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PROLOGUE


It hadn’t been her best decision.

And that was saying something, considering some of the not-so-great decisions she’d made.

Including getting pregnant by a guy she now acknowledged she’d known in her bones wasn’t the guy for her.

Including heading as far away as possible from her family in Gloucester, Massachusetts.

Every last one of them would have rallied around her. Which was precisely why she’d gone to Port Orchard, Washington. She’d gotten into this on her own, she needed to handle it on her own.

Valerie Trimarco, woman in charge.

Right.

Although, she had done okay in Port Orchard these past months. She’d supported herself, made some good friends, had everything arranged for the birth.

Every detail lined up and ready to go.

Right up until this overwhelming need to have the baby in Gloucester — to be home — swamped every island of sense she possessed. All thoughts of handling things on her own or even with the help of her friends disappeared. All she could think of was getting home. Home.

So she’d packed her car and headed for Massachusetts.

That still wasn’t such an awful decision. After all, the airlines limited flying this close to the due date. Besides, she liked driving alone. And her car was reliable and sturdy.

However, even reliable and sturdy cars eventually run out of gas if they’re kept running.

Running the engine for brief periods of warmth had seemed reasonable once the car got stuck in the snow-clogged ditch.

Of course it wouldn’t have gotten stuck if she hadn’t had to swerve to avoid that cow when she came around the curve in the road.

On the other hand, she wouldn’t have been on this cow-infested road if she hadn’t had to keep changing her route because of the snowstorm sweeping down from the northwest. From the last report she’d heard, I-94 should be closed right about now.

So she’d made the right decision to take 1-90 out of Billings, even though it had soon become clear the storm would hit her before she got far enough east to get ahead of it.

She’d adjusted again, planning to reach Buffalo, Wyoming, then swing south by way of I-25 to connect with I-80, which also ran east-west, but — she hoped — far enough south to miss the storm.

That was not to be, either.

She’d caught a radio report about a backup before Buffalo from an accident that had spread lumber across the highway. By the time it could be cleaned up, the storm would have arrived and no one would be going anywhere.

So she’d created her own detour, taking a road south. When it ran out, she turned east. That road gave up, too, so she picked up another heading south. And did another east-south combo before she reached this one. She’d been heading east a while, so she really should have reached I-25 … if it hadn’t been for that cow.

And the ditch.

Her phone repeatedly reported “no service.”

Pushing was out of the question, considering her condition, but she’d tried rocking the car out of the ditch like the trained-to-drive in snow New Englander she was. Alas, no amount of rocking helped when the nose of your station wagon was sucking in mud and snow.

Then the wind picked up, blowing around curtains of snow. Not light and airy sheers, either. More like heavy velvet.

This was not good.

A sound and a shadow — later, she never could remember which caught her attention first — jerked her head toward the window of the driver’s door.

It looked like a brown blanket hanging beside the window with — was that a boot?

Another sound came, this one like a voice, though she couldn’t make out words.

Then, at the very top of the field of vision allowed by the window, she saw a pair of eyes. She blinked, then squinted, finally making sense of what she was seeing.

It was a man on a horseback. He’d bent nearly double, apparently to look into the window. He had a scarf muffling the lower part of his face, and the top part covered by a cowboy hat secured with a second scarf tied around it, leaving only the eyes.

“Ma’am? You okay?” He shouted it this time, and she realized it was what he’d said before.

She pressed the button to lower the window a few inches. At least there was enough juice left for that. She hoped there’d be enough to raise it again, because it was going to get very cold in the car very fast with the window even partially open.

“Where am I?”

“Ma’am?”

“Don’t look at me like I’ve lost my marbles.” Though that was mostly an assumption, since all she had to judge by were his eyes. “I know I’m somewhere in Wyoming, and I should be real close to I-25.”

He’d tugged his hat even lower after her first words. “You’re on the Slash-C Ranch, and you’re about six miles from the Interstate.”

“Hah! I knew I was getting close.”

“But you’ve been running parallel to it for however long you’ve been on this road.”

“Damn.” She must have gotten her souths and easts confused at some point. A mini-contraction playfully stabbed her. “Damn, damn, DAMN!”

She panted as the contraction ebbed, knowing it wasn’t anywhere near to the worst, since she’d already had a few of those.

“Ma’am, are you okay?” he asked again.

“Depends on what you mean by okay.”

She had the impression of a frown from under the brim of the cowboy hat. “Pardon?”

“If you mean do I have any broken bones or other injuries, no. If you mean am I as well off as the cow I swerved to miss that ambled off looking for more grass to eat, no again. I admit this wasn’t my best decision, coming off the Interstate to try to beat the weather, but it really shouldn’t have turned out this bad.”

“You’re not hurt and your vehicle still runs—”

“I’m not hurt, but I am in pain. And my vehicle as you call it won’t run long because it’s about out of gas.”

