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“It is never too late to make your dreams come true.”
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Kari Ossowski, my daughter and fellow writer, showed me that you don’t have to achieve perfection as long as you do what you want, on your terms, and feel good about what you accomplished.

Heather Evans, my daughter-in-law, said,” If you never put yourself out there, will you regret that decision later.”  It changed me.

The three women in my life who gave me guidance, encouragement, and friendship:

D-Ann Berry, Brenda Mangum, and 

Janie Ripkowski.
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BREATH GASPED FROM her lips. She looked up seeking an explanation for his abrupt maneuver. What she found frightened her, and excited her. His eyes were unusually small and dark, they told her of the reckless desire he felt at that moment for her; she knew without a doubt what would transpire next, though she couldn't let it happen. She wanted it to happen, nevertheless; if he kissed her, it would be just like it was earlier in the barn, hot and passionate, a roaring fire flaming the insides of her stomach wall. Mace lowered his mouth upon hers. She struggled, but he held tight, she was so small in his long muscular arms. Squirming and pulling, she tried to escape, but her measly attempt to free herself was useless under his superior strength. His vice tightened, if she persisted in this manner, she would only serve to injure herself, so she ceased the wiggling, and within a few seconds, he released her mouth.  

“Don't you like to be kissed?” He questioned her with a degree of anger in his dark eyes, knowing he had no right to do such a thing, but feeling powerless to stop. It was that uncontrolled craving he felt for her body, and that he knew she was a prostitute, which brought his anger to the surface.

“I don't!” she retorted.
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Sweat trickled down his dark brows, dripping into gray-colored eyes making them sting. Mopping it away with his forearm, Mace wondered what possessed him to leave in the middle of the day. He knew all too well the reason he was heading home in the heat. Gambling was foolish, to say the least, though while drinking was worse. It began as a diversion, a way to kill time; however, before he finished the game he’d consumed over a bottle of whiskey. He was intoxicated to such a degree that he couldn't climb the stairs to the bar-rented room by himself. Smiling to himself Mace remembered the pretty redhead that helped him to the upper floor last night, though he couldn’t remember anything else. When he awoke in the morning, his body stretched across the bed, clothing still intact. 

Mace propped his foot against the forefront of the wagon steadying himself as he drove over ragged ruts in the road. His head hurt from the alcohol he had consumed the previous night, and his only thought was to somehow get out of the heat before his stomach gave in to the nausea it had begun to feel. Remembering the river and large group of oak shade trees around the next bend, Mace decided it would prove beneficial to stop and stretch out beneaththem for a time.

Cautiously, as he did everything, Mace approached the road toward the cluster of trees near the cascading waters. Pushing the brake forcefully, he jumped from the wagon, stopping midstride as his red eyes took in the sight before them. A woman's body lay face down by the water's edge. He thought to himself, a woman wouldn't be this far from town without an escort, she was probably dead. His keen senses alerted him to danger long before he heard the rustling behind him. With unwavering speed, Mace drew the firearm; his father gave him when he turned eighteen, which he always kept strapped to his thigh. Turning quickly, aiming his weapon at the commotion, a string of curses escaped his lips as he slowly put the pistol back into its holster. Then shaking his head, he fetched the cursed animal that had alarmed him.

Entangled in the limbs of vegetation was a beautiful tan mare that Mace concluded, as he tied the horse to his buckboard, had excellent bloodlines, by her front legs and backside. He proceeded to the silent body, believing the woman dead because she made no movements. Kneeling gently, he turned her body over to face him. Startled! he pulled back stunned. He couldn’t believe she was breathing, the moan that escaped her lips was evidence, along with the fiery heat expelling from her skin. The bruises he saw on her face were astounding as was her state of dress. The bright yellow gown was torn apart in the front, which exposed her creamy white flesh and revealed her bosom to him and the world. 

Mace was a grown man, had seen plenty of women bare before and even took pleasure watching them undress for him, but this was different, she wasn’t a willing participant. She was half-dead. Though try as he might, his eyes diverted back to her bosom. They were like none he remembered, profusely luscious and perfectly round with a dark circular rose bud protruding outward. Her eyes opened and she moaned again. His attention immediately went to her face and her unsettling green eyes. They were an unusual shade of green, very dark, like wet emeralds. 

“Miss! Miss!” Mace attempted to obtain a response; however, her dazed expression clued him to the reality that she couldn’t reply. Mace knew she needed a doctor and quick. With gentleness he picked up her small fragile body and carried her to the wagon, delicately he laid her inside the structure. Her eyes stared motionlessly, and Mace couldn't help being drawn into their glassy depths, their expressionless gaze. He had a strange feeling as she stared at him that his life was about to change. Shaking his head dispensing the thought, he left her side to retrieve a blanket from the box beneath the bench of his wagon. Wrapping her in the rough material he then brushed her red hair lightly from her face and smiled with his gray eyes while uttering the phrase, “You’re all right; I am taking you to a doctor.”

Mace drove his team as fast as he could knowing she may die without help. Cutting the hours that it would normally take in half, still, it was nightfall as he entered the tiny town of Cascade Falls. Exhausted, he deposited his load with the only doctor in town, explaining how he’d found her. Mace offered to pay her expenses, though he didn’t know why, and then rode to the only place he ever called home.  
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IN THE EARLY MORNING hours, Dr. Whilham sat at his desk writing in his ledger, he wasn’t certain whether the girl Mace Segar rescued was going to live. She’d been unconscious for longer than he had ever experienced, and it worried him, he hated to lose any patient, especially someone so young and beautiful. Placing notes on a page, he wrote. 

Estimated age eighteen. The very youthful appearance is probably due to her small shape, hair color is a red sort, with brown. She has a mole on the underside of her left arm. I believed at first the injuries were consistent with rape; however, she could have fallen or collided with something very substantial. The bruises on her forehead do not appear to be from a man’s fist. The bruising on her inner thighs could have resulted from rape, or a rough ride. My findings are inconclusive pending further examination.   

