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      “Better wake up, you big ape. You’ve been tying up this bed long enough. I knew you’d be trouble the moment I laid eyes on you.”

      The last is said with a distinct tremor.

      I’m so tempted to let the darkness surrounding me suck me under, but each time I feel myself slipping, this voice keeps pulling me back to the surface. I don’t have to open my eyes to know who it is. That voice has stirred and grated on me equally over the past year. Deep and resonant most of the time, shrill some of the time, but there’ve been moments where it had some sweetness to it. It’s those times that stirred my soul; gave me the promise of a world of softness underneath the bristles. A promise that had all but disappeared, until now.

      Sure, her words are combative, but Beth’s emotions are only too clear in her voice. She cares. She doesn’t want to, that much is obvious, but she cares nonetheless. At least I think so. So far, I really haven’t been on my game when it comes to her, and yet with every rejection and slight, she has managed to worm herself deeper under my skin. Damn.

      The first time I laid eyes on her, she had soot all over her face and her dark hair had mostly pulled free of her ponytail. A strong, capable woman, I could see that from the way she stood straight. Despite her softer curves and the hint of fatigue around her liquid brown eyes, I could see this was not a woman to cross. Not that I wanted to, quite the opposite in fact. Her defiant stance and pronounced hourglass figure shook me awake, body and mind. Immediately, I managed to piss her off.

      “Well, aren’t you a sight for sore eyes?” I remember wincing the moment those words flew from my mouth. From the look on her face, she wasn’t that impressed either.

      One of her eyebrows almost disappeared into her hairline, and her lush lips were pulled into an angry line. Sonofabitch. You’d think I’d learn after having already pissed off the owner of the place I was hired to do work on. The local diner in Cedar Tree was damaged in a recent fire, and I almost blew the job because of my runaway mouth.

      It was hammered into me, growing up in the Deep South, to treat women like delicate flowers. Well, there wasn’t anything ‘delicate’ about Beth, the woman standing across from me now, just as there’d been nothing flowery about Arlene, her boss and owner of the diner in question.

      In fact, there wasn’t a damn delicate flower to be found anywhere in or around Cedar Tree. I was making a name for myself pissing each and everyone of them off, at some point in time. The irony of it all was that my mom, although with the appearance of a true southern belle, had a spine of steel and a hand that was harder than my father’s had ever been. Always dressed in frilly dresses, giving the illusion of fragility, she ruled the household and us boys with an iron fist. She’d always been our pillar of strength until cancer took her. My father gave up after that and didn’t take long to follow her, and what remained of our family fell apart after that.

      I tried to redeem myself. I tried hard with Beth, and although I’d struck up a friendship with Arlene and some of her friends, despite my shaky start, Beth never seemed to warm to me. She confused the hell out of me though. That foot, which has a tendency to stick itself in my mouth, got itchy whenever I was around her. There wasn’t a time that our interactions didn’t end up with Beth irritated or angry with me. Although recently, after I’d scheduled to meet a new client at the diner to discuss some work on her house, Beth had been more snippy than normal; almost as if she was jealous. After many months of trying to get in her good graces, I thought I’d found a crack in her armor. The next time I walked in the diner and saw her walking toward my booth, I figured it was time to push a little. So I got up and the minute she was within reach, I pulled her against me and was going to lay a kiss on her. I’d always been told that if you wanted something you had to be clear in your intentions. I figured nothing would get the message across better than a kiss. Right? Well, my lips had barely touched hers when she gave me an almighty shove to my chest and to my horror started crying. Not exactly the reaction I had hoped for.

      “You—you caveman! Why would you do that?”

      Before I could even form a response, she was running into the kitchen, tears running down her face. The kitchen where right at that moment half of Cedar Tree was assembled. Reckon that didn’t only not go over too well, but it didn’t go over too well in a very public way. I followed her, found her outside leaning against the dumpster, spouting some incoherent stuff about trying to kiss her when I was playing footsies with another. She could’ve spoken Greek and it probably would’ve made more sense to me. Seeming to make her only more upset, I left her and went back inside—eyes in the kitchen burning holes in my back.

      I tried a few more times, until she told me to leave her alone, and she ended up hiding in the bathroom.

      That’s when I’d decided this was a battle that was perhaps not worth fighting or winning. As much as women are an enigma to me; Beth was a complete alien. A beautiful, loving—at least to her friends—and hardworking woman I’d spent a year trying to get to know, but the woman was an impenetrable fort. I’m all about fighting to get in, but at some point it’d be nice to be invited. I’m getting too old for this song and dance. Having loved and lost before, I can say I’d gladly do the loving part, but the losing is not something I’d volunteer for again. Especially not before we even get to the loving.

      So with continued rejection bitter on my tongue, I started spending all of my energy on my contracts: the house renovations in Cortez and Naomi’s place in town.

      It’s actually the last thing I remember, the old house behind the feed store. I think I was there, but the memory keeps going to black, like turning off the TV. A clear picture one minute and the next thing a blank screen. My head hurts, and momentarily forgetting about the woman in the room, my hand moves of its own accord toward my head. I haven’t opened my eyes yet, but the gasp I hear is clearly from her lips.

      “There you are. I gotta call a nurse.”

      Busted. For as much as I’ve started to embrace the dark, I know she’ll just hound me until I open my eyes.
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      “He moved his arm,” I reply excitedly to the nurse, who enters the room I’ve virtually lived in the last few weeks. “I thought there was something different about his breathing this morning, but that was all until he moved, just now.”

