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One decision frozen in time. A choice that can never be altered.

After fighting her way through a bitter and hurtful past, Mercedes Johnson has painstakingly carved out a life of quiet contentment on a Wyoming farm with her husband, Wayne, and their three sons. Together she and Wayne have survived the worst trials a couple can face, and their relationship has grown as solid and lasting as the farmland beneath their feet. If their relationship is not everything Mercedes might have hoped for, it is enough.

All that changes when the birth father of Mercedes’ oldest child returns to Riverton. Dr. Brandon Rhodes, a renowned heart surgeon, has plans for the son he has never met. Resentful at the secret Mercedes has kept for thirteen years, he threatens the carefully balanced life she and Wayne have created. Just how far is he willing to go to gain what he feels is rightfully his?

As Mercedes uncovers the truth of Brandon’s intentions regarding their son and the lies surrounding the past, she is torn between what is and what might have been. One choice, one decision, has led her to this place. How can she live with the consequences?


To my husband and our seven children, who are my greatest support.
You guys are the best!


CHAPTER

1

May 2008

On the day Brandon Rhodes came back into her life, Mercedes Walker Johnson was shopping at Safeway, not expecting anything out of the ordinary and certainly not expecting to see a ghost from her past. She wandered to the aisle where the boxed cereal sat on the shelves, frowning at the contents. Her three boys loved the stuff, but she knew the cold flakes weren’t as healthy as her home-cooked cereal. Still, in the past year or so, she’d taken to letting them get their own breakfast on Sundays. Everyone needed a day off—or as much of a day off as any woman on a farm could take. Even Wayne stayed away from the fields on Sundays, though the cow still had to be milked and the animals fed.

She plucked a few boxes off the shelf, the ones with the lowest sugar content. Whatever questionable nutritional value they contained would at least be boosted by whole, fresh milk from their cow.

Starting down the aisle, she wondered how Wayne and twelve-year-old Darrel were coming along on the planting. The sugar beets, of course, were already in the ground and growing. Hopefully they would have the spring wheat planted within the next week or two, so they could get in some corn to supplement their cattle’s ration of hay from the alfalfa that was standing a foot tall in the fields. Wayne had been trying his hand at raising cattle these past few years because a crop of calves could be worth far more than sugar beets and wheat. The winter had been tough for the animals, though, and she and Wayne had spent many months worrying about how many they might lose to cold or disease, but spring had blessedly come on time, and most had survived well.

A man stood at the checkout as she approached, waiting for a total from the cashier. For a moment, he was any man, someone she didn’t know, but then he tilted his head and chuckled at something the cashier said, and Mercedes’ breath rushed from her. Him! He’s here.

But she couldn’t really believe that. No, it was only someone who looked like him. Such a recognition had happened before, and always she would stand there with elation and fear vying in her heart, until at last the man would turn and she would realize she was mistaken.

It’s not him, she told herself. She pushed her cart behind a display of ketchup where she could observe him without being noticed.

“This place has changed a lot since I was here,” the man said. He was handsome, she could see, with brown hair and a square jaw that bore a slight stubble. He wore dress pants and a button-down shirt, with the first button open. “Been nearly thirteen years.”

Mercedes swallowed hard. Thirteen years. It could be a coincidence.

“Well, the years tend to do that to a place.” The cashier was a plump Native American woman in her fifties, one Mercedes often saw here, though she didn’t know her by name. “Things change. So you’re a doctor, are you?”

“How did you know?”

She pointed without expression to the identification card clipped to his pocket. “Your tag. You come to work at Riverton Memorial?”

“Actually, I’m here to teach the heart procedures I developed with some universities. We’re holding a seminar here.”

“Well, uh, Dr. Rhodes, I hope you have a good time in Riverton. Maybe I’ll see you again. Thank you for shopping at Safeway.”

Mercedes’ heart thundered in her chest. Dr. Rhodes. Dr. Brandon Rhodes. Once she’d hoped and prayed to see him again, thought she might die if she didn’t. But that was before she’d understood the truth and begun hoping and praying never to see him again. In the past few years, she’d almost managed never to think about him at all.

A normal person would go to the counter and say hello. After all, they’d once been close. More than close. She still remembered the first day they’d met, how they’d shared lunch in the hospital cafeteria, the way the world had ceased all movement. The way her life had changed.

Mercedes closed her eyes as the familiar wave of pain crashed through her chest and spilled through her limbs and out every pore of her body. He had no right to come back. Not now. Not after all this time.

I hate you, she thought, but she knew it wasn’t that simple. The main reason, of course, that she couldn’t smile and greet him was Darrel. If it could be said she had a favorite child, Darrel would be it, though her other sons were as precious, and she worked hard to treat them the same. The fact remained that Darrel was different. He was a part of the old life, the life that yearned for more. She knew he wouldn’t belong on the farm much longer, but she wasn’t ready to give him up quite yet.

You don’t deserve him, she said to the man’s retreating back.

I won’t let you ruin his life . . . like you did mine.

Of course, there was no indication that he was in Riverton for any reason other than the one he’d told the cashier. He might not know that she still lived an hour northeast of the city on what had once been her father’s farm. Maybe he thought she’d continued her studies to be a psychologist. If so, she could be working anywhere by now.

The thoughts calmed her, and she was about to make her way to the counter when he stopped and turned back to the cashier. “Have you heard of a place called Walker Farm? Do you happen to know who owns it now?”

“Sounds familiar, but there are a lot of farms around here.”

