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Only three more hours.

Curt McAllister yawned. His work-hardened hands grasped the steering wheel of his truck as he blinked several times to focus on Wyoming’s State welcome sign. Finally home, well, in his home state at least.

He squinted into the dark night. Somewhere up there the Green River Saloon’s bright neon lights would welcome him. Just as expected, around the next corner the sign’s green glow lit the deserted highway. Curt sat back into the seat of the pickup, his mouth salivating over the thought of a piping hot cup of coffee. 

Pulling up in the gravel parking lot, he took notice that the only other vehicles that had found the twenty-four hour restaurant were a semi and an older sedan. After stepping out into the frigid air, he stretched, planted his straw cowboy hat on his head, and pulled up his collar to protect his neck against the cold. A muffled snort and a metal shoe scraping the ridged floor of the trailer he pulled caused him to slowly smile. 

“We’ll be home soon, boy.” Cold fingers ran up his spine with an odd, déjà vu feeling. 

He shivered and pulled his fleece-lined coat tighter around him as he made his way to the diner’s door. A breath of warm air welcomed him as he entered and rubbed his hands together to get the circulation going. 

At the clatter of the bell over the door, two heads turned toward him. A plump woman in her late forties stood behind the counter. His appearance interrupted her lazy thumbing through a Sears catalog. The other, a grizzled man, resumed his snooze over a cup of coffee at the counter. 

Soft Christmas music played from the overhead speakers and few decorations hung throughout the diner. A warmth settled in him...Christmas was just over a week away.

“Any snow yet?” the waitress asked as a greeting.

“No, ma’am.” 

“Well, ain’t too far off and about time. It’s been the driest winter in years. Well, choose a seat, cowboy. Coffee?” She flopped the catalog on the counter and slowly padded to the coffee pots without waiting for a response.

Curt eyed the restaurant and eased into a back booth where he could keep an eye on the door and out the window where his new stallion impatiently waited for him. He couldn’t wait to see the look on his brother’s face when he saw the beauty.

“Thank you,” Curt said as the waitress poured the black liquid into a cup beside him.

“Didn’t take you for a cream and sugar man, am I wrong?”

“No, ma’am. You’re spot on.”

“Mmhm, haven’t lost it after twenty-five years.” She winked at him as she ambled to the truck driver. When she topped off his mug, the man rubbed his eyes, but soon went back to hovering over his cup, his lids once more too heavy to keep open.

Curt took a tentative sip of the black brew. He closed his eyes to savor the aroma and the heat burning down his throat. A moment later he pulled out the paperwork from his coat pocket. This horse’s pedigree would jumpstart his horse breeding business. The feeling of satisfaction settled deep into him. He had waited a long time for this dream.

Headlights momentarily blinded him through the window as a small car whipped into the parking space next to his truck. The driver exited, short auburn hair whipping in the breeze. The woman tamed her locks with one hand while opening the back of her car with the other and soon produced a puffy down jacket. 

A tingle shot down his spine as his gaze followed her rushing into the diner. The bell clanged above the door. It sounded like fate calling him, but did nothing to wake him from his stupor. His breath caught in his throat as he watched her squeeze her fists into the folds of her arms. Her eyes darted frantically around the desolate diner.

“What can I do ya for?” the waitress asked with a touch of amusement in her voice.

Curt understood the waitress’s curiosity. Not many young women dressed in trendy business suits around these parts, especially at this late hour.

“Would you mind if I used your lady’s room?” The woman’s sweet voice floated to Curt, sending his heart into a gallop.

“No mind at all, Honey.” The waitress let loose a hearty chuckle as she pointed past Curt. 

“Thank you,” the young woman said before making her way toward him. Her gaze immediately found his, and her steps halted for a fraction of a second before she sped up her pace. Yet, her eyes never left his, eyes as green as the evergreen trees on his property.

She left the scent of honeysuckle trailing behind her, and a vision that haunted Curt to his core. Those eyes...

Even though it had only been a few minutes, it seemed an eternity had passed before she hesitantly exited the bathroom. Once again she scanned the restaurant and out the windows to the parking lot before she floated to the counter with much more confidence. She had smoothed her wild curls and didn’t hug herself as tightly. He wondered if her fair skin always looked like porcelain or if the late hours had caused her to pale.

“Feel better, Honey?” the waitress asked. 

“Yes, thank you,” she said, her voice sounding like music to Curt.

“You look tired.” The waitress offered a warm smile. “Could I get you some coffee? It would wake you right up.”

“Actually, I’m a tea drinker,” the woman said in an apologetic manner.

“Well, I’ve got some of that, too. How’d you like it?”

“With cream and two sugars, please.” She cautiously looked around the restaurant as the waitress made her tea. Her gaze collided with Curt’s again, and a slight pink filled her cheeks.

“Here you go, Honey, and I’ll be right back.” The waitress picked up the coffee pot and made her way toward Curt. 

Breaking his eyes away from those startling green ones, he turned his attention to the waitress. “Thank you.”

“Ya know, I’d make a move if I was you. Don’t look like she plans on staying long,” the waitress whispered with a wink.

“I appreciate the advice, ma’am, and the much needed coffee.”

She sung a few lines of a Christmas love song as she retreated back to the counter.

“What a sweet lad. Why if I was twenty years younger...” The waitress’s words were quiet, yet they still reached him.

He lowered his head to cover his embarrassment, but he kept his shielded gaze on the women. 

“Anyway, what’s a young, city girl like you doin’ out here in the middle of nowhere at the dead of night?” 

Curt almost choked on his coffee at the forwardness of the seasoned waitress.

The woman laughed, a musical note full of bells, but she swallowed the sound quickly as if it had surprised her and fervently looked around once more.  

“Taking a long drive,” she replied as she looked out the window from the direction she had come.

Curt wished he could see her eyes, for the sadness in her voice touched him deeply, filling him with a need to protect her.

“Well, that’s good enough for me. You looking for a place to rest your head awhile?” 

“No, thanks. I want to watch the sunrise this morning...” Her voice trailed off, and Curt had to shake the feeling she didn’t think she would be seeing many more of them. “Most likely I’ll get a room in Cheyenne.” 

Cheyenne. She still had quite the distance to travel. The waitress’s question echoed within him. What would this young woman be doing driving through Wyoming in the middle of the night? The way she kept looking down the road led him to believe it wasn’t an ordinary outing. In fact, she seemed downright scared.

“Well, you got another couple hours or so until dawn. If you change your mind, Rock Springs Inn is only ‘bout a half hour from here.”

“Thank you.” She smiled. A smile that, even as restrained as it seemed, made his breath come in short gasps. “Could I get this tea to go, please?” 

Curt blinked, realizing that his time to act quickly came to an end, and act he must. He didn’t understand it, but the need to talk with this green-eyed lady drove him like a cattle prod did a steer. 

“How much do I owe you?” she asked.

Curt folded the papers and stuffed them back into his inside pocket. His movement caused the lady to watch him, her beautiful strawberry mouth open and eyes wide.

“Two-fifty for the tea. Would you like something to eat on the road?” 

“Uh, no thank you.” She handed the waitress a five dollar bill.

“I’ll go get your change.”

“No need to do that,” the lady said, but her gaze never left Curt.

“Thanks, Honey. Now you drive careful. It’s real icy tonight and snow’s coming.” 

The lady tore her gaze away from his as he made his way toward them. She gave the waitress a cursory nod before heading out the door.

He had no idea what he would do or what he would say to the woman who had just escaped into the frozen night, but he had to try. Shoving his hat onto his head, Curt moved quickly to the counter. He handed the chuckling waitress a single bill that included a large tip.

“An ice breaker?” The waitress gave him the woman’s to-go tea that she had forgotten in her rush to leave.

“You’re a lifesaver,” he said to the waitress with a wink before pushing his way back out into the frigid air. He could practically taste the snow sure to fall at any moment.

The woman stood next to her car dancing a funny jig, to stay warm no doubt, while she dug through her purse. 

Curt stopped about two feet away from her, and she froze. Her eyes widened and her chest heaved. She licked her lips. Curt couldn’t drag his gaze away or get his voice to speak. 

Then she dropped her purse.

“Oh, my,” she cried out before squatting to recover the scattered items. 

Curt chuckled softly, set the cup on the roof of her car, and then squatted beside her to help pick up the pens, papers, receipts, gum, pepper spray, chocolate, and tampons that littered the icy ground. 

She frantically grasped the tampons and shoved them deep inside her purse, her face turning a lovely shade of pink in the glow of the neon light. Mumbling under her breath, she crammed the other items, now rough with fragments of dirt, into her purse. When her hand shot out to grab the objects on his open palm, sparks shot through him, igniting something primal.

They slowly rose. He looked down at her, a good six inches shorter than he stood. The scent of honeysuckle and familiarity wafted around him. It was a fragrance that tugged at his heart, making him yearn for home. 

Curt scratched at his day growth of beard. He pushed his hat back a tad to see her better. Her long, slender fingers twirled a gold pendent in the shape of a name, Kay. He found the nervous habit endearing.

He cleared his throat. “Kay?”

Her hand dropped from the necklace.

“I think you were looking for these.” He held up her keys and jingled them a little. 

She held her smooth hand out for them, her fingers brushed against his rough palm for a lasting moment. A rush of heat sprinted through him before he lifted his thick, calloused hand slowly away from hers. 

“Thank. . .” Her voice caught. “Thank you.” She stared at him for a moment before unlocking her door.

“You know, that’s not necessary around these parts.” Her cities ways pulled at something within him, making him want to shelter her from the coming storm, and whatever it was that made her expression turn to fright at any sound or movement.

“Oh,” she replied simply. 

Curt stood there, chastising himself for being unaccustomed to talking with attractive women. The lady eased herself into her car, and he expertly closed her door like they had been dating for years. As she started the car, his heart started pounding at seeing his chance about to disappear into the cold night. 

His glance caught the Styrofoam cup which he took off the roof of her car and tapped lightly on the window.

“You forgot this inside,” he said after she rolled down the window, unable to stop the silly grin that tugged his lips. 

“Oh, thank you...again.” She smiled, a jaw-dropping, world-spinning smile that made his heart race and his mind turn into a puddle. “I guess I am more tired than I thought.” 

Curt managed a nod, unable to do much else. Realization settled on him as she put her car in gear—she would drive away. He looked up into the blackness blanketing them, feeling the air crystalizing.  

“Snow’s coming. Drive slow and watchful. Think about finding a motel soon,” his low voice commanded, and he choked on his audacity to tell this stranger what to do. 

He couldn’t shake the feeling that she shouldn’t go. A tingle ran up his spine again, sending goosebumps along his flesh. With every ounce of him fighting the movement, he backed away from the car.

“I will, thank you,” she said, a hint of regret in her voice. She quickly looked around her, fear once again settling in her eyes. 

He tipped his hat and watched her back up. The gravel popped as she drove from the parking lot with one last lingering glance. An ache started in his heart and settled in his gut as he strode to his truck. 

The horse, Jasper, snorted his unhappiness of being stuck in the trailer. He needed to get him home, and yet Curt’s attention followed that small car and the auburn-headed, green-eyed beauty behind its wheel—Kay.

Hoisting himself into the driver’s seat of his truck, he had barely started the engine before shifting into reverse and following the car down the road. He had no idea what he would do, but for now they traveled the same direction. He might as well keep an eye on her.

Another shiver ran through his body. He couldn’t shake the feeling of impending doom. The snow started to fall just as he pulled onto the highway. Thick, heavy, sticky flakes clung to his windshield and reflected the glow of his headlights. It already stuck to the frozen road, creating a slippery sheet.

He bet that lady had no idea how to drive in snow. He pushed the gas pedal, driving as fast as he dared to catch up to her. 

Just as he rounded the corner and saw the red glow of her taillights through the heavy snow, a deer jumped down the mountain and into her path.

“Don’t swerve. Don’t swerve.” He heard his whispered warning.

The frantic deer jumped out of the way at the last minute, but the damage had been done. Kay had swerved, and the car slid sideways across the road. Then it spun around and around.

Horror gripped Curt as he helplessly watched the car spin and finally catch pavement, rolling over toward the cliff and toward the abyss below. He knew the darkness held one of the deepest canyons around, a place of no return this time of year.

He stopped the truck, the steering wheel indenting under his white-knuckled death grip. His teeth clenched and ground as he sent up a prayer knowing he had no control over what happened next. 

The strength of the metallic crunch shocked him as Kay’s car careened into a tree and then teeter-tottered at the edge of the cliff. His blood pulsed with action then. Scrambling out of the truck, he slipped and slid his way toward Kay. The truck’s headlights reflected off the overturned car in front of him.

“Be alive. Be alive.” Flashes of his parent’s crash clouded his vision as he threw himself to the car so close to falling down into the abyss. He wouldn’t let her die on him.

With fists clenched, he knelt at the driver’s side of the overturned car. Shifting so his shadow didn’t block the truck’s headlights, he saw the shattered window with an auburn head dangling lifeless from it. Blood dripped from her curly strands of hair.

“No! You’re going to make it. I’m going to get you out of there.” He reached in to undo the seatbelt that kept her hanging upside down. It wouldn’t budge. Crawling back out, he dug in his tight jeans to pull out his multi-tool. The car groaned and inched its way toward the edge. Soon the weight would pull it all the way over. That thought spurred Curt into frantic action.

He sawed his way through the thick fabric of the seat belt. With only a few more threads left, the car screeched against the tree that held it. The cracking urged him on. 

He reached in to support the woman as he hacked through the last pieces of the belt. She fell into his arms, he tugged her out of the wreckage, and right onto the gravel shoulder as the tree cracked in a loud echoing crash. The car lost its hold on the shoulder and screeched off the edge of the cliff, crashing, squealing, and fighting its way down into the deep canyon. 

He threw himself over the woman’s lifeless body as the world blasted debris around them. “I’ve got you. Hold tight. You’re going to make it, Kay.”

The silence after the crash was deafening. Then her eyelids blinked and finally opened. Her dazed expression did not show reaction or understanding, but she was alive. A huge, perfect snowflake landed on her nose. He leaned over her and gently wiped it away. His eyes, only a few inches from hers, stared down into her, willing her to remain conscious.  

“Hello, My Cowboy. I knew you would come for me.” Her weakly spoken words echoed in his mind as she closed her eyes and passed out. 

He felt her pulse, rapid but strong. She would make it. She had to.
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Pain lanced Kay’s entire body. A steady, monotone beeping echoed in an otherwise silent room. Opening her eyes felt like trying to pry open a rusted door. Eventually, fuzzy, white walls came into focus. Yet even the slightest movement lacerated her head. 

Moving only her eyes she attempted to gain understanding of her surroundings. A TV, blank of life, hung in the corner above a cushy chair with a folded blanket resting on the arm. A monitor with zigzag lines moving across it and an IV bag stood next to her.

Her heart hammered as realization filtered in. She was in a hospital.

Shifting sent stabbing pains throughout her and mumbled groans escaped her chapped lips. Why was she in the hospital feeling like she got run over by a semi?

Quiet, quick footsteps echoed closer toward her. Turning her head toward the sound sent waves of pain that clouded her vision. Slowly, her gaze came to focus on a kind, young face. The nurse with dark doe eyes, long dark hair, and a sweet smile looked down at her.   

“Kay, my name’s Maggie. I’m your ICU nurse.” She laid her hand on hers. “Can you hear me?” 

She attempted to say yes but no sound escaped her. So she tried to nod, but pain lanced through her head with the effort. 

“That’s great, Kay. Now I don’t want you to try and move. Just listen, okay? You were involved in an automobile accident and suffered a severe head injury. Do you remember this?” 

Car accident? Her heart raced as she realized her mind was void and blank. 

“Don’t you worry none about that. Your memory will probably return as well as your motor skills. Give yourself time,” the nurse said, as if she could read her mind.

Panic steadily increased within her as if the liquid dripping into her veins fed it. A thought just out of reach kept trying to remind her of something important, something she needed to remember. The intensity caused her eyes to squeeze shut and darkness to call to her. 

“Rest, Kay. You are on your way. You have passed the biggest obstacle already.” 

A gentle hand squeezed hers before the nurse’s shoes squeaked on the floor as she moved around the room. She fell back into the black abyss of sleep.

The amount of time that had passed felt clouded. It could have been a minute, an hour, or a day for all she knew. Her consciousness slowly woke, but she kept her eyes shut. Confusion filtered into her as her body gratefully stayed numb. 

Shuffling footsteps announced the arrival of someone. The chair next to her squeaked with weight and a hand rough with callouses gently took hers, encompassing it with warmth.

“I’m back, Darlin’. The food here is terrible. I can’t wait to get back to the ranch and have Cherry cook us up a real meal.” The masculine, deep voice resonated a twinge of familiarity, but she still couldn’t place the country drawl. “The doctor tells me to keep talking to you, that you can hear me. I just don’t know where to start. There is so much to tell you, so much to ask.” 

She kept her eyes shut, hoping that something, a name, a face, a memory would work its way into her fuddled mind before she had to meet this person. 

“Nurse Maggie said that you’re making progress. When you wake up, you and me, Darlin’, have a lot to talk about. I need to know...I need to know how to protect you.”

Protect her? She wondered from what he felt he needed to protect her, and yet with the thought a wild fear stirred within. He squeezed her hand, and with that reassuring touch, a sense of safety and comfort washed over her. Yet she couldn’t remember his face or any concrete memories. Searching her mind only left her more despondent. Her mind was blank, a void that held only a depth of uneasy, anxious blackness. 

The man continued talking. She focused on his words once again, something about a ranch and horses, especially a specific horse named Jasper. With the mention of the magnificent animal, she longed to be astride one. The longing held no tangible memory, but it was the first personal thing she felt.

“Darlin’, I wish I knew you could hear me. I would tell you the more important things, the things you need to know.” 

The things I need to know. Like who she was? Who he was? Why she felt this sense of urgency flooding her? She focused until she felt her hand squeeze the rough one on top hers.

The man drew in a sharp breath. “Kay? Was that a reflex or can you hear me?” 

His excitement made her heart yearn. How long had he been sitting here waiting for her to wake up? With less effort this time, she squeezed his hand again. 

The man stood in a rush, still holding her hand. He kissed her on the forehead.

The feeling of his warm, moist lips touching her skin caused her eyelids to flutter open, leaving her unfocused eyes searching the room.

“I’m right here, Darlin’.” A calloused hand brushed the side of her face. “I knew you’d make it through.” His country drawl brought her now-focused gaze to him. 

A handsome face of some odd thirty years hovered over her. His deep blue eyes penetrated her depths. He swiped at his messy blonde hair. His slightly crooked nose and lopsided grin touched a hidden place in her. 

A noise and pressure surrounding her left arm shocked her out of her study of the man who called her Darlin’.

“It’s just the blood pressure cuff. That dang thing comes on almost every twenty minutes. Don’t worry none, you’ll get used to it. I have,” he reassured.

She moved her mouth to respond, but once again no sound emitted.

“Are you trying to tell me something, Darlin’?” 

She squeezed his hand. 

“The nurse said the breathing tube they removed yesterday would leave your throat a little raw.”

She tried to swallow, but she couldn’t seem to wet her parched throat.

“I’ll call the nurse.” 

She held tight to his hand, not wanting the only person that connected her to life to leave her side. 

He didn’t loosen his grip while pressing a button connected to the bed.

“Nurse’s Station,” a voice said over a crackling box.

“Yes, this is ICU room 19. Could you please send Maggie in here?”  

“She’s on her way, sir.” His gaze never left hers. A fierce expression filled his eyes.

Not a moment later quick, squeaky footsteps came through the curtain and into the room.

“Well, isn’t this wonderful,” the doe-eyed nurse from before said. She silently checked all the gadgets hooked up to her and then turned her attention to the man. “She is progressing well, Mr. McAllister. I would say, I mean we have to wait and see, but it seems to me like she might be out of her coma for good!”

“I knew she could do it,” he said as if he felt pride for her achievement.

“We took her off the sedatives yesterday. That is why she looks more alert this morning.” The nurse turned back to her and took her right hand. “Kay, can you let me know you hear us talking?” 

Kay, she had called her that before. Relief filled her. She had a name. She tried to speak, but when she still couldn’t produce sound, she squeezed the nurse’s hand. 

“That’s good, Honey. Your voice should return soon. Do you remember who I am?” 

She tried to nod and winced with the effort.

“Very good. Your short-term memory seems to be improving. Do you remember the car accident?” 

She looked away from the nurse, caught the man’s concerned gaze, and then hid her eyes.

“That’s okay. You might never remember it, and sometimes that’s a blessing.” Nurse Maggie looked over at the man with a soft smile and then back at her. “Kay, do you remember this man?” 

Kay looked toward the man that the nurse had called Mr. McAllister. He stood there, tense and alert. His gaze dropped to the floor before rising to hold her eyes in a possessive regard. 

She searched for any memories. A soothing sense of familiarity filled her. She longed for him to hold her and tell her everything would be okay. Yet, no specific memories came to surface, not even a name. Her eyes fell to the sheets covering her.

“Don’t worry, Darlin’.” The man’s soft voice sounded a little relieved, which left even more confusion warring inside of her.

“That’s alright, Kay. Your long-term memory usually is the last to return.” The nurse nodded sympathetically at Mr. McAllister. “Your job is to remind her about your relationship, anything and everything about her life, and to be patient.” 

Mr. McAllister nodded, his expression darkening with the responsibility.

“Kay?” The nurse drew her attention away from the handsome man. “Do you remember anything from your past? Your mother, your father, your childhood, anything?” 

Kay’s mind felt blank and dark, and void of life. Tears filled her eyes as she met the nurse’s.

“Don’t worry, Honey. Time will heal.” She patted her hand. “I’m going to update the doctors on your recovery. I am sure they’ll be happy. Alright then, the doctor should be in to check on you soon. Until then,” she focused on Mr. McAllister, “fill her in on what happened and the past that you know of.” With a smile she left, her shoes squeaking down the hall.

Kay’s heart monitor showed she was as nervous as a schoolgirl. Yet, she needed to know her past and who this man was to her. Eventually, she met his gaze.

“Uh,” he laughed self-consciously. “I’m not sure where to begin.” 

Silently, she moved her lips to form the word, “Name.” 

He nodded. “Curt. The name’s Curt McAllister. Your name is Kay, as I am sure you’ve guessed.” 

She opened her hand, and he let his rough hand settle in hers.

“Okay, well. We’re in the Green River Hospital in Green River, Wyoming.” 

Wyoming? Why did that shock her? 

“Three days ago you were in a car accident. You swerved to miss a deer, which by the way, you should never do on icy roads.” He nodded emphatically. “Your car ended up on its top, teetering on the edge of a cliff. I pulled you out right before it went crashing into the canyon.” He looked away for a moment, and then back at me. “I just hate to think of what would have happened...” 

Kay squeezed his hand, and he clasped hers even tighter. 

“I raced you to this here hospital. They took you away and began putting all these contraptions on you. I...I...told them that I...” He looked around before continuing. “I didn’t want to leave your side. Once you were stabilized, they allowed me in. I haven’t left you since. And...and I won’t, Darlin’, you can count on that.” His fierce expression showed the truth of his words.

With that look, and the poignant, intense honesty, she knew she could rely on him, memories or no. She instantly trusted this man—Curt.

“Hello.” A gruff voice interrupted their intense moment as a doctor rounded the curtain.

Curt stood and took the doctor’s extended hand. 

“Mr. McAllister.”

“Doctor.” They shook hands before Curt took his place at her side once again.

“Kay,” the gruff man looked over to her, “I’m Dr. Cane, your neurologist. I have a series of questions to ask. I understand that you are able to respond by lip, but can’t voice responses yet.” 

She mouthed yes. 

“Good, you are able to form words. Sound should return shortly. Okay, let’s get this out of the way.”

The doctor took several minutes, querying her with a battery of repetitive questions concerning her memory. Of course, she had no long-term memory and couldn’t answer most them. 

“Doctor,” Curt asked after Dr. Cane finished writing notes in her chart. “What does this mean? Why can’t she remember anything before the accident, but has no trouble with what has just happened? Will her memory return?”

“In head traumas such as Kay has experienced it isn’t unusual to have problems with remembering what has occurred even five minutes ago. So having her short-term memory intact is a massive feat. It’s a great sign that she will be able to heal enough to have a normal life. Though long term memory can prove to be a bit more problematic. We will just have to wait and see her extent of recovery.” He folded the chart.

Curt searched her eyes. Did he have second thoughts about his earlier statement of not leaving her side?

She attempted a reassuring smile, but her lips and cheek felt swollen with the effort. She had no idea what the endeavored smile ended up looking like.

“I’m going to check your reflexes and movement capabilities now.” Dr. Cane went through a series of taps as her body reacted with slight jumps. 

While doing this she noticed a cast on her right leg and a bandage on her left arm. By the end of the doctor’s exam, her head throbbed and her body ached. She felt as if she moved, and thought, through a thick sludge that took every ounce of her willpower to push through.

“You are doing well, Kay. I just have one more thing. I would like to see you swallow.” He held up a glass of water with a straw and placed the straw in her mouth. “Try drinking a very small amount of water.” 

The water coated her mouth and it burned her throat. She felt like a desert that had finally acquired some replenishing rain. She took one more sip before the doctor took away the cup. 

“That’s enough for now. Your throat will heal with time.”

She struggled to keep her eyes open.

“If you handle the water well, we will move you to the Neuro Floor. For now, you need your rest.” 

Curt stood and thanked the doctor before he strode out of the room.  

“You’re a quick healer, Darlin’.” He kissed her forehead lightly, and she savored the feeling. 

Squeaky steps headed into the room causing Kay to push her eyes to stay open. 

“Well, the doctor gave you some great news, huh?” She grinned at Kay. “So, did your fiancé fill you in on everything?” 

My fiancé!? She locked eyes with Curt. Her brow furrowed in question, and he shrugged. Wouldn’t that be the first thing to tell someone who lost their memory? My name is Curt and by the way we are to be married...The thought made her blush. 

If he was her fiancé, then she had kissed those lips. He had held her. Had they done more? Heat filled her cheeks, and she noticed that his cheeks were as red as hers felt. 

Maggie’s movements brought her attention back to the nurse. Maggie looked to the heart monitor, which beat erratically, and back to her.

“You okay?”

“Yes.” The sound of her crackled and scratchy voice caused surprise throughout the room, including her.  

“Did you hear that?” Curt almost shouted, his voice full of pride.  

“I sure did.” Maggie patted her arm. “Let’s try a few more sips of water to get your throat feeling better.” 

Kay nodded carefully and sipped the water the nurse held for her. She sputtered a little and then coughed. 

“Try not to cough, Sweetie. The swelling in your brain is still there.” 

Swelling in her brain? What did that mean? Kay gingerly and very slowly touched her head, feeling bandages instead of hair. She looked from Maggie to Curt, needing to know more.

“That’s right, remember the doctor telling you about your head injury?” Curt took her hand. 

“The good news is that the swelling has stopped and seems to be decreasing. You don’t worry.” The nurse patted her arm before checking machines.

Exhaustion overwhelmed Kay as her head spun with all the information, or was it from her head injury, or the powerful medication the nurse just pumped into her IV. She closed her eyes. Sleep called her and right now she welcomed it.

“Just rest, Kay. You’re doing amazing. I’ll be right here when you wake up,” Curt whispered so close to her that she felt his breath tickle her ear.

The thought comforted her, and she eagerly faded away from the sound of Curt talking with the nurse and the buzz of the machines. Even the blood pressure cuff slipped away, leaving her in blackness.
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Curt watched Kay while she slept. She had woken up. She had made it through the coma. Relief filled him at the same time as anxiety pounded away inside his chest. 

He had the chance to tell her the truth, not that he had lied. Shaking his head as he stood up, he knew omitting the truth was the same as lying. His dad taught him that long ago. Dad...what he wouldn’t give to have his parents there to ask for advice, just as he had wished for the last fifteen years.

He swiped at his face and paced the room until he finally stopped at the window overlooking the parking lot. Only patches of snow from where the snowplow had piled it while clearing the road were left. The rest had melted a day or two ago. 

He should be settling Jasper at the ranch, instead of boarding him down the road while sitting here watching this captivating woman, a stranger, recover from an accident. He turned as she moaned in her sleep. Once his eyes landed on her, he couldn’t pull away. Leaving her was not an option. It was more than his sense of obligation. There was something about her that had pulled at him the second he saw her auburn hair whip in the wind.

He hadn’t expected her to wake up with no memory. Of course he had hoped she would understand why he had said he was her fiancé. He already had that speech planned out, but now that she had no memory, no ID, nothing...now he really couldn’t leave her.

He strode quickly back to her side as she tossed her head and talked in her sleep. He took the damp cloth he had been using to help her fever and set it back on her forehead.

“Shh. It’s alright now, Darlin‘. It’s only a dream.” 

Her astonishing eyes opened, full of fear until they settled on him. He wiped away a single tear that trailed down the corner of her eye. 

“Hello,” she said simply, in a crackled whisper. It was enough to make him smile.

“Hello,” he returned. 

Her eyes tore away to focus on the TV.

“Is this bothering you?” He turned toward the TV, seeing the news playing the same story of the plane wreck that occurred several days ago. Using the remote, he switched it off. She didn’t need any depressing news right now.

Her eyes stayed fixed on the now blank screen as if she saw a show within her own mind. From the expression on her face, it wasn’t a pleasant one. He wondered if she had dreamt about whatever she had been running from.

“You okay, Darlin’? You’re having some pretty awful nightmares there.” 

She opened her mouth as if she would share when Maggie squeaked into the room.

“Good news, Kay! You’re going up to the Neuro Floor.” A short and stout nurse walked in behind Maggie. “This is Pam, she’s going to be your nurse there.” 

Kay looked toward Curt, worry lining her eyes.

“Don’t worry, Kay. Pam is sweet and very efficient. You’ll be just fine under her care.” Maggie patted her hand, but Curt still read the unsureness in Kay’s expression.

The nurses wasted no time in preparing Kay for the move. He quickly slung his duffle bag and coat over a shoulder and grabbed his hat. He returned to Kay’s side as the nurses started to strap her in. The panic in her eyes clutched at his heart. He weaved around the nurses until he could reach her hand.

“It’s going to be okay, Darlin’. I’m right here.” He squeezed her hand.

Her frantic eyes went from the straps around her to him.

“I believe strapping you down while moving you is protocol.”

“Yep.” Maggie stood near Kay’s head. “It’s mandated to strap you in when we move you on your bed. Don’t worry. We’ll release them once you’re settled in your new room.” 

Kay gripped his hand as if it were her only lifeline. He weaved and twisted to keep the contact with her as they pushed her down the halls. Seeing other patients still hooked to all the tubes keeping them alive and the haunted looks in the eyes of their family filled him with gratitude. He saw Kay’s eyes following them as well.

“Makes us feel blessed, doesn’t it?” 

Her eyes misted as she nodded. Then she closed them as they entered the elevator.

They finally made it to her new room. This one actually had a door and even a bathroom, though she would share this room. A curtain divided the room despite the lack of movement on the other side. 

Kay opened her eyes as the bed stilled, and the nurses went to work hooking her back up to the machines. She searched the room, her gaze finding the solitary pastel picture opposite of her bed. He hadn’t let go of her hand, and the feeling of her squeezing it was almost as good as her eyes meeting his. Her expression relaxed as the straps were released from her.

Slowly her eyelids fluttered closed, and then her hand in his relaxed in sleep. No, there was no leaving her. He had no idea how he would tell her the truth, or find her family, but he wasn’t going to leave her side. The pull of protection was too strong.

Kay dreamed. She knew this as she stood in the middle of a road that went straight into the far distance. She turned in circles as she realized more and more roads opened up to her. She stood in an intersection of countless avenues. One was maintained, one curvy, one dark and despondent, and another overgrown to nothing more than a trail within the woods. 

The words, “And I, I took the one less traveled by,” sounded in her mind. She took a step in that direction, called by the quiet beauty and wild freedom it held. A voice she did not recognize caused familiar reactions in her, blasted fearful words of becoming lost, not being good enough, not having the right skills, and an overall sense of unworthiness to travel the way her heart yearned to go.

With one last regretful glance towards the peaceful trail, she turned toward the straight road with smooth pavement. It seemed to go on forever. She took one hesitant step, feeling like she left a chance behind. Yet, this would be the road that led back to civilization? That was what she wanted, right?

