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~CHAPTER ONE~
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Here we go again.

Noel blew out a breath, sending a dark tendril of hair dancing off of her face. Her son toddled into the room for the dozenth time in what seemed like the last five minutes. She had almost finished preparing the turkey, something she absolutely detested. Who enjoyed removing gizzards and then shoving their hands back into the bird with stuffing? A shiver coursed throughout her body as she pulled her hand back out. Now baking was a different matter. The scents, the textures, the deliciousness in the end...yeah, baking was her thing. 

“Mama. Up. Up.” Charlie stretched his arms as far as they could reach, as if his desire itself could propel him into her arms.

“Mommy’s messy. Just a few more minutes.” Her heart ached. She wanted nothing more than to pick him up and breathe in his wonderful smell. She turned toward her husband who stood in the doorway, an ever-present frown pulling down his handsome face. “David, I told you, I have to finish this. Please, just keep him busy a few more minutes.” With stuffing up to her elbows, she could only gesture with her head. She leaned down and smiled at her two-year-old son, who pulled incessantly on her pants. “Sugar Plum, Mama is almost done. Play with Daddy. Then we’ll have snuggles and nap time.”

She gave her husband a pleading look. 

David huffed. “So much for a family day. All you’ve been doing is cooking in this kitchen.”

“Our parents and your brother and sister should be here in an hour. Is it wrong to want all of this finished before they arrive?” Resentment and exhaustion boiled inside her. She had been slaving in the kitchen since before dawn, taking breaks only to feed her husband and son. Her stomach growled, reminding her she hadn’t fed herself...again.

“Then snuggle time for Charlie, then clean the kitchen, then, then, then. It’s nice you think so much about others.” He picked Charlie up in his arms. “Once in a while, you might remember the person who pays the bills.”

The comment stung. All she could do was watch him leave, carrying Charlie into the living room, hopefully to play. She hung her head as the sound of cartoons filtered into her. Was it really too much to ask him to play with their son?

It had been like this for the last two years, ever since Charlie was born. Her husband had somehow turned into a child himself, needing so much attention and coddling that she felt she was raising two toddlers. 

Noel grabbed up another handful of stuffing and shoved it into the bird. What was she doing wrong? She thought he had wanted this. They had always talked about having a big family. She was an only child, but he had two siblings and wanted that for their children.

Right now, he acted as if he didn’t even want Charlie.

The thought struck her so hard, it felt as if the breath had been knocked from her chest, and her eyes stung. Charlie was her world. No matter what she did, she couldn’t seem to please her husband, but Charlie, his eyes always lit up when he saw her.

As she washed the last of the stuffing off her hands, she squeezed her eyes closed, willing the tears not to let loose. She pleaded for help. How could she save her marriage? If not for her and David, she had to save it for Charlie. He needed his daddy, even if David was reluctant to interact.

~*~
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DAVID KISSED HIS SON on the head before Noel took him down the hall for his nap. She pointed out all the people in the pictures to Charlie like she did every time. 

He sighed, feeling the desperation in the breath ripping from his lungs. Noel was a wonderful mom, and she had been a good wife. What had happened? He turned and stepped on a squeaky toy. He growled as he bent to pick it up and tossed it back in the basket. 

Life happened.

His dad had never told him how difficult having a child around was. He never explained that his wife would turn all her attention to the baby and act like he never existed.

David took a couple of steps into the kitchen. Dishes filled the sink and beyond. A shiver of anger and resentment swept through him. Why had they agreed to host Thanksgiving this year? Sure, it was their year, but they had a young child and a small house.

Which reminded him as he looked out the little window above the sink. The idea of having an outside table would no longer fly. Dark clouds billowed against the mountains. Soon they would cover them completely, and with the chill that came off the window, the storm would probably bring snow.

He leaned on the edge of the sink, feeling like his life headed down that drain.

He sighed and picked up the bowl Noel had used to mix the stuffing. He turned on the hot water and began washing. What else could he do?

When Noel ambled into the kitchen an hour later, rubbing her eyes and yawning, David immediately put his attention on putting the last dishes into the cupboard.

“Oh my goodness, David,” Noel said, coming alongside him. “I didn’t expect you to do all this.”

David let momentary pride fill him. He enjoyed making his wife happy, as much as she might argue about that. 

“It had to be done.” The words came out of his mouth a little more curtly than he intended.

“Thank you.” Her whisper held defeat like it seemed to do so often lately.

He shrugged and walked past her, half-hoping she would reach out to him as he passed, like she used to. She didn’t, and the lack of action solidified the resentment building within him.

He wanted to escape the confines of the small house, a house that used to bring him comfort and joy. He used to enjoy having to squeeze by his wife in the kitchen or crossing in the hall. Now it just seemed an uncomfortable reminder that he wasn’t her number one anymore, not even worth a few minutes of her time.

His dad would want to know about the football game the second he entered, so he picked up the remote and selected the current game. The couch sucked him in, and he lost himself in the game until the doorbell rang. Moments later, he heard his family’s voices as Noel let them in. He breathed out a heavy sigh and pasted on a smile.

“Happy Thanksgiving!” he said as he greeted his parents and younger sister with hugs.

“It sure smells delicious!” his dad said as he clapped him on the back.

“As it should, Noel has barely left that kitchen all morning.” David tried to force his comment to sound cheery, but his mom eyed him like she always did.

“I wish she would have asked me for help. I could have come over early,” his mom said as she took off her coat and handed it to him.

“It’s your year off, Mom,” Noel said as she greeted her with a kiss on the cheek.

When was the last time she had kissed him, even on the cheek? He couldn’t remember. His family all loved her. They did not know how hard the last couple of years had been on him.

The sky crackled above them right as he heard footsteps pounding up their porch. He opened the front door again.

“We arrived just in time!” Noel’s mother yelled as she shook out the umbrella before coming inside with her husband, Noel’s stepdad.

“Happy Thanksgiving, Mrs. Ferro.” He gave Noel’s mom a quick embrace, ignoring Noel’s hard stare. 

“How many years will it take until you call me Darlene?” Noel’s mom asked, slapping him playfully on the arm. “Always so proper.”

“Mr. Ferro,” David nodded to her husband. 

The man took his hand in a tight grip. “The yard is looking well, David. I like the addition of the step stones.”

“It came from excellent advice,” David said, standing aside and inviting their parents into the living room. 

Their tiny house already felt overwhelmingly tight, and his older brother and his wife and two rambunctious kids hadn’t arrived yet. He loved those boys, as wild and high-spirited as they were. They were the reasons he thought having a family was such a good idea. As if they knew he thought of them, they too crashed through the door.

“The hail just broke loose,” David’s brother said as he ushered his family inside.

“Uncle David! Uncle David!” His nephews rushed to him. 

“Hey, boys!” He bent down and gave them a bear hug squeeze together.

“Where’s little Charlie?” Colton, the youngest nephew, asked.

“He’s napping.” David cocked his ear down the hall, listening closely to ensure he hadn’t awoken.

“Oh, boys, you need to be quiet so you don’t wake him up,” their mother told them.

“That kid can sleep through the dishwasher, the washer, and the vacuum. I’m sure he’ll be fine.” Noel came over to give the boys hugs as well. “We got a new game for you guys. Come on, it’s in the living room. I know your Uncle David is excited to play it with you.”

The boys, dads, and grandpas pulled out the board game while the women retreated to the kitchen. 

It didn’t take them long until they all lost themselves in the board game. In the end, David cheered and high-fived little Colton, who had won the game with only a little help. The scene reminded him of his childhood memories of the holidays and his own uncle. 

David sat back as his brother set the board up for another round, enjoying the feeling of Thanksgiving settle into him, making him feel like everything would be alright. The only thing that would make this moment better would be a glass of cold eggnog, something he looked forward to every holiday season.

“Those boys are hilarious,” he told his sister-in-law as he entered the kitchen.

“Yes, they keep me laughing for sure,” she said.

As the women set out dishes, each container adding to the delicious aroma, his mouth watered. His heart swelled with pride. Noel had pulled all of this together, even with him antagonizing her. He caught her watching him and sent her a smile.

The smile must have caught her off guard because her mouth opened in a little “o” before a sweet smile replaced it. His heart warmed slightly. Maybe they would make it after all. He opened the fridge and searched for the eggnog. 

A moment later, he heard his wife next to him. “Can I help you find something?”

“Yeah, just craving that holiday glass of eggnog.” He pulled out the milk, but still couldn’t find what he wanted.

At his wife’s gasp, he backed out of the fridge. All it took was one look at her face, and he knew. She had forgotten about the eggnog.

“I’m so sorry, David. I...” Noel began.

He slammed the refrigerator door and stormed out of the room. Just like that, the happiness he had finally found was swept away as casually as his wife swept away his needs and wants. He felt the women’s eyes bore into him as he fled the room. If he didn’t leave, he would have yelled at his wife in front of everyone. He didn’t stop until he got to their bedroom where he punched the bed, watching the pillows bounce, and growled low under his breath. 

How is it that she remembered all those little special things for everyone, everyone except him? Didn’t he do enough for her?

~*~
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NOEL’S HEART DROPPED. She couldn’t breathe as the women turned to look at her after her husband stormed out of the room. She had blown it...again. This last week had been chaotic with preparations, lists, shopping, cooking, and all the regular stuff of being a mom of a little one, not to mention the chickens and goats. She hung her head, feeling the tears threaten.

“My brother has such a temper,” his younger sister said in a huff.

“It’s my fault.” Noel took off her apron and walked toward the door. “I forgot the eggnog. He looks so forward to it. I’ll fix this, though. I’ll be back in less than a half-hour.”

“Want me to go with you?” her mom asked.

“Thank you, but if you all wouldn’t mind setting the table and listening for Charlie, that would help me the most.” Her heart pounded at the thought of leaving Charlie. She hadn’t left him much at all, and she knew it would upset him if he woke up and she wasn’t there.

She glanced at the clock. She should be back before he awoke, but she would have to leave that moment.

“Whatever you need, Honey.” Her mom gave her a hug.

“Thank you. I’ll be right back.” She grabbed her purse and headed down the hallway to peek one more time at her son.

He slept peacefully, his little hand scrunched around his favorite blanket. Her heart squeezed as she watched the rise and fall of his chest. Love poured from her, and she yearned to go to him and hold him. Stirring in the master bedroom sent her anxiety rushing. She could hear her husband’s pounding steps as he paced their room. She blew a kiss to her son, said a prayer for his safety, and a request that he slept until she returned.

With quick, quiet footsteps, she sped back down the hall and out the front door. The rain came down in relentless, fat, hard drops. By the time she made it the few steps to her car, her wet pants clung to her. At least the hail had stopped. This would be fun, she thought as she rolled her eyes.

She rubbed her hands together while the car warmed up. It was cold enough to snow. She looked up at the dark, threatening clouds. At this rate, the entire family would be snowed in their tiny home. She laughed at the thought. They would make the most of it. They always did.

Careful not to hit any of the cars parked in her driveway, she backed out of her spot and slowly made her way to the highway. They only shopped at the local store for quick necessities between bigger shopping trips to Laramie because of their lack of selection, but surely they would have some eggnog.

She pulled into the empty parking lot and ran to the overhang in front of the door. She wiped away the hair spattered down her face. The store looked deserted, but the handwritten sign said they were open until two. She had fifteen minutes. The bell jingled as she strode in and walked straight to the milk area. Her heart raced as she searched for the eggnog.

“Can I help you, Mrs. Frederickson?” Carl, the owner, called out from behind the register.

She walked closer to him. “Happy Thanksgiving, Carl. Do you happen to have any eggnog?”

“Sorry, ma’am. Henry bought the last one an hour ago. We’ll get more delivered first thing in the morning. Want me to save you one?” Carl pulled out a pad of paper.

“Oh, no, thank you, Carl. I’ll have to head into Laramie and get some for today.” She glanced out the window as thunder rumbled across the sky.

“Sorry for the trouble. I’m sure they’ll have some there.” He followed her gaze. “Drive safe. This one is likely to bring snow.”

“Thank you,” she said with a wave and ran through the rain back to her car.

She would have to hurry in order to make it back in time for Charlie. Laramie was another twenty minutes out of town. Pausing, she chewed on her lip, considering going back home and just facing her husband’s wrath. She set her mouth in a determined line, hit the gas a bit aggressively and forgot to shift into reverse. The car jumped forward and groaned over the curb, scraping the underside.

Heat filled her cheeks at seeing Carl glance out the window, his brow drawn in concern. She lifted her hand and gave him a sheepish smile before shoving her car into reverse, bouncing back over the curb, hoping she hadn’t damaged the undercarriage, and sped back out onto the highway.

She pushed away the embarrassment as she drove as quickly down the wet road as she dared. David did a lot for them. He worked hard so she could stay home with Charlie. He kept the house running, working on the plumbing and electrical on the weekends. David deserved some eggnog, at the least.

She thought about the way she would look, stumbling in the front door like a drowned rat, but triumphantly holding a half-gallon of eggnog in hand. It might just be enough to ease the tension that lived between them. She smiled, enjoying her little daydream. 

Laramie lay just past this last stretch of curvy highway. She knew these turns like the back of her hand. She had traveled this road since high school where she and David had met. He had been two years ahead of her, but she knew the moment she saw the cowboy that she would marry him.

The memory warmed her freezing body. She would fix whatever had gone wrong between them. Love would see them through.

She screeched around a turn, the rain making the road a little slick. That bit of sliding amped her adrenaline. It wouldn’t do anyone any good if she wrecked the car rather than saved the day. She pushed on the brake to slow her entrance into the next turn, not wanting that level of excitement again. Except when she tapped on the brake, nothing happened. In fact, it sank to the floorboard. Her heart thudded against her ribs and her stomach twisted.

No brakes.

Laramie still lay five miles down into the valley through these last few turns, curves she couldn’t take at this speed without crashing. She pumped the brakes over and over while screeching around the corner, her backend fishtailing into the other lane. Luckily, the roads were pretty empty today with the holiday.

She approached the next turn, her heart pummeling her chest more than the rain attacked her windshield. She yanked up on the parking brake, but it came up easy...too easy. Noel bit her lip as she thought of her baby boy, home safe in his bed. Thank goodness she hadn’t brought him, but as reality sank in, she cried out. Who would take care of him?

The next corner came hard. She knew there was no making it. She took the chance and swerved into the other lane to give herself more room in the tight turn. Her car leaned up onto two wheels for a split second before bouncing back down and sending adrenaline spiking throughout her body.

She had made it, barely.

Only one more corner left. It lay at the bottom of the hill. She downshifted, the engine whining in protest, but it didn’t slow her enough. Panic shot through her in icy hot breaths. In a split-second decision, she tried to spin the car so it would face uphill and slow down.

With the roads so wet, twisting the car caused it to continue in an out-of-control spin like a top on her kitchen floor. As she spun around and around, Noel waited for that fateful impact, and her most important memories flashed through her: meeting her husband, kissing him for the first time, their wedding day, their excited jumping when seeing that second line on the pregnancy test, the birth of Charlie and the look of pride on David’s face while he held him, Charlie telling her he loved her... She clung to these memories as the spinning continued. The car slowed, and for a split second, she thought she might be saved once again.

Until a loud crunch sounded, sending her sideways in her seat, her head crashing through the window. The last fragments of her warm memories vanished as her world turned black.  
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~CHAPTER TWO~
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David paced the kitchen, going from the sink to the front door and back again. He stopped at the window looking out to their driveway. The rain came in sheets, thick veils of gray that obscured the highway beyond his property. He held his breath as a car came into view, but it slowly crawled by, passing their driveway. His mind played the back and forth game, racing between fear and irritation.

“Would you just sit down?” His mom glared at him.

“Dinner is getting cold. Where is she?” David ran his hands through his hair.