“I’ll ride back and get you some gas—”

“You missed the part about me being in pain. I—”

She broke off, because this contraction was not a mini and it wasn’t playful. She concentrated on trying to remember her training, trying not to tense up, trying to keep the hiss through her teeth a hiss and not a scream.

“Ma’am? Ma’am?”

Now she’d done it. She’d rattled the cowboy.

The contraction eased, not quite passing, however.

“I’m in labor,” she said with uncharacteristic brevity.

His head ducked lower, apparently for a better look into the car window. “Shit.”

“That about covers it. And I’m no expert, but I think this kid’s eager to see the world. Like her mother. So that’s probably a good sign we’ll get along, and this motherhood thing should—”

She quit because the cowboy was leaving. Without even getting off his horse. He’d turned the horse and started back along the side of her station wagon toward the road. She stuck her head out the window and saw the swish of the horse’s tail as it stepped up the embankment toward the road.

She couldn’t believe it.

But she could. Because it was exactly the kind of outcome that resulted from too many of her decisions. Still, you’d think the guy would have at least said something—

A sound from the passenger side of the car yanked her head around to it.

Over the top of the shade to her favorite lamp, which had survived the slide into the ditch because the passenger seat was packed as tightly as the rest of the car, she realized there was something outside that frosted window.

Two somethings. The cowboy and horse shape had separated into two separate shapes. The cowboy shape was looping the reins around the passenger door handle.

He hadn’t left her.

Her eyes felt hot, but tears didn’t form.

He hadn’t left them.

Then he shouted something through the closed window she didn’t hear. She closed her window before opening the passenger window, because she wasn’t a complete idiot, and if there was only enough juice for one move she wanted it to be to close a window. This way if it stopped working after she opened the passenger window there’d only be one window letting a blizzard in.

He shouted again.

“Wait a second,” she snapped. Then the window was down.

“I said release the tailgate. And—”

“Why?”

“—Put this window back up so it doesn’t let more cold in.”

“I know. Why do you think—?”

But the cowboy shape was moving, leaving the horse shape by the passenger door.

She raised the window, but that didn’t help much with keeping the outside out, because in another moment he had the tailgate open.

“What are you—?”

“Quiet,” he ordered. “Working.”

“Like you can’t talk and work at the same ti—”

Another contraction cut her off. This one was different. She couldn’t say it hurt more, because they all hurt. But it seemed more serious. She wanted to pull her knees up, but the steering wheel prevented it. She concentrated on breathing. Focus. Focus. Focus…

What was that sound?

As the contraction relented, she recognized she’d been hearing the sound for a while.

The cowboy was moving her things around on the cargo deck of the old station wagon.

“Hey, what are you doing?”

He didn’t respond.

She started to turn to see what he was doing, thought better of it, and tilted the rear view mirror.

She could only see to the back in part of the mirror’s view. In the rest, he’d piled her belongings up to the roof.

“I won’t be able to drive,” she protested. “You’re blocking all my sight lines.” Even family who gave her grief for being impulsive, emotional, and having wanderlust acknowledged she was a great driver. A little fast, maybe, but safe.

In the mirror, she saw a portion of his cowboy hat come up, as if he might be looking toward her. “You’re not driving anywhere anytime soon.”

“Couldn’t you get a tow truck?”

“I’ve radioed the home ranch. They’re coming.”

“Good. That’s good. Then we can wait.” She didn’t feel one bit guilty for roping him into that we waiting. Even being here with her had to be better than riding around in a snowstorm. Except … “I don’t know where you’ll sit, though.”

“Making room back here.”

“You’re going to sit back there?” That didn’t seem very sociable.

“Both of us.”

At the moment, with the cold streaming in from the open tailgate, the prospect of being near some body heat had appeal. “Will there be room?”

“Yeah.” He sounded grim. “Got any more blankets?”

“There’s a box—”

“Got that. Need more for — this will do.”

She saw a flash of scarlet in the mirror, tried to twist around again, found that still wasn’t a good idea. “Hey, was that my cape?”

“Dunno.”

“Long, hooded, cashmere, lined with satin, my favorite piece of clothing ever.”

He wasn’t listening. Because partway through her description, he’d backed out of the tailgate and dropped it closed behind him.

How hard was it to recognize a cape? Didn’t take a fashion expert for heaven’s sake, so—

Her door opened abruptly.

“What were you doing with my cape?” she demanded.

“Put your arms around my neck.”

“What?”

“Put your arms around my neck.”

“I heard you,” she said a little testily, but she figured she was entitled. “Let’s try why?”

“So I can carry you to the back.”

“Carry me? Carry me? Do you have any idea how heavy I am?”

“Less than a bale of hay.”

That stopped her, because she had no idea how much a bale of hay weighed. And while she was stopped, he scooped her up.