The smooth asphalt continued, and it seemed as if she hadn’t made any progress. All at once the sky darkened, and the street turned into a slippery sheet of ice. Darkness covered her like a blanket of doom, a doom she felt chasing her. Fear ran up her spine as she ran down the street, frantic to escape. 

Pain lanced through her leg and she glanced down to see her foot now casted, as well as her arm, and her head throbbed in agony. She reached up, but felt only wetness. One look at her hand in the dark was all she needed, her head bled, and she felt it oozing down her face.

Exhaustion overtook her along with waves of lightheadedness. She collapsed onto the deserted road, knowing that the doom that chased her now stood behind her in a horrifying presence.

She gritted her teeth, ready to stop running and face whatever chased her. She turned, ready to face a terrifying monster, but instead found a deer, its doe eyes staring straight into hers. The intensity of the creature’s gaze shocked her. She wanted to pull away, but an invisible force kept her locked in those depths. 

“Why did you come this way?” the deer’s voice pounded inside her mind.

“It was the safest way.” 

“That is not a good answer.” 

Shamed filled Kay, though she knew not why. She sobbed and curled on the ground until she heard a deep, gentle voice. It was a voice she knew, had known her whole life, a voice that enveloped her in safety. 

She opened her eyes to see her cowboy standing above her, holding his hand down to help her up and into his arms. Her head rested on his collar bone, and she felt at home, at peace. 

“Darlin’, shh, it’s just a dream. Come now, wake up.” Calloused, yet gentle hands caressed her forehead. 

Slowly, she left the comfort of the arms in her dream to be met by wondrous blue eyes.

“There, Darlin’. See, it’s alright, just a dream. You’re safe...here with me.” 

As he wiped the tears rolling down her face, a realization that she did feel safe here with him filled her. She closed her eyes again, trying to find the face of the man in her dream. The voices matched, but did the face?

A few moments later, she heard a shuffling from someone else in the room. Curt held her hand, but she felt the presence of another near the door.

“Listen,” Curt said, and Kay knew he didn’t speak to her, for his voice sounded full of exhaustion and anxiety. “There’s a lot going on, can we talk about this later?” 

“Later, Mr. McAllister?” The voice was female, harsh, and without feeling. “And until then, who do you expect to pay these medical bills?” Her shrill voice hit Kay like a spear, and her body reflexively flinched.

Curt soothed Kay’s furrowed brow and then slowly released her hand. “Let’s not talk here. You’re disturbing Kay.” His words, though soft, did not mask the underlying hostility.

Their footsteps faded into the hall, but Kay could still hear their muffled voices.

“Look, Mr. McAllister, I know this is a hard time for you.”

“Then you should understand that I would rather be in there with Kay, than out here arguing about this nonsense with you.” 

“Nonsense!” The shrill of her voice echoed into the room.

Curt hushed her.

Her voice, though quieter, still was high pitched. “Medical bills are a serious matter.”

“And I told you that I would take care of it.” Curt sighed.

“I do not believe you understand the extent to which your fiancée’s expenses exceed.” She humphed, and her voice calmed. “I find it a little strange that you don’t know your fiancée’s social security number or have access to it. And you say her last name is Smith. Smith? You gave no address, no nearest kin. How do you expect us to treat her when all this information is blank?”

“I find it very unnerving for you to be calling me a liar.” His voice vibrated with barely controlled rage. “I said I would cover the expenses, now drop this.”

“Doesn’t she have a mother or family that would have this information?”

Curt hesitated. “I’m all she has.” 

“Can you at least give us an address to go by?”

“You have my P.O. Box for billing. That is all that’s necessary.” 

“I find this all hard to believe.” The shrillness came back full force. “You are saying that your fiancé, Kay Smith, has no relatives, no residence, no social security number...” 

“Judith!” Maggie cut in. “Why are you harassing this man? Don’t you think he’s going through enough right now?” Maggie shooed the shrilled-voice lady away, her steps slapping angrily down the hall. 

“Thanks, Maggie.” Curt sighed.

“I’m sorry about her. Those office women, all they care about is how to get their money. They have no consideration for what the family of these patients are going through. What was that all about anyway?”

“She’s cross because I don’t have all of Kay’s information.” He hesitated. “It shouldn’t matter. I told her I would take care of the expenses myself.”

“Mr. McAllister, you can’t do that! Kay’s bill is going to be hundreds of thousands of dollars!” 

Curt paused. “I’ll come up with the money.” 

Kay could barely make out his words, his voice had quieted so much. She couldn’t let him go into debt because of her.

“There’s no need to.” Maggie’s voice perked up. “Didn’t Judith tell you about the program? It’s a charity that covers part or all of the patient’s medical bills, depending on their qualifications. In Kay’s case, I believe it would be fully covered, after the police’s investigation is finished of course. I’ll bring you the papers tomorrow and just fill out what you can. That should keep that hound dog, Judith, off your back!” She laughed gaily.

“Thank you.” Curt sounded reserved, and Kay wondered if it was difficult for him to accept help.

“Don’t worry about it. How is she anyway? I wanted to see her before I headed home.”

“That’s awful nice of you. She’s been sleeping all afternoon.”

“She will most likely sleep the greater percentage of the day during the next few weeks,” Maggie said as they walked into the room.

“She’s also having these horrible nightmares.” Concern lined his voice.

“Yes, unfortunately, that is one of the side effects of the medication she is on. Plus, the images of the crash are probably filtering through her subconscious.”

Kay kept her eyes closed. Listening to the conversation left her mind reeling, and she didn’t want to face those kind eyes willing to give so much up for her.

Yet, when Maggie’s soft hand grasped hers, Kay couldn’t stop her eyes from fluttering open. 

“She’s waking up.” Curt’s smile greeted her. “How’re you feeling, Darlin’?”

“Tired,” she barely managed to say.

“Don’t worry none, Kay. It will take time, but soon you will be able to do more,” Maggie reassured.

Kay held onto those words and Curt’s presence while she faded back into sleep.
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Curt flipped through the channels on the TV again before he shut the thing off. His legs bounced in his chair. His body had suffered sitting still for over three days now. He stood and stretched before walking closer to Kay.

She finally slept peacefully. His eyes scanned over her broken body. There was no way she could take care of herself with no memory, identity, money...he shook his head before resting a hand on top of her. If he told her now that he was nothing but a stranger, it would scare her even more. Then what would she do?

The thought made him clench his teeth. He couldn’t tell her the truth, not yet, for her own good. He felt her hand squeeze his, and he realized that he had been tightening his hand on hers. Beautiful green eyes fluttered open. 

He learned to accept the initial fear and confusion that filled them as she woke, but only because he knew as soon as she met his gaze a calmness entered her. The moment only confirmed the need to delay the truth-telling session.

A movement behind the curtain to their left caused them to turn just in time to see the barrier being pulled open. A small grunt escaped as a tiny hand appeared and then a sweet child’s face. 

Curt heard Kay’s intake of breath as he covered his own shock. He had no idea a child lay behind that curtain.

Her pale skin was bare, absent of any hair, not even eyebrows or eyelashes. The contrasting red of her lips broke into a wide smile, and her vibrant blue eyes flashed. 

“Hello.” Her sweet voice beckoned as she swung her legs back and forth off the bed. The childish movement made him think of his nephews. The thought instantly tugged on his heart.

“Well, hello there,” Curt said. 

The girl giggled and then looked to Kay. Curt followed her gaze, his restlessness disappearing when meeting Kay’s eyes. “And hello to you, Darlin’.”

“You’re finally awake,” the girl said softly. “My name’s Natalie.” She waved across the short distance between the beds.

“It’s nice to meet you, Natalie. My name’s Curt and this here is Kay.”

“Kay is a pretty name.” 

Kay smiled, albeit still lopsided from all the swelling, but it still left his heart racing when he saw it.

“Thank you,” Kay whispered. 

Curt smoothed her hair.

“Oh, you’re welcome. If I ever have a daughter, I think I’ll name her Kay. So, what happened to you? Why do you have bandages all over your head?”

Kay looked to Curt, and he nodded.

“Kay was in a real bad car accident. She hit her head really hard,” he told her, a flash of the horrendous vision almost enough to spin his head.

“Oh no! That must have been scary. I’m glad she’s okay.”

“Me too,” he said, wondering at the girl.

“I have a brain tumor,” Natalie stated matter of factly. “They found it when I was five. It’s been almost four years ago and I have had four surgeries, and now I’m on chemo. That’s why I don’t have any hair.” She pointed to her shiny head and giggled. “It feels really weird! Doctor Lovett says that when my hair grows back it might be a different color. I hope it’s red like yours.” 

Kay reached up to touch her bandaged head. “Red?” her voice croaked.

“Yep! Don’t worry about all those tangles. It’ll take forever to brush them out, but I’ll help you when you feel better.”

“That’s very nice of you, Natalie,” Curt said, and then he turned to Kay. “Your hair is a beautiful shade of auburn curls.”

Kay blushed and let her gaze lower to their hands interlocked.  

“Oh, when’s breakfast gonna get here!” Natalie cried dramatically. “I’m starving!” She faked a faint and then rose back up with a light in her eyes. “The food here is horrible, though.” She stuck out her tongue. 

Kay laughed lightly, but she cringed with the effort. 

“You okay?” Curt searched her eyes. 

She nodded and offered a weak smile. 

“Are you in pain, Darlin’?” 

She held up two fingers a little bit apart. 

He handed her the gadget with a small button on top. “The nurse said that any time you’re in pain, just click this here button and more of that pain medicine will go into your IV.” 

“Those are cool!” the girl exclaimed. “I wish I had one of those, though I am not in much pain now. They didn’t give me one of those after my surgeries.” She pouted for a few seconds before her face once again alit with a wide smile. “It’s probably because I’m a kid. There’s a lot of things I don’t get because I’m a kid.” Her eyebrows scrunched together. “When I grow up, I’m going to do whatever I want and eat chocolate sundaes all day long! And I’m going to get a horse and no one can tell me I can’t ride him. I’m going to name him Claudius!” She giggled. 

“Claudius, huh?” Curt asked her. 

“I read his name in a book about people in Rome a long time ago. He was funny and rode elephants to England. Maybe one day I’ll ride an elephant too. Have you ever rode an elephant?”

“No siree, I sure haven’t!” Curt laughed. 

Natalie looked toward Kay.

“...don’t know,” she whispered.

“You can’t remember if you ever rode an elephant? I wouldn’t think that would be something someone could forget. If I ever get to ride an elephant, no way would I forget it.” 

“Natalie, Kay lost her memory in the accident,” Curt said slowly.

“How can you lose a memory in an ac...? Oh. You have amnesia.” Natalie’s face turned scarlet, and she hid behind her thin hands. “I’m so sorry! I wasn’t thinking.”

“No worries,” Kay whispered. 

The girl still hid her face behind her hands, making Curt want to take her embarrassment away.

“You couldn’t have known.” Curt urged Natalie from out of hiding. “So, how do you know about a big word like amnesia?” 

Her hands lowered, her face becoming animated once again. Relief filled him. He didn’t want to add any extra misery to this girl’s life.

“Oh, well, there’s no special place for kids in this hospital, so I am usually roomed with adults, and this lady that was in here not before you, but before the lady before that.” She looked at them quizzically and giggled. “That sounded funny! But anyway, she had amnesia too. She would ask me every day, like five times a day, what my name was and who I was. She was really confused. She would also get very mad and would scream at the nurse and her daughter that came in to see her. She was not a very happy person. Aunty said that it wasn’t her fault. She says that many people who lose their memory and are in a coma wake up mad at the world. Are you mad too, Kay?”

“No.” Kay shook her head slowly and then met his eyes.

He couldn’t help but smile at her. What a tough, resilient lady. 

“Well, that’s good. You’re very nice, and I like talking to you. Will I have to remind you every day what my name is?”

“We’ll just have to wait and see,” Curt mimicked the doctors.

Kay laughed lightly again and didn’t wince near as much as she had before. 

Their conversation was interrupted by a woman bringing in trays of food. The aroma of eggs filled the room. Kay’s brows knitted, and he wondered if the smell made her nauseous. It definitely didn’t smell like his sister-in-law, Cherry’s, good home cooking.  

“The doctor ordered that you have this instead of the usual, Miss Smith.” The nurse looked at Curt. “Try to have her eat just a little at a time. We don’t want her getting sick and putting stress on her head. She is on a medication that will help with nausea, but no reason to push it.” She left a tray with a single, covered bowl for Kay and moved over to Natalie with the aroma of cooked eggs.

“What kind of pig food did you bring me today, Bertha?” Natalie giggled and the nurse rolled her eyes.

“You’re so hard to please, youngster!” She clucked her tongue as she put the food tray on a table and moved it over to Natalie. “Get up on that bed. You shouldn’t be sitting like that anyway.” She softly reprimanded the giggling girl and then settled her in before placing the table over her lap. “You better eat all of it this time, and no trying to hide it in the garbage can neither!” 

“Oh, man! What gave it away?”

The nurse turned back toward Kay to hide her smile. “Now take it easy, take small bites with lots of time in between. If you start to feel nauseous, stop eating.” She shook her finger at Kay.

“Oh don’t be hard on Kay. She’s nice.” Natalie giggled again before taking off the cover of her food tray. “Eggs again! Eggs, eggs, eggs. When I get out of here, I’m never going to eat eggs ever again!” She pouted before tearing into her food. For not liking eggs and being on chemo, she sure had a good appetite. 

Curt brought his attention back to Kay, and helped her slowly eat her food. He found the gesture intimate in nature and knew that he was already in too deep. 
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Kay woke up to the sound of a child’s laughter. She blinked her eyes and fought through the confusion that always filled her as she came back from the world of dreams. Natalie bounced on her bed, watching cartoons on the TV. The show centered on Christmas, reminding Kay of how close it was until the holiday. Curt sat back in his chair, relaxed and seemingly at ease, a small smile on his lips.

He was so good with the girl that it made Kay wonder if he had children, or at least interaction with some. She watched him, liking the way the corners of his eyes crinkled when he chuckled and the deep sound of his voice as he spoke with the girl.

Who was this man she was engaged to? Had he nothing better to do, or did he care that much to not leave her side this entire time? If she really only had him, then she would need him even more once she left the hospital. Would he be there for her then? 

Curt glanced her way. “Hey, Darlin’.”

“Hi,” she said. How did you ask your fiancé who he was? What if asking him made him upset? Her brows furrowed. She had heard him lose his patience with the office clerk.

“What’s going on in that head of yours?” he asked while taking her hand.

She cleared her throat. It still felt raw, but manageable. “Tell me...about yourself.” Her heart raced as she watched Curt’s reaction. For a fleeting moment hesitancy filled his eyes, and then it was gone, just like that, and she told herself it must have been her imagination.

“Well, uh, Darlin’, I’m not sure where to start.” He chuckled nervously. “I was born and raised just outside of Greybull, Wyoming, on the Double D Ranch.” 

She focused on him. The Double D Ranch? That sounded exciting.

“That’s where I still live. The Double D has been in my family for generations. We deal mostly in cattle, but I’m branching out with horse breeding. So far, it’s going well. Joe—” 

“Joe?”

“He’s my brother. He lives on the ranch with me, along with his wife, Cherry, and my nephews. He runs the cattle side of the ranch. You see, Joe is a rancher, always has been, just like Dad. He knows his cattle, but he don’t know a lick about horses. Not that he doesn’t know how to handle one. He rides real good, ropes well, too, but the poor guy doesn’t know a green broke from a nag.” He chuckled and shook his head. 

Kay found herself leaning toward him as much as her body would allow. It sounded like a beautiful, adventurous life. 

“Anyway, that’s where old Jasper comes in. He’s a top-notch cattle horse, with cattling in his blood and bred to perfection. An ideal horse for Joe. Plus, he’s a stud and will breed my mares with good blood.” Light sparkled in his eyes and she was taken in with his dreams. 

She couldn’t help but wonder, though, where did she fit in? How far away was Greybull? Did she live there too?

“Where’s Greybull?”

“Well, it’s a few hours’ drive north in between the Black Hills and Yellowstone.” 

“Why are we here?” she asked, and immediately his demeanor changed.

He looked down at his hands and seemed to close off.

“Um, well, you see, I was down in Colorado picking up Jasper,” he began hesitantly.

“The horse?” Kay asked, hoping something of this story would spark a memory.

“Yep, but not just any horse. High lines, this horse has. I bought him for Joe as a Christmas gift.” Curt returned to his animated self. 

So, that was where Jasper fit in. Did we get into the wreck in his truck? If we did, how did he come out of it without a scratch? He was talking like Jasper was just fine, too.

“Curt,” she said as her eyes roamed over him. “You’re not hurt.” Something didn’t add up about this story. She couldn’t help but feel he purposefully left out any part pertaining to her.

“No,” Curt said quietly. “I wasn’t in the car with you. I was behind you in the truck.” He wouldn’t meet her eyes.

“Mr. McAllister?” the quiet nurse interrupted as she came into the room. “Have you had breakfast yet?” 

Curt shook his head slowly, not smiling for once. 

“Well, I don’t like to be a bother, but you really should eat. You have to stay strong in order to support your loved one.” She looked at Kay for emphasis. 

After the nurse checked on Natalie, she left the room as silently as before. 

Kay watched him, a dread filling her. What had changed his demeanor? Curt stared at the floor. She squeezed his hand, and his soulful blue eyes finally met her.

“What is it?” She searched his eyes.

“There’s just so much to tell you...” He shook his head sadly and looked away again. 

His stomach growled, and the sound gave a reprieve to somber mood, even eliciting a small grin on his unshaven face. 

“You should eat,” she said quietly. 

He met her gaze, and then nodded his head. “Yes, gather I should. I’ll be back in a bit.”

Watching him walk away, Kay couldn’t shake the feeling that something terribly wrong had happened. So many different scenarios floated through her mind. Was there someone else killed in the crash? Did she do something wrong to cause it? Was Curt and her relationship in turmoil when this all happened? 

There was something that he was not telling her, or at least hadn’t yet.

“He sure is cute!” Natalie giggled. “But he’s been gone now for almost five minutes. Are you going to watch the door until he gets back?” 

Kay looked at her in surprise and shook her head.

“When I grow up, I’ll have a man just like Curt!” She sat on the edge of the bed like she was told not to.

“I’m sure you will.” Kay turned her attention to the girl to avoid the thoughts plaguing her.

“He is so sweet! Do you know that he watches you while you sleep?” 

Kay shook her head.

“Well, he does, and he talks to you, too. He says all sorts of things.”

“Like what?” she asked, her heart pounding.

“Private things. Things I’m sure he didn’t think I could hear,” she whispered and leaned forward. 

Does she know the secret Curt had been keeping from her? Kay slowly pushed up from the bed, trying to get closer to the girl. “Tell me,” she pleaded quietly. 

A secret smile stretched across the girl’s face. “It was late last night, after they turned off the lights. The nurses asked him to leave, but he wouldn’t. He can be real stubborn.” She giggled, and Kay silently urged her to hurry. “Well, he got real close to you and started whispering. He said things like how he wished he could take you home now, and how he was so sorry you got into the accident.” 

Kay’s eyes widened as she lost herself in the storytelling. 

“He said that he wished he had stopped you before you pulled away, then this all would have never happened.” 

Had they gotten into an argument? Was that what he was hiding? 

“Go on,” Kay urged the girl.

“Then he said,” she paused to giggle, “He said that he was falling more in love with you every day!” 

Kay couldn’t stop the grin. Who wouldn’t want to be loved like that? 

“And then he made a promise to you and asked you to be patient.” 

“What...what promise?” Kay finally asked.  The girl’s storytelling abilities left her enthralled. 

“He promised that he would tell you everything once he got you home and safe,” she whispered importantly. 

Kay felt like she was a fictional character in a book. Yet when the girl said safe, a wash of fear flooded through her. Real fear. Fear that made her look around the room and feel like someone was coming for her. Could that be faked?

“Is that all?” she asked the girl who couldn’t sit still.

“This is the best part. He said that he is sorry he had to lie about—” 

Curt’s boots scuffled at the door, and then he walked into the room. Natalie’s face turned so red that it led Kay to blush as well. Curt looked from Kay to the girl and grinned.

“Oh, sorry,” he said with a chuckle. “Did I interrupt some girl talk?” 

Kay breathed easier realizing that he hadn’t heard their conversation. Natalie sighed from across the room.

“Should I leave and let you two girls finish?” he asked Natalie.

“Oh, no, it was nothing.” She shrugged. “Just boy talk.” 

She smiled sweetly at him and when he turned, she winked at Kay. 

The rest of the day, Curt and Kay did not get a moment to discuss the topic of her past any further. Between Kay’s napping and all the different doctors’ and nurses’ visits, the opportunity to have an important conversation never happened. Maybe she should just be happy she had a man that loved her and wanted to keep her safe?

~*~
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Curt knew the girls had been up to something, and he couldn’t help thinking it was about him. He would have to be more careful about what he said aloud. He watched Kay sleep and thought about the phone call he had made after eating at the hospital cafeteria.

He had a buddy from school that he talked to once a year when he came back to their small town for Christmas. He went into the FBI, but quickly tired of the politics so he quit to become a private investigator. As soon as he realized Kay woke to no memory, he called Eli for help in recovering her identity. After their last conversation, Curt needed answers. He needed something to help her to trust him enough to come home with him where she would be safe and cared for.

“Did you find anything, Eli?”

“Nada, buddy. No missing persons with her characteristics. I would have more to go on if you had more than just a nickname for me. Even a license plate number?”

Curt had wracked his mind trying to visualize the license plate he followed four days ago, but he couldn’t come up with anything.

“Her car is down in the canyon. I doubt it’s retrievable.”

“What are you going to do with her?”

“What else? Take her home.” Curt didn’t see any other option.

“You sure, man? You have no idea what might be chasing her,” his buddy warned.

“No way could I just put her out on the streets either.” Curt felt the telltale heat of defensiveness. 

“You got it bad, don’t you?” Eli teased.

“Just call me if anything comes up on your radar.”

“Will do. Keep me updated as you get more info.”

When Curt had ended the call, he hung his head. What he really wanted to do was punch the wall. Those days were behind him. Besides, the last thing he needed right now was a broken hand.

Kay moaned in her sleep. He needed to know who she was, and what, if anything, she ran from. Her actions at the diner could have been just nervous behavior from being in a strange place and driving so late at night, but a heaviness in his gut told him it wasn’t.

The more nightmares she had, the more he believed it to be true. Kay was running from something, and he would make sure it didn’t find her.
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In the middle of another dream, Kay ran again. Something came after her. It sparked her subconscious, telling her something that was just out of reach, something terrifying. She fought off the nightmares, finding herself on a cloud overlooking rolling hills and a single cottonwood tree rising near a little creek meandering through the beautiful scene. Next to her, Natalie sat, hanging her legs off the cloud and kicking them back and forth.

“This is a beautiful place you brought me,” Kay told the girl.

“Do you recognize it?”

“Should I?” Kay asked, scanning the landscape closer. Something about the tree did call to her.

“You’ve always come here in your dreams. It is your place of peace.”

“It is peaceful.” Kay felt herself relax in the peace of the place.

“I’m glad I met you, Kaylene,” Natalie said as her body flickered and faded until she disappeared.

“Natalie!”

Kay woke herself up calling Natalie’s name.

“Shh, it’s alright now. It was just another dream.” 

The dream felt so real, she couldn’t pull herself from it. “Natalie...” she blubbered. 

“Natalie is right there, drawing. See?” 

Seeing Natalie smiling and singing a simple Christmas song while she colored mollified Kay. She lay back in bed and closed her eyes again, letting the sleep fade away. Something nagged at her though. There was something about her dreams she needed to remember. The memory faded into elusive smoke, except one thing...Kaylene. Her name.

She looked over at Natalie again who met her eyes with a wink before going back to her drawing.

“See, Darlin’. It was just a dream.” Curt smoothed her hair and wiped the salty residue from her cheeks.

“It felt so real,” she murmured.

“Do you want to tell me about it?” Curt asked. 

“Natalie said my name.”

“Kay?”

“Kaylene.”

“That’s pretty. Did it spark any other memories?” His leg bounced up and down, and again she wondered where that nervousness came from. 

She shook her head. The name felt right, but nothing else came with it.

Later, when Curt left to get some dinner, Kay found herself watching Natalie. She had been in this room with the girl for over twenty-four hours now. No one had come to visit Natalie. Kay’s heart ached thinking of not staying with her child while she fought for her life. Where were her parents?

Natalie stopped her shifting through her artwork and looked up at her. “Hi.”

“Hello, Natalie.”

“Do you need something? I could use the nurse’s button, though they told me to only push it for emergencies.”

“No,” Kay hesitated. “I was just wondering...I mean you haven’t had any visitors...” 

“Oh.” The young girl’s face fell for a moment, and Kay immediately regretted mentioning anything. “I’m an orphan.” Then that sweet smile brightened her up once more. “But I have an aunt that comes and visits me every Sunday. She is a very busy lady, but after church she comes over and brings me treats like cookies, cakes, and chocolate. Aunt Betty is her name. She’s real old and has to use a cane when she walks. Her hair is curly and gray and real short like a boys’. Her clothes smell like mothballs, but she is real nice. She calls me Natty.” The girl giggled.  

“You are an amazing girl, Natalie.” 

Her blue eyes crinkled.

“I made this for you.” She proudly held up a picture drawn with color crayons on green construction paper. 

The image stopped Kay’s breath. There on the green paper, drawn in a child’s hand, was the same scene of rolling hills and the oak tree by the creek that she had dreamed of. There, next to the cottonwood was a small girl and a woman holding hands. 

Kay stared in complete bewilderment. How could Natalie have drawn the exact replica of her dream? Was there a way that she had seen the drawing before? 

“Do you like it? See, this is me and you!” 

Kay’s eyes filled with tears and her throat clenched. “Yes, Natalie, I love it,” she finally choked out. 

Natalie watched with a curious half smile that seemed almost knowing. 

“If I could, I would give you a huge hug right now,” Kay said.

The girl put down the picture and held her arms out before squeezing them around herself.

“There, you just did!” Her giggles filled the room as Curt entered.

“Uh-oh, is it boy talk again?” Curt teased Natalie. 

She shook her head. “Not this time.” She held out the picture to Curt. “Will you please give this to Kay? We can’t reach each other.”

“That is a nice picture, Natalie. It looks like a place on my property.” He lavished compliments on her while handing Kay the picture. His eyebrows furrowed when he met Kay’s eyes. She hoped she didn’t look as distraught as she felt, yet the concern in his eyes told her she did. Even as his hand gently stroked her face, he continued his conversation with Natalie. 

Kay took the picture and lost herself in the child’s version of her dream. How the child drew her dream she didn’t know. Then Curt’s words came back to her, It looks like a place on my property. Could it really be true? Could her place of peace be on Curt’s land? Those thoughts filled her while she slept.

~*~
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As the days crawled by, Curt’s restlessness increased. He took more long walks outside while Kay slept. Even with the frigid winter air, he needed movement. Today he drove out to the corrals that were stabling Jasper. The horse seemed as antsy as he was to get going.

While he brushed the horse, his thoughts continued. It wasn’t just the lack of movement though; something deeper urged this need to get home. Not only did he need to get Kay to his ranch before she found out the truth, he felt time ran short like something waited just on the horizon.

He sensed that Kay felt it to. She seemed a bit more on edge, jumping at any movement in the hall near the door to her room and acting reserved, around new staff. The doctor said it was a normal reaction to having amnesia, yet he couldn’t shake the thought that they had to get out of here.

Jasper stamped and snorted. 

“I hear ya, boy. Soon. We’ll be going home soon.” 

The phone in his pocket rang. He drug it out to see his brother’s name.

“Hey there, Joe. How’s everything going?”

“Getting by. Missing my right hand man though.” Joe chuckled.

“Yeah, I’m missing the work too.”

“I bet. Hey, Cherry said I needed to make sure you would be back in time for Christmas morning.”

“I’m hoping to. I need to talk to the doctor about that.” Curt quickly did the math and realized that Christmas was only two days away.

He had never been away from his brother on a holiday. He didn’t want to start now. Kay was ready. She seemed eager to leave as well, constantly asking him about his property and his family.

“We expecting our mystery girl to be here too?”

“That’s my plan. You and Cherry discuss it?” Curt paced next to the horse. He could always set up the bunk house for them, but that would take a couple days. 

“What’s there to discuss? This place is yours as much as ours.”

“Thanks, brother.” Curt sighed in relief.

“Just get your bum home in time for Christmas. My boys would be mighty disappointed without their Uncle Curt.”

“Will do. Love ya, bro.”

“Love ya too, you big softie.” Joe ended the call.

Curt looked down at the screen of his phone for a moment more, a small smile playing on his lips. He loved that kid and would do anything for him. A flash of that horrible night fifteen years ago played in his mind. His life had changed the night his parents died in that car accident. As much as he wished his parents were still alive, he would never change the responsibility he took on that day. He pushed back the memory and focused on the task at hand.

As he walked Jasper back to his corral, Curt’s heart pounded with the thought of bringing Kay home. She could hobble around a little with one crutch, and otherwise she had stabilized. She needed a home and good home-cooked meals to heal further, something the hospital didn’t have to offer.

On the drive back to the hospital, Curt thought of the right words to convince the doctor to release her. Yet as he pulled up to the parking lot, he figured he should talk to Kay about it first. When he arrived in her room, she practically burst with her news before he could even get a word in.

“They are going to release me tomorrow!”

Her excitement, as well as the news, took a heavy burden off Curt. He felt his back straighten and hope push the foreboding feelings away.

“That is amazing news.”
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Leaving Natalie just about broke Kay’s heart. She hugged the girl to her while Maggie stood with the wheelchair and waited patiently. Kay blinked back the tears that streamed down her face as she pulled back to take the picture of the smooth-headed girl into her memory. Then she focused on the balloons, teddy bear, and the other presents that Curt surprised Natalie with that morning.

“I’m so happy that I got to know you.” Kay kissed the girl’s smooth head.

“Me too,” Natalie said and wiped at her own tears. “So many people have come in and out, in and out, in and out of here, and I can’t even really remember most of them, but you...I’ll never forget you.” She clasped her tiny arms around Kay once more.

She wanted to bring the girl home with them, wanted to be there for her, help give her strength to continue the fight.

Curt stepped up to them and laid a gentle, but strong hand on both of their shoulders. “We’ll stay in touch, Natalie.”

“You have my number,” the girl’s voice squeaked as she tried to put a smile into her words.

“And I left you ours.”  Curt rubbed the girl’s bald head.

“Let’s get you home, Kay.” Maggie came around, eyes moist as she took Kay’s hand and led her toward the chair.

Kay’s heart felt ripped out as she left the girl, who sat on the bed holding the teddy bear Curt got her squeezed to her chest. 

“Just think of all the stories I’ll have to tell you when you call. I’m sure the next roommate I get won’t be near as boring as you. They’ll probably scream all night or see things that aren’t there.” Natalie waved.

“I’ll hope for a nice roommate for you, and even more so, I’ll hope for your quick recovery.”

“I’m going to make it. No tumor can stop me, no way.” She stuck her chin out in defiance.

“I will hold you to that, Natty. Goodbye, sweet girl,” Kay said as Maggie wheeled her backwards through the door.

Curt waved farewell. “Until we see you again fair lady.”

“Until we see you again sir knight.”

And just like that, they walked out of the girl’s life, on Christmas Eve.

~*~
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Curt’s chest felt on fire leaving Natalie in that hospital. Of course he had no choice. He wasn’t her father, and she needed to continue medical care. The nurse had told him that she had one more round of chemo to go. If all went well, the tumor would have shrunk enough for her to return to a foster family.

The thought burned his heart, and the tears streaming down Kay’s face added fuel to the fire. He grit his teeth. First Kay. He had to ensure she was safe before he could do anything else.

Christmas decorations lined the halls, and holiday music played in the lobby as Maggie pushed Kay toward the double glass doors that would lead to home. He did his best to distract Kay from her breaking heart, making little jokes and staying upbeat.

The air hit him like a blizzard, but he knew it ripped right through the sweats that he had bought Kay. It had been difficult to know what to get her to wear. He had no idea her size, except that she was tiny, or what colors she liked, or style. He had called the one person that could help him—Cherry, his brother’s wife.

Seeing the teal sweats on Kay made her green eyes even brighter, and he was glad he had chosen that color. Kay squeezed her arms, as best she could with one bandaged, around herself to ward off the cold.

“Here you go, Darlin’.” Curt draped his thick jacket on her and kissed the top of her head before jogging down to drive the truck closer.

