
project, but she'd have to tread carefully. Money and power were
synonymous, and she didn't need any serious trouble from the
renegade investor. It was time to use some of her own
influence.

***

After lunch, she rolled out into the sunshine
to join Jamie on the terrace.

“I’d like to go back to the barn today. I
can’t believe how much I miss being down there.”

He gave her a thumbs-up sign. “That’s a great
idea. It’ll be good for you, get your mind off your...well, you
know...”

“No, the point is to keep my mind on
my ‘you know’. I’m done feeling sorry for myself, Jamie. I’ve
started a rigorous exercise program, I need to be involved with the
second phase of construction, and I want to keep my brain focused
on riding a horse again. Soon.”

"Any plans for dealing with Tim?"

She gave him a curious look. "Why do you ask?
I thought you didn't want to be involved."

He looked sheepish. "Well, I know he's a
nuisance. I might be able to talk to him, you know...be a buffer
between you two."

"Frankly, I don't think anything will help.
Someone's giving him information on things, almost as they happen.
He seems determined to see me fail, and I'm the only one who
can keep that from happening."

Something in Jamie's eyes sent an
uncomfortable feeling through her chest. "You wouldn't, by any
chance, know who's keeping him informed, would you?"

He looked away. "No. I told you, I hardly
ever see him." He rose and headed for the French doors. "I'm going
home for about an hour, then I'll be back to take you to the
barn."

Beth stayed on the terrace, thinking about
the conversation. She'd actually startled herself with the idea of
a spy in camp, but it made sense. Tim was on the phone too quickly
after the tornado. The construction crew had gone home early, and
no one had been in the barn. Who could have called him in Indiana?
Please, not Jamie.

Furious with herself for the disloyal
thought, she grabbed her cell phone and dialed the clinic.

“This is Bethany Webb. May I speak to Connor
Hall, please?”

The receptionist said he was out of town
until the following Wednesday.

Disappointment filled Beth's head. “May I
speak to his assistant?”

A few moments later, she felt a little
foolish, but pursued the information she wanted.

“Hi, this is Bethany Webb. I’m trying to get
in touch with Mr. Hall. I have a question about my exercises.”

Listening closely, she tried to separate the
words in the young man's reply.

“Oh, hi y’all. SeeBee’s at a horse show
somewhere in Indiana, but I might be able to hep ya.”

After a simple question about leg lifts, she
thanked him and hung up, slipped the phone into her pocket, and
reached for the television control. Horse show in Indiana. At
Connor’s riding level, it’ll surely be a big one, and probably
televised.

A few minutes later, she located the event
just as the cameraman panned over the riders milling about in the
starting paddock. Connor appeared on a small chestnut horse, and
Beth settled down to watch. She followed the event for the first
hour, evaluating the competition and considering the odds. The
riders in this event aren’t anywhere near as good as Connor. Why
would he enter such a low-key event? And what horse is he
riding?

She watched him maneuver his horse to the
starting post and a warm feeling crept into her chest. Just the
sight of his athletic body and perfect posture sent tingles across
her shoulders, and interesting images into her head. The camera
zoomed up close, treating her to his fine profile, his angular jaw
set firmly, his deep-set eyes focused straight ahead as he waited
for the starting gun.

He flew over fences, ditches, and water
hazards as though his horse had wings. He was a top-notch rider,
proven by his score at the end of the ride, beating the best time
by over forty seconds. She exhaled slowly, unaware she'd been
holding her breath while she’d followed the performance.

Flicking off the set, she sat quietly for a
few minutes. Clearly, Connor Hall had worked his way into her life
in more ways than one. The question was: Where did she want
him?

 


 


Thirteen

 


That afternoon, Hal met Beth at the barn
door.

“Sammy Ferra wants to talk to ye. He’s
definitely gonna come in after the Cargill Grand Prix.”

“Keep up the good work, Hal. I won't rest
until we've signed every top rider in the country–including Stephen
Wegner.”

Hal chortled. “Aye, and if frogs had
wings–”

"No joke, Hal. This is my life we're talking
about."

He patted her shoulder. "I know, but
everything takes time. Be patient."

She bit back a sarcastic reply. Lately, she
seemed to have a knack for antagonizing everyone–including Jamie,
who'd barely spoken two words while he'd driven her to the barn.
His sullen attitude fed her niggling concern about his loyalty.

She waved goodbye to Hal, then guided the
chair toward the grooming area. A minute later, Cozy brought up a
young mare.

“Yes-sir! Good for ya to be around hosses.
Good for the soul.”

The old-time groom's enthusiasm made Beth
feel almost normal. His sinewy fingers moved deftly as he
positioned the horse on the crossties. He smoothed his hand over
the sleek chestnut shoulder, tipped his cap, and ambled off.

The stable hummed with the sounds of morning
chores and country western music crooning softly, somewhere in the
background. She sighed with content. This is where I
belong.

As she worked a soft brush over the mare’s
forelegs, whisking away the dust, her thoughts moved again to
Connor’s entry in the Class-B Indiana event. If Rex hadn’t been
injured, Connor would have placed high at the Champagne Run,
possibly won. Maybe he’s just trying to stay in shape ’til Rex
heals.

Leaning back in the wheelchair, she inspected
her handiwork. The mare's coat gleamed like a newly minted penny.
Beth rolled the chair back a little to take a better look. She’d
purchased the horse as a two-year-old sport horse prospect, but
during the previous year, she had been so busy with the
construction project, she'd only ridden Paso, and hadn’t paid much
attention to her other horses.

The mare had matured beautifully, filling out
in all the right places. With reminiscent touches of Arabian blood
showing through her traditional Trakehner characteristics, she was
far more elegant than Paso. What a fabulous dressage horse she’d
make. I’ll ask Maarka to look at her and tell me what she
thinks.

Maarka Van der Gelden had been a world
champion dressage rider in her younger days. Beth had offered a lot
of money to entice the woman to come to Highover Gate, but the
dressage program had to be the best, and Beth didn't regret
the investment for even one moment.