Out of self-preservation she put her arms around his neck. She figured if he started to drop her she could hold onto his neck long enough to soften her landing.

“And you’re having to carry me through snow,” she added.

“Been in snow before.”

His breath puffed warm across the slice of her cheek exposed between her pulled-down knit cap and the scarf wrapped up around her chin and mouth.

“Why are you doing this? I was fine where I was.” Sort of.

“More room.”

The wind had strengthened. If his mouth hadn’t been practically in her ear she might not have heard his low voice through all the layers of cloth.

“Doesn’t take that much room to wait. You said somebody’s coming from this ranch of yours so—”

“Not mine. I’m foreman. Not owner.”

“Ownership is not real important to me at the moment.”

He grunted. Might have been part of a chuckle. Might have been in pain from trying to support her elephant-like body.

He turned the corner to the back of the car, and the going got a bit easier, apparently because he’d tamped down the snow during his box-rearranging. He set her on her feet, and lifted the tailgate.

He’d created a sort of elliptical nest in the middle, cushioning the deck with blankets and—

“My cape!” She snatched the nearest section of fabric and reeled it in, bundling the fabric in her arms.

He moved as if he intended to lift her again. She evaded it by swinging her arm away, and nearly lost her balance on the snowpack underfoot. She saved herself by sitting — hard — on the edge of the tailgate.

“Can you get in by yourself?” he asked doubtfully.

“Yes.”

And she did. By inching herself backward like a panting, heaving cross between a crab and a rhinoceros. Each time she moved backward she scrunched up the blankets a bit, and he pulled them down.

As soon as she got far enough in that — with her knees bent — the tailgate could be closed without performing a double footectomy, she flopped back, trying to replenish her oxygen. The wadded up fabric of the cape sat on her chest. She watched it rise and fall with each breath.

She supposed she should be grateful she hadn’t had another contraction during these maneuvers.

“Okay?”

Her eyes flicked to him. He’d come up beside her without her even noticing his movement. In other words, he’d climbed in like it was the easiest thing in the world. Damn him. “You’re kidding, right?”

He made that sound again, and since he was no longer carrying her, she had to conclude it had more to do with amusement than pain.

“I’m gonna radio again.”

In the time she took two breaths, he was out and had dropped the tailgate down, cutting off the wind.

She started trying to fold the cape to put it somewhere safe. But the voluminous flow of fabric made it more than a little tricky while she was lying down and with barely enough room to stretch her arms.

She could just make out his voice over the wind, which probably meant he was shouting into the radio. She listened harder, trying to assess his tone.

Neutral. Matter-of-fact.

Then she felt the serious pain edging back in. Sliding in inexorably, like an oil slick being brought to shore by the tide.

She fisted her hands in the cape’s material.

Each swell, rising a little higher, carrying the black, foul-smelling blob of pain a little closer until—

“How’re you doing?” he said from someplace close by. He had to be, right? She couldn’t hear him that clearly if he were outside, but she hadn’t heard him get in — Oh, hell, who cared?

“The contractions are coming — Oh … Oh, God!” Pain swallowed the universe and her along with it. There was nothing but pain. There would never be anything but pain.

It receded, but she knew that was just a ploy so it could hurt more the next time. Higher and closer with every swell. She knew the ocean’s ways. This was an ocean of pain.

But at least, for now, it let her see what was around her. She looked up into the cowboy’s face.

He was partially kneeling beside her, his hat was gone. He had light brown hair with a weird dent in it. And eyes somewhere between blue and gray.

“My cousin has gray eyes,” she said between pants. Why was she panting like she’d run ten miles?

He frowned. “That so?”

“That’s so. Eleanor Thatcher — McRae. Can’t forget the McRae becau—”

She screamed. Not like at a scary part in a movie scream, where you follow up with a nervous laugh. But a scream like when the pain that swallowed you had all its knives out slicing every little bit of you.

When she reached the border between the ocean of pain where she would never leave and the world that other people inhabited, she realized the cowboy had his hand on her forehead, stroking back her hair.

“You’re going to have that baby soon.”

“Can’t. Water hasn’t—” She panted the words out. She didn’t have her breath back from the pain or the scream or both. “—broken.”

“Sometimes doesn’t happen until after. We’re going to deliver it here.”

“Here? Don’t be silly. We can’t—”

“We can.”

He said it so simply, she began to believe. “Have you delivered a baby before?”

“Yes.”

She looked up into his eyes. They were very calm. Yet, sad. So sad. Why would he be so sad? Because she was going to die? But he’d said he’d delivered babies before, so … “Oh, shit, you mean cows!”

“Cows and horses and sheep and dogs.”

She gestured to herself. “Human!” Then at her abdomen, “Human baby!”

“It’s all nature.”

