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      GRACE KORBIT FLINCHED when a book slammed against the wall three feet to the right of her head.

      “Next time I won’t miss. Get out.”

      Gathering her courage, she peered into Seth Rowland’s bedroom, unable to see much because of the dark blinds covering the windows. Too bad they didn’t block the smell. Musty air and a decidedly unpleasant aroma assailed her.

      “You gotta hearing problem? None of you’ve managed to fix me yet and I’m sick of waiting for a miracle.”

      Grace was shocked. This wasn’t the Seth she remembered. Taking a deep breath, she ignored his order and went inside, hoping her instincts would protect her from any additional flying objects. Three steps in, her foot landed on something soft and skidded an inch to the left. Eeeew.

      But the goo sticking to her foot explained the smell. At least part of it. The pungent odor of a too-ripe banana filled her nostrils. She lifted her shoe, hobbling momentarily and, using the light streaming in from the connecting bedroom, spotted the outline of an overflowing trash can. She shook her foot over the container until she heard a dull thunk.

      “How about I open the blinds and windows?” she asked, her voice husky as she scraped the sole of her shoe over the edge. That done, a steadying breath full of dust and the lingering smell of fruit propelled her quickly through the mess.

      “How about you go—” Seth finished his crude suggestion. Grace winced, but she’d heard worse.

      She trailed her fingers along the wall until they found the drawstring pull of the blind and yanked hard, although she regretted it instantly when the dust flew. She waved one hand in front of her face while unlocking the sash with the other. Cold, crisp air flowed in.

      Seth’s eyes bored a hole into her back as Grace made her way to the second window, thankful the sunlight enabled her to maneuver around the messy room, which looked as though it hadn’t been cleaned in weeks.

      Mindful of the dust, she raised this blind slower, giving the task more attention than it deserved due to a sudden nervousness. How had she ever convinced herself she could do this? See Seth again? Talk to him, touch him? But in the same vein, how could she have said no?

      She stared outside, at the dirt-and-gravel road leading away from the house, and knew this was one window she’d better keep closed. Otherwise she’d have a hard time fighting the temptation to climb through and make a run for it.

      Unable to postpone the inevitable any longer, she turned. “Seth, I—” Grace gasped at the sight of him and hated herself because she wasn’t quick enough to squelch the revealing sound. He heard, too, because his gaze narrowed on her and she knew the exact moment he recognized her—and she realized in an instant Jake hadn’t told Seth his ex-girlfriend was to be his next physical therapist.

      Seth’s eyes widened, then he looked away. But in that moment in between she saw it all. Saw the cold, bitter distance she’d created. The anger and upset and breath-stealing pain.

      Seth’s guarded stare reminded her of an injured, cornered animal, fighting back out of instinct, but unsure of whether or not he really wanted to continue the battle.

      Oh, Seth.

      Lucky for her he appeared as shocked to see her as she was to see him in such a condition. She fell back on six years of training and experience. Lessons hard learned and refined by taking on some of the most difficult cases others had given up on. Like Seth.

      Squaring her shoulders, she swallowed. “It’s good to see you, Seth. Do you throw books at everyone who comes through the door or just me?”

      Jaw tight, he continued to glare. “I thought you were— Ah, no way,” he growled as understanding replaced his shock.

      She forced herself to move closer with a confidence she didn’t feel. “That’s right. I’m your new therapist.”

      Grace crossed her arms over her chest, hoping it looked like a gesture of strength, even arrogance, instead of what it really was—an attempt to control her quivering limbs.

      He laughed, the sound gruff and low, sending shivers through her.

      Seth glowered at the door. “Jake!”

      Moving forward another step, she was amazed at the difference in the man she’d known compared to the one before her. Ten years ago Seth had been clean-cut and entirely too handsome, God-gifted with one of those rugged, craggy faces that only got better with age. Tall and lanky, he’d had a natural swagger and smile that stopped what little traffic North Star, Montana, could lay claim to.

      Now the handsome cowboy was gone, and in his place was a bitter and broken man with eyes that burned hot with anger, and an appearance that stated quite clearly Seth didn’t care what happened to him. Not anymore.

      “He isn’t⁠—”

      “Jake!” When Jake didn’t appear, Seth turned to her. “You’ve had your look at the cripple, now get out.”

      Her nails dug into the flesh of her arms. The sharp pain stiffened her resolve and reminded her, for the moment at least, she was the one in charge. She just had to prove it to Seth. And to herself.

