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ROPE A FALLING STAR

​


 


Only the best stars fall...

 


Three time bronc-riding champion Tom Colton’s
dream of a fourth title ends when he draws Wooden Nickel, a mean
little bronc with more twists than a maze. With his heart no longer
in rodeo, he figures it’s time to go home to the Triple Star Ranch,
the PTSD therapy ranch he and his dad founded to help others with
trauma in their pasts. Tom just wants a little time to nurse his
hurts and consider his next move.

 


Amber Hillcrest started out as a Triple Star
client and stayed on as a massage therapist. Her dog Nimbus keeps
her PTSD in check, but her heart remains bruised. She knows she’s
too old and too broken for love, especially with the son of her
boss, but he’s hot enough to fill her fantasies for years to
come.

 


Amber tries to keep it professional between
them, but Tom proves too irresistible with his big heart and charm.
But someone is sabotaging the Triple Star and the neighboring
Fantasy Ranch, and an ex-girlfriend keeps coming around, trying to
reconnect with Tom. Tom’s hands are full of problems instead of the
luscious massage therapist. But when Amber gets kidnapped, Tom will
move heaven and earth to get her back and tell her how he truly
feels.
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​


 


Adrenaline surged through Tom Colton’s
veins, giving him a natural high until his body landed in the dirt
of the arena three seconds before the buzzer rang. Fortunately, the
surge deadened some pain from the impact as he rolled away from the
flashing hooves of his mount. The bronc’s front feet came down
close to his head, spattering dirt and sand into his open mouth.
His teeth ground against each other as he tried to get up while the
rodeo riders chased after the bronc, jerking at the flank
strap.

Tom lurched to his booted feet and searched
for his hat in an attempt to quell the rising disappointment.
Wooden Nickel hadn’t looked that strong or mean, but the little
bastard could twist like a psychotic yoga instructor. The look in
the roan bronc’s eyes when the boys opened the chute reminded him
too much of the stallion in that animated kids’ movie about the
wild horses of the Cimarron. He’d had enough time to think, Aw
hell, before the horse took off like a bat out of hell.

Yeah, if bats could twist into a black hole
and turn inside out.

His guts definitely felt inside out as the
adrenaline drained out of him like someone had pulled the plug. The
weight of his thirty-one years coupled with the disappointment of
an unfinished ride crashed into him all at once. He could barely
convince his legs to move across the arena after he retrieved his
hat. He thumped it against his leg to knock the dirt out of it
before he dumped it on his head.

Wouldn’t that just be a kick in the gut?

“Aw, too bad, folks. Give Tom Colton a round
of applause. Three-time champion bronc rider from right here in
Cheyenne, Wyoming. Tom has competed in Cheyenne Frontier Days for
the last ten years…”

The announcer’s voice faded from his
awareness as Tom reached the chutes. Max Darnell waved him over to
the gap in the fence and slapped him on the back as he came
through.

“Tough break, Colton. I told you Wooden
Nickel kicked the shit out of everyone.”

Tom nodded, but had to admit he wasn’t sure
it was just the horse. His heart hadn’t been in the rides lately.
Oh he loved the roar of the crowds, the adrenaline rush of trying
to stay on the back of a half-ton animal desperate to be rid of
him. But the pounding his body took and the inevitable injuries
overshadowed the joys he received. The rush no longer made up for
them.

“You really retirin’ after this CFD?” Max
shut the gate.

“Yup. That was my last ride.” When he said
it that way, it sounded pathetic. So much for going out on a
high note.

“Aw, man, I’m real sorry.”

Tom shrugged, ignoring the hitch in his
shoulder. Damn, must’ve landed harder than I thought. He’d
have to ice it if he wanted to walk straight tomorrow.

“You gonna stay for the rest of the PRCA?”
Max walked with him as the announcer gave his final score. He’d
come in eighth. It wasn’t pretty, but it wasn’t completely pathetic
either. Especially since my give-a-damn is busted.

“I dunno. I was thinkin’ it might be good to
head on home. Give me something to think on instead of feelin’
sorry for myself.”

“Aw, come on. At least stay for the concert.
It’s KISS tonight. It’s gonna be a helluva rockin’ show.” Max
grinned. “Can you believe those guys are the same age as your old
man? Man, they still kick ass and take names.”