“I don’t think so. I’m not—”

“You’re going to have this baby. Here. And soon. And nobody else is going to get here before you do. It’s you and me.”

She locked eyes with him and opened her mouth to point out again what a stupid, horrible, bad, bad, bad idea this was. His calm, sad eyes stared back at her.

She said, “You and me.”

“Right. I’m going to need some room. So—” He hooked her under her arms and slid her more toward the front of the car. She was sitting up more than she had been, which was slightly more comfortable. Like being on a bed of pins instead of needles.

He spread the cape over her, then started backing up.

“Where are you going?” She didn’t sound panicked, because she didn’t panic. She was up for anything. Ready for any adventure. Yes, sir. That was her.

“We gotta get you out of these pants. Fast.” He opened the tailgate and stepped out, having to remain bent over so he didn’t hit his head. He started on her shoes, but left her socks on.

“Won’t be hard. I haven’t worn anything but elastic for months. Never thought I’d miss zippers, but — Wait. Wait!” He’d started to tug on the bottom of the pant legs, which were cooperating like they thought they were going to get some action.

“Contraction?”

“No.” The pants were gone. He draped the side of the cape over her, moving more things around. Making room for where he’d have to be when she — “This is going to happen. This is really going to happen. Here. Now.”

“Yes.”

“And you’re going to use my cape.”

“Yes.”

She loved that cape. This kid better be worth it. And if anyone else ever said anything like that about her precious baby she would scoop their heart out with her fingernails. “Oh, God, at least tell me your name.”

“Jack, Ma’am. Jack Ralston.”

“I’m Valerie. Valerie Trimarco. Or Val. Lots of people call me Val.”

“Ma’am.” He crawled back in beside her, tugging the tailgate closed after him. The wind howled at having its fun thwarted.

“If you call me Ma’am one more time, I swear I will not try to muffle my screams one little bit.”

His mouth quirked. “Okay, Valerie.”

“Okay. As long as we understand each other.” For no reason other than the reasons that had been staring her in the face for hours, some of them for months, her eyes welled with tears. And then the well ran over. “Oh, God, Jack Ralston, what are we going to do?”

He leaned over her, looking her straight in the eyes. “We’re going to have this baby, Ma — Val. You and me.”

“You and me,” she repeated.

“And everything’s going to be okay.”


CHAPTER ONE


Present Day

“—and everything was okay, because you came into the world, bright and beautiful and healthy and screaming,” Val said, concluding the expurgated version of her birth that Addison Rose Trimarco loved to hear.

And now everything was going to be okay with this, too.

It was a good idea. A great idea. Her followers would go nuts for it. That’s why she was back in Wyoming for the first time in three and a half years.

“Now, it’s time for you to go to sleep.”

“Say it, Mommy.”

“See you later—”

“Allie-gator.” They finished together.

As her daughter giggled, she stroked her hair back from her forehead. “Sleep tight, Addie.”

“No bites,” Addie ordered. She’d shortened the traditional don’t-let-the-bed-bugs-bite goodnight wish into a command to the universe that matched her spirit.

Then she closed her eyes and went to sleep.

That still astonished Val.

For the first two-and-a-half years of her life, Addie had been what could be kindly called an erratic sleeper.

That’s how the blog, then the podcasts had started. With her own sleep echoing her daughter’s disjointed patterns, Val had found herself awake and longing for connection at the oddest times and often with only snatches of moments to try to fill the craving.

So, rather than harass family and friends who didn’t keep Baby Hours, she’d blogged. And she’d discovered a community of other mothers feeling as if they’d been unplugged from the universe. She gave them a voice through “Mommy: The Truth Zone” and they gave her astonishing loyalty. Everything blossomed from that. She made a living now at something she loved.

Nearly as miraculous, Addison had gone to sleep one night almost a year ago at a normal time, and that was that.

Val slipped out of the cottage’s solitary bedroom. The double bed had already been there. Her kind hosts had added the youth bed for Addie.

In the living room, Val picked up her keyboard, plugged it in to the travel monitor, and started typing about the miracle of Addie going to sleep. Remembering the years of sleepless or fragmented nights and days, she hoped her earlier travails — and their eventual end — would give someone out there tonight the knowledge that they weren’t alone. That there might be a full night’s sleep somewhere in their future.

It was strange not to be telling her readers about what she’d been doing today.

But that would ruin the surprise.

So it had to wait until tomorrow, when she would finally thank Jack Ralston.

Really thank him. With a surprise party to celebrate what he’d done for her and Addie, joined by the people who knew him here in Knighton, Wyoming.

And then she’d share the party and the thanks and how wonderful he’d been with all her followers for the first time.

She should have done this years ago.

Well, okay, not at first. Because at that point in her life taking a shower had been an accomplishment that left those Mount Everest-climbing folks in the dust. A surprise thank-you party in Wyoming? No way.

