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Not again.

Wesley Miller’s cell phone rang as he hefted the last of the alfalfa into the feeder. The horses’ ears pricked and their eyes rolled at the sound as he pulled the device from his Wranglers. Biting off his leather glove with his teeth, he shoved it into his coat pocket.

“What does he want this time?” he muttered, as he swiped a work-worn, calloused finger across the phone. “Hello, Mr. Hatcher. What can I do for you?”

“Ah, yes, Mr. Miller. There is a small matter to go over.”

“I filled out all the paperwork yesterday.”

“Yes, but we still need the financial aspect. So, can you come down to our office...?”

“Look, Mr. Hatcher, I am a rancher. I can’t keep taking off and driving all the way into Cheyenne every time you find some other loophole to run me through.”

“I understand that Mr. Hatcher, but your mother needs this...”

Wesley gritted his teeth before taking a deep breath in and blowing it out. He didn’t need that scamming lawyer to tell him what his mom needed or didn’t need. Taking over guardianship for his mom proved to be harder than she had let on, but how could he tell her no?

“You can email me the documents,” he told the man, doing his best to sound confident. The guy didn’t know he would need to ask his high school ranch hand to help him figure out how to download and print the paperwork.

“Oh, if you are comfortable with that, then we can do it electronically. Don’t forget about the fee...”

“I will send a check when I mail you the paperwork. Now is that all? I have a lot to get done before Mom needs her lunch.”

“Of course, and you know I can help you find a suitable home for your mom, for a fee of course.”

“Of course,” Wesley muttered. “We’ll be fine. Thank you, Mr. Hatcher. Have a nice day now.” He ended the call and shoved his phone back into his pocket. 

Those city slickers had no idea what real work was or the time it took. Nor did they understand what family meant. Send Mom to a home? He shook his head. Never.

So she had trouble remembering to eat, or what day it was. He knew the future might hold a time where she didn’t remember him. His throat tightened at the thought. Turn his back on his Mom because of a disease that took away her memory... He clenched his fists down by his sides. The stall door looked inviting, but as much as he wanted to pound it, he had grown and could control those urges. Unlike his father.

His mom never turned her back on him. No, she protected him from the worst his dad could dish out. Her gentleness and steadfast love held him through childhood.

Picking up the pitchfork, he hefted it while making his way to the stalls. His high school years had been the worst, his dad getting further and further lost in his drink. Wesley did his best to stay gone as much as possible. The ranch suffered for his negligence, as did his mom. Those years were a constant regret to him.

He couldn’t change the past, but there was no way he would abandon his mom again. She deserved loving care, and he would ensure that she received it.

After mucking out the stalls, he stopped by the hose to wash off. When he stood to stretch his back and wipe his hands off on the cleanest section of his shirt, the image of his ranch burned in his eyes.

The simple ranch house and its wrap-around porch stood in the Wyoming sun with a backdrop of the rolling hills spotted with horses leading up to the rise of snow-capped mountains. The barn needed a new roof, but the large building still held a poise that sent his heart bursting with pride. This was his ranch now. His.

Awe had him shaking his head as he walked the short distance to the small cottage on the other side of the main house. He wished his mom would have just stayed in the big house. The argument faded after she had explained she felt safe in the studio. She had laughed and said, “Hard to get lost when there’s only one room.”

At the doorstep, Wesley straightened his shirt, scuffed his boots across the welcome mat, and took off his hat before tapping on the door as he let himself in.

“Hey Mom,” he said, letting his eyes adjust to the dimness inside the little house.

“How was school, Hun?” His mother’s voice reached him.

Wesley’s throat tightened as he slid his fingers along the straw edge of his hat. “Just great.” He pushed out the words along with a smile.

He made his way to where she crocheted in the chair under the antique lamp. Her lavender scent wafted around him as he bent to kiss her. The scent still filled him with a rush of comfort.

“How about grilled cheese for lunch?” he said as he walked around the room opening the curtains. Her twin bed pushed up against the far wall was perfectly made as always. Sometimes he wondered if she actually slept in it.

“Sure. I’ll get right on it.” She moved to set her project down. Today it looked as if she were making a blanket.

“My day to make lunch. Just relax.”

“Oh, thank you, dear. That will give me time to finish this blanket for Deedee’s new little one.”

Wesley’s stomach clenched as he took out the cheese from her small fridge and set the pan on the little range. These were the moments he didn’t know how to respond. Should he tell her the truth, or let her keep thinking about what she will. It would probably change within the hour anyway. 

Years of living with his dad taught him not to rock the boat. Just keep your head down and keep on working. That always worked best for him.

By the time he set the table for lunch and helped her over, she laid her hand on his and smiled up at him. 

“Hey, Sweetie. You are so sweet to always take care of me. How are the horses today?”

Wesley locked eyes with her and knew she was back in the present. His body settled in relief as he kissed his mom’s cheek, letting her presence soothe him before he sat across from her at the small round table.

“They are wonderful, Mom. Sorrel is coming into her foal time. We should have a little one in the next month or so.”

“Oh, I just love when the little ones come. They are so sweet. Do you already have a buyer?”

“Yes, and one for Midnight’s. We will have at least three more foals before summer. Still looking for buyers for those.”

“They will come,” she said confidently as she smiled up at him.

Moments like these are what kept him going: talking shop with his mom when she fully understood. Life seemed blessed and full at these times. He allowed himself a long lunch, enjoying his mom’s lucidness while he could. 

He would do just about anything to help her have more moments like this.

~*~
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Another truck slowly puttered by, slightly shaking the little car, not as much as the semis did. Audrey Murphy rubbed her eyes and looked back into the moonlit back seat where her son slept with his head against the door. The rundown motel an hour back didn’t seem so bad now.

She leaned back into her seat, letting her eyes rest. Once again, her heart rushed, the sound like a live band in her ear. Her eyes shot open, and she looked into the rearview mirror, blowing out a breath when only a dark highway greeted her.

With a groan, she stretched and took a drink from the watered-down cola she had bought when they drove through a fast-food restaurant back in the last city.

As she turned the key, the car rumbled to life, and she switched on the heater. This time she had planned. This time she would make sure they wouldn’t be found. She took one last glance at her son sleeping peacefully, almost like he had as a young child.

Her heart ached at the years that had passed so quickly. Already her boy would be a decade in only a few months. How had that happened? 

Putting the car into drive, she checked her mirrors once more before pulling out onto the deserted highway. How had any of this happened? She sure got the short end of the stick when Jimmy had promised her the world the night of his proposal. 

What a high they had been living on back then. Never in her wildest dreams would she have thought that she would be a young widow, fleeing to save her son’s life.

She would do it this time. There was no way they would find them in the small town she had researched for the past six months. No one would ever think about looking for them in a one-horse Wyoming town.

The empty space surrounding their little car felt foreign, and yet it gave her a sense of peace. Being able to see for miles meant she would know if anything, or anyone, came in plenty of time for her to make a decision. Not that she was any good at making decisions. She had waited until the final straw, the last moment almost, before making their escape. At least the plan had been in place.

The hardest part was her family...eventually they would find out that she and Jackson were missing, eventually they would worry that they had met their demise...just like Jimmy. 

A shiver ran through her. A brief glance in the rearview mirror still showed an emptiness behind them. She now understood why they called these the flyover states. Adjusting in her seat, she also knew why Jimmy had insisted on the Mercedes she used to drive. The little, indiscriminate car she had traded the Mercedes plus a bunch of cash for, left her legs going numb.

It would all be worth it if they could remain off the radar. 

During the long, flat, desolate miles, she rehearsed their new life. She and Jackson had talked about it until late last night before he fell asleep in the back seat. Thank God for that boy’s optimistic spirit. As soon as she had promised him that he could get a cowboy hat and learn to ride a horse, he had excitedly chosen his own cowboy name: Wyatt. 

It would take some work to call her son by a different name. She and Jimmy had spent hours pouring over the right names for Jackson. On the other hand, leaving behind her last name wouldn’t be all that much work. The Murphy name had only brought her trouble.

Jackson had wanted to make their last name Earp. He frowned when she had laughed, the first free-feeling laugh she had had in quite a while. After she explained that it would be too conspicuous to have that last name with his first name Wyatt, he used her smartphone as they drove to find the perfect last name: Cody.

Wyatt Cody. 

He picked her name, too. Lailah Cody.

She let the names settle in her, liking the sound of them, picturing herself as a character in a book or movie. It was easier that way. Remembering why they had fled only caused her pain and her heart to race in fear. She had once read an article about how memory could be altered, and she almost wished the fake life they had made up for themselves was true. 

It felt better thinking of Jimmy being killed in a car accident, rather than how it really happened. Another shiver rocked through her.

“If you’re cold, Mom,” Jackson said from the back before yawning, “turn up the heater. I wouldn’t mind.” He wrapped his blanket around him before letting his sleepy eyes blink and scan their surroundings.

She reached over and turned up the heat in the unfamiliar car. 

“It is definitely cooler here than I expected.”

“The internet had said that Clarity, Wyoming, ran an average of ten degrees cooler than Chicago.” He shrugged as if it wasn’t incredible that an almost ten-year-old talked the way he did.

“Remember, though, we aren’t from Chicago,” she said, keeping her voice light.

“I know. We’re from New York where Dad worked at a law firm, and we are escaping the big city after he died in a car accident.” He kept his gaze averted out the window.

“I know this is hard, Sweetie, and I’ve always taught you not to lie...”

“Except when it can keep us safe. This will keep us safe, right? Uncle Eddie won’t find us out here.”

“As long as we lay low. We need to stay out of the press, off of law records...”

“And out of hospitals or anywhere where they can figure out our real names. I know.”

Audrey’s gut wrenched. It felt awful making her son pretend he had a different life, but the alternative would be worse, far worse.

“Mom?”

“Yes, Sweetie?”

“What about when I’m sixteen. Can I still get my driver’s license?”

“We’ll figure out the logistics as we get closer, but of course you can, Jackson.”

“Wyatt. You got to remember, Mom.”

Audrey bit her lip and nodded, blinking back the tears. Her son saw all of this as an adventure if only she could as well. She thought about the fake ID in her wallet. By no means was she a professional forger, but she had watched enough fake ID’s being made to have one that would pass. She even made a Wyoming ID.

“How much farther?” her son asked, squirming in his seat.

“It's a couple of hours. We’ll stop at the diner ahead so you can go to the bathroom, and we’ll get some breakfast.”

“We have enough cash for that?”

“We have plenty. I told you not to worry about it. I’ll take care of you, Sweetie.”

“And I promised Dad and Uncle William I would take care of you.” He crossed his arms as his lips thinned in seriousness.

“We’re going to be okay,” she promised, praying that her words would prove to be true.

She would do anything to keep her son safe.
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Wesley pulled at his collar and glanced around the tiny doctor’s consult room. His mom sat amiably in the chair, her hands folded on her lap and a pleasant smile gracing her bare lips. She never had been one to wear makeup, even for church on Sunday. She didn’t need to.

His throat tightened as he watched her, the smooth lines between the wrinkles around her eyes and mouth showing how much she smiled, even with the tough life she had led. She had been so faithful to her husband and to him. Even though neither of them deserved it.

The tightness within him pushed him to a point of needing to stand and pace the tiny room. How long would they make them wait?

“Sit down, Wesley. You’ll make the doctor nervous.” His mom’s voice reached him, along with the touch of humor in her sparkling eyes. 

Wesley sank back in the chair, sitting on just the edge and tapping his foot. At least she was having a coherent day. That made these doctor visits so much easier.

“All your chores will still be waiting for you when we return. They aren’t going anywhere.” She let her hand rest on his bouncing leg. There was still strength in that hand, a strength he wanted to keep there.

Finally, the door creaked open and the doctor walked in reading a pamphlet. He continued to ignore them as he finished and then pulled his reading glasses down, sat on his stool, and looked at them both.

Wesley clenched his jaw to keep the impatient words from flying out.

“Mrs. Miller. It’s good to see you again. How are you today?”

“Oh, right as rain, Dr. Bishop.” His mother’s sing-song voice sounded as pleasant as if nothing was going wrong with her.

“Glad to hear it. Wesley,” the doctor acknowledged him with a nod.

Wesley kept his mouth shut and nodded back. This doctor delivered him and saw him through all his childhood illnesses and broken bones.

“So, I just spoke with your neurologist. He is recommending this state-of-the-art drug.” He tapped the pamphlet. “After some brief research, I think he is right. This is the way to go for you. It may ease some of your symptoms and possibly slow the progression of your memory loss.”

Wesley went still and his eyes strained with intensity. “It may stop it from progressing?”

“I’m sorry, Wesley. There is no way to stop it, but this relatively new medicine may slow the progression.”

Wesley’s mind felt in a tornado. No way to stop it, but slowing it would at least give him more time, right? 

“What are the side effects?” he asked.

“The usual with these types of medication: nausea, fatigue, loss of appetite.”

“Nothing serious?” Wesley asked, taking his mom’s hands in his.

“Nothing you need to worry about. The only thing that does concern me is the amount of the co-pay. Since it is a new drug, your insurance won’t cover much. You will still have to come up with an extra three hundred dollars a month.”

“It’s fine, son. I don’t need the medication.” His mom patted his hand.

Wesley felt like a horse kicked him in the gut. He spent every penny they made to keep the ranch running. His dad had left them in a tight spot, and though Wesley had done his best, the ranch still barely covered the bills. He had actually been looking to find work when his mom became ill. He couldn’t leave her, and he couldn’t afford to hire someone to watch her while he worked.

Three hundred dollars might not seem like much to some people, but to him it would mean cutting back in several places...somehow. He had already cut back so much. With the colts coming, he would have a little extra, but not much. 

His mom squeezed his hand, her heartache shining in her eyes. She would do anything if the positions were reversed. He wasn’t about to let her down.

“Prescribe the medication, Dr. Bishop.”

“But, Wesley, we...”

“I will figure it out, Mom.” He kissed the top of her head as he rose to shake the doctor’s hand. “Thank you, Dr. Bishop.”

“I wish I could do more for her, son.”

“You gave us hope. That is quite the feat.” Wesley helped his mom out of her seat and lent her his arm as they walked from the office. 

She squeezed his arm, ducking her head and not speaking until they were settled in the truck and headed out of town.

“Wesley, how will you ever do this? I don’t want you going further into debt for me.”

“I won’t, Mom. I don’t know how yet, but I’ll take care of it. You don’t need to worry. You just need to focus on staying as healthy as you can.”

He spent the rest of the drive going through inventory in his mind and places he might be able to cut back. Spring was here, so he wouldn’t need to spend so much on hay...though, of course, he had already allocated that extra money to go toward a new roof for the house. 

When they pulled up into the gravel driveway, he had only come up with an extra hundred dollars a month. He needed two hundred more.

“I will help you with the chores today so you still have time to make it to see your friends tonight.”

Leaving her never felt right, but she always insisted. He would wait until she was resting in bed for the evening before meeting up with the guys for a soda down at the pub. He no longer drank, knowing how much it interfered with his control and thinking.

Then he thought, not going out every Friday could save up to another forty dollars a month. That would get him pretty much half-way there.

“I think I’ll stay in tonight, Mom,” he said and then exited the truck before she could reply. 

Yet, as he helped her out, she met him with her hard stare. “Wesley Lyle Miller, you will not stop your life on account of me. Now, I’ll be fine.” She rose from the seat herself and walked stiffly to the main house. “I’m going to make us some lunch, and after we eat, I am helping you with the rest of the chores, and then you are going to get ready to go out.”

Well, that’s that. Wesley watched his mom with a smile. He loved days like this, when she was herself. Her kindness was bright, but she didn’t stand for anyone losing something on her account. If he could be half the man she had raised him to be, he’d be good to go.

~*~
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Audrey sensed the peace in the town the moment she crossed the county line. This would be their new home. Whatever she had to do, she would make it happen here. Jackson, she clenched the steering wheel, Wyatt would excel in a small school and more time in the fresh mountain air.

She rolled down the windows even as cool as it was, and breathed in deeply.

“What’re you doing, Mom?”

“Smelling the mountain air. It reminds me of summers with my grandparents.”

“I thought they lived in Florida?”

“They do, but they used to live in Idaho.”

“Oh, so why aren’t we going to Idaho?”

“I thought about that, but I wanted someplace no one could tie to us.”

Jackson nodded.

Nostalgia created an ache in her heart as they drove down the quaint clapboard Main Street.

“Look! There’s a western clothing store. Can I get my hat now?”

She smiled, but she kept her eyes scanning for the bed and breakfast she had found online. When she made the reservations, the kind lady told her they were just past town on the left. Town wasn’t big, and the last storefronts already showed in the distance.

“After we get settled in we can walk through town, get some lunch, and buy some gear.”

“Cowboy gear!” he shouted, bouncing in his seat. “Look! There’s a cowboy right there!”

Audrey quickly glanced where Jackson pointed. A tall man in full-up cowboy gear helped an older woman into a truck. Her heart softened. That right there was what she loved about cowboys. 

It distracted her almost to the point of passing the bed and breakfast, but she made the turn just in time, pulling into the back gravel parking lot. Good thing she no longer had her Mercedes. She would worry about the paint and scratching bottoms over the ruts. This old car maneuvered them like it had been born on a dirt road.

Her hands only slightly shook after turning the car off and looking back at her son. “Well, are you ready to start our new life?”

“Sure am, Ma’am. Wyatt Cody at your service.” He tipped his pretend hat.

All Audrey wanted to do at that moment was bring her son in her arms and hug him close to her. He wouldn’t allow it, she knew, but the longing never ceased.

When the bell chimed above the door, it only sent more waves of rightness through her. People from the city didn’t belong here and wouldn’t even think of looking in such a small town. This was their chance.

A woman close to her age came out into the lobby with a baby on her hip. “Well, hello! You must be the Codys.”

Audrey opened her mouth to correct her as Jackson tugged on her arm. She smiled, wrapped her arm around her son’s shoulders, something that became easier the taller he became. “Yes, that’s us.”

“Wonderful! We just finished preparing your room and have the cot all set up for your little man. Follow me.”

“You don’t want to get the paperwork and payment finished first?” Audrey asked.

The woman shooed the thought away with a wave of her wrist. “There’ll be time for that. By the way, I’m Jenny and this here is little Hadley. My son, Willy, who will just love you,” she touched the tip of Jackson’s nose, “is out helping my husband with the goats out back.”

“You have goats here?” Jackson asked, his nose still wrinkled from being touched.

“Oh yeah, and chickens, and a few ducks, and of course, Maisy, our old dog.”

“They have farm animals in town, Mom.”

“Well, we’re at the edge of town and actually have a couple of acres out back. Of course, Willy would love it if we got a horse.”

Jackson’s eyes lit up and he looked up at her. Audrey once again felt overwhelmed with the sense of rightness.

“We are actually looking for a place that gives horseback riding lessons,” Audrey said, smiling at the talkative woman.

“Well, I just might have the right person for you. Just let me check to see if he is taking on new clients.”

“Thank you, that would be wonderful.”

Jackson practically bounced where he walked alongside her, tugging on her arm.

“Well, here we go.” Jenny opened what looked like a bedroom door to a bright room filled with light and sunshine and fresh mountain air. “You should have everything you need. The bathroom is fully stocked with towels and soaps.” She handed Audrey a key on a keyring shaped like a horse.

“This is awesome!” Jackson ran to the window, looking out across the open fields to the snow-capped mountains beyond.

“First time to Wyoming?” Jenny asked, switching little Hadley to her other hip.

“Yes, we’re from New York and my dad was killed in a car crash,” Jackson said before turning back toward the window.

Audrey cringed internally while trying to keep the smile on her face. “We’re hoping for a fresh start.”

“Oh, my,” Jenny said, her free hand over her heart. “Sounds like you two have been through a lot. Are you planning on starting fresh here, in Clarity?”

“We figured we would try it.” Audrey shrugged.

“Well, we don’t get many out-of-towners moving in to stay, but you would be welcomed.”

“Thank you,” Audrey said, letting her eyes rest on her son. She took in a deep breath, doing her best to keep the tears at bay and her face calm. 

“I will let you all settle. We can deal with the paperwork after lunch.” Jenny shifted toward the door.

“Do you recommend a place to grab a bite to eat?”

“There’s not much here, but Mama’s always has everything you need.”

“Your mama’s house?” Jackson asked, turning away from the window, his brows in a crunch.

Jenny laughed. “Sweet boy! Mama’s is the name of the little restaurant in town, but you keep up this adorableness and you might just earn a trip to my mama’s because she is the best cook in town.” She winked at Jackson and walked out of the room, closing the door behind her.

“I love this place, Mom,” Jackson said, his eyes brighter than she had seen them in the last few years.

She took the hug he offered, treasuring the closeness of him in her arms, the smell of the fresh air, the feeling of peace and safety. She certainly hoped they could just fade out of existence and into the life that lay before them here in Clarity.
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Wesley’s mom sent him off with the admonition to have fun. As he watched her settle into her bed, remote in hand and reruns of her old shows playing, he hoped that she would wake up and have another day as coherent and present as today. The yearning became so much that his heart actually ached as he drove along the dark, deserted highway and into town.

He noticed Kyle and Jenny’s place had lights on in the rooms. It was nice to see they had business even in the off-season. Once spring hit full-force, they would be hopping with fly-fishers, but this time of year had always been slow for them. Feast or famine, that was the businessman’s life.

Pickups filled the gravel parking lot in front of Papa’s which joined Mama's. Where Mama’s had the good wholesome cooking for mealtimes, Papa’s kept it all going after dinner with greasy fried appetizers, drinks, and the latest game blaring over the televisions. 

He sat in his truck for a moment, doing his best to shove the stress of the day back so he could enjoy a good time with his buddies. It used to be them and their girlfriends, then wives, but now the girls stayed at home to put little ones to bed, and the boys had the evening to themselves.

Wesley selfishly liked that better. Ever since his old girlfriend, Kelly, took off for the big city a few years back, he always felt like the fifth wheel. Of course, the girls would try to hook him up with this friend or that friend, but slowly all those friends hooked up with others in town or moved away. He got to thinking he was better off alone, and that was easier to believe when he didn’t have happy couples in front of him.

With a sigh, he shoved the creaking truck door open and ambled into the pub. Several people raised glasses to him as he entered, to which he touched the brim of his cowboy hat with a slight nod. He liked knowing everyone in town. It kept him on the straight and narrow, knowing whatever he did would get back to his mom and his pastor. He didn’t understand how people could live in a city, see people all day long and never once talk to one or even know them. 

“What has you all up in your head?” Logan asked as he slumped into the booth across from him.

“Nothing.”

“Whatever. You have that contemplative, scrunched eyebrow thing going on.” His friend laughed.

“Where’s Kyle?” Wesley asked.

Logan nodded toward the bar where Kyle grabbed two drinks and headed their way.

“What’s going on, man? Your mom okay?” Kyle greeted as he handed Wesley a glass of cola.

“What’s with you two? Your women made you all soft?” Wesley asked, feeling his brow’s crease more. What had gotten into him?

“Well, Jamie wouldn’t agree with you there. That girl says I have no emotional IQ, whatever that is.” Logan shrugged and took a long pull from his glass.

“It means you don’t let her talk enough,” Kyle said with mock intelligence.

“She talks constantly!” Logan guffawed.

Wesley listened to their marriage complaints as his chest constricted. “Just one more reason I am happy single. I don’t need a woman constantly yapping my ear off and wanting me to be all mushy.”

“You’re not immune, Wesley. You’ll get one sooner or later.” Logan leaned forward. “And when you do, I can’t wait to make fun of you getting all gushy-wooshy.”

“Like that would happen,” Wesley muttered. He never got all sensitive or puppy-doggish with Kelly. It wasn’t his style. Yet, if he had, maybe she would still be here. Ugh, he pushed her out of his mind. Her loss.

“Speaking of finding someone.” Kyle raised his eyebrows. 

“Not again,” Wesley groaned.

“Our new tenant is planning on staying local.”

“Why in the world would some young filly want to uproot and move to Clarity? Everyone escapes. No one moves here,” Logan said, looking disgusted.

“She’s not super young. Probably close to our age. She has a boy of about ten.”

“A divorcee,” Wesley spewed out. Divorce left a nasty taste in his mouth. If his mom could deal with his dad for all those years, then that woman could have been loyal, too. 

“A widow,” Kyle said, looking at him point-blank. 

Shame shot down Wesley’s spine and roiled in his gut. His mama would have slapped him for such a thought, and he would have deserved it. He lowered his eyes and took a drink.

“A ready-made family, man! At ten the boy could be your hand, free labor and none of the dirty work to get it,” Logan said with a laugh.

“The dirty work is the fun part,” Kyle said.

“I was meaning all the diapers. That is no fun.”

Wesley wrinkled his nose at the thought of changing diapers. He had never really thought about having kids, but a hand on the ranch, teaching a boy skills, that left an emptiness in his chest, a gap that felt as if it needed filling.

“No, thank you,” he said, despite the sensations tearing at him. “I got Brock coming to help me in the afternoons and on Saturdays. That’s all I need.” The high schooler worked hard, learned fast, and had been an asset. Yet, the boy only had a few more months before he took off for college.

“Well, even if this gal doesn’t become a love interest, she could help your pocketbook.” 

Wesley snapped his attention back to his friend, leveling him with a hard gaze. “What do you mean?”

“She pays in cash and doesn’t seem to be limited.”

“What does that do for me?” Wesley didn’t like the thought of taking money from a widow, even if she did pay in cash.

“Her boy wants riding lessons.”

“I don’t do lessons.”

“Yet,” Kyle met his hard glare. “You don’t have to say anything. We know money’s tight. Jenny’s been telling you for years to offer lessons or trail rides to our guests.”

“Yeah, man. You shouldn’t waste all your rodeo riding talents.” Logan chuckled with mirth.

Wesley didn’t even glance at his friend who seemed to be in a harassing mood tonight. Logan knew the rodeo was a sore spot for him. When his dad died, he had to give up his scholarship to Laramie. His roping skills had given him a full-ride, a ride he never got to take. He gave all that up to take care of his mom and their ranch.

“You have more than enough knowledge to teach a kid how to ride. I only met the boy for a moment, but he was respectful and eager,” Kyle said, leaning forward as if he knew Wesley actually considered it.

If it wasn’t for the added cost of this new medication, he wouldn’t even think about it. 

“I wouldn’t even know what to charge,” he muttered.

“Old man Holiday charged $50 when he did it. Since he had his heart attack, we’ve had to send guests out-of-county for trail riding and lessons.”

At fifty dollars per lesson and one lesson a week, he would have exactly what he needed to cover the rest of his mom’s medication. The thought calmed his churning stomach, but he stressed if he should trust something that came with such perfect timing. It seemed too simple.

“Fine,” he grumbled, hoping he wasn’t signing up for something that would come to bite him in the backside.

“Yes! Jenny is going to be so happy with me!”

“Why you? It was Wesley that agreed.”

“Exactly. She’ll give me the credit, and the award.” He winked at Logan and slapped Wesley’s back.

“I’m not saying I’ll do everyone. Just the boy,” he said.

“For now,” Kyle said and raised his glass. “To Wesley, the horseback riding trainer.”

“Hush,” Wesley looked around at the people who had turned at Kyle’s outburst. “I don’t want it getting around. Too many of the boys have asked me to train their sons to rope.”

Logan scratched his head. “I don’t get why you don’t profit from that? I mean, you could be making bank.”

Wesley just glared at his friend. Of course, he wouldn’t understand. The guy had no idea how much he had lost when he gave up rodeoing. He had no idea the pain that ripped through him every time he saw a rodeo flash on the televisions on Friday nights. Teaching someone to rope would be like ripping that wound right back to the quick.

No, the riding lessons with this boy would be difficult enough, but for his mom, he would do it.
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“Good morning!” Jenny greeted Audrey and Jackson brightly as they tentatively walked into the kitchen. “Come on, don’t be shy. Breakfast is just about ready.”

“Thank you. May I help with anything?” Audrey asked, twisting her hands in front of her after motioning Jackson to sit next to Jenny’s son.

“You’re a guest, silly. Just relax and I’ll have the food to you in a jiffy. As soon as I sit down, I’ll tell you the exciting news I have.”

Audrey sat next to her son on the bench of the table that looked like a fancy picnic table. Willy quietly sounded out some words from a small book and Hadley made a mess in her high chair as she gummed what looked like a pounded-up banana.

“That letter makes a /u/ sound. Like this: c u p.” Jackson leaned over Willy to point to each letter, making Audrey’s heart warm.

“That’s cup!” Willy shouted, then his face fell. “Mama makes me read even on Saturdays.”

“You don’t like reading?” Jackson asked, shock in his voice.

“You do?” Willy asked, sounding just as surprised.

“Well, yeah. I mean the books I read take me on all sorts of adventures. I like cowboy books the best.”

“They have books about cowboys?”

Audrey enjoyed watching Jackson with the younger boy so much she hadn’t noticed Jenny setting the platter of food down before she spoke to her.

“He’s really good with him,” Jenny whispered across the table.

“Jac...Wyatt is a sweetheart. I am very blessed by him,” she said, looking at her son with adoration and meaning every word.

Yesterday, after having a delicious lunch at Mama’s, they found him a cowboy hat, a few pairs of Wranglers, and some flannel shirts. He wanted to look every bit of the part. He even begged her for some cowboy boots, but she didn’t feel they were necessary. He took the disappointment in stride and wore his new clothes and hat with pride.

Even now he wore his hat.

“Hats off at the table, son,” Kyle, Jenny’s husband, said as he came in.

Both boys took off their hats, and Jackson’s cheeks went pink.

Kyle winked at Jackson, and her son gave the man a tentative smile. The boy despised getting in trouble and stewed over it for days. Audrey’s gratitude for the family grew by second.

“Have you shared the news, yet?” Kyle asked, his eyes lingering on his wife.

Audrey remembered when Jimmy had looked at her that way. It had faded over the years, a bit. She always blamed it on the stress he acquired when made to join the family business. 

“I was just about to.” Jenny’s excited voice drew Audrey from her ponderings, and she gave her host a gracious smile. “The man who gives riding lessons is available, even today if you would like.”

“Today!” Jackson’s mouth dropped open, and he grabbed her arm. “Can we do it today, Mom? Please!”

“I...I don’t see why not. It will help us to become more accustomed to the town.”

“Oh, Wesley doesn’t live in town. He’s about fifteen minutes down the highway. Most of our residents live on the outskirts,” Kyle added before stuffing a bite of eggs in his mouth.

“That’s not a problem. It would take us a lot more than fifteen minutes to get across the city back home.”

“New York, right?” Kyle asked.

“Chi,” Audrey felt a kick on her leg, and she couldn’t do anything to hide the burn in her cheeks. “Yes, New York.”

“That’s a big place,” Jenny said.

“Yes, too big,” Audrey said, though she thought it not big enough to get lost in. Funny how they were escaping to a town where everyone knew everyone to get away from being able to be found.

“Well, you will love the Miller Ranch. It spreads for acres and acres with horses dotting the landscape.”