As he pulled up in front of her and Maggie, Kay’s head tilted back as if she welcomed the sun that lit her face. He couldn’t imagine how difficult it would be to be stuck inside for more than a week. It was much too long for him.

When Kay’s eyes opened, they rested on the truck and trailer. Her lips parted as recognition filled her face, and then it was gone. He wondered what would trigger her memory, if anything. The doctor didn’t give too much information on that. Time will tell or wait and see, had always been his response. Not very helpful if you asked him.

He bought a couple pillows and blankets for the truck to help the ride be as comfortable as possible for Kay. She gasped as he set her into the cab and then took his hand and kissed it.

“Thank you,” she said, her eyes saying everything.

“Anything for you, Darlin’.” He let his gaze stare deep into hers, unbelieving he was about to bring her home.

“Well, then, you two, it looks as if you are all set here,” Maggie said.

“Thank you for being the one to walk us out, Maggie. You have been a blessing.” Kay reached out for the nurse’s hand.

Maggie gave her hand a gentle squeeze. “I got kind of attached to you two, and it makes my heart sing to see you go home.” The nurse situated the pillows around Kay to help support her bandaged arm and casted foot. Then she turned to Curt.

“Here is Kay’s paperwork to give to your local doctor. These here are her pain pills. Now we did just give her a couple, so she should be fine for a few hours. You take good care of her.” She turned back to Kay. “Don’t you worry none. You’ll be up and riding them horses again in no time!” 

Maggie patted her hand one last time before softly shutting the heavy door. 

Curt watched Kay’s expression turn into one of confusion. He wished he could ease that for her now, but he would soon. Very soon. Maggie brought his attention back to her.

“Don’t forget that the swelling in her brain, though it has subsided, can easily return and quickly too. Be sure to keep an eye on her temp and keep her from falling or stressing her head in any way.”

“I will. Thank you for all your care.”

“My pleasure. Now get back to that ranch before the next storm hits.” She waved at him, then she sped the empty wheelchair back into the warmth of the hospital. 

He turned and climbed into the warmth of the truck as well. 

“You all set, Darlin’?” he asked while pushing a blanket tighter around her. 

“I think so. It’s not like I could leave anything behind.” She fingered her newly cleaned necklace just to make sure. Curt had it cleaned for her yesterday and placed it back around her neck where it belonged

With one long glance to the hospital window where he felt little eyes watching, he put the truck in gear and pulled out of the parking lot.

“We’ve got to pick up Jasper. He’s at the local stable, only a minute or two out of town. Poor boy, he hasn’t been able to run around for a while. I bet he can’t wait to get to the Double D. I know I can’t.” 

“The Double D Ranch...” she repeated. “Do I live there too?”

“Uh, yeah. Well, you need someone to take care of you right now, and...” He clenched the steering wheel in his hands as he turned onto the gravel road leading to the stables. “Kay, there’s something we need to talk about.”

He glanced at her. She stared straight ahead, her eyes wide and mouth open as if she couldn’t get enough air. What was she thinking right now? She looked scared to death.

He pulled up to the stables, parked, and then turned toward her. It would be better if she heard this now, right? He took a deep breath. “You see, when you were in that accident,” his voice caught. “Now, before I tell you, I need you to know that it doesn’t change anything. I will take care of you, you never have to worry about that. You see, I was so scared for you, Kay, and I didn’t want to leave you alone. And then, well, I had to say something so they would let me stay. So, I told them that. . .”

“Oh, Curt, he’s gorgeous!” she cut him off. 

The shock of being interrupted while he tried to accomplish what he had feared for the last week took him a moment to come back from. He finally followed her gaze to see the stable manager, Henry, leading Jasper toward them. He had to agree with her. Jasper’s sleek coat shone an almost iridescent shade of copper brown. His whole demeanor commandeered nobleness and awe, which was the reason he chose him.

“Yeah,” Curt said, allowing his attention to fall away from the potentially dangerous, conversation. “Yeah, he sure is. I guess Henry recognized this here truck and is saving me the hassle of getting him myself. I’ll be right back.” He opened his door and stopped halfway out. “And, Kay, I’ll finish what I was trying to say once back on the road, okay?”

“Okay,” she said distractedly, keeping her gaze intently on the horse.

Once Curt had Jasper settled in the trailer, he eased himself in the truck. One look and he knew Kay was fast asleep. His gut unclenched. The fateful conversation was procrastinated once again.
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Kay woke from the truck bouncing on a dirt road. The sun had set, leaving only the light of dusk to see by. The sound of the tires sloshing through the mud left her feeling as if she were on a great adventure. 

A snort traveled from the trailer behind them, and then Jasper whinnied. A few answering neighs greeted them as Curt pulled up in front of a yellow farmhouse with a wraparound porch. The shadows of other horses were silhouetted behind white corral fencing near the barn. They pranced back and forth as Curt shut off the truck.

He sighed, a content and home-welcoming sound.

Kay tore her gaze from the light fading on the rolling hills surrounding them to meet the eyes of the man who had saved her life. 

“Home,” he said, the simple word carrying more weight than she ever thought a single word could.

An eruption of barking surrounded them as a few dogs jumped excitedly by Curt’s door. 

“The welcoming party.” He chuckled. “Do they scare you?”

“Should they?” she asked. Wouldn’t they recognize her? Sure she smelled like hospital, but a dog’s senses could pass that. Her heart raced faster than the happy tails making hollow thumps all around the truck as if the beat of a drum. More and more it seemed like Curt didn’t know her as well as a fiancé should.    

“Well, then, let me calm these mutts down, and we’ll get you up to the house.” He didn’t look her in the eyes and dread ate away at her. She was stuck. If he was hiding a horrible secret from her, there was nothing she could do.

His smile returned as the dogs jumped up and licked his face. He scratched behind their ears, greeting them like old friends. She shook the doom from her. She owed everything to that wonderful man. He saved her from plummeting to her death and had stayed by her side through this entire ordeal. She had nothing to fear from him. Yet, why did she find herself scanning the buildings and trees as if danger lurked behind each one.

Curt reached the passenger side of the truck and flashed his wide grin. “Sit,” he told the dogs who all obeyed though their tails continued to make patterns in the dirt. He opened her door with a creak, casting a glance to make sure the pups hadn’t moved from their positions.

“How’re you doing?” The sparkle in his eyes was contagious. 

“Okay, thank you.” She winced as she tried to move in order to get out of the truck.

“Let’s get you inside so you can relax and take another pill.”

“Relax,” she muttered. “That’s all I have been doing.”  

“Yep, that’s all you’re going to be doing too.” He chuckled. “At least for a while.” A mischievous glimmer entered his eyes before he slid an arm behind her and under her legs. Being held by him filled her with heat until the icy air felt like summer. 

He carried her toward the house whose faded yellow paint gave it an even more country feel. An old dog stretched and yawned in the soft glow of a porch light next to the front door. 

“Hey, Old’ Fella,” Curt said in greeting, and the hound thumped his tail loudly on the dusty wood in reply. “That’s Hunter. He’s the best hunting dog you’ll ever know, well, at least he used to be.” Sorrowful brown eyes looked up at her as he sniffed her casted foot curiously.

Kay braced herself to be put down so Curt could unlock the door. Instead he just bent to twist the knob with his hand out from under her knees. The door opened, and she let out a shocked breath. He’d been gone how long now and his door wasn’t even locked! 

“Locking doors isn’t necessary around these parts, Darlin’.” 

A strong flash of déjà vu hit her. She had heard him say that before. A flash of standing in front of a diner by a car with him whirred through her mind. A touch of relief comforted her racing heart. She had a memory, and one with Curt. 

“Besides, if some city slicker did come around here, the dogs wouldn’t let him get this close.” His lopsided grin was only inches from hers, and she couldn’t help but think of a groom carrying his bride as he carried her over the threshold of his house. 

Her gaze pleaded into his, asking questions she wasn’t ready to have answered. He held her gaze for a few seconds before kissing her forehead and settling her on a couch. He left her side and a moment later the shadows receded and the house came to life.  

She watched Curt walk across the wooden floors to a Christmas tree standing in the corner. He flipped a switch and the lights instantly brought holiday cheer to the room. On his way back toward her, he stopped for a moment at the brick fireplace, one of the pictures on the mantle catching his attention. They were too far away for her to make them out. Then he bent, took a couple pine cones from a container near him, and some kindling, and proceeded to make a fire. 

A box of toys near the fireplace made her remember that he shared this home with his brother and his family. His sister-in-law kept a neat house. She wondered how close she was with Cherry. Did they get along?

Hunter’s toenails clacked on the floor as he made his way toward a fur rug that looked frighteningly like a bear. With a grunt, Old Hunter threw himself down on the rug and let out a contented sigh. 

There was no other movement in the house. It felt cold and unlived-in at the moment. A chill ran up her spine with the dark looming just across the room. Curt followed her curious search before placing a thick Indian blanket over her. 

“Joe, Cherry, and the kids are over at her parents for Christmas Eve dinner. They’ve been there now for a few days, kind of like a family tradition. Joe comes back during the day to check on the cattle and such. They’ll arrive late tonight so they can be here for Christmas morning.” He stood there, shifting his weight from foot to foot until Jasper beckoned from outside. “Poor Jasper, I got to get him all set for the night. Will you be alright by yourself for a while?” 

She took in a deep breath and nodded, hoping she could keep her fear controlled while alone in a strange house still mostly dark. How did he not know if someone hid in the next room or a dark corner? She scanned the room, but found no TV or anything to occupy herself. She knew if left to her own thoughts, anxiety would be right around the corner.

Curt walked out of the room and returned with a newspaper. “Joe must have left this over here the other day. It could help you remember, maybe, what’s going on in the world.” 

She offered him a small smile, and she attempted to adjust herself in a position more suitable to read. Moving though caused her to gasp in pain. 

“Kay, why didn’t you remind me to get your pill?” he growled before stomping from the room. 

Kay’s heart raced. She didn’t want Curt to be angry with her. Did he really expect her to remember when to take her pills? She would have to pay more attention to timing.

He soon returned with a pill and a glass of water.

“Thank you,” she said quietly.

“Now, Kay, you have got to start speaking up. I’m not too good at remembering these type of things.” He took the glass back when she finished, set it on the end table next to her, and then situated pillows so she was more comfortable. “Do you need anything else?”

“No, thank you,” she answered softly and snuggled under the scratchy blanket. 

“Alright, well, you read, and I’ll be back once Jasper is settled and the animals are fed. If you need anything, you send Old Hunter out to get me.” 

That image made her smile tentatively. 

Curt returned her grin. “When I get back, Kay,” his smile faded and seriousness lined his voice, “we have to finish that talk.” 

She nodded, though she had no desire to deal with the heaviness she felt that conversation held right now. Somehow she knew it would change her entire world, and it was unstable enough as it was. 

He kissed her forehead and left her in silence.

All alone, she scrunched deeper into the blanket and the nook of the couch. She would just pretend the rest of the dark house didn’t exist. The paper had the date of December 22. Two days ago. Today was Christmas Eve. 

Was there a family out there missing her right now? Or was what Curt told the office lady the truth? Did she only have him? The thought didn’t feel right. In fact, she felt like a whole story was missing, that her role in something was much larger than this country life. She actually felt as if someone did search for her. A chill ran down her spine. She sensed she didn’t want to be found.

She shook the thought from her head. She had to focus on recovering. She turned to the paper to relieve her mind of any probable reality that concerned her.  

The headline story showed a picture of a burning plane wreck with baggage and debris littering the ground. Fire fighters searched the area. The title read: Flight 127: Accident or Terrorism. The flight number triggered something that caused her heart to race, but no memory came forth. 

She shrugged off the feeling as she continued to read. There were no survivors. The plane crashed in corn fields in the Midwest on its way from San Francisco to Pennsylvania. There was some controversy as to whether the last static correspondence from Flight 127 was a plea for help and a statement of terrorism having been to blame. 

Families mourned lost ones and a couple of them demand proof that their loved ones were actually on the plane. It must be so hard to believe that the person you love had died, especially if there was no body left to confirm that fact. 

They stated that by the day after Christmas, they should have records and video footage to confirm passengers. Kay flipped the paper to more mundane stories. She didn’t need more reason to feel depressed right now or think about families and missing people.

Most of the other articles were about local happenings, bake sales, Christmas pageants, and other country events. The announcements told of five births, two deaths of natural causes, and two wedding announcements. It made her wonder if there would be one of those for Curt and her. 

She folded the newspaper and laid it on her lap. The medicine had kicked in, and she welcomed the numbness. The scene of this neatly kept, old house surrounded by beautiful land full of cattle and horses, the friendly pups happy to have their master home, the pedigree horse, and the smiling cowboy, comforted her as she allowed her lids to close. Could this really be her reality? Somehow it all felt too good to be true, more like a dream, a dream that she had often.

~*~
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Curt unloaded the firewood he carried in after his chores. He brushed the wood chips from his jacket as he noticed the house finally felt warm again. Kay looked snug and comfortable sleeping on the couch. Trying to be quiet, he added a log to the fire and then searched the house.

It had bothered him the whole time he was outside that he hadn’t checked the house. It had never bothered him before, yet the house was rarely empty, and he never hosted a woman who ran from something or someone. He wanted to pass off the feeling as paranoid, but he couldn’t. It felt too right, too intense.

Of course no one could know that he would have brought her here. Now more than ever he was glad he had only given his PO Box. He pushed the thoughts down as he finished the investigation of the large house. It took him several minutes to inspect all three bedrooms, the office, and two bathrooms, but the house, of course, was clear.

He stood and watched Kay sleep on his couch. Somehow it felt like she belonged here. She should sleep in a bed though. He left her side long enough to prepare his own bed. They could figure out a more long term situation tomorrow.

Curt lifted Kay into his arms. She murmured and rested her head on his chest while he carried her to his room. Setting her down in his bed felt natural. He smoothed the hair from her face and covered her with the blankets. He didn’t want to leave her side. He had slept in the same room with her for the last week. Having her in his room while he slept on the couch felt odd. He lowered his hand, but before he took a step away, Kay’s unbandage hand reached for him.

“Please, don’t leave me,” she murmured.

“Kay, it’s not what you think. We have to talk.” He clenched his teeth, wishing he could just keep the charade going. He wanted to be her fiancé. He wanted to hold her all through the night. 

“Please, Curt, please don’t leave me,” she whispered her pleas even as her voice faded into sleep. The tears streaming down her face solidified his decision.

“Kay, I won’t leave you. I promise.” 

He kissed her forehead gently and wiped away her tears. His heart pounding, he pulled off his boots and climbed on top of the covers next to her. He took the extra blanket he kept folded at the bottom of the bed and covered himself with it. 

The bed felt divine compared to the chair at the hospital. He scooted closer to Kay, close enough to hear her now even breathing. It became the siren that called him into much needed sleep.

Kay woke him from the deepest sleep he had had since the accident. She thrashed and moaned before erupting into sobs. He leaned over her, brushed her hair back, and kissed her head.

“Kay, Kay,” Curt murmured. “It’s alright, Darlin’.” 

Her eyes fluttered open and finally settled on him. “My Cowboy.”

The memory of the night he saved her settled in his mind. She had called him that then as well. “Shh, you were dreaming again. You’re safe. Do you want some more medicine?” 

She shook her head adamantly, then closed her eyes, leaning into his hand still on the side of her head. Soon, her breathing evened out once again.

A presence stood in the open doorway to his bedroom. He looked over to see his sister-in-law in her robe, clenching her hands in front of her. 

“Is she okay?” Cherry asked.

“She’s been having horrible nightmares. I can only imagine what’s haunting her.” Curt heard the exhaustion in his voice. He looked toward the window seeing the dim light of dawn waking the land.

“There’s no way we can know, Curt. Waking up with no memory, no past. Do you know where her family is?”

“No, there is no way to know. All we can hope is that someone reports her missing...or her memory returns.” He stretched, picked up his boots, and met Cherry at the door.

“It was wonderful of you to take her on.”

He looked back at the woman lying in his bed. A wash of rightness flooded him. “This is where she belongs.”
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A missing person. The word repeated over and over in Kay’s head as she slowly woke. Is that what she was? Had she really heard Curt say that? It wasn’t what he told the lady at the hospital. She searched her memory, I am all she has. Those were his words...maybe they could be taken several different ways. Maybe his earlier words were only a dream. A horrible dream.

Childish laughter as light as birds echoed through the house. The pleasant sound had her opening her eyes. The winter sun, muted by the thin, white curtains, filtered into the room. In the middle, the curtains opened a crack to reveal a strip of blue sky. 

A few rays of sun streamed into the room. She reached up to touch them. Seeing the bandage on her arm brought reality back to her. She reached up to touch her bandaged head, feeling her aching body. The last few days rushed in: the accident, the hospital, Natalie, and of course Curt.

The laughter filled the house once more—children. Curt’s brother and family must be home. She reached out to feel the bed around her and then breathed in the wonderful scent of warmth, safety, and Curt. Carefully she turned to see if there was a clock on the nightstand. There was, it read 8:00 and sat next to a lamp and a picture of two boys with their arms around each other buddy style. The picture was faded, showing its age. She wondered if it was Curt and his brother.

Curt’s heavy coat hung on the wooden bedpost and his hat sat on the dresser across the bed. 

She tried to push herself up into a sitting position. Grimacing in pain, she did it. Sitting on the edge of the bed, she closed her eyes and caught her breath. Her head spun, and she reached up to still it, feeling the rough bandages under her fingertips. 

Feeling eyes on her, she opened hers to find two pairs of young, wide eyes staring back at her. The tow headed boys looked to be about four and seven, and just as stunned to see her as she was to see them. The little one smiled and then dashed from the doorway.

“Mamma, she’s awake! She’s awake!” 

His enthusiasm caused her to suppress a bubble of laughter. The older boy still stared at her in wide-eyed wonderment. She didn’t blame him. She must look a spectacle with her hair standing in every direction and a bandage around her head. 

“Hello, there,” she said.

Unbelievably, his blue eyes widened even further and his cheeks flushed a bright shade of red. He opened his mouth and shut it before running in the same direction as his brother. 

She held in a chuckle, enjoying the feeling of the children. With the way they acted, though, she didn’t feel they knew her, which left her heart pounding and her stomach nauseous.

Footsteps sounded in the hallway and soon a freckle-faced woman stood there wiping her hands on an apron, staring at Kay with almost the same expression as her boys. Strawberry blonde hair framed a childlike face, and her eyes, a lighter blue than her boys who now stood beside her, peeking from behind her legs. 

“Merry Christmas!” The woman dropped her apron to hang in place and came toward her with the two boys still hiding behind her. She sat on the edge of the bed next to Kay and placed a hand on hers. “I hope the boys didn’t wake you.” 

Kay felt warmth from the woman and instantly liked her.

“It was a wonderful way to wake up.” Kay peered at the two boys now standing at the end of the bed. 

Cherry narrowed her eyes at the boys and then shooed them out the door. They left with the patter of stocking feet and peals of laughter. 

“It really is no problem at all,” Kay said, hoping the boys wouldn’t get in trouble. 

Cherry looked at her, concern lining her eyes as she took her state in. 

Kay touched her head and tried to tame her wild locks. “I must look pretty... interesting.”

“It will be the new trend in town. You’ll see, give it a week!” She giggled like her boys, her laughter instantly putting Kay at ease. “Don’t worry, we’ll take care of it.”

“Thank you. Cherry, right?” Asking her name made Kay’s heart race. What if she was wrong?

Cherry bobbed her head. “Yep, that’s me.” She rose from the bed. “I’ll be back in just one second.” 

She scurried out of the room, not much differently than her boys, and returned just as quickly with a mirror, brush, and a hair tie. 

“Have you looked in a mirror since the crash?” Cherry’s bluntness surprised Kay, but oddly she found it comforting. 

“No, I...I haven’t.” She glanced at the mirror with uneasiness. If she looked in the mirror, she might find that she looked a lot more horrible than she thought and would want to hide. Yet, how would she find out about her past if she stayed hidden?

“Well,” Cherry said, “there’s still some bruising, and the bandages are put on in a most awkward way, but we could probably take those off. Do you want to look?” Cherry handed her the mirror.

Slowly, with her chest pounding, Kay took hold of the mirror. She didn’t even have an idea of what she looked like. Taking in a deep breath, she turned the mirror toward her and let it out in a gasp as her face came into view.

The left side of her still swollen face was tinted a yellow-purple. Under her eyes was the same color, and her lip had a small cut. Cherry was right, they hadn’t put her bandages on with sense of style. It was wrapped around her head, making her frizzy auburn hair come out at all angles. 

Kay tried to look past the damage to see what she would look like without them. Her green eyes peered back at her. She had high cheekbones and a slender nose covered with a spattering freckles, though nearly not as many as Cherry. Tears unleashed from her eyes, and she wasn’t quite sure if it was from shock, seeing the damage, or finally knowing what she looked like.

“Oh, Honey, it’s not that bad.” Cherry took the mirror from her and placed her hand upon Kay’s. “Come now, let’s see what we can do. You know, you really are a pretty girl. I know Curt thinks that.” Her eyes held a mischievous glow.

Kay had a flash of a scene from what she guessed was high school, girls talking about boys while putting on makeup. It faded as quickly as it came. 

“Now let’s take off this hideously wrapped bandage. I don’t know what they were thinking!” She started to take off the bandages slowly as not to hurt Kay. When it was off she sighed. “You sure did a number on yourself, Hon. Let’s cover the stitches with Band-Aids instead of this burdensome thing.” She wrapped the bandage up in a ball and left the room. 

While Cherry was out of the room, Kay grabbed the mirror to look at the stitches. Her skin puffed up in between the dark stitches that looked like a hairy caterpillar halfway across her forehead toward her hairline. Gingerly, she touched the wound.

“Don’t touch it, Kay!” Cherry rushed to her side. “You have to keep it clean. Curt says he will take you to Dr. Greene’s tomorrow. Until then we have to be careful. When you get back tomorrow, I will help you wash your hair since the stitches will be removed.”

“I can’t wash it today?” They wouldn’t let her take a shower at the hospital either. The sponge baths she was able to take were insufficient. 

“Not today. We’ll have to set up a bath for you tomorrow, so you can rest your cast on the side and not get it wet. I could bring you a washcloth, if you want?”

“Yes, thank you.” It was better than nothing she guessed.

“Don’t worry none. At least you don’t stink.” She laughed. “Well let’s put these Band-Aids on, and then I’ll get you a nice, warm washcloth. I hope you don’t mind, the only ones I could find have dinosaurs on them.” 

“Well, dinosaurs are sure better than what I did have.” She suppressed the laughter to keep her ribs from screaming at her. Yet, she needed to laugh; otherwise she just might start crying.

While Cherry covered the hideous stitches, she told Kay about the time her oldest son, Cody, broke his arm.

“It was quite the scene when we tried to get him in a bath. He was only three and a wild one. We tried to wrap it a garbage bag, but he was moving so much.” She laughed at the memory. “Finally, Curt came in and told that boy to be still. Cody is in hero worship with his uncle, and sure enough, his temper came to an abrupt halt.” She shook her head. “Yep, it sure is a blessing to have Curt around. I don’t know what Joe, or any of us for that matter, would do without him.”

“I can understand that.” Kay paused thinking of where she would be without the kind cowboy. Fear wrapped a tight hold around her as her airways tightened. The fear was irrational, and yet it pursued her like she was prey. 

“Are you okay?” Cherry’s brows knitted together, and her eyes filled with sympathy.

“There’s just, I just...” Kay met trustworthy, clear blue eyes and immediately broke into tears. “I’m so scared.” 

Cherry brought her into her arms, and she let the gal hold her as a sister would until Kay’s breathing calmed.

“Kay, I have no idea what you are going through, but I know my brother-in-law. He’s smitten with you. All he can talk about is how amazing you are, how courageous you are, and just how wonderful it was that he found you. He will keep you safe.” 

Kay nodded, unable to get words past the ball in her throat. She realized how Cherry left her words open. They could be taken many ways. They could mean they’d been together for years or just met. Her mind swam in turmoil. Maybe it should be enough that she had a safe place and a family, even if not her own, and a man that cared for her no matter what their relationship was.

“I’ll go get that washcloth for you.” Cherry left, and when she returned, she excused herself so Kay could clean up.

Kay took that time to settle her emotions as well. She would have to stay in the moment as much as possible while things unfolded. Getting lost in fear and what-ifs would only stress her mind more. 
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Curt couldn’t fight it off any longer. He had to go see her. Since she had woken him before six with her nightmare, he hadn’t sat still. Rather than disturb Kay, he wore an old jacket and went hatless. The sun beating into his eyes without his hat on now became more than annoying, but dangerous, and a good excuse to go in and see Kay.

As he climbed the steps, he heard Cherry banging around the kitchen as always.

“Are you hungry, Kay? We eat at the crack of dawn before the men go out to tend to the ranch, but I did save you some. Do you like eggs and bacon?”

“I don’t know.” Curt heard the hesitancy in Kay’s voice and wished he could help her. “But, I’m sure it will be better than the gruel they gave me at the hospital.”  

“How about some coffee, Kay?” Cherry asked, walking into the living room where Kay sat on the couch right as Curt came in the door.

“Um, sure. . .”

“She’s a tea drinker,” he interrupted.

Kay turned toward him, and the look in her eyes made the whole last week worth it. Her mouth parted, and he felt like he was the only man on earth. How did she do that to him?

He tore his eyes away, ruffled up Cherry’s hair, and strode up to Kay’s side. He bent down to kiss Kay’s head. Then he turned back toward Cherry.

“With milk and two sugars that is.” Curt chuckled lightly.

“Coming right up.” Cherry disappeared into the kitchen.

“Merry Christmas! I’m glad to see you up.” Curt sat next to her on the couch. “I like your new dinosaur Band-Aids. They’re real cute.” He touched them lightly.

“They’re more stylish than that hideous gauze wrapped around my head.” 

Curt let out a full blown laugh. “They sure are.” He eased back into the couch.

“Curt McAllister! What are you doing on that sofa with all your dirty clothes on?” Curt leapt off the couch like a scolded child.

Cherry stood there, hands on her hips and a scowl contorting her face.

Kay hid her smile behind her hand as she tried to control her emotions, but the laugh escaped and then sent her doubled over in pain.

“Kay, are you alright?” Curt leaned over her, grasping ahold of her shoulder. “Just breathe slowly, Darlin’.” 

She drew in a slower breath and eventually sat up with even breathing.

“You have to take it easy,” he said, concern in his eyes.

“I’m okay, really. I just forgot about these ribs, that’s all. I’m fine now.” 

Curt watched her for any further signs of pain. 

Cherry walked over with a TV tray and Kay’s breakfast. She took a good long look at Kay before setting it in front of her. 

“Alright, no more horsing around. Let Kay eat, Curt. I know you, don’t go trying to steal her bacon. If you are hungry again there’s more in the kitchen. I swear you and your brother can eat us out of house and home if I let you.” She shook her head and strode back to the kitchen. 

Curt smiled and nodded toward Kay’s plate.

“Go on and eat, Kay, before it gets cold.” Curt wanted to say more, always wanted to say more, but as he opened his mouth Cherry called him from the kitchen. 

Curt entered the kitchen, feeling the heat Cherry was about to apply coming. He knew she would have her say. Always did, but he loved her like a sister and would tolerate it. She was almost always right anyway.

Cherry eyed out the door and lowered her voice. “You got to tell her. The poor girl is scared to death.”

“And you don’t think knowing the full truth would scare her even more?”

“Well,” she pursed her lips. “Nonetheless, knowing is half the battle. You would be okay with just letting her think she’s your fiancé?”

Curt said nothing and when she turned her piercing eyes on him, he looked away. In fact, he turned toward Kay, happily eating her home-cooked meal.

“Oh...” Cherry said. “I see.”

Curt watched Kay a moment more and then turned back toward his sister-in-law. “I know she needs to know. I just...”

“Want her to get to know you more before you tell her you’re actually a stranger,” Cherry whispered.

“I’m not a stranger no more.” He glared at her, daring her to fight him on that one.

Instead she nodded her head. “I understand. Your call.”

“Thank you,” he said and turned back out of the kitchen. He went down to his room to grab his hat and coat. When he entered, immediately he noticed that his room smelled different. It smelled of Kay, and he liked it.

When he came back into the room, Kay had finished eating and tentatively stretched her body.

“You’re moving pretty good there.”

“It feels good to move.” She blushed.

“You’ll be running around the ranch in no time, but for now,” he bent down, draped his coat around her, and picked her up in his arms, “you’ll have to suffer with me carrying you outside.”

Kay wrapped her arm around his neck, not seeming to suffer at all. Her lightweight frame didn’t hamper him.

“Where are we going?” Kay asked.

“Well, to see the horses, of course. I saw how much you liked Jasper. I wanted to show you him at work.” He turned toward the kitchen. “Joe’s running Jasper right now and then he’s going to test him out. You won’t want to miss it,” he called to Cherry.

As they stepped out onto the porch, the boys crowded, vying for their uncle’s attention.

“Uncle Curt, is Daddy going to ride his Christmas present?” Ty, his youngest nephew, asked while tugging on his shirt sleeve. 

“He sure is, Ty. Come on, let’s go cheer him on!” 

Ty ran as fast as his little legs could carry him, and Cody rushed to catch up.

“I’m faster than you!” Cody shouted as he passed his little brother.
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Peace filled Kay as she watched the boys race toward the barn and corral. Her attention turned to the man in the arena who ground schooled a regal Jasper in gallop around the pen. If Curt hadn’t been holding her, she would have thought it was him in the ring with the horse he looked so similar to his brother.

Joe eased Jasper to a halt as he saw the crowd now watching him. Happiness sparkled in his eyes as he ambled toward them. The closer he got, the more Kay could see the differences between the two brothers, but there weren’t many.

“Well, hello there!” Joe tipped his hat at her before wiping his dripping forehead with his shirt sleeve. He must have been working really hard in order to work up a sweat in this cool weather. 

“Hi.” She smiled shyly, unable to meet eyes so closely resembling the man’s who held her in his strong arms. 

“Do you think you could sit on these rails, Kay?” 

“I don’t see why not,” she said, and squared her shoulders, intent on making it happen. 

Curt lowered her in between the fence rails so she could hold onto the top railing and sit on the middle one. The pressure of the wooden plank felt foreign on her rear, but it didn’t pain her too much as long as she held on to the top rail mostly with her uninjured arm.

The younger boys climbed the railings to sit on either side of her, their legs swinging in excitement, just like Natalie’s. Her heart ached thinking of the girl alone in the hospital on Christmas. She would ask Curt if they could call her.

“You two better not be bothering Miss Kay again,” Cherry warned as she joined them.

“We’re not bothering you, Miss Kay, are we?” Ty asked in his sweet, high voice.

“No, of course, not, Sweetie. I’m enjoying your company.” She was rewarded with two grins.

“Well, Joe, you ready to try him out?” Curt slapped his brother playfully on the back. 

Jasper snorted his own answer. Joe looked over at the magnificent animal and sighed.

“Sure am, brother. He’s a beaut, but we’ll see right now if you got him really for me or used me as an excuse to buy the striking stud for your mares, who by the way have been advancing on him already.” He chuckled and winked at Cherry.

“Let’s get ‘er done then.” Curt climbed over the fence and walked slowly toward Jasper who pranced in expectation. 

Kay watched Curt stroke the horse’s silky coat. He exuded peace and confidence, and Kay couldn’t help but think he was the most beautiful man she had ever seen.

“You alright there, Kay? You look a bit flushed.” Cherry whispered near her. 

Kay’s face turned crimson, but luckily the boys distracted them.

“Daddy’s getting on now!” Little Ty whispered in excitement. 

All heads turned to Joe mounting a prancing Jasper. Once in the saddle, Curt let go of the reins and backed away to stand next to Kay. 

“Look at that there beauty!” Curt said, awe lining his voice while Joe rode Jasper around the pen, gaining speed with each pass by. 

Joe said, “Ho,” and sat back in the saddle. Jasper halted almost immediately. Joe clucked his tongue and gently kicked his heels in Jasper’s side, pulling his reins only slightly, but leaning right and left. Jasper moved as if he intuitively knew exactly what Joe wanted, looking as if they danced a rehearsed number. 

“Impressive,” Joe called over. “But can he run?” He looked out past the barn and stables and across the rolling hills of grass.

“Why don’t you find out?” Curt walked to the gate. “Let’s see how fast he can go.” 

