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      “HOLY SHIT, LOOK at all this snow!” Kinsley called out from the passenger seat as plump, fluffy flakes fell around them. Rebecca’s lips pulled up even though the trip to Birmingham had been long and exhausting.

      Kinsley had suggested the drive so they could spend some quality girl time together before the busyness of Christmas and the theater overwhelmed them, as they so often did. Rebecca conceded it had been a good idea. They had a great time shopping, picking up some sweet treats to take home, and she picked up the custom-made gift that had been in the works for more than a month.

      It was just after six o’clock. Dusk surrounded them as the sun disappeared beyond the horizon, dropping the temperature even more and making her crank up the heat.

      “Maybe we’re in for a white Christmas?”

      Kinsley grinned over at her. “Shiloh will love it, and so will Caroline. Charlie too, if it lasts for a while.” Rebecca’s smile widened. Yes, they certainly would.

      The snow fell harder further into their trip. She debated pulling off somewhere, but if she waited for the weather to improve, they would be home late, and she didn’t want to miss tucking her little girl in. They should have left sooner instead of wandering around buying more gifts their children didn’t need. Their grandparents, aunts, and uncles (honorary and biological) would spoil them quite enough.

      “What d’ya reckon?” Kinsley asked, checking her weather app.

      With a sigh, she gazed around them. “I don’t know. I wanted to get home before Caroline went to bed.” She was already going well under the speed limit. “It shouldn’t take that long.”

      “You could have just had them deliver Daniel’s gift to you.” Her friend smiled at her and shifted farther down into the seat. “What’s the point of having all your millions if you’re not going to use them to make your life easier?”

      “I could have, but I wanted to be sure it was perfect. Besides,” she began and glanced over, giving her friend a look, “you’re the one who encouraged the drive out here.”

      “It was the only way to have you all to myself. Don’t get me wrong, I love Caroline and your husband, too, but they get all your attention. It’s not as fun to thirst over your tits with your baby girl staring at me.”

      Rebecca huffed a laugh. “God, I love you, but you’re truly ridiculous.”

      “Which is precisely why you love me,” Kinsley said with a wink.

      For the next hour, they forgot how long the drive home was taking. They hyped themselves into a festive mood with the help of the radio, singing along to a Christmas mix featuring Mariah Carey, Michael Bublé, Harry Connick Jr., and Ella Fitzgerald.

      They made it just past Oxford when it happened.

      Even with the snow, the roads weren’t too bad. Rebecca drove cautiously, and it helped that her car was a four-wheel-drive SUV. She felt safe enough to glance away from the empty road down at the touchscreen to find a more upbeat song as the only sign of traffic on the road was the occasional passing car. It wasn’t until she heard Kinsley’s sharp gasp she looked up. Her breath caught in her chest as a small sports car came careening around the corner, losing control on the black ice and sliding dangerously at top speed into her lane.

      There were a few moments in her life that remained sharply detailed in her memory: the day Daniel proposed, the day her daughter was born, and somehow this moment.

      Those brighter than fuck headlights that were a blur of light in the winter’s darkness. As the seconds ticked by, she could only watch in horror as the other car slid closer. There was no time for fear to seize her. No time to shout Kinsley’s name. No time to slam on her brakes. Trees lined both sides of the road. She had limited options: either collide head-on with the small vehicle or make a risky maneuver to avoid it.

      Swerve it was then.

      Her instincts took over. The SUV jerked as she twisted the wheel to the left. Watching with wide eyes, she saw the trees coming closer. Thankfully, the car passed by without impact, and she checked her rearview mirror, watching it regain control and speed away in the distance. Rebecca exhaled a deep breath as she made her way back into her lane. Only then did she look over at Kinsley. Her friend’s eyes were wide, and one of her hands was holding her arm in a vice-like grip.

      She almost missed her friend’s low, distant voice over the sound of her heart pounding in her ears. “It’s okay, Rebecca. Just… pull off for a minute, yeah?”