Even when Addie started sleeping, it had taken a while to rebuild her own energy. Plus, there was the issue of when. On Addie’s birthday, as a sort of anniversary? Couple problems with that. She had first-hand experience of Wyoming in January. Also, shouldn’t Addie get to have fun on her birthday with her friends? And then there was the fact that Val’s family and friends in Gloucester would shoot her for depriving them of celebrating that day with Addie.

With the birthday out, that left too many other choices, none better than another. She’d dithered along, pretending she was waiting for the perfect moment when she’d just been procrastinating.

Until opportunity knocked on her door — or dropped into her inbox, depending on how you looked at it — and refused to go away.

Fate had said now. So, here she was.

Everyone had been incredibly supportive and helpful here in little Knighton, Wyoming. Particularly the family that owned the Slash-C Ranch where he worked. Not even at her most optimistic could she have dreamed up better people. They were all in on the surprise. Excited about it. Had not only made it possible, but fun.

That left Jack Ralston.

Everything was going to be okay.

More than okay. Great. Terrific. Super.
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“Jack’s right behind me,” Matty Brennan Currick announced as she pushed open the door. “He thinks we’ve got something to go over for the Slash-C. Dave’s with him to prevent any last-minute snafus. All set, Valerie?”

“All set,” she lied.

Oh, the arrangements were all made. Everyone who should be here was. The food was ready. The banner hung over the Café’s counter. The camcorder was already running to make sure she caught everything.

So, yes, all the stuff was ready. It was her that wasn’t ready.

Especially her stomach. Which had chosen this moment to imitate those old barnstorming airplanes doing loop-de-loops. Great timing.

Everything would be okay.

So why were her hands slick on the video camera? Why was its “anti-tremor” software working overtime?

Donna Currick placed a hand on her arm, and said quietly, “It’ll be fine, dear.”

Matty Brennan Currick had answered the phone when Val called the Slash-C out of the blue nearly three months ago now with her story about the foreman of the ranch the Currick family owned. And Matty was the person Val had been communicating with regularly. The one whose enthusiasm for all this had carried Val past any and all obstacles. Matty’s husband, Dave Currick, had been as nice as he could be since she and Addie arrived. So had everyone else. In these two days she’d met dozens of people, and liked every one of them.

But the one she felt the most drawn to was Donna Currick, Dave’s mom and Matty’s mother-in-law.

She couldn’t be much younger than Val’s mom, yet she felt almost like a contemporary. Though a contemporary who was really smart and saw through people like glass. Which was almost as scary as it was appealing.

“It’s just … Do you think it’ll be a surprise?” Val asked her now.

“Oh, yes, I’m quite sure it’s a surprise.”

A wryness in her tone caught Val’s attention, but there was no time to pursue it. Matty, still stationed by the door, stage-whispered a stern, “Shh!”

Matty backed up to join the group by the counter, leaving Val’s camera a clear view of the entryway.

The door pushed open, Dave’s easy voice carrying in ahead of him. “…a couple more factors to consider before we place the order. Go on, Jack. Matty’ll have us a booth by now and we can…”

He kept talking, but Val didn’t hear the words.

Jack Ralston.

Jack.

Last night, she’d worried that she wouldn’t recognize him. It had been years, after all. Not to mention that, at the beginning, he’d mostly had on coat, hat, and mufflers. And by the end, she’d had other things on her mind.

She recognized him.

Recognized the way he moved, even with the sunlight from outside back-lighting him. Which made no sense, because she’d hardly seen him walking at all.

And now he wasn’t moving, either.

He’d stopped dead in the doorway.

His eyes — oh, yes she remembered his eyes — scanned the group and stopped on her.

“Surprise!” rose as a roar around her.

It startled her into breathing again with an indrawn uhh, which was when she realized she hadn’t been breathing for some unspecified amount of time.

Then her breathing stopped again.

Jack didn’t so much jolt, as recoil for a fraction of an instant.

Surprise. It must be the surprise.

Immediately, his hand came up and she thought he was going to take his hat off. She prayed fast and fervently that he would smile. That everything would be okay. That this wasn’t a stupid, stupid, stupid idea.

Because in that first instant she’d seen something in his eyes…

He tugged the hat lower, hiding more of his face.

He didn’t smile.

Dave Currick clapped a hand on his back in would-be congratulations, but Val didn’t miss that it was mostly a push forward, bringing Jack inside the door. The door swung closed behind them, and while her eyes adjusted, Jack Ralston became a still, shadowy figure.

A ragged chorus of “For He’s a Jolly Good Fellow” started from the back of the room in a key so low James Earl Jones would have had trouble matching it. As it wrapped up, individual voices rose.

