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Chapter 1
 
“Oh, hell,” the guy blurted, a second after he charged into the cloakroom. Instantly, his face turned a dozen shades of red.
Susan Sanders stood with her silk, two-toned teal bridesmaid’s dress up around her waist, unable to drop her skirt, and too stunned to scream. Apparently, the man moved at lightning speed when on a mission. She’d purposely looked both ways down the swanky hotel’s carpeted hallway before sneaking into the room where several dozen coats hung unattended on this rainy, June afternoon.
“What are you doing in here?” she demanded, too shocked to do anything except stare back at the stranger.
“I forgot my cell phone in my coat pocket. I need to set it on silent so it won’t interrupt the ceremony.” The man glared at her, his face now only slightly pink. “Shouldn’t you use the ladies’ room for whatever you’re doing?”
“If I knew where a ladies’ room was, would I be in here?” Susan’s best friend, Amanda Bailey, and Jeremy Branigan were tying the knot in ten minutes. She’d felt her half slip heading toward her knees and snuck into the cloakroom to execute a quick fix.
“That is the laciest pair of pink panties I’ve ever seen. Judging by your shocked expression when I stepped through the doorway, I wouldn’t have been surprised to find you standing over a dead body with a gun in your hand. Since I don’t see a smoking weapon, why exactly are you in here?” He looked away then.
Perhaps the guy finally realized he’d been gawking at her legs and admiring her underwear, as unabashedly as a damn voyeur. Although the grin creasing his face suggested any guilt he might have experienced had been short-lived.
“I tried to remove my slip, but the claw on my ring caught on something.” Susan sucked in her breath.
Had she just shared that tidbit with a total stranger? A stranger who looked like a movie star with his shaggy dark brown hair and neatly-trimmed moustache. The deeply tanned complexion confirmed he either worked outdoors or spent a fortune at a tanning salon.  His broad chest and slim muscular build suggested he enjoyed sports, or maybe his job kept him active. Had the situation been less embarrassing, she’d be drooling over this testosterone-oozing specimen. And she couldn’t recall any male who’d induced drooling since high school.
“So, what’s the problem?” he frowned.
“The claw on my ring is caught in my dress, and I can’t drop my skirt to utilize both hands to untangle it in case the ring tears the silky material. Now I know how helpless those baby whales feel when they swim onto a beach by mistake.” Damn that stupid slip and her impatience. She’d totally humiliated herself, all for the sake of punctuality, refusing to keep the bride waiting while she searched for a ladies’ room.
“Hold on a minute and let me help you.” He slipped his strong tanned hands under her dress and fumbled around in the gown’s delicate frills.
Now, her humiliation was complete. But for a brief moment, she’d imagined the handsome stranger’s hands caressing her, not digging through the folds of her dress.
“Careful you don’t tear anything,” she warned.
“Do you want my help or not? I know what I’m doing,” he mumbled.
“Really? And how many times exactly have you untangled a ring from a woman’s dress?” she asked, snidely.
“This week, or in total?” He glanced up at her, smiling wickedly.
“Oh, you’re the most...”
“All done.” The stranger—could he still be considered a stranger after the intimate rescue he’d just executed?—stood up and motioned for her to drop the dress. She looked into his brown eyes, saw a hint of hardship he’d endured in his lifetime, and she wanted to know more about him.
Susan shook out the skirt allowing it to billow around her legs the way the designer must have envisioned. “Thank you so much.” She examined the claws on the guilty culprit and made a mental note to drop the ring at a jeweler’s shop for repair. “I won’t be late after all.”
“Can’t start without the groomsman and bridesmaid. Besides, isn’t the bride supposed to show up late?” He dug a cell phone out of his coat, punched a few buttons, and stuffed it into his pants pocket.
“Have you ever known Amanda Bailey to be late for anything? It just isn’t in her DNA.”
“You’re right,” he said.
Susan smiled smugly. Surprisingly, the guy actually agreed with her for a change. Can’t start without the groomsman and bridesmaid, he’d said. Her brain finally registered the fact that he wore a black tux with a teal blue boutonnière pinned to it.
Oh, crap!
The guy had to be Dusty MacFarland, the Lazy B ranch foreman and Jeremy’s absentee groomsman. Last night, Jeremy explained that Dusty was involved with an emergency at the ranch, but assured everyone his best friend would be in attendance today for sure. A cousin stood in for Dusty during the rehearsal.
“You must be the elusive groomsman we’ve been awaiting. I’m Susan Sanders.” She stuck her hand out.
He shook her hand, grinning broadly. “Dusty MacFarland. Pleased to meet you. And quite a memorable meeting it was.”
 Susan grimaced. If Amanda ever heard about this, she’d never live it down. “Well, I’ll see you later with the rest of the wedding party. I’ll be the one standing beside the bride and maid of honor.” Susan wanted him gone since she still hadn’t resolved the issue of her slip with the ruined elastic. Better no slip than attempting to walk down the aisle with it around her ankles.
Dusty grinned. “I’ll be the guy with the lasso around the groom so he can’t escape. Much more civilized than that shotgun business.”
Susan laughed, in spite of herself. Amanda had replaced Jeremy’s sister-in-law, Catherine, at the Ellis Bank main branch during her maternity leave. By the time Susan arrived in April to assist in solving a problem at the bank, Amanda had discovered she was pregnant.
Jeremy proposed to Amanda in mid-May. Six weeks later here they were.
Somehow Amanda and Catherine pulled this wedding together in record time. Finding a church for a June wedding when it was already the middle of May would have been impossible, but a sudden cancellation at this swanky hotel had saved the day.
“Are you ready?” he asked.
Susan couldn’t believe she’d never encountered the Lazy B’s foreman considering all the trips she’d made to the ranch to visit Amanda. “You go on ahead. I’ll be there in a minute.”
She could almost see the light bulb go on above his head.
“You still want that slip off, don’t you?” He crouched down in front of her. “Let me help or you’ll just get yourself all tangled up again.”
Susan’s breath caught. She couldn’t recall the last time a man had squatted in front of her, and it unnerved her. Dusty resembled a prince preparing to slip a glass slipper on her foot. She never missed her twice weekly workouts, and men at the gym complimented her on her healthy, fit appearance while gawking at her 36Cs and admiring her long legs. Amanda often told her that she carried her size fourteen weight quite nicely on her five foot nine inch frame. Since high school, Susan carried on a permanent argument with herself that she needed to lose a few pounds. She never did, but she never gained any weight either. Perhaps Amanda was right.
Dusty pulled up the hem of her skirt. A shiver of pleasure coursed through her body and warmed her private places the moment his hands touched her legs. His fingers searched for the slip and tugged it down. The errant garment landed in a puddle at her feet. Susan rested her hands on his broad shoulders for balance, lifted each foot in turn, and stepped out of the slip. He stood up—the guy was at least six foot four— picked the silky white scrap of material off the floor and offered it to her.
“Just toss it in the garbage. The elastic is shot.”
Rolling the material into a ball and taking aim as if an NBA title was on the line, he tossed what used to be her favorite slip into a black plastic garbage can. Good riddance, she thought. After all the trouble it had caused, she never wanted to see the damn thing again.
Susan attempted to ignore the strong attraction she felt for Jeremy’s groomsman, but it was proving to be a losing battle. Especially a few minutes ago, when he was running his hands up her legs. Considering she’d be spending the entire day with this guy, she might discover the wedding had become the social highlight of her year.
Would either of them initiate something, flamed by a mutual attraction? Did Dusty even feel attracted to her? Maybe he had a girlfriend? Or a fiancée? Or a wife even?
“There you are!” shouted Jeremy Branigan, racing into the cloakroom. “Damn it man, I thought you’d run out. Scared the hell out of me. Amanda would have skinned both of us alive.”
“Told you I forgot to shut off my cell phone.”
“That was ages ago.” Jeremy suddenly noticed there was someone else in the cloakroom. “Hey, Susan, let me introduce you to my groomsman.”
“I’ve met Dusty already. We introduced ourselves.” Susan pasted a smile on her face, inwardly grimacing as she recalled the embarrassing introduction. Jeremy Branigan teased her like a brother, and she adored her friend’s almost new husband. She prayed he’d never learn how the introduction went down or they’d never hear the end of it.
“Yes, I know quite a lot about Susan already. Did you know she wears the...”
“That’s enough chitchat.” Susan glared at Dusty. “Everybody to their places before Amanda comes looking for us.”
“We’ll talk later, I’m sure. Your Victoria’s Secret is safe with me,” whispered Dusty, placing his hand on the small of her back and guiding her out of the room and down the hallway.
Susan elbowed Dusty in the stomach, and her arm almost bounced off his six pack abs.
Dusty chuckled and then hurried to catch up with Jeremy. Susan watched the two men saunter down the hallway with identical loose-limbed gaits. Dusty slapped his friend on the back and she heard the teasing jab. “Five minutes and counting. Then it will be all over for you, buddy.”
Jeremy laughed, but Susan didn’t catch his reply.
How would she manage to walk the length of the banquet room’s red carpeted aisle without tripping and landing on her butt, knowing that annoying man was standing at the front of the room, visualizing the pink panties hidden under her dress? And she didn’t doubt for a second that’s exactly what he would be doing.
*
 
Dusty MacFarland utilized every degree of his self-control to keep himself from looking back to spy on Susan. Had she headed off to check on the bride? Or were those stunning aqua blue eyes of hers watching him and Jeremy walking toward the banquet room?
Finally, they reached their destination, and Dusty couldn’t stand it a moment longer. He glanced back hoping to catch her staring at him. She was nowhere in sight. He could have sworn sparks flew for a moment in the cloakroom when he had his hands up her dress, but maybe she hadn’t found him attractive. The only ring on her finger was the one tangled in the hem of her voluminous skirt. She was definitely single. Always a good sign. Unless she was involved with someone, which would be just his luck.
Damn, he hadn’t met such a splendid example of womanhood in ages. She’d held her own when he’d questioned what he’d caught her doing in such an unorthodox place. And answered his teasing with equally witty quips. The image of those pink panties and her long shapely legs was burned into his brain forever, and he quickly adjusted his trousers to accommodate his body’s reaction to that memory. He’d never met a woman who turned him on so thoroughly and so quickly, both physically and emotionally, as Susan.
And here he’d thought this wedding would bore him to tears.
“Okay, man, I’m ready. June 30th is going to be my favorite day for the rest of my life. I can’t wait to tie the knot with Amanda,” said Jeremy. “Hey, man, you should find yourself a wife of your own. I highly recommend it.”
“Yeah, right. What’s that old adage about ‘misery loving company’ or something like that?” teased Dusty, checking in his pocket for the wedding rings, knowing if he lost them Jeremy would have his left one. And he didn’t mean ear.
You should find yourself a wife of your own. Jeremy’s words echoed in his head. For a brief moment, Dusty imagined himself married to Susan Sanders. The image of her sitting across from him at the kitchen table every morning brought an unexpected smile to his face.
A wife. Had he just met the most likely candidate for the position a few minutes ago in the poorly-lit cloakroom? First, he had another project in mind for Ms. Sanders. If that collaboration proved successful, then marriage might be a possibility. But only if he could convince her to help him.
“Nothing I like better than a challenge,” he whispered aloud, as he accompanied the groom around the perimeter of the room to where the minister and best man stood waiting.
*
 
“Where on earth have you been?” demanded Amanda, patting her veil’s headpiece with long slim fingers. She wore a heavily-beaded ivory silk empire-waist gown to accommodate the five months baby bump. A lacy veil covered her dark curly hair, and her hazel eyes popped with artfully applied makeup.
Susan stood, gaping. A year and a half ago, when Amanda lay in bed fighting for her life, her body ravaged by the chemo treatments following surgery, Susan had despaired ever seeing her friend in a wedding gown about to be married. Her eyes welled with tears as she whispered, “You are the most beautiful bride I’ve ever seen. Totally, unequivocally, gorgeous.”
“Thank you so much. Mom just left to be escorted to her seat before the ceremony started.” Amanda smiled and slowly turned for the full effect. “Do you think Jeremy will approve?”
“Approve? I hope one of your guests knows CPR. Someone is going to have to start his heart again,” teased Susan, peeking into the wall mirror to check her appearance a final time.
Aside from a slightly flushed face—and she knew whose fault that was—she looked fine. But dozens of butterflies inhabited her tummy, and she swallowed hard. She excelled in her position as bank manger for the Helena branch of the Ellis Bank, but the thought of being the first to walk up the carpeted aisle with dozens of eyes on her scared her silly.
“Are you okay, Susan?” inquired the matron of honor. Catherine Branigan was married to Jeremy’s brother David and the mother of four-month old twin boys. “Don’t tell me the unflappable Susan Sanders is succumbing to a serious case of nerves?”
“You don’t know the half of it.” Susan grimaced. “If I recounted everything I’ve been through since I left this room, you’d never believe me.”
“Oh no! Was there a problem? What happened?” Amanda’s smile faded, replaced by an expression of sheer terror. “Did the minister not show up?”
“Nothing’s wrong. The minister’s here. And the groom and the best man. Even that Dusty MacFarland guy showed up.” Susan managed to smile in spite of her nerves. “Everyone is just waiting for the bride.”
“Oh my God, am I late?” Amanda peeked at her watch.
“For heaven’s sake, Amanda.” Catherine swatted her hand. “You’re wearing a watch on your wedding day! A bride is expected to be late. The slowpokes don’t miss anything, and they don’t feel badly about interrupting an ‘I do’.”
Amanda sighed. “Thank goodness, I hate being late.”
“Worked out okay a few months ago when you told Jeremy you were ‘late’.” Catherine burst out laughing when Amanda’s mouth dropped open.
“Enough teasing. Let’s get this over with so we can party,” shouted Susan.
“I’m still breast feeding,” observed Catherine, shaking out the billowing skirt on her dress identical to Susan’s. “No alcohol for me.”
“And I’m pregnant,” added Amanda, taking a deep breath and pulling her shoulders back. “We ordered a case of sparkling cider specifically for Catherine and me.”
“Hanging out with you guys used to be a lot more fun.” Susan shook her head.
“Get married.” Amanda and Catherine spoke in unison and then burst out laughing.
Susan wouldn’t admit it, but since she encountered the handsome Mr. Dusty MacFarland in the cloakroom, she’d been fantasizing along those same lines. She could see herself waking up every morning beside that hunky body with the gorgeous brown eyes and killer smile.
“Let’s get Amanda hitched first, okay?” Susan strode toward the door.
Catherine handed Amanda her huge bridal bouquet overflowing with white orchids and teal-tipped white roses before they followed on Susan’s heels.
Amanda’s father stood in his tux, smiling broadly, patiently waiting in the hallway. “You look absolutely stunning, my beauty,” he whispered.
“Thanks, Dad.” Amanda pecked her father’s cheek and flashed Susan and Catherine a thumbs-up sign. “Now remember to walk slowly so everyone can admire those beautiful dresses.”
“Love you, girl,” whispered Susan.
“In a few minutes I’ll get my wish, and you’ll become my sister-in-law,” added Catherine.
“Stop it, you guys. I’ll start crying and ruin my makeup,” scolded Amanda, beaming. She hooked her hand around her father’s arm, and whispered, “Show time, Dad.”
Susan closed her eyes for a second, recalling in her mind exactly how the room appeared. She, Catherine, Amanda and several cousins had turned the cold, boring banquet hall into a magical world. A multitude of tiny white fairy lights covered the entire ceiling, serving as the sole illumination as the bride and her attendants entered the room. Huge bouquets of multi-colored summer flowers occupied the buffet tables and the floor area designated for the official ceremony. Teal streamers hung in scallops across the ceiling and matching bows were tied to each chair back. Lit candles sat atop pristine tablecloths, providing a mesmerizing glow for added atmosphere.
Susan opened her eyes and took a deep breath.
The moment she entered the banquet room, two hundred guests rose to their feet. She silently coached herself as she slowly walked up the wide strip of red carpeting. Don’t look at Dusty. Don’t look at Dusty. Whatever you do...don’t look at Dusty.
Soft classical music played while Susan, Catherine, and then Amanda and her dad made their way toward the archway where the minister stood with the groom and his attendants. Finally, Susan arrived at her designated spot up front. Her greatest fear—tripping, her skirt flying over her head, providing the entire room with a view of her now infamous pink panties—hadn’t happened. She whispered a silent prayer of thanks.
An appreciative murmur from the guests moved through the room as the bride entered and walked down the aisle on her father’s arm. What a picture the bride made. Her dark hair contrasted with her ivory dress and white bouquet, and her radiant smile signified her happiness.
The ceremony passed in a haze for Susan. The stern coaching she’d given herself was forgotten the second she glanced over at the groom’s attendants. When Dusty caught her staring at him, he winked at her. She felt her face redden, and she almost dropped her bouquet. Darn him anyway. She felt like a ditzy schoolgirl, experiencing her first crush. What the heck was wrong with her?
The ceremony concluded with the traditional kiss. The beaming bride and groom walked down the carpeted aisle and exited the room to form a receiving line in the hallway. David and Catherine followed, and Dusty linked arms with Susan as they trailed behind them.
When they reached their places in the receiving line, Dusty leaned in and whispered something in her ear. The intoxicating aroma of his aftershave shut down her senses. She looked deep into his eyes. The sudden sparkle she saw there surprised her, and she wondered what had captured his interest?
“What did you say?” she asked, too stunned by his closeness to pay attention to his words.
“Could I meet with you at your bank on Monday morning?”
“Why?” she blurted.
“I need to discuss something important with you,” he explained, his expression hopeful.
“Um, um, sure,” she stammered, taken aback by his totally unexpected request. “Would ten thirty work for you?”
“Ten thirty would be perfect.” Dusty beamed.
Susan gaped as she silently asked herself one question. What the heck was Dusty MacFarland up to?
 


 
 
Chapter 2
 
Susan glanced up at Jeremy, dancing a two-step with the handsome groom. She’d never enjoyed a wedding reception so much. “This country band you hired at the last minute is really good.”
“The first cousin of one of our neighbors knew someone. But these guys sound awesome.” Jeremy twirled her around the floor and then passed her back to Dusty.
“Treat her right, cowboy.” Jeremy slapped his buddy on the shoulder.
Dusty glared at his best friend, whispered something in his ear that she didn’t catch, and Jeremy laughed.
“Hello again, darling,” whispered Dusty in her ear as the band ended the two-step and started right into a waltz.
Susan had already danced twice with the groom and once with the best man, but she preferred dancing with Dusty. Being back in his arms felt like coming home, safe and comfortable. They moved together like seasoned dance partners seldom missing a step. His hands moved lower, lingered on her waist. Of their own accord, her arms wrapped around his neck, and she felt cherished in his embrace.
“You are a wonderful dancer, Mr. MacFarland. I’m impressed.” If she’d questioned whether or not he felt an attraction to her, the evidence pressed against her while they waltzed plastered together, eliminating any further speculation.
When the band stopped for another break, Dusty and Susan continued discussing shared topics of interest: ranching, horses, hiking, camping, and banking. Yes, even banking. He’d stunned her when he initiated a discussion about the current stock market trends and investments. She considered the possibility he’d brushed up on Stock Market 101 just to impress people, although she couldn’t imagine why. He probably hadn’t a clue about the facts and statistics he spouted, but he certainly could talk the talk. Mesmerized by the deep voice resonating in his chest, she smiled. That voice could convince any woman to purchase a seaside cottage in Nevada.
They danced every dance together the rest of the night. And all too soon the band stopped playing and packed up their instruments. When the hotel staff herded the last hangers-on out of the banquet room, a dozen wedding guests, including Dusty and Susan, headed for the lounge to continue the party.
At five a.m., the lounge closed.
“Steer ush in the direct shun of home, darlin’,” mumbled Dusty, slurring his words slightly.
“I think home is this-a-way, cowboy.”
Together, Dusty and Susan stumbled down the hallway to the row of elevators. They rode to the third floor while tightly wrapped in each other’s arms. They took two attempts at exiting the elevator while still plastered together, and then Dusty escorted her to her hotel room door.
“Thank shou for a wonnerful time.”
“You’re welcome. I enjoyed myself immensely.” Susan attempted to focus on his handsome face.
And then he curled her toes with a breathtaking goodnight kiss.
Dusty watched while she opened her door and stepped across the threshold.
“Shee you in the morning,” he called over his shoulder as he maneuvered his way down the hallway.
Susan peeked out of the doorway and watched him head to his own room apparently situated three doors down on the right.
The gorgeous man had embarrassed her, tormented her, and teased her since the moment she met him. He’d aggravated her even further by leaving her at her door, breathing heavily and totally turned on.
She had a weakness for cowboys. She’d pass up a guy in a suit and tie any day for a handsome hunk of manhood dressed in jeans, a plaid shirt, and a Stetson. A cowboy in a tux and cowboy boots wasn’t bad either. She reminded herself they had only met a few hours ago, but at the moment, her libido couldn’t recall a single reason why that mattered.
Sighing, she closed and locked her hotel room door.
Surely, Dusty didn’t consider her off limits because of her friendship with Amanda. Or was he being a true gentleman? Living his life by an old-fashioned moral code, never sleeping with a woman he’d only met a few hours before, lacy pink panties or not?
She felt annoyed and impressed in equal measure.
*
 
On the third attempt, Dusty finally slipped the plastic card into the slot in his hotel room’s door. The light on the lock blinked green and then clicked as it released. When he yanked the card out again he lost his balance. He flailed his arms and legs about in an effort to save himself, but his butt landed with a thud on the carpet. Cursing under his breath, Dusty checked the hallway. Thankfully, Susan had disappeared into her room already. Although his eyes weren’t focusing too effectively at the moment, the hallway appeared deserted. Relieved that no one had witnessed his tumble, he clambered to his feet, turned the door handle and staggered into his room.
He couldn’t recall the last time he’d downed so many drinks, waltzed around a dance floor so many times, and kissed such a delectable woman. Her laugh warmed his heart like no other woman’s ever had, and her enticing perfume drove him crazy while his mind conjured up inappropriate thoughts.
All evening, Susan had chatted non-stop with everyone—an extrovert, the total opposite to himself. He loved independent women, hated the clingy types. Case in point. The relentless efforts of the annoying pixyish horsewoman named Penny Snyder who worked at the Lazy B Ranch. The girl had a better chance of hitting a lottery jackpot than she did of winning his affections.
He turned the light on, flopped onto the bed, and attempted to pull off his boots.
Susan had nearly knocked his socks off with the explosive goodnight kiss they’d shared a few minutes ago. He was drunk, damn drunk, but he’d kept his wits about him all night. When that kiss ended, he wasn’t certain which end of him was up.
Susan looked deep into his eyes after he’d kissed her, but Dusty hadn’t been able to read her expression. Her kissable lips and mischief-filled eyes had thrown him off kilter since the moment he met her. Had she expected him to kiss her again? Had she been issuing a silent invitation into her room?
Finally, he managed to remove his boots. He peeled off the tux and tossed everything onto a nearby chair as he relived in his mind the ending to their evening.
He’d been sorely tempted to suggest he come in for a nightcap on the off chance she expected it of him. But he’d reconsidered at the last moment and headed for his own room. A classy, professional woman like Susan Sanders wouldn’t invite a man she’d only met a few hours before into her room. And she sure as hell wouldn’t sleep with the guy.
He staggered across the floor and slipped the security lock on the door into place. Once sleep overtook him, he wouldn’t hear a burglar. Hell, if a herd of elephants snuck into his room and tap danced to show tunes he’d sleep through it. After a quick trip to the bathroom, he pulled the bedcovers back and crawled between the sheets, totally naked.
Damn, he should have packed some pain medication. No doubt, he’d have a doozy of a headache come morning. He smiled as he drifted off to sleep. Susan Sanders, and her luscious warm lips, and her curvaceous body, and the glimpse of her lacy pink panties, were totally worth the hangover.
****
 
Susan was jolted awake by a ringing telephone. One hand groped the night table top. Finally, she climbed out of bed and staggered across the room to the desk where she located the noisy beast.
“Hello,” she croaked. Her mouth tasted like something up and died in there.
“Good morning! Are you coming down for brunch?” chirped Catherine Branigan.
“What time is it?” Susan grabbed the chair back to steady herself.
“It’s only ten o’clock leaving you an hour to make yourself presentable. We’ll meet you in the dining room.”
“No thank you. With less than five hours sleep, I’ll pass.” She hung up, stumbled over to the bed and snuggled under the covers. She attempted to ignore the dozen jackhammers someone had turned on in her head. “It should be against the law, Catherine, to sound that cheerful when someone has the mother of all hangovers,” she groaned, burying her head under the pillow to block out the light from the curtains she’d forgotten to close. She’d lost count of how many drinks she’d consumed last night. Probably her share plus Catherine’s share plus Amanda’s share.
Someone knocked on her door and Susan crawled out of bed again. Darn it. She’d neglected to hang the DO NOT DISTURB sign on the door. Gingerly holding her head as level as possible, she padded across the carpeted floor, hoping if her brain didn’t receive the message she was vertical, the pounding wouldn’t intensify.
Susan cracked the door open and discovered Catherine standing there wagging an index finger at her. “Hanging up on me won’t work. Get moving.”
“Why did I drink so much when I promised to meet everyone for brunch?” lamented Susan.
“As a member of the wedding party, you’re obligated to attend,” answered Catherine. “Hop in the shower and get dressed. You don’t want to be late.”
“Being late is Amanda’s hang-up, not mine.” Susan wavered on her feet and reached for the wall to prevent a fall. “I’m probably still drunk. I don’t mind being late. I’ll meet you downstairs on Tuesday.”
“Forty-five minutes and counting. Did you have fun last night?” Catherine grabbed Susan’s arm and steered her toward the bathroom.
“Fun? I partied until five a.m.” Susan turned the shower on and peeled her pajamas off. “I wonder how Dusty and the others are faring in the light of day.”
“David and I grabbed a coffee in the dining room before I started my wake up calls. There are some sorry looking specimens down there.” Catherine laughed. “Thank goodness I’m breast feeding. We brought our housekeeper with us. Rosalie’s minding the babies while I enjoy brunch. Now hurry up. I’m leaving, but don’t you even think about crawling back into that bed.”
“Don’t give me any ideas,” whispered Susan, stepping into the steamy shower.
At eleven o’clock on the dot, Susan rode the elevator down to the main floor. She’d dressed in a floral linen dress and off-white sandals. A quick fix rallied her hairdo, but mascara and lip gloss was the best she could do for makeup. She slumped into a chair across the table from Dusty who looked as worse-for-wear as she felt.
“How much did we drink anyway?” Dusty held his head with one hand while sipping his coffee with the other.  He grimaced. “I ordered it strong. This stuff might peel the flower pattern off the mug.” Wranglers and a blue and white plaid shirt covered his delectable body, and his pale gray Stetson hung over the chair post next to him.
“Didn’t keep score.” Susan glared at Dusty. “I don’t smoke or gamble, and I never drink to excess. Are you proud of yourself? You’ve corrupted a good woman.”
“No gun to your head, sweetheart.” Dusty grinned. “You participated willingly.”
“I was afraid you’d say that. I recall wine during the reception, drinks at the wedding dance, and more drinks and shooters in the lounge.” Susan groaned and added, “Never again.”
Dusty stared at her, skeptically. “Care to put that in writing?”
“I’ll admit to making similar promises in the past, but this time I mean it.” Susan grinned through her pain. “At least, until another friend gets married.”
Catherine and David returned to the dining room, and Catherine settled into the chair beside Susan while David sat next to Dusty.
“I assume you’ve roused everyone from their beds.” Susan waved at a waitress passing by with a coffee carafe in her hand.
“Mission accomplished.” Catherine grinned. “And only three people threatened to never speak to me again.”
“Why are you so perky this morning? Aside from being sober all night, you’re absolutely beaming.” Susan parked her elbow on the table and laid her head in her hand.
“I’m looking forward to working at the bank all next week while Amanda’s away on her honeymoon,” explained Catherine. “This job sharing thing is working out perfectly.”
“How so?” Susan attempted to stifle a yawn. Five hours sleep wasn’t doing it for her.
“On days that Amanda’s not up to working due to fatigue or morning sickness, I’m at the bank. She works the rest of the time allowing me to be home with the babies. It’s a win-win arrangement for both of us. When she starts maternity leave, I’ll cover for her full-time.” Catherine hugged Susan’s arm. “We’ve got it under control. No more shenanigans at the bank like we had last spring.”
“That was an unfortunate situation, but I was pleased with how it worked out.”
“Are you eating anything, Susan?”
“Oh, God, no! Just coffee with a pain killer chaser.” Susan popped another two headache tablets into her mouth and grabbed her water glass.
“Susan, Angel of Mercy, can I have a couple of those, please?” pleaded Dusty, holding his head.
Susan passed him the bottle and he downed two tablets.
“Thank you. I just might live now.” Dusty passed the bottle back to her.
While David and Catherine enjoyed the buffet breakfast, Dusty and Susan finished their coffee while trying to move their heads as infrequently as possible. The four friends reminisced about the wedding reception speeches and the pranks during the dance. David and Dusty blindfolded Jeremy and Amanda and then told Jeremy they’d hidden three fifty-dollar bills in the folds of Amanda’s dress. If he found them all, he could keep them. Of course, they’d only hidden two. Jeremy’s determined efforts kept the guests in stitches of laughter, and Amanda’s face absolutely scarlet.
During brunch, Susan observed Dusty while he conversed with David and Catherine. She almost drove herself crazy attempting to guess the reason behind his request: I need to discuss something important with you. What the hell did that mean? Did he require a bank loan but wanted to avoid dealing with the local bank where Amanda and Catherine were co-managers? Was Dusty in some financial trouble? Gambling debts perhaps?
“Excuse me, please.” Dusty rose to his feet and headed off in the direction of the men’s room.
“I should say goodbye to Dad. Looks like he’s ready to head home,” added David, and he leapt to his feet and caught up to his father at the door.
Having Catherine alone for a few minutes, Susan decided to confide in her old college roommate. “I know I can rely on your discretion. I need your opinion.”
“My opinion?” Catherine frowned. “On what?”
“Dusty.”
“Yes!” exclaimed Catherine, and then lowered her voice. “We did it on purpose, you know.”
“What are you talking about?”
“You’re Amanda’s best friend making you the logical choice for maid of honor. But you graciously stepped aside when we asked if you’d mind me being matron of honor, since David was best man.” Catherine beamed. “We arranged it so you would be spending the entire day with Dusty, groomsman and bridesmaid, hoping a little spark of interest would develop between you two. And judging by the close dancing at the reception, our plan worked.”
“Sparks of interest are none of your business. And besides, that is not the reason I need your opinion.” Susan shifted in her chair.
“Oh.” Catherine’s shoulders slumped. “I’d hoped you guys would hit it off and then maybe he’d send Penny Snyder packing.”
“Who the heck is Penny Snyder?”
“Just this chick that works at the Lazy B. Jeremy hired her to work with the bucking horses. She rides like she was born in a saddle, outshines most of the male hands. But she’s set her sights on Dusty and follows him around like a puppy.” Catherine leaned back in her chair. “What do you want to know about Dusty?”
Susan experienced a momentary flash of jealousy, but silently chastised herself a second later. Catherine hadn’t mentioned Dusty being interested in this Penny person, just that she was chasing him. Susan met Catherine’s eyes and asked, “Why would Dusty request a meeting with me at the bank on Monday morning?”
“What?” Catherine straightened.
“Less than an hour after I met Dusty, he asked for an appointment to discuss something important. Why would he choose me of all people to discuss something with? Did Dusty mention anything to you or David or Jeremy and then one of you steered him in my direction? I overheard him telling some guy at the reception that Jeremy was like the brother he’d never had.”
Catherine shook her head. “I haven’t a clue what it’s about.”
“His request doesn’t make any sense. Why wouldn’t he deal with your bank?” Susan leaned in closer. “Do you suppose he’s gotten himself in some kind of financial trouble?”
“Dusty is the most level-headed guy I know. He has money in his account in my bank. Of course, I can’t disclose amounts, but he isn’t strapped for money.” Catherine glanced away for a second. “You don’t suppose...”
“What?”
“I don’t trust Penny Snyder. She’s only worked at the ranch for three months. But she’s certainly determined to land herself a husband. She wants a cowboy, and she’s decided she wants Dusty. Could she be blackmailing him or something?”
Susan shrugged her shoulders. “I haven’t a clue. Don’t know the guy. Could Penny be pregnant, and...”
“No way. Dusty doesn’t give her the time of day.”
“So, why does he think talking to me will solve anything?”
“I guess you’ll find out when you meet with him. If there’s anything I can do to help, don’t hesitate to ask.” Catherine touched Susan’s arm. “Dusty is such a nice guy. I sure hope it’s nothing serious.”
Susan admitted to herself that she really liked Dusty, and she hoped his important matter wasn’t serious, too. “Amanda and Jeremy disappeared late last night to an undisclosed honeymoon location, and I overheard Dusty promising his pal that he’d check on his horse-breeding operation when he returned to the ranch.” Susan finished her coffee and set the mug aside.
“David just waved at me. I guess we’re leaving now.” Catherine stood and hugged Susan.
“I’m checking out right away, also. I’ve loved seeing all of you guys again.” Susan returned the hug. “Keep in touch.”
“Count on it,” said Catherine, walking toward the door to join her husband.
Susan’s watch indicated it was ten minutes past noon. Everyone was extending their goodbyes. She grabbed her purse and exited the dining room, intending to pack and check out of her room. She lived right here in Helena, and she had chores waiting for her at home. Laundry to do, a couple of utility bills to pay, a few files to peruse before a staff meeting tomorrow, and an afternoon nap afterward.
Forget about Dusty, she silently chastised herself while punching the button to summon the elevator. She’d find out what he had in mind at ten-thirty tomorrow morning.
 