      As she started to nod and lift her foot from the gas pedal, a large SUV, identical to hers, came around the same corner, hitting that black ice. She felt a sinking feeling as it slid toward her.

      There was simply no time to react.

      Her thoughts flew to her husband. To her children. She closed her eyes tight as the harsh crunching impact, the screeching of tires, and the feeling of floating as she felt the SUV tip over before the unyielding ground beneath them seemed to stretch on an endless loop until everything abruptly came to a jarring, shuddering halt.

      She didn’t know how much time had passed when she slowly blinked open her eyes. Bright lights shone all around her. What was happening? She squinted, trying to see in front of her, to get her bearings, but her body felt unnaturally heavy, and a high-pitched ringing had replaced the pounding in her ears. She pressed the tips of her trembling fingers against her temple before holding it out in front of her.

      Blood.

      Oh, God. She should call someone. Someone to help…

      Then suddenly, a numbing pain erupted behind her eyes, making her vision swim around her. She pressed her palm to her temple, opening her mouth to cry out, but before she could make a sound, her vision dimmed and she knew no more.
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      A steady beep roused Rebecca from sleep. She let out a grunt, as it was annoying and dreadfully tedious. Somebody needed to shut it the fuck off. She’d do it herself, but she was just so tired. After a bit more sleep, she might gather the energy to investigate.

      The second time she woke, she heard voices. Her mother. Daniel. Kinsley. Ian. But something was wrong. They sounded dreamy and distant, yet soothing as they spoke to her, making her feel safe. It was their voices that comforted her and lulled her back under.

      The third time, she felt significantly more rested, but instead of voices, the sound of the incessant beeping had returned. It took her far too long for her liking to open her eyes, but eventually, she did, and she regretted it instantly. The harsh sunshine from outside streamed in through the expansive windows, filling the room.

      She shut her eyes against the light with a soft groan. Why the fuck was everything so god-awful bright? Was she hungover? She didn’t remember drinking, but it was the only thing to explain her god-awful headache.

      Her vision was blurry when she tried opening her eyes again. It took several blinks and a full minute before she could see clearly.

      Rebecca glanced sideways, seeking the source of the noise, then narrowed her eyes—oh. She looked around at the machines, the horrendous chairs, the tan linoleum floors and eggshell-colored walls paired with the unsettling odor of antiseptic could only mean one thing. 

      The hospital?

      Rebecca’s heart sank. She was in the hospital.

      Why the fuck was she in the hospital?

      The beeping in the distance sped up. To her left, she saw Kinsley sitting beside the bed. The younger woman had her sleepy gaze on her phone. Her arm was in a sling, and a small bandage on her cheek. Bouquets of all assortments filled the room. It’s a Wonderful Life played silently on a TV across from her.

      She opened her mouth to speak, but her throat was so dry that the sound that came out was nothing but a wispy croak.

      Before she could attempt another try, her room’s door swung open. Rebecca slid her gaze to see her mother. She didn’t miss the relief on the younger woman’s face. Whatever had put her there had deeply troubled her.

      “Oh, muffin,” she sighed, her shoulders falling, her eyes filling with tears. “I’m so glad you’re awake.”

      Hearing her mother, Kinsley leaped from her chair, her phone falling unheeded to the floor. “Oh, my God! Babe! You’re awake!”

      Rebecca swallowed, or she tried to. Her mouth felt as if it were full of cotton.

      Kinsley must have seen her discomfort as she reached quickly for a cup beside the bed. She held the straw as Rebecca took it between her lips, drinking gratefully.

      She leaned back when she’d finished, letting her head fall against the pillow as she closed her eyes. Her head ached like nothing she’d ever experienced before. It was a dull throb behind her eyes, similar to a migraine, but different. Her hands drifted up to her head, to her temples. To her dismay, she had an IV in one hand and a bandage on the left side of her forehead.