Her thoughts churned as she admired the mare.
I can start slowly by riding dressage. Then, when I’m ready to
do something more athletic, I can have her trained for jumping.
A hard lump rose in her throat. At that moment, the thought of
flying over fences at break-neck speed was frightening. If she
recovered completely from her current injuries and were able to
ride again, would she want to take the chance of another jumping
mishap? She might not be so lucky a second time. She glanced down
at the gleaming chrome surrounding her body. This is lucky?

A few minutes later, she handed the mare off
to a groom, then guided the chair into the large office where all
levels of Highover business were managed. She gazed around at
state-of-the-art computers and equipment, walls filled with
calendars and schedules–the core of her life. Maneuvering over to
her desk, she looked through the stacks of mail and paperwork that
had accumulated since her accident. After one brief flash of
disbelief at the incredible amount of work she’d missed, she
plunged in.

***

“Good to see ye back at your desk.”

Hal’s cheerful face beamed at her from the
door, and she glanced at the clock on the wall, astonished to see
the time.

“My gosh, I’ve been here for three hours and
it only seems like a few minutes.” She pushed back from the desk
and wheeled around to face him. “Hal, I haven't really thanked you
for the marvelous job you've done keeping the place from falling
apart.”

“Och, it was a pleasure, an' more’s the
pleasure seein’ ye back in the saddle.”

His unfortunate choice of words caught her by
surprise and she inhaled sharply.

His features crumpled into lines of dismay.
“Aw, Lass, I’m so sorry. That was...”

“No, no, it’s all right. I’ll beat this, I
promise you. Being thin-skinned won’t help anything at all.”

She turned the focus of conversation to
several business deadlines that loomed. “I see the NEF has put in
for a show date later this summer. Do we have the personnel to do
that?”

“Aye, the crew we have now is pretty
permanent. D’ye want to go ahead with the event?”

“Absolutely. The more exposure Highover can
garner, the better."

After Hal left the office, Beth moved to the
viewing window that looked out over the outdoor practice arenas.
Maarka stood at the center of the closest one, concentrating on a
young woman astride a black bay. The gleaming gelding trotted
elegantly along the straight side of the enclosure, his chin
perfectly tucked, forming a smooth arch to his neck. The rider
surged gracefully up from the saddle with each forward thrust of
his shoulders. Maarka gestured, then moved toward the pair as they
halted. Beth watched the trainer point to the horse's hooves, then
stamp her own feet. The rider nodded and resumed the trot.

Beth sighed softly at the familiarity of the
lesson. Maarka had been demonstrating the cadence required in a
good trot, a perfect and even rhythm. The horse collected himself
and, even from a distance, Beth could see the two-beat rhythm, and
the moment of suspension when all four of the gelding's feet were
off the ground. Maarka nodded encouragingly, and Beth's focus
drifted to visions of Lizzie performing the very same paces, at
some point in the distant future.

With one last glance at the continuing
lesson, Beth returned to her desk.

***

That evening, she leafed through the latest
issue of a sport horse magazine. Though tired from the long day,
her mental outlook had never been better since the accident. Being
involved with her business and horses again was exactly the
reinforcement she needed to conquer her disability. She
wanted to be the one under Maarka's direction–and soon.

On a more personal plane, her re-discovery of
the magnificent young mare sent her thoughts on a whirlwind tour of
the future. If she were able to ride again, that mare would be the
one she’d choose. Her gaze drifted back to the glossy pages filled
with photographs of the Longines Royal International Horse Show.
She idly read the captions, then zeroed in on a fabulous shot of
Connor and Rex, flying over a white gate flanked by shrubs. She'd
been in the hospital when the famous British event taken place. She
smiled and carefully tore out the page. She wanted to know more
about Connor, and it looked as though the only way to find out
would be to ask him.

Jamie popped his head in the doorway.

"Hey, how about dinner tomorrow? Big night
out."

She cocked her head. "What's the
occasion?"

"Celebrate your return to the barn, of
course!"

Her newly found enthusiasm for life was like
a tonic, and an evening out was just what she needed. "Sounds like
a winner. Where shall we go?"

“I was thinking about that new place in town.
Everyone at the country club is raving about it.”

“Oh, yes, the place decorated like an art
gallery. I read about it in the paper.”

She smiled at the man she’d known all her
life, an individual with facets she’d never noticed. Shame rose in
her head for the earlier traitorous thoughts.

"Thank you, Jamie...for everything."

 


 


 


Fourteen

 


Beth poked through her closet, looking for a
black Donna Karan dress she hadn’t worn in ages. As she rummaged,
she thought about Jamie. He'd seemed like his old self. Had she
only imagined something ominous about his recent body language?
Jamie, of all people, would never violate her trust. I have to
stop being so paranoid.

She found the dress and held it up, admiring
the designer's hallmark of simplicity. The scoop neckline revealed
just enough skin to be interesting, but still conservative, and the
black crepe de chine fell in soft folds to a slightly flared skirt
that skimmed the knee. A teardrop pearl pendant and matching
earrings would complete the look.

Thirty minutes later, the car moved along the
highway toward town, and she glanced sideways at Jamie. He wore a
pale rust-colored chambray shirt that brought out the color of his
eyes, and his wavy brown hair glistened with dampness.

"You look very handsome tonight."

He didn't look at her, but grinned with
pleasure.

"You look pretty fabulous, yourself. Your
color's coming back–must be that barn air. Eau de
manure."

She chuckled, feeling as though she were on a
real date, rather than simply having dinner with an old friend.

***

On the way home, Jamie talked about his
recent purchase of an outstanding harness mare with winner’s circle
bloodlines, but Beth’s thoughts wandered. Over cocktails, he'd
again broached the subject of his brother's interference, but she'd
brushed it aside, wanting nothing to mar her first real night out.
She'd also been intrigued by the changes she saw in him. He hadn’t
worn his clownish personality, instead, showing himself to be an
intelligent individual and serious young businessman. Daily, she
was discovering new things about familiar people, and the thought
that she'd been so oblivious was not a pleasant one.