“Mama. Mama!” Charlie wailed in his grandma’s arms like he had been the last hour, discontent with anyone’s arms besides Noel’s.

“Still no answer on her cell?” his sister asked.

David brought up the phone he held tightly in his hand. No notifications. He tapped her number again, trying for the dozenth time to get ahold of his wife. Panic gripped his heart with icy fingers. Something was wrong.

“I’m going after her,” David said as he grabbed his keys and strode to the closet for his coat and cowboy hat.

“I’m going with you,” his dad said in a tone that meant it would be useless to argue.

“You guys will watch Charlie?” David asked as the house phone rang. He ran to it and hastily grabbed up the receiver “Noel?”

“This is Laramie Hospital. Is this David Frederickson?”

David’s sight dimmed, and he sank against the wall as his world crashed in on him. “This is him.”

“I need to inform you that your wife, Noel Frederickson, was involved in an automobile accident. They are assessing her right now. Are you able to come down?” the voice said, keeping her tone even.

“Is she...is she okay?” David clutched the phone, feeling the blood drain from his face.

“I can’t answer that, sir. We will have information soon. Are you able to come down?”

“Yes, I’m on my way.” He pushed the words out.

“Thank you, sir. We’ll see you soon.”

David slid down the wall until he hit the floor. He knew his family stared at him, knew they needed answers, but all he could do was blink in horror. 

This was his fault.

No one moved. No one made a sound besides the sad whimpers of his son, his son that needed his mommy. David felt like whimpering with him. His whole body shuddered.

When the phone started beeping because he hadn’t ended the call, his dad came over, took the phone from him, ended the call, and squatted in front of him.

“We’re here for you, son. Tell us what’s going on.” His dad settled his heavy hand on David’s shoulder.

“Accident.” David pushed himself up. “I have to get to the hospital.” He frantically searched for the keys he had already shoved into his pocket.

“What kind of accident? Is she okay?” Noel’s mom spoke quickly, hiding her head in her husband’s chest.

“They won’t t-tell me,” David mumbled, his hand finally landing on his keys in his pants pocket.

When he pulled them out, his dad gently took them from his hand. “I’ll drive. Grab whatever you need. We’ll get to her.”

“Charlie,” his son’s name choked in his throat. He picked him up and clung to him. 

“Mama?” he cried.

“I’m going to get Mama. You stay here with Grandma and Aunty. I’ll be back. I love you, Charlie.” David pressed a kiss into his sweet-smelling head, sucked back a sob, and turned away. Otherwise he would break down on the kitchen floor doing no one any good. 

“Dada! Mama!” his son cried out, breaking his heart, reaching for him.

“Come on, Charlie, let’s go get your train. Choo-choo.” His sister tried to coax the toddler into playing.

“He’ll be okay, son. Let’s get to the hospital.” His dad wrapped an arm around him.

David took in a shuddering breath. 

“We’ll be praying,” his mom said, bringing him into her arms. “Let us know.”

“We’re coming, too.” Noel’s mom stood there with that same determined look Noel would get. 

David threw his arms around her. What would he do without his Noel?

~*~
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EVERYTHING FELT FUZZY and blank. Noel’s head pounded with each throb until it pulsed with colors and lights. She felt like she waded through a thick liquid, trying to get closer and closer to a familiar voice murmuring something repetitive. There was so much sadness in that voice.

Blinking her eyes open, she quickly closed them again. The light blinded her. She squinted, letting in the light slowly until her pupils became used to its intenseness. Then she followed the voice to a head bowing against her bed.

“David?” she croaked, her voice sounding raspy and unused. “What are you doing?”

David’s head shot up. He had deep bags under his red-rimmed eyes and looked like he had aged ten years. 

“Noel!” He reached for her hands and kissed them. Then he kissed her face and gathered her in his arms.

“What’s going on?” Her mind reeled, and her body ached as David clung to her. 

David had never been one for such displays of affection, and his behavior terrified her. She looked around the room, noticing for the first time that she was in the hospital. She followed the IV bag and line to her arm, and the gown, and the hospital bed. 

“Why am I in the hospital?” she asked, hearing the heart monitor increasing its tone as her heart sped with anxiety.

“You don’t remember?” David sat back to search her eyes.

“No,” she said, trying to remember what could have caused her to be in the hospital. “It’s not the baby, is it?” Her hands went to her stomach.

“Charlie?” David asked, his brows furrowed.

“You want to name him Charlie.” She sat back with a smile, rubbing her stomach. “I like that.”

“Noel...Charlie is two years old.” David’s look of intense seriousness shocked her.

She blinked a few times, watching him, but nothing he said made sense. “What do you mean? We just found out. We haven’t even told our parents yet.”

David’s eyes went wide. He stood all the way up, putting her hands back on her body and sliding his hands off hers.

“I’m going to let the nurse know you’re awake. I’ll be right back.” David backed out of the room.

Panic grew in Noel as she watched David leave. What did he mean their baby was two? She reached up to hold her head. It spun like she had just gotten off one of those spinning carnival rides. Her hand touched a bandage on the side of her head. What had happened?

Quick footsteps became louder as David returned with a nurse on his heels.

“Well, good morning, Noel. It sure is nice to see your lovely eyes open.” The nurse started checking the monitors. “How are you feeling?”

“Confused.” She looked at David.

He had taken his cowboy hat off and ran his hands through his hair, something he only did when nervous or stressed. 

“You were involved in a car accident, Noel. Do you remember that?” the nurse asked, taking her blood pressure and checking her pulse.

“No. How did it happen?” Noel asked, glancing at David, who paced alongside her hospital bed.

“Looks like you spun out of control into a tree,” the nurse stated.

“Was anyone hurt?” Noel asked, her heart sinking in dread.

“Just you, Baby.” David sat down next to her and took her hand in his again.

“How bad is it?” Noel wiggled her toes and checked the parts of her body she could.

“You have seven staples in your scalp, but they’ll heal.” The nurse touched the side of her head. “Noel, can you tell me your full name and your birth date?”

“Noel Emilia Ferro...I mean Fredrickson.” She smiled at David. Even a year later, she still forgot that she was actually married. “My birthday is June 4th, 1997.”

“Good. What year is it now?

“2019.”

David and the nurse looked at each other with wide eyes before the nurse frantically typed something into the computer.

“Please tell me what’s going on. Is the baby, okay?” Noel asked, looking from the nurse to David and back again.

“The baby is just fine, Noel.” David ran a hand through his hair, shoving his hat back before taking it off completely.

The nurse looked at him with an expression that didn’t comfort her at all. He wouldn’t lie to her, would he?

She took her hand from his and covered her stomach. It felt different, softer. Shouldn’t it feel harder? She reached up to touch her breasts. They weren’t tender anymore. A sob choked in her throat as tears streamed down her face.

“Why are you trying to keep it from me, David? We lost the baby!” She broke into sobs.

David pulled her into his arms. “I know this is hard for you to understand, Baby.”

“I lost our baby! It’s because of me!” Waves of grief passed through her, choking her at each precipice.

“She needs to calm down, Mr. Fredrickson.” The nurse eyed them as she continued with her duties.

“Shh, no. You didn’t lose him. He’s great. He misses you, but he is perfectly healthy.” David let her go and pulled out his phone, scrolling until he held it up for her to see. “Look.”

On the screen, the cutest little boy who had her eyes and his smile pointed at something in the sky.

“I don’t understand,” she said, wiping her eyes to see the picture clearer.

“I’m going to get the doctor,” the nurse escaped the room.

“David, tell me what is going on. I’m losing my mind here.” She clutched the phone but glanced at him.

“Noel,” he said, as he sat on the bed next to her. “It’s not 2019. It’s 2021.”

“What? Have I been in a coma for two years?” Her grip on the phone loosened as her mouth dropped open.

“No. Only a few days. I wasn’t sure if you were going to make it. I...” David hung his head and took in a shuddering breath. “I love you, and I’m so sorry.”

“I love you, too, but I don’t understand. What are you sorry for? How can two years go by?”

“I don’t know.” He shook his head. “I wish I did. Whatever it is, though, we’ll figure it out together.”

Noel leaned back into her pillow. Her head hurt and spun. She closed her eyes, trying to shut out the confusing world around her. How could her baby be two?

~*~
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DAVID DID HIS BEST to stay calm. The confusion in Noel’s eyes scared him. She was the smartest person he knew who remembered everything...well, used to remember everything. The last two years of being a mom had put a little damper on her memory, but nothing like two years of lost memory.

He sat back and watched as the doctor asked her question after question. Each one seemed to frustrate her further. Noel had always been even-tempered, but now it seemed as if she couldn’t control her irritation.

The doctor asked to speak with David in the hall. He felt like a convicted man getting his sentence as he followed him into the sterile passageway.

“Mr. Frederickson, your wife has amnesia and temporal brain damage. This might be a more extensive recovery than we had expected.” The doctor watched him closely.

“What does that mean? Will she regain the memory of the last two years at some point? Will she be able to live a normal life? Take care of our son?” David’s mind whirled with impossible situations.

“Slow down. We won’t know anything for sure for a while yet. Time will tell. We will get her going to physical therapy and a special doctor that works with people like Noel. The good news is that she is alive and will most likely live out a normal, functioning life.” The doctor squeezed his shoulder before striding down the hall.

David nodded, even though the doctor had already left. Part of him wouldn’t be too upset if she had forgotten all their horrible fights over the last couple of years. The other part of him cried out for her loss of knowing Charlie...and poor Charlie! As hard as the last couple of days had been hard on him, Charlie struggled more than anyone. He cried, lost weight, and withdrew. Now that he could finally bring his mommy home to him...she wouldn’t remember him. 

He pulled out his phone, a heaviness filling him, knowing he had to pass on the information.

“Hi, Mrs. Ferro.” 

“David, what is it?” Noel’s mom, normally as even-tempered as her daughter, had taken shifts with him at the hospital and with Charlie as well and sounded as exhausted and downtrodden as he felt.

“Noel’s awake.”

“That’s wonderful news! We’ll leave as soon as I get Charlie’s gear packed up. Wait. Why don’t you sound happy?” Her voice quivered with the question.

“She...she has amnesia.” The words felt strange on his tongue, strange and horrible, like a nightmare.

“Like she has no memory?”

“Well, no. She’s only lost the last two years.” David ran a hand through his hair.

“Oh. So maybe I shouldn’t bring Charlie just yet.” The hesitancy in her voice, and the idea of not being able to bring Charlie to his mom, tightened his throat.

“She thinks I’m lying. She thinks she lost the baby. All she can remember is just getting pregnant.” He sucked back the sob that tried to escape.

“Hey, David. It’s going to be okay. We’re going to figure this out.” Noel’s mom had pushed strength into her voice.

He sniffed and nodded, knowing she couldn’t see but unable to say anything.

“I’m going to see if your mom or sister can stay with Charlie, and I’ll be down there as soon as I can.”

“Okay,” he said, and then put the phone back in his pocket after she ended the call.

How in the world would he explain to Charlie that his mommy didn’t remember him?

~*~
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THE NEXT DAY AND A half only confused Noel more. Her mom confirmed what David and the doctors told her, that she had lost two years of her life. She had given birth to a son who was now two.

For a moment she wished she had the IV back in and could give herself some more pain medication. Her head hurt, and her heart ached even more. David was different. He didn’t act like he used to. He seemed distant, guarded, and then sometimes overly affectionate. The change left her reeling.

Now they said it was time to go home. Leaving the hospital would make her happy. The constant activity left her mind swimming, but going home terrified her. She would meet her son for the first time. That should be a warming thought, an anticipated moment, but she didn’t know him. She couldn’t remember giving birth to him or nursing him, or even if she nursed. She couldn’t remember what he smelled like or when he took his first step or said his first word.

A tear escaped and ran down her cheek.

“Oh, Honey,” her mom said and wrapped her arms around her. “It’s going to be okay. Charlie is so excited to see you. He has missed you so much.”

Noel nodded. What else could she do? She had cried about it for the last day to her mom. 

“David is pulling through. I know you two have had your rough times, but he swears he will be everything you need.” Her mom gave her hand a reassuring squeeze.

There was another reminder that she didn’t know what had caused the distance between them. Had he cheated on her? What could have possibly put a wedge between them? Everyone used to say they made them sick because they were so in love...and now this?

David walked back into the room, that tentative smile on his face as if he feared she would rip out his happiness with a single word. The problem was, the longer she was awake, the more irritation spread through her with her lack of ability to remember.

“Almost time to go,” he said, sliding the hair that had fallen over an eye behind her ear. “It will be better once we are settled back at home. You’ll see.”

A knock sounded on the door, but instead of the nurse as she expected, an old high school friend strutted in dressed in a deputy’s uniform. “It’s good to see you awake, Noel.” He eyed David but otherwise ignored him.

Noel focused on his uniform. “Hey, Billy. New job?”

His forward progress paused before he came closer. “They told me you couldn’t remember...” He glanced at her mom. “Good morning, Darlene.”

“Morning, Billy. We are about to take Noel home.” Her mom smiled down at her.

“That’s what I hear. I was hoping to talk with her before you all leave.” Billy met Noel’s eyes.

“Is it because of the accident? Did I do something wrong?” Noel glanced from David to her mom to Billy.

Billy took up her hand. “No, sweetie, you did nothing wrong.”

Her head swam with the action. She gently pulled her hand away as David pushed between them.

“You’re stressing her out, Bill. She can’t remember anything about the accident, anyway. Let her be.” David glared at Billy.

The confusion came on a roiling cloud. They used to be friends...well, at least friendly. “What’s going on between you two?” Noel asked.

“Nothing,” David said. 

“If I don’t ask her now, you’ll have to bring her down to the station tomorrow. You want to do that?” Billy narrowed his eyes. “I didn’t think so. Now, please excuse us.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” David said, eyes blazing.

“This is an official interview, and private.” Billy stared him down. He stood a few inches taller and was much bulkier, though she still thought David could take him if the need arose.

“Come on, David.” Noel’s mom took him by the arm. “It’s not like Billy’s going to hurt her. Let him do his job.”

David searched Noel’s eyes as her mom pulled him away. 

“I’ll be fine,” she told him, though she didn’t feel very attached to reality. Each new person coming into her life seemed to add to the confusion that fuddled her thinking.

Yet, if she knew what Billy was about to tell her, she might have asked her husband to stay. The next fifteen minutes only added to her confused state of mind and awkwardness with her husband. 

“So, you’re saying that someone made my brakes fail, and you think it was my husband?” Noel dropped back against the bed, her head pounding, and closed her eyes.

“You don’t remember the last two years, Noel.” 

Her eyes shot open as he took her hand again. “You don’t know how bad things got between you and David, or how...how you confided in me.” His thumb stroked the back of her hand. “I don’t want to think that of David, but...just be careful.”

Noel pulled her hand out of Billy’s grasp. They had been friends for years, but that’s it. She had never seen him as anything more. She scanned his face, read his brown eyes...nothing. She felt nothing beyond friendship. Nothing like how she felt when looking at David. But David...could he really have hurt her?

She shook her head. “No. It couldn’t be him.” There was no way. Even with the weird distance between them, she still felt his love.

“Then who could it be?” Billy asked, standing and tucking his hair under his hat. “Have any other enemies?”

She narrowed her eyes. “No. I don’t have any enemies.” She hated that he tried to call David her enemy. Why was he creating a wedge between them?

“Let me know if any memory returns. If you need anything at all, I’m only a phone call away.” He handed her a card, squeezed her hand, and strutted out the door.

Noel felt numb. She kept telling herself to wake up. This weird world could only be a nightmare.

“Ready?” David asked as the nurse followed him in with a wheelchair. His eyes scanned her face, reading her as his brow scrunched in concern.

She nodded but “ready” didn’t describe how she felt at all, unless it was ready to wake up from this awful dream.