“…when Val called and said she wanted to honor you…”

“…didn’t know anything about what a hero you were…”

“…thank you for what you did…”

“…her blog. Can’t say I follow it, but my granddaughter says…”

“…so exciting to have her here…”

“…course we know, and now the whole world will…”

“…can’t hide your light under a barrel this time…”

“…you should have heard Lisa when we told her about Valerie Trimarco being here, and what she wanted to do for you…”

Through the camera lens, Val watched Jack take a long stride forward, hat still masking his eyes.

Was he coming to greet her? Maybe she should put the camera down. Though the thought of it made her feel like a soldier considering climbing out of a foxhole and right into enemy fire. But if she ignored him, if he went past her, that would be awkward, too. Did she turn to follow him with the camera? Stick out a hand and say you probably don’t remember me, but I’ll never forget you? Or—

He didn’t walk past her. He didn’t greet her, either.

Next thing she saw through the lens was a tan blur, then the camera was gone from in front of her face, gone from her hands. Gone.

She had an unobstructed view of Jack Ralston’s back as he headed out the café’s door.
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People closed ranks around her. Someone took her arm. Someone else put a hand on her shoulder.

“Dave, you go after him,” Matty said.

“Me? What about Dad?”

“Your mother’s better at that sort of thing. Donna will you—?”

“Let me,” Val said. Immediately followed by a prayer that they’d say no. Why had she—?

“Good idea, dear,” said Donna. “I’ll look after Addie.”

She opened her mouth to withdraw the offer, to argue that Addie would be getting restless, to find some reason to get out of this.

Addie cuddled deeper against Donna’s shoulder, and the older woman used her free hand to give Val a nudge. “Go on, or you’ll lose him.”

She went.

Squinting against the bright sunlight outside the café, Val spotted him crossing the empty street diagonally. He was heading toward a long low building made out of logs and with a wooden sidewalk in front of it. His head was bent and he was fiddling with her camera as he walked. That must be what had slowed him up enough to keep his long gait from taking him out of sight.

“Hey!”

He didn’t turn at her shout, even though she’d kept her tone relatively restrained and friendly, considering he’d absconded with her camera and clearly was doing something to it. She sprinted after him, catching up just before he would have taken the two steps that led up to a wooden sidewalk. Close up, she saw that only the front of the building was made of logs — or made to look like logs — and it appeared fairly new. Signs for a dentist, a real estate broker, and the lawyer who was friends with the Curricks marked the row of doors.

“Jack. Jack Ralston.”

He didn’t stop until she grasped his shirt sleeve’s turned back cuff. Even then he simply turned and looked at her.

“I’m Val. Val Trimarco. Three-and-a-half years ago, you helped me, uh…. You delivered my baby. In the back of my station wagon?”

He said nothing.

This was worse than just about anything she could have imagined. “You don’t remember—”

“I remember.”

It was too grim to carry any reassurance. “Or remember me?”

His grunt indicated he did.

“Or recognize me—

“I recognize you.”

He didn’t sound happy about it. She hadn’t screamed that loudly … well, yes, she had. But he hadn’t seemed all that upset about it, not after Baby Girl Trimarco was born, anyway. It had seemed like her coming into the world had thrown a blanket of let-bygones-be-bygones over every pain, discomfort, embarrassment, ill word, and, even, that one truly accidental connection of Val’s fist to his cheekbone. She could have sworn he wasn’t holding a grudge when he loaded them into the ambulance.

“Oh. Okay. Well, I came back here to Wyoming to thank you.”

He grunted again.

She propped her hands on her hips, starting to get annoyed. “Can we at least sit down and talk?”

“About what?”

“About how I wanted to surprise you and—”

“Ambush.”

She glared up at him. “It was not. It was supposed to be like a surprise party, honoring you. And all your friends were excited, saying how nice it was that other people would know what you’d done and what a great guy you are. They’re all back there now feeling bad because you were a total—” She swallowed her first-choice word, as she had so frequently since she’d become a mother to a child who was also part parrot. “—grouch. Not to mention snatching my camera and walking off with it, which is theft.”

He looked down at her. None of his facial muscles budged a millimeter. He might as well have the scarf back covering the lower part of his face the way it had when he’d knocked on her car window.

Although, at least then she’d been able to tell a little from his eyes.

She focused there now, and noticed the slightest deepening of the lines fanning from his blue-gray eyes. As if—.

“You laugh at me, Jack Ralston, and I’ll let loose a scream like you haven’t heard in three and a half years.”

He held up both hands in surrender, the muscles of his face relaxing, though not quite reaching a smile.

She sat on the step. “C’mon. Sit down for a minute.”

She wasn’t sure he was going to comply until he did. Leaving a couple feet between them.

He didn’t say a word. It was going to be up to her. Considering he’d walked out, she had a hunch the planned party wasn’t going to be the great ice-breaker she’d hoped it would be. She better come up with something else.

“You did a great thing that day, Jack Ralston. And I do thank you.”

