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  Dedication


To all who know God works in mysterious ways to bring us to the path he has created for us. 
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  ONE
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Yellow light flickered in the small room, causing shadows to grow and shrink. Beads of wax rolled lazily down the candles and melted into the chocolate frosting on the homemade cake. Sydney sighed, causing the flame to wiggle in a frantic dance. 
“Well, happy birthday to me,” she said in resignation. “Twenty-eight years old…”
“Meow.” A black and white cat sat in the chair next to her, blinking his yellow eyes in the dim light before stretching and jumping onto her lap.
“What’s that, Mr. Paws?” She stroked her companion. “I need to make a wish?”
“Meow,” Mr. Paws confirmed.
A chuckle bubbled up through Sydney. If her old friends could only see her now. In her defense, Mr. Paws could actually hold a decent conversation. Her laughter died as she rested her chin in her calloused hands. The wax melted, drip, drip, drip, polka-dotting the cake with small pink and blue spots. 
This was the second birthday that she had spent alone on the ranch. Her heart squeezed in the grip of loneliness now so much more than the first. That first year here had been an answered prayer, a perfect escape from the nightmare her life had become. Sydney silently sent thanks to her Aunty Meg and Uncle Joe for leaving her this place. 
Sydney had always enjoyed her summers here as a kid. Working with the goats and horses, and having the freedom to run and be alone gave her the strength to make it through the rest of the year. She never thought she would get to the point that being alone would feel, well, so lonely.
“Meow.” Mr. Paws arched up and put his white socked paws on her chest to touch noses. 
“I’m so grateful to have you.” Sydney touched his wet nose with hers, relishing in his methodic rumbling of a purr. 
A deep bellow of a bark traveled from the porch. A shaggy bear of a dog stood at the screen door and let out a grumble as he circled twice before finally dropping into a pile of white fur. 
“Yes, I’m grateful for you too, Guardian.” Sydney loved having the door open to let the fresh spring night air into the small stuffy house. Plus, it let her interact more with Guardian. She rubbed her hand down the cat’s sleek fur. “Silly dog,” she whispered. “Always acts like he’s left out.”
“Meow.”
“I know…a wish.”
Another sigh escaped. The purring from her lap, the crickets outside, and the occasional bleat from the goats,—all music to Sydney’s ears, settled her. A wistful smile spread across her lips. “Well, since it’s only you and me.” 
“Woof,” Guardian added.
“And Guardian, too, of course. I can be as silly and fanciful as I desire.” Sydney’s heart ached as a sad wash of desperation flooded her. “Okay, I wish that a tall, dark, handsome man…”
“Meow.”
“Yes, I know that’s a cliché. Okay, with magnificent green eyes and large hands.” She looked towards Mr. Paws for approval, and he nodded as he began licking his paw. “In a cowboy hat,” she huffed at her absurdity, “would show up here, sweep me off my feet, want to live in this old cozy house, love goats and horses, and of course you and Guardian, enjoy hard work, and this simple life.” She hesitated and checked her mental list of attributes of her perfect man.
“Meow.”
“Oh, yes, of course we fall madly in love with each other.” With a deep breath, feeling quite senseless and despondent, she blew out the candles which, by now, only stood a half-inch off the cake. If her wish didn’t show up at her door, she would have to leave this ranch and the tiny town it lived in to find Mr. Right. The only options here were grizzled old men who looked like remnants of the fur-trapper days, a toothless drunk, a few punk kids, and, well, she couldn’t forget, a married man.
“Meow.”
“Oh, you’re right, Mr. Paws. I forgot to add in that he would be respectful, kind, honest, and not an all-round loser.”
“Woof-woof.”
“Thank you for the reminder, Guardian, and not in trouble with the law.” Her face scrunched up in memories she didn’t want to stay in. “Too bad I already blew out the candles.”
“Woof-woof.”
“I know, Guardian. I know.” Sydney slowly took the candles out and sucked the chocolate frosting off the bottoms.
Guardian continued barking, more adamantly. Pricks of anxiety encouraged Sydney to investigate what caused his trouble as a deep growl emanated from him. Guardian didn’t growl unless…. She would have heard a car come down the long, gravel driveway. The goats were quiet except for the occasional bleat. Whinny neighed and stamped her feet, but the crickets—they were silent.
Her hair stood up on end and her heart hammered. Maybe the wolves had returned or that dang bear that liked to spread trash from here to the barn. Her hand grasped the cold metal barrel of her uncle’s old shotgun just as she heard what sounded like a boot grating on gravel.
In an instant, she brought the butt of the gun into the familiar calloused nook of her shoulder. At that moment the automatic sensor lights blazed to life, illuminating a man standing just off the porch who quickly shielded his eyes. The breath caught in Sydney’s throat. Thank God, she wasn’t a screamer, because this was definitely a screamable moment!
“Stop,” Sydney choked out, trying to get a lung-full of air. With a deep breath, she firmly planted her feet on the hardwood floor. “Stop right there.” Adrenaline stung her skin. She prayed she would have the courage to do what needed to be done.
The man froze, still shielding his eyes. He held his body in a peculiar way, closed in on itself, arm held tight to his chest and one leg awkwardly straight, slightly kicked out to the side. The outside light passed shadows over him, hiding his features, though the dark couldn’t hide his size, neither could his posture. Broad shoulders filled in his black t-shirt. He must have stood around six foot at least. A fraction of a chiseled jaw peeked out from out of the shadow and into the light as he shifted his weight.
“I’m sorry, Ma’am.” His voice crackled as if he hadn’t used it in some time. He cleared his throat, causing him to take in a sharp breath. “I didn’t mean to frighten you.” He spoke through gritted teeth.
“Where did you come from? Where’s your car?” she shot the questions at him.
He wavered before steadying himself. “I don’t know.”
“You’re hurt,” she stated. 
“Yeah.” A slight pain-filled chuckle traveled across the cool evening breeze.
“I’ll call the Sheriff and maybe an ambulance,” she said, backing up towards the table where the phone sat next to her cake. She had thought for sure at least her parents would have called today. She shook her head, refocusing on the issue at hand.
“No,” he said quickly. He took a couple steps forward, placing a foot on the lowest step of the porch.
Guardian picked up his incessant growling with more fervor. Sydney’s heart raced as she squared the gun towards the man’s chest again.
“Please,” he pleaded, his one good hand moving away from shielding his eyes and outstretched towards her. 