“Everyone is waiting for you at home. Sis wanted to keep it a surprise, but I know you don’t like surprises, so I’m giving you a warning,” David said gently.

“Thanks,” she said. She tried to stand, but the room spun. If David hadn’t caught her arm and helped her into the wheelchair, she would have landed on the floor.

“It’s okay, Noel.” The nurse helped adjust her and began pushing her out of the room. “You’ll get there. Just be patient with yourself.”

Would she, though? How long would it take? Long enough to push everyone away or make them resentful? Self-pity swallowed her whole on the way home. She at least remembered the way home. The little house they had bought the year they were married. It wasn’t a huge ranch like his parents had, and it wasn’t a house in town like her mom’s. It was the perfect, happy middle. 

A small house sitting on a couple of acres of land. Big enough to play on and not big enough for their kids to get lost or out of her sight. She remembered sitting on the back porch and dreaming of all the things they would build in the backyard: a garden, a chicken hut, a goat barn, a pool, a playset, and a sandbox. She wondered if they had built those during the two years she couldn’t remember.

Her hands instinctively went to her belly. Her son. He was alive. Shouldn’t she be grateful for that? Fear wound her tightly, sending little sparks pricking her body. What if she didn’t feel the connection she always thought she would for her child? What if Billy was right and someone had messed with her brakes? Would going home put her son in danger?

“Charlie is going to shriek in delight and probably not let you go until he falls asleep.” David reached for her hand, but took it back after the slightest touch, as if he had done something he shouldn’t have.

They didn’t talk much on the drive home. Her mom had gone before them, to prepare everyone, she guessed. “I wish I could remember,” she mumbled out loud.

“I wish you could remember, too,” David said as they pulled into their driveway while her heart raced. “We’re going to figure this out together, okay, Noel.”

She nodded and sucked back the emotion that wanted to pour forth.

He helped her out of the car and toward the door. She still walked a bit unsteadily, her right foot not exactly responding the way it should all the time, just like her right hand and her thoughts. Time. The doctor said, Give it time.

The door burst open and a small boy struggled from her sister-in-law’s arms.

“Mama! Mama!” he cried out in a mixture of bubbly happiness and sobbing franticness.

He ran toward her. Instinctively, she squatted down and opened her arms for him. His chubby arms squeezed around her neck as he pasted her with slobbery kisses. For the first time since she awoke, pure joy infiltrated every bit of her soul. She released all the emotions, sobbing and clutching her baby in her arms.

“Miss Mama,” Charlie said in between kisses. “Mama miss Charlie?”

“Yes, I missed you.” Gratefully, her whispered words came out right.

How could she have forgotten something as wonderful as the feeling of holding her child who squeezed her back?

“No leave, Mama!” Charlie held her face between his little hands.

“Okay,” she said seriously, feeling as if she never wanted to leave the moment, much less the boy who clung to her as if his life depended on it.

“Mama, owie?” Charlie touched the bandage on the side of her head.

“Yes, Mommy has an owie, but she’ll be okay now,” David said, squatting next to them.

“I kiss. Make it all better.” He kissed the bandage and nestled into her again. “Love you,” he mumbled into her neck.

“I love you, too, Charlie.”

She was blatantly aware of everyone watching and the women dabbing at the tears filling their eyes, but she didn’t care. She would sit there in the middle of the driveway, holding her son for as long as he would let her.
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~CHAPTER THREE~
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It had only taken an hour of socializing with the family for both Noel and Charlie to start yawning and looking bleary-eyed. David helped them back to the master bedroom where they cuddled. He watched as their eyes slowly lowered into sleep. As he was about to leave them to their nap, Noel’s eyes shot open, wide open.

“What is it? You okay?” David knelt by her side.

“Do I have enemies?” 

David scratched his head, trying to decipher if she was losing it. “No, of course not. Who could hate you?”

“I didn’t tell you on the way home. I was too wrapped up in...well, in everything, and confused.” She licked her lips and met his eyes. “Billy said someone tampered with my brakes.”

David sat back, the blood draining from his face. He felt it pooling in his stomach in a sickening rush and then boiling back out. “He what?!”

“He...” She looked away. “He told me to be careful.”

“I will get the report and have a look at it myself. We will get to the bottom of this.” He clenched his jaw as anger coursed through him, but the tiny quiver of her lip had him leaning back toward her. “Don’t worry, Noel. No one will hurt you. I will make sure of it. I’m sure the brakes just malfunctioned.”

She nodded. A single tear trailed down her cheek and landed on Charlie’s head.

He wiped at the next tear, catching it before it hit their son. “Noel,” he said, lifting her chin until she looked him in the eye. “You are safe. Everyone loves you. No one is trying to hurt you.” He leaned down and kissed her forehead. “I love you.”

“Love you, too.” She pushed a smile to her lips as her eyes fluttered closed.

He watched them sleep until he knew for sure she would sleep soundly. A rollercoaster of emotions raced through him as his fists clenched and unclenched, wishing he could wrap them around a certain deputy’s throat.

David gently closed the door to their bedroom and walked back out to the living room, still full of family. He appreciated his family stepping in and helping as much as they had for the last couple of days, but he envied Noel and Charlie right now. He wanted more than anything to cuddle in bed with them.

“She doing okay?” Darlene asked as he poured himself another cup of coffee.

“Looks peaceful. Charlie is sleeping on top of her. They wrapped their arms around each other so tight I’m not sure we could pry them off.” A tinge of jealousy shot through him. How he longed for her to hold him like that again.

“I knew seeing Charlie would be good for her,” Darlene said.

David nodded. If there was anyone that could pull her out of this, it would be their son. Ever since he had been born, that boy had been her whole life.

“Do you know what Billy came in to tell her?” David fumed, pacing in front of his family. “He told her that someone had tampered with her brakes.”

“What?” Darlene gasped.

“Who would do such a thing?” his mom asked.

“No one!” David threw up his arms. “He’s creating fear in her for no reason. No one would want to harm Noel.”

“When was the last time she got her car checked? Maybe Hank’s new guy made a mistake? The kid’s barely out of school.” His dad scratched at his stubble.

“We got new brakes just last week. I knew the storms were coming, and I wanted her and Charlie safe.” David’s heart hammered. What if that caused the accident? What if... “I’ll talk to Hank.”

“It must be a mistake...some sort of malfunction,” Darlene said, though her tone sounded more like she tried to comfort herself as well as him. “Your mom and I brought a bunch of meals for you guys. Some are in the fridge. The others are in the freezer. I don’t want Noel to have to worry about cooking for a while.” Darlene showed him the packed refrigerator as if she needed the distraction as much as he did. 

“And we’re going to host Christmas this year,” his mom said.

“Thank you, all of you.” He looked at his family and Noel’s mom. 

“She’s going to be okay, David. You will, too.” Noel’s mom rose and gave him a hug. “You need rest as much as them. Go lay down with your family. We’ll clean up and let ourselves out.”

“Go,” his mom said, kissing him on the cheek.

The rest of his family sent him off as well, so he returned to the bedroom. After he shut the door behind him, though, all he could do was stare at the two of them cuddling together on the bed. He felt like an outsider, and an unwanted one at that.

He continued to feel that way for the next few days. Noel hardly put Charlie down the entire time. When he napped, she napped snuggled with him. When he went to sleep, she did as well. Her hand still didn’t work very well, so he did the cooking, well, the heating of the meals that their moms left them, the dishes, the laundry. He felt like the housemaid.

Not that Noel wasn’t kind or grateful. She was, but in a way that was distant and exclusive. He wanted to spend some time with her.

“Hey, Noel?” he asked.

She looked up from the blocks she was playing with Charlie.

“I was thinking...what about we see if one of our moms can watch Charlie tomorrow night so we can go out?” David heard the hope in his voice, wishing he didn’t sound so desperate.

“You mean like a date?” she asked.

“Yeah, we could get some time together, alone, do some things we used to like doing before.” His heart pounded, and he licked his lips. 

“Leave Charlie?” she asked, her eyes widening.

“No leave Charlie!” their son yelled and ran into her arms.

She held him, looking up into David’s eyes, pleading. “I’m not sure I’m ready to be out yet.”

“Forget it,” he said, and walked into the other room. It was just like it was before. Why did he even try?

~*~
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SUNDAY MORNING NOEL sat in the pew at church holding Charlie, who conveniently had decided he needed a nap and slept peacefully in her arms. The doctor had taken out the staples two days before. She had asked her mom to braid her hair over that side of her head to cover the bandage as best as possible.

Her heart raced with being around so many people, and she worried about the barrage of questions sure to come at her as soon as the service ended. She tried to focus on what the pastor was saying. He talked of forgiveness and what love truly meant, the selfless, pure love that they were meant to have for one another.

David shifted restlessly next to her. He had never been good at sitting that long. He had to go back to work tomorrow. Ten days had been a blessing, but bills had to be paid. She watched him out of the corner of her eye, the strong, handsome man that had stood by her side and had taken care of her and Charlie during this ordeal.

They had made no more mention about their past troubles or the brakes, though the distance felt vast between them. Had she been selflessly loving him?

At the end of the service, several women came over to ask after her. While she smiled and assured them she was just fine, she watched David slip away to talk with Hank in the corner. His face was red, and his lips drawn tight. Hank held up his hands, shook his head, and walked away. With a slight glance in her direction, David turned and stormed out the back door.

“Noel, dear, are you sure you’re alright?” Penny, a friend from school, asked. “You’re awfully pale.”

“Actually,” Noel said as she dropped back into the pew. “I am feeling a little worn out.”

“You should go on home and rest. I see your mom coming over. Let her take care of you. No need to push it.” Penny patted her shoulder. “You call if you need anything.”

“Thank you,” Noel said as her friends faded off to talk with others. She pushed the thought of David arguing with Hank out of her mind. If she continued down that path, all sorts of bad ideas would filter through her thoughts. She had to remember what the pastor said...love selflessly. She squeezed Charlie closer, willing herself to have faith.

That afternoon they declined visits with their families to have a relaxing rest of the day before real life resumed. Noel forced herself to stay awake after getting Charlie to sleep. 

She stumbled out from the bedroom and found David watching the game.

“Everything okay?” he asked as he turned toward her.

“Yeah, just thought we could spend some time together while Charlie napped, but if you’re busy with the game...”

David sat up and turned the tv off. “I’m all yours.” He patted the seat next to him.

Noel’s heart raced. She hadn’t been alone with him since her accident, and right now with that silly grin he had and the way his eyes sparkled, she felt nervous.

She sat down, and he pulled her into him. His strong arms wrapping around her felt good. They felt more than good, like an otherworldly force that spoke of protection, strength, and something deeper than her memory could go, maybe could ever go.

She wanted to lose herself in the feeling, forget that she couldn’t remember, forget that signs pointed to them being on the brink of divorce, forget the deputy’s warning or suggestion that her husband could have had anything to do with her accident.

That thought jolted her from her comfortable position. Her eyes flew open, and her heart hammered. David couldn’t have tampered with her brakes, right? They might not have been getting along, but surely he hadn’t wanted her dead?

She thought back to her first conscious memory after the accident. David, head bowed, praying for her recovery. No one had been in the room with him. There was no one for him to perform for. A person who would have wanted to harm her wouldn’t have been praying that earnestly for her recovery.

She shoved the horrifying thought from her mind. It had already done its damage, though. His arms no longer felt like a safety harness, but constricting.

She heard a soft moan from her son and pushed herself up, finding the excuse she needed to reset. “I better go check on him.”

“He’s fine,” David murmured, pulling her back into him.

His reaction fueled her uneasiness, sending panic racing through her. “No. I need to check on him.”

“Fine.” His arms released her abruptly, and he instantly turned off any of the connection she had felt.

“Why are you acting this way?” She stood looking down on him, her heart aching.

“Why are you acting this way? Why have you been acting this way since our son was born?” The animosity in his voice sent her taking a step back.

“What is that supposed to mean? You know I can’t remember any of that. Why would you throw that in my face?” Her eyes stung as she backed further away.

He hung his head and squeezed the back of his neck.

“What happened to us? Everyone keeps beating around the bush, and it’s time I really know. What made you so distant from me? If you cheated on me, I deserve to know.” She steeled herself, planting her feet firmly on the ground and her fists onto her hips.

“Cheated on you?” His head shot up. “What craziness are you talking about?”

“I don’t know what happened. You act guilty, like you have done something treacherous.” The reality of it hit her hard, and she took a few more steps back. “Did you want me to die, David? Did you come to hate me that much?”

“What?” He stood in a rush, a look of pure terror across his face. “Hate you? Die? Of course not!”

She shook her head, fear building until it caused the room to spin. 

“I have never wanted anything awful to happen to you. We just grew apart...” He took a tentative step toward her. “I think you need to sleep, Noel. You’re acting a little, well, delusional.”

Noel gasped. Her mouth hung open for a moment, shocked by his audacity. Then her lips closed in a hard line, and she glared at her husband. Her mouth felt on fire and knew if she opened it, words as scorching as a branding iron would fly forth, causing even more damage.

She spun on her heel and bounced off the walls on her way into Charlie’s room. Once she shut the door, fear pushed past the anger, and she locked the door behind her. Maybe she was delusional, but she could sleep better, knowing David couldn’t just barge in whenever he wanted.

Crawling into Charlie’s small bed wasn’t exactly comfortable, but holding him brought her peace. It eased her fear enough that sadness clutched her heart. She missed her husband, his comforting arms, his steadfast presence, and the ease at which life used to flow between them.

What had happened? Could it really be that they just grew apart?

~*~
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DAVID SUNK BACK DOWN onto the couch. Could she really believe he wanted her dead? His conversation with Hank that morning came rushing back in. Did the entire town think he had something to do with Noel’s accident? He shook his head. They couldn’t. He never shared with anyone about their troubles...but she had. How else did Billy know?

No. Hank just worried about the livelihood of his business. That’s where the man had come from. It had to be. Of course, any business owner would be defensive if someone blamed them for a horrific accident. Or was he hiding something... Maybe he should go in and talk to the new kid.

None of that explained why his wife thought he wanted her dead. That must have been Billy’s planting.

What had he done wrong? If she could remember, she would know that it was as he said. She would have laughed at Billy’s suggestion that he had something to do with it. They had grown apart. That’s it. After having Charlie, Noel’s priorities had shifted...and shifted far away from him.

How long could he go with feeling like he didn’t matter?

He would be lying if he said he hadn’t thought about leaving her, walking away, and finding someone that saw him as more than a paycheck. Every time he got close, something would shift. He would see a glimpse that made him feel like she still cared. So he hung on.

He had to help her get her memory back. If she could remember, she would know, and maybe, just maybe, they could work it out before it was too late.

He went to the office where they kept their computer, something that was barely used anymore with their phones. He needed something more this time, something to allow him to create a document full of research. Research had always come easy to him. He would use those rusty skills and find a way to get his wife’s memory back.

By the time midnight rolled around, the words on the screen blurred past the point of recognition. He saved his document full of research describing the way a brain worked, what trauma could do to memory, and ways to heal amnesia...though it didn’t seem a high probability.

What he needed was real-life people who had gone through this and come out the other side. He searched amnesia support groups on the web, devouring story after story. So many others expressed heartache as he felt: the distance, the feeling of loss, the hopelessness, and wondering if it could ever be fixed. He wanted to reach out to them, ask them if they ever made it through.

Most of the chats were older, though, and no longer active. There was no way to reach out to these people.

He shut down the computer, too tired to get lost in dismay. He would find a way. He had to. On his way down the hall, he tried the handle on Charlie’s room and found  it locked. His heart sank, but exhaustion propelled him toward bed. He had to give her space...and time.