“It’s about fifty miles or so out of town. Northeast.”

“I don’t go out that way much. Sorry.”

“What about a woman named Mercedes Walker? Do you know her?”

The woman shook her head, lightly rustling the gray-streaked black hair that fell midway down her back. “We got ten thousand people living here, plus all those that come in from the other towns to shop. It ain’t thirteen years ago. We don’t know everybody like we did back then. Or practically.”

He nodded. “Well, thanks. I figured it was a long shot.”

“Maybe try the phone book.”

“Good idea. I’m sure I’ll be seeing you. I’m here for a couple weeks.”

Mercedes’ heart was pounding so loudly she almost couldn’t breathe. So much for hoping he wouldn’t pursue their connection. But why would he even try? Did he think she’d still be sitting here, waiting for him? And what right did he have to return after all this time, anyway? Thirteen years since he’d walked away.

He’s just looking up an old friend, she told herself. Bitterness filled her mouth at the thought. Friends. She hadn’t even been worth a postcard or a letter. Maybe if he’d written, it would have been different for Darrel. But it was too late now. She loved her life, her boys, and Wayne. Nothing this stranger could do would change that.

Unless he somehow knew about Darrel.

Mercedes closed her eyes again, fear welling up in her chest. Dear God in heaven. Please help me.

“Are you all right?”

Mercedes opened her eyes to see the cashier standing in front of her. “Oh, thanks. I’m fine. I was just thinking.”

“You sure? You’re white as a sheet.”

“I’m all right. Really. I think I’m finished shopping. Could you ring me up?”

“Sure. Come on over to the register.”

When the groceries were tallied, Mercedes’ hand shook as she wrote out the check. The woman didn’t bother to ask for ID, obviously recognizing her from other trips into town, but her eyes caught on the name. “Walker Farm? Mercedes Johnson. Hey, there was a guy in here just now asking about you. Real handsome fellow. A doctor. Been in a couple times in the past few weeks. I think he’s probably still in the parking lot. You want me to catch him?”

“That’s okay, I—”

“No problem, really.” The cashier slammed the till shut and scooted toward the front of the store faster than her bulk should have allowed.

“Please,” Mercedes called after her. “Don’t—” But the woman was already out the door.

Brandon.

Panic made Mercedes wonder if there was a back door. She imagined herself vaulting over a cart of vegetables as the store manager chased her down. But the panic subsided as quickly as it came, and anger took its place. He had no right to come back into her life.

The cashier reappeared—alone, and Mercedes felt an odd piercing disappointment that made no sense at all. “He’ll be right in,” the woman told Mercedes. “He’s putting his bags in his car.”

“Thank you.” Mercedes made a private note never to shop this Safeway again. Yet why should she let a man she hadn’t seen for almost thirteen years chase her away? Another burst of anger gave her strength. Ignoring her cart, Mercedes hefted her plastic bags of groceries, two in each hand. They weighed nothing compared to what she had to lift at the farm.

She strode out the door, heading purposefully toward her green truck. The battered Ford had seen better days, but it was like an old friend, dependable and familiar. With any luck, she’d get in and drive away before Brandon caught up with her. Setting down the bags, she opened her door, shoved the groceries inside, and climbed into the cab. Relief was already calming the furious pounding of her heart.

“Mercedes?”

Her hand froze on the open door. Part of her wanted to slam it and drive away, but the other part was curious about the man he’d become. She turned and met his eyes. For several seconds, she said nothing. She drank in the handsome face, brown hair, and green eyes. He looked the same, and yet he didn’t. There was maturity in the face and a confidence that had been lacking when she knew him before.

For a moment she felt disoriented, as though the fabric of time was somehow adjusting itself. From somewhere came the blare of a car horn and a man’s distant shout. But the earth didn’t stand still. Brandon Rhodes was simply a person she had once known, and if she played this moment well, she would never have to see him again.

“Excuse me?” she asked.

“It is you! Mercedes, don’t you recognize me? It’s Brandon Rhodes.”

“Brandon?” She scrunched her forehead. “Oh, Brandon! My goodness, it’s been so long.” She gave him a polite smile he couldn’t possibly know was fake. He didn’t know her at all— and apparently never had. The past was proof of that.

She climbed out of the truck, leaving the door open for a quick retreat. He stepped forward tentatively, and they embraced in a loose, impersonal hug, the kind people used when they weren’t close. Or perhaps the kind of hug exchanged when one of them was holding a secret. If there had been no secret, Mercedes would have been excited and pleased to see him, and the hug would have been real.

“You haven’t changed a bit,” Brandon said as she drew quickly away. “I mean, you have, but you haven’t. Your hair is the same, and your eyes are still dark enough to be black. But I don’t remember the freckles.”

“They’re from the sun. I didn’t get much sun back in the old days. Too much bookwork.”

“Life must have treated you well. You look great!”

“Thanks. You too. So what brings you to Riverton?”

“Oh, a seminar at the hospital. You know, giving back. I’m staying at the Alpine House for a few weeks. Thought I’d look up some old friends.”

Old friends. She remembered her thoughts in the store. Friends did not begin to describe what they had been to each other. “That’s nice. Is anyone you know still at the hospital?”

“Not many. Old Dustbottom is, though. He’ll probably outlive us all.”

Mercedes smiled. “He still in charge of the morgue?”

“Yep. And the backside of his coat is still just as speckled with dirt or ink or whatever it was. Have you ever seen him around?”

“I don’t get into town much. Especially to the hospital.” Only to give birth to her children. But she wasn’t going there.