Pondering for some time, he closed the book, rubbed his brown eyes, and laid his head down on his desk. He knew he wouldn’t rest much tonight, with questions about the attractive young woman in the other room, and her uncertain diagnosis made him anxious. She was obviously a victim of a tragic accident and had the misfortune not to be near a major hospital, only this old country doctor’s small town.
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SLOWLY, ABANDONING the dimness that kept her prisoner, her eyelids fluttered open. Waking up seemed difficult, the darkness somehow felt better, more relaxing. Excruciating pain emanated from her temples, with the onset of the bright light from the lantern suspended somewhere in the room. Violently she shook her head, hoping to cease the throbbing coming from it. Instinctively she pressed her fingers against her skull to stop the agonizing pain and felt something damp. Fondling it only made the pain intensify; tightly shutting her eyes, she hoped to squeeze away the discomfort. When it failed to relieve the pressure, she tentatively opened her eyes again and abruptly sat up, throwing her legs over the side of the long object beneath her; instantly regretting the movement because every muscle felt strained. Questionably she examined the objects surrounding her. Across the room, a metal basin rested on a wooden cabinet top. Scissors, bandages, and bloody linens sat beside the silver bowl, as did a pitcher of water. An offensive odor of antiseptic assaulted her nostrils. The place itself seemed unfamiliar; her mind felt garbled. What happened to me? She questioned herself as she surveyed the doctor's office.

Half a room-length away sat a mirror on the sink’s edge. Gingerly she positioned her feet on the floor; they slithered forward as she struggled to stand. The next few steps proved difficult and at the very last second, she flung herself toward the sink, grasping the edge with her hands. Steadying herself, firmly against the sink, she grabbed the mirror. It felt cold in her palm. She quickly realized it wasn’t the mirror that was cold, it was her. As she gazed at her reflection, she began to tremble. A filthy face covered in mud and blood looked back at her through the glass. In horror, she frantically scratched at the white cloth, ripping it from her temple revealing the deep slash with four pieces of black thick thread lining the surface of the inflamed area. A large purplish bruise surrounded the gash, while tresses of auburn hair flowed around the face of someone she didn’t recognize. Who is this pathetic-looking woman? She speculated continuing to scan her reflection.  

A bright lemon dress made of silk clung to her petite frame, black fringe decorating the shoulders of the gown that curved down her bust line. The trimming continued beneath, ending at rows of ruffles in black that fastened to the bottom of the exquisite cloth. The garment was slightly torn at the bust, enough to reveal her bosom. Embarrassment flushed her cheeks as she gathered the material of the tattered gown and quickly covered herself. Distress enveloped her; confusion swam through her, while tremors took hold of every muscle, till she fell to the floor in a mass of cloth.  

Commotion from the room within brought a rather old slender gentleman to his feet. He assumed his patient was awake and rushed to her. Lying on the planked floor, with her face pressed hard into the surface was the young woman he’d feared hours ago was going to die. Going down on his knees, he gathered her small frame into his arms and carried her back to the little cot in the corner of the room. Sitting on the chair beside the bed, Dr. Whilham checked the woman's heartbeat and pulse before looking at her pupils. She began to regain consciousness and struggled against the pressure his fingertips held against her eyelids. Pulling his hand away, he walked to the cabinet and extracted a sheet, handed it to his patient who was fully conscious now. She gladly accepted his offering and placed it under her arms high upon her chest.

“How are you feeling, Miss?” he questioned. 

Staring at him with bewilderment, she answered stuttering slightly, “My head . . . hurts . . . painfully. . . and my whole body. . . aches!”

“That's to be expected, Miss, you've been through quite an ordeal. You've been here since last night, I was beginning to wonder how long you planned to lie around like a frog on a lily pad,” he said jovially, hoping to make her relax. She smiled back meagerly. “Lie back and rest. It's the best medicine there is, and no more walking around till I say so. I don't want to stitch you up anymore,” he cautioned before turning toward the door.

“Wait!” she screamed. “I can't remember my name!”

Shaken by her statement, the doctor's face turned ash gray. “Young lady, are you telling me you can’t remember, who you are?” 

“No! Yes! Please tell me.”

He looked at the floor for a moment to consider the problem then raising his sight slowly to meet her questioning green eyes he stated, “Do you remember how you became my patient?”

Hastily she answered, “No!” She was certain now he was a doctor, and this was a hospital of sorts, but she desperately wanted to know what had happened to her and why she didn’t know who she was.

I am a physician, my name is Dr. Whilham, and you are in my home; well office. This is the town of Cascade Falls. A rancher, named Mace Segar found you unconscious and brought you here.” He then waited to see whether any of this registered in her mind. 

With an ambiguous expression on her lips, she questioned, “Found me? Found me where?”

He scratched his head and responded, “I’m not rightly surr...of the exact location, Miss, you would have to ask the sheriff or Mr. Segar him...self.”  

She took in his words and noted the lazy draw indigenous in the lower south: Texas to be exact. Though, how was it she knew that and not her name, she asked of herself. Then the pain in her temple began palpitating making her scream in agony. “O...OH!” she bellowed. 

Dr. Whilham continued toward the medicine cabinet and extracted a small brown bottle. Picking up a glass on the sink and filling it with water from the pitcher on the edge of the counter. He then added a dab of the contents of the brown bottle and turned back to her. With slow deliberate steps, he took the now cloudy liquid to the young woman and said, “Drink this. It will help you rest, and you'll remember everything when you wake up and that swelling goes down. That’s a mighty nasty lump you’ve got.” After she consumed the bitter liquid, she handed him the glass. Dr. Whilham left the room without a second glance at his patient. 

Alone again she tried to think. Her mind racing, bringing forth objects she could identify shovels, pitchforks, the supplies in the office, barn animals. However, she saw no people in her chaotic thoughts, no towns, nothing that could help her identify herself. Soon the medicine overtook her, and she drifted off to sleep.

In the outer office, the bell stationed above the door rang startling Millie Faulkner’s boss, making him jump, as she entered the room. “I’m sorry,” she apologized shutting the office door.  

“Dear, you took ten years off my life.”

Millie laughed, “Then I guess you’ll be heading for that graveyard, down the road.”  