“The Miller Ranch?” Audrey asked.

“Yes, that’s Wesley’s place, where the lessons will be.”

Audrey nodded.

“He used to be top-ranked in roping.”

“Roping?” Jackson asked.

“Yes, Wyatt. He was a local rodeo star,” Jenny said.

“He doesn’t like talking about it much, though.” Kyle took another bite.

“So, you guys know him well?”

“Yeah, Kyle and he are like best buddies. We all grew up together.”

Audrey nodded. For some reason when she thought of lessons for Wyatt, she pictured a young girl or an older woman. As soon as they said ‘he,’ she pictured an old man, not someone her age. It wouldn’t matter. He was a cowboy and sure to be a gentleman and probably had a wife and several children running around.

“Uncle Wesley takes me on rides on Scout.” Willy sat up as tall as his six-year-old body would allow. “Scout is a real horse, not a pony.”

“Maybe I’ll get to ride Scout, too.” Jackson smiled at the boy.

Willy got up and plodded purposefully to the kitchen.

“Son, we don’t leave the table until given permission.” Kyle put his fork down and eyed his son.

“I’m not leaving, Dad, just grabbing something real quick.” A moment later he returned, a carrot still with its greens in his hand and a triumphant smile on his face. “Scout loves carrots!”

Jackson took the offered carrot with a peculiar look on his face. “Thanks.”

“When you first meet Scout,” Jenny said gently, “give him the carrot to eat. It will make him fond of you.”

“Oh, I’ve seen that on movies before.” 

“You mean you have never seen a real horse?” Willy stared at him with wide eyes.

“Sure, I’ve seen them. I’ve just never met one.”

“Good way to put it.” Kyle dropped his utensils and napkin on his plate and sat back. “I imagine that not many horses live in big cities like New York.”

“The policemen sometimes ride on them, but you aren’t allowed to touch those ones.”

“It has been Ja...” Audrey pushed out a cough, wondering how she would ever pull off their new identities. “Excuse me,” she said and took a sip of water. “Wyatt has always wanted to ride a horse, ever since he was as tiny as Hadley there.”

“Well, today Wesley will make your dream come true,” Kyle said as he stood. “Thank you for the lovely breakfast.” He kissed Jenny’s cheek and picked up his dishes and the platters and headed toward the kitchen. “I’ll let Wesley know you’ll make it. About ten sound good?”

“Wonderful, thank you.” Audrey smiled, hoping her gratitude for this family shone brightly. “Are we your only boarders?”

“Right now,” Jenny said with a shrug. “The months after Christmas and before spring really hits are usually slow.”

“Oh, would it be easier for you if we paid for a second room since there are two of us?”

“I’m sorry. I thought you didn’t want Wyatt in a room by himself. That’s why we set up the cot. We can set up a separate room for him.”

Wyatt’s eyes opened wide and his face paled slightly.

“Please don’t go to the trouble. One room is fine for us. I just wanted to help out if things were tight.”

“Oh! No, we prepare for these slow months. You are too sweet, Lailah.” Jenny dropped her hand on top of hers. “You are going to fit in right at home here. You’re already acting neighborly!”

The compliment brought heat to Audrey’s cheeks, as did the brief desire to correct Jenny with her real name. This was harder than she thought, and now she felt like she was deceiving these generous people.

She thought about that deception as they drove out to the Miller Ranch. Jackson, no Wyatt—she decided she had to start thinking of him with his fake name to help her remember and not embarrass them, or give their identities away. Wyatt read the directions to her as they drove down the long highway.

“There’s not much to it, Mom. We look for Wilson's Wabbits sign, ha-ha that’s funny, and Miller Ranch is the next right.”

“Doesn’t sound difficult at all.” 

“Thank you, Mom.”

Audrey caught his eyes in the mirror, making her own mist with gratitude for her son. “Thank you. I’m luckiest mom alive to have you as my son.”

He rolled his eyes, but she saw joy fill them. “You always say that.”

“I always mean it.”

“There’s Wilson’s Wabbits! Do you think he is a rabbit farmer?”

“It sounds like it to me. I bet you could ask Jenny or Kyle when we get back.”

“Or maybe that Wesley guy that’s going to teach me to ride. There’s the ranch! Look, Mom! Wow!”

Wow was right. The green pastures spread for what looked like miles until they faded off into the hills. The mountains looked like they were close enough to touch. She pulled to a stop at the Y in the long driveway. To the left the driveway went toward the ranch house and small studio. To the right, a massive barn and stables stretched out.

Only one truck sat in the driveway in front of the house, and for some reason it seemed familiar to her.

“There, Mom! A cowboy is waving us over from the barn.”

Audrey’s attention shot toward the tall man. Though yards away, she could see he held himself just like she thought all cowboys did in that confident, no-nonsense, wide stance. He pushed up his cowboy hat and waved again.

“Go, Mom. What are you waiting for?”

Audrey waited for the quivering to pass out of her body and then turned her blinker to the right, the click-click quickening her heart even more as she fumbled to turn it off. When she parked along the fence, she dared a glance at the cowboy strutting toward them with an amused smile gracing his full lips.

Holy cow, Wyatt was getting lessons by John Wayne himself. If there ever was a quintessential cowboy, this man fit every image.
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At the sound of gravel popping under tires, Wesley’s heart jumped, speeding at a gallop. Irritation built up inside of him, making him itch and burn at the same time. This was just for the money. He didn’t care that Kyle said the woman was hot or the thought of having a ready-made family created a hole inside that yearned to be filled. 

The lady sat at the Y like a deer caught in headlights. She didn’t even know how to drive. He let his irritation build, shutting down his racing heart. Just riding lessons. Nothing more.

He told himself he wouldn’t even look at the woman. City women were all the same anyway. Today was all about the boy, and the money he would make for his mom.

Yet, when the car’s door slammed as the boy ran around the car to yank and tug on his mom, her sweet laughter halted all movement. His heart thundered in his ears, drowning out all other sounds...except her. Involuntarily, his gaze locked on to her, and when her eyes met his a jolt left him breathless.

Time froze. Suddenly the distance between the two of them seemed endlessly vast and yet focused. Her lips parted, her eyes widened, and her hand went to her chest as if she felt the same breathlessness as him.

“Mom, what’s wrong with you? Come on!” The boy tugged on her.

She blinked slowly, severing whatever had just happened.

Wesley shook his head, feeling the need to shake loose the swarm of bees that had taken up residence there. The distance closed between them, and he did his best to not look at the woman again. That kind of distraction could kill a man.

“Hi. I’m Wyatt.” The boy shoved out a hand that looked like it had never seen the outdoors, but the steeliness in his eyes would do.

Wesley took the kid’s hand in his own. “Great name, Wyatt. I’m Wesley. I’m guessing you want to learn to ride?”

“That’s right, sir.”

Wesley cocked his head at the boy. He hadn’t been called ‘sir’ before, but it had a nice ring to it. “Well, let’s go on over to the stables and talk about it.”

“Yes, sir.” Wyatt stepped up to walk alongside him.

Wesley stopped, noticing the boy wore a pair of tennis shoes that looked like they cost more than his hat. “These the only shoes you got?”

“Yes, sir. I’m sorry. Do they not work?” Wesley forgot his resolve at the sound of an angelic voice. 

He met her eyes, their deep blue completely distracting at this distance. “He should have boots, Mrs. .....”

“Lailah,” she whispered as if the name itself was the sound of angel wings. “I will purchase him a pair before his next lesson. I’m afraid I’m a bit naive to these things.”

Wesley lost himself in the way her pink lips moved as she spoke, the sweet scent of lilac intoxicating him, and most of all, her mesmerizing eyes.

“Can I still ride, sir?” The fear in the boy’s voice broke through the haze.

Wesley blinked, sucked in a breath to ease his galloping heart, and set his gaze firmly on the boy, noticing that he had his mother’s eyes. “Wyatt, there is a lot to horses beyond just how to ride. Let me ask you a question. Do you just want to sit on a horse for an hour just to say you did, or do you want to get to know horses? What they need, how they act, and how they need you to act?”

“I want to know everything there is to know, sir.” Wyatt stared at him with intensity he had never seen in one so young. This one could go far in life, if given the chance.

“That settles it then. We start with the basics,” Wesley said, walking toward the stables.

“So, no riding today?” The disappointment in the boy’s voice stopped him in his tracks.

“There is riding, and then there is riding. Buck up, you’ll get on a horse by the end of this hour.”

The smile that spread across the serious boy’s face made the whole thing worth it...even the fact that he got dizzy every time he met his mother’s eyes.

“You hear that, Mom? I get to ride today!”

“I’m very happy for you, Sweetie. I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you about the boots. We can get them right after lunch.”

The boy reached up and kissed his mom’s cheek. “I’m the luckiest kid in the world.”

Wesley turned away, unsure of why his throat all of sudden tightened and his eyes burned. He took long strides into the stable, noticing the soft plodding of the boy practically running to keep up.

He could sense Wyatt’s mom following behind. “Should we set your mom up with a chair in the shade?” he asked the boy, needing her to give them space. He couldn’t think with her sweet scent and azure gaze on him.

“She would rather sit in the sun,” the boy said in all seriousness.

“Oh, well...”

“Actually, I would love to watch and learn alongside him. I can pay extra if needed.”

He did it again. He turned to meet her beautiful eyes and lost himself. Squashing the greedy thought that popped up, he knew he would never let himself live with taking money from this woman that wasn’t earned. The thought of having her so close, though, made his skin burn and his mind whirl.

What was it about her that made him so...uncomfortable?

The woman opened her purse and rifled through a wallet.

Wesley tried to swallow, his mouth all of a sudden so dry that his tongue felt stuck to the roof. Before his voice worked, she held out a hundred.

“The lesson is only fifty,” he finally got out.

“Fifty for each of us.” She held his gaze.

“Are you planning on riding?” Unable to help it, he scanned her flowy pants and slippers of shoes.

“Well, no, not today at least,” she said, her cheeks turning a beautiful pink. “As you can see, I am not suitably dressed.”

“Then it’s only fifty,” he swallowed, “whether you choose to watch or not.”

9“Well, I don’t have change so...” She thrust the bill toward him.

“Ma’am, I won’t take extra money, but I will put the other fifty toward Wyatt’s next session if that would work for you.”

She nodded, and he took the bill, careful not to touch her long, slender fingers, fingers made to play the piano, not work on a ranch.

“Mom, look!” Wyatt called as he held out a carrot to Scout.

“Sweetie, you need to ask Mr. Wesley before you feed his horses.” Lailah moved quickly to her son’s side, a look of fear crossing her features.

Wesley sauntered over next to them. “It’s fine. Scout loves carrots. He’s pretty good, but be careful. You don’t want him to mistake your finger for his favorite treat.”

Wyatt yanked his hand back, leaving the carrot in Scout’s mouth as he munched loudly.

Wesley swallowed his laugh but allowed the smile to turn up his lips. “You don’t have to be scared. I’ll show you the proper way to feed him, so no fingers go missing.”

“I’m not scared,” Wyatt said, puffing out his chest.

Wesley ignored the show of bravado and pulled out a treat from his pocket. He had loaded them up to encourage Scout during the lesson. After making eye contact with the boy to ensure he watched, he held out his palm flat, laid the treat on top, and slowly lowered it to where Scout could smell it. The horse used his soft lips to pull the treat into his mouth.

“See, nothing to it,” Wesley said and handed Wyatt a treat. “Your turn.”

He saw the boy swallow, his pulse pounding in his neck, saw the fear dancing in his eyes, but he reached for the treat as if he had done it a thousand times. 

“Like this?” Wyatt asked him.

“Just like that. Keep your fingers down flat and keep your hand still as he takes it from you.” He nodded for the boy to continue on his own. 

Wyatt wasn’t a small child-like Willy. The boy might not know horses yet, but he was observant and had an intelligence about him that led Wesley to believe it wouldn’t be long until he became the cowboy he desired to be.

When Wyatt’s mom sucked in a sharp breath, Wesley steeled himself to not look in her direction. Instead, he poured his whole attention into the boy.

“It tickles!” he said, but in a whisper. Tentatively, he reached up and stroked Scout’s neck while the horse nuzzled his hand for more treats.

“It does.” Wesley reached over and touched the horse’s soft muzzle. “This is called his muzzle. It’s one of the most sensitive parts on a horse, kind of like our hands. His muzzle helps him feel where things are.”

His tongue tied up in knots as Wyatt’s mom walked up next to them to touch Scout as well. “He’s so soft.”

Wesley took in a deep breath to calm his reactions, but that was a mistake. Her lilac scent intoxicated him, furthering his stupor. He stepped back, shaking his head like it could rid itself of the effect. What was wrong with him?

He would have to focus real hard on Wyatt to get through this hour without the kid’s mom distracting him. Who knew how he would struggle through it for the amount of time it takes to get Wyatt as cowboy-ready as he wants to be.
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Audrey could only watch, her heart in her throat, the pulsing so loud that Wesley’s words sounded muted and far away. Every confident movement of the cowboy sent her closer and closer to hyperventilating. She constantly warred to keep her attention on her son.

For the first thirty minutes, Wesley explained the parts of the horse, how to interact with each one, and then the gear. Jackson, or Wyatt, observed everything in his contemplative way. He asked few questions, and she knew she would be hearing about everything he learned as soon as the car door shut.

“Well, I think I’ve filled your head with enough today. Let’s go ride a horse.” Wesley winked at her son, but her heart hammered as if he had directed it toward her.

The cowboy barely looked at her, and when he did, it almost seemed like it pained him. She didn’t know what was between them, but it was something. 

It wasn’t that he was rude, but he didn’t speak to her more than necessary. Which was probably for the best, being as she felt like a clumsy, tongue-tied schoolgirl whenever he did look at her.

The important part was that he was amazing with Jackson. She watched her son instantly taken with the cowboy. Seeing Wesley giving him so much of his full attention meant the world to her. The cowboy could ignore her all he wanted, as long as he kept treating her son like he was the amazing kid he was.

Jackson tugged on her arm briefly, his smile so big it looked like it stretched wider than ever before. For a moment, all else faded. Seeing her son this happy made nothing else matter. It had been too long since he had been able to experience such pure joy, and that was something he deserved.

“Ma’am, there’s a bench just outside the round pen. It would be best to watch from there.”

“Oh, okay,” Audrey said, her eyes instantly shooting back toward Jackson. 

“I’ll be fine, Mom,” he told her, and she treasured the fact he said it with respect and concern, rather than bratty as if his ego had been damaged. “Mr. Wesley knows what he’s doing.”

“I do,” Wesley said, a slow smile turning up his lips in a way that pulled at her heart.

He turned away after only a brief moment and looked toward the horse who he soothed expertly. “And Scout does, too. Don’t you, boy?”

Not that Scout needed soothing. He seemed perfectly at home and content with the man and boy touching and turning him this way and that. 

With one last lingering look, Audrey walked toward the bench with that feeling all moms know, that sinking and uplifting feeling of when your children no longer needs you for something. She squeezed through the fence and sat on the wooden bench that gave her the perfect view of her son and the cowboy.

Heaviness filled her. Jackson needed a man in his life. He missed his father desperately, and his uncles. Though wrapped too tightly in the family business, they had always treated him with love and care. As she had since she first started thinking about leaving, she wondered if she had made the right decision. 

Yet, it wasn’t just her choice. She and Jimmy had many late-night discussions, and this is what they had decided on, keeping Jackson out of the family business, no matter the cost. Involuntarily, her eyes filled. Jimmy may have become distant in the last few years of his life, but she had loved him, and his loss left a giant hole in her even years later.

“Well, if this doesn’t bring back memories,” a woman’s voice said from behind her.

Audrey sucked in a breath and wiped at her eyes before standing and turning toward the person.

“Bethany Miller.” The woman who held out her hand was not the young, gorgeous wife Audrey had expected, but an older woman whose hands looked like they had worked alongside the men on the ranch for her whole life.

“Aud,” she bit her cheek out of frustration. “Lailah Cody. Nice to meet you.”

“Likewise,” Bethany said as she sat down on the bench.

Lailah sat back down as well, but only after she glanced back toward the house for any sign of more people.

“It’s just me. I enjoy watching kids learn horsemanship. There’s a special bond between a horse and human. It’s like these majestic animals give us a glimpse into the spiritual world. God sure outdid himself when creating horses.”

Audrey found herself watching the woman in wonder before Jackson yipping quietly brought her attention back to her son. He sat astride Scout, his smile a beacon that she swore called angels. At least, she hoped it did, a whole squadron of angels to keep him from getting hurt. He was her whole world.

“Handsome guy,” Bethany said. “Reminds me of my Wesley at that age. I’m so glad he has a son now to call his own.”

Audrey didn’t want her heart crashing with the news. She was a widow and planned to keep it that way, nothing needed to distract her from keeping her son safe.

“Where is his son now?”

“What do you mean, dear?” Bethany asked.

The sound of confusion in the woman’s voice made Audrey look at her closer. Her eyes seemed a bit unfocused. Something felt different, but she smiled and asked again.

“Wesley’s son? Is he somewhere with his mom? My son would love to meet him.”

“Well, silly, he’s right there,” she pointed to Jackson. “Don’t you see him?”

Audrey’s mouth went dry as her heart raced. “That’s my son, Jac...Wyatt.”

“Exactly,” Bethany nodded like that explained everything. “He’s a doll isn’t he, and look how well he’s doing. Such a natural.”

“Th...thank you,” Audrey said, sitting back on the bench and turning her focus to her son, who was riding like an expert. 

She didn’t know what had just happened with Bethany who she presumed was Wesley’s mom, but it wasn’t worth fretting about. The lady only gave the sense of kindness. She wondered if she was like her great aunt who had always thought she was her mother, but she was in her eighties and Bethany couldn’t be more than sixty.

“That’s right, Wyatt. Sit tall, put your weight in your heels. Good.” Wesley’s deep voice brought her back to the moment. 

Her son was living his dream. He was riding a horse. She pulled out her phone and searched for the photo button. It was just one of those cheap pay-as-you-go phones, but that’s all she needed now until they settled. She had tossed her phone, that she knew the Murphys tracked, out the window before they left Chicago.

After taking a few shots, she laid the phone in her lap and watched her son’s happiness. She would make sure that this joy continued. He deserved a life of happiness and freedom, even if it took everything to give it to him.

“This is such a perfect place to raise a family. Don’t you think, dear?”

Audrey let her gaze scan the ranch, noticing the settling that happened within her as she did. “Yes, a great place for a family.”

“I only wished I had been able to give Wesley siblings. He’s quite the gift, you know.”

“I’m sure he is,” Audrey said, letting her eyes travel to the cowboy.

He looked over at them with an unreadable expression, but his shoulders stiffened and his attention seemed unfocused.

“May I try the reins now?” Jackson asked, drawing Wesley’s attention back toward him. 

Wesley went on to instruct him on how to use the reins properly.

“I still pray that this ranch will be full of little ones one day, a bunch of little cowboys and cowgirls running around and stirring up the dust.”

“That would be quite the sight.”

“Don’t you want more children, dear?”

Audrey was caught off guard. She took a moment, watching Jackson before replying. He had always asked for a brother or sister, but as soon as Jimmy joined the family business, he had put a halt on having any more.

“It had been the plan, but life happens.”

“Don’t give up. You are still young. There’s plenty of time for you to have more.”

Audrey pushed a half-smile to her lips. More children meant marrying again, and that wasn’t something she could consider right now. She didn’t want to go into that with this kind, but peculiar woman, so when she saw Wesley instructing Jackson how to dismount, she stood and walked to the fence.

Wesley spoke to her son in a low voice, only the music of it traveling to her without the words. The smile on Jackson’s face told her all it needed to. Wesley tapped the edge of Jackson’s hat before leading Scout into the stables.

“Mom! Did you see that! I rode a horse! I did so well, Wesley thought I had done it before!”

The hug he gave her was worth everything. She would have paid Wesley a thousand dollars to have this moment right here. 
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Wesley groaned and pushed his horse into a trot and then a gallop. He focused on the cool air whipping his cheeks and causing his eyes to water. Finally, he could breathe again, his body floated above his horse, his breath came freely, and his mind cleared.

“Good boy, Champ. You still got it in you.” Wesley leaned forward to rub Champ’s long, graceful neck. He and the horse went way back, and he couldn’t deny the sting of memories that made themselves known while on his back.

Times of crowds cheering, ropes whipping and sliding in his hands, the smell of the dust as he wrapped up the steer. Yes, memories that bit, good memories tainted with the taste of failure and resentment.

Yet, he would still take those over the preoccupation that filled him as soon as he and Champ eased back toward the barn, and the arena, and the bench where she had sat: her blond hair blowing in the breeze, her penetrating blue eyes watching his every move, and her sweet scent blowing past him with each gust of wind.

His stomach twisted. The freedom from his mind’s new preoccupation had been a blessed break, but now she was back and he would have to figure out how to either live with it or shove her from his mind. Neither strategy had worked thus far, and three days in, it made him wonder if he had lost his sanity.

Wesley enjoyed the sensation of jumping off Champ, the pounding as his boots hit the dusty ground sent waves of excitement through him. Some things never died. It might have been a decade since he competed, but whenever he jumped off a horse, it could have been yesterday.

He tied Champ up to the hitching post and uncinched his saddle, tossing the cinch and straps over the top before hefting it off the sweaty animal. Sharp tang of horse filled his nostrils, soothing his nerves. That scent could cure just about anything. 

Yet, as he took the saddle into the barn, lavender mingled with horse, and that, he realized, was the most comforting scent he could think of. Peeking over the saddle, he saw his mom feeding treats to her horse, Buttercup. The mare’s wrinkled muzzle nestled into his mom’s hands as if she too missed the time when she would ride every day.

“Hey, Mom,” he said as he dropped the saddle onto its stand. He stood back and waited, holding his breath.

“Hi, Hun. Did you have a good ride? I was just telling Buttercup it had been too long since we went for one.”

Wesley breathed out. To some, hearing your mom talk to horses might be disconcerting, but to him, it was normal and comforting. “You should. Want to go tomorrow?”

“That sounds nice.” She gave her horse one last scratch down her nose before turning toward him. “If I’m having a good day, of course.”

“Even on a bad one, I don’t think you would forget how to ride, Mom. You were born on a horse.”

“Well, not quite, but pretty close.” She laughed, memories sparkling in her eyes. “You were too, you know.”

“I do,” he said with a smile as he leaned up against a post.

“So, dear, when is that pretty blond coming back with her son?”

Wesley’s smile dropped as quickly as he pushed off the post and grabbed a brush for Champ. “Tomorrow.”

“Hmm,” his Mom said, following him back outside and watching him in that way of hers while he brushed down Champ.

“Don’t hmmm me, Mom. Picking up Wyatt as a student is helping us pay for your medicine, that’s it.”

“I appreciate you doing that.”

“I know you do. That’s not why I said it. I don’t want you getting your mind wrapped around something that it shouldn’t.”

“Why shouldn’t it? Is she married? She didn’t look at you like a married woman should.”

Wesley peeked over Champ’s back at his mom’s too-innocent face. “What do you mean, she looked at me like...” He shook his head. “Never mind, it doesn’t matter.”

“So, she is married?”

“Yes. No. Her husband passed.”

He glanced at his mom as her hand covered her mouth. “How young to be a widow. That poor thing.”

“Well, she’s not poor, and I’m not going there, Mom. So, you can just stop your fantasizing.” He said the words gently. His intention wasn’t to offend her, but he knew how her mind worked, and it constantly tried to find him a suitable wife.

“She’s young still, pretty, kind, and it seems you really connected with her son.”

“Mom,” he warned.

“Fine, fine. I’ll go make lunch. I’m just saying, sometimes God lands something right in your lap so you can’t ignore it, that’s all. You’re not getting any younger, you know.”

“Thanks,” he said sarcastically, but as his Mom made her way back to the house, he hid his smile behind Champ’s flank. Lailah watched him like a married woman shouldn’t.

By the time he put Champ out in the pasture, he kicked himself for letting his mind get wrapped up in the city girl all over again. It didn’t matter how she looked at him. He wasn’t going there. The last thing he needed was a distraction. He had too much to handle without a woman pulling at his attention and adding to his demands...no matter how mesmerizing her eyes were, or how sweet she smelled, or how amazing her son was, or if she looked at him like she might be interested.
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Audrey read the same ad for a third time. What was wrong with her? He was just a man. Sure he was a handsome, confident, strong and silent cowboy, but he was still just a man. She focused on Jimmy, but he wasn’t here and hadn’t been for a few years now. The old resentment came bubbling up and frustration filled her. She had worked so hard to forgive her late husband. After all, it wasn’t his fault they killed him.

Yet, it was his fault that he hadn’t been more honest with her from the beginning.

“Mom? You okay? You got that look again.” Wyatt looked up at her from the floor where he did his schoolwork. She worried about his posture, bent over papers on the floor like that, but it was how he liked to do it, and he didn’t complain.

“I’m fine, Sweetie. There’s not much to rent around here is all. I thought I had it all planned out, but the house I was looking at is no longer available.”

“We’ll find a place. Maybe it will even have a barn like Mr. Wesley’s. Then we can get our own horses.”

Audrey pushed the paper away and dropped down to Jackson’s side. “All in time. First a place for now. Then a job for me. School for you. Then we can look into buying something...somehow.”

She thought about her stash slowly dwindling down. She knew where to get more, but it meant going back to the city to get it. When the time to flee crashed into her world, she couldn’t afford the chance of picking up the money before they left, and now, she may never get her hands on it again.

She sent up an apology to her husband. He had made her promise to take it with her. It would have been too dangerous to go into the middle of the city at that moment. As it was, they had only minutes to spare. Her son’s life was more important than money. She could find work and save up for a place like anyone else.

“I like it here,” Jackson said, interrupting her internal dialogue. 

“I’m glad, Sweetie.” She looked out the window. The sun shone beautifully today, and though it wasn’t quite spring, looking out the window you wouldn’t know. “I do, too.”

A freedom lived in the expansiveness, and the mountains stood protectively over them. Rightness settled within her, and she knew she picked well. So, she had to trust. A job would open up. The perfect house would become available. 

It hadn’t even been a week yet, things would come into alignment. Maybe she would get up the nerve to ask Wesley if he knew of any work or available housing. Though, if he did, then Jenny would as well. So far, the gal had nothing. Once spring started in full, things would change. 

“Today’s Tuesday, right?” Jackson asked, barely containing his excitement.

“Yes, and it’s about time to get ready. How are your boots? Did soaking them and wearing them all day yesterday help?”

“Yeah, Kyle’s a pretty smart guy.”

“He’s definitely experienced.” She thought about the family that rented them the room. They had been more welcoming and inclusive than it felt they normally would have been with guests. Sunday they had even invited them to dinner. 

A heaviness landed on Audrey’s shoulders. She couldn’t live on other’s hospitality. A kitchen was paramount. Eating out all the time or relying on invitations would get old, not to mention expensive. Maybe she would ask at Mama’s tonight if they had any openings. Of course, she would have to figure out what to do with Jackson while she was working.

She pushed a smile on her face when she met her son’s concerned gaze.

“Do you think I’ll get to go for a real ride today?” Though his excitement was evident, it almost seemed like he tried to distract her.

“I think Wesley will let you when you are ready.”

“What about you, Mom? Don’t you want to ride?”

“Sure, but I already know how. So, maybe when you are ready for a longer ride, I’ll pay to ride with you.”

“Then I will learn really soon! It’s the best feeling in the world. I feel like a king sitting way up on Scout’s back.”

“I remember,” she said, and she did. Learning to ride during summers at her grandparents was the highlight of her trips out there. 

“Tell me about your grandparents,” Jackson urged.

“You have met them,” she said, ruffling his hair and standing to start getting things ready.

“I mean before they got old and moved to Florida.”

Audrey’s mouth fell open before she laughed. “Jackson, it’s not polite to say they got old.”

“Mom,” he looked back at the door. “You have to remember.”

“In private, I will always call you by your real name, my son. I need that. You need that.”

“Then you won’t ever remember,” he grumbled.

She shrugged. “We can say Jackson is your middle name, and I choose to call you that sometimes. It’s the official stuff we have to pay attention to.”

“Like at school and no hospitals or police or anything like that.”

“Exactly,” she said, but inside the thought made her quiver. If they found them this time, what would they do to ensure they never tried to escape again? Her blood went cold with the thought. She had to be more careful.

Jackson eyed her as he tugged off his shirt and pulled on a flannel one just like Wesley’s that he had begged her to buy when they went in to get his boots. After he was dressed, he shoved his cowboy hat on like he had seen Kyle do as he left the table. He hooked his thumbs into his belt loops.

“Don’t I look like a real cowboy?”

“You look as handsome as ever, cowboy, but you’re missing one thing all cowboys need...or so I’m told.” She looked pointedly at his socked feet.

“Well, those, I’m told,” he smiled, “have to be left outside.”

“See, a well-mannered cowboy already.” She tipped the edge of his hat, before going to grab her purse at the bedside table. 

Catching a glimpse of herself in the mirror, she realized those five pounds she lost since fleeing made her jeans fit that much better. She tugged on her blouse and shrugged as she covered it with her jacket. She shouldn’t be worrying about looking nice for Jackson’s riding instructor, yet she blushed when she remembered the first time their eyes connected.

Something happened then, not something she had thought about, not something she had wanted, and definitely not something she had planned for. In fact, she didn’t even know what that something was. It’s not like he flirted with her. Flirtatious men, she was accustomed to. Wesley was the opposite. He actually kind of ignored her, acting almost as if it pained him every time they interacted.

Still, that first unexpected moment—it was raw, unfiltered, and powerful. 

And she hadn’t been able to shake it. Even four days later, driving back up his driveway, her heart raced as she wondered if it would happen again.

It didn’t. 

Wesley barely poked his head out of the barn before waving them in. When they entered, he kept himself busy brushing Scout while talking Jackson through the procedure.

“I got it, Mr. Wesley. I’ve been rehearsing in my mind ever since you taught me the first time.”

Audrey opened her mouth to direct Jackson to be more polite, but the confident grin on Wesley’s face stopped her.

“All right, then, cowboy. Let’s see you do this.” Wesley handed him the brush and leaned back against a post, arms crossed. 

His eyes barely brushed hers. The amusement in them danced until they met hers. He quickly pulled his gaze away and focused on her son.

Jackson went through the whole grooming routine. He even checked each hoof as Wesley had shown him how four days ago. 

“Now the saddle, right?”

“Yes, and I’ll get that for you.”

“Then I will put on the saddle blanket. You know, I bet I could saddle him even if I am shorter than you.”

“I bet you could, buckaroo, but let’s leave some things for next time. You’ll advance me right out of a job.” Wesley chuckled and tapped Jackson’s hat.

“No way, I want to keep learning until I have learned everything there is to know about being a cowboy.”

“That, Wyatt, is a life-long lesson,” Wesley said seriously.

Jackson visibly swallowed, but he didn’t let down his gaze. Seeing him stare down the cowboy had Audrey covering her mouth to keep the giggle in. Whether the laugh was from a boy being so sure of himself or from embarrassment, she really couldn’t tell. When her hiccup caused those steely eyes of Wesley to run across her, she swallowed all humor. 