      She tried to recall what had happened. She searched her memories to no avail. Kinsley had been with her, yet she could recall no explanation of how they were in the state they were in. A heavy feeling settled in her stomach. Something had happened to her and Kinsley, and she couldn’t remember what.

      “Why am I here?” she asked to anyone who could tell her what the fuck was going on.

      “You were in an accident,” her mother began as she came into the room, her tone gentle, “but you’re alright.”

      “You took a pretty nasty bump to the head,” Kinsley added. “You’ve been unconscious for a week.”

      Her eyes flew open. “A week?”

      “We’ve all been so worried,” Kinsley told her, taking the hand with the IV carefully between her own. “Daniel especially.”

      “Yes, well, Daniel’s like that, isn’t he?”

      As her producer, Daniel had always worried about her. Concerned about her taking care of herself, her voice, and conserving her energy. Sometimes his mother hennin’ (as he called it) annoyed her. Still, she couldn’t be upset with his genuine care for her wellbeing, unlike her ex-husband, who couldn’t care less if she was tired or worn out. He’d bully her out on stage, insisting she could rest when the show was over.

      She felt foolish for having stayed married to him for as long as she did.

      As she rubbed her hand down her face, her brow furrowed at the cool, smooth feel of metal around her finger. Drawing her hand away, she turned her hand over and stared. On her left hand was a ring. Two rings. One, a sparkling band of diamonds, and another, a princess cut accented with two smaller diamonds on its sides. It looked so familiar to her. Like she’d worn it for years, and yet it was nothing like her rings from Marcus. Nowhere near ostentatious.

      Unbeknownst to Rebecca, her mother had been observing her and drew her eyes from her to her friend.

      “Kinsley,” she said, placing a hand on her arm, “why don’t you go fetch the doctor for us?”

      Kinsley nodded and gave Rebecca one last comforting smile before leaving the room.

      Her mother waited until the door had firmly closed behind her before she took a seat on the edge of Rebecca’s bed. “Tell me, muffin, what’s the last thing you remember?”

      Rebecca let out a heavy exhale. Closing her eyes, she attempted to recollect her day before finding herself in this room. The details were fuzzy. Difficult to grasp, and hard to hold on to. She recalled going to rehearsal. How she’d sat in makeup while she chatted with Daniel, arguing over which version of A Miracle on 34th Street was superior—the original or the remake. She recalled there being a Christmas party later in the evening, so Daniel excused himself to get ready.

      Sometime later that day, Kinsley had messaged her. She’d sent her a picture of Ian and Daniel decorating. She remembered being amused by their hilarious attempt to hang lights while sharing a ladder. Why they thought they needed to buy a tree so enormous, she’d never know.

      “I was with Daniel until he left to help Kinsley prepare for the Christmas party. Eric and Laurie were at the theater with me…”

      “Wait, Rebecca.” Her mother’s face fell. “Did you just say Eric was there?”

      Rebecca gazed into her mother’s eyes. Why was her mother looking at her like she’d said something worrisome? “Yes. Why?”

      “Rebecca, Eric works for Marcus now.”

      Rebecca’s eyes widened. Why, that little shit? After all Daniel had done for him? Getting him a prominent part from a stagehand had taken quite a bit of convincing on Daniel’s part. Even she had been skeptical. What the fuck had happened in a week?

      “Since bloody when? And why would he work for him? Marcus doesn’t do anything, for fuck’s sake.”

      Before her mother could respond, the room’s door swung open again. A woman with long, jet-black hair and a willowy frame, similar in age to Rebecca, entered. She gave her what Rebecca could only assume was her best reassuring smile. “I heard our patient is awake. How are you feeling, Rebecca?”

      “I’m… fine.”

      She wasn’t. Truth be told, she was angry and had a splitting headache. She wanted these fucking wires—mainly these heart monitors—off her so she didn’t have to listen to the incessant fucking noise.

      “I think she’s having some trouble with her memory,” her mother told the doctor.