“So what are you doing these days? Practicing psychiatry? Psychology?”

She shook her head. “Neither. I’m married now. Raising a family. We’re running my family’s farm.”

He blinked. “Married—of course you are. I’d heard that. I was married for four years myself. It didn’t work out.”

“I’m sorry.”

He shrugged. “That’s the way it goes.”

Not in Mercedes’ book. Marriage was a commitment you didn’t walk out on. But then, Brandon was good at walking out on commitments.

“So you have children. I mean, you’d have to if you’re raising a family.” His eyes seemed intent as he spoke, and Mercedes felt a tremor of fear.

“Yeah, three boys. Good kids. In fact”—she looked at her watch—“I’d better get back to them. They’re helping their dad with the planting today, since it’s Saturday. But the younger ones don’t have as much endurance, and sometimes they can be more of a hindrance, if you know what I mean.”

“I don’t have children, but I can imagine. How old are they?”

“Eight and nine. Their daddy’s patient and a good teacher, but there’s a limit. And believe me, they like to push it.” She forced a laugh.

“And your other boy? Didn’t you say you have three?”

“He’s two years older.” Not exactly a lie because Joseph would be ten in three months, and then he would be two years younger than Darrel’s twelve. But since Joseph was still only nine, Brandon would assume Darrel was eleven. Eleven kept him safely out of reach. “He’s not very tall or big, but he’s got a good head.”

“I’d love to meet them. I bet they look like you.”

“Two of them do. The other one looks like his dad, even down to his red hair and blue eyes.”

“I’ll bet they’re great. Oh, I wanted to tell you, I saw your brother four or five weeks ago.”

This surprised her. “Where?”

“At the hospital in San Diego where I work. His company was updating some of our electronics.”

“That’s funny. Austin didn’t mention it. He was here helping with the planting last weekend.” What she wouldn’t add was that the farm hadn’t done well last year, and with the purchase of a new tractor, they’d had to forego hiring help until the harvest. Austin’s willingness to pitch in had been a godsend.

“Well, I only saw him briefly, and to tell you the truth, I wasn’t even sure he remembered me. We only met a few times when I lived here.”

Mercedes let herself relax. Even if Austin had recognized Brandon, he wouldn’t have betrayed her secret. He knew the stakes as much as she did. This was only one more secret in their shared past. A past where their father drank and treated his children like worthless chattel. A past where their mother had let him. “He was concentrating on college in those days. He’s become quite successful, though.”

“I see he left the farm.”

Mercedes wasn’t quite sure, but she thought she sensed a question there. Did he wonder why she was still at the farm she’d vowed never to return to after her mother’s tragedy? She doubted he could ever understand. “Actually, Austin comes back quite often. We even keep a room for him. He took over my grandmother’s charity when she died a few years back. Runs it part-time with his wife, Liana. He got married four months ago.”

“That’s good to hear.”

She knew it was only something said to fill the empty space between them. Thirteen years was too long to feel comfortable.

“Do you have time for a quick drink?” he asked.

“Not really. My husband and the boys are waiting. Some other time.”

“Okay.”

“Okay,” she echoed. There really wasn’t much else to say, was there?

“Mercedes . . .”

“Yes?” She put a hand on the truck door.

“The way we left it. I didn’t mean . . .” He looked up at the sky. “Time passed so fast. I didn’t mean for things to work out that way. It’s one of my biggest regrets.”

What does he regret? she wondered. The relationship? Leaving? Or not keeping in contact? None of it really mattered now.

“It’s okay,” she said with more gentleness than she felt. “We both moved on. That’s just the way it is.” She thought it was particularly poetic to use his own terminology against him. In her heart, though, her fury mounted. He’d given up so much.

Worse, he’d made the choice for both of them, a choice she’d had to live with for thirteen years. He’d broken more than her heart; for a time, she’d lost even her will to live. Only Wayne had saved her. Wayne, with his quiet, unassuming love. With his constant support and refusal to judge. Though she had deserved his scorn, he’d given her back her life. In return, she’d given him that life.

And I’m happy, she thought fiercely. Turning, she climbed into the truck.

“Mercedes,” Brandon said again.

She gazed at him from behind the wheel, simply waiting. “I’d like to drop by, if I may. Meet your husband, talk about old times.”

“You’ve met Wayne before. He worked for my father.”

He looked puzzled. Likely he remembered Wayne as old enough to be her father, though he was only fifty-two to her thirty-nine.

“Anyway,” she continued, “you’re welcome to come out, but we’re still getting in the spring wheat.” What she wanted to tell him was to go back to wherever he’d come from and leave her family alone. The way he pushed told her he wanted something from her. She could only pray it didn’t involve Darrel. Yet what else could it be? “That means we’re not at the house much.” Or at least Wayne wasn’t.

He nodded. “Well, it was nice to see you.”

Mercedes shut her door, put the truck into gear, and drove away. She could see him in the rearview mirror watching her leave. The scene brought back memories of when he had left and she had stayed behind. Her heart felt tight.

Thirty miles outside Riverton, she pulled off the highway and leaned her head on the steering wheel. She was shaking so badly that she felt ill. “Wayne,” she whispered. She needed Wayne.

Forty minutes later, she was in the barn saddling Windwalker, her white stallion. Di and Thunder, her red retrievers, watched patiently, wagging their tails with excitement. But only Thunder followed as she galloped from the barn, Di choosing to stay back with her new litter of puppies. Always the good mother, watching over her babies. That’s what good mothers did.