 
 
Chapter 3
 
Susan leaned back in her executive chair, elbows parked on the arms, and fingers tented. The soothing earth-toned decor in her office usually kept her grounded, but the three inch heel on her strappy white sandal tapped a steady beat on the clear carpet protector underneath her chair. Her desk was littered with files, but she couldn’t concentrate on a single thing except her imminent appointment with Dusty MacFarland.
What possible reason would Dusty have to meet with me today, she asked herself for the hundredth time. Business meetings never rattled her, but for some reason she felt as nervous as a virgin bride on her wedding night. She was being ridiculous.
“Never mix business and friendships,” she chanted the mantra aloud. But she didn’t consider Dusty a close friend. She’d only met him two days ago.
She glanced at the wall clock hanging beside the coat tree. Twenty minutes after ten. She stood and peeked through the louvered blinds on her office window. Dusty sat cooling his heels in one of the chunky tweed-upholstered customer chairs out front.
“He’s prompt, if nothing else,” she observed.
Susan watched Dusty through the slatted window covering. Jeremy Branigan looked the typical Hollywood-handsome leading man, whereas Dusty appeared ruggedly handsome. She recalled the old Marlborough man magazine ads she’d seen as a teenager, before tobacco became a four-letter word and the ads were discontinued.
“Dusty, you would have made an excellent Marlborough man,” she declared aloud, smiling to herself.
The cowboy seemed to be a no-nonsense, get-the-job-done, reliable type of guy. He’d certainly taken matters into his own hands and rescued her on Saturday afternoon when her ring held her captive in the cloakroom.
Steeling herself for the worst, hoping for the best, she exited her office and strode out to the customer waiting area.
“Good morning, Mr. MacFarland.” Susan extended her hand.
Dusty leapt to his feet, whipped the now familiar pale gray Stetson off his head, and shook her hand. “Good morning, Ms. Sanders.”
“Would you like a cup of coffee while we talk?” Susan was surprised by his cheerful greeting, and his broad smile suggested the mysterious matter wasn’t troubling him in the least.
How bad could it be?
*
 
Dusty grimaced. He should have wiped his sweaty palm on his jeans before shaking Susan Sanders’ hand. He felt like a pubescent teenager, talking to the prettiest girl in school. Get a grip, MacFarland, he silently ordered himself. You’re here on time, you’re looking presentable in the new western duds, and you remembered to remove your hat before shaking her hand.
What could go wrong?
Plenty.
For starters, she could say no and toss him out on his ear.
Dusty smiled. “No thank you to the coffee, ma’am, but thank you very much for agreeing to meet with me on such short notice.”
The curvaceous body that drove him to distraction yesterday was dressed in a taupe pantsuit with a silky cream top peeking out from underneath. Good quality, professional, sensible clothes. Like the woman wearing them. He visualized the lacy panties hidden under those suit trousers. Cream? White? Pink again? He recalled her lustrous blond hair upswept in a stunning style for the wedding. Today, a single braid hung down her back.
“All right, follow me, please.” She smiled and headed down the hallway.
His thoughts wandered while he followed Susan into her office, admiring her south side heading north. What was the worst that could happen? She’d show him the door with an I-don’t-have-time-for-this-nonsense admonishment.
“Please have a seat.” Susan pointed to the two upholstered chairs across from her desk.
Dusty lowered himself into the closest chair, realizing he’d do damn near anything she asked of him. He really wanted this project to succeed, and he certainly wasn’t dealing with any bankers back in Texas where he’d grown up.
The summer he turned ten he was legally adopted by a son-of-a-bitch, shit-for-brains father and a lovely church-going mother. His new Pa saw him as free ranch labor; his Ma loved him with all her heart. He’d loosened the noose of abuse his father fastened around his neck years ago, but sadly, the last maternal apron string was severed only recently.
Susan picked up her phone when it rang and spoke briefly to the person on the other end. Once the call was finished, she picked up the receiver again and instructed her assistant to hold her calls.
Dusty shifted in his chair, set his Stetson on the seat of the other customer chair. When he’d first laid eyes on Susan with her skirt up around her waist in the hotel cloakroom, he hadn’t realized she was the talented banker he’d inquired about. Her internet picture didn’t do her justice. Mr. Stevens, the lawyer who’d handled his recently deceased ma’s investments, had assured him that Ms. Sanders was exceptionally competent at her job and would meet his requirements nicely. He smiled to himself. After meeting her in that cloakroom, he’d imagined her handling numerous requirements. Most of them had nothing to do with his project, and everything to do with his body.
Susan leaned her arms on the desktop. “So, what did you want to discuss with me?”
Dusty wondered if he looked as nervous as he felt. “I’m buying a ranch, and I’d like your help,” he stated.
Susan leaned back in her chair as if she’d gotten a whiff of something odorous.
“Perhaps I should have worked my way up to that. You appear shocked.” Dusty squirmed in his chair. Surely, he hadn’t blown his chance already. He hadn’t been in her office for five minutes. “What I meant to say...”
“Do you know what a ranch would cost?” blurted Susan. “Even a small ranch could run you a half million dollars. Is this a joke? Did Amanda put you up to this?”
“No, ma’am.” Dusty shifted in his chair again. “I’m fully aware of the price of land in Montana. I’ve been checking online, and I found a couple properties that might have worked, but they were located too far south of here.”
Susan gaped. “You’re serious!”
“Yes, ma’am. But I bet you assume I’ve only got a couple nickels to rub together the day before payday. You consider me nothing more than a ranch foreman with less ambition than a horny rooster in a henhouse.” He felt his face redden when he realized what he’d blurted out.
“I’m sorry if I’ve offended you...” began Susan.
Dusty held up his hand, stopping her mid-sentence. “I apologize for my off-color remark. Actually, if the adoption gods hadn’t chosen the parents for me that they did, or the lottery gods hadn’t shone on me with a two hundred thousand dollar win ten years ago, you would be absolutely right in your assumption.”
Susan’s mouth dropped open.
“I’ve shocked you again.” Dusty flopped against the chair back. “I’m not doing a very good job of explaining myself.”
“How much?” inquired Susan.
“How much explaining will I have to...?”
Susan shook her head. “How much money do you actually have available as a down payment on a ranch? I assume you’re here in hopes of arranging a mortgage on the balance of the purchase price.”
“Well, I won that lottery and promptly blew five grand in Vegas on a weekend runaway with Jeremy and David. But I’ve kept the remaining funds a secret and invested it wisely. It’s grown to a tidy sum over the years. Last time I checked the balance was approximately three hundred forty-five thousand.”
“That’s wonderful and it sounds about right, Dusty. Nice investment. And if you’re only considering a very small ranch, you wouldn’t require a mortgage. I’m not certain you would qualify anyway without a definite source of income.”
“Well, I’m also expecting an inheritance check from my mother any day now. But I’d like to start the paperwork to see if I qualify for a mortgage, just in case.”
“Sure I can take an application and go from there. You mentioned an inheritance check?”
“Dad died a few years ago, and Ma passed recently. The lawyers informed me that I’d be receiving a substantial inheritance, in cash. I haven’t a clue what ‘a substantial inheritance’ translates into moneywise, but I’m hoping for another hundred thousand, maybe two.”
“My sympathies to you. Losing your mother would be difficult, even for a grown son.”
“Thank you,” he whispered, not meeting her eyes.
“So you expect a hundred thousand dollars,” she said, all business again.
“Well, I don’t rightly know what to expect.” Dusty shrugged his shoulders, wiped his hands on his jeans. “I’m just waiting until I see the money in my hand.” He crossed his legs and grasped one of his well-used cowboy boots with his hand. Right now, those boots were the only comfortable thing in his world. “As I was her only child, she left me everything. I’m going to open an account at your branch and have all my money moved into it.  I’ll advise the lawyers of the account number in case they suggest depositing the money directly into my bank account. The attorney will be releasing the funds soon, but he’s already given me a hand-written note from Ma. She knew she didn’t have much time. The last sentence in that note read, Follow your dreams and make your mark on the world, son.”
Dusty leaned back in his chair, took a moment to wrangle his emotions back under control. “Anyway, my inheritance should arrive any day now, and I’ve liquidated my invested lottery win. I turned thirty-eight this year, and it is damn time I follow Ma’s advice and pursue my dream. I’ve got to admit, I’ve always been jealous of Jeremy and his bucking horse operation. I cannot ride herd over those smelly Branigan cattle one more year, or I’ll eat my saddle.”
“Cattle aren’t so bad, are they?” Susan frowned. “Lots of cattle ranches in the country.”
Dusty scoffed. “You probably think you milk a cow by pumping its tail up and down.”
“Of course, and everybody knows chocolate milk comes from the brown cows and white milk from the white cows, right?” She laughed, shook her head, and then met his eyes. “Okay, with cattle prices the way they are, you’re probably wise. No cattle, just horses. You should have sufficient down payment to buy you a nice ranch with the balance mortgaged. If you can qualify. So, other than arranging the mortgage, is there anything else I can do to help?”
“Actually, there is. You know the Helena area. I require a reputable and knowledgeable realtor to lead me to the ideal property.” Dusty scratched his head. “And then I need to find contractors and trades people for renovations, suppliers for feed and equipment, potential employees...”
Susan laughed. “Okay, one step at a time. Have you prepared a business plan?”
“Actually, I’m collaborating on one with a buddy I met online. He was a director of a multi-million dollar corporation. Recently retired, underfoot all day driving his wife nuts. She volunteers with a local horse rescue outfit, and she insisted he help me for free just to keep him out of her hair. I intend to offer my facility as a temporary shelter for her rescue horses if other facilities are maxed out for space.”
“The contacts people make on the internet these days boggles the mind.” Susan shook her head. “I admit I thought you were just a good-looking ranch foreman, probably with no particular ambition. But I’m convinced you know what you want, you know what’s required, and you’re willing to work hard to make it happen. So, let’s start the paperwork to qualify you for a mortgage.”
“Holy, hot, damn! Can you recommend an honest realtor? Someone who can locate the ideal property with a house, a couple of barns and corrals? Of course, I can build whatever is required. But I should reserve some of my money, a sufficient operating fund as a backup until the revenue starts flowing in.” Dusty slid forward in his chair, rested his arms on her desk. “I’ve got to let the Branigan clan in on my plans to give them time to hire a new foreman, but I’d like to have my own ranch up and running as soon as possible.”
“Don’t rush out and purchase any horses today. This whole process takes time.” Susan stood and extended her hand. “But I know the ideal realtor. If it’s for sale out there, Graham will have heard about it.”
“Yes, ma’am!” Dusty leapt to his feet, shook Susan’s hand with renewed enthusiasm, and grabbed his Stetson off the seat. “Why don’t you come along?”
“Dusty, I didn’t intend to accompany you to the realtor’s office or view properties. Once you find a property the bank will send an appraiser out if you qualify for a mortgage. I’ll call Graham’s office, set up a meeting for you, and give you his office address.”
“Oh.” Dusty felt as deflated as a party balloon the day after the shindig. “I’d hoped to spend more time with you, continue getting to know you. I really enjoyed our time together at the wedding.”
“Well, perhaps I could make an exception this once.” Susan dug her purse out of the bottom drawer of her desk.
Dusty preceded her out of her office and they retraced the steps to the front entrance. Susan paused at the secretarial desk on their way down the hallway. “Marie, I’ll be out of the office for a few hours. Call or text if anything comes up that can’t wait.” She turned to Dusty. “Let me grab my jacket. I’ll meet you out in the parking lot.”
****
 
The meeting with the realtor lasted almost two hours, and Susan stayed the entire time. Dusty’s enthusiasm rubbed off on her. If the bank intended to approve a mortgage for Dusty, she should be familiar with the property, she rationalized. Yeah, right. Any excuse would do if it meant spending time with this hunky cowboy.
Graham Smith wrote enough notes to write a novel while interviewing Dusty. He asked dozens of questions about his requirements: the must-have items and the hope-for scenarios. Dusty requested her opinion on several matters, and she attempted to steer him in the right direction. A few times she almost fell out of her chair when Dusty argued about a particular item with the realtor, citing knowledgeable examples and giving informed opinions. She couldn’t have proven the point better herself. Susan realized Dusty had learned quite a lot while working for Arthur Branigan and any other mentors he might have had in his life.
“Do you have a particular location in mind?”
“Location isn’t as important as finding the ideal property, but as close as possible to this part of Montana would be great.” Dusty shrugged. “All of my friends live around this area, and I’d like to keep in touch.”
Susan’s mind wandered and she couldn’t follow their conversation for several minutes while she contemplated his remark. Did he consider her one of those friends? They had certainly hit it off at the wedding; she hadn’t enjoyed herself so much in ages. And being together in the capacity of groomsman and bridesmaid, she almost felt like it was a first date.
“What’s your timeline for a closing date?” asked the realtor.
“As soon as possible. The year’s half over, and the ranch should be up and running before the snow flies in the fall.” A grin creased Dusty’s face. “Not known for my patience, I’m afraid.”
“There’s one listing I know of that would suit the purposes of an ambitious and industrious guy like you. Needs a little work, and you probably wouldn’t require a very large mortgage. But I’ve got to warn you it’s not exactly the ideal location for you.”
“Where is it?” asked Dusty.
“A few miles east of Bozeman. I haven’t viewed the place personally. But it sounds like it might be close to what you want and in your price range. It’s been on the market for almost a year. Who knows? The ranch is listed as a fixer upper at three hundred thousand dollars. The owner might be interested in lowering his price and accepting an offer.”
“Won’t hurt to take a look, I guess.” Dusty met Susan’s eyes. “Are you up for a road trip to Bozeman?”
Susan gaped. She hadn’t expected to accompany him on viewings. But she would enjoy spending more time with Dusty. Being a shameless workaholic, she certainly had enough banked time to take a day or two off.  Heck, she could easily take two months or more before using up all the time off owed her! She couldn’t remember the last time she took a vacation. “Okay. When?” she asked.
“How soon can we view the property, Graham?”
“Let me make a phone call to the realtor in Bozeman. I’ll ask if you can see the place tomorrow.”
“Make the call, please.” Dusty slumped in his chair and Graham headed out of the interview room.
Susan sat beside Dusty. After hearing the passion in his voice when he spoke about the project, she realized he wouldn’t allow anything to stand in the way of his dream. If he could consider moving so far away, she must have read him wrong. He obviously didn’t feel as strong of an attraction to her as she felt for him. Her dream of becoming a director of the Ellis Bank someday centered on her remaining in her management position at the bank in Helena. Nothing would drag her out of there until she attained her goals or died trying. She hadn’t shared her dream with Dusty. If he purchased a ranch in Bozeman or another distant part of the state, in all likelihood, they would probably never see each other once the mortgage was finalized and he took possession of the property.
If circumstances meant their individual dreams would collide, achieving their goals and pursuing a personal relationship at the same time would be impossible. Whatever their hearts wanted wouldn’t matter one iota. Their ambitions would keep them permanently apart. Mind you, she was probably counting chickens here. Dusty hadn’t voiced an interest in her except wanting to get to know her better. That statement hardly translated into a committed relationship.
Graham charged back into the office. “Well, Dusty, the earliest I could arrange for you to view the ranch is some time on Friday. Here’s the realtor’s name and his office phone number. Give him a call or email him in a day or two to finalize a time.”
Dusty leapt to his feet. “Thanks, Graham, I’ll do that.”
Susan stood and headed for the door. She wasn’t looking forward to viewing this ranch. Since she first laid eyes on Dusty, she’d secretly considered what a future together with him would be like. This trip could set those daydreams on a collision course for disaster.
 


 
 
Chapter 4
 
On Monday night, Dusty returned to the Lazy B to check on Jeremy’s bucking horses and to resume his duties at the ranch. He parked outside the foreman’s cabin that he had occupied for the last four and a half years. Had it been that long? Seemed like it was yesterday when Arthur promoted him and moved him in here after his predecessor passed suddenly from a heart attack. What a bittersweet day that had been.  He’d lost a dear friend and achieved one of his dreams in the same day.
Soon after his lottery win, he’d started to dream bigger.
Dusty climbed the two wooden steps, crossed the narrow veranda, and turned the key in the lock. He stepped inside, and a blast of hot stifling air welcomed him into the three rooms he called home. The air conditioning had been turned off in his three day absence. He flicked the ON switch on the AC and proceeded straight through the living room into his bedroom. He tossed his bag onto the double bed and reached for his cell phone, intending to call Susan. And then he reconsidered. What reason would he give for calling her?  To say he’d arrived home safely? Hell, it was July not January.
For the first time in his life, he had someone he wanted to check in with, discuss the day with. The fact he’d even considered doing such a thing scared the hell out of him. The gesture smacked of goodbye independence, hello relationship. And then he smiled. There were worse things than falling for a beautiful woman that could happen to a cowboy.
A few minutes later, he’d changed into his work clothes, charged out the door, and headed for the horse barns. He glanced at his watch. Eight thirty. All the chores would have been completed hours ago. Hopefully, Penny had retired to the bunkhouse and he wouldn’t have to deal with her silly flirtations tonight. His luck held. He inspected the stock, talked to a couple of the male hands, and headed back to his cabin for a good night’s sleep.
All day Tuesday, he practiced the speech he intended to give tomorrow night after the July Fourth Get-together at the ranch. He struggled to find the exact words he wanted to say when he broke the news to everyone that he’d be leaving his position as ranch foreman. He almost blurted out his intentions to David while they rode fence checking for a reported break, but he stopped himself in time. He caught himself smiling a dozen times throughout the day, anticipating the folks he considered family would be happy for him.
Of course, he planned to assure the Branigans that he would stay on for a few weeks until a replacement foreman could be hired or promoted from within. Besides, he’d require several weeks to locate a suitable property, arrange a mortgage, complete the purchase, and actually move onto the ranch. He climbed the steps to his cabin, dog tired from a long day’s work. Immediately, his spirits lifted, anticipating the first time he would climb the steps to his ranch house following a hard day of running his own operation. Dusty couldn’t wait.
Wednesday July the Fourth dawned clear and sunny. A good omen, he thought. All day, he practiced his speech in his head again, intending for his big announcement to go over without a hitch. Hell, he just hoped to keep his emotions under control and not start bawling like an orphaned calf.
The ladies cooked up a spread that would put royalty to shame. Nobody ever left a Branigan get-together with anything but a full belly. Soon the dishes were cleared and the men puffed on cigars or drank cold beers. A couple of fellows enjoyed a game of checkers on one of the patio tables while a few cowboys grumbled about the necessity of a horseshoe rematch.
Dusty grabbed a cold beer out of the cooler, the first of the day. He’d been racing about like a mouse trapped in a room full of cats all day, helping with the festivities, entertaining friends and neighbors.
“Could I have your attention, please?” Dusty stood and glanced about, acknowledging the remaining couple dozen guests and his co-workers circled around the giant backyard fire pit that someone had lit. “I’d like a word with you good people, if you don’t mind.”
“Go ahead,” called David Branigan, slipping into a chair beside his wife, Catherine.
“Speak your mind,” shouted one of the neighboring ranchers.
“I’ll start out by saying I couldn’t be more thankful for the Branigan family. Arthur hired me when I was at the lowest point in my life all those years ago. My future looked about as murky as the stagnant pond out back of the cattle barn. I’d likely be dead or in jail or some similar fate if Arthur hadn’t taken a chance on me. With infinite wisdom and patience, he molded that unruly, belligerent twenty-year-old into the pretty darn good foreman you see standing here today.”
“Hear, hear,” shouted David, encouraging the crowd to join him in a round of applause.
“Get to the point, boy, we don’t have all night,” added Arthur Branigan, chewing on the end of his cigar and grinning broadly at Dusty’s praise.
“Well, I won a considerable amount of money in a lottery ten years ago, and I’ve invested it wisely. It’s grown into a tidy sum. Many of you know that my Ma passed a couple months ago, and I’m expecting what the lawyer called ‘a substantial inheritance’. Now I don’t know how that translates into cash, but I expect I’ll have a few more dollars to add to the pot.”
“Sorry to hear about your ma,” offered a rancher’s wife, seated nearby.
“Thank you, ma’am. I appreciate that.” Dusty nodded, and then continued, “Anyway, I’ve been formulating a dream in my head for a few years now, and soon I’ll have the funds to make it a reality. I’d like to tender my resignation as foreman at the Lazy B, effective in a few weeks time once all the t’s are crossed and the i’s are dotted.”
“What in tarnation are you talking about?” demanded Arthur, straightening in his lawn chair.
“I’m going to purchase my own ranch, breed and board horses, give riding lessons to adults and kids...”
“What?” blurted Arthur, cutting Dusty off in mid-sentence. The old rancher rose to his feet and strode toward Dusty, covering the distance between them in no time at all.
“I’m buying my own spread, Arthur. I’m making my dream a reality.”
“The hell you say.” Arthur’s face turned an alarming shade of red. He raised his arm, waved his fist in Dusty’s face. “Get off my land you ungrateful piece of shit. Now!”
Dusty imagined his expression matched those of everyone present. David flew out of his chair and charged across the distance separating him from his father. “Dad, you can’t order Dusty off the...”
“The hell I can’t. I own this ranch. Dusty, consider yourself fired.” Arthur turned on his heel and strode toward the main house. “I’ll be back in a few minutes and you had better be gone, boy.”
David shook his head and threw up his hands. “I don’t know what to say, Dusty. I’ll go inside and talk to him.”
“Forget it,” said Dusty, waving off the suggestion. “You know your Dad. Once he makes up his mind, there’s no changing it. I’ll pack my things and go. I intended to stay on for a few more weeks, didn’t want to leave you shorthanded. But if he wants me gone, I’m out of here. I have a meeting with Susan in Helena day after tomorrow anyway.” Dusty turned and headed toward his cabin.
“Just take a couple bags, whatever you need right now,” called David. “I’ll have Rosalie pack up the rest of it and we’ll send it to you. Let us know where you’re staying in Helena.”
Dusty halted in his tracks and turned back. “Will do, David. Thanks.”
“You know this is all Dad’s doing, right? If it were up to me...” David dragged his hands through his hair. “Congratulations on pursuing your dream, and good luck with your ranch.”
“Thanks.” Dusty whipped around and continued on his way before his emotions tripped him up.
Twenty minutes later, Dusty tossed two bulging suitcases into the back of his pickup truck and slammed the tailgate closed. His big announcement hadn’t gone quite the way he’d envisioned. Turned out to be one hell of an explosive Fourth of July even before the upcoming midnight fireworks.
He crawled behind the wheel, turned the key in the ignition, and drove down the long paved driveway heading for the highway. He refused to glance back at the place he’d called home for more years than he cared to count.
Home.
What a joke.
Dusty had come to love Arthur like a father, respected him tenfold more than he had his own dad. David and Jeremy were like brothers to him. Dusty MacFarland hadn’t been anything more than an employee to Arthur Branigan, however. Dusty had done his job. Arthur had paid his wages. Nothing more than the hired help.
Why then did it feel like Dusty had just lost the only family he had left?
****
 
After suffering through a fitful night’s sleep at a nearby motel, Dusty pulled his pickup truck into the Ellis Bank parking lot in Helena the next morning. He climbed out of his vehicle and immediately noticed Susan’s BMW was parked in her assigned spot. Good, she’s here, he thought. No time like the present to share the latest news with her. Dusty strode across the paved parking lot and entered through the building’s front door.
“Good morning. May I help you, sir?” A familiar young woman wearing a bright pink top and short black skirt stood behind a raised counter. One dyed strip of her blonde hair matched her top. Dusty recalled Susan had called her Marie.
“Good morning, Marie, I’m here to see Ms. Sanders.” Dusty dragged his Stetson off his head.
“Do you have an appointment?” she asked, frowning.
“No, I don’t. But she’ll see me I think. Tell her Dusty MacFarland would like a word with her.” Dusty shifted onto his other foot and twirled his Stetson in his hands. Had he overstepped? Had he believed his business with Susan to be more of a priority than she would?
“Ms. Sanders insists customers make an appointment to discuss their financial matters with her. She has an opening at two o’clock if that’s...”
“Dusty!” Susan charged down the hallway, dropped a handful of files on her assistant’s desk, and stuck out her hand. “What are you doing here?”
“Apparently, I’m making an appointment to see you at two o’clock,” he answered.
“What?” she glared at Marie. “Mr. MacFarland does not require an appointment. I have a few minutes before my next client. Come on in and tell me why you’re back in Helena so soon. I thought we weren’t leaving for Bozeman until tomorrow. Graham did say Friday, right?”
Dusty followed her into the staff room. “Yeah, he said Friday.”
She handed him a cup of coffee and refilled her own mug. “Can we talk here, or should this be discussed in my office?”
Dusty sighed deeply. “Arthur Branigan fired me last night and ordered me off his ranch.”
“Oh, hells bells.” Susan shook her head. “Come into my office and tell me about it.”
Dusty seated himself across from Susan and related everything that happened at the Lazy B. “The old goat embarrassed me in front of two dozen of my closest friends and co-workers. I believe his exact words were, ‘Get off my land you ungrateful piece of sh...stuff’.” Dusty shrugged. “In hindsight, I should have dropped a few hints about my plans for a few weeks so my announcement wouldn’t take him by surprise like it did.”
“He’s probably disappointed, losing a good man that he’s invested years of training in. You mentioned he treats you like a son.” Susan tipped her head and grinned. “I can see him being upset, outraged, and ticked off.”
Dusty returned her grin. “Add to that totally pissed off, fit to be tied, and ready to rip my head off.”
“Yeah, that, too.” Susan chuckled. “He’ll get over it.”
“I hope so. Last night when I was driving to Helena, it felt like I’d lost my family because I dared to pursue my dream.” Dusty considered Arthur the only positive male role model he’d ever had. He loved the old guy and respected and admired him. Arthur’s words cut deep and inflicted painful wounds like a long blade in his heart.
Susan reached over, touched his arm, and then recoiled. Her face reddened, and Dusty wondered if she considered the gesture a breach of professionalism.
She straightened in her chair. “Just give Arthur some time to cool off. Who’s looking after Jeremy’s horse operation now that you won’t be around?”
“I imagine Penny Snyder will keep tabs on them. She’s good with the horses, and she knows what she’s doing.”
“Penny wouldn’t take the news that you were leaving too well.” Susan met his eyes.
Dusty thought it an odd observation—the two women had never even met as far as he knew—but there was no understanding a woman. “She called me early this morning. Wished me luck. Even offered to work for me once I got the ranch off the ground. Gave me her cell number if I decided to hire her on.”
“I just bet she did,” muttered Susan.
“She’s an excellent horsewoman and conscientious. Do you have something against Penny? I wasn’t aware that...”
“Forget I mentioned it. It’s nothing.” Susan finished her coffee and set her cup aside.
Dusty was no fool. If a woman said ‘it’s nothing’ you could bet the farm it was actually a very big something. He thought about Susan and Penny for a minute. Susan was a professional woman who knocked his socks off with her kisses and kept him constantly thinking about taking her to bed. He considered Penny Snyder a kid who loved horses, ate pizza for dinner six nights out of seven, and drove him nuts with annoying questions about horses. And he was certain she knew the answer half the time before she even asked him.
And then he got it.
Hell, Susan’s jealous. Probably Catherine or Amanda blew the whistle on the little pain-in-the-butt horsewoman who drove him to distraction most days. Surely, none of these women actually considered the possibility he was interested in Penny.
“I’m glad to be rid of her. She’s a twenty-year-old kid, absolute pain-in-the-ass nuisance. But she knows her stuff so Jeremy keeps her around,” said Dusty, hoping he sounded especially exasperated.
Susan beamed.
Damage control. Mission accomplished.
“Well, I just wanted to bring you up to speed on where things stood. I’m going back to the realtor’s office to check out some more possibilities in case this Bozeman place doesn’t work out.” Dusty rose from the chair.
Susan stood. “Just let me assure you that I’m totally on your side. It’s your dream, your decision, and nobody has the right to stand in your way. You owe the Branigans nothing. You worked hard for Arthur, were paid a fair wage, and that’s where the obligation ends.”
“Thank you for your support. I’ll pick you up here tomorrow morning at six o’clock so we can get an early start like we planned.” Dusty grabbed his Stetson. “We are a go still for tomorrow, right?”
“You bet. I’m looking forward to seeing this place.” Susan walked him down the hallway to the bank’s front door. “Good luck at Graham’s office.”
“Thank you.” Dusty leaned down, kissed her full on the mouth, stuck his cowboy hat on his head, and strode out the door.
*
 
Susan felt her face flame. He’d kissed her. In the bank’s entranceway. In broad daylight. In front of her entire staff and several customers to boot! She felt totally mortified and absolutely thrilled in equal portions.
While she retraced her steps to her office, several employees exchanged knowing looks. She heard Marie mutter under her breath, “Now I understand why the cowboy doesn’t require an appointment.”
No, he doesn’t, she thought. Her office door would always be open to him. Preventing her heart from feeling the same way, open to him for all time, would be the challenge.
Susan realized that she’d started to share his dream, felt equally excited about seeing this property tomorrow. But why? He’d chosen the bank, not her, for the sole purpose of obtaining a mortgage. Hadn’t he? Or did he secretly request her assistance for other reasons? She could accompany him tomorrow as a friend. If she stretched the tale, she could claim to be a financial advisor. And then she mentally shook herself. Pursuing a relationship with Dusty MacFarland would certainly end in disaster: hurt feelings, emotional disappointments, ruined friendship. He dreamed of owning a horse ranch and she dreamed of becoming a bank director. While excellent goals in their own right, the two were miles apart on the scale of possibilities: one urban and one rural, totally in opposition to each other.
Simply wouldn’t happen.
But a secret thrill had raced up her spine when he told her he considered Penny Snyder no more than a troublesome kid. When he shared that bit of information, she’d almost high-fived him but caught herself.
“Thank you for firing Dusty, Mr. Branigan, and separating him from the persistent Ms. Penny Snyder,” whispered Susan aloud. “In the off chance a relationship develops between us, with our dreams at such odds, we’ll need all the help we can get.”
Just then her telephone rang, jolting her out of her musings.
“Ellis Bank. Susan Sanders. How may I help you?” she greeted the caller.
“Susan, this is Amanda. Jeremy just called the ranch for an update with Dusty. Penny Snyder filled us in on what happened.”
“Can you believe Arthur fired him?” Susan sighed. “The news almost knocked me over. I never expected such a negative reaction from him.”
“Jeremy’s in shock. Because Arthur would do such a thing, not that Dusty is buying his own ranch. Jeremy’s so excited for him. He’s been trying to call Dusty, but his cell phone is dead, or shut off, or something. All of his attempts to make contact just go to voice mail.”
“Dusty just left here for the realtor’s office to search for suitable ranch property. We’re driving to Bozeman tomorrow to look at a possibility, but I know Dusty wanted something closer to this area.”
“We?”
“Yeah, he asked me to come along.” Susan laughed, nervously.
“So, if this ranch is down in Bozeman why even look at it? Doesn’t he want something closer to us?”
Susan sighed. “The realtor painted a favorable picture. The place sounds perfect for Dusty’s needs and it’s one of the few listings that he can afford.  He might have a problem getting a mortgage without a sound income.”
“I’ll fill Jeremy in and tell him to keep trying to contact Dusty.” Amanda chuckled. “We’re having a wonderful time. Don’t you dare tell anyone where we are, okay?”
“That will not be a problem. I don’t know where you are, remember?”
“We’re up in Canada at a resort near a place called Banff. It is so beautiful here! Seems like a million tourists are wandering around the place, but we spend a lot of time in our room.”
“I bet you do.” Susan chuckled.
“Oh, yes, the air-conditioning is lovely. So much more comfortable than being outside.”
Susan snorted. “If you think I believe that story, you’re delusional.”
Amanda laughed. “I gave it a good try. Seriously, we’re having a ball here. But I’ll be happy to get home again, too. See you in a week or so.”
“Bye, girlfriend. Have a good time.” Susan hung up the phone and scoffed, “Air-conditioning my foot.”
*
 
Dusty strolled out of the realtor’s office and dug his cell phone out of his jeans pocket. The damn thing had been ringing every five minutes for a half an hour, but he’d been so absorbed in his property search that he’d just ignored it. He checked the caller ID.
“Aren’t you supposed to be on your honeymoon?” Dusty smiled in spite of his annoyance with anyone named Branigan. “Or has Amanda wised up and sent you down the road already?”
“She still loves me. Sorry to disappoint you.” Jeremy added, “Speaking of sent down the road, I hear you got yourself fired by a guy who considers you his third son. Now, that takes talent.”
“Not when you piss him off by being an ‘ungrateful piece of shit’. I’d relate all the details of my fall from grace, but I’d waste too much air time on my cell account.”
“I’m sorry Dad reacted the way he did. The old fart can be downright unreasonable sometimes. If you repeat that to anyone, I’ll deny saying it.” Jeremy chuckled. “Penny filled me in on your little unexpected announcement. Congratulations, Dusty, on giving it a go on your own. That money you expected from your ma’s estate must have been a pretty substantial inheritance.”
“Yeah, well, I haven’t got the check yet. But remember that five grand I said I won in the lottery? Actually, another hundred ninety-five thousand came along with it that I didn’t mention. It’s been wisely invested and multiplied like rabbits.”
Jeremy whistled long and low. “Wow. You’re buying a fairly large spread then, setting up a substantial operation by the sound of it.”
“I’m looking around at suitable properties. Or I’ll build a barn or a house or whatever is lacking if a find a place that’s close to perfect.” Dusty grinned. “Guess all that construction work we did together over the years on the Lazy B is going to pay off.”
“If you need an extra guy with a hammer to help out, give me a call. And I talked to David. He and Catherine are on board with this, too. They’re both really happy for you.”
“Thanks, Jer.” Dusty’s voice caught. “I’m glad my little venture into ranch ownership isn’t ruining our friendship at least.”
“Never, Dust. I totally understand. Remember the fit Dad threw when I announced I was using my inheritance from Grandpa Branigan to start up my bucking horse operation? I thought we’d need to start CPR when his face turned all those wonderful shades of red. But after I turned a profit the first year, he realized I was on to something. And Dad will come around in time again, once his ruffled feathers get patted back into place. Rosalie probably had a few choice words for him. You were always one of her favorites.”
“Oh, hell, I’m going to miss her strawberry rhubarb pie. And her beef stew. And her...”
“Not too late to change your mind.” Jeremy chuckled.
“Forget it. I’ll send her money and have her courier me some.” Dusty laughed.
“We’re up in Canada for another week or so, but I’ll call you as soon as we get back.”
“Enjoy yourself. I hear the scenery up there is out of this world. Amanda might like to enjoy some of it if you allow her out of your room once in awhile,” teased Dusty.
“I’ll buy her some postcards.” Jeremy laughed and cut the connection.
Dusty smiled. At least, he hadn’t lost his best friend over his decision. “Now, I’ve got to find me a ranch, and I’ve got the most wonderful woman in Montana helping me.” He waited for his call to be connected while he headed toward his truck, whistling.
“Ellis Bank. Susan Sanders. How may I help you?”
“Hi. It’s Dusty. I thought I’d warn you to pack an overnight bag, just in case something happens and we can’t see the property until Saturday or Sunday.”
“Okay...I guess so...yeah, I can do that...” stammered Susan. “Did Jeremy get in touch with you?”
“Yep, just talked to him. He’s on board with my little venture into ranching. Believes I’m doing the right thing. Gotta go. See you tomorrow morning.” Dusty ended the call and crawled into his pickup truck. Now, maybe he should make sure something happened. Nothing he would like better than to spend the whole weekend alone with Susan.
 