The car stopped in the driveway, and Jamie
picked up her hand, his expression a reminder that he was still in
love with her. He started to lean forward, a kiss in his eyes, and
she panicked.

“It was a great evening, Jamie. Thanks.”

He cocked his head. “How about a night-cap? I
have some really excellent Courvoisier in my room.”

"I'll take a rain check. I'm really
tired."

A trace of disappointment darkened his eyes,
but he recovered with his usual pluckiness. "Right-O."

He wheeled her into the house, turned on the
lights in the foyer, and closed the door behind them as she hit the
message button on the bleating answering machine.

“Hi. Uh, Beth, it’s Connor. I guess you’re
not home.” His nervous laugh sputtered through the speaker.
“Well, I just thought I’d call and see how you’re doing. Well,
anyway, I’ll see you on Thursday. I have a great horse story to
tell you.” The message ended and the machine clicked off.

The silence thickened and she knew she'd
goofed. Minutes earlier, in the car, she’d acknowledged that their
dinner date had been very important to Jamie.

His voice sounded dull. “Well, I think I’ll
turn in. ’Night.”

She spun the chair around. “Jamie,
wait...”

The heavy door swung shut, leaving her to
tussle with new emotions. I’ve taken him for granted all these
years, letting him do things for me, letting him hope. The time
had come to be as good a friend to him as he'd been to her. She had
to make him understand the relationship would never go beyond
that.

As she carefully eased back onto the bed, her
right leg jerked violently, then quivered and jerked again. Though
the spasms startled her, now that she understood their
significance, the episodes no longer frightened her. The muscles
jerked again, and she instinctively bent her knee and pulled the
leg up, squeezing her thigh muscles until the quivering stopped.
She stared in astonishment at the position of her leg, the knee
bent at almost a twenty-degree angle, her heart leaping as she
realized the damaged nerves were repairing themselves at an
accelerated rate.

***

Moonlight danced on the still swirling
surface of the pool, and Connor stared into the ripples. The night
air was warm, but he shivered a little in his wet swim trunks.
Cold dips instead of cold showers. Bethany Webb was getting
to him, despite his efforts to keep her at arm’s length. He’d fully
expected her to be home during the evening hours, and had been
caught off-guard when her answering machine had picked up. He
grinned and shook his head. What a stupid message–she'll be
real impressed now!

The moon-dance on the water hypnotized him as
he thought about the last time he’d seen her on horseback–the day
she was injured. He recalled the charming face and compelling eyes,
her cool and confident manner as she’d debated whether to tell him
her name. He smiled at the recollection, then his thoughts moved
from her face to the rest of the package, and he felt a stir,
imagining what it would be like to feel her body against his.

Enough of this! He stood and, in one
swift movement, shattered the moonlit pattern on the surface of the
water.

***

A robin’s morning song floated through the
open window, and Beth drifted from sleep to half-wakefulness in the
gauzy pre-dawn light. She sighed and stretched, rolling onto her
side to slip back into a few more moments of limbo, then her eyes
snapped open and she groaned, remembering her decision of the night
before.

She swung her legs over the edge of the bed
and, for a minute, was tempted to try taking a step or two.
Thinking better of it, she grabbed the arms of the wheelchair, and
swiveled her hips into the seat. There'd be plenty of time to
experiment when she was a little stronger.

She rolled down the hall toward the kitchen,
rehearsing what she'd say to Jamie, but nothing sounded right. She
could think of no way to keep from trampling his feelings.

The doorbell rang and his voice echoed in the
foyer. “Honey, I’m home!”

She relaxed. He sounded normal. A minute
later, he gazed down on her, an affectionate smile warming his
eyes.

“I need to talk to you, Hon.”

They headed for the study, and anxiety
tightened her gut. Jamie pulled the ottoman up in front of her
chair and sat down, then reached out and grasped both her hands,
his tender expression piercing straight through her chest.

“Bethey, I’m moving back to my place. I’m
just underfoot here.”

She started to protest, but he shook his
head.

“Hear me out. We both know I hoped being
close to you would move our relationship to a more personal level.
I was naïve. What’s more, it’s obvious you're doing just fine on
your own.” He winked. “Other than your one little mishap, of
course.”

He rose and paced back and forth, apparently
trying to gather the courage to continue the difficult
conversation. She remained silent, sympathy filling her heart.

He turned and looked directly into her eyes.
“I’ll always love you–you know that. But the time has come for me
to move on and try to find a life for myself that doesn’t revolve
around hoping you’ll be a permanent part of it.”

Her eyes burned at the generous gesture to
shoulder all the responsibility for their relationship. She looked
down at her lap, blinking away the drops that brimmed on her
lashes.

He sat down again and put his hand on her
knee. “You are going to recover. I can feel it. Your friend,
Connor, has already strengthened your morale, and your legs will
follow. We’ll all be there, cheering wildly, when you sail over the
courses again.”

“Jamie, I’m so sorry,” she whispered. “I
never meant to hurt you. Really.”

He grinned, tilting his head. “Bethey,
Bethey, Bethey–I know that. We’ve been buddies long enough that I
know exactly how you think. That’s why I’m going home.” He reached
out and brushed a tear from her cheek. "Now dry up and listen...I
have a great idea."

She smiled at his enthusiasm as he described
the plan.

"We'll rent another wheelchair to keep at the
barn. To get back and forth, you can use that golf-cart that's
gathering dust in the garage. You'll be able to come and go as you
please...what do you think?"

"It's perfect!"

Not only could she continue her barn visits,
but the plan was also another step toward her cherished
independence.

The room seemed more than empty after Jamie
left. The silence closed in around her, and she moved toward the
French doors. The sun had slipped behind a cloud, the waning
brilliance producing long shadows that crept over the pastures and
woods. Paso’s gravesite faded into the murky depths of the trees,
and her mood darkened again, as though the shadows had moved into
the room and swallowed her, as well.