“Now, don’t be wishing me gone just yet, I’m afraid you haven’t learned everything about being a doctor, and that young woman in there is going to teach us both a thing or two I’m afraid.” 

Millie looked at him inquisitively, then kissed him on the cheek, “You know I’d never want you to leave, you’re the only family I have.”

“I know child.” Dr. Whilham thought back ten years when Millie lost her family. A lot of people died during that fatal epidemic, including his wife.

“Who’s the new patient?”

“I’m afraid that we don’t know her, Mace Segar brought her in last night.”

“She’s a friend of, Mace?”

“Not exactly! He found her near the river just lying on the ground. She sustained a blow to her temple, causing her not to remember her own name, a condition known as amnesia.” 

“You mean she can't remember who she is, or where she came from?” his assistant Millie questioned.

“No,” he answered earnestly.

Millie’s face was thoughtful. “Is it permanent?” she asked finally.

“No, well there's no way to know for certain, her memory may return tomorrow, or it may never be restored. The fact that she doesn’t remember her own identity will only cause undue stress.” Doc sighed and continued, “So I’ve given her laudanum, allowing her to sleep for a duration, giving the swelling she sustained time to subside. My hope is when she awakes it will all seem like a bad dream. You can take the day off since she’ll sleep.”

“I do need to go to Mrs. Donaly’s for a fitting. If you need me, you’ll...”  

Millie never finished before Dr. Whilham cut her off. “Yes, yes, though I don’t think I will; go have some fun,” he said shoving her out the door.

Doc slowly walked to the shelf where he stored his medical books, choosing several, he sat down to study their contents. He wasn’t certain what else he could do to help the poor women. In his medical journals, there may be an answer or at least he’d have more information about her condition than he had now.
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ARRIVING EARLY FOR work, Millie hoped the young woman in her charge would finally be awake. Wednesday morning was the only time she’d awaken and today was Friday. Doc had kept her sedated, he told Millie before he left for his morning walk that he would start giving her smaller amounts of the drug and she may be awake as early as tomorrow. Dr. Whilham was usually gone for the better part of two hours each morning, so Millie settled into her routine and peeked in on the patient periodically.

When he returned, he questioned his assistant, “How’s Sleeping Beauty doing?”

“Sleeping! What will happen in a few days when you stop giving her the laudanum, and she awakes completely, still unable to remember?” Millie wanted to know.

“Honestly, I don't know. Guess the sheriff would be her best chance in locating her family.” 

Shaking her head in agreement, Millie picked up a tin mug and entered the meager room. With an adverse attempt, Millie tried to feed chicken broth to her sleeping patient. Little of the thin liquid seeped through her parched lips, while the remaining spilled on a napkin around the woman's thin neck. As she cleaned away the broth, Millie deliberated on the kind of life this woman led. Her state of dress suggested that she was obviously free with her body, so why would anyone assault her? This type of woman would gladly give herself willingly for a price.  

Hearing her name Millie snapped out of her mussing. Standing, she walked quickly to the outer office, “You wanted me Dr. Whilham,” she pronounced simply when she walked into the room.

“Yes, Millie. It seems Mr. Peck here needs his ribs bandaged; however, I seem to be out of medical wrap. Would you be a dear and go to the general store for more?”

Millie nodded her head and left for the supplies. The store was only a short walk down the street and Millie enjoyed the pleasant weather as she strolled to the store. On her way she stopped at the dress shop, where she recently went to be fitted for a new gown, she knew it would only take a moment to find out if her dress was finished. The store owner told her that she’d be done by the end of the day and to come back tomorrow to make certain the alterations were correct. Millie pleasantly said thank you and goodbye to her friend and continued toward the store. 
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Mace thumbed through the staples in the baskets lining the back wall of the general store. An old voice called from behind, startling him, “Mace, how the devil you been? It’s been a while since you've been in the store.” 

Turning around Mace answered, “Been busy out in the north section last couple of days trying to round up cattle thieves.”

“Catch ‘em?” inquired the old voice belonging to Mr. Tillis, the store owner.

“Nope, just missed them, they took down a strong heifer and decided to barbecue her though. Tom saw the smoke, but by the time we got there they’d high-tailed it.”

“Heard you had some excitement earlier in the week too, found a young woman, did you? Heard, she’s a beauty.”

Shyly as she did everything, Millie walked into the store.

Mace noticed her, tipped his black Stetson hat in her direction and said, “Good day, Millie.” 

Smiling a fraction, to be polite, she voiced, “Good day, Mace.” She’d known Mace Segar most of her life, gone to school with him; and accompanied her parents many times to the Circle S Ranch. She remembered him as a brassy boy who didn’t have time for anyone other than his father. However, since his return home after nearly ten years, she’d noticed a slight change. He had always been handsome, tall, and smart, though it wasn’t a physical transformation that caught her eyes a few weeks back. It was his personality, more introverted, that combined with his new facial hair added a manlier air to her family friend. At nearly twenty-nine Mace had been a man for a long time, and Millie blushed having just become aware of the evolution from that excessive teen and family friend to man. 

Mr. Tillis observed Millie’s strange look. “Miss Millie, is there something I can get you?” 

Stunned back into reality she answered, “Oh yes, yes there is, Doc needs a box of brown medical wrap.”

Mr. Tillis strolled to the backroom and returned quickly with the medical supply, “Another man broke his ribs?” he inquired.

“Yes,” she answered inattentively.  

Mr. Tillis was a talkative man and always knew the latest gossip. He could never be called a nosy body because he was never cruel. Never spread harmful gossip, just knew what everyone in town was up to. Handing Millie, the package he said, “Should I add this to the Doctor‘s account?”

“Yes, please.”

“Surr thing, Miss Millie.” The store owner answered, writing down the amount in the ledger book, he always kept closed on the counter.  

Millie signed it and turned to leave when Mace touched her shoulder, “Millie, may I walk with you to Doc’s?”

Stunned, Millie smiled at his request, “Yes, I would enjoy your company.” 