 
 
Chapter 5
 
Susan spent Thursday night cleaning her condo, doing three loads of laundry, and packing an overnight bag. She slipped a pair of silky baby doll pajamas in among two changes of clothes, a change of shoes, and her cosmetics and toiletries. Ten minutes later, she yanked the pajamas out and packed her favorite sleeveless short cotton nightgown. A few minutes later, she pulled that out, tucked a lacy black negligee under her clothes, flipped the top shut, and zipped up the suitcase.  Decision, final.
She had no idea what Dusty had in mind for their weekend, but she wasn’t taking any chances. If this ended up a lost weekend with Dusty, she’d have no regrets even if the relationship didn’t progress further. And if he loved this ranch in Bozeman and purchased it, she would seldom see him again anyway.
“But I could always take comfort in knowing ‘we’ll always have Bozeman’,” she whispered, smiling. And then she realized if Dusty’s suggestion was purely innocent and he simply didn’t want to inconvenience her if he decided it was necessary to stay another day, she’d be a little disappointed. Okay, maybe a lot disappointed. She’d fantasized about the guy every day and every night since she met him. And her mind was very inventive when it came to fantasizing.
At five a.m., the alarm clock jolted Susan out of an erotic dream about Dusty. But she woke feeling refreshed and well-rested thanks to the sleeping pill she’d popped at ten o’clock. She intended to look and feel her best today, especially with a long road trip ahead of her. Sleeping pills took forever to work their way out of her system, and she yawned loudly as she slipped into the warm shower.
“Wake up, Susan,” she mumbled aloud. “There’s a long day ahead of you.”
She pulled her BMW into the bank’s parking lot at five forty-five. Dusty stood at the front door, waiting for her, a black duffel bag lay at his feet. She hopped out of the car and smiled at him as he approached. “Where is your truck?”
“Left it at the hotel and walked the three blocks over here. If it’s all right with you, we’ll take your car. Even with those boots you’re wearing, you’d need a stepladder to climb into my truck.” Dusty smiled.
Susan did recall the oversized tires. And Dusty had lifted her into his arms and deposited her on the passenger seat when they drove over to the realtor’s office. “Okay, we’ll take the car.”
“Good. Lifting you into the truck like a little kid was probably pretty embarrassing for a professional woman like yourself. Although I’m not complaining about having you in my arms.” Dusty held up his bag. “Where do you want this? Trunk or backseat?”
“My suitcase is in the trunk.” Susan slipped into the driver’s seat to push the trunk release button on her key. So, he was concerned about her feelings as a corporate woman. Nice, she thought, smiling to herself.
Dusty tossed his bag inside and closed the lid. “We’re taking your car, ma’am, but I’m driving.” He approached the driver’s door.
She opened her mouth to protest, but thought better of it. This was one argument she’d never win. Not many Montana cowboys would take kindly to being driven around by a woman. She stepped out and headed for the passenger side. “You’ll have to stop for gas on the way out of town.”
“I intend to, and I’m paying.”
“No surprise there.” She crawled in, fastened her seat belt, and smiled in anticipation of relaxing while a man drove for a change. “Make sure there’s a coffee shop in the place. The trip could get ugly if I don’t soon get my morning cup of brew.”
“There’s a restaurant right next door to the gas station beside my hotel. Let’s grab a quick breakfast and then head out. We’ve got plenty of time.”
“Of course we have plenty of time. You had me up before the birds,” observed Susan, yawning once again.
Dusty caught the little smile that gave her away. He’d thought she was seriously annoyed at him for a minute there. But, as usual, she was only teasing.
“Do you only require a cup of coffee to brighten your mood, Ms. Sanders?” Dusty pulled into the gas station.
“A veggie omelet wouldn’t hurt either.”
“Done.”
****
 
Banff, Alberta, Canada
 
While Jeremy filled the car at the pumps, Amanda sat in the passenger seat, recalling their pleasant flight into Calgary early Sunday afternoon after spending their wedding night in an exclusive hotel suite in Helena. They’d arrived on July 1st amid the annual Canada Day celebrations. Everyone waved Canadian flags and wore red t-shirts or tank tops or hats. The hosts and hostesses at the airport greeted them wearing those famous white Stetsons.
Jeremy had reserved a car, and they picked up a Buick at the rental desk for the scenic drive to Banff, where they would honeymoon in the beautiful Canadian Rockies. The breathtaking drive through the mountains had them hooked, and they had toured the area throughout the week.
Amanda glanced over at her handsome husband climbing into the car after topping up the rental car’s gas tank. He fastened his seatbelt and met her eyes. “I can’t believe today is Friday already, Jeremy. We’ll be driving back to Calgary tomorrow to catch our flight home. The time just zipped by.”
“We’ve had a wonderful time though. Excellent food, magnificent view from our suite, and the housekeeping staff doesn’t come knocking when the ‘Do Not Disturb’ sign is hung on the door.” Jeremy grinned, wickedly.
“You’re incorrigible.”
Jeremy started the car, drove out of the gas station, and headed down the street. Majestic mountains surrounded the town, and the streets were lined with tourists popping in and out of the various shops and eateries.
Amanda dug the map out of the glove compartment and unfolded the unwieldy thing. “I’ll never tire of driving through these beautiful mountains, and I hope you’re not too disappointed we can’t visit the hot springs. Being five months pregnant, for me, soaking in hot springs is out of the question I’m afraid.”
“I don’t mind, darlin’. We’ll come back on our first anniversary. We can do the hot springs then.” Jeremy reached across the Buick’s console and squeezed her hand.
“So we agree. We’ll drive up to Lake Louise, have lunch somewhere, and then drive back again.” Amanda met Jeremy’s eyes.
“Sounds perfect. I don’t want you getting exhausted. Just another short day trip is good enough. Besides, I brought that pillow and blanket from the hotel with us. If you’re feeling tired, you take a nap.”
“You’re so thoughtful, sweetheart.” Amanda smiled. “After all the hectic wedding planning, I was really looking forward to getting away on this vacation, even if only for a week.”
“Me, too,” added Jeremy, glancing sideways. “Oh, crap!” A minivan was heading straight for the passenger side of their car. He punched the gas pedal.
The Dodge caravan struck the rear passenger door and the trunk received the brunt of the collision. Thankfully, Jeremy’s quick thinking saved Amanda who was directly in the vehicle’s sights when he first noticed it.
“Amanda, are you okay?” he screamed. “Honey, is the baby okay? After all you’ve been through...”
“I’m okay, sweetheart. And the baby, too. What happened?” Susan leaned forward and met Jeremy’s hurried kiss on her lips and then her eyes widened. “Oh my God, Jeremy, another vehicle hit us!”
“Yeah, I know. I saw it coming at the last minute. I almost missed it.” Jeremy released his seat belt. “Stay here and call 9-1-1. I’ll check on the other driver.”
Amanda pushed the emergency On Star button.
Jeremy heard a female voice inquire, “On Star. What’s your emergency?”
“We’ve been hit by...”
Jeremy leapt out of the Buick and strode around to the driver’s side of the Caravan. A woman in her mid-thirties sat strapped into the driver’s seat, appearing dazed and mumbling incoherently. And then he noticed the four or five-year-old girl occupying the passenger seat.
“Are you guys, okay?” inquired Jeremy.
“Mommy’s sick,” whispered the little girl.
“Did she hit her head when the cars crashed?” Jeremy strode around to the passenger side and met Amanda yanking the passenger door open. “I thought I told you to stay put.”
“I’m fine. This child is probably frightened to death.” Amanda held out her arms to the little girl and she hesitated for a moment. “I know I’m a stranger, baby. But this is an emergency. It’s okay.”
The child burst into tears and climbed out of the vehicle. Amanda lifted her up, and the little girl threw her arms around Amanda’s neck in a death grip and attempted to wrap her skinny legs around her thick middle. “It’s going to be all right, sweetie,” cooed Amanda.
“Here, Amanda, sit with her on the curb until the police come. She’s too heavy for you to hold in your condition.” Jeremy steered them toward the grassy boulevard.
Just then a police car screeched to a halt at the scene, followed closely by an ambulance. Jeremy crossed the street and met the male Canadian Mountie alighting from the patrol car. “I’m sure glad to see you.”
“Is everyone okay?” asked the RCMP constable.
“My wife and I are okay, but the driver of the Caravan is injured. Her daughter seems frightened but otherwise okay. She’s with my wife over there.”
By now the paramedics were removing the injured driver from the van and exchanging instructions with each other. One medic strode across the street to examine Amanda. “I see you’re pregnant. You should come to the hospital to be checked out.” The female paramedic observed her, took her pulse.
“Okay, but the little girl comes, too. She’s frightened to death, shaking like a leaf.”
“Fine, we’re taking her mother to the hospital.”
“Is she okay?”
The paramedic hesitated for a second and then whispered. “She may have suffered a heart attack which would account for the accident.”
“Oh my God. She’s so young,” blurted Amanda.
“It happens. What’s your name?”
“Amanda Bail...Amanda Branigan. We’re from Montana, honeymooning here.”
“Let’s get all of you to the hospital. Your husband can sort this out with the police and then catch up with you, okay?” The paramedic lifted the little girl into her arms. “What’s your name, honey?”
“Suzanne,” she whispered, swiping at her tears with her sweater sleeve.
“We’ll take real good care of you, and your mommy, and your new friend, Amanda, okay?”
The little girl bobbed her head and wrapped her arm around the paramedic’s neck.
Amanda watched the ambulance race down the street with Suzanne’s mother on board. A female police officer had taken over from the ambulance attendant, directing Amanda and Suzanne to her patrol car.
They arrived at the hospital a few minutes later.
Jeremy was nowhere in sight.
Amanda burst into tears.
****
 
Once they finished breakfast and resumed their trip, Dusty settled into the driver’s seat and glanced over at Amanda on the opposite side of the vehicle. “Why are you smiling? Got a secret that the rest of the world hasn’t a clue about?”
“No secrets. Just enjoying being a passenger for a change. I’m always driving somewhere it seems. Visiting other bank branches, arranging visits to customers to discuss their investments, and that sort of thing.”
“Well, settle in for a pleasant day of driving through this beautiful state. Man, I love living here. Blue skies, clean air, and good people.”
“Have you always lived in Montana?” Susana turned slightly in her seat, an inquisitive expression on her face.
“Half my life, but I was born and raised in Texas. There are too many bad memories back there that I’d just as soon forget.” Dusty shifted in the seat. Darn it. He hadn’t meant to blurt out the latter part. Now she’d ask questions and either he’d have to refuse to answer and pique her curiosity even further, or answer them and risk losing her friendship and respect.
“Can you tell me something about your childhood?” Susan tilted her head and met his eyes.
“I was adopted by a childless couple who owned a ranch that had been in his family for generations. Dad was the last living relative on his side of the family and they adopted me, I guess, in hopes of having a next generation to take over the ranch when they retired. For a number of reasons, that didn’t happen.” Dusty glanced away for a moment. Even after all these years, the memory of that dark time in his life haunted him. “I suppose I was better off being adopted than placed in the foster care system, but Dad only saw me as free ranch labor, ordered me around. Never once did he praise my work, tell me I’d done a good job. There was always something wrong, something lacking. But my mother loved me like her own flesh and blood. I think Dad resented how much affection she bestowed on me. I couldn’t have asked for a better mom.”
“I’m glad you hold happy memories of your mother in your heart.” Susan reached out and briefly touched his arm.
“The day after I graduated from high school, I punched my dad’s lights out and left. I’ve never looked back. Years later when Dad passed, Ma realized I was never coming back to stay. She sold the ranch, hired a fellow to handle her finances, and moved into a seniors’ lodge in her hometown south of Dallas.”
Susan shifted in her seat. “Go on,” she encouraged, sounding totally non-judgmental.
“Ma’s attorney informed me her health was failing. I usually visited her at least once a year, usually around Thanksgiving. Last Christmas, I visited her one last time.”
“I bet she cherished your visits.” Susan smiled.
“Yeah, I’d take her out to dinner at a fancy restaurant and surprise her with a gift: sparkly diamond earrings or something. Next day, she’d brag about her kind-hearted, generous son to the other old gals in her circle of friends until it got downright embarrassing.” Dusty caught himself smiling at the pleasant memory.
“I was an only child and both my parents are deceased, too,” admitted Susan. “Just me against the world now. Mom and I had a standing date every Saturday—brunch and shopping. Gosh, I miss her. Saturday just isn’t the same anymore.”
“Ma died a few months ago, and the legal stuff finally got itself sorted out”
“And you’re committed to buying a ranch?”
“A horse ranch. I’ll board horses for city dwellers, and offer riding lessons for a fee, of course.  I hope to get kids away from the computers and gaming systems and stick them on a horse, take them riding, get them interested in the great outdoors and nature. I’ve spent a few summers helping out with the kids staying at the Lazy B Guest Ranch facilities. Man, I loved that.” Dusty caught himself grinning.
“I can tell by that broad smile, you really like kids.”
“I love kids. Plan to have a few of my own some day. Once my ranch is up and running and making a profit, I might start up a charitable organization that works with horses and disadvantaged or disabled kids.” Dusty could see Susan’s interest peak as he explained his idea.
“You could start a foundation and collect corporate sponsorships.” Susan beamed. “If you find a ranch not too far away, I would enjoy helping you get the foundation started. Organize fundraisers and dinners.”
“Whoa. Don’t be hiring a chef yet. Charitable fundraising dinners are way off in the future. But I’ll assist horse rescue operations requiring temporary boarding quarters for horses that can be rehabilitated.”
“All of this sounds exceptionally ambitious for a guy who’s only worked as a ranch foreman.” Susan spoke honestly, and he understood her concern.
“I’ve learned from the best teacher in the world, Arthur Branigan. Stood right alongside his sons during every lesson and absorbed all that knowledge like a dry creek bed soaks up rain after a dry spell. I know what I’m doing as far as the horses go. And I intend to hire good workers to help me with any areas of expertise that I don’t possess myself.”
“That’s wise.” Susan nodded in agreement. “I’ll admit your enthusiasm is contagious. Taking a leap forward and pursuing your dream is admirable.”
“Although it’s a little scary, thinking about all the responsibility, doing it on my own, it’s time I pursue my dream. Now or never. Until I won the lottery, I thought the world didn’t give a damn about me and I’d have to struggle for everything I got. Winning that money changed my thinking big time. I decided if Fate blessed me with these funds, then it was up to me to make the most of the situation and pay forward my good luck. I’d overcome the childhood abuse I’d endured from my father. So, surely I could wrestle up the strength and bravery to tackle my dream. I also knew that once I set out to achieve that dream, I had to succeed. Failure wasn’t an option.” Dusty met Susan’s eyes. His life had taken a positive turn since he’d decided to pursue his dream. But after meeting Susan, he was torn between the strong attraction he felt for her, and the realization she’d make a terrible rancher’s wife. Fate wasn’t doing a particularly wonderful job at placing a potential spouse in his path. Perhaps having good fortune shine on him in the form of financial advantage had used up his entire ration. Now, he couldn’t expect the perfect woman for him to fall at his feet, as well.
Susan smiled. “I think I’d be terribly jealous of you, if I didn’t have a few dreams of my own.”
“What are your dreams, Susan?” blurted Dusty, before he could stop himself. He grimaced. “I’m sorry. That question just popped out. Maybe they’re none of my business.”
“You’re probably thinking she dreams of a happy marriage and a couple of kids and a nice home, maybe even a dog. And you’d be right.” Susan laughed and then leaned back in the comfy leather seat. “Actually, I’m working on my dream every day that I step into my office. I intend to be named a member of the Board of Directors for the Ellis Bank one day. I imagine that day is a long way off, but it’s my ultimate goal. And like you said, failure is not an option.”
“From everything people have told me about you—your reputation and work ethic—you will attain your goal someday.” Dusty returned his eyes to the road. “And some lucky guy will pull you off the marriage market and give you that home and family, too.”
“You believe a woman can have it all? Career, marriage and family?”
“I suppose if that’s what she wants, and her husband is okay with it. Personally, I would prefer a wife who loves horses as much as I do. A woman interested in raising a family but also works on the ranch with me every day and shares my bed every night.”
“That doesn’t sound at all like me—a woman who loves the city and loves her career.” Susan sighed.
The sun beat in through the windows, and Dusty turned up the air-conditioning.
Susan grabbed a plush blanket off the back seat and curled up under it with her head resting in the little curved airplane pillow she also carried back there. “That’s better. People always crank up the AC while I shiver. But leave it on. I’m fine.”
“It’s fortunate we took your car. The only things I carry in my truck are booster cables and a spare tire.”
“Will you want me to take a turn driving? If I’m not driving, I’ll probably nod off.”
“No, I’ll drive,” he replied. No woman was driving him anywhere. Well, technically, that wasn’t correct—she was driving him crazy. Her white denim jeans clung in all the right places, and the rose and white plaid cotton shirt with the top three buttons open revealed a silky white camisole underneath.
Susan kicked off her well-worn pink cowboy boots, and he’d caught a glimpse of the cutest striped toe socks before she tucked her feet under the blanket with the rest of her. It didn’t matter if he saw her in a bridesmaid’s dress up around her waist, a business pantsuit at the bank, or a pair of jeans and a plaid shirt, his body reacted instantly.
A few minutes later, Dusty glanced over at the beautiful woman already asleep in the passenger seat, and his heart melted. She looked absolutely adorable, snoozing so contentedly like she hadn’t a care in the world. He’d considered pursuing a relationship with Susan, but after hearing her corporate dream, he realized it would never work out between them. They lived and worked in two totally different worlds. While exchanging their personal stories and life goals, he realized that if they attempted a relationship their individual dreams would collide like a couple of fighter jets and then crash and burn around them.
Dusty shifted in his seat. Hopefully, she wouldn’t wake up for awhile, giving him time to wrangle his libido back under control so the bulge in his jeans would disappear. Yeah, right, like that was likely to happen. He’d just concentrate on the road, keep his eyes off her. Hopefully, that would work.
Suddenly, his cell phone rang and the shrill noise in the quiet vehicle brought Susan instantly awake.
“Sorry, I should have turned it off while you were sleeping.”
“It’s okay. It might be important.” Susan straightened in her seat and blinked repeatedly.
The cell continued to ring.
“Here. I’ll answer it. You’re driving.” Susan reached over and plucked his cell phone out of the cup holder. “Hello?”
“Is Dusty there?” inquired a female voice.
“Um, yes, but he’s driving right now.” Susan glanced at her traveling companion. “Who is this, please?”
“Penny Snyder. I’m calling for David Branigan. Here he is now.”
There was a short pause.
“Dusty, is that you?”
“No, David, it’s Susan. Dusty’s driving. What’s up?”
“I just called to let Dusty know...Jeremy and Amanda were in an accident.”
 


 
 
Chapter 6
 
“What?” Susan glanced toward Dusty. “How do I put this phone on conference call?”
Dusty explained which buttons to push and waited for her nod. “David, what the hell’s going on?” he asked.
“Jeremy and Amanda were in a car accident up in Canada about an hour ago.”
“Holy, crap. Are they okay?”
“Jeremy assured me they’re fine. The police transported Amanda to the local hospital to be on the safe side since she’s pregnant. Jeremy says she seemed okay at the accident scene though.”
“I hope the asshole who hit them is in jail.”
“Actually, she was airlifted to Calgary.”
“Drunk driver?” asked Susan.
“Nope. Heart attack.” David filled them in on the details. “The father picked the kid up at the hospital. Jeremy talked to the local police and now he’s cooling his heels in the waiting room, hoping for a positive report from the doctor. You know how well he handles waiting, right?”
“About as well as I do.” Dusty glanced over at Susan. “We’re on our way to Bozeman to look at a ranch. Should we head back to Helena? Do you need us for anything?”
“No. I already offered to fly the Lazy B chopper up there, but Jeremy says it’s under control. I’ll learn more when he calls again.”
“Okay, keep us posted. Susan’s going to worry every second until we hear from you again.”
“And you aren’t?” she swatted his arm.
“I’ll keep you posted, buddy.” There was a short pause. “I hope you find the ideal ranch for your horse operation.”
“Thanks, David. That means a lot.” Dusty smiled.
“Dad gave Scooter the foreman’s job by the way. So don’t worry about the ranch being left high and dry. Of course, if you want to come back, Scooter would be okay with that, too.”
“Tell Scooter congratulations for me. He’s a good choice.” Dusty laughed and shook his head. “I’ve never worked with such a by-the-book, get-it-done ranch hand in my life. Old Scooter will give Penny and the rest of them a run for their money. Keep in touch.”
“Will do.” David chuckled and ended the call.
Susan set the cell phone back in the cup holder. Her hand shook slightly, and she hoped her traveling companion hadn’t noticed. She didn’t want him worrying about her while she was worrying about her friend. She refused to ruin his day after he’d been so excited about viewing this property. She glanced at the time on the radio. Ten to eleven.
Dusty reached for her hand. “I know you’re worried. David will call when he has news. Jeremy seemed certain Amanda was fine. Think positive, okay?”
“Okay,” she whispered, amazed at how easily he’d zeroed in on her anxiety, realized how worried she felt like an old friend not someone she’d only known a couple of days. “Where are we?”
“We’re about twenty minutes away from Bozeman.” Dusty returned his eyes to the road.
She tossed the blanket and pillow into the backseat. He heard the leather groan when she stretched in her seat, arms reaching toward the windshield. She bent down and tugged her cowboy boots on again.
“Even stopping for breakfast and being held up for almost an hour by a serious multi-vehicle traffic accident on I-90 while you were sleeping, we’re making good time. While I watched you sleep and waited for the state troopers to clear the highway, I never dreamed Jeremy and Amanda were involved in an accident of their own. Scary stuff.”
“Oh God, I hope she and the baby are okay. If she loses that baby after all she’s been through with the cancer and being told she’d probably never conceive...”
“Where are those positive thoughts hiding?” Dusty wagged his finger at her. She’d looked so cute when she first woke up with her hair slightly mussed, face flushed from snuggling under the blanket, and sleepy-eyed before she totally roused from her nap.
“You’re right. I’ll just wait to hear from David again or Jeremy,” conceded Amanda.
“That’s better. Graham warned me that we wouldn’t be able to see the property until sometime in the afternoon, so even if we stop for an early lunch we’ll get to the realtor’s office in plenty of time.”
“Afternoon? That could mean three or four o’clock. Why did we have to leave so early?”
“I didn’t want to risk being late. And you never know how long you’ll get held up by road construction crews or traffic accidents. If the realtor appointment isn’t until four or five, I wanted to tour Bozeman while we’re passing time. Check out the feed stores, tack stores, employment agencies, and any other suppliers I’ll require. Get a feel for the city before I make a commitment to settle here.” Dusty glanced over at his passenger. Big mistake. She finished applying lip gloss to those kissable lips, turned and smiled at him.
“Do I look presentable again?” she asked, fluffing her hair.
He glued his eyes to the road before his brain got any ideas, sent any messages to his lower anatomy. “You’ll do,” he teased, grinning.
“Thank you for the ringing endorsement. You’ve made my day,” she countered.
Damn, he liked this woman. Liked her a lot. Too bad she didn’t have it bad for cowboys, like Penny.
“Tell me more about growing up in Texas,” requested Susan, out of the blue.
Dusty glanced over at his traveling companion and sighed. “It was okay, but like I told you I lit out of there the day I graduated high school when I punched out my old man’s lights. After suffering years of verbal abuse from the old bast...fellow, I’d had enough.”
“Where did you go?”
“Ma wanted to send me to university. I’d made the grades, but I had other plans.”
“Oh, Dusty, you should have gone. My time at Montana State in Bozeman was the happiest time in my life. I earned my degree in finance, and I met Amanda there. We shared so many fun times together.” Susan smiled.
“Sorry, I just couldn’t do it. Decided I’d get my education at the ‘open-prairie college’. So I headed north, worked on a couple of ranches for guys my father didn’t know. Eventually, I tried my hand at the rodeo. Spent more time in the dust than on the back of anything that bucked.”
He watched the little smile creep across her face. Was she imagining him flying off some bucking bronco’s back, sailing through the air, landing in the dirt?
“My rodeo buddies started calling me Dusty. The name stuck. I know you’re wondering, so I’ll tell you. My name is Patrick Allan MacFarland. But if you dare call me anything but Dusty, I’ll pull this car over and oust you.”
“Patrick who?” Susan laughed, grinning mischievously. “Continue your story, Dusty.”
Man, he loved the sound of her laugh. “I got tossed in the dirt once too often and decided to end my less-than-illustrious rodeo career.  A week later, I met up with the Branigan men in Miles City during the annual horse sale. That must have been about eighteen years ago. Anyway, Arthur hired me on and I worked my way up to foreman. Been saving a fair portion of my paychecks since I don’t smoke and I don’t gamble. Enjoy a cold beer once in awhile. However, I’m totally addicted to my morning coffee.”
Susan smiled. “That’s one addiction we share.”
He hated talking about himself, but she deserved to know it all. “My adopted father died about eight years ago. His old pickup truck was hit by a drunk driver.”
“Oh, I’m sorry,” whispered Susan.
“Don’t be. Rather ironic since he was driving drunk himself at the time. I didn’t return to Texas for his funeral. I never had a problem with Ma, just the old man. I’d kept in touch with Ma over the years, loved her dearly, and she understood.”
“I’m sorry you had such a rough childhood. My parents were great. What happened to your mother or was it just her time?”
“Ma wasn’t even seventy yet, but she’d had a problem ticker all her life, and she had asthma, as well. Still, her death came as a shock. But with a bad heart, she knew she wouldn’t live to be really old. Said she had to fit in all her living now. When she sold the ranch, she took up bridge and yoga and scrapbooking and the darn craziest stuff. But she loved her life, loved her friends, and she left this world a happy person. What more can you ask for?”
Dusty caught Susan swiping at a tear, and the gesture warmed his heart. She was truly a lovely woman, just like everyone had told him.
“I wish I’d met her. She sounds like a feisty gal who lived life instead of watching it pass by while sitting in the spectator section.”
“That’s Ma, exactly. Just get out there and do it. And if you made a damn fool of yourself in the process, well, that was just too bad.”
Dusty hadn’t realized they’d entered the Bozeman city limits awhile back, distracted by their conversation. He pulled into a filling station. “I’m going to top up the tank since we’ll be driving around a lot.” He met her eyes. “I’ll meet you inside after I pay for the gas. There’s a restaurant attached. We’ll grab some lunch before we go to the realtor’s office. If he’s anxious to show us this property, it could be suppertime before we see food.”
“Good thinking. I’ll get us a table.” Susan hopped out of the car.
Dusty watched the woman’s curvy behind as she crossed the parking lot to the restaurant entrance. Those tight jeans fit in all the right places, and her hips swayed in a mesmerizing manner. When the gas jockey rapped on the driver’s door, his heart almost stopped. He silently chastised himself for behaving like some kid who’d been caught watching the naked neighbor lady who’d forgotten to pull down her shades.
He rolled the window down.
“Fill ‘er up, sir?” asked the smiling attendant.
“Please, and wash the bugs off the windshield, too.” Dusty crawled out of the driver’s seat and stretched his legs. The leg room in her BMW surprised him. Of course, Susan was probably five foot eight without the high heels, so she’d want something comfortable to drive. But still, he preferred his pickup.
By quarter to one, they pulled out of the restaurant’s parking lot. Having attended university and lived here for four years, Susan assured him she could direct him around the city without a map. They drove directly to the realtor’s office and parked in front of a modern brick building. A row of windows fronted the office, displaying dozens of printed listings of properties for sale. They decided to forego the temptation to window shop, literally, and headed inside.
“Good afternoon, folks. May I help you?” A smartly-dressed, gray-haired but stylishly-coiffed lady almost sang the greeting and approached them.
“We’re here to see Randy Reddman, please.” Dusty removed his Stetson and shook the woman’s hand.
At the mention of the other realtor’s name, the woman’s friendly expression wilted in an instant, and she peeked over her eyeglasses. “Oh. Well. He’s on the telephone, but I’m certain he’ll be with you when he finishes his call.” She strode back to her desk and picked up a paperback novel.
Dusty and Susan glanced at each other. Susan leaned over and whispered in Dusty’s ear. “Someone is a little testy today.”
“Does she just read a book until a customer appears at the doorstep? How’d she ever get a job here?”
“Owner’s mother?” suggested Susan.
Dusty coughed to cover his laughter.
“You must be Dusty!” A tall, stocky, good-old-boy strode toward them, tanned hand outstretched.
The fellow wore jeans, a white shirt open at the neck, a leather jacket, a pair of well-worn cowboy boots and a black Stetson which he whipped off his head. He offered a blinding white smile that matched his shocking white hair. The word ‘seasoned’ popped into Dusty’s mind the minute he spotted the man.
Dusty leapt to his feet. “Yes, I am. And this is Susan Sanders.”
“Hello, there, y’all. I’m Randy and I’m so pleased to meet you folks.”
“Please to meet you, too. Graham Smith assures me I’m in good hands.” Dusty shook the guy’s hand, silently questioning what someone with such a strong Texan accent was doing in Montana.
“Thank you kindly for the vote of confidence. Let’s go take a look-see at that property. I’ve got the ranch house keys in my pocket, and my caddie is parked out front.” The realtor settled his Stetson on his head again and charged outside with Dusty and Susan following in his wake.
“Where’s the ranch?” asked Dusty.
“Forty minutes out of Bozeman off I-90. Not difficult to find,” chirped the talkative realtor.
Randy Reddman drove as recklessly as a drunken sailor on Saturday night leave, and Dusty silently prayed they would safely reach their destination. When Randy wasn’t waving his hand around emphasizing his every word, he pointed out landmarks, glanced at Susan seated in the backseat, or changed channels on the radio. Randy must believe the white line down the middle of the road was painted there merely as a suggestion, thought Dusty, considering the number of times the realtor steered back and forth across it.
They arrived in one piece, barely.
Susan climbed out of the back seat, visibly shaking. “Please insist on driving back to the city,” she whispered in Dusty’s ear. “My heart won’t survive another trip with him.”
Dusty wrapped his arm around her waist and whispered, “I’ll see what I can do. I almost kissed the ground when I crawled out of that car.”
Once his heart rate returned to normal, Dusty took a quick look around him. “The owner wants $300,000 for this place?”
“Yep.” Randy shook his head. “Don’t look like much. It’s the land you’d be paying for. The barn is about to fall down and the house isn’t in much better shape. Good drinking water in a deep well, and lots of room to built a new barn, a new house, several corrals and whatever you require.”
“I don’t know. There’s a ton of work here. Lord knows what it would all cost.” Dusty glanced over at Susan. “What do you think?”
“Randy’s right. These buildings aren’t salvageable. I suspect the land is overpriced, too. If it was me, I’d just keep looking and...”
Dusty’s cell phone rang, interrupting Susan.
“It’s Ma’s lawyer. I should take this call.” Dusty walked a short distance away and answered his phone.
*
 
“Are there other properties near here that would be more suitable?” inquired Susan.
“Yes, ma’am. A few.” Randy flashed her that broad realtor smile. “But none of them in Dusty’s price range. Most are substantial spreads and run into the millions.”
“I can’t believe this is what you get for three hundred grand. I peeked into the house, and I wouldn’t move a horse in there never mind a human.” Susan sighed. She’d anticipated the property holding such promise for Dusty. Apparently not.
And then she glanced over at her cowboy and gasped.
Dusty stood leaning against Randy’s caddie, his face ashen. Susan remembered Jeremy and Amanda’s recent accident, and the year long ordeal her best friend endured with the cancer treatments and believing she’d never conceive. Oh, no, not the baby.
Susan raced across the yard and grabbed Dusty’s arm. “What happened? Is it Amanda? Did something happen with the baby?” she demanded.
Dusty shook his head and waved off her concerns. “I appreciate the call, Mr. Stevens. Thank you for informing me that the money has been deposited directly in my account in Helena as I suggested. And thank you for all your help with settling Ma’s affairs.”
Dusty stood for a minute just holding his cell before finally ending the call. He stuffed his phone into his jeans’ pocket and met Susan’s eyes. “You’re not going to believe this.”
“Believe what? I take it that was your mother’s lawyer, and he released your inheritance funds.” Susan took a deep breath. At least, Amanda and her baby were okay. “So did you receive the amount you were hoping for?”
“Three.” Dusty choked out the word, appearing in a state of shock still.
“Three hundred thousand! That’s wonderful. You’ve almost doubled your money. A nice down payment...” Susan stopped talking when she noticed Dusty shaking his head.
“No. Three million,” he whispered.
Susan gaped. “Did you say three million?”
Dusty just nodded his head, looking totally stunned.
Randy stepped up beside Dusty. “Are you okay young man? You’re as white as a cotton ball. Was the call sad news?”
Dusty grabbed Susan around the waist and swung her in a circle. “It was terrific news, Randy. I just inherited three million dollars,” he blurted.
Randy grinned broadly. “Now I wasn’t born yesterday. Don’t think for a minute that I’ll believe that hogwash.”
“It’s true. The money is sitting in my bank account.” Dusty set Susan back on her feet, whipped his Stetson off his head, and tossed his hat in the air. “Who would have thought my parents’ ranch was worth that kind of money.”
“Dusty, I’m speechless,” whispered Susan, breathlessly.
Dusty plucked his hat off the ground, stuck it on his head, and met Susan’s eyes. “You realize that I now have a little more than three million, three hundred thousand dollars to spend on a ranch. I hate to admit it, but I’m feeling damn giddy right now. Hell, I don’t even need to worry about a mortgage. I’ll just pay cash!”
Randy steadied himself against his car. “Then what are we doing standing here looking at this sorry excuse for property?”
“My thoughts exactly,” added Dusty, grinning. A second ago he was a little worried that Randy might swallow his cigar. “You got anything more suitable around here? Or should we just head on back to Helena?”
“There is one ranch nearby here that’s been up for sale awhile now. Owner hasn’t gotten one offer. A little pricy but it fits in with your three million dollar budget. Surprised me that the old guy even put it on the market because the ranch has been in the family for generations. I heard that his only child has no interest in ranching, and the owner had a falling out with the son over the whole thing.”
“We’re here anyway. Won’t hurt to take a peek.” Dusty opened the back door of Randy’s car for Susan. “Let’s go check it out.”
“I should warn the owner that we’re on the way. He told me anytime I wanted to show it to just give him a quick call.”
“I’ll drive, Randy, while you’re on the phone.” Dusty winked at Susan before he closed the back door. She flashed him a quick thumbs up while the realtor dug the car keys out of his pocket and handed them to Dusty.
Fifteen minutes later, they passed under a large burned-wood sign announcing their arrival at the Triple Creek Ranch. Dusty had a name in mind for his ranch, and it didn’t involve water. But first he needed to find the right property. This place appeared promising.
Dusty parked near the white picket fence fronting the ranch house. “This is a hell of an improvement over that last place,” he observed, opening his door.
“That wouldn’t take much,” muttered Susan, climbing out of the back seat.
“The owner is asking two million more for this place,” added Randy, chuckling. “You could call it get-what-you-pay-for.”
The trio wandered through the barn and outbuildings. The barn showed its age, but it stood strong and sturdy and required only a coat of paint and a few upgrades. “We’ll definitely need to build a bunkhouse and more corrals before we open for business. Maybe a second barn in time,” stated Dusty. He wondered why there didn’t appear to be a single animal on the place. Even a mandatory ranch watch dog hadn’t come barreling out from under a back step greeting them with frenzied barking and growling. The lack of animals on the place seemed almost spooky. But Dusty supposed if the ranch was for sale, why stock it with cattle or horses or even a dog.
Dusty attempted to visualize what the owner might look like. The place looked inhabited: grass mowed and flowerbeds weeded. But no one appeared to be home. Perhaps he preferred to vacate the place during a viewing, even with only ten minute’s notice.
“There’s plenty of good pasture land here,” continued Randy who’d talked steadily since they left the other property. The entire afternoon’s incessant chatter started to grate on Dusty’s nerves, and he wished the guy was equipped with an OFF switch.
The threesome roamed across one of the pastures while the sun beat down from the clear blue Montana sky. Several buttes and grassy knolls dotted the land, and a carpet of fenced grassland surrounded them. Wildflowers waved hello in the afternoon breeze and butterflies and bees flitted across their path. 
Dusty stooped to examine the clear running creek and dipped his hand into the water. He flicked a handful at Susan, and she screamed when the icy water landed on her bare arms. He took off racing toward the house when he spotted Susan scooping up a handful of icy cold liquid retaliation.
Dusty walked up the four steps leading to the wooden wrap-around veranda, and a minute later Randy and Susan caught up to him. “The backyard landscaping confirms a gardening enthusiast lives here. I love those towering evergreen trees, the curved flowerbeds, and the large fire pit.”
“Look at that enormous built-in gas barbeque!” exclaimed Susan, climbing the three steps to the raised mahogany-stained wooden deck in the backyard. “I’d wager a lot of family get-togethers were hosted out here.”
“Didn’t you mention four bedrooms in the house, Randy?”
The realtor referred to his listing sheet as they headed back toward the front of the house. “Yep, four. The house has been totally renovated on all three floors. New paint and flooring. Replaced the water heater a year ago. Says a lot of the furniture stays. Custom draperies, all appliances, and two sectional sofas. Bunch of other stuff here, too.”
Dusty strode through the double pine front doors, with Susan and Randy on his heels. They wandered throughout the house and discovered high-end stainless appliances in the kitchen, and every room tastefully decorated. “This home is lovely, Dusty,” remarked Susan.
Dusty grabbed a glass out of the cupboard, ran the kitchen faucet, filled the glass and drank deeply. “The well water is wonderful. I’d bet the well and those creeks running through the property are spring fed.” He dumped the rest of the water in the sink and stuck the glass in the dishwasher.
“I suspect you’re right.” Randy nodded his agreement.
By now they’d investigated every nook and cranny on the place, and Dusty was sold. “I’m ready to put in an offer, Randy. This place is almost ideal, and we can build what we need that’s missing.”
“Are you certain, Dusty? This is only the second place you’ve viewed. Maybe you should contact Graham and consider a few places closer to Helena,” suggested Susan.
“Nope. I like this place. Get the paperwork started. I won’t require a mortgage so no need for an appraiser. I’d request a building inspection, of course, but I think this place is worth the two million three hundred the owner is asking.”
“Hot damn! I’ll get to work on it as soon as I return to the city.” The realtor headed toward his car.
“Hell, no! I’ll drive, Randy. You get started on the paperwork right now. The faster we complete it, the faster you receive your commission and I move onto my ranch.” Dusty smiled at him, silently praying he’d see the logic in his suggestion.
“You’re right!” Randy handed him the keys again and turned his attention to Susan. “Little lady, you’ve got yourself one smart fellow here. Come on, let’s go.”
Susan hooked her arm around Randy’s and walked back to the car with him. “No need to tell me what a smart guy he is. And he’s kinda handsome, too.”
“If you say so.” Dusty winked at Susan when Randy wasn’t looking.
She mouthed a silent ‘thank you’ back at him. And then she added, “Just think Dusty, this being a cash sale with only the inspection and transfer of title to be processed, you could be handed the keys in two weeks, maybe three at the most.”
“Halleluiah. I’m looking forward to the day.” Dusty beamed as he climbed behind the wheel.
The drive back to Bozeman was uneventful. Randy tapped the keys on his laptop the entire way, carrying on a constant conversation while Dusty drove them safely back to the city.
“I’ll let you know what the owner says when I present this offer tonight. I’ve got your cell number. I’ll be in touch.” Randy shook Dusty’s hand, enthusiastically, and then tipped his Stetson to Susan.
“Anytime, day or night, Randy, especially if it’s good news.” Dusty grinned, dug his checkbook out of his pocket, and wrote a check for four hundred thousand dollars, hoping the owner got the message: serious offer. Dusty handed the realtor the check. “I’m offering his asking price. You’ve stipulated this is a cash sale. I don’t see why he wouldn’t accept it.”
“Me neither. The owner is widowed and the ranch has been on the market for six months now. Nobody even put in an offer until you came along. After the falling out with his son, I think the old guy just wants to sell and move into the city.”
“I don’t much care about his reasons for selling. I’m just delighted to find this place.” Dusty beamed. He’d already figured out how he was setting up the barn, and a little paint here and there and the place would be spruced up and ready for business. He might be counting chickens, but he’d never been so excited about anything in ages.
“Glad to hear it. It troubled me some, when that ranch went on the market. Didn’t want a Hollywood type snapping it up and ruining the place. Now don’t get me wrong, lots of those California folks are excellent ranchers, but some of them...well, don’t get me started.” Randy shook his head.
“Takes all kinds, regardless of a person’s background.” Dusty stood hands on hips. “I don’t judge a man any way except through his actions.”
“Dusty, you’re a nice fellow,” beamed Randy. “It’ll be a pleasure having you for a neighbor. I moved here from Texas ten years ago when I married my second wife. Met her on one of those online dating sites. We own a ranch about ten miles from here. We should get the wives together and do us some grilling one of these evenings.”
“I’m not his wife,” blurted Susan. 
“She’s my...financial advisor.” Randy glared at Susan who’d made it sound like being his wife would be the worst fate imaginable. Her expression changed which suggested she regretted the blunt outburst.
“My mistake, ma’am.” Randy touched the brim of his Stetson and turned back to Randy. “But you’re welcome over at our place any time.”
“Thank you. I’m sure we’ll be seeing each other from time to time.” Dusty hoped it wouldn’t be too frequently. He intended for his ranch to keep him too busy making a profit to be concerned with much socializing.
Randy headed toward the office, waving Dusty’s check and calling over his shoulder, “Talk to you soon, Dusty. You take care now.”
Dusty waved back and whispered to himself, “Hopefully, very soon.” He couldn’t wait to take possession of that ranch, and he couldn’t think of one reason that it shouldn’t be very soon. He glanced at his watch. “Let’s get a couple of rooms for the night. Find a fancy restaurant and enjoy a relaxing dinner. Maybe find a good country bar and have a drink or two.”
“O...kay.” Susan sounded less than enthused by his suggestion.
“Unless you need to go back to Helena.” Dusty met her eyes.
Susan shook her head.
“Let’s stick around until morning in hopes Randy comes back with news that my offer was accepted” Dusty puzzled over her reluctance. She’d brought a suitcase with her, so he’d assumed she wouldn’t object to staying over.
“Sounds like a plan,” said Susan, smiling weakly.
A strange expression crossed her face.
Dusty couldn’t imagine what she was thinking.
 