 


 


Fifteen

 


Beth smoothed her hand over the sleek
copper-colored shoulder. “Hello, Lizzie.”

The elegant mare’s ears pricked forward, and
she nickered softly.

Beth turned to the young woman who’d brought
the horse up. “Please keep her in today. Maarka is coming to look
at her this afternoon.”

Beth had looked through the records to
refresh her memory about the horse’s background. She'd been
right–“Miz Liz” had an outstanding pedigree. Now, Beth maneuvered
the wheelchair completely around the mare, assessing her
conformation points. The more she saw, the better she felt about
her decision to put the mare to work with the dressage expert.

The mare stood quietly, watching Beth’s every
move. The very fact that the horse didn’t spook at the wheelchair
was an excellent sign. Sport horses had to be open to everything. A
fine line lay between a high-strung, intelligent mount and one that
went crazy at the first strange object it encountered. The danger
in jumping was too great to take a chance with an unreliable
horse.

Cozy appeared. “Miz Webb. Da phone’s for
you.” He gestured toward the office, then moved on down the
aisle.

“This is Beth Webb.”

“Hello, Miss Webb. This is Sammy Ferra. Did
Hal MacGregor tell you I called?”

She softened her crisp business tone. “Yes,
hello! Hal says you're interested in training here.”

“Yeah. I need that extra edge. I can’t seem
to move off 'also-ran' these days.”

Beth rolled her eyes. Third place at Rolex
is hardly “also-ran.”

“We’d be delighted to have you here. I’ll put
you in Hal’s charge to settle the arrangements. I’m not fully back
in the office yet.”

Sammy's voice softened with sympathy. “Oh,
yeah. I was sorry to hear about your accident. But I guess it won’t
keep you from running the place, huh?”

His attempts to be up-beat had the exact
opposite effect, and she pursed her lips tightly to keep from
snapping his head off.

“No, it probably won’t. Hal will call you
later about a boarding and training schedule.”

After hanging up the phone, she sat at the
desk, lost in thought. Yes, I can still manage the facility if I
can’t walk or ride again, but that’s not enough. It will
never be enough. She thought about the
future, then a niggling little voice sneaked into the back of her
mind, asking her just what else she wanted in her life besides
Highover Gate.

***

The days had passed quickly since Beth had
returned to a somewhat normal routine, and on the trek to
Louisville the following week, she and Jamie bantered back and
forth as usual about their barns. Nothing more had been said about
their personal situation.

In the waiting room, she glanced at her watch
again and sighed. My appointment was for fifteen minutes ago.
What’s the hold-up? Next to her, Jamie quietly leafed through a
magazine he’d pulled from the dull selection on the table.

As though her mental question had traveled to
the inner sanctum of the clinic, Connor’s assistant poked his head
through the door.

“Beth’ny? C’mon back.”

She glided into Connor’s office and, a few
seconds later, heard his distinctive voice in the hall. Her breath
caught briefly as he entered the room.

He shot her a friendly, but impersonal look,
and set his briefcase on the desk. “Hello, Beth. How are we doing
today?”

Cotton filled her mouth and her thoughts
tumbled one over the other. She had so much to tell him, but where
to start?

“I saw you on television last weekend at the
Indiana Invitational.”

He leveled an intense gaze on her. “You did?
Now how did you happen to be watching that joke?”

She looked down at her hands. “I called here
to ask you a question, and your assistant told me where you
were.”

“And you saw the whole thing?”

At that point, she felt ridiculous and tried
to smoothly change the subject.

“Well, I don’t exactly have a lot to do, so I
surf the sports channels looking for horse events.”

His attitude was just a bit condescending,
and her irritation over the poor beginning to the meeting scratched
away the warm glow she’d felt, moments before.

He shrugged. “After Rex hurt himself, I
needed something to do.”

How can he stay so composed when he
has to be deeply disappointed?

He settled his hip on the edge of the desk.
“I need to stay in shape until Rex’s tendon heals. A friend of mine
couldn’t ride that day, but didn’t want to lose the entry fees, so
I rode his horse.”

He rose from the desk and came over to sit
down beside her. The brief personal exchange was over, and he wore
his professional hat again.

Reaching down, he gently grasped her ankle.
“How’s this leg coming along?”

“I was sitting on the bed, and my leg started
to jerk really hard again. Without realizing it, I brought my right
knee up to almost a twenty-degree angle." She watched his face for
a positive reaction. "That’s good, isn’t it?”

He rocked back on his heels, and penciled a
note into her chart. “Yes, that certainly means things are on the
mend. Anything else?”

She gulped. If she planned to trust herself
completely to his care, she'd have to be honest with him.

“Ahhh...a couple of weeks ago, I missed the
bed and spent some time on the floor.”

Dismay passed briefly across his features and
he rose to his feet.

Hurriedly, she added, “I didn’t hurt myself.
Really.” Her voice dropped to almost a whisper. “It frightened me,
though. I recognized how much I have to overcome before I can ride
again.”

His eyebrows came together. “Beth, you must
be very careful. Being able to get up by yourself isn't the
problem. You could hit your head, or break an arm.” His eyes
sparked authority. “You must not push yourself beyond your
capabilities, just to prove something.”

He sat down on the stool, his tone softening.
“It’s good that your muscles are growing stronger, but it takes
time. Trust me.”

She looked at the face that had recently
engaged her thoughts more and more. His concern seemed genuine–more
than just professional solicitude–and that made her feel very good,
but at the same time wary. Would her growing attraction to him be a
problem?

She pushed away the annoying thought. “I’ve
been doing the exercises three times a day. The work-out has helped
me at the barn.”

“The barn?”

She grinned at his surprise, then related her
morning routine for the past few days. His approving smile filled
her heart with delight.

“Now that’s really good news." He
glanced down at his watch, then jumped up and wiggled his eyebrows.
“Shall we proceed to the torture chamber, my dear?”