“Tillis, I'll be back shortly, I'll need some staples to mend the fence, and the other items are over there on the counter.” He waved his hand in the direction of the second counter where the candy jars were stored, then turning, he offered Millie his arm. Millie placed her hand in the crook, and they left. 

Small talk was made about the weather and Mace’s reason for being in town. It fascinated Millie to hear about the recent events at the Circle S ranch, though, it did nothing to relax either one of them as they walked stiffly side-by-side. Just as they approached the corner leading to the little stucco-covered building, where she worked, Mace invited, “Millie, would you like to go for a ride Sunday afternoon?”

Stepping up on the porch, Millie’s foot faltered, catching an uneven board, making her stumble, then with dismay, she stuttered, “With Me?” Blushing, after such a blunder, and saying what came to mind out loud, Millie quickly responded. “Yes, that would be nice Mace, though I do have a job to do, even on Sundays. The woman you brought in is still quite ill.”

“How's she doing?” He questioned with a curious interest, remembering her beautiful body, and unsettling green eyes. He’d thought of her many times over the past few days but didn’t know why she kept interrupting his thoughts.  

“Well, Doc doesn’t know. You see, she woke, but when she did, she didn't know her own name, she knew nothing about herself. With the use of laudanum, she’s been asleep, Dr. Whilham thinks sleeping is best, he believes her amnesia is only temporary, once the swelling dissipates on her head, she will remember everything.”  

“Does she remember I brought her in?” Now, why did he want to know that? Mace questioned himself.

“No, I don't think she does.”

“I should be getting back to the store and ranch; I'll see you Sunday; don't forget to wear your riding clothes.” He turned and walked back toward town, thinking about the girl he’d found by the waterfall, but not knowing why.
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SUNDAYS' FORTHCOMING was extremely slow for Millie. Where was Mace? She wondered as she looked out the office window for the fifth time in as many minutes. It was late afternoon, the sun moved down in the sky, and Mace hadn't arrived. Millie felt as if she had been waiting an eternity. And she had.

Millie had very few dates growing up, because of her unusual height. Now that she was twenty-five, she was considered an old maid. It made no difference that she was beautiful, with blue eyes and silky blond hair, high cheekbones with a natural pink glow tinting them. All that mattered was that she towered above most men, and Cascade Falls had so few men that weren’t attached, which limited her perspectives. All the girls she grew up with had families of their own now or moved away. She had little in common with them; anyhow, they preferred to talk about their families, of which Millie had none. She wished many times for a husband and children, though the older she got the less likely she knew it was to happen. So, she abandoned that foolish notion a long time ago. Then a few weeks ago at the annual church picnic, she saw a glimmer of hope, with of all people, Mace Segar. He’d never paid her any attention until that day. Even then, he only said a few words, however, it wasn’t so much what he said but how he acted as if he wanted to talk to her but didn’t quite know what to say.  

Millie continued to gaze through the glass at the people who gathered to talk just beyond the church. In buggies, and buckboards people passed. A woman approached carrying a baby, and Millie pondered again, if one day she’d carry her own child in her arms or if she were destined to be lonely. Why did fate leave her awkwardly tall and destined to be alone? 

“Millie!” Dr. Whilham called her name again, this time much louder than the first. Millie, hearing her name only once and extremely deafening, jumped in surprise. With beaded blue eyes, she glared at him; and after, a few moments he ventured to speak with a humorous tone that made her feel even more vulnerable.

“Why so jumpy, Millie Darling, a tiger catch ya?” Dr. Whilham knew what today was, however, he couldn’t resist jesting her about it. Though, as he looked on, he saw despair in the eyes of a daughter. Millie was the child he and his wife never had since he’d taken her in after the loss of her parents. He trained her in all his knowledge, and they bonded like father and child. It pained him to see this kind of distress emanating from her. He knew the source of her anguish, her insecurities. He knew Millie didn’t have many friends near her own age and she didn’t talk to him about her personal life, or the lack thereof. Though over the years he’d been able to get her to open up some, and common sense filled in the rest. With artfulness, he spoke, “Mace is probably tiding up running a ranch that size, it’s apt to keep a man busy.”

“Yes. Given you’re correct, that is.”

“What are you insinuating?” He tried to act as though he didn’t understand her underlying fears.

“Well, it’s possible he changed his mind and doesn’t want to. . . ,” her words dropped off uncompleted.

“Don’t fret, Millie, he’ll be here. You’re a beautiful young woman and the kindest person I know, he’s just behind schedule,” he said laying his withered hand on her shoulder. “I’m going for a stroll, keep the bones healthy, be back in a bit, till then, keep your ears open for our guest, she should be waking soon. I’m willing to wager on my return you and Mace will be having a wonderful chat.”  

Millie hoped his assumption was correct, but she knew she was accurate in deducing where Doc was going. He’d been sneaking out to see the Widow Benson many times in the last several months. They were seen together on a few occasions, and she’d heard several people comment on their closeness. Millie was glad he found someone, no sense in the both of them being lonely.  

The endless torture of awaiting Mace’s arrival was driving Millie crazy; she tried to evade the torment by relaxing with words. Flipping the pages absently, she glanced out the window again, pondering if her fears were coming true. Mace didn’t want to see her, and he would make up an excuse the next time they met. She thought back to the first time she encountered Mace as a boy.  

She was ten years old. Her father, who was a banker, decided; after hearing Texas was selling land cheaply for anyone willing to come, to take advantage of the opportunity. He always dreamed of being a rancher, riding a horse, living off the land. However, being raised in Boston, he had no experience. Millie's father had confidence that he could make it as a rancher, even though his expertise lay in business. He knew that to be a successful rancher you also needed to know the business, which he planned to learn. Picking up his family, he moved them to Texas. He planned to start a small ranch and build it up to a prosperous business. However, after arriving in the dry dusty hard land, he realized that his dream had been an overrated fantasy. And that if he wanted to stay in Texas then he had to go back to what he was best at doing, banking. 