      Rebecca looked sharply from her doctor to her mother.

      Her memory? Nothing was wrong with her memory. She was fine. Apart from feeling utterly exhausted, having a headache, and having been unconscious for quite some time…

      Her doctor frowned. “Oh?”

      “She mentioned someone we haven’t seen in quite a while. She believes the memory to be recent.”

      The doctor took her iPad and tucked it between her arm and her side. Taking an object from her coat pocket, she clicked the end as she touched Rebecca’s cheek, asking her to look up. “Can you tell me what year it is, Mrs. Hamilton?”

      The light the doctor shone in her eyes had her letting out a soft hiss. The dull headache she had before doubled in intensity. Only after the light ceased its assault, she said, “It’s 2022, and it’s Ms. Hamilton.”

      The doctor looked over at her mother. The silent look that passed between them made Rebecca’s stomach twist.

      “Rebecca,” her mother began—not muffin, but Rebecca, “it’s 2025.”

      “But…” She shook her head. It couldn’t be. Kinsley said she’d just been unconscious for a week. That was three years from then!

      “You and Daniel, you’re⁠—”

      But whatever she had to say, Rebecca didn’t hear it. She closed her eyes at the sudden onslaught of squealing tires, the crashing of metal, and the breaking of glass. The overwhelmingness of it all made her stomach lurch, making it suddenly hard to breathe. The doctor sat beside her, her hands on her shoulders, instructing her to breathe with her. Rebecca closed her eyes, feeling her cheeks wet from tears.

      “I think,” her doctor said, placing a hand over Rebecca’s once her attack passed, “it’s best if we let Rebecca rest some. Tell her visitors to give her some time to take in the news. I’m going to schedule some more tests.” The way the doctor met her mother’s eyes was very pointed, but she was too tired and overcome to ask what it was about. “I’m sure whatever memory loss you’re experiencing is only temporary.”

      Rebecca could only nod as more tears fell, and she angrily swiped them away.

      The next feeling she felt was the bedside dipping with the weight of her mother taking a seat beside her. “I’m just going to pop out to the hall and make a call. I’ll be right back, alright?”

      “Alright,” she breathed.

      With everyone gone, she laid back and stared up at the ceiling. Three years had gone by. Erased from her memory like wiping chalk from a board. What had happened in all that time? Did she still perform? Was Daniel still a part of her life? Her heart clenched at the thought of him not being with her. Did she invite him to dinner after Christmas, or had she chickened out, and they remained only friends?

      She truly hoped for the former.

      Whatever happened, just please, let Daniel be in her life, she thought with a broken sob. She could take everything else if she just had Daniel.

      Her physician, accompanied by two nurses, arrived to conduct additional scans. She wished her mother or Kinsley had come back. She’d give anything for Daniel to be there, but she supposed that would be a bit too intimate for them as friends. However, when she thought about it, she couldn’t find it in herself to care. Her fear was getting the better of her. She believed wholeheartedly that his presence—his hand, his soothing voice—would help keep her calm.

      The nurses removed all the wires and IVs from her before wheeling her bed out of her room. She huffed, thinking how ridiculous it was. She could walk, she could sit in a fucking wheelchair even, but no.

      They pushed her out into the hall, and she swore she could hear the familiar timber of Daniel’s voice. She thought about having the nurse check to be sure, but then her heart soared at the sound of his unique accent once again. He was there. He hadn’t left her. She closed her eyes, fighting the urge to cry. His tone sounded frustrated and worried. Rebecca hated him to think she wasn’t alright, mostly anyway.

      “Daniel,” she murmured, attempting to get the nurse’s attention. 

      “What’s that, love?”

      “My… Daniel,” she croaked.

      “You can see your loved ones when we get this scan. Doctor’s orders.”

      She scowled at the older woman. Any other time she might have argued with her, but she didn’t have it in her.

      Hopefully, her mother would assure him she was alright.