Blood rushed through her as she saw his face for the first time. Handsome…so handsome. The gun slowly lowered as she stared, mesmerized by his eyes still dark in the shadow.
“I don’t want to be trouble,” his words soothed, sounding as if he were taming a wild horse. He turned slightly towards the barn a hundred yards or so past the house. “I…If you don’t mind, I could just sleep the night in your barn.”
Sydney glanced at the outbuilding, knowing full well that she had two mother goats in there about to give birth and no bed. She thought about Homer, the grizzled old foreman, a half-mile down the road. She could send this stranger there. Watching him, though, she wasn't sure he could make it 
“Just tonight,” he soothed again.
“You should see a doctor, at the least,” she said, hesitantly. Why in the world aren’t you calling the sheriff right now?! Her good sense continued to yell at her while she studied his strong jawline and high cheekbones. His dark, short hair stood out all over the place, somehow making him even more attractive.
“I’ll be fine, just banged up.” He wavered again, and this time he reached out to the railing to steady himself.
As if pulled by an unseen force, Sydney reached for the screen door and stepped out, the gun still nestled in her shoulder, but pointed towards the ground. Guardian backed up to shield her, his low growl menacing.
“Quite the dog you have there,” the man said, his voice fading and his knuckles turning white as he squeezed the splintered railing. 
Sydney couldn’t stop staring at the size of his hand. Thick, long fingers and a palm that would put that pesky bear to shame. She snuck a glance at Guardian—his white, furry head came to her waist, and his fist-sized paws stood in a wide ready-to-pounce stance. He was an intimidating view.
“Yes, and very loyal,” she replied accentuating the very part—which he was. With Guardian around, she didn’t fear for almost anything. Yet this man wavering in front of her scared the pants off her, in more ways than one. Her heart thundered and she fought to breathe every time their eyes connected. What was it about this cowboy that made her fear more for her heart than her life?
The man nodded. With his eyes never leaving hers, he slowly lowered himself to the step at the bottom of the porch. A burst of air left him, as if he desired to blow his pain out onto the wind. Then he scanned the land intensely.
Sydney followed his eyes, seeing the silver of moonlight touch the top of the lodgepole pines beyond the clearing and glinting off the metal roof of the barn. The crickets had picked up their song once again. A peace filled her, even in the midst of this scary, crazy situation. This was her land…her home.
“Are you going to tell me what happened?” she asked, fully on the porch now, only a good twenty feet from the alluring stranger.
His eyes dropped from the landscape to his jeans which were covered in dirt. “I, uh, I can’t remember.”
“Hmm,” she said. Now that’s a lame line. “Fine. We’ll play it your way, and Sheriff Whitmore will be out here to help jog that memory of yours.”
“Whitmore?” he questioned in a pondering whisper.
“Yeah,” she said with a bit of attitude. The sheriff, Wil Whitmore, had once been a hired hand on this ranch as a teenager. They had spent time working together during the summers she spent here. Goosebumps crept on her skin thinking of him.  Had Wil really changed that much or had she just been a naïve young girl?
“What county are we in?” The stranger in front of her asked, bringing her back to the situation at hand.
“Mountain Valley.”
“Huh.” He shook his head slightly before quickly bringing his hand to his head. When he moved it away, his fingers glistened in the porch light.
“That’s a nasty cut you got there.” 
He looked down at the blood on his hand. “Yeah, guess that’s not good.”
Without thought she turned back into the house and filled up a baggie with ice. What are you doing, Sydney? There’s a beat up stranger on your porch, and you are getting him a bag of ice instead of calling Wil? Her hands froze in mid zip of the bag…there was just something about the stranger.
“Meow.” Mr. Paws rubbed between her feet before stretching up to get more pets. Absentmindedly, she squatted down to pet the cat.
The gun! Where did I leave the gun? You stupid girl! 
She took two long strides back to the screen door. Relief washed over her when she saw the shotgun leaned against the frame, right where she left it. She snuck a peek at the man who had leaned back against the railing, his eyes shut. He really was quite the specimen…and she did make that wish. A frantic giggle escaped her lips before she shot a hand over her mouth.
The sound stirred the man on the porch, and he looked towards her as she made her way out the door. 
“Here,” she said lamely, handing him the bag of ice. The tips of his fingers grazed hers as he took the bag. Sparks ignited and rushed throughout her in a most pleasant way, in a way she hadn’t felt for a long time.
“Thank you.” A small grin tugged at the right side of his mouth. He raised his eyes up to hers, and for the first time she was close enough to actually see them. 
Her heart froze and her breath caught in her throat. Staring back at her were the greenest eyes she had ever seen. She took a step back, a hand on her heart, and took another and another until her back hit the screen. Guardian, now calm, glanced up at her, letting out a single woof.
Yeah, yeah, I know, she silently responded to him.
“What?” the man asked, an endearing furrow scrunching between his eyebrows. “Do you recognize me or something?” His voice came out hesitant, almost awkward.
“No, no.” She shook her head, still dazed in disbelief. “Should I?”
“I just hoped you did.” He placed the bag of ice on his head. A small grimace lined his face, and he closed his eyes.
“You really don’t know what happened,” she said, her mouth dropping open. “Do you know what state you are in?”
He gingerly shook his head. “No.”
“Do you know if you were driving?”
“No.”
“Do you know if you were alone?”
“No.”
“Do you know what month it is, or year? Do you know how old you are? Do you even know your own name?”
“No.” 
“Wow.” Her mind reeled with what that must feel like—to have no memory at all.
“Do you always ask this many questions?” The right side of his mouth turned up again.
“Yeah,” she admitted while a deep blush burned her cheeks. “What do you remember?”
He sat forward and scanned the area again as if he expected someone or something to come crashing through the forest. “I woke up amongst some brush on the side of the road about a half-mile left of your driveway. You really do live out in the boonies.” 
A smile eased across her face. Yes, she did, and she loved it that way…at least, usually.
He rested back against the railing again. Exhaustion lined his face.
She judged he was probably in his early thirties. His shirt, besides dirty and rumpled, looked like an ordinary shirt. His jeans, ripped and caked in dirt, were Wranglers, which ninety percent of Wyoming wore. His boots, though scuffed and muddy, were fancier than a ranch hand’s or pretty much anyone in this small town. He was definitely from this part of the country but those boots placed him as city.
“That’s it?” She leaned against the railing opposite of him.
“I walked down your extensive driveway, and here I am.” His voice sounded full of defeat, and she found herself yearning for his soothing horseman’s tone to return.