Millie recalled sitting atop the bench of the wagon with her father and mother. The wind was cool as its breeze drifted gently through her hair. It was mid-November, and the air was fresh with the scent of Thistles and Black-Eyed-Susan’s, abundant in the meadow just beyond the wagon. She sucked in a refreshing gulp of air and choked when startled by three men and a young boy yelling and screaming, giddy-up; hol dogies; and other words she couldn't decipher. They continued herding cattle toward a small corral, which stood to the side of a large beautiful white two-story home. It sat isolated against a sea of evergreen trees. Her father called out to ask the men for directions to town, and the man in charge, herding the cattle invited them to stay and eat lunch.  

Over the years, their parents became good friends, and as a child, Millie remembered visiting the Segar homestead many times, though, she rarely spoke to their son, because he barely acknowledged her presence. Only separated by a few years in age he dismissed anything she said, joining in on adult conversation. Once though, she mustered up enough nerve to ask Mrs. Segar why her son didn’t like being around other children his age. Sara Segar gave her an answer she had not expected and didn't understand at the time. She explained that Mace was an only child as Millie herself was, but the difference was Adam Segar, Mace’s father, had waited a long time for a son, and started very early grooming him to take over the ranch. His father indulged him at every point, teaching him when he was young, to ride a horse and preparing him for the job at hand. By age five, he rode the pastures with his father and tended the horses and cattle; at seven, he went on cattle drives, which meant for at least two months at a time he was with men much older than himself. It was plain to see how much Mace admired his father and he strived to be just like him. They shared closeness, which was rare.

Only after Millie matured did she understand that Mace never had the chance to think of himself as a boy. He grew up too fast, he was different, wanted even craved, responsibility at such an early age. However, life changes, and Mace set out for his own future when he was old enough. While he was gone, Sara confided in Millie that the close relationship he and his father shared was disappearing. After his father became ill, Mace returned in time to say goodbye to his father and assume his rightful position as head of the Circle S. At the funeral Millie observed the sadness emanating from Mace; she always felt sorry for him, but never more than on that day. 

Putting down her book and pouring a cup of coffee, she took two sips when something crashed in the other room. Running to the interior room, she swung open the door with force, glancing at what caused the tremendous noise. 

Broken glass lay on the floor; millions of tiny clear shivers spanned the length of the room. The water settled in puddles surrounding the sharp fragments. “Oh, I'm so very sorry, I didn't mean to drop it. It was so heavy, and I couldn't hold on. I'm sorr . . . .”

Millie interrupted, “You have nothing to apologize for, it was my fault. I should have known you would be much too weak to hold such a massive object. The sensible thing to do was have a glass of water sitting on the stand,” Millie stated in a rush of words. “How are you feeling?” 

“My whole body feels stiff, how long have I been sleeping?”  

“You have been here five days; do you remember waking up a few days ago?” Millie questioned her, carefully, not wanting to bring back any upsetting memories of the terror she must have endured.

“Yes! Well, I remember talking to an older man. He said he was a doctor, though I didn't think that happened a few days ago. It seems only hours.”

“Can you tell me your name, Miss?” Millie asked, not thinking; however, what could she do now, the woman already opened her mouth to speak. 

Looking at Millie her emerald eyes grew wide; “My name is . . . it's . . .  OH, why can't I remember?” She put her face between her hands and shook her head as if to jar free its contents.

“Don't worry,” Millie stated hoping to comfort her. “Doc said, it will come, for now, let's get some food in you.”

“Yes . . . thank you . . . I'm starved.”

Millie smiled and left the room, returning with some old rags and a broom. Diligently she worked to clear away the mess before leaving to prepare a meal for the injured girl. In the corner of the outer room sat a small wood burner stove. The stove served two purposes; it was used for heat in the winter, as well as cooking. Millie applied heat to a pot of soup she prepared that morning and just as she began to ladle out the contents of the pan she was holding, the office door sprang open. Excitement flowed from Millie as she rushed to greet Dr. Whilham. “The young woman is awake and famished.”

“That's wonderful. Now maybe she'll be able to answer some puzzling questions.” Looking thoughtfully, he opened the door and proceeded in. “I hear from a reliable source that your appetite has been revived.” His reverent smile that now flowed forth was contagious and she couldn't help smiling back, despite the circumstances that brought her here. “Let's take a look at you, shall we?” He questioned as he walked toward the small cot in the corner of the room. She was sitting up with the sheet wrapped tightly around her upper body. He took the lamp from the table beside her; the window was open, and the curtains flapped in the breeze, but there wasn't enough interior light for him to assess her current condition. With a match, he lit the lamp and placed the lantern back on the table. Gently raising her eyelids with a light touch from his fingertips he looked for clarity, then angling her head from side to side he touched the stitched place on her temple. She pulled away when his fingers applied pressure. “These threads will have to be removed in a few days. The bump you received has gone down considerably since you arrived.”  

His manners were professional, and she felt at ease with the older gentleman. “I still can't remember my name, Doctor,” her voice was shaky as she stated the few simple words.

“Do you remember your family name, the name of your parents?” She thought for a minute, but nothing came to mind. Then a frown appeared, and Doc watched as tears formed in her green eyes. “Don't worry, Miss, we'll discover who you are soon enough, let’s concentrate on getting you well for now.”

Carrying a tray with a steaming bowl of chicken rice soup, a plate with crackers, and a glass of water, Millie walked in. “That looks delicious,” Doc remarked.

After some time only a small amount was consumed before she pushed the tray aside and said, “My stomach refuses to hold anymore.”

“Do you feel like stretching your legs?” Doc questioned. Sliding off the tiny cot, her feet pressed firmly against the floor. Knowing her legs would be weakened from her time in bed, Doc took her arm to help her stand. Stationary on the floor, Doc helped her take a few steps forward then, released her and she trembled as she made her way grabbing the frame of the door.

“I'm a little shaky, but I think I can manage a short walk with your assistance.” At that precise moment, the sheet began to fall from the woman’s grasp and exposed her semi-nude body. Quickly gathering the linen between her fingers restoring it around her chest, ashamed of the sight she must have made.