      The next thing Rebecca knew, it was dark outside her windows. She was back in her room, her mother sitting next to her, holding her hand.

      “Can I…” she started, her voice scratchy again. “Can I have a drink?”

      “Yes, of course.” Her mother held up the cup. The relief of the cold water against her throat was instantaneous. “The doctor will be back soon. She’s just gone to give everyone an update.”

      “What’s wrong with me, Mum? Why am I here?” Rebecca asked, lying back against the very uncomfortable pillows.

      “Nothing’s wrong with you, Rebecca,” came the voice of her doctor from the door. Rebecca might have laughed at the impeccable timing if she had found any amusement in her situation. The woman came over and stood beside her bed. “I’ve done a comprehensive evaluation, as well as a physical and neurological exam. I’ve determined that there’s no evidence to suggest any lasting damage that may have caused your missing memories. I believe the trauma of the accident to be the primary cause. However, with time and being in familiar surroundings, there’s hope your memories will return.”

      “But you can’t be sure?” she asked, feeling as though someone had tipped a bucket of cold water down her spine.

      “There’s no guarantee, but there’s also no reason to think this is permanent. Mild trauma amnesia can last hours, days, weeks, and, yes, sometimes months. There’s no telling for sure, but I firmly believe once you’re home, eventually you’ll begin to remember things.” She took her hand, giving it an encouraging squeeze. “I’d like you to stay tonight for observation. If all seems well in the morning, we’ll send you home.”

      “Thank you, doctor,” her mother said.

      The woman started to leave the room but paused in the doorway. “I know it’s easier said than done, but do try to rest and relax as much as possible.”

      Rebecca nodded, though she would have rather snorted at her.

      “Mum?” she asked when the doctor had gone. The feeling of tears built in her eyes. She wouldn’t wait for answers to all the questions she had. The nurses had taken her rings off for the scan, and she couldn’t explain why, but she felt keen to have them back. Her subconscious cared for them, that much she was sure. Nevertheless, fear gnawed at her, not knowing who had given them to her.

      “Yes, darling?”

      Her mother took her hand, and Rebecca grasped it with her own, her grip easy but tight enough to convey her growing unease. “Did I remarry?”

      “Rebecca—”

      “Please,” she said, interrupting her, “please just tell me I did not remarry Marcus.”

      Her mother let out a light chuckle. The tension she carried evaporated from her face.

      “Oh God, Rebecca, no. No, I would never allow you to make that mistake again.”

      With a sigh, she rested her head back against her pillow, a few tears escaping. The hand not holding her mother’s lifted to touch her temple before she slid it down the side of her face. “I’d been so worried.”

      Tremendously so. It had been moronic to think. She could never see herself forgiving Marcus, but because he had the exceptional ability to manipulate her, she put nothing past him.

      She was beyond thankful it wasn’t.

      Whoever else it was, she could take it. Just God—let her be happy this go-round.

      Her mother took a breath, then said the words her heart had yearned for. “Rebecca, you are married to Daniel.”

      Rebecca blinked at her, her hand rising to cover her mouth. Oh, dear… A sob escaped her. She hadn’t let herself believe…

      Daniel was a fancy. A secret hope she kept locked in her heart. But then, obviously, he’d returned her feelings.

      She felt her mother’s hand tighten around her own, drawing her attention back to her. “I’m sorry to inform you once more, but I think you should know that your father has passed away.”

      Her heart, which had felt lifted and relieved with the news of her and Daniel, sank in an instant. “What?”

      “Just before his birthday two years ago now,” she went on, looking down at their hands. Rebecca looked away. “It was a heart attack.” Her mother looked at her, her eyes filled with tears, and breathed, “Oh, muffin, I’m so sorry. His leaving… I know how much that hurt you. We talked about it… at the funeral. It wasn’t your fault.”