Before he allowed sleep to take him over, he sent up a silent prayer. He needed to know how to help his wife and how to save their marriage in the process.
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~CHAPTER FOUR~
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Noel sat cross-legged on the floor in front of the woodstove. Even with the metal grate there to keep Charlie from touching the burning metal of the stove, she felt safer putting herself between him and the heat. Besides, she enjoyed the warmth that poured from it. 

Charlie plopped in her lap and snuggled in.

“Christmas tree,” he said, taking the finger from his mouth and pointing at the live tree David had just brought home.

“Yes, Sweetie. That’s our Christmas tree.” She kissed the top of her boy’s head, trying to just enjoy the moment through his eyes. 

David had been kind and polite the last couple of days, but he seemed preoccupied and distant. Once she had some sleep, she had convinced herself her fear was irrational. If David had been behind the accident, surely someone would have picked up on his maliciousness toward her.

She had called her mom after he had left for work that next morning. Her mom immediately assured her that David had not had an affair that she knew of, nor could she think he would ever want her harmed. They planned to have brunch on Friday to really dig into it.

That was tomorrow.

Tonight, she wanted to just enjoy Christmas traditions with her son. This was her first memory of him during the holiday season. 

Charlie pushed out of her arms and toward the box David had brought down from the attic. It held ornaments and lights to decorate the tree. 

“Ball. Pretty ball.” He brought her a sparkling sphere from the box of ornaments she and David had bought their first Christmas married.

“Yes. Ornament.” She took the ball from him and stood up. “We put it on the tree. Look.” She hung the ornament on a branch, enjoying the spicy scent of the fir tree as she did.

“Ornment.” Charlie practiced the word. “Put ornment on tree?”

“Yes, Charlie. We put the ornament on the Christmas tree. Good sentence.”

Charlie clapped his hands and toddled back to the box.

“We really should put the lights on first,” David said, his brows scrunched.

“I suggest you do so quickly then, because he is getting pretty excited about this.” Noel let a small laugh bubble forth. 

David let out a heavy sigh. She eyed him, wondering why he looked so dejected all the time. 

Rolling her eyes, she said, “Come here, Sugar Plum. Let’s sort these ornaments by color while Daddy puts the lights on the tree.”

“What did you just say?” David asked, his expression intense.

Her heart raced, unsure of what she had said wrong. “I was just trying to distract him so you could...”

“No,” he lowered to his knees in front of her., gentling his voice. “What did you call Charlie?”

“Sugar Plum...is that bad....it just came out...,” she stammered.

David drew her into his arms. “It’s not bad at all. Sugar Plum what you call him. This is progress, Noel!”

“Really?” She smiled as he let her go slightly so he could see her face. “That’s good, right?”

“It’s great,” David said.

Charlie waddled over, pushing between them. “Charlie want hug.”

David pulled him into their embrace. “Charlie, Mommy is remembering!”

“Mama member!” Charlie clapped.

“Maybe it will come back?” Noel asked, hopeful anticipation causing her to shiver. “Is that what you want?” She leaned back to look at David. “You want me to remember?”

“I do.” He drew Charlie into his lap as he sat back. “There are things I have said that I would rather you not remember...things I said in anger and out of frustration, but if you remembered, you would know it for what it was and not think...” he blew out a breath, “not think that I could ever wish you harm.”

Tears stung her eyes. She hadn’t wanted to hurt him, but fear fueled her. It would have been better if Billy had never even mentioned her brakes. Maybe she could have healed the rift between her and David if he hadn’t.

She concentrated on pulling out the boxes of decorations, but the truth still hit her. The rift was there, Billy’s accusation or not. She would have felt it, and it still needed healing.

“That’s right, Charlie. That’s another blue.” David helped Charlie sort the ornaments. He glanced over at her, and his smile tugged at her heart, leaving her stomach full of butterflies, just like it did when they first met.

He raised himself up from Charlie and strung the lights. Every so often he would catch her eye and smile again, a smile that spoke of yesterday, of the early years. A smile that spoke directly to her heart.

The weight on her shoulders lessened as they decorated the tree. She took pictures of Charlie hanging ornaments and putting the garland on his head, like hair. She was even lucky enough to catch some shots of David and Charlie playing with the foam Rudolph nose. The moment stirred within her until sadness erupted. How many moments like this had she forgotten?

David came to her with a gentle hand. He took the camera from her. “Let me get some of you and Charlie.” He urged her to join Charlie as he played in a box all wrapped up like a present.

“Me present?” Charlie asked as he ducked into the box.

“You are my present,” she said, kissing his nose.

“You took about a hundred pictures of him in that box last year. I think he might remember that a little.” David said, as he snapped a few pictures.

“I did?”she asked.

“Yeah,” David said as he lowered the camera. “Hey, after the little man’s asleep, why don’t we go through the photo albums? I hear it might help spark some memory.”

She looked at him closer. “You’ve been hearing a lot of things about amnesia lately it seems.”

He shrugged. “You know how I like to research.”

“I do actually,” she said, letting the smile come to her lips. The idea of looking at pictures eased the pain of not remembering. Maybe they would help. Maybe looking through the last two years of her life would bring back everything.
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DAVID ELT LIKE HE HELD his breath most of the evening. Since Charlie fell asleep, Noel had snuggled with him while they flipped through photo albums. Something inside of him softened the longer she stayed in his arms, leaving him hoping more than he had for years now. 

Every time she shifted, her scent filled him, intoxicating him with memories of their time together as newlyweds. He longed for those times again but held himself back, as physically hard as this was. Noel needed time. He had to let her be the one to decide she was ready.

“This was only a couple of months ago?” She pointed to a picture of Charlie blowing out the candles on his second birthday.

“That’s right.” He pointed to the cake, letting his finger trail up her arm as he did. “You made this cake from scratch with little to no sugar so it was healthy for him.”

“I did?” She screwed up her mouth.

He laughed, enjoying the feeling as if even more of the resentment that had pained him released and relaxed. “It actually was delicious. Don’t ask me how you did that.”

“Maybe I kept recipes.” She leaned back as she lost herself in thought.

“I’m sure you did. We can look in the drawer,” he said, but clutched her closely as she moved. “We don’t need to look right now. Unless you are in the mood for midnight baking?”

“Is it midnight already?” she asked, though she settled back into him.

“No, not quite.” He kissed the side of her head, unable to help himself.

“What’s this one?” Noel picked up the last photo album in the stack. “Wait, this is our wedding album.”

He leaned up with her, slowly drawing her hair off her neck, giving him a better view of what she looked at. He planted a kiss on the exposed skin before responding. “Yes, and our honeymoon.”

She opened the book and trailed a finger across their happy faces standing at the front of the church. “Remember when your nephew took off with the rings, running to his mommy instead.”

“I do. The whole church erupted in laughter.” David chuckled, flipping the page showing them with the pastor at the altar and their handwritten vows.

“I still remember my vows.” She said, tracing the page, turning to him with a soft smile. “It’s nice to remember things.”

“You’re doing great,” he said, brushing a stray lock behind her ear and kissing her forehead.

She leaned into the touch, and his heart raced. His eyes latched onto her lips, but she bit them, and he knew he had to be patient. He turned his attention back to the book, flipping the pages until they hit the reception.

“Remember our first dance?” He slipped out from her arms, standing up, and pulling out his phone.

“I do. Our song...the same one we danced to at our prom when you told me you would marry me one day.” She blinked several times, and he rushed his search.

Finding what he was looking for, he hit play, set the phone down, and lowered a hand to her. “May I have this dance?” he asked as the first notes filled the room.

She snapped her eyes up to him, her head cocking as she picked out the tune. “David,” she whispered. 

He reached lower and took her hand, drawing her up and into his arms. “Let’s relive some memories that you know. It will make them that much stronger.”

She melted into his arms. Her body shook for a moment, and he knew she cried. He kissed the top of her head, pulling her closer. “It’s going to be okay, Baby. I’ll be your memory when you can’t remember. We’ll do this together.”

On the second round of their song, her trembling stopped. She sniffed. He untangled himself long enough to bend down for a tissue. After a brief wipe, she was back in his arms, like she had never left.

“I feel so safe here...like I belong right here, right now,” she whispered.

“You do, Noel,” he said.

He pulled back slightly, wiped the remnants of her tears off her cheek with his thumb, letting it then trace down her soft skin and across her lips. His throat clenched, and his chest constricted. He needed her, and the look in her eyes said she needed him. Had that been there the entire time? Why had they not seen that look in each other over the last two years?

Or, had he just not seen it?

“I...I...” Noel started, biting her lip and dropping her eyes.

He tilted her chin up to look at him. “Tell me.”

“I don’t know what happened between us. I can’t remember. I don’t know if it was my fault or yours or no one’s...” Her lower lip trembled and tears filled her eyes once more.

“I think it just happened. I don’t think it was anyone’s fault.” David realized as he spoke, that it was the first time he hadn’t blamed her or himself. Could it be true? He heard many couples divorced after their first child. 

“Is there...is there any hope?” Noel asked, bringing him back to the moment.

“Someone very smart used to say, there is always hope,” he said, kissing her forehead, letting his lips linger there. “We can start here...now.”

“Forget the past?” A teasing smile quirked her lips.

“I wouldn’t use those words, but maybe live in the moment?” he suggested.

She nodded, then rested her head against his chest. They danced in each other’s arms, one soft footstep at a time, melting away into their song, into this moment. It fulfilled him, leaving him fully satisfied. This had been what was missing the last couple of years, this closeness. The feeling of her holding onto him like nothing else mattered, of needing him, of wanting him, of loving him.

As if she read his thoughts, she pulled back, her eyes darting to his and then down over and over again, just like she used to do when still shy with him a decade ago. Finally, she raised her hand, wrapping it around his neck, and looked deep into his eyes.

“I love you, David Fredrickson.” Her voice was barely audible and caught as her eyes misted again, but the force of her words almost knocked him over.

He finally let out that breath he had been holding in a contented sigh. “I love you, too, Baby.” His eyes dropped to her lips, but he would wait. He would wait for her to take that step, to decide she felt safe enough to carry on—

Her lips hit his with fiery softness, at first tentative, as if she was afraid she would get burned. His lips felt scorched, but it sparked a long-seated love within him. A feeling that had kindled for years, waiting in embers to be stirred up into the flame that consumed him now.

His wife. His love. His life.

She deepened the kiss, pulling him toward her, slowly taking steps back toward the hallway.

“Noel...” he said, his voice sounding strangled.

“It’s okay,” she said between kisses. “We’re married. We love each other.” She kissed him again, pulling him past Charlie’s room.

He held his breath, half-filled with fear that their son would choose now to wake up. Noel slid her warm hand to his cheek, pulling his attention back to her. 

“Are you sure?” he whispered as she pulled them into their room

She nodded. “I need you.”

He closed the door and took his wife in his arms, no longer hesitant. Love filled him, coursing from him to her, and he felt her love coursing into him. They would heal their marriage. They were healing it right now.
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~CHAPTER FIVE~
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Noel woke nestled in her husband’s arms. Warmth filled her as she snuggled in deeper, and his embrace tightened as he let out a contented moan. This was what had been missing. Sure two years were gone from her life, but this...her husband...his arms around her, this was her anchoring point. If she had this, she could make it through anything.

“Mama!” Charlie cried from his room.

Noel yawned, pushing herself up.

“I’ll get him,” David said, kissing the top of her head. “I’ve got to get ready for work, anyway.”

A tittering of anxiety coursed through her. “I don’t mind,” she said, hearing her voice quivering.

“I’ll bring him to you. It’s okay. I know you two need your morning snuggle time.” He looked back from the doorway. “I feel so much better after getting mine.” He winked and disappeared.

She felt the heat travel up her neck and settle in her cheeks. Did every married couple still feel this way? Of course, she knew they didn’t...it had only been a short while ago that she worried he had something to do with her accident. It seemed an insane thought now, and she chucked it off as the delusion that the doctor said could happen with a brain injury. 

David’s calming murmurs broke through her thoughts. It warmed her heart, hearing him talk to their son that way. He was a good father, kind and thoughtful. 

“Here’s Mommy,” he said as he walked into the room with their teary-eyed toddler. “See. She’s waiting for you, just like I said.”

“Mama!” Charlie cried, wriggling to get to her.

“Morning, Sugar Plum,” she said as she nestled him in her arms. How had she forgotten this feeling? She glanced at David smiling down on them. “We’re going to get through this together, right?”

“Yes, together.” He leaned down and kissed her lips, the warmth traveling through her body. “I wish I didn’t have to work.”

“Me, too.” She looked down at Charlie, who stared up at her with adoration. “We’ll miss Daddy, won’t we?”

“Daddy no go!” Charlie demanded.

David sat down next to them. “Just work, little buddy. Daddy will be home to play with you this afternoon.”

“Just work,” Charlie repeated with a manly nod.

“Oh my,” Noel said with a laugh, “if he isn’t the spitting image of his daddy.”

David’s smile brightened as she watched him. “Really?”

“Oh, yes.” Noel smiled, glancing from father to son. “He has your mannerisms and your charming smile.”

“You think my smile is charming?” David’s ears pinked a little.

“You know I do,” she said, blowing him a kiss.

That charming smile didn’t seem to leave his lips all morning, and as soon as he left for work, she missed it and him. Charlie kept her busy as she realized how much work it was to chase after a two-year-old without help, not to mention caring for the chickens and goats. Luckily, her leg had healed almost all the way, and though her hand didn’t always cooperate, it mostly did, at least enough to do what needed to be done.

The morning passed quickly. Before she knew it, there was a knock at the door. She glanced at the clock.

“It’s already lunchtime. That must be Grammy.” She picked Charlie up. “Why isn’t your Grammy coming in as she always does? Silly Grammy.” 

Balancing Charlie on her hip, she opened the front door. Instead of her mom, Billy stood there, decked out in his uniform. Her initial joy at seeing an old friend quickly turned sour, leaving her stomach clenching as she remembered their last encounter.

“Oh, hi, Billy,” she said, hoping she pushed enough cheer to her voice.

“Morning, or afternoon now.” He reached a finger out to Charlie. “Hey there, Charlie.”

Charlie hid his face in Noel’s chest. She patted his back. “He’s been very attached since I’ve come home.”

“To be expected.” He took off his cowboy hat and glanced into the house behind her. “You alone?”

“David’s at work, if that’s what you’re asking.” She stepped out onto the porch even though the chill of the air prickled her skin and had Charlie crawling even further into her arms.

“Any luck on memories?” He filled his cheeks and held his breath.

“No, not really,” she said in a sigh.

He blew out his breath and glanced around. “I really feel there was foul play. Has David been acting weird at all? Aggressive? Or even overly affectionate?”

Flashes of their reconnection last night flitted across her mind. Aggressive? Overly affectionate? She bit her lip.

“Do you want me to check your car?” He shifted from one foot to the other, glancing at the car.

“David had it fixed.”

9“Isn’t that what he did last time?” Billy arched a brow. “I talked with Hank. He said he had just changed your brakes days before your accident.”

“He did?”

Billy nodded. “I heard David argued with him at church. That true?”

“Well, I don’t know if it was an argument, but I saw them talking...” A shiver ran down her spine. “You know, Billy. I can’t do this...I have to trust my husband. I can’t imagine David wanting to cause me harm.” She took a step back into the warmth of the house.

“But you don’t remember the last two years. You don’t remember how bad it had gotten.”

“What do you mean, how bad it had gotten?” Her hands shook, and she clung to Charlie even tighter.

“I cold, Mama. Tell man goodbye. Let go inside,” Charlie mumbled in her shirt.

“Let me in, Noel. I’ll tell you everything.” Billy put a hand on the door, his eyes pleading in hers. “I was the only one you told everything to.”

Alarm bells sounded in her head. It didn’t seem realistic that she had opened up to an old guy friend rather than her mom or a girlfriend. “I...I don’t know, Billy.”

“I’m worried about you.” He took a step closer. “He was being abusive, Noel. David is not who you think he is.”