      “I can’t leave you like this.”

      He laughed without humor. “You didn’t have a problem leaving me before. Now’s no different.”

      Now was different, but her reasoning was the same. And as badly as she wanted to do as he said, to turn tail and run, she was just as determined to stay.

      She shook her head. “I’m good at what I do, Seth. What do you say? Will you work with me?”

      A vicious curse filled the air, succinct with fury.

      “Fine, I’ll leave,” she said, careful to keep her voice from shaking even as she raised it to be heard over his ongoing litany. Seth stilled, then smirked in triumph, and that’s when she decided he needed a firm kick in the rear. “That is, when you’re able to get out of that bed and throw me out yourself.”

      Neither of them moved. They wound up playing a childish game of Stare Down until finally, Seth bit out yet another long string of curses. “Jake had no right!”

      “He’s desperate to help you.”

      Help him? Seth scowled at her. There was no helping him. With every day that passed and every therapist that came and went, the angrier he became, because nothing happened. Nothing. The doctors’ diagnoses were wrong.

      “You can’t.” He jerked his head toward the door. “Don’t let it hit you on the way out.”

      Dust mites floated through the air as she stood there wearing an expression so pitying he wanted to hurl something at her again.

      Tall and athletic, Grace still had a natural beauty. Her strength showed in the way her shoulders were squared and braced. The way her chin jutted in determination.

      He’d kissed that chin. Run his hands over her body and listened as she sighed, loving the sound and loving her despite the way she’d immediately pull away and establish distance between them. He should’ve realized she didn’t feel the same about him, should’ve known something was wrong before he’d made a fool of himself.

      “I understand your anger at being paralyzed, Seth. I’d be angry, too.”

      He laughed, unable to quell the bitterness. What a line, that. How could she possibly understand? Had she ever had to ask for help to take a leak? Endured the indignity of having an audience present for the sole purpose of making sure he didn’t fall off the pot the first time he was able to actually use a toilet instead of a bedpan? No one understood.

      “You don’t understand so don’t pretend you do. You want to move and you move. You want to walk and you walk. I don’t.”

      “I’m here to help you fix that.”

      He searched for something else to throw. Not at her, just something to take the edge off. “I don’t want you here! You couldn’t wait to get out of town ten years ago, but at least you did us both a favor and left before I did something stupid like ask to marry you!”

      “I’m sorry,” she murmured, her eyes avoiding his. “I should’ve handled things between us better, but I didn’t want to hurt you and I—I wanted to go to college.”

      “I never would’ve asked you not to go and you know it. You had a choice, Grace. Two scholarships—a school here where we could’ve seen each other or a school back east. You made your decision. You left in the middle of the night and ran, as fast and as far as you could, dragging Brent behind you.”

      “You wouldn’t listen to me,” she argued. “Things were going too fast. I tried to tell you that⁠—”

      He ran a hand over his face. “Any slower and molasses would’ve beaten us in a race. You made your point. You wanted away from me,” he said. “Now I want away from you. You’re not welcome here, Grace. Get out of my house, off my ranch and don’t come back.”

      Grace flinched at his words but didn’t say anything. Instead of leaving, she approached his hospital bed, making her way through the minefield of books, plastic plates and ranching magazines. Now, there was a kicker. He could read about ranching, but he’d never again be able to do the physical labor he loved so much.

      “You have to deal with this,” she said, nodding to indicate his legs. “Lying here is getting you nowhere, and I can’t leave you like this if for no other reason than what we once meant to each other.”

      “And what was that?” Seth injected a cruelness into his tone that belied all acknowledgment of their past. He slid his gaze over her again, hoping, praying, she’d go scurrying from the room the way his sister-in-law, Maura, always did. Not Grace though. No, she simply lifted her chin another notch, making him grit his teeth so hard pain shot up to his temple.

      He couldn’t take his eyes off her, though. Mostly because he was beginning to notice new things about her. Like how her chest rose and fell with her breathing, how she was too thin for her height and her clothes were baggy, as though the weight loss was recent. Shadows stained the skin beneath her green eyes and she looked tired and drawn. Even a bit brittle. As if a good strong wind would make those board-straight shoulders of hers snap.

      Had she worried about coming to Montana and facing him after what she’d done? Heaven above, he couldn’t help but think she’d never have had the courage to return had he been healthy and whole and the man he’d once been.

      He stared at her chest and the fullness there, not giving a rat’s ass if he offended her or made her uncomfortable, as it always had in the past. Problem was instead of intimidating her, the sight nearly undid him.