Wesley’s gaze didn’t stay on her long, but she felt its fire for days afterward. The man perplexed her, and so did her reactions to him.
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“Yes, I understand. Thank you, Doctor.” Wesley set down the house phone, leaving his hand resting on the receiver and letting his head hang.

The world weighed down his shoulders. In the last two days, his mother had deteriorated and fear consumed him. The medication should arrive today, but as the doctor said, there would be a transition period.

Yesterday he had brought his mom her lunch only to find her studio empty. He had searched for her for an hour before a neighbor called to say they saw her walking on the highway and pulled over to see if everything was all right. They had brought her to their house, calling him to come to get her.

Wesley slowly shuffled to the guest bedroom in his house. His mom slept peacefully in the bed even though it wasn’t even three yet. What had caused such a quick deterioration? 

If this medication didn’t work, he would have to figure something out. He couldn’t take care of the ranch and watch his mom the entire time. Obviously, he couldn’t leave his mom alone anymore. He rubbed his temple. 

Wesley shifted his weight before turning to make his way back down the hall, thinking about grabbing a pain killer on his way out to go over finances. He needed to find a way for a caretaker to come here for a few hours a day and to increase Brock’s hours in order to cover his loss of time.

“Wesley?” His mom’s frail voice stopped him.

He turned back into the doorway to find her eyes, hoping they were clear. He let out a sigh of relief as he walked toward her and sat on the edge of the bed. “Hey, Mom.”

“This time was bad wasn’t it?”

He nodded, his throat swelling and closing off his ability to talk.

“This is too hard on you, Hun. Maybe we should look into a home.”

“No.” He took her hand, a hand that once was strong and comforting, but now seemed frail and needy. “You’re staying home, and you’re staying in the main house. I’m not arguing about it with you.”

Tears filled her eyes as she squeezed his hand. Her lips trembled and she nodded. “If that’s what you need.”

“It is.”

“At least call on the church if you need help. I bet Betty would come sit with me here and there if needed.”

“Betty would be here every day if you allowed her. I’m not sure even your kind heart could stand that much chatter on a regular basis.”

“Oh, she isn’t that bad,” her mom said with a little chuckle.

Gravel popping in the driveway caused them both to look toward the window.

He smacked his forehead. “I completely forgot about Wyatt’s riding lesson.”

“You go, Hun. I’ll be all right. I’ll find a show to watch.”

“You, watch TV?”

His mom shrugged. “I have to find something to do in my old age. Now go. Your student and his lovely mother are waiting for you.”

He eyed his mom as he rose.

“Don’t look at me that way. You need a woman. Someone needs to take care of you.”

“I take care of myself just fine, Mom.”

“Oh yeah? Looks like you dyed your shirt pink again and you’re losing weight.”

He bent down and kissed his mom. “Do you want help getting to the living room before I go out?”

“I’m not an invalid,” she said, waving him off. “Go, and be nice to that lady.”

Wesley looked back at his mom more than once as he left. He didn’t feel right leaving her like that. What if she walked off again or found some other kind of trouble? 

Hesitating at the door, he thought about locking it and then chastised himself. The locks were meant to keep people out, not in.

“There he is!” Wyatt shouted from near the barn and ran toward him.

Despite his worry, Wesley felt the smile creasing his features and his stress lessening. That boy made it difficult to not enjoy the lessons he thought he would hate. Seeing how quickly Wyatt learned the skills, he wondered what it would be like to have a son of his own, teaching him the ropes of ranch life, hard work, and responsibilities. 

He shook his head. This wasn’t his kid.

Yet, his insides turned into mush when Wyatt wrapped his arms around him.

“Mom thought you might not be here, but I saw your truck. Do I get to saddle Scout myself today? Maybe I can let him trot, too!”

Wesley still reeled from the unexpected hug. Maybe he needed to spend more time with his friends’ kids. The contact shook him too much. Just when he thought he had himself back under control, the scent of lilac hit him.

“I was afraid I had gotten the day wrong.” Lailah’s voice soothed him like honey on a sore throat.

“No,” he croaked and cleared his throat. “My mom...isn’t feeling well.”

“Oh,” she said reaching out for his arm, but dropping her slender hand before it actually touched him. “I’m sorry to hear that. We could come back another time.”

Wesley sensed Wyatt’s disappointment, but the boy kept his mouth firmly shut and averted his eyes toward the mountains. 

“She’s settled now. It’s okay.” 

“If you’re sure. We don’t want to be a burden,” her sweet voice made him have to fight the words that wanted to pour forth.

He pulled his gaze away from her brilliant eyes so full of empathy and focused on Wyatt who wouldn’t look at him. “So, you think you can hoist the saddle all the way to Scout’s back, huh?”

He instinctively draped an arm around the boy’s shoulders while they closed the distance to the barn. Working with Wyatt would keep his mind distracted, something he desperately needed at the moment.
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Audrey could tell that Wesley worried about his mom. Her heart wanted to reach out and tell him to spill everything. Not that he would. These strong, silent cowboy-types didn’t do that, did they? She found herself wanting to find out and then kicking herself for even wondering.

She turned her focus on Wyatt as he rode Scout, sitting tall and proud, holding the reins himself. This was only his third lesson and already he rode like a pro. Her heart warmed seeing the happiness and self-confidence in his eyes. When they had first arrived and not seen any sign of Wesley, she felt her son’s pain. It was almost too much to bear. 

Weathering disappointment was an important lesson in life, but sometimes she wondered if it was harder on the mother than the child. Seeing her child hurting pushed her to her limits. Wyatt had suffered too much as it was.

A smile crept across her lips, and the tug felt good. She had started thinking of Jackson as Wyatt. He would be proud.

Wesley looked toward the house for the tenth time in the last fifteen minutes. Worry lined his eyes and distracted him.

“Like this, Mr. Wesley?”

Wesley blinked and then turned his attention back to her son. “Yes, you’re doing great, Wyatt.”

Audrey pushed up to a stand and walked up to the round pen’s railings. She couldn’t stand seeing his worry any longer, and she needed his attention on her son for his safety. “Wesley,” she said, hoping he wouldn’t be upset at her interruption.

“Keep Scout going around the pen while I talk to your mom,” Wesley instructed before walking toward her, his eyes on the house rather than her. “Everything alright, Ma’am?”

“Lailah, please. Yes. He’s doing really well.”

“He is.” He finally met her eyes. “You called me over to tell me that?”

“No, I...I can’t help but see you are worried about your mom. May I...if you don’t mind...I could go look in on her for you?”

Wesley blinked and looked at her as if seeing her for the first time. His shoulders relaxed and his lips twitched at the corner. “Actually, that would be really helpful. She should be in the living room or in the bedroom on the right down the hall.”

“Okay,” she said, feeling useful as she started walking away. “Let Wyatt know, please.”

“I will, and...Lailah?”

She turned back toward him at the musical sound of her fake name on his lips. At that moment, she wished she could hear him say her real name. Would it sound just as magical?

“My mom...she has Alzheimer’s.”

“It’s no problem. My aunt had it, too. We’ll be fine.”

“Thank you,” he said before turning back toward Wyatt. “That’s right, keep your heels down and use your weight to direct him.”

Audrey’s hand swept up the worn, smooth handrail to the covered porch. The wrap-around deck had the same welcoming feel as her grandparents’ home in Idaho. She knocked lightly on the door as she stepped into the cozy home. Giving her eyes a moment to adjust after being out in the bright sun, she looked around the house. 

The kitchen was to the left. A hall to the right and the living room in front of her. On the couch, Wesley’s mom sat there staring at the remote.

“Hello, Bethany,” Audrey called to the woman as she approached.

“Oh, hello, dear. Do you know how to work these things?” She held out the remote as if it had been contaminated and glanced at the TV playing a commercial. 

“I can give it a try. I’m Lailah. Your son is giving my son riding lessons,” she said as she took the remote from her.

“That’s lovely. I’m so glad Wesley has decided to train other ropers. His talent is too great to waste.”

“I’m sure it is,” Audrey said with a smile. She had learned with her aunt that it didn’t pay to argue some small facts of life that really didn’t matter. “What kind of show are you looking for?”

“Show?”

“Yes, on the television.”

“Oh, I don’t watch it much. My husband loves watching sports, and he yells at the news every night, but it doesn’t have much for me.”

Audrey turned off the TV set and turned toward the woman. “Do you read?”

“Oh, some, but there’s not much time for it. I have the Good Book somewhere around here. I crochet.”

“You crochet? I’ve always wanted to learn how.”

“Well, dear, grab my bag over there,” she pointed to the edge of the coffee table, “and I’ll teach you everything I know.”

“I would love that,” Audrey said, handing her the wooden-handled bag. It was just like her grandma’s. 

Her grandma had tried to teach her a little here and there, but she never retained it from summer to summer. She felt crochet illiterate. 

Time floated past and Audrey realized that she hadn’t worried about Jackson once, and that fact disturbed her. Right when she was about to excuse herself from her own lesson, she heard boots on the deck, and she breathed easier.

“There are the boys now. They’ll be hungry, and I haven’t started dinner.” 

“It’s not that late yet. There is plenty of time for dinner.” Audrey laid her hand on the woman’s knee for a moment.

“You will stay, won’t you?” Bethany asked.

“Well, come on in, Wyatt.” Wesley’s voice sent Audrey’s heart into a race.

“Mom!” Wyatt walked quickly toward her in his stocking feet. “Mr. Wesley said I did so well I can go for a ride outside the round pen next time!”

“Wow! You’re a natural, Sweetie.” She stood and brought him into her arms.

“And he said you could ride with us!”

“He did, huh?” she asked and ventured to meet Wesley’s eyes.

“Wyatt says you know how to ride?” His eyes met hers, a little less guarded.

“I haven’t ridden since I was a kid, but yes, I did a lot of riding in the summers.” Heat traveled up her neck with the thought of riding with him. “I’ll pay, of course, if you really don’t mind me accompanying you two.”

“Of course he doesn’t, dear.” His mom laid her blanket aside and came to a shaky stand. “Now I better get to dinner. Your guests are staying for the meal, Wesley.”

“Mom,” Wesley’s eyes widened as he looked from Audrey to his mom. “I’m not sure that...”

“Oh, hush. You’ll scare them off.”

“We really should go, Mrs. Miller. We appreciate your kind offer, but...”

“See, look, you scared them off again. Your dad always scared off our guests and now...”

“On second thought, Wyatt and I would love to stay. On the condition you let me help prepare the meal.” Audrey walked over toward Wesley’s mom.

She had seen Wesley stiffen at the mention of his father, and she could tell where the conversation was heading. She also had a distinct feeling that if Mrs. Miller had finished her sentence and remembered later that she said it, she would feel awful, not to mention how Wesley would feel.

“We get to stay for dinner!” Wyatt whooped before calming himself and clearing his throat. “If my mom is helping cook, what can I do to help you, Mr. Wesley.”

Audrey caught Wesley’s eyes. His confused expression eased as he searched her eyes. After a moment, he tore his gaze away and looked down at her son.

“Guess it’s time for you to learn to muck out stalls.”

“Really? I’m really strong. Do I get to use a wheelbarrow?”

The feeling that filled her heart as she watched the cowboy wrap an arm around her son’s shoulders as they headed back out the door, each in their Wranglers, flannel shirts, hats, and stocking feet, was dangerous...too dangerous, but what could she do?
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The next two days had Wesley tied up in knots, and not the simple slip knots, but the complex ones that he learned the year his dad made him do boy scouts. He hardly left his mom for more than a half-hour at a time and usually only when she slept or seemed engrossed in her crocheting. He couldn’t get her to sit still and watch a show. 

It wasn’t just his mom that occupied his thoughts. His mind wrapped around Lailah, half excited for her coming on a ride with him and Wyatt and half scared to death. That ride meant the world to the boy, and even though he had barely met the kid, he couldn’t let him down. There was something about Wyatt, something that made him look forward to the riding lessons which he had never expected.

Friday night had the guys jostling him about the ready-made family. To their chagrin, he hadn’t stopped the smile that involuntarily spread across his features as he talked about them. He wasn’t looking for a family. It was hard enough to take care of the one he had.

Still, he didn’t want to let Wyatt down, and yet, he couldn’t find anyone able to come sit with his mom while he took them out on a ride. He would be a wreck leaving her alone that long and would be no good to the boy. With this being his first ride out of the round pen, he needed to be fully present.

The house phone rang just as he headed out the door to do his morning feeding. He only had a few hours to figure out what to do about the lesson. Hoping it might be someone who could help, he ran to the phone.

“Hello?”

“Oh, Wesley. I have been so worried about you and your mom. When Harry told me how much she had declined, I went right into prayer. She is such a sweet and righteous lady to suffer so. There must be a lesson in all of this that the Almighty wants us to learn.”

“Hi, Betty,” he said, hoping she had called to say she could come this afternoon. “Did Harry tell you that I’m looking for...?”

“Oh yes, he did. You poor thing, having to find someone to sit with your mom while you work. That must be a trial. Why if my own son had to do that, I would feel horrible. I know how much you love your mother. We all do. As much as I would like to come to visit with your mom this afternoon, I have a prior engagement. You know that Miss Molly is about to be married, and she needs some marital advice before going in. So, the ladies and I are having tea with her this afternoon.”

Wesley’s stomach tightened. His last hope had just crashed. It made him nauseous to think of having to call and cancel, but he couldn’t see any other alternative. He could compromise with a round pen lesson and have his mom come out and watch with Lailah. 

Lailah. The night they stayed over for dinner he had stressed and fretted over how uncomfortable he thought it would be. At first, he felt more than awkward, with his mom making off the wall comments that came from the past and sitting at the table with Lailah and Wyatt. All it had taken was one funny comment from Wyatt, and Lailah relaxing, for Wesley to start enjoying the company.

Dinner usually consisted of him and his mom, or more often, he got his mom fed and resting, then he ate cold food in front of the TV. He just couldn’t bring himself to eat at the table by himself. 

“Hello? Wesley, dear, are you still there?” Betty broke into his wandering thoughts.

“Yes, sorry, Betty.” He realized that he hadn’t heard much of what she said after she mentioned she couldn’t come out today.

“So, does tomorrow after the social work?”

“Tomorrow...” Wesley thought. Yes, it was the first Sunday of the month which meant the social after church. “That would be around two?”

“Normally is, isn’t it dear? I could visit with her until four or so, and then I have to return to start dinner for my husband, you know. He always wants a roast on Sunday nights, even after he stuffs himself at the social. That man can eat. I bet you understand that, don’t you? Running a ranch is hard work, and you men need your sustenance.”

“Two to four would be wonderful. I will call to see if I can reschedule my lesson. Thank you very much, Betty. I really appreciate it.”

“Of course, dear. I would do anything for your mother. I was saddened to hear how much she is struggling. Do the doctors think it will increase?”

“We just started a medication that should help. It takes a few weeks to build up in her system.”

“Oh, the medical sciences they have today. Isn’t it just overwhelming what they are capable of now? Though nothing is greater than our Lord’s power, you know, so we will be praying for her. I have already put in a request with the prayer team, and you know how Pastor John is. Miracles will be working in no time.”

“Thank you, Betty, Now if you don’t mind, I can hear the horses from inside the house. They get quite upset when I don’t feed them on time.”

“Of course. A rancher’s work is never finished is what my pa always said. I will see you in the morning, dear. Give your mom my best.”

“I will. Thank you again. Goodbye.” Wesley hung up the phone in relief, not only to get away from the long, non-stop conversation of his mom’s friend, but having an alternative plan that wouldn’t let Wyatt down.

Why that meant so much to him, he didn’t quite understand, but it did, and the knowledge soothed him as he checked on his still sleeping mother one last time before going out for the morning feeding.
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Audrey slipped her phone back into her purse, her heart heavy with the news as she told Wyatt what Wesley had called her about.

“What do you mean I don’t have a lesson today? We were going to go for a real ride outside of the pen!” Wyatt stood in the middle of the room, his fists squeezed and face reddening.

“Shh, Wyatt, please lower your voice.” The fact that he didn’t show happiness at her remembering to call him by his cowboy name showed her just how upset he was. “Mr. Wesley’s mom is not feeling well. He needed someone to watch her in order to have the time to take us for a ride.”

Wesley’s bottom lip quivered, but his hands relaxed.

“I know it’s hard, Sweetie. We have to think of Mrs. Miller.”

“And Mr. Wesley. It must be scary for him for his mom to be so sick.”

Audrey stopped, her mind trying to wrap around how observant her son was and how empathetic. Did he fear her becoming ill? How much fear did he hold onto without saying anything?

“I’m sure it is scary for him. That’s a good insight.”

“Well, if you were sick, I would be very scared, but I wouldn’t let anything happen to you. I would stay by your side the entire time.”

“You are sweet,” she said and kissed his head. “I’ll be fine, but if something does happen to me, you need to do whatever you can to stay safe.”

“And hidden,” he said, seriously.

She nodded, allowing the fear of him alone without her to wash through her, but quickly pushed it aside for the overpowering feeling could easily send her over the edge. 

“Will I get to have any more lessons ever?”

“Oh Sweetie, you didn’t let me finish. He found someone to stay with his mom Sunday afternoon.”

“That’s tomorrow!”

“Right,” she said, feeling awful he had thought he would never get to go riding again.

“Well, that’s no big deal.”

“You got the right attitude, kid.” She ruffled his hair and wrapped an arm around his shoulders. “Now we better get out to breakfast before Jenny puts it away. We slept in this morning.”

“I like sleeping in,” he said with a smile.

She did too. It was nice not having to get up to go to work or take him to school, though she saw the way he watched Willy as he went off to school in the mornings. He needed that socialization. He needed to have other kids his age to converse with, even if he complained that they didn’t have a big vocabulary. They had something she couldn’t give him, a mind of a child.

“Good morning, sleepyheads,” Jenny greeted them as they came in. “There’s still plenty of pancakes and eggs left. Kevin and Willy are already out with the animals. What are your plans for today?”

“Well, they just opened up. Wyatt’s lesson got moved to tomorrow afternoon.”

“Oh,” Jenny said, though Audrey felt like the news wasn’t new to her. Wesley had to have gotten her number from somewhere because he never had her fill out paperwork or anything. That was something that never would have happened in the city.

“Thank you for breakfast,” Audrey said, sitting down and dishing her and Wyatt up.

“You’re always welcome. It has been a pleasure to have you and Wyatt here. Kevin and I were talking last night, and we were wondering if you two would like to join us for church tomorrow.”

“Church...” Audrey said thoughtfully.

“There is a social after the service. I thought it would be a good place for you to meet other people in town, get to know them, and, of course, see if you can find what you are looking for.”

“You trying to get rid of us?” Audrey smiled.

“Absolutely not. You have been asking, and I can’t imagine not having a place of my own. You two have been delightful guests, but a woman needs her own kitchen. I get that.”

Audrey laughed. She did miss having a kitchen, not that she considered cooking fun, but definitely a necessity. Going out to eat had lost its appeal quite a while ago.

“They have kids’ church too,” Jenny added

“There’ll be other kids?” Wyatt said between mouthfuls.

“Wyatt, don’t talk with your mouth full.”

“It’s okay. He’s excited. Yes, Wyatt, there are many other kids. Willy can introduce you to them. There are three classes. You’ll be in the same one as Willy, at least for another year or so.”

Wyatt turned his eyes to Audrey, and she knew he wanted to meet the other kids in town.

“We would love to join you. Thank you for inviting us.” Audrey kissed Wyatt on the head. It had been years since they had gone to church. Three years, in fact. Something had kept her from going after Jimmy’s funeral. It could be that she was mad at God for taking her husband.

She lost herself in her thoughts, and Jenny, being perceptive, gave her space. Was she still mad at God? How could she blame him for the corruption she had married into? It wasn’t God that had lied to her, and he hadn’t taken Jimmy away, the barrage of bullets did.

A flash of his pale face lying in the coffin plagued her. They were so young with so much life ahead of them. It had all changed the day he got the call, the day they returned to Chicago. If she had known then, she would have insisted they move away, go into hiding. If only she had known.

Now she and her son were in hiding, alone. She squared her shoulders. She could do this. She could do anything if it meant her son would be safe. That was all that mattered.
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As was normal for Sunday mornings, Wesley kept his eyes averted and focused on getting his mom to their usual bench seat alongside Kevin and his family. He didn’t mind socializing when he chose to, but the church always seemed full of single women scoping out prospects, not something he needed.

It wasn’t until a small hand tugged on his vest that he realized more than just Kevin and his family sat in their pew. 

“Mr. Wesley! Are we still planning for a ride outside the pen today?” Wyatt asked in a hushed voice.

After Wesley had his mom sitting and settled, he turned to the boy, once again realizing he automatically smiled at him. “We are indeed.”

“Yay!” Wyatt covered his mouth and turned toward Wesley’s mom. “Good morning, Mrs. Miller. I am happy to see you feeling well enough to be here.”

Wesley watched Wyatt, once again marveling at the politeness of the almost ten-year-old boy. He had been so polite with his mom the night they stayed for dinner, but it went beyond manners.

“Oh, dear, please stop calling me Mrs. Miller. I’m Grandma, remember?”

Wesley felt the heat crawl up his neck, made worse by Lailah walking up just right then. He opened his mouth to correct his mom, but Wyatt beat him to it.

“Of course, I’ll call you Grandma,” he said as he took Wesley’s place next to her, leaving him to sit between Wyatt and Lailah.

“Is your mom feeling any better?” Lailah asked, while keeping her eyes on his mom and her son conversing like two long-time friends.

“I think the medicine is helping, though every once in a while she comes out with something like...well, like what just happened.”

“I think it’s sweet and Wyatt just loves her. I can’t see the harm in it. Can you?”

She turned her eyes toward him, their deep piercing blue mesmerizing. Mixed with her lilac scent, his pulse rushed in his ears and the rest of the church disappeared.

“I gather not,” he said, his voice sounding like it didn’t belong to him.

“I really appreciate you going to so much trouble to allow me to ride with you and Wyatt today. It means so much to him for me to be there.”

“It’s no trouble.” He felt almost drugged when Kevin reached over and slapped his leg. The touch seemed so distant as if it wasn’t his leg that had been touched.

“Hey, man. Good to see you,” Kevin said before sitting back in his pew.

His friend had already disappeared behind Lailah before Wesley could blink enough to focus on his surroundings. The room came back in a rush, and the shy smile Lailah offered him made him wish that the rest of the world had stayed away.

How would he concentrate on the sermon with her sitting so close to him? He should have Wyatt move back between them. As he turned to tell the boy he could move back next to his mom, little Willy pushed in front of him.

“Hi, Uncle Wesley! Could I sit next to Wyatt, please?” Without waiting for an answer, Willy pushed between him and Wyatt, causing Wesley to have to move even closer to the lilac scent next to him, so close that he felt her heat alongside him. He rubbed his hands on his nice jeans as his heart raced and thoughts swirled.

“You okay?” Lailah asked, her eyebrows raised in concern.

“Sure am,” he said, pushing a wavering smile to his lips, lips that felt numb from the blood draining from his face.

Relief flooded him when Pastor George stepped up to the podium and had them all stand for the first song. He needed to move. Sitting for church had always been difficult, the need to move running through his legs making them bounce. Now, sweet lilac with tantalizing blue eyes and a voice like an angel stood next to him. He pushed out his breath. How would he do it?

The worship service seemed so long. He worried his gravely, low, off-key singing would offend Lailah who had an airy and musical voice. She hadn’t acted like it had, though. She had given him a few smiles before peering beyond him toward her son.

When Pastor George finally invited the kids to head to Sunday school, Wesley felt his legs jumping in need of movement. 

“Would you like me to walk with you, Sweetie?” Lailah leaned over Wesley to ask Wyatt.

Having her head inches away from his nose pushed him past his limit. “I’ll take him.” He squeezed out from behind her and smiled down at the boys. “Ready?”

“Yeah!” Wyatt leaned over to kiss his mom and then followed him out the end of the pew and toward the classrooms. 

Even this far away, he could still smell Lailah’s lilac scent, but at least her heat was no longer against him. He didn’t have time for this type of distraction, plus she was a widow. She still wore her wedding band. Her heart would never be completely his. He shook his head, unsure of how or why those thoughts had even filtered through.

“This is where we go,” Willy said, grabbing Wyatt’s hand and tugging him.

“You good?” Wesley asked Wyatt.

“Yes, sir. Thank you. Will you come pick me up at the end?”

Wesley blinked a few times. “I imagine your mom will.”

“How will she know where to go?” Wyatt asked, slowly being tugged into the room. “Please show her the way. Okay?”

“Sure thing,” he said, sensing the boy’s anxiety over it. 

The boys disappeared into the room, but Wesley found himself peering in to ensure Wyatt settled in all right. He didn’t understand the tug on his heart from the kid or why he still stood in the hallway.

“Hello, Wesley.” Brittany stood in front of him, her overpowering perfume pushing out the lilac scent that he had thought was permanently implanted in his senses.

“Hey. Your day to help with the kids?”

“Sure is. I’ve got to get my fix, you know, until I have my own.”

Wesley nodded and stepped back. Why did women always talk about kids with him? “I’ll leave you to it, then.”

Her hand reached out to touch his arm, “You’re coming to the social, right?”

“Can’t imagine Mom wanting to miss that.”

“You are so sweet with her.”

“Well, she’s my mom,” Wesley said with a shrug. How else should he treat his mom?

“I’ll see you then,” Brittany said as she lifted up on her toes.

He nodded and backed away before turning and ambling down the hall. In front of the door back into the sanctuary, he shifted his weight from foot to foot. He wasn’t ready to go back in there, but his mom would wonder where he was, and he didn’t want her searching for him.

Filling his lungs and then pushing out the breath, he eased the door open and snuck back to the pew. He realized as he came along that he could easily sit next to his mom at the end of the pew rather than squeeze between her and Lailah. The distance eased some of the tension in his shoulders.

Once he sat, Lailah leaned over and quietly asked if all went well.

“He’s doing great. I stayed to make sure,” he whispered back, sensing Pastor Dave’s attention on them as he talked about charity to neighbors.

“Thank you,” Lailah more mouthed than spoke before sitting back in her place.

What was it about that woman that made his mind and body go crazy? His mom patted his thigh and smiled a knowing smile. He took a moment to enjoy the clarity in her eyes before doing his best to focus on Pastor Dave’s words rather than the distracting thoughts swirling in his mind.
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Lailah knew why her pulse quickened every time Wesley’s eyes met hers, but she didn’t trust it. After being alone for a few years, sure that type of closeness with any man would stir up emotions. She needed to remain focused. Her son’s well-being depended on it.

Yet, when the handsome, rugged cowboy offered to walk her son to Sunday school, her mind battled with her heart. The choice had been made when Wyatt eagerly accepted Wesley’s offer. He needed that male figure, but he didn’t need the complication that would happen if she allowed her feelings to continue. Besides, she barely knew the guy. It had to be purely a physical reaction...and maybe a touch of loneliness. 

Hearing that Wesley had stayed to make sure that Wyatt settled in, however, touched her heart, and pure danger filled her. A handsome cowboy was one thing, but a man caring for her son...nothing reached a mother’s heart like kindness given to her child. She would have to be careful and guard her heart.

She hated to admit that most of the pastor’s message didn’t reach her mind. Her anxiety grew as the time passed on. This was the longest she had been away from Wyatt since they escaped the city. She knew the distress wasn’t realistic. The idea of his uncles finding them here, especially so soon, was out of the question. Yet, she couldn’t shake the feeling or reason with her fear. 

By the time the final song ended, she squeezed her hands together so the wringing didn’t give her anxiety away. When Wesley met her eyes, his brows scrunched together.

“Ready to go get Wyatt?” he asked as if he understood.

“Yes,” she said simply, not trusting her voice to say more without wavering.

Wesley swept his arm in the direction of the door and settled in behind her to open the door to the hallway. She hurried down the hall where several parents exited a room with excited kids by their sides. She glanced back at Wesley who nodded.

“That’s it,” he said, his voice low and eyes on the door.

“Mom!” Wyatt pushed through the doorway and into her arms. He didn’t stay there long, but the moment overwhelmed her with emotion that she had to blink back.

“Did you have fun?”

“I did! We sang songs and had a snack and even colored a page.” He handed her a picture of Jesus with children around him with his precise coloring.

“It’s beautiful, Sweetie.”

Wesley leaned over to look at it. “Wow,” he said, looking at Wyatt as if he hadn’t seen everything he had to offer.

“I’m a bit of a perfectionist,” Wyatt said with a shrug. 

“Oh, there you are Wyatt. You must tell us before you leave. We can’t have you disappearing.” 

Lailah looked up to see a beautiful, auburn-headed woman probably a few years younger than her. She smiled down at Wyatt, but when she looked up, her eyes went from her to Wesley, widening.

“Oh, are these friends of yours, Wesley?”

Wesley glanced at Lailah and then back toward the gal. “Uh, yes. This is Lailah and Wyatt Cody. They’re new to town. This is...uh...”

“Brittany.” The woman shot Wesley an annoyed look before broadening her smile and holding out her hand toward Lailah.

“Nice to meet you. I’m assuming Wyatt behaved himself in class?” Lailah said, draping her arm around her son’s shoulders.

“Of course he did. He’s a pleasant and bright young man.”

“Miss Brittany was one of the teachers in class. She has a horse, too.”

“That’s wonderful,” Lailah said, trying to decipher why the gal made her want to run the other way. She was nice, friendly even, but whether it was the highness of her voice or the way she kept scrutinizing her, something set her off. 

“Wyatt told me how he wanted to be a cowboy,” Brittany said, glancing at Wesley whose shifting feet seemed to say he wanted to leave as well.

“Yes. It’s always been a dream of his. Well, thank you for taking good care of him.”

“Will we see you next Sunday?” Brittany squeaked.

“I think we should come back, don’t you, Mom? It helps us know the community.”

“Sure, Sweetie. We can come back.” How could she tell the boy no after what he had just said? “Tell Miss Brittany goodbye, and let’s go find Willy and his family.”

“Bye Miss Brittany.” He waved at the woman and then grabbed Wesley’s hand as well. “Willy said there is a social after church. Are we staying for that or leaving right away to go riding?”

Lailah glanced at Wesley. A pang shot in her heart with her son holding both their hands, just like he used to do when his dad was alive. That had been so long ago now, but the emotion closed off her throat. 

Wesley watched her for a moment, his brows scrunched, before licking his lips and answering Wyatt. “My mom lives for these socials and the lady who is going to keep her company so we all can go for a ride today won’t be able to come over until after anyway.”

“So, I get to play with Willy before we go riding. Cool.” He squeezed her hand and smiled up at her like life was perfect as they walked out into the courtyard. “There’s Willy and another boy I just met. May I go, Mom?”

“Of course, Sweetie. Just stay where I can see you.”

“I know the rules,” he said as he rolled his eyes, but he still leaned up on his tippy toes and kissed her cheek before running across the grass to where the other boys kicked a ball around.