“Abusive?” Her body went cold. 

“Well, he hadn’t hit you that you told me, but he was controlling you.”

Confusion clouded Noel’s brain, swirling round and round as it did too often since her accident. Charlie squirmed in her arms. She set him down and let him run back into the house, hearing his choo-choo sounds only moments later. Immediately, her arms felt empty as she desperately needed to cling to some truth.

“Please, Billy. I don’t know what your intentions are...but I can’t take this right now. I’m so confused.” She held her head.

Billy took her in his arms, letting his massive hand stroke her hair. “Shh. It’s okay. I’ll take care of you. Maybe you could visit your mom...or me. You and Charlie are always welcome on my ranch.”

Noel stiffened, then attempted to break free from his embrace, but he held on firm. “Let me go, Billy.”

“I’m worried about you,” he said again.

“Let me go,” she said, her voice leaving no doubt of her feelings.

His arms slipped loose. “I’m sorry. You said you really needed a hug last time you came to talk with me.”

“I don’t remember those times, Billy. Right now things are good between David and me...” She jutted her chin out. “I want to keep it that way.”

Billy stepped back as if she had gut-punched him. A breath or two later, he nodded. “He could be covering for himself. His plans didn’t work, so he is making amends until he finds a different way.”

“I think you’re watching too many detective movies,” she said, stepping back into the threshold of her house, Charlie’s train sounds giving her a piece of reality to cling to.

Billy grasped her hand. “Stay aware, Noel, and call me if anything seems amiss, day or night.”

Gravel popped in the driveway behind him as she tugged her arm out of his hold. “Thank you for your concern, Billy. Please excuse me,” she said as her mom exited her car and came toward them, “I have a lunch date with my mom.”

He let go of her arm, replaced his hat, and tipped it to her mom. “Darlene, a pleasure to see you. Keep her safe, will ya?”

“I always do my best,” her mom said as she eyed Noel.

“Goodbye, Billy.” Noel took her mom by the arm, hurrying her inside. She shut the door, leaving Billy standing on the porch.

“What was that all about?” her mom whispered.

“Twilight-zone weirdness.” She gave her mom a hug and then drew back to look her in the eyes. “Mom, I need to know what happened between David and me.”
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DAVID’S ELATION DEFLATED the moment he arrived home. He felt the shift in Noel at once. Sure, she pushed a smile to her lips and leaned into his hug, but the connection they had shared the night before and that morning had vanished.

His initial reaction had him wanting to lash out, demanding to know what he did to cause her to pull away once again. Instead, he took a moment while changing out of his work clothes, reminding himself that she needed time. She had been through a lot. He had almost lost her.

He loved her. Man, did he love her.

Last night only cemented that fact in him and fueled the drive that had been keeping him amped up past bedtime most nights. Tonight was no different. Noel made it clear she did not want him coming to bed with her, anyway.

He kissed her forehead, told her to have sweet dreams, and fought against disappointment. Until she had her memory, he felt she would never fully trust him again. Not that he had done much to instill her trust the last couple of years, but he definitely hadn’t wanted any harm to come to her, nor had he been unfaithful. He, well, he hadn’t been at his best.

He sat at his desk, the weight on his shoulders driving his shoulders down as if he carried a full-grown heifer. Thinking of cows made him think of his dad. He and his mom survived with three kids. Glancing at the clock, he took out his phone, scrolled to his parents’ number, and hoped his dad hadn’t fallen asleep yet.

“Hello?” his mom answered.

“Hey Mom. You guys doing okay?” He ran a hand through his hair.

“Yes...are you?”

“Yeah, I, uh, is Dad in bed yet?” His fingers tapped on the desk.

“Not quite. I’ll get him for you.” His mom’s voice sounded tight, and he knew that she was concerned. 

“Hey son,” his dad answered. “Everything alright? You got your mom in a tizzy.”

“Tell her everything is fine. Noel and Charlie are happily asleep. I just needed to talk with my old man.” He imagined his dad waving his mom away with a wink, like he had seen him do many times.

“I’m here, son. What’s on your mind?” His dad groaned, and David knew he had just lowered himself into his recliner.

David pushed up from his chair and paced the room. “I, well, how, ugh, why didn’t you tell me having kids would be so hard on my marriage?”

“Oh,” his dad chuckled. “I see. You know, I guess I should have warned you. It had been so many years that it just wasn’t something I thought about anymore.”

David stopped feeling a tendril of hope spring up within him. “So, it gets better?”

“Of course it does. The first one is always the hardest. You go from being your wife’s one and only to having to share with a screaming, squiggly thing that cries whenever you try to hold it.” His dad sighed in contentment.

“You sound happy about that,” David muttered.

“You live through it, son, and learn to laugh about it later. In the moment, you get all wrapped up in your head and your own desires. Life is different now. It won’t ever go back to the way it was.”

David slumped back into his chair. “That’s what I was afraid of.”

“Well, don’t get all down and mopey. That won’t do you a lick of good. Besides, it’s not the same, it’s better.”

“Better? How can feeling like chopped liver be better?” David grumbled.

“Oh, that feeling fades. You’ll see. Charlie just turned two. It gets easier now. You’ll take him places, do things with him, teach him things. As that connection grows, you realize that the two years that he needed his mom’s attention were well invested.”

“Huh,” David said, rubbing his temples.

“You got to have faith, son, and know that Noel loves you, even if she can’t give you all the attention she used to.”

“You think so?” David asked.

“I know so. Have you not seen how that girl looks at you?”

He had seen it last night, a glimpse, and then it was gone. “She’s struggling, Dad.” 

“She is. You need to be strong. Do what needs to be done. She’ll pull through. That girl is something else. You picked good, son.”

“Thanks,” David sighed. There was a lot to process.

“Do more with Charlie. You’ll be having more I expect, so you’ll need to take over with Charlie so Noel can focus on the new ones as they come.”

David gulped. Go through these last two years again?

“Have faith.” His dad’s voice softened. “There is nothing better than seeing your family grow up and use the skills and the morals you taught them. You’ve done well, son. You have made me proud.”

David’s eyes stung. He didn’t feel like anything to be proud of at the moment. A burning started in his chest and grew as it pushed his shoulders back and lit as his lips hardened in determination. “I will make you proud, Dad.”

They talked of the weather and livestock for a few more minutes before he let his father head to bed. He stared at the phone for several minutes. Have faith, his dad said.

He shook the mouse to wake up his computer. It was time to be proactive. He had to step out of the shadows and bring people who could help to him. He spent some time researching how to create a support group and decided on a name for his own right away.

Unforgettable Cowboys: A Wyoming Amnesia Support Group

His eyes blurred to the point he could no longer read words on the computer, but he had his own website and support group all set up. Now all he needed were people...

He shutdown the computer and stretched back in the chair, his body creaking. He wasn’t cut out for desk work, but hopefully these long hours would be worth it in the end. 

Stopping at Charlie’s door on the way down the hall, he watched his sweet boy as he smacked his lips as if he still nursed. His boy needed his mommy, but David did as well. There had to be a balance.

He pushed off the door and found himself pausing, watching his wife sleep as well. Together, he had told her. They could do this together. Tomorrow he would tell her about the group he created. Maybe together, they could find a way.  
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~CHAPTER SIX~
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The next two weeks seemed to fly by for Noel. Christmas music filled the kitchen, but she kept it low enough so she could hear David and Charlie playing. David had seemed to find a new interest in their son, teaching him how to stack blocks and then knocking them over. Under the tree, he had wrapped a little workbench, complete with all the miniature hand tools that he brought home for Charlie.

Noel sighed as she kneaded the dough for the apple pie she was making for Christmas Eve dinner which would be at his parents’ that afternoon. The smell of cinnamon carried over from the filling. Strings of red and green paper chains that she and Charlie made lined the wall. Ornaments made from his hand prints dried next to her, waiting to be wrapped and given as gifts tomorrow morning. This is what life was supposed to be like.

After talking with her mom, she had decided to forget what Billy had told her. It was her mom’s opinion that Billy’s life-long crush on her had demented his thinking skills. Noel thought it was more the detective shows he watched all the time, but either way, his thoughts didn’t seem to hold merit.

According to her mom, they had spoken often about the trouble between her and David. Her mom always thought it was the normal transition that happened with the first child...of course, she assumed that’s why her father had abandoned them before Noel had even turned two. A small start caught her heart in a piercing snare. She shook her head, dispelling the thought. David wouldn’t leave them.

She dropped the dough ball on the floured bread board, pounding it before rolling it out. The physical action felt good, helping to relieve some of the tension. The effort, though, caused a wave of dizziness to pass through her, ending in her stomach souring. She sat, bringing her glass of water to her. Maybe she hadn’t eaten enough breakfast. 

“Mama, Mama! Look!” Charlie came running into the kitchen.

She wiped her hands on her apron, smiling down at her son and pushing back the queasy sensation. “Did you build a big tower?” He had pulled her from her baking a handful of times already to show her block towers that were taller than him.

“Big, big tower,” he deepened his voice and held his hands high while standing on his tiptoes.

“Okay, let’s see it.” Her head swam as she stood, but she pushed forward, ignoring the feeling. “Whoa!” She said as she entered the living room.

“See, Mama, big, big tower!” Charlie jumped in that way two-year-olds do with their toes never quite leaving the ground and clapped his chubby hands.

“It is very big, Charlie. You must have worked hard on that.” She smiled at him and glanced at David.

“Dada help. Crash time?”

“Hold on, sport.” David walked up next to her with a camera, his smile shy as he shrugged. “You’re not the only one that wants to remember these days.”

She took his arm, leaning against him as he readied the camera. “Okay, Charlie. Go for it.”

Charlie squealed as he careened toward the tower, laughing hysterically as the blocks flew every direction. “Charlie destruct.”

“Did he just say destruct?” Noel glanced at David.

“He did,” David met her eyes, his mouth dropping into a goofy grin, then his brow creased. “Hey, you feeling alright?” He lifted his hand to her forehead, letting it slide down her cheek.

She shrugged. “I think I’m just hungry and a bit tired. I’m sure I’m fine.” She kissed him briefly before leaning down to kiss Charlie’s head. “I’m proud of you, Charlie. You make great towers and do a fine job destructing them.”

“Destruct!” he shouted.

Noel left them to their construction and destruction to finish the pie. They would bake it at his parents while they ate so it would be warm at dessert time. Warmth filled her as her throat tightened. The thought of the family being all together filled her with emotion at how she almost didn’t get to be a part of it. 

She pushed the emotions and the lightheaded queasiness back so she could enjoy the moments rather than just be stuck on what could have happened. As she laid out the top crust of the pie, she smiled, turning her hand and moving her fingers. It was almost back to normal, and so was the rest of her life.

Though the dizziness didn’t leave her, she greeted the family when they arrived at his parents’ with a wide smile. Charlie had been up a lot the night before. She must have been feeling the effects of less than normal sleep. Yet, the way the family catered to her, telling her to sit and rest, made her feel like she didn’t hide it as well as she thought.

She loved Christmas at the ranch. David’s mom always went overboard with decorations, Christmas music, and presents piled under the tree. Charlie whimpered, wanting to be picked up, and she took him around the house to count all the Santa Clauses, coming up with thirteen. They had just started counting the snowmen when they were called to dinner.

Dinner filled her heart and her stomach. She focused on the poinsettia designs on the tablecloth in front of her, giving herself time to compose herself. Seeing their family surrounding the big table at David’s parents’ ranch made everything feel perfect, and that thought choked her up. Once she had her emotions under control, she looked at her mother-in-law.

“That was delicious,” Noel told her.

“It sure was,” her own mom joined in on the appreciation.

“Thank you. Well, I’ll check on the pies. I can smell them already.” Noel’s mother-in-law sniffed the air with a smile. “Thanks for doing the pies. That helped a ton.”

“My pleasure,” Noel said.

“She loves baking.” David smiled at her. “And I don’t mind that she does.” He laughed.

“I’m sure you don’t,” his brother jested as he elbowed David in the stomach.

“And it’s always better with some eggnog,” David said, though his face whitened as the words left his mouth. His eyes met Noel’s.

They had told her she had left to get eggnog on Thanksgiving, the night of her accident. She touched his arm, swearing she could feel the fear rippling through him. “It’s okay.” She kissed his cheek. “I’ll get it for you.”

“I got it right here,” his sister called, but her eyes bugged out as she shook the carton. “I think it’s empty.”

Noel’s hand was still on David’s arm, so she felt him tense, but his words came out calm. “It’s okay. I don’t have to have it.”

“Well, I do,” his dad bellowed. “Can’t have Christmas dessert without eggnog.”

David laughed. “Okay I’ll go get it.”

Noel’s stomach clenched. Her hand dropped from David’s arm as she sat back in her chair. She didn’t feel right.

“It’s okay, Baby. Carl’s is just down the road from here. I’ll be back before you know it.”

She nodded, biting her lip.

“I’ll go with you,” David’s dad said, grabbing his coat.

Charlie ran into the room on the heels of his cousins. “Mama!” he said, pulling himself into her arms. 

David leaned down to kiss them both. “We’ll be back in a jiffy. Love you.”

“Love you. Be safe,” she whispered, taking in a deep breath to quell the nausea.

“See you in a few.” He looked over at his mom. “Need anything else?”

“Nope.” She glanced outside. “It’s a clear day. The roads are dry.” She stood next to Noel. “We’ll see you two in a bit.”

As Noel watched him leave, she didn’t know if the increase in her queasiness had anything to do with him leaving like she had left a month ago or something else entirely, but she held tight to Charlie and watched the clock.
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DAVID COULDN’T STOP thinking about the day Noel left for this same purpose. Why hadn’t anyone gone with her, like his father was with him? He shook his head to clear it. If they had, they also would have been in the accident.

“Noel’s not up to par, yet, huh?” his dad asked.

“Well, she’s doing better, but the last couple days, and especially today, she’s been tired and a bit off. Maybe she’s coming down with something. You see it too? It’s not just me?” David glanced at his dad as they drove down the deserted highway.

“Yeah, it's got your mom all concerned.”

“I’m monitoring her. If she doesn’t get better by the day after Christmas, we’ll call her doctor.” David nodded, assuring himself that all would be okay.

“Good plan.” 

They drove in comfortable silence until he pulled into Carl’s. “Want to come in or wait here?” David asked.

“Oh, I’ll come in. Might see something I can’t live without. Your mom isn’t here to stop me from buying it.” His dad chuckled.

“Hey, Carl!” David said as he beelined to the milk section while his dad moseyed the other direction. He let out a sigh as he saw several cartons of eggnog on the shelf. Holding his prize, he picked up a red rose and a hot wheels truck on his way back to Carl.

“Merry Christmas, David. Eggnog again, huh?” Carl blinked at the carton and met David’s eyes. “How is that wife of yours doing?”

“Better every day.”

“Glad to hear it.” His voice faded as he said it. “You know I kept telling Billy, I mean Deputy Manning, that nothing seemed amiss that night. Noel seemed as chipper as always, but definitely on a mission to get that eggnog. Except...” he faded off, taking a break from ringing up the items to scratch his chin.

“Except what?” David asked, his heart in his throat. Had something happened? Could it have been Billy all along? The guy had been trying to win Noel’s heart since Junior High.

“Well, she must have been in quite a hurry because, as she left, she accidentally pulled forward. I only know that because I heard her car scrape across the parking block. She backed right off of it, but,” Carl shrugged and waved his hand in dismissal before finishing his order. “It’s probably nothing.”

David did his best to keep his breathing even. “Do you remember which spot she parked in?”

“Well, yeah, hard to miss. The curb is all scraped up.” He pointed out to the empty spot right next to David’s car.

“Thanks, Carl. What do I owe you?” He pulled out his wallet and handed him a twenty without waiting for his change, quickly gathering his purchases. 