“How about a wallet or ID?” she kept trying.
“Checked. Nothing.” He opened his eyes again and used his good hand to raise up the shirt sleeve of his left arm. “I have this tattoo. It looks military.”
Her mouth hung open. The tattoo on his gun of an arm definitely looked military. It had two swords overlapping each other. Yet, it was the muscle bulging underneath it that had her tongue-tied.
“You checked yourself for tattoos?” The thought burst forth, untying her tongue in a not-so-convenient way.
“Well, not all of me.” He eased back again with that one-sided grin. 
Could there be more tattoos hidden on him? The thought raced through her, speeding up her heartbeat and causing her cheeks to burn again. Thank goodness he had closed his eyes. She watched him, wondering where he came from and why he was out here, and looking like he got the crap beat out of him. Was he in some kind of trouble? 
Her heart hammered. Strangely, no gripping fear filled her when she thought of this stranger, at least not of him harming her. Her eyes scanned the land that lay beyond in the darkness and she bristled. Were the men that did this to him still out there somewhere?
“Ma’am?” His voice was weak, dripping exhaustion. “If you have decided to let me stay, I better make my way to the barn before I can’t.”
“One more question.”
That sideways grin made another appearance. How could she be frightened of a man who had such an amiable smile?
“Why don’t you want me to call the sheriff?”
“I don’t know.” He leaned forward and met her with those intensely green eyes. Her insides melted, burning in a deep fire. “It doesn’t feel right. I know that sounds crazy, but I just can’t place it. I just know I shouldn’t involve local law enforcement.”
Local law enforcement? Who talks like that? She shrugged. 
If this guy had something to hide, surely he would have spun some elaborate tale. Her shoulders relaxed as tension eased from her. She didn’t really want to deal with Wil tonight anyway. Besides, what harm could this man do sleeping with Pearl and Josie? Though if their time comes, he wouldn’t be getting much sleep. Neither of them would.
“I’ll get a blanket.” She rose and stashed the gun next to the front door before searching the closet for a few blankets. Though the days had become warmer, the nights were still chilly up in the Wyoming foothills. With blankets in hand, she grabbed a bottle of water, some goat cheese, and crackers. “What is wrong with you? He’s not a guest!” she admonished.
“What did you say, Ma’am?”
“Do you like goat cheese?” She slammed her face down into the blankets in her arms. You are so crazy!
“Uh, I’m not sure but I’m starving enough to try it if you’re offering.”
Sydney put some cheese, crackers, and a couple of tangerines in a Tupperware container, and as a last thought she sliced a piece of the birthday cake and slipped it in there as well. She might as well share it with someone.
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The rough railings on the deck allowed him just enough support to keep him conscious. His body throbbed, yet something told him this wasn’t the first time he had pushed through pain like this. 
The woman, who had greeted him with the gun shoved into her shoulder as if it lived there, intrigued him. She muttered to herself again as she moved around in her house. Knowing that she would allow him to sleep in her barn allowed him to breathe easier, if he could. He hoped the pain in his chest was only bruised ribs, and not broken.
When she returned outside, arms laden, he pushed himself to stand, though quite unsteadily with his teeth bared against the pain. He blew out a breath as he looked up. Their eyes met, and he couldn’t stop the rush that raced through his veins.
“You know you have…” He stopped himself, cleared his throat, and reached for the items in her hands with his good arm. “Thank you.” This wasn’t a dating scene. He could be putting her in danger. He didn’t need to make her feel uncomfortable by telling her she had the most amazingly multi-colored eyes.
She nodded as he took the blankets from her. 
This woman walked with purpose as she led him towards the barn. Though each of her movements enveloped the feminine, she held herself with a confidence he didn’t remember most women having. Though, he couldn’t remember anything right now. He had no business looking at this Good Samaritan in any way besides as an angel that graced him hospitality.
She hesitated a moment and glanced back at the house. He realized then that she didn’t have her shotgun on her. He wished he could say something that would make her realize that she was safe with him, that she had nothing to fear from him. Yet, was that the truth? 
Uneasiness made his stomach clench as he scanned the area. The line of trees, though good protection, could also hide enemies. Enemies…why had he constantly been thinking that since he woke on the side of the road?
He entered the barn behind her. She switched on fluorescent lights that flickered from high in the rafters. Shadows cast along four stalls and a large open area before it closed off rooms at the back. Too many places for people to hide. 
Soft bleats grabbed his attention, and he saw two soft muzzles stick through slats of the pens. 
“Hello girls, how are you mamas doing? No babies yet?” The woman’s voice had softened when addressing the animals. The gentleness created a yearning within him as his heart tugged and squeezed.
“Babies?” he said through gritted teeth. Exhaustion filled him. If he didn’t sit down soon, he would fall down.
She turned to look at him and froze as if she had forgotten how to breathe.
He felt the same way, and for a moment his pain and exhaustion fled him. In the light of the barn he saw her eyes that much more clearly—multi-colored like a puzzle perfectly fit together. Her parted lips were smooth and cherry red, and the spattering of freckles across her nose gave her a childlike quality that made him want to protect her. 
“Oh, yeah.” She cleared her throat and blinked. “These gals are due any day now.”
“I see.” The moment had been broken and the pain lanced through him even more ferociously. He leaned against the pen as he felt the blood drain from his face.
He must look like he was about to drop, because she took the blankets from him and hastily made her way down to the unoccupied end stall. After laying out a few horse blankets on top of some fresh straw, she set the blankets from the house on top. 
When he made it to her, she looked from the makeshift bed to him, back towards the house, and back to him again. She shook her head and muttered to herself again.
“Do you talk to yourself like this all the time?” he asked, feeling his mouth crook up and eyes crinkle.
“Comes with the territory, I guess.” She smiled sheepishly before looking to the makeshift bed. “It’s no five-star hotel but, your accommodations sir.”
“I appreciate this, ma’am.” 
“Sydney,” she said quickly.
“Sydney.” He let her name roll around on his tongue before gingerly lowering himself onto the blankets before he passed out on them. She was a great distraction, but his body demanded rest, and demanded it now.
“Here, some food and water.” She handed him the Tupperware and a bottle of water.
“Thank you.” He looked at the contents and another grin crossed his face. “Cake?”
“Yeah, I, uh, its,” she stuttered, “cake.” A blush filled her cheeks, and he wished it was brighter so he could see if it would wash out her freckles. She turned from him, disappearing into one of the rooms. 