 
 
Chapter 7
 
Dusty checked them into adjoining rooms in a high-end hotel. He returned to the car and carried their bags in while Susan poked her head into the lounge and restaurant.
“This is a nice place, and there’s a pool somewhere. Three freckle-faced kids raced through the lobby wearing swimsuits, with towels wrapped around their necks.” Susan smiled at the memory.
She envied Amanda who would soon join the ranks of motherhood. Susan had hoped for a home and family of her own one day, but with Dusty relocating to Bozeman she couldn’t paste his face into the mental image of her children’s father any longer.
“I never thought to pack a pair of trunks,” muttered Dusty.
“I didn’t pack a bathing suit either.” Susan sighed.
They rode the elevator to the second floor.
“Here’s the key to your room, 202. I’m in 201. There’s a connecting door. Easier to talk to each other. But it’s up to you if we open it or not.” Dusty dropped his bag outside his door and carried her suitcase for her.
Susan slipped the key card into the slot and pulled it out. The light flicked and the lock clicked and disengaged. “Opening the connecting door is fine with me. We can decide which businesses we’ll check out tomorrow and what restaurant to patronize for dinner.”
“Okay, I’ll go open my side, too.”
Susan pushed down on the handle and entered the room. “This is nice.”
Dusty placed her suitcase on one of the queen-sized beds. “I wanted you to be comfortable.” He disappeared out the door closing it behind him.
Susan flopped onto the closest bed. “So much for my fantasy of spending a wild weekend with Dusty MacFarland. Separate rooms? He might as well be my brother,” she lamented.
She stuck her suitcase on the foldout luggage rack, unlocked the room’s connecting door, and pulled it open. The door on Dusty’s side stood ajar. When she peered inside his room, she discovered him talking on his cell phone and pacing in front of the window. She shamelessly eavesdropped on his conversation.
“Seven o’clock sounds perfect.”
Pause.
“For two”
Pause.
“Thank you for accommodating us on such short notice.” Dusty disconnected the call and tossed his cell phone onto the bed.
“Hi,” said Susan, warning him of her presence.
Dusty’s head whipped up and a broad smile creased his face. “Hi there. Come on in.” He waved her over.
“Our rooms are identical,” observed Susan as she crossed the two-toned beige carpet.
“Didn’t notice.” Dusty reached for her hand and drew her into his arms. “But I’ve been waiting to do this all day.”
Susan gasped as Dusty pulled her against him, buried his hands in her hair and found her mouth. The kiss lasted for several minutes, and the evidence of his attraction to her pressed against her. All brotherly thoughts flew out of her mind, and she fought to remain in control of her senses.
Finally, Dusty ended the kiss and looked deep into her eyes.
“If that kiss is any indication of where this night is headed, I think you wasted your money getting two rooms,” whispered Susan, breathlessly, still not fully recovered from the kiss.
Dusty tipped his head. “Would you have minded if I’d registered us in one room?”
Susan thought about his question for a second. “I’m a big girl.”
“Yes, you are.” Dusty grinned and his eyes roamed the entire length of her body. “I’ve got an idea. Go fetch your suitcase and your key. Lock your side of the room again, and meet me in the hallway.”
Susan complied with his request.
Back in the lobby, she stood off to the side while Dusty handed in the keys and spoke with the check-in clerk. She caught snippets of the conversation ‘changed our minds’ and ‘not suitable after all’ and ‘upgrade if you have something available’.
Her stomach flip-flopped with anticipation. Thank goodness she’d packed her little black negligee and stopped at the mall for a pedicure last night and shaved her legs and stuck that box of condoms in her suitcase. A dozen other things raced through her mind. She hadn’t been in a steady relationship for six months, hadn’t been with a man in six months either. She’d known Dusty for exactly a week, but somehow it didn’t matter. Being with him tonight just felt right.
Dusty strode toward her, smiling. “Let’s try this again.”
They rode the elevator to the top floor. Dusty opened the door to their suite and ushered her inside ahead of him.
Susan gasped when she entered. “Oh, my, God, Dusty. This is beautiful.” Her eyes gazed throughout the room, and she felt like a kid in a candy shop. She spied a king-sized bed in a separate room with an attached bathroom. A large white leather couch faced the TV in the main seating area. A four-man hot tub was situated in the far corner of the bedroom. Unlit white pillar candles surrounded the tiled ledge, accompanied by tropical plants and piles of fluffy white towels. A coffee maker, microwave, and bar fridge were located in a bar area beside the room’s entrance. “After I graduated from university, my first apartment was smaller than this hotel room.”
Dusty laughed. “An online buddy of mine described his weekend getaway with his girlfriend on Facebook. Thought I’d try out a King Suite for myself.”
“This works for me. We can wear our underwear in the hot tub, since we didn’t pack bathing suits.”
“Or not,” added Dusty, bobbing his eyebrows.  He reached for her suitcase and set the bag on the floor. 
“You are a naughty boy, Mr. MacFarland,” teased Susan.
“You ain’t seen nothin’ yet.” Dusty laughed, slipped his arms around her waist and stole her breath with another steamy kiss.
Seconds before the clothes started coming off, Dusty pushed her away. “Okay, we have exactly ten minutes to drive over to the steakhouse, or we’ll miss our reservation for dinner.”
Susan adjusted her clothes. “Do I have to change out of my jeans?”
“No, it’s not high-class fancy, just good food and casual dress.” Dusty tucked his shirt back into his pants. He couldn’t recall when she’d pulled it out, but she must have.
“Let me fix my lipstick and we’re out of here.” Susan raced to the bathroom and closed the door.
“I brought a bottle of wine,” called Dusty. “I’ll stick it in the refrigerator while we’re gone.”
“Sounds good,” she called back through the door.
Dusty and Susan were only five minutes late arriving for dinner. Susan watched Dusty eat with gusto, while she nibbled at her meal, nervously anticipating their evening together.
“Aren’t you hungry?” inquired Dusty. “If you don’t like that steak, order something else.”
“No, it’s fine. Good, really, good.” Susan smiled and stuffed another bite into her mouth.
Dusty leaned forward, took her hand, kissed her fingers, and whispered. “If you’re having second thoughts. Don’t worry. Nothing is going to happen in that room tonight that you don’t want to happen. Okay?”
Susan nodded her head, unable to get a word past the lump in her throat. Dusty had tuned into her sudden trepidations so easily. “I’m fine,” she whispered.
“Relax and enjoy your meal. We’ll head back to the hotel, and stop by the lounge for a couple of drinks. The worst they can do is ticket us for impaired walking when we decide to head up to our room.” Dusty grinned, mischievously.
“They’d have to ticket half the hotel patrons if the lounge is popular on a Saturday night.” Susan stuck her fork into another piece of steak. “I wonder if they have any entertainment, even some guy with a guitar or a piano player or something.”
“Maybe karaoke,” suggested Dusty, looking hopeful.
“Forget it. You won’t get me up singing for less than a million bucks.” Susan sipped her water.
“A million bucks, eh? I’d do it, if I wasn’t committed to buying a ranch,” he teased.
Susan choked on her drink, spluttered and coughed. “You wouldn’t dare.”
“You’ve got no idea what I might dare,” he said, winking.
Susan gazed into his brown eyes, and several possibilities popped into her mind. “That goes both ways, Mr. MacFarland,” she drawled, sweetly. His playful teasing erased her nerves and she looked forward to spending a pleasant evening with him. The entire evening.
After dinner, they drove back to the hotel. But one drink later, they walked hand-in-hand up to their room. “No entertainment in the lounge, one other patron who left shortly after we arrived, and a bartender who couldn’t mix his way out of a wet paper bag,” muttered Dusty, disgustedly.
“I recall Bozeman nightlife used to be a lot more fun. Or maybe it was the college crowd I hung with. One thing for sure, that lounge isn’t the hot spot in town.” Susan tossed her jacket onto an upholstered chair by the window. “Let’s have some wine.”
“Hear, hear. A glass of wine and then into that hot tub.” Dusty grabbed the corkscrew and went to work on the bottle of Chardonnay.
Susan kicked off her shoes and parked her feet on the corner of the sofa adjacent to her chair. “We did, however, accomplish a lot today. That ranch is almost perfect. A bit of fixing up and it’ll be wonderful.”
“Can’t help thinking maybe the whole thing turned out to be too easy. Second ranch I view and I think it’s a winner.” Dusty handed her a glass of wine. “No. No buyer’s remorse allowed.”
“Cheers!” Susan took a sip. “Mmm, that’s good.”
Susan contemplated Dusty’s observation for a minute. The identical thought had crossed her mind, niggled her during the ride back into Bozeman. Some people search for months until the right property comes along, but Dusty had lucked out so early in the search. His good fortune would prove either a blessing or a curse.
“I’m hopping into the hot tub, Dusty. Please cover your eyes until I’m submerged.”
“I commend your modesty, but some European women prowl the beaches wearing less than your Victoria Secrets. Which I’ve already seen,” observed Dusty. “Unless you’re going topless tonight.”
“Don’t hold your breath,” chuckled Susan, and added, “But who knows?”
Dusty turned his back, and she quickly discarded her clothes. When she stuck her hand into the hot tub to test the temperature, she heard Dusty snickering. She glanced up expecting to see him gawking at her, but his back was turned. And then she noticed her reflection in the mirror above the desk. “You rotten cheater,” she exclaimed. “Why didn’t you mention the fact...”
“Last one in is a rotten egg.” Dusty leapt off the chair and peeled his jeans off.
Susan noticed he’d snuck out of his shirt, shoes, and socks while she’d been occupied with her own disrobing. She screamed, scurried over the side of the tub and submerged herself. Dusty slid in beside her a second later.
“There now, you see?” Dusty tipped back his wine glass and polished off the contents. “I took all the awkwardness out of the situation.”
“Awkwardness my foot.” She laughed. “If I’d stubbed my toe, you’d be in big trouble, Dusty MacFarland. You know how competitive I am!”
Dusty threw back his head and laughed. “I would have nursed your toe back to health.” He refilled their wine glasses from the bottle he’d left on the table beside the hot tub.
They sat together in awkward silence for a few minutes.
Susan noticed the faraway expression on Dusty’s face and wondered what he was thinking about. The offer to purchase he’d signed? His future plans for the ranch, if the offer was accepted? Being with her tonight?
“What will we toast to?” asked Susan.
“To the acceptance of my offer,” said Dusty, clinking glasses with her. “Man, I hope we hear something soon. I’m not certain what has my stomach in knots more. Waiting. Worrying. Anticipation. Fear. Terror. Did I mention worrying?”
“Whatever happens happens. If he rejects your offer and returns a counteroffer, we’ll deal with it.” Susan raised her glass. “To an evening of spoiling ourselves in this luxury room.”
“Wonder how late you can order from room service?” Dusty smiled.
“How can you be hungry?” Susan shook her head. “I’m still stuffed from dinner.”
“Bet you’re hungry for something,” whispered Dusty, setting his glass aside and moving closer to her.
Susan set her glass down alongside a fake palm plant. “What did you have in mind?” she purred.
Dusty slipped his arm around her waist and pulled her against him. “I love those sexy, lacey, black panties you’re wearing. And that matching bra you’re almost wearing.”
Susan laughed. “It is rather low cut.”
“You wore that on purpose.”
“Maybe.”
Dusty kissed her breasts though the lacy covering. “Let’s get rid of this,” he said, removing the bra with one quick flick of the hooks.
Susan sighed when her breasts slipped out of the restriction and landed in the palms of his slightly rough working-man hands. He massaged gently, rubbing his thumbs across her nipples until she moaned with pleasure. “Use your mouth,” she whispered, encouraging him.
Dusty complied while slipping one hand down her stomach, searching for the top of her panties. His mouth left her breast and he looked into her eyes. “I love those black panties even more than the pink ones.”
“Victoria has many, many secrets.” Susan grinned, mischievously.
“And I just bet...you’ve got a few secrets...of your own.” Dusty lavished attention to her other nipple between words.
“Keep doing that and I’ll tell you almost anything.” Susan leaned her head back, sighing.
“Almost?” Dusty peeked up at her, one eyebrow raised.
“No professional secrets. No matter how much I drink, I would never divulge information about my clients.”
“That’s reassuring. Since I’m one of those clients.” Dusty slipped his hand inside her panties, and his fingers searched for her core.
Susan wrapped her arms around his neck. “Kiss me,” she whispered.
The kiss lasted for an eon.
When they finally pulled apart, breathing heavily, Susan glanced into the mirrored wall behind the hot tub and noticed their flushed faces. “We should climb out and sit on the lip of the tub for awhile to lower our body temperature,” she suggested.
“That won’t lower my temperature,” mumbled Dusty, meeting her eyes. “You realize where this is going to lead, right? If you’re having second thoughts, speak up now. I’ll pay for another room, and we...”
Susan smiled as an image of that black lacy negligee she’d packed flashed across her mind. “I don’t think so, cowboy. You haven’t discovered all of Victoria’s secrets yet, or mine.”
 


 
 
Chapter 8
 
Next morning, just as Dusty and Susan prepared to head down to the hotel’s dining room for the Sunday brunch, his cell phone rang.
“I won’t eavesdrop on your conversation. I’ll wait for you in the restaurant.” Susan kissed him quickly and headed out the door. Just as the door clicked shut, she heard him answer the call.
Susan rode the elevator downstairs, grabbed a complimentary copy of the local paper, and walked into the hotel’s posh dining room. A tropical atmosphere that could lift anyone’s spirits in the morning greeted her, complete with silk palm trees and assorted flowering plants. Morning sunshine filtered into the room through partially lowered shades. The tables were covered in white linens with green cloth napkins and accents. White china bread and butter plates, sparkling glassware, and cutlery were already on the table at each place.
“Good morning.” A tall, slim woman with exotic facial features and wearing a beautiful rose-colored dress approached her.
“Table for two, please.”
The hostess grabbed two bound menus embossed with the hotel’s logo and led Susan to one of the tables beside the row of tall windows. “Your waitress will be with you shortly.”
“Thank you.” Susan seated herself and glanced out the window. Songbirds serenaded her from the treetops just outside the window, and a woman jogged down the grassy strip alongside the paved parking lot with a shepherd puppy on a leash. Susan gazed adoringly at the gangly pup, all feet and ears. She’d love to have a dog of her own some day.
A smiling young woman wearing a pristine white shirt tucked into a black skirt approached carrying a coffee carafe in each hand. “Good morning, ma’am.”
“I’d love the decaf, please,” said Susan, returning the smile. “I’m waiting for someone. We’ll order breakfast when he arrives.”
“Just give me a wave when you’re ready.” The woman filled the china mug and walked away.
Susan sipped her coffee and opened the paper, but her mind wandered before she’d finished reading the headlines. She silently prayed the caller had been Randy informing Dusty his offer was accepted. She smiled, imagining Dusty racing into the restaurant, pulling her out of the chair, and kissing her with abandon in front of all the staff and customers.
“He’ll be so excited,” she whispered aloud.
Before sleep overtook her after their amazing lovemaking last night—the best she’d ever had—Susan fantasized about making a home and creating a family with Dusty one day. But if Dusty bought the Bozeman ranch, that fantasy would be nothing more than a dream. A future together with him would be simply impossible.
Although she’d only known him a week, she’d fallen in love with him. Not quite love at first sight, but darn close. She could admit she loved him now, after being in his arms, being loved so thoroughly by him in that huge bed. He’d forever occupy a permanent place in her heart. But as much as she loved Dusty, she loved her career in equal measure. And continuing to pursue her career meant living in Helena.
Now she knew how Amanda felt when she fell in love with Jeremy Branigan. Choosing between her career dreams and the man she loved. Everything had worked out for her friend though, job sharing with Catherine.
Susan glanced up from the newspaper, drawn out of her musings. A sorry-looking cowboy slumped into the chair opposite her.
“Who called, Dusty? You look like you lost your last friend.”
“Close.” Dusty scrubbed his face with his hand and set his cell phone down on the table.
“What happened?”
“The old son-of-a-bitch changed his mind.” Dusty’s face reddened. “Sorry about the cussing, but I’m so damned pissed off I can’t see straight.”
“Who are you talking about? Arthur?”
“No. The guy I bought the ranch from. Or supposedly bought it from.”
“What?” Susan straightened in her chair and yanked off her reading glasses.
“His lawyer called Randy early this morning and told him the offer wouldn’t be accepted. The ranch is off the market. When his son got wind of the offer, he patched things up with his father. They agreed to keep the ranch in the family. The son probably didn’t think his old man would ever get an offer on the place, so he let their argument fester. Then when I came along he was forced to show his true colors.”
“Darn it, Dusty.” Susan touched his arm. “I’m so sorry. In your mind, you had the tack organized in the barn already, didn’t you?”
Dusty grinned, sheepishly. “How’d you know?”
Susan smiled. “I would have been doing the same thing.”
“Well, this trip has been a total bust.” A pained expression followed his outburst. “Sorry, I didn’t mean that. Last night was amazing.”
“I know what you meant.” Susan clasped his hand in hers. “Don’t worry. There are dozens of ranches for sale out there.”
“Yeah? I’d just resigned myself to the fact I’d be living hours away from my friends, and now I’m back to square one. Where will the next property be? Timbuktu?” Dusty crossed his arms and scowled.
“This is not the end of the world.” Susan blew out her breath. She understood how he felt. He’d been so excited yesterday, and hopeful, and eager to get started with his new endeavor. And now every one of his dreams for that ranch dissipated like the morning dew on the hotel’s front lawn.
“What the hell was I thinking? I should just crawl back to the Lazy B with my tail dragging, looking all humble and remorseful, and ask Arthur for my old job back,” grumbled Dusty.
“You’re equal parts heartbroken and angry. Throw aside that disappointment, dig out your cell phone, call Graham and explain what happened. Now that you’ve received your inheritance, give Graham a new number to work with, and he’ll probably line up another viewing before we’re back to Helena.” Susan smiled. “You’re a good man: hard-working, loyal, generous, kind-hearted, and determined. Don’t let one setback get the better of you.”
Dusty straightened in his chair, leaned forward. “You’re right. Besides, the damn place was too far away anyway. Graham might find something a little closer to Helena or the Lazy B.”
“The way I see it, this is a sign. The universe is sending you a message.”  She smiled as she sang, “Hey, Dusty, that ranch wasn’t meant to be. It wasn’t your destiny. There’s something better just waiting for you out there.”
Dusty guffawed. “Universe, huh? You receiving messages from some mysterious source or mystical world? Talking to dead people?”
“Very funny.” Susan swatted his arm.
“So when is this something better putting in an appearance?” His eyebrows rose while skepticism oozed from every pore on his body.
“If a suitable ranch exists, Graham will locate it.” Susan finished her coffee, set the newspaper aside and grabbed her purse. “I doubt you’re in the mood to eat anything. Go pay for my coffee, cowboy. We’re heading home.”
“First, I’ll swing by Randy’s office and pick up my damn check.” Dusty stuck his Stetson on his head and dug his wallet out of his front pocket.
“Don’t suppose I’m driving?” asked Susan, peeking over her eyelashes.
“Nope.”
“Didn’t think so.” Susan strode toward the till at the entrance to the dining room. “You are not taking your frustration out on my car. No speeding.”
“Yes ma’am.” Dusty caught up to her, leaned in close and whispered, “We could go back upstairs and wear off some frustration.”
“Forget it.” Susan grinned. “I’ll let you kick a tire before we head back to Helena.”
“I could kick all four, and it wouldn’t help.” Dusty shook his head. “Graham Smith will have to find something spectacular to improve on that ranch in Bozeman. I just hope it’s somewhere in Montana.”
****
 
Dusty and Susan returned to Helena.  As they drove into the city, Dusty asked where they should eat dinner once they got themselves settled.  Susan suggested a steakhouse that was her favorite dining experience.
At six o’clock that night, they walked into the restaurant. Immediately, Dusty understood why Susan loved it so much. The darkened room was illuminated by strategically placed pot lighting enhanced by flickering candlelight from a pillar candle centerpiece on each table. Silk trees towered over private seating alcoves with upholstered bench seating along the perimeter of the room. A gas fireplace, which occupied a portion of the central seating area filled with tables and upholstered chairs, emitted flickering firelight. Pristine white tablecloths and linens exuded classiness, and professional waiters dressed totally in black moved soundlessly among the tables.
The hostess led them to a semi-secluded table for four and set their menus down while Dusty pulled out a chair and seated Susan.
“This is my favorite steakhouse.” Susan settled into her seat. “Thank you.”
“Must be a well-kept secret by the locals. Otherwise, how did we manage to finagle a table on a Sunday night?” Dusty chose the chair across from her.
“I called and Roberto fit us in.” Susan grinned. “Of course, my bank handles all his financial needs, and he’s been a customer for over twenty years, and he assured me anytime...”
“Okay, I get the picture.” Dusty set his Stetson on the chair to his left.
“Taking a cab here borders on brilliance on your behalf, Dusty.” Susan picked up the wine list. “I’m having wine with dinner, and then a cocktail afterward, maybe two. I’m so disappointed that your offer wasn’t accepted. We’ll toast to better things to come.”
“I’m beyond drowning my sorrows. Thinking positive thoughts and...”
“Oh my God!” Susan leapt out of her chair.
Dusty swung around and a broad smile creased his face. Jeremy and Amanda Branigan strode across the room heading toward their table.
Susan threw her arms around Amanda. “Are you okay? Please tell me nothing’s wrong with you or the baby!”
“We’re fine. Nothing to worry about.” Amanda hugged her friend. “The woman who hit us is recovering nicely, and her little girl is no worse for wear. All of us were so fortunate the accident happened in town at an intersection where neither vehicle was moving too quickly.”
“That was the most bizarre thing I’ve ever heard. Mid thirties and she had a heart attack?” Susan shook her head.
“It can happen to anyone.” Amanda turned and met Dusty’s eyes. “Susan called us last night while you were in the shower. I’m so sorry your offer on that ranch wasn’t accepted. Seems so mean, withdrawing the property from the market like that. But knowing how much the Branigan clan loves their ranch, I can understand keeping the property in the family.”
Jeremy stuck his hand out. “Dusty, don’t give up on your dream just because of this one setback.”
“I won’t. I was pissed off when I first got the news, but I’ve got my perspective back.” Dusty shook his buddy’s hand. “It just wasn’t in the cards, and Susan keeps assuring me better things are around the corner.”
“Damn straight. And I’m sorry about the way the old man treated you. You don’t owe Arthur Branigan a damn thing. You did an excellent job for him, and it’s time to strike out on your own. Everyone knows there’s a limited future for a foreman. Leaving the Lazy B is a wise choice. You just sprung it on Dad unexpected like, and he reacted badly knowing it would be difficult to find someone to replace you.”
Dusty grinned. “Did you hear the latest? He gave Scooter the job.”
Jeremy threw back his head and hooted. “Those ranch hands have no idea what they’re in for.”
“Sit down and join us for dinner. We just arrived ourselves.” Dusty pulled a chair out for Amanda.
“We know. We spotted you guys walking into the restaurant. We just drove into the city from the airport,” said Jeremy.
“We swung in here to bring you up-to-date on our news and grab a bite before we head back to the Lazy B.” Amanda settled herself in the chair and hooked her purse strap over the arm.
“Tell me everything about the honeymoon,” ordered Susan.
“Everything?” asked Jeremy, one eyebrow raised, pulling out the vacant chair and seating himself.
“Well, almost everything.” Susan snorted. “The rest I’ll leave to my imagination.”
“The Rocky Mountains were magnificent, of course, and our hotel was amazing. And don’t get me started on the delicious food.”
“Glad you guys had fun.” Dusty turned his attention to Jeremy. “So, the cops didn’t press charges?”
“No, the whole incident was just an unfortunate accident. I’m just thankful it didn’t happen on the highway. That woman and child could have been killed.” Jeremy picked up the menu. “Our rental car will be repaired by the insurance, so we escaped a pretty serious situation totally unscathed in every way.”
Everyone ordered a beer except Amanda who drank orange juice. Soon they were grazing on crisp garden salads while they waited for their entrées. After a short delay, the waiter brought their sizzling steaks surrounded by baked potatoes and grilled vegetables. The foursome enjoyed their meal without a lull in the conversation the entire time.
At nine o’clock, Jeremy called the ranch to let his family know they were staying in Helena overnight. After he ended the call he met his friend’s eyes. “What hotel did you register at Dusty? I’ll phone over there for a room, too.”
“Actually...well...we...” stammered Dusty.
“For crying out loud.” Susan huffed. “He’s staying at my condo with me. Okay?”
“Do I detect romance in the air?” asked Amanda, grinning.
“You’re a goner, buddy.” Jeremy grabbed Dusty around the neck and playfully shook him.
Dusty unhooked Jeremy’s arm and reached for Susan’s hand. “We took the friendship to a new level in Bozeman, and we decided...”
“It’s none of my damn business,” interrupted Jeremy, waving off further discussion on the matter. “Catherine and Amanda have been matchmaking for weeks now, and if their efforts are showing results then I’m totally in favor of...”
“Matchmaking for weeks!” Dusty’s face paled. “What are you talking about?”
“Those women lined up David and Catherine and paired you with Susan to stand with Amanda and me at the altar,” explained Jeremy.
“That was supposed to remain a secret,” interjected Amanda.
“Women can be sneaky, Dusty,” whispered Jeremy, rubbing his arm where his new wife swatted it.
“I heard that. We are not sneaky. Creative. The opportunity presented itself and we acted on it.” Amanda smiled broadly. “And look. The two of them make a wonderful couple, don’t you think?”
“Oh, absolutely,” agreed Jeremy, solemn-faced. And then he burst out laughing.
“Men are hopeless,” sniffed Amanda. “Not a romantic bone in their bodies.”
“Could I interest anyone in dessert?” inquired their young, blonde male waiter approaching their table.
“I’m stuffed,” groaned Susan.
“No way,” added Dusty.
“Seems all I did this week was eat, and eat, and eat,” moaned Amanda.
“Thank goodness, you’re here. I’m dying for something chocolate, totally decadent. Go fetch the dessert menu,” ordered Jeremy, grinning. “Just kidding, man. You can bring me the bill though. Dinner is on me tonight.”
“We should be treating you guys. You’re the newly-weds.” Dusty reached for his wallet.
“Forget it.” Jeremy waved away his offer. “You can pick up the tab when you guys return from your honeymoon.”
“Talk about horse before the cart,” whispered Susan.
But she silently considered the possibility that perhaps, some day, just maybe... And then she scolded herself for her wistfulness. Dusty didn’t require a mortgage now. Did he even need her either?
With her luck, Graham Smith would find Dusty a ranch somewhere in Wyoming.
 


 
 
Chapter 9
 
Susan arranged to meet Dusty for lunch at the diner around the corner from the Ellis Bank. Over breakfast, he’d told her he would meet with his financial advisor and arrange the transfer of his lottery funds to her bank where he intended to deal exclusively. Her Monday morning proved to be the normal chaotic start to another busy week. When she entered the diner, she spotted Dusty seated in a back booth.
“Hi!” Susan settled herself on the padded vinyl bench seat and swung her legs under the table. “I need a cup of coffee, and I need it now. I haven’t had a moment’s peace since I walked into the bank at eight thirty this morning.”
“Rough day?” inquired Dusty, reaching for her hand.
“Tellers are dropping like flies over there. I received two letters of resignation the minute I walked in. One is getting married out of state three weeks from now, and another one is moving at the end of summer because her husband has been transferred to New York.”
“You’ll find someone.”
“Even experienced tellers require a few weeks to get into the groove at a new location.” Susan waved at a waitress carrying a coffee carafe over to their table. “Decaf coffee please, Ellie, and I’ll have the pasta special. I’m expected back in a half hour.”
“No, problem, Ms. Sanders.” The waitress smiled while she poured Susan a cup of decaffeinated salvation.
“I’ll have the steak special,” added Dusty.
“Coming right up.” Ellie headed to the kitchen.
“I’d hoped you’d be free this afternoon.” Dusty’s shoulders slumped.
“Why?” asked Susan, blowing on the steaming brew and taking a tentative sip.
“Graham called my cell just a minute ago. He found a property he’s eager to show me.” Dusty grinned. “His exact words were ‘a little piece of heaven with a creek running through it’.”
“Sounds promising.” Susan grabbed her electronic organizer. “My last appointment is at two. I can get away by two-thirty or so, if heaven can wait that long.”
“Heaven can wait, but I’m not certain I’ll be able to.” Dusty groaned. “But I’ll force myself to sit patiently. I insist you check this place out with me. You’ll see things from a woman’s perspective that would go totally unnoticed by me.”
Susan leaned back in her seat and the waitress set her plate of spaghetti and meatballs in front of her. “Thanks, Ellie. That’s smells wonderful.”
“Let me know if you need anything else.” Ellie turned to Dusty. “Your steak will be out in two shakes. Would you like a cola refill?”
“Please. Just bring it with the steak. Don’t make a special trip.” Dusty grabbed his drink and polished it off.
“So, what did Graham tell you about this little piece of heaven?”
“Nothing much. He insisted I’d be happy with the place. But as you recall, I was happy with the last place. So, I’m not arriving with high expectations, nor am I going in with preconceived opinions. Just going to check out the place and see what it has to offer.” Dusty’s steak and pop refill arrived. “Thanks, Ellie.”
“Enjoy your meal,” she called over her shoulder as she hurried away.
“Let’s hope it’s at least as nice as the place in Bozeman, and Graham isn’t wasting your time having you view properties for the sake of showing you something.” Susan twirled her pasta on her fork and popped the last bite into her mouth. She downed the remains of her coffee, leapt out of her chair, and pecked Dusty’s cheek. “Got to go. See you at two-thirty.”
****
 