Wind beat into her face, flattening the tears down and over her cheeks until they seemed more like a sheen of sweat than tears at all. Windwalker, a surprise present from Wayne last year, was her most prized animal. He had traded three calves to their neighbors down the road for the young horse, and Mercedes believed he was worth far more. She loved the power in his stride and the elation of moving so fast over the ground that time didn’t seem to matter. Today was no exception. Hunching over his mane, she urged him onward. He flew like the wind. And for those few minutes, she was safe.

She came upon the west fields too quickly for her state of mind, but seeing Wayne and Darrel on the tractor and the younger boys, Joseph and Scott, playing in the back of the seed truck gave her a rush of belonging. These were her men, her place, and even the heartrending mound of dirt in the family cemetery past their small fruit orchard was a part of who she had become.

“Hi, Mom.” Joseph and Scott waved her over.

“Can I have a ride back?” Scott added. “I’m bored.”

“I’ll take you both home in a minute. First I need to talk to your father.”

Wayne had spotted her and opened the tractor cab, leaping down and leaving Darrel to operate the machine alone. He loped toward her in his customary gait, which was strangely graceful. Wayne was a tall man, built as strong as an old tree. At fifty-two, he had the strength of a much younger man, but his face was worn and weathered by the sun, and his red hair had gone an orangey white. His blue eyes were kind, and the wrinkles in his face were as much a part of him as the furrows were a part of the fields. Not for the first time, Mercedes understood that Wayne was the farm. He was as constant as the earth, as tender as the plants he coaxed out of the soil, as forgiving as a thirsty stalk of wheat after a spring rain.

“What’s wrong?” he said as they met halfway.

She looked to the right and to the left, unwilling to meet his eyes.

“Mercedes.” He spoke in almost the same way as Brandon had, but then he added, “Honey, I’m here.”

She dragged in a breath and looked up into his eyes. “I was at Safeway. He’s back in Riverton. He came to teach a seminar or something. At least that’s what he says. But it’s too much of a coincidence. I-I’m afraid.”

He didn’t ask her who “he” was. “He” was the only person who had stood between them all these long years, the one with the power to change their safe world.

Wayne made a noise of dismay in his throat and pulled her into his arms. Besides galloping on Windwalker’s back, this was the only other place she felt completely safe, where nothing could touch her. Even as a child when he’d protected her from her father’s wrath or her mother’s indifference, she had felt safe with Wayne.

“I love you,” he said. “It’s going to be all right.”

She dropped her head to his shoulder, wiping her wet cheek against his dusty shirt. “He wants to come by. What if he knows?”

“What if he doesn’t?”

She pulled back slightly to look up into his face. “Then why come? After all these years? It’s not like the hospital here has anything to offer him.”

“Maybe he’s finally realizing what he lost.” Wayne’s eyes were sorrowful, and Mercedes wondered if he thought such a thing would change her life—knowing that Brandon might have come back for her.

It wouldn’t, of course. Yet just for an instant, she remembered how she’d felt the day Brandon left. The certainty that he would be back for her, the belief that he couldn’t live without her as she couldn’t live without him.

He hadn’t come back. Until now.

Mercedes swallowed hard. “He never loved me, not the way you do.” She said this with a surety born of long years of knowing. Sometimes Wayne’s love weighed heavily on her, as though it were a burden, because she knew everything she could give him would never begin to equal all that he gave her.


CHAPTER

2

Diary of Mercedes Walker
May 19, 1994

I’m supposed to be analyzing cases for an upcoming test, but I don’t feel the least bit clinical today, though my studies are fascinating as usual. I can’t believe how much better psychology is than all the other dozen things I’ve studied, even animal medicine. I should have tried this first. The human mind is so . . . incredible. Still, my thoughts keep wandering.

Is it possible to fall in love, really in love, in less than two weeks? It must be because I’m in love. I met this guy, Brandon Rhodes, barely two weeks ago after a lecture in the hospital. He’s a resident from Boston and will be here for another year. He is perfect in every way. I know it sounds silly, but he seems to be my soul mate. I never believed in soul mates before, but I do now. Brandon knows what I’m thinking and feeling almost before I do. With him, I forget Daddy’s abandonment and Momma’s betrayal. I feel renewed. We are going out again tonight, as we do almost every night that he’s not working at the hospital. I can’t wait to see him.

Brandon Rhodes stared at the wall in his room at the Alpine House. Confusion filled his heart, making him doubt his purpose for being in Wyoming. Seeing Mercedes again was like returning to his own home—good and comfortable and right. Yet he also felt a great sense of loss that threatened to overcome him. This wasn’t how it was supposed to be. He wanted to hate her. He wanted to condemn her for not telling him the truth, and yet at the same time he was afraid the truth he had come to find was not the same one that awaited him.

Closing his eyes, he could see Mercedes in his mind: beautiful, fierce, vulnerable. Her figure was fuller from childbirth and the passing years, but she was still an attractive woman. Perhaps more attractive than when they’d first met.

She went back to the farm. The thought baffled him. The one thing he’d known for sure about Mercedes during their time together was that she hated the farm and all it represented—her father in particular but also her mother and the way she’d been raised. It wasn’t a place of good memories. Why, then, had she gone back?

The baby, of course. That was the only explanation. Yet by her own words, the child had not come until later. Or had she actually said that?

Brandon stood, purpose filling his mind. At the hospital he could find answers. He had enough influence there to get to the records he’d need. Of course, that still didn’t explain the feeling in his heart.