      “Mr. Mason?” She approaches the bed confidently, pulling a small flashlight from her pocket, as she carefully peels back one of his eyelids.

      Before I got the news that he had been hurt badly and flown to Durango, I’d fought the feelings this man invoked in me tooth and nail. Successfully so, I thought, after having a few minor melt downs when my resistance was low but coming out swinging. He’d retreated to his corner, before stepping out of the ring completely in the last month. I ignored the pang of regret I felt every time he’d walk in the diner and would pointedly ignore me. So different from the entire time since we were first introduced.

      Oh, he’d put his foot in time and time again. It just seemed to be his way to say the wrong thing at the wrong moment, but it was obvious the guy was a complete loss when it came to talking with women. One sentence from his mouth was even more insulting than the next. Yet, he remained incapable of reigning in the politically incorrect verbiage flowing from his lips without benefit of a hefty filter. Almost endearingly clueless, which is what made—makes—him so dangerous.

      For all intents and purposes, Clint Mason was a decent man. A good man, who apparently never had the privilege of learning to communicate effectively with women. Real women that is. I’m sure some might be charmed by his redneck approach, but the apparent lack of respect for women was all in the eye of the beholder but not so much in his.

      The simple fact that he’d found himself a place in the group of friends that made up part of the regulars at Arlene’s—hell, even befriending Arlene after the major faux pas he made with her the first time they met—told me there was more under that southern veneer he was hiding behind.

      A dangerous man for me; unlike the smooth-talking losers I’d hooked my wagon to, from time to time, until finally giving up men altogether. Clint in all his stumbling communications, as far from smooth with the ladies as possible, has proven himself a good, honest, and protective friend to everyone but me. My doing entirely, I’ve simply not given him the chance.

      So, while I was telling myself to be relieved not to have to deal with his undesired attentions any longer, and erasing that one moment where his lips were close enough to taste from my mind, I was literally shocked into motion when learning he was en route to the hospital in critical condition. Tearing off my apron as I was running to the kitchen for my purse, Seb, cook, part owner and husband to Arlene, tried to stop me. Nothing would’ve at that point though, not even the sizable, tattooed, and very willful Seb. Shaking him off like a bug, I beelined it through the back door and to my junker of a car parked beside the dumpster. Praying for at least half a tank as I cranked the sputtering engine, I breathed in relief when the gauge showed only a quarter gone.

      Can’t remember exactly how I got here, ignoring messages and texts noisily coming in on my cell on the way, but I got here. Then I lied through my teeth so I could come in to see him. With the ‘family only’ rule in place for critical patients, I morphed myself into his fiancée. I almost snorted when I said it, from habit I guess, but the nurse at the desk swallowed it hook, line, and sinker. At least I think so, because I was lead to the Intensive Care Unit waiting room right away.

      That’s where I’ve been the past few weeks, holding vigil by this man’s bed. Holding his cold hand, reveling at its size much like the man himself: big, bulky, and rough-looking. Cursing him for not waking up, for leaving us hanging.

      It’s not like I was only one trying, either. Every one of our friends have been here, talking, coaxing, and even pleading with him to wake up, but without results until now.

      I watch the nurse flick the flashlight into his eyes and he squints, his hand uncoordinated as it tries to swat at the light. A relief washes over me so strong, my entire body seems to deflate. It isn’t until the nurse talks to me that I realize the tears running down my face.

      “You okay, Beth? Would you like me to call someone for you?”

      Her gentle inquiry pulls me back in the moment, and I immediately dig my cell phone out of my purse.

      “I will. Th—thank you,” I mutter, dialing the one person who has been as anxiously awaiting Clint’s return as I have, while the nurse continues her preliminary examination of his reflexes and tries to coax him to speak.

      “He’s waking up,” is the only thing I need to say.

      “On my way,” the person on the other side answers before hanging up.
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        * * *

      

      With the arrival of the doctor, I’ve been ushered out of the room, while Clint is subjected to a more thorough examination. He hadn’t done much more than blink, so far. The nurse suggested I use the time to get something to eat, but I can’t bring myself to move from my spot right outside his door. I should probably give Dylan a call. I’ve been staying with my son and his family for a few weeks now. Walking in, dead on my feet, after another day spent watching over Clint and doing little more than rolling into bed and sleeping. Only in the mornings would I allow myself an hour or two to enjoy my two-year-old grandbaby, Max, before my daughter-in-law, Tammy, would take him to daycare and I’d head back to the hospital for another day of vigil.

      Frankly, I was glad to be out of the house, the tension between my son and his wife palpable. I’ve tried to talk to Dylan to find out what is wrong, but he isn’t talking. Neither is Tammy, for that matter, and although she’s never been my favorite person—a little too self-involved for my tastes—I hate seeing both of them struggle. They married so young, after dating only a few months and finding themselves pregnant. Dylan had just turned twenty-three and Tammy had still been in college. They struggled through his apprenticeship as a mechanic, where he made next to nothing, and more often than not, I’d had to help out when rent would come due at the beginning of the month. Once he was fully licensed though, his pay increased, Tammy got a part time job, and life had become a little easier for them, until now. I hate that as a mother and grandmother, I have no choice but to sit back and worry.

      I am lost in my thoughts and don’t hear anyone coming in until a hand falls on my shoulder.

      “Hey. How is he?” The deep southern rumble is so like his brother’s, I look up to find Jed’s eyes full of concern.

      “Not sure. The doc’s checking him over right now.”

      “Has he said anything? Can he talk?”