Dusty parked in the Ellis Bank parking lot at two-thirty on the nose and discovered Susan leaning against the front entrance’s wrought iron railing, arms crossed, waiting for him. He leapt out of the driver’s seat, hurried around the truck to help Susan into the vehicle. She wore those darn fool high heels to work every day, and he imagined crawling into a truck with over-sized tires wasn’t on her daily to-do list. He swept her up in his arms and gently placed her on the passenger seat. “Sorry, I left my step ladder in my other pants.”
Susan laughed and snapped her seatbelt into place. “My two o’clock appointment called at two-ten to inform me she couldn’t make it,” she explained through the open passenger window. “Her child’s school called and her daughter was taken to the hospital with a possible allergic reaction to glue or something. She was in art class when she took ill.”
“I hope she’s okay. You could have sent me a text or called.” Dusty headed around the truck to the driver’s side.
“Wouldn’t have mattered. I just now cleared everything off my desk. But another mound will be waiting for me in the morning.” Susan leaned against the back of the pickup’s bucket seat and sighed. “Corporate America should eliminate Mondays and then my job would be much more rewarding.”
“As if.” Dusty scoffed. “Everyone would just curse Tuesdays instead.”
“You’re probably right. A bad day is a bad day.”
“Being unseated by a bucking horse and landing in a pile of horse dung. Now that’s having a bad day.” Dusty chuckled and glanced over at Susan. He backed out of the parking spot and turned onto the street.
“Just drive us to the realtor’s office,” said Susan, disgustedly. You didn’t have to be dumped into horse manure to have a terrible day. Ringing telephones, computers acting up, and two no-show client appointments. She’d experienced it all today.
A half hour later, they were headed to the ranch property which to both Dusty and Susan’s surprise was situated only twenty minutes east of the outskirts of Helena. Graham Smith insisted they take his Lexus, and Susan and Dusty prepared themselves for another white-knuckled excursion. Graham’s driving was impeccable.
“Now, folks, I’ve got to tell you in all honesty...”
“Oh-oh. When someone starts a conversation with ‘in all honesty’ my first instinct is to turn tail and run,” drawled Dusty, jokingly.
“Well, I don’t blame you none either. But hear me out. Now I haven’t seen the property myself yet because it just came on the market this morning, and we’re the first to view it. When I read the description on the listing I almost dropped my coffee mug. This property is custom made for you, Dusty. The specs on this ranch sounded like you made this fellow a list, and he built it for you.”
“That good?”
“I’m telling you. If this ranch even comes close to the specs on the listing sheet, your heart might stop when you see it.” Graham beamed. “Dusty, I’m just so blame excited for you. After your disappointment in Bozeman, I’m hoping this place lives up to the hype.”
“Me, too,” said Dusty, peering into the backseat and smiling at Susan. “Hopefully, this is right up my alley, and we can prepare an offer right away.”
Susan held up her hands, indicating her fingers were crossed. She mouthed the words ‘please, God, please’ and smiled.
Graham turned off the main road and headed south for a quarter mile. They spotted an enormous overhanging sign as they drove closer. East Canyon Ranch.
Dusty whistled long and low while Graham approached the larger of the two barns each painted brick red with white trim. “That barn doesn’t look very old, or else they maintained it well.”
“Spec sheet mentioned the original barn had been constructed over eighty years ago, but renovations had been ongoing over the years. And the single-story, sprawling ranch house is old, but several upgrades and extensive redecorating were completed three years ago.” Graham turned the vehicle off, released his seatbelt, and clambered out.
Dusty and Susan followed suit and slowly did a one-eighty taking it all in. “The spec sheet mention how breathtaking this place is?” inquired Dusty.
“My good Lord, that damn spec sheet doesn’t do this place justice.” Graham tugged his Stetson off and scratched his head. “This place is unbelievable.”
Dusty shook his head. “I’m afraid to ask, but what the hell is the price tag on this place?”
Graham met his eyes. “It’s three million, but at first glance, I dare say it may be under priced.”
“Hells bells, I’m not certain I want to go that high. I suppose if I buy something lower and then renovate, I’d probably end up spending nearly the same.”
“Let’s go look for the owner.” Graham consulted his sheet. “Brock Thompson is the man’s name.”
“Howdy, folks.” A spry gray-haired man strode toward them.
Dusty figured the guy for seventy at least, but you’d never guess it by his stride. He silently wagered he’d be hard pressed to keep up to him. “Dusty MacFarland.” He stuck out his hand.
The introductions were made and hands were shaken in turn.
“Now, I realize it’s not customary for the owner to hang around while the potential buyers are looking the place over,” explained Brock. “But my wife passed a few months ago...”
“Oh, I’m so sorry to hear that,” interjected Susan. “You must miss her so much.”
“Yes, I do. It gets pretty lonely here, especially at night. Hate watching Jeopardy by myself. Nobody to brag to when I know an answer anymore.” Brock smiled, weakly. “As I was saying, my wife’s gone and we were childless, so I’ve no heirs to hand the place down to.”
Dusty and Susan exchanged knowing looks.
“No chance of another fiasco like the father and son debacle in Bozeman,” whispered Susan. 
“Thank goodness for that,” added Dusty.
“Anyway, I told the realtor that I’d list the place, but I wanted to meet all potential buyers. I’ve worked hard all my life and this land isn’t just a piece of property. It’s my entire life’s work. Bought this place a few months before I got engaged to the woman I spent the past fifty years with. We intended to raise sons and daughters here. But Sue and me, well, we never had any kids.”
“Your wife’s name was Sue? Was that an abbreviation for Susan by any chance?”
“Yes, young lady, but everyone just called her Sue.”
“I’ve always gone by Susan.”
“Well, maybe your husband should buy the place. Perhaps it’s meant to be...”
“I’m not his wife, just his financial advisor.” Susan perpetuated the spiel they’d given the realtor in Bozeman. And then she noticed the murderous expression on Dusty’s face, felt herself blush. She supposed she had moved up a notch or two from financial advisor considering their changed living arrangements.
“Well, Graham,” said Brock, meeting the realtor’s eyes. “Let’s give these folks the nickel tour.”
“More like the three million dollar tour,” muttered Dusty.
“You consider the price a little steep?” asked Brock.
“No, I’m just not certain I’m prepared to dump that much capital into the land. Don’t want to leave myself short of operating capital.” Dusty shook his head.
“Operating capital for what?” inquired Brock.
While the foursome toured the entire ranch, which included two barns, storage and feed sheds, corrals, well house, ranch house, even the garden shed and double car garage, Dusty explained his plans for whatever property he eventually bought.
“That sounds like an extremely ambitious enterprise, son, but I can’t think of anything more rewarding or worthwhile than helping out a bunch of children.” Brock’s arm circled Dusty’s shoulders in a fatherly fashion. “Let’s head back to the house again. I brew a damn fine cup of coffee if I do say so myself. We’ll toss some numbers around and talk business.”
Dusty grinned. “Susan is a corporate banker, and I doubt she regards land purchase negotiations involving millions of dollars to be ‘tossing some numbers around’.”
Brock chuckled. “Well, I like you, Dusty. And I like what you’ve got planned for your ranch. I’m hoping you buy my ranch because just from talking with you I know you’re going to do right by the place. Build something to hand down to your sons, God willing He blesses you with a little tyke or two.”
“Should convince some woman to marry me first,” said Dusty.
“Well, you don’t have far to look to find a good woman.” Brock nodded in Susan’s direction. She’d discovered the flower and vegetable gardens in the back yard. “Work on the convincing part.”
“Maybe I’ll just do that.” Dusty grinned.
Fifteen minutes later, the foursome sat around the back deck patio table. Dusty found himself surrounded by assorted papers, and Brock kept adding more as the conversation progressed. By the time an hour lapsed, they’d discussed feed costs, utility costs, taxes, memberships in several equine organizations Brock belonged to over the years, and the name of the fragrant flowers in the planter beside the back door.
“So, Dusty. You’re reluctant to spend three million on a ranch. What figure had you decided would be your top end?” Brock leaned back in his chair, stifling a yawn.
Dusty glanced at his watch. Four fifteen. He realized the old guy probably needed a nap. They’d been touring, visiting, negotiating, and discussing things for several hours. “Two point five. But I’m thinking that this place is really...”
“Done!” Brock slapped the table with his hand.
“What’s done?” Dusty frowned, met Graham’s eyes, and returned his attention to Brock. “That’s it? If I won’t meet your price of three million, you’re done without even discussing a lower offer?”
“Hell, no. The negotiations are done, son. I just sold you the ranch for two point five million like you hoped for.” Brock leaned forward in his chair. “I couldn’t ask for a nicer young fellow to purchase this place, to maintain it meticulously like I have, to love the land the way I have, and to operate a charitable facility in conjunction with a profitable ongoing business.”
“But...but...but...” stammered Dusty.
“If I’d had a son, I hope he would have grown up like you. Responsible, ambitious, kind, considerate. You’re a dang good man, Dusty MacFarland. And I insist you buy this ranch.”
Dusty felt himself grinning like a damn lunatic. He couldn’t believe his good fortune. He could buy the ranch for two point five million and still retain a million dollar operating cushion, with no renovations or repairs required at all.
And then he noticed the frown on Brock’s face. He should have known it was too good to be true. The guy had something on his mind, and by his expression Dusty wasn’t going to like it.
“What are you thinking?” inquired Dusty. “Just spit it out.”
“I’ve lived for over fifty years on this ranch, bought it right after I graduated college years ago. My foster mother believed I’d signed up for law school, but I enrolled in business instead. Certainly helped keep this place afloat during the lean years.”
“Why do you think I showed up with my own financial advisor?” asked Dusty, patting Susan’s hand.
“There you go now. Add ‘wise’ to that list of your accolades. And about that half million dollars I just stuck back in your pocket.” Brock met Dusty’s eyes, expectantly.
“Yeah, what about it?”
“I’d like a little something in return.” Brock leaned in close. “Is there an icicle’s chance in hell you’d allow an old fart like me to work alongside you out here?”
“What?” asked Graham.
Susan blurted, “At your age, you should enjoy your retirement. Surely, there’s something you’d rather be doing than working.”
“Why would you...” asked Dusty.
Brock waved his hand for silence. “At seventy-three I couldn’t hope to keep up with you young folks on a daily basis. But I’d be willing to move into the assistant foreman’s cabin out by the creek. Naturally, your foreman would live in the big cabin up by the woods. Fact is I’d do dang near anything to avoid moving into one of those senior places in the city. If you buy my ranch, I’d appreciate sticking around, watching you make a success of it. And I’d love to help with the horses a bit every day and lend a hand with those kids when you need me.”
“Let me get this straight. In exchange for a roof over your head you provide a bit of free labor when the mood strikes?” asked Dusty.
“Providing my arthritis isn’t acting up.” Brock grinned. “If it’s a rainy day my old bones will be aching for sure. Don’t be looking for old Brock to be mucking out horse stalls that day. Ain’t gonna happen.”
Dusty laughed. “Cold weather in January same thing?”
“Most likely.” Brock nodded. “But a nice day like today I could be mighty handy, given half a chance.”
“If your family doesn’t object I think...”
“Don’t have family.  Both my wife and I were raised as foster children, and our foster parents passed years ago. Sue couldn’t have children, so it’s just me left.” Brock shrugged his shoulders.
“That’s a little sad, isn’t it?” observed Susan. “You’ve built this beautiful place, and there’s no one to leave your legacy to.”
“Yep, you’re right about that.” Brock tilted his head. “But I expect living here with you nice folks would soon feel like family.”
“Well, there would just be me, Brock. Susan isn’t my wife. Of course, I’d hire people to help with the horses so there’d be a bunkhouse filled with hands soon enough. Also a cook to feed the lot of us.” Dusty smiled, unable to contain his excitement. He actually looked forward to having the old guy around for company, and Brock could definitely serve as a free consultant on any number of matters.
“Sounds like you’ve made a decision.” Brock grinned.
“Just one other thing, Brock.” Dusty leaned back in his chair. “How fond are you of that name East Canyon Ranch?”
“I’ve called it that since I bought the place. Mostly because that’s what the ranch was called when I bought it. Never thought about changing the name. But if you’ve got something in mind, let’s hear it.” Brock sat back in his chair, arms crossed.
“Well, I’ve thought about this long and hard. And I figured the name should be something children would remember and would put a smile on their face. Something to help them remember their experiences out here.” Dusty glanced over at Susan. He hadn’t even shared his idea with her. “I’ll retain the name East Canyon Ranch. Would it be to your liking if we erected another sign that says something like Home of the Happy Hooves Stables?”
A broad smile creased Brock’s face. “Get the paperwork started, Graham. This young man just bought the East Canyon Ranch.”
Dusty shook Brock’s hand. “I’m starting the hiring right now. Welcome aboard, Brock, and I hope you like your accommodations over in that assistant foreman’s cabin.”
“Hot dog! I should have put this place up for sale ages ago.” Brock slapped Dusty on the back.
“Well, then I wouldn’t have been buying it. Only started looking a week or so ago.”
“Dusty is right. Things happen for a reason. Putting this ranch up for sale today proves it.” Susan shook Brock’s hand.
Graham shook everyone’s hand and gave the new owner a big hug. “Congratulations, Dusty. Let’s head back to Helena to write up a formal offer and get the ball rolling.”
“You bet. Faster you get the paperwork done, the sooner I get the keys to this place.”
Brock grinned from ear-to-ear. “Congratulations, son. As far as I’m concerned, you’ve just bought yourself a ranch.”
 


 
 
Chapter 10
 
Three weeks later on August 1, Dusty arrived at East Canyon Ranch, to take possession of his property and fulfill his dream.
He almost fainted when he drove onto the place. A new wooden sign stood near the road in the pasture to the left of the entry to the ranch. A dancing Pinto pony surrounded by several music notes and the words ‘Welcome to Happy Hooves Stables’ was splashed across the colorful sign. The name was almost nonsensical, but kids would love it! Seeing his logo brought to reality almost brought tears to his eyes.
“I’d bet a million bucks Brock’s responsible for that,” he whispered aloud. He couldn’t have asked for a better welcome.
Dusty parked his pickup alongside Graham’s Lexus. The realtor strode toward Dusty when he spotted him climbing out of his truck.
“Today’s the day,” called Graham, smiling broadly. “Couldn’t miss the exchanging of keys ceremony, now could I?”
Graham sounded as thrilled and excited as Dusty felt. Of course, considering the guy’s substantial commission, Dusty figured he’d be smiling, too.
“I brought along a box of beer to celebrate.” Dusty grinned, hauled the case out of a cooler in the truck bed. “No women here to mark the occasion, so I guessed you fellows would prefer a cold one to champagne or whatever a woman would insist on.”
“Crack open one of them cold ones!” Brock beckoned the other two men toward the veranda where he stood. “Here are your keys to the place, son. Let me officially welcome you home.’
“Thank you so much, Brock. I’m about as happy as a pig in a mud puddle right now.” Dusty paused. “Did you ever raise chickens here, Brock?”
“Years ago, Sue bought a hundred chicks every spring. Raised her chickens for the eggs in summer and for Sunday dinner in winter.” Brock popped the cap off a beer, passed the opener to Graham, and took a healthy swig.
“Why do you ask?” inquired Graham, opening a cold one for himself.
“Just thought fresh eggs might be nice.” Dusty grinned. “It’s called diversification.”
Brock hooted with laughter. “A few chickens around the place would be fine. But they’ll make a mess if they’re not fenced up. Every mother in the county will demand your head on a platter if the kids come home with chicken droppings on their shoes.”
“Oh! Never thought of that.” Dusty tipped back his beer, drank deeply. “Now that I think about it, store bought eggs aren’t so bad.”
The men shared a laugh, cracked open another beer each, and told dozens of stories of days gone by before Graham headed back to town.
For the next two hours, Dusty helped Brock move into his cabin, even dragged a couple of the wooden lawn chairs off the veranda and set them down by the cabin’s paved patio area overlooking the creek in back.
“Thank you for ordering that sign. Who showed you my plans for the logo?”
“Susan emailed them to me off your laptop. I nearly gave the guy heart failure when I told him how soon I required it. But when a man comes into several million dollars, he can afford to hurry a fellow up. He finished it yesterday and a couple of my neighbors dropped by to help him dig the post holes, mix the quick drying cement, and set it up. Looks pretty darn good if you ask me.”
“It looks amazing!” Dusty dragged his Stetson off his head, wiped his forehead on his sleeve. “You sure I can’t reimburse you for it?”
“Hell, no. It’s my gift to you for allowing me to share in this new venture of yours.” Brock smiled. “I haven’t had much to look forward to the past few months. I still miss my Sue something awful, but I’m eager to get my old bones out of bed every day again. Can’t put a price tag on that.”
“Well, I’m planning a nice dinner tomorrow night for Susan.” Dusty slipped his arm around Brock’s shoulder. “I don’t mean to break you heart, and I’m sorry old-timer. But you’re not invited.”
Brock chuckled. “I’m powerful disappointed, but I’ll get over it. Took some steaks out of the freezer to throw on the grill tonight. Thought you and me would have a little celebration. So, we’ll celebrate tonight, and you and your lady friend can celebrate tomorrow night.”
“Sounds like a plan.” Dusty headed back to the ranch house with Brock in tow. “You know, Brock, sometimes I think this is all too good to be true.”
“Well, your dreams are coming true, son. Don’t question the universe when all the stars align or whatever happens that arranges your life exactly the way you want it.”
“Just count your blessings and shut up?” Dusty grinned.
Brock nodded.
“I’m looking forward to this adventure, and I can’t wait to celebrate with my lady tomorrow night.”
“Yep, I do recall that.”
Dusty waited a few seconds. “Recall what, Brock?”
“I recall the first night Sue and I celebrated in that ranch house as husband and wife.” Brock grinned. “What a night that was! She was yelling my name in ecstasy, and I was fit to howl at the moon. Hope your celebration with your lady goes as well.”
“Brock, are you’re pulling my leg?”
“Now, son, I wasn’t always an old man. I remember being young and in love with a pretty lady. Sue and I married six months after I bought this place. I proposed to her out there where the two creeks intersect. Dang it, I miss that woman. I hope you’re as happy with the love of your life.”
“I never said I was in love with Susan.”
“No, I guess you didn’t.” Brock chuckled and winked at Dusty. “But you never said you weren’t in love with her either.”
****
 
“Tonight’s the night,” he sang aloud to himself.
Susan had agreed to a celebratory dinner, and he expected her at six o’clock. He’d lost track of time while working out plans for another corral and extension onto the bunkhouse with a contractor he’d hired. He almost fell off the top rail on the existing corral when he glanced at his watch awhile ago. Five o’clock.
He showered and shaved and dressed in new duds in record time. While laying out everything for dinner, he realized he’d forgotten to pick up something for dessert, and he intended to ensure this dinner went perfectly.
Dusty grabbed his Stetson off the shiny metal hook on his way out the back door. He rounded the corner of the house, hopped into his pickup truck, and started the engine. As he headed down the driveway, he waved at Brock playing with the one-year-old collie the two of them had rescued from the local shelter this morning.
The dog barked and growled and carried on when the contractor drove into the yard, and he’d treed a raccoon an hour before that. The dog had inhabited the ranch for only seven hours or so and he was fitting in nicely. Brock had named his new four-footed friend Buster, and Lord knew what the two of them would be up to tomorrow. At least the old guy had company in his cabin. Besides, every ranch needed a dog.
Dusty turned onto highway 287 and headed for Helena. He’d be hard-pressed to finish his shopping and return to the ranch in time to complete his dinner preparations before Susan arrived. He continued on his way minding the speed limit and humming along with the Garth Brooks tune on the radio.
Suddenly, out of the corner of his eye, Dusty noticed an older model motor home approaching from the south on McClellan Creek Road. The driver swerved into the other lane for a second and then returned to his own side of the white line as if momentarily distracted. The driver slowed down only slightly as he crossed the rail link, unaware he was nearing a major highway. Damn tourists, thought Dusty.
Too late, Dusty realized their two vehicles would meet in the intersection at precisely the same time. He jammed on the brakes and the front of his truck skidded to the right. He heard the deafening crunch of metal when the motor home clipped his pickup just ahead of the driver’s door and sent it spinning clockwise. His airbags deployed smacking him hard in the face and chest. The truck’s wheels caught the shoulder on the other side of the highway, sending his Ford flying. The truck flipped in mid-air, hit the ground, rolled, rolled, rolled, while Dusty was slammed into the steering wheel and then thrown against the driver side door. Although restrained by the seatbelt, he continued bouncing around in his seat like a toy bouncy ball in an enclosed room.
Finally, the truck came to rest on its side in the ditch. His vision blurred and he felt himself losing consciousness. He’d been wearing his seatbelt, like he always did, and he hoped he wouldn’t wake up dead. Dusty wasn’t ready for heaven, since he’d just purchased his own little piece of heaven here on earth.
And then everything went black.
****
 
Jeremy Branigan strode across the tack room floor, settled his saddle onto an empty wooden stand, and dug his cell phone out of his pocket. The persistent ringing ticked him off when he was preoccupied working with his bucking horses, but it might be Amanda calling.
When he glanced at the caller ID, his heart leapt into his mouth.  The display read, St. Peter’s Hospital. Had his wife been airlifted into Helena, and he’d only heard about it now? Had something gone wrong with the pregnancy?
“Hello!” he bellowed into the cell.
“Oh, my. Is this Mr. Jeremy Branigan?” inquired an unfamiliar female voice.
“Yep, you got him. Is my wife there?” Jeremy headed out of the barn on his way to the main house.
“Ah, no. My name is Barbara Bensen. I’m a nurse at St. Peter’s Hospital in Helena. According to the gentleman’s driver’s license, a Mr. Patrick MacFarland was brought into the hospital by ambulance. The in-case-of-emergency contact info in his wallet lists you as next of kin.”
“Dusty?” Jeremy halted in his tracks. “Dusty’s in the hospital? What the hell happened?”
“Mr. MacFarland was involved in a vehicular accident, and he’s in pretty bad shape. The doctors are examining Mr. MacFarland right now, and I heard something about x-rays and surgery.”
“Is Dusty going to live?” whispered Jeremy.
“I don’t know what Mr. MacFarland’s condition is right now or the extent of his injuries. But I would suggest you come to the hospital as soon as possible.”
Jeremy scrubbed his face. “Has Susan Sanders been advised of the accident?”
“You’re the only one listed as next of kin in Mr. MacFarland’s wallet, and you’re the only one I’ve called.”
“You should call Susan. She’s the manager at the Ellis Bank in Helena.”
“Is she related to Patrick? His wife or sister?”
“Forget it, Ms. Bensen. The guy goes by Dusty, and you’d be wise not to call him Patrick. I’m on the way. I’ll call Susan myself. Bye.” Jeremy punched in Susan’s number as he raced toward the house.
****
 
Susan Sanders tossed a file folder onto her assistant’s desk and headed down the hallway toward the front door of the Ellis Bank. “Goodnight, Marie. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“Ms. Sanders. Wait!” yelled her assistant.
“What is it?” she called over her shoulder.
“There’s a call for you.”
Susan glanced at her watch. Quarter to six. She’d be late for dinner with Dusty as it was. Taking another customer call was out of the question. “Tell them I’ve already left for the day, Marie.”
“It’s somebody named Jeremy Branigan. He insists it’s urgent.”
Susan stopped in her tracks. Could the urgent call concern Amanda? As she retraced her steps to her office, she silently prayed nothing was wrong with her best friend or her unborn baby.
Susan flopped into the executive chair in her office and grabbed the phone. “What’s wrong, Jeremy? Please don’t tell me Amanda lost the baby.”
“Dusty was in a car accident. He’s been taken by ambulance to St. Peter’s on Broadway.” Jeremy sounded breathless, as if he’d been running.
“Oh my God!” Susan felt the blood drain from her face.
“I’m flying to Helena with David in the chopper. We’re leaving as soon as I hang up.”
“I’m leaving the office for the hospital right now. I’ll see you there.” She hung up the phone and dashed out the door.
Fifteen minutes later, Susan raced through the main doors of St. Peter’s Hospital and strode directly up to the admitting desk. She met eyes with the middle-aged woman seated there.
“My name’s Susan Sanders. Where can I find Dusty MacFarland?” she inquired, tapping her hand on the admitting desk’s countertop.
“We haven’t admitted anyone named Dusty...”
“Patrick,” interrupted Susan. “His name is Patrick MacFarland, but he goes by Dusty.”
“Are you a relative?” The nurse peeked over her wire-framed glasses and met Susan’s eyes.
“I’m his girlfriend. Dusty doesn’t have any blood relatives living.”
“I’m sorry. We can only...”
“Yeah, yeah, yeah, I know. Just relatives. Well, he may be stuck here all alone for the rest of his life if that’s the case. He doesn’t have any living relatives. There’s just me and the Branigans. So, you’d better just go and tell him I’m here, and he’ll vouch for me.” Susan was quickly losing her patience. Something that never happened.
“Mr. MacFarland is in surgery. I can’t ask him anything right now,” blurted the nurse and then her face paled. “I probably shouldn’t have told you that.”
“Surgery?” Susan grabbed hold of the counter for support. “Is he going to be okay? Why is he in surgery?”
The nurse lowered her voice. “Mr. MacFarland was in a car accident. The paramedics transferred him here by ambulance.”
“I know. Jeremy Branigan informed me of all that when I talked to him. I need to know how Dusty is doing now.”
The nurse consulted her computer screen. “You talked to Jeremy Branigan.”
“Yes. He called me about the accident and told me he’d meet me here as soon as possible. He’s flying to Helena by helicopter from the family ranch and should be here soon.”
“I’m sorry. All I can say is Mr. MacFarland is in surgery. I can assure you he is still alive, but you’ll have to wait until Mr. Branigan arrives. He’s the only person listed as next of kin.” The nurse leaned back in her chair, looking sympathetic and defiant at the same time.
“Okay. I’ll watch for Jeremy over there in the waiting area. If...if something happens in the meantime...” Susan met the woman’s eyes.
“Think positive thoughts, Ms. Sanders. That’s all I can suggest.” The nurse returned to her work, ignoring Susan completely.
Susan strode across the waiting room floor, slumped into one of the hard plastic chairs, and punched in the number to Jeremy’s cell.
“Hello,” Jeremy answered on the first ring.
“Where are you?” demanded Susan, rudely but unable to help herself. “The nurse won’t tell me a damn thing because I’m not a relative.”
“Okay, okay. If you can wait another twenty minutes, I’ll be arriving at the hospital. Hang in there. Did the nurse tell you anything at all?”
“She let it slip that Dusty’s in surgery. She assured me he’s still alive, but that’s it.”
“Well, you couldn’t see him anyway if he’s in surgery. And he is alive. At least that’s something. I’ll see you soon. David’s landing the chopper at the airport right now. Bye.”
Susan stuck her cell phone into her purse and burst into tears. “Dusty MacFarland, don’t you dare die,” she whispered aloud.
*
 
Dusty became aware of distant voices, talking in muted tones. He couldn’t understand any of the words, no matter how hard he concentrated. And the excruciating pain running rampant throughout his entire body wasn’t helping matters.
Where the hell was he?
He couldn’t recall what had happened to him, but every square inch of him seemed to hurt to one degree or another. His chest felt like a thousand pound steer kicked him a couple dozen times and then sat on him for good measure. Maybe one of Jeremy’s horses bucked him off. No, he didn’t work at the Lazy B anymore. With sudden clarity, he recalled being at home on his own ranch, preparing supper for Susan.
What happened to him?
That persistent, rhythmic beeping noise started to get on his nerves. A few seconds later, his brain figured it out. Oh hell, he was lying in a damn hospital bed. A heart monitoring machine was emitting the beeping noise. At least, his heart still beat, always a good sign. Maybe the noise wasn’t so annoying after all.
God he hurt all over. Pain, so much pain. Unbearable pain. And then he remembered seeing the accident unfold, slamming on the brakes but reacting too late, helplessly watching the motor home barreling toward his truck, anticipating the inevitable collision, his pickup rolling several times before the vehicle came to a stop on its side in the ditch. He’d lost consciousness. Sometime later, he thought he’d heard sirens when he came to for a brief moment, but too soon his world had faded to black again.
Dusty attempted to open his eyes, let someone know he was awake. But was he awake? For some reason none of his limbs would move when he ordered them to, his eyes wouldn’t open, he couldn’t speak, nothing.
What the heck?
Suddenly, he experienced overwhelming sleepiness again. Tired, so tired. His whole body relaxed and the pain dissipated significantly. He’d just nap for a few minutes, and then he’d talk to someone. Yeah, that’s what he’d do. Sleep. Just sleep.
****
 
Once Jeremy arrived with David in tow, Susan accompanied them up to the surgical floor to wait for a report on Dusty’s condition. Hearing he was alive, she’d assumed the worst was behind them. The three of them took turns pacing the floor, cursing under their breaths, and drinking the cold coffee the guys brought with them from the airport.
Two police officers talked to Jeremy and David for several minutes, but Susan didn’t move off the waiting area sofa to join the conversation.  She knew everything she needed to know—Dusty had been seriously injured in a traffic accident.
She’d never felt this helpless before in her life, with no inkling as to his condition. All the nurse would say was ‘the surgery was going well’. So informative, thought Susan. That could mean anything from ‘the procedure was simple and routine’ to ‘we’re delighted the patient hasn’t died yet’. Susan grimaced at her lack of confidence in the medical team tending to the man she loved. Naturally, the doctors were doing everything possible to ensure Dusty’s recovery. But the endless waiting was playing havoc with her patience.
Just then a familiar gray-haired gentleman hurried down the hallway toward Susan. “How’s Dusty?” he asked as he approached.
Jeremy and David exchanged puzzled glances.
“This is Brock Thompson. I forgot I’d called him while I was waiting for you guys. Dusty bought Brock’s ranch, but Brock is staying on to lend a hand.” Susan extended her hand to Brock, but she received a warm hug instead. She looked up into a pair of kind gray eyes. “This is Jeremy and David Branigan—Dusty’s honorary brothers.”
“Pleased to meet you, Mr. Thompson,” said Jeremy and David in unison.
“You boys call me Brock. How’s Dusty?” he asked again.
They all spoke at once, relaying what news they could about Dusty’s condition and ongoing surgery. Brock joined in the pacing. Every hour or so, he disappeared without a word of explanation but returned fifteen minutes later. Susan assumed he didn’t want them to see him shedding a tear or two.
Finally, a surgeon dressed in scrubs appeared in the hallway.  As he approached, he dragged a cloth surgical cap off his head and rotated his shoulders as if loosening muscle cramps. “I’m looking for Jeremy Branigan.”
All four of them leapt to their feet.
“I’m Jeremy.”
“I’m Doctor Carter. I operated on Mr. MacFarland.”
 


 
 
Chapter 11
 
“Hello, Dr. Carter. This is my brother David Branigan. And that’s Brock Thompson and Susan Sanders.” Jeremy pointed to each person in turn as he introduced them. “How is Dusty?”
“Mr. MacFarland breezed through the operation.” The surgeon met everyone’s eyes in turn to include them in the conversation. “We removed his ruptured spleen, but no other organs were damaged. I mended a couple broken ribs and his ribcage is badly bruised, but all that will heal in time. At first I thought his nose was broken, but the plastic surgeon I consulted assured me his face is fine, just extremely bruised.”
The doctor paused, and the delay set off warning bells in Susan’s head. She felt a ‘but’ coming on, and she had the urge to turn tail and run, afraid of what more he would add to his report. But that reaction was cowardly, and she was no coward. She wouldn’t leave Dusty’s side.
“There was significant trauma to his spine, however. That worries me the most. We couldn’t detect any response in his lower limbs due to paralysis.”
Susan gasped, and Jeremy swore under his breath.
“Now don’t panic. This doesn’t mean the situation is permanent. Until the swelling goes down, we can’t determine conclusively what permanent damage has been done, if any. Dusty may be a paraplegic or he may walk out of this hospital in a few weeks without any problems at all.” The surgeon sighed. “We simply have to wait until the swelling subsides and proceed from there.”
“Oh, my, God,” whispered Susan. Feeling faint, she slumped onto a nearby chair. She’d convinced herself that the surgeons would patch Dusty up and he’d be as good as new, never doubting he would walk out of the hospital under his own power. She’d never been a particularly religious person, but she prayed fervently that the man she loved would receive the miracle he deserved. If he lost all mobility in his legs and couldn’t run the ranch he’d just purchased in the way he’d always dreamed... He would be so disappointed.
“When can we see Dusty?” inquired Jeremy.
“He’s in the ICU. We’re keeping him in a medically induced coma. We don’t want him waking up yet. The pain would be unbearable and totally counterproductive to our purposes.”
“Why a coma?” asked Susan.
“We want the swelling to recede and the healing to progress as quickly as possible, and the coma aids his body’s healing. Once the swelling reduces, we can properly evaluate his spine.” The doctor removed his glasses, rubbed his eyes. “I suggest you go home and come back tomorrow. We’ll keep Mr. MacFarland in the coma for several days, and even then there’s no telling when he’ll come to after we discontinue the drugs. Please leave a phone number where we can contact you. If there’s any change in his condition, the nurse will notify you immediately.”
David shook the surgeon’s hand. “Thanks, Doc. We talked to the police awhile ago. The first officer on the scene told us Dusty was lucky to be alive. The cop figured Dusty attempted to avoid the other vehicle. If he hadn’t tried, he would have been killed for sure when the motor home hit him. He just didn’t react quickly enough to avoid the collision all together.”
“I suppose the driver was drunk.” The doctor stuck his glasses back on his face.
“Yeah, he was. Some yahoo who decided to drive to town for more booze after his wife hid the car keys from him.” Jeremy shook his head. “He’s in jail with barely a scratch, and there’s a possibility Dusty might be paralyzed for the rest of his life. I could kill the guy with my bare hands.”
“Get in line,” added the doctor. “Believe me. I’ve seen it here in the ER a thousand times.”
David leaned over and shook the doctor’s hand. “We’ll check into a hotel and drop back again tomorrow morning.”
“I’m staying,” stated Susan, emphatically. “I don’t care if Dusty is in a coma. I need to assure myself he’s still alive.”
“Understandable.” The doctor touched her arm. “Come with me and the nurses will arrange for a brief visit.”
“Susan, you go on ahead. We’ll call your cell once we get settled into a motel, okay?” Jeremy waved his hand, indicating she should follow the physician.
“Okay. I’ll talk to you later.” She hurried after Dr. Carter.
Susan heard Brock and the Branigan brothers discussing their plans until she and the doctor disappeared around a corner in the hallway. Dr. Carter held open the door for Susan admitting them to the ICU area. “He’s going to appear worse than he probably is. I’ll warn you right now, so you can prepare yourself for what’s ahead.”
Twenty minutes later, Susan was permitted entry into Dusty’s ICU room after shutting off her cell phone and taking all required precautions to prevent infection. Immediately, her senses were inundated with a cacophony of sounds and the antiseptic hospital smell that threatened to turn her stomach, even though she hadn’t eaten anything since noon. God, she hated that smell—a reminder of all the hospital visits to Amanda’s bedside during her battle with cancer. She suppressed the urge to gag.
Susan took a deep breath through her mouth to steady her nerves and glanced about the room. The scene before her resembled something out of a science fiction movie. Dusty’s inert body lay propped up in bed with the side rails secured in place, surrounded by an endless sea of tubes attached to him in more places than she could count. Various beeping and suctioning sounds competed with each other, coming from the IV, the blood pressure cuff, the heart monitor and Lord knows where else. The pristine white sheet barely covered Dusty, revealing an abdominal drain and a catheter bag, as well as the breathing tube which obscured a portion of his face. She grimaced when she caught sight of the facial cuts and the patchwork of stitches required to repair them. Ugly bruises in several shades of black and blue covered almost every inch on his face, neck, arms and chest. The contusions looked extremely painful, and his left eye was swollen completely shut.
A wounded soldier of war wouldn’t look worse.
She stepped closer to the bed.
Dusty appeared to be sleeping peacefully, exactly as he had while she watched him napping in the hotel room in Bozeman when they spent their first night together, making love until the wee hours of the morning. The drugs must be serving their purpose; there wasn’t a hint of pain in his expression. Just sleeping.
She couldn’t love him more than she did at this moment. Whether running around his ranch on two strong legs, riding the wildest of horses for fun, or confined to a wheelchair for the rest of his days, she would love him until death parted them. Married or not.
Susan bent over his prone body and whispered near his ear, “Get well, darling. Sweet dreams, and then we’ll talk when you wake up.” She kissed her index finger and ever so gently touched his right temple—one of the few areas of his face without a bruise. She brushed a tear from her eye with her hand and smiled at the ICU nurse checking the readings on all the machines. “Thank you for allowing me to see him.”
“You’re very welcome. It helps to see the patient with your own eyes and know he’s not in pain and doing as well as can be expected.” The nurse smiled. “I can see in your eyes how much you love this man. Try not to worry. We’ll take very good care of him.”
“Thank you.” Susan turned, hurried out of the room, and burst into tears.
After crying for several minutes, Susan slumped on a nearby sofa and turned on her cell phone. It immediately rang.
“Hello,” she muttered, sniffling.
“Are you okay? Did something happen?” inquired Jeremy, concern evident in his voice.
“No change. I just left his side in the ICU. He looks, so...so horrible. It’s a miracle he’s still alive, Jeremy. I don’t know what I would have done if...”
“Don’t even think it. Dusty’s strong and stubborn and he loves you. He’ll survive this. I know it.”
Jeremy’s voice sounded convinced, and Susan wanted so badly to believe him.
Jeremy continued, “David and I checked into a motel two blocks from the hospital. We both called our wives and filled them in on Dusty’s condition. Catherine and Amanda were ready to hop in a car and drive over here to provide moral support, but we talked them out of it. With Dusty in a coma, there’s no reason to come yet.”
“I agree. It could be several days before Dusty’s awake again. And with the breathing tube in for so many days, there’s no guarantee he’ll be able to talk even then.  Best they don’t make the trip until they can visit with him properly.” Susan sighed.
“You sound exhausted. Did Brock make it back yet?”
Susan glanced up and noticed Brock carrying a paper takeout bag, heading in her direction “Yes, he’s here now.”
“Good. Eat whatever he brought for you. No arguing. And then go home and get some sleep. I don’t know what the old guy’s plans are. I inquired and there are lots of rooms available here if he wants to check in later.”
“Thanks, Jeremy. I’ll ensure Brock let’s you know his whereabouts.”
“Thanks, Susan. Talk to you tomorrow.”
Susan turned off her phone as Brock slipped into a chair across from her. He set the takeout meal on the coffee table in front of her. “Eat up and no fussing about it either. Most of us fellows prefer burgers and fries, but I bought you a salad and a baked potato. You women are fond of that sort of thing.”
Susan smiled at his thoughtfulness. “Thank you. I’ll have some later...”
“Good try.” Brock waved off her comment. “Open that bag and dig in. I’m not above feeding you.”
Recalling Brock and his wife never had children, she laughed at his determined expression. “All right, all right. I’ll eat the salad. You would have made an extremely bossy father.”
“Thank you. I’ll take that as a compliment.” Brock sat, arms crossed, waiting for her to take that first bite.
She hadn’t realized how hungry she was until she’d started eating. In the end, she finished every bite, much to Brock’s delight.
“Now, I know you plan to spend the night here, but you’re going home and getting some sleep, Susan. You can’t help Dusty by catching a few winks on that sofa.”
Susan squirmed in her seat. The old guy possessed an uncanny ability to anticipate her intentions. “I’ll be okay here...”
Brock shook his head as she started to protest. “You shouldn’t be alone. Do you have a spare room at your condo?”
“Yes, I own a two-bedroom condo, and you’re more than welcome to stay at my place tonight, but I should remain close by Dusty in case.” She halted at his stern expression.
“Are dogs allowed at your condo?”
“Yes, we’re allowed pets. Why? Are you allergic?”
“The reason I inquired is because I’ve got Buster outside in my truck. I’m afraid we come as a matched set. If you’re inviting me to stay, you’ll be getting Buster, too.”
Susan noticed the slightly gray tinge to the old fellow’s face. The day’s drama and worry were taking a toll on him. He required a good night’s sleep more than she did. “Who’s Buster?”
“The dog Dusty and I adopted this morning. He’s a collie—friendly, house-trained, won’t be a bother. Gave him a bath soon as we got him home...”
“Okay. No need to sell me on the idea. Buster is welcome to accompany you.”
“Us. You’re coming, too. Sleeping in your own bed and returning here in the morning refreshed and prepared to face whatever’s ahead of us is the best thing you can do for Dusty.” The senior rose from his chair, gathered up her supper remains and tossed them into a nearby receptacle. “Let’s go. No arguing with your elders.”
Susan sighed. “Okay, you win. The medical team has my cell number. I’m coming.”
An hour later, Brock and Buster were settled into her spare room, and Susan pulled the covers up to her neck in her own bed. She’d just spent twenty minutes crying alone in the shower so Brock wouldn’t hear her. She felt totally exhausted, and yet sleep evaded her. She tossed and turned and realized she’d never sleep a wink. For several minutes, she contemplated crawling out of bed again and making herself a cup of herbal tea. Despite her best efforts, she started crying again. Suddenly, Buster leapt onto her bed, and she squealed in surprise.
“Buster. What are you doing in here?” she whispered, wiping the tears from her eyes.
Susan waited for several minutes, anticipating Brock padding down the hallway to fetch his new best friend. When the old fellow didn’t materialize at her doorway, she assumed he’d fallen into a deep sleep and hadn’t realized the dog even left their room.
Buster turned in a circle a couple of times and then settled alongside Susan in her bed. He rested his head on her abdomen and peered up at her. Sufficient moonlight streamed through the bedroom window for Susan to distinguish the animal’s concerned expression.
“Are you worried about me?” Susan reached over and ruffled the dog’s ears. “Yeah, you’re right. You sense I’m upset, don’t you? Probably heard me crying with that super doggie hearing. Well, the guy I love most in the world is in the hospital, and he’s really hurt, Buster.”
The dog whined and crept a foot closer. Susan flipped onto her side and met the animal’s eyes. “I don’t know if he’s ever going to walk again, Buster, and the thought scares me so much. Not for myself. I’ll love him regardless. But if Dusty can’t walk, can’t run his ranch...” Another sob escaped her lips, and she buried her face in the dog’s soft fur and cried herself to sleep.
****
 