“He’s quite the kid,” Wyatt said.

Audrey pulled her eyes away from her son and saw the surprise in Wesley’s eyes, and she wondered why he hadn’t really wanted to say that out loud. The man did have some peculiar reactions.

“I am truly blessed, and I greatly appreciate all that you do for him. It goes above and beyond.” She didn’t mention what she paid him for. The man had a weird hang-up about money, and she didn’t want to stir up that trouble again.

Wesley opened his mouth like he was going to respond, but closed it as he pulled at the collar around his neck. He didn’t seem too comfortable in this social setting as his eyes roamed the people milling about before returning to her.

“Do you come to church every Sunday?” she asked.

“Pretty much. It’s the way of life around here. There aren’t too many of us that don’t.”

Lailah looked around at the hundred or so people. “This is your whole town?”

“Close. The Coopers, the Mooneys, and old man Smidt don’t come. Others go into bigger towns for fancier churches, but yeah, this is most of us.”

Lailah shook her head in wonder. She had never even thought about towns being this small and interconnected.

“The county is much bigger than this. We have bigger towns just a short jaunt away, but this is pretty much Clarity. I’m gathering it’s nothing like New York?”

“Well, no. While that’s where we came from, I grew up in what I considered a small town...though nothing like this.” She laughed, noticing the way Wesley’s eyes lit up as she did.

Heat filled her cheeks as she averted her gaze to Wyatt showing off his skill with the ball. She didn’t want the cowboy to think she was flirting with him. She tugged on her skirt and adjusted her shirt, all while feeling the intenseness of his gaze upon her. 

It had been so long since she had socialized with anyone besides family, she had no idea the proper way to act.

With as much as he shuffled his cowboy boots in the grass, she wondered if he felt just as awkward.

“You know I...” His words faded off as he muttered something under his breath.

“There you are, Wesley. Would you like to join my family at the table in the shade? The food is just about ready and Daddy said he wanted to discuss foaling season with you.”

Wesley looked at Audrey in what seemed close to panic. She almost laughed at the sight, but the humor faded as she read an underlying plea for help in his gaze.

“Your mom is waving us over, Wes.” Her belly tightened with indecision, but she pushed past it and looped her hand in the crook of his elbow and looked up at him, hoping she hadn’t misread his expression.

He lifted his hand toward his mom. “I am needed elsewhere, Brittany, but tell your dad if we don’t get a chance to catch up today, he should stop by and see the horses we have ready to foal.”

Brittany stood still with her mouth slightly agape as Wesley led them away.

After they were out of ear shot, Wesley bent down, his breath sending ripples of goosebumps down her neck. “Thank you.”

Audrey swallowed, trying to wet her suddenly dry throat. “I wasn’t sure if that’s what you wanted, but you looked scared.” She pushed forth a small laugh.

“I guess Brittany does scare me,” he said, standing back up. “She’s always going on about not being married and wanting kids.”

“And that’s not something you want?” Audrey asked, doing her best to keep her voice nonchalant.

His eyes widened and his steps faltered. 

“That wasn’t a pressured question, and it really isn’t none of my business. You should relax, cowboy.” She let her hand slide off his arm, and she nudged into him playfully before heading toward her son and keeping her face hidden.

You would have thought she had just proposed to him the way he stumbled. She snuck a glance only to see him still watching her, a perplexed expression on his face as he sat next to his mom. He actually was kind of cute all flustered like that.

The butterflies in her stomach went wild, and as much as she tried to cage them, they only increased as the day continued.
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Wesley didn’t know what to do. After an hour of Kevin teasing him, Jenny prodding him, and his mom urging him to open his heart, he couldn’t look at Lailah without seeing her as others wanted him to. It frustrated him beyond belief, and he wished he was going for a ride alone.

All that melted away, though, when he got back from making sure his mom was settled with Betty to find Wyatt struggling with Scout’s saddle. He leaned against a post, arms folded, a smile tugging on him while watching the kid do his best to place a saddle almost as big as he was on a horse much taller than him.

“What are you doing?” Lailah said as she came into view. She had come from the stall where he had put the mare she would ride today. How had she known Sable was for her?

Wesley caught her arm as she rushed to help her son. Her eyes turned back toward him, and he read her franticness just like he had at the end of the church service. It was hard for moms to let go, but it needed to happen for a boy to become a man. They needed the struggle almost as much as they needed hard work and fresh air.

“He needs this,” he said gently, quelling the desire to smooth the worry lines between her perfect eyebrows.

In his gaze, her body relaxed and she blew out a breath. Nodding, she stood still as she turned her attention back on Wyatt. He pulled his gaze off her as well.

Wyatt stood on his tippy toes, his tongue sticking out the corner of his mouth, as he pushed the saddle on top of Scout. The patient horse stood there munching its grain with only an occasional curious look back at the boy. 

When the saddle settled in place, Wyatt stepped back, shoved his fists into his hips, and stuck his little chest out.

“Well done,” Wesley said, realizing his hand still gently grasped Lailah’s arm. He let his fingers slide off. They pulsed with fire as he made his way to Wyatt. “Now, let’s talk about how to cinch him up.”

The boy soaked in information like a sponge. He never had to tell him something twice, even with days between their lessons. If every kid was like him, he would stop stressing and have lessons all day long. They weren’t, though. Most kids were bratty, wild, and unfocused.

His mother’s words filtered in again. “Kevin’s right. It’s a ready-made-family, and that remarkable boy could be the help you need around the ranch.”

He had responded with the fact that Wyatt wasn’t yet ten. Now watching him follow instructions better than his almost eighteen-year-old ranch hand, he wondered if his limiting beliefs stopped him.

Maybe he should take the chance of looking at Lailah and Wyatt as more. He barely knew them, but if he opened his mind to that possibility, as he came to know them it might just lead somewhere.

Scout backed up and stamped his foot. Wesley had stopped focusing on the task at hand. Both boy and horse watched him quizzically. He needed to get his head in the game. Riding outside of the arena for the first time was no simple thing. It had to be done with care to ensure Wyatt and Scout, or anyone else for that matter, didn’t get hurt.

For the next twenty minutes, he focused on the task at hand. He prepared the horses, with the help of Wyatt and Lailah of course, and got them all out and into the field. Wyatt’s excitement spread across his face, and even Lailah looked happy to have the adventure.

“How long has it been since you’ve ridden?” he asked her while holding onto Sable’s reins.

“Since I was eighteen.” She smoothed Sable’s coat. “I’m not an expert by any means, but I spent summers riding at my grandparents’.”

“You’ll be fine. Sable is calm and easy-going. Kind of like you,” he said, biting his tongue. Why had he said that?

Lailah arced an eyebrow but smiled. “Thank you. I think Sable and I will get along just fine. Are we ready?” she asked.

He nodded. “You need help?”

“Nope. I got this.” She reached up and grabbed the pommel, slipped her booted foot into the stirrup, and mounted like she had done it yesterday.

“I guess you do,” he said with a chuckle as he went to give Wyatt a knee to get into his saddle.

He turned and his mouth dropped. The boy sat smiling on top of Scout. 

“I got tired of waiting,” he said with glee in his voice.

“Well, then, let’s go for a ride.” Wesley shook his head as he mounted Champ. Looking from Wyatt on one side of him to Lailah on the other, a sense of belonging filled him, tugging on his heart. Is this how it felt to have a family?
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Lailah had felt the shift in Wesley almost immediately. She didn’t know if the change had occurred because of what she said to him, or how she rescued him from the over-zealous gal at church, or if it was from the jesting she saw him getting from his friends and Mom while she played with Wyatt.

Wyatt. It hadn’t taken long for her to start thinking of him with that name, though she longed to call him by his given name. Lailah sounded nice coming off the lips of Wesley, but she couldn’t help but wonder if Audrey would sound as smooth.

Her mind swam with these thoughts as her body rocked in motion with the horse below her. She should be enjoying the moment; being on horseback with her son had been a dream for years. The man next to them wasn’t the one she had dreamed of, no, Jimmy was long gone. She sighed, that deep sadness filling her once more.

“You alright?” Wesley asked, his low voice pulling her out of her thoughts.

“Yes,” she said, doing her best to smile past the tightness in her throat and the moisture in her eyes. “This is quite a dream you have given us today. Thank you.”

“I...uh...” He cleared his throat and tugged on his cowboy hat. “You’re welcome,” he finally said, his eyes focused forward and his hand fiddling with just about anything it could.

He really was quite adorable all flustered like that. 

“How are you doing, Sweetie?” she asked her son as he guided Scout in a zigzag pattern toward the trees which Wesley said was their goal.

“Are you kidding? This is the life! I wish I could do this every day!”

Wesley started to say something, but promptly shut his mouth and rubbed his clean-shaven chin. Lailah wondered if he only shaved on Sundays because she hadn’t seen him without scruff until today. She eyed him a little closer. She actually preferred him with a day’s growth. Biting her lip, she chastised herself for not keeping control of her thoughts. With his shift in behavior and her constant daydreaming, it was pulling out all sorts of emotions. 

Just because her husband had died, didn’t mean she still wasn’t married. Her thumb absently twirled her wedding band. She needed to keep her focus on her son right now. That would be safest for everyone involved.

At the trees, Wesley helped Wyatt off Scout and nodded at her after she dismounted. 

“You rode so well, Sweetie! Like a real cowboy.” She pulled up Wyatt’s hat to plant a kiss on his cheek.

“It was awesome. I can’t wait to ride more.”

“You have the makings for a real cowboy. You just need some good hard labor to put some muscles on those bones of yours.” Wesley grabbed up the reins of the horses and led them further in the trees.

“I can work hard,” Wyatt said, puffing out his chest.

“I’m sure you can. I expect I’ll see muscles bulging by summer’s end.”

“I could work off some of my lessons.” Wyatt leveled his gaze on Wesley.

Audrey’s attention shot straight toward her son. He sounded so much like his dad right then. He had that Murphy smooth-talking skills.

Wesley stopped and turned toward her son. He looked the boy up and down. “That’s something to think on,” he said simply and continued toward the sound of trickling water.

“Do we need to tie up the horses?” Wyatt asked, matching the cowboy’s steps.

“Nah, they won’t go anywhere. I usually just let them graze.”

Audrey followed them. A small creek flowed over rocks a few feet in. The horses eagerly dipped their muzzles into the small pool just past the rocks. Wesley’s voice lowered as he explained the property to Wyatt who asked question after question from how much was one acre and if a hundred acres was a mile, do you own the trees, what about the mountains?

Wesley answered each one patiently, marveling Audrey with his calmness. Sometimes her son’s questions caused her to want to pull her hair out. It was nice to have someone else do the answering. She allowed the peaceful setting to nurture her swirling mind.

She must have gotten lost in the peace, for all too soon Wesley called them to return to their horses. 

Wesley met her by Sable’s side. He held the reins as she readied to mount. Wesley stopped her with a gentle hand. After sneaking a glance at Wyatt, he kept his voice low. 

“Just so we’re on the same page, how do you feel about his suggestion to work off his lessons.”

“I don’t feel right not paying you for your time,” she said, doing her best to quell her racing heart. 

He was so close she could smell the scent of horse, leather, and a hint of spruce. She wanted to close her eyes, breathe deep, and savor the aroma. Instead, she squeezed her hands together and focused on the way his lips twitched as he thought. The distraction only made her heart pound harder.

“How about trading for extra lessons, or longer ones?”

Audrey glanced at the sun as it sank toward the mountains. “Like today?”

He shrugged, his lips now stretching into a smile showing his even teeth.

“It’s a special day,” he said, and she swore his voice lowered an octave.

“Look at me!” Wyatt called.

Audrey quickly tore her eyes away from the cowboy too close to her...in more ways than one. Wyatt had an arm stretched out wide leading Scout in a large circle.

“You remembered that trick, huh?” Wesley asked.

“Yeah, I saw you doing it when we first mounted back at the stable.”

“You’re doing amazing, Sweetie,” Audrey said before turning to grab the pommel of Sable’s saddle.

Wesley took a step closer, closing the little distance between them. “Just so the record is clear, I would train your son for the joy of it. He’s a remarkable kid.”

“Th...thank you,” she said, biting her lip and doing her best to keep her eyes on his and not on his lips only inches from her.

He nodded and stepped away as if it pained him to do so. 

Her hands shook and knees trembled as she pulled herself up into the saddle. Her mind wouldn’t stop. It ran scenario after scenario on how this could go...both good and bad.

These thoughts kept her so preoccupied as they approached the stable, her legs still shook. She kicked out of her stirrups to move her legs around, hoping to get them to stop before she had to walk on them. 

The sun reflected off the gate as Wesley expertly opened it from horseback. “After you,” he motioned her through.

“I wish it wasn’t over,” Wyatt said, disappointment lining his voice.

Audrey felt that way as well. It had been the perfect ride. Letting her legs hang loose even made her feel like she rode bareback like her grandparents would let her do on occasion.

“We can do it again, right, Mom?”

“Sure,” Audrey turned to give him a comforting smile. 

Sable had almost gone through the gate as she twisted in her seat. Without warning, Sable let out a squeal, reared, and shied violently.

The sudden movement happened too fast for Audrey to grasp the horn. Before she could think, she flew off the side of Sable.

“Mom!”

Time felt frozen as she prayed her son stayed safe, until she heard a sickening smack, felt a searing pain, and the world turned black.
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Horror filled Wesley, paralyzing him for what felt like forever, but lasted no more than a breath. He leaped off his horse and landed running toward the woman now crumpled on the ground. The sound of her head hitting the post would probably haunt him for the rest of his life. A foot from Lailah’s lifeless body, coiled and hissing, he saw the reason for Sable’s uncharacteristic action.

It stopped him for only a second. As soon as he saw the buttonless tail, he snatched up the writhing snake and tossed it as far into the field as he could. Then he fell to his knees next to the beautiful lifeless angel.

“Mom!” The fear in Wyatt’s voice tightened Wesley’s throat further.

Wesley’s hand shook as he reached out to touch the long, elegant neck, a neck just minutes before he had longed to kiss. His fingers rested on her pulse point as he prayed.

Wyatt wrapped his arms around his mom at the same moment. With a heave, Lailah sucked in a breath, and Wesley felt the beat of her pulse. He let his head drop as his body shuddered with relief.

“Be careful, son. She’s alive, but we need to make sure her neck or back isn’t hurt before we put pressure on her or move her.”

“Is she unconscious? Is she going to be okay?” Panic grew as his voice rose and squeaked.

“Just take it easy, Wyatt.” Easy to say, hard to do, he thought as his own mind swirled in horror. “We’ll call an ambulance and get her checked out...”

“No...” Wyatt shot up on his feet, his eyes as wide as saucers. “No hospital. We can’t. Please, don’t call...”

“Your mom needs a doctor. You shouldn’t be worrying about money. I’ll take care of that,” he said, unsure how, but he would. The accident was his fault. Besides, he couldn’t live with himself if something happened to Lailah. 

He let his eyes rest on the woman who looked almost peaceful as if she only took a nap. Then he saw the red soaking her blonde hair. He shifted to pull his cell phone out of his pocket.

Wyatt ran over and grabbed it from his hands. “You can’t.”

The out-of-character action left Wesley in shock for a moment, before he leveled his eyes on the boy. “Your mom needs a doctor. Tell me why that scares you.”

The boy’s bottom lip trembled as he clutched the cell phone against his chest. Then his lips thinned and his eyes narrowed. “I can’t tell you, but that’s the rule. No hospitals.”

Wesley pushed his hat up and rubbed his head. What kind of rule was no hospital? The blood at the back of Lailah’s head didn’t spread along the ground, but she needed medical care. She had lost consciousness, though her eyelids began to flutter.

Before she awakened fully, he needed to get the boy away just in case something was more seriously wrong. 

“Wyatt, I need you to run and bring my mom and Betty here.” He hoped his mom was still lucid. With her background as a CNA at the hospital maybe she could give him better advice. No hospital.

“You won’t call the hospital?”

“There might not be a choice, but we will do all we can before I do. Deal?”

The boy nodded seriously. “I’ll get Grandma.” His gaze lingered on his mom, tears filling his eyes before he turned and sprinted toward the house.

Lailah groaned as Wyatt rounded the house and disappeared from sight. 

“Shh.” Wesley pulled out his bandana and gently held it against the back of her head. “Take it easy.”

Her eyelids fluttered again until they squinted open. “What happened?” she stuttered, trying to push up.

Relief flooded him with hearing her sweet voice. “Rest. Sable threw you. There was a snake. You hit your head.”

“Sable...a snake?” She lay back down, but her gaze roamed around them. “Where am I?”

“You’re at my ranch. We were on a ride with Wyatt, remember?” His heart raced with worry.

“Wyatt? Where’s Jackson?”

Wesley looked back at the house, his panic rising. Maybe she had a concussion and this confusion was only momentary.

“My mom will be here any minute. She’s a nurse of sorts and will see to your head. Do you have any other pain?” As with his mom during one of her spells, indecision played within him. How did you react to someone who had no idea of what was really going on in the present moment?

“My hip hurts,” she moved gingerly. “I don’t think it’s broken. What happened again?”

“A snake spooked your horse.”

“I was riding a horse?” Her eyes widened as they landed on his horse nosing against him.

He leaned over, smoothing back the hair wavering in the breeze across her face. “It will come back to you, just relax.”

Her lips trembled. “Where is my husband?”

Wesley’s heart felt like it landed in his stomach. Please, he prayed, send this confusion away. He looked frantically toward the house. Wyatt pulled his mom toward them. He could read the fear in the boy from this far away. How would he react when he saw his mom as confused as she was?

“Let my mom check out your head. We’ll get this all figured out, okay?”

He pushed back from Lailah, his eyes boring into hers. There was no recognition there, only a cautious wariness. Before the others reached him, he met them, giving a rapid recounting of what happened to his mom and ensuring she was fully aware. Thank goodness she was.

“Is she awake? Mom...” Wyatt took a step toward her before Wesley grasped his arm. “We need to get the horses put away.”

“But, I don’t want to leave her...she needs me.”

“Grandma will take care of her. She knows what she’s doing.” He wrapped his arm around the boy’s shoulders. “Come on. Let’s let her work.”

Both he and Wyatt constantly looked over where his mom worked with Lailah. By the time the horses were safely unsaddled and put out to pasture, Lailah sat up. The look on her face didn’t settle the anxiety growing inside of him. He looked down at Wyatt. The boy’s lip trembled as his stiff back told him how much he held in.

“She’s sitting up. So she must be okay. You won’t make her go to the hospital now?”

“I’ll go ask.”

“I’m coming with you. I want to be with her.”

Wesley couldn’t come up with something else for the boy to do. As he neared, both his mom’s and Betty’s eyes met his, and he knew they didn’t have good news. His mom pushed to a stand, whispered something to her friend and then met them.

“Your mom’s going to be okay, dear. Why don’t you go with Betty and get her some water.”

“But I...”

“Come on, honey. Help this old lady back to the house,” Betty said, taking his hand. 

Wyatt reluctantly let himself be pulled away, his head swiveling to look at his mom until they disappeared around the house.

“She doesn’t need stitches, but she definitely has a concussion. I would feel more comfortable if we took her to the county hospital.”

“Me too, but Wyatt is adamant. There is a story behind that amount of fear, and I don’t think it’s just about money,” he whispered.

“I’ll call Dr. Whickerson. Maybe he would make a house call for an old friend.”

“Thank you, Mom. I’m so glad you’re here.”

“I’m glad I’m present, or at least I think I am. I called her Lailah, but she says her name is Audrey.”

“Audrey? Her name is Lailah...at least that is how we know her.”

“Phew. This time it’s not me with the memory problem.” She turned back toward the woman, Audrey, Lailah.

Wesley’s head spun. “Let’s get her into the house.”

“You need to carry her without any jostling. We’ll set her up in the guest bedroom. I just changed the sheets, and I’m feeling well enough to go back out to the studio.”

“Mom...”

“I am, and she can’t drive like this, so I don’t see any other way.” She used that voice that Wesley knew meant the discussion had ended. 

He sighed and walked over to Lailah, or Audrey, whoever she was. She watched him, her brows furrowed.

“I’m going to carry you to the house, okay?”

“Wesley? Your mom told me your name.”

“I’m really sorry this happened.” He gently wrapped his arm under her knees and the other around her back.

It was wrong that he enjoyed her scent and the closeness of her warmth against him, but he couldn’t stop it. He had been so relieved when he saw her breathing, in more ways than one. Now, with her in his arms, even with her staring at him like he was some anomaly, he couldn’t help be happy that she was there.

Once he got her settled, sitting in the bed, he sat at the edge. He had to tell her the truth, but how? How do you tell someone their husband had died? He didn’t even know how or how long ago.

“I got you some water,” Wyatt said as he entered the room. 

“Thank you, Wyatt.”

He seemed hesitant and backed away toward the door again. “I need to get you some ice. I’ll be right back.”

Wesley watched him go. 

“You have a nice son,” Lailah said.

Wesley snapped back toward the woman, his mind struggling to make sense of what she said. “My son?”

“Yes. He’s very polite.”

“He is, but he isn’t my son.” He looked at her closer, and gently said, “He’s yours.”

She sat further back in the bed, shaking her head and grabbing it. “No. My son is only five and his name is Jackson.”

Wesley swallowed the lump that had grown in his throat. God had just thrown him a curveball, and life was about to get complicated.
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The pounding in Audrey’s head worsened as Wesley spoke. Nothing made sense. Sure she heard what he said. Her name was Lailah, not Audrey. Her son wasn’t Jackson a five-year-old boy, but Wyatt, an almost ten-year-old. She was in Wyoming, not Chicago, and the biggest hitter...her husband, Jimmy, was dead.

She held up her hand. It was all too much. 

The man, Wesley, stopped. His thick hands tightly interlaced in his lap, his knuckles turning white.

“I know this is a lot to take in, and maybe I shouldn’t have unloaded it on you all at once.” He glanced toward the open door and the hall beyond. “Wyatt needs you. You’re all he has. I wouldn’t want him to have to be the one to tell you.”

She bit her lip and blinked back the tears. She wanted to go to sleep and wake up back in her own life. This had to be a dream, a dream with a handsome cowboy. She had never dreamed about another man since she married Jimmy. Why would she now?

“So, what are you supposed to be then? My boyfriend? My husband?”

Wesley’s hands flattened on his thighs, and he straightened his back, his eyes searched hers as if he didn’t know how to respond.

“No. It’s not like that...” He looked back down at his hands now wiping on his jeans, jeans stained with her blood. “I give Wyatt, your son, riding lessons.”

“But we were all riding today?” She rubbed her temples. 

“Wyatt wanted you to come with us. It was his first day outside the round pen.”

“I...I’m really tired. Can you...I just want to rest.” If she had to wrap her mind around anything else that felt foreign and alien to her, what was left of her sanity might just break.

“Let’s check those eyes again one more time first,” Wesley’s mom said as she came in.

“I brought you some ice, Mommy.” Wyatt came close, holding a package wrapped in a towel.

With him close, she now could see her Jackson in the older boy in front of her. Her eyes burned and her throat tightened. Had she really forgotten the last almost five years?

“Are you okay? I didn’t mean to upset you.” Wyatt wrapped his arms around her, pushing the tears past her lids and down her cheeks.

Hesitantly, she put her arms around the child that looked like an older version of her own. As he pulled away, he kissed her cheek just like her Jackson did. Putting a hand on either side of his face, she looked into his blue eyes and saw her son staring back at her.

“Jackson?” she asked.

Wyatt’s eyes went wide, and he went stiff in her arms. “Shh. You just need to rest, Mommy.” He put the ice on her pillow. “Just lay on the ice and rest. You’ll feel better after a nap.”

She thought for sure she had seen Jackson in his eyes. Maybe the boy was right. Her head spun and nothing made sense. It felt like waking up from a really bad dream, but really she was just waking up into another bad dream.

“Let’s check those eyes once more, Lailah.”

“Audrey. My name is Audrey.”

“Mom...” her supposed son said as if he were scared.

The older lady shined a light into her eyes and then patted her hand. “A rest should be fine, and I bet you’ll feel right as rain when you wake up.”

Audrey glanced once more at the boy whose bottom lip quivered. Wesley had moved next to him, draping an arm around his slim shoulders. The cowboy watched her, sorrow in his eyes. 

All she could remember was her young son, her husband, and a city with no cowboys, no horses, and no ranches. She closed her eyes and sent out a silent prayer. It had been too long since she talked with the big guy upstairs, but this nightmare needed intervention.

She slept fitfully, but when steps stopped in her doorway and the scent of horse and spruce hit her senses, her eyes shot open. The dark room didn’t allow her to see the man’s features, but the light beyond him outlined his large presence. It definitely wasn’t Jimmy nor any of his brothers standing there. 

Fear left her throat dry as she froze in the unfamiliar bed. 

“Lailah, are you awake? Mom told me I needed to wake you up every couple of hours.” The man shuffled into her room, close to her bed. He reached out slowly to let his cool fingers touch her forehead. 

She wasn’t able to stop the flinch at the contact, and she sucked in a breath.

“Hey,” he said, his tone soothing and gentle as if he talked to a wild animal. “You’re safe. Do you remember what happened?” He squatted next to the bed.

She allowed herself to watch him, and as much as she wanted to flee the room, her head ached and something told her that he spoke the truth. She was safe.

She did her best to try to figure out where she was, who the man was, and what had happened. 

“Where’s Jackson?” she asked, panic of not knowing where her son was pushed through all the other chaos.

“Wyatt just fell asleep on the couch. He’ll be safe there. I’m leaving the hall bathroom light on so he’ll be able to see if he wakes up during the night.”

A flitting of a memory of him telling her that her son’s name was really Wyatt, and he was actually nine and not five passed through her. She must still be dreaming.

“I need to go back to sleep,” she said. When would this dream end?

“Of course,” he said as he laid a heavy hand on hers. “It’s going to be okay, Lailah. I’ll take care of you both.” He squeezed her hand and stood, watching her a moment before silently leaving the room. 

Audrey shut her eyes again, willing herself to wake from the dream that wouldn’t let her go.

A little while later, someone padding into the room woke her again. Small hands reached out to her before pulling back the covers. The boy crawled into bed next to her, curling up against her body and wrapping a little arm around her neck.

Jackson.

She wrapped an arm around him and breathed in his hair. Yes. Her son crawled into bed for comfort, just as he did every night. The nightmare had ended. She relaxed knowing her son was safe in her arms, and they would wake to her normal world in the morning.

Except they didn’t. The cowboy checked on her two more times during the night, his mussed-up hair standing on end. Each time, she wrapped her arms back around her son snuggled with her in bed and hoped to wake to a different scenario.

When the light finally snuck in from behind the curtains, she woke to a strange room. Her heart raced as the long night filtered through her. She looked down at the boy in her arms, surprised by his long arms and legs. With a gentle hand, she brushed back his hair to look at his face. 

So grown-up, and yet she saw her son in the high, freckled cheeks, the full lips parted in sleep, the long dark eyelashes, and the cute upturned nose. His lips smacked as he stirred. His arm reached out for her.

“Mommy,” he murmured.

“I’m here,” she said past the lump that had grown in her throat. 

“Are you still hurt?”

As he asked, she became aware of her pounding head and her body aching, especially her hip.

“I’m hurting. Hey Sweetie, can you tell me what happened?”

He pushed up on an elbow and looked at her, his brows scrunched. She couldn’t believe how much he had started looking like his dad.

“Your horse bucked you off, and you hit your head.”

She licked her lips. She didn’t want to scare him, but she needed to know what really happened and why she couldn’t remember him growing up for the last five years.

“I understand that. Why are we here? Where...where is your dad?”

Jackson sat straight up in bed, and the look on his face made her wish she hadn’t said anything. He glanced toward the door and then back at her.

“You really don’t remember?” he whispered.

“I don’t mean to scare you, Sweetie, but the last thing I remember was you were five, and your daddy was convincing me you would be okay going to kindergarten.” She gingerly pushed up. “But it is you, right, Jackson? You are so grown up.”

“Shh. You can’t call me Jackson anymore.”

“But that’s your name...”

“Not anymore. We had to find a new life with new identities. We can’t be found.”

“Why? This doesn’t make sense. Your dad and I...”

“Dad is in heaven...”

The shock tore through her as her heart broke, and she choked on a sob. If Jackson hadn’t looked like he was about to cry himself, she would have hounded him with questions, but she couldn't do that to him.

“Mom,” he stared into her eyes, his voice serious, “you have to remember our story. You’re Lailah Cody, and I’m Wyatt. We’re from New York. Dad died in a car accident. We came here for a fresh start. We...”

He stopped suddenly at the sound of a door down the hall opening. 

“Please...”

She nodded, causing her head to throb even more. As much as she wished she could wake up from the nightmare, it didn’t look like that would happen. In the meantime, she couldn’t stand to see her son suffer like this. She would have to do her best to make this as easy on him as possible...until she figured out what in the world was going on.
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Guilt sat like a heavy rock in the pit of Wesley’s stomach. He knew the feeling. It happened whenever he didn’t meet the needs or expectations of his mom. It had happened every time he left her alone with his dad when he had been in a tirade. And now, it centered around the woman in his guest room.

Why hadn’t he made her wear a helmet? Why hadn’t he seen the snake? His mind swam dizzyingly with all the things he could have and should have done. It didn’t help that he hadn’t gotten much sleep. He now understood a little more how his buddies felt when their babies were young and not sleeping through the night.

What killed him the most was the lack of sparkle in Lailah’s eyes when she looked at him. Now, a deep wariness and distrust filled her beautiful eyes when she actually met his. He sighed as he turned on the bathroom faucet.

He scratched at his scruff, wondering if he should shave, but passed on the idea. It was more important to get to Lailah and Wyatt and make sure they had slept well during the night. 

He thought he had heard voices before he opened his bedroom door, but as he padded out into the hallway, all was quiet. His heart raced as he made it to the door of Lailah’s room. 

He had checked on her several other times during the night, but when he went in and saw Wyatt curled up with her, he couldn’t bring himself to wake her up. They looked so peaceful and loving, and an unfamiliar pang shot through his heart. A weird desire of wanting to snuggle up with them had whooshed through him before he shook his head and plodded back to bed. Sleep deprivation did some funny things.

A stirring of bed sheets prompted him to move on, and he quietly knocked on the door. “You awake? May I come in?”

Urgent whispers sounded, but soon Wyatt’s voice called out. “Come on in, Mr. Wesley.”

He pushed through the crack in the door, somewhat amused by them both sitting in the bed. Lailah’s eyes looked a bit clearer, but they still held no sparkle. In fact, a deep sadness lived in their depths.

“I’m happy to see you awake and well,” he said cautiously.

“Thank you.” She grimaced while she shifted into a different position.

“You’re in pain. I’ll get you some more medicine to take the edge off.”

“Shouldn’t she eat first?” Wyatt asked.

“Well, yes, I guess she should.” He eyed the boy, mature beyond his years. “How did you become so smart?”

“My mom, of course,” he said, beaming at his mom. 