Mercedes. So much the same and yet so different. The old longing hit him, and he fell to the bed, arms folded across his chest, holding himself, holding the pain. I shouldn’t have come, he thought. Tears wet his face, blinded his eyes.

From the moment, he’d overheard Mercedes’ brother tell the director of the hospital in San Diego about his nephew, Brandon’s plan had been to come for the boy by whatever means possible. To plead, threaten, bribe. That is, if he turned out to be who Brandon suspected. According to Austin, the boy was twelve, and that could mean, depending on the date of his birth, that Brandon had a right to know him.

So he’d arranged to teach his procedures at Riverton Memorial, surprising the seminar organizers and his colleagues, but really he’d come to confront Mercedes. Yet he hadn’t anticipated what seeing her again would do to his heart. I didn’t know I would still care for her. He’d thought too many years had passed for him to feel anything but a mild remorse for the way things had ended. But this blinding sadness, the ache. These feelings belonged to the old days.

Gradually, the attack subsided, and Brandon wiped his face across the pillow before going to the door, his jaw clenched. He would see this through, Mercedes or no. He had no other choice, really. This was his last hope.


CHAPTER

3

Diary of Mercedes Walker
May 30, 1994

Today is Memorial Day, and I visited the farm so I could put flowers on Momma’s grave. Part of me wonders if I’m so fascinated with psychology because of my mother and what she did. What was she thinking? How could she not have thought about her children before she committed such a permanent act? It’s been two years. How could it have been so long? Sometimes I feel as if it happened yesterday.

If Momma had been stronger, maybe my father wouldn’t have overwhelmed us all. Maybe she would have been able to survive. Not to excuse him in the least. I honestly don’t believe there is much to redeem the man—and yet he is my father. My father.

On Tuesday morning Mercedes strained the milk Darrel had left for her on the counter before he headed to the bus stop. One gallon she set aside for her neighbor Geraldine, to trade for remnants from her sister’s fabric store in Casper. With these leftover bits, Mercedes made the quilts that gave her so much peace and joy. Something about the weave of the fabric, the design, the neat stitching helped her focus on what was important in life.

From her childhood, Mercedes had made quilts, first for her dolls and then for her own bed. It was the one thing her mother had passed on to her. Those hours working together when Daddy and Austin were away in the fields had been precious, though far too fleeting.

She’d kept a few special quilts over the years, hidden away, those that meant something no one else could share: the first quilt she’d made for her mother, the one she’d started for Brandon and never finished, the smaller one she’d made while pregnant with Darrel. Many more she’d given away or sold at shops or at the county fair. Or they were used at home with her family. Each night her three children went to sleep tucked under a quilt made with her love.

Mercedes went out to her garden. For miles there was nothing but the house, the barn, the small fruit orchard full of new leaves, and the rows of growing wheat, sugar beets, and alfalfa. After she finished here, she’d go up to the west field where Wayne was working, give him lunch, and stay to help a while before the children returned home from school. Then she’d do the washing while the boys set to their chores.

The sun was warm, not too hot, and the deep blueness of the sky took her breath away. She felt the urge to run into the fields and lie down in the alfalfa to look for marshmallow figures in the few puffy clouds overhead. But the alfalfa in the closest field wasn’t quite tall enough to hide her from view— and that was part of the fun. Besides, she had work to do. Hunkering down next to her pea plants, she began to coax the weeds from the earth. The plants were tall already, signaling an early June harvest next month. The boys would be ecstatic. They loved eating them right from the garden.

Feet crunched over the grass in the yard, so quiet the sound would have been lost in the city, but she’d been expecting it since hearing the car a few seconds earlier. Everything in the country had a distinct sound, even in nature, a sound that inevitably called for a response, if only to admire the maker’s industry or beauty.

Anticipating new remnants for quilts, Mercedes rubbed her hands over her jeans and stood ready to greet her visitor as she came around the house.

Brandon emerged into view.

Her smile froze on her face, and his movement ceased as they stared silently at each other. She became aware of the way she was dressed: the long-sleeved ocean blue T-shirt she wore on May mornings to stave off the chance breeze and too much sun, loose jeans falling over old white tennis shoes that were stained from the dirt, no socks, though he wouldn’t be able to see that, and the wide-brimmed hat that kept the sun off her face. Her dark hair snaked in a thick braid to midway down her back, grown out during the past winter. She knew she looked exactly what she was: an aging farmwife. Not yet old but with youth somewhat behind her. She’d be forty later in the year. Too old to try for another baby. That hope had been abandoned.

“You’re here,” she said, experiencing a tremor of fear. Had he picked this time because he’d known she’d be alone? Known that Wayne would be planting and the children in school? She glanced around to find something to make her less alone, but even the dogs were off exploring for the moment.

“You knew I would come.”

She made her face impassive. “I hoped you wouldn’t.”

“I checked the hospital records. Your son Darrel is twelve, almost twelve and a half. Don’t you think I know what that means?”

She took a deep breath before replying. Years of being with Wayne had taught her to think before she spoke. Words could wound too deeply for later repair. “What I know is that you left to work in Boston where your parents lived. I know I stayed here and married Wayne.”

“He’s not the father of your child.”

There. It was out in the open, though she hadn’t expected to feel the words so forcefully. She had made her peace with God and with herself and even with Brandon’s memory. She had paid the price of security. She had made a promise to Wayne.

“And you think you are.” She made the words flat, a statement, not a question, and was pleased to see him flinch.