With a swing of the white gate, Joe signaled Jasper into a gallop and they flew from the pen, past the barn, and onto the prairie in no time at all. 

“Yee Haw!” Curt yelled before walking back over. 

“He’s gonna love you forever, Curt,” Cherry said with her eyes still on her fleeing husband. “You sure out did yourself on this one.”

“He needed a good cattle horse, Cherry. Boomer is getting too old to jump out of the cows’ way. Plus, I get a bargain, too. He’ll be the best breeding stud, and Nelly is coming into her time right now. That will be one beautiful colt!” He smiled at Kay, lost in his moment of joy.

What a way to live. Kay wished that this really could be her life. For a moment she felt it was, but then that overriding fear returned. She found herself looking down the long driveway, behind the trees and buildings, and feeling as if something was coming for her.

“Where you at, Darlin’?” Curt stood close, almost nuzzling into her.

She blinked a few times and then looked next to her. The boys and Cherry were across the way petting the sweating Jasper with an exuberant Joe still astride him.

“I...,” she stammered. She should just tell him about her fear, but with the concern already filling his eyes, she didn’t want to bring him down any more. It was Christmas after all. “You have built a nice life here, Curt.” 

He kissed her forehead. “It feels more complete than ever today.” 

She blushed and resituated herself, the rail digging in uncomfortably.

“Would you mind getting my crutches? I need to stand for a while.”

“Why don’t you just lean on me for now? We’re all going back to the house soon anyway.” 

He gave her his hand and helped her to her foot. She couldn’t stop her smirk. He always seemed so sure of himself. His strong arm wrapped around her, and she leaned against him. She wouldn’t admit it, but at that moment, with Curt’s arm around her while they watched his family surround the horse, felt right.

Kay lost herself in the moment, she forgot to pay attention to her balance. Luckily the muscular arm around her pulled her tight against him so she didn’t fall. Her head rested against his vast chest, right below his collar bone. A rush of destiny raced through her. It felt like she had been here forever, like this was where she belonged. 

She sighed in his arms, soaking in the comfort they gave her. 

Yet, with her release, Curt stiffened and pulled back enough so he could see her eyes. That pounding fear immediately washed out the comfort she had just allowed herself to feel.

“We need to talk.” He swept her off her feet and carried her back toward the house.

Kay felt like the world crashed around them. How could she want to know something so bad and yet fear it all at the same time?

As they stepped up to the porch, a quick patter of running footsteps caught them.

“Uncle Curt! Uncle Curt! Mama says that it’s time to open presents!” The boys ran around them.

“Is that so?” Curt teased. “Well, I’m sure about that. You sure it’s supper time already?” 

They stopped their running and looked up at their admired uncle. “Well, the sun ain’t low in the sky yet, but that’s what she said.” The seriousness of Cody made Kay cover her mouth to hide her smile.

“The sun isn’t low, Cody.” Cherry came up behind them. “And what I said was that you may open one present now. If you’re lucky, it might be a toy you can play with for the rest of the day.”

“Just one, Mama?” Ty asked his voice falling.

“For now, Tyler. I got lots of cooking to be done before supper is ready. After supper you can open the rest.” Cherry did stern good, even though the bubbliness still bobbled within the glint in her eyes.

“Come on, Ty, let’s pick the biggest one!” Cody grabbed his younger brother by the arm and they raced inside.

“Hang on, boys. You got to wait for your Daddy!” Cherry couldn’t hold in her laughter as she rushed behind them. 

Kay knew this would procrastinate their fated talk and relief washed over her. It wouldn’t hurt to just enjoy this day without worrying about the future, or her forgotten past. Yet, even as she thought it, she took one last lingering look over Curt’s shoulder as they walked into the house. Something out there waited. It waited to destroy this perfect life she woke up to.
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Curt did his best to contain his relief that The Talk got put off again. He was having fun with Kay, enjoying having her here in his arms, watching his family on this special day. If he let himself think too much on it, guilt would rip into his stomach, so he just kept himself distracted.

“Which ones are you boys going to open?” he asked while they rifled around the tree.

“I ain’t sure yet, Uncle Curt. Look, here’s a present for Miss Kay!” Cody held up a box before setting it back down and continuing his search.

Curt looked at Kay with a sheepish smile. The expression on her face though was one of terror.

“What is it, Kay?” 

“Curt, I don’t have any gifts to give. . .” she whispered.

“You don’t have to worry about that, Darlin’. Each present I’m giving has your name on it next to mine. As far as for me? Well,” he leaned in close, “just having you here is the greatest gift.”

Her eyes misted and she wrapped her arms around his neck. She didn’t say a word, but he felt it, and he hoped that connection, that bond between them, would be enough to take them through the truth and on to more.

“I’m gonna open the present from you, Uncle Curt!” Ty shouted holding up his prize.

“Me, too!” Cody shouted grabbing his present from under the tree.

“Now why are you going to do that? I just got you boring old clothes,” Curt teased.

“Ah, come on, Uncle Curt. You ain’t never got us boring old clothes.” Cody shook his head.

“Did you really get us boring old clothes, Uncle Curt?” The disappointment lining Ty’s voice caused Kay to cover her mouth as a giggle escaped.  

“Now what do you think?” Joe came in and put an arm around Cherry. “Your uncle’s not mean like your mama and daddy who always give you clothes.”

“Daddy!” The boys shouted together.

“Alright boys, go on ahead. See what your Uncle Curt got you,” Joe relented.

The boys ripped open the wrapping paper, throwing it around them. Curt wrapped an arm around Kay, enjoying their excitement over the presents he picked out for them.

“A bow and arrow! Like a real Indian’s,” Cody yelled and tried to pull the bow from the cardboard it was attached to.

“Me too!” Ty shouted and pranced around the house pretending to be an Indian.

“Uncle Curt, will you and Daddy show us how to use them?” Cody ran around after his brother, holding the bow still attached to the cardboard.

“Yes, please, do. Take those crazy Indians outside so I can clean up this mess and start supper.” Cherry shooed the boys outside, laughing all the while. She turned to Curt. “I’ll take care of Kay. You go on out there with the boys.” 

Curt looked at Kay who shrugged and gave him a smile. 

“Come on, Uncle Curt!” Cody yelled from off the porch.

“I’ll come check on you soon.” Curt kissed her forehead and ran after his nephews. “Come on, Joe. You know that’s not how it goes.”

He didn’t like leaving Kay, but she was in good hands with Cherry. Besides, she couldn’t keep up with those boys yet, and how could he resist showing them one of his and their daddy’s favorite survival games as children. With one last long look at the house, he focused on teaching the boys.
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While Cherry cooked, Kay helped by cutting vegetables and anything else she could do from a seated position. She couldn’t let it go that she didn’t have anything for anyone to open. Curt had been kind, but shouldn’t she have a special touch to add to the gifts he had bought for them? They had opened up their house to her after all. 

One thing she knew for sure, she hadn’t lived here before. There was no evidence of her anywhere. She pushed the thought out her mind. Not today.

“What’s the matter, Kay? Do you need to rest?” Cherry wiped her hands on her apron before reaching her side.

“No, it’s not that. I...It’s that, well, the boys say I have presents.”

“Well, of course you do. No one can have Christmas without getting a present or two.”

“But, you see, Cherry. I don’t have any to give.”

“Oh,” she said simply. 

Somehow Kay knew she would understand. “What can I do?”

“Well, it may seem childish, but what I have the boys do, since they have no money you know, is make something for everyone. Now, you don’t have time for anything complex, but maybe you could make a card.” She shrugged. “I have some paper, crayons and colored pencils.”

With the mention of drawing, Kay thought of Natalie, and wondered if she would get to do anything special today. Would her aunt stop by and wish her a Merry Christmas? That girl deserved more than that. Instead of getting lost in the sadness, she remembered the girl’s optimistic attitude. She always made the best of everything. 

The thought of the girl inspired Kay. Maybe she would draw a card to go with everyone’s present. Even if it was horrible, it would still be something.

“Alright, let me give it a try. You’re right, at least it will be something, and I won’t feel as bad.”

Cherry set her up with some construction paper and colored pencils at the kitchen table. Kay thought of what might be most important to each person. 

“Cherry, what is Ty’s favorite thing?” 

“Well, that boy is always climbing trees and jumping in the river. He loves being outdoors doing whatever.” Cherry shrugged and turned back to her ham.

“Thanks, I think I have an idea.” An oak tree right next a river with a boy jumping from the tree to the water should be just right. 

She picked up a brown pencil, not really knowing where to start, but beginning just the same. After a few strokes of color, a trunk emerged on the green construction paper. The sight of the trunk excited her. It actually looked like a tree. She was so enthused that she picked up a green crayon, then a yellow, and then a blue, and before she knew it the picture was almost done, and it looked halfway decent. She grabbed a pencil and sketched a mini Ty hanging from the tree right above the river. She took a second to admire the picture, letting the satisfaction soak in before opening the card and writing Merry Christmas from Miss Kay.

For Cody she drew a picture of Indians riding their ponies with bows and arrows aimed. As difficult as she thought it would be, it came out alright. Next she drew a sea of magnificent cattle for Joe. Thinking of Cherry, Kay felt stuck again. She watched her humming away while she finished preparations for their big dinner. Everything that gal did seemed to be centered on others. There had to be something she wanted just for her.

“Cherry?”

“Yeah, Kay? Can I get you something?” She turned to meet her eyes. 

“I was just wondering, you seem so happy here. You have a great husband, cute little boys, and a big house.”

“Yep, I am happy. I have almost everything that could be desired.”

“Almost?” Here it was. 

“Well, you see, Kay. I grew up just a hop, skip, and a jump from here.” 

Kay nodded, encouraging her to share the dream. 

“My whole life I have been in small towns, which is nice, don’t get me wrong. There’s not a better place to live. It’s just that I have always dreamed of visiting a great, big city.” The dream sparkled in her eyes, and her hand that had been stirring dropped to her apron. She glided into the seat across from Kay. “You know, like New York City, or Los Angeles where all the movie stars are, or even Las Vegas with all the lights and everything. I would love to visit a place like that and dress up all fancy in a sparkly dress.” 

Kay let her dream for a moment in silence while ideas filled her mind. She knew exactly what she would draw for her. “That sounds like a wonderful dream, Cherry. I’m sure that one day Joe will take you there.” 

Cherry giggled as she came back down from the clouds. Then she sighed, “Can you imagine a guy like Joe in a big city like that? Life is here. Our home is here. Our children, our families, are here. This is where I belong.” She stood up and stretched her back before leaning closer to Kay. “That doesn’t mean I have to stop day dreaming though, does it?”

“Not at all. You go on dreaming and maybe one day you will be on those lighted streets.”

Kay went right to work on her city of lights card. She wanted Cherry to have her dream, in one form or another. After she put Cherry’s finished card aside, a knot in her stomach tightened. Now for Curt’s card. 

A million thoughts, fears, dreams, and disbeliefs raced through her. She took in a deep breath to clear her mind, grabbed a pencil, and just started drawing, letting her intuition guide her hand. 

Holding the pencil and varying the weight and angle of it felt natural. A soothing sense of knowing filled. She may not have memories of drawing, but the action felt familiar and pleasant. 

When she finished, she stared at the picture for several moments. There on Jasper, was Curt looking off to the distance over his land from beside an old oak tree sitting at the edge of a creek. On the horizon the sun set in pinks, purples, and oranges.

Kay shook her head. She had no idea how she learned to draw, but her hand still held the key.

~*~
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Christmas had always been one of Curt’s favorite holidays. Since his parents had died, though, it had always seemed a little empty. Once Cherry and Joe had the kids it helped, but still he felt almost like an outsider watching someone else’s happily ever after. 

It wasn’t as if he hadn’t tried finding a woman to be by his side, but no one had captured him the way he had felt a lifetime of love should. At least no one had until an auburn haired city gal walked into an all-night diner.

Having Kay by his side while his family ate the delicious food Cherry cooked them made everything feel just right, complete even. He let his gaze linger on her, wishing with all his might that the truth wouldn’t scare her away. He needed to protect her almost as much as she needed his protection.

Kay’s eyes met his, sending his heart into a gallop on a race he felt, and hoped, would never end. She set a hand on his leg, joy filling her gaze as she looked around at his family. A humming that faded everything else filled his entire being until he vibrated with it. 

The candles in the middle of the table flickered, a fork clattered to an empty pie plate, the boys’ laughter filled the room, and yet he couldn’t stop staring at Kay.

A small hand waved in front of him, cutting the earnest gaze.

“Uncle Curt, it’s time for presents!” Ty shouted.

“Hold on there, buckos! No presents ‘til the table is cleared.” Cherry stopped them in their tracks, and the anticipated groaning ensued.

“Now, My Strawberry Shortcake, it’s Christmas. Let’s leave them dishes and table ‘til the morrow,” Joe reasoned.

“You leave those dishes out ‘til morning, and you might as well get an ice pick to clean them.” Cherry stood, hands on her hips and a dare in her eyes.

“Now, come on. It ain’t that bad! Please, let‘s open them presents.”

“Oh, yeah. If it isn’t so bad, then you clean the kitchen.”

“Yeah, Joe. You clean the kitchen.” Curt doubled with laughter and the boys jumped up and down again.

“Yeah, Dad!” they chimed in.

“What? Y’all don’t think I can do it? Well, I’ll show you then.” 

Cherry’s mouth opened in surprise. “You really will, Joe? Really?” 

“Sure, Honey.” He reached out to hold her. “Anything for my Strawberry Shortcake.” The kiss lasted long enough for Cody to get disgusted and Ty to get eager. “After presents, though!” 

A cry erupted in the house as the boys pulled their parents into the living room. Curt shook his head with a deep laugh, and without a second thought, picked Kay up and carried her to the front room.

The lights on the tree were the only lights on in the room. Curt felt a warmth spread through him as he sat Kay on the couch and sat next to her. He pulled her casted foot up on his lap to elevate it and then leaned in close enough to smell her heavenly scent of honeysuckle, still lingering even after a week with no shower.

“Merry Christmas, Darlin’.”

“Merry Christmas,” she whispered back. 

Without thought he leaned in for a kiss, and not on her forehead this time. He wanted, no he needed, to feel her lips on his. For more than a week he had been falling for Kay, feeling more bonded and protective of her with each passing day. It was so easy to fall into the fake roll he had set up, too easy.

Her breath warmed his lips as he closed the gap between them...

“Uncle Curt!” 

Instantly, he pulled back. Heat filled his cheeks and Kay looked flushed as well. It had felt so natural, so... 

“Look here’s a present for you.” Tyler rushed over with a wrapped package for his uncle.

The Christmas presents were passed around until wrapping paper littered the entire floor. Cherry had given up on trying to contain the mess and made a big deal of throwing hers on the floor with everyone else. It all felt so right and complete with Kay there next to him. Presently she sat with tears in her eyes while she held Cody and Ty’s presents they made for her.

“Open it, Miss Kay. We made them just for you.” Tyler pushed.

“Just for me, huh?” she teased.

“Just for you, Miss Kay,” Cody said quietly. 

Curt winked at the boy, seeing the awe he held for Kay. He remembered those days. Kay opened the presents to reveal two stick horses with pine needle tails. Tears spilled from her eyes as she clutched them to her.

“Don’t you like them, Miss Kay?” Ty asked.

“I love them, boys. I really do.” She took the boys into her arms, even with her injured arm, and Curt’s heart soared and then raced in apprehension. He had to make her understand. At this point he was in too deep to let her go. The thought of her leaving left his gut twisting in turmoil.

It continued to grow as Kay opened the presents from him. Her gratitude shown in her eyes with the gifts of clothing. She had brought the fuzzy sweaters to her in a hug, and he was actually jealous of a sweater. Now she sat, lost in watching his family. 

“It’s quite the picture, isn’t it?” Curt wrapped an arm around her. 

“Sure is,” she said as she leaned further into him.

He could feel her breath, and an ache in him awoke. A deep need to protect this woman and keep her close consumed him. Kay closed her eyes and he touched her smooth cheek with his calloused hand. She opened her eyes to meet his as he implored her depths. Nothing else mattered, and he leaned in, his heart racing with need and want. He needed her to know how he felt. He needed to know how her lips tasted. His gaze dropped to them, plump and now parted. 

Every fiber of his body thrummed with the need to show her how he felt. He leaned in. His lips touched hers, yielding a charge bigger than any electric shock he had ever felt. The electricity infiltrated his entire body.

“Mama, Tyler took my new truck!” 

Reality snapped back in. Curt leaned back, eyes wide as he searched Kay’s. All he saw was happiness, and maybe, was that love? Cherry cleared her throat and as soon as he met her gaze his stomach tied into knots. 

“But, I want his truck. It’s bigger!” Ty pouted, squeezing the truck to his chest as Cody tried to wrench it free.

“Now, Ty, you know that it’s Cody’s truck. You don’t take things that aren’t yours.” She shot a narrow-eyed glance to Curt before turning back to the boy. “Give it back.” 

He roughly put the truck in his brother’s outstretched hands. 

“Hey, now, Buddy.” Curt slid down next to the little tyke, doing his best to ignore his wrenching gut. “You know, you need to be thankful for all that you got this day. Lots of people don’t get anything and some don’t even get to spend it with their families.” 

He thought of Kay and little Natalie. Would they find Kay’s family? Would Natalie get a chance to have one like she deserved?

He felt Kay stiffen behind him. Clenching his jaw he made her a silent promise. He would find her family, if she had one, and he would stop whatever left her full of fear and scanning all the dark places when she thought no one else was looking.

Cherry sighed as she squatted to pick up all the paper covering the floor.

“Wait, the mess can’t be cleaned until all the gifts are opened.” Kay’s face had turned red, but she pointed to the cards still under the Christmas tree. “I mean, well, it’s not much or anything, but...” 

“Darlin’ you didn’t have to do that.” Curt sat up next to her again. Could she get any more perfect?

“You have all been so nice and giving. Your presents are more than generous. I feel better at least giving something. Even if it is just silly homemade cards.” 

Curt nodded while Cherry passed out the cards. Kay’s hands shook, and he took her good one in his. 

“Mama, look! It’s me jumping in a river.” Ty shouted as he ran to show his parents. 

“Oh, my, it really is you.” Cherry stared at Kay, leaving Curt wondering what the card looked like. 

“I got real Indians!” Cody yelled before running around the room shooting a pretend bow.

Curt watched as Joe opened his and nudged Cherry before she had a chance to look at her own. They whispered together and Curt’s curiosity couldn’t handle it anymore, he opened his card.

“Darlin’,” Curt said though he couldn’t take his eyes off the picture he held in his hands. Jasper appeared so lifelike with Curt astride him. It looked almost like a photograph. “You drew this picture?” 

She smiled shyly and nodded. 

Cherry gasped from the other side of the room. Her hand was over her mouth and tears filled her eyes. She handed the card to Joe, and then ran over to give Kay a hug. 

Curt couldn’t help himself. He took a tour around the room to see each picture she drew special for every member of his family. Each drawing impressed him more and more.

“Kay,” Joe said as he looked at her, bringing Curt’s attention back to the girl he wanted by his side. “Where did you learn to draw like this?”

“I...I don’t know, Joe.” Kay looked to the ground. Her eyebrows furrowed in the cutest frown he had ever seen.

“It doesn’t matter where you learned it, Darlin’.” Curt gently lifted her face to his. “All that matters is you’re an amazing artist!” He gave her a peck on the cheek.

“Really.”

“I bet you could sell these,” Joe said, looking his over once again.

“Joe, you don’t sell something someone gave you.” Cherry told him sternly.

“Miss Kay,” Cody said shyly. “I ain’t gonna sell my picture. I’m gonna put it right over my bed and look at it all the time.”

“You’re a sweet boy, Cody,” Kay told him before he ran off to his room.

“It’s something to think about, you know.” Joe watched her and then caught Curt’s eye with that gleam he gets when talking about business opportunities.

“Excuse me?” Kay asked him and Curt leaned in to listen as well.

“You know, selling some of your drawings. I mean, you should get some real artist paper and pencils, but you ought to think about it.” Joe acted casual, but Curt saw the underlining scheming going on in his head. 

“Don’t be exploiting my f...Kay.” Curt caught himself, realizing right then the pickle he had got himself into. He really had no right to stand in her defense, or in her way. His eyes met hers, so trusting. He hated that after he told her the truth, she might not ever look at him that way again.

~*~
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While everyone cleaned up and got the boys ready for bed, Kay lay on the couch, allowing the day to filter in. Could she really sell her art? It didn’t seem familiar to her, but then again what did? Her heart raced. One thing felt familiar and right from the very beginning—Curt.

Familiarity didn’t just happen without something causing it. Even with losing her memory, you couldn’t fake familiarity with someone or something you hadn’t seen before, right? She watched the lights blink on and off on the tree, allowing them to hypnotize her as the questions kept piling in her mind. 

The effect of the flickering fire, candles, and lights created an atmosphere of peace and warmth. The boys’ laughter traveled from the back of the house to her, and she decided, just for now, to let those questions go and focus only on the moment. It was the best Christmas gift she could give herself. She wanted to capture this moment and keep it with her forever, so no matter how lost she became in her own struggle, she could remember this time and the feeling of peace and comfort that lived in it.

“Mama, my teeth are all brushed,” little Tyler yelled.

“Come and show me,” Cherry called back from the kitchen.

The boys came running in their pajamas where Cherry met them in the living room. “You did a good job, Ty. Now go say goodnight to your uncle and Miss Kay and then hop into bed. You too, Cody.”

“But, Mom! I want to stay up with you all,” Cody pleaded with his mother.

“No whining, Cody. Do as you’re told,” Joe told the boy, and he sluggishly walked over to Kay.

“Good night, Uncle Curt. Good night, Miss Kay.” Tyler gave her a little hug and ran off to his room.

“Good night Uncle Curt. Good night, Miss Kay,” Cody said as he hugged her. “Thanks again for the picture.”

“I’m glad you like it, Cody. Thank you for the excellent horse. Hey, don’t be so glum. Tomorrow you‘ll get to play with all your new toys.” 

He smiled for her before heading down the hall to join his brother, and Cherry followed to tuck them in. A few minutes later Kay heard Joe’s deep voice, so much like Curt’s, reading them a story. 

The image of the family warmed Kay. She found Curt’s eyes and couldn’t help but wonder if they had talked about having children.

A wonderful, spicy aroma began to waft into the room from the kitchen. 

“That smells delicious.” Kay closed her eyes and inhaled deeper.

“I’ll get you some.” Curt left the room and followed Cherry into the kitchen.

A moment later Kay overheard Cherry’s stern tone. She kept her voice low so Kay couldn’t make out the words, but it sure sounded as if Curt was getting an earful. She wondered what he had done to upset his bubbly sister-in-law. She couldn’t imagine anything.

“What’s going on in there?” Joe asked her as he walked into the living room.

“I...I’m not sure. I hope I didn’t do anything to upset Cherry.” Kay watched the kitchen door with wide eyes.

“I highly doubt you could, Kay. It sounds more like Curt did something...that rascal is always pushing her buttons. They love each other like brother and sister though. I wouldn’t worry about it.”

A moment later they exited the kitchen, each with two steaming mugs. Curt’s face was red, but he smiled when he met Kay’s eyes. He sat next to her, keeping a bit of a distance, but still putting her leg on his lap. 

“Everything okay?” she asked him quietly.

“It will all be fine.” Yet, his words sounded tight and stressed.

Something definitely was not fine.

For the next couple of hours the four of them talked. Joe shared some embarrassing things that Curt did when he was younger. Curt combatted with some of his own stories about Joe. They talked about their parents. Curt got real quiet then. 

“What happened to your parents?” Kay asked, and Curt stiffened under her legs.

“They died in a car accident, just down the road.” Joe swallowed, cleared his throat, and then continued. "It was one of the coldest starts to winter we’ve had. It looked like they hit black ice, slid out of control and...and well, the semi just had no time to react.” 

“Oh my!” Kay covered her mouth, tears coming to her eyes. “I’m so sorry. How horrible. When did this happen?”

Curt shimmied from under her legs, mumbling an excuse, and headed to the kitchen. Joe followed Curt, and doom covered Kay.

“I didn’t mean to upset them,” Kay pled into Cherry’s eyes.

Cherry moved to sit by her. “Don’t mind them. It’s a hard topic, with Curt especially. He feels responsible for their death.”

“Why?” 

“It happened on their way back from one of his high school football games in another town.” 

“How awful!” Kay hung her head, feeling the pain for Curt and Joe. Then she thought about Curt saving her from such a similar car accident. His dedication and constant surveillance made even more sense. 

“Yeah, it’s been real hard for him, even after all these years. I think that’s why he’s so fatherly with Joe. Joe was only fourteen when it happened. Luckily, Curt was eighteen and was allowed custody.”

“I can’t imagine being eighteen and raising a little brother.” Kay followed the muffled voices in the kitchen with her gaze, her heart longing to give peace to the man who rescued her. 

“The crazy thing is, just a month before their accident, the McAllisters made out a will leaving all their belongings to Curt. I guess it was a tradition that the ranch be left to the oldest son. Luckily, though, Curt’s a great guy. As soon as Joe turned eighteen Curt had him put on the papers as half owner. When Joe and I were married the day after I turned eighteen, Curt practically made us move into the house. He said he would stay in the bunkhouse even.” 

Kay nodded her head. That sounded like Curt, always putting others before himself.

“Some nights right after our wedding, I think Curt wished he had moved into that old bunkhouse.” Cherry giggled which left heat filling Kay’s cheeks.

“But, obviously he never did,” Kay said.

“No, we wouldn’t let him. This is his house. I would never feel right kicking him out. Besides that bunkhouse,” she shook her head in exasperation, “would need a lot of work to be livable. It hasn’t been used in over thirty years.”

“Wow, how old is this ranch?” Kay found herself enthralled with all of this information about Curt and his family. She wanted to know everything about him...even the topic that left him full of nervous energy every time he tried to tell her. Whatever happened between them, fight or not, that couldn’t matter anymore. It couldn’t be that important, could it?

“I really don’t know that. It’s been in the McAllister family for many generations though. There’s even an old sod house that is pretty tore up, but it’s still standing way out on the range. The cows like to stay near it in the summer.”

“That would be a site I would like to see.” 

“What would you like to see?” Curt asked before sitting back down next to her, and bringing her legs back into his lap. His hand smoothed and then rested on her good leg.  

“Cherry just told me about the old sod house on your property.”

“Well, that can definitely be arranged,” Curt said.

Joe walked into the room and stumbled. His cup sloshed over and he spilled a splash of cider on the floor. He cursed under his breath.

The curse word shot through Kay like a bullet. Her breath froze in her lungs, her heart pounded, and a flash of fear raced through her. A dark image of an angry man standing over a cowering form played in her mind only a moment, but she felt the realness of it. She had just had a memory, and not a pleasant one at that.

“Joe, you watch your language. You’ve upset Kay.” Cherry’s scolding plopped Kay right back in the present.

She gasped for breath and grasped at her sweater.

“Kay,” Curt leaned over to her, “what is it, Kay?” He scanned her body. “Your pill, you haven’t had your pill.”

She shook her head, trying to pull herself away from the fear that had engulfed her. She allowed herself to meet Curt’s eyes. I’m here. With Curt. Safe.

“It’s not that. I...I.” She looked down. How did she tell him the first memory she had wasn’t of him, but of such a scary situation. Who was that man? Why was he so angry?

“You can tell me,” Curt soothed.

“I had a memory,” she mumbled.

“Kay just remembered something!” Cherry burst out. 

“What...what did you remember, Darlin’?” Curt’s gaze implored hers and his skin looked drained of color. Why did he look as scared as she felt? 

“It...it doesn’t matter. It wasn’t much.” Kay just wanted to drop it and pretend she never had it.

“Maybe if you talk about it you would remember more?” Joe asked.

She didn’t want to remember more. She let her eyes meet Curt’s, finding strength in him.

“She’ll share when she’s ready. We won’t pressure you.” He lifted a hand to brush back her hair, his eyes searching hers like he wanted to read her mind.

“Thank you,” Kay said, and leaned into him. More than anything, she wanted the safety of his arms. She knew that angry man couldn’t touch her there.

“Let’s toast to Kay’s memory!” Joe announced.

They toasted and soon the conversation turned back to more pleasant memories...theirs, not hers. She did her best to focus on the wonderfulness of the night, but deep in the recesses of her mind, that short clip played over and over until she wanted to curl up in a ball.

By the time Cherry and Joe said good night and giggled down the hallway, Kay had an underground panic attack surging through her. When Curt swooped her up, she pressed her head into his chest, willing the image to go back to where it came from.

“You okay, Darlin’? You’ve been awful quiet since you had your...memory.” He lay her down in bed before sitting next to her. “Do you want to talk now?”

She shook her head. She didn’t want to relive it right before sleeping. Now she knew where those nightmares stemmed from, or at least she had a fraction of an idea. Curt had given her the medication a little earlier, and she felt the drowsiness pulling at her. She knew she didn’t have long until this world faded. 

“I’ll be here when you are ready. You can tell me anything.” He pulled the blanket over her and kissed her forehead. “Merry Christmas, Darlin’.”

“Merry Christmas. Thank you. You have a beautiful family, and I’m hoping I will remember more of them soon.”

His mouth squeezed as if he bit his cheeks. He lowered his eyes and backed toward the door, flicked off the light switch, and turned to leave the room.

“Curt?” Kay’s eyes darted around the dark room lit only by the silver moon that shone in. “Where are you going?”

He slowly met her eyes, the darkness making them seem even more distant. “It wouldn’t be right for me to sleep in the bed with you.”

Kay sat up in bed with a grunt. She didn’t know what he meant by that. He had slept next to her last night. Maybe they we were waiting until marriage, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t sleep next to her, did it? Her eyes scanned the room again, her fear pulsing with each rapid beat of her heart.

“Please, Curt. I...I don’t want to be alone.” Should she have told him why she was so scared? Maybe he would know where that memory came from. Maybe...

“Kay, there’s nothing more I would like, but...” There was that hesitancy again, that underlying knowing that he hadn’t told her everything.

“Please,” she whispered, her eyes filling with tears. “I...I feel safer when you’re near me.”

Curt opened his mouth, shuffled his feet, but finally he took the step back inside the door. He looked at her with an unreadable expression for a moment more before he took off his outer shirt. Standing there in only a t-shirt and pants with the moonlight reflecting off his strong biceps and hardened torso under the white shirt, he looked the epitome of a cowboy. Her cowboy.

“Thank you,” she said as he crawled onto the other side of the bed, on top of the covers, pulling the extra blanket on again.

“Anything for you, Kay. I would do anything for you.”

She let those words play over and over in her head as she fell into sleep.
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Curt should be up and doing morning chores before he had to take Kay into town to see Dr. Greene, but he couldn’t stop watching her sleep. She had a few nightmares, but this last one calmed, and now it seemed as if she dreamed a happy dream. She smiled and made soft, comforting sounds.

He sensed the moment she woke up as her breathing changed and she shifted, painfully, in her sleep. She rolled over to her side, now facing him, and he lay back down on his elbow so his face was right in front of hers.

Her eyes fluttered open. He watched the same sequence he had seen since the first moment she opened her eyes after the coma, confusion, to recognition, to a peaceful trust. His heart clenched in his chest. How he hoped she would still look at him like that after he told her what he had to today.

“Morning, Darlin’,” he said.

“Morning, My Cowboy.”

Just like it always did when she said that, his mind flashed to the night he rescued her and she first called him that, like she knew him, like she had waited for him all her life.

“You’ve been dreaming for a while. The last one seemed like a good one.”

“Do you always watch me sleep?”

He shrugged.

She stretched as best she could and snuggled back down into the bed and a little closer to him. “It was a good dream, a familiar one.”

“You mean you’ve had before?” he asked, resisting the urge to kiss her.

“Yes, like I’ve had it all my life. Almost like it was timeless.” Her gaze glazed and he wondered if she relived the dream right that moment as a small, content smile creased her lips.

“It might be the beginning of your memory coming back. Maybe sharing it might help more memories?” He hoped she would open up. Her memory last night obviously disturbed her. She had looked downright terrified by it. He had to admit at first he was afraid she realized the truth about them, but as the night progressed and she still leaned on him, he knew it was something more. He wondered if she might have remembered the thing that made her run that night at the diner.

She watched his eyes for several moments before taking a deep breath. “The land looked like the rolling hills around here, but there’s a single oak tree alongside a creek. The land is empty and beautiful, and peaceful.”