      They’d told us that even when he does wake up, he might not be the same man we remember. It’s possible he’ll have some lasting damage. My heart clenches at the thought of the big burly man, irritating as he might be, limited or changed in any way.

      “He hasn’t talked, has barely even opened his eyes. His arm just suddenly moved,” I tell him, as he sinks down in the seat beside me.

      “He won’t be happy to see me, you know,” Jed says wistfully. It’s not the first time he’s said something like that.

      When Clint was first brought in, and I threw myself up as his ‘next of kin,’ I realized how little I knew about this man. Didn’t know of any family or even a past. I’d never given myself an opportunity to know him better. All I knew was that the name of his company, Mason Brothers, would indicate there’s more than one Mason. So I started digging and making some calls, finally locating Jed, Clint’s brother, with whom he apparently lost touch years ago. Some kind of estrangement that Jed stayed very vague about, short of saying Clint bought him out and had taken over the company by himself. He hadn’t hesitated though, when I explained who I was and why I called. Within half a day, Jed appeared at the hospital, and I never questioned who he was; the two so similar in build it was almost uncanny. My guess is Clint has probably five years or so on his brother age-wise, but other than that, the brothers favored the same genes quite obviously. Jed came in and immediately took over the running of Mason Brothers, no questions asked. He also never questioned my ruse with the hospital to be put on record as Clint’s fiancée, something I immediately confessed to. From what I could see, Jed Mason was a decent, hardworking man, just like his brother. Puzzling.

      “You don’t know that,” I suggest. “Surely, he’ll be grateful that you dropped everything to be here, making sure his business is taken care of.”

      A snort is my only answer and rather than pry, I sink back in the quiet of the small waiting room.

      “Beth?”

      The nurse from earlier, I think her name is Kathy, sticks her head around the door when she spots Jed.

      “Oh good, Mr. Mason, you’re here too. Your brother seems to be waking up. Groggy still and not quite able to form words, but his eyes are open and his vitals are excellent. I’d normally say only one at a time, but I’m sure he would love to see some friendly faces. The doctor’s done with him, so feel free to come in.” She leaves with a smile.

      I’m already on my feet when I notice Jed isn’t moving.

      “Not coming in?”

      “Not sure he’ll want to see me, Beth. I think maybe—“

      “Nonsense. Come on, let’s go.” I grab his hand, and he lets himself be pulled across the hall into his brother’s room.

      Clint’s eyes are closed when we walk in, but the moment the door clicks shut they shoot open and only widen when they fall on me.

      “Beth…” Barely discernible he breathes out my name. A warm tingle spreads through me on hearing his faint voice.

      “Clint,” I say simply, getting lost in his dark eyes that swirl with emotion. Remembering we’re not alone, I step aside to include Jed, but before I have a chance to say anything, Clint’s eyes fall on the figure of his brother and turn instantly cold.

      “Out.”

      “But, he’s—“

      “Get. Him. Out,” Clint interrupts me, struggling to force each syllable from his mouth.

      I’m shocked silent. Never have I seen him lose his temper over anything. Not even when I knew he was exasperated as could be with my persistent rejections.

      “I should go,” Jed says from behind me, “I never should’ve come. I just thought…” He lets his thought trail off without explanation before turning and leaving the room, shutting the door firmly behind him.

      Turning back to the man in bed, I feel anger bubbling up inside. I don’t know what happened between these two, but dammit, Jed doesn’t deserve this.

      “Well, welcome back to you, too,” I bite off. “That’s your brother you sent out of here. The same brother who dropped everything and came running the moment he heard you were in here. The same brother who has spent the past few weeks peddling back and forth between keeping your contracts on schedule and holding vigil at your bedside.”

      I can see my words are affecting him, because he flinches before turning his head away.

      “How long?” His voice cracks from lack of use, and it almost physically hurts me to see him weak like this.

      “Almost three weeks now,” I whisper, ashamed for going off on a man who has just survived what easily could’ve been a deadly injury. Someone who has missed a chunk of his life he’ll never get back, and we don’t even know if there might be lasting effects.

      “Jesus… What—tell me what happened?”

      “You can’t remember?”
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        * * *

      

      I should’ve stayed in the dark. Cold as it has been, it’s not nearly as brutal as waking up is. The harsh glare of that damn flashlight the nurse insists on aiming at my eyes, the pounding in my head, and the lingering smell of Beth in the room, long after the nurse escorts her out, is enough to make me want to crawl back under the surface of the dark pool I can still sense surrounding me. The doctor examining me asks numerous questions, which I only manage to answer in grunts and nods. Then he tells me I have a serious brain injury as the result of a violent attack and my mind goes blank. I’m obviously in a hospital and my head hurts like someone is taking a fucking pickaxe to it, but as to how I got here? I can’t remember a damn thing.

      When the door opens and Beth stands there, her name filters out on my breath. It hurts; talking. Feels unfamiliar as my mouth works around the words tumbling through my head, trying to line them up in order.

      The moment I spot my brother behind Beth, my blood fires hot. The last person I want seeing me laid up in a bed, weaker and more vulnerable I can recall ever feeling, is that piece of shit.

      “Out.”

      That single word bursts from me without thought or warning and stings the back of my throat, which is parchment dry. Beth tries to intervene but I won’t hear it. He needs gone. Now.

      After some whispering I can’t hear for the raging of angry blood in my ears, he leaves the room and Beth proceeds to tear a strip off me. When she lets slip I’ve lost a few weeks somewhere, I have to fight down the nausea threatening to choke me. “I can’t remember a damn thing,” I admit. “All I know is that I was at Naomi’s new place.”