Feeling the young woman’s embarrassment Millie quickly intervened, “I brought a few items from home for you.” Millie didn’t wait for a reply; she just slipped back into the outer room to retrieve them. Gathering the sack, she’d packed at her home that morning Millie turned and said, “I'm sure there’s something you can wear in here.” She handed the bag to the girl still standing near the doorway.

With a gracious smile, the young woman thanked Millie and said, “You’re very kind, I appreciate the use of your clothing, till I remember who I am, that is.” Reality closed in, hitting her with the impact of a bullet. She didn't know anything about herself; she couldn't remember her own mother's face, not even her father's appeared in her mind. No memory that she could focus on. Her mind was blank, empty of still photographs, empty of thoughts pertaining to people or places. Knowledge of herself was completely wiped away, like an eraser wipes chalk from a chalkboard. What was she to do? Where would she go from here? Hope sifted through her mind that this town must have a sheriff, and he would be able to help me, I must speak to him immediately. With a bounce, she turned to leave the outer office; however, the vibration of chimes caught her attention, and she turned back. The bell that hung above the wooden doorframe of the old structure rang loudly with a tinkling rhythm that sent her temples vibrating and her ears ringing. Rocking back and forth unsteadily, she reached for something to clasp onto for support.

Walking through the entryway, he captured the sight before him. Their eyes locked. With a glide of his body, he responded, sweeping the woman up into his powerful arms. Analyzing the room, with his gray eyes, he searched for a place to lay his burden down. Spotting a bed in the corner of the confined area, Mace gently placed her warm, fragile form on the foundation.

Fire singed her skin; the fierce pounding of her heart deafened the voice that spoke to her as she gazed into the depths of his powerful gray eyes.

“Miss, are you all, right?” The abyss of his stormy gray eyes held her immobilized. She felt powerless and unable to respond. “Miss! Miss, are you okay?” His voice was strong and deep and eventually, it broke the barriers she unconsciously put in place.

Freeing herself from him with a jerk, she reacted sharply with a resentful voice, “Yes! Yes, I'm fine!”  

Narrowing his gray smoldering orbs on the twin green beads of emerald glaring at him, he acknowledged her harsh tone with a snarl. “Maybe, I should have let you hit the floor, Miss?” 

Struggling to speak again, this time, a fraction lower than the last, she begrudgingly said, “Thank you, I don’t need any more bruises.” 

He flashed a large smile at her wit, and tipped his black Stetson hat, before turning toward Millie. “Millie, please excuse me for arriving so late but it couldn't be helped,” he continued to explain himself. “One of the mares had trouble birthing her fold; we almost lost the colt twice. With its bloodlines, the pony will sell for a small fortune.”

Millie smiled at him, knowing he was proud of his accomplishments at the ranch. Rumors ran rampant around town lately stating Mace's plans for the Circle S. Mace wanted to take his horses and cattle and raise the value of the herds by breeding them with a higher quality of animals. Increasing profits abundantly, however, most of the ranchers in the area didn't believe this measure was needed, after all, they felt the quality of their beef was already good, so why improve on what sells? 

Extending his arm to Millie, they both slowly walked toward the door. “Wait, son, I believe my patient has a few questions for you,” Doc stated, now looking at the woman. “This is the man who brought you to me.”

His patient looked at Mace for a long time unable to articulate her questions, so Dr. Whilham said, “She wants to know where and how you found her, something that could lead to her finding her family since she can’t seem to remember who she is.”

“I’m sorry I don’t have any real information for you. I found you down by the falls on the other side close to Langford, unconscious.” She didn’t seem to respond and not knowing what else he could say he looked at Dr. Whilham and said, you should take her by Abe’s office and see what he can do.”

“Thanks, son, we were just discussing that very thing. You two, go now and don’t worry about us, we’ll be just fine. I believe we will go to the sheriff and see how he can help.”  

The woman sat on the edge of the cot; fingers wrapped tightly around the articles of clothing that Millie gave her just moments earlier. She should change; she needed to talk with the sheriff, although her body still tingled where the man with the stormy eyes touched her. He was arrogant, and yet provocative, and strangely familiar. Who was that man? Did she know him? If she did, why had he acted as if they were strangers? No, it was just wishful thinking his familiarity was just in her mind. He was handsome, and his magnificent deep gray eyes unnerved her. She’d felt so cold and alone moments before he’d entered the room, and in seconds he’d made her feel safe in his strong arms. His ardent smile set her insides on fire and her belly quivering. She felt a strong need to have him with her, never mind the fact that she didn't know him. “May we go for that walk later? I'm still quite wobbly,” she said even though she knew she could manage a short walk.  

“It’ll keep till you feel better. Rest, you'll get your strength back much faster.”

As her heartbeat became regular, and her body no longer felt the fierce heat, it had felt, when he was near, she wondered about this man, Mace Segar, and the reason she had felt so defenseless. Why did 

an overwhelming heat scorched her body when he carried her? Was it his presence so close to her female organs that confused her, making her temperature so pyretic? No, she finally reasoned, it had to be the embarrassment of almost fainting and that she’d just awoken after five days. Five days of her life lost completely with no memory of it or herself. Despair set in and she curled up into a ball on the cot and cried.    

––––––––
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OVER THE NEXT FEW DAYS, Millie and the young woman became quick friends. Millie tried to help her uncover her memory, but that wasn’t to be, not totally anyhow. As they talked, the woman realized that she could account for a lot of her memory. Things and feelings came to her, however, people, herself, and where she had lived, just wouldn’t appear. She did feel she knew her own personality, and deep within herself, she was certain she could never have worn such a gaudy gown or been a prostitute. That would take a part of your soul away, a part that could never be regained.  

––––––––
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MILLIE INVITED THE young woman to stay with her at her little apartment. She was well enough to leave the doctor's attendance, and she had no money, no place to stay, no way to survive. Seeing no other choice, she agreed to stay with her new friend. Millie explained that it would be hard to find work since everyone does their own work or has family members to help. In small towns, there's not much work for outsiders, unless you're a cowhand, she explained. The young woman knew she was right, though burdening a new friend weighed heavy on her mind. 