      “You’re fired.”

      “You can’t fire someone you didn’t hire.”

      Her voice was husky and rich, tart, like warm, mulled cider on a fall night.

      “I’m staying, Seth, and you’d better get used to having me around. The sooner the better.”

      She followed her brassy warning with a shrug, but the movement was stiff, and now that she stood within reaching distance, he saw a slight quiver to her hands. The twitch of a muscle near her too full lips. Maybe she was nervous about facing him. He hoped so, anyway. God knew he had little else to hope for anymore.

      “I will make you a deal, though…if you’re interested.” She propped her hands on her hips, widened her stance.

      He almost laughed at the sight. Almost. Because like it or not, he was curious as to what she was offering.

      “What deal?”

      “I’ll leave…if you can beat me at arm wrestling.”

      Then he did laugh. “You can do better than that, Grace,” he murmured, relishing the dark flush that stole over her cheeks at his tone.

      Her wide, full mouth pursed. “Arm wrestling is a matter of strength. If you can beat me at that, you should be able to handle your wheelchair fairly well. I’ll let Jake know, and maybe if you’re lucky, he’ll back off on wanting you in therapy. Unless you’re afraid to lose.”

      “I wouldn’t lose.”

      “Then what’s the problem?”

      She meant it. She actually had the nerve to stand there and taunt him. He sucked in a sharp breath as the red-blooded male in him staggered. Grace was strong, no doubt about it, but he was still bigger, broader, with more than thirty years of ranch life under his belt and enough anger to self-combust. “You’ll leave?”

      “With bells on.”

      He stared her down, waiting for her to look away, fidget, something to indicate she wouldn’t hold true to her word. “Fine,” he growled. “I’m sure there’s a cowbell out in the barn somewhere.”

      She raised a slim brow. “No backing out, Seth. You have to come with me and give Maura and Jake a chance to clean your room.” She looked around, her nose wrinkling, and shaming him even though she didn’t say more.

      “You’ve got a deal,” he snapped. “Get that table over there and quit stalling so you can leave. You’re good at that, remember?”

      She didn’t comment as she walked over to the adjustable tray that went with his hospital bed and pulled it into position. While she did that, Seth pressed the button that raised the head of his bed, then scooted higher, silently cursing his body when the chore was harder than it should’ve been. He got himself settled and looked up in time to find her eyeing his legs with speculation.

      “I’m going to have to move your legs to sit properly.”

      He offered a grunt she took as consent, and in a no-nonsense move she grasped his ankles through the sheet and shifted his legs, then hopped up on the bed and sat facing him with her elbow braced on the tray.

      “Ready?”

      He ignored the glint in her eyes and shoved his pillow down around his waist to allow him to have maximum stability. Placing his hand against hers palm to palm, he fastened his grip, unwillingly registering the feel of her smooth, cool skin.

      “On three,” she said, her eyes darting away from his.

      Now, that reminded him of the teenage girl he remembered.

      “One…two⁠—”

      “Three.”

      Her gaze flew to his at his sudden attack, but instead of instantly toppling, Grace held her place with barely a wobble, whereas his burst of strength faded much too fast. Sweat beaded his forehead, slipped down his face and itched when it trickled into his beard.

      Seconds passed, not more than sixty seconds tops, and he hated himself more and more with every one of them because he could feel himself weakening. Finally her grip tensed against his, as though she’d been pretending to put up a fight all along, and Grace flattened his arm to the tray without so much as a deep breath to fortify her.

      Seth stared at her through the hair hanging over his eyes, ashamed. He’d lost. And chauvinistic or not, he couldn’t believe he was such a weakling that he’d lost an arm-wrestling match to a woman. Of all the indignities he’d suffered since his accident, this was the icing topping the proverbial cake.

      “Let’s get started. I’ll get your chair.”

      “No—”

      A mask dropped over her features in preparation for battle. “I’m holding you to your word.”

      He wondered what she’d do if he simply refused. Jerking his hand out of hers, he raked the hair away from his eyes before gesturing at his legs. “You need to get Jake.”

      “Why?”

      Wasn’t it obvious? “You can’t lift me into my chair.”

      “I don’t need to lift you.” Her tone lost some of its edge. “You’ll just slide from the bed to the chair. Besides, you’ll help me. Right?”

      Why should he?

      Because his weight could hurt her.