“Anyone would have done the same.”

“No way.” She looked at him. The turned-up side of his hat revealed his profile, but that gave nothing away. “I sure wouldn’t have. I’d have run the other direction. If my car hadn’t been stuck in that ditch, and if I hadn’t been taking the situation with me no matter where I went, that’s exactly what I would have done.”

Without turning his head, he started to cut a look toward her. Presumably he finished it, too, but by that time, she had a hand up, shielding her eyes, gazing up and down the street.

Like there was anything to look at, since everyone was still in the café, waiting for the guest of honor or the how-stupid-can-you-get organizer of this party to return.

“Anyway, that’s what I used to do best. Not as bad as when I was younger — remind me to tell you about my job resume sometime — because I’d gotten better about it, mostly thanks to El and The Fishwife. That’s the restaurant we started. But I hadn’t quite turned the corner all the way if you know what I mean. That didn’t happen until Addie. Oh, did I tell you her name is Addison Rose? No longer Baby Girl Trimarco, so, see, she’s made me face up to things. Deal with them. Be a grownup. I’ve pretty much stayed put since her. And I’ve been in the same job for several years now. That’s new, too. Well, it’s not exactly being in a job. More like I made one up.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. I blog. About single motherhood. … how it started, how it took off … And some about cooking. Review products a little. Talk about real stuff. What happens every day when you’re raising a child. When you’re in the kitchen. What?”

“Nothing.”

“Yes, there is something. I see that look.”

“Personal life in public.”

“Oh that. Now you sound like El. Always talking about the line between public and private. For her it’s like the Grand Canyon or something. For me, it’s more like a squiggle in the dust. I keep telling El, I’m not as reserved as she is. And — now what?”

But instead of repeating or explaining the look he’d given her, he said, “El. Cousin?”

“Right. My cousin, Eleanor.” Sure. That he remembered. Even without seeing El’s lush curves and intelligent face. “She’s very cautious. Well, not as much as she used to be, not since she and Cahill got married and had little Sam. And now with El’s brother-in-law living with them, and her mother-in-law coming over soon she’s going to have less and less time to fuss at me. It’s not like I don’t take precautions. I do. I never show Addie on-screen. I use other names for everyone and mix up events so nobody knows exactly who did what or when. No public appearances for Addie ever. And since that little incident, I don’t ever say the house is going to be empty at a certain time or anything like that.”

“Incident?”

“These guys broke in. One of their girlfriends was coming to an event and was all excited about it, so she was reading the blog out loud to her boyfriend, including the part where I said nobody would be at home because Addie was going to her grandmother’s where she is spoiled rotten. Which I fully admit I should not have put in the blog — the part about the house being empty — not the part about my mother spoiling her, because she does, and it’s got to stop. And that’s something a lot of mothers experience, so we talk about that. Especially with a family like mine. And that stuff about the have to spoil her because she doesn’t have a dad? That’s an excuse to give her more candy. Nothing like having a sugar-crazed kid after a couple hours at grandma’s and—”

“Break-in.”

“Oh. Right. So these two guys broke in. And I guess they thought I was going to be some rich person with lots of electronics they could fence, just because I’m on the Internet, and boy were they disappointed, because most fences won’t take bouncy chairs and OshKosh B’gosh overalls. So they were resorting to stealing my TV, which has to be at least a decade old, when Cahill — that’s El’s husband and the greatest guy in the world — and his little brother Kiernan, though why I’d call him little, when he’s six-two and a hunk and a half I don’t know, but … Where was I?”

“TV.”

“Right. The TV. They were detaching the TV from all the cords when Cahill and Kiernan went by and saw lights when they knew I wasn’t home. Caught them red-handed coming out the door to where they’d parked their van. Kiernan snapped off a bunch of pictures for the record, then they kept them there until the police came. Should have made them reattach my TV and get it to work right again instead of putting them in jail for a month. Sure would have done me more good, because it took me forever to get the cords sorted out and plugged back into the right place. Well, actually, Kiernan did it. But even then it’s never worked completely right since.”

She paused for breath.

“You talk a lot more now.”

She thought the corner of his mouth quirked, but maybe it was a tic.

“I had other things on my mind then. I was in labor, remember? And besides—”

“Yes.”

The yes that confirmed he remembered stopped her. Memories splattered across her mind, like big, fat rain drops hitting a sidewalk, each an individual ping of a moment, coming faster and faster as they formed a whole. Many of the individual pings carried pricks of embarrassment or discomfort, some sharper than others, but the whole taken together formed the birth of her child, and that was a memory worth keeping.

“And besides?” he prompted.

She broke out of her memory-transfixed state with a huff of breath. “And besides, I’m a little nervous now.”

“Not then?”

“No. Then I was scared witless. And practically wordless. Especially when I thought you’d taken off after I told you I was in labor.”