“No change.”
The ICU nurse delivered the news Susan and Brock expected. But hearing it spoken aloud dampened their spirits even further. Jeremy and David joined them in their vigil shortly after ten o’clock.  Jeremy and David insisted on a tour of Dusty’s new ranch, and Brock beamed with pleasure at the prospect of showing off the property. The three guys disappeared around noon, leaving Susan alone.
At one o’clock, the attendant in charge of the ICU allowed Susan a ten minute visit with Dusty, and she spent the entire time talking to him non-stop. She assured him everyone was cheering for his speedy recovery, Brock was caring for Buster and occupying her spare room, and Jeremy and David were wearing out the flooring in the ICU waiting room. She didn’t mention they were touring his ranch, believing he might be upset that he hadn’t been able to show off his new prize purchase himself. She informed him that Catherine and Amanda remained at home and received updates on his condition by phone. She ended the visit with another kiss and instructions to enjoy his sleep and keep healing. When she returned to the waiting room, another crying jag followed her visit. She hadn’t believed it possible for one person to generate so many tears.
She awoke several hours later, covered by a blanket, with Brock seated across from her reading the daily newspaper.
“Thank you for your kindness,’ she said, lifting an edge of the blanket. “Has there been news about Dusty?”
Brock peeked over his eyeglasses and shook his head. Susan closed her eyes and dropped off to sleep again while Brock returned to his reading.
This daily routine continued for another ten days until the doctors discontinued the coma-inducing drug cocktail. Everyone waited for Dusty to awaken. He was transferred from the ICU to a private room, and the Branigan boys hired two private nurses—Mrs. Flanagan and Ms. Walters came highly recommended—rotating on a twelve hour schedule in addition to the hospital staff to oversee Dusty’s care. He wasn’t to be left alone for a second.
Susan spent every minute of the day and most of the evenings at the hospital, hoping she would be present when Dusty came to, praying it would be her face he saw when he first awoke.
Of course, Murphy’s Law dictated that what a person wished for the most never happened.
Finally, Dusty woke up a few days later at four o’clock in the morning with no one in attendance but his private nurse.
*
 
“Where...” croaked Dusty. His eyes opened for him this time but, feeling as heavy as steel, soon closed again.
A few minutes later, or maybe hours for all he knew, he awoke again and glanced over at the nurse.
“So, you’re awake are you, young man?” asked the mature woman dressed in a nurse’s floral print uniform.
“Where...”
“My name is Mrs. Flanagan. I’m a private nurse specially hired for you, and you’re in St. Peter’s Hospital in Helena.” The nurse fussed with his pillow.
“My...throat...”
“I don’t doubt it’s still a little sore from the breathing tube while you were in surgery and during the days following. The doctors ordered a drug-induced coma for pain management to speed the healing process.” The nurse reached for his hand, taking his pulse.
Dusty blinked his eyes, forcing himself to remain conscious. He wished the nurse would continue her explanation. He remembered the accident, but he wasn’t aware he’d had surgery. And he’d been in a coma? He recalled sleepiness and intermittent bouts of excruciating pain and then blessed relief. He still felt like he’d been run over by a truck. No, not a truck...a motor home.
He’d managed a word or two, and the nurse understood him so his speech worked. He’d attempted to move his arms, and although they rose a couple inches off the sheet his upper limbs felt lead-weighted. But all attempts to move his legs proved useless.
“How...long...”
“It’s very early in the morning. Today is August 16. You’ve been in the hospital for two weeks, Mr. MacFarland.” The nurse patted his arm and smiled down at hm. “I must say it’s lovely to see those beautiful brown eyes of yours open finally.”
“Can’t...feel...” Dusty wasn’t experiencing much pain, so he suspected he was still pumped up on some pretty strong stuff. He seldom took a pill for a headache, and he could only imagine the narcotics they’d been pushing into him the past week.
“Don’t try to talk too much.” The nurse reached for a glass of ice water and helped him maneuver the straw between his lips.  During his initial attempt at suction, more water dripped out the side of his mouth and trickled under his chin than reached his parched throat.
“Not...good...” Dusty grimaced.
“Don’t worry about it. Your lip was cut and it’s still a bit swollen. You’re getting fluids by IV so now that you’re awake we’ll let you suck on ice chips if that seems easier for you. But I’d like the doctor to examine you first.”
“O...kay.” Dusty attempted a smile, but his face hurt with the slightest change of expression. He almost requested a mirror to examine the damage but decided in favor of ignorance. He didn’t feel like himself, and he suspected he might not even recognize himself either.
Suddenly, overpowering exhaustion swept over him like a tsunami, and despite his best efforts, his eyes refused to stay open. Dusty decided to stop fighting it. He closed his eyes, relaxed his shoulders and arms, and drifted back into oblivion.
****
 
“Dusty.”
The lilting voice of an angel called to him. He’d died after all, and he’d arrived in heaven.
“Dusty.”
Same soft, soothing voice.
“Dusty, wake up.”
He was eager to greet this lovely angel and discover what heaven really looked like. A vision of white clouds drifting about his pain-free body while sweet-smelling flowers scented the air popped into his head. Heaven. He struggled to open his eyes, and a familiar female image greeted him. What was Susan doing in heaven, he wondered?
And then he remembered. He had the ‘h’ part right. But instead of heaven, hospital.
“Susan...” he whispered, his mouth dry as dust again. When he took a deep breath, a sharp pain radiated through his chest and he grimaced. Of course, that bit of movement in turn hurt his facial muscles. “Ouch.”
“Are you in a lot of pain?” Susan asked, patting his arm. “We were so worried about you. I can’t tell you how happy I am you’re awake.”
“Sleeping...”
“Yes, darling. I know you were sleeping. And the doctors are hopeful that you’ve made remarkable progress since the surgery.” Susan reached for his hand, and he felt her lips brush his knuckles.
“Where...”
“Where are you? You’re in the hospital...”
Dusty attempted to shake his head with the tiniest of movements. “Brock...”
“Where’s Brock? He’s in the waiting room, and Jeremy and David, too. They’ve been here since the day you were hurt, insisting the Lazy B’s hired help can handle things at the ranch.” Susan sighed. “I don’t know what I would have done without their support, Dusty. You scared the crap out of me.”
“Can’t...move...”
“Just lie still, young man,” ordered the private nurse he’d spoken with briefly before. “The surgeon is on his way here to examine you, and he won’t tolerate you moving around before he sees you.”
Dusty nodded, almost imperceptibly, that he understood. He couldn’t tell which hurt worse, attempting to talk or head and facial movements.
Just then, Dr. Carter strode into the room and handed Dusty’s chart to his nurse. “So, you decided to join the party. I’m Dr. Carter and I operated on you. I’m delighted to see you’re finally awake. Mind you, you haven’t missed much while you were sleeping. No political scandals and no celebrities were arrested. Other than a couple of exceptionally exciting baseball games, it’s been a pretty boring two weeks.”
Dusty attempted to smile at the doctor’s humor, but pain raced through his upper body. The pain meds must have been discontinued to enable a more thorough and informative examination.
“Ms. Sanders, would you please step into the hallway while I examine my patient? I’ll have the nurse call you back in when my tests are completed,” requested the physician without looking her way.
*
 
“Sure, Dr. Carter.” Susan turned and met Dusty’s eyes. “I’ll be back soon. See you in a little while.”
She slipped out of the hospital room and settled herself in a nearby chair. “Thank you, God, for answering my prayers. All that was required was a little faith. Dusty will be fine, and he’ll walk out of the hospital on two good legs in a few weeks,” she spoke, looking heavenward.
Susan leaned back against the sofa cushions and smiled. Yes! Dusty would be coming home as good as new in no time. She was certain of it.
 


 
 
Chapter 12
 
“How would you rate the pain on a scale of one to ten, Dusty?” asked Dr. Carter having completed his initial examination.
“Eleven.” Dusty grimaced as the doctor poked the side of his stomach not far from the surgical incision.
Dr. Carter chuckled. “That sounds about right. Once I’m finished, we’ll continue with the morphine drip for another couple of days.” The surgeon scribbled notes on the chart for a full minute before he handed it back to the nurse.
The doctor pulled the blanket back and tugged the bottom of the bed sheet out exposing Dusty’s legs. “Let me know if you feel anything,” he instructed.
Dusty watched as the doctor poked the bottom of his left foot and then the right. “You can do it harder, I didn’t feel it yet.”
“What about here?” Dr. Carter jabbed at Dusty’s left calf and then the right.
“Nothing there either.” Dusty frowned. “What does this mean if I can’t feel you poking my legs? Is there something wrong? That instrument looks pretty sharp. I should be able to feel it jabbing me, right?”
“We’ve known there has been paralysis in your lower limbs since the accident. A portion of the swelling has subsided, but there’s still a significant amount remaining. We’re unable to estimate the degree of trauma to your spine until it totally dissipates and we can perform a proper evaluation.” Dr. Carter stood hands on hips. “I’d hoped by now you would feel a tiny prick or something, but it appears there’s been no change in your condition at all.”
“If...no change…” Dusty swallowed hard. “Never...walk?”
“No, no, not at all. At this point we’re not certain of anything. This could be a moot point once the swelling goes down. We could discover there’s been absolutely no damage, or minimal damage that repairs itself over time. Of course, there could be a problem, but let’s not worry about that until or if the times comes.” Dr. Carter touched Dusty’s arm.
Dusty closed his eyes for a minute while the doctor’s evaluation sunk in. If there was permanent damage that the doctors couldn’t repair or that doesn’t repair itself, then he wouldn’t walk out of here. His permanent mode of transport would be a damn wheelchair for the rest of my life. Dusty silently seethed with anger. He hadn’t signed up for this. “How...operate a horse ranch...in a wheelchair?”
“Lots of men operate businesses and do all...”
Dusty turned his face to the wall. “You...leave.  Tired.”
“I’ll be by again tomorrow to see you. Hang in there, Dusty. There’s no need to think worst case scenario yet.”
“Yeah...sure,” growled Dusty. Easy for you to say, he thought.
He heard the doctor and nurse’s whispered exchange and then the door to his hospital room opened. “See you tomorrow,” called the doctor on his way out.
Suddenly, Dusty felt the pain subsiding significantly, and he realized the nurse had administered another dose of medication through his IV tube. He glanced over at her and muttered, “Thank you. What...giving...?”
“A bit of morphine and some Demerol, too. We’ll wean you off the morphine in another day or two and then maybe try Tylenol. You’re healing remarkably quickly due to your age and being in peak physical fitness at the time of the accident. But we’re unable to hurry your recovery along, I’m afraid. Just allow your body to heal at its own pace.” The nurse smiled at him and offered him the glass of ice water.
Dusty shook his head and lay back against the pillows again. “No...patience,” he whispered, and then scowled at the nurse.
“Here try to sip some of this water,” the nurse held the straw for him. “Limited talking and fluids are best for helping to heal your tender throat. And it shouldn’t take but a couple or three days. Now, about patience. When God is making rough and tumble cowboys, every one of them skips getting in line for their portion of patience.” She smiled at her disgruntled patient. “Think positive thoughts. You look the type who copes with whatever life tosses your way, and without complaining much about it either.”
Dusty swatted the glass of water off his bedside tray.
“Oh, my. Temper, temper,” whispered the nurse as she bent down to retrieve the plastic glass that bounced clear across the room. “Fortunately, that glass was only half full or you would have made a worse mess on the floor. Notice I said half full. You’d better start thinking about your life as half full and not half empty. There are a lot of fellows survive traffic accidents and lose the use of their arms or their legs or both. They can’t feed themselves. They can’t hold their own heads up. There are worse things in life than losing the use of your legs, Dusty. And nobody has irrefutable proof that you’ve lost the use of yours yet.”
“Damn...big...yet,” scoffed Dusty. His throat hurt like hell, and he regretted sending the water flying. He could do with another sip.
“Well, there’s also IF, young man. And I wouldn’t be worrying about something that might not even happen. There’ll be plenty of time to form a game plan, IF the time comes. Meanwhile, get some sleep and wait for that swelling in your spine to subside. If you promise to be good and stop throwing things on the floor, I’ll fetch you a popsicle to soothe your throat when you wake up.” The nurse busied herself with his chart. He grimaced inwardly; she was probably recording his temper tantrum. Dusty closed his eyes and drifted off to sleep.
*
 
“May I go back in now, Mrs. Flanagan?” asked Susan when the nurse slipped out of Dusty’s room several minutes after Dr. Carter left.
“He’s asleep, and he shouldn’t be disturbed. Sleep is the best medicine for him right now. It will help the swelling around his spine dissipate, so the doctors can evaluate his condition. Dr. Carter informed Dusty of the possibility that some or all of the damage could be permanent, and as you might expect, he didn’t take the news too well.”
“I heard something crash on the floor awhile ago.” Susan raised one eyebrow.
“A plastic water glass.” The nurse added, “It...fell off his meal tray.”
“Right.” Susan nodded in understanding. “Had a little help with the falling off, I imagine.”
“He’s frustrated and angry and no doubt scared witless right now.”
“We’re all scared. I can’t imagine what it will do to him if he can’t run his ranch.” Susan brushed at the tears that welled in her eyes and spilled onto her beige sweater.
“Give him time to accept the idea that this accident could alter his life significantly. He’s a strong-minded young man, and he’ll overcome whatever lies ahead. Dusty won’t let this situation get the better of him.” The nurse hugged Susan and then headed down the hallway, returning a second later with a fresh jug of ice water.
“I’m going home to shower and change clothes. If Dusty wakes up, tell him I’ll be back later this afternoon.”
“I’ll tell him,” called the nurse as she disappeared back inside Dusty’s room.
****
 
Susan returned to the hospital at four o’clock and passed Brock in the hallway.
“Is Dusty awake?” she inquired.
“Yep. Dang fool stubborn little sh...” Brock reddened. “Dang fool.”
“What happened?”
“Told me to bring my checkbook that he was selling the ranch back to me. Said he wouldn’t need a horse ranch after all.” Brock paced the hallway. “I told him to take that idea and stuff it up his... Well, I refused to buy it back. He doesn’t know whether or not he can walk yet, so there’s no reason to go thinking the worst.”
“He’s just scared.” Susan touched Brock’s arm.
“I know. I’ve got an idea. I’ll be back in a little while.” Brock headed down the hallway without another word.
“Dusty, can I come in?” whispered Susan, cracking open the door to his room and peeking inside.
“Shouldn’t you be at work?” muttered Dusty without opening his eyes.
“Actually, I’m using up vacation time. I’ve still got two months banked. I’ve never taken a vacation in years, so... Of course, I don’t imagine you’ll be in here for another two months. As soon as you recover from the surgery and your ribs are healed and the swelling around the spine goes down, they’ll be happy to send you home.” Susan smiled, set her purse on a nearby chair, and reached for his hand.
He yanked his hand out of her grasp and turned toward the wall. “Just go back to work and forget you ever met me. Find yourself another boyfriend. I’m resigning from the job.”
“Sorry, not accepting resignations today. You’re stuck with me,” teased Susan.
Dusty whipped his head around and glared at her, grimacing slightly. The sudden movement probably hurt like the dickens. Served him right, she thought, for being such a jackass.
“Don’t you get it? I’m not interested in continuing our relationship or even a friendship. I’m breaking up with you. Just go!”
Susan noticed Dusty’s white-knuckled clasp of the blanket on his bed. He was definitely fighting demons. Was he frightened she’d leave him? Did he intend to break her heart before she could break his? Did he believe she wouldn’t love him anymore if he was confined to a wheelchair for the rest of his life? Was he just scared of his uncertain future? What might lie ahead?
“Sorry, cowboy. I’m not going anywhere. We’re in this together.” Susan stood, arms crossed, glaring right back at him. “Whether you come home walking on two feet or rolling out of here on wheels, I’ll be heading out the door at your side.”
“Forget it. I’m done. You helped with the purchase of the ranch, but I no longer require your expertise or your services.” Dusty waved his hand. “You can go back to your corporate life that you love so much. I never want to lay eyes on you again.”
Susan gasped. He sounded like he actually meant it.
“Go!” he shouted.
Susan grabbed her purse off the visitor’s chair and stumbled out the door. As she stepped into the hallway, she crashed into Dusty’s nurse.
“What on earth happened? Your face is as white as the bed sheets in this place.”
“Dusty never wants to see me again, Mrs. Flanagan,” sobbed Susan, unable to hold back her tears.
“Classic. Breaking off friendships.” The nurse patted Susan’s back and guided her toward a chair in the visitors’ room. “This is just his way of coping. He doesn’t want his friends to see him like this, helpless, without hope. Struggling mentally, trying his best to get by. And it will only get worse once he begins physical therapy. Believe me, he didn’t mean a word of what he said. And I imagine he spouted some pretty hurtful words.”
“I couldn’t believe the things he said.” Susan wiped her tears with her hand.
“Then don’t believe them. Dusty wasn’t saying those things, his fear was.”
Just then, Brock strode down the hallway, heading in their direction. Buster trotted along beside him, his head on a pivot taking in all the exciting sights and new sounds and strange smells surrounding him. When he spotted Susan, the dog wagged his tail furiously and she would swear the dog was smiling.
“Hi, Buster,” whispered Susan, ruffling the dog’s ears. She loved having the big friendly hound staying at her home. But he never crawled up on her bed again, instinctively knew he wasn’t needed since that first night. “What are you doing here?”
“I figured I’d bring the dog in for a visit today. Gave him a bath and a good brushing last night. Maybe old Buster here will cheer up Dusty. He’s being one ornery dude right now.” Brock untangled the dog’s leash from around Susan’s arm.
“Anything is worth a try. He just broke up with me. Thankfully, Jeremy and David returned home, or Lord knows what hurtful things he would have said to them after all they’ve done for him.” Susan glanced over at the nurse.
“Both of you just remember, this behavior is typical. Hopefully, his prognosis will be positive, and you’ll both become part of his world again in no time.” The nurse stood.
“Won’t be too soon for me,” mumbled Brock, tugging on Buster’s leash.
“Let’s take you to meet our patient,” said the nurse, sounding encouraged by the dog’s presence.
*
 
A minute later, the nurse strode into Dusty’s room with Brock and Buster following on her heels. Dusty lay in bed, facing the wall. “Someone dear to you dropped by for a visit.” The nurse’s cheery voice barely penetrated Dusty’s hearing.
“Tell whoever it is that I’m sleeping.” Dusty remained where he was.
“Well, that would be possible, except he’s standing in the room right now.” The nurse chuckled.
Reluctantly, Dusty turned slightly and noticed Brock standing beside the bed. “Did you bring your checkbook?” Dusty lay back against the pillows and met the older man’s eyes.
“Nope. Brought you something better.” Brock patted the bed and seventy pounds of collie leapt onto it.
“Whoa. What the hell is he doing in here? You’re going to get all of us thrown out.” Dusty grimaced with the sudden pain that shot through his ribs when the dog landed on his bed.
“Dogs are allowed to visit patients. And judging by that tail wagging, he’s happy to see you, Dusty. What’s your name, pretty boy?” the nurse asked.
“That’s Buster.” Brock beamed, proud as a new papa, and then added, “He’s in charge of security at the ranch.”
“I never could resist a fellow in law enforcement. I’ll leave you folks to visit for awhile. No more pain meds for another forty-five minutes.” The nurse chuckled and then petted Buster’s head on her way out the door.
“Why on God’s green earth would you bring a dog to a hospital? Are you nuts?” Dusty couldn’t contain the smile that snuck past his glower.
“When my wife was in here dying from cancer, family members of other patients brought in their dogs for a visit. Gosh, Sue loved seeing those animals. She’d be so excited you’d think she owned them. So, I thought you’d like to visit with Buster for awhile.” Brock headed toward the door. “I’ve got a hankering for a cup of coffee so I’ll leave you two to chat. I’ll be back later. Now, Buster, don’t you monopolize the conversation. Let Dusty get a word in once in awhile.”
Dusty chuckled in spite of himself as Brock disappeared out the door. “So, you’ve become a chatter box, have you? I guess finding yourself in a safe home with a full dog dish at meal time every day will do that for a guy.” Dusty ruffled the dog’s ears, and Buster crept closer on the bed.
Dusty bent down and buried his nose in the dog’s fur. “You smell like lemons or something. You must have had a bath recently.”
Buster nudged Dusty’s hand, indicating a petting or ear scratching was in order.
Dusty complied with the request. “You know. I’ve gotten myself into one hell of a situation here.”
The dog tilted his head, obviously listening attentively.
Dusty chuckled again. “Thanks for coming to see me, Buster. I could be wrong, but I’m a little concerned that you might be the only visitor who doesn’t sit here with pity in your eyes, seeing nothing but a guy with bum legs and no future. To you, I’m just the man who hands out good jerky treats and then scratches your ears.”
The dog laid his head on Dusty’s chest sending a stab of pain through the patient’s upper half. Dusty lifted the dog’s head and settled it more to the side. “That’s better. Yep. Good old Buster. No expectations. No judgment. Haven’t seen Jeremy or David for awhile now, which is good. I couldn’t stand seeing pity in their eyes, although again I could be wrong. No doubt, Brock regrets selling me his ranch. I won’t be boarding horses or giving anybody riding lessons now. Hell, what are we going to do with you? When I sell the place back to Brock, I’ll be putting you out of work, too, if Brock sells again and moves to town. Which I’m certain he’d do. I don’t know if dogs are allowed at that seniors’ apartment he’d planned to move into. Maybe Susan would take you since dogs are allowed where she lives. You’re sure as hell not going back to that animal shelter.”
The dog whined, as if he agreed on that point.
“We’re in a hell of a predicament,” reiterated Dusty. “Sometimes life really sucks. And I wouldn’t admit this to anyone but you, Buster. Right now, I’m scared shitless.”
“I’m back,” called Brock as he swept into the room. “Found Susan out in the hallway. She was heading back to her condo. Visiting hours are almost over so I’d best get this guy out of here, too.”
“Where’s your coffee?” asked Dusty, only slightly annoyed that Susan hadn’t taken him seriously and just left and forgotten about him.
Suddenly, it occurred to Dusty that the old guy left him alone with Buster on purpose. Did Brock hope he’d spill his guts to the dog since he wouldn’t talk to anyone else? Sneaky old coot, decided Dusty. Especially since it had worked. He had to admit he felt better, having talked his problems over with the dog.
“Drank it while I was talking to Susan in the hallway.” Brock threw up his hands. “Young folk just don’t listen.”
“Sorry. I hadn’t realized you were gone that long. Buster and I have had an enjoyable visit. Says you’re not feeding him those jerky treats often enough. Give him one for me when you take him home.”
“Haven’t been going home. Been staying in Susan’s spare room. She even invited Buster to move in, too. Probably be heading back to your ranch soon though, now that you’re awake and doing better.”
“Humph,” Dusty scoffed. For a brief moment after learning about Brock’s new living arrangements, he experienced a pang of jealousy, and then he realized the idiocy in such a thought. The old guy was in his seventies, and he was a true gentleman. “Better is a relative term. I don’t consider laid up in a hospital bed, probably will never walk again, as better.”
“Well, once all the swelling goes down and the healing gets going full steam ahead, you’ll be back at the ranch before you know it. Old Buster and me will be there welcoming you with open arms.” Brock waved off Dusty’s intentions. “I know you’ve got it in your head to sell the ranch back to me. Well forget it. Not interested. The place is your horse ranch now.”
“But...”
“Forget it, son. I’ll see you again in a day or two. Come on, Buster, I’ll race you to the parking lot.” Brock cackled at his joke as he lumbered out the door with the dog on his heels.
Buster woofed.
“Goodbye to you, too, Buster,” called Dusty.
“Doggie!” shouted a little kid in the hallway.
Dusty smiled, wickedly, knowing Brock would probably spend a half hour wending his way through a maze of kids trying to exit the hospital now that the dog had been spotted. “Damn old fool,” he spat. “One way or another, you’re getting your ranch back. I sure as hell won’t need it.”
 


 
 
Chapter 13
 
When Susan heard Brock voicing his goodbye from behind the door left slightly ajar, she scampered across the hallway and studied an oil painting on the wall with the intensity of an art critic at a gallery on an opening night. For the second time today, she’d almost been caught eavesdropping on a private conversation taking place in Dusty’s room.
Awhile ago, she opened his hospital door just a crack and overheard Dusty talking to Buster. And then Brock hadn’t closed the door, and she’d listened in on his conversation with Dusty. Since the stubborn cowboy refused her admittance to his room and essentially banned her from his life, she needed to keep tabs on him some way. She considered eavesdropping merely thinking outside the box, and she didn’t feel one iota of guilt. Well, maybe one.
Brock stepped into the hallway. “Hi, Susan. Didn’t realize you were still here.” The senior paused for a few moments while a little boy, about three or four years old, hugged Buster. The youngster received a thorough face washing for his affectionate gesture, and then the little guy headed down the hallway with his father.
“I decided to stick around, in case Buster brightened old cranky pants’ mood. I’d hoped Dusty might inquire about me, and maybe allow me into his room for a few minutes.”
“He looked pretty beat. Probably dozed off already.” Brock sounded sympathetic and saddened by her banishment from Dusty’s life. “That’s one stubborn guy you’ve fallen in love with.”
“Once things look more promising for him, he’ll welcome me back into his life.” Susan smiled, weakly. “I brought my car this morning, and I’ll see you back at the condo shortly.”
“We’ll have a hot cup of herbal tea waiting for you.”
“Thanks, Brock. You’re the best.” While Susan watched Brock and Buster disappear into the elevator, she contemplated all that she’d overheard.
Dusty’s confessed fears and frustrations, when he thought only the dog was listening, had confirmed what the nurse told her. She hadn’t been surprised to hear him admit how frightened he was considering his current precarious situation. The fear caused him to toss her out of his life like a worn-out pair of shoes he no longer needed. She understood why he’d done it, but it still hurt her deeply. And she was at a loss as to how to help him deal with all of it.
At least, Dusty’s talk with the dog served a therapeutic purpose. If the pig-headed man wouldn’t share his feelings with a human, at least his canine buddy listened intently. Saying the words aloud could have helped Dusty put his problems into perspective. At least, she hoped so.
Brock mentioned Dusty might have fallen asleep already. Did she dare sneak a peek inside his room to catch a glimpse of him? What if he caught her? He’d be as furious as a hornet in a hairnet if he did. But she loved him enough to risk his wrath.
She cracked the door a few inches. No sounds could be heard. She pushed the door open just enough to peek inside.
“What are you doing?”
Susan jumped a foot, gasped, and leapt back into the hallway. She whirled around, coming face-to- face with Mrs. Flanagan.
“Good Lord, you frightened me,” whispered Susan, feeling her face redden. “I wanted to check if Dusty was sleeping soundly before I left the hospital.”
“Sure you did.” A grin crept across the matronly nurse’s face.
“Of course, I did. I’m concerned about him. He refuses to see me, and I...”
“He’s doing fine. Vitals are normal, and he sleeps a lot during the day which helps his body to continue to repair itself. He’s keeping his strength up with sessions with the physical therapists. And he’s eating well. That’s the good news. The psychiatrist isn’t making much progress with him, however, but that’s understandable. He’s angry, working through the ‘why me’ stage of recovery.” The nurse pushed open the door, peeked inside for a few seconds, and then met Susan’s eyes while the door shut itself again. “Eyes closed, even breathing. He’s asleep.”
“Thank you for sharing with me and for checking on him.  I’ll head home now.” Susan straightened her back, hoping to recover some credibility, having been caught spying on the patient.
“Good night, Ms. Sanders. We’ll see you tomorrow no doubt.” Mrs. Flanagan disappeared into Dusty’s room.
“Count on it,” whispered Susan, as she headed for the elevator.
****
 
A month later, Dusty woke up to sunshine streaming through his hospital window and no sign of his private nurse, or any nurse for that matter. Finding himself alone in the room felt totally foreign, having endured round-the-clock attention since the accident almost two months ago. He supposed Mrs. Flanagan left for a few minutes to fetch his medications or grab a quick cup of coffee.
He shifted in the bed, stretched him arms, and rolled his shoulders. And then his face paled and he screamed for the nurse.
“Mrs. Flanagan!”
No one came.
“Somebody! Anybody!”
Nothing.
“Help!”
Mrs. Flanagan raced into the room, carrying a tray of meds and a jug of ice water in her hands with her familiar romance novel tucked under one arm. “What on earth is wrong? I heard you screaming from the far end of the hallway.”
“I think…I think…”
“Dear Lord. Did something happen?” The nurse’s face paled and he thought she might faint. “I was only gone a minute.”
“I think…I think I can feel tingling in my toes,” whispered Dusty.
The nurse heaved a heavy sigh. “Oh, thank goodness. Is that all?”
“Is that all?” Dusty’s mouth fell open, and he gaped at the nurse.
“The swelling is reducing more each day. We expected you to regain some feeling in your limbs soon. Today appears to be the day.” The nurse set her things down and approached his bed. “Let me ring the doctor and we’ll test your reactions again.”
“Oh, my, God. Do you think this is really happening? Will I be able to walk again?” Dusty forced his heartbeat to remain steady. For weeks now, he’d doubted he would ever see this day. Suddenly, it occurred to him that perhaps he’d just imagined feeling something in his toes.
Just then, Susan poked her head through the open door and peeked into the room. “Did I hear you say something about being able to walk?”
“What are you doing here?” Dusty scowled, crossed his arms. “I guess you picked a good day to come snooping around.”
“What do you mean by that?” whispered Susan, feeling her face redden.
“We’re waiting for the doctor to re-evaluate my lower limbs. I thought I felt a tingle in my toes this morning.”
“That’s wonderful!” exclaimed Susan.
“Or, maybe I just imagined the whole thing,” scoffed Dusty.
Mrs. Flanagan stepped up to his bedside, stood hands on hips, frowning at her patient. “Susan isn’t here snooping around, as you put it. She has been here every day since the accident happened. Even though you refused to see her, she came to check up on you and stayed nearby, spending hours in those uncomfortable waiting room chairs, in case you needed her. If anyone deserves to share the good news with you today, it’s this remarkable lady.”
Dusty glanced at Susan and settled back on the pillows and closed his eyes. Every day. He couldn’t fathom it, couldn’t believe it. Especially after the harsh words he’d uttered, hoping she’d just forget she’d ever met him and leave. He couldn’t stand the thought of her watching over the invalid. He couldn’t witness the moment she realized he would never walk again or be the man she’d come to love. And he didn’t doubt she had felt the same way about him as he had for her. Had being the key word. No woman would want him now.
Just then, Dr. Carter strode into the room wearing a huge grin. “I hear you frightened the daylights out of half the nursing staff this morning.”
“Yeah, well, I scared myself, too. Now, I think maybe I just imagined the whole thing,” complained Dusty.
Dr. Carter tugged the sheet out of the foot of the bed, exposing Dusty’s feet. “Okay, let’s see what’s going on down here.”
The doctor gingerly poked Dusty’s left foot and peeked over his eyeglasses at the cowboy. “Feel anything?”
Dusty shook his head.
The doctor picked another spot and another.
Dusty shook his head. “I don’t think… Ouch.”
The doctor poked the same spot again.
“Ouch. I felt that,” confirmed Dusty, beaming. “Doc, I actually felt that.”
The doctor repeated the process on the other foot, but with no response.
“Maybe it’s just a fluke,” observed Dusty.
“No. This indicates progress,” insisted Dr. Carter. “In another day or two, you could experience more and more feeling in your toes, and your feet, eventually your legs. This is exactly what we’d hoped for.”
The doctor collected his instruments and smiled. “I’ll return tomorrow and test you again. And I’ll consult with the physical therapist and your other therapists about this positive new development in your case. Maybe you’ll walk out of here one of these days.”
“Thank you, Doctor.” Susan heard the emotion in her voice. “That would be so wonderful.”
Dusty frowned. She sounded more optimistic about this than he had. Wonderful things never happened to him. Well, there was that lottery win, but that was years ago. He refused to believe he would walk out of the hospital any time soon.
He simply didn’t believe in miracles.
****
 
Halloween was two days away. When he woke up this morning, he was greeted by his new roommates: a scarecrow and a couple of ghosts. A foil-lined, hollowed-out pumpkin was filled with assorted candy bars and other sugary treats. The decorations and sweets were Susan’s handiwork, no doubt.
Dusty sat in bed, rotating one foot and then the other. He’d progressed significantly from the day he’d first felt tingling in his toes. Now, there was some feeling in his legs as well. Some. Dusty grimaced, recalling his dismal failure yesterday, attempting to stand and bear some of his weight on his legs. Dr. Carter remained optimistic, but he didn’t share his physician’s sunny outlook. He’d always agreed with the old idiom ‘expect the worst and you won’t be disappointed’.
At least, Susan had returned to work during the day, but she still hung around the hospital in the evening. Apparently, last night, carrying out a midnight reconnaissance mission to plant unauthorized Halloween paraphernalia. He’d eaten two chocolate bars, and it wasn’t even ten o’clock yet.
Dr. Carter and the therapists were meeting with him this morning to discuss the next phase of his recovery. Against his better judgment, he’d given Susan and Brock the okay to be present.
“Hello, Dusty. How’s my patient today?”
Dusty glanced up when Ms. Walters walked in. “Good morning. I’m okay I guess.”
Mrs. Flanagan had wished him good luck before departing just prior to the shift change. He suspected the older woman was nearing exhaustion, having misjudged the duration of his hospital confinement when she accepted this assignment.
He’d spent hours chatting with Mrs. Flanagan, a kind-hearted widow who admitted she loved caring for someone since she’d lost her husband two years ago. She worked as a temporary private nurse to supplement her pension and to keep her finger on the pulse of current medical practices. In her late sixties, she told him she kept her body well-toned from taking the yoga and Pilates classes held at a senior center near her home. If he was ever discharged from the hospital, he’d actually miss her company.
“Let me check and record your vitals one more time before Dr. Carter arrives,” suggested Ms. Walters, wrapping a blood pressure cuff around his arm.
“Why do we never engage in idle conversation?” inquired Dusty. He couldn’t decide whether she wasn’t interested in mixing duty with socializing, or if she wasn’t interested in cowboys, or just men in general.
“I prefer to nurse my patients on a strictly professional basis only,” she answered.
He certainly couldn’t fault her on her work skills. She was an exceptional nurse, anticipating his every need before he did. And the tall, striking redhead probably caught the attention of every man she encountered, whether a patient on their death bed or just a visitor to the hospital.
Ms. Walters stuck a thermometer in his mouth.
“I suppose that’s understandable. Otherwise, your male patients would be hitting on you constantly.” Dusty grinned, talking around the thermometer. “Not me, of course.”
“Keep your lips closed and no talking,” ordered Ms. Walters.
Dusty tolerated the procedure for what seemed like the millionth time since he was admitted. He’d lost count of the number of times someone was poking him or prodding him or checking vitals or changing IV bags.
Thank goodness, he’d always carried medical insurance – you never knew when a cowboy would be injured – and he couldn’t imagine the cost of his hospital stay so far. Mrs. Flanagan had warned him there would be further rehabilitation once he was discharged. Dusty could well afford private medical care, and he refused to check into some rehabilitation facility. He wanted to go home. And then he realized that if he sold the ranch back to Brock, he wouldn’t have a home. Maybe he should start looking for an apartment in Helena. He’d ask Mrs. Flanagan to bring him a newspaper tomorrow.
“Good morning, Dusty.” Dr. Carter charged into his room, three therapists and another nurse followed close behind. “This evaluation will determine whether or not you should be discharged from hospital. Of course, there will be extensive rehabilitation ahead of you until you regain full use of your lower limbs.”
“If I regain full use…”
“I’m confident you will. Your prognosis is for full recovery, whether or not you believe it yet.”
Dusty sniffed, “I’ll believe it when I see it.”
Brock and Susan slipped into the room.
“Are we late?” inquired Susan.
“No. We haven’t gotten started yet. Dusty is facing prolonged rehabilitation and extensive physical therapy to regain full use of his body.”
“Are you optimistic he’ll walk again?” Brock stood hands on hips. “I’ve been telling him to wait and see what lies ahead, but he hasn’t heard a word of it.”
“With the swelling receding more each day and the remarkable progress made so far, I’d say there’s a good chance for a full recovery.” Dr. Carter peeked over his glasses. “Of course, we can never be one hundred percent certain of anything until the situation plays itself out.”
“So your prognosis is nothing more than an educated guess,” said Dusty, snidely.
“Put your pessimism back in your pocket, son, and dig out a little faith. The doctor seems to think you’ll be good as new some day, so until I know otherwise, I’m assuming he’s right.” Brock locked eyes with Dusty, daring him to disagree. “Once you’re back home and enjoying the fresh air on the ranch, sleeping in your own bed, your rapid recovery will astound everyone.”
“I won’t be returning…”
“Oh, don’t doubt it for a minute. All the arrangements have been made, and the second the doc here gives the okay, you’ll be home on the ranch so fast your head will spin.” Brock nodded at the doctor, encouraging his agreement.
“If this evaluation proves positive, I intend to discharge you today, Dusty.”
Dusty gaped. He met the doctor’s eyes and then Brock’s. Susan stood beaming from ear-to-ear. Why couldn’t anyone see they were just setting themselves up for disappointment?
“Get on with it,” ordered Dusty. “I doubt I’ll be going anywhere.”
Brock and Susan were whisked out of the room prior to the examination. And then Dusty endured dozens of questions, several different tests, and a second humiliating failed attempt at standing on his own two feet.
“That was good, Dusty. You managed to stand for a full five seconds before your legs gave out. You only managed three seconds last time.”
“Five seconds? Are you serious? Only proves I’ll never walk again.” Dusty crossed his arms and glared at the physical therapist from his hospital bed.
“Baby steps. Supporting your own weight, then shuffling your feet forward, then taking actual steps, then walking without a walker or cane, eventually running. It’s not going to happen overnight, but I’m confident it will happen.” The stocky black man resembled a drill sergeant more than a therapist.
Ms. Walters poked her head into the hallway. Susan and Brock were waved back into the room. They clasped hands, waiting for the verdict.
“In light of the remarkable progress you’ve made, Dusty, I’m prepared to sign your release papers this morning. You’re discharged from this hospital.”
Brock and Susan cheered and performed an impromptu dance. Ms. Walters stood at Dusty’s bedside, and an uncharacteristically broad smile creased her face.
The therapists wished Dusty good luck, and one of them slipped a business card to Dusty recommending a therapist who worked in private practice.
Brock shook Dr. Carter’s hand, enthusiastically. “When can we pack him up and transport him to the ranch?”
“Give me an hour to process his release and for you to make arrangements, and then Dusty can leave.”
“Done. We have an ambulance booked to transport him to the ranch. You can toss that card in the garbage, Dusty. I’ve already hired a physical therapist and Susan has agreed to help out, too.”
“No!” Dusty’s sharp outburst stunned everyone in the room.
“No to what?” inquired Brock.
“Susan won’t be coming to the ranch. I’ve cut ties with her, if you’ll recall. If you think I require help, I’ll hire Ms. Walters.” Dusty met the beautiful young woman’s eyes and smiled.
“That’s fine with me. I can continue my employment with you, Dusty. If Mr. Branigan agrees to…”
“You’ll be working for me and paid by me, directly,” said Dusty, spelling out the terms of her employ. “I’ll advise Mr. Branigan of the new arrangements.”
“Then it’s settled. We live in a single story ranch house so there are no stairs to worry about, and Ms. Walters can occupy the small spare room off the kitchen. I’ve had a fellow install a few modifications in all the bathrooms and revamped your ensuite shower. You’ll find this arrangement will work beautifully, Dusty.” Brock smiled. “And I’ve hidden my checkbook, so don’t even think about ridding yourself of that ranch. You’re coming home, son.”
*
 
Susan pasted a smile on her face for Dusty’s benefit, even though he’d crushed her spirit by reminding everyone that he’d cut all ties with her. Brock appeared delighted at the prospect of having Dusty home and insisted the arrangement with Ms. Walters and the therapist he’d hired would work out beautifully. The home preparations sounded perfect, probably something he’d done for his wife when she’d come home from the cancer hospital to die.
But Susan was anything but thrilled with the arrangement, especially the part about the gorgeous Ms. Walters moving to the ranch to care for Dusty 24/7. She’d intended to care for Dusty herself, even arranged to utilize her last month of paid vacation to do it. Ms. Walters looked more like a fashion model than a registered nurse.
Having her at Dusty’s bedside was the last thing Susan wanted.
 