      His nod was slow in coming, but he managed to get the motion out without cursing. He hated this. Hated she saw how weak he’d become.

      He was a lost cause. All the other therapists thought so, otherwise they’d have found a backbone and stuck around.

      Grace moved his wheelchair next to the bed, then inched the chair closer to the mattress before setting the locks. “Ready?”

      No.

      “I’ll get behind you and⁠—”

      “I’ll fall.” Did she have any idea how much that statement cost him in pride? He was a man. At least he used to be, and now he was supposed to let her lift him in and out of bed? She was too small. Too thin.

      She’d drop him.

      Then she’d have to call Jake or one of the ranch hands he still managed to employ to come lift him back into the bed like a child. A grown man unable to get himself in and out of bed. God help him, he’d been humiliated enough.

      “Only if you want to,” she said. “I’ll have you from behind. One quick move and you’ll be in the chair. You won’t fall because I won’t let you.” She got into position at his shoulders. “Trust me in this if nothing else, Seth, okay? Now, on three.” She laughed softly, the sound wry, her breath warm and moist on his neck. “No surprises this time, either. Wait until I say.”

      Grace planted her feet wide, locked her forearms under his armpits so that her hands were fisted high at his chest, and helped him over to the edge of the bed. Her breasts brushed against his back during the move, burning his skin beneath the T-shirt he wore. And despite his anger and embarrassment of the moment, he was aware of her. Much too aware, all things considered.

      “One…two. Three.”

      She kept balance for them both while he slid off the bed into the wheelchair in a surprisingly quick move. He landed awkwardly and had to squirm and shift to straighten himself in the seat. While he did that, Grace put his legs and feet on the supports.

      “You’re out of practice, but that wasn’t too bad, was it?” Grace smiled at him.

      He glared at her, hating that she talked down to him. He couldn’t handle that from Grace. One therapist had actually clapped his hands and giggled every time Seth had lifted the weights as instructed. He’d lasted two days until Seth had managed to convince the man he’d be better off giggling somewhere else.

      Grace sighed before she stood, moving around him to unlock the wheels of his chair. Without comment she rolled him out his bedroom door into the hall, the house unusually silent.

      “If you’re wondering where everyone is, your niece took Jake and Maura out to see the kittens in the barn. Apparently there’s one that’s pure white, and Lexi’s the only one who’s able to pet it.”

      Seth grunted. Lexi loved kittens.

      “Here we are. You know you’re really lucky to have a setup like this at home.”

      Seth looked up as they entered what had once been his garage, frowning when he heard the bubbling sound of water. Since his last trip to therapy, a whirlpool had been brought in and set up in the corner.

      Another expense. The ranch wasn’t solvent the way it used to be and he wondered what Jake had sold to pay for the new equipment. When were Jake and Maura going to get it? All of the expense, the wasted time and energy. It wasn’t worth it. He wasn’t worth it.

      “Let’s get you settled and get to work.”

      “Don’t waste my time and yours⁠—”

      “You have something better to do?” she countered, her expression annoyingly cheerful as she stepped to the side of his wheelchair.

      He ground his teeth together and shot her a narrow-eyed look that would once have had any one of his ranch hands scrambling out of his way. Grace didn’t budge.

      “Come on. On three, just like before.” She stood in front of him, her legs braced wide for balance as she bent her knees and wrapped her arms around him to lift him from the chair.

      Seth froze when he found his nose buried in her neck, in the silky soft hair at her nape that had escaped her ponytail. She smelled fresh and clean and just like he remembered, like wild flowers and sunshine, musky, warm woman and sweetly scented shampoo.

      He slowly raised his head. Sometimes being a man of his word sucked.
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      GRACE SWUNG SETH AROUND IN the awkward dance that transferred him to the padded table. Once there, she raised his legs to the surface, her cheeks rosy.

      “We’re, uh, we’re going to be here awhile. Better get comfy.”

      Seth watched as she scampered away, irritated. He stared up at the ceiling, still dazed to find himself there, and attempted to ignore her movements as she prepared for the session.

      The air filled with soft guitar music and he recognized the song as one from a CD in his own collection of favorites, making him wonder if she’d asked Jake or Maura which he preferred, or if they still had similar tastes in music.

      Grace drew his attention again as she walked back toward him, her hesitant smile off kilter as she placed a towel and a bottle of lotion on the foot of the wide table where he lay.

      “The first thing we’ve got to do is get you limbered up. I don’t suppose you’ve let Jake help you with your exercises since your last therapist left?”