He took the moment to close his eyes and struggled to open them as she tromped back into the stall, his five-star accommodations for the night. 
“We should bandage that cut,” she said matter-of-factly.
He nodded. All he really wanted was sleep, but how could he tell the kind lady…Sydney, no?
She kneeled down next to him and opened up a metal first aid kit. The spray stung like fire, but he only clenched his teeth against it. Her fingers covered the cut with ointment, gentle and self-assured. 
“At least it won’t get infected. I don’t think it’ll need stitches,” she said as she finished taping the bandage on and backed up quickly like she couldn’t breathe next to him.
He wondered if he stunk, or if she was really that frightened of him. “Thank you.”
She nodded and closed up the kit. “Do you need anything else looked at?”
“Not tonight. I appreciate this,” he said, though his eyes kept trying to close.
“Well, good night. Hope you, uh, can remember some things in the morning.” She backed away until she ran into the gate. “Lights are here, when you’re ready.”
“Thank you, Sydney. Sleep well, and lock your door.” His statement felt inadequate. He lifted a hand in farewell as she fled the barn, practically tripping over her bodyguard of a dog.
As soon as he heard her feet creak up her old porch, he opened the Tupperware and swallowed large chunks of food. How long had it been since he’d eaten? The cheese had a strange aftertaste, but nothing he couldn’t get used to. Right now, just having food in his belly made everything taste as delicious as the chocolate cake.
As he picked up the dessert, he noticed a hole and a few specks of pink wax. A birthday cake. The thought tugged on his heart. He looked in the direction of the house as if he could see through the walls. Had that woman spent her birthday alone? 
He had noted immediately that she was the sole occupant of the house, and surmised that it wasn’t just a temporary thing. He could be wrong. Her spouse could be gone for the night, but he sensed she lived here on the ranch alone. What would ever coerce a woman like her to be so far from society and run a ranch by herself?
The thoughts mulled around in his fuzzy brain as he chowed down the cake. It soon was gone, as was any energy for thoughts. He lay back against the blankets that smelled of memories he couldn’t place. A sigh escaped him as he realized the makeshift bed actually was quite comfortable.
His eyes closed immediately. For a moment more he categorized all the sounds he heard: the mother goats shifting around their stalls, more goats bleating occasionally from the pasture, the occasional stomp from horses somewhere beyond the barn, and, most importantly, the crickets.
The world around him seemed at peace, ready to wrap up another day. He would have to trust that his instincts, or the animals, would rouse him if needed. With that thought, sleep overtook him in a hazy, almost drugged-induced way.






  
  TWO
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There were twenty-six stars outside Sydney’s bedroom window. She had been counting them for the last several hours. The almost moonless sky made the perfect night for stargazing. Once again she mentally checked to make sure she had locked the door. Reaching out a hand to touch cold steel reassured her that the shotgun leaned against the nightstand within reach. 
“Meow.” Mr. Paws sensed her movement.
“Yes, kitty. I know, I should be sleeping.” How could she though? The night replayed over and over. She felt in total awe of the coincidence. Yet, what had Aunty Meg always said—There are no such things as coincidences—only perfect timing.
Could that handsome, green-eyed devil in the barn really be perfect timing? Sydney covered her face dramatically with a pillow. She just needed to sleep! Was the nameless stranger sleeping right now? Did he snore?
She threw the pillow across the room, spooking Mr. Paws who skittered across the bed and out the door, claws desperately seeking purchase on the slippery wood floor. 
Thunk! 
Sydney cringed, Poor Mr. Paws. Guilt flooded her. She hated when he slid into the walls.
Sitting up with her feet dangling off the queen bed, she stretched and looked out into the night. From the window she couldn’t see the barn, but she wondered if the light would still be on. She slipped cold toes into the soft slipper boots and shuffled out to the kitchen. 
Maybe some warm milk would help her fall asleep. Aunty Meg always heated some goat milk when she couldn’t sleep during her summers here as a child. They would sit on the porch, sipping at their mugs and counting the stars. 
A sigh escaped her. She looked longingly at the faded picture that hung on the living room wall and touched Aunty Meg’s smiling face. She and Uncle Joe looked so happy on their wedding day. Sydney used to ask her to tell the story of that day over and over while she stared at this picture.
A story of true love—every little girl’s dream. Uncle Joe was Aunty Meg’s knight in shining armor, but she was no ordinary princess. No, Aunty Meg would never have qualified as princess material, but Uncle Joe sure did do his best to treat her as the queen she was. Their relationship was so different from Sydney’s parents.
She turned to pull back the sheer curtain at the front of the house. Her breath caught when she saw the light in the barn still leaking out between the wooden planks. Was the stranger still awake too? She dropped the curtain and took two steps back into the kitchen. The wooden floor squeaked making her heart quicken. When something lightly brushed across her ankles she jumped, and the sharp pierces of adrenaline shot through her.
“Meow.”
“Mr. Paws!” she admonished, breathing deeply to quell her racing heart. Bending down, she stroked the cat’s fur, letting the repetitive motion soothe her.
Once she had calmed and could breathe freely once again, she opened the fridge, illuminating the kitchen in its glow. The glass pitcher of goat milk felt cool in her hands as she poured some into a mug. Aunty would always warm it up on the stove, but she didn’t have the patience for that. The microwave hum seemed loud in the dark, quiet house.
She snuck another peek at the glowing barn while the goat milk heated. The cowboy probably just passed out before he had the chance to turn the lights off. That gash in his head looked horrid. What if he had a concussion? Maybe she should go check on him?
Ding.
Saved by the bell. She shook her head as she let go of the curtain again. With the warm mug in hand, she traipsed back to bed, mumbling chastises the whole way.
The milk worked beautifully. So beautifully, in fact, that when Guardian began his morning wake-up call, it left Sydney startled, sitting up abruptly with fuzzy vision. She rubbed her eyes, trying to get them to focus as she stumbled her way to the tiny bathroom. The cool water soothed her sleep-puffy face. She let the droplets drip back into the sink.
Looking up at her reflection, she noticed how dark her lashes looked dripping wet. Her multi-hued eyes stared back at her. She never knew what to say when asked the color of her eyes. They weren’t blue, yet not really green, and brown would be pushing it way too far. Rather they had flecks of each of the colors with some gold mixed in to boot.