      Naomi is Doc Waters, who’s just purchased a house in Cedar Tree I’ve been contracted to renovate. I struggle to remember what I was doing, but I can’t seem to.

      Beth moves closer to the bed and sits down beside me, grabbing my hand to hold it between hers.

      “Do you remember hiring on a new guy that day?” she asks cautiously.

      I do, I actually remember picking him up in Cortez because he had no transportation. When most of my crews were finishing up jobs elsewhere, I’d needed an extra body, and this guy happened to call looking for temporary work. It had seemed serendipitous and I never checked his credentials. A sense of unease settled over me.

      “Yeah? Why?”

      The look Beth gives me should’ve been a warning, but what she says chills my blood right down.

      “The man turned out to be Maxim Heffler. He must’ve knocked you out before he went after Fox.”

      My mind, still a bit sluggish, I struggle to put the names in place. When I realize the extra pair of hands I brought with me that day had been the murderer who’d been after Naomi and her son, Fox, for months, I feel sick.

      “Fox?” I ask, dreading the answer.

      “He’s fine. A bit banged up but fine. And Joe is fine now, too.”

      “Joe?”

      “Got shot in the scuffle, but Heffler got the brunt of that one—he’s dead.”

      I have a hard time computing this news, and exhausted by the effort, I let myself slip into the darkness, Beth’s hand still clasping mine.
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        * * *

      

      “How is he?” Jed asks me the minute I walk into the waiting room.

      “Passed out. He wanted to know what happened, can’t remember a thing. He seemed in shock, and in hindsight, it probably would’ve been better to hold off, because one minute he was clinging to my hand and the next he was off.”

      “That nurse, who was here earlier, warned me we should expect him to slip in and out for a while. Don’t beat yourself up, he’d want to know. I know my brother well enough for that,” Jed offered gently.

      “Still…” I protest, feeling guilty and second-guessing myself, tears welling in my eyes. I force them down and swallow hard. I’m not one to cry and most definitely not in public. Right. I give a little snort when I realize I’ve done it twice recently over Clint. So much for never spilling another tear over a man.

      Despite my attempts at hiding them, Jed notices, stands up, and with a hand in the small of my back, starts ushers me out of the waiting room.

      “We’re going to grab something to eat. You’re exhausted and I bet you haven’t sat down to a proper meal in weeks. Am I right?”

      “I guess. But what about Clint? What if he wakes up again?”

      “We won’t be further than five minutes away, and we’ll let the nurses know so they can call the minute that happens. Okay?”

      When I still hesitate, he stops to face me with his hands on my shoulders, holding me in place.

      “You need to eat, Beth. You’re no good to him if you start passing out.”

      Ha. Emotional blackmail. Works every time. Without a word I slip out of his hands and start walking to the nurse’s station.

      “So how’d you meet my brother?”

      We were sitting in a booth at Digs, a restaurant across the street from the hospital, and I was working my way through a BLT sandwich. Jed had made short work of his burger and fries and was leaning back in his seat, sipping on his coffee.

      “He was hired to work on the diner in Cedar Tree I work at.” I shrug my shoulders, making it sound as casual as I can, despite the fact that my life had not been quite the same since.

      “So how come he hasn’t snagged you up, yet?”

      The bite I just took from my sandwich threatens to go down the wrong tube, and I hack gracelessly to clear the crumbs from my airway. When I’d confessed to him early on that posing as Clint’s fiancée had been just a ruse, I’d also assured we were just friends. He’s never questioned further, until now, and it throws me off.

      “What brought that on?” I answer his question with one of my own, once I’ve cleared my throat.

      “It’s obvious you care for him a great deal, Beth. You don’t give up your work and your life, for weeks at a time, for ‘just a friend’.”

      His smirk grates on me a little as I consider how to respond.

      “Well, it’s not been for lack of trying on his part. I’m just not one for romantic entanglements,” I finally share, causing that damn smirk to get even more pronounced.

      “Neither is he, so the fact he’s tried with you says something.”

      “Oh come on; he’s a charmer, he can’t help himself,” I sputter.

      Huh.

      I’d always thought Clint was one of those guys who would always prefer to have a willing woman by his side, always on the prowl. Had even suspected him of being a player, which was why I’d gotten pissed at him when he tried to tell me that woman, he’d had at the diner with him a while ago, meant nothing to him. I’d confronted him for trying to flirt with me when I’d just watched him charm her over lunch. I’d called him a player and when he’d then tried to kiss me, it incensed me. Hearing that he apparently isn’t that kind of guy has me stumped. I’m usually a pretty good judge of character.

      “Anyway,” Jed continues, ignoring my silence, “I’m gonna stay and make sure the work is taken care of, but I think I’ll steer clear of the hospital, from now on. Seems better for him.”

      I watch his shoulders slump and can’t help but wonder what ever went wrong between these two brothers, but I wasn’t going ask again. Instead I asked him a different one.

      “How is it that you seem to have no trouble reading people the way you do—me in particular—when your brother is like a big blundering fool, who can’t keep his feet out of his mouth?”

      His chuckle soon turns serious when he fixes his eyes on me.

      “Truth is, I’m the charmer in the family, all you get with Clint is straight up. Best remember that.”

      Not sure what to make of that, I open my mouth to ask for clarification, but Jed’s already up and moving for the cash register to pay our bill. I guess he’s done talking.
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      “Why don’t you go home,” I tell Beth, who seems to be here every time I open my eyes.