Curt sat up but never took his eyes off her. The land she described sounded just like his favorite spot on the property, the same as she had drawn on his Christmas card, the location where he wanted to build his own house, a house for him and his wife and children. He looked down at Kay, and a new thrumming sounded within him...a house for him and Kay.

“There’s a man standing under the oak tree,” Kay continued. “When I saw him, I felt safe and at peace. I ran into his arms, and the feeling of him holding me was beyond something fictional. It was real, and like I said, timeless. It used to end right then, but this time I looked up into his face.”

“And?” Curt couldn’t help asking, feeling drawn into her dream and hoping, and fearing, her answer.

“It was you, of course it was you.” She reached out and touched his cheek.

The relief and satisfaction that filled him only lasted a moment. He closed his eyes. It couldn’t be a memory...not one from a long time ago.

“What’s the matter?” Kay asked him, her eyes widening in an expression of fear.

“It sounds like a wonderful dream, Kay.”

“But...” She pulled back from him and his heart ached.

“It couldn’t be from before the accident.”

Kay grunted as she rolled over and sat up, her breath coming faster. “I don’t understand...what do you mean? Why not?” 

The tremble in her voice felt like daggers in his gut. He had never meant to hurt her. Curt scootched to the end of the bed and held his head in his hands. “There is so much to tell you, so much you need to know, and I just...I don’t know how to tell you.”

“Curt, you need to figure that out because you’re all I have. I have no past. No life. No family it seems. No memories except one that leaves me cowering in fear and one you say is false.” She reached for the crutches next to the bed and hoisted herself to a standing position. “So anything that you’re keeping from me...could mean my life or death.”

She spun to leave the room, slipping slightly. Curt, heart breaking, was quickly by her side, steadying her. She yanked her arm out of his grasp. 

“I need to learn to rely on myself.”

Shocked, he took a step back and let her hobble out to the hallway bathroom. He fought the urge to go after her, hastily shoving his feet into his boots and grabbing his hat and coat before storming out into the freezing barely dawn morning—without coffee.

~*~
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Kay allowed the tears to stream down her face while she silently sobbed. She hadn’t allowed herself this reprieve since she awoke in the hospital, and she desperately needed the release. She cried until she didn’t even know why she cried, until every tear she could possibly have cried, until exhaustion kept her from crying anymore.

Then, methodically, she cleaned herself the best she could. She avoided her reflection as much as possible. Staring into her eyes, eyes she didn’t know, unnerved her. Who was she anyway? Her hand found the pendant around her neck. Kay. She was Kay...whoever that was. 

With a sigh of disgust, she hobbled her way back to her bedroom, no, Curt’s bedroom. She had nothing. She didn’t even have the truth.

Luckily the room was empty. She sat on the bed, not wanting to go out to the rest of the house and see other people, and not wanting to fall back asleep and have another nightmare...or the false dream.

The dream infiltrated her mind once again. She wanted to write it down, somehow prove that it was real, that she had been having it her whole life. Feeling a bit foolish, she opened the drawer in Curt’s nightstand and sure enough there was paper and a pencil. 

She hastily took it out and began drawing. Before long, the place of her dream covered the paper. A sense of knowing, of familiarity, of something deeper than just a memory filled her. She knew it was true.

Feeling surer of herself, she set the paper down on the table and followed the sounds of Cherry starting breakfast. She had no idea what Curt’s comment meant, what he wasn’t telling her, but she wasn’t going to back down from it, or from the family that had welcomed her into their home.

“Morning, Kay,” Cherry said brightly. “You might make a ranch girl yet, up this early.”

“Morning,” she said, unsure of how to reply to her comment. Who knew what she had been, but she had to focus on now, for that was all she had.

“Oh, I found a pair of my old jeans that I had ripped on barbed wire last fall. Wouldn’t you know it, it’s the right leg. So I thought we could continue the rip enough we could get it over your cast.” She looked her up and down. “We seem about the same size.”

“Wow. Thank you, Cherry. I thought about my new jeans, but I didn’t want to ruin them. I would feel better in something other than sweats to go into town.”

“I figured.” Cherry winked and then turned back to chopping mushrooms.

“If you bring those over here, I can cut them for you.”

Kay did her best to stay in the moment during the morning. When Curt came back in for breakfast, he acted as nervous as she had ever seen him. The distance that was created earlier still existed, and it felt like a canyon had grown between them. It hurt more than her body, more than not knowing the truth, and she wanted to bridge it.

The jeans that Cherry had sacrificed worked great. Kay felt better being in jeans and one of the soft sweaters Curt had given her. She almost felt like a real person. Now, once she got to wash her hair tonight, that would be complete the feeling.

While she bounced down the road in Curt’s truck, she thought about the bath she would take after the doctor’s appointment.

“It’s nice to see you smile.” Curt’s voice broke into her thoughts.

“Thinking of the bath I get to take tonight.”

“Ahh, I can see how that would make you happy.”

Kay glanced at him, longing to feel his warmth, but needing the truth. “Curt?”

“I know, Kay.” His brow furrowed. “I’m figuring it out. Let’s get through this appointment, and we’ll go somewhere we can have an uninterrupted, long conversation.”

Kay nodded. She could agree to that. 

They pulled into the small town of Greybull. Old stores lined a street with raised walkways in front of them. The town seemed safe, quiet, and lovely. Several people on the road and the sidewalk raised a hand as they passed, and Curt raised his in return.

“You know all of them?” she asked.

“Pretty much.”

“Huh...” What would it be like to have everyone in your town know who you are?

Curt pulled up into the parking lot of a small office building.

“Is this the doctor’s office?”

“Yep, Dr. Greene. He’s the only doctor in town. Now just about twenty minutes down the road you reach the next town. It’s bigger and has a hospital, and more chain stores.”

“Oh,” she said, not able to admit that this all seemed odd to her. Flashes of skyscrapers, lanes of traffic, and large sprawling buildings filled her mind. Yet with those memories, the fear returned. She once again found herself peering at everyone near her, watching the shadows and roadways...for what, she didn’t know, but she had the feeling that once she saw it, she would.

“Tell me about this fear.” Curt sat in the truck, watching her with knitted eyebrows.

“Once you tell me whatever you are keeping hidden from me.” She matched his gaze, feeling an inner strength begin to tear through her.

“Fair enough.” He lightly chuckled. “You’re quite the spitfire, you know.”

“I’m starting to like it.” She smiled wryly, realizing she really did.

“Come on, Spitfire. I’ll go introduce you to Dr. Greene.”

Dr. Greene didn’t look like a doctor. He looked like an aging cowboy, with white hair that looked to spend most of its time under a hat. His eyes though were gentle, and his voice as down to earth as the plaid shirt and cowboy boots he wore.

“So, you were in quite an accident I hear.” Dr. Greene peered at the chart, and then he looked at her in a way she knew she could trust, and she was glad she had asked Curt to wait outside, though it had hurt him. “How’re you feeling?”

“As good as can be expected.” She shrugged.

“Well, let’s check you out.” He completed a quick exam, wrote some things down, and then met her eyes. “As far as your memory, have you had any recollections?”

“Well, only little flashes here and there, some feelings of familiarity.” 

“Memories that were habitual and perfunctory, as in walking, talking and so forth, are the easiest to remember. Then learned memories, such as what you learned in school or from reading, are next. There is a possibility that before the month is out you will start to remember more personal memories, your mother’s face, childhood memories, etcetera.” 

Hope flew through her. Her mother’s face, her name. If she could remember more, she might be able to find out about her past...besides relying on the untalkative Curt. Nervousness fluttered within her. Why wouldn’t Curt have told her more about her past?

“Do you really think I could remember who I am before the end of the month?”

“I can’t promise, but the possibility is there. If all is well. Do you have family around here, Kay?”

“I don’t know.” She looked down at her hands.

“Well, how did you end up here when your accident was in Green River?” The small town doctor looked at her, full of curiosity. 

“Curt McAllister brought me here.” Maybe if she left it open, he might reveal something about her rescuer.

“Good ol’ Curt.” A smile lit his features. “That there is a good man. How do you two know each other?” 

Kay hesitated. “He, uh, he says he’s my fiancé.”

“Oh?” Doctor Greene leaned back in his chair. “Is that so?”

“He rescued me from the crash.” She added just in case.

“Oh, really,” he whispered. His eyes glazed over for a moment, and she couldn’t help but wonder if he thought of Curt’s parents. She sure did ever since she heard the story. The man nodded and dropped the subject. “Let’s take a look at these x-rays of yours.”

After examining the x-rays of her arm, ribs, and ankle, the doctor took out her stitches both on her arm and her head, exclaiming at how well they had healed. It was nice having the bandage off her arm. As he held up the mirror, she noticed that the bruising had faded even more, and the tiny scar was pink and puckered, but a lot better off than she had thought it would be. 

“It will be only a hairline scar before you know it. With a touch a make-up it should be unseen for your wedding. When is the big day? I haven’t seen or heard an announcement.”

“I...I’m not sure,” she said, her heart thundering. They hadn’t talked about a date at all.

“Well, if you wait for summer, you should be able to walk down the aisle without hardly a limp.”

“Will I have full range of motion and be able to use it properly after it is completely healed?”

“I believe so.” He nodded. “The numbness in the toes, however, I am not sure if that will leave.”  

“That’s not a big deal, as long as I can use them,” she said, feeling better than she had all day.

“You’ve got a positive attitude. I see why Curt fell for you, and about time too. That lad needs to have a family of his own. Now how about your pain level, do you need more meds?”

“No,” she said immediately. “I think I can deal with the pain. I don’t like the way they interfere with my thinking.”

“All right, then. I guess that takes care of it. We’ll see you in two weeks to get that walking cast put on. Until then, don’t put any pressure on it. See the gal up front to make the appointment. In fact, I’ll walk you out. I wouldn’t mind seeing Curt.” He followed her out. 

As she made the appointment, Doctor Greene called Curt over. Curt looked toward her with concern, but masked it well with a broad smile.

“Doc!” He reached out to shake the other man’s hand. “Sure is good to see you!”

“Sure is, son. I hear congratulations are in order?” The doctor looked at her and winked at Curt.   

“Oh, yes,” Curt chuckled, and she couldn’t help but hear that nervous hesitancy in it.

“I’m happy to hear you are finally settling down, Curt,” the doctor whispered to Curt, but she heard him and stood rigid. “I don’t blame you with this one.”

“Kay’s definitely special.” Curt’s serious voice made her feel warm all over.

“Well, she’s a fast healer. In two weeks she will be in a walking cast, and a month or so after that she’ll be walking all over the place, just in time for that wedding.” He patted her softly on the shoulder. “Keep me up to date on your memory. You probably won’t remember the accident, nor a day or two before it, but we’ll pray the rest returns.”

“Thanks, Doc. I appreciate you seeing her. Just put the visit on my account and send over a bill.”

“But, Curt. . .” she objected.

He shook his head, and she shut her mouth. Here was not the place to hash out about money.

“We’ll see you two in a couple of weeks, then.” Doctor Greene shook both of their hands. “Give me a call, Kay, if anything comes up, and congratulations again.” 

Curt walked by her side all the way to the truck, opened her door, and helped her in. He didn’t move from beside her.

“What is it?” she asked.

“Nothing,” Curt said slowly, a wry grin on his lips, and then he closed her door and climbed up into the driver’s seat. 

Kay continued to watch him as he drove further into the small town. They pulled up to a place called Homer’s Feed, and he shut off the truck before turning toward her.

“I need to pick up a few things. Do you need anything?”

“No. Thank you, though.” She almost felt like a total stranger, and she didn’t like it. “Listen, Curt. I...I don’t know what to say.”

“I know. I have a lot of answering to do.” He sounded so defeated that she cringed. 

People walked slowly by on the sidewalk, watching them and whispering to each other. 

“Would you like to come in with me? It wouldn’t be as boring as watching people walk by staring at you.” 

Knowing he wanted her with him helped bridge the gap a little. 

“Yes, I would like to be with you.” 

Curt stood taller with her words, and she felt like some of this morning’s after effects had begun to fade.

She kept by his side while he picked up a few things for the ranch and then walked up to the counter where a grizzled man greeted them. Curt ordered some alfalfa and hay.

“Will that do ya, Curt?” The man tallied it up.

“Sure will, Homer. Just put it on the tab.” 

“No problem, and who’s the pretty lady?” Homer drawled looking Kay over curiously.

“Oh, sorry about that. Homer, this is Kay. Kay, this is Homer, the owner of this store.” 

She balanced and reached a hand over the counter which Homer took and kissed with his whiskered lips.

“It’s nice to meet you, Homer.”

“Always a pleasure to meet a beautiful woman.” He looked a bit more at her and then turned to Curt. “Just Kay, huh?”

“Just Kay, Homer.” Curt shook his head and led her out the door.

“What was that all about?” she asked once they were outside.

“The town gossip. They all want to know who, what, where, and when about everything and everyone. By the time we hit the highway, everyone will have their own story about you and me.” He helped her up into the truck and handed the crutches in afterwards. 

Two teen boys loaded the hay and alfalfa into the back of the truck. When they left for another load, Curt still stood next to her. 

“And just what is the story of you and me?” She held her breath for what seemed like an eternity. The silence was killing her. Why won’t he answer? The boys hauled up another load and left again before Curt spoke.

“That Darlin’, is still in the making,” he whispered as he gently pushed a stray strand of hair behind her ear. Before she had time to reply, one of the youngsters approached Curt and cleared his throat.

“Excuse me, uh, Mr. McAllister. But, um, it‘s all loaded up for you.” 

Curt carefully shut her door and then turned his attention to the boy. 

She watched him interact with the kid and let her mind whirl. He sure didn’t give much to go on...his statement could mean so many different things. Did he mean they weren’t really anything right now? Did he mean the future was still up in the air? Did he mean they would always be making it?

Ugh. The questions just wouldn’t leave her alone. She turned her attention to a rough looking cowboy staring at her while he strutted toward the feed store. In fact, he was so interested in her he ran right into one of the support beams holding the roof over the covered walkway. Kay covered her mouth so she didn’t laugh out loud.

The cowboy, though did not think it funny, and he pushed his hat down as he cursed loudly enough the words made it into the truck.

Immediately Kay was back in that dark room with that big man cussing and yelling. This time she realized that she was hidden, and the anger wasn’t directed at her, but someone else, someone she wished she could protect. But fear kept her immobilized. Then those dark eyes slowly looked up right to her.

“Kay, Kay!” Curt cupped her face.

She gasped and moved away, fear pounding within her. Then she frantically searched around her, seeing she was in Curt’s truck, in his small hometown. She closed her eyes and took a shaky breath.

“Did you have another memory?”

She kept her eyes squeezed tight and nodded. If she tried to speak, tears would pour forth along with the sobs trying to break free.

“A bad one?”

She nodded again.

“You’re safe, Darlin’. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

With the certainty of his words, she slowly opened her eyes and lost herself in the blue depths of his. She read the truth in his words. Whatever he had been keeping from her, she trusted him, and she knew he would protect her...but who would protect him?
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Curt drove back toward the ranch. Kay hadn’t uttered a word since her last memory. What he wouldn’t give to know the horrors that caused her to be as frightened as she looked. He clenched his hands around the steering wheel until his knuckles turned white.

He needed to call Eli to see if he had found anything else.

As he headed up his long driveway, Kay stirred as if she woke up, but her eyes had been open, wide open and staring into nowhere during the whole drive. She looked around and then at him, expectancy in her eyes.

“Curt?” 

“Yes, Kay. I know. We’re going somewhere we won‘t be interrupted this time.” He looked back at her. “And Kay, after I tell you, I need you to tell me those memories that leave you looking scared for your life.”

He heard her swallow, but she gave a slight nod. The dogs barked and chased the truck for a few feet as he drove past the main house and up an old dirt road.  

“We don’t use this road much in the winter, but I think it’s frozen enough today that we won’t get stuck in the mud.” He stole a glance at Kay who watched the landscape. 

Her body seemed to relax as they drove out onto his open property. He couldn’t blame her. It was beautiful, especially now with everything so green. Soon there would be a blanket of snow covering the rolling hills, but today it was perfect, and he had the perfect spot to take her.

He wished he didn’t have to have this conversation. He should have told her right from the moment she woke, but would she have come home with him then? A stranger? Yet, she seemed to feel the same way he did...though he worried she felt like she had to act in love under false pretenses. The dream she told him about played in his mind. If only that could be true.

“I have a place I want to show you.” He had made the decision that morning while driving out to town. The place in her dream sounded so much like this spot of his that he felt an invisible force pushing him to take her there.

The truck rumbled over a cattle guard. Kay sucked in a breath and looked around.

“What was that?”

Curt tried to stop his chuckle. “A cattle guard.” At Kay’s confused expression he continued. “They are rails stuck in the ground to keep the cattle from crossing that area. It keeps us from having to get out and open gates all the time.”

“They won’t cross them?”

“No, they know their hooves could get stuck, and they could break a leg, which to a cow is death.”

“Thank goodness I’m not a cow,” she muttered.

Curt laughed harder than he had for a long time. Kay’s ability to find the good in everything even when she had gone through so much amazed him. He loved her sense of humor, her innocence, and her big heart.

Finally when he calmed, he looked over at the woman next to him, the woman he wanted to spend the rest of his life with. Don’t ask him how he knew that already, but he just couldn’t stand the thought of her not by him. “I am certainly glad for that.”

Kay, though, had a perplexed expression. “There are so many things that I just know. Like how a faucet works, what towns should look like, even how to drive.” She looked at him with such openness it made his gut twist. “Why don’t I remember cattle guards?”

“I’m not sure, Kay.”

He slowed the truck as he came to the spot he had decided to take her. She had stopped looking around though. She only focused on him, as if she could read his mind.

“I will tell you all I know.” He slowly climbed out of the truck and walked to her side. He took a deep breath as he opened the door. After helping her down, he handed her the crutches and wrapped his jacket around her to protect her from the biting wind.

She kept her head down as she followed him, but as they neared the creek her head shot up and she took in the scene.

“Curt!”

“I know, it’s beautiful, isn’t it?” He stood next to her, longing to wrap his arm around her while taking in the rolling green hills, the rushing stream, and the beautiful, solitary oak tree they stood under.

“Yes, but it’s...it’s the same place from my dream.” Her eyes shone like all would be right in the world, and he hated, no, absolutely despised, that he would ruin it for her.

“This land here has always held a special place for me. Since I was a boy, I decided this right here would be where I built my ranch, my horse ranch. I wanted to build a small house and a great big barn. The house would face the morning sun to light the kitchen and the front porch. The back porch would face west, toward the setting sun, so I could sit there with my love and enjoy God’s beautiful colors.” He chuckled and looked at her sheepishly. “Pretty silly, huh?”

“Not at all, it would be a beautiful place to live.” She paused before asking, “Why haven’t you built it yet?”

“Truthfully,” he sighed. “I have never had a reason to leave Joe’s...until now. This is where I want to build my life, now that I have a reason.”

“Have you shared this spot with me before?” Her eyes pleaded into his. His pulsed raced and his gut squeezed. He felt like he would be sick.

To distract himself, he pulled out two lawn chairs he had stashed in the back seat of his extended cab and set them up next to her. Once she sat, though, he paced. He felt Kay’s eyes on him, but she gave him the space he needed to work out what needed to be said.

“I was driving back from picking up Jasper,” he began, uncertainly, but gained sureness as he continued. “Coming up from Colorado. It was late, and I needed coffee, so I pulled into a 24 hour diner, the Green River Saloon. I knew I needed to get back on the road. It was about to snow, but something made me stay.” He paused, his blue eyes questioning hers. 

“The Green River Saloon?” she asked.

“Yeah. That’s when you came in. I knew right then why I was supposed to wait.” He let his eyes meet hers momentarily before he started his pacing again. “I couldn’t take my eyes off you. You were so beautiful, even as road weary as you were. I heard all them hippies talk about destiny and love at first sight, and I had thought it was a bunch of hoopla. That is, until you walked through that door.” 

He grinned at her a moment, but as realization hit her, her expression changed...to one of horror.

“You aren’t my fiancé?” Her voice cracked and she bent over in the chair, breathing rapidly.

“Please, let me finish, Kay. I...I need to get it all out.”

She nodded.

“I will tell you all I know.” He sighed, wishing he knew more. “When you came in, you asked for the ladies’ room. From the start you acted nervous, scared. I had the strongest urge to protect you. It was obvious that you weren’t from the area, given your trendy clothes and all.” 

“Trendy clothes?” She looked down at her clothes and back up at him.

“Yeah, you know, those chic suits and high heeled shoes and little skimpy jackets. The type of things you see in those magazines that Cherry sometimes gets.” 

She shook her head.

“Well, after you used the restroom, the waitress asked why a city girl like you was out here in the middle of the night. You said that you were taking a long drive, and you wanted to watch the sunrise, but you kept looking out the window and at me and the only other person there, an old truck driver.” 

Kay squeezed her eyes shut, and he wondered if she tried to remember. 

“You also said that you would rest for a while once you got to Cheyenne, so it sounded like you were driving through Wyoming.”

“Why would I have been driving through Wyoming?” 

Curt shook his head, took his hat off, and smoothed his hair back before replacing his hat. 

“What happened after that?”

“You asked for some tea to go, with cream and sugar,” he said, giving away his secret. “I remember that so well, because that was how my mama liked it. Everyone thought she was weird, but she wasn’t bred out here in Wyoming. She was from somewhere east. Anyway, when I realized you were leaving, I got all my papers together in a hurry. I think it scared you, because you left without your change and forgot your tea as well.”  

“That’s it? That’s all you know of me?” She lowered her head to her hands. The pain in her voice felt like a knife twisting in his heart.

“I paid real quick and followed you out to your car, with your tea,” he continued, his memories flowing with urgency. “I made you so nervous that you dropped your purse. So many little things fell out all over the parking lot. I bent down to help you and when we picked it all up, we faced each other, and your face was as red as a strawberry. You finally found your keys and unlocked your door. I remember teasing you about that. We don’t lock our doors around here, which was another clue that you are from a city. I handed you your tea and asked you if you were sure you didn’t want a room. I think you took it the wrong way, though, the way you looked at me.”

“I wonder why,” she said sarcastically.

“Even then you showed a hesitancy, like you wanted to talk more, but your gaze kept flicking toward the road you came in on. After that you pulled away, I wished I had stopped you. Something in me told me to, but I didn’t. You looked back one last time, and that’s when I decided I was going to follow you.”

“You were going to chase me down?” she asked in shock.

“Well, I don‘t know. I just knew I had to follow you, at least for a while. You were going in the direction I needed to anyway.” Curt shrugged a little defensively. “Well, I got in the truck and pulled down the road behind you. I had warned you the roads were real slick, so I hoped you were driving slow and careful.”

He stopped and squatted down near her. Remembering the accident scene about caused him to pass out.

“I saw the whole thing. The snow had started falling. The deer ran out in front of you. You swerved.” He looked up at her seriously. “By the way, never swerve on icy roads.”

She nodded her head, her eyes wide.

“I...I couldn’t stop thinking about my parents. I prayed and beat myself up for not stopping you. Your car spun out of control, flipped over, and teetered on the edge of the cliff. At that moment I knew I could save you. I had to.” His eyes drilled into hers, the emotions of the accident rooting in his heart. “I barely pulled you out of the busted window before the car ended up falling over the side, rolling and crashing down into that deep canyon, a canyon they can’t even hope to access until spring melt off, if there is anything left of your car by then.” 

Curt watched her process what he had told her. So many emotions crossed her face. She squeezed her eyes shut several times before finally taking in some deep breaths and meeting his eyes.

“So you aren’t my fiancé?” she asked again.

“Not yet.” The words flew out of his mouth, shocking him as much as it did her. “I mean, well, when I drove you to the hospital, they said only family could come...so I said the first thing that came to my mind. I needed to know you were okay.”

Kay nodded, chewed on her lower lip, and blinked back the tears that threatened to spill at any moment.

“I’m sorry. I should have never lied. Once you woke and I realized you had lost your memory and had no ID, no way of knowing who you were, no place to go, I...I kept it up until I got you here. Where you could be safe while we figured it out. I didn’t mean for it to go on as long as it did.”

“You know, you didn’t have to act it so well...” she trailed off as she seemed to breathe in the land around them.

“Who said I was acting?” 

She slowly turned back to him. His heart raced wondering what he would see in her eyes. Would he see contempt, distrust, and hatred? Yet, when her beautiful green eyes met his, he really didn’t see any change in them at all. They still looked at him with longing, trust, and a touch of something deeper that he hoped one day would turn into love.

“I know you don’t believe me,” she said as she looked back out at the creek and rolling hills. “And I may have lost my memory, but deep down in me, I know that dream, and this place here, and you...have been a part of me a lot longer than the last week.”

Curt fell on his knees in front of her, hope singing a song deep inside of him. “I want that to be true, Kay, more than anything. I meant every word I ever said to you. I will always be here for you. I won’t let any harm come to you. We will figure this out together. I promise you.”

Kay met his eyes for a moment before dropping her head in her hands again, and then finally, as if she no longer had the strength to hold it all in a second longer, her body shook with sobs. Without thought, Curt wrapped his arms around her and held her while she let her life crumble all around them.
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Kay had had too much. She couldn’t hold it together anymore. Curt was not her fiancé. She had no connection to the life she had lost her memory of. She only had now this man, and his wonderful family that had opened their home, their lives, and their hearts to her. 

She sobbed this out to Curt in between gasps for air. She didn’t know if he understood her, but he held her without judgement, without expectations, just held her as she finally broke.

“You aren’t alone, Kay.” He wiped the last tears streaming down her face as she finally calmed. “You will always have me, and my family.”

Kay’s heart broke. “You don’t understand. Your generosity might put you and your family in danger. Whatever I ran from...it will follow me. He’ll find me eventually, and if I cause something to happen to you, or Joe, or Cherry, or those precious nephews of yours...” She broke down into sobs once again.

She clung to Curt, even knowing now that he was not really her fiancé or even someone she had known. Yet Curt knew her better than anyone else right now, and even though he had lied, he had his reasons, and he had proven himself as someone she could rely on. 

Even though she shouldn’t. 

Every moment she spent here might be one too many. She just knew that danger followed her. 

“You need to tell me what you see when you get so scared.” Curt squatted in front of her, holding her eyes in a strong gaze, one that did not leave any room for denial. He took her hands in his.

She let herself lose reality while staring into Curt’s eyes, wishing she could stay there forever. For in his gaze, she felt safe.

“It’s not much.” She swallowed, trying to wet her parched throat. “It’s dark and there’s a man yelling, cursing, and slamming his fist into someone while they plead for him to stop. I’m watching from a hidden place, but then the attacker’s eyes look directly into mine.”

Curt’s hands grasped hers tighter and tighter until she had to pull them away.

“Sorry,” he mumbled and then rose. He took a few steps away and looked out across the land. His shoulders lifted and dropped as he took deep breaths.

“You see, I had to have been running from someone. It all makes sense.” She stood up, needing to move or do something.

Curt turned and came to her. “It does seem like it, Kay. Those memories must be terrifying. You’re safe here, though. That man can’t get to you here. No one knows you are here or even who you are. In an odd way, your accident might have been one of the best things that could have happened.”

Kay looked up into his eyes. She had no idea why this man did as much as he did for her, a stranger. Nor why as a stranger he felt so familiar, so safe, so much like home. She let his words filter in and realized that he was right. How could anyone follow a ghost? For that was what she was. A woman with no past, no identity, nothing.

“Why, Curt?” Tears misted in her eyes. “Why are you risking yourself and your family for me? You don’t even know me.”

He closed the gap between them, cupped her face with both of his hands and looked deep into her eyes. “I may not know who you were, where you came from, or anything about your past, but I know you.”

Her breath caught at the intensity between them. He leaned in further and for a second she thought he would kiss her like he did on Christmas when he still pretended to be her fiancé...or wait, he said he hadn’t been acting. Her heart raced, but as he closed in, he only rested his forehead against hers.

As they breathed in the same air, somehow, someway, she felt like everything would be okay.

~*~
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Curt drove the truck back to the ranch house. A huge weight lifted off him and his stomach had settled almost the second he realized that Kay understood why he had lied about being her fiancé. In fact, he glanced at her, the admission didn’t seem to have changed how she acted toward him at all.

He felt her watching him, so he slowed the truck to really look at her. “What is it, Darlin’?”

“I...thank you.”

“Well, it was past time to tell you the whole story—“

“No, I mean thank you for saving my life, over and over again.” Her eyes had filled, and she reached for his hand.

He eagerly held her slight hand. “That pleasure was, and always will be, mine.” He brought her hand to his lips and gave it a lingering kiss.

She squeezed his fingers and then let her gaze return out the window. “It really is beautiful here.”

“Yes, it is.” Curt said, having a difficult time keeping his eyes on the road. “Very beautiful.”

“I’m sorry I told Dr. Greene you were my fiancé.”

Curt chuckled, heat traveling up his neck making his shirt collar feel a bit too tight. “Yeah, that was a surprise I should have expected. What’s done is done though, no going back.”

“I’ll clear it up at my follow up in two weeks.”

Curt laughed even harder. “I don’t think you understand the ways of small towns, Darlin’. By now half the town knows, and nothing you nor I say will change it. You might as well get used to being my fiancée, because that will be how everyone sees you.”

“Oh,” she said, her face delightfully pink.

He would have kissed her right then had he not been driving into the ranch.

As they pulled back up to the house, the boys ran to the truck yelling for him. Even though his heart soared as it did every time he saw his nephews, a pang squeezed his chest. He would have to share Kay and be under the scrutiny of his sister-in-law. He chuckled with the thought of Cherry meddling in his love life and exited the truck just in time to scoop the boys up and twirl them.

He set them back down and watched them wobble on their feet while he helped Kay from the truck.

“Hey, brother! You’ve got to see this!” Joe called from the barn.

Cherry stood at the ranch house’s door and waved. “You two finally made it back.”

“Had to take a detour.” 

“Well, I was starting to worry.” She planted her fists on her hips as he helped Kay up the porch steps.

They made it to Cherry’s side, and Curt ruffled up her hair. “No need to worry, Li’l Sis.”

“I wasn’t worried about you, Mr. Big Head.”

Curt laughed and then took Kay’s hand as Joe called for him again. “You’ll be okay?”

“Yes, go on and see what your brother needs.”

“Just don’t get started on nothing big, lunch is just about ready!”

“Yes, ma’am.” Curt tipped his hat and then strode over to his brother.

While his brother showed him something about a new roping technique he had figured out, Curt found himself preoccupied.

“Where you at, brother?”

“Sorry, Joe.” He shook his head and tried to push Kay and everything that came with her to the back of his mind. “Show me that again?”

“Nope,” he said and tipped his hat up. “Not until you tell me what’s going on. You talked with Kay?”

“Yeah.”

“She mad as a castrated calf?”

Curt chuckled at his term. “Actually no, she’s quite understanding.”

“Then what is it?”

Curt sighed. He might as well tell his brother. He would be involved too if she was ever found. “Remember how I said she acted scared and nervous? And how she got all weird after she had that memory on Christmas?”

“Sure do.” He sat against the fence rail to keep his body still while he listened.

“Well, she’s convinced someone is after her. She don’t remember who or why, but has flashes of a horrifying scene.”

“Whoa,” Joe said, fiddling with the rope in his hand. 

“Yeah.” He looked at his brother. “She wants to leave. She’s afraid of bringing danger to you and the family.”

“She’s not going anywhere. We McAllisters stick together.”

Curt grabbed his shoulder. “Thanks, Joe. I pretty much told her the same thing.”

“The question is, how do we find this guy before he finds her?”

“That is the million dollar question, isn’t it?”

Curt scratched at his face. He needed to shave, but right now he needed to talk to his friend in the city. He pulled out the small phone from his pocket, excused himself from his brother, and pushed his friend’s name.

“Hey there, Eli. We have a problem.”

~*~
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Kay felt awkward at lunch with everyone sitting around the table, and the huge meal Cherry had made spread out in front of them. Curt sat next to her as always. Holding his hand during grace sent jolts of electricity through her. Knowing that whatever was between them was new actually gave her more waves of excitement. 

Before there had been guilt mixed in and wondering of expectations. Now it sent each of her senses on high alert, and though she knew she should be more focused on the danger that followed her, she couldn’t help her heart racing every time he came near.