David tossed them into the car and strode over to the curb beside his car. He fingered the black streaks and broken bits of concrete, feeling the sharp rebar sticking out of the top. His fingers came away greasy, but after a few storms it couldn’t be Noel’s brake fluid, could it?

“Son, what are you doing?” His dad came out, a grocery bag in his arms. “Carl said you left without your change and now you are inspecting a curb.”

“Carl said that Noel jumped this curb right before her accident.” His dad squatted next to him, and David pointed out the sharp rebar. “Do you think this could have cut her brake lines?”

“Let’s see.” His dad set down his bag and pulled something from his pocket before kneeling in front of the curb.

“You really carry a magnifying glass around with you?” David asked, staring at his dad as he positioned the glass above the rebar.

“When you get to be my age, you’ll do the same. Unless you’re less stubborn and get those blasted reading glasses your mom keeps giving to me.”

David laughed and sat back on his haunches while his dad peered closely at the bar. “See anything?”

“Well, I think I might.” His dad sat back and handed David the magnifying glass. “Take a look.”

Sure enough, David saw a tiny piece of something. He pulled it off the bar to look at it closer. “Does that look like it could be a piece of a brake line?”

His dad peered at it. “It just may be.”

David pulled out his phone, taking a few snapshots of both the rebar, curb, and the piece of probable hose.

“You need evidence for something?” His dad slipped the glass back in his pocket and picked up his bag, chuckling.

“Actually, I do.” They climbed into the car. “Bill Manning is trying to pin Noel’s accident on me. Not officially yet, but he is sure placing those thoughts in Noel’s head.”

“Well, this will set him straight, then. He needs to find his own woman and stop trying to take yours.”

“I agree.” David pondered the best way to impart this recent evidence with Noel. In the end, he decided to wait until they were alone at home. No need to involve the family in the ordeal.

When he pulled up to his parents' drive, a shiver of apprehension traveled through him. The drama had already arrived.

“Is that Bill’s truck?” His dad asked as David shut off the engine.

“It is,” he growled, shoving the door open and covering the distance between the truck and the house in a matter of seconds.

He swung open the door, barreling inside. In an instant he saw the tears in Noel’s eyes, his mom’s shocked face, and a smug Billy. “Get out!” David stepped right up against the man’s chest. It didn’t matter that he was wider or taller. Fury filled David. This man had brought extra pain and fear to his wife and now had invaded his family’s home on Christmas Eve.

“Hold on there,” Billy said, stepping back, dropping a hand to his gun. “I think you have some answering to do.”

“Me? You got it all wrong, buddy. Who are you to crash my family’s holiday dinner with your lies.” David balled up his fists, anger coursing through him. If the guy hadn’t been in uniform, he would have knocked him to the ground.

Billy let his hand rest on his gun. “Oh, I think your charade is over. I’ve been investigating you.”

David glanced back at Noel, whose watery eyes pleaded into his. “What are you talking about?”

“I have surveillance camera footage, receipts, and everything.” Billy rocked back on his heels, and David wanted to knock the self-satisfied grin right off his face.

“Showing what?” David growled as he wracked his mind trying to figure out what Billy was doing. 

“A lady visiting you in a motel and a purchase for an engagement ring...that your lovely wife is not wearing.” Billy smiled so wide and cockily that David’s anger gave loose. He shouldered the man, hitting him hard.

“David!” Noel screamed, drawing his attention, but her eyes focused past him. 

When he looked back, Billy had a gun pointed at him. 

“Now that was a mistake. You just assaulted a man of the law.” Billy said between gritted teeth, his trigger finger twitching.

“Noel,” David glanced back at his wife, “you can’t believe him. I have proof. Ask Dad. I have always been faithful to you. Always. I could never do anything to harm you. You and Charlie are my everything. You have to believe me.”

“You can’t deny the evidence,” Bill stated. “Now, hands behind your back, and I’ll read you your rights.”

“I can deny the misinterpretation of this so-called evidence.” David searched the room, but couldn’t find his dad, only the shocked faces of the rest of his family.

Billy laughed. “So all criminals say.”

David stepped back from Billy to look at Noel. “I know you don’t remember, but you can ask our parents to confirm. I was taking classes in Laramie. We talked about it, remember? So I could get the promotion? The night before the final exam, I got a motel so I could study with a few classmates and be there early in the morning for the test.”

Noel glanced at her mom and his. They both nodded their heads.

Heartened, he continued. “If there is really surveillance footage, the woman they saw was probably Karen. We talked a lot about her.” 

Noel bit her lip, and he rushed on.

“She was a classmate and came to the study group before our big exam...but not just her. If the doofus,” he glared at Billy before looking back at his wife, “would have watched a few minutes before she came to my room, he would have seen two guys, Aaron and Brian, come in first. Then if he would have gone past when Karen left, you would have seen the guys leave about an hour later.”

Noel nodded, tears streaming down her cheeks.

“I was never alone with her. Never wanted to be alone with her.” He reached to clasp her hands.

“Don’t touch her,” Billy growled. “We’ll have to check those tapes to verify your story. Besides, that doesn’t account for the ring.”

David hung his head. “Now you have ruined my wife’s Christmas present as well.” He turned to pierce Billy with a hard glare. “Anything else you want to ruin while you’re here?”

“Easy to say,” Billy countered. “Prove it. Where’s the ring?”

David slipped his hand into his coat pocket.

“Hold it, keep your hands where I can see them!” Billy yelled.

“Do you want to see the ring or not?” David asked.

Billy stepped forward and rummaged in David’s pocket to pull out a small wrapped package. 

David raised an eyebrow. “Do you have to open my wife’s present, too?”

“You want me to believe you bought an engagement ring for your wife?” Billy sneered.

Noel gasped. David turned to see her cover her mouth. “You...got the promotion?”

David nodded. “I did. I passed the final exam. I was planning on giving you the ring Thanksgiving night and tell you about the promotion.”

“You’re good at fooling your wife, buck, but you are still under arrest. It’s for everyone’s safety.” Billy came at him again.

“No, Billy. He’s telling the truth.” Noel stood between them. “He...he couldn’t afford a fancy engagement ring when he proposed. I didn’t need one. I still don’t...”

“But I want you to have the ring you deserve.” David kept his gaze on his wife.

“He promised when he got his promotion, he would buy one for me.”

“Nice story.” Billy grumbled. “Facts still stand. Your husband assaulted me, and I have to check out his story. He is still under suspicion for your accident.” He grabbed David’s wrist.

“Wait a second, young man,” David’s dad came into the room. “I just got off the phone with the Sheriff. You aren’t even on duty right now. I suggest you leave before I have to ask your fellow officers to escort you off my property.”

“But...” Billy’s eyes widened.

“No, buts, Billy. Haven’t you watched enough cop shows? David is innocent until proven guilty,” Noel said. “I don’t appreciate you ruining our holiday based on suspicions, especially false ones. Please leave.”

Billy glanced around the room before leveling an icy glare on David and huffed, “This isn’t over. I will find the proof that you cut her lines.”

“I already have proof of what cut her lines. You can close the case.” David said and pulled out his phone. He told Noel and his family what Carl shared, showed them the photos, and pulled out the piece of hose.

Billy said nothing. He left the house, slamming the door behind him, and his truck spinning its wheels as he sped out of the driveway.

David didn’t care. Noel nestled in his arms and watched him in admiration. That was all he needed.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

~CHAPTER SEVEN~
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Noel woke in David’s arms, the events of the night before rushing in. As awful as it was having their family Christmas Eve intruded upon by Billy, who she thought had lost his mind, it turned out to be a blessing in disguise. 

It hadn’t felt that way in the beginning. Her heart had been crushed. She hadn’t been able to breathe, the pain was so great. She hadn’t wanted to believe it to be true. David had promised her he had been faithful, and she never knew him to be dishonest. Billy had been so adamant, saying he saw David with the woman on video.

David’s explanation made sense. Even though she couldn’t remember the incidents, her mom had nodded toward her, letting her know they had talked about it. Then the ring...she brought her hand up to let the diamond catch the first morning rays. Rainbows sparkled across the walls, bringing a smile to her face.

She hadn’t asked for the ring, it was something that meant more to David than her, but now that she wore it, the piece of jewelry felt a part of her and a token of a commitment that existed between herself and her husband. She lowered her hand and nestled closer to his warmth.

David stirred and kissed the top of her head. “Merry Christmas, Baby.” 

“Merry Christmas, my husband,” she said, kissing his chest beneath her cheek.

“How are you feeling?” Concern lined his voice. 

She knew he worried, as did the rest of the family. In truth, it worried her as well. What if something was happening as a side effect of her concussion or memory loss? She pushed the thought away. They had been through enough. Surely nothing else could go wrong.

“Right now, right as rain.” She wrapped her arms around him tighter but turned toward the door abruptly as it creaked open.

David sat up as well.

Standing with an enormous smile on his face was Charlie. “Christmas! Christmas!” He ran to their bed and crawled in between them. “Charlie big boy.”

“Merry Christmas, Charlie.” She kissed him all over his face. “Yes, you are a big boy coming in here all by yourself.”

“A very big boy,” David said, smiling down at his son. 

“Santa come? Where Santa?” Charlie crawled back out of their bed and to the window. “Snow! Santa bring snow.”

Noel didn’t want to leave the warmth of the bed, but seeing her son’s excitement pushed her forward. She kissed David, lingering for a moment, then rose to slip on her robe and slippers. Leaning over Charlie to look out the window, she saw a light dusting of snow turning the world outside into an icy wonderland.

“Think the chickens and goats are okay?” she asked.

“They’ll be fine. They are every winter.” He groaned as he sat up on bed and stretched.

“Santa eat cookies?” Charlie took her hand, pulling her out the door.

“Let’s see if Santa ate the cookies.” She let herself be pulled out into the living room to the plate of cookies that she watched David eat the night before. She had laughed as he ate messily, leaving a plateful of crumbs.

“Why all the mess?” she had asked with a laugh.

“Well, you have to leave a bit of evidence that Santa actually ate them.” He winked while wiping the crumbs off his lips.

The memory warmed her, and she pushed away the sadness that she didn’t remember if he had done that last year as well.

“Presents!” Charlie let go of her hand to run to the tree. “Big present!” He rocked the tool bench his dad had wrapped for him. 

“Yes, that one’s yours, Sugar Plum.” She kneeled down next to him.

“Open now!” He jumped up to his toes and clapped his hands.

“We have to wait for Daddy.”

“I’m here, but we need the camera.” He left the room and returned momentarily. “Okay, hotshot, go for it.”

“Open?” Charlie laid his hand on the present.

“Yeah, buddy. Rip the paper off, see what you got.” David held the camera up, ready to video the first present of Christmas.

“Daddy got you something very special,” Noel said, leaning into her husband. 

Charlie ripped the paper tentatively, looking back at them. They smiled at him, and his lips broke into a huge grin. When he returned to the present, he tore at the paper with exuberance, leaving bits and pieces of red and green paper littering the floor. The tool bench slowly appeared, and as enough of it showed to see what it was, Charlie shrieked. “Tools! Like Daddy! Big boy work hard!” He shredded the rest of the paper clinging to his new toy, his shrill voice babbling incoherently.

“Look at him,” Noel said, cuddling into David. “He loves it. You did well.”

David set down the camera, wrapping both arms around her, and kissed her temple. “He wasn’t like this last year. He didn’t quite get the unwrapping part. I would say he has it handled now.”

They watched Charlie open the remainder of his presents and opened a few of their own from each other. Love filled Noel, overwhelming her senses. She tried to push back the looming sadness that she had lost Charlie's first two Christmases, but her throat tightened.

“I’m going to get some breakfast started,” she pushed the words out, adding cheeriness to her voice that she didn’t feel, as she made her way to the kitchen. Upon standing, though, her head swam and nausea grew as a metallic taste filled her mouth.

“Noel?” David was by her side in an instant.

“I just got up too fast,” she told him and tried to convince herself as well. Yet, the feeling stayed with her the whole morning. They were almost ready to leave to meet the family back at his parents’ for Christmas brunch when she had to rush to the bathroom.

Leaning over the toilet, trying hard not to lose her breakfast, a flash of memory shot through her, leaving her even more breathless. David ran in, holding Charlie, and watching her in concern.

She sucked in deep breaths until she felt safe to sit on the edge of the tub, away from the toilet. 

“You okay? We don’t have to go.” David sat next to her, smoothing her hair back. 

“I think I had a memory.”

“Of throwing up?” David asked, his brows scrunching. “Must have been when you were pregnant with Charlie. That was pretty much the only time you got sick like that...” His voice faded off as his eyes widened.

Noel’s heart raced as she tried to make her mind work enough to do calculations. She hadn’t had a cycle since she woke from her coma a month ago. Stress could mess with her cycle, but...she met his eyes.

“Do you have tests?” he asked.

“I don’t know.” She gingerly pushed to a stand.

“Well, wouldn’t this be a Christmas surprise,” David muttered.

“You don’t sound excited about it,” Noel said tentatively.

“I just worry about you. We’ll make it work, either way.” He smiled. Even though it was full of effort, she appreciated the gesture. “Besides, Charlie would love to have a sibling to play with.”

“Play with Co and Jo?” Charlie said, speaking of his cousins and bouncing in his daddy’s lap.

“Soon...maybe.” David met her eyes.

“Want to wait to find out?” She bit her lip.

“No time like the present. Besides, it would make everyone feel better if they knew why you looked like death warmed over.”

“Do I really look that bad?” She glanced at herself in the mirror, seeing her pale skin and round eyes.

“No, not at all, but we can tell something is amiss. Better it be positive news, right?”

She nodded and slowly made her way to where she had kept the tests when they were trying for Charlie. Sure enough, she had a few left, though who knew if they had expired or not. She shrugged. One way to find out.

Three minutes later, they walked into the bathroom hand-in-hand. Emotion, she didn’t know which type yet, hit her hard as soon as she saw the second pink line. Tears welled and spilled over, running free as David wrapped his arms around her.

“Congratulations, Mama,” he whispered, his own voice constricted.

A brief flash of another test flitted through her mind, bright and clear, but of course, it wasn’t a lost memory. They had jumped and cheered when they found out Charlie was on his way. Her hands lowered to her still flat stomach, hoping that this little one didn’t feel less loved for the different reaction. 

The love was instant with the knowing, and her fears soon diminished in the light of their news. An unexpected gift had arrived for them this Christmas.



~*~
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DAVID STOOD ON THE back porch, listening to the joyful noises from inside his parents’ home. The ranch spread out before him, a ranch that had made him who he was, instilling a sense of pride in what you do with your two hands, respect for others and all God’s creations, and a simpleness that didn’t exist in most places he had visited. 

He loved this life. 

Though he chose not to live it as fully as his dad or his older brother who was set to take it over, he loved the life of working with his hands, of seeing the progress he had made. Now he helped make the hard-working ranchers like his dad and brother’s job a little easier.

Finishing his mechanical engineering degree allowed him to take the lead in the ranch equipment's new projects sector of his work. He knew what jobs took the most time, the most physical effort, and the most inconvenience. Now he could create equipment to make them simpler. 

He turned to look into the window as he heard Noel’s laugh. Life just got more complicated. He liked simple. Two years ago, he thought starting a family would be simple. That turned out to be a massive misstatement.

He sighed, turning his gaze back out across the fields.

The cacophony of celebration became louder for a couple of seconds as his mom slipped out on the deck. She sighed as well, but one of pure contentment as she came to his side, placing an arm around him and leaning her head on his shoulder.

“Such good news you two brought us today. Another Fredrickson on its way,” she told him.

David tried to push out an appreciative utterance, but it came out more like a grunt.

“You aren’t happy about the baby?” His mom pulled back to look at him.

“Of course I am,” he said, but he kept his gaze away from her searching eyes.