She had always craved to have green eyes, bright green eyes—like the nameless cowboy in her barn. Her breath caught as memories flooded her. Her wish. The man. The barn. Oh man… The world started to turn black before she finally remembered to breathe again.
Would he still be there? She hastily brushed her teeth, pulled the mess of brown hair up into a pony, and ran back into the bedroom to dress. Guardian barked again.
“I hear ya, buddy. I’m getting your breakfast. Hold your horses,” she called out to the impatient dog as Mr. Paws crisscrossed between her legs. “Yes, you too.”
She started the coffee pot and continued her routine of feeding the house animals, all while wishing she could run towards the barn to see if her visitor still existed. It hadn’t been a dream, had it?
Opening the door, Guardian greeted her with a quiet woof and a huge wagging tail. “Here you go boy, did you sleep good? No other trespassers?” She scratched him behind the ears, sneaking glances towards the barn. The goats and horses loudly requested their breakfasts as well.
When the last blast of coffee steam puffed out, she went back into the house and poured coffee into a commuter mug that she would traipse all around the ranch with until she returned for her own breakfast. She almost made it out the door before going back and pouring another cup of coffee.
It wouldn’t hurt to give the man a cup of coffee before she sent him along his way, right?
Her heart raced as she walked across the yard towards the barn. Guardian, already having inhaled his food, followed at her heels. Would the man still be there? Where did he come from? Was he running from the law…or something even worse?
She bit her lip trying to stop the questions raging in her head. Yet, they still came, assaulting her with so many different possibilities she was almost afraid to even look at the guy again. The lights still dimly lit the barn. Guess he never got up to turn them off. 
Pearl and Josie stuck their heads out for some pets, but she couldn’t get any words out for them through her choked throat. She slowly peeked around into the last pen…
Boots, fancy-city boots. Holding her breath, she stood up on her tiptoes to look over the gate. He was definitely still in a deep sleep with his good arm flung over his face and his injured arm snug against his chest. At least she hoped it was just sleep. She set his coffee on the post of the gate before skirting the edge of the pen. She knelt closer to him until she could hear the soft exhale of his breath and see his chest rise and fall. 
Goodness, his expansive chest and shoulders looked like they could carry the weight of the world. Her pulse raced as she saw the massive size of his arms and hands, hands that would make hers feel tiny and delicate. For a moment she thought what it would feel like in his arms, safe and protected from the harshness of life.
He stirred, and she hastily crawled back out before he saw her drooling over him. Get ahold of yourself girl! She smacked herself on the forehead. Yet, she couldn’t stop her mind from retracing the line of his stubbled chin, the expanse of his shoulders…
“Mahhh.” Josie nudged her with her muzzle.
“Sorry, girl,” she whispered, shaking her head and focusing on her task. She had been alone way too long. 
Sydney finished her morning chores, including snatching a half dozen fresh eggs, and headed back to the house to scramble a couple of them up for breakfast. Nothing like fresh eggs. She ate slowly. Something she did her best to do every morning, enjoying the early sing-song of the ranch, real-farm-raised food, and the peace that always filled her when she remembered that this place was hers. 
For a moment, she almost forgot about the handsome stranger still asleep in the barn.
The deep rumble of Homer’s quad brought her out her stillness. She appreciated that the older man stayed on after Aunty Meg and Uncle Joe passed. His help had kept her afloat, and today it brought her a sense of safety with the man in her barn.
She rose and stretched. Chores still had to be done, handsome stranger or not. She cleaned up breakfast, but then thought of her unexpected guest. Should she make him something to eat?
Not one to lollygag, she quickly heated the pan and cracked a couple more eggs. He needed his strength to decide where in the world he would go now, being as he had no memory. What would he do? She couldn’t just send him off hurt and with no memory, could she? The thought plagued her as she pushed through her screen with a plate of eggs in one hand. 
Just as the screen door slammed shut, the yelling in the barn began. Guardian ran ahead of her as she did her best to run without spilling the food.
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A kick shook him again. Pain lanced through his sleep mussed brain, kicking in his instincts. Without thought, he jumped towards the man who kicked him. He took the man’s fist and twisted it behind his back.
The man grunted as his weathered face twisted in pain.
A massive white dog came running towards them, growling in threat.
“No, let him go!” a woman yelled as she ran toward him with a plate of food in one hand. 
His mind swirled, memories fighting to force their way to the surface. He blinked his eyes several times before finally focusing on the fierce multi-colored eyes of the woman in front of him. His brow furrowed, and slowly he relaxed just a tad.
“Sydney.” His voice crackled as he blinked his eyes rapidly.
“Yes, that’s me. Please let Homer go.” Her soft voice soothed the shaking inside of him. She held his gaze and walked slowly, calmly towards them.
“You know him?” he asked her.
“I’m the foreman,” Homer’s raspy voice shot out gruffly.
He looked to Sydney. She nodded. He gently released the older man, never letting go of her gaze. 
“What…” he started and shook his head before grasping the stall gate for support.
“You leave your date to sleep in the barn, Syd?” The foreman rubbed his arm, watching him as he backed into the stall.
“He’s not my date.” The blush that crept across her cheeks faded her freckles, and he couldn’t take his eyes off her even with nothing making sense at the moment.
“Oh, you already found my replacement? I have until June, ya know. My son could do without me until August if absolutely necessary.” The older man kicked at the straw at his feet.
“I know, Homer. I appreciate you staying this long even though you planned to retire last year.” Sydney set down the plate, walked over to the older man, and checked his arm.
“It’s fine,” the foreman said gruffly before he turned and hobbled out with the tools he had come in to fetch. 
Sydney watched him until he disappeared out the barn door. 
“Replacement?” he said in a halting voice. He had watched the interaction, doing his best to piece together what was happening.
Sydney turned quickly toward him. He had lost most of the daze that had ahold of him just moments before. Sleep slowly faded away, yet his brain still buzzed with a strange emptiness.
“Yeah,” she said, watching him intensely. “Why did you grab Homer like that? He’s no threat.”
“I, uh.” He looked down at his feet. “It was pure reaction.”
“Still no memory?” she sighed.
“No.”
She handed him the plate from where she had set it on the fence post. He looked at her as he took it and gave her a slight smile. Did her gaze just soften slightly? 
The smell of the food in his hands distracted him. Without preamble, he inhaled the breakfast she had brought.
Sydney leaned against the fence and watched him. When he finished, he handed her the plate with a sheepish grin.
“Thank you, I was hungry.” He cleared his throat. “I would say those were the best eggs I’ve ever had, but I guess I don’t really know.”