      He just looked at her, silent. What had she done in the ten years she’d been gone? Jake would’ve told him, could’ve, since he and Grace had kept in touch, but after the first time or two his brother had mentioned Grace’s name, Seth had made it clear he didn’t want to discuss her so Jake had pretty much kept Grace’s activities and interests to himself from then on.

      “O-kay, so we’ll start there and move on to a massage.”

      He ignored her censuring expression and tone and went back to examining the ceiling. It needed a coat of paint, but like everything else around the ranch, it was an expense that had been put on hold because of his injury.

      Jake shouldn’t have bought the whirlpool. Even though it was used, the cost probably would’ve covered his quarterly taxes and he couldn’t afford to get any more behind.

      Grace lifted his left leg and bent it at the knee before pushing toward his chest. He didn’t feel it. He wouldn’t know she was touching him at all if not for the pressure on his ribs as his thigh pressed in. The irony wasn’t lost on him, either. How many times had he kissed her, touched her, and wanted more? Wanted her to touch him? Stroke him as he ached to stroke her? Now here she was with her hands all over him and he couldn’t feel it.

      He laughed, drawing Grace’s attention, but he ignored her and closed his eyes, throwing an arm over his face. It was either stare at the ceiling or stare at her. Neither were appealing.

      How did someone like him—a rancher used to a hard day’s work—deal with being a paraplegic? How did anyone?

      The worst was knowing Jake and Maura would never move on with their lives now. He was a burden. An obligation they were duty-bound to care for. Even Grace had felt compelled to help despite the fact she’d left ten years ago and never looked back.

      Time passed in a blur of painful recriminations as Grace’s determined motions moved him from position to position, the last move placing him on his stomach. Unable to take any more, Seth willed his mind blank and drifted with the sound of the music.

      “Time for lunch,” she said suddenly. “We’ll eat and then get back to work.”

      He shook his head but didn’t raise it. “We’re fin⁠—”

      “Uncle Seff!”

      Lexi’s squeal of delight yanked his head toward the door, and he bit back a curse as his niece’s white-blond head came barreling toward him.

      “Lex—get out of here. Go find your mama,” he ordered roughly.

      “But, Uncle Seff, you’re outta your room!”

      The table shook as Lexi scrambled up beside him. He turned his head away from her. “Go to Maura.”

      Little arms hugged his back and he grimaced. Baby girl. Since her birth, Lexi had spent as much time with him as she had with Jake, maybe more, and he hated that she saw him like this. Weak and broken, useless. Had he been an animal, he would’ve been put out of his misery.

      “Hello, Lexi, I’m Grace. I talked to you on the phone, remember? It’s nice to finally meet you in person.”

      “What’s wrong with Uncle Seff?”

      “Well, your uncle’s had a hard workout, honey, and he’s not feeling well right now. But once he gets some food in his stomach, he won’t be such a bear. I’m sure he wouldn’t mind a visit before we start our next session.”

      “No.” What was she doing? “Go find Maura, Lex.”

      “But—”

      “Do what you’re told!”

      Lexi whimpered and began to cry. Seth slammed his fist against the table, the force behind the blow weakened by the padding beneath. He couldn’t handle Lexi’s little-girl tears. Or being bombarded with all the questions she’d ask, like why couldn’t he walk? Why had he fallen off the horse? Why didn’t he love her anymore?

      “Lexi?” Maura called from somewhere in the house.

      “Please, Uncle Seff?”

      “In here!” Grace answered before murmuring something soothing in response to Lexi’s entreaty.

      Seth didn’t move, completely humiliated by what was taking place around him. A grown man face-down on a table with his butt up in the air. His neck burned with shame.

      “I’m sorry, Grace. She got away from me. We didn’t mean to bother you. Did we, Lex?”

      “No problem,” Grace murmured, her tone warm and soft and vastly different from when she’d spoken so determinedly to him.

      “I want him to play with me!” Lexi argued stubbornly. “I been good!”

      “Alexandra,” Maura scolded, “we’ve talked about this. And besides, that’s not how you behave. Now, I need help with the dessert. Will you come stir the berries, please?”

      Disobedient silence greeted Maura’s firm suggestion and Seth could imagine the mulish set of his niece’s mouth.

      “Uncle Seff, please? No, Mommy, no! I wanna stay! No!”