 
 
Chapter 14
 
Two hours later, Dusty arrived by ambulance back on the ranch, and he couldn’t believe the transformation that had taken place in his absence. The corral he’d been designing was completed, and a second one, as well, and there’d been painting done to the bunkhouse exterior. He spotted a familiar gelding delightfully prancing around the perimeter of the nearest corral.
“What’s Midnight Star doing here?”
Brock beamed at Dusty. “I gave Jeremy and David a tour of the place while you were in the coma. I outlined your plans for the place, and the brothers were duly impressed.”
“Did you mention my plans were just useless dreams now that I’ll never walk again?” questioned Dusty, disgust in his voice.
“Oh cow poop. You’ll walk again. Give it time.” Brock watched the ambulance attendant wheel out the stretcher. “Jeremy sent that horse over here a week ago. Something about it being the sorriest excuse for rodeo stock he’d ever bred. Mentioned a mutant gene had ruined him. Mind you, he was grinning like a maniac when he said it. Told me Midnight Star would be perfect for trail rides, and you should consider the horse a gift for all your years of dedication to the Lazy B.”
Dusty fought the urge to tear up. At least, someone at the ranch appreciated his years of hard labor. Hell would ice over before Arthur would admit as much. “So we’ve got one horse. Doesn’t exactly say ‘horse ranch’, does it?”
“Actually, I hired four new staff members, and we’re boarding about two dozen horses now.” Brock glanced at his watch. “Being a Saturday, most of the owners are out riding their horses in the pastures and beyond. Most of them probably won’t be back before three or four o’clock when dusk settles in.”
Dusty gaped. “Two dozen horses boarded already? How did word spread so fast?”
“Well, son, there’s this thing called the internet. Seems if you get the word out to folks, they contact you and you can do business with each other. That website you were designing is now up and running. And it’s the dang handiest thing.” Brock chuckled.
Dusty shook his head. “Get me in the house, please. I can’t take much more of this guy,” he ordered the ambulance attendant.
“Right away, Mr. MacFarland.”
****
 
Susan picked up the phone on the first ring. “Hello.”
“Hi, it’s Jeremy.”
Jeremy and Amanda were flown by David from the Lazy B to Helena to stay with Amanda’s parents last week, waiting for their baby to arrive. Her due date was November 8 and today was the 5th.
“Oh, God. Is it time?” Susan scrambled out of bed and started pacing her bedroom floor. She glanced at the bedside clock. Two a.m.
“Amanda was just admitted to St. Peter’s. She’s in labor, and I expect the baby will be here by morning.” Jeremy blew out his breath. “Whoa! This is happening so fast. She’s not due for another three days.”
“Nobody told the baby that. Hang in there. I’ll meet you at St. Peter’s as soon as I can get there.”
“Thanks, Susan.” Jeremy discontinued the call.
Twenty minutes later, Susan charged through the main doors of St. Peter’s Hospital. An overpowering feeling of déjà vu struck, as she recalled rushing to Dusty’s bedside not that long go.
She’d spent so many days walking the halls in the hospital the last few weeks that she rushed directly to the maternity area where Amanda would be and walked up to the nursing station desk. “I’m looking for Amanda Branigan.”
“Mrs. Branigan delivered a few minutes ago. She should…”
“She had the baby already?” Susan grasped the counter to steady herself.
“Yes. If you follow this hallway and take the first right, you should find her family waiting there.”
“Thanks,” Susan called over her shoulder as she raced down the hallway.
She rounded the corner as directed and immediately spotted Amanda’s parents. “Mr. and Mrs. Bailey,” she called as she continued toward them.
“Susan!” Mrs. Bailey beamed. “I’m a grandmother again. Amanda had a little boy. I’m so happy that she’s okay and the baby is healthy. Jeremy just popped out here for a minute and then disappeared again.”
“Did they name him yet? How much did he weigh?” Susan hugged Mrs. Bailey and shook Mr. Bailey’s hand.
“We haven’t been told anything yet.” Mrs. Bailey wrung her hands. “We’re just waiting until we’re allowed to see Amanda.”
“I can’t believe the baby came so quickly.”
“I think Amanda was in labor at home a lot longer than she let on. We weren’t in the hospital a half hour before Jeremy dashed out here and told us he had a son.” Mrs. Bailey laughed. “Amanda breezed through this delivery, and here I brought her to Helena to deliver the baby in case something went wrong. Of course, if I hadn’t insisted, who knows?”
“Better safe than sorry,” added Mr. Bailey. “You had no way of knowing, dear.”
Susan clasped her hands together. “I can’t wait to see this baby. He’s going to be so tiny and so cute and…”
Mrs. Bailey chuckled. “Get in line behind his grandmother.”
“Does anyone want a coffee while we’re waiting?” inquired Mr. Bailey.
“That would be nice, sweetheart.” Mrs. Bailey patted her husband’s arm.
Just then, a nurse appeared in the hallway. “Mr. and Mrs. Bailey?”
“That us,” answered Amanda’s mother.
“Your daughter asked for you. And for Susan Sanders.”
“I’m here.” Susan linked arms with Mrs. Bailey.
The nurse led the way to Amanda’s room and they peeked inside. “Is Amanda Branigan in here?” inquired Mrs. Bailey, creeping into the room.
“Mom,” whispered Amanda, tearfully. “You’ve got to see him. He’s so beautiful.”
“I’m so happy for you.” Susan hugged her friend and peered down at the small bundle in her friend’s arms. “Oh, he’s so tiny.”
“I know. He weighed seven pounds six ounces, twenty-one inches long, just a normal little guy.”
“Come meet your granny,” said Mrs. Bailey, carefully slipping the baby out of her daughter’s arms. She clasped the tiny bundle to her chest, beaming. “No matter how often I become a grandmother, it’s special every time.”
“Have you named him yet, sweetheart?” asked Mr. Bailey.
“Hi, Dad. Yes, we did.” Amanda beamed. “We went out on a limb for a name.”
“Oh, Lord, not some weird name he’ll hate when he grows up.” Mrs. Bailey frowned.
“After a great deal of discussion and extensive negotiations we agreed to ‘Jeremy Arthur Branigan, Jr.’. Amanda laughed. “Gotcha.”
“We’ll call him J.J.,” added Jeremy, entering the room and handing his wife a cup of coffee.
“It’s a perfect name, honey.” Mr. Bailey leaned down and kissed his daughter’s forehead, and then wagged his finger at her. “But you had me going there for awhile.”
“From the minute I learned I was carrying a boy, I decided to give him his daddy’s name. Jeremy agreed, and we just waited until he was born.” Amanda beamed, proudly.
“Well, maybe the next one will be a girl. I’d really like a namesake, Amanda,” teased Susan.
“Whoa. I’m happy with one miracle at a time.” Amanda waved off the idea.
“Remember the battle with cancer?” Susan blinked back tears. “The surgery and then the months of treatments. You were so sick. I never believed this day would come.”
Amanda reached for Susan’s hand. “I couldn’t believe my good fortune when I met such a wonderful guy like Jeremy, and then to conceive a baby and carry him to full term. It’s an absolute miracle, Susan.”
“God knows you deserve to be happy. God set the whole thing in motion when I ordered you to cover for Catherine at the bank.”
“Thank goodness I agreed to do it.”
“I should go home and catch a few winks before work, but I promise to visit the ranch soon.” Susan peeked over Mrs. Bailey’s shoulder and gently touched the tiny woolen cap on the baby’s head.
“I’m going to hold you to that.” Amanda shifted in the bed. “The doctor is releasing me tomorrow. We’re staying with Mom and Dad for a day or two and then heading home.”
“Good. That will give you a chance to rest while your Mom watches your tiny new boss.” Susan headed toward the door. “Bye. I’ll talk to you soon.”
*
 
Two weeks later, after a particularly grueling morning at the bank, Susan strode into the coffee shop around the corner from work intending to grab a quick takeout lunch. She stopped seconds before crashing into her unofficial nemesis. Dusty’s nurse stood there, meeting Susan’s eyes.
“May I speak with you for a moment, Ms. Walters?” blurted Susan, without thinking.
“Um, sure, Ms. Sanders. Please call me Linda.” The nurse pointed to a booth in back, and they took a seat across from each other.
“Call me Susan, and go ahead and eat your lunch while we talk.” Susan smiled and waved the waitress over. “Could I have the soup and sandwich special to go, please?”
“On white or whole wheat?”
“Whole wheat, please. And skip the mayo.”
“Sure thing, Susan. It’ll just be a couple of minutes.”
“Thanks, Ellie.” Susan met Linda’s eyes. “I work nearby and I eat lunch here four days out of five. I’m on a first name basis with all the waitresses. One of them invited me to her baby shower.”
“That’s nice.” Linda picked up her soup spoon and tasted the hearty root vegetable soup. “Mmm. Delicious.”
They sat in silence for a minute before Linda met her eyes. “I know what you want to discuss, Susan. Judging by the expression on your face the day Dusty hired me, you’re not at all pleased with me working for him at the ranch.”
“Was I that transparent? I thought I’d hidden my disappointment well. I intended to play Nurse Nightingale to Dusty myself.” Susan slumped in her seat.
“And I don’t doubt you would do a splendid job of caring for the man you love.” The nurse waved off Susan’s attempt to protest. “It’s quite evident you love him dearly, and he loves you, too. Otherwise, he wouldn’t be so determined to keep you at arm’s length. He believes he’s sparing you the trouble of caring for an invalid, which is how he sees himself.”
“He’s hardly an invalid, Linda.”
“True, but sometimes a man in his condition can’t face having loved ones around when he’s weak and unable to walk, barely able to move about. He’s a virile young man whose life almost was destroyed in a second. He doesn’t want anyone’s pity, and he doesn’t want to burden you. But don’t worry. I’m simply the hired help.”
“But you’re gorgeous hired help. I’m afraid that Dusty will…”
“Forget it. There’s nothing going on between us, and there never will be. I’m his nurse, he’s my patient. Period. I’m involved in a relationship with one of the doctors at the hospital. We’ve kept our love affair under raps for a couple of years now, and I’d appreciate it if you kept this between us for a little while longer.”
Susan bit her lower lip. “Is he married?” she whispered.
“Good heavens, no. I said I was in love, I didn’t say I was an idiot.” Linda Walters laughed. “He’s one of the specialists, and he’s from a well-to-do family. We don’t want the media involved in our lives: speculating when an engagement will be announced, wondering whether his family approves. Which they do, by the way. I’ve met them and we get along wonderfully.”
“I’m happy for you.” Susan reached for the nurse’s hand. “I mean it.”
“I know you do. Can you keep a secret?”
“I’m the bank manager at the Helena branch of the Ellis Bank. Bank accounts, loan arrangements, investment portfolios. Linda, I keep people’s financial secrets for a living.” Susan chuckled.
“Okay. We’ve been secretly engaged for six months now, and we’re getting married two days before Christmas at a destination wedding. I cannot tell you how excited I am about this new stage in my life. But if Dusty isn’t fully recovered by then, would you mind taking over his care for a few weeks while I’m away?”
“I’d love to. Providing Dusty will let me anywhere near the ranch by then.”
“He will. He might even be walking a bit by then.” Linda clasped Susan hands. “At least, I’m hoping so. He’s making progress every day, and although he’s only been home for three weeks, you wouldn’t believe the change in him.”
“I can’t wait for Dusty to realize his future isn’t nearly as hopeless as he thinks.” Susan’s lunch arrived packed in a brown paper bag.
Linda rose from the bench seat and pulled Susan up to stand beside her. “I’ve got to get back to the ranch. Dusty will expect me back in time to dispense his meds at two o’clock, after I drop off some papers at his lawyer’s office.”
Susan handed Linda her business card. “Will you call me with updates on Dusty’s condition?”
“Be happy to. And don’t worry about me staying at the ranch. Dusty is all yours. He’ll realize it again in time. One of these days you’ll be looking forward to your wedding with Dusty.”
Susan scoffed, “Yeah, right. I’d be happy if I could just visit him.”
“I’ve got an idea.” Linda leaned in closer and whispered her idea in Susan’s ear.
“Oh, yeah,” said Susan, feeling a smile crease her face. “Let’s do it!”
 


 
 
Chapter 15
 
Sunday afternoon, Susan drove her BMW up the long winding lane leading to the house on the East Canyon Ranch. After she parked the car, she wiped her sweaty palms on her jeans and checked her appearance in the rear view mirror. Please, God, Linda’s plan has to work.
Linda met her at the front door and winked. “Susan, I’m glad you made it. Come on in. It seems ages since we saw each other.”
“What smells so good?” asked Susan, slipping out of her jacket and unwinding the scarf from around her neck.
“Technically, I’m off duty so I made a batch of cookies and a fresh pot of coffee for our visit. Come on back to the kitchen, and we can catch up on the latest news.”
Susan hung her outdoor clothing on the mahogany coat tree. “I noticed you were dressed in street clothes, not your uniform. Lead the way.”
The women strode down the hallway, their fashion boots tapping a synchronized beat on the wide-plank hardwood floor. They passed by the den’s open door and continued into the kitchen.
“Dusty is just wrapping up a therapy session in the living room,” whispered Linda. “I’m almost positive he saw you.”
“Oh,” she replied. Suddenly, she questioned the plan she’d concocted with her new friend. Was this wise? Or could their plan backfire on them? Would Dusty realize what they were attempting to accomplish? Would he be accepting of it, or angry with them? Worst case scenario, they were placing Linda’s job in jeopardy. Surely, he wouldn’t fire her.
She was here now—no turning back—so she might as well let their plan play out and see where things went.
“How’s work going?  Did you get behind when you spent so much time at the hospital?” inquired Linda, smiling and crossing her fingers that Dusty might overhear their conversation.
“Not really,” replied Susan, crossing her fingers, too. “The assistant manager handled things nicely. A couple of days ago, I visited our head office. The board of directors introduced a few innovative ideas to draw in new customers. Even in this economy, the Ellis Bank is doing well.”
“Glad to hear it.” Linda poured two cups of coffee, carried them to the kitchen table where a plate piled high with chocolate chip cookies sat.
“How’s the job here going?” Susan bit into one of the still warm treats. “Mmm. These are so good. You’re as talented in the kitchen as you are in a hospital ICU.”
“Thanks. I love cooking and baking and don’t get me started on cleaning. That must be the nurse in me, keeping everything sterile and tidy. Until my two nephews come over to my apartment to visit. I just let them have fun and worry about the mess when they go home.”
“I didn’t know you had nephews. My girlfriend just had a baby boy recently. JJ is so adorable.”
“I hope my sister has a daughter. She’s three months pregnant again, and although she’d love the baby regardless, I know she really wants a girl this time.” Linda sipped her coffee and reached for a second cookie.
“How do you keep your figure when you can cook like this?” Susan groaned in pleasure as she took another bite.
“Genes. All of my family eats whatever they want, and none of us ever gains a pound.” Linda grinned and glanced over Susan’s shoulder at the man who just rolled himself into the doorway. “Hi, Dusty, I see your therapy session is over.”
Susan whipped around on the chair and met Dusty’s eyes. “Oh. Hi, Dusty,” she said, nonchalantly, and then turned her attention back to her cup of coffee.
“What are you doing here?” asked Dusty, through clenched teeth.
“I invited Susan for coffee since we became friends while you were in the hospital.” Linda hopped up and poured Dusty a cup of coffee. “We ran into each other at a diner the other day when you sent me to town to drop those papers off, but we hardly had time to chat before Susan had to return to work.”
“Coffee was an excellent idea, Linda. Both of us have time to catch up today.” Susan winked at Linda over her coffee mug.
“Do you want to join us, Dusty? Or would you like me to carry your coffee into the den?” Linda set a couple of cookies on a plate and turned to meet Dusty’s eyes.
“I’ll join you, I guess.” Dusty wheeled the chair up to the table where one of the chairs had been removed to accommodate his wheelchair.
“Good to see you again, Dusty. You’re looking well.” Susan set her mug on the table. “Brock filled me in on all the new customers the ranch has acquired. You must be thrilled with the way the name ‘Happy Hooves Stables’ has spread. I hung the posters Brock had printed in the bank lobby and the diner and at my condo. Lots of the bank’s customers own horses. Most of them live on their own ranch or farm, but a few of them are city dwellers and might become customers.”
Dusty sat, speechless.
“Totally off topic, Susan. I meant to inquire if you were going anywhere at Christmas time?” asked Linda.
“Nowhere special. Why?” Susan crossed the floor, grabbed the coffee pot, and refilled her mug and Linda’s, too.
“As you know, I’ve tendered my resignation effective three weeks before Christmas. I agreed to find a replacement for Dusty, but I haven’t found anyone yet. Do you know of anyone who could fill in if I’m not able to find someone before I leave?” Linda leaned back in her chair.
Susan returned to the table, frowning. “I don’t know any nurses personally. There are a few that deal at the bank, but all of them work at various hospitals or senior lodges in the city.”
Linda slid forward in her chair. “It doesn’t have to be a nurse. I’m certain by then Dusty won’t be on many meds, if any, and the job will entail preparing meals and sleeping on the ranch in case Dusty requires help during the night. We need someone to co-ordinate his therapy treatments and doctor visits. Cook meals and tidy up the place. Anyone could do it.”
“Well, I’ll be working full time, or I would do it. I’ll ask around at the bank and see…”
“That would work,” chirped Linda.
“Asking around?”
“No. You could do it. Prepare Dusty’s breakfast and lunch the night before. Leave them in the fridge and he can help himself. You would be home in time to prepare dinner and stay the night in my room to be nearby in case of an emergency.” Linda reached out, grasped Susan’s hand. “Please? You know how important this is to me.”
“Well, I wouldn’t want you to miss…” Susan glanced at Dusty and then back at Linda.
“What?” asked Dusty, looking from one woman to the other, frowning.
“Go ahead and tell him.” Linda nodded her approval.
“Tell me what?” Dusty glared at Susan.
“I wouldn’t want Linda to miss her honeymoon because…”
“You’re getting married?” blurted Dusty. “You never even mentioned you were engaged.”
“Oh, didn’t I?” purred Linda, innocently. “Nurses don’t wear their rings while on duty so I guess you’d have no way of knowing. And I didn’t believe it was information that was relative to my employment.”
Dusty met Susan’s eyes. “You knew Linda was engaged? You two are actually friends? I thought you made the whole thing up to… Never mind, what I thought.”
“I’m sorry, Linda. I forgot. Dusty did forbid me to be around him. I only came out here today because we were getting together for coffee. I didn’t realize Dusty would even be joining us. There’s no way I can work for him for three weeks in December and maybe even into the New Year if a replacement can’t be found. I’m sorry, but we need another solution.”
“Wait a minute.” Dusty’s fingers tapped his wheelchair’s arms. “If you can’t find anyone else, Linda, then it’s okay if Susan stays here. In fact, I’ll start advertising for a live-in housekeeper. Maybe I won’t require special care by then, just someone to cook and clean.”
“That’s an excellent point, Dusty.” Susan beamed. “The therapist could come and go as required and the housekeeper could cook and clean. I could stay until January if she can’t start before year end. Everyone wins.”
“Then it’s settled. Anyone want more coffee? Another cookie?” asked Linda, smiling.
Susan leapt out of her chair and winked at Linda when Dusty wasn’t looking. “No thanks. I’ve got to run. But it’s been great seeing you again, Linda. I’m sorry I can’t attend your wedding, other commitments that Saturday. But I’ll gladly fill in for you here if necessary.”
“Thank you so much. That takes a load off my mind, and I’ve got dozens of wedding plans swirling around in my head as it is. But I will continue to search for a replacement.”
Susan hugged Linda warmly. “No problem, girlfriend. Call me if you find yourself in the city. We’ll get together for lunch again.”
“You know I’m addicted to that soup…”
“Do you mean the diner around the corner from the bank?” Dusty actually sounded interested.
“Yeah. Have you eaten there? The soup is to die for.” Linda rubbed her tummy.
“I know. I met Susan for lunch there a couple times, too.” Dusty grinned. “The waitresses know her by her first name.”
“She knows all of them, too.” Linda chuckled.
“Gotta scram. I’ll talk to you again soon, Linda.” Susan headed toward the front door to retrieve her jacket and scarf. On the way down the hallway, she called. “By the way, it was nice seeing you again, too, Dusty. Take care.” She grabbed her jacket, scarf and purse and headed out the door before she burst into laughter. She could strangle Linda for not forewarning her, suggesting she care for Dusty. But if this nursing and banking thing didn’t work out for Linda and herself, they could try their hands at acting.
That had been an academy award winning performance if she’d ever seen one.
****
 
“Want a cup of coffee, old timer?” Dusty wheeled his chair over to the kitchen counter. He was actually getting quite adept at maneuvering the wheelchair around the house. His therapy moved along at a snail’s pace, in his opinion, but he could stand and take a few tentative steps. He still didn’t dare hope he’d be as good as new someday.
“Sure. Cream, no sugar.” Brock strode across the room and tossed a file folder onto the table.
“I remember.” Dusty poured two cups of coffee and doctored them to their liking.
Brock grabbed the mugs off the counter and seated himself at the kitchen table. Dusty wheeled up beside him.
“Was that Susan’s car I saw parked out front awhile ago?”
Dusty nodded.
“About time you put things right with her after treating her like crap while you were in the hospital. She spent every day there, worrying about you, praying you’d wake up and be able to walk again. You don’t deserve her. You know that, right?” Brock sipped his coffee.
“She came to visit Ms. Walters.” Dusty scrubbed his face. “Apparently, they became good friends during the time I spent…”
“So you haven’t apologized for your unforgiveable behavior?” Brock frowned.
“Actually, I shared a cup of coffee with them. Did you know Ms. Walters is getting married in December?” Dusty grabbed another cookie off the plate on the table. “She’ll make a good wife, a good mother. She’s very kind-hearted, an exceptionally caring person. And she makes the best cookies ever.” Dusty grinned. “If you ever meet the Branigans’ housekeeper, please don’t repeat what I just said.”
“You didn’t answer my question. Did you apologize or not?”
“Not exactly. She agreed to stay here until we find a replacement for Ms. Walters.” Dusty cleared his throat. “I didn’t apologize but should have. I just couldn’t get the words out.”
“I know, son. No one blames you for feeling the way you did. It was a stressful time for all of us. But now, I think you’d better swallow your pride and do the right thing.”
“I wanted to spare her from living the remainder of her life with a cripple. There’s still no guarantee I’ll walk again, that I’ll be able to operate the ranch like I…” Dusty didn’t divulge the other reason for breaking off the relationship with Susan. What he suspected was the true reason behind his shoddy behavior.
Could he admit those fears to Susan?
“That’s where you’re wrong, Dusty.” Brock reached for the file folder and flipped it open. “I’ve been checking out a few things, and they’re ready for your approval. A few other decisions have to be made after you provide your input on the idea. Between the two of us there’s no reason we can’t run this ranch together until you’re back in top form again.”
“You’re assuming that day will come.” Dusty waved off the idea. He still wouldn’t allow himself to believe in miracles, or modern medicine. His therapist encouraged him to work hard, assured him that anything was possible.
He wasn’t buying it.
“Regardless of how long it takes to get you back to good-as-new, this ranch is a living, breathing entity that isn’t standing idle while you’re doing it. It’s only mid-November, but if we intend to have the Happy Hooves program up and running by spring we’ve got to get our butts in gear. Finalize plans, hire and train staff during the next four months or so. Acquire and train more horses, purchase saddles and helmets and all the other equipment we’re going to need. One of the horse trainers I hired is a computer whiz, and the kid has been an invaluable help with all this.” Brock pointed at the sea of paper he’d spread across the kitchen table.
“Okay, I’ve given up on selling the ranch back to you. What do you have here anyway?” Dusty leaned his arms on the kitchen table.
The next hour passed quickly. The cookie plate and coffee pot emptied during Dusty’s intense discussions with Brock. The old guy knew his stuff, and Dusty couldn’t ignore the fact that he couldn’t have done a better job himself.
“Brock, I almost believe we’ll have Happy Hooves in operation by spring. Of course, the program won’t be on the level I envision, but it will be a good start. And it will be at least another year before we’ve collected enough funding to launch the charity end of things, but I’m excited.” Dusty felt a broad smile cross his face. His partner’s enthusiasm was as contagious as a flu bug in February.
“Between therapy sessions, I need you to contact the lady from the horse rescue farm and inquire about any available horses that would suit our purposes. Her husband emailed me a copy of the business plan he finalized for you. He’s sending printed copies by courier, and they should be here tomorrow morning. I’ll set up some appointments with possible contributors. Guys that I’ve served with on numerous committees and people I met through agricultural and equine organizations I’ve belonged to over the years. Once I get the word out these folks know several other influential people. This charity is going to succeed. I feel it in my old bones.” Brock grinned like a kid who’d been promised a special toy.
Dusty didn’t know what to say. His throat constricted and he fought to keep his emotions in check. A few months ago when he lay in the hospital bed unable to feel his legs or toes, he hadn’t believed this moment was possible. And now Brock’s hard work and positive outlook almost had him convinced that his dreams would come true, sooner or later.
Even if it turned out to be later, what more could he ask for?
“You know, Brock, when I bought your ranch and agreed to allow you to move into the old foreman’s cabin, I thought I was doing you a favor. I never could have imagined what the future held in store for me: the accident, the uncertainty, the long recovery. You stepping up and taking over, keeping the dream alive and running with it, is more than I expected. A man can’t buy that kind of friendship. But we’re more than friends, Brock. We’re family. What you’ve done is something any father would do to help a son in my situation. I hope you know how much I appreciate it.” Dusty reached out and shook Brock’s hand.
“I feel exactly the same way. You’re the closest thing I’ll ever have to a son. I couldn’t be prouder of you—what you’ve accomplished and what you’ll achieve in the future.” Brock bent over and hugged Dusty. “We make a great team, my boy. I thought perhaps you’d think I was overstepping, and I can’t tell you how thrilled I am that you’re letting me do this for you.”
“I’m happy you didn’t fetch that checkbook. Regardless of what happens in the future, I think life is going to be rewarding. Even if I have to work behind the scenes instead of hands-on like I planned, I’m going to love watching this ranch thrive.” Dusty waved his hand. “Okay, enough of this soppy stuff. Let’s check the TV schedule and see what time the game starts tonight. Ms. Walters will let us eat in front of the tube anyway.”
“Game starts at seven, I think. I’m expecting a delivery from the feed store. I’ll be back around seven and watch the game with you.” Brock headed out the front door.
****
 
Next morning, Dusty wheeled his chair into the kitchen. “How are you today, Ms. Walters?”
“Good morning, Dusty.” His nurse stuck a pan of muffins into the oven. “I’m fine, thank you.”
“Is there any coffee?”
“Yes, I just brewed a fresh pot. Thought you’d be coming for a cup as soon as the therapist finished up.”
“Brian just left. He worked me pretty hard this morning. Some days there’s a thin line between therapy and torture with that man. Today he taught me how to shift my body from the wheelchair to the sofa. I stood bearing my own weight on my legs for a full minute and then I took six steps across the floor before my legs gave out.” Dusty’s voice croaked, and he took a moment to collect himself. “Sometimes I believe I might actually walk again some day.”
“It will happen, Dusty. I firmly believe it.” She glanced over at him.
“Okay, I’ll be in the living room. Maybe I’ll practice moving out of my chair.”
“The muffins will be done in fifteen minutes. If you can wait that long, I’ll bring you a cup of coffee and a muffin and stand by while you practice to ensure you’re okay.”
“I appreciate that. Brock is dropping by with some resumes for me to review before we hire more staff. If you notice him come in, please bring him a coffee and muffin, too.”
“Will do, Dusty.”
“Thank you,” he called as he rolled his chair down the hallway.
He wheeled his way into the living room and slowly rolled his chair over to the loveseat. He’d mastered moving onto the living room sofa this morning when the therapist was here, and he decided there was no reason to wait for the nurse.
Dusty shifted to the edge of the wheelchair’s seat and reached for the cushion on the loveseat. He sidled over a little more, reached a little further, and then he felt himself tipping forward while the chair shot backward out from under him. When he toppled out of the chair, he clipped his head on the corner of the heavily-carved wooden coffee table. Immediately, his body crumpled in a heap on the hardwood floor.
Everything went black.
 