      Rebecca closed her eyes as the sob she had been holding broke through. With her eyes closed, she relived the day he walked away from her and her mother, destroying her love for him, and leaving behind a hollowness that would last forever. Her mother, knowing her feelings about the weight she’d been carrying around all these years, hearing it from her only made those feelings intensify.

      “It’s fine.” It wasn’t. It was nowhere near fine. She was married to Daniel, and her father was dead. She didn’t know how to process so much. Rebecca tried to smile through her tears. “Don’t hold back. Might as well get everything out at once.”

      “Yes, well, I’m going to let your husband see you now.” Her mother’s face gentled. Her hand came up to caress her cheek. “He’s been in the waiting room with Kinsley and the others. The doctor suggested he wait until we knew for sure how you would handle the news. It’s been awfully hard keeping that man away from you. He hasn’t liked it one bit.”

      Rebecca closed her eyes, smiling the only genuine smile she’d had since she woke. Daniel had been so protective of her as a friend, she could only imagine what he was like as a husband. Her gaze slid toward the door. All the hows and whys she didn’t care about anymore. She just wanted to see him. “Please tell him to come in.”

      “Of course.”

      She wished she had a mirror. Having been in a wreck and a week unconscious, she probably looked atrocious. There wasn’t long to fret about it, anyway. The next thing she knew, the door was opening, and Daniel was making his way inside.

      “Hey, she’s awake.”

      “I’m awake,” she assured, with a laugh that was half a sob, “and apparently can’t remember the last three years.”

      He let out a sigh as he lowered himself into the chair next to her bed. He had tears in his eyes. “So I’m told.”

      Although she had no memory of how they fell in love, his current state made her ache to hold him. She didn’t know how to tell him that or if reaching for him would only upset him more, so she settled for, “You look terrible.”

      He chuckled and rubbed the wetness from his eyes. “Thanks. I haven’t been sleeping real well.” There were dark circles under his eyes, yes, but her eyes lingered on the scruffiness he’d grown from not shaving. It made him look roguish. And it was damn attractive. “Oh, you meant this, probably,” he said, running his hand over his cheek. “Yeah, I’ve been worried about ya.”

      The pain in his eyes was so clear and raw that it broke her heart for him. Again, the urge to hold him felt so natural, so urgent. She held out her hand to him. “Come here.”

      He was up in an instant, taking her hand, sitting close, his hand raising to cover her cheek. His gaze locked with hers before roaming her face and checking everywhere he could see to confirm her wellbeing.

      He closed his eyes, letting out a sigh, resting his forehead against hers. “I’m sorry, I just—” he swallowed. “I was so scared.”

      She cupped the back of his head with one hand, holding him there while he softly cried. After a few moments, she drew away and wiped away her tears. “So, we’re married?”

      The corner of his mouth lifted into a half-smirk. He sniffed and nodded. “Yeah, we sure are. Surprised the heck out of ya. You snagged one of London’s most eligible bachelors, huh?”

      She pressed her lips together, fighting a smile. She used to tease him mercilessly, saying that all her female (and some male) fans were actually not her fans, but his. “It did.”

      “Speaking of,” he said, reaching into the pocket of his jeans. He took out something small and held it aloft.

      Her wedding rings.

      “The nurses brought them to me to keep. Did you want them back on?”

      She took a breath and nodded, holding out her left hand. He gently slipped them back where they belonged, and she noticed something shining on his own hand. A ring. A thick white-gold band to match hers. She swallowed. “Thank you.”

      “Rebecca,” he began, then cleared his throat. “Your mom said she told ya about your dad…”

      She nodded and looked up at the ceiling. She was tired of crying, and God, she did not want to waste any more tears on that man.

      “There’s something else I need to tell ya about. Something you’ve gotta know before I take ya home.”

      “What’s one more thing?” she asked with a humorless breath of a laugh. Had she given up the theater? Did Marcus finally drive her away from the stage? “Does my mother live with us?” she asked, drawing a chuckle from him.

      “No, but she’s certainly offered. Both of our mothers have.”
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MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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