      His hands locked in abject rage as his niece’s compact little body was plucked from the surface of the table, the heat of her gone from where she’d sat pressed against his side. Footsteps sounded, retreating from the room, but if he’d had any doubt that Maura was escorting Lexi away, his niece’s pitiful wails put an end to it.

      “She’s gone,” Grace confirmed, censure in her voice. “Did you like making a little girl cry?”

      

      GRACE WAS FUMING BY the time she locked Seth’s wheelchair into place in front of his bedroom window.

      While they were in therapy, Maura and Jake had performed wonders in Seth’s room. The floor was now clean and freshly swept, his hospital bed neatly made, and the air smelled of cinnamon-scented carpet cleaner.

      Without comment, she wheeled the hospital tray into position over his lap, trying to gain a fresh perspective to go with the room.

      Seth was a normal patient, angry and sad, disillusioned by life’s unexpected turn. Everything about this situation was normal.

      Except for the fact she’d been in love with him.

      “I eat in my bed.”

      She raised a brow at his surly tone, so hungry she could match his grumpiness with almost no effort. “Today you don’t,” she countered, drawing on a nearly empty stock of patience.

      “I don’t want or need you to babysit me.”

      “Good, because I—” She broke off when she realized his scowling attention was focused on something happening outside the window.

      She followed his gaze and found Jake standing beside the older ranch hand, Hank, who’d driven her from the airport. Both men leaned against the paddock rails and watched as another man worked with a horse.

      She glanced back at Seth and found his hands white with strain, gripping the curved arms of his wheelchair. Eyes dark with pain and fury. Envy.

      Despite her anger over his behavior with Lexi, her heart softened even though she told herself to stand firm. But to see how dearly Seth wanted to be out there⁠—

      “Leave me alone.”

      She closed her eyes briefly and inhaled. “Sorry. There are some medical forms and evaluation sheets I need to fill out with your input. We can share lunch while we get the technical stuff out of the way.”

      She grabbed a straight-backed chair from beside his bed and carried it to a spot opposite his wheelchair. She lowered it smack dab in front of him so he’d have a hard time ignoring her.

      “I’m not hungry.”

      Seth’s stomach chose that moment to growl loudly, and Grace hid her smile when he actually glanced down and frowned, acting genuinely surprised by the noise.

      “Maura told me she was going to fix your favorites for lunch. Fried chicken, mashed potatoes, green beans⁠—”

      He stared out the window again. “I don’t want to eat with you. You got me to therapy this morning. Be happy with that.”

      “Look, Seth⁠—”

      His black eyes fixated on her and it was everything she could do not to flinch. Seth was dynamite ready to explode and she was the match lit to fire.

      “No, you look—I don’t want to eat with you, I don’t want to sit with you, I don’t want to look at you. I-don’t-want-you-here!”

      Someone coughed quietly, and Grace turned to find Maura hovering in the doorway with a loaded tray in her hands.

      Hurt when she knew she had no right to be, Grace waved Jake’s pregnant wife inside the now-spotless room and met her halfway, grateful for the distraction and the chance to curb her doubts and memories before they got out of hand.

      “Please, don’t let him throw it,” Maura begged in a hushed voice. “We’re out of carpet cleaner.”

      “Don’t talk over me,” Seth barked. “I’m right here, Maura. If you don’t want me to throw the tray then tell me, not her!”

      “S-sorry, Seth. I just⁠—”

      “Get out! Both of you, just get out!”

      Grace forced a smile at the now teary-eyed Maura and took the tray from her trembling hands. “Thank you for all your hard work, Maura. I’m sure Seth will enjoy his favorite foods so much, he won’t consider doing anything as childish as wasting it,” she said before turning her attention back to Seth. “After all, it would be pretty embarrassing for a grown man to make his pregnant sister-in-law come in and clean his room because of a tantrum, now wouldn’t it?”

      Seth didn’t respond to her scolding and Maura used the break in conversation to duck out the door, wiping her cheeks as she went.

      “And I know you’re not keen on my being here,” she continued. “You’ve made your feelings perfectly clear, but I’m staying…if not for what we used to—to mean to each other, then for Jake and Maura and Lexi.”

      A gruff laugh escaped him, lacking all traces of humor. “Don’t pretend feelings you never had, Grace. And leave my niece out of this.”

      Feelings she didn’t have? Seth had meant everything to her, that’s why she hadn’t wanted to hurt him. Couldn’t bear the thought of him turning away in disgust.