“Have you thought about what you are going to do?” she asked him, her eyes seeming like she actually cared.
“No, ma’am. I truthfully haven’t had the chance. Exhaustion overtook me.” As his situation came back to him in full force, that buzzing anxiety flared inside of him again. 
“I could still call Wil…I mean Sheriff Whitmore.”
He cocked his head and watched her. By her comment he knew that this sheriff was more than just law enforcement to her. Watching her freckles fade in her blush confirmed his suspicion. “He a friend of yours?”
“No. Yes.” She blew out a breath. “He kind of used to be. It’s a small town.”
“I see.” He continued to watch her. “Do you trust him?”
“No.” The word exited her quickly, and she threw a hand over her mouth.
“That settles it. I would rather you didn’t involve him then, if you are comfortable with that?”
She watched him for several moments. Yet, it didn’t seem uncomfortable. He knew she needed to feel him out. He wouldn’t blame her for not trusting him. He was a stranger, and a stranger with no memory and no idea what trouble he might bring upon her.
“So what are you going to do?” she asked him.
He shifted his weight, the anxiety becoming almost physical. A few deep breaths later, the buzz eased and he felt confident in his own skin again. He had no idea what past he had come from or what he would do for the future since he had no idea of even his name. Though, he knew he could work and hold his own, even as banged up as he was. 
“Well, I heard you need a replacement.” He looked at her from under his arched brows.
“I, uh…” She hesitated, looking from him to the barn door and back again.
“At least until I remember something? I’ll sleep out here. I won’t bother you, and I’ll do whatever I can to help.” Somehow it felt right to be here. This woman had opened her barn up to him and helped calm the anxiety of not knowing, well, anything.
“Do you know anything about goats?” She cocked her head to the side, and he couldn’t help the softening he felt inside of him for her.
“I don’t remember anything right now, Ma’am. Looking at these hands, though, I would say I know how to work.” He held his massive paws up, and he caught her licking her lips. Putting his hands back down caused him to grimace, and he pulled his arm closer to his chest again.
“Let me have a look at that shoulder.” She took two steps over to him and slid her hands up his arm and around his shoulder. 
Heat filled his body instantly, awakening a part of him that was definitely not lost. Focus, you have nothing to offer this lady. He took in a deep breath and with it came the smell of her—sweet and pleasant. 
She pushed gently around his shoulder, and he took in a sharp breath. “Can you feel this?” She traced her finger down the inside of his palm to his finger tip.
“Definitely,” he breathed out as her touch left a trail of fire that seemed to consume him. “You a doctor or something?” he asked to distract himself.
“No, but I know dislocated shoulders.” Her eyes were focused and her voice had taken on a professional tone.
He twisted to see her, a question in his eyes.
“Swimming.” She shrugged. “I used to be a swimmer.”
He nodded and grimaced. “The pain seems familiar, so it probably isn’t the first time I’ve done it. You know how to put it back in?”
“Yeah, but you should probably let a doctor do it.”
“Ain’t gonna happen.” He braced his legs. “How do you want me?”
A small smile curved up the corners of her mouth, and she turned quickly to hide it. 
Heat filled him, distracting him from the pain he knew would come.
“On your back,” she said, a bit abruptly. “It’s going to hurt like the dickens.”
“Figured.” He blew out his breath as he lay back on the makeshift bed. “Do it.”
Quickly, as if she were afraid she might change her mind, she gently pulled his arm alongside him and bent his elbow so his hand pointed towards the roof. With increasing, but tender, tension she pulled his arm down. Soon it popped back into place with a sickening smacking thump. He sucked in a sharp breath and ground his teeth, but he uttered no sound. Her grip and strength surprised him, and he tried to focus on that rather than the pain that lanced through him.
“Better?” she asked as she laid his arm back on his chest.
He rose and moved around a little. His arm, though sore, felt a million times better. “Yeah. Yeah, it is!” He squeezed her shoulder with a full smile. “Thank you.”
“No problem.” She looked at him, really seemed to take him in and read his eyes.
He hoped she saw the truth, that she could trust him.
She disappeared for a moment and then returned with a cloth. Without asking, she wrapped his arm in sling-like fashion and stood back.
“I will need a fully functional replacement.” She crossed her arms across her chest. For being such a slight woman, her movements held strength.
“Really?” he asked, feeling the right side of his mouth turning up.
“Trial basis only. I will call Sheriff Whitmore the second I feel something not right.”
“Deal.” He nodded.
“What else is injured? Let’s have a look at that head.” She spent the next several minutes checking his injuries. 
His head was actually not as bad as he had originally feared. The leg that he hobbled on last night seemed to be able to bend this morning, yet it pained him. He had probably twisted his knee. He had road rash in multiple places on his arms, back, and it felt like on his legs and hips, but he hadn’t had the chance to inspect those. 
“You should clean these abrasions out.” She sized him up again. “I’ll show you to the bathroom.”
He followed her towards the house in shock that she would allow him to invade her space. He could be a criminal escaping the law. He could be a psycho, but he didn’t think so. She had no idea though. Either she was naïve, trusting, or she felt the undercurrent between them as much as he did. 
“I do appreciate this, Sydney.” He kept his voice calm, hoping she could hear his gratitude. Things could have gone really badly had she called her sheriff friend.
“Just don’t make me regret it.” She threw the words over her shoulder.
A smile warmed through him. He liked her spunk.
At the door, he took off his boots and put them to the side on the porch. Whoever he was, he had manners that had been ingrained in him. 
“Bathroom is the first door on the left. Towels are in the cupboard. I’m going to try to find you some clothes.” She turned away and headed back outside.
The basic bathroom didn’t have a counter full of makeup or a blow dryer and curling iron. A peek in the shower showed simple shampoo and a bar of soap. It could be just a guest bathroom, but it smelled like her so he didn’t think so. The older, small home probably only had the one bathroom. Although there wasn’t an overall female presence to the room, there also was no sign of a male presence.
No boots were outside, no sign of other vehicles to show someone else lived here and was just gone. This woman really did run this ranch on her own. Well, and the man whose arm he had almost ripped off. What was his name? Homer. Yes, he seemed like a decent guy though. He didn’t whine about the mistake.
He took off the sling and grunted as he pulled his tattered shirt over his head and injured shoulder. It proved to be a difficult feat. Road rash lined his side and back. Removing his ripped pants showed more along the left side of his thigh as well. Bruising discolored a good part of him, his chest and stomach, arms, and the left side of his body. He was a mess.