She smiled at him, a softness entering her eyes. Did she remember him then? 

“Your dad had a big part in that, too.” Her face fell, and Wesley realized how much pain it could be to relive a spouse's death again.

Wyatt shrugged. “Maybe some street smarts,” he said, before glancing up at Wesley like he said too much.

“I better get to breakfast,” but as Wesley said it, he heard dishes banging around in the kitchen. “Looks like Mom beat me.”

Wyatt hopped out of bed, still in his dirty jeans and shirt. “I’ll go help Grandma.” He bent over and kissed his mom’s cheek before squeezing past Wesley and sliding down the hall. “Are you cooking pancakes?” the boy shouted as he entered the kitchen.

“He loves pancakes,” Lailah said, looking down and smoothing the blankets.

“Who doesn’t?” Wesley laughed lightly. “Would you mind if I took him out to help me with chores? You probably shouldn’t be going anywhere for a while.”

Lailah started to move but closed her eyes. “Yeah, I guess so. Every time I move, my head spins. I’m sure he would love to help you with the...horses.”

Wesley watched her closely. She hadn’t said anything that could let him know if she was still confused or not, but her normal sweet, yet confident speech came out haltingly, as if she had to think hard to remember what to say and how to say it. Kind of like his mom on one of her bad days.

“Thank you. The extra help would be nice.” An idea came to him to test how much she remembered without outright asking and getting her upset. “We never really finished the conversation about him helping out in exchange for lessons.”

“Oh,” she said, her eyes looking toward the window. “Sure. If you feel it’s really a fair trade. I’m not sure how much he can actually help yet.”

“He’s a strong boy and eager to learn. I meant what I said before...” He hadn’t meant to say what he had said earlier about teaching the boy for free out loud, but it was the truth, and now more than ever. He could find a different way to pay for his mom’s meds. After Wyatt, he felt confident in taking on more lessons.

“Of...course,” she said, her smile hesitant and awkward.

She doesn’t remember, but she’s playing it well. Why would she want to pretend?

“I’m going to help out with breakfast. I’ll come back for you when it’s done. I don’t want you trying to stand without help.”

She looked at him and bit her lip before glancing down the hallway. “I, uh, I actually need to get up right now.”

“Oh...oh! Of course,” he said, taking a few steps until he was by her side. “I’ll see you to the bathroom.”

“Thank you.” She eyed him warily, but he knew she didn’t really have a choice but to accept help, even if she didn’t remember him.

She carefully swung her feet over the side of the bed before bracing herself and closing her eyes. When she opened them again, she reached a tentative hand out which he swallowed in his.

She barely weighed anything, and a rush of heat filled him at the memory of carrying her into his house. He had never carried any other woman over a threshold. Now that woman looked at him with wariness.

He pushed the thoughts down and focused on getting her to the bathroom safely. After the first halting steps, she gained confidence and walked without much support.

“Thank you, again,” she said, now leaning on the bathroom sink.

“You’ll be alright? I could have my mom...”

“I’ll be fine,” she said, smiling, and he gently closed the door.

Not even a second later he heard the click of the lock. The corner of his mouth shot up, such a city-girl thing to do.
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Audrey felt awkward at the kitchen table, not because the others made her feel uncomfortable, but when you couldn’t remember the last five years of your life or how you got to where you were, it made for awkward conversations. She found she would rather not talk at all.

Fear crawled up her spine as she remembered her son making her promise not to use his real name or hers. He was scared, and that scared her. 

What had happened to her husband? Another wave of sorrow swept through her. Sure, she and Jimmy had grown apart in the last couple years...well, that she could remember, but her love for him had never changed. Now he was gone, and she had no idea how, why, or for how long. Had they had closure? Had it been sudden?

The last thing she remembered, they had just moved to Chicago so he could join the elusive family business he wouldn’t talk much about. That’s when things had started to change, but what happened?

“Lailah?” Wesley watched her, his eyes deep and imploring.

“Yes, sorry. What did you say?”

“He asked if you wanted him to help you back to the bedroom before we go out and take care of the horses.” Jackson said, touching the side of her face as if he feared she would fade away.

“I’ll be fine here, thank you.” She pulled her son into her. After losing the last almost five years, she didn’t want to miss anymore. “You be safe, Jac...Wyatt.”

“I’ll be fine, Mom. Mr. Wesley will be with me.” He smiled up at the cowboy, who returned his grin.

Something shifted in Audrey as she watched the interaction between her son and Wesley. Wrapping her mind around Jackson finding another father figure ripped her heart apart. She had to think about Jackson and the fact that for him, he didn’t just lose his dad. How long had it been?

She wanted to make him stay and tell her everything, but she had to be the parent here and allow him a childhood.

They walked out, each one kissing Wesley’s mom on the cheek, thanking her for breakfast, and then watching Audrey until they rounded the corner toward the front door.

“They’ll be fine. That boy is something special I tell you. He reminds me so much of Wesley when he was that age. So serious and focused.”

“Jack...Wyatt is a serious boy. Always has been. He started reading at three, and would immerse himself in books by four.”

“I know he was smart, but three? My goodness.”

They talked for the next hour. After Wesley’s mom finished cleaning, she settled across the table from her with two cups of peppermint tea. By the end of the hour, Audrey felt safe enough to open herself up and ask some questions.

“I don’t live here, right?” she asked, playing with her mug. “Where do I live?”

“Lailah, I have memory problems, kind of like you.” She winked. “I can’t always remember details like that. I can tell you what I know.”

Audrey leaned forward and the older lady did the same.

“You belong here. Having you and Wyatt here just feels right. I don’t know the history, but I can tell you that.”

“But...I’m married. I don’t even know your son,” she said, trying to be gentle.

“You were married. I forget my husband died sometimes, too. But I’m old. You’re young, young enough to still need a man and maybe more children.”

“More children?” Audrey pushed back. This wasn’t what she had been hoping for.

“I may be old and not remembering things correctly, but I know feelings. Just keep your mind, and your heart, open.” She pushed up from the chair. “Now come on, you need to rest. That boy of yours needs you, so healing is paramount.”

Audrey numbly let herself be led by the older women, and soon she was back in the bedroom she had slept in last night alone and in no mood to sleep. Her head did ache, though, so she closed her eyes while her mind spun about what she should do. She had no way to prepare for something like this, and never thought she would wake up to a handsome cowboy in Wyoming, miles away from home with the past five years feeling just as lost and distant.

Eventually, her mind gave way, and she fell asleep only to be roused by her son’s laughter. Audrey stirred and slowly opened her eyes, immediately noticing the change in light. The sun no longer shone through the window, though the sky was still bright.

“It was so funny, Grandma. You should have seen it! Sorrel is so huge. Mr. Wesley even said I could help with the birth!”

Audrey’s mind felt fuzzy and incoherent as memories, what she had of them, filtered through. 

There were other voices, but low and soft. Their words couldn’t be made out.

“Thank you for lunch, Grandma. Mr. Wesley, would it be all right if I checked on Mom?”

Moments later, the soft pitter-patter of stocking feet approached the door. She did her best to sit up, feeling the soreness in her body even more now, and prepared herself mentally for seeing her nine-year-old son rather than five.

Yet, when he came to the door, his larger presence still shocked her. How had he grown so fast?

“Hey, Mom. You awake now?” he asked quietly. He shut the door behind him before settling on the bed next to her. “How are you feeling?”

“Sore, but I’m okay. You sound like you’re enjoying yourself.”

“I really like it here. It’s even better than the bed and breakfast with Willy.”

Audrey leaned forward a little and took his hand. “Tell me more about this bed and breakfast.”

“It’s where we have been staying since we arrived. Jenny is the mom and Kevin is the dad. Willy is six, and baby Hadley is, well, a baby.”

“We’ve been renting a room there? Are they nice?”

“Oh, yes. They invite us to have dinner most nights, and Willy loves showing me all over the place.”

Audrey swallowed. She had one question especially that she wanted to ask, needed to ask, though it felt awful to put that much pressure on her young son. 

“You’re not remembering any of this?” her son asked.

“Unfortunately, no. Maybe it will come back soon. Until then...I need to ask.” She looked down at her hand, with her thumb rubbing his, and then back to his face so much like Jimmy’s. “What happened to your dad?”

He snuck a glance at the door, before flitting his gaze to hers and then out the window. “You said we should never talk about it.”

She squeezed his hand. “I’m sure I had good reason, Sweetie, but I need to know.”

“I don’t even know all of it. You would never tell me, but I overheard a few things when my uncles were talking...”

Audrey’s throat went dry. Why would she not share with her son? Just the way he said uncles made fear crawl down her spine. “Tell me.”

“Well, it was because of the family business, and it wasn’t an accident.”

Her heart dropped to her stomach as it roiled. She let go of his hand to clutch her belly, that fateful metallic taste rising up.

Jackson ran over to grab a trash can by the door, bringing it to her just in time. After her stomach stopped convulsing, he gave her a tissue from on top of the bedside table. She wiped her mouth and threw the tissue in the can.

“How did you know?” she asked weakly.

“I know that look. It happened quite a bit after dad died.”

“I’m so sorry you went through that, Sweetie.”

“I had you.” He bit his lower lip and then met her eyes with watery ones. “When you fell off the horse...I was so afraid that you had left me, too.”

She pulled him into her arms, letting his body shake with the emotion he had been bravely holding in. Tears streamed down her face for her own loss as well as her son’s hard journey. She had to get her memory back in order to be there for him. He was all she had left.

She pulled back slightly and looked him in the eyes. “I’m here, Jackson. I may not remember the last few years right now, but I’m here, and I’m not going anywhere.”

“I wouldn’t let him take you to the hospital. You said no hospitals. Should I have let him call the ambulance? Was it my fault that you can’t remember now?”

“Oh, Sweetie!” She pulled him back into her arms. “No. In no way was any of this your fault. You are an amazing boy, and I am the luckiest mom in the world to have you as my son.”

And she was. 

He was her one and only connection to a life that felt so far out of reach that it would ever be possible to put it back together, but for Jackson she would. That one part of her she knew had never changed. She would do anything for her son.
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Relief had filled Wesley when Jenny came over after school with Willy. The boys played outside while he talked with her privately before taking her back to see Lailah.

“So, she doesn’t remember you at all?”

“No. She started acting like she did earlier today, but it’s obvious she doesn’t.” He looked at her. “She doesn’t have the same...I don’t know. When our eyes meet, it’s different now.”

“I’m sorry, Wesley. I know you were starting to fall for her...” 

He stepped back. “I said nothing like that.”

“You didn’t have to.” She smiled and laid a hand on his arm. “Maybe her memory will start coming back. Have you tried calling Dr. Ryans?”

“Mom called in a favor with a doctor she knows from way back. He’s coming out tomorrow. I think physically she’ll be okay. Mom says all of her reactions and eye movement are good. It’s just her memory.”

“That’s rough,” Jenny said.

“Yeah, having to tell someone their husband had passed...years before, at least I think it was years. Man,” Wesley said and shook his head.

“This is hard on you. Do you want me to take her back with me? We could take care of Wyatt and make sure she has all she needs.”

Wesley’s heart clenched at the idea. He hadn’t thought too much about it, but he realized right then, he wanted to make sure they were okay. He wanted the boy to stay and the sense of responsibility he felt for the whole situation weighed on his shoulders.

“That’s up to her, of course, but...” He shrugged, and he felt the sheepish smile tug at the corner of his mouth. “It’s been nice having Wyatt here. He’s a quick learner, and he wants to stay. He said so.”

“Can you handle taking care of them and your mom?”

“That’s the funny thing. My mom has really come alive during this. She has taken to Lailah. She may not remember recent things. Quite often she makes comments about Lailah being in the guest room rather than the master bedroom with me.” Heat traveled up his neck as he shared his mom’s misgivings.

Jenny raised her eyebrows. “Well, now isn’t the time to be making a move, lover boy.”

He glared at his friend’s wife, a woman he had known pretty much his whole life. “You really think I would take advantage...”

Jenny punched him. “Of course not, I was only joking. You had a chance before, I saw it in her eyes when she talked about you. The chance will come again, with healing.”

“Right. At this point, she’s grieving for her husband, because to her, she just lost him.”

“I can’t even imagine that pain.” She shook her head. “And I don’t want to.”

“Yeah,” he said. The closest he could come up with was when Kelly left him to go to the big city. It had been a hard couple years, and he hadn’t been able to see himself with anyone else...until Lailah. Lailah who made him feel more than Kelly ever had.

“Well, I brought what little they had in their room. Mostly clothes, a few toys, and some school books. Wyatt is homeschooled right now.”

“Oh,” he said, scratching his chin and trying to wrap his mind around the idea.

“That means if they stay, and his mom isn’t able to, you would need to teach him.”

He nodded. His mind reeled with the new way his life had started turning. He went from feeling overwhelmed with the ranch and his mom, to taking on a woman, her son, and homeschooling. Well, not yet...that was up to Lailah.

“I guess we’ll wait to bring all that in until she makes up her mind. She’s on the couch with Mom right now. I’ll take my mom to see the mares that are about ready to foal so you can have some time with Lailah.”

“She won’t remember me either, you know.”

“I know, but women are...well, women. I know you need space to talk about the things you gals like to talk about.”

She slapped his arm affectionately. “I’ll send your mom out. Keep an eye on the boys, will ya. I only have about an hour. I need to pick up Hadley from my mom before four.”

“I’ll keep an eye on the time.” He started to turn away before landing a heavy hand on her shoulder. “Thanks, Jenny.”

“Always here for you, brother.”

He smiled. He secretly loved it when she called him brother. Jenny had been like a younger sister to him, especially once she started dating his best friend back in high school. As an only child, he fantasized about having siblings. Jenny had always felt like that to him.

The next hour hung over him heavily. He watched Wyatt and kept picturing what it would be like having him there on a daily basis.

“What’s got you smiling like that, dear?” his mom asked as she sat next to him, enjoying the sun.

He didn’t know he had been smiling. “Just thinking how nice it was having a boy around.”

“Wyatt is a blessing. I’m glad you have him.”

“We’ll see. That will be up to Lailah.”

His mom turned toward him sharply. “You finally proposed?”

“No, Mom,” he said patiently. “It’s too soon for that, but Jenny is talking to her about staying.”

“Well, it’s not right having a woman living under your roof when you aren’t joined in marriage.”

“If she stays, how would you feel about moving back into the house?”

“I will do whatever needs to be done to save your soul, dear.”

Wesley laughed and wrapped an arm around his mom. “Love you, Mom.”

“Love you, too, son.”
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Audrey couldn’t remember the woman sitting next to her on the couch, but that didn’t change the immediate feeling of connection. Jenny had reached out and let her hand rest on Audrey’s knee for a moment before withdrawing it, sighing, and sitting back against the plush couch.

“I can only imagine what you’re going through, Lailah.” She sat back up and looked at her. “I’m here for you, whatever you need. I hope you know that.”

“Thank you, Jenny. I appreciate it. Prayers for my memory to return would be most appreciated. I don’t know what I’m going to do. From the sound of it, Jack...Wyatt and I have no place to live and I have no way to support us.”

“You are always welcome at the bed and breakfast...but the tourist season is about to start and it’s going to get busy and chaotic...” she trailed off, but it seemed like she had more to say and not sure how to say it.

After a moment, Audrey said, “I don’t want to put you out. I’ll figure out something.” She wondered briefly if she could just go home to her parents, but the way Jackson had acted before, it seemed there was a reason they were here, in the middle of nowhere, with different names, and no contact with anyone in their old life. A tingle of fear shot up her back, and she shivered with the idea of Jackson’s life being in danger.

“Don’t stress. It wouldn’t be good for your head.” Jenny glanced toward the door and then back to her, scooching closer. “You know, Wesley is a wonderful man. He works so hard to keep this place running and taking care of his mom.”

“Does she have Alzheimer’s? She said she had some memory problems like me.”

“She does. It has just started getting worse, but Wesley took on riding lessons to pay for a medication that seems to be helping. That’s how you all met...the riding lessons.”

“Oh,” Audrey said, her stomach tying in knots. Will he lose the ability to pay for his mom’s medication without her money? She didn’t even have an idea of how much she had.

“Anyway, Wesley really needs help here. He needs someone to help with the horses, and he needs someone to stay with his mom, and maybe,” Jenny paused to look around the room, swiping her finger along the dust coffee table, “clean this place up a bit.”

“Are you saying I should stay here?” The thought caused her body to shudder, not with disgust but...apprehension or was it longing? She saw the way Wesley looked at her. She hadn’t lost her wits with the accident, just the last five years.

“Don’t say it like it’s the end of the world.” Jenny rolled her eyes. “Think about it. It’s a win-win situation. You get a place to live in exchange for a few duties. By the way, he has a little studio so you wouldn’t have to be under the same roof, if that bothers your morals.”

Audrey felt the heat fill her cheeks. “It kind of does. A single woman shouldn’t live in the same house as a man she isn’t married to...and I guess I am single.”

Jenny laid a hand on her again. “That must be so hard to get used to.”

“It is...” Audrey felt the tears brimming in her eyes. “I still don’t really even know how or when or...why.”

“I don’t think most of us know the whys behind losing someone we love. You had told me it had been years and a car accident.”

Audrey nodded. She had definitely lied about the car accident from what she got from Jackson. Had she lied about the length of time as well? It all felt so raw.

“I’m not saying that you should forget your husband or start a relationship. I just think that it would be good for you to stay here in the studio, helping out by watching Wesley’s mom and a few household duties, and letting Wyatt help out with the horses. It would be a good place for you to heal, and hopefully, gain your memory back so you can make a more knowledgeable decision.”

“You’re very logical, aren’t you?” Audrey asked Jenny, letting the corner of her mouth twitch into a small smile.

Jenny shrugged. “I like seeing my friends cared for and happy.”

“And this would make Wesley happy?”

“Oh, yeah,” she said, and then clamped her mouth shut as her eyes grew wide. “You know, he really enjoys his time with Wyatt and everything.”

“He has no kids? No wife?”

“No. It’s just him and his mom.”

Audrey nodded and bit her lip, running through scenarios and options. “I should talk to Wyatt before I make a decision.”

“Of course,” Jenny said and then pulled her phone out. “Oh my. I didn’t realize it had gotten so late.”

The front door opened, as Wesley ushered the boys inside.

“Do we really have to leave, Mommy?” a boy a head shorter than Jackson said. That must be Willy.

“Unfortunately, we do. We need to pick up Hadley from Grandma’s. Say goodbye to Wyatt and thank your Uncle Wesley.”

“Thank you, Uncle Wesley,” the boy said in a pout.

“You’re welcome anytime, Wil,” he said.

Willy wrapped his arms around Wesley and then hugged Jackson as well. “We’ll play again soon!”

“Of course, little buddy. Goodbye, Miss Jenny!” Jackson waved as he ran toward Audrey, sitting down close to her.

“I’ll walk you two out,” Wesley said, his eyes briefly meeting Audrey’s before following Jenny and Willy out the door.

“So, that’s Jenny and Willy.” Audrey wrapped an arm around her son.

“Yep.”

“You had fun?”

“Sure did.”

“Do you miss being there with Willy?”

Jackson leaned in against her while he pondered. “I missed playing with him, but it’s so much more interesting here. Mr. Wesley has been showing me all the inner workings of the ranch. I did real cowboy chores today.”

“Real cowboy chores, huh?”

“Uh-huh. How long do we get to stay here?”

“I’m not sure. Jenny had some ideas...”

The front door opened as Wesley’s mom came wandering in. “You fall asleep and everyone just leaves you,” Bethany said with a light chuckle.

“I’m sorry, Grandma,” Jackson said, jumping up to take her hand and lead her to the easy chair. “Mr. Wesley said we should just let you sleep.”

“I’m sure he did. Lucky, I didn’t wake up and wander off.”

“You wouldn’t wander,” Jackson said as he sat back down next to Audrey.

“Hard to say these days,” she said and then landed her gaze on Audrey. “Looks like you two are staying for a while?”

“I...uh...”

“We are!?” Jackson’s excitement eased the pain in her heart.

“Well, I think that after one more night of observation, it would be more appropriate for you to stay in the studio. I will move back into the house.”

“I don’t want you to have to leave your home. Besides, Wesley and I haven’t even talked about...”

“About what?” Wesley’s deep voice cut in.

She hadn’t heard him enter the house and wondered how much he had heard.

“I saw you unloading her bags.” His mom locked eyes with him, a determined expression. “We talked about this.”

Audrey’s chest tightened. “I don’t want to cause any...”

Wesley held up his hand. “Mom. This is something that Audrey and I need to discuss...alone.”

Alone. Audrey gulped.

“Well, I’m going to go pack up my things so I’m ready to move back into the house.” She fixed an eye on Audrey. “I have a feeling I’m not the only one who feels that would be the right thing to do.”

Wesley’s mom pushed up from the chair and started toward the door. She turned back halfway there. “Do you want me to take Wyatt?”

Audrey wrapped an arm around her son. “I appreciate the offer, but this decision concerns him as well.”

“You’re a good mom, Lailah,” she said before going out the door.

“I apologize for my mom. Sometimes she gets fixated on things.”

“She’s wonderful,” Audrey said, really feeling that way. The woman had been direct and kind, and blatantly honest, a quality that she admired.

Wesley cocked his head and silently watched her long enough to make her squirm.

“So...” she said.

“So...” Jackson repeated, looking from her to Wesley. “We get to stay? Do I get to continue to help you on the ranch? Will you keep teaching me the cowboy way?”

Audrey watched the smile twitch on Wesley’s face. His eyes did light up when he looked at her son.

“Here’s my proposition,” Wesley said slowly, his smile freezing and eyes softening as he turned toward her. “You have been through a lot, and I can’t help but blame myself for the accident.”

“It’s not your fault.” Her mouth fell open with the thought of him blaming himself.

“If there is a way I could make it up to you, I would. I would give you your memories back and take away your pain.” He slumped down into the chair his mom had vacated before looking at her again. “I can’t.”

Jackson squirmed next her, his excitement evident in his wiggly legs.

“I thought, maybe, we could help each other. You need a place to stay while you heal and hopefully have your memories restored. I need help with my mom...”

“And the horses. That’s where I come in, right?”

“Sure,” he said. “Though I understand that you also have school work to think about.”

Jackson shrugged. “That’s easy peasy. I can get through it in less than an hour.”

“Really?”

“Really.” Jackson nodded in pure manly seriousness.

Audrey watched the interchange, doing her best to conceptualize what transpired between them, and what it would mean.

“What about Wyatt’s lessons?” she asked, thinking of Jenny’s slip of information. He needed that money.

“Every day would be a lesson for him.”

“About payment.”

“Think of it as a trade. He will be working his tail off learning how to care for the horses. You will be helping by keeping my mom from out of trouble while I work. I think I get the better end of the deal.”

“What about rent and living expenses like food?” Audrey asked, pleased she could think clearly enough to see deeper into the situation.

“Oh, well, I just assumed that was a part of the deal, and we would just eat meals together. If you don’t mind...”

“It would be like we’re a big, happy family!” Jackson bounced on the couch.

A big happy family...Audrey’s heart hurt. What had happened over the last several years to make him yearn so much for something she always remembered them having.
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A week after the accident, Wesley already had a hard time thinking of his life before Wyatt and Lailah had decided to stay. Right now, he watched Wyatt groom Scout after a ride out to see the rest of the herd. The boy had taken to riding beside him, emulating his every move. It made Wesley hypervigilant about everything he did.

Wesley smirked at the memory from a few days ago when Wyatt had used one of Wesley’s choice words, which Wesley had never thought twice of saying before. Yet, the scolding Lailah had given her son sent fire into his own face. Even his mom raised an eyebrow at the scene.

Being firmly aware of what he said and did aside, Wesley wouldn’t have changed a thing. The only misgiving he had was worrying about what would happen after Lailah regained her memory. The thought of them leaving tore at his heart.

He had no right to hope that they would stay, yet hope lived within nonetheless.

“Mr. Wesley, look at this... I can reach Scout’s back now!”

“Could you really have grown that much already?” 

“I think it’s all the fresh mountain air, hard work, and security.”

The last word stopped Wesley. He set down the tack he had been repairing and walked over to the boy. “Security, huh? That’s an interesting thing to add.”

Wyatt shrugged, concentrating on brushing Scout.

“Wyatt,” Wesley tried to pull the boy’s attention toward him. He had done his best to not pester the kid with all the questions that had been plaguing him, but he couldn’t let this opportunity slip from his grasp.

“Huh?” Wyatt said, but wouldn’t meet his eyes.

“I think it’s time to tell me what’s going on.”

“What do you mean?” Wyatt’s voice squeaked.

“Do you trust me, Wyatt?”

“Of course, Mr. Wesley.”

“When there is something scary going on, we talk to the people we trust.”

“What could possibly be scary here?”

“What made you and your mom come to Clarity?”

“I wanted to be a cowboy, so mom found this place. She said it was the perfect place to start fresh.”

“Why did you need to start fresh?”

“My dad died,” he said, his voice dropping along with his hand. Then he focused on brushing again, going over the same spot for the third time. “In a car accident, of course, and my mom and I just needed to leave.”

Wesley gently took the brush from Wyatt’s hand. “You don’t want to make a raw spot on Scout.”

Wyatt let go of the brush and stepped back. “Sorry, Scout.”

Wesley put down the brush and called the reluctant boy over. “Come here, cowboy. I am glad you feel safe here. You should. I won’t let anything happen to you. To best protect you, though, I need to know what I’m facing.”

Wyatt shook his head and backed away. “Please, Mr. Wesley. Don’t make me. It will put everyone in danger. Especially with mom...” He shook his head even more adamantly. “I can’t. I have to protect her.”

“I can help you protect her.”

For a moment the boy’s face softened as if he thought of having help, of relieving himself of the heavy secret and the peace it would give him. Then the boy’s eyes narrowed and his lips thinned.

“Mr. Wesley,” he said, sounding more grown-up than the not even a decade he had seen. “I respect you, and I don’t want to lie to you. Please, respect me and stop pushing for answers that I can’t give without putting us in danger.”

Wyatt stared him down until Wesley gave a slight nod.

The boy’s shoulders sagged then. “Thank you,” he sighed, then turned and walked away.

That boy held too heavy of a burden, but Wesley had no idea how to help him. The thought left an uneasy quivering inside of him. He didn’t ask himself what he had gotten into or fear for his own safety. He grit his teeth and swore that he wouldn’t let a hair on that kid’s head be harmed.

He would ask the guys tonight if they had any tricks to get their kids to talk. He needed to get to the bottom of this, and Lailah couldn’t help at this time.

His mind shifted and softened thinking of the blonde woman who had stolen his heart. Though she hadn’t looked at him the way she had that day at church, the wariness in her eyes had faded. He had to treat her as if she had just lost her husband, but even the thought of her with the man she had married burned in his gut.

As he put away the tack he swore he could smell her sweet lilac scent. That’s how strong she lived in his mind. He closed his eyes and breathed it in. 

“Do you enjoy the scent of leather that much?” Her soft voice startled him, but he held the surprise in, able to keep his body calm and stoic.

“I do love the scent I’m smelling right now,” he said, letting a small grin pull at the corners of his mouth as he turned toward her.

Lailah’s cheeks pinked slightly before she cleared her throat. “Wyatt was upset. He wouldn’t tell me what happened.”

Wesley hung his head, shutting the tack door slowly before standing before her, leaning against the structure pole. “That’d be my fault. I...I don’t want to add more stress on you, Lailah.” He kicked his boot in the straw, before meeting her eyes again. “Wyatt fears for his safety and yours.”

Lailah sighed, a sound full of worry and guilt. “It makes sense. He lost his dad, and with my accident, he feared he had lost me as well.”

“I can imagine how that would be on a child.” He swallowed, trying to find the right words. “I think there might be more than that though...something concerning why you are here.”

Lailah watched him for several moments. No stress or uncomfortableness filled him while he waited for her to say her piece. He knew she read him and measured his worthiness. He just hoped he measured up.

“I’ve picked up on that, too. He avoids the conversation. I feel it has to do with my husband...with his father’s death.”

She had opened up more than she had before, but he felt the unspoken words. She knew more, but how much more was the question?
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Lailah tossed and turned in bed. It wasn’t that the soft bed in the studio was uncomfortable, her mind wouldn’t let her rest. Wyatt twitched in his sleep on the cot next to the bed. She needed to get him a better situation. Though he said he liked being in the same room as her, shouldn’t an almost ten-year-old have a room of his own?

Worry lines furrowed in his brows, the moonlight leaving their shadows seeming heavier than normal. Her son shouldered too much responsibility, and she didn’t even know how to take it off his shoulders because she didn’t know what it was.

Were they really in danger? If they were, maybe she should take Wyatt and leave. She didn’t want to bring trouble to Wesley and his mom. They had done so much for them. 

That night at dinner, she joined Bethany in encouraging Wesley to go out with his friends. He needed that outlet. 

The last week had given her a taste of ranch life, livening those memories from her childhood summers at her grandparents. She had always looked forward to those months and had dreamed of living on a horse ranch just like this.

Funny, being here now with no memory, no husband, a son who wanted to protect her, a mom that kept forgetting she wasn’t her daughter-in-law, and a handsome cowboy who had stepped right into the role of fatherhood like he had been born to do it...it made her head spin. 

As quietly as possible, she slipped out of bed, wrapped her robe around herself and snuck out the door to breathe in the cool night air. The scent of spring...green, fresh, and new, filled her lungs. A full moon shone directly above, as if God shone a spotlight on the ranch.

A horse neighed from near the barn before trotting a couple of steps and rubbing its side along the fence. Another returned the call from the field. The horses were restless tonight as well.

Audrey’s eyes scanned the flat, open property. Even in the shadows of the moonlight, the place gave her a sense of safety. Could she leave Audrey behind and fully embrace Lailah?

A flash of memory rushed through, causing her to pull the robe tighter and sit in the rocking chair on the porch. The images of her sitting in her car, Jackson sleeping in the back, and fear racing through her sent tingles of apprehension through her. 

So there really was a need to be cautious and stay hidden, but what?

The memory left her as suddenly as it came, but the tendrils of fear stayed behind. It made the shadows seem forbidding when they hadn’t bothered her before. She almost went back inside, but she saw the lights from the highway and heard the rumble of Wesley’s truck.

How had she started to recognize that sound so acutely?

Her mind told her she should go back inside, but the only movement her body made was to rock herself back and forth in the chair. She swore she felt the moment his eyes landed on hers. She couldn’t know for sure, for he was hidden by the lights of his truck, which he immediately turned off as he pulled in.

She felt it though, just as she felt the invisible force that pulled him to her as he exited the truck. His boots scuffed on the gravel as he swaggered like cowboys do, toward her. At least, that’s how she liked to think of his walk...a swagger.

He looped his thumbs in his pockets as he stood in front of her.

“You’re up late,” he said, in that wonderful deep voice of his. Jimmy hadn’t had a deep voice like that. 

He didn’t have the height, nor the build, nor the...she clenched her fists. Why did she always compare the two men? It wasn’t a good comparison. They came from vastly different worlds.