      I’ve been in here for over a month now and am going nuts with the inactivity. Granted, I’ve only been aware for a little over a week, but it’s been a fucking long and tedious week. The day after I woke up, they started me on physical therapy to try to get me up on my legs, which were annoyingly wobbly, but it didn’t take long for me to regain a bit of strength and my balance. Now, I am ready to go home.

      I’m sick of lying in bed, weak and miserable, with too much time on my hands. Feelings of guilt and helplessness are constantly in the forefront of my mind, and having Beth around to witness me at my weakest, just doesn’t sit right with me.

      As usual, she ignores me, only gracing me with a sharp glare from her eyes, inviting no further argument. God, that woman doesn’t listen.

      Finding out she’d been at my bedside right from the beginning, even pretending to be engaged to me to get in, had initially blown life into that little grain of hope still lodged in my chest. But when I discovered she’d been the one to find Jed and get him down to the hospital, and had been spending a lot of time with him, the hope quickly died down. Feels like deja vu, except this time I have my eyes wide open. I won’t ever be caught off guard again, so that little bit of hope died a quick death. I made sure of it.

      “I want to hear what the doctor has to say,” Beth says, like she has a right to be here.

      I’m about to find out if I’m cleared to go home.

      Home has been Cedar Tree for the past year, where I finally used my half of the sale of my marital home after the divorce. Until then I’d rented, not wanting to put down roots anywhere. But with the friends I’d found there, and the general sense of community in the small town, I couldn’t pass up on the fixer upper on the outskirts of town. A small three bedroom ranch-style house, all one level, in pretty poor repair but with a chunk of land that made it an attractive investment. Especially for someone with hands that could turn the place into a showpiece. At least that had been the plan until business started picking up at a steady pace, leaving my own house in a state of perpetual renovation. The living room and kitchen done, but bedrooms and bathroom still in their original, less than appealing state. I figure myself lucky now, that stairs are not going to be an issue going home. Although I’m regaining strength, I’m still moving around with the aid of a walker. Like a fucking geriatric, I shuffle behind the damn thing so as not to fall on my face. Balance is getting better, but each time I’ve tried to walk without it, I’ve ended up on the floor.

      Just tried again to go for a piss, and Beth had walked in just in time to prevent me from going down. Receiving an earful—not the first one either—is what prompted my attempt to send her home. Should’ve known she wasn’t just gonna go.

      We don’t have to wait long before my doctor pushes in to the room.

      “You ready to get out of here?” he opens and at my eager nod, he finally cracks a smile. First one I’ve seen on him that I can recall. “Good. I’ve contacted the care facility in Cortez and they have a bed. They’re expecting you this afternoon.”

      Okay, that’s not gonna happen.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You no longer need to be here. You still have a sizable blood clot between your skull and your brain, but it’s shrinking as per the last MRI results. You’ll need to continue on the anti-coagulants until it’s dissipated. I strongly suggest a continued aspirin regimen once it does, to prevent further clotting, but your main issues are regaining strength and balance back. Something they’re much better equipped at facilitating in Cortez than we are here in the hospital,” he explains.

      “Sick of lying in a bed all day long, Doc. I just need to go home.”

      “I get that, Mr. Mason, but since according to Ms. Franklin here, you’re still living on your own and despite how well you think you’re doing now, you’ll be disappointed when you get home. You really need some round the clock care for a little while longer.”

      “I’ll do it,” Beth blurts out, startling herself by the looks of it. Frankly, I’m too stunned to object. Her eyes flick over mine insecurely before she straightens her shoulders and turns back to face the doctor. “I can be there.”

      “Beth…” I start, but she cuts me off.

      “You want to go home? Then you’re gonna have to suck it up, Big Guy. We have a new clinic opening up in town that Doc Waters is running, and she has a physical therapist working with her.” Beth turns to address the man, who nods at Naomi’s name.

      “Good doctor. I’ve heard of her through the grapevine. Fine, let me put in a call to see if that arrangement is going to work,” he concedes, looking at me sternly. “But you’ll have to sit on this one, Ms. Franklin. I have a feeling he’s going to give you a run for your money.

      He’s chuckling when he leaves the room and I almost miss Beth’s whisper. “He already does…”
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        * * *

      

      Not sure what I was thinking, blurting out that I’d look after Clint. Pretty impulsive and not quite processed through, but the thought of this strong bulk of man being laid up in a facility housing mostly the elderly is almost a travesty. I realize now it means I’ll have to bunk in with him. From what I hear his place is all one level, and it makes much more sense than moving him into mine, where he’d be faced with stairs. Damn.

      “What are you doing, Beth?” He wants to know.

      Well, isn’t that the million dollar question? Not willing to show my doubts about the arrangement, I shrug my shoulders and play it off lightly.

      “Just spent more than a month at your bedside—a couple more weeks isn’t a big deal if it gets you home.”

      The look on his face shows he’s not quite buying my attempt at sounding casual, but he’s not questioning me any further.

      The tense quiet in the room gives me a chance to sort through the logistics in my head. Although I didn’t bring a lot, I’m still going to have to pack up my stuff at my son’s house. As much as I’m glad to be leaving the tension there behind, I’m going to really miss breakfasts with Max. Part of me wishes I was a little closer, so I could visit more frequently, but I’m also eager to get back to where I’m most at home—in Cedar Tree. I’ll have to just try and keep better tabs on what’s happening with Dylan. Perhaps if I’m not under his nose every day, he’ll be more inclined to talk about what’s bugging him.

      “Beth, look…” Clint breaks through the silence. “I appreciate the offer, but I don’t think it’s gonna work.”