“Oh, that’s right. Dad told me about your concerns.”

He snapped his head toward her. “That was supposed to be a man-to-man talk.”

His mom let out a small chuckle. “Honey, one day you’ll learn that nothing is secret in a marriage, especially when it concerns your children.”

“Ugh,” he grunted again. He didn’t see that happening.

“Did your dad tell you what made it shift for us?” She raised an eyebrow.

He shrugged. “Time. Everything is time.”

“That’s what he said?” She laughed harder. “You men. You would think after all these years, he would communicate clearer.”

“Men don’t talk like that, Mom, all feelings and sappiness.”

She raised another eyebrow. “Is that so? Well, if you don’t talk to your wife like that, start now.”

“Dad talks like that to you?”

“In his way.” She touched his cheek. “No matter how old we get, we all need to feel loved...and needed.”

David brought his gaze down to his mom. Even after all these years, she seemed to still be able to read his mind.

“All it takes is a little vulnerability. Trust her. Tell her what you need.” His mom patted his hand.

“But—“

“David, tell her. Then ask her what she needs. Keep those communication lines open, and you’ll always feel close.” She leaned up and kissed him on the cheek before stepping back and rubbing her hands across her arms. “Brr. I’m going back to where it’s warm. You should, too. The boys want their Uncle David to play another game with them.”

“I’ll be there in a minute,” he said, and his mom walked toward the door. “And mom?” he said as she turned the knob. “Thanks.”

“Always, my son. You two will be okay.”



David pondered his mom’s words for the rest of that day, even once they had returned home. It was a Christmas of celebration. Noel was safe and well, as well as could be with morning sickness, that is. They were being blessed with another child. Charlie had grown by leaps and bounds in independence. His family was healthy and happy.

Could it really only take a conversation to heal his marriage and prevent that distance from happening again? He’d be foolish not to at least try. David reached out and fingered the ornament from Charlie’s first Christmas. Charlie had been so small, such a little miracle.

Noel’s presence filled the room as soon as she entered from putting Charlie to bed, but he didn’t turn. He tried to formulate the words he wanted to say. She wrapped her arms around him from behind, peeking around him to look at the ornament he still touched.

“I can’t believe he was ever that small,” she said, kissing his back.

“It goes fast. Too fast.” He turned in her arms to face her, sweeping back a few strands of hair behind her ears. “You tired?”

“Yeah, but I’m okay. Want some hot chocolate?” She let go of him to walk into the kitchen.

“We grew apart, Noel,” he blurted out.

She stopped and turned back toward him.

“I...I blamed you for the distance. I felt like you blamed me, like I couldn’t do anything right.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I didn’t feel like you needed me, much less wanted me.”

“David, I...I’m sorry. I don’t remember what I was thinking or what was done.”

He shook his head. “I don’t need you to remember, and...and I’m not blaming you. In talking with my dad, I think it’s a natural progression when a couple starts a family...but I handled it wrong.” He cleared his throat and took her hands in his. “I don’t want to repeat that same mistake,” he looked down at her still flat stomach, “this time.”

She drew him toward her, her arms clinging to him. “I do need you, David. I need you so much it scares me, and I want you even more.”

He pushed her back gently, looking into her tear-filled eyes. “And I need you, and I always want you.” He smiled.

She laughed through her tears. “Promise me...” she bit her lip before starting again, her voice a little less tight. “Promise me you will tell me if you start feeling like that again...before it gets bad?”

“I promise. You’ll do the same?”

She nodded. 

“Phew. Glad that is done.” He wrapped his arms around her. “Now, can we take that hot chocolate to bed?”

She laughed, playfully smacking him before leaning into him.

“What? I’m cold, and I want to cuddle with my wife and our new little one.” He let his hand drift to her stomach. “Our little Christmas miracle.”
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~EPILOGUE~
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“David!” Noel cried as her hands wrapped around her ever-expanding stomach.

“You okay?” David rushed in from the other room.

“Yeah,” she said, smiling up at him. “I just had another memory flash. Did we go see a movie when I was pregnant with Charlie? A sappy romance?”

David groaned. “The sappiest. You cried through most of it.”

“And Charlie kicked me hard right in the middle of the big kiss scene?”

David laughed and leaned against the wall. “Yeah, and the couple next to us kept hushing us as we gushed all over Charlie. We didn’t care. We were so excited.”

“Yeah, that’s what I remembered, too.” Noel lowered herself to the couch.

David sat next to her, listening to make sure Charlie was still happily playing with the spoons and pots he had gotten out for him while cleaning up the kitchen after dinner. “Do you think this little one’s movements are bringing the memories back?”

“I do,” she said as she met his eyes. “Do you think the birth and holding her will spark more memories with Charlie?”

“I don’t see why not.” David snapped his attention back to her. “Wait. I thought we were waiting until the birth to find out the sex!”

“We are,” Noel said with a shrug. “Call it a mother’s intuition.”

“I guess we should set the study up in all pink and ribbons.” David ran a hand through his hair.

“Stop stressing. The baby, regardless of whether a boy or a girl, can share with Charlie for several years. No need to go all princessy already.” Noel laughed, leaning into her husband.

“We’re going to need a bigger house,” David kept on.

“Relax. We have plenty of time. Let’s take it moment by moment. At least baby by baby. Besides, I could be wrong.”

“My wife wrong? That never happens.” 

Noel pushed off of him and slapped him playfully. “Come on. We need to get Charlie ready for bed.” She scooted to the edge of the couch, standing slowly, her belly feeling like two bowling balls pulling her down. 

After Charlie was asleep, she went to the study, knowing she would find David there, continuing his research on amnesia and managing the group he created: Unforgettable Cowboys. She watched him from the doorway. Unforgettable cowboy was right. 

She had lost two years of her life, but she had never forgotten him, of that she was grateful.

“Hey,” David said, spinning in the office chair, inviting her to sit on his lap. “Charlie fall asleep, no trouble?”

“No trouble. He loves his story time.”

“Who doesn’t?” He kissed her neck, sending ripples down her spine.

“Who’s on tonight?”

“A guy named Jameson. He doesn’t know his last name. It’s a pretty crazy situation, actually.”

“What do you mean?” she asked, letting her fingers line his jaw.

“Well, this guy woke up on the side of the road, beat up, and with no memory of who he was.”

“But he remembered his name?”

“It slipped out, like you calling Charlie Sugar Plum.” He kissed the tip of her nose.

“Wow. So what did he do? Where did he go?”

“He walked down the closest driveway. It was over in the ranch land near Cody...you know how far apart the ranches are there. It ended up being a goat ranch...” David looked up at her with a mysterious twinkle in his eyes.

“Why are you making that face?”

“Well, you’re a sucker for sappy romances...” he said, kissing her.

“So, this goat ranch was owned by a single woman?”

“You got it, and she let him stay in her barn.”

“Brave woman.” She wondered if she would have done the same.

“Well, maybe it was love at first sight?”

“To a beat-up man with no memory?” She raised an eyebrow.

David shrugged. “You never know.”  He reached around her and scrolled through the messages. “Here...this is the crazy part.”

Noel read the message aloud. “I fear for her as these men hunting me are not the kind to give up until the threat no longer lives. I need to remember, to give me the edge and save her life.” She looked back at David, feeling her eyes widen. “Oh my. That’s scary.”

“It is. I told him what has worked for you and shared advice that others have shared with me. Every case is a bit different, but I’m glad to have the support, and they are too.”

“You’ve done a good deed and have helped me tremendously. Each day it seems I remember something else.” She kissed him. “And more importantly, you have made me realize that memory isn’t as important as the present moment.”

“I have?” David asked, shutting the computer screen off and helping her up.

“You have.”

“Every moment?” he asked.

“Every moment.” She took his hand. “I know this time is going to be different. This baby will bring us even closer.” 

“Charlie, too,” David said, following her down the hall and stopping to watch his son’s chest rise and fall. “You are so wonderful with him. He’s smart and even-tempered.”

“You are, too. He’s a mini-you. I love watching you teach him all your man things.” She smiled, rising to kiss him on the cheek.

“Man things, huh?”

“Yeah,” she said, pulling him on down the hall.

“And I guess you’ll be teaching our daughter, if that’s what this baby is, all the woman things?” he asked.

She shrugged. “Yeah, but I also want her to know how to change her own tire, fix her own sink, and things like that.”

“Hmm,” David said. “So you want her future husband not to feel needed?”

“No,” she pushed him playfully. “I want him to feel like he has a partner.”

“Like I have with you.” He drew her back into his arms.

“Yes, like we have.”

“I love you, Noel.”

“And I love you.” She leaned up and kissed him.

As they lay in bed and she listened to his soft snoring, Noel thought about the changes that were taking place, not only with the new baby, but the new closeness she felt with David and the complete trust. They talked deeper than they ever had, sharing each moment in raising their son, looking to each other for support rather than blame. 

She knew enough that every moment wouldn’t be so golden, but that those moments would pass, leaving only the truth of their love behind. Appreciation filled her, for her son, Charlie, for this new baby, and for her Forever Cowboy.
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THANK YOU FOR READING Her Forever Cowboy. I hope you enjoyed David and Noel’s story. 

If you enjoyed Her Forever Cowboy, continue reading for a sneak peek of the next Unforgettable Cowboy, Her Unexpected Cowboy where you will find out what happens with Jameson and the woman’s ranch he finds himself at.

Or click HERE to read Her Unexpected Cowboy now!
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SHE OWNS A RANCH AND needs a pair of strong hands. He stumbles onto her porch broken, bleeding, and with no memory. What will she do with Her Unexpected Cowboy?

Sydney leads a fulfilling life of hard ranch work. She has her animals, and she thought that was enough for her. Until she makes a crazy birthday wish which is answered with an unexpected cowboy.

Jameson wakes up on the side of the road, battered and bruised, with no idea how he landed there. In fact, he can't remember anything...not even his name. When he shows up at Sydney's house and asks to stay the night in her barn, he has no idea of the trouble he brought with him.

If they survive the mess he brought down upon them, will their hearts have a chance at finding love?

Book One of the Unforgettable Cowboys, a clean and wholesome romance series with a touch of suspense.

Order Here! 

Continue Reading for a SNEAK PEEK!  
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HER UNEXPECTED COWBOY

~CHAPTER ONE~

Yellow light flickered in the small room, causing shadows to grow and shrink. Beads of wax rolled lazily down the candles and melted into the chocolate frosting on the homemade cake. Sydney sighed, causing the flame to wiggle in a frantic dance.

“Well, happy birthday to me,” she said in resignation. “Twenty-eight years old...”

“Meow.” A black and white cat sat in the chair next to her, blinking his yellow eyes in the dim light before stretching and jumping onto her lap.

“What’s that, Mr. Paws?” She stroked her companion. “I need to make a wish?”

“Meow,” Mr. Paws confirmed.

A chuckle bubbled up through Sydney. If her old friends could only see her now. In her defense, Mr. Paws could actually hold a decent conversation. Her laughter died as she rested her chin in her calloused hands. The wax melted, drip, drip, drip, polka-dotting the cake with small pink and blue spots. 

This was the second birthday that she had spent alone on the ranch. Her heart squeezed in the grip of loneliness now so much more than the first. That first year here had been an answered prayer, a perfect escape from the nightmare her life had become. Sydney silently sent thanks to her Aunty Mag and Uncle Joe for leaving her this place. 

Sydney had always enjoyed her summers here as a kid. Working with the goats and horses, and having the freedom to run and be alone gave her the strength to make it through the rest of the year. She never thought she would get to the point that being alone would feel, well, so lonely.

“Meow.” Mr. Paws arched up and put his white socked paws on her chest to touch noses. 

“I’m so grateful to have you.” Sydney touched his wet nose with hers, relishing in his methodic rumbling of a purr. 

A deep bellow of a bark traveled from the porch. A shaggy bear of a dog stood at the screen door and let out a grumble as he circled twice before finally dropping into a pile of white fur. 

“Yes, I’m grateful for you too, Guardian.” Sydney loved having the door open to let the fresh spring night air into the small stuffy house. Plus, it let her interact more with Guardian. She rubbed her hand down the cat’s sleek fur. “Silly dog,” she whispered. “Always acts like he’s left out.”

“Meow.”

“I know...a wish.”

Another sigh escaped. The purring from her lap, the crickets outside, and the occasional bleat from the goats,—all music to Sydney’s ears, settled her. A wistful smile spread across her lips. “Well, since it’s only you and me.” 

“Woof,” Guardian added.

“And Guardian, too, of course. I can be as silly and fanciful as I desire.” Sydney’s heart ached as a sad wash of desperation flooded her. “Okay, I wish that a tall, dark, handsome man...”

“Meow.”

“Yes, I know that’s a cliché. Okay, with magnificent green eyes and large hands.” She looked towards Mr. Paws for approval, and he nodded as he began licking his paw. “In a cowboy hat,” she huffed at her absurdity, “would show up here, sweep me off my feet, want to live in this old cozy house, love goats and horses, and of course you and Guardian, enjoy hard work, and this simple life.” She hesitated and checked her mental list of attributes of her perfect man.

“Meow.”

“Oh, yes, of course we fall madly in love with each other.” With a deep breath, feeling quite senseless and despondent, she blew out the candles which, by now, only stood a half-inch off the cake. If her wish didn’t show up at her door, she would have to leave this ranch and the tiny town it lived in to find Mr. Right. The only options here were grizzled old men who looked like remnants of the fur-trapper days, a toothless drunk, a few punk kids, and, well, she couldn’t forget, a married man.

“Meow.”

“Oh, you’re right, Mr. Paws. I forgot to add in that he would be respectful, kind, honest, and not an all-round loser.”

“Woof-woof.”

“Thank you for the reminder, Guardian, and not in trouble with the law.” Her face scrunched up in memories she didn’t want to stay in. “Too bad I already blew out the candles.”

“Woof-woof.”

“I know, Guardian. I know.” Sydney slowly took the candles out and sucked the chocolate frosting off the bottoms.

Guardian continued barking, more adamantly. Pricks of anxiety encouraged Sydney to investigate what caused his trouble as a deep growl emanated from him. Guardian didn’t growl unless.... She would have heard a car come down the long, gravel driveway. The goats were quiet except for the occasional bleat. Whinny neighed and stamped her feet, but the crickets—they were silent.

Her hair stood up on end and her heart hammered. Maybe the wolves had returned or that dang bear that liked to spread trash from here to the barn. Her hand grasped the cold metal barrel of her uncle’s old shotgun just as she heard what sounded like a boot grating on gravel.

In an instant, she brought the butt of the gun into the familiar calloused nook of her shoulder. At that moment the automatic sensor lights blazed to life, illuminating a man standing just off the porch who quickly shielded his eyes. The breath caught in Sydney’s throat. Thank God, she wasn’t a screamer, because this was definitely a screamable moment!

“Stop,” Sydney choked out, trying to get a lung-full of air. With a deep breath, she firmly planted her feet on the hardwood floor. “Stop right there.” Adrenaline stung her skin. She prayed she would have the courage to do what needed to be done.

The man froze, still shielding his eyes. He held his body in a peculiar way, closed in on itself, arm held tight to his chest and one leg awkwardly straight, slightly kicked out to the side. The outside light passed shadows over him, hiding his features, though the dark couldn’t hide his size, neither could his posture. Broad shoulders filled in his black t-shirt. He must have stood around six foot at least. A fraction of a chiseled jaw peeked out from out of the shadow and into the light as he shifted his weight.

“I’m sorry, Ma’am.” His voice crackled as if he hadn’t used it in some time. He cleared his throat, causing him to take in a sharp breath. “I didn’t mean to frighten you.” He spoke through gritted teeth.

“Where did you come from? Where’s your car?” she shot the questions at him.

He wavered before steadying himself. “I don’t know.”

“You’re hurt,” she stated. 