The guys in KISS were older than Tom’s
father, but that hardly mattered. What mattered was he felt as old
as the band members, and those older guys probably had less aches
and pains than him. I just want to go home, soak in a hot tub of
Epsom salts, and listen to Randy Travis. He’d given up drinking
during the rodeo when it started to mess with his rides, and he
already felt like shit. He didn’t need the hangover to add to it
tomorrow.

“Yeah, that’s crazy.”

Tom debated if he wanted to drive the
sixteen miles home to Triple Star Ranch, or if he just wanted to
sleep here in his trailer before hauling ass home tomorrow after
breakfast at The Breakfast Club, his favorite greasy spoon in
Cheyenne. That sounded good, but if he took off tonight, he might
be able to convince one of the massage therapists to work on his
body before their work day ended.

God, a massage sounded good. Especially
if I can get Amber Hillcrest to do it.

That decided him right there.

“Nah, I think I’m gonna drive home. Now that
the competition’s over, I got shit to take care of at the
ranch.”

“Hell with that. That shit will always be
there to take care of. Stick around and come to the Albany with me.
I bet Darlene will be there.” Max winked, but Tom barely held back
a grimace.

Darlene Adams was his ex-girlfriend and
former rodeo queen as well as a top-notch barrel-racer. Of course,
they’d only been broken up for six months and hadn’t made a big
deal out of it. Hell, the only time he’d really seen her was at
rodeos, and with both of them competing so much, it didn’t leave a
lot of time for a relationship. Basically, they were rodeo fuck
buddies. But Tom’s dwindling interest in competition translated to
his fading interest in her, and her own disdain in him. So they’d
called it quits before it got ugly.

Because Darlene didn’t like to lose or to be
embarrassed, they’d agreed to keep the split quiet. The last thing
either of them needed was a night at the bar, “reconnecting.”

“I’m sure she will be.” He nodded,
hesitating before he said more. Max was a rodeo cowboy, and
friendly, but he wasn’t a career gossip. Still it was hard to let
the words go. “Darlene and I broke up awhile back. I doubt she
wants to see me much at all.”

“Aw shit, seriously? I’m sorry, Tom. That
sucks.”

He shrugged. “It is what it is. So, yeah, I
think I’m gonna head on home. If you see Darlene and the rest, give
‘em my regards. I’m not fit for company tonight.”

“You sure?” Max wore an uncharacteristically
concerned expression as he followed Tom toward the competitors’
trailers.

“Yeah, I’m sure. I ain’t got the heart for
it tonight. You have a good time and if Darlene ain’t interested,
I’m sure there’ll be plenty of buckle bunnies waitin’ for a rodeo
cowboy. You’re still in the runnin’.”

Max didn’t preen very often, but he puffed
out his chest and grinned. “Yeah, my second year to make the
finals.”

“It helped you got the easy rides.” Tom
grinned to show he was teasing. Max had drawn some of the hardest
broncs to ride this time around.

Except Wooden Nickel.

“Shut up.” Max laughed as he slapped Tom on
the back. “You’re just jealous.”

Yeah, a week ago, a month ago, hell even a
year ago he might have been, but now he had to fake it so he
wouldn’t let his friend down.

“Yeah, maybe a little. But hell, I get to go
home and soak instead of gettin’ my body all busted up from a nasty
group of broncs.” He tried to make sure his voice held some of the
wistfulness riders usually had for the brass ring of bronc riding.
“You’re just lucky I’m out of the runnin’ or you’d be hard pressed
to get to the next round.”

“You keep tellin’ yourself that, old man.”
Max snorted. He wasn’t that much younger than Tom, but even a
couple of years made all the difference.

And I’m two years too late.

“Yeah, well, good luck tomorrow. I expect to
be hearin’ you’re the PRCA Rodeo Champion come Sunday night.” Tom
shook hands with Max. “Ride hard.”

“Yee-haw! From your mouth to God’s ears.”
They slapped backs in a hug. “Drive safe, now.”

“Will do.”

They parted ways, Max headed back to the
arena, Tom continuing on to his trailer. He’d splurged and gotten
himself a Bison Coach 7308TH Trail Hand horse trailer. It had a
nice living area and space for three horses. He loved it and it
felt like the lap of luxury when traveling around the country for
rodeos. His buddies had mocked him for spending so much, but at the
end of a hard riding day, they all looked at him with envy when he
flopped down on his own comfortable double bed.

It sure beat cheap hotels and the back end
of a pickup truck.