      “Really? So, what do you suggest then?” I’m sure he can hear the sharp edge to my voice. Dammit that man seriously can’t see the forest for the trees.

      “I could hire someone. I mean, it’s not like it’ll be for long—I just need to get my feet back under me.”

      “You’d rather have a stranger in your house and up in your business? Be my guest, Clint, if you’ve got that kind of money to burn. I’m gonna head over to my son’s and grab my stuff, because either way, you’re being released today.”

      I’m swallowing down the bitter taste of rejection as I get up and move to the door. Honestly, I’m not sure why it feels like I’ve been judged and found lacking. For the longest time he was up in my face with his clumsy ways. Now, he just seems eager to get rid of me. Well good for him, if that’s what he wants.

      At the door I look back at the man in the bed, his large frame having lost a lot of the bulk and his head shaved bald with the scars from his surgery still a bit angry looking. The same guy, yet so different from the good-natured big oaf I’d come to know. With a pang of regret I walk out the door, wondering if the changes would be permanent.

      “Ms. Franklin!” Clint’s doctor calls just as I’m passing the nurse’s station on the way to the elevators. “Could I have a quick word?” He watches me as I approach him. “I just wanted to give you a head’s up. Spoke with Dr. Waters just now, and she’s agreed to monitor Mr. Mason’s progress.”

      “Good, I knew she would.”

      “Also,” he continues, “there are a few things you need to be prepared for taking care of someone recovering from an injury like Mr. Mason’s. The physical effects are rather obvious, but you’ll also need to consider the emotional impact and even personality changes these patients often go through. May not be easy to deal with someone who might be unpredictable and angry at times. In my experience, the bigger and stronger ones tend to fall hardest. It’s not in their nature to be vulnerable. Keep an eye on him. Depression is not uncommon.”

      His tone is wistful, and the look he gives me is one of sympathy, while at the same time sizing me up. Checking to see if I’ll be up to the task. Damn right I’ll be up for it, if Clint hasn’t already cut me off at the pass. Although I just walked out of his room, ready to throw in the towel; this information changes that attitude right around. Sure, I’ll go to Dylan’s house and pack my things, but I’m going to be right back here after that to bring Clint home. There isn’t a person better equipped to take care of his ornery ass.

      He can just suck it.

      When I pull into the driveway, I’m surprised to find Dylan’s truck parked out front. Strange. It’s the middle of the day. I find him on the phone at the kitchen counter when I walk in. Seeing me he does a double take before turning his back to me.

      “I’m gonna have to call you back—No, I can’t right now—I’ll get back to you.” Snapping his phone shut, he turns to face me. “I thought you’d be at the hospital.”

      “And I thought you’d be at work. Guess we were both wrong. I’m here to grab my things, it looks like I’m heading back home today. Well, at least Cedar Tree. What about you? How come you’re here in the middle of the workday?”

      My question makes him uneasy, that much is clear.

      “Forgot my lunch this morning, just came home to grab a bite,” he says by way of explanation, turning his eyes away from mine. A sure tell sign he’s lying; he never was good at that. Also, I distinctly remember him packing his small cooler with a stack of sandwiches this morning when I was in the kitchen, flipping pancakes with Max. Huh. The worry that had been niggling at the back of my mind makes its way to the forefront.

      “Everything all right?” I can’t help but ask.

      “Yeah, just a bit of a hectic day is all.”

      He might’ve well said, ‘back off,’ in so many words; the message was clear. Although not normally my style not to push a little, I let it slide this time with so many other things on my mind. Something I’ll come to regret.

      By the time I get back to the hospital, having left a note for Max and Tammy saying my goodbyes and promising to come for a visit soon, I find Clint sitting, fully dressed in his own clothes, in a wheelchair in his room—waiting.

      “Wow. I guess you’ve been given your official walking papers? Good, let me just get the car; I’ll drive up to the door.”

      A guilty look flicks over his face but before he can open his mouth to respond, a familiar voice sounds behind me.

      “Ready, my friend? The truck is parked out front. Oh, hey, Beth. I must’ve missed you coming in.” I turn to find myself enveloped in Gus’s arms.

      Gus is a good friend and owner of GFI investigations. He came to Cedar Tree a few years ago for a case he was working on and ended up falling in love with my friend Emma and sticking around. He relocated his business from Grand Junction and settled in like he’d always been there. I’m a little surprised to find him here.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Had a meeting in town and decided to pop in. Surprised to find our friend here sitting up and ready to head out, so I offered to take him. He didn’t mention you were coming, though?” Gus throws Clint a sharp look, before smiling back at me. Clint’s gaze is aimed at the floor. Ass.

      “I guess I’m just that forgettable,” I mutter, only half-joking. I’m pissed. Had I returned any later, I’d have found an empty room. “So what’s it gonna be, cowboy? My ratty old Ford or Gus’s shiny big Yukon?” I don’t hesitate putting him on the spot. Seeing him flinch gives me minimal satisfaction, and I decide to shelve the ‘discussion’ I feel bubbling up for a time when I can tear a strip off him in private. “You know what? Why don’t you go with Gus, it’ll be more comfortable for you. I’ll stop for some groceries in Cortez, since the contents of your fridge are probably well past their expiration, and I’ll see you at home.” Without another word I walk right back out of the room, ignoring the pained expression on his face. Fuck you, Clint Mason. Fuck you for making me feel like a fool.
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        * * *

      

      “Not cool, man. Not cool at all.”