“Yeah.” A slight pain-filled chuckle traveled across the cool evening breeze.

“I’ll call the Sheriff and maybe an ambulance,” she said, backing up towards the table where the phone sat next to her cake. She had thought for sure at least her parents would have called today. She shook her head, refocusing on the issue at hand.

“No,” he said quickly. He took a couple steps forward, placing a foot on the lowest step of the porch.

Guardian picked up his incessant growling with more fervor. Sydney’s heart raced as she squared the gun towards the man’s chest again.

“Please,” he pleaded, his one good hand moving away from shielding his eyes and outstretched towards her. 

Blood rushed through her as she saw his face for the first time. Handsome...so handsome. The gun slowly lowered as she stared, mesmerized by his eyes still dark in the shadow.

“I don’t want to be trouble,” his words soothed, sounding as if he were taming a wild horse. He turned slightly towards the barn a hundred yards or so past the house. “I...If you don’t mind, I could just sleep the night in your barn.”

Sydney glanced at the outbuilding, knowing full well that she had two mother goats in there about to give birth and no bed. She thought about Homer, the grizzled old foreman, a half-mile down the road. She could send this stranger there. Watching him, though, she wasn't sure he could make it 

“Just tonight,” he soothed again.

“You should see a doctor, at the least,” she said, hesitantly. Why in the world aren’t you calling the sheriff right now?! Her good sense continued to yell at her while she studied his strong jawline and high cheekbones. His dark, short hair stood out all over the place, somehow making him even more attractive.

“I’ll be fine, just banged up.” He wavered again, and this time he reached out to the railing to steady himself.

As if pulled by an unseen force, Sydney reached for the screen door and stepped out, the gun still nestled in her shoulder, but pointed towards the ground. Guardian backed up to shield her, his low growl menacing.

“Quite the dog you have there,” the man said, his voice fading and his knuckles turning white as he squeezed the splintered railing. 

Sydney couldn’t stop staring at the size of his hand. Thick, long fingers and a palm that would put that pesky bear to shame. She snuck a glance at Guardian—his white, furry head came to her waist, and his fist-sized paws stood in a wide ready-to-pounce stance. He was an intimidating view.

“Yes, and very loyal,” she replied accentuating the very part—which he was. With Guardian around, she didn’t fear for almost anything. Yet this man wavering in front of her scared the pants off her, in more ways than one. Her heart thundered and she fought to breath every time their eyes connected. What was it about this cowboy that made her fear more for her heart than her life?

The man nodded. With his eyes never leaving hers, he slowly lowered himself to the step at the bottom of the porch. A burst of air left him, as if he desired to blow his pain out onto the wind. Then he scanned the land intensely.

Sydney followed his eyes, seeing the silver of moonlight touch the top of the lodgepole pines beyond the clearing and glinting off the metal roof of the barn. The crickets had picked up their song once again. A peace filled her, even in the midst of this scary, crazy situation. This was her land...her home.

“Are you going to tell me what happened?” she asked, fully on the porch now, only a good twenty feet from the alluring stranger.

His eyes dropped from the landscape to his jeans which were covered in dirt. “I, uh, I can’t remember.”

“Hmmf,” she said. Now that’s a lame line. “Fine. We’ll play it your way, and Sheriff Whitmore will be out here to help jog that memory of yours.”

“Whitmore?” he questioned in a pondering whisper.

“Yeah,” she said with a bit of attitude. The sheriff, Wil Whitmore, had once been a hired hand on this ranch as a teenager. They had spent time working together during the summers she spent here. Goosebumps crept on her skin thinking of him.  Had Wil really changed that much or had she just been a naïve young girl?

“What county are we in?” The stranger in front of her asked, bringing her back to the situation at hand.

“Mountain Valley.”

“Huh.” He shook his head slightly before quickly bringing his hand to his head. When he moved it away, his fingers glistened in the porch light.

“That’s a nasty cut you got there.” 

He looked down at the blood on his hand. “Yeah, guess that’s not good.”

Without thought she turned back into the house and filled up a baggie with ice. What are you doing, Sydney? There’s a beat up stranger on your porch, and you are getting him a bag of ice instead of calling Wil? Her hands froze in mid zip of the bag...there was just something about the stranger.

“Meow.” Mr. Paws rubbed between her feet before stretching up to get more pets. Absentmindedly, she squatted down to pet the cat.

The gun! Where did I leave the gun? You stupid girl! 

She took two long strides back to the screen door. Relief washed over her when she saw the shotgun leaned against the frame, right where she left it. She snuck a peek at the man who had leaned back against the railing, his eyes shut. He really was quite the specimen...and she did make that wish. A frantic giggle escaped her lips before she shot a hand over her mouth.

The sound stirred the man on the porch, and he looked towards her as she made her way out the door. 

“Here,” she said lamely, handing him the bag of ice. The tips of his fingers grazed hers as he took the bag. Sparks ignited and rushed throughout her in a most pleasant way, in a way she hadn’t felt for a long time.

“Thank you.” A small grin tugged at the right side of his mouth. He raised his eyes up to hers, and for the first time she was close enough to actually see them. 

Her heart froze and her breath caught in her throat. Staring back at her were the greenest eyes she had ever seen. She took a step back, a hand on her heart, and took another and another until her back hit the screen. Guardian, now calm, glanced up at her, letting out a single woof.

Yeah, yeah, I know, she silently responded to him.

“What?” the man asked, an endearing furrow scrunching between his eyebrows. “Do you recognize me or something?” His voice came out hesitant, almost awkward.

“No, no.” She shook her head, still dazed in disbelief. “Should I?”

“I just hoped you did.” He placed the bag of ice on his head. A small grimace lined his face, and he closed his eyes.

“You really don’t know what happened,” she said, her mouth dropping open. “Do you know what state you are in?”

He gingerly shook his head. “No.”

“Do you know if you were driving?”

“No.”

“Do you know if you were alone?”

“No.”

“Do you know what month it is, or year? Do you know how old you are? Do you even know your own name?”

“No.” 

“Wow.” Her mind reeled with what that must feel like—to have no memory at all.

“Do you always ask this many questions?” The right side of his mouth turned up again.

“Yeah,” she admitted while a deep blush burned her cheeks. “What do you remember?”

He sat forward and scanned the area again as if he expected someone or something to come crashing through the forest. “I woke up amongst some brush on the side of the road about a half-mile left of your driveway. You really do live out in the boonies.” 

A smile eased across her face. Yes, she did, and she loved it that way...at least, usually.

He rested back against the railing again. Exhaustion lined his face.

She judged he was probably in his early thirties. His shirt, besides dirty and rumpled, looked like an ordinary shirt. His jeans, ripped and caked in dirt, were Wranglers, which ninety percent of Wyoming wore. His boots, though scuffed and muddy, were fancier than a ranch hand’s or pretty much anyone in this small town. He was definitely from this part of the country but those boots placed him as city.

“That’s it?” She leaned against the railing opposite of him.

“I walked down your extensive driveway, and here I am.” His voice sounded full of defeat, and she found herself yearning for his soothing horseman’s tone to return.

“How about a wallet or ID?” she kept trying.

“Checked. Nothing.” He opened his eyes again and used his good hand to raise up the shirt sleeve of his left arm. “I have this tattoo. It looks military.”

Her mouth hung open. The tattoo on his gun of an arm definitely looked military. It had two swords overlapping each other. Yet, it was the muscle bulging underneath it that had her tongue-tied.

“You checked yourself for tattoos?” The thought burst forth, untying her tongue in a not-so-convenient way.

“Well, not all of me.” He eased back again with that one-sided grin. 

Could there be more tattoos hidden on him? The thought raced through her, speeding up her heartbeat and causing her cheeks to burn again. Thank goodness he had closed his eyes. She watched him, wondering where he came from and why he was out here, and looking like he got the crap beat out of him. Was he in some kind of trouble? 

Her heart hammered. Strangely, no gripping fear filled her when she thought of this stranger, at least not of him harming her. Her eyes scanned the land that lay beyond in the darkness and she bristled. Were the men that did this to him still out there somewhere?

“Ma’am?” His voice was weak, dripping exhaustion. “If you have decided to let me stay, I better make my way to the barn before I can’t.”

“One more question.”

That sideways grin made another appearance. How could she be frightened of a man who had such an amiable smile?

“Why don’t you want me to call the sheriff?”

“I don’t know.” He leaned forward and met her with those intensely green eyes. Her insides melted, burning in a deep fire. “It doesn’t feel right. I know that sounds crazy, but I just can’t place it. I just know I shouldn’t involve local law enforcement.”

Local law enforcement? Who talks like that? She shrugged. 

If this guy had something to hide, surely he would have spun some elaborate tale. Her shoulders relaxed as tension eased from her. She didn’t really want to deal with Wil tonight anyway. Besides, what harm could this man do sleeping with Pearl and Josie? Though if their time comes, he wouldn’t be getting much sleep. Neither of them would.

“I’ll get a blanket.” She rose and stashed the gun next to the front door before searching the closet for a few blankets. Though the days had become warmer, the nights were still chilly up in the Wyoming foothills. With blankets in hand, she grabbed a bottle of water, some goat cheese, and crackers. “What is wrong with you? He’s not a guest!” she admonished.

“What did you say, Ma’am?”

“Do you like goat cheese?” She slammed her face down into the blankets in her arms. You are so crazy!

“Uh, I’m not sure but I’m starving enough to try it if you’re offering.”

Sydney put some cheese, crackers, and a couple of tangerines in a Tupperware container, and as a last thought she sliced a piece of the birthday cake and slipped it in there as well. She might as well share it with someone.

~*~
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THE ROUGH RAILINGS on the deck allowed him just enough support to keep him conscious. His body throbbed, yet something told him this wasn’t the first time he had pushed through pain like this. 

The woman, who had greeted him with the gun shoved into her shoulder as if it lived there, intrigued him. She muttered to herself again as she moved around in her house. Knowing that she would allow him to sleep in her barn allowed him to breathe easier, if he could. He hoped the pain in his chest was only bruised ribs, and not broken.

When she returned outside, arms laden, he pushed himself to stand, though quite unsteadily with his teeth bared against the pain. He blew out a breath as he looked up. Their eyes met, and he couldn’t stop the rush that raced through his veins.

“You know you have...” He stopped himself, cleared his throat, and reached for the items in her hands with his good arm. “Thank you.” This wasn’t a dating scene. He could be putting her in danger. He didn’t need to make her feel uncomfortable by telling her she had the most amazingly multi-colored eyes.

She nodded as he took the blankets from her. 

This woman walked with purpose as she led him towards the barn. Though each of her movements enveloped the feminine, she held herself with a confidence he didn’t remember most women having. Though, he couldn’t remember anything right now. He had no business looking at this Good Samaritan in any way besides as an angel that graced him hospitality.

She hesitated a moment and glanced back at the house. He realized then that she didn’t have her shotgun on her. He wished he could say something that would make her realize that she was safe with him, that she had nothing to fear from him. Yet, was that the truth? 

Uneasiness made his stomach clench as he scanned the area. The line of trees, though good protection, could also hide enemies. Enemies...why had he constantly been thinking that since he woke on the side of the road?

He entered the barn behind her. She switched on fluorescent lights that flickered from high in the rafters. Shadows cast along four stalls and a large open area before it closed off rooms at the back. Too many places for people to hide. 

Soft bleats grabbed his attention, and he saw two soft muzzles stick through slats of the pens. 

“Hello girls, how are you mamas doing? No babies yet?” The woman’s voice had softened when addressing the animals. The gentleness created a yearning within him as his heart tugged and squeezed.

“Babies?” he said through gritted teeth. Exhaustion filled him. If he didn’t sit down soon, he would fall down.

She turned to look at him and froze as if she had forgotten how to breathe.

He felt the same way, and for a moment his pain and exhaustion fled him. In the light of the barn he saw her eyes that much more clearly—multi-colored like a puzzle perfectly fit together. Her parted lips were smooth and cherry red, and the spattering of freckles across her nose gave her a childlike quality that made him want to protect her. 

“Oh, yeah.” She cleared her throat and blinked. “These gals are due any day now.”

“I see.” The moment had been broken and the pain lanced through him even more ferociously. He leaned against the pen as he felt the blood drain from his face.

He must look like he was about to drop, because she took the blankets from him and hastily made her way down to the unoccupied end stall. After laying out a few horse blankets on top of some fresh straw, she set the blankets from the house on top. 

When he made it to her, she looked from the makeshift bed to him, back towards the house, and back to him again. She shook her head and muttered to herself again.

“Do you talk to yourself like this all the time?” he asked, feeling his mouth crook up and eyes crinkle.

“Comes with the territory, I guess.” She smiled sheepishly before looking to the makeshift bed. “It’s no five-star hotel but, your accommodations sir.”

“I appreciate this, ma’am.” 

“Sydney,” she said quickly.

“Sydney.” He let her name roll around on his tongue before gingerly lowering himself onto the blankets before he passed out on them. She was a great distraction, but his body demanded rest, and demanded it now.

“Here, some food and water.” She handed him the Tupperware and a bottle of water.

“Thank you.” He looked at the contents and another grin crossed his face. “Cake?”

“Yeah, I, uh, its,” she stuttered, “cake.” A blush filled her cheeks, and he wished it was brighter so he could see if it would wash out her freckles. She turned from him, disappearing into one of the rooms. 

He took the moment to close his eyes and struggled to open them as she tromped back into the stall, his five-star accommodations for the night. 

“We should bandage that cut,” she said matter-of-factly.

He nodded. All he really wanted was sleep, but how could he tell the kind lady...Sydney, no?

She kneeled down next to him and opened up a metal first aid kit. The spray stung like fire, but he only clenched his teeth against it. Her fingers covered the cut with ointment, gentle and self-assured. 

“At least it won’t get infected. I don’t think it’ll need stitches,” she said as she finished taping the bandage on and backed up quickly like she couldn’t breathe next to him.

He wondered if he stunk, or if she was really that frightened of him. “Thank you.”

She nodded and closed up the kit. “Do you need anything else looked at?”

“Not tonight. I appreciate this,” he said, though his eyes kept trying to close.

“Well, good night. Hope you, uh, can remember some things in the morning.” She backed away until she ran into the gate. “Lights are here, when you’re ready.”

“Thank you, Sydney. Sleep well, and lock your door.” His statement felt inadequate. He lifted a hand in farewell as she fled the barn, practically tripping over her bodyguard of a dog.

As soon as he heard her feet creak up her old porch, he opened the Tupperware and swallowed large chunks of food. How long had it been since he’d eaten? The cheese had a strange aftertaste, but nothing he couldn’t get used to. Right now, just having food in his belly made everything taste as delicious as the chocolate cake.

As he picked up the dessert, he noticed a hole and a few specks of pink wax. A birthday cake. The thought tugged on his heart. He looked in the direction of the house as if he could see through the walls. Had that woman spent her birthday alone? 

He had noted immediately that she was the sole occupant of the house, and surmised that it wasn’t just a temporary thing. He could be wrong. Her spouse could be gone for the night, but he sensed she lived here on the ranch alone. What would ever coerce a woman like her to be so far from society and run a ranch by herself?

The thoughts mulled around in his fuzzy brain as he chowed down the cake. It soon was gone, as was any energy for thoughts. He lay back against the blankets that smelled of memories he couldn’t place. A sigh escaped him as he realized the makeshift bed actually was quite comfortable.

His eyes closed immediately. For a moment more he categorized all the sounds he heard: the mother goats shifting around their stalls, more goats bleating occasionally from the pasture, the occasional stomp from horses somewhere beyond the barn, and, most importantly, the crickets.

The world around him seemed at peace, ready to wrap up another day. He would have to trust that his instincts, or the animals, would rouse him if needed. With that thought, sleep overtook him in a hazy, almost drugged-induced way.
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