 
 
Chapter 16
 
“Dusty.”
He heard a male voice calling his name.
“Dusty.”
Same voice, more insistent.
Dusty attempted to open his eyes. His eyelids fluttered for a second and then stilled again. His head hurt. Actually, hurt was putting it mildly. If the throbbing pain indicated how hard he’d hit that table, his noggin might explode at any second.
At least this time he remembered what he’d done. Stupid, stupid, stupid. In his eagerness, he’d forgotten to set the brake on the wheelchair before attempting to transfer himself to the loveseat. He deserved every bit of pain he was experiencing right now for forgetting such an important first step.
“Dusty. Open your eyes.”
The authoritative male voice made it sound like an order. He didn’t know whether to open his eyes or salute. Finally, he managed to force his eyes open. Immediately, his stomach did a flip flop. A blurry physician in a white lab coat stood over him with what he thought was a stethoscope in his hand.
“Good afternoon. You’re awake.”
Dusty blinked and grimaced. “The room is too bright. Could you close the curtains?”
A nurse stuck a thermometer in his mouth. “Let’s examine you and make sure you’re going to live before we worry about the window coverings.”
He groaned and attempted to blink when the doctor pried his eye open and pointed a bright light in it. “Ouch,” he said, talking around the thermometer.
“Please keep your mouth closed,” ordered the nurse.
Dusty glowered. When had medical personnel gotten so bossy? He should have asked for painkillers for his headache instead of complaining about the damn curtains. Could this day get any worse? He’d nearly brained himself on a damn table, and now he was stuck here waiting for the doctor to finish his examination.
“Who brought me in here?”
The nurse flashed him the evil eye for talking again.
“An ambulance,” answered the doctor.
“Did anyone from the ranch come with me?” He heard a whiney little kid in his voice.
“Stop talking. You must keep your mouth shut. To answer your question, there’s an older gentleman in a plaid shirt waiting. Also a young woman dressed in a t-shirt and jeans. She’s a private duty nurse. I’ve seen her around here before. And there’s a pretty blonde lady in a pale gray business suit,” said the nurse.
Brock, Ms. Walters, and Susan. Same cast of characters as before.
A couple minutes later, the nurse finally removed the thermometer and checked the reading.
“On a scale of one to ten, how’s the pain?” The doctor stood, waiting for an answer.
“A nine. Feels like my head might explode.” Dusty answered honestly, but he hoped the doctor didn’t think he was exaggerating. His head really hurt, damn it. His stomach did another acrobatic move. “And I might puke any minute.”
“The x-rays we took when you were first admitted, and still unconscious, confirmed a mild concussion,” reported the doctor. “We’re keeping you overnight and maybe another day if we deem it advisable. There doesn’t seem to be any damage done to your spine.”
“One advantage to landing on your head,” muttered Dusty. After only a few weeks at home, here he was admitted to the hospital again.
The doctor tucked Dusty’s chart under his arm. “That’s it for now. I’ve prescribed painkillers, and the nurses will report if your condition changes. I’ll send your visitors in to see you.”
Before Dusty could protest, the doctor slipped out the door. Brock, Susan and Ms. Walters rushed into his room.
“How are you doing, son?” asked Brock.
“I’m so happy to see you’re conscious.” Ms. Walters reached for his hand. “You scared the daylights out of me when I walked into the living room and found you out cold on the floor and bleeding profusely from your head.”
“Hi, Dusty. Brock called me. Are you okay?” Susan stood just inside the door.
“I’ll live. The doctors are keeping me overnight. I’ve got a concussion, my head hurts like hell, and I might puke at any second. But I’ll be home again tomorrow. At least, I hope so. I’m starting to hate hospitals.”
“Get in line,” whispered Susan. Her phone vibrated and she read the incoming text message.
“Don’t be too eager to leave the hospital. Don’t discharge yourself against doctor’s orders. Concussions aren’t something to be taken lightly.” Ms. Walters checked his IV.
“I’ve got to get back to the bank.” Susan stuffed her cell phone into her suit pocket.
“Now?” Brock frowned.
“A member of the Ellis Bank’s board of directors just passed away. Although the reason is unfortunate, a seat on the board just opened up,” answered Susan, sounding distracted to Dusty.
“Let her go. We all know how important her career is. She can’t wait to get in line for that board seat.” Dusty scowled and turned toward the wall.
*
 
Susan heard the venom in Dusty’s voice and recognized the face turning toward the wall gesture, a repeat of when he’d been injured in the accident. Nothing said ‘you’re dismissed’ like a cold shoulder. He truly didn’t understand her ambition. What on earth ever made her think they could have a future together?
She headed toward the door. “I’ll fill you in when I return. Call me if his condition changes, please.”
“Will do,” said Brock, from where he stood beside Dusty’s bed.
“Don’t I have a say in this?” asked Dusty, turning back and meeting Brock’s eyes.
“Not if you’re going to act like a spoiled little boy who isn’t getting everyone’s undivided attention.” Brock jabbed Dusty’s arm.
“Ouch.” Dusty glared at him.
“When I’m finished at the bank, I’ll call your cell, Brock.” Susan slipped out the door and raced to the elevator.
Fifteen minutes later, she charged through the front door of the Ellis Bank. The place sounded quiet as a morgue, which seemed fitting considering there’d been a death in the Ellis Bank family. She strode down the hallway to her office. “Come with me, please, Marie” Susan instructed her assistant as she passed her desk.
“I’m so sorry, Ms. Sanders.” Marie hurried to catch up. “We couldn’t believe the news.”
“Thank you. It shocked all of us, but Ruby Ellis-Peterson was almost eighty. Apparently, she’d been ill for sometime, but Ruby kept her condition a secret from everyone except her closest family members. She brought feistiness to the bank’s board of directors meetings, and we’re all going to miss her dearly.”
“I sent flowers to her son’s home, and another bouquet to the bank’s main branch. I signed your name. I hope that was okay.”
“Thanks for doing that so quickly. I’m calling Catherine Branigan, and then I’ll require your assistance with something else, please.” Susan tossed her handbag on her desk.
Another staff member popped her head in the door and set a mug on the corner of the desk. “Here’s a cup of coffee, Ms. Sanders.”
“Thank you so much. You gals are the best.”
“I’ll be at my desk whenever you need me,” said Marie, following the other woman out.
Susan slumped into her executive chair, grabbed the desk phone’s receiver and punched in Catherine Branigan’s private number at the bank.
“Hello. This is Catherine.”
“It’s me. I just heard the sad news. Ruby’s family must be devastated.”
“She’d been diagnosed with terminal cancer a few months ago. Her family knew this day would come.” Catherine sighed. “I know the reason for your call—the vacant seat on the board. You’re interested in it, aren’t you?”
“Years pass before a position opens on the board. Should I submit my name as a possible candidate?” Susan bit the tip of her artificial nail, torn between whether or not to throw her name in the running.
“I couldn’t say anything, Susan. But the seat on the board is almost a done deal.”
Susan straightened in her chair and her heart leapt into her throat. She couldn’t speak for a minute.
“Are you still there, Susan?” inquired Catherine. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t say anything. I was sworn to secrecy.”
“Who got the seat?” blurted Susan.
“Apparently, Ruby nominated her own replacement a month ago, and the board approved the nomination. The board will announce the newest member later this week after the funeral. The only reason I know about any of this…the new board member is my father-in-law, Arthur Branigan.”
“Oh, my, God,” exclaimed Susan, feeling like someone had punched her in the stomach. All of her dreams withered like a dying rose. At least she’d concede this loss graciously. Surely, someday it would be her turn. “Arthur is the perfect choice. Good job, Ruby. He has maturity, life experience, and business acumen backing him up. Not to mention he has a gazillion dollars deposited in the Ellis Bank. There’s no way I could compete with that.”
“Our family is thrilled, of course, but Arthur has all of us sworn to secrecy.” Catherine chuckled. “I know you’re disappointed, but your time will come.”
“Thanks, Catherine. My first reaction was ‘poor Ruby’, and then in the very next second I was composing my application in my head.” Susan grimaced. “Isn’t that shameful?”
“Maybe a little, but you’ve made no secret of your dream of becoming a member of the board. Be patient. It will happen.”
Susan sighed. “Let’s see. Gray hair, maturity, several hundred thousand more dollars on deposit in the bank, and I’ll be a shoo-in.”
“For sure. Get working on that,” laughed Catherine.
“With all that Dusty has put me through these last few months, I think the man has given me several gray hairs.” Susan gasped. “Oh, my, God! I’ve got to hang up and call the hospital and see how Dusty is.”
Susan spent another few minutes updating Catherine on Dusty’s fall and then she hung up.
“Screw this.” Susan grabbed her purse and headed out the door to return to the hospital. She intended to see Dusty in person and see if there was any change in his condition.
****
 
Susan returned to the hospital, prepared to face Dusty’s wrath. Again, he just turned his back to her and either fell asleep or pretended to sleep. She stormed out to the waiting room and extended her goodbyes to Brock and Linda Walters.
“I’ll talk to you guys, soon,” she mumbled and headed to the elevator.
Fifteen minutes later, Susan crawled into her BMW in the hospital parking lot and dug her cell phone out of her purse. She punched in the number and waited for the call to connect.
“Hello,” whispered a familiar voice.
“Amanda, is that you?” Susan frowned. “Why are you whispering?”
“My cell is set on ‘vibrate’ because I’m in the nursery watching J.J. sleep,” she admitted. “I can’t believe this precious little person is mine.”
“Oh, stop that, or you’ll have me all teary-eyed.” Susan smiled. “You’re a wonderful mother, and you totally deserve that little guy.”
“Thank you.”
Susan heard a door closing and boots moving across a hardwood floor.
“Why are you calling? Is everything okay with you?” asked Amanda, her voice returned to a normal volume.
“I can sum it up in one word. Dusty,” said Susan. “I’m so mad at him, I should be screaming or crying or something. But I’m just so frustrated. I’m at my wit’s end.”
“What has Dusty done now?”
Susan sighed. “He tipped out of the wheelchair while attempting to move from his chair to the loveseat in the living room. He cracked his skull on the corner of the coffee table, ended up back in the hospital. Too bad the thump on the noggin didn’t knock some sense into him,” she added, then felt remorseful for saying such a thing. Dusty’s spine could have been badly damaged again, perhaps even worse than before.
“Is he okay?”
“Mild concussion. He has to stay in the hospital overnight. I believe he’ll be released tomorrow. But he’s refusing to talk to me again.”
“Dusty is probably embarrassed that he fell, frustrated that he’s back in the hospital, and he’s taking out his disappointment on you.”
“Maybe you’re right. But I’m to the point of asking myself, why am I hanging onto this relationship? Why am I still dreaming of being his wife some day? Why am I putting up with all the verbal crap he keeps slinging my way? I don’t deserve to be treated like this, Amanda,” stated Susan, emphatically.
“No, you don’t. But Susan, you have no idea what he’s going through. Having survived cancer, I can relate. I spent so much time just wondering what my life was going to be like when I came out the other end of the surgery and the treatments. Would I be alive? How long did I have? Would I be dead by age forty? Sooner? Was the cancer really gone? Would it return some day? It nearly drove me crazy thinking about it all.”
“So, you’re saying Dusty is going through the same thing?” Susan shifted her cell to her other ear.
“That’s exactly what I’m saying.” Amanda blew out her breath. “Dusty doesn’t know what his future holds. He’s making progress, but how long will it be until he can walk again? Or will he ever walk again? Are there complications that will flare up in his future? What if he does walk again, but then something happens to cause him to backslide? Can he go through it all again? He’s thinking all these thoughts, and he probably believes he’s sparing you the drama of it all by removing you from the equation. If you aren’t a part of his life, then it’s one less thing he has to think about or worry about.”
“But that’s crazy. I don’t care if it takes a month, a year, whatever, for him to walk again. If ever. I just want to be a part of his life, be there for him.” Susan heard the annoyance in her voice.
“Men have enormous egos. What they consider perfectly logical leaves a woman shaking her head. Women are nurturers. It’s what we do. Men think that they’re being a nuisance, or that a woman wouldn’t want to be bothered by their problems.”
“Yeah, if it’s a total stranger, but I thought we’d be together forever. He’s treating our relationship like it’s all totally expendable. How often do you find the perfect person for you? He isn’t taking that into account at all. Unless he doesn’t love me as much as I love him.”
“That’s not it. Dusty is nuts about you. Once he works this all out physically and in his head, he’ll get it together again and welcome you back into his life.”
“Can I get that in writing?” teased Susan.
“Trust me.” Amanda laughed. “You guys are perfect for each other.”
“I just don’t think he’s ever going to propose. Maybe I should just cut my losses and move on.”
“Really?” Amanda sounded skeptical.
“Yes. No. I don’t think I could do it,” admitted Susan, truthfully. “He may be a pain in the butt, but he’s also my Mr. Right. I know that, but I’ve got to get him to realize it.”
“Exactly. Don’t give up on Dusty. He loves you, and when the time is right, he’ll make his move. He’s a smart guy, and he won’t let you get away.”
 “Thanks. I’ll let you go and check on that little fellow who stole your heart.” Susan hoped Amanda wouldn’t pick up on the envy she felt. “I’ll just leave Dusty be, and wait until he realizes he needs me in his life.”
“Wise choice. Don’t give up on him, Susan. Thanks for calling.” Amanda hung up.
****
 
Dusty returned home two days later with assistance from Ms. Walters. She never berated him for foolishly not waiting for her before he attempted to climb out of his wheelchair. He’d asked himself a hundred times why he’d attempted it. Cockiness? Impatience? Stupidity?
The next day, the therapist arrived and made up for Ms. Walters not mentioning the incident by chewing out his ass. And then he worked him so hard he thought his muscles would bleed all over the living room floor.
His therapy regime continued day after day and intensified as the weeks went by. Soon, Brian allowed him to use a cane. His movements seemed awkward and slow, but his therapist assured him he was making remarkable progress. He wanted to walk outside, but by now it was early December and snow had fallen. Trying to walk in the slushy mess seemed too risky.
Dusty resisted the temptation to call Susan, invite her to dinner, and show her how well he could manage with his cane. Something was holding him back. Guilt?  Probably.
What had he been thinking?
Susan Sanders was the best thing that ever happened to him. He smiled as he recalled the day he met her with her dress around her waist in a hotel cloakroom, flashing him a glimpse of those lacy pink panties.
God, he missed her. Her mind. Her laugh. Her body. Especially her body. It seemed ages since they’d been together that way. His body’s reaction to the frequent uncensored thoughts he’d had of her recently proved his most important parts still worked fine. If only his big mouth worked better, it would keep him out of trouble.
He constantly thought about how he’d word the invitation, if he did work up the courage to phone her. Please come to dinner. Too simple. Hello. This is your friendly neighborhood jackass calling to invite you to dinner. True, but sounded too flippant. I’d like to invite you to dinner so I can apologize for being so unfair to you. Better.
Would she even listen to him?
Would she read her caller ID and ignore the call?
He couldn’t blame her if she did.
And then he realized Susan would be moving in soon, and he had probably wasted the opportunity to make amends for his shoddy treatment of her. Of course, with Susan living under the same roof for the next month or so, he’d have plenty of opportunities to demonstrate how sincerely sorry he was.
 


 
 
Chapter 17
 
Two weeks ago, Susan moved to Dusty’s ranch when Linda Walters left for her wedding. Every night, as she drove up the long driveway leading to the house, she was awed by the multi-colored beams illuminating the night sky, created by thousands of Christmas lights.
Dusty had arranged all the decorations one day when she was at work. There hadn’t been a single outdoor light or any evidence of holiday decoration outside or inside the house when she’d left for work that morning. The transformation had been absolutely breathtaking.
There wasn’t a spot on the front lawn that didn’t have something on it—inflatable snowmen, lighted reindeer, spotlights on an enormous life-sized manger scene, evergreen trees lit with white lights. The wonderful old farmhouse was covered in multi-colored lights, and a giant Santa Claus and six reindeer occupied the roof.
The magical transformation had brought tears to her eyes. Children should live in this house, she’d thought, knowing they would absolutely love it. And then she’d silently scolded herself for her wishful thinking. Until recently, Dusty hadn’t talked to her, refused to even see her, and essentially banned her from his life. Sure, they patched up the friendship somewhat since she moved in.
But marriage?
Children?
Yeah, right.
Now, arriving home from the bank at five o’clock on Christmas Eve, she admired the outdoor decorations, spellbound again. Since she was helping out at the ranch with meals and housework, she would be sharing the holidays with Dusty. She’d booked off the entire week.
Susan planned to enjoy every minute of it.
She grabbed her purse and briefcase and clambered out of her BMW.
“Merry Christmas!” Dusty greeted her from the veranda, leaning on a new three-legged cane providing greater stability in the snow and the uneven ground outside. He wore a sheepskin-lined jacket and the familiar Stetson, and she supposed he must have ventured down to the barns.
“Merry Christmas to you, too,” she called as she carefully made her way through the ankle-deep fresh snow up the steps leading to the front door.
She recalled teasing him about climbing up on the roof with Brock right behind him to decorate the house. He’d laughed and explained that he’d offered some of the ranch hands a huge bonus to set it all up. The Santa Claus and reindeer as well as the manger scene were Brock’s, and they’d seen many years service. But Dusty admitted to spending a fortune on the rest of it.
“I never tire from coming home to this magnificent sight.”
“I hope you enjoy it. I’ll probably suffer cardiac arrest when I receive the power bill in January. But the place looks so good the final result justifies the cost.”
“And the upside is you can reuse everything for years and years.” Susan grinned as she stared into the brightly lit skies. “I hope you’ve stocked up on eggnog to serve all the unexpected holiday guests.”
“What guests?”
“UFOs could spot the place from light years away. They might drop by unexpectedly.”
Dusty laughed heartily, and Susan realized it was the first time in months she heard him laugh.
Susan and Dusty made their way inside the ranch house. “Brock is joining us for dinner to toast the season, and then he and Buster are heading back to his cabin.”
“I remembered. I’ll put my feet up for a few minutes and then I’ll start dinner.”
“No you won’t. It’s Christmas Eve, and dinner is taken care of.” Dusty headed into the living room.
The nine foot Christmas tree stood in between the twin front windows, with hundreds of tiny white lights totally covering the branches. Assorted blue and silver glass balls reflected the lights’ glow. Dusty bought it already decorated by donating a thousand dollars to a charity, delivery and set up in the house included. Susan thought the tree was worth every penny.
“Have I mentioned how gorgeous that tree is?” Susan met his eyes.
“Only a dozen times. Can I get you a drink? How about a glass of eggnog before the aliens clean me out?” He chuckled as he stepped behind the bar.
“I’d love one.” Susan chuckled, and happy thoughts of Christmas Eve as a child popped into her mind—being so excited about Santa, and new toys and presents, and turkey and trimmings the next day. She missed her deceased parents during the holiday season more than any other time of the year, and she imagined it was the same for Dusty.
For so long now, she’d wanted a loving husband and a beautiful home and a couple of kids of her own to make memories with. So far it hadn’t happened. And then she met Dusty. Their relationship had been so volatile, on again and off again, that she didn’t hold out any hope of a future with him. Clearly, Dusty and she were never going to be on the same wavelength. Even living and working within a twenty minute drive of each other, being able to pursue their individual dreams, so far the odds still seemed stacked against them.
Just then, she heard a loud knock on the front door followed by the door opening and the sound of heavy boots entering.
“Ho! Ho! Ho!  Merry Christmas!” called Brock. Buster bounded into the living room with his tail wagging and small crusted balls of the fresh snow flying off of his feet.
Susan stepped into the hallway as Brock shrugged out of his coat, wiped his boots on the rug by the door, and hobbled toward her, holding a large bottle of brandy in his hand.
“Merry Christmas, Brock.” Susan kissed his cheek, took the liquor bottle from him, and headed across the living room’s hardwood floor to set the gift on top of the built-in bar. “You’re looking well.”
“Thank you. Since I sold the ranch and took on the responsibility of running it while Dusty recovered, I haven’t felt so alive in ages.” Brock beamed. “Having this furry fellow in my life has been such a blessing. He snores up a storm, but I don’t mind sharing my bed with him.” Brock bent down and ruffled Buster’s ear.
“All of our lives have been changed forever this past year,” observed Dusty, passing Susan a glass of eggnog doctored with rum.
“I’ll have one of those, too, please.” Brock headed for the rocking chair next to Dusty’s recliner atop a large patterned rug beside the roaring fire.
“Yummy,” said Susan, smiling. “I’m not even thinking about the number of calories in this.”
“I took all the calories out before I gave it to you.” Dusty grinned, handed Brock his drink, and raised his glass in a toast. “Happy holidays. And due to many talented medical people, it will be happy for me.”
“Amen to that, son,” added Brock, clinking glasses with both of them.
****
 
Before Linda left for her wedding and honeymoon, she prepared several wonderful meals for Susan to defrost and heat in the oven. Susan expected they’d be eating a casserole tonight, but Dusty surprised her with Italian takeout. The meal was delicious, and they consumed two bottles of wine with the meal. The three of them continued to reminisce about all the changes in their lives since the day they’d met while Susan cleaned up the meal’s remains, brewed a pot of coffee, and stuck the dirty dishes in the dishwasher.
“I haven’t laughed so much in ages,” she admitted over coffee, as a few tears slid down her cheeks. “Certainly, not since Dusty had his accident. And I’m so thankful that the three of us are friends again.”
“I’m happy we’ve gotten our friendship back, too, Susan. But cowboys don’t cry,” Dusty teased, grinning.
“Especially old cowboys,” added Brock, finishing his coffee.
Buster sauntered over, rested his head on Susan’s leg, and whimpered while staring into her eyes.
“At least you can sense when a woman’s feeling a little emotional and requires some comforting, don’t you boy?” Susan bent down and hugged the dog. “Men are so macho, refusing to show their feelings.”
“Buster, look at the time. Let’s head home before Susan has us bawling, too.” Brock chuckled. “Thank you for the dinner invitation, Dusty.”
“Be careful walking home. Don’t fall and hurt yourself,” warned Susan, kissing Brock’s cheek.
“Hurting yourself is my specialty,” mumbled Dusty, limping out to the front entryway, aided by his cane.
“I hope you make a resolution to refrain from any reoccurrences in the New Year,” said Brock, struggling into his jacket.
“I intend to behave myself.” Dusty laughed. “I’m tired of ambulance rides, hospital stays, and popping pills. I’ll keep working with my therapist until I’m as good as new though. Last August I never thought it was possible, but I believe my dreams for this ranch might actually come true. And I’ll be a part of it.”
“Darn right. Happy Hooves Stables will be a successful business by this time next year,” predicted Brock. “And I’m delighted to be involved.”
“We wouldn’t have an animal on the property right now, except for Buster here, if it wasn’t for you. I can’t thank you enough, Brock. I’m looking forward to seeing how much we can accomplish in the coming year.”
“Me too, son. It’ll be a lot of hard work. Regardless, we’re going to have fun.”
Susan stood in the living room listening to her favorite two men conversing in the front entryway. She held back her tears, wishing she could be included in their plans. She’d love nothing better than to share her life with Dusty, live on the ranch, marry him, and have his children. She could commute to Helena for work and continue to build her career.
Nothing but a dream. Maybe it just wasn’t in the universe’s master plan for her.
Dusty shuffled into the room, settled on the sofa, and rubbed his temples. “What time is it?”
“A little after eleven o’clock. Are you tired? I don’t want you to overdo it.”
“I’ll live. Come sit with me for awhile. If we stayed up until midnight, it would be Christmas Day and we could open our presents.” Dusty met her eyes, expectantly. He reached over and tucked her hair behind her ears. “Gosh, you’re beautiful.”
“As long as Santa doesn’t catch us,” teased Susan.
They sat together on the sofa across from the fireplace, drinking hot chocolate like a couple of kids since Dusty didn’t want to mix more alcohol with his medications. They discussed the weekend she spent visiting with Amanda and her new son, and Catherine and her almost ten month old twin boys. Susan didn’t mention the brief moment of jealousy she’d experienced, seeing her friends married with new babies. But she didn’t begrudge them their happiness, she just longed for her own Mr. Right and a family for herself.
“Susan, there’s something I should tell you,” whispered Dusty, out of the blue.
Immediately, her heart stopped for a couple seconds. She took a deep breath and met his eyes. “Oh-oh. Will I want to hear this?”
“I’ve led you to believe the only reason I attempted to break off our relationship was embarrassment about my condition. But there’s another reason, too,” said Dusty, entwining their fingers. “It’s something we should discuss.”
“Okay. What’s the reason?”
“My mother.”
Susan gaped. “Your mother? She’s dead. What does she have to do with this?”
“Everything. Ma was held prison on our ranch—married to an abusive alcoholic, scrimping to make ends meet during lean years, working her fingers to the bone dawn to dusk seven days a week. I don’t recall seeing her looking happy for one moment while we lived there. It wasn’t until Pa died and she sold the ranch and moved to town that she regained her confidence and enjoyed life. I don’t want that for you.”
“How on earth would our lives compare? You’re not abusive or a problem drinker. You’re financial situation isn’t a problem. I don’t see...”
“No, but you’d be tied to a cripple who couldn’t do an honest day’s work, or help care for the kids or play sports with them. Instead of falling asleep listening to the hustle and bustle of a big city, you’d be listening to crickets chirping and coyotes howling. I was afraid you’d regret your decision to stand by me when you realized you’d never enjoy life as long as I was alive, holding you back.”
“That is the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard.” Susan swatted his arm. “Lots of men in wheelchairs succeed in business, enjoy a satisfying sex life, help raise families, and keep their wives more than content both in and out of the bedroom. And I love living here on the ranch. It’s so peaceful and relaxing.”
“But I can’t guarantee you everything will...”
“Life doesn’t come with a guarantee for anyone.” Susan held his face in her hands. “The things Fate has in store for us are the things we’ll handle, endure, overcome, make the best of. And who’s to say it will all be negative? Happy Hooves Stables could make millions and win charitable awards. Perhaps we’ll be blessed with twins. Wouldn’t that be a hoot? If life came with a prearranged game plan, wouldn’t it be boring?”
“I suppose so, but I never saw Ma as happy as I did when I visited her after she moved off the ranch and was out on her own. Ma told me a lot of the other widows seemed lost and adrift in a sea of uncertainty after their spouses passed. But Ma found herself after she escaped that ranch and her husband.”
“Seriously, I’d never consider you a burden, or holding me back, or any of that nonsense. I’d hope you would consider us a team. I know I would.” Susan glanced at her watch. “Enough discussion about such silliness. It is ten minutes after twelve. Merry Christmas, Dusty.” She leaned over and kissed him.
Immediately, Dusty wrapped his arms around her and deepened the kiss. “God, I’ve missed you, Susan. You have no idea how many nights I’ve dreamed of our evening together in Bozeman. And the time I spent with you at your condo when we returned to Helena, before I moved here.”
“I know. I was so happy. I thought…”
“Yeah, I enjoyed our time together, too, and I was looking forward to our dinner celebration. And then the accident happened.” Dusty visibly cringed. “I can’t believe how horribly I treated you afterward and then…”
Susan covered his lips with her fingers, silencing him. “Ancient history. You were scared and in pain and you had no idea what the future held for you.”
“I know, but that’s no excuse. I shouldn’t have taken…”
“You’re forgiven. You’re doing so well, and I know you’re going to walk again, be able to operate Happy Hooves the way you visualized from the start.” Susan hopped off the sofa, dug under the tree for his Christmas gift. “Let’s open our presents!”
She flopped down on the sofa and handed him the small rectangular package wrapped in red paper with green plaid ribbon and a matching bow. Nothing said country like plaid, and Dusty exuded country. After contemplating the matter for a half hour, she’d written, Merry Christmas, Dusty. Hugs, kisses, and all my love, Susan on the tag. Direct, uncomplicated. The gift would eliminate any doubt about how she felt about him.
“Now, what do we have here? Looks like a tie box.” Dusty ripped the wrapping off and opened the top. He folded the tissue back and reached for the pair of concert tickets. “My God, Susan! Tim McGraw and Faith Hill? Next April in Vegas? I don’t want to even think about what these cost you, but I love it! And you know who’ll be sitting there right beside me.”
“Brock?” she asked, innocently.
Dusty grinned. “Of course, and you can doggie-sit Buster while we’re away.”
Susan playfully punched his arm. “Brock better pack his bathing suit. I booked a king suite with a hot tub.”
“To hell with Brock.” Dusty pulled her into a tight embrace and added, empathetically, “The only person who’s coming with me is you. Do you want to drive or fly?”
“I have air miles. We could fly.”
“Forget it.” Dusty waved off her suggestion. “You bought the concert tickets and the room. The flight is on me. This will be so great.”
Susan beamed. “I’m glad you like your gift.”
“Okay, your turn.” Dusty leaned over the end of the couch and pulled a package from between the tree branches. The square box was beautifully wrapped in silver paper with a stunning emerald green ribbon and an elaborate matching bow in the middle.
Susan read the tag, Merry Christmas. With my love. Dusty. She gaped at the gift, stunned by the sentiment that meant so much. He loved her, too. Still loved her despite all of their arguments and disagreements and fallings out. “This looks too pretty to open,” she said, grinning.
“Well, I suppose you could just look at it forever and…”
“Not on your life,” she interrupted him while ripping the bow and ribbon off. She removed the paper, dug inside the box.
And discovered…another wrapped box.
Smaller, still square.
Susan’s heartbeat raced. Could this be a ring box? She met Dusty’s eyes, but his expression didn’t give anything away.
She unwrapped the second box, wordlessly, and then lifted the top.
A pair of diamond earrings, at least two carats by all appearances, sparkled from the bed of blue velvet lining. “Dusty, these are beautiful,” gushed Susan, hiding her disappointment. For a brief moment, she believed he’d bought her an engagement ring and intended to propose this very minute.
Yeah, right. Just wishful thinking, she reminded herself.
Dusty beamed. “I’m glad you like them. Can’t wait to see them on those ears I love to nibble on.”
Susan smiled, weakly. She couldn’t remember the last time he’d nibbled on her damn ears. More like blistered them with four-letter words, until a couple weeks ago when he’d re-evaluated his life and allowed her back into it. Although he had apologized for his behavior, he hadn’t suggested they resume their relationship, appearing content to remain just friends.
“We’d better turn in, or you’ll be too exhausted to enjoy Christmas Day.” Susan tidied up the wrapping paper and clasped her gift to her chest. “Thank you. I love them.”
“Thanks for the tickets. We’re going to have an unbelievable time in Vegas.” Dusty attempted to stand, wavered on his feet.
Susan reached out a hand, helped steady him. “Do you need assistance to get to your room?” Living in a ranch house with all the rooms on the main floor and no stairs proved an enormous advantage, but Dusty inhabited the master bedroom at the far end of the hallway. Being so tired, it might prove a long trek for him tonight.
In lieu of moving into Linda’s old room off the kitchen, Susan occupied the guest room first on the left.
“No. I’ll be okay.” Dusty shuffled across the room heading toward the hallway.
Susan had hoped he might suggest he share her room tonight, but of course, he didn’t. Susan met his eyes and blurted, “Can I ask you a question?”
Dusty paused, turned back, and nodded.
“Why do you call Linda, Ms. Walters? I’ve never heard you call her Linda, but she calls you Dusty all the time.” Susan shook her head. “I don’t get it.”
“She told me from day one that, whether treating me in a hospital or my own home, only total professionalism would do. And that included never being addressed on a first name basis. I’ve respected her wishes. She’s an exceptional caregiver, and I couldn’t respect her more.” Dusty smiled showing that dimple she’d fallen in love with on the day she’d met him. “Actually, Ms. Walters has been replaced due to her wedding. Just today, I hired a new housekeeper to look after the house permanently, since I’ll be progressively busier with the ranch as time goes on. And she’s agreed to help me find a cook for the hired help in the bunkhouse, too.”
“Who is cooking for them now?” asked Susan, blowing out candles, unplugging the tree lights, and turning off lamps.
“The ranch hands take turns cooking in the communal kitchen. I hear a few of them are excellent cooks, and they’ve been trading extra shifts in the kitchen for chores in the horse barn. Brock lets the hired hands sort it out by themselves, and so far, it’s worked beautifully. They even invite Brock to eat dinner with them on nights that I’m not around. They asked for a deep freezer and a dishwasher, and we outfitted their kitchen with both. Brock stocks the fridge and pantry for me and it works really well.”
Dusty and Susan walked down the hallway toward their rooms. He took her hand and whispered, “Merry Christmas, darling.”
Susan paused outside her door for a second, believing he’d ask to spend the night with her. When it became blatantly obvious that wasn’t about to happen, she turned and opened the door to her room before he saw the tears in her eyes. “Good night,” she called over her shoulder as she stepped inside.
“Good night,” he called from the doorway.
Susan closed the door, threw herself across the bed, and burst into tears.
 


 
 
Chapter 18
 
“Are you certain?”
Susan buttoned her pea coat and wrapped a red woolen scarf around her neck. “Of course, I’m certain. If you insist on riding, fine. But you’re not going by yourself.”
Dusty beamed, slipping his foot into his boot. “Good. I’d hoped you’d see it that way.”
“Let’s go, cowboy. I’m all yours for three hours and then there’s a turkey in the oven with my name on it. I’ll finish preparing dinner when we return.”
“I can help, too.”
“I’m counting on it.” Susan waved him outside and closed the door behind them.
Dusty hobbled down to the barn, using his cane, while Susan walked at his side. He’d called down to the barn earlier, and one of the ranch hands had their horses saddled and waiting. The curly-haired young hand helped them into their saddles, and they headed south.
An early afternoon breeze wafted across the range, and Susan blew her breath into the clear crisp winter air. Sunshine reflected off last night’s fresh-fallen snow. Buster raced out to greet them and rolled on his back as if making a doggie version of a snow angel. Brock called him and he raced back to his master.
“Where are we headed?” Susan inquired.
“You’ll see,” answered Dusty, cryptically.
They rode across the white expanse for twenty minutes, following the snow-covered trail as best they could, discussing the weather and the ranch and her work. Susan loved spending time alone with Dusty and the scenery was breathtaking, but her jacket didn’t prevent a chill from pervading her entire body, and her feet were freezing inside her boots.
“Here we are,” said Dusty, reining his horse over beside a spot where two creeks intersected.
“It is so beautiful here, Dusty. I’ve never been out this way before.” Susan dismounted and tied her horse’s reins to a low-hanging branch.
“This is a very special place.” Dusty carefully climbed out of the saddle and tied his horse next to the other one.
“Come on. Let’s walk for awhile. There’s a story you should hear.”
Dusty reached for her hand, and they wandered alongside the frozen creek. Finally, she asked, “So, you mentioned a story.”
“Once upon a time,” he began and then peeked over at her, grinning. He continued, “There was a fellow named Brock Thompson. One day, he bought this very ranch. Soon, he decided the fine young lady he’d been courting at the time was the woman for him, and he couldn’t live without her. Shortly after coming to this conclusion, he proposed to her and they married. They lived happily for many, many years, until sadly, death parted them.”
Susan wiped at imaginary tears and sniffed, loudly. “I’m such a sucker for a happy ending.”
Dusty chuckled and stopped walking.
“The two creeks intersect at this spot.” Susan smiled, clapping her hands together to warm her fingers inside her gloves. “Can you imagine how beautiful it must be here in summer?”
“We’ll see next year.” Dusty glanced around. He’d been so preoccupied with therapy and work that he hadn’t been out here until recently himself. “There’s one part of the story that I neglected to mention.”
“And what is that?” she asked.
“Brock told me that this very spot is where he proposed to Sue,” said Dusty, softly.
“Really?” Susan whipped around and met his eyes. “Are you kidding me?”
Dusty nodded, validating his story, and shifted his weight to his other leg. “When I heard that story, I made a decision.”
“A decision?” echoed Susan.
“That I was going to continue the tradition.” Dusty dug in his pocket and extracted a small velvet ring box. “If I get down on one knee, you’ll need a winch to get me to my feet again, so I’m just going to ask.”
Susan gasped.
Dusty reached for her hand. “Susan, I couldn’t love you more, and I’m hoping you’ll agree to spend the rest of your days with me living on this ranch. You can drive to the bank in a matter of minutes, and I’ll support you wholeheartedly in your career aspirations. Both of us can pursue our dreams, here, together. And maybe if we’re blessed, that will include a couple of kids, too. Sweetheart, will you marry me?”
“Yes. I’ll marry you,” whispered Susan, fighting back tears of joy. Finally, he’d seen the light. She experienced an overwhelming feeling of relief. Her patience had paid off. She couldn’t wait to become Mrs. Dusty MacFarland.
Dusty opened the box and Susan’s mouth dropped open. An enormous diamond solitaire surrounded by emeralds sparkled in the sunshine.
“Oh, my God, Dusty! That ring is too much.” She met his eyes, beaming. “But it’s so beautiful.”
“Just like the wonderful woman who is going to wear it.” Dusty slipped the ring onto her finger, and it fit perfectly.
Suddenly, Susan’s eyes filled with tears.
Dusty’s horrified expression told her that he was terrified he’d done or said something wrong.
“Don’t worry. These are just happy tears,” she assured him.
“Thank goodness.” Dusty looked deep into her eyes. “I’d like to promise you one thing.”
“What’s that?”
“Now that my dream is becoming a reality, I promise I’ll take the time to enjoy it. If I learned one thing these past few months, it’s to enjoy life to the fullest while you can. Your health, your freedom to move around, your ability to work at what you love, it can all be taken from you in a heartbeat.”
“I should promise you something in return.” Susan slipped her arms around his middle and hugged him tightly. “I promise I won’t be so obsessive where my career is concerned. My promotions will happen when they happen. Love and family trumps everything else.”
“I think we can prove that dreams can be compatible with a little give and take from both of us.”
“I agree. For so long I put my career before everything, but I realize now that I don’t want to grow old with nothing but my spreadsheets to keep me warm at night. My biological clock is ticking, and we both want a family. Everything in its time.”
Dusty wrapped his arms around her and kissed her tenderly. “So, we should head back to the ranch and spread the word that there’s going to be a new lady of the house in a few months.”
Susan tingled from head to toe. How could she have thought she felt cold? Her heart raced and she felt dizzy from all the excitement. Susan broke the kiss, smiling. “Let’s go back to the ranch.”
“Let’s go home to our ranch,” said Dusty.
While they retraced their steps alongside the creek, Susan asked, “Should we set a wedding date soon, or would you prefer to just enjoy being engaged for awhile.”
“Whatever you’d like. Six weeks or six months. Big wedding, small wedding, elopement.” Dusty laughed at her open-mouthed expression after his last comment. “Okay, we won’t elope. I’ll leave the details up to you. Just tell me when and where and I’ll be there.”
“I will check my calendar. Let me get back to you, Mr. MacFarland,” she stated in her professional banker’s voice. And then she laughed as they reached the spot where their horses stood, nibbling on tufts of vegetation sticking out of the snow.
Dusty grabbed his horse’s reins. He studied the stirrup, and then glanced over at Susan. “I can’t believe I’m saying this. I need some help here. Can you give me a boost into the saddle?”
Susan met his eyes and smiled. “Certainly. But I’m a little surprised that you admitted you needed help.”
Dusty grinned. “You’re right. I’ve always considered asking for help a sign of weakness. I asked you, but I hated it. Truth is I’m just not strong enough yet to pull myself up and swing my leg over the saddle.”
“Isn’t marriage all about lending each other a helping hand?” Susan walked over to his horse. “Giving your partner a boost when they need it?”
Dusty grinned. “Guess my macho butt never thought of it that way.”
“We’re engaged. Your sexy macho butt can ask for my help any day.” Susan smacked him playfully on his behind.
“Yes, ma’am,” he replied, pecking her on the cheek.
She pulled her gloves on and cupped her hands. After a bit of maneuvering and shifting of his weight, Dusty slipped his boot in, and she carefully hoisted him into the saddle. “Now, you can help me cook Christmas dinner when we get back,” stated Susan, grinning.
“I’m looking forward to being married, to helping you, and to having you return the favor,” replied Dusty, reaching for the reins.
“Me, too.” Susan walked toward her own mount, backed him up to a fallen tree trunk and hoisted herself into her saddle. “Husband, home, children, and career. That was my dream. I wanted it all.”
“A horse ranch and family was my dream.” Dusty smiled. For so long he’d thought their lives were on a hopeless collision course to disappointment and disaster. “I can’t believe it. I know we’re on the road to success, both in business and in our personal lives.”
“I couldn’t agree more,” said Susan, settling into her saddle. “If you work hard, and with a little luck thrown in for good measure, sometimes dreams come true and you can have it all.”
 
The End
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