      I fucked up. Shouldn’t be anything new, but I have a feeling I fucked up but good this time.

      After Beth left my room earlier, I was already feeling like shit. I don’t want to hurt that woman. Not for anything. The woman has been an absolute enigma to me. Though I freely admit that most women are mystifying to me, Beth has the unique ability to render me absolutely stupid. Frankly, I don’t know what I want. Well, I do. My attraction to her hasn’t changed. How could it? The woman is stacked just right and with the contrast of that sharp tongue and those deeply sensitive brown eyes, she’s had me by the balls from the get go. Difference is, I’m feeling fucking weak and inadequate right now and don’t want to run the risk of being yanked around by the gonads once again. Been there, done that, and have the bruises to show for it.

      So when Gus walked in shortly after Beth left and offered to give me a ride, I thought…Fuck, I don’t know what I was thinking. I’m an ass.

      “I know. I’m an ass,” I say out loud to Gus.

      “You are. We have collectively not been able to pry that woman from your bedside since you got here. Everyone has chipped in to fill in for her absence, and yours, and you wake up with a giant burr up your ass, and treat her like that? She didn’t say it, but I will on her behalf—fuck you, Clint.”

      Fucking hell.

      If I already didn’t feel like absolute crap, this would surely get me there. I look up into Gus’s angry scowl and I ‘suck it up,’ like Beth would say.

      “I’m sorry. You’re right; she doesn’t deserve that. I just don’t…I mean…I’m struggling. She’s my Achilles’ heel, my soft spot, and I’m already about as weak as a goddamn newborn. I’m out of sorts,” I finish weakly, although I never lower my eyes. At least that’s something.

      “I realize this can’t be easy, but you can’t go alienating the crap out of your friends. You already won’t talk to your brother, from all accounts, even though he’s busted his ass making sure all your projects are taken care off—we’re the only family you have left, buddy.”

      Harsh, but very true. I reach out my hand as…well hell, as a peace-offering I guess. After a second, Gus grabs it firmly.

      “You’re gonna make it right with her.” It’s more of a statement than a question.

      “Gonna try.” Is all I can give him.

      The drive to Cedar Tree from Durango feels much longer than I remember. I’m surprised at the obvious change in seasons already. Guess I missed most of the transition of fall. The big Yukon is comfortable enough, but who’d have thought that sitting up for an extended period of time could be so exhausting?

      I’m relieved when we pull off the main road onto my drive, which goes back a ways to where my house sits. I haven’t been here in over a month, and the place doesn’t even look the same. What the fuck? When I look closer, I notice a few things that I sure as hell don’t remember. For one thing, the old door on the double car garage had been hanging lopsided in its track since I’d bought the place, never having had a chance to replace it yet. But now, what looks to be a new graphite grey garage door is hanging in its place. Quite straight, I might add. The color matches the new damn front door, replacing the old dented one that had also been on my ‘to do’ list.

      “What’s going on?” I turn to Gus, whose earlier grim face now sports a smirk.

      “Guess someone found your to-do list. You know how it goes.”

      He doesn’t elaborate and frankly, I’m too tired and stunned to question him further. Been a long time since someone had done something like this out of the blue. On top of the little reality check Gus handed to me earlier, it seems Beth isn’t the only one I owe a great debt of gratitude. Unfamiliar territory for me to be in this position.

      When I optimistically open the car door and slide out, my legs can’t seem to hold me up, but before I land on my ass in my own drive, Gus pulls my arm around his shoulders and hoists me up.

      “Whoa, Big Guy. Slow down a spot, will ya? Gimme a chance to grab your wheels first.”

      Leaving me hanging on to the passenger side door, he makes quick work of grabbing the walker from the backseat and with a few experienced moves has it unfolded and positioned in front of me. I forgot this is par for the course for him, his wife Emma needs the use of a walker at all times, so he has plenty experience.

      I dig through my pockets, hoping to find the keys I would’ve had on me when I ended up in the hospital, but come up empty.

      “Don’t know where my keys went.”

      “I’ve got a set,” Gus responds before walking up the front path leaving me to look after him.

      “You do?”

      He turns around with a shrug of his shoulders and grin on his face. “Someone had to keep an eye on things here. Especially this last week since you woke up. Been a busy place.”

      With that he opens the door and walks in ahead of me.

      Nothing’s changed as far as I can see in the living room and kitchen, but there is a distinct smell of fresh paint, cut wood and something I can’t quite put my finger on, coming from the hallway to the back of the house where the bedrooms and bathrooms are. When I walk through, it becomes obvious that someone’s been doing a shitload more than just hanging a couple of doors. The two bedrooms on the left of the hallway have the doors open to reveal freshly polished wood floors with an obvious fresh layer of poly and light grey walls. No more dingy shag carpet or gaudy wallpaper with unidentified foliage on the walls. Well, fuck me sideways. A look on the opposite side of the narrow hall reveals the walk-in shower, I was hoping to build one day, in place of where the linen closet used to be. The old tub has been replaced with a huge over-sized modern claw-foot tub, and the raw stone tiles of the floor look just as I’d hoped they would against the glass subway tiles of the walls. Two bowl sinks, sitting on pedestal cabinets, are each topped with their own oval mirrors on the wall. This is fucking identical to what I envisioned. In fact, it looks like someone copied it straight from the notes and blueprints I had tucked in the center console of my truck. I walk through to the master bedroom at the end of the hall. When I open the door, my eyes flip up to the ceiling immediately. If I had any doubt before, the coffered ceiling that greets me is confirmation that whomever did this had my own plans in hand. Only one person I know is qualified for this kind of detail. Fucking Jed.
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      “Sixty-eight Twenty-five, please.”