Later that day she walked the winding streets of town searching for someone, anyone, who recognized her. Her muscles ached with exhaustion from just the short walk from the Doctor’s to the nearest building at first, then she grew stronger quickly. The stress of not knowing who she was, was wearing thin on her nerves. Her temple continued to pound even though the swelling had diminished. After Dr. Whilham removed the stitches yesterday he said her face may be scarred. Possibly, marred for life, for what reason she still had no clue if it was something bad that happened to her or just an accident.  

The general store was larger than most of the other buildings in town, she hoped with all the trade goods the store owner had to tend there would be tasks she could perform. Politely she was turned away, and she continued up and down the street, the sun scorching her skin, making her clothing wet with sweat. Spotting a hotel, she thought surely, they would need an extra hand, keeping the place clean. She entered the large oak shutter-like doors, in the lobby sat a burly old man sipping coffee and talking with the desk clerk telling him, “Some woman dune lost her mind, don't even know herr own name.”  

She wanted to deny his words, but she couldn't, she felt crazy. Who forgets their own name anyhow? Shaking her head, she strolled to the counter, which received guests, and asked in a voice that was barely above a whisper, “I . . .  I'm looking for . . . a job, might you need someone to clean the rooms or wash the floors?” The man looked at her petite body, and her scarred and bruised face, and shook his head in a negative response.

“How about in there?” Her speech was stronger this time, as she pointed to the restaurant that was adjacent to the lobby. White shutters covered the lower section of the windows with pale pink and white drapes on the upper portion. The tables were covered with white lace; a crystal vase stood in the middle empty but gave the table an undeniable eloquence. The man looked at her again, giving her a scanning grin, “No, they don't need someone like you!”

What did he mean by someone like me? She questioned herself unable to phantom why the abnormal attitude was given; proudly elevating her head, she exited the hotel. Across the way, her eyes lay sight on a seamstress shop, and somehow the young woman knew she could sew well enough to be of help to the owner of the establishment. Inside, Mrs. Donaly offered her a glass of tea and a chance to get off her feet for a few minutes, graciously she accepted. The owner's age was obvious, due to the existence of her silver hair and pleated skin. Mrs. Donaly was so sweet that she offered her a job because of her unfortunate situation; however, she didn't have enough business to keep herself busy let alone someone else. The young woman took notice of the extreme lack of clothes in the backroom and the deficiency of customers as they sat and chatted. Her burden might have been lessened if she took Mrs. Donaly's offer; however, her heart wouldn't allow her to take advantage of the elderly woman. After finishing a second glass of tea, she bid her new friend Hattie goodbye and continued her quest for a job.  

The barbershop was beside the tailors, so she went in, knowing she could be of use cleaning up because she knew she didn't know how to cut anyone's hair. Simple things like that had not left her mind, just everything important to her being, the thought made her want to cry. Inside the door, she was told, in a harsh tone, “Women aren't allowed in here.”  

“I've come looking for a job, see I've been hurt, and have what Dr. Whilham calls amnesia, which means I can't remember who I am, please I need work to support myself. I can keep the floor clean of dirt and hair.” She would have said more, however, she spoke so fast that her breath elapsed. It was just as well since the barber was already speaking when she finished.

“I know who you are, Miss!”

Hope surged through her at the prospect that someone recognized her.

“We don't need your kind around, and if'n we did this is no place for a woman or you neither.” He shuffled her out the door.

Just outside the shop, she stood in silence. He didn’t know her, and he went out of his way to make her feel bad. She was getting a very strange reaction everywhere just asking for employment. Women on the street seemed to whisper as they walked past. Were they talking confidentially about her? she questioned. As she ran the conversations from this morning over and over in her head, she noticed most used a sarcastic tone, they said the word ‘woman’ like she wasn't part of the gender. What did it all mean? She questioned herself in a quandary while her body trembled with fear. She looked down at her feet and as her eyes slowly lifted the realization that the clothes she wore were Millie’s. “Oh God,” she whispered out loud, remembering that hers were different, so vastly different, like a saloon girl's wardrobe. This is a respectable town, what if everyone knows? She herself didn't know the truth for certain. Why on earth had she been so stupid? The people of this town would never allow her to stay; their town didn't even have a saloon. Tears welled in her eyes as she made her way back to the only place she knew, the clinic.  

Advancing through town in a run she suddenly collided with something hard and unyielding. Maneuvering her body to be free of the massive object, she staggered to the side. With timorous green eyes, swimming in tears she glanced up, her eyes unable to focus on the man before her. “Sorry,” her meek voice uttered, as teardrops fell to the ground making a puddle on her boot. 

His eyes of gray opened wide as if amazed, “It's you, isn't it? You’re the woman from Doc's office, the one I found by the waterfall.” She blinked several times to clear away the fog, still clouding her vision. But the fog lifted only to have his somber gray eyes trap her in their depths. Clouds before a snow soft velvet shades of deep gray, she felt soaked by their velvet caress. Mesmerized in their depths, she couldn't break free whether she wanted to, or not.

“Miss, do you feel okay? Do you need to sit down?” Her empty stare annoyed him. Without longer hesitation, he grabbed her by the arm. Her body trembled beneath his strength as he led her toward the restaurant in the hotel. Quickly, he advanced her to the first table open. She offered no resistance to his exerting force. Abruptly pulling out the chair, Mace pushed her frail body down, he then signaled for the waitress. His voice demanded authority as he said, “A glass of water and hurry!” The girl scurried away, swiftly returning with the water splashing over the top of the glass. Rapidly Mace shoved the glass into the trembling ghost-white woman's hands. “Drink this,” he demanded. Instantly she poured the water into her mouth as Mace looked on anxiously.  

“We'll need two cups of coffee,” he finally told the girl who brought the water.

“No! No!” The words came spluttering out of her mouth uncontrollably flinging water everywhere. Puzzled, Mace looked at her. “I can't pay,” she acknowledged sadly.

“Don't worry, it's only coffee.”  

“No, I can't possibly allow you.”