He even still kissed her forehead before he went back out to finish his daily ranch work after the meal. When he pulled back, there was a hesitancy in his eyes like he didn’t know what reaction to expect. When she smiled, the width of his grin sent tingles down her spine. 

“You know, he won’t be coming back through that door for a few hours more than likely.” Cherry giggled as she cleaned the dishes from lunch.

Heat filled Kay’s cheeks.

“Has he talked with you yet?” Cherry stopped in front of her, a serious tone to her voice.

Kay nodded.

“Told you everything?” she pushed.

“Everything he knows.”

Cherry narrowed her eyes as if she tried to glean the truth from pure willpower. “And yet he’s still acting the same way.”

“Yes,” Kay said, feeling her face flaming even more.

“And so are you...” Cherry landed in the chair opposite her.

“I can’t help it. I know I should be angry, but then I understand why he kept up the pretense. He wanted to protect me, of that I am certain.”

“I can agree with that.”

“And I can’t shake the feeling that I know him. Maybe not that I knew him in person, but I keep having this dream, a dream that feels like it’s been with me forever.”

Cherry pursed her lips. “Well, God does work in mysterious ways.”

“But Cherry?” Kay’s gut twisted. She couldn’t keep the secret that had been haunting her, a secret that may put this kind lady and her family in danger.

“I’m going to have to leave.”

Cherry had been starting to standing as Kay spoke. Cherry rose all the way, and stuffed her fists on her hips. “Not a chance. You aren’t going anywhere.”

“You don’t understand. Someone dangerous is following me. If they find me...” she trailed off as she turned toward the sound of the boys playing right outside the window.

“No one is going to find you here. You are safe. Curt will figure this out. So just get rid of that silly notion of leaving. With the way you two puppy-eye each other, I don’t believe you’ll ever be leaving.”

She closed the discussion, leaving Kay shocked and grateful all at the same time. It didn’t change her mind though. There was no way she could put them in danger. As soon as she was able to, she would leave.

Cherry had brought Kay some drawing tools to keep busy while she cleaned the house. Guilt twisted her gut, and Kay promised that she would make up for her lack of help once she could move around again. 

While she drew a picture of the small town of Greybull, she hummed a little song. She had no idea where the sweet melody came from, but it comforted her. Feeling eyes on her, she looked up to find Cherry watching her with a peculiar expression.

“What is it, Cherry?” 

“That song. It’s a lullaby. I haven’t heard it for years.” Cherry started singing the song. 

The words struck Kay as so familiar. Her mind raced, images shooting by too fast to catch, being held and comforted by loving arms. The scent of jasmine filled her senses as tears spilled forth from her welling eyes. 

“Kay? What is it?”

“I...I’m not sure.” She sniffled and dried her tears, allowing the visions to fade away. “That song just brought all these emotions out...and jasmine. Why would I smell jasmine?” Her focus strayed out the window.

“There is some jasmine growing across the yard, but it isn’t in bloom now. Maybe you just had another memory?” Cherry touched her shoulder gently before going back to dusting the pictures on the mantel. “Maybe your mother wore jasmine?”

“Maybe. I wish I knew where my mother was, or if she is still alive.” 

Cherry turned sad eyes toward her. She set down her rag and came to sit next to her. “Your memory will return. We’ve just got to dig harder.”

Kay nodded. “Could you sing that song more? Maybe that will help.”

“Absolutely.” Cherry squeezed her hand, and once she was dusting again, she began the lullaby. 

The notes and words washed over Kay as she closed her eyes. Nothing came, so she picked up her pencil and began mindlessly drawing, paying more attention to the song and what emotions it pulled forth from her.

When Cherry abruptly stopped singing, Kay realized she stood near her once again. 

“Is that her? Is that your mother?”

Kay furrowed her brows at her meaning, but then followed Cherry’s gaze to the drawing she had been working on. Sure enough, a woman with eyes so much like her own stared back at her. It wasn’t Kay, but an older version of her with a slightly larger nose and more apple-like cheeks. The image stirred feelings inside of her. No clear memories surfaced, but a feeling of peace, of comfort only a mother could bring did.

“Maybe? I wasn’t paying attention to what I was doing, but I think it might be her.” Kay sat back into the couch, lost in thought. She brought up her throbbing leg and soon drifted off, lost to probable memories and yearnings.
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Curt pounded away at the computer. It wasn’t often that he used the thing, but with the business of ranching, selling stock, and now especially horse breeding, the contraption was a necessity. It didn’t mean he liked the dang thing though.

He had ensured that Kay slept peacefully before sneaking out to the office. The drawing of her supposed mother left him in shock. Kay may not be having tangible memories, but she produced images. There had to be a way to help jar her memory further.

He had been searching for an hour when he came across this support group called Unforgettable Cowboys: A Wyoming Amnesia Support Group. He joined the group and immediately posted a question on how to help Kay.

A man named Jameson replied instantly. They chatted online for quite a while, long enough for Curt to know the former FBI agent had amnesia. For him, sounds elicited some of his memories, and then when he saw someone from his past and was in an intense situation, which Curt could only imagine what that might be for an FBI agent, most of his memories came piling back in, but he still had not remembered a good six months or more before his accident.

It was late when Curt finally signed off, but he had a spattering of advice and tricks to try. He stood in the doorway of his bedroom watching Kay. As much as he wanted to lay beside her, he knew it wasn’t right, and he didn’t want to put himself into temptation. It was hard enough as it was not to kiss her.

Just as he pushed off the door jamb to crash on the couch, she stirred.

“Curt?” Kay mumbled, her eyes opening wide in the dark.

“I’m here, Darlin’.” He took the few steps to stand by the bed. “You need something?”

She pushed herself up with a bit of a grunt. “I...I don’t like being alone.”

“I know, but I’ll be right down the hall on the couch.” He didn’t think she understood what she asked of him every time she begged him to sleep on the bed next to her.

“We could both sleep on the couch. It’s big enough.” The quiver in her voice killed him though. How could he leave her when she asked like this, especially knowing what fears kept her awake at night?

“Darlin’...”

“I see him in every dark corner and every time I close my eyes.” She trembled, and Curt brought her into his arms. 

He leaned over and turned on the dim light by the bed.

“He can’t get you here. There’s no way for anyone to know where you are.” Which was her saving grace as well as her downfall.

“But what if he did? What if he got into the house...?”

“No one is breaking into the house.” He did his best to soothe her fears, but he knew it wasn’t enough.

“You don’t even lock the doors.”

“We’re out in the middle of nowhere. We hear cars a mile before they arrive at the house. The dogs alert us to anything, and I do mean anything, that moves. There can be no sneaking in...even if somehow they could find you.” He brought her into his arms again, wishing that she could just stay there. To do that though, to make it right, more time needed to pass, and they had to find out who she was.

“You two okay?” Cherry rubbed her eyes as she wrapped the robe tighter around herself.

“I didn’t mean to wake you,” Kay murmured, wiping her eyes.

“I’m a mom, just about anything wakes me. Had to make sure it wasn’t my boys.” She shrugged.

“Sorry, Cherry.” Curt rubbed his hand up and down Kay’s arms. “Kay just doesn’t want to be left alone.”

Cherry watched them a moment. “Well, I can’t say that I blame her.”

Curt’s eyes shot to her. These women had no idea, did they? “It’s not appropriate for me to keep sleeping in the same bed.”

Cherry nodded. “I’ve an idea.” She disappeared down into the dark hall. A door squeaked opened. She grunted for a moment before the door closed, and she stood by in the doorway with something large in her arms. “A cot,” she said triumphantly.

“Li’l Sis, you are a treasure,” he said as he took the cot from her.

“Thanks. You’ll be alright now, Kay?” 

“Yes, thank you so much, Cherry.” 

“You bet. Brrr. I’m going to get back in bed. You know where the extra blankets are, Curt.” She waved and then disappeared into the night.

Once Curt had the cot prepared and set up right next to the side of the bed, he leaned down and kissed her forehead. The cot, though not as comfortable as his bed, felt good on his tired body. Exhaustion flooded him. All he needed was sleep, but he had so much to share with Kay.

“Darlin’?”

“Yes?” she said, her voice still sounding wide awake.

“I talked with this guy online about some things we can try to spur on your memory. Would you be willing to try?” He needed her to remember, and not only for her safety.

“Of course. I need to know who I am, and what kind of danger I’m putting everyone in.”

And he needed to know the last name of the woman he wanted to spend the rest of his life with. Curt let his thought linger there while he fell into a hard sleep.

~*~

[image: image]



The next two weeks flew by. Kay kept herself busy helping Cherry as much as she could from a sitting position. After today she would be able to help a lot more. Excitement bubbled up in her until she felt like little Ty, wanting to bounce her way down the hall. Of course she couldn’t, not yet at least.

“All set, Darlin’?” Curt asked as he saw her crutch her way toward him.

“Can’t wait!” 

“I bet. Though you have gotten real good at those things.” He tapped the crutches.

“Maybe, but my body is ready for the break.” The side of her ribs had been bruised and chapped. She couldn’t wait to give them a rest from the crutches. 

“Well, let’s go get that walking cast.” He held the door open for her.

“Best of luck, Kay!” Cherry called from the kitchen.

“Thank you!” Kay said before the door shut behind her.

The boys came running over asking questions about what would happen at the doctor and would she be able to walk, and so many others she couldn’t keep track.

“You boys will find out once we get back. Now go on and let Miss Kay get into the truck so we aren’t late.” Curt playfully shooed them away.

They shouted goodbye as they ran back toward the barn where Joe lifted a hand. 

Kay couldn’t help but think of Natalie almost every time she spent time with the boys. They would love her. When Kay spoke with her earlier that day, the girl asked about the boys wondering out loud what it would be like to have brothers. Kay let herself imagine that dream as they pulled away from the ranch.

The sun hung low as they bounced down the long drive. Kay sighed. The colors that started filling the sky spoke of peace. In fact, over the last two weeks her nightmares had lessened, her anxiety had eased, and every once in a while she could almost believe that this was her real life. The thought felt good, probably too good.

“Excited?” Curt asked.

“You bet. I can’t wait to get around easier.”

“Before you know it, you’ll be ready for riding lessons,” Curt said, and the words echoed within her.

Riding Lessons. She became lost in a memory. “He’s a nice guy, Kaylene. Look, he even got you riding lessons.” It was her mother talking. Kay could feel herself holding in the excitement. She didn’t want to like her mother’s new husband, but he made it difficult not to.

Her body rushed forward against the seat belt as Curt braked suddenly, instantly throwing her from the memory.

“Sorry. Dang dog shot right out of that bush. You okay?”

“Yeah, I just had another memory.”

“Really? Tell me.” Curt reached for her hand, something that they often allowed themselves to do. He hadn’t tried to kiss her again, but small comforts like hand holding and long hugs were normal for them.

“Riding lessons triggered it.” They had been talking about triggers and doing things that might help jar her memory. She hadn’t had too much luck, but every once in a while a short image like this would filter through. “It was when I was young, like ten or so. My mom had just remarried, and her new husband kept doing things to get me to like him. Riding lessons was one of them.”

“Wow, you remembered all that?”

“Yeah, it was like I felt all the emotions that I had at that time. I knew what she knew. The images are still blurry, but the thoughts and feelings, they are as clear as day.”

“You’re getting closer and closer every day.”

Kay watched the small town in the sunset light. Greybull actually seemed much more active at this late afternoon time than during the morning when they last came to see Dr. Greene. People waved at Curt as he drove slowly down the two lane street. Many of them eagerly tried to get a glimpse of her as they drove past, and then they turned to talk with the people they were with.

“So, Curt?” She had wanted to ask this question for a long time, yet her heart hammered every time she thought of it. Now was the time, for they pulled into Dr. Greene’s parking lot.

“What is it?”

“How do you want me to go about the whole, um, fiancé thing?”

He parked the truck and then tilted up his hat to look at her better. “How do you want to go about it?”

The intensity in his eyes made her want to lean forward and kiss him. Instead she lowered her eyes to watch her hands twist in her lap. “I don’t want to be an embarrassment to you. I don’t want your reputation to be marred.”

Curt threw his head back and laughed. “Don’t worry about my reputation, and there is no way you could be an embarrassment to me.” He looked at her closer. “It would be easier to explain you being here if we just left it as is. Let people think what they want. I think it would be safer too...” His voice trailed off, like he didn’t really want to think about it.

The statement held reason, but it brought reality crashing down on Kay, reminding her of the danger she could bring to this perfect life.

“There’s no way for anyone to know to look here anyway, so let’s not worry about it. Unless, you would rather not be known as my fiancé?”

Kay lifted her gaze then, getting lost in his eyes. If only he knew how much that daydream played in her mind all day long. “I don’t mind.”

Curt’s smile widened. “Settled then.”

“But how do I answer his questions about dates and plans and...” Kay remembered the last visit.

“Well, if you let me come back with you, I can take care of those.” He winked.

She watched him, trying to find a hidden reason why he wanted to come back during the visit. Yet, she only found the same old faithful, attentive Curt. “Sure. I don’t see a reason you can’t. You’ve been there through most of them anyway.”

“All except the last one.” He eyed her intentionally.

“Oh yeah,” she said, and pushed the door open to flee the conversation. 

Curt sidestepped all of Dr. Greene’s personal questions, letting him know that much would be kept on hold while Kay recovered from her accident. The doctor took that in stride. 

He took off her old cast and put on a walking cast. The process intrigued Kay, and yet she couldn’t take her eyes off Curt. The look he gave her made her feel like the only woman in the world.

Kay felt like she had won the prize as she carefully hobbled out of the doctor’s office without her crutches and with Curt at her side. The presence of the cowboy next to her made everything feel like it would be alright. Maybe they never would find her. Maybe she could live a simple life of ranching and raising wild little cowboys...and cowgirls.

The thought caused her to smile in contentment.

“I love when you smile like that,” Curt said, standing in front of her at the passenger door of the truck. He tucked a lock of her auburn hair behind her ear. “How about we celebrate?”

“Celebrate?”

“Yeah, like eat dinner out, in town, alone?” He scuffed his boot on the asphalt.

“Curt McAllister, are you asking me out on a date?” she teased.

Curt’s eyes widened and then he leaned in a little closer, his body heat calling to her as the icy wind whirled around them. “Yes, Darlin’. I am.”

“That sounds lovely.” Her mouth parted to breathe in more oxygen. Somehow she felt extremely light-headed. “Wait, what about your family?”

“I already told Cherry.”

“Oh, I see. You planned this all out...”

“Care to walk? The only diner we have is right there.” He nodded across the street and two shops down.

“I can walk now!” She wanted to jump up and down for joy, but knew better.

“And a lovely walk it is.” Curt held his arm out, and she slipped her hand around his wide forearm.

They walked to the restaurant in the twilight of the evening. A few lamps flickered on along the main street. Curt talked about the town and the few things it offered. 

“Only twenty minutes away, though, is a theatre, big chain stores, a roller rink, you know, all the things a big town has. That’s where we would take dates when we were younger.”

“Did you do that often?” she asked.

“Go to the big town?”

“Go on dates?” She couldn’t help the jealousy that flashed through her.

Curt chuckled. “You have no need to be jealous, Darlin’. I dated some, sure, but then...” He slowed his step. “Then my parents died, and I had more important things to do.”

Kay stopped them, turned to stand in front of Curt. “You are an amazing brother. I know Joe is grateful for the sacrifices you made to give him the life you could.”

“I only did what was right.” Curt shrugged, kissed her forehead, and then led her the last few steps to the door of the diner. 

The diner was quite full. People filled the booths as well as the tables in the center of the room, and even a long bar. Of course as they walked in, all eyes turned their way. Some people raised their hands in greeting and others just whispered to their dinner mates, whispering words that sounded like fiancé over and over. At least that was what Kay heard.

“Maybe dinner out wasn’t such a good idea?” she leaned up and whispered into his ear.

“Just life in a small town. You’ll get used to it.”

She raised her eyebrows.

“Or you’ll learn to stock up on things and travel into the bigger towns once a month.” He shrugged like it was no big deal. “You’ll find everyone is actually quite nice here.”

“I’m sure,” she said, though she wasn’t at all. She did not like the way most of the women eyed her as if she didn’t deserve to be standing next to her handsome rescuer.

They were given the last open booth in the back, and once in the seat with her back to the room, Kay began to relax. They ordered hamburgers and milkshakes which made Kay really feel like they were kids on a date.

Curt reached out to take her hands across the table.

“Thank you,” he said.

“Umm, shouldn’t I be thanking you for taking me out, oh and um, rescuing me, and sharing your family with me, and...” she leaned forward and whispered, “letting me sleep in your bed.”

Curt chuckled. “You are welcome for all of those, but I am thanking you for giving me the chance, for not turning your back on me when I finally got around to telling you the real story.”

“The labels changed, but you didn’t, and that’s the important part.”

Curt’s eyes softened even further. He squeezed her hands and let them go as their food arrived, but his gaze didn’t leave hers.

“Here you go you two, and congratulations on your upcoming wedding. I know many hearts are breaking with the news, but it’s about time you settled down.” She winked at Curt before turning and swinging her hips as she made her way back behind the counter.

“Hearts are breaking?” she teased.

“Probably a standard saying.” He shrugged, his whole attention on her. “Does it bother you?”

She watched the expression in his eyes, the way intensity pulled her into him, letting her feel like none of it mattered, only that he and she were together.

“Should it?”

“I’m hoping not,” he said.

They ate in silence for several minutes before talking about simpler subjects like the boys and the ranch.

“Were you serious about the riding lessons?” she asked, trying to keep her voice calm.

“Absolutely, though it seems you might not need lessons.”

Kay closed her eyes, let her mind relax and did her best to think of riding lessons. A few images filtered in before they evaporated. 

“I think I rode English.”

“Oh no, one of those girls.” Curt chuckled. “I have my work cut out for me.”

She swatted his hand playfully as she finished the last bite of her burger and pushed her plate away.

“What? The wife of a Wyoming cattle rancher couldn’t be caught doing that fancy saddle seat. What would people say?” he joked.

“Wife?”

“Well, I mean...”

She leaned forward again. “What are we, really? I mean where do we really stand? What do I call you?”

He pushed aside his plate and took her hands. “Darlin’, you can call me anything you want as long as you call me.”

Kay’s lips parted and felt like she panted. “That was quite the line.”

“I don’t know lines. I don’t play games. I say it how it is.” He brought her hands up and kissed each one. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to use the gentlemen’s room.” His lips quirked to the side, and she knew he teased her.

She watched him walk towards the restrooms, unable to take her eyes off him or his tight wranglers. Then the conversation two ladies behind her were having filtered into her conscious.

“It was strange, that’s all I know. I mean they mentioned the woman was missing, should have been on the plane that crashed with no survivors, and then nothing. No follow up story, and if you look it up online, it’s deleted. Like she vanished into thin air.” 

“I know. It’s like she no longer exists. It wouldn’t be so weird if the plane she should have been on hadn’t killed everyone else.”

“What was her name again?”

“Kaylene Daring or Daniels or something, wasn’t it?”

“Yeah, that sounds right. I wonder who she was...or is.”

“Who knows? Did you hear about Mary?”

Kay let their voices fade as she lost herself to memories. Kaylene Daniels. Kaylene Daniels. The name repeated over and over.

~*~
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By the time Curt made it back to the table, Kay was in a full blown panic attack. 

“Kay, what is it?” He leaned down next to her, keeping his voice quiet.

She didn’t respond, her eyes wide and breathing rapid.

“Another memory?”

She nodded.

He tossed some cash on the table and took her hand. He led her from the restaurant through a barrage of well-wishers. He nodded and waved, but didn’t slow down. Kay could crumble at any second, and he knew she wouldn’t want to do it in front of a crowd.

Once outside, she gulped the freezing air as it hit them.

Curt didn’t hesitate. He scooped her up and carried her to the truck. Once they were both in with the heater blasting, he turned to her.

“Tell me,” he demanded.

“My name. My name is Kaylene Daniels.” A mixture of fear and excitement caused her voice to quiver.

“Wow. How? When?”

“That’s what...I...” She lowered her head, squeezed her eyes shut, and shuttered.

“Hey, Darlin’. It’s okay. We’ll make it through whatever it is.”

“I’m afraid it’s bigger than what you think.”

Curt took her face in his hands. “Nothing is big enough to take you away from me.”

Kay bit her lip, choked back a sob, and let her forehead fall against his.

“Do you remember that plane crash that was all over the news?” Her whispered words bounced off of his lips.

“The one that happened the day we met?”

“Yes.” She blew out a shuddering breath. “I think I was supposed to have been on that flight.”

“It left from San Francisco.”

“I know.”

“Wait.” He pulled away and shook his head. “How did this come to you?”

She told him all she had overheard and the assumptions she made from it. 

“Well, let’s go home and do our own research.” He put the truck in gear and drove them home.

~*~
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The boys were already in bed when they got back to the ranch. Joe and Cherry excused themselves once they caught them up with the latest memory. The ladies were right. Every link to an article about the missing person from Flight 127 was broken, dead, or absent. 

“Let’s try another approach. Just search Kaylene Daniels without adding the flight number or plane crash.” Kay sat next to him in front of the computer, tapping the desk as she impatiently waited for the search engine to comply. “How old is this thing anyway?”

Curt shrugged. “We got it some years ago.”

“Like two decades? What processing system does it have?”

“Processing what?”

Kay shook her head and then peered at the screen as several results popped up.

Curt began reading some, “Kaylene Daniels deceased aged 87, nope. Kaylene Daniels optometrist,” he looked at her, “nope.”

“Here, let me.” She eased the mouse from him and clicked her way through several names until she saw one that made her heart thunder. “This one.”

“Kaylene Daniels, 26, next in line for editor of the Tribune,” Curt read.

“Yeah,” she said, her whole body vibrating as she clicked the link.

It felt like an eternity watching the wheel spin, round and round. When it finally loaded up, her held breath rushed out. There on the screen was a picture of her. Sure her hair was fancy and her makeup perfect, but it was her.

“Kay...that’s you.” Curt wrapped an arm around her.

She nodded, her mouth too dry to talk, her pulse racing too strongly to even read the words. She stared at the picture. Flashes of memories pulsed through her, but nothing stuck. She thought they would come racing back to her, but they still felt so far away, she couldn’t quite grasp them.
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Curt watched Kay, but when she didn’t do anything but stare at her picture, he couldn’t stop his curiosity.

“Kaylene Daniels, a twenty-six year old columnist for the San Francisco Tribune is next in line for becoming managing editor for investigations. Once she takes the role, she will be the youngest female editor the paper has had in its history. The Cornell graduate has made a name for herself by digging deep into high society’s secret social circles and human trafficking perpetrators. When asked if she looked forward to an editorial role, she shrugged and flashed her brilliant smile. I think I’ll miss the writing and excitement of uncovering a story, but maybe I’ll finally finish that novel I’ve been working on. The Pennsylvanian native has lived in the Bay Area working at the Tribune for the last four years.”

Kay sat back in the chair and closed her eyes. He watched her, hoping for a flood of memories to pour forth from her, but she remained still. Silent. She leaned forward in the chair.

“When was that article written?”

“November. Less than two months ago.” Curt read and then watched her. “Anything?”

“Nothing specific. Nothing personal. Just flashes of typing, interviewing, chasing...but nothing concrete.” She rubbed her temples. “I need more.”

Curt took the mouse back into his hands. He wasn’t near as fast at this as Kay was, but he did his best. He searched the archived articles she had written for the paper.

After reading several, Kay placed a hand on his arm. “Thank you, Curt, but I think I have had my fill. Nothing is seeming to spark the flood of memories I hoped would come.”

Curt rolled his shoulders. He didn’t mind a break from sitting either. Helping her up, they both strolled out to the dark kitchen. He flicked the lights on and glanced at the clock.

“Holy cow, it’s past midnight. I think I’ll pass on the coffee idea,” Curt said, turning toward her.

“Milk and cookies instead? I smelled them when we first got home.” The smile she gave him made his heart hammer in his chest.

“A girl after my own heart.” He poured two glasses of milk and found Cherry’s stash of cookies. When he sat, he looked at her and warmed all over. “I like how you call here home.”

“Oh.” She swallowed, her blush slightly washing out her freckles, freckles that he couldn’t see in any of the pictures online. “It feels like it.”

“As it should.”

“I wish it were that simple.” That faraway look invaded her eyes again. It was one look he wished she didn’t have, because it created distance between them, a distance she wouldn’t let him cross.

“We’re going to figure this out, and then,” he took her hand in his, “it will be that simple.”

“Thank you, Curt.”

Curt could feel her warring mind. She would leave as soon as she could if he didn’t figure this out soon. After he got her settled in bed, he snuck out of the room into the darkness of the living room. The moonlight filtered in through the windows, lighting the wood floor as he paced it in stocking feet.

He knew he would be waking Eli, but this news couldn’t wait. If they had found her that quickly, then others might as well. The ring in his ear sounded loud in the silence of the house.

“Hello?” Eli’s voice sounded muffled and sleep wary.

“Sorry to wake you, Eli. We have a lead.” Curt couldn’t help the excitement that flooded him. If life had been different, maybe he would have followed his friend into investigations. He inwardly laughed at himself. He was a ranch boy, nothing more.

“Hold on, let me get something to write with.” Things banged around. “Okay, shoot.”

“We have her name. Kaylene Daniels.”

The other end of the phone went silent.

“Hello, Eli? Did I lose you?”

“Don’t say it aloud again. I’ll be there in the morning.” Eli ended the call.

Curt looked down at his phone as the call ended and the screen darkened. What was that all about? His pulse raced and his gut churned. He strode to the bedroom with an overwhelming need to make sure Kay was safe. 

Sure enough, she slept soundly in his bed, snuggled in his blankets, right where she belonged. He watched her peaceful features. What had this sweet girl got herself involved in?
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The sound of children’s laughter gently woke Kay from her slumber. She had slept fitfully until the early morning hours, just as the sky lightened, and Curt had smoothed her hair. Then she slept hard. She rubbed her eyes and stretched, only to snuggle back into the scent of Curt. She loved waking to the smell of him surrounding her.

Birdsong filtered in through the slightly cracked window. Those chickadees amazed her. How anything that small could live in such freezing weather was beyond her. As she swung her legs over the side of the bed, she saw her walking cast and smiled. Then the memories of yesterday rushed through her, leaving her panting in panic.

She knew her name. Kaylene Daniels. She was a reporter who lived in San Francisco of all places. Looking out the window, beautiful green rolling hills with tall pines scattered throughout greeted her. She sighed. How could she have ever lived in the noisy, hustle bustle of the city?

The rest of her memory of the day before came crashing in: the flight she should have been on where everyone had died and the strange erasing of her records concerning that flight. It all seemed ominous, more like an espionage movie than real life.

As she hobbled her way toward the kitchen, she heard harsh whispers. It sounded like Curt and Cherry were at it again.

“I don’t see why that means I should keep Cody out of scho—“ Cherry stopped short as Kay came into the room.

Curt and Cherry both watched her, a haunted look in their eyes.

“What’s going on?”

“I’m not sure yet.” Curt rubbed a hand down his face. “I’m probably just being overprotective.”

Cherry narrowed her eyes and then sighed. “If you really feel it’s a good idea, then fine. It’s not like he’ll mind skipping.” She wiped her hands on her apron and left the room, calling for her sons.

“Curt?” Kay walked up to him to get a better look at his eyes. He looked tired and nervous.

“It’ll be alright, Darlin’.”

“Tell me.” She crossed her arms.

“Remember that friend I told you about?”

“The one searching for information on me?”

“Yeah, well I called him last night with the news.” He sighed. “He’ll be here soon.”

Kay eyed him warily. “All of it.”

“That’s it. I told him. He said he’d see me in the morning and hung up.”

“Is this friend of yours...trustworthy?”

“Yes, I told you he used to be FBI and went into private investigations. He didn’t like all the bureaucratic red tape limiting him from helping people.”

“But to come all the way out here...”

The dogs barked and gravel popped in the driveway. 

Curt turned to look at her. “He’s here. We’ll find out soon enough.”

He took her in his arms quickly before releasing her to meet his friend at the door.

Kay slumped into a seat at the table and hung her head into her hands. For Curt’s friend to drop everything and come, it must be big. Which meant she was putting the McAllisters in danger, including that sweet boy now shouting for joy that he didn’t have to go to school that day.

She let her head hit the table, and a sharp pain shot through her. With a gasp she grabbed her forehead.

“Kay, what in tarnation are you thinking? The doc told you to be easy on your head!” Cherry reprimanded as she scurried back into the kitchen. She immediately grabbed a package of frozen peas and forced them into Kay’s hands.

“It’s fine.”

“Just put the ice on it.” Cherry pushed her sleeves up and attacked the dishes.

“I’m sorry, Cherry. I’m really sorry...” Kay couldn’t stop the lump in her throat or the tears that filled her eyes. 

Cherry stopped rough handling the plate she had in her hands and walked over to her. “I’m not mad at you, silly.”

“You should be.” Kay sniffled.

“No. None of this is your fault. You’re family now, whether you like it or not, and we stick together. So stop all this feeling sorry.”

The front door shut, and Kay’s heart hammered. She thrust the peas back into Cherry’s hands. “Curt has enough to worry about.”

Cherry narrowed her eyes, but nodded and went to put the peas back in the freezer. Kay did her best to fix her hair and have it fall over the spot she knew was red from the cold. When Curt came in, though, his eyes immediately focused on the red spot on her forehead and his brows furrowed, but he went straight to introductions. 

“Eli this is Kay. Kay, this is my friend I have been telling you about, Eli.”

Kay held out her hand to allow hers to be swallowed by his. “It’s nice to meet you, Eli.”

“You as well, Kay. You have quite the story.” He wasn’t quite as big as Curt, but strong, and his eyes held an unrestrained intensity.

“I’m starting to gather that.”

“And you remember Cherry?” Curt said as his sister-in-law strode over.

“Sure do. A pleasure to see you again.”

“Likewise Eli.”

“Joe will be in momentarily. He’s just checking the cow’s water. The pump stopped working again yesterday, and it had frozen over.”

“Ahh, the ranching life,” Eli said as he took the seat at the table across from Kay.

“Can I get you some coffee, Eli?” Cherry asked.

“Please. I take it black.”

“Still have the cowboy in you, whether you became big city or not.” Curt clapped his friend’s shoulder as he sat next to Kay. He slipped a hand on hers under the table, and instantly Kay felt a calm ease the shaking within her.
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Curt held Kay’s hand tightly. The way she shook, he half feared she would go into convulsions, and if that red mark on her forehead had anything to do with it...

“Should we wait for your brother?” Eli asked. He took the cup Cherry handed him and sipped the steaming coffee. “Mmmm. Nothing like real Wyoming coffee.”

Glancing at Kay, Curt knew the wait would be more torture than the news for her. “No. I think we need to know now. What in the world made you fly out here overnight?”

Eli looked from Curt to Kay and back to Curt. “Kaylene Daniels was supposed to have been on Flight 127.”

“The one that crashed, killing everyone aboard?” Cherry asked, coming over to sit down as well.

“Yes. There are many theories about that crash, but the most interesting part was that after the airline released her name to the press, they were immediately shut down.”

“That’s what I overheard, but why?” Kay asked, her hand gripping his harder.

“That’s where the story gets real interesting. I have done some digging, but the only thing I can come up with is that the FBI is searching for you.”

“The FBI?” Kay sat back in her chair.

Curt watched her. What would the FBI want with his Kay?

“I put in a call to one of my buddies in the Bureau and am hoping to get a call back soon. The way things look, though, they aren’t the only ones searching for you. If they were, they wouldn’t have pulled down the media. They would have used it to find you.”

Curt’s blood felt like it was boiling. “Is that why you told me not to say her name again.”

“There are programs that track every word uttered on a cell phone. The government branches put out certain words for the computers to scan, and then they alert someone and record the rest of the conversation. I don’t think it would be bad if the FBI found you, but not every agent is clean. One of many reasons I stepped away.”

Curt felt Kay’s hand loosen. He glanced up at her ashen face just in time to see her eyes roll back. He caught her before her head hit the table.

“Kay! Kay!” Curt shouted her name, fear crawling up his spine.

“Let’s get her somewhere we can lay her down.” Eli moved chairs out of the way while Curt nestled her into his arms.

Moments later, Curt had Kay laying on the couch as he gently caressed her white face, calling her name. “Wake up. Come on, Darlin’.”

“Does she do this often?” Eli asked, coming over and lifting her eyelids while shining a light into them.