***

Beth’s rigorous daily routine had definitely
paid off. The maneuvers she’d found so difficult at her first
therapy session were now fairly easy to perform, and her confidence
grew, infusing her with a strong sense of hope for the future. As
Connor rolled her chair toward the padded platform for the final
set of exercises, a veil of disappointment descended over her
thoughts. She wouldn’t see him again for a week, time that would
drag, days and nights all alone. Stop! You can't think like
this!

She waved him away when he tried to help her
out the chair. “I can do this. I climb into bed every night all by
myself.”

He moved back one step, but watched her
closely as she rose from the chair, then turned to lean back
against the platform. As she positioned her hands on the edge, her
right leg buckled, and she pitched forward.

Connor caught her in mid-air, his arms
circling her body and pulling her tightly to his chest. She could
feel his breath against her ear, warm and sweet. A heartbeat
thudded between them. Was it hers, or his? She exhaled slowly, then
tilted her head back, losing herself in his gaze and seeing the
fires burning deep in the green pools. For a split second, she felt
suspended in time, afraid–or unwilling–to leave the intimate cocoon
of the embrace.

He broke the spell. “Whoa, that was
close!”

He lifted her up and onto the platform, then
stepped back and turned away to pick up the clipboard he’d dropped
when he’d jumped forward to catch her.

A moment later, the color on his cheeks
assured her she wasn't the only one who’d been affected by the
incident. Suddenly embarrassed, she focused on a chart on the wall,
but all she could think about was the way she’d felt in his
arms.

The remaining minutes of the session blurred
and, soon, she rolled back out to the waiting room, confused and
miserable. After the embrace, Connor had withdrawn, his manner
polite and professional, and he hadn't looked directly at her
again. How do I handle this? He’s just as attracted to me as I
am to him.

***

That evening, in the quiet tack room, Connor
pulled on his paddock boots. He'd been deeply shaken by the sudden
intimacy during Beth's session, and the remainder of his day at the
office had been a shambles. He stared at the dusty floor, lost in
thought. It had been hours ago, but he couldn’t rid himself of the
excitement of holding her in his arms.

He turned his thoughts to her progress.
Reviewing what she’d told him about the spasms in her leg, it was
clear she was getting better. Because of his professional help? Or
would she have recovered anyway without him? He grinned. She
is awfully independent and stubborn. Did
he think she’d walk again? Yes. Her dreams of riding again were an
entirely different matter.

He shook off the question, and moved down the
aisle toward Rex's stall.

"Hey, Buddy, how's the boo-boo?"

Rex nickered and bobbed his head. Connor
knelt down and began loosening the bandage on Rex’s foreleg, but
Beth’s face floated into his thoughts again. Since her very first
appointment, her look of terror at the prospect of never riding
again had haunted him. He gazed affectionately at his horse, an old
friend waiting patiently and willingly for whatever might be next.
Connor’s throat tightened as he tried to imagine a life without
riding.

He massaged medicated cream into Rex's
injured leg, vowing that Bethany Webb would ride again, regardless
of what his own sacrifices might have to be.
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More and more, Beth's personal thoughts about
Connor made her wonder if her fast-track life had been artificial.
She glanced out the office window at the landscape strewn with
equipment, building materials, and construction workers. How did
one work another human being into a frantically busy life? Was it
something she could schedule and manage like any other project? She
sighed. Like it or not, he was already there.

Her gaze shifted to the newly constructed
grandstand that skirted the jumping arena. Close by, two
stonemasons meticulously measured and placed fieldstones for the
final stretch of the surrounding wall. Except for the damaged
dressage, the facility was shaping up nicely.

She turned back to the desk and paged through
the scheduling book. Hal had been hard at work, and the months
ahead were already filling up with training sessions and a few
tentative events. She scribbled a note to call the public relations
coordinator right after lunch.

A moment later, the phone rang and her
spirits rose. Her stockbroker had just sold a quarter of her shares
in the LA stadium, giving her more than enough to rebuild the
dressage barn.

Dan Cornell stepped into the office. "You
wanted to see me?"

"Yes, we need to get the jump on the barn
repair. I want you to figure out how long it will take and what
materials you'll need. Then get the stuff ordered so we don't lose
any time waiting for delivery.

Dan nodded, making a note in his organizer.
He shook his head as he glanced up at her. "Sure is a good thing we
hadn't hung all those custom doors and hardware."

"Amen, Dan."

***

Beth lay on the bed and gazed at the ceiling,
waiting for the twitching leg muscles to quiet. The spasms had
become more frequent as her therapy progressed, but she'd found
that, by flexing the leg, she could stop the annoying sensation.
The episodes occurred most frequently after she exercised, and this
day was no different. She'd worked her legs especially hard.
Enthusiasm about Lizzie was helping her focus on goals for the
future. The mare would require over a year of training before
anyone could begin riding dressage with her. A year was exactly the
time frame Beth figured she’d need to be ready for the day when she
could again view the world from her saddle.

Fatigue slipped over her like a shadow and
she closed her eyes. Tight muscles relaxed, and her thoughts
carried her on another journey, easing into dreams where she rode
beside Connor through deep green woods and endless fields, whirled
through a dance in his arms, and lay beside him in the dark velvet
of night, lost in passion.

***

Bright and early on Saturday, Beth watched
Maarka slowly circle Miz Liz. Maarka’s face revealed nothing, and
Beth wished she could read the trainer's thoughts.

Finally, the distinct Dutch accent snapped
through the air. “I will put her on a lunge line.”

In the arena, the beautiful mare moved
fluidly and evenly around the circle, her muscles rippling with
strength, her head high, her tail arched lightly–a captivating
picture.

Fifteen minutes later, dying to ask for an
opinion, Beth rolled silently alongside Maarka as she led the horse
back to the stall.

“She is very nice, Beth. When do you want to
start her?”

“Now! How soon can you take her? How long
before she’s ready to ride?”

Maarka smiled indulgently. “I can take her
any time. As for how long, that will depend on the mare’s
abilities. I would say from four to six months.”

After Maarka left, Beth stayed with Lizzie,
brushing the brilliant chestnut coat until it gleamed.