The hot water felt good even as it stung his abrasions. His muscles began to relax as he stood under the stream. He took in a haggard breath. What had happened to him? Who was he? Not knowing these most vital answers left an uneasy quelling inside of him. 
A soft knock on the door woke him from his perplexing.
“I found some clothes that might fit,” Sydney said through the door.
His heart thundered as he heard the door slowly open. Was she really coming in here? He peeked around the shower curtain, sure to keep his lower half hidden behind it.
Sydney set a stack of clothes on the counter. Their eyes locked for a moment, before hers traveled down his chest and then raced back up to meet his gaze. 
“Thank you,” he said, his voice deeper than normal.
“They were my uncle’s, I hope they fit. Okay, uh, enjoy the rest of the shower.” Her voice quivered slightly, and she hastily slipped back out into the hallway.  
He stared at the door for a second more before dropping the curtain and returning to his shower. No longer did he stress over who he was or what had happened. The only thoughts that stayed active in his mind involved multi-colored eyes and freckled cheeks washing out under the pink of her blush.






  
  THREE
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Sydney stopped struggling with the wire on the chicken coop for a moment to soak in the warm sun topping over the trees. She breathed in the fresh scent of new life, budding leaves and grass sprouts, and the beginnings of blossoms opening on the fruit trees. 
Guardian, who lay close by, lifted his head and let out a low woof.
She followed the dog’s gaze to the stranger exiting her house. Biting her lips, she swallowed the giggle that wanted to burst forth. Guess the no-name cowboy was bigger than her uncle. He walked uncomfortably in high water jeans and a t-shirt that looked like it was painted on. 
As funny as it was, her breath caught as he closed the distance between them because she could see how the shirt hugged each perfectly sculpted peck and his washboard stomach. 
“A little tight,” he said with a shrug, letting the one-sided smile cross his lips. His limp was barely discernible now. She should have checked out his knee too.
“Yeah, just a little.” She did her best to avert her eyes, and Homer rounding the corner gave her the perfect escape.
“Hey Syd, I…what in the world, man? You let her do your laundry? This girl didn’t catch that gene.”
Sydney’s face flushed, and she busied herself with the stubborn wire on the coop. Homer was right though, it wouldn’t have been the first batch of clothes she had ruined.
“I’m headed into town for supplies. Want me to pick up some clothes to replace those?” Homer asked.
“That’s actually a great idea, Homer. Thank you. Just put them on the ranch’s tab.” Relief flooded Sydney with a way to sidestep the embarrassment.
“What are you, Hotshot, an extra-large? And definitely a thirty-six in length, not a thirty-two.” Homer wheezed out a chuckle.
She couldn’t help but smile. It had been awhile since she had heard the older man laugh.
“Sounds about right, sir. Thank you.” The cowboy sounded gracious, but he pushed back his shoulders as much as he could with being injured. Must be hard on the man’s ego to accept gifts.
“Oh, it’s sir now…?” Homer turned, mumbling to himself.
“Oh, and a hat. Yeah, a wide brim,” Sydney called after him.
The older man nodded and walked out to the ranch truck.
“I can’t thank you enough,” No-Name said, locking onto her gaze with those dazzling green eyes of his. “I’ll make it square as soon as I figure what’s going on.”
“I’ll take it out of your pay.” She shrugged and focused on her task.
“Good deal.” He nodded. “I’m going to walk back out to the road to look for evidence where I, uh, woke up last night. Now that it’s light I might be able to see something.”
“Do you ride?” She smacked her forehead. “Sorry, would you like to ride? The horses need exercise.”
“I would, but…” He pointed to his shoulder.
“Yeah, so that’s twice I wish I could put my foot in my mouth.” She shook her head and dropped the wire she had been messing with. “By the way, where is the sling?”
“I couldn’t get it back on.” He pulled the fabric from where he had tucked it into his back pocket. 
“Come on. I’ll fix up the sling, and then we’ll take my truck.”
“I don’t want to keep you from your duties.”
She laughed. “It’s my ranch, and I decide when to do my duties. Do you want a ride or not? As you said last night, it’s quite the driveway.”
“If you’re sure. Thank you.” 
She wrapped the sling around him again, doing her best not to let his clean scent intoxicate her. Every time her hands brushed against his hard chest, fire sparked through her. By the time she finished situating the sling to support his shoulder, her breath came in quick bursts. Before he noticed, she took off at a brisk walk towards the truck. 
They hopped into the truck and bounced down the gravel drive. She wondered what it felt like to not remember anything, not have an identity, a history, even a name. This guy took it all so coolly. There were some days she wouldn’t have minded losing her memory. Yet, she thought of all the happy moments she had here on the ranch as a child…no, she would never want to lose that.
At the crossroads to the highway, she stopped the truck. Last night he had said which way he came from, but she couldn’t remember.
“Left,” he said simply, a small smile in his voice.
“So, I’m directionally challenged.” She shrugged.
“I didn’t say a thing.” Though the smile on his lips said enough.
“Just tell me where to pull over.”
“Slow down.” He leaned past her scrutinizing the road. “Keep going.” 
She could smell her shampoo in his hair. It mixed with his own scent and formed an aroma that had her squirming in the seat. His large hand held the dash in front of her as he leaned over to look out the window. Watch the road, Sydney.
“Here,” he said, throwing the door open and jumping from the still-in-motion truck.
Sydney pulled over in the gravel and put the truck in park.
He crossed the road and walked up and down, and then bent to touch some dark skid marks. He pushed through the gravel on the side of the road, fingered a section where bare ground showed through. Standing back up, he looked up the road, the way they had been headed, towards town. Then he turned back to the marks and followed them in to the trees. 
Sydney jumped out of the truck and crossed the road to join him. Keeping out of his way, she stood back and just watched. He was focused, checking broken branches and smudges in the dirt that could be footprints. He didn’t seem to miss any detail, and didn’t seem to be hampered doing this with one arm in a sling. He headed off further into the forest. A couple minutes later he returned with a torn and smashed, black hat. Her heart raced…and a cowboy hat. 
“I would say this was probably mine.” He inspected the lost hat.
“You seem to know how to track. Think you’re a hunter or something?”
He shrugged, carefully punched the hat with his good arm in attempt to straighten it back out, and looked up and down the road again. “It looks like the subject pulled into this area without really slowing down and tossed me out of a truck, I would say, from the distance where I landed from the tire marks.”