Because he’d only been riding broncs this
time, he hadn’t brought Silver with him. The big gray quarter horse
had been his friend and mount for all the years he’d made the PRCA.
He’d gotten him as a two-year old runt out of Jigsaw Puzzle and
Silverstreak, both incredible cutting horses. But Tom had seen
greatness in Pieces of Silver despite his sickly start, and worked
with him until he became as good as his parents if he’d competed.
Still, Tom missed the welcoming nicker from the back of the
trailer.

But tonight he climbed into the cab of his
pickup truck and let the engine warm up as he rolled down the
windows to let out the summer heat. He still smelled like rank
horse, sweat, and the dirt of the arena, but he didn’t want to wait
to take a shower in the tiny bathroom of his trailer.

It’s only sixteen miles. It wasn’t as
if he needed to drive to Casper or Sheridan. The shower in his
house was bigger and never ran out of hot water. He’d even get home
before dark. He shoved the truck into gear, ignoring the painful
protest of his shoulder, and eased the rig into motion as he left
Frontier Park.

Negotiating a truck and trailer in a place
full of drunk people always proved to be an exercise in patience
and vigilance. Both competitors and spectators drank too much to be
safe, and Tom was about out of patience by the time he headed for
the freeway. I’m so done with this shit.

The frustrated thought opened up a whole can
of worms resembling self doubt.

Now what? He’d been on the rodeo
circuit so long he hadn’t stopped to think about what he’d do when
he retired. But here he sat, barreling down the highway, leaving
behind a life of damn near ten years.

Shit oh dear.

Fortunately, he had the Triple Star Ranch, a
three hundred acre spread on Lodgepole Creek that he shared with
his father, Trip Colton. His dad would understand his need to get
out. Trip had been a famous rodeo clown or bull fighter back in the
day. He’d saved many a cowboy with his skills at deflection. But
when he’d been gored by a rank Brahma, his body damn near shut
down. It had been the scariest moment in Tom’s life aside from his
mama’s death from cancer when he was three.

The wail of sirens and the flash of lights
jerked Tom back to reality as he headed for home. Three fire trucks
and an ambulance screamed past him as he moved over. Where the
hell are they going on such a tear?

His gut sank as he caught the scent of smoke
on the wind coming in his open windows and the dull glow of a fire
up ahead.

Oh, shit, is the Triple Star on fire?

He slowed the rig enough to make the turn at
the end of the off-ramp, but floored the accelerator to haul ass
toward home. His heart thundered in his chest as all his fatigue
fled ahead of his adrenaline rush. The ranch was all he and his
father had, and he didn’t want anyone hurt.

The truck and trailer protested being pushed
to such lengths, but in the end it wasn’t his ranch on fire. It was
his neighbors, the Fantasy Dude Ranch.


 


Chapter Two

​


 


Amber jolted out of her chair as sirens
screamed across her awareness. Lights flashed from the ridge above
the ranch before the fire trucks and emergency vehicles appeared
racing along Rt. 224. She threw her feet over the side of the bed
and headed for the front windows of her cabin on the Triple Star
Ranch.

Please, God, don’t let the Triple Star be
burning.

Old panic welled up from places best left
locked as she searched the ranch grounds from her windows. No smoke
or flames. Where were the firefighters headed?

Amber unlocked her front door and stepped
onto the porch. The wind blew in from the west, bringing scents of
smoke and burning lumber. She scanned the sunset laden skies to the
west and caught the plume of smoke rising in the evening
breeze.

Aw hell, that’s the Knight’s place.

She shot back inside her bungalow and
changed into jeans and a long sleeved t-shirt with the Triple Star
logo of three stars arching over a horseshoe gracing the back. It
was too hot outside to wear a coat, but she couldn’t just go over
there in flip flops and shorts.

Ranch fires were serious things and
neighbors came to help no matter what. It’s something she learned
when she’d moved to Wyoming. Everyone pitched in fighting the fire
or helping out afterwards.

And the doc said it was part of my therapy,
part of what I need to heal.

Still, the panic almost slipped its chain
and swallowed her whole. Memories of damn near burning alive in a
cabin caught in a forest fire swamped her mind, bringing with it
the scents of burning wood. The sound of hissing glass and moisture
from the walls filled her ears and the roar of the flames engulfing
her sanctuary made her drop to her knees. Heat bloomed across her
face, the hot breath of the flames blistering her skin.