“I’ll really miss you, but we'll soon be
together again as a team.”

***

With each day of exercise, Beth’s legs grew
stronger and more flexible, and her mental outlook improved. Plans
for Lizzie occupied most of her quiet-time thoughts.

One evening, while idly surfing through the
sports channels, she stumbled upon a documentary about riding
programs for disabled people. Intrigued, she watched riders of all
ages move around the perimeter of a large arena. A small woman in a
wheelchair appeared in front of the camera, and Beth listened
closely to the program narrator as he interviewed the disabled
woman, the instructor for the group of handicapped riders in the
background.

The camera zoomed in on several of the horses
and Beth’s interest heightened. An aged roan horse patiently
plodded along, carrying a small lump of a boy, his flaccid body
secured with leather straps to a specially designed saddle. How
could someone with such severe disability remain upright on a
moving horse? The camera zoomed to the child’s face, and Beth's
heart lurched. Under the helmet that all but obscured his small
features, the little boy’s eyes glowed with the joy and excitement
that his mutinous face muscles could not display.

The scene flicked to another rider, a young
man with no obvious disability, but whose features had the vacant
look of mental retardation. He suddenly waved at the camera, a
gargoyle smile brightening his face.

Beth sat back and exhaled slowly. If these
severely handicapped people can ride, why couldn’t I? Another
interview with the instructor interrupted her racing thoughts. The
woman had been injured in a tragic steeplechase fall, five years
earlier, and was totally paralyzed from the waist down. She would
never walk again.

She smiled nervously at the camera. “But I
can ride every day. It’s the only thing that keeps me sane.”

Beth nodded, feeling a bond with the
stranger. My barn chores are the only things that keep
me going. She sat back, suddenly excited.
I wonder if there’s a group like that around here. I could begin
working on my balance. It would be perfect. Connor would certainly know about such
things.

***

Though the mare had only been gone a few
days, it seemed much longer to Beth. Paso's old stall had been
stripped of all evidence that a horse had lived there recently. The
black ribbon had disappeared, and the brass nameplate had been
moved into the trophy room and placed under a photograph of Beth
and Paso accepting a trophy at some show in the past.

Her gaze moved from the stall to the vast
pastures beyond the barn. All the resident horses were already
grazing in the dim morning light. The ache in her heart was still
there, but she had begun to move past the hurdle of her horse’s
death, and sad thoughts were gradually being replaced by happier
images. She turned her attention back to the empty stall.

When Lizzie comes home, this is where she’ll
live.

***

Late that afternoon, she rolled into the
kitchen to see what Jean had fixed for supper. Felix appeared, ever
hopeful he might be fed twice that day. She opened and closed the
refrigerator door, looked idly at the shopping list, painful
reminders of the things she couldn’t do, and her dependence on
others. Her excess mental energy and deep frustration kicked in.
Why am I tormenting myself? I’m the only one who can do anything
about it, and if I don’t get a move on, I’ll be sitting here
forever.

She wheeled the chair out into the long hall,
heading toward the study. At the doorway, she stopped and looked
down at her legs. With grim determination, she flexed the muscles
in the right leg, willing them to lift up. She lifted the leg
again, and it came up a few inches higher. Relaxing back into the
chair, she surveyed the room. If I stand up, I could probably
get to the back of the couch. She calculated the distance.
Not more than three feet. If I can balance against the back of
the couch, I can probably make it to the end. From there, it’s only
two steps to the recliner. Apprehension thundered through her
chest, but determination overruled the fear.

She locked the chair wheels, then carefully
planted her feet on the floor and slowly pushed herself up, keeping
a firm hold on the chair for balance. She waited for her pulse rate
to level off. Testing her right leg and satisfied it would hold
her, she let go of the chair, and balanced for a few seconds.
All systems go. She gingerly moved her left leg forward and
waited a second before transferring her full weight, leaning
forward slightly so she could grab the couch if she lost her
balance. The leg held. She moved her right leg forward. So far,
so good.

A wave of light-headedness swirled up and her
body swayed precariously. She closed her eyes and tried the
breathing technique Connor had shown her. The dizziness passed and
she opened her eyes. Still standing. One more step and I’ll be
at the couch. Gathering all her concentration, she moved the
left leg forward, then grabbed the back of the couch.

Exhilaration surged through her.

“Mr. Hall–You owe me dinner!” she crowed.

A violent spasm racked her right thigh.

"No! No! No!"

She leaned heavily against the couch and,
within moments, the spasm dwindled and disappeared. She waited to
see if the episode was really over, then carefully took two more
steps along the back of the couch. Sparkling lights spun through
her vision as the dizziness suddenly returned, this time stronger.
She squeezed her eyes tightly, but couldn’t overcome the attack.
Her grip slipped from the couch and she reeled sideways, the floor
racing toward her. Instinctively, she twisted her body to break the
fall. A flash of pain raced through her jaw, and she gasped for the
breath that had disappeared from her lungs.

Groaning, she rolled onto her back. Her right
leg erupted into a demonic dance again, her adrenaline level began
to dissipate, and tears of frustration blurred her vision. At
least I didn’t fall because the leg wouldn’t hold me. She
looked around for something close enough to pull herself up on.
Felix perched on the seat of the wheelchair, grooming himself, his
hind leg stuck straight up in the air.

“Bring that chair over here, would you?”

The cat blinked his large yellow eyes, then
resumed his bath.

She hoisted herself up onto her elbows,
gauging the six feet between her and the chair. Licking her lips,
she tasted the sweet, salty flavor of blood. Oh, great.
That will look attractive. A giggle
bubbled up at the foolish vanity that had wormed its way into her
precarious predicament.

Fifteen minutes later, she lolled in the
wheelchair, gasping from the exertion of dragging herself across
the floor. Her head throbbed, her swollen lip burned, and her
elbows and knees stung with rug burn. Exhausted, she headed for her
bedroom.