“No, not since she woke from the coma.” Curt’s breath came in tight gasps. His whole body pulled as tight as a high-strung stallion.

“Has she fallen or hit her head recently?”

Curt flashed his eyes to Cherry.

“She smacked it on the table just as you left to go outside. It didn’t seem hard, but I gave her a bag of frozen peas right away.”

“It could just be the stress, too. That can cause fainting.” Eli felt her pulse.

“I thought you were in law enforcement, not medicine.” Curt narrowed his eyes at his friend.

“Every FBI agent takes emergency medical training. We have to deal with medical situations more than you would think.”

“Should we take her to the hospital?” Cherry twisted her apron in her hands.

“Let’s give her a moment or two.” Eli sat back on his haunches, still watching Kay’s chest rise and fall.

Joe scraped his boots off at the door and came in. He stopped when he saw everyone gathered around the couch and Kay. “What happened?”

“Kay passed out,” Curt growled.

Joe cursed under his breath.

Kay moaned and thrashed before throwing her eyes wide open and panting.

“There you go, Darlin’. It’s okay,” Curt soothed, calming her back down into the couch.

She breathed rapidly, sucking air in and out. Curt knew the sound. He knew the horrified expression on her face.

“Another memory?” he asked.

She nodded, looking around the house frantically, squeezing them shut when she saw Eli a few feet from her.

“Maybe you should share it with Eli?” he asked, taking hold of her hand.

“Let’s let her rest. She can tell me once she’s calmed.” Eli sat in one of the arm chairs and pulled out his phone. “Do you guys have Wi-Fi here?”

“No,” Joe said. “Though I keep saying we need it.”

“No bother. I have service.” Eli lost himself in his phone, so Curt put his attention back on Kay.

A few minutes and a cold glass of lemonade later, Kay was sitting up, ready to go on. She told Eli the little she had of her memory. He nodded and stood.

“May I use your landline?” Eli asked holding his cell phone in his hand. “They’re more secure.”

“Of course,” Cherry said, leading him into the kitchen.

“You okay, Darlin’? Is this too much?” Curt asked.

“No, I don’t understand why I fainted. The room just went black, and the next thing I know I heard Joe curse—“

“My apologies, Kay.” Joe looked down at his feet.

“And I was back in that horrific memory,” she continued.

Curt opened his mouth to say something, but his phone rang in his pocket. He pulled it out and looked at the number. He recognized the area code as the same as the hospital in Green River. “Hello?”

“Hey Curt, it’s Natalie. Is Kay there too?”

“Yes, Sweetie, she is.” Curt looked at Kay and mouthed, Natalie. “You doing okay?”

“Oh, yeah, I’m fine, but I’ve had a lot of visitors lately.”

“Visitors? That’s nice.”

“Well, they weren’t really here for me. They were here for Kay.”

Curt froze, his blood went cold, and he held his breath, waiting for the girl to continue.

“The first guy was real nice. He showed me a shiny badge. I think it was FBI. He said he wanted to help Kay. I...I thought he was trying to help her with her amnesia so I answered his questions. I’m sorry if I wasn’t supposed to.”

“It’s okay, Sweetie. Of course you’re supposed to help officers.”

He felt Kay stiffen beside him and motioning that she wanted to hear what Natalie said too. Eli walked into the room right then as well.

“Hey Natalie, I’m going to put you on speaker so you can talk to Kay too, okay?”

“Hi Kay!” Natalie said over the speaker phone.

“Hi Sweetie, how have you been?”

“Bored, well, that is until this morning when the FBI guy showed up.”

Eli immediately gave his full attention to the phone call, taking out a little book to write in. He mouthed who?

Curt rose to whisper who Natalie was.

“You said the FBI officer was asking about me?” Kay asked.

“Yeah, he seemed real concerned. He really wanted to help you, and Nurse Maggie said I could talk with him.”

“Of course, Sweetie. We wouldn’t want you to lie.” Kay looked to Curt, her eyes misting.

Eli showed Curt a message on the note card.

“Hey Natalie, what kind of information did you tell him?”

“I...I didn’t want to get anyone in trouble. I just talked about how Kay didn’t have any memory. When they asked about you, Curt. I said you were a ranch guy. I didn’t tell them I had your number. Is that wrong?”

“No, you did just fine,” Kay reassured her.

“Did he say anything else?” Curt asked.

“He did ask if I had heard you two talking about a plane crash like the one on TV. Of course I didn’t, so that was easy to answer. Oh, and he asked if I knew where in Greybull you lived.”

Curt’s eyes went wide as he met Kay’s. She squeezed her eyes shut and bit her cheeks.

“I don’t know so I couldn’t tell him. Are you mad?”

“Of course not, Natalie.”

“Well, I didn’t tell the other guy anything, not a single thing, well, except that Kay had amnesia.”

Everyone in the room looked at each other. Kay opened her eyes and leaned forward.

“What other guy, Natty?” Kay asked.

“Another officer?” Curt held his breath.

“No, this guy tried to act nice, but I could tell it was an act, and he was mean. I didn’t like the way he sneered at my bald head.”

“I’m sorry you had to deal with a man like that,” Curt said.

“Well, he got real frustrated when I didn’t tell him anything, and then my nurse came in and made him leave. I don’t think he was supposed to be talking with me.”

Eli motioned to Curt, pointing to his face.

“What did this man look like?”

“The mean one? He had dark hair that had way too much gel in it, dark eyes that squinted all the time, and thin, mean lips. Oh, and he dressed like he should be in a city with clicky shoes, and he had a black eye. I think someone else had got tired of him being so grumpy.”

“You’ve been such a help, Natalie. Thank you.”

Eli leaned over and whispered into Curt’s ear.

“One more thing, Sweetie. Do you remember their names?”

“The mean guy never introduced himself. The FBI guy, let me see, it sounded like snickers, like the candy bar, but I can’t really remember all of it. He was nice though. He had a super friendly smile and blue eyes like yours, Curt.”

“You are a blessing, Natty.” Kay told the girl, her voice only slightly quivering. “Are they treating you okay there?”

“Oh yeah, the same old gruel. The last lady in your bed slept the whole time. I miss you.”

“I miss you, too, Sweetie. Once we figure this all out, maybe we can come for a visit.”

“Really, I would love that. You could tell me all about the horses there and what it’s like living on a ranch. I would love to live on a horse ranch.”

Kay’s eyes filled as they met Curt’s, and he knew her thoughts. He felt it too. That girl had a hold on their hearts.

“We’re going to work something out so you can visit, Natalie. Just give us time to figure all this out,” Curt said.

“You aren’t in trouble, are you, Kay?” the girl asked, for once sounding somber.

“I don’t really know, Sweetie.”

“Don’t you worry your pretty head now, Natalie. I will not let Kay out of my sight,” Curt promised. “I’ll keep her safe, and we’ll see you before you know it.”

“Only one more month! Then I may get to go...well, leave the hospital anyway.”

“We’ll see you before then. Don’t you worry,” Curt reaffirmed.

“Okay, well, I got to go. Old grumpy pants is here to make me take my medicine again. Miss you two.”

“Miss you, too.” Curt and Kay said at the same time.

The girl made a smooch sound on the phone, and then the line went dead.

Curt searched Kay’s eyes. How much emotion could she take because he was about at his limit? In fact, there was nothing more that he wanted than to take Kay and Natalie and move up to an old remote cabin in the mountains where no one could find them.

Did he really just think that? A wife and a kid in one shot. He shook his head, and then noticed Kay watching him with furrowed brows. If the others hadn’t been in the room he might have actually shared that thought with Kay right at that moment. Now was not the time, though.

Eli cleared his throat causing all eyes to look at him. “Quite the story. Anyone else’s heart being tugged on? Geesh, Curt.”

“Yeah. She’s quite the girl.”

“I heard that. Right now though, I need you all to focus.” Eli flipped through his little book.

“Mama! Cody won’t let me have a turn at the computer.” Ty ran into the room.

Curt had wondered how Cherry had kept the boys out of the room and so quiet.

“Excuse me,” Cherry said as she took Ty by the hand and went to rectify the situation. She returned before anyone really had a chance to catch their breath. “Ready to focus.”

“Okay. Details. Two men, one with blue eyes, supposed FBI, with a name that sounds like a candy bar.” Eli grinned. “Another, dark hair, dark eyes, thin, mean lips,” he shook his head, “I need to give that girl a job. Both looking for Kay. Both presumed to now be on their way to Greybull.”

“I need to leave. They’ll ask around town. They’ll find out I’m here. I’m putting you all into danger.” Kay pushed up to stand, but she wavered. Curt helped her to sit back down.

“Hold on there, Kay.” Eli looked through his book. “We have to figure some things out first.”

Curt sat next to Kay and held tight to her hand. There was no way he was letting her leave, not over his dead body.

“I talked with my friend at the Bureau. He was able to get enough information that I know the FBI thinks you saw something and would be able to identify someone pretty high up in a crime circle. They are looking for you and would like to put you in protective custody.”

Kay’s brows furrowed. “I wonder if it’s the man from that frightening memory.”

“Seems like it would be, don’t you think?” Curt said, caressing her hand with his thumb. How could it be with danger racing toward them, all he wanted to do was bring her into his arms?

“Kay, in your memory, you can’t see a face or recognize the voice.”

“No. I can’t. All I know is that I’m terrified, and whenever I have that memory, I can’t stop shaking, and I feel like someone is after me. I know he saw me.”

Eli took notes. Everyone else remained silent. Joe hadn’t said a word, and he pulled Cherry into his lap. Curt didn’t care anymore about what anyone thought, he wrapped his arm around Kay. She needed him now, and he needed to feel her against him, to know that she was okay.

“You want to know my advice?” Eli looked at each of them. 

“That’s why I called you, Eli. We were great friends in school. I trust you and your experience.” Curt held his gaze.

Kay nodded, as did Joe and Cherry.

“Okay then. I think Cherry and the two youngsters should go somewhere safe.”

Cherry and Joe looked at each other. Curt clenched his jaw. He was fine with dealing with whatever came their way, but maybe he should have thought a little more about how it would affect his family. Kay squeezed her eyes shut, and a tear slid down her cheek.

Cherry, though, pushed her chin out. “The boys and I would love to go visit my parents again.”

“Good plan,” Eli said with a nod. “The fact is, Kay,” he stared at her until she opened her pain-filled eyes, “whether you leave or not, they will come looking here. We all know you didn’t want to bring trouble, and we may be able to stop it before it becomes a mess, but it happened, and now we have to act.”

She nodded, and then looked towards Joe and Cherry. The anguish in her eyes tore Curt up.

“I will need to use that computer of yours to try to dig up a bit more information about exactly who could be following Kay. It must be quite the important event that you saw, because otherwise this wouldn’t be happening. If this FBI Agent Snickers,” he did his best not to smirk, “checks out, you might think of bringing him on board. Protective custody might be the way to go.”

Kay hung her head. Curt brought her into his arms, and let her cry. The others gave them space. Curt ground his teeth. He hated that things had turned out this way. Hated that he couldn’t keep his family together, couldn’t keep Kay away from this mess. He wanted to escape with her, flee this life and everything that scared her. 
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Kay couldn’t hold in the tears any longer. As soon as the first tear escaped, Curt wrapped his protective arms around her. That simple, comforting touch released the torrent. She clung to him like he was her anchor in the storm, which he was. 

Is this how she would have to live her life? In protective custody? Fearing every new face, every dark corner? Living without Curt...

Would they leave her alone if they realized she had no memory of what happened, of what she witnessed? Somehow she highly doubted it. She let herself lose all sense of time in Curt’s arms. If only the reality that had come crashing down could disappear, and she could live right here where she felt safe.

Yet, a pulse of fear traveled through her. Curt could get hurt. She wouldn’t be able to live if something happened to him. With one deep, lasting breath, she pushed away from the man who rescued her, the man who lived in her dreams. The look in his eyes almost made her swallow her words, but she couldn’t.

“Curt, you and Joe should go with Cherry. It would be for the best.” 

Curt growled low as if the thought made him want to rip through everything near him. “I am not leaving you, and that is final.”

“Curt, I—“

“I said that is final.” 

Kay swallowed. She hadn’t heard him use that tone since with the office lady at the hospital. It made her wish to never be on the receiving end of it again. She would have to think of a different approach to get him to go. As much as she wanted him with her, Curt getting hurt because of her was not an option.

While Curt helped Joe and Cherry pack her car up, Kay snuck into the office where Eli researched.

“Anything of substance yet?” she asked as she pulled up a chair beside him.

“Not much yet.”

“Eli?” She waited for him to look at her. “I need to keep Curt safe. I can’t let anything happen to him because of me.”

“Girl, do you know who you’re talking about?”

“Well, of course I do.”

“You’re talking about a guy who took on the state of Wyoming to get custody of his younger brother. You’re talking about a guy who drove that kid to school every morning, picked him back up after practice every night. That guy never left his brother’s side. If he has his heart set on you, which only a fool couldn’t see, you won’t be getting him to leave.”

Kay realized her mouth had dropped open. She shut it quickly and nodded. He was right. She should have known that it would be impossible.

“If you want to keep Curt safe, then I suggest you use your research skills to find out what crazy story you were uncovering when all this hoopla began.”

Kay nodded. He was right. She researched for her career and had made a name for herself doing so. She may not remember doing it, but like with so many other things, that didn’t mean she didn’t still have the skills.

She waved him away from the computer and sat down in front of the screen. Taking a moment to calm her mind, she took in a deep breath and willed her fingers to do the work without thought. Soon they started typing. She went back to the last article she had written. 

The article highlighted sources in high society found dealing in human trafficking circles. The idea disgusted her. How had she gotten so deep into such a horrible topic which now left her nauseous just reading about it? She shook her head and finished the article.

“Eli, what about this. This was the last article I wrote. It promised to have more information on the elite members in the human trafficking circles.”

“Now you’re on to something. Give the girl five minutes and she solves the case. No wonder you were being promoted to editor.”

“You found that article, too?” Curt asked as he walked into the room. “Cherry and the boys want to say goodbye.”

“Okay,” Kay said and stood. “All yours, Eli.” With her awkward, slow gait, she and Curt made their way to say their goodbyes. She hoped with every ounce of her being that it wouldn’t be a final farewell.

Maybe, just maybe, she could solve this case like Eli proclaimed and everyone would be safe to continue life as normal. 
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Curt watched Kay on the computer. She had up a dozen windows on the internet browser and switched back and forth between them faster than he could read them. The woman’s use of the machine left him sitting back in his chair and shaking his head.

Saying goodbye to Cherry and the boys had been difficult for him. Joe had remained quiet after they left, a sure sign of his unease of the situation. Curt blamed himself for uprooting his brother’s family from their home. Only the boys were excited, thinking it a grand adventure. 

As hard as it was on him, though, it seemed to tear a hole in Kay’s heart. She kept it together until the car turned the corner and was out of sight, and then she turned into him and cried in his arms. She had allowed herself several minutes, but eventually she pushed away from him, squared her shoulders, and strode to the computer. 

Since then she had attacked the keyboard like no one he had ever seen. A notebook next to her had notes scribbled in what looked like jumbled nonsense, but it must make sense to her because occasionally she would read through it, jot another note down, and move on.

Eli had left Kay alone in her search and did his own digging by phone. The guy had been on his cell phone and the house phone almost constantly since Cherry had left. 

Curt rubbed his head. How they did this, he had no idea. He needed some fresh air and movement. Kay didn’t seem to notice when he kissed her forehead and slipped out the door. Eli nodded as he walked past him and out into the bitter cold.

Clouds had rolled in, dark and threatening. They might finally get snow, just in time for chaos to hit the ranch. He flicked his coat collar up and pulled down his hat to shield his eyes from the biting wind. 

Joe pounded away at the small forge they had in the barn. He hammered out a shoe that had bent on a rock. “I’m glad I paid for those forging classes for you all those years ago,” Curt said as a greeting.

“Me too.” He pounded more, the metallic sound echoing in the tall barn. “Great therapy, too.”

Curt settled himself against a fence close enough to talk, but not so close as to get hit with the sparks flying off the glowing horseshoe. “I’m sorry, Joe. I shouldn’t have brought this trouble on you and Cherry.”

“Oh, it’s not you I’m upset at. I want to rip a hole in the guy who did this to Kay and caused all of this to happen. Any leads on probabilities?”

“She was a journalist, you heard that?”

“Yeah, like a big one, right? Uncovering big secrets?”

“Yeah. Well her last published article had to do with human trafficking.”

“What the...” Joe stood straight, the hammer dangling from his hand.

“Exactly.”

“She remember any of this?”

Curt shook his head. He didn’t blame her memory for not coming back. He wouldn’t want to remember all that either.

“Her research skills, though, are in full force. We might have to get a new computer after the hours she’s spent with it on fire.”

“Well, I’ve been telling you for years we needed a new one.”

Curt laughed. He didn’t trust technology, but after hearing Kay’s and Eli’s frustration at his old machine, he realized Joe had been right.

“So, it seems she is a witness to something, right? Something the FBI wants her to testify about and something that the bad guys want to make sure she doesn’t.”

“So it seems.” Curt let his head drop into his hands. When he first saw her, he knew she ran from something, but never did he think it would evolve to something of this magnitude.

“Hey, brother.” Joe set the hammer down and walked away from his project. “Think about it this way. You saved Kay. If you had just left her in that hospital, they would have found her by now. They didn’t though, because of you, and now she can face them with us behind her.”

“Thanks, Joe. I want you to stay out of this though. If someone arrives, stay hidden. Don’t get yourself involved.” Curt drilled the words into his younger brother. He hadn’t done everything he did to have Joe go and get hurt now.

“Sure, brother. Whatever you say.” Joe smacked his shoulder and went back to heat the still bent horseshoe.

Curt stood, ready to find his own therapy when the phone in his pocket vibrated. He pulled it out to see Dr. Greene’s number. Maybe they were trying to reschedule Kay’s appointment.

“This’s Curt.”

“Hey, son.” Dr. Greene’s voice stopped Curt short.

“Dr. Greene, is everything alright?”

Joe stopped his work to listen.

“Well, I thought you should know that I just had an FBI agent stop by asking about your fiancée. He seemed very concerned for Kay’s wellbeing. I, of course, told him I couldn’t discuss her with him until I had a subpoena.”

“I appreciate that, doctor.” He covered the speaker part of the phone and whispered to Joe. “FBI’s made it to town.” Then he started a quick pace toward the house while watching his long driveway.

“The agent was very friendly and respectful. Seemed like a genuine guy. I wanted...hold on Curt. What did you say Leona? Another FBI agent asking about Kay? Hey, Curt, seems like we have another visitor asking about Kay. Is everything alright?”

“In truth, doc, it’s not. Hang with me for just a sec, would ya? Ask Leona if the second guy has dark hair and dark eyes.”

The doctor asked his receptionist. “Curt, she says he does.”

Curt arrived back to the house and stormed through the door. Eli was no longer in the living room, so he strode back to the office. When he arrived, Kay looked exactly how he had left her, but Eli had a funny expression on his face like he had been caught with a hand in the cookie jar. Curt pushed past the thought as he asked the doctor to hold on.

“Dr. Greene is on the phone. Seems the FBI made it here, asking about Kay. Now a second guy, also proclaiming to be FBI, just arrived...dark hair, dark eyes.”

Eli scrunched his brows. “Is Harvey still the sheriff?”

“Yes, he is.”

“Ask Dr. Greene to call the sheriff to come pick the second guy up.”

Curt glanced at Kay, who had actually paused long enough to meet his gaze with wide eyes. He nodded toward her and left the room to ask Dr. Greene’s assistance. Maybe if they caught the guy now, they would have nothing further to worry about.

Eli followed Curt out and waited while he finished his conversation with the doctor. Curt watched the man’s eyes. They had filled with a hardness over the last almost fifteen years since they graduated. He didn’t want to know what all he had seen to earn that steel cold gaze.

“He’s calling the sheriff.” Curt stuffed his phone back into his pocket all at once feeling uncomfortable with his old friend. “You here to tell me why you keep looking at Kay that way?”

“This is big, Curt.” Eli squeezed his fists tight. “What she witnessed, it’s highly classified, ranking up with the highest officials.”

“What are you saying?” Curt ground his teeth.

“Be prepared and don’t trust anyone. I mean anyone.”

Curt watched his friend, narrowed his eyes, and motioned for the bit he held back.

“Your Kay there, though I believe she is Kaylene Daniels, just doesn’t act like the cutthroat reporter she was in her old life. She’s too...”

“Innocent,” Curt finished for him. “The doctor’s said that her personality might change.” He nodded. 

“What if it reverts, my friend? Would you still be this headstrong for a gal who made her living investigating horrific crime circles?” 

Curt didn’t like the hopeful look in his friend’s eyes, but he couldn’t blame him. Still, Eli was a friend, and Curt knew he wouldn’t step over that boundary. So he gave him a hard look full of seriousness.

“Kay will always have a place here, no matter what she remembers.” His statement rung in him, the truth solidifying in his stance. He wanted Kay to be his wife, and he didn’t believe whatever she remembered would ever make him fall out of love with her.
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Kay’s heart thundered when she heard the two guys looking for her had already made it to Curt’s small hometown. They must have coerced that office gal to get his PO Box or something. Her gut twisted. Something was not right about all of this. She could feel a heaviness that hung over her. Curt needed to get out of here. Maybe if the FBI made it here she should just go with him into protective custody and leave the McAllisters to their peaceful, happy life. 

She sighed. It had been nice pretending like she could have a life like that, but with all the research she had been uncovering, she didn’t think Kaylene Daniels would ever have a peaceful life.

What had she done? 

She shook her head and began to dig more. She had to find something to give her the edge, something that could help her get on top of all of this. She had to find a way to give Curt and his family their wonderful life back, even if it meant her never getting to experience it again. Besides, why would Curt be interested in a snoopy, city girl who almost got herself killed and put his whole family in danger?

She bit back her emotions and focused on the research. Disgust left a bad taste in her mouth. These people who ran human trafficking circles left her wanting to vomit. It seemed the higher up the social class, the more distasteful it became. She found access to the Tribune’s internal network, but could not unlock her files. She had no idea how she knew what she knew or how to access the Tribune’s computers, but here she was, staring at Kaylene Daniel’s locked access folders.

She knew that the answer she needed lay on the other side of that folder icon. She just needed the code to unlock it. She tried her birth date, which she found online. She tried a plethora of other combinations, but nothing worked. 

Pushing back from the computer, she saw Eli watching her with an odd expression. She shook it off. Right now she felt like everyone and everything was out to get her, everyone besides Curt that was.

Curt walked back to the doorway then. Just looking into his blue eyes made her heart ease and begin a new type of racing. How would she leave him?

One way or the other, she had to. His safety and that of his family depended on it.

“Break?” he asked her, giving Eli a furtive look.

“Desperately.” She took his offered hand.

“Eli?”

“Nah, I’m going to see if I can get past this firewall Kay encountered.”

Kay opened her mouth. She wanted to be the first one to read her files, but Curt tugged on her, so she let it go. The guy probably couldn’t get into them anyway, and he was here to help them, right? Curt trusted him, so she should too.

“You holding up okay?” Curt turned her to face him once they were in the kitchen.

“Yeah, just frustrated at all the dead ends I found.” She let herself smile slightly. “I did get into the computers at the Tribune and found my files.”

“Really? I didn’t know you were a hacker.”

“Me neither, but obviously not good enough because I can’t unlock them.”

“Oh.” He brushed the hair out of her face, traced her scar, and then met her eyes. “I bet you’ll figure it out.”

“Maybe.” She really wished she could allow herself to fall into his arms and just disappear from all of this. She no longer cared who she was or wasn’t. No memories rushed into her, nothing felt right, and the Kaylene Daniels she kept uncovering didn’t feel like her at all, at least not anymore. 

No, she felt free like the rolling hills being watched over from the strong mountains surrounding them. She didn’t want to be stuck bent over at a computer, but outside in the fresh air, riding horses, and listening to this family she had come to love joke and laugh with.

That wasn’t her reality though, and even the thought of the life she wished she could have slapped her in the face with the sound of gravel popping in the drive and the dogs going ballistic. She looked up into Curt’s eyes, her breath coming in gasps.

“Dr. Greene said he didn’t give the FBI agent information.” His hands gripped her arms. “Stay here. Do not come out.”

“Curt, if it’s the FBI, maybe I should talk to him, go into protective custody, and keep you all safe.”

“What if it’s not the FBI guy? And you aren’t going anywhere unless I’m coming with you.”

“Please, Curt...”

The dogs were really barking aggressively. She had never heard them so upset. Sure they barked whenever they got home, and they were a bit more earnest when Eli arrived, but now they sounded like they would rip out the stranger’s throat.

“Stay here.” Curt dropped her hands and left before she had time to move.

Her heart rose to her throat as she limped as fast as she could to the kitchen window to watch Curt stand on the porch. The shotgun always kept above the front door was in his hands, not pointed at the guy in the car, but there as reassurance.

“Howdy. How may I help you?” Curt shouted above the dogs. “Sit.” He commanded and the dogs sat where they were, whimpering and whining.

“Quite the pack you got there,” the man said from the window of his car.

“Keeps intruders at bay.” Curt kept his voice even.

“I do hate to intrude, but I was wondering if I am at the McAllister’s place?”

“Who’s asking?”

“I apologize. The dogs threw me off. I’m FBI, agent Snickerson.” He held up a badge through the window. “Would you mind calling the dogs off and talking with me for a few minutes?”

Kay made up her mind. Curt was willing to put his life in danger for her, but she wouldn’t allow it. She would talk with this FBI agent and do whatever it took to keep Curt safe. She hobbled out and was soon by Curt’s side. 

The FBI agent smiled when he saw her.

“Let him out, Curt. Let’s get this over with.” Kay let a hand move to his arm, to reassure herself more than him.

Curt swung around to look at her, and she knew he was mad that she hadn’t listened to him. Guess it didn’t matter if he stayed mad at her, as long as he was safe.

Curt grunted. He commanded the dogs to leave.

The FBI agent carefully stepped out of his car. “Mighty kind of you, thank you.” He straightened his suit and turned blue eyes toward them. “You must be Kaylene Daniels.”

“I’m starting to believe that.” Kay watched him carefully as she took a step closer to Curt. She couldn’t help it. It was the only place she felt safe.
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Curt tensed. He didn’t like this guy. He seemed too likeable, and the way he stared at his Kay made him want to punch the guy in the gut. Though, most men probably stared at her that way. Who wouldn’t, she was beautiful, but she was his.

He wrapped an arm around her to show the man ambling toward them that he wouldn’t just let her go. Kay melted into him, and he felt her heart hammering. 

“Would you mind talking inside?” the man asked, rubbing his hands together. He watched his breath crystalize in the frigid air.

Curt grunted. Holding onto Kay tightly, he motioned for the guy to head through the front door. They followed him inside, Curt eyeing him suspiciously the whole way. 

“I’ll get some water.” Kay walked away the best she could.

“You’re injured,” the man stated.

“I’m much better than I was,” she said as she left the room.

“I’m going to have to ask you to put that gun down, Mr. McAllister.” The agent’s voice harshened with his non-request. 

Curt sat on the couch and leaned the gun beside him. There was no way he was letting the weapon out of his reach. 

The man shrugged and sat in the armchair across from the couch. The two stared each other down. Curt’s mind worked like crazy. He was happy that Joe had remained hidden as he had instructed. Where was Eli though? He couldn’t imagine that he hadn’t heard the car, the dogs, and now their voices. No way would he let this guy know there was someone else here, though.

“Here we go,” Kay said, as she carefully carried three glasses of water, trying not to let them slosh over with her uneven movements. 

Curt rushed to her and took the glasses. He set one on the coffee table in front of the guy, but not with much invitation or grace. He didn’t like him. The guy was too cocky, but most law enforcement were. He didn’t want to admit the real reason he disliked the guy. More than likely, he would want to take his Kay away from him.

“Thank you, Miss Daniels.” 

Kay gave him a peculiar look and then sat next to Curt, close enough so their legs touched.

“So, I’ve heard you’ve lost your memory.” Agent Snickerson watched her closely like he didn’t believe it to be true.

“Unfortunately, yes.” Kay glanced at Curt and then dropped her gaze to her hands. “I can’t remember anything before I woke up in the hospital.”

“So you don’t remember who you are at all?”

“No, I don’t remember, but I have been researching...”

Curt squeezed her leg in warning. She laid her hand on top of his and continued anyway.

“I now know I was a journalist in California.”

“That’s right. But you have no memory of it?” He leaned forward like he wished he could see inside her head. 

“None.” 

“And what do the doctors say about your memory?”

“Only time will tell,” she said apologetically. “May I ask why you are looking for me? Has someone reported me missing?” The hope in Kay’s voice about stopped Curt’s heart.

“I’m sorry, but no. I am here because you were a witness to something.”

“A witness? Like I saw something bad happen?”

“Yep, you saw something you shouldn’t have seen.” The way the guy said it made Curt sit up a little straighter.

“I’m sorry, but I can’t help you. I don’t remember anything.”

“Nothing?” The guy leaned further forward. A carnivorous look flashed in his eyes before he masked it. 

“I’ve only had two flashes of memory, but nothing I can hold on to.”

“Which are?” He scooted to the edge of his seat.

“I’m not sure I like this,” Curt said, rising. 

“No offense, Mr. McAllister, but Kaylene was witness to something pretty important. We need to know anything that she can remember. It’s vital to her life.”

“Now I really don’t like this,” Curt growled.

“Curt.” Kay grabbed his hand and gently tugged him down beside her. “I need to do this. I have to keep you and your family safe.”

“I would listen to the gal, Curt. She has sense.”

Curt’s fists clenched, and he ground his teeth.

“All I can remember is a flash of my mom, something about horseback riding lessons, and then...then there are flashes of an angry man. He’s hurting someone. I can’t see his face or remember anything else except for being scared.”

“No identifying marks? Can you see the victim? Or recognize a voice? Tell where you are?”

Kay shook her head. 

“That’s good.”

“That’s good?” Kay asked, her brows furrowed. 

Curt watched the man’s reaction.

“Well, yes, it means you are safe and others with you are safe. If nothing has leaked out, the people pursuing you won’t have the need to quiet any witnesses. I still think you should come with me into protective custody—“

“Not a chance.” Curt stood again. This time he would not back down. Something was amiss here. Where was Eli? Why hadn’t he come out?

“Curt?” Kay stood beside him. “Maybe he’s right. It would be safer for everyone that way.”

“You need to listen to your girl, cowboy.”

“I promise that I’ll contact you as soon as this all blows over.” Kay looked up at him, her lower lip trembling. 

He reached up, cupped her face, and brushed his thumb over her full lip. He had no right to keep her against her will, but he didn’t want her to go.

His phone rang. Kay looked down and stepped back. He took it from his pocket but never let his eyes leave her. 

“Yeah,” he answered, realizing he hadn’t looked at the number.

“Hey Curt, this is Harvey.” The sheriff sounded as if he was driving.

Curt’s eyes opened wide, but he caught it and put his game face back on.

“What’s going on?”

“We have a situation here. Are you alone?”

“No.”

“Has an FBI agent showed up there?”

“Uh-huh,” Curt said as calmly as he could, seeing the FBI agent stiffen beside him. Curt did his best to stare at Kay and not act suspicious.

“He can’t hear me now, can he?”

“No, sir.”

“Good. He’s an imposter. I have the real Agent Snickerson here with me. He checks out. I have a team coming, but we’re a good ten minutes away still. Can you hang until then?”

Curt eyed where he set the shotgun from the corner of his eye, and then met Kay’s eyes again. Hers were furrowed. He wished he could help clear her confusion.

“Yes, thank you. That’s good news.”

“See you in ten.”

Curt’s heart raced and every hair he had stood on end. He ended the call and slipped the phone back into his pocket. 

“That was Harvey. They have that man pretending to be an FBI agent in custody.” Curt reached for Kay’s hand, gripping it in a way she couldn’t slip it out.

“That is good news,” she said, though she watched him curiously.

“Those people mean you harm, Kaylene. That’s why it’s important that you come with me now.” He took a step toward the door and held out his hand to her.

“I think we need to talk about this first, Agent Snickerson.” Curt pulled Kay close to him and sat them down on the couch within reach of the shotgun.

“How does this protective custody work? Will Kay be able to call whenever she wants?”

“Kaylene, we don’t have time to discuss this.” He looked in her eyes, the blue of his stormy, unlike the clear blue of Curt’s. “If you want to keep your loved ones safe, we have to leave now.” He held his hand out to her again.