“You can and you will.” His words were stern. Anger showed on his face as he glared directly at her. This is ridiculous! What was she getting so excited about? A man can't pay for a cup of coffee for a woman, what was this country coming to? The way she's acting as if for the price of a cup of coffee I would somehow own her. Next, she'll be thinking I want to take her upstairs for a twirl in the sack. Mace smiled to himself because even with the bruises that were still apparent, it wasn't a displeasing thought to bed the green-eyed beauty that sat across from him. Seconds turned to minutes as the vision of her small warm body fitting with his tall lean form consumed him. Neither spoke while Mace was enclosed in his fantasies. A plate crashing to the floor brought his mind back to reality and with it, the fact that she was a harlot and that was probably the only way she could pay him back. Though he possessed no intentions of letting that happen, now that he was courting Millie Faulkner. Embarrassment flooded through Mace even though his companion didn't have the slightest notion of what he’d been thinking. “Are you staying in town, Miss?” Why did I ask that question? Now she'll think I want to know her plans. Well, I am curious, he thought.

“I ... I don't know. No one knows me here, and I still cannot remember, I don't know what I'll do, Mr. Segar. Dr. Whilham said, there's nothing else he can do for me, my memory should come back in time.” Anguish covered her face, and a long frown stretched across her lips.

Mace had fallen into the depths of her deep green eyes the entire time she spoke. In those beautiful bewitching green eyes, he saw great despair matched only to the grief he felt after losing his father. A deeper look showed strength and courage. He had been astonished at her refusal of coffee; she wasn't willing to take something for nothing. When she was about to fall, she wasn’t even willing to take a helping hand. This kind of self-respect was not often seen in women, especially not those who prostituted their bodies. 

Mace's eyes fanned out across the woman's peach-colored face, reaching to her flaming reddish hair. It was like a halo of fiery curls around her head. The unusual color would divert any man's attention to only her. No other woman would stand a chance to be noticed in her presence. Beauty radiated from her tiny frame to her dainty face. He must be at least a foot taller. Mace allowed his eyes to follow the young woman's silky hair as it flowed down the front of her blouse to rest just above her full breast. Her blouse tried to hide the voluptuous shape of her bosom, but Mace remembered exactly what she looked like underneath. After rescuing her, his mind drifted many times to the sight of her bosom and her haunting eyes. Sometimes, to the point of distraction when there was work to be done. 

Sitting across from this beautiful woman, he barely knew, Mace sensed the torment she must be facing, and he was aware of a feeling deep in his gut. A feeling of misery, of loneliness, though he had no inkling as to why. Maybe, because he found her and took her to a strange town where she knew no one and no one knew her. Maybe he just wanted to give her a sense of security, a reason to hope till she recovered. For whatever reason, he wanted to help but knew of no way. Again, he was lifted from his musing when he heard a ruckus at the entryway, and his motive for being outside earlier surged through him. In one fluid movement, he rose from his seat with his arm, waving back and forth to summon the woman flocked by friends over to the table. Mace pulled the chair out and helped his mother sit down. “Did you catch up with Hattie?” he inquired.

“You know I did,” she returned happily. “Mace, have you lost your manners? Introduce me!” She said looking at the stunned female across the table from her.

“Mother, this is . . .  the young woman Doc has been attending.” Mace hoped he didn't upset the woman, but what was he supposed to call her?

“Oh, yes. Well, it's a pleasure to make your acquaintance, dear. What have you young folks been up to in here?” She looked at her son who stared at the woman across the table. “Has my son been filling you with tales of cattle ranching?” Sara smiled sweetly at her son.

Mace glanced down at the table, not uttering a word. This confused Sara, for her son, had an answer to everything. She concentrated on the young woman then, “I hear you have been looking for work.” The woman nodded. “Have you found anything yet?” Sara continued to question. The girl shook her head no in response. “That's a shame, dear,” Sara said in sympathy.

“Mother, would you like a glass of tea before we order lunch?”

“Thank you, son, a glass of tea would feel wonderful going down. You will stay and luncheon with us, dear?” Sara said tuning the conversation back to the young woman.

“I really can’t.” 

“Nonsense, dear after looking for work you must be famished, and I won’t accept no as an answer.”  

She wanted to decline again; however, the strange glare Mr. Segar sent her made her accept the invitation. She ate heartily thinking this could be her last meal for a few days, however as dessert arrived, renewed hope was given for her dim future with Mrs. Segar's suggestion, a job, and a place to live. This was all she needed until, or whether, her memory returned. Sara Segar had given her both; asking her to clean house and do other slight jobs at the Segar homestead. In compensation for this, she would have a place to live and a few dollars in pay. This was more than she could have ever dreamed of and yet it was difficult to accept because of the peculiar look Mr. Segar was giving her after his mother’s offer. Mace's face was edged in stone; his eyes were almost black slits, which told her to refuse the offer. How could she though? This offer was her only chance to support herself and a place to live where she wouldn’t feel beholden to anyone. She could no more decline than cut off her own foot. Why should she refuse? A flash of defiance surged her insides, and she quickly accepted the position.  
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CHAPTER 3
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The dust from the road surfaced ascends with every clod from the hooves of the harnessed horses. Prior to leaving town, the young woman realized she was indebted to Mace even more because he paid for the boarding of her horse and her stay as a patient. She never thought to ask if she had any personal items, and no one mentioned that she was unearthed with a horse. So, it came as quite a shock when Mace escorted her to the livery and explained that the animal was hers and it was fully equipped with saddle, bits, and saddlebags. Inside the bags were torn clothes, completely different to the corrupt sort she was found in. Though what did it mean? Why were there two sets of clothes? Her brain strained to find the answer, but at last, it only drained her energy. 

The Segar’s homestead was farther away than the young woman anticipated. They’d been traveling for more than an hour and still, there was no sign of the large two-story home the woman beside her spoke so proudly of. While Sara chattered about the house, and all its lush-fragrant plant life surrounding the home, the two additional buildings to the side of the home, the old barn and the shed that housed her garden supplies, stored her canned goods with additional kitchen items such as her potatoes sacks and bags of grain. The young woman drifted to a wondrous place inside her mind visiting the grand
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