The doorbell chimed insistently in the foggy
recesses of her head, dragging her from a light, restless sleep.
Every muscle in her body protested as she struggled to sit up. The
bell sounded again and she eased into the wheelchair, thinking
she'd like to shoot whoever was at the door.

“I’m coming, I’m coming,” she muttered.

***

She’s not home. I should’ve called first.
I really shouldn’t even be here.
Connor exhaled sharply, then looked around the beautifully kept
front garden. The scent of some fragrant bloom floated on the warm
evening air, and the sharp sounds of daytime had been replaced by
the quiet murmurs of evening.

The heavy ache of fatigue pressed in on him.
The nightmare had returned twice after the last session with Beth,
but the dream had taken on a new twist. Now, as Connor peered into
the familiar gaping hole in the ground, he was no longer a young
boy, but a grown man, staring down into Bethany Webb's pleading
eyes. As always, his fear paralyzed him, while she begged him to
help her. He'd take off, running to find help, but would continue
running–running away. Each night, he’d awakened with a start, cold
and clammy, the scene unresolved.

For the past week, his thoughts had yanked
him back and forth between his professional responsibility to help
Beth walk again, and his desire to draw her into his personal space
and make her a part of his life. One precluded the other–a serious
problem.
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Beth opened the heavy door and her heartbeat
skidded to a momentary stop.

Connor smiled sheepishly. “Hi. Sorry I didn’t
call first. I was in the area.”

“That’s okay. Come on in.”

“I hope it’s not too late for visitors.”

“No, no. I’m usually up pretty late, since I
take a nap in the afternoon. I was just going to brew a cup of tea
and sit outside for awhile.”

She tried to stay calm, but her brain reeled.
The vivid memory of their last encounter danced through her
thoughts, sending tingles across her skin. With Connor standing
only an arm’s length away, she could barely control her wild
imagination.

As she filled the teakettle, she hummed with
pleasure, happy to have him sitting in her kitchen. She reached
across the counter to pick up the cups and saucers, and glanced at
him again. The contented feeling froze in her chest. His expression
had changed.

His professional personality surfaced, and
his tone was cool and clinical.

“What happened to your elbow?”

The air crackled with tension, and she
snatched her arm back, pressing it against her body to hide the
wound.

“Nothing. I banged it on the counter
earlier.”

Pinning her with a hard look, he probed. “You
didn’t fall?”

She shook her head and avoided looking at
him, knowing her fabrication hadn't fooled him. She busied herself
arranging the tea tray, trying to ignore the deepening silence
between them.

In the next moment, he knelt beside her
chair, and gently took her arm. He inspected the elbow, then
reached for the other arm. He said nothing as he compared the two
wounds, but the fine planes of his face were now etched with
anger.

Her chest tightened at his nearness. Each
breath turned into a tiny silent gasp as his touch sent electric
shocks through her, even in the face of the imminent danger.

He rocked back onto his heels and peered into
her face, his eyes locking intently on hers. “Do your knees
match?”

She nodded, feeling like a small child caught
in a naughty act. She started to explain, but he rose to his feet
and strode away, then turned on his heel and glared at her.

“What happened?”

Her initial reluctance to tell him quickly
changed to irritation and defensiveness.

"Why are you acting like this? So I fell, so
what? There’ll probably be more tumbles before I conquer this
thing."

She turned the wheelchair around and headed
out of the kitchen. She'd reached the terrace by the time he caught
up with her.

“I’m sorry, Beth. I just...”

She didn’t look at him, just stared across
the darkened pastures, wishing he would leave. Maybe I should
find a different therapist. This isn't working. He’s driving me
crazy, and I need to focus on my future. I have too much at stake
to be so emotionally screwed up.

His touch instantly erased the defiant
thoughts, his voice caressing her mind as softly as his hands
stroked her shoulders.

“I just don’t want you to get hurt. Don’t you
understand?”

She looked up at him earnestly. “Yes, I do.
But I also understand that I am the only one who can solve
my problem. I can’t sit around in this chair, wishing I
could walk, wishing I could ride. I have to do
something, don't you understand? For all your professional
expertise, you can’t make it happen. It’s my
job.”

Distress crumpled his features, and she
reached for his hand.

“Connor, I will beat this. I proved it
this afternoon.” She smiled confidently. “I didn’t fall because my
legs didn’t work, I fell because I got dizzy and lost my balance.”
She searched his face for a moment. “Even though I have some
scrapes and bruises, I’m thrilled.”

He nodded silently, and she released his
hand, jerking her thumb toward the door. “C’mon. Just let me show
you something.”

She rolled over to the back of the couch and,
as she started to rise, Connor leaped forward.

“Beth, Wait! What are you doing?”

She grinned mischievously. “Calm down. You
know as well as I do, if you fall off a horse, you should climb
right back on.”

Gathering her focus, she repeated her steps
of the afternoon, pausing between each movement to make sure the
weak leg would hold her. Balancing herself with the back of the
couch, she took four slow, measured steps. Briefly, her head felt
light and detached from her body, and she closed her eyes, willing
away the sensation. It passed and, when she opened her eyes again,
Connor stood directly in front of her, his face glowing with
approval–and something else she couldn’t quite fathom.

Her cheeks warmed with the flush of victory.
She met his gaze, and immediately recognized the look in his eyes.
The fragile moment hung between them like the fine thread of spider
silk.

“Bethany.”

His whisper caressed her heart, sending her
thoughts on a fantasy flight as he pulled her into his arms. She
felt every beat of his heart, and heard each breath he drew. Within
the circle of his embrace, she gazed into the depths of his desire,
the spark of his electricity igniting her own suppressed longing.
She melted against him, feeling his need against her belly, a
reminder that she’d crossed the boundary.

His fingers sifted through her hair, tenderly
cradling her head as he softly nibbled and kissed her neck. Then,
he stopped and searched her face, his eyes searching hers. She met
his gaze and exhaled softly. Yes.

His whisper was ragged with emotion. “Oh,
God, Beth. I’ve thought about you day and night. I’ve tried to
ignore it, but I can’t help myself.”