“The timing’s right. We were together then.”

“We made a terrible mistake. You have no right to come back now.” She hoped he didn’t notice the trembling in her voice or the way her fist clutched the gardening spade.

“No right?” He flushed, his nostrils flaring. “You should have told me.”

She studied him, eyes wandering over the familiar planes of his face and investigating new ones. The angles were sharper now, harder looking. It was a face that had seen trials. Had they been as severe as hers?

Wordlessly, she turned and began walking to the covered back deck that Wayne and Austin had built for her after she’d given birth to Scott. She’d wanted to be able to sit there rocking her new baby while watching the other boys play in the yard.

Brandon followed her. “This isn’t going away.”

She whipped around to face him. “Would it have made a difference? Would you have stayed if I’d told you?”

“I had a right to know!”

“You should have known it was possible. You’re a doctor, for crying out loud. And for all that I was twenty-six, I was as innocent as a teenager. You knew what my life was like growing up! How my father controlled everything. You knew me and my dreams and what I’d hoped for us. The fact is, you didn’t care, and now you have the gall to come back after all this time and tell me I should have told you? Well, you know what, I probably should have. But what would it have accomplished? You left! You left me. It was your choice.” She was breathing hard, barely able to hold back the emotions and memories. How dare he come to her like this? How dare he confront her when she was alone and vulnerable!

Then again, he had always been a master at using her vulnerability and aloneness against her. She took the deck’s two stairs in one leap and turned again to face him, glad to have the advantage of height but unable to look him in the eye. She gripped the spade in her hand more tightly.

“I thought you’d call,” he said after a pause. “I thought you’d come to see me.”

She gave a derisive laugh. “Without an invitation? I was pregnant, Brandon.”

“I didn’t know that.”

“You should have figured it out. Why didn’t you call me?”

“Your number was disconnected. If you’d called me . . .”

So he had at least called, though weeks too late to catch her at the apartment. “What would that have done? Forced me into your life? If you think I could do that, then you never knew me at all. My mother wasted her life following my father like a puppy dog. I would never let myself fall into that trap. You didn’t want me so you certainly had no right to want my son.”

“I loved you!”

“Not enough.” She folded her arms, hating the pleading, piercing way his eyes met hers. Go away, her mind screamed. Go away and leave me alone. Leave us alone.

“I heard you were married. I couldn’t believe it.”

“I waited six months, and every day my stomach grew bigger. I had to hide out here on the farm.”

“You waited?” That seemed to puzzle him. What did he think, that she’d gone out the week he’d left and started dating again? As far as that went, he was the one who’d seemed to go on so easily without her.

He started again. “If you’d told me, things might have been different.”

Could he really believe that? “Not a chance,” she retorted. “You made it clear you weren’t ready for marriage, much less a child. How can you think otherwise? You would have wanted me to take care of it.”

He didn’t respond, and she felt some satisfaction, knowing she was right.

“So I did take care of it. Just not in the way you would have wanted me to. It was my way and my choice.” Her tone changed with the next words, which came more softly. “Besides, even when all was said and done, when you had broken my heart into so many pieces that I thought I’d never be whole again, even then I wanted our child.”

He looked around in confusion. “I don’t know what to say. I need to think.”

“What you need to do is pack up and leave Wyoming.”

“No, wait! Please, Mercedes. Please! You don’t understand.”

He raked a hand through his hair. “Maybe you’re right about what I would have done if I’d known before I left. I don’t know. I was a different person then. But I’m sorry for what happened. I’ve asked myself a million times why I let things slip away. I guess . . . well, we seemed to have forever. But the one thing I do know is that I don’t want to make another mistake. You said you wanted our son. Well, now I want him too.”

Mercedes felt faint and had to remind herself to breathe. She took a few backward steps and sat in a chair, bringing one knee up to her chest in an instinctive urge to shield herself from the man who’d once torn her life apart and from all appearances had every intention of doing so again. The spade in her hand fell to the deck.

Brandon took her action as an invitation and quickly came onto the deck and settled in another chair. They sat in silence for long minutes, staring at the huge log swing Wayne had built for the boys in the backyard. It was so tall and sturdy that Mercedes herself often swung on it when playing with the boys.

“It’s too late,” she said, forcing a calm she didn’t feel.

“For us, maybe. But not for my son.”

Her jaw clenched. Why would he have even included “us” in the equation? At the moment, she wanted nothing more than to see him as far away from her as possible.

“There is no us,” she snapped. “And you can’t come in here and dump this on my son. He doesn’t know you exist. Wayne’s his father. He’s listed on the birth certificate.”

“I don’t care what’s listed there.”

“Then you’d better get a lawyer, because I will fight you with every bit of life in my body. Darrel is not your son, and he never was.”

“That’s a lie.”

She lifted her chin. “Prove it!”

He jumped to his feet and began pacing. “Look, I’m not saying I want to come here and dump anything on Darrel. I just want to see him. Talk to him. I want to know . . . I want to know that he’s okay.”

“Okay? Of course he’s okay! He’s okay because I made him that way. You didn’t even want him to exist. Look at you, Brandon. You’re here chasing something you had no desire to start in the first place. You have no part of him. Darrel is mine. He was mine and only mine the minute you walked out. You have no rights here.” She was forcing the words between her teeth, trying hard not to burst into tears. This man, the one she’d loved so desperately, the one she had wanted to spend the rest of her life with, the one who had made her feel so alive, was once again trying to break her heart.