      “I won’t leave Lexi out of our conversation. I can’t because you obviously don’t know what you’re doing to her. Do you know how smart she is? A lot smarter than I was at five. Your niece called me in North Carolina to ask me to help you. In fact, she’s the one who convinced me to take your case.”

      “Lucky me.”

      Grace dropped the tray on top of the hospital table. Maura had placed Seth’s meal on hard plastic plates so the action created more noise than anything. The ruckus was worth it when he glanced up at her in surprise.

      “Lexi heard Jake on the phone asking me to take your case, and after he hung up, she snuck in and hit the redial to talk to me herself. Just so she could persuade me to come because she wants her favorite uncle to get well.”

      “You mean she heard you turn Jake down. You told him no.”

      Unable to deny the truth, she shrugged. “I told Jake I needed time to think about it.”

      “Afraid to see me again?”

      She wanted to look away but couldn’t. “Seth, stop feeling sorry for yourself and fight this. I’ll help you. And before you say it, I’m not leaving. I’m not intimidated by a grown man’s temper tantrums.”

      “My family doesn’t need me burdening them,” he grated out, his face a dull maroon. “The sooner you and everyone else realize that and move on, the sooner I can have some peace in my own house!”

      “Peace?” she asked, incredulous. “Hiding in this room isn’t peace, it’s giving up! Your family needs you. Lexi needs you.”

      Seth’s near-black eyes bared more of his soul than she knew he wanted her to see. “What does she need me for? Wake up, Grace, I’m a cripple.”

      Pain washed over her. Not only Seth’s pain, but the pain of every patient she’d come into contact with since beginning her career. “You’re her uncle. The only uncle she has, and she loves you.”

      His despair made her want to cry, it touched her heart, breaking through all her training, and through all the barriers she’d erected over the past ten years in an attempt to keep herself from falling for someone as hard as she’d fallen for Seth.

      “Don’t stand there and preach to me about Lexi.”

      “Or what?” Seth had so much going for him, and here he was shoving everyone and everything away as hard and as fast as he could. Self-destructing right before her eyes. “Even if you never take another step in your life, you’ll always be Lexi’s uncle. Nothing will ever change that. Quit feeling sorry for yourself and fight this! Fight back!”

      Seth was silent, his expression haunted and brooding. Lexi’s laughter reached them then, drew their attention to the action taking place outside the windows. The little girl was with Jake and Hank, her smiling face representative of all that was good in the world.

      Unprofessional tears threatened and Grace blinked rapidly to ease the strain, blaming her response on fatigue and frustration and all the emotions that came with returning to North Star and seeing Seth so broken and defeated. She hadn’t been eating, hadn’t been sleeping. And now when she did close her eyes and sleep, her nightmares were vicious.

      “Look at her. So loving and full of life. You are her example, Seth. If nothing else, your pride alone should keep you fighting, just so you can show her how it’s done.” He wouldn’t look at her, but she was glad to note he didn’t take his eyes off Lexi.

      “Pride doesn’t change anything. I could’ve walked after that horse threw me if pride had anything to do with healing.”

      She nodded, understanding. Pride certainly didn’t even the odds, she’d learned that as well. “Then what about responsibility? Would you let Lexi give up? Look at her!” she ordered when his glance left the window. “Look at her and tell me what you’d do if she’d been the one thrown off the horse. Would you let her stop living? Stop playing? Would you let her shove everyone away and hide in her room? Or would you love her so much you’d help her cope? Let her lean on you for strength when she was tired and sad? You’re only a cripple—” Lord, how she hated that word! “—as long as you cripple yourself. It’s time to stop feeling sorry for yourself and do something about it.”

      “Go to hell.”

      “I’ve already been there,” she countered with a laugh, the sound emerging from her so bitter and flagrantly pained, she drew Seth’s narrowed gaze. Inhaling deeply, she wished she could have taken the words back. Seth didn’t know why she’d left him, why she’d run, and he never would.

      “All I’m saying is, give that little girl out there some credit. She wants you any way she can get you, and she doesn’t care if you walk or crawl or roll.”

      “Here’s the other tray.”

      Grace turned to find Maura standing just outside the doorway. Reining in her scattered emotions, she crossed the room to retrieve her lunch, but Seth’s sister-in-law wouldn’t let go of the dishes.

      “Don’t give up. He’ll fight for Lexi if he’ll fight for anyone. Jake’s always said Seth is as much her father as he is.” Maura gave her a hesitant smile of encouragement and released her grip on the food-laden tray.