“The subject? You deducted all of that from little smudges on the ground?”
He shrugged again.
“You a cop?”
His eyes shot to her. “You think so?”
“Most people don’t say things like subject and can read signs like that.” She looked back up the road and to the marks on the ground. “What kind of trouble are you in?”
“I don’t know…”
After Homer returned, and the nameless cowboy got into clothes that fit him much better, Sydney had him follow Homer around for the rest of the day. She kept herself busy with checking on the mama goats who had already had their babies. She kept them in the pen next to the barn. The three kids had already outgrown their wobbly legs. She stroked one of them while amazement washed over her. Such little miracles. 
Her mind floated back to the early morning they had been born. The spring storm had whipped through the cracks in the barn, and the whistling sound it made caused the hair on her arms to stand on end. She stayed with them through the night as they labored. When Homer arrived at his usual time that morning, relief washed over her for the two mamas finally began pushing their babies out, both at the same time. 
Watching the kids being born had always fascinated Sydney. Even first time mamas seemed to know exactly what to do, how and when to push, how to coddle and lick their babies after birth, how to feed them and nurture them as they grew. The one she helped birth, Sierra, had twins—two boys.
She playfully nuzzled one of them before its brother rammed into him, and the two pounced away. She didn’t name the boys. Those were the ones she had to sell. Every few years Uncle Joe would pick one of the males to liven up the breeding stock, but her breeding males were doing just fine right now. Her heart squeezed before pulling away from the playful kids to focus her attention on the milking pen. 
“Maah,” the tan-colored goat bleated as Sydney neared the pen with the milking goats.
“Yes, Faun. I know you are full. I’m coming.” She let her nuzzle under her arm as she opened the gate. 
Warmth filled her while she hugged the goat. These animals had become her solace, both as a young girl and now. She shook her head. Never had she thought she would have been lucky enough to have the life she did. 
Faun happily munched on the oats while Sydney tugged on her teats in a rhythmic motion. She smiled remembering when her hands used to cramp and scream. Now the repetitive motion only soothed her.
The milk pail slowly filled with each squirt. 
She thought about how she would use this particular pail of milk. After finally perfecting the cheese making process last year, she now sold goat cheese locally in the town’s grocer and at the farmer’s market. In fact, the Mountain Valley Farm Day was coming up in a few months. It was one of her biggest sales days. Between the cheese sales and selling off the males, she made a pretty decent living. Enough to pay off the yearly property taxes and live on for sure, and that was all she needed.

      [image: ]Homer didn’t talk much. Which was fine by him. The cowboy had plenty to think about, and found he didn’t fancy himself a talker either. With a few simple instructions, the older man would leave him to finish a task. Some things really pulled on his shoulder and kneeling to mend the fences was quite awkward with his gimpy leg, but there was no way he would complain. 
He knew he was lucky to find someone to give him a place to stay while he figured out what to do. Normally the first thing to do in his situation would be to call local law enforcement, yet he couldn’t shake the foreboding feeling that overwhelmed him every time he thought of it. Something didn’t feel right. 
He stood from the last fence post and stretched, scanning the land around him as he did. When his eyes fell on Sydney playing with the goats in a pen, he couldn’t look away. Something about that woman pulled him in and made him forget that he was a nameless man in probably a boat load of trouble. He had no right to even have a thought about her, yet he couldn’t stop them.
“Hotshot!” Homer yelled from the water trough he struggled to fix.
He nodded and headed towards the older man who eyed him with a sharp, distrustful gaze.
“You here to work or to ogle?” Homer asked him as he came alongside the trough.
He gave the older man a sharp glare as he bristled inside and his fists clenched. Being talked to like this felt foreign, and it did not set well with him. 
“That girl there needs someone she can rely on. Now, if you’re ready to work, you have a lot to learn. Starting with lifting this and scrubbing out the bottom.”
Though he seethed, the man knew it best to keep his mouth shut. Besides, the foreman was right. How would he treat a man showing up out of nowhere to take over his position? Especially a man who couldn’t keep his eyes off the pretty boss.

      [image: ]Sydney was brushing Guardian when Homer started up his quad and waved farewell. As he left a trail of dust down the drive to his place, she glanced at Nameless. He scanned the woods around the clearing, the house, and the barn before looking towards her. What was she going to do with this stranger? 
He took off his hat as he joined her on the porch.
“That’s a lot of fur,” he said as she pulled another handful of white hair from the brush.
“Yes, it is.” She laughed. “Shedding season is not a clean time around here—one reason why he’s an outside dog.”
“I saw another one like him out in the field.”
“You’re observant. That’s Thor. He’s the goat protector. He stays with the herd.” She scratched the dog’s exposed belly as his tongue hung out in pleasure. “Guardian here, he took a liking to me and never left my side. Hence the name.”
“You always lived out here?”
She gazed up at him. Was he trying to be pleasant or did he really want to know? His green eyes found hers and held on tight. He looked as if she were a puzzle to figure out.
“No, this was my Aunt and Uncle’s ranch.” She sat up and stretched her back. Guardian took the chance to move further away from the brush. “I spent summers here as a kid. When they…when they passed on, they left it to me.”
“I’m sorry.” His voice sounded sincere, nothing like the men from her past…focus, girl.
“Me too.” She cleared her throat and gathered up the large mass of fur. “Need a pillow tonight?” 
“I’ll pass,” he said with a laugh. It was the first real laugh she heard from him, a pleasant, deep rumbling.
“Suit yourself.” She shrugged. “Bet it would be softer than that straw.”
“It actually wasn’t that bad.”
Her eyes narrowed. “I don’t think you actually felt much last night.”
“Could be.”
“I’m going to make some dinner. You eat pork chops?” She caught his blank stare. “Ugh, sorry.” Would she ever remember not to ask him questions he doesn’t have answers to? She rose to go inside, leaving him shifting his weight on the porch. “You might as well come in.”
“If you’re sure.” He took off his boots and followed her into the house, looking around the small space.
“It’s not much, but it’s home.” 
“It’s perfect,” he said, touching little photos hanging on the walls. “This your aunt and uncle?” His thick finger brushed her favorite picture and it came loose. He fumbled it a few times before it finally crashed to the wood floor, glass shattering. “Blast it, Jameson!” He quickly began carefully picking up all the glass.
Sydney rushed over and tried to put the frame back together. Tears threatened and she blinked to keep them back