“You okay,” he asked, taking one more step forward, a wisp of wind picked up at exactly that same moment, bathing her in his masculine horse and leather scent, of course with his own unique spruce accent too.

“Couldn’t sleep. Thought the fresh air would help,” she finally responded.

“It does have that effect, with the moon full it can also distract. Life at night is far different than the day.”

“That it is, but there is a peace to it. Though the horses are acting a bit agitated.”

“That’s normal during a full moon, though...” his voice trailed off as he looked across to the barn. “It’s just about time for Sorrel to birth.”

“Really?” Excitement fueled Audrey. Babies, of any species, were such a miracle to witness.

“That excites you?” he asked, his eyes back on her, his head cocked, shifting his cowboy hat in a way the moonlight actually reached one of his piercing eyes.

“Sure. Doesn’t it excite you?”

“Well, foals are our main source of income. So, yeah, it's exciting and nerve-wracking, and well, prayer helps. It can be difficult to let go and trust. It’s hard to not want to intervene, but these mares know what they are doing. Especially, Sorrel. This is her fourth foal.”

“Fourth! Wow, that’s a lot of babies.”

“Well, the foals usually leave the ranch within the year. Most of them are sold even before they are born.”

“Oh...” Audrey’s heart fell at the thought of being separated from Jackson.

“Hey, horses aren’t like us. They love their foals, sure, but it's natural for them to be separated, even in the wild.”

“It would kill me,” she said in barely a whisper.

“I get that. I don’t have any of my own as you know, but...” he trailed off as his gaze turned toward the studio where Jackson slept. “I can’t imagine being away from them if I did.”

Audrey’s heart filled. It should scare her that this cowboy had attached himself to her son, but seeing them together, the light in both of their eyes...it warmed her. A moment of the fear that had rippled through her earlier, returned, causing her to shiver.

“You cold?”

“No. No...I...” She looked down at her fiddling hands, wishing she could just dump the whole load off her shoulders and let him support her. Jimmy had been good at that. She bit her lip, anger at her constant comparison fueling her. “I had the slightest memory.”

Wesley unhooked his thumbs and closed the distance between them. He squatted near her. “Tell me.”

His move actually comforted her, filling her with need and trust. She needed someone to rely on, someone to help her through this time, but was it him? The cowboy that well, had been perfect and supportive, why not?

“There’s not much,” she finally said. “Just fear. We were definitely running. I...” She didn’t really want to say this next part, but she felt like she needed to offer the option. “If we really are running from something, someone, I would understand if you wanted us to leave.”

Wesley shot up to his feet, causing Audrey’s heart to race. It felt like forever before his low and even voice spoke. “Is that what you want?”

She swallowed. She didn’t really know what she wanted or what she should do, but she knew she felt safe here, and she knew her son had fallen in love with this new life. Her eyes plead into his, wishing for him to understand without her having to say the words. “No.”

At the sound of her simple word, the cowboy’s stiff body relaxed. A breath blew out, smelling of root beer and something spicy. He slowly crouched back down, almost eye level with her.

“You and Wyatt are welcome to stay...”

To Audrey, it seemed like he had more to say, but the words that came out were enough. The words that followed melted her heart, almost making her wish she could leave Audrey behind.

“There is nothing in the world that could keep me from keeping Wyatt, or you, safe. Nothing.”
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Wesley may live to regret those words, but each one resonated with him. Any thought of someone harming Wyatt or Lailah—a primal urge surged through him, pulsing with the need to pound something. 

He obviously had shocked Lailah, for she sat there, eyes wide, red lips parted, completely frozen. He hoped the surprise was a good one, and he hadn’t come off as an overprotective psycho.

He had had enough jousting about that from his friends tonight. They didn’t understand though. They hadn’t seen the fear darkening Wyatt’s expression or the frailty that Lailah showed only in the moments she didn’t think she was being watched. And now...seeing Lailah shaking in fear from a memory...yeah, he dared anyone to try to hurt them.

He needed to know more, but direct interrogation didn’t work. At least his friends had shared some of their coercing tricks. There was a chance he could get enough information to ensure their safety...until Lailah remembered, or trusted him enough to share the full details of what she did remember.

With the late hour, the intoxication of the full moonlight, he didn’t even register his urge until his finger had gently touched her lips. When he realized what he had done, he pulled back, not immediately though, for it registered then that she hadn’t jerked away.

“Wesley, I...my husband...” she started.

He didn’t want to admit the jolt of pain that shot through his chest when she mentioned her husband...her late husband. She had every right to mourn him, to stay true to him...even in memory.

“I didn’t mean to overstep,” he said gently as he rose. “It’s late. I should let you get some rest.”

Snorting and stamping drew his attention to the barn. “That might be Sorrel. I noticed the signs today.”

“Signs?”

“Yeah, her teats had the waxy leakage, and she’s been acting a bit agitated.”

“Should we go check on her?” Audrey stood, her body now so close to his.

“You want to come?”

“I would love to see a foal being born!”

The childlike excitement in her voice pushed past his embarrassment. He started to hold out his hand but instead nodded toward the stables. “Let’s go then.”

A crash and fumbling came from the studio before Wyatt came stumbling out, pulling on his boots in mid-step. “I’m coming, too. No way am I missing this!”

Audrey’s eyes shot to Wesley’s as they both sucked in a breath. How much had the boy overheard? Wesley would have to get used to little ears picking up everything in their vicinity.

“Well, come on!” Wyatt called racing past them, still sleep-clumsy on his way to the barn.

“Guess he hasn’t outgrown his eavesdropping phase...” Lailah said, and he noticed the pink in her cheeks even in the dim moonlight. She slipped her boots on, completing her look.

“Do we ever?” Wesley said, teasingly, hoping a little humor would lighten their walk.

She glanced at him before setting her eyes straight ahead, wrapping her arms around herself. “Sometimes as you get older you realize that some things you are better off not knowing.”

Wesley watched her from the corner of his eye, clenching his fist on the desire to wrap her in the protection of his arms and let her know everything would be all right. 

As funny as it was to see Wyatt running toward the barn in his pajamas, seeing Lailah in her robe and fluffy pajama bottoms didn’t seem so humorous. If anything, it made her seem that much more vulnerable and approachable.

If she was comfortable enough to hang out with him in her PJs, then they were moving forward.

Wyatt had frozen just inside the door of the barn. He stood so still that Wesley almost ran into him in the dark.

“Uhh, some lights might be a good idea,” Wyatt said as casually as his quivering voice would allow.

“Sure thing,” Wesley said, and he reached over to flip on a set that would dimly light the area rather than make Sorrel feel like she was center stage, though she really was.

Wesley’s heart kicked up a beat as he came round the gate to see Sorrel walking and snorting. The mare’s belly rolled, and he knew the time had come. As calmly and casually as he could, he slipped into the foaling stall with her, calling to her softly with soothing words.

When he was able to make it to her backside, he snuck a peek behind her tail just in time to see two hooves and a soft muzzle encased in the birthing sac.

“Yep, she’s about ready to deliver. I missed her last one. I’m glad we heard her tonight.” He caught Lailah’s eyes which were wide in wonder, and the sweetest smile crossed her lips.

“We’re going to get to see her give birth!” Lailah whispered before a hand covered her mouth.

“If you’re patient, but it’s going to happen tonight for sure, probably within the hour.”

“Mom!” Wyatt tugged on his mom’s arm. “Do you believe this? We’re going to see a foal be born!” Though uncontained excitement filled the boy, his whispered words impressed Wesley. Not many children understood that need for quiet and calm during a birthing process.

“It’s pretty incredible,” Wesley said, leaning against the gate and watching the boy. “Just don’t get attached to the foal. It’s already sold.”

“I won’t, Mr. Wesley. It would be too much to dream of having my own foal.”

Lailah dropped to her knees and took her son’s face in her hands. “Jac...Wyatt, no dream is too much. You dream as big as the stars, and then you work hard to make them come true.”

“Here. Here,” Wesley said, unable to not agree with such good teaching. Though once again he wondered why she always seemed to want to call her son by a different name.

He turned away then, distracting himself with Sorrel. He couldn’t help but wonder what would have happened if he had allowed himself to dream and worked hard to make it happen. The thought hurt too much to focus on.

Scout whinnied from the other side of the barn. Wyatt walked over to talk with the horse he had grown quite attached to, at least that was the way Wesley saw it. The boy had almost had that look of oneness during their last ride today.

Thinking of that ride reminded him of his last interaction with Wyatt. Did he still hold it against him for asking questions that pushed too hard? Wesley squeezed past the gate and Lailah. 

She watched him the whole time from lowered lids. Her expression took him off guard, for it almost seemed flirtatious, but that wasn’t like her...or was it?

“He’s all wound up,” Wyatt said as Wesley came up to him.

“He knows Sorrel is going through things and wants to lend his support.”

“Is Scout the daddy?”

Wesley chuckled lightly. “No, Scout is a gelding. He can’t father any horses.”

“Why can’t Scout be a father?”

“Well, a gelding means, well.” He chuckled and pushed up his cowboy hat as he searched for the right words.”

“It means they are fixed, like Tiger was,” Lailah said as she came up next to them.

“Oh! Did he run around and get all the girls pregnant too?”

Wesley’s eyes went round and he almost choked. “Um, no, he never really had the chance.”

“Oh, then why did you have to take off his boy parts?”

Heat burned into Wesley’s cheeks, and he pulled at the collar of his shirt. He glanced at Lailah to see if she would help him out of this one, too. Yet, her hand covered her mouth, and she turned away.

“Well, as breeders,” he cleared his throat, hoping the boy didn’t ask about that one, “we want the purest stock. Most of the horses that are born on this ranch are registered, meaning we can trace their lineage...who their mothers, fathers, and grandparents are.” He reached up and stroked Scout’s neck. “Scout here, well, he’s a good boy, but he isn’t registered. If he fathered a foal, we would receive only a percentage of what we would for a registered one.”

“Oh, I see,” Wyatt said, his brows scrunched.

Wesley watched the boy. Had he really followed all of that? He didn’t know, but he took the chance to steer the conversation away.

“A registered foal can bring in a lot of money that goes directly into keeping the ranch running.”

“How much does a foal like the one Sorrel is birthing cost?”

“Fifteen thousand.”

“Fifteen thousand? Whoa...” 

“The lineage is very high for a racing horse. The buyer plans to train this one to be the next champion of Wyoming. If we keep the foals until they’re green broke, some can go for upwards of twenty or higher, depending on how they are trained.”

“That’s really incredible. I had no idea there was so much money in this...” Lailah’s sweet voice grabbed his attention.

He looked at her sideways. She hadn’t seemed concerned about money before, but he wanted no qualms between them.

“It may sound like a lot, but the upkeep of this ranch amounts to more than you would expect.” He glanced around. “It’s a hard life with no days off, and we barely break even, but I wouldn’t change it for the world.”

“Hard work builds character,” Wyatt said with a nod.

“It sure does, son.”

Wyatt grinned from ear to ear.

“In many ways, it seems like a much simpler life.” Lailah glanced at him before scanning the barn. “Physically hard maybe, but simple and purpose-driven, and safe.”

He barely heard her last word, but it hit him like a sledgehammer. Safe. What had these two been through to yearn so much for that feeling of security? 

Yet, he understood. Ten years ago, he hadn’t felt safe here. Now, he did. He ran his family’s ranch with confidence. Being the man of the house made him be able to make the decisions and choose how people ought to be treated.

That was the one thing he wanted people to feel around him...safe. He had come back so his mom would feel that for once in her life, and he stayed for the same reason. Now, as he looked over at the two people who had dropped into his life, a resounding sense of belonging filled him. He wanted them to feel safe, too.
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Watching Sorrel give birth reminded Audrey of giving birth to Jackson. The thought warmed her, and she pulled Jackson into her. He stood in rapt attention watching as Sorrel lay down and her belly heaved as she panted in effort.

“Is she okay? Do we need to help her?” Jackson asked, his hand squeezing the circulation out of her hand.

She glanced up at Wesley because she wondered the same thing.

“If everything goes as it should, it’s best if we let her do it without interference. She knows what to do.”

“Because she’s had other babies?” Jackson asked.

“Yeah, but even the first time she knew. Instinct, I guess you would call it.”

“I’m sure it's like with any mom of any species, her body takes over. It’s really difficult to fight off the urge to push when it's the right time.” Lailah retrieved the memories of Jackson’s birth, grateful she still had them.

“Does it hurt?” Jackson asked.

“The worst pain in the world,” Lailah said, feeling the corners of her mouth rise. “But worth every bit of it.” She kissed the top of his head. 

“Look! It’s coming out! Are the feet supposed to come first?”

“Yes, the forelegs and the muzzle, see?” Wesley crouched down and pointed.

Jackson crouched next to him.

Emotion overtook Lailah as she fought back the tears and swallowed past the lump in her throat. The birth, the memories, seeing Jackson emulating and bonding with Wesley, it overwhelmed her.

“You okay, Lailah?” Wesley said from beside her, and she wondered how she had missed him moving.

She nodded, not trusting her voice.

He shifted his weight several times and finally draped an arm around her. “I’m sorry if this is too much.”

She blew out a breath and dabbed at her eyes. “It’s beautiful.” She wrapped her arms around Jackson who came to join them. “Thank you for letting us be a part of this.”

Wesley looked down at her, his warm body against hers, his spruce scent making her heady, and his eyes swallowing her. “Thank you for wanting to be.”

“What’s this?” Wesley’s mom came strutting up to them. “You watched a birth and didn’t get me?”

Wesley gave Audrey a little squeeze before letting his arm slip off her as he went to meet his mom. “Sorry, Mom. It happened so fast...”

“Humph! Well, let’s see this new little one.”

“Grandma! The foal is almost out!”

“You mean I didn’t miss all of it?”

Audrey saw the transformation of the older woman, the light in her eyes, and the bounce in her step. She lived for this right here, and why wouldn’t she? 

The absence of Wesley’s closeness chilled her. She had thought it would feel awkward, but his arm around her felt comfortable, safe, and right. She glanced at him and caught him watching her. Their eyes held a moment, while she wondered exactly how hard it would be to step fully into Lailah.

“Mom, watch. It’s coming!”

No sooner did the foal slip free did Sorrel turn and begin licking the sac clear of the little one. Audrey marveled at how she knew exactly what to do to get her baby’s airways clear. The soft nickering sound that Sorrel made soothed Audrey, bringing empathy and memories rising to the surface.

The sound had the same energy of her own murmurings she made when Jackson had been placed on her chest for the first time. There was nothing like this magical moment, a moment that every mother would treasure and hold dear in her heart forever.

Gratitude filled Audrey then. Gratitude that she had only lost five years and not ten. To have forgotten the birth of her son would have been crushing and horrific.

Audrey looked over at Wesley’s mom as she locked elbows with her. “It’s something that you never forget, isn’t it?”

“Never,” she said.

The older woman nestled against her, as if having her there brought her comfort. Audrey felt so welcomed, valued, and truly cared for. Even if his mom might not remember exactly how she came to be there or her exact relationship with her son, she genuinely cared for her, and that felt so good.

Audrey rode on the high as they all watched Sorrel mother her new foal. They felt like a family, sure a hodge-podge mix, but family nonetheless. She knew her yearnings were spurred on by the emotions of the event, but this time she didn’t make herself stop the thoughts. She allowed the fantasy to play on without the guilt and enjoyed the moment.

Wyatt yawned and leaned into her, his eyes heavy. “Is it over now?”

“I have to stick around to make sure the foal nurses, but you should hit the hay. I’ll need your help in the morning, and of course, we will have our lesson.”

“Okay,” he said, tugging on her arm.

Audrey looked longing at the foal. She had hoped to see the little guy wobble onto his feet for the first time, but her own child came first. Always.

“Okay, Sweetie, let’s get you to bed.”

“I can take him back with me. I’m not a young whipper-snapper anymore. Would you mind guiding me back to the house?” Bethany asked Jackson.

“Sure. Mom?”

“You go ahead,” Wesley answered before she could. “After you get Grandma in bed, you can rest on the couch. I’ll carry you back to your own bed after we’re done here.”

Audrey felt the pattering of her heart, as her desires warred. Jackson had never put himself to bed that she could remember...though she couldn’t remember much of the last five years, so maybe he did, but...

“It’s okay, Mom. I got this.” Jackson came over and kissed her cheek before turning toward Wesley. “Goodnight, and thanks for letting me see this.”

“You were a great partner. Now rest up. Midnight will be ready for her turn in another week or two.”

Jackson smiled and took Grandma’s hand. She leaned over, talking to him in whispered tones as they walked out of the barn. Audrey’s eyes followed them even after they disappeared.

“You don’t have to stay. I just thought you wanted to,” Wesley said from behind her.

“I do.” She turned toward him and shrugged. “It’s hard to get used to him being so much older and independent.”

“You have taught him well. He’s quite the kid, as I have told you before. You should be very proud.”

“I am. He was amazing as a young child and leaves me in awe now. How did he become so polite? And his vocabulary?” She shook her head. 

Jackson had always been advanced and well-mannered. She had felt blessed for that as she watched his unruly cousins growing with what seemed like reckless abandon. Now, though, Jackson spoke like a polite adult, using words that many never learned to use.

“Well, I don’t think he pulled that out of the air.” Wesley nudged into her before walking back to the gate, leaning on it while watching Sorrel continually cleaning her baby.

“I guess,” she said, moving to stand next to him. A yawn overtook her and she stretched, realizing that she still wore her robe. She pulled it around herself and cinched the belt, doing her best to ignore the heat that crawled up her neck.

“By the way,” Wesley said. “I think that should be the new fashion.”

Audrey glared at him, hitting him. “Smart aleck. It’s not like I had the intention of traipsing around the ranch in my robe.”

He shrugged and smiled a smile that caused her stomach to flutter. “I like it.”

She ignored him and focused on the mother and baby. The foal started to rock back and forth, doing its best to stabilize his little legs. It wobbled and started to stumble, but a gentle nudge from Sable kept him from falling. Taking halting, jerking steps the little foal nuzzled into its mother, rooting around for its first meal.

“This is so amazing,” she said breathily.

“I agree.”

“There is something that just draws out all those wonderful memories of J...Wyatt’s birth. It was such a special time. I can’t help but see that same look in Sorrel’s eyes. It’s nice to see that even after so many births, she still has that same wonder and depth of love.”

“I wouldn’t think the awe would change. Have you ever thought about giving Wyatt a sibling?”

“Yeah, all the time. At first, it just wasn’t the right time. We were moving and things were a bit rough for a while and then...well, then...” She stopped, her eyes widening as she realized she was talking so freely to Wesley, but not only that. She had a flitting memory of a time after her husband’s death. 

Jackson had been so young. He seemed about six and scared, clinging to her skirt as the adults talked about what the next steps would be. She tried to focus on the words. The images. She tried to see who else was there, but everything focused on little Jackson tugging on her with wide, wet eyes.

When the memory finally passed, she realized that the warm arms around her weren’t from her old life, but from her new. A strong, safe presence that made her feel like all would be right in the world...at least eventually.

“I’m sorry.” Wesley’s words whispered warm breath into her hair. “You’ve been through so much. I wish I could take all your pain away.”

For a moment, Audrey allowed herself to cling to that, to hope that one day she could have the pain of loss, of heartache, of fear disappear and be replaced with the warm safety of a cowboy’s embrace.
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Wesley stretched, his coffee mug going wide as his arms welcomed the heat of the morning sun. There was nothing like a new summer morning. Most of the snow had melted off the mountains. The fields were tall and green. The chirp of baby birds filled the air.

As he walked toward the studio, a rightness filled him. This was the life he wanted to live. Well, almost. He wanted Wyatt and Lailah in the main house. He wanted to see those intense blue eyes when he woke to the sound of Wyatt running down the hall.

He couldn’t deny it any longer. The images played in his mind as the movie of his dreams. Over the last few months, his hope increased with each day.

Lailah no longer pulled away from his arms or his hand. He caught her watching him often. There had been so many times he had wanted to close the couple inches between them and press his lips to her soft, red ones. So many times.

He didn’t want to push.

Even though she shared bits and pieces of her memory as they returned, he saw the guilt darken her eyes after she allowed him to comfort her and just enjoy a moment in his arms. She wasn’t quite ready, and he didn’t want to ruin it by making a move before she was.

He didn’t know how it felt to lose a spouse or the guilt that could fill the heart by finding comfort in another’s arms. What he did know, was that Lailah and Wyatt belonged here, with him.

He hoped he made that clear to them every day.

Wyatt had come to him while back, pulled him to the computer, and showed him an online group. He said he couldn’t join because he was too young, but he wanted Wesley to in order to find out how to help his mom get her memories back.

He assured the boy he would. The group was called Unforgettable Cowboys, and as soon as he reached out, a man named Everett responded, telling his story of losing his memory and the confusion that followed.

It wasn’t long before he found an old rodeo friend, Ryder, who reached out as well. Wesley couldn’t believe the coincidence of finding him on the site. Both Ryder and Everett helped Wesley understand more of what Lailah went through. It only increased his patience with her.

“Wes!” Wyatt called from the door of the studio, waving at him wildly as he neared. The boy had started calling him Wes about a month ago, and he hadn’t the heart to tell him not to. He had never allowed anyone else to shorten his name, but somehow it felt right with Wyatt.

Wesley set down the coffee cup on the railing and then clasped an arm around Wyatt’s shoulder. “Well, happy birthday, son. How’s it treating you so far?”

“Just fine and dandy,” he said, a smile just like his mom’s tilting up his lips.

“Are we still going for that long ride today?”

“If that’s what the birthday boy wants.”

“It is.” He stood taller. “Do I look like a ten-year-old now?”

Wesley stepped back and overdid some measuring and thinking. “Yep, I’d say you look exactly like a ten-year-old now.”

Wyatt laughed, and then called back toward the door, “Come on, Mom!” He leaned in close to Wesley. “You know how women are, we’re always waiting on them.”

Wesley wrapped an arm back around him. “I’ll tell you a secret. It’s worth it.”

The kid threw him a peculiar look, and then started toward the main house. “I’m hungry, and I smell Grandma’s waffles!”

“You go on, birthday boy. I’ll hurry your mom along.”

He watched the boy run to the house, noticing that his legs did look leaner and his pants shorter. Maybe he really did shoot up overnight.

“You’ll hurry me along, huh?” Lailah’s sweet voice met him just as her lilac scent surrounded him. “I’ve been trying to get him gone for the last twenty minutes so I could dig out his present.”

“Are they pants?”

“Pants?”

“Yeah, cause the boy is sporting some high-waters. Did he spring up overnight?”

“It sure feels like it, but no, not pants. I’ll get some next time we go to town.”

“What did you get him?” he asked, curiosity filling him.

“You sound just like a kid.”

“Well, most men never fully grow up, you know.” He laughed, enjoying this moment and the comfortableness of being with her. “I’ll tell you what I got him, if you tell me.”

“You’re pulling the, I’ll show you mine if you show me yours trick, huh?”

Wesley stopped, letting his eyes roam over her. That had definitely been a flirt. A smile turned up his lips, a smile of triumph. He wrapped an arm around her, pulling her close as they walked to the house.

“Why not?”

She didn’t say anything, but the little tilt of the corners of her mouth told him he hadn’t stepped too far.

“Seriously, though, I need to make sure you won’t be mad at me.” His heart raced, hoping that she would be as excited as him.

She stopped and looked at him, a wariness filling her eyes. “What’d you do...?”

“Well, when I went for my ride to check the herd in the back field while you guys were at Kevin’s, I found an unexpected arrival.”

“An unexpected arrival?” She arched an eyebrow.

“The mare must have been hiding, or I may have been distracted. Either way I had no idea she was pregnant. It’s not a registered foal as I have no idea who the father is....” He trailed off, hoping she caught his drift.

“You want to give Wyatt his own foal!” She covered her mouth and tears filled her eyes.

“Not good?” His heart fell into his stomach, but he hoped the tears were of joy.

“He will be even more enamored by you than he already is...but,” she trailed off. Her gaze fell toward her boots which kicked at the dusty dirt.

“But, what...” The knot in his stomach increased, and all of a sudden he felt like he needed to sit down.

“What if, when we find our own place there isn’t room for horses.” She glanced up at him quickly.

Fear engulfed him and spurred on his actions, regardless of what his head told him. His hand gently turned her face back to his until her eyes met his own.

“There’s no need for you to find your own place. Call this your home.”

Lailah’s eyes went wide as tears filled them. Her mouth parted before she bit her bottom lip. “Wesley, I...I...”

“You don’t need to say anything. You don’t need to commit or do anything you aren’t ready to do. Just...don’t go looking for your own place.”

He pulled her into his arms then, because he couldn't chance seeing rejection or guilt or anything else in her eyes. The fear was real though, that anxious thrumming like a rattlesnake had embedded in his chest. He knew it before, but at that moment it became clearer than anything in his life.

He would be lost if Lailah and Wyatt left. Simple as that.
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The day had been perfect, just as her son’s birthday should be. A decade old—she shook her head while she brushed back his hair from his sleeping face. She knew it seemed like it had gone faster because of the time she had lost, but bits and pieces came back every day. 

Some memories were treasures to hold onto, but others, as much as they answered questions, she almost wished that they had remained forgotten. Now wasn’t the time to rehash those memories. She wanted to store today away, to memorize every gleeful laugh that bubbled forth from Jackson’s mouth. Her Jackson, who seemed all too ready to embrace Wyatt one hundred percent.

Was she ready to fully embrace, Lailah?

She kissed her son on his forehead, wrapped her robe around her, and slipped out to enjoy the cool, summer evening. A sigh escaped her lips at the fresh air, the serenading of crickets, and the occasional call of an owl or even a wolf. The wolf call still sent shivers down her spine, but Wesley had said they wouldn’t bother the horses.

She sat in the rocking chair and closed her eyes. A slight breeze picked up a few whisks of her hair, cooling her in a comfortable way. When she heard the scuff of gravel under boots, her lips turned up into a smile.

She knew he would come tonight. He didn’t come every night, only the important ones, and tonight was important.

“He asleep?” Wesley whispered.

She nodded and opened her eyes. “Out like a baby. He was exhausted.”

“It was a big day.”

“It was.” She looked at him, appreciation overcoming her. “Thank you for all that you do for him. I don’t understand why you have taken him under your wing, but I think that may have been our saving grace.”

“My wings are big enough for two,” he said, his voice low and deep.

She had been thinking about what he had said all day. It warred within her. She told herself she shouldn’t feel guilty, that her husband had been gone for almost four years now, but the guilt still came twisting knots in her stomach and her wondering if Jimmy saw her from heaven or wherever he ended up.

She had remembered he had done some bad things, things that he could never get past. The guilt ate away at him, distancing him from her and Jackson. He had continually pushed them away. That pain still felt raw, as if it had happened yesterday.

Those were the things she hadn’t told Wesley. He probably wouldn’t be looking at her the way he was now if he knew what her life had been like, really like. She hoped she had sheltered Jackson from most of it, but he wouldn’t talk much about that life.

At different moments throughout the day, fear washed through her as someone mentioned him being ten and all the new things that came with being that old. A shiver ran through her even then. Why would that create so much fear in her?

“Lailah?” Wesley’s deep voice pulled her from her thoughts. “I don’t mean to scare you.”

“You aren’t scaring me.” She pushed forth a smile, although, besides the fear that had been pulsing in her, he did scare her. Could she go through another marriage? Another loss? What if something happened to him? Could her heart heal again?

“You are a terrible liar, you know that?”

Despite herself, she laughed, and it freed some of her tension.

“Yeah, so I am. You, though, you pulled off the little stunt with the foal perfectly.” She narrowed her eyes playfully. “Makes me wonder how many stories you have told.”

“Hey, being mischievous and outright lying are two different things.”

“If you say so.”

The banter continued, easing her heart and relaxing her.

“The look on his face...” She shook her head. “I will always remember that.”

“Me, too.” His voice became serious. “It was close to the happiest moment of my life.”

“Really?”

“Yep.”

“So, what’s the happiest?”

“Oh, well, that I’m hoping is still to come.”

“Wesley,” she started, knowing that she needed to tell him everything and fearing that he would turn them away if she did. It would break Wyatt’s heart, and that was something she couldn’t bear.

“Lailah,” he said, grasping her hand in his thick, calloused fingers. “Only when you’re ready.”

She swallowed, willing herself to open up and tell him, yet closing her mouth on words that might seal their fate.

“I know you have been having memories that you aren’t ready to share. You don’t have to, until you are ready.”

“What if...” She sucked in a breath and blew it back out. “What if it's too much?”

He took her other hand in his as well and intensified his expression. “Nothing could ever be too much. Whatever it is, we’ll ride it out together.”

We’ll ride it out together. She loved the way that sounded, like some sort of romance and riding away into the sunset. If only that were real life.
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The satisfying sound of the paper crumpling in his hand didn’t ease the pulsing fear twitching Wesley’s legs into movement. Pounding feet on the deck sent him back to the desk and smoothing out the notice with a tad more exuberance than needed.

“Hey, Wes! We’re back!” Wyatt called as he strode through the house like he owned it.

Wesley loved that the boy felt so at home here. His heart pounded for a whole other reason as he thought about the plan he had been devising, a way to get Wyatt’s mom to open her heart toward their future.

His eyes went back to the red bar across the notice. He tossed his hat down on top of it and focused on the boy. Wyatt didn’t need any more stress, or to know that the plans Wesley made to finally act may be pushed further away because of it.

“Was it a success?” Wesley asked.

“Yep, three new pairs of jeans that I have to roll up a tad, some shirts, and a pair of boots that don’t scrunch my toes.”

“I would call that a success.”

“Oh, and I got something for you!” Wyatt pulled out a bandana. “It’s for the one you used on Mom’s head. I thought you could use a replacement.”

Wesley took the red piece of fabric, something fuzzy and warm filling him. He landed a heavy hand on Wyatt’s head. “Thank you,” he said, wishing there were more powerful words.

It was just a small piece of cloth, but the fact the boy thought about him while he was out getting things for himself softened his insides into mush. He wasn’t sure he liked the stinging in his eyes, either.

“Well, I’m going to go get Scout ready. We’re still going out to check on my foal, right?”

“Of course.” His voice cracked so he cleared his throat. “Give me ten, and I’ll be there.”

“Okay!” Wyatt gave him a spontaneous hug and ran out the door. As his boots faded from the deck, Wesley slumped into the chair. This place was no longer his dream alone. He had to find a way to make ends meet.

Wesley took his hat off the notice and planted it back on his head. He reread the words, trying to figure out how this had happened and how he could come up with the money.

“It looks serious,” a soft voice said from near his shoulder. 

How had he not heard her come in? Or smelled her, for now her lilac scent distracted him as he placed the paper back down at the desk.

“I didn’t hear you.” He turned toward her.

She shrugged, a small smile on her lips. “Quiet socks and pure concentration can do that. Everything okay?”

“Yeah,” he said, realizing the lie that graced his lips.

“Hmm, someone else is not a great liar, either.”