She lifted her face and lost herself in his
long, deep kiss.

***

Curled into the warm circle of Connor’s arm,
Beth nestled her cheek against his smooth skin. She could feel his
heart beating slowly, matched by the steady rise and fall of his
chest as he slept. Her thoughts hummed with the delights she'd
experienced hours ago. She didn't want to sleep, couldn't
sleep, wanting to savor being there beside him, not miss a minute.
This is all I want. She smiled into the darkness. It
seems so simple, why hasn't it ever happened before?

Birds twittered cheerily outside the window
when she awoke later. The sound of the shower reminded her of her
guest. The memory of the night of passion sent a flush of warmth
over her skin and she glanced at the clock. I wonder if he has
time for a quick cuddle before he goes. She giggled, astonished
by her wanton thoughts. In all her life, she’d never felt the way
Connor made her feel.

“Well, good morning, sleepy head.”

His brilliant smile outshone the sunlight
pouring through the window. Her gaze moved to his tan chest,
glistening with shower drops, then drifted down to the skimpy towel
wrapped around his slim torso.

She tilted her head. “Come cuddle for a
minute.”

He laughed. “Boy, your accident certainly
didn’t hurt your libido.”

He strolled over to the bed and sat down, but
made no move to slip between the sheets. She reached over and
fingered the towel, tugging gently, hoping it would fall away.

He grabbed her hand and smiled, trying to
assume a solemn expression.

“Beth, I have to leave now. I work, you know.
And Louisville isn’t exactly around the corner.”

She pulled an exaggerated pout, pushing her
lower lip out as far as she could, and looking up at him through
her eyelashes. He rewarded the comical face with an indulgent
smile, but his tone remained firm.

“C’mon, rise and shine. I brought your chair
in, and I’ve made some coffee. Do you need any help in the
shower?”

He was all business now, and it was clear
he'd not be lured back into her bed.

“No, I can manage all right. Coffee sounds
good. I’ll be out in a few minutes.”

Seated on the shower chair, the hot water
streaming over her head and shoulders, she thought about their
lovemaking. Just the memory of it stirred her. For someone who
hasn’t had much of a love life, you’re doing okay in the lust
department.

Twenty minutes later, she rolled onto the
sun-drenched terrace. Not only had he fixed coffee, he’d found some
bread and made toast. I could definitely get used to
this.

There were so many things she wanted to tell
him, and ask him, but she immediately noticed that the atmosphere
had changed. His attitude seemed almost impersonal, as though he
felt uncomfortable being there.

He set down his coffee cup. “I’d better get
going right now. Don't you have a housekeeper due any minute?”

She cocked her head. "Yes. Are you
embarrassed?"

“Not really, but you might be.”

The sharp edge of the disconnect sliced
through her heart, shattering the earlier dreamy mood. She’d
imagined a romantic embrace and tender goodbye kiss before he left
her.

He knelt down beside her chair, his face
drawn. “I hope last night wasn’t a mistake.”

The uneasiness that had been lurking inside
her for the past few minutes sprang up, large and ominous.

“For whom?” she whispered.
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The truck slowly rolled to a stop at the
bottom of the driveway, and Connor gazed across the road at the
perfect squares of pasture dotted with grazing horses. A beautiful
scene, the morning fresh and clear, but the image of Beth’s hurt
expression cast a dark shadow on his view.

What had he done? How could he ever explain
to her that he couldn't mix his professional life with his personal
desires? She was a truly unique woman, independent and
self-confident, but, at the same time, feminine and vulnerable.
He’d felt so comfortable sitting in her kitchen while she'd
pottered with the tea, a comfort level he'd never known before.

Her isolation in that huge house bothered
him. She could hurt herself, maybe lay somewhere for hours before
help arrived. His concern bluntly reminded him it wasn’t the
physical therapist managing the situation, it was the man. To
explain his feelings to her would also require revealing his past,
something he wasn’t yet ready to share with her. Vivid images of
their passion overruled his misgivings, images that exceeded his
wildest dreams about her. His thoughts quickened. How wonderful
she’d felt and tasted. How deeply she’d responded to him, with more
passion than he’d ever imagined possible.

He shook his head to clear the stimulating
vision, then slipped the truck into gear and glided out onto the
road. Maybe I can eventually find a way to make all the pieces
fit, but I can't deal with it right now.

***

Beth sat for a long time, her coffee cold,
her toast untouched. The numbness engulfing her body had left her
mind untouched. Repeatedly, she tried to make sense of what had
happened. Why did he come all that way to see me if he didn’t
want a personal relationship? He didn’t even pretend to be here as
my therapist. A hard knot formed in her throat and tears
crowded against her lids, burning to be released, while Connor’s
words echoed in the confines of her head. I hope this wasn’t a
mistake...mistake...mistake.

She thought again about the ecstasy she’d
felt in his arms, the surge of life filling her neglected body. And
the hope. How could anything so beautiful, so right, be a mistake?
Happiness found and lost in the space of a few hours. The tears
started and no dam on earth could have held back the flood.

A lifetime of minutes later, exhausted and
dulled by her emotions, she turned her back on the beautiful
morning, and rolled into the study to her usual spot in front of
the television. The screen flickered to life and she lost herself
in the world news.

A forest fire raged in Colorado. A laid-off
factory worker had gone on a shooting spree. A
seventy-three-car-pileup littered a California freeway. Beth
watched woodenly as the country’s problems dwarfed her own.

The cell phone ring was barely audible over
the chaos on the screen.

Jamie’s voice sounded overly cheerful. “Hi,
Doll.”

She didn’t feel like talking, but tried to be
polite. “You’re certainly cheerful this morning.”

He laughed. “And obviously, you are
not. What’s going on?”

Irritation prickled across her neck and she
resisted the urge to snap. “Just watching the news.”

A palpable hesitation echoed over the
line.

“Bethey, is everything all right? You sound
strange.”

She closed her eyes. Please, leave me
alone. “I’m fine, Jamie. I have a headache.”
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