Until a cold wet nose and insistent tongue
broke through the sounds and smells.

Breath smelling of barbeque chicken treats
blasted her nose, stealing the stench of smoke and seared wood.
Amber forced her eyes open at the soft whimpers of her service dog
Nimbus. The mutt burrowed her way into Amber’s arms. She gasped and
wrapped her arms around the gray and black spotted fur, holding on
for dear life.

Eventually the warmth and steady heartbeat
of her companion drilled through her panic. She held on as it
subsided and she returned to awareness. It took several steady,
deep breaths before the episode retreated enough for Amber to look
up and meet the patient, wise gaze of her dog. Nimbus’s floppy ears
perked as if waiting to see if she was truly back.

“Thank you, Nimbus. I love you.” The mantra,
her own reentry code brought a gentle tail wag and a doggy grin,
but the blue heeler mix didn’t move away. More like blue
“healer”.

Sometimes Amber wondered how her dog could
be so patient with her when these events happened all too often.
But Nimbus never hesitated or shirked her job. She held her place,
and Amber’s heart, with a steadfastness belying the usual happy dog
she was.

Amber raised her head and took another deep
breath before turning her gaze to the west. Lights flashed from
their neighbors’ property and she knew firefighters fought the
blaze. She wanted to help, to support the men who owned the ranch,
but she couldn’t afford another episode. Then she’d be no help to
anyone.

But I need to help. I have to go.
Back into the clutches of fear? No, but she could do support
services. She’d heard about the teams of people supporting and
supplying the men and women fighting the fires. I could do
that. She could bring water and food and blankets and supplies.
She wouldn’t have to face the fire, just help those who did.

“Come on, Nimbus.” Amber rose and headed for
her closet. “We’re going to help, even if it’s only to support
Ransom, Tansy, and Dane.” The Knights had always been nice to her
and welcomed her despite her PTSD. It was time to give back.

She stuffed her feet into hiking boots and
laced them up as Nimbus sat beside her, leaning against her leg to
provide support and encouragement. Amber paused long enough to pat
her head before she stood and gathered up a baseball cap and keys.
She’d stop in at the lodge and gather up as much bottled water as
she could. She couldn’t fight the fire, but she could help those
doing the job.

She locked her cabin’s door behind Nimbus
and headed for her Jeep Wrangler. She still laughed at herself for
buying a Wrangler after moving to a cowboy ranch in Wyoming. But
she’d been determined to start her life over after the Triple Star
gave it back to her. Without their help, she’d have never healed
from the scars of PTSD. They’d given her a chance, and put her in
contact with Wyoming Service Dogs, and now she had a future.

“Let’s go help save lives, Nimbus.”

Her black and gray companion sat in the
front seat beside her and scanned the horizon as they headed into
the sunset.

 


****

 


Tom threw the truck into park and leapt out
the door to unhitch the trailer in the vehicle yard. He uncoupled
the hitch, disconnected the electrical, and charged back to the
driver’s seat. As soon as he was clear of the hitch, he floored the
truck, headed back to Route 224. The lights from the fire trucks
created a cascading rainbow counterpoint to the sunset as he flew
to the west.

A copper colored Jeep Wrangler followed him
out to the main road and turned left after him. He didn’t think
much of it until it followed him down the Fantasy Dude Ranch drive
and pulled up beside him at the lodge. When Amber Hillcrest, the
owner of the hands he’d been fantasizing about, jumped out with her
dog beside her, he momentarily forgot about the fire to stare at
her.

Damn, she made cowboy boots, jeans, and a
baseball cap look good. She had rounded hips, great ass, and
breasts to make a man sit up and howl. Plus, even moving at a fast
clip, those glorious hips swayed and put him in mind of a good,
slow fucking. Aw yeah, deep, rockin’, and rollin’.

Amber didn’t seem to notice him staring as
she threw the cargo door open and yanked out bottles of water. She
might have seemed small and curvy, but he knew she had strength.
Hell, she could beat the knots out of a man’s muscles in an hour
session. He belatedly realized she’d be hauling the water to the
lodge for the folks fighting the fire.

“Hey, let me help you with that.” He strode
toward her just as she turned her head to take his measure.

In the setting sun masked by smoke, she
glowed with rosy light, and he was momentarily struck dumb. When
the hell had she become so beautiful? He usually went for tall,
willowy blondes. Or bleach blonde rodeo queens. But Amber wore her
dark mahogany in a short bob framing her heart-shaped face, and it
spoke volumes to her practicality and low maintenance.