He turned and looked at her directly for the first time, and she saw surprise in his face.

“You went around to the passenger side to tie up your horse, remember?”

“More protected.”

“Was that why? Well, I had no way of knowing. I thought you’d taken off on me like — Uh, like most normal people would have done in the circumstances. Then, there you were, knocking on the passenger window and giving cranky orders, which should have warned me, since it set the tone for what followed.”

Push, Val.

I am pushing.

Push harder.

This is as hard as it gets. Sorry to disappoint you, Jack. I am. I’m really sorry. After all you’ve done, and now I just can’t. I’m always disappointing people. Leaving. Moving on when it gets tough or—

Quit crying, and push.

I can’t.

That’s better. You pushed when you yelled. Do it again.

I can’t. I can’t push. I can’t have this baby. I can’t.

You’re having this baby. Now. Push now, Valerie Trimarco. Do it!

“Didn’t take off on you,” he said. A protest.

“No, you didn’t.” She cleared her throat without looking at him. “That’s why I wanted to thank you. That’s what the surprise party was for. All your friends helped and — what?”

He gave her a blank look. Not like he didn’t understand, but like he’d erected a brick wall between his understanding and her.

“You flinched,” she clarified.

The look stayed blank. The brick stayed solid.

“Okay,” she said slowly. “Well, anyway, we all wanted to give you this party to celebrate what a great guy you were that day. And for me to thank you properly.”

“You thanked me.”

“Yelling out the back of an ambulance doesn’t count.”

The ambulance hadn’t been able to get to them. They’d had to go to it.

A ranch truck driven by a kid Jack had called Bryan had arrived first. She’d held the baby, while Jack picked her up in his arms again, with as many dry covers as he could manage, and clambered into the truck’s passenger seat, holding her and the baby. Bryan drove. Slower and slower, as each bump made her groan, and Jack snapped, “Ease up.”

At last they were back to a main road. She thought she’d slept a bit. Next thing she knew, the truck door was open, she and Addie were being bundled onto a gurney, then into an ambulance.

Still groggy, she’d called out “Thank You.” The door slammed, trapping the final “Jack” inside with her.

She thought she’d dreamt his presence in her hospital room that night, but she hadn’t dreamt the two-foot-tall stuffed horse that had joined their belongings by the next morning.

No note or card or name attached. But he wasn’t going to disappear that easily. She remembered the name of the ranch, and she’d intended to track it down right after she took a nap.

But then there was another feeding, and another nap. And then El was there.

And, oh, it was so good to let her cousin take care of everything to get her and Addison Rose to Gloucester, then settled in to the house. She’d let events and time roll past in a way that wasn’t at all like her. She’d recognized that, but as if from a long distance, and without much caring.

It wasn’t until almost a year later and almost that long of doing the blog that one of her followers said she’d probably had at least a touch of post-partum depression, not to mention a major case of sleep-deprivation.

“I wanted to thank you properly,” she repeated doggedly. “Plus, it all seemed meant to be. After all this time when I should have gotten in touch with you to thank you, now all the planets were aligned and — No. I mean that’s all true, but it’s only part of it. It was also because you didn’t desert us. Maybe that’s why I hoped you’d help me with this.”

He didn’t give her even a Help you with what? Just silence.

“See, I rented out my house. It’s on the beach in Gloucester — that’s Massachusetts. North of Boston.”

“Cape Ann.”

She gawked at him for half a second, then caught herself. “Right. Didn’t know if you’d remember all that. Anyway this crazy writer fell in love with it, and I told him I absolutely would not sell it to him. For one thing it’s still half El’s no matter what she says, and even if it weren’t, it’s a family house. And on top of that, it’s right there on the beach, and Addie loves the beach, so no way. But then he offered to rent it. Wanted the whole summer, but I got it down to two months and then, when I asked for this astronomical rent and he said yes, what could I do?”

Apparently he had no answer for that.

“So I had to find somewhere to go. Not back to Mom and Dad’s or Addie won’t have a tooth left in her head from all the sugar, even if they are her baby teeth. And not to El and Cahill, because they should not give up good income from any of the inn’s rooms just because I’m making a killing — how is that fair? And they’re too damned stubborn to listen to reason about my paying rent. So, I decided to come to Wyoming. Back to where it all began. Being a mother, I mean.”

He shot her a quick look, which she did not return.

“Like I told you, I write this blog. So I’m writing about the trip. Tracing back to when Addie was born. The misadventures. And the first few days. And working in the things I’ve learned, and the perspective I’ve gained — and how those first worries seem pretty small compared to now, and how that’s preparing me — hah! — for future worries and issues to keep getting bigger and bigger, because eventually we’ll be facing boys and piercings and driving, and all the rest. So, of course, I want to feature the man who brought Addison Rose Trimarco into the world.”
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