      Grace watched Maura leave the room before she retraced her steps to the chair and sat down. Seth’s stomach growled once again, and he spared her a glare before his hand shot out and picked up a chicken leg. He took a bite, another and another, as if he hadn’t eaten in years. At least she’d made him hungry. Seth’s body had recognized the exercise and extra expenditure of energy even if Seth’s nerves hadn’t. But eating once wasn’t going to replace the weight or muscle tone he’d lost. Nor give him the nutrients he needed to fight off winter colds and flu.

      “What about dessert?” he demanded suddenly, not looking at her. “If Maura made my favorites, there should be a raspberry cobbler in the kitchen.”

      She hesitated, noting with no small amount of surprise that his plate was nearly empty while hers remained virtually untouched.

      “I think she mentioned a cobbler earlier when I arrived. Want me to go see?” she asked, balancing her tray on the table by his as she stood. She could use the time to regain her composure.

      Seth shrugged, not looking at her.

      “Fine,” she said. “Sit tight and I’ll be right back.”

      Seth waited until Grace left his bedroom before he wheeled himself to the door and shut it as quietly as possible, his fingers hesitating momentarily before he twisted the lock into place.

      Mind made up, he wheeled himself to the door connecting the spare bedroom to his and locked it as well before rolling himself back across the room and repositioning himself in front of the hospital tray. His progress was certainly a lot easier thanks to Maura and Jake’s cleaning, and like it or not, he was going to have to let them come in every once in a while just so he could get across the floor.

      And once he succeeded in getting them to leave?

      Not having any answers, he glared down at his plate. His stomach still had a curl of hunger, and he glanced at the door and frowned, wishing he could’ve gotten his piece of cobbler before locking Grace out.

      “Seth?”

      The knob twisted until it encountered the lock, and he heard Grace’s gusty sigh through the door and all the way across the room where he sat.

      “Okay, I get it. We’re done for the day,” she called, her voice muffled by layers of wood. “I have your cobbler, though,” she said in a singsong tone, the one she’d used to tease him way back when.

      Despite his anger, he smiled grimly at her obvious delight in withholding his treat. The woman had a mean streak.

      “I could leave it out here if you’re interested, but then, you’d have to open the door to get it and you never know—I just might kidnap you to finish out your exercises today.” She followed the warning with a laugh and then thick silence filled the air, full of expectation.

      Seth knew she still stood on the other side of the paneled door. He could feel her. Was aware of her in a way he should have been aware of his lower extremities.

      “Seth?”

      She said it as if she thought he’d gone somewhere.

      “I still need to fill out those papers. Red tape, you know? I’ll come by this evening after dinner and we can go through them then. Oh, I almost forgot. You get a rematch tomorrow, bright and early. Better plan your strategy if you plan on winning.”

      A purely feminine chuckle sounded, capturing his attention and his interest whether he liked it or not. It also grated on his nerves like nobody’s business, and he reminded himself she was trying hard to get a rise out of him. The trick was not to play along.

      “Can’t you just see it? Beating me at arm wrestling and getting me out of your hair?”

      He sure could. Which said a lot, considering how long it had been since he’d found himself intrigued by anything. The fantasy of throwing her out of his house held an infinite appeal.

      “You know, if you don’t say something I just might assume the worst and be forced to come in after you.”

      He leaned an elbow on the arm of his chair and groaned. After this morning he had no doubt she would do exactly what she said, Jake hot on her heels followed by the rest of the blasted household. A man should have peace in his house.

      Contrary to what they believed, he wasn’t giving up, he just wanted…to be left alone. To not be a burden. For Jake and Maura to go on with the plans they’d made before his accident and he’d ruined all their lives.

      “I’ll find a way in.”

      “Go. Away!”

      He heard her laughing at him on the other side of the door. A belly laugh. It reminded him of so many things. So many smiles. He hadn’t seen Grace smile much until after they’d begun dating. Then it had become a challenge, discovering what it would take for him to get one of those blindingly beautiful grins of hers.

      “All right, then, fine. Have it your way for now. But I’ll see you later, Seth. Oh, and go ahead and enjoy my lunch. I’d hate for it to go to waste.”

      For the first time, he noticed her food and leaned across the table, snatching a chicken wing from her plate. Her loss was his gain.

      “While I enjoy your piece of hot, gooey, raspberry cobbler…with vanilla ice cream. Oh, yum. Seth, this is sooo good! Sure you don’t want to open the door for some?”

      Seth tossed the chicken wing onto the plate with a curse.
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