The corner of his mouth tilted and truth hit hard. If he expected her to be fully open with him, he needed to be with her as well.

“You got me.” He sighed, picked up the notice and handed it to her. “It’s not easy to share this, and I don’t want you to stress. I will find a way to fix it.”

He held his breath as she read the notice, her eyes becoming wider and wider as she went.

“This is your father, right?”

“Yeah,” he said, distaste coloring his voice.

“I can’t believe he did this or how. Usually balloon payments are within five years, not ten. And this is one massive balloon payment.”

“Yeah. I’ll have to sell half the stock, and I might make it.”

“What about production? Can you keep the ranch going with half the stock?”

“I’ll figure something out.”

“You can start by allowing me to pay you rent and money for lessons.”

His eyes shot up to hers. “I will not. It’s a trade agreement.”

“Really?” She shoved her fists into her hips, and he had to squelch the desire to pull her into his arms right then and there. “Your mom is doing fine. Sure she may forget slight things, but she hasn’t wandered anywhere the entire time I have been here, nor forgotten where she was, or even who we are...even if she sometimes thinks we’re married.”

“Maybe she’s just foretelling the future,” Wesley’s smile faded as he realized what left his mouth.

Lailah’s eyes also lost their fire as her mouth parted in shock.

Wesley cleared his throat. “I was trying to make a joke to lighten the situation. The discussion is over though. I will not accept rent from you, nor money for lessons.”

He stood slowly, folded the paper, and put it back in the envelope and laid it on the desk. When he turned, Lailah still stood frozen. He let his hand squeeze her arm gently.

“Lailah, I didn’t show you this to make you feel in any way responsible. I don’t want anything between us. I know this makes my offer to take care of you and Wyatt seem, well, untrustworthy, but I will figure this out.”

Lailah blinked several times before her mouth finally closed, and her eyes filled with determination. She took his hand in hers. “We will figure this out...together.”

Wesley took his turn at shock as fear tingled up his spine that he might have misread her message. “What do you mean?”

“I mean...” She took in a shuddering breath. “Wyatt and I had a talk. He really likes it here. He admires you and well, he loves you. You have offered many things...”

“I offer you everything,” Wesley said, holding onto her hands tightly, wondering how this moment had fallen into his lap so easily, and just when he thought it might slip away.

Lailah bit her trembling lip. “You have stepped into the role of Wyatt’s father-figure with no hesitation, no expectation. He deserves to have a man like you to raise him.”

“It would mean the world to me, to be that for Wyatt.” Wesley felt like his heart would burst. It had gone from the worst day to the best somehow. He didn’t understand it, but would take it.

“I have money. I know I do, and I know I’ll remember where soon. It seems like the best arrangement.”

The moment came crashing down as her words filtered through.

“Wait...arrangement?” he asked, his mind trying to reel back in.

“Yes. A marriage between us would grant you the money to keep the ranch going and give Wyatt a stable, safe place to grow up with a man to help him...”

“What about you?” He dropped her hands and pulled on his hat and his collar. “I don’t want a marriage of convenience.”

“I...I thought that’s what you have been proposing.” She backed away as red filled her face. “I’m sorry. I didn’t intend to...I misread...”

He took one long stride until he was inches away from her. In one brisk movement, he threaded his fingers through the hair at the back of her head, locked her wide eyes with his, and pulled her lips toward his own. A shockwave coursed through him as he swore an earthquake quivered under his feet.

Kissing Lailah Cody was everything he had been dreaming of for the past many months...everything except the words that had just come out of her mouth.

He finally tore away, his forehead resting on hers. In a raspy voice he said, “This is what I want. You. Wyatt. I don’t care about your money. I don’t want a good arrangement. I want you, all of you.”

Her breath came in rapid gasps as she slowly backed out of his arms. Tears streamed down her face and her lips trembled. “I...I don’t know if I can give that.”

Wesley’s head fell to his chest as a fire swept through him. Words of anger sat heavy on his tongue, but he clamped his jaw shut. He knew the damage words could create. With one last longing look at the beautiful woman crying in front of him, he resettled his hat and fled out the door.
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Audrey locked herself in the bathroom after Wesley stormed from the house. Her back slid against the door until she sat on the floor, sobs wracking through her. She had spoken honestly. She didn’t know if she could allow her heart the freedom to love again.

With her head on her knees, she cried, releasing the fear she might have messed things up for Jackson to have the life he wanted, releasing the self-doubt that plagued her with having no memory, released the sadness for having missed out on the last five years of Jackson’s life. It all came pouring out and with it, memories started to fill in.

She had sat on the floor just like this in a different bathroom, thoughts of her last fight with her husband filtering in. He wanted her to leave, to take Jackson and disappear. He had hidden away too much money for her to process.

Part of Audrey’s mind hung on to that...the money. She explored that memory, coming up with Jimmy’s angry face...wait, not angry, but consumed with fear and guilt. He stuffed a key into her hand and held on so tight that the key bit into her palm until it bled. He wouldn’t let go until she promised.

“If something happens to me, promise...promise on our son’s life that you will take him away from here and disappear. Hide him from my family.” He had said this with more force than he had said anything before. “Start a new life.”

“But we love you. We want to be with you,” she remembered pleading, begging for him to come with them.

“I love you and Jackson more than life itself, enough that I know letting you go is the right decision. You must give him the life I cannot.” He had kissed her so fiercely her lips had bruised. Then he went into Jackson’s bedroom and stared at their sleeping son for several minutes before kissing his head and disappearing into the night.

Her lips still held the telltale sign of that bruise at his funeral, for that had been the last time she had seen him. 

The memories rushed back in. The family hadn’t let them stray far. She tried to leave a few times, but they always brought them back, acting as if they had been lost puppies. More and more, though, she saw them watching her in a way that made her feel like an inconvenience. She soon feared they would get tired of having her in their way of Jackson.

Jimmy had always talked about leaving and had been adamant about doing so before Jackson’s tenth birthday. That wasn’t something she ever understood, and he never explained, but the dark secrets in his eyes said everything needed. So for a year she planned and readied everything to leave: found the perfect spot, came up with the perfect backstory, saved every penny she could.

She had planned to go by the bank vault where the key that Jimmy had so painfully planted in her hand came from on their way out of town, but somehow his brothers had caught on. It had been William, the middle brother, closest to Jimmy, that had come to her casually, stating that the other brothers were coming by within the hour to take Jackson on a little man-trip. The look in his eyes was one that she would never forget. 

When he said goodbye before going to get ready for the trip, he held onto Jackson tighter than usual and had squatted down to his level. “Now, Jackson. Your pa left you in charge when he went to heaven. You take care of your mom now, and don’t ever forget your pa is watching over you.”

Audrey shuddered as everything came into place. The memories faded, but did not disappear. 

When her tears had dried, she stood up, washed her face, and looked into her own determined eyes. She knew now how to get the money. One way or the other, she would secure Jackson the future he deserved, the future his father had made her promise to uphold.

That day, while Jackson was riding with Wesley, she packed her suitcase, stashed travel money into pockets and socks, and searched for the key she had hidden under the insole of her favorite shoes. She hadn’t worn the ballerina-like shoes since her accident. They didn’t fit in here on the ranch.

With her memories restored, she also remembered the first time she had met Wesley and the attraction that had been growing between them before her accident. She remembered the internal war she had been having, even with her husband being gone for as long as he had.

Wesley wanted this, but could she let go enough to allow it for herself?

Either way, she was getting that money and saving Wesley’s ranch. Jackson needed him, even if she couldn’t allow herself to.

When she said prayers with Jackson that night, she brushed back his hair and stared lovingly into his eyes.

“Why are you looking at me like that, Mom?”

“Like what?”

“Like you’re afraid you’re never going to see me again.”

Audrey sucked in a breath and sat back. “I’ve made a decision.”

“We’re staying on Wesley’s ranch! You’re going to marry him!” The boy sat up straight in bed, excitement lighting his features.

“Yes, if he’ll have me, but first I have to do something, and I have to do it alone.”

“You never have to do anything alone. You have me.”

“I know, Sweetie. I am grateful for you every day...and I have a little secret.”

“What?”

“My memory came back. I can remember everything now...or close to it. Most importantly, I remember our time together.”

“Really? So you know why we had to leave now, right? Why do we have to keep our identities a secret?”

“Yes. I’m so sorry you’ve shouldered that without me these last few months.”

“You were still here, Mom, and I have Wes now, too.”

The blood drained from her face leaving it feeling numb. “You told him about...”

“No, but don’t you think we could trust him?”

She paused, thinking it through. “Yes, I do. I’ll tell him when I finish what I need to do.”

“Mom...I don’t want you to go.”

“I know, Sweetie. Don’t worry about it. Everything will be okay.” She knew she didn’t sound convincing, but this was something she had to do. She didn’t see any other way around it. 

She kissed his cheek and tucked him in. 

“I love you,” Jackson said.

“And I love you, Jackson. More than life itself.” Her heart clutched so tightly then that she almost lost her nerve and decided against going. How could she be so far away from him, even if for only a short time?

“Just remember, I need you in this life.” His serious expression only tortured her further.

“I will, Sweetie. You don’t need to worry about me.”

His expression didn’t show he believed her, but he blew her a kiss, rolled over, and closed his eyes.

Once she felt confident that Jackson slept soundly, she pulled out her packed bags and the note she had written for him and the one for Wesley, and laid them on her still-made bed. 

Her heart pounded. She thought it would break as she watched her son sleep. He might never forgive her for leaving like this, though she hoped when she returned he would allow her to make it up to him. She said as much in the letter.

With tears streaming down her cheeks, her throat so tight she could barely breathe, and her chest feeling as if it would crush her heart, she kissed her son and then slipped out the door before she lost her nerve.

Knowing Jackson would be safe made it easier. That’s why she had to leave tonight, when no one knew any better. It would be hard on Jackson, but not as hard as him having to say goodbye...or maybe that was just her being selfish.

Determination filled her. There was no other choice. That money had to be brought here, and it was too dangerous to take Jackson with her. At least this way, he would be safe and secure as Wyatt Cody, future cowboy of the Miller Ranch.

She liked the sound of it. Gratitude filled her. Wesley had been an answer to a prayer she didn’t even know she needed. This was where her son belonged, and the more she stayed here, the more she thought she might actually find peace...and maybe love as well.
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Wesley woke with a start as a warm, small hand touched his bare shoulder. He pushed up in bed, his heart hammering as soon as he saw the tear-streaked face of Wyatt.

“What happened?” Fear engulfed every fiber of his being.

He and Lailah hadn’t even looked each other in the eye the rest of the day. His heart hurt, his head hurt, and he had no idea how to make this situation right. That night, as he had tossed and turned before sleep finally overtook him, he had decided he would take whatever she could give and hope and pray that one day she could fall in love with him.

Now with her son in obvious angst in front of him in the middle of the night, fear practically froze him.

“You told me that people share things with those they trust,” he said with a sniffle.

Wesley sat up and patted the bed next to him. “Yes. You can trust me with anything you want to share, Wyatt.”

The boy sat and solemnly gave him a letter. Wyatt leaned over and turned on the bedside lamp. With one last look at Wyatt, he turned his attention to the letter written to him in Lailah’s handwriting. He scanned it quickly, the tingling down his spine increasing with every word.

He finally looked back at Wyatt who watched with wide, frightened eyes. “I can’t lose her, too.”

“You won’t.” Wesley stood up and shoved his feet into some pants. He dialed her cell number as he looked for a shirt. “Do you know when she left?” he asked Wyatt when the phone went straight to a generic voicemail.

“I heard her car start. I ran after her, but it was too late. I went back into the studio and found these letters. One for you. One for me.”

“There’s still a chance I can catch her,” Wesley said as he pulled a shirt over his head. “Do you have any idea where she is headed?”

Wyatt watched him a moment. “Chicago.”

“Chicago?” He turned to stare at the boy.

“Yeah, that’s where we are from.”

“I thought you were from New York?”

“That was our story. I’m sorry we lied. It was to keep us safe.” The boy’s lip quivered and fresh tears ran down his face.

“I understand, Wyatt. It’s going to be okay. If I go now I might catch her before she gets past the county line. She’ll have to stop for fuel eventually.”

“She is close to being out actually. When we came home yesterday she got mad at herself for not getting gas while we were in town. Plus, she drives slow.”

“Even better odds.” He watched the boy as he sucked in a breath. “Will you stay with Grandma?”

“I want to come with you,” Wyatt whined. 

He had never seen the boy so despondent, and he felt a heaviness in his chest. What had Lailah got herself into? Why would she leave her son with no word, no goodbye. It didn’t make sense.

“You said there was a letter to you as well.” Wesley dropped to meet him face-to-face.

Wyatt wiped his nose with the back of his hand and then pulled the letter from the waist of his pajamas. He looked at it for a moment and then handed it to him.

“Thank you for trusting me, Wyatt.” 

Scanning the letter, it all began to make sense. She had remembered where her promised money was. Did she really think him so shallow that he would want her to put her life in danger for money?

Wesley mumbled as he folded up the letter and handed it back to Wyatt.

“You know Mom doesn’t like that language,” Wyatt said, watching him.

“I know, son, and I guess I shouldn’t use it, but there are sometimes it's hard for a man to keep things in check.”

“Mom says to take a deep breath.”

“Then I suggest we do that, because I need you to be a man that you shouldn’t have to be right now. I need you to stay in the house with Grandma. I will call Kevin to come stay with you, but it might take him an hour to get ready and get here.”

“But...”

“I know you want to come with me, but someone has to stay with Grandma, and you’re too young to drive. I promise you,” he put his hands on the boy’s shoulders, “I will bring your mom home.”

Wyatt nodded. Even unhappy, he still did what he knew needed to be done.

Wesley took him to the couch, turned on lights in the hall bathroom and the kitchen. He laid a blanket over Wyatt and handed him the remote. “I know there’s a rule about no TV this late, but desperate times call for desperate measures.”

“Thank you.”

“I’ll bring her back. Now you take care of Grandma. I’ll call you as soon as I catch up with her.” He laid his hand on the boy's head a moment before turning toward the door.

“I need her,” Wyatt whispered.

Wesley turned one last time. “I know, son. I do, too.”

He thought about waking his mom but she had the habit of waking up disoriented. That would add stress to the situation and delay him further. He glanced back once as he shut the door, the boy’s stare burning into him. He would keep his promise. He would bring her back.

As soon as he stepped off the porch, he pulled out his phone as he strode to the truck. His whole body buzzed in a crazy vibration. He couldn’t tell if it was anger or fear or a combination of both. All he knew is that he needed to catch Lailah and bring her home.

“Hello?” Kevin’s groggy voice answered his call.

“Hey brother, I need a massive favor,” he said, climbing into the truck and starting it.

“You alright? What’s going on?”

“It’s a long story, but Lailah took off under a misunderstanding. I need to catch her. Would you come to the ranch and watch over my mom and Wyatt?”

“She left Wyatt?”

“Yes, something about needing to keep him safe. Like I said, long story. Can you do it?”

“Of course, man. I’m getting dressed right now. I’ll be there in twenty.”

Wesley blew out a breath. “Thank you, man. I’ll keep you updated.”

“No worries. Just be safe. I’ll take care of everything.”

“I’ll owe you,” he said as he pulled out onto the highway.

“What are friends for? Now, race like the wind.”

Race like the wind. That was something Kevin had told him before a rodeo event. For some reason it seemed to fit, for right now he needed to rope the woman he loved and bring her back to safety.
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Audrey’s heart hammered and guilt twisted her stomach. The dark deserted road reminded her so much of when she and Jackson had fled, and now, here she was returning. Well, she would if she could get some gas. 

The pumps in town were closed. Crazy small town pumps without self-automation, she grumbled. She had never seen such a thing. Driving gingerly down the road to use as little fuel as possible was not the plan. She had planned to drive all the way to Illinois and stay in a cheap, out-of-the-way hotel just over the state line and then wake up early to be the first at the bank the next morning. From there she would just drive straight home, only stopping for gas.

The light blinked on her dash just as she passed the road sign saying the next town was still ten miles away. She should make it. She bit her lip as her stomach clenched. Hopefully the next town was bigger than Clarity and had an automated pump; otherwise she would be stuck in her car until they opened in the morning.

The lights of the town glowed in the distance and a sigh shook her body. Her car felt like it ran on fumes as she coasted into the gas station. The lights over the pumps were on, but as she pulled up her elation deflated.

Of course the pumps only took cards. She had just opened up an account at Clarity’s local bank under her alias, but the card wouldn’t arrive for two weeks. The stack of bills in her purse wouldn’t do her any good until morning.

She looked down the empty highway. Maybe someone would come and she could pay them cash for letting her fill up on their card. Nothing stirred besides the summer wind.

Climbing back into the driver’s seat, she rested her head on the steering wheel, finally giving in to the tears she had been struggling to hold at bay. She didn’t know how long she had sat there, but headlights slowly pulled her out of her remorse. When she heard the rumble of the truck, she thought she had lost her senses.

Carefully, she watched through her mirror as the truck pulled in right behind her. She would know that rumble anywhere, and when the headlights finally turned off, she saw the truck and knew.

Audrey bit her lip and squeezed the steering wheel, having no idea how to react to him being there. Had he come to rip into her for leaving her son with him with no warning or permission? Would he drag her back kicking and screaming?

She shook her head. No. She couldn’t let him. They needed this money. Jackson’s future depended on it. She set her chin in determination just as he opened the door without preamble and pulled her out of the car and into his arms.

For several minutes, he said nothing. Eventually, she wrapped her arms around him as well, listening to the rapid beating of his heart slow and calm. It relaxed hers as well. Finally, she pulled back and wiped her eyes.

“Can we go home now?” he asked.

She shook her head. “I can’t. If you’re here, then Ja...” She sighed so tired of all the lies. “My son told you what I was doing. You probably read the letter.”

He nodded, crossing his mostly bare arms. Seeing his muscles bulge in his shirt distracted her for a moment, but she held strong.

“I have to go. There are no other options.”

“I told you I would take care of it,” he said plainly, firmly, like that should end the conversation.

“How? And at what cost?” She shook her head more adamantly. “It’s for my son’s future.”

“That can be my responsibility, too. You just have to say the word.”

“You’ve changed your mind?” she asked, watching him closely in the blaring lights of the gas station.

“No, but I’ll run with it, with the hope that one day your heart will allow you to return my love.”

She had no idea he could be so poetic, and his words made her heart pitter-patter and almost give up everything and fall into his arms. 

“You don’t even know what you’re marrying into.” She heard the distaste of the truth in her voice.

He paused, and then turned back toward his truck. Her heart crashed, thinking he would be driving away and leaving her here stranded in a small town with no gas. Yet, when he slammed the truck’s door, he strutted back toward her with a bag in his hand.

“You’ll have plenty of time to tell me everything on the drive.”

“What?!”

“If you won’t go back home, then I’m coming with you. I promised Wyatt that I would bring you home. I don’t take my promises lightly.”

“What about Wyatt, he can’t...”

“Kevin is over there now. I’ll call him, and they will ensure between them and the church that my mom and Wyatt are cared for while we’re gone.”

“But...” Audrey started, she didn’t know about leaving Wyatt with people in the church that he didn’t know.

“He’ll be fine. It’s you who is in danger right now.” He tossed his bag into the back next her suitcase. “I’m going to park my truck out of the way. Do I need to take your keys so you don’t leave without me?”

“Uh...no. I’m on empty.”

“Well, fill up.”

“I...I can’t. They only take cards.”

He looked at her skeptically, then pulled out his wallet and entered his card into the pump. 

She dug out two twenties from her purse, holding them out to him as he turned toward her after starting the gas pumping. 

“What’s that?” he asked.

“For the gas.”

“I’m not taking your money.”

“You are. That’s why I’m getting it. Besides, if we get married, it will be OUR money.”

“All the more reason I don’t need to take your money.” He slipped past her to park his truck. 

Audrey had put the pump nozzle away and closed up the gas hatch by the time he made it back over. She had heard his deep voice on the phone and knew he called Kevin to tell him what was going on. Her mind whirled with the turn of events, and she braced herself against the trunk.

“You don’t look well. I’ll drive.” He held open the passenger door for her, watching until she slipped in and strapped on the belt.

It took a minute for him to readjust the seat and mirrors to accommodate his much larger size, and then without preamble, he started the car and pulled back out onto the barren highway.

“Wyatt will be calling in the morning,” he said.

“Is he all right?”

“Kevin said he had just fallen back to sleep.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know what else to do.”

“You could have started off with asking,” he said, slightly glancing at her as he drove.

“You would have said no,” she said, sure that she was right.

He humphed, but didn’t argue with her.

“Exactly. I couldn’t bring my son with me. It would be too dangerous for him.” 

“And it’s not for you?”

“It’s him they want.” She watched him from the corner of her eye, her heart pounding knowing that she needed to tell him everything, and fearful he would look at her, and more importantly her son, differently—unwanted.
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Wesley did his best to concentrate on the road as Lailah haltingly shared the reality of their story.

“First off, my real name is not Lailah.”

“It’s Audrey, isn’t it?” he asked, remembering her arguing that was her name after her accident.

Her lips slightly parted, but he turned his eyes back to the road. As much as he wished he could read her eyes right now, the interior of the car was too dark, and they had a long way to travel. Not only did he not want to leave his horses that long, but the thought of Wyatt being without one of them and scared...

“What’s Wyatt’s real name.” The thought tore at his gut. The poor boy having to go by a fake name this whole time. A hint of distaste filled his mouth.

“Jackson,” she whispered, and he knew the weight of what she, and Wyatt...Jackson, had been keeping to themselves.

He nodded. At least that answer was solved. She had stumbled on her son’s name ever since they had met. He didn’t know why he hadn’t put two and two together before. Then it hit him in the chest. Yes. He did. He had fallen in love, with both of them and the thought of making a family. It distorted his perception.

“We didn’t like lying to you. It wasn’t easy, but I couldn’t take the chance of them finding us.”

Wesley definitely fought off anger at finding out he had been calling them by fake names this whole time, yet it didn’t surprise him. He soothed his bruised ego by reasoning a name didn’t make a person. Wyatt or Jackson, it didn’t matter. That boy had worked right into his heart, whatever he called him. And his mom, Audrey. He tried out the name in his head. It sounded sophisticated and gentle, just like she was.

“And you’re from Chicago, not New York,” he said.

“Yes.”

“The summers in Idaho? Was that made up, too?” He worked hard to keep his voice neutral.

“They were real. So is growing up in the South in what I thought was a small town before I discovered Clarity.”

“So, how did you end up in Chicago, running for your life?”

“My son’s life, well, and mine too, I guess. I stood in the way.” She blew out a breath and looked out the window into the darkness blurring by. “That all started with Jimmy, my husband.”

Wesley couldn’t stop the growl from emitting from his throat.

“I understand what I tell you next will color your vision about my late husband and about me, but I need you to remember that I loved him.” Her voice squeaked, and it was a few breaths until she continued. “And Jackson did, too. You must promise to never talk bad about Jimmy in front of him.”

Wesley clenched the steering wheel and grit his teeth, but he nodded. Not that he would ever think of undermining Jackson’s real dad in front of him, but jealousy tore at his heart. Not only for Jackson having a man that he assumed was a loser for a dad, but that Jimmy was where Lailah...no Audrey’s, heart lay.

“Go on,” he said, through his teeth.

“He was visiting my town when we met.” She hesitated, glancing at him before continuing. “After we married, we stayed there. I need you to know that he was a wonderful husband. He never treated me wrong, nor Jackson. Life was good until Jackson turned three.”

“What happened to change that?” 

“Jimmy’s family called him back home, saying it was time for him to return to the family business.”

“What business was that?” The way she had said it left his stomach uneasy.

“In truth, I don’t really know. He never spoke of it. His family never talked business with the women and children around. The men and older boys would all leave to the study to discuss the business.” She paused then.

“What is it? I know that look. You’ve remembered something.”

“The older boys...I had thought that it was nice that they let the boys join them in the man’s room after they turned ten...but,” she sat forward in her seat. “That’s why Jimmy made me promise to leave before Jackson’s tenth birthday.”

“I’m not following you...” he said, his mind whirling.

“The family business...the boys became initiated at ten.”

“You’ll have to explain more about this business and why Jimmy wouldn’t want Jackson to be a part of....Oh.” It all came crashing down on him. A family business that no one talked about, the danger, the...

“Yeah.” Audrey took a breath and leaned back into the seat. “Like I said, they never talked about business. Jimmy would never share with me what he did, but he left in the middle of the night sometimes. He had horrible nightmares that woke him up screaming. The longer we were in Chicago, the more he retreated into himself, the more he distanced us and his eyes became haunted.”

“You think it was a gang or something.”

She turned toward him. “More like the Irish mob.”

“A mob, really? Aren’t those all from the past?”

She shook her head, and then stared straight ahead.

“How did,” he cleared his throat, needing to know the answer, but not wanting to at the same time, “how did Jimmy really die?”

She lowered her head, and her change of breathing told him she cried. He reached out and laid a hand on her leg. He didn’t understand why she mourned a man like that, but her heart was broken. That was something that tore him up inside.

“It was awful. I guess I wasn’t supposed to be called, but I was. I identified his body, or what was left of it. Whoever murdered him seemed to be making a statement. My brother-in-laws were furious I was there, and I can’t even think of what they might have done to the morgue guy that had called me after one of them escorted me home.”

“I’m sorry you had to go through that,” he said, a fire burning in his chest. The whole thing sounded like a movie, not something that the two people, besides his mom, that he loved most in the world had gone through.

“The image haunted me for years. Still does. I almost wish I had lost that memory for good.”

“I wish you had, too,” he said.

“That night, before Jimmy left, he gave me the key to the deposit box. He made me promise to get the money, take Jackson, and disappear, to...give him a life he deserved and chose for himself.”

“Why didn’t you take the money and leave right after he...was killed?”

“His family kept watch over us...close watch. I am sure they feared I would talk about what I saw. If we went anywhere, someone came with us. One of his brothers moved into our house. I actually tried to leave a few times, but they always brought us back.”

“Couldn’t you have gone to the police or even the FBI?”

“Jimmy had told me before, when we were making plans to leave as a family, that we couldn’t trust anyone, especially so-called authorities.”

“What about your family?”

“I miss them terribly.” She wiped at her eyes. “If I went there, they would be involved and thus in danger. They probably think we’re dead. It must feel so awful, but I can’t risk letting them know. I don’t know if they have my family watched or bugged or anything like that.”

“And you think this is all because they want Wyatt...sorry, Jackson, to be initiated into the family business?”

“Family is everything to them.”

“I’m sure there is someone we can reach out to for help. They couldn’t have gotten to everyone in the FBI. I mean, even in the movies there is always that one good guy.”

“This isn’t the movies, Wesley.” Her voice was harsh and serious.

“I know it isn’t, I...” He stopped, for what could he say?

The whole situation seemed ridiculous and fictional. How could the sweet woman he had fallen for been married to a man in a mob...a mob? He clenched the steering wheel so tightly his knuckles turned white.

“Wesley,” she said, but it didn’t filter through. “Wesley!” she repeated sharply.

“Yeah,” he finally responded, anger rushing through him.

“The situation might be dangerous, but I have to get back to my son alive. So would you please slow down?”

Wesley glanced down at the speedometer. He had been driving almost a hundred miles an hour and turns were coming ahead. In shock he took his foot off the gas.

“I’m sorry.” He blew out a breath and shook out his hands one at a time.

“If you changed your mind about us now that you know, I wouldn’t hold it against you. It’s a lot to take in, and could be dangerous, and well...”

“Why would what happened in your past change how I feel about you now?”

“It means we come with baggage that might be too heavy, even for a tough man like you to carry.”

“If a man can’t carry the weight of love, then he should remain alone.” 

“So... you’re so angry because you blame Jimmy for all of this.”

“Why wouldn’t I? He took you and Jackson from your family knowing full well what he was taking you into.”

“He didn’t have a choice. They would have forced us to go, and my family might have suffered. I didn’t understand that then, but I do now.”

“He should have disappeared with you all then.” His breath sucked in and out, and he felt himself pushing the gas down again and clenching his hands.

Yet, Lailah, or Audrey, turned in her seat and just stared at him. With a glance he saw that her face wasn’t contorted in anger or sadness, but wonder.

“You realize if he would have done that, we would have never met.”

His body relaxed slightly as he met her eyes briefly, the dash lights brightening them. “You realize that I love you both enough that if it meant you didn’t have to go through the nightmare you did, then it would be okay.”

The statement held truth. The thought of never having met Wyatt or Lailah, left his insides empty, but if it meant Wyatt had a chance at a normal, happy life with his dad, and Lailah, he would give it up to keep them from that pain.
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Audrey watched as the sky lightened and the tip of the sun crested the horizon in front of them. In that moment everything was forgotten. Nothing existed except the beauty of the world and the miracle of a sunrise. 

It didn’t take long before she found herself wanting to share the beauty with her son. “Look at the...” she said, but when she turned, of course Jackson wasn’t in the backseat.

Rather than her son’s sweet voice, a deep, low voice responded. “It is amazing.”

Reality settled back on her then like a shawl of doom, but when the cowboy’s eyes met hers, her body relaxed and she could focus on the beauty of the moment again.

“I miss him, too,” he said, his voice barely loud enough for her to hear.

Not only had he said he missed her son, but he noticed that she was. It overwhelmed her with how much Wesley had become a part of them, and yet, as she settled back into her seat, she realized how good it felt.

“Thank you,” she said.

“For missing Wyatt...or Jackson? What am I supposed to call him now?”

“I meant for being here. I never thanked you. As far as Jackson, I...I don’t know. I need to keep our location safe.”

“I will do whatever you are comfortable with. Of course, once we’re married, you’ll have a new last name anyway.” He glanced at her. “What is your last name?”

“Murphy,” she said, still trying to wrap her mind around marrying Wesley. It was the best thing for Jackson, and she definitely had feelings for Wesley...if only she could get past her guilt.

“Well, Audrey Miller is definitely different than Audrey Murphy.”

“I like the sound of it,” she said, offering him a small smile. Wesley really had been everything she needed and the perfect gentleman. If life had been different, if she didn’t feel bound still by her late husband and her past, she could allow herself to fall in love with him...who wouldn’t?

She promised herself that after this was all over, she would try. While they drove down the road she couldn’t help but wonder if she would have already given into his charm if she hadn’t had the accident. If her memory served her correct, they had started a budding connection the day she fell off her horse and lost her memory.

Wesley’s cell phone rang, and Audrey’s heart hammered. She longed to hear Jackson’s voice, but she feared she would hear his heartache and fear. Wesley handed her the phone. “I’m driving, besides it’s for you.”

She took the phone and blew out a breath before she answered. “Hello?”

“Mommy!” Jackson cried. He didn’t call her Mommy much anymore, and it ripped at her heart that she wasn’t there with him. “I’m sorry I told Wes. I was scared. I didn't know what to do. Are you mad at me?”

“Of course I’m not mad at you, Sweetie. I am sorry I left you like I did. I should have found a different way to make this happen.”