My kind of woman.

The thought came out of nowhere and he
continued to gape at her like he’d seen a ghost or something else
less credible.

“Mr. Colton? Is that you? I thought you were
at Cheyenne Frontier Days tonight.” She settled the large case of
water against her hip and shut the tailgate of her Jeep.

The memory of his disastrous ride made the
pain of his shoulder return with a vengeance right along with the
disappointment of coming in eighth. He grimaced.

“Yeah, well, the last ride didn’t go so
well, so I headed home.” He shrugged with his good shoulder. “Good
thing I did.”

She turned to look toward the burning barn
and the flashing lights, and her face blanched white. “Yeah, good
thing.”

To his surprise, her dog stood up on its
hind legs and inserted its head under her arm where she held the
case of water, whining for her attention.

“Here, let me take that. You got enough to
worry about with your dog.”

He reached for the case, pulling it from her
arms, but when the weight hit his shoulder, he damn near dropped it
on her.

“Oh, shit! I’m sorry.” He lunged after the
water at the same time she caught the other end and the dog dropped
down beside her.

“Easy, there, cowboy. Did you get injured
tonight?” Some of her pallor retreated as she focused her attention
on the water rather than the fire. “I got this. Let’s go inside and
see what they need help with. That way you don’t have to hurt
yourself and I don’t…have to get near the fire.”

The last was said so quietly he wasn’t sure
he’d heard her correctly, but the words triggered something in his
memory. She’d come to them three years before as a guest rather
than an employee. She’d had PTSD with regards to some incident
involving fire, but he’d never been around long enough to learn the
full extent of her trauma.

“Sounds like a plan.” He didn’t really want
to talk about his own failure that night. “Let’s go see what all
they need us to do.”

Amber nodded and hauled the case of water up
the steps to the porch. Tom ignored the voice suggesting he should
be the one to carry it, but his shoulder had made it very clear
that wasn’t an option at the moment. The dog stuck to Amber’s side
like it’d grown there, but somehow didn’t hamper her movements.

“Let me at least get the door.” He sped his
strides to knock on the oak paneling before she got there. Dad
would be appalled. So much for his gentlemanly qualities.

He held the door open and Amber headed
straight for the big dining room table. Voices came from the
kitchen and he immediately recognized his father Trip speaking with
Mrs. Guthrie, the housekeeper from the Triple Star.

“Dad? What are you doing here?”

Trip Colton stood beside Mrs. Guthrie
putting together ham and cheese sandwiches. He gave Tom his own
surprised look.

“I might ask you the same thing, son.
What’re you doin’ home so early? Didn’t the rodeo go well?” Trip
left the kitchen to swing Tom into a warm hug. Trip was as cowboy
as they came, but he’d never shied away from public displays of
affection with his family.

Tom shrugged. “I’ll tell you later. What’s
goin’ on? The fire crews flew past me on the highway and I followed
them here. Amber came, too. She brought water and extra food for
the firefighters.”

“Amber’s here?” Trip looked over Tom’s
shoulder and smiled. “Howdy, darlin’. I didn’t expect to see
you.”

She stood awkwardly at the entrance to the
kitchen. “Yes, I know, but I want to help, Mr. Colton.”

Trip snorted. “How many times have I told
you? You’re staff at the Triple Star, that practically makes you
family and family calls me Trip.”

Amber ducked her head with an uncomfortable
smile. “I brought extra food from our kitchens in my Jeep.”

“I’m surprised you came at all. Good for
you, honey.” Mrs. Guthrie bustled past them with a no-nonsense
stride. “Let’s go get that food. Them boys out there are going to
be starving.”

“I had to help, even if I can’t help fight
the fire.” She shot a guilty look at Tom before hurrying after the
housekeeper.

“I’m real impressed she’s here.” Trip
watched them leave, his expression thoughtful before he sobered.
“Let’s get these sandwiches out on that table.”

Tom jumped to help his dad as they gathered
up the platters Mrs. Guthrie had piled with food.

“What happened to her, Dad?”

Trip shook his head. “I don’t know the full
story, but I can tell you she got trapped in a burning building
somewhere. That’s why I’m surprised she’s here tonight. I never
expected her to come near a fire, even with that dog of hers.”

“Aw hell, she must be scared out of her
skull.” Tom took a few steps toward the front doors before Trip
grabbed his shoulder.