“If he’s my son, maybe he won’t be happy with this.” He swept his arm around to indicate the rolling fields.

“He’s my son. And I love it here.” She said this, though both she and Wayne already knew Darrel wouldn’t be taking over the farm. No matter his love for the place, his mind was already searching far beyond Walker Farm, destined for something else. Perhaps not better or greater, just different.

“You weren’t happy here when I knew you.”

“Turns out you never knew me very well at all.”

His lips tightened, masking the emotion she’d glimpsed there for an instant. “He’s my son.”

“Please, Brandon, don’t do this.” Mercedes felt her control slipping. She came to her feet. “I’ll make sure he knows later, when he’s older, but for now leave us alone. Please!” Tears began, falling fast, blinding her. “If you want a child, you can get married and have one. Don’t try to take mine. You didn’t want him or me then. It’s not fair to want him now.”

In three steps he was standing directly before her. “Mercedes, it’s not like that. I’m not trying to take him. Well, maybe I thought I could—I don’t really know. But being here now . . . seeing you . . .”

“Go away!” She pushed at him, but he grabbed her hands. “Mercedes, listen! I can’t have more children. I had cancer. For a while there I didn’t think I was going to make it, and now even if I do find a woman who will love me, I will never be able to father another child.”

“They have ways to plan for that!” She ripped her hands from his. “You should have prepared for the future.”

“I tried, but everything went wrong at the lab. And frankly, I was too sick to care. For a long time I told myself it didn’t matter. But when I overheard your brother telling my boss that he had a nephew who was twelve, I—I felt . . . I don’t know. Hope, I guess. I knew I had to find out. I jumped at the chance to present at this seminar for that reason. Look, I don’t want to take your son away from you, I simply want the chance to be a father to my son.”

“No,” she moaned. “No.” This was far worse than she’d expected. If Darrel was the only child Brandon would ever have, he wouldn’t give up easily. “You could still marry and adopt.”

“Maybe someday. But that doesn’t change anything. Darrel is my son.”

Mercedes couldn’t take any more. Sobs shook her shoulders and shuddered through her entire body. She was dying. He was killing her all over again.

“Don’t, Mercedes.”

He reached for her hands once more, and she didn’t stop him from taking them. She felt hopeless. Darrel, her son, her firstborn. Her golden child. What would Brandon’s appearance do to him?

There was a movement in the fields beyond the garden. Wayne, she saw, coming at a run. It was early for him to miss her yet, but she wasn’t surprised to see him. He had always shown an uncanny awareness of what was going on at the farm, as though the lifeblood that pumped through the earth also brought him news of anything amiss.

She pulled away from Brandon, and with only the slightest resistance, he let her hands drop. She met Wayne on the lawn, and he enveloped her in the hug that made her feel safe. She was still shaking, but the sobs subsided almost immediately. Wayne would know what to do. He’d keep his head, if nothing else.

After her shaking stopped, he guided Mercedes back to the deck where Brandon waited, looking both nervous and defiant. “What are you doing here?” Wayne asked in a voice that wasn’t ugly yet demanded an answer. He looked much older than Brandon, but stronger, and Mercedes took comfort in his strength.

“It wasn’t what it looked like.”

Wayne chuckled, and Mercedes felt distinctly sorry for Brandon. He had no knowledge of her husband or what he might think. As far as she knew, Wayne didn’t have a jealous bone in his body. He trusted her completely, as she did him. In all their years of marriage he had never second-guessed her actions, and the fact that Brandon had hold of her hands would never seem a betrayal. Wayne would know there was a reason.

Or would he feel differently because it was Brandon?

“It looked to me like you were trying to comfort my wife after you told her you were here because of Darrel,” Wayne said.

Brandon swallowed with apparent difficulty. “You know?”

“She told me yesterday you were in town. We both suspected why.”

Mercedes bit her lip hard. She was clinging so tightly to Wayne that her fingers ached.

“Look, can’t I just meet him?” Brandon asked. “I—I need to see him.”

“To see that he’s okay,” Mercedes muttered bitterly.

Brandon sighed. “I get it—I know this is hard on you. On all of us. But seeing him isn’t an unreasonable request.”

The pleading way Brandon was looking at her made her feel uncomfortable, though with Wayne present, Mercedes had regained her strength. Still, Brandon wasn’t backing down. What should she do? Maybe she could stall for time. “Later this week, then.”

“Why not today? It’s just a look. Please. I’ve been waiting more than twelve years.”

Mercedes’ thoughts raced. Wayne was gently urging her to a seat, but until she sank down, she hadn’t realized her knees had been trembling. “He’s a smart kid,” she said. “It has to seem normal.”

“That’s not going to be easy, seeing as we don’t exactly let strangers wander around our land.” Wayne came around behind her chair, resting his large hands on her shoulders.

“I’m not a stranger,” Brandon said. “I’m—” He stopped talking, and Mercedes was glad. If he’d said he was Darrel’s father one more time, she’d scream!

“We knew each other for a year, Mercedes,” he said instead. “How would we be acting if things were different?”

“They aren’t different.” She didn’t want to hear any of this.

She wanted him to leave.

Wayne squeezed her shoulders. “Generally when our friends come to town, we have dinner together.” Usually at the farm, though Mercedes noticed he didn’t add that information, leaving it for her to choose where to meet with Brandon—on her own land or in a neutral setting.

Her heart rebelled. Brandon wasn’t an old friend, and she certainly didn’t want to cook for him. Or to eat anywhere with him, for that matter. She’d put a stop to the idea this instant.