“I’m just glad Wes found you. He promised to bring you back to me, and I know he keeps his promises.”

Audrey glanced at Wesley, his steadfast presence exuding confidence and protection for those he loved. “Yes. Yes, he does.”

“Where are you now?”

“About ten hours away from Chicago.”

“When will you be home?”

“I’m hoping very late tomorrow night, more like early morning.”

“That isn’t too bad...”

“Are you okay? Grandma okay?”

“She’s still sleeping. Which is good. She’s going to be mad when she wakes up.”

“Please tell her I’m sorry. This is all my fault.”

“You’re doing this for me, Mom. I know it. Once she understands, she will be okay with it.”

“You are a very smart boy, Jackson.”

“Mom!” he warned.

“It’s okay, Sweetie. I told Wesley everything.” She held Wesley’s eyes as long as she could before he focused back on the road. “There are no more secrets between us.”

“That’s a good thing. He’ll protect us. I know it.”

“He will. And, Jackson? I’m doing this for all of us.”

“All of us, like we are going to be a family?” The excitement in his voice squeezed her heart.

“Yes, Sweetie.” She reached out and placed a hand on Wesley’s arm, meeting his eyes when he glanced at her. “A family.”

Saying goodbye to Jackson made her nauseous. She wished he could be with them. That’s how it was supposed to be. She turned her head away, looking out her window into the fields that blurred by in rows of green and gold.

She let her mind relax until she heard Wesley’s stomach growl. Her tears had long dried, and she held onto the peace the land had given her. When she turned toward Wesley, he smiled sheepishly.

“I don’t know about you, but my stomach is eating me alive.” He yawned. “And I could use some coffee. Would you mind a short stop?”

Audrey glanced at the clock on the dash. It was ten o’clock. They had about another eight hours of driving or so until they arrived at the small town just over state line where she had planned to stay the night.

“It would probably be good to get fueled up. Both us and the car. I’ll drive the next leg.” She did her best to give him a smile.

While eating breakfast in the mom and pop diner they found, she realized that the breakfast, or brunch, was as close to a date that they had ever had.

“What’s that smile all about?” he asked.

“I was just thinking...we’re talking about getting married, and this right here is the closest thing we have had to a date.”

Wesley’s face turned crimson, and he pulled on his shirt collar. “Well, I never claimed to be good at this or be conventional. If dates are what you want, we’ll start on that right away.”

Audrey laughed. Once she started, she couldn’t stop. The release of tension kept it coming in an ever-flowing fountain. When Wesley’s expression turned from bewilderment to embarrassment and she felt eyes from around the diner staring, she sucked it back and blew out some breaths.

“That wasn’t supposed to be funny,” Wesley muttered.

“I know. I’m sorry. I...” she shrugged. “Laughter is a good way to relieve stress, you know?”

“I didn’t, but if you say so.”

She reached out and laid her hand on his. “I think dating when we get back sounds wonderful. I don’t need anything fancy.”

“Well, that’s good because Clarity doesn't do fancy.”

She smiled. “I like simple. A ride out and a picnic or a drive on the back roads. Just time to get to know each other.”

“I say we start now, then. Right?”

“One super long, very unconventional first date.”

“Why not?” He smiled that smile that drove her wild, and she embraced the warmth it created within her.

“Why not.” She squeezed his hand, and he wrapped his fingers in between hers. 

She could do this. She could love again, for Jackson, for Wesley, and for herself.
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Wesley set his hat on the bed closest to the door and tugged at the collar of his shirt. He hadn’t stayed in hotels since he rode on the circuit back in high school, and being in the room with Lailah...his skin felt on fire and cold all at once.

“So...only one room, huh?” he said, trying to keep his voice from giving him away.

“That’s all they had. At least there are two beds. That would have been awkward.” She laughed, a little too forcibly.

His nerves somewhat settled hearing her nervousness as well. “It’ll be like a slumber party.”

She turned to look at him, her head at an angle. “I wouldn’t have thought you to be the slumber party type.”

He allowed a bellowing laugh to escape and ease his tension as he bounced onto the bed. “I wasn’t, but it’s never too late to start, right?”

“Guess not,” she said as she peeked into the bathroom. “Well, it’s not the worst place I’ve stayed in, but I wouldn’t call it the best either.”

“We could have gone into the next town?”

She shook her head. “No. That’s getting too close to their home territory. I already need to be careful.”

“Well, let’s try that wig on then.” He had suggested they go by a costume store they saw in one of the bigger cities on their way. He didn’t know much about hiding out from a mob, but he had watched a few movies. Not that he would mention that to Lailah again. 

She twisted her face up in disdain. “I can’t imagine myself a dark-haired girl.”

“Well, red would have made you stand out too much.” He winked. “As good as you looked in it.”

She rolled her eyes. “So, I’m thinking with the dark hair, dark makeup, and well, the clothes I normally wear these days, I shouldn’t be recognized.”

“What would have normally worn?”

“Fancy dresses, high-heels, and all the things a mobster’s wife should wear.” She smiled.

“Funny.”

“Seriously, though, fancy, city.”

“Well, maybe you should tie a bandana in your hair and...” he couldn’t finish because he cracked himself up.

“We don’t want to stand out, either. Speaking of standing out,” she nodded toward his hat, something he only took off in the house, “you’ll have to leave the hat in the car.”

“But...”

“No buts. You’ll already stand out, and with the hat, everyone will look. There aren’t many cowboys in Chicago.”

“What do you mean I will already stand out?”

“Do you not look at yourself in the mirror? You’re tall, like really tall, and you’re built like an ox, and you're handsome...”

“You think I’m handsome?” A genuine smile took over his face, and his heart galloped. He knew she felt something too.

“Of course I do,” she said before busying herself with something in her bag. “I’ll be right back.” She glanced at him enough that he saw the pink in her cheeks, and it made his heart canter. 

He licked his lips as he paced the tiny room. How would he make it lying in a bed next to hers all night long?

By the time Lailah finally came out, he felt like a caged animal needing escape, but seeing her look so different made him pause. She was still so beautiful, but more dark than the sweet Lailah he knew. The short raven hair and dark eyeliner made her eyes pop out even more than they already did. The red lipstick highlighted her plush lips.

“Wow,” he said and swallowed.

“Weird, huh?”

“It is. I definitely like your sweet self better, but this is well...I don’t think you’re going to not stand out.”

“Lipstick too much?”

“Yeah, something like that.”

“I’ll wash it off, and then let’s get some food and some sleep. It’ll take us another three or four hours to get to the bank, and I want to get there at opening time in hope there are less people.”

“Food sounds good to me.”

During dinner he never got used to seeing Lailah in the wig, or how her eyes stood out even more. He had to sit on his hands because he wanted to touch her hair, pull her close, and smell the lilac scent to remind himself she really was his sweet Lailah.

On the walk back to the motel, he couldn’t help not having contact anymore. He reached for her hand, and when she turned and smiled at him instead of pulling away, he intertwined his fingers with hers.

He had decided to shower as soon as they made it back to the motel. It was so awkward just standing in a room with her and two beds. 

The whole time he took a shower, he wondered how he should act when saying goodnight. What he should say? He wanted to kiss her, but being there alone in the hotel room with two beds...it didn’t seem like the right place. 

He feared she would get the wrong impression. He knew her enough to know her morals. Besides, the only kiss they had shared had been stolen. At least he saw that he stole it from her. She hadn’t fought him, hadn’t pulled away, but once again, it was the wrong timing. 

Once redressed in the sweatpants they had also picked up, he still had no idea what to say, but he went out with a prayer, and realized he hadn’t needed to stress. 

Only Lailah’s face peeked out of the covers, her blond hair across her face. Stuffing the urge to sweep it behind her ear, he tip-toed to his own bed, turned down the lights, and crawled under the covers.

It was only then that exhaustion finally hit him, and he realized that he had been awake for almost forty-eight hours. Well, he had gotten a few hours of sleep before Wyatt had woken him. No wonder Lailah already breathed deep in sleep.

He closed his eyes, serenaded to sleep by her slow, deep breathing, a sound he knew he would never tire of.

~*~
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The alarm blared like the roar of a siren, sending Audrey straight up in bed, heart racing and fear spiking like little pinpricks all over her chest. She slammed the off button, panting as the memories came rushing back in.

They came so fast she held her head with her hands.

“You okay?” a deep, sleep-filled voice asked.

Wesley. His name popped in her mind and with it a rush of emotion, yearning, and comfort. She nodded her head, opening her eyes to see his shadowed figure standing next to her bed.

As he sat on the side of her bed and reached out for her, she came willingly, only slightly starting as she felt her head lean against his bare chest. The contact felt like fire, but a fire of warmth and safety, and she welcomed it.

His hands rubbed her back soothingly, and she wished she could just curl up in his lap and fall back asleep. The bank. She had to get to the bank and back home to Jackson. 

Grudgingly, she pushed away from the bare-chested cowboy holding her. She was glad the light was still off to hide the heat that filled her as she thought it might not be too bad married to such a man. Not too bad at all.

“I’ll let you use the bathroom first.” He stood and held a hand down to her.

“Thank you,” she said, trying out her voice, hearing the murmur of sleep still on her lips.

A quick shower helped wake her up, clearing her senses, but she couldn’t wash off the warmth from her cheek where it had rested on Wesley’s bare skin. She needed to get this done so she could concentrate on her new life. A widow no more, but a wife of a Wyoming rancher.

A wry smile curved her lips as she wiped off the steam from the mirror. Who would have ever thought she would find herself here. First, she had to finish the last page of her old life...the most dangerous one.

The drive there felt tense. She didn’t feel in the mood for small talk or to share more about her past. It took her whole will-power to wrap her mind around returning and how she could get in there, get the money, and disappear again.

It all sounded so easy when rehearsing it, but a heaviness loomed over her. Nothing had ever been easy when dealing with the Murphys. She should expect trouble, and plan accordingly.

“Wesley, if...” She swallowed and tried again. “If something should happen to me, will you promise me you will take care of Jackson as if he was your own?”

“I already see him as my own. That’s why nothing is going to happen to you. You see, I promised him I would bring you home, and I intend to do just that.”

Audrey blew out a breath. Why did she always fall in love with stubborn men? She glanced at Wesley, feeling the shock travel through her system. Was she really in love with Wesley?

The thrumming in her heart and fluttering in her belly told her ‘yes.’ Why, then, was she putting him in danger?

“I need you to stay in the car,” she said, fear quivering her voice.

“Not a chance.”

“Wesley, you don’t understand what these men are capable of.”

“And you don’t know that side of me that comes out when someone I love is threatened. You aren’t leaving my sight.”

She growled, the low vibration tickling her throat and reminding her of Jackson when he was little. “Fine. But it must not seem like we’re together.”

Wesley scrunched his eyebrows and kept his gaze on the road. A minute or two later he responded. “That actually might be a good idea, but you won’t leave my sight.”

“Except to go into the vault.”

He scratched his chin and then nodded his head. “We’ll see.”

Audrey decided to leave it at that. She knew it wasn’t any use to argue with him anyway.

“Turn into that parking garage on your right,” she directed, her heart feeling like it pounded away in her throat. The oppression of the city weighed on her. How had she ever lived here? 

Love. It made almost anything seem bearable, even a chaotic, dangerous city. And now love brought her back, hopefully for the briefest visit possible.

When Wesley parked, she remained motionless. Fear ricocheted within her like a pinball on fire. How would she get through this?

Wesley handed her the wig with a smile. “You got this. A simple in and out, and we’re on our way home.”

Home. She liked the sound of that. Clarity, Wyoming. Miller Ranch. Home.
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Wesley watched Lailah from about twenty yards behind as she weaved in and out of pedestrian traffic. He couldn’t believe the amount of people walking the sidewalks and driving on the street. How could so many people live so close?

He had a difficult time keeping an eye on her while avoiding running into others and apologizing when he bumped shoulders or bags or anything else. By the time he followed her into the massive bank building that rose stories high, he swore he had touched a hundred people. The need for a shower overwhelmed him until he saw the short, raven haired beauty sneaking a glance back at him, her chest falling in relief.

She was glad he was there, even if she didn’t say it.

It took a few moments, but soon someone came out to take her into the vault. She turned before rounding the corner, her eyes finding his. He could read her fear from there, and he almost followed her. A small shake of her head, had him sitting back in his seat.

The next ten minutes were the longest in his life. People came in and left. Tellers watched him, wariness in their eyes. He did his best to sit still on the bench against the wall and look unassuming.

He didn’t know how Lailah and Wyatt had so quickly worked their way into his heart, but he couldn’t see his life without him. And though her agreeing to marry him as if it were a way to solve a problem rather than for love was not what he wanted, he had faith that it would turn into a love-filled relationship.

When Lailah exited from the rear of the bank, Wesley swore the air in the bank became lighter and filled with honeysuckle. Relief poured through him. It took all his resolve not to rush up and embrace her. Instead, his foot tapped the floor waiting for her to pass him and out into the chaotic street. 

He pushed to the edge of his seat just as Lailah’s steps faltered and hesitated. She ducked her head and continued walking. Wesley didn’t wait, he rose to follow her. Something caused her hesitation. No way would he worry about following too close now.

Looking past her, five men in sleek suits strutted straight toward the woman he loved. He hoped his judgement was wrong, but when she turned to veer in a different direction, one of the men took two quick strides and grabbed her arm.

Fire erupted in Wesley’s veins, propelling him forward as the rest of the world disappeared. Rage colored his vision in a red haze. He pulled the man’s hand off, reaching back to punch the guy who dared to touch his Lailah.

His fist was caught in a vice grip as more hands wrapped around his elbows and cold steel pressed into his back. Yet, he still struggled against the three men holding him to get to Lailah.

“Let’s not cause a scene,” the man behind him hissed in his ear.

Lailah’s gaze burned into his, a fire growing until he saw a side of her he decided he never wanted to cross. She looked directly at the tallest man. “You leave him out of this.”

“Everyone just settle down,” the man said calmly, coming up to gently touch Lailah’s cheek. “No one is going to get hurt. We just need to talk. You look like someone I know. I just need to be sure you aren’t her.”

Wesley saw the look exchanged between the two. When Lailah’s shoulders relaxed, he knew one of two things. She felt safe with the man, or she had given up. If only she would turn to him one more time, maybe he could tell by looking at her eyes.

“Would you step over here, miss, so I may ask you a few questions?”

She glanced quickly back at Wesley, too quickly, and whispered something he couldn’t hear.

“He won’t be harmed. You have my word.” He nodded to his men who loosened their hold, but did not completely let go.

He took advantage of the moment, ripped one arm free and landed a punch in the jaw of the man holding the gun against his back. People murmured and began hurriedly rushing toward the exit.

The tall man took two tall steps toward Wesley, and lowered his voice. “We can’t afford a scene, man. I just need to verify your lady friend here isn’t the person she was mistaken for. It would be in everyone’s best interest if you just relaxed.”

Something about the way the man said it, and the intensity in his eyes, made Wesley drop his clenched fists to his sides and nod. “If I even get an inkling that harm is going to come to her, God help me...”

“She won’t be harmed. I give you my word.”

“Where I come from a man’s word isn’t taken lightly.”

“As is where I come from.”

Wesley clenched his jaw and let his eyes meet Lailah’s. She gave the slightest nod as the man took her to the side, out of ear shot. A man that he finally understood why he looked a little familiar. He had the same high cheeks and strong chin as Wyatt.

~*~
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Audrey bit her cheek so she wouldn’t pass out. Her knees trembled, and all she could think of was Jackson safe on a ranch in the middle of nowhere. Her breath came in heaving gasps as William stared down on her.

“What were you thinking coming back here? You should know we have people everywhere.”

She looked deeper into him, trying to read his motivation. 

“I had just convinced them that you and Jackson were gone. Either taken by the other side or disappeared into oblivion. They had finally decided to let it go. Then you come waltzing in here in a cheap wig and think you can hide? Those eyes will give you away every time.”

Audrey’s throat clenched. William had come through. Jimmy’s favorite brother. The one that had warned her to leave months ago now. Somehow guilt sank in her stomach.

“I needed...I...”

“I know what you came here for.” He let out an exasperated sigh.

“You going to take it?” she asked, pulling the bag with more money than she had dreamed of inside of it closer to her.

“Jimmy earned that money. More than earned it, and he would want you and Jackson to have it. At least you were smart enough to not bring the boy back. How is he?”

She saw the love he had for his nephew, and the concern in his brow.

“He’s happy, living the life he has chosen.”

William shot a glance toward Wesley, and nodded his head at him. “Did you choose that, too?”

A small smirk tugged at the corner of her lip. “Actually, he did.”

“He’s quite the specimen. The way he’s dogging me makes me think all you would have to do is give the word, and he wouldn’t stop until he bled out.”

Audrey’s eyes narrowed.

“Just a figure of speech, but he looks like that type.”

“He is, and it would be best if you just let us go. Otherwise you’ll have a mess to clean up. We know how Father doesn’t like messes.”

William laughed, a sarcastic laugh full of years of pain. “So true. You know. Sometimes I think Jimmy was the lucky one.”

The statement ripped at her heart, but she understood what his brother meant. The weight of the family business was heavy.

“Well, let’s not say that to Jackson.”

William nodded and hung his head for a minute. “He wanted you to be happy, you know that, don’t you? He wanted you two to have a normal life. If that’s what this,” he nodded toward Wesley again, “means, then do it, and know that Jimmy would give his blessing.”

Audrey’s mouth fell open and tears burned her eyes. “William, I...you were always his favorite.”

“I know,” he said with a grin. “Now you tell my nephew that I expect him to grow up to be that cowboy he always wanted to be.” He eyed her boots and raised his eyebrows. “And tell him to forget me, and the Murphy name. He needs to forget and never return. You too.” 

Audrey blinked back the tears.

“Give me your word that my nephew will be kept safe and have a happy childhood, free to do whatever he wants with his life.”

“I give you my word,” she choked out.

He nodded. “I give you mine that I never saw you.”

He searched her eyes for one long moment before striding away. “Come on, boys. It’s not her. I don’t know what they were thinking.”

As soon as they left, her body shook with emotion. She would have fallen right then, if Wesley hadn't been there to catch her and scoop her into his arms.

“It’s alright. It’s going to be alright.” she said, staring into his eyes. Relief filled her as guilt slipped away, disintegrating as she lost herself in her guardian cowboy’s eyes.

William giving his blessing was as good as Jimmy himself. She could now release her past life and focus on her future...well, first this moment.

The way he looked at her right then, there was only one thing on his mind.

“I would have fought ‘til my dying breath and never thought twice if you had given me the word. I can’t live without you. Do you understand that?”

She swallowed. “I do,” she whispered, and she did. It wasn’t until the moment the men had him pinned that she realized just how much he had come to mean to her...just how much she loved him. “I love you, Wesley Miller.”

He didn’t wait long enough to respond with words, his hot, needy lips captured hers. Just like last time, it sent fireworks off in her head, but this time a deeper knowing consumed her. A knowing that he would be the last man she would ever kiss, a knowing that he was her and Jackson’s home, wherever that led them.
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~21~
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Wesley paced the room as he waited for Lailah to consent to him racing her to the hospital. She had been stopping to breathe the way those classes taught her for what seemed like hours. Though he knew how to deliver horses, the thought of having to deliver his own child sent cold ripples up his spine.

Wyatt sat on the couch, his hands clamped together and his legs bouncing. Though Lailah felt it might be safe to go back to their real names, she would rather not take the chance. Wyatt said that he would have chosen to keep being called Wyatt, so when he excitedly agreed to Wesley adopting him, they changed his name to Wyatt Jackson Miller.

“Hey,” Wesley said as he sat next to him. “You know she’ll be okay.”

“Yeah. I’ve seen enough births now to know, though, I also know that it isn’t easy. Mom’s tough though.”

“Yes, she sure is,” Wesley said with a smile as he thought of how much she had started helping around the ranch...until she got too big, that was.

“You’re going to be a real dad,” Wyatt said, though his eyes wouldn’t meet his.

Wesley squatted down, took the boy’s chin in his hand so he looked right at him. “I became a real dad the day you agreed to be my son.”

Wyatt didn’t say anything, but his eyes watered, and he wrapped his arms around Wesley. 

As excited as Wesley was to have a child of his own blood, nothing would ever replace Wyatt or his love for him.

Later that night, when Audrey’s labor had finally finished and she held a perfect baby girl in her arms, he called Wyatt into the room.

“Now I have a son and a daughter. My life feels complete.” He kissed the top of Wyatt’s head, his daughter’s cute little nose, and his wife’s beautiful lips. Life had become more than he had ever dreamed and so full of love that he felt his heart would burst.

“Well, don’t forget about Grandma.” His mom came wandering in. “Where’s my sweet little granddaughter?” She came over bearing the blanket she had crocheted for her and a bag she handed to Wyatt. “I didn’t forget my grandson.”

Wyatt smiled from ear to ear. “Thanks, Grandma.”

“Well, open it before you say thank you, dear. You might not like it.”

Wyatt pulled out a scarf with words sewn in. He read them aloud: “Big Brother.”

“That’s to protect you this winter while you’re riding with your dad, and to remind you that now you have a big responsibility. Big brothers are important to little sisters. She’s going to need your protection, too.”

“Thank you, Grandma.” He gave her a hug. “I love it.”

“I love you, dear, and this sweet miracle.” She cupped Lailah’s face then. “You have been such a precious gift to this family, dear. See, didn’t I tell you that God worked in mysterious ways. A little memory loss was worth all the reward, wasn’t it?”

Wesley wrapped an arm around his mom and pulled them all together. Now, life was complete. He didn’t know how much longer he would be granted time with his mom, but he would make sure each day love came first.

His life had taken turns he didn’t understand, living through his dad’s anger, having to give up his love of rodeo, his high school girl leaving him, and his mom getting sick. Yet, looking back he could see God working things perfectly paving the road to this moment right here. 

He held his family closer, breathing in their scent and the love that had grown each day they had together. He knew it would keep growing with each sunrise, and that was all he needed.

~*~
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Audrey was in heaven. The only thing that would have made the day more perfect were her own family being there with her. That came soon, though. As she pulled her daughter closer on her chest, she closed her eyes, breathing in that sweet newborn smell.

Wesley had figured out a way for them to meet her parents and sister without bringing attention to them. Through the Unforgettable Cowboys website that had brought so much support to him throughout her amnesia, he reestablished a connection with a friend, Ryder. He had met Ryder on the high school rodeo circuit.

Ryder had gotten him back in contact with their old rodeo friend, Jake, who still traveled the country year-round following all the big competitions. Jake had been their go-between to set up a meeting place. Audrey longed to hear their voices herself and counted the days until they met.

Of course, they had to wait until little Faith had built up some immunities, and then they would travel, meeting her family at an out-of-the-way location in the guise of being new rodeo fans.

She didn’t know if the Murphys were still watching them, but they couldn't take a chance.

The day arrived sooner than expected, and after six hours in the car and several nursing breaks, little Faith screamed to be held, and Wyatt itched to be unrestrained and running around. 

After much debate, they had finally agreed to let Mom stay at home with the horses. Kevin and Jenny would be staying there as a working vacation. It was now their slow time, so it would be a nice break away for them.

Audrey stretched the best she could while holding her precious miracle. She hadn’t expected to get pregnant so soon, but it seemed God had his own plan, and a month after they had wed, they found out a miracle had been born from their wedding night.

She smiled at the memory of the wedding. They hadn’t waited long after they returned from Chicago. Wesley was eager to make it official. She thought he worried she would run, but she had made her mind up the moment William had let them go. 

Nothing from her past, not guilt, nor loss, nor remorse would hold her back from living her life fully, and ensuring her son did as well.

Pastor George happily led the ceremony in the small Clarity chapel. The name of the town took on even more significance, losing her memory to gain clarity into her life, clarity and the ability to let her heart open to love once again.

From out of the crowd near the entrance of the rodeo, she saw a woman running toward her.

“Mom,” she whispered.

She handed her daughter to Wesley and then met her mom with open arms. Soon her father, sister, and Wyatt joined in for the family reunion embrace. After several minutes of crying and hugging, Audrey pulled back, took her parents’ hand and pulled them toward Wesley.

“Mom, Dad, Sis, meet my husband, Wesley, and our daughter Faith.”

Wesley took their hugs with smiles and cheer. Audrey sat back for a moment, reveling in the beauty of seeing her family all together. Wesley glanced up at her, a smile of pure joy and pride brightening his face.

His mom was right. God does work in mysterious ways. He used a fluke accident and memory loss to tie her to her Guardian Cowboy...and then double-knotted the knot. Now she could never see her life as any different. This was where she belonged.
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~EPILOGUE~
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Jake watched his friend’s wife’s reunion from the shade of an oak that grew close to the wall around the arena. When he had gotten the call from Wesley, he thought his old friend had lost it. The things these guys did in the name of love.

He shook his head, yet he couldn’t pull his eyes away from the happy group. He had a part in reuniting them, and it tugged on something in his chest. He wasn’t sure he liked the sensation, and yet he couldn’t walk away.

Wesley was one of his friends he thought would end up like him—bacheloring it for life. The Good Life. He chuckled, but the sound felt empty and weak.

Wesley’s life looked full. He proudly showed off the little bundle of pink in his arms as if she were a prize buckle he had just won. In fact, his friend looked happier than he had ever looked with a prize buckle...and that boy could have earned a whole lot more of them if he hadn’t have given up rodeo.

Dumbest decision of his life...or was it?

He yanked off his hat and wiped a sleeve across his head before shoving it back on.

“Aren’t you going to go talk to him?” That sweet voice pulled at him. He wished he had never offered to let her travel with him. It was her fault everything changed.

“No, Beth. I’m not. As you can see, he’s a bit preoccupied right now.” He hated the way his tone sounded demeaning and cold. Yet, it didn’t scare her off. She only raised an eyebrow and hooked her thumbs in the loops of her jeans.

“Well, I’m sure he would like to thank you. Look at what you did for them. You can feel the love and happiness from here.”

He rolled his eyes. So what if she was right. He wouldn’t admit it. Yet, as he allowed himself one more gander, that gaping hole inside of him yawned a bit further, crying out to be filled.

“You see, reuniting with your family could be absolutely beautiful.”

“I’ve got a bronc to ride. Enjoy the scene of beauty.” He strode away, wishing he hadn’t been so mean to her. He would make it up tonight, once he stopped the stupid emptiness inside of him from getting him all riled up. A good win would do that, and he didn’t expect anything less. He drew the best bronc in the circuit and knew tonight was his night. The sensation vibrated through him, as it always did right before a win.

Tonight he’d feel better, and maybe, just maybe, he could make it up to Beth...and forget that she was the one woman he couldn’t have.

*******
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Thank you for reading Wesley and Audrey’s story. I hope that you enjoyed their journey toward clarity and love.

If you did, please consider leaving me a review. I read each and every one as they help me gain insights to what my readers want more of.

Did you enjoy seeing Jake pop back into the series? Check out his full story in Falling for the Bronc Rider, Book One, of my newest series Faithful Cowboys, set to come out later this year in 2020.

Here are the links for reviews:

Amazon

BookBub

Goodreads –coming soon

If you enjoyed Her Guardian Cowboy, be sure you have read the entire six books in the series. Check out the series here to make sure!

If you enjoyed Unforgettable Cowboys, be sure to stay tuned for the start of my newest series Faithful Cowboys, a series that inspires hope, faith, and, of course, belief that love conquers all. 

Do you want to read more about Jake and Beth from 

Her Wounded Cowboy?

Stay tuned for my new series:

FAITHFUL COWBOYS: 

A Christian Rodeo Romance series
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Book One: FALLING FOR THE BRONC RIDER

A bronc riding confirmed bachelor, 

a chaste barrel racer full of hope, 

and the rodeos that push them together

Beth is fine being friends with Jake, but she won’t cross that line, even when circumstances push them to share the same living space.

Jake proudly wears the badge of confirmed bachelor. It suits his bronc riding career just fine. When Beth needs help, he offers her to ride along with him. 

Who knew the one girl he couldn’t have, would be the one to finally reach his heart.

Pre-Order Now!

Sign up for Danae’s Reader group 

to read the sneak peek as soon as it’s ready!
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Reach Out!
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I love to hear from my readers! Reach out on Facebook or leave a review. I personally read every message, review, and post from my readers!

Join Danae’s Reader Group for new release announcements and receive a FREE eBook!




Waiting for Her Guardian Cowboy? 

Have you read my More Than Friends Sweet Romance series yet?
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Start with Book One:
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More Than My Billionaire Boss

He needs a girlfriend. She is his devout assistant. One staged kiss changes it all.

Read Now!
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More Books by Danae Little:
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Fiction:

More Than Friends Sweet Romance series:

More Than My Billionaire Boss:

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07JFLC2TS

More Than My Ex-Fiancé:

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07JB473LK/ 

More Than My Brother’s Best Friend:

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07JHG4JPW/

More Than My Country Star Crush:

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07KNLS2G3/ 

More Than My Playboy Co-Worker

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07L7W2LCS/ 

Unforgettable Cowboys:

Her Unexpected Cowboy

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07NZZ1NSR/ 

Her Dream Cowboy

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07SFYG7ZB

Her Wounded Cowboy

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07SXGL6FL 

Her Steadfast Cowboy

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07W7VMCYY/

Her Famous Cowboy

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07YYQCZ32/ 

Her Guardian Cowboy

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B084KZFP4L/
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Faithful Cowboys:

Falling for the Bronc Rider

http://www.amazon.com/dp/B085WLQ2WS
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Homestead series (not squeaky clean):

Finding Home (Homestead Book One): 

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0773RY9R5/

A Walk in Matt’s Shoes (Homestead Book Two):

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07D1CT9RW 

Misplaced Love: 

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07174G5M2/ 
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Children’s:

Doesn’t Everyone Love Dragons?:

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B01M750HPZ/ 
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Keepsake Journals:

Did You Hear That?: 

https://www.amazon.com/dp/1533431566/

Did You See That?: 

https://www.amazon.com/dp/1533452393 

Baby Blessings: 

https://www.amazon.com/dp/1537644769/
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Guided Journals:

Write Your Marriage Back Together:

https://www.amazon.com/dp/1544187289

Daily Marriage Appreciations Journal:

https://www.amazon.com/dp/1544923333/

Marriage Problem Solving Journal: 

https://www.amazon.com/dp/1544707347/
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Memoir:

Carson’s Gifts: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B00DFMGE5K/ 
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Non-Fiction:

Interactive Classroom Management: Interactive Tools:

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B01G7SW42U/
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR
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Danae Little writes sweet, clean romance as well as some women’s fiction. Each book that she writes holds an element of hope that leaves her readers saying, “Aww!” at the end of the story.

Danae Little lives in a small town at the base of the Sierra’s with the adventurous love of her life and their miraculous son. She spends her days feeling blessed to be chasing imaginary dragons in their magical forest and finding any quiet moment possible to put pen to paper.

Follow Danae on:

Facebook

Twitter

BookBub

Newsletter

Join Danae’s VIP Readers
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