“Maybe, but you heard her. She’s gotta help
and this is part of her healin’. Trust me.” Trip tipped his head as
he tore open the case of water bottles. “There’s an old man I used
to talk to all the time while on the rodeo circuit. He started out
as a bullrider, but after he got gored by a particularly rank bull,
he had to give it up. Scared the hell outta him. But he kept comin’
back and helped out at the chutes year after year.”

“Why?”

“Because he said he had to face it to move
past it.” Trip shrugged. “I figure that’s what Amber’s doin’ here.
Facing stuff so she can move on.”

Tom didn’t like the idea of Amber running
herself ragged just to help out, but it really wasn’t any of his
business. She’s a big girl and can take care of herself. But
it still made his heart ache.

Mrs. Guthrie came back in with several bags
full of chips and canned goods in her hands. Amber followed her
with more water. They all worked in silence to get stuff set out,
knowing the firefighters and the residents would be in to eat and
drink soon.

Clair Atherton, the Knights’ housekeeper,
bustled in from the back and stopped, agape. “Where did all this
come from?”

“Howdy, Ms. Clair. We thought we’d come by
and offer some refreshments to the crew fighting the fire.” Trip
stepped forward with his hat in his hand. “We saw the lights and
wanted to help, but we figured we’d be in the way. Made food and
brought water instead.”

“Y’all didn’t need to do that, but I know
Ransom and his sibs’ll be grateful. Thank you, Mr. Colton.” Some of
the tension left Clair’s shoulders.

“Aw hell, you can call me Trip, now that
we’re neighbors and all.” Trip bobbed his head with a smile. “Let
us know if there’s anything else we can do. We’re just up the road
a piece.”

“No, no, you’ve done plenty. Thank you.”
Clair swung her gaze to take in Tom, Mrs. Guthrie, and Amber with
her dog. “Thank you all. We’re truly grateful. It’s been a helluva
summer and if it weren’t for you folks, we’d have packed it in
weeks ago.”

“Now, don’t say that. It’ll all work out,
you’ll see.” Mrs. Guthrie gave Clair a warm hug. “I left our lodge
number on the counter in the kitchen if you ever need anything.
Y’all probably have it already, but I wanted to make sure. Just
give us a call and we’ll see what all we can do. Neighbors stick
together out here.” She smiled as she stepped back. “We’ll just get
out of your way now.”

“Have Ransom give me a call if he needs any
help rebuildin’ or haulin’ anything off the ranch. I should be
around more now.” Tom handed Clair his card, frayed at the corners
from the time spent in his back pocket.

She frowned a moment. “Weren’t you competing
in Cheyenne Frontier Days?”

Regret hit him in the gut, but not as hard
as he expected. “Yes, ma’am, I was, but got some rank broncs and
that was that.” He shrugged at her look of sorrow. “It’s fine. Time
to let some of those young boys take up the mantle.”

She narrowed her eyes at him, but nodded
slowly. “If you say so. Thank you all again. I’ll let the Knights
know this is all from you.”

“Thanks, Ms. Clair.” Trip waved then shooed
Tom, Amber, and Mrs. Guthrie out in front of him.

“Are you sure we shouldn’t do more?” Amber
hesitated before she reached her Jeep, her gaze riveted to the
flashing lights of the trucks near the barn. Her jaw clenched as
her dog leaned against her legs, but she held fast.

“Right now what they need most is for us to
get out of their way.” Trip rested a hand on her shoulder. “You
head on back to the Triple Star, now. They have our number if they
need anything.” He swung toward Tom. “You comin’ too?”

“Yup.” Tom dipped his head, waving his
father off. “I’ll be right behind you.”

Trip nodded and escorted Mrs. Guthrie to his
truck and Tom paused beside Amber.

“How you holdin’ up? Need anything?”

She took a deep, steadying breath and
summoned up a smile. “I’m upright and moving forward. Right now I’m
okay.” It sounded like a rehearsed speech, something she said to
reassure herself as well as others, but if it helped her, he
thought it a good idea.

“I’m glad to hear it. I wanted to ask you if
you could fit me into your massage schedule tomorrow? I took a bad
fall today and my body feels like it’s been run over by a tractor.”
He grimaced as he tried to straighten his shoulders. “Would you
have time?”

Amber blinked at him. “You want a massage
from me?”

He nodded
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