      The young girl manning the cash register snaps her gum, which reminds me I should pick up a supply. Chewing gum is my one addiction. I used to smoke, from time to time, but couldn’t stand the smell of it on me. Gum chewing is a healthier habit to have. At least it gives my mouth something to do.

      Grabbing a handful of packages, I pile them onto the belt for the girl to add to my bill.

      “Seventy-two fifty,” she says with barely contained impatience when I start digging for exact change.

      I’d stopped at Safeway, just inside Cortez, to pick up groceries for Clint’s place. Not having had the presence of mind to ask what he wanted—I’d frankly been too pissed off—I wandered the isles for a bit, trying to remember all the things he’d eaten before at the diner. Scary how my mind seems to have retained all those snippets of information from the past year and filed them away. By the end of my trek through the store, my cart was surprisingly full.

      Loading the heavy bags into my old beater, I feel less and less sure about what I’m doing. With the anger at Clint dissipating a bit, I wonder if putting myself on the line, as I seem to be doing now, is actually going to help anyone. He’s made it abundantly clear that whatever interest he might have had in me before he ended up in the hospital, really has passed. How ironic that at the same time he loses interest, I finally come to my senses when it comes to wanting …what? I’m not even sure what it is I’m looking for, but somewhere along the line I clued in that I was shooting myself in the foot. Sure, he isn’t the smoothest operator, but he’s a good man. From the first time I clapped eyes on him, he had me drooling. Exactly what got me riled in the first place; my physical reaction to his rugged good looks. Whenever that had happened before, I’d ended up with a broken heart, and I was done with that. Unfortunately, Clint bore the brunt of that. As a result, he gave up, which should’ve made me happy but instead, I’m hurting. Damn fool woman. So no, I don’t exactly know what I’m doing, forcing myself on him like this, preparing to move in with him until he recovers. Buying his goddamn groceries. Not a damn clue, except that when I thought he might not wake up at all, or survive his injuries, I had the breath knocked out of me. The thought of not having him around was almost paralyzing. I knew then I owed it to myself to give this—Clint and me—a try. I hope to God I’m strong enough to survive if this all goes south.

      Pulling up beside Gus’s big Yukon in front of the garage, I wonder what Clint’s reaction had been to all the improvements. I’d given Jed his keys, so he could pick up some things for his brother. He also needed the truck to keep Mason Brothers running. When Jed came in one day with the idea of finishing the work Clint had started on his house, I’d been sceptical, not sure if he’d want someone else working on his plans. But with his doctor continuing to hammer home to us that even if he woke up, there’d be no guarantee he wouldn’t have permanent damage, I caved and told Jed to go for it. That had been two weeks ago, and Jed had managed to get some of the guys on their crews to put in a few extra overtime hours every day to get it done. Hell, the man had even driven into Grand Junction to pick up just the right bathroom fixtures one day. I hadn’t seen any of it yet. Hadn’t really seen the ‘before’ either, because the only time I’d ever been here was to drop off an order of food from the diner when he’d just moved in. I’d resolutely refused coming in when he invited me, and now I could hit myself over the stubborn head for that.

      Before I have a chance to open the trunk to start unloading the bags, the front door opens and Gus comes out.

      “Did you leave anything on the shelves?” he says, eyeing the number of bags in the car, before grabbing four of them at once and walking inside. Wiping my clammy hands on my jeans, I grab two of my own and follow him into the house. There’s no sign of Clint. When Gus catches me looking, he tilts his head down the hallway to the bedrooms.

      “He’s lying down for a bit. Guess the drive home and the state of his house took the stuffing out of him.”

      “How was his reaction?” I ask, knowing that Jed would be on pins and needles.

      “The house? He walked around in a daze and didn’t say much, but he didn’t get mad either, which I think is a good start. I do think he realizes his brother spearheaded it. Heard him mutter his name under his breath when he looked at the bathroom. Still can’t figure out why someone like Clint, a genuinely good guy who never seems to lose his shit, would be estranged from his brother. Another good guy, from what I can tell. It just doesn’t make sense,” Gus contemplates.

      “I have no answer for you. That’s one thing Jed refuses to talk about and so far, Clint hasn’t exactly been forthcoming either.”

      “Must’ve been a doozy. Let me just grab the last of the groceries from your car, and then I’ll head out. I called Emma to let her know where I was, and she was ready to hop in her car to drive over here. Managed to hold her off, but I’m not sure how long she’ll be able to resist if I don’t get my ass out of here soon.” Gus heads out the door, chuckling at his wife’s need to take care of everyone. Even those who don’t want taking care of. It’s one of the things I love about Emma, she looks out for everyone, no exception. Luckily she has Gus, whose sole purpose is to look after his wife, and he does that quite well.

      Ignoring the pang of envy, I start unpacking and putting away groceries. Gus comes in holding the last Safeway bags, along with my suitcase. Convenient that was in my car, it’s all the stuff that I’d brought to Dylan’s house.

      “You want this somewhere particular?” Gus holds up my suitcase.

      “One of the spare bedrooms, I guess. Is there even a bed?” I wonder, once again reminded that I might not have thought this through too well.

      “One of them has a bed, I’ll dump it in there.”

      Coming back into the kitchen, Gus suddenly pulls me into a hug, surprising the shit out of me.

      “Call when you need anything, okay? Even a break from that cranky shit in there. I’m sure this can’t be easy for a man
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