“Would that be okay?” Brandon asked her. “I’ll pay.”

His expression was her undoing. In that instant he reminded her so much of the man she’d loved. “I guess we could try,” she said, hating herself for not finding some way out.

“Today? There’s a nice restaurant or two in Riverton. But I know that’s an hour’s drive for you. Don’t know if there’s anything closer.”

Suddenly Mercedes didn’t want to be in a situation where she had so little control, nor did she want to disrupt her family on a school night. “No, there’s nothing close, and the boys have to get up early for school,” she said stiffly. “It would be better here.” She glanced at Wayne, who nodded, though his reluctance showed he liked this as little as she did. She refocused on Brandon and added, “You’re an old friend visiting. If you bring up anything else, I’ll have Wayne throw you out.”

Brandon’s mouth twisted in a forced half smile. “I assure you. That won’t be necessary. I promise not to say anything to him for the time being.” He nodded at both of them and started down the deck stairs.

“At six, sharp,” Mercedes added.

“I’ll be here.” Brandon started across the yard.

“And I’ll thank you not to come again when I’m not here,” Wayne called to his retreating back. “Unless Mercedes asks you to.”

Brandon stopped, turned, and met her eyes. His looked so green against the blue of his sweater. He didn’t seem like an enemy. “Fair enough. Thank you both for the invitation.”

Mercedes held herself erect in her chair until Brandon was out of sight, then she slumped back, glad Wayne’s hands were still on his shoulders.

“Thanks for coming.” Her eyes were teary again. “I really lost it there for a minute. I needed you.”

“I know,” he said simply, sitting next to her and taking her hand. His skin felt warm against her cold flesh.

“What are we going to do?”

“We’re going to put in some wheat, and then we’re going to have dinner with the boys and our guest.”

“He came to try to take Darrel. I could see it in his eyes. He backed down when I got upset. But what on earth made him think I’d hand over my son?”

“I don’t know.”

“Darrel doesn’t deserve to have things change like this. It’s not his fault!” Guilt oozed from the words. If only she’d understood all those years ago how her choices would affect her children, her family. She would give her life now to have Darrel be Wayne’s son.

“You cared about him once,” Wayne said. “You thought he was a good man. Maybe we ought to wait and see.”

“I won’t let him take Darrel.”

“If it comes to that, we’ll fight.”

His quiet words strengthened her. “I love you.” She felt it perhaps more than she had felt it since she’d agreed to marry him.

“I love you too. Everything is going to work out.” He kissed her and arose, taking the few steps to the kitchen door. “I’ll get my lunch and take it to the fields. You don’t need to come out today. I can manage on my own. You have enough to deal with here. Just send Darrel out when he gets home.”

“But—”

“It’s okay. Really.” He smiled, one side of his full mouth rising higher than the other, forming the crooked smile she loved. Moments later, he returned with the lunch bag she’d already packed, filled with roast beef between thick slices of homemade bread, fresh milk from the cow, carrot slices, and his favorite apple pie.

He nodded, and she watched him go, experiencing a distinct sadness. She loved Wayne, but she had always felt she didn’t love him as much as she should, that perhaps something inside her had broken after Brandon left, so she couldn’t love fully. Or perhaps because too much of her heart was still in the past, no matter how she yearned for it to be otherwise. Wayne deserved so much more.

She sat in the chair on the deck and watched until Wayne became a small dot that soon disappeared. Then she pushed herself awkwardly to her feet, still shaky from the encounter with Brandon. Inside her bedroom, she went to the closet where she kept her most private possessions in several large boxes. In one of these was the baby quilt she’d made for Darrel. Each square was intricate, the stitches perfect. But it had been created from the darkest, ugliest material she’d owned, though she hadn’t realized it at the time. Now she understood that creating it had been a way of pushing her grief out, a way of exorcising her anger at Brandon and at the world in general. Even at Wayne for not being Brandon.

By the time her baby was born, the darkness in her soul was gone, and she’d seen the quilt for what it was. She hadn’t wrapped her precious boy in it but instead used the one her neighbor had made for her. She rarely looked at this one now.

Every time she held it, she was pulled into that faraway world of sadness. Her fingers traced the black square with the fractured heart, made the first month of her engagement to Wayne when she was more than four months pregnant. The purple triangles bordering the heart looked like shark’s teeth, and the plaid design below now called to mind a person being tortured. All the ugly feelings in her heart had gone into this quilt, a repository for her suffering and remorse. But Wayne’s love and Darrel’s miraculous birth had made it all go away. She kept it now only to remind herself of how good her life was compared to then. Besides, it was hard to throw away emotions.

Underneath this quilt was the one she’d been making for Brandon. Dark blues intermingled with the occasional yellow, bordered with a blue patterned piece. The top was finished, but she’d never done the stitching that would have taken days to do by hand. Her friend Geraldine now had a quilting machine, and sometimes Mercedes used that, but it wasn’t as satisfying as making each individual stitch herself. After Brandon had left, there was no reason to finish the quilt. She couldn’t even bear to look at it. The truth was, the rare moments when she was brave enough to admit it to herself, she wondered how her life would have been different if she’d told Brandon about the baby. If she had followed him when he’d left Wyoming. Or even if she’d stayed here and sent pictures. It might have taken a year or more, but was it possible there would have been a happy ending for them? He did marry eventually, and she believed he’d once honestly loved her. Could she have been the one who gave up on them too early? She would never know.
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