Kay started to rise, but right then Eli opened a door and walked out into the hallway, talking even before they could see him. “Curt, I think I found...oh you have company.”

A shot thundered through the house. 

Kay screamed and covered her ears. Curt threw himself over her and Eli’s body slumped to the floor. The thwack of the bullet hitting his high school friend left Curt wanting to vomit.

“Now why did he have to go and ruin that?” The guy pretending to be Agent Snickerson said, pointing the smoking gun at Curt now. “I’m going to have to ask you to let the girl go now, Curt.”

“Not on your life,” Curt growled, wanting to rip the man apart.

“You see, you really don’t have a choice now, do you? I could put two bullets in you before you reached your gun you wisely put there.”

Curt clenched his jaw. Below him Kay sobbed, doing her best to squeeze out from under him.

“Just let me go, Curt. I can’t let you get hurt.” She shoved him.

“Do what Kaylene says, or I put a bullet in both of you.”

Curt didn’t budge. He stared hard at the man who pointed a gun at his heart.

“She doesn’t remember anything. You don’t need her,” Curt growled.

The guy clicked the gun as his trigger finger flinched. “Move.”

Kay wriggled out from underneath him right as the door burst open. Joe stood there, already having thrown the hammer that had been in his hand. 

The imposter’s twitchy finger squeezed the trigger as he spun to face Joe. The bullet launched as the hammer hit the man’s hand. His bones cracked with a sickening sound and the gun clattered to the floor.

Kay had thrown herself over Curt as the gunshot echoed through the house. Her slight weight knocked him off balance and they both crashed to the floor. It all happened in an instant, but that moment had taken forever to pass.

Fear ripped through Curt like a firing brand. “Kay!” He lifted her off him. “Why did you do that?” He searched every inch of her for the wound he feared would take her from him.

“I couldn’t let anything happen to you. Curt, Curt!” The tone of her voice made him freeze and he met her eyes. “The bullet didn’t hit me.”

Curt searched her once more just to be sure, and then his eyes went to his brother. Joe had picked up the man’s gun and stood with it pointed at the imposter who crouched, holding onto his mangled hand.

“Cherry’s going to be furious that you shot her piano,” he said to the man below him.

“You crushed my hand, you crazy cowboy.” He continued to curse Joe.

Kay’s breathing came in gasps and Curt realized the cursing triggered another of her memories. He grabbed a piece of paper and put a pencil in Kay’s hand. 

“Get it out.” He told her.

She started sketching and continued even as he went to check on Eli.

Guilt twisted his gut as he squatted near his friend. He realized no blood stained the wood floors and he reached a hand to check his pulse. His touch brought a groan from Eli.

“He’s alive!” Curt cheered. He ripped open his friend’s shirt to see a bullet proof vest.
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When the real Special Agent Snickerson arrived with the sheriff and some deputies, he nodded his head at them. His lips were still set in a hard line, but approval lit in his eyes. 

Natalie was right, he did look like a mean man. The shiner he had on his eye made him look even meaner. But who wouldn’t carry some baggage when they chased down folks like the guy now in cuffs despite his damaged hand? Especially after the bad guy had bested him and ran off with his badge.

The imposter groaned and pleaded while sitting on the chair.

Kay didn’t feel sorry for him, not even a tad.

“Guess that teaches people to mess with Wyoming cowboys,” the sheriff said as he holstered his gun and shook Joe’s and Curt’s hands. “We have an ambulance coming for you, Eli.”

Eli groaned. “I don’t need no stinkin’ ambulance, Harvey.” Yet, he moaned when he pulled the vest off and revealed a nasty beginning of a deep bruise on his ribs. “Just a couple broken ribs.”

“And you know protocol,” Harvey countered.

“Which is why I left in the first place.”

The real Agent Snickerson picked up the sketch Kay had finished drawing as they burst through the door. He looked at her and back to the sketch. “This who you saw, Miss Daniels?”

“I think so. It comes to me in a flash, but my hands work of their own accord.”

“Do you know who this is?”

“No, sir. I don’t recognize him at all, but then again I can’t remember anything from my past.”

He nodded his head. Carefully, he set the picture down on the table. Then he turned to the guy in the cuffs. Without preamble, he socked the guy in the face. He fell to the floor with a scream.

“I owed you that one.” Agent Snickerson squatted down next to him, his knee resting on the guy’s mangled hand. “Now, we need to have a talk, Tony.”

“Agh! Get off my hand, Snickerson.”

“Just as soon as you give me some information. Who knows you’re here?”

“No one.”

Agent Snickerson leaned a little further on his knee, and Kay had to look away. “You expect me to believe that?”

“Agh! It’s true. I swear. I messed up with the whole plane fiasco. They were gonna kill me. I knew if I found her, they’d forgive me.”

“Ahh, so you’re the one with 247 lives on his conscience.”

“They made me. I had to,” the man pleaded.

“Are you sure no one knows you’re here?”

“If they did, I’d be dead.”

Agent Snickerson stood up. Kay watched him with her mouth hanging open. He scanned the room, meeting everyone’s eyes. “Now let’s just keep my little interrogation to ourselves, shall we?”

Kay nodded as did everyone else. 

“Good, now you and me, Miss Daniels, are going to have a talk.”

“Not without me, you aren’t.” Curt stood next to Kay.

“Good enough, Mr. McAllister. We owe you, too.” Agent Snickerson pointed to the kitchen, and they followed him.

Over the next few days Kay answered more questions than she ever cared to repeat. She had agreed to see FBI approved doctors to help her memory. Even with their help, she still had no rush of memories to fill her. 

The short flashes were all she had, and not much of that was tangible. She found the thing that helped her the most was reproducing images connected to the frightening flashes of memories. They were similar to her first sketch, an intimidating looking man with hard eyes and a thin mouth. With each drawing, the memory had less power over her.

The FBI wouldn’t tell her more than she had uncovered herself. She had witnessed a very high ranking bureaucrat involved in some serious human trafficking. Kay had mixed feelings about this. She didn’t really want to remember that moment in her life, and yet she felt the more she knew, the safer she would be. Unfortunately the FBI felt opposite.

Finally, the FBI let her be. They still put her in technical protective custody. They gave her a fake last name, a fake ID, and even a fake social security number. She didn’t mind, because they let her stay with the McAllisters. They proved the imposter, Tony, had told the truth. No one knew where she was, and he agreed to tell the FBI everything. They had their witness.

The snow came to Greybull finally. Kay liked to think it cleaned out the past and left everything white and sparkling with a new future. 

She learned that her mother had indeed been looking for her, especially after the men came to question her about Kay’s whereabouts. Kay enjoyed talking with her mom on the phone, feeling immediately comfortable with her. 

Once the investigation closed, her mother flew out to visit. Knowing her mom lived in Pennsylvania helped her find a probable reason she had been traveling through Wyoming. Kay must have skipped out on her flight and been traveling on Highway 80, which spreads from California to Pennsylvania, to see her mom. At least, that was her thought.

Curt stood with Kay at the airport watching people come off the plane. He wrapped an arm around her shaking body as she searched for the face that she had sketched.

Sure enough, a woman with such likeness to her drawing maneuvered her way toward them. When she caught sight of Kay, she dropped her carry-on and ran toward her. Kay wished she remembered her, but she didn’t. She still opened her arms and allowed the woman to embrace her.

A wash of jasmine rushed her senses and immediately Kay felt at peace. She couldn’t remember anything specific, but the emotions were there. This was her mom, the comfort and peace that filled her left no doubt.

“Mom,” she said and hugged the woman tighter to her.

Her mom had brought several picture albums and entertained them with stories from Kay’s childhood and beyond. Kay enjoyed hearing them, and she hoped that, even if she never remembered them, she could memorize the stories enough that she felt like she actually had a past.

At one point Kay showed her mom the drawings she had done. She shifted through them.

“You always loved to draw,” her mom said, looking at each piece.

“Really?” Kay asked, fascinated with learning more about herself.

“Ever since you were a young girl.” She looked Kay with teary eyes. “I’m sorry I didn’t encourage you to go to art school.”

Kay shrugged. “I don’t remember. It’s okay.”

Her mom shifted through some more artwork until she came to the first picture Kay had sketched of her dream place with her dream cowboy. “You’re still drawing this one, huh?”

Kay’s heart hammered in her chest. 

Curt walked into the room then. “Which one is that?” he asked.

“This one.” Her mom held it up for Curt to see. “She always told me about her Dream Cowboy, and this land with rolling hills and tall mountains.”

“I told you,” Kay said.

Kay’s mom looked from her to the drawing, to Curt, and then out the window. “Wait...” She met Kay’s eyes again. “It came true.”

“Yes, Mom. It sure did.”

Kay watched her mom climb the stairs and onto the plane. She turned at the top and waved down at Kay. Kay lifted her hand in farewell. She had promised to visit again soon, and the thought warmed Kay. She had a mom.

Curt wrapped her in his arms while they watched the plane take off. Then he took her home. Home. She liked the sound of that. Yet, he drove past the ranch house and slipped and slid on the frozen ground. Most of the snow had melted, but the earth was still frozen solid.

It took a long time, but they finally made it to their spot.

“I’m sorry I didn’t believe you, Darlin’.”

“It’s okay. I believed enough for us both. Besides, it’s not like it changed how you felt about me.”

“Nothing has. Nothing will. I knew the moment you walked in that diner’s door.”

“But Curt, I don’t have anything to offer you. I have no memory of my past. I’m living in protective custody. I don’t even have a last name of my own anymore.”

“That’s alright, Darlin’. You can have mine.”

He took her face in his hands then. His eyes pouring love into her. His thumb caressing her parted lips, and he leaned in. 

Kay’s heart raced. She had wanted to feel his lips on hers since the first time, but he never tried again, and she never gave in to her desire. Now, as his lips touched hers, he kissed her like he meant it. His hand wrapped around the back of her neck and deepened their kiss in a way that made her feel she would never have to worry again. He would never leave her.

Curt had shown himself over and over to be a trustworthy man, a man of his word, and a man dedicated to her. She leaned into him, wrapping her arms around him, letting him know just how much she needed him, just how much she loved him—her dream cowboy.
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~Epilogue~
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Curt stood under the oak tree. He let his gaze move away from the wedding crowd all waiting for his bride to exit the large white tent she was getting ready in. The rolling hills, as always, brought a settling within him. The construction on the far hill made his heart swell with pride. Just another month and they’d be ready to move in.

“It’s really happening, brother.” Joe came up beside him, draping his long arm around his shoulders.

“It sure is, brother.” Curt nodded

“You nervous?”

“Nah, I’ve been waiting for this my whole life.” Curt smiled, for he had waited for this moment, and everything was perfect.

“Liar. I was as nervous as a bull being dropped in a new herd.”

“You’re crude, Joe.” Curt chuckled. “I’d say it’s a bit different. You were nineteen. I’m thirty-three.” He turned and watched the white tent rustle. “And I am ready for this part of my life to begin.”

“You always do things all the way, don’t you?” Joe whispered as the music began.

The men turned to see Natalie exiting the tent, proudly sporting pink barrettes in her new growth of hair. It hadn’t grown in red like she had hoped, but a brilliant blonde that curled close to her head. She held a basket full of fresh rose petals, and she skipped toward Curt, tossing petals along the way. Her smile lit up the crowd. No one could resist that little girl. 

He sure couldn’t.

His heart ached remembering the day in the judge’s office. Kay and Curt stood each holding one of Natalie’s hands as they made the promise to care for her and signed the documents legalizing their adoption. It was the best thing he had ever done, well, besides saving Kay that night long ago now, and of course today.

Natalie stood up on tiptoes and kissed his cheek before getting into place. The music changed and all eyes turned toward the tent, including Curt’s. He held his breath, watching for his soon to be wife to make her appearance. She hadn’t let him see the dress, and he hadn’t laid eyes on her since last night. It had been the longest he had gone without seeing her or hearing her beautiful voice since the night she entered the diner. 

When she stepped out of the tent, his breath shot from his lungs. She was gorgeous. Her hair had grown and it flowed in silky curls past her shoulders. The flowers in her hands twirled, as her nervous hands moved of their own accord. The sun sparkled off her dress as it shimmied and shimmered with her every step, closer and closer to him. 

The crowd faded and all that existed was Kay walking down the aisle to him. When she came close enough he could see her green eyes, he felt his knees wobble. They had been through so much together. He didn’t care that she couldn’t remember her past. All that mattered to him is that they created their future together.

Sweet honeysuckle wafted around him, teasing his senses as she stood in front of him. Her stepfather proudly handed her over to Curt, the older man’s eyes misting as he did. Curt had come to love her mom and stepdad. In fact, he encouraged them to move onto the ranch once they were ready to retire. It would be nice to have grandparents for Natalie and hopefully their other children.

He lost himself in his soon-to-be wife’s eyes as the ceremony proceeded. He hardly remembered his vows, but they didn’t matter. He lived for Kay, and now Natalie. He would never break any sort of vows they could ever make.

The pastor invited Natalie up when it was time to light the unity candle. It was their first act as a whole family, and one he would never forget. The day tied them altogether in a way almost as powerful as the dream Kay had been having her whole life.

~*~
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Kay rocked her son in the chair, marveling at the miracle she held in her arms. Giving birth had been the hardest thing she had ever done. Harder than recovering from her crash, more difficult than all the business with the FBI, and so much more worth it.

She looked up as she heard Natalie tiptoeing toward her.

“Is little Logan asleep?” she asked as she looked down into her brother’s face.

They had named their son after Curt’s dad, and she liked the sound of it.

“Yes,” she said and smiled at her daughter. Her hair, grown out now, came down to her chin. The girl loved to feel it swish back and forth, so it was almost impossible to ever keep it up.

“Dad says I have to go to bed now.”

“Well, you do have school in the morning, Natty.”

“I just love school! My teacher is superb. She tells us the best stories and lets me read mine for the class. They laugh and laugh.”

“Well, I can’t blame them. You are the best storyteller I know.” Kay flashed back to the first story she told her about Curt talking to her in her sleep.

“Maybe I’ll be a journalist like you were when I grow up.”

Kay held her breath and her heart fluttered. They hadn’t shared the events with Natalie. She didn’t need to worry about things like that, but Kay sure didn’t want her to get caught in a similar predicament.

“I was thinking more along the lines of an author. The great novelist, Natalie McAllister!” Kay hoped to steer her in a safer direction.

“Oh, I like the sound of that,” she said with a giggle. “Can I tell Logan a good night story?”

“Of course, Sweetie. You want to hold him?”

“You know it.” 

Kay slowly rose and Natalie scurried into the rocking chair. She carefully laid her son in his big sister’s arms. Natalie took the job of holding the newborn seriously, remembering to hold him just like Kay had taught her.

“Hello little brother. Tonight I am going to tell you the best story of all.”

Kay felt strong arms wrap around her as Curt joined them. He kissed her temple and breathed her in. Happiness beyond belief flooded her with the moment.

“Once upon a time there was this little girl. She looked just like me except she didn’t have any hair. She lived in a hospital where there were no other children, only adults that came in and out. She was very lonely until one day, this woman with amazing auburn hair shared her room. A handsome cowboy with eyes as blue as the sky never left her side...”

Natalie continued the story of how their family began. When she finished and Curt took Logan from their daughter’s arms, Kay’s tears had splashed over.

“Mommy, are you sad?”

“No, Sweetie,” she said as she took her daughter in her arms. “I’m so full of love I can’t contain it.”

Natalie squeezed her tight and said, “I love you, too, Mommy.”

Kay sang her to sleep as she had every night since Natalie came to live with them. When she came out to the living room of their cabin that Curt had helped build, she snuggled into his arms on the couch.

He set the laptop he had been working on to the side, and wrapped his arms around her tightly.

“Anything interesting?” she asked, seeing the Wyoming Amnesia support group called Unforgettable Cowboys still lit on the screen. She always felt the truth of the name of the group, for certainly her cowboy had been unforgettable.

“Yeah, I was talking with a guy who got amnesia from a bull riding accident.”

“That sounds dangerous.”

Curt shrugged. “Life as a cowboy is dangerous. Though there are some strange things about his accident and a few others things happening that leave him questioning if someone might have it in for him. Since he has no memory, he doesn’t even know who he should trust and who he shouldn’t.”

“I can understand that scenario.” Kay scrunched her eyebrows, then she met his clear blue gaze. “Everyone but you that is. I always trusted you.”

Curt planted a kiss on her temple.

“This guy though has a daughter some years younger than our Natalie. He can’t remember her and guilt is ripping him apart. His physical therapist found the group for him. It sounds like there might be a little love story growing between them.”

“I can’t imagine having a child I had forgotten about. That must be really tough for him, and for her. There’s no mom in the picture?”

“He said he can’t remember, but he was told she ran off a few years before.”

“That poor girl.”

“I know. Luckily it seems this physical therapist lady has been helping bridge that gap. She’s spending a lot of time with the child and coaxing him to be a part of that. If she’s anything like you, she’ll help him see that there is life beyond the past he lost.”

Kay let a tear glide down her cheek. She didn’t bother to wipe it.

“You okay, Darlin’?”

“I’m more than okay, my Dream Man. It’s you who gave me the hope of life without a past. Thank you for giving me that gift.”

“Thank you for allowing me to.” He kissed her lips and held her close.

She wrapped her arms around the man who rescued her in more ways than one. The man she had dreamt about since she was a little girl—Her Dream Cowboy.

*******
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One last ride.

Ryder Reynolds couldn’t shake that thought from his mind. He knew saying it out loud was bad luck, but he had promised his daughter. He peeked up at her from under the wide brim of his cowboy hat. She stood in the bleachers with his mom in her white and pink cowgirl hat and the boots to match. Maci waved enthusiastically and blew him kisses.

He blew his breath out.

That little girl right there was his whole life. He would do anything for her, including ending a career he loved—bull riding. The thought still left shivers of horror through him, but a promise was a promise. 

She deserved a parent at home, and he would give that to her. 

“Hey Ryder!” Jake Callahan gripped his shoulder. “You dreaming about that million dollars?”

Ryder couldn’t deny he hoped he would win the biggest pot he ever had a go at, but he had plenty enough to get by. “Nah, man. Thinking about my girl up there.”

Jake followed his eyes. “Well, now, she is the prettiest cowgirl in those stands.” Jake sidled up next to him. “How’s she holding up?”

“It’s been a rough year on her.” On both of them, but he wouldn’t admit that.

“I bet. You hear from Chelsey?”

“No and don’t think I will. She made her choice.” His stomach went sour with hearing his ex-wife’s name. He could understand why she left him, but leaving their daughter? That sent his stomach into knots each time he thought about it.

The crowd roared and cheered, bringing his attention to the arena. Derek Deter gingerly eased onto the bull in the bucking chute. The bull Derek had drawn, Colonel Crunch, was one of the top, but Buckeye who Ryder drew, held the rank. If he was a betting man, he would bet that this event was down to Derek and himself.

Ryder held his breath for the eight seconds that Deter rode. Colonel bucked and twisted, giving a prime performance, and Derek rode him well. Ryder’s heart sunk into his gurgling stomach. He had really hoped he could leave his rodeo circuit career on top.

“That one’s gonna be tough to beat,” Jake uttered his unspoken thought.

“I’ve got to get ready,” he muttered. A sense of doom hung over him, and he almost turned away. The chance at one million dollars spurred him on. With that money and the right investments, he could start the business he dreamed of and be home with his daughter.

“Hello, Ryder.” Melanie, the Rodeo Queen, sauntered over, patting her hair-sprayed blond hair. “Hey, Jake,” she said without taking her eyes off of Ryder.

“Hey, Mel. What trouble are you up to?” Jake’s voice didn’t disguise his disgust. 

Ryder’s friend had a thing against forward women, especially this one. She watched his buddy for a moment, wondering if the guy would ever settle down.

“Me, trouble?” Her mouth opened in mock innocence. “I just wanted to give Ryder his glove and bull rope.”

Ryder patted his pocket where he swore he had stuffed his glove. “Thanks, Mel. I didn’t know I had left them.”

Mel shrugged. “It’s why I’m here, to take care of you.” She winked as she handed him his gear, slipping her hand off of him slowly. Slowly enough he noticed her perfectly done nails.

“A little over the top, aren’t you, Mel?” Jake narrowed his eyes. “Give the man a break.”

She flipped her hair sending an overpowering blast of perfume before giving Jake a nasty look. 

Ryder did his best to hold back the sneeze that wanted to escape. He focused on her heavily made-up face. “Thank you for bringing these to me, Mel. I really need to get ready now.”

“Always here for you, Ryder,” she said from over her shoulder as she swayed her hips while moving on.

“That girl is something else.” Jake shook his head. “You really shouldn’t lead her on.”

“Lead her on? I’m just being polite.” Ryder shouldered his rope and started toward the bucking chutes with Jake following on his heels.

“With Mel, that’s leading her on, and she’s one to watch out for.”

“The only girl on my mind is my daughter, and now I need to get into my zone.”

“Good luck, man. You got this.” Jake patted his back as Ryder walked to the narrow chute where Buckeye snorted his annoyance at being locked into the tight space.

“Give me a good ride today, ol’ boy.” Ryder stroked the bull between its eyes.

“You bribing the bulls now, Ryder?” Derek stood over him, a cocky grin stretched across his wide mouth.

“Aw come one now, Derek. You worried I might ruin your streak?” Ryder teased.

“I’m not worried. I haven’t lost the championship for the last five years. Second place is not too bad, champ.” He leaned down and smacked Buckeye on the hind end. “Give him a good ride, boy.”

Ryder watched him strut away and did his best to cool the anger that built up inside of him. 

“Just focus, Ryder. He’s just jealous you drew Buckeye. Let it go.” Hank told him as he readied the bull. He was Buckeye’s handler, as well as many of the other elite bulls that came from the Four Square Ranch where Hank worked. The Four Square bred the best bucking bulls, and would be Ryder’s greatest competition should he win this rodeo and start his business.

Ryder shook out his hands and took one last glance up at his daughter before focusing on the bull. Yanking on his leather glove, he strapped it on tightly. He zipped his foam vest and straightened his chaps. 

The crowd quieted while they watched him ease onto Buckeye’s back. He rubbed his gloved hand on the bull rope, warming the rosin that would help the rope to keep from sliding out of his hand. Situating his gloved hand into the frayed handle of the bull rope, he handed the tail end to Hank who tightened it for the best grip possible. Ryder’s heart hammered in his chest as slowly slid forward on the bull until his boots hooked in front of the bull rope. He slowly focused, letting the crowd drown out. 

With each breath he found himself melding with Buckeye, feeling the bull and him settle into one. For eight seconds they would be a team, a team to give the audience the best show of the night. When his heart beat with the same pulse as the animal he sat upon, he took in one last deep breath and slowly nodded his head.

Then Hank cinched up the flank strap on Buckeye at the same time the gate man released the gate on the bucking chute. 

Buckeye shot out of the gate with a sideways hop and twist. He reared and then ducked his head to kick his hind legs so high into the air, they were almost vertical. Ryder moved with the bucking bull, anticipating each and every move. 

He had studied the bull for the past week. He knew that after this hind kick, Buckeye would try for a belly roll and twist more to the left than to the right. Ryder rocked with the movement feeling the joy of the ride, once again amazed at how long eight seconds could feel.

The buzzer sounded, and right then Ryder knew he had won the competition. The ride had been perfect. He smiled as he opened his hand to release the bull rope, but it didn’t release, in fact his hand couldn’t pull out and the bull rope didn’t loosen. 

Still Ryder didn’t panic, he just gripped the bull tighter with his legs. That extra pressure broke Buckeye out of character. The bull snorted in anger twisting and spinning in a chaotic fashion. The bull fighters ran up they tried to yank off the flank rope but it didn’t pull free either. 

By now Ryder’s head ached as his neck and back whipped back and forth during the much longer ride than usual. 

Ryder couldn’t help the harried thought that something was wrong. Someone had tampered with his ropes. 

With one last kick and spin, Ryder’s grip failed, he spun out of his seat, his hand still stuck in the bucking rope. His body whipped back and forth until finally a bull fighter freed the rope.

Ryder was tossed from the bull and landed sprawled in the mud. 

The wind knocked out of him, he gulped for air and that action took one second too long. Buckeye was on top of him. Ryder tried to scramble away, but didn’t move fast enough. The crunch of his knee under the bull’s planted front hooves made a sickening sound. Pain shot through him like a lightning rod, so intense he couldn’t contain the scream that gargled from his throat. It didn’t last long, for a second later Buckeye’s back hoof kicked Ryder directly on his temple.  

His pain disappeared as the world turned black.

~*~
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Savannah James pushed the hair back from her face as the wind blew through the open window of her car. The cooler Wyoming mountain air felt good against her sun-kissed skin. The last few years spent in Florida had been fun, but she missed the cooler weather of her home state. In fact, she missed almost everything about Wyoming.

Mountains rose above her, stark white against the brilliant blue of the sky. She sighed as the years spent hunched over books into the wee hours of the morning melted off her. Pushing that hard had been worth it, for she had earned her physical therapy degree which she already framed and tucked in between layers of clothes in her suitcase.

She had many offers for positions in Florida, but her parents needed her, and she needed Wyoming.

The sun had just fallen behind the mountains, leaving behind a beautiful pink alpine glow as she pulled up the dirt road to her parent’s ranch. Fence rails hung out of place, the ruts in the driveway had grown deeper, and the weeds had taken over the flower beds her mother had always prided herself on.

Savannah’s heart fell as she swallowed past the lump growing in her throat.

At the sound of her car, Louie, their own hound dog, let out a long forlorn howl. Savannah felt like joining him. She shut off the car and sat there, unable to take her eyes off of the aging ranch house. How had things crumbled so quickly?

She opened her car door and stretched. The last two hundred miles had kinked her back, but she wanted to make it before dark. As she was bent over, flattening her hands on the Wyoming dirt, the screen screeched open.

“Is that you, Savannah?” Her mom’s voice had turned frail.

Savannah stood up and peeked over the car. Her mom leaned on a cane on the rickety front porch. Her hair had whitened over the last year. She looked a lot older than her sixty-five years. 

“Hey mom!” Savanah rounded the car and lunged up the steps to wrap her mom’s frail body into a long hug. “I’ve missed you.”

“I’ve missed you, too.” She stood to look at her and wiped away a tear. “Look at how tan you are.”

“One of the benefits of Florida. It will fade in a few months, I’m sure.” She took in the new lines in her mom’s face, the way her body hunched over, and how she used her cane. “What happened?”

“Oh, I fell. It’s nothing. I’m on the mend.” Her mom waved it off while screeching the screen door open again to lead them inside.

“When did you fall, Mom? Why didn’t you tell me?” Savannah’s stomach roiled. Had she missed a message?

“Oh a few months back. I didn’t want to worry you. All those exams were coming up, and I knew you were working hard.”

“Mom, you should always tell me.”

She waved like her movement would make the conversation float away on the wind. “Come on, Dad is looking forward to seeing you.”

“How is he?”

“Oh, he has his good days and bad days.” 

They entered the dark house. Dust floated in the small beams of light the crack in the curtains allowed in. It took Savannah a moment to adjust her eyes to the dim light and her mind to the polar opposite of everything she remembered.

Her parents had always been older, but they were spry and active. She had half expected it to smell like homemade bread or cookies like it had when she was younger. Yet the air felt stale and dusty like they hadn’t opened the windows since she last visited. Last Christmas, no the year before. Finals had worn her out last holiday season, and then she had to add that winter class so she could finish in April rather than June.

“There’s my girl.” Her father slurred his words slightly. He clicked off the TV and held his hand out to her. “Come. Sit. Tell me about school.”

“Hi Daddy.” Savannah kissed her dad on the cheek and carefully squeezed him before sitting next to him on the couch. “I’m all done. I am now a certified physical therapist.”

“I’m so proud of you.” Tears filled his eyes, but he blinked them back and ignored them. “I wish your mom and I could have been there to see you graduate.”

“It was boring anyway,” she said, waving it off. Of course she would have loved to have them there, but would have felt horrible if they had tried. It would have been too much on her dad, and now she understood, her mom as well.

“I’ll go get us something to drink,” her mom said and limped out of the room.

“Dad, how long has mom been like that?”

Her dad’s gaze followed his wife, and then turned back to Savannah. “Don’t you tell her I told you, but she fell back in January on the icy steps to go check on the critters.”

“What did she break?”

“Her hip.” He grunted and turned to look out the window, but the curtains blocked the view. “And I couldn’t help.” He kicked the walker next to him with a vengeance more than just the moment offered.

“I learned a lot of innovative techniques at school, Dad. I’ll be able to help both of you.”

He nodded, but didn’t bring his gaze back to her. His pride had been injured, that Savanah understood, and didn’t blame him. She set her jaw in determination. She would get her parents back to health, and their ranch too.

“John still coming around?” She asked after the family’s hired hand who had been with them for more than a decade now.

“Sure. He does what he can.”

Savanah knew by his tone, the conversation had ended. His mother wouldn’t talk of her own tribulations, and neither would her dad talk of his. She had to get the full story from the other. She shook her head in frustration. Being back home would be quite the challenge.

“I’m going to help mom get those drinks.”

Her dad nodded and she went into the kitchen. Her mom was actually juicing lemons.

“I remember when I would make a pitcher of this every day in the summer.” 

“I always loved your lemonade. Can’t get anything like it anywhere else. Here, let me.” She eased the lemon out of her mom’s hand, unable to watch her struggle.

“Thanks, Honey. I’ll get it back. Don’t worry.”

“I know you will, Mom, and I’ll help.” She smiled at her mom, seeing the pride glowing in her eyes. She had always been such a strong woman. “What’s going on with the ranch?”

Her mom sighed, a sure sign she didn’t want to talk about it. “Without Dad, we had to sell off our livestock. We’re renting out the back forty to the Peterson’s, but it doesn’t cover much. Then when I,” she cleared her throat, “when I was laid up, we ended up selling most the other animals. John couldn’t do it all, and neither of us could get around.”

Savannah nodded. She needed time to process, so she finished the lemonade, poured some into three glasses, and set one in front her mom before sitting next to her at the kitchen table. 

“We might lose the ranch, Savannah.” Her mom hung her head. She didn’t cry. She never had in front of her, but right now Savannah saw she needed to.

“I thought it had been paid off generations ago.”

“We had to get a loan...to cover medical expenses.” 

Savannah bit her cheeks. Her parents would never admit it, but she knew it had been a hardship to pay for her college even with the scholarships she had earned. 

“I’ll call Roger tomorrow, Mom. We won’t lose our ranch. I’ll make sure of it.” Roger was the family’s lawyer, and she knew he would play it out straight for her.

The next day Roger explained the situation. They were two months behind on their mortgage, but it wasn’t that large of one. In fact, it was almost exactly as much as her car payment. She loved her car, but not more than her family’s ranch.

Savannah nodded with decision and immediately called her best friend. Marissa had returned to their small home town to teach at the elementary school they had met at. Having Marissa close by again meant the world to her, and she didn’t hesitate to ask her for help.

The next day Marissa followed Savannah into Caspar. Savannah haggled with the salesman until she not only got rid of the large monthly payment for her car, but came away with a few grand for what she already had paid on it. It happened to be exactly what she needed to pay back the two months her parents were behind.

“I’m impressed with your negotiation skills, Savannah,” Marissa said once they were back in the car. “How are you going to get around now?”

“I’ll drive my dad’s old truck. Mom has her comfy sedan. She can’t drive stick right now anyway.” And Dad can’t drive at all.

“This going to get you enough to pay the mortgage every month?” Marissa eyed her while they sat at the stop light.

“I have enough saved up for a month or two, but I need to find a job.” There was more than just the mortgage. Savanah didn’t want to think of how much she would need to repair everything.

“I was kind of hoping you would say that,” Marissa said with a smile before watching the road as the light turned green.

Savannah eyed her best friend. She knew that look. “What do you have up your sleeve?”

“Nothing. Just Will told me last night that an old buddy of his needs an in-house physical therapist.”

“In-house? Physical therapists don’t usually do house calls.” She crossed her arms while her friend drove them through the city streets of Caspar.

“Well, if the price is right, I can’t imagine what the difference would be.” She shrugged.

“I guess that’s so. Who is this old buddy?”

“Well,” Marissa giggled nervously, “it happens to be Ryder Reynolds.”

Savannah’s stomach did a flip and her heart stopped before kicking up the speed. Why did it have to be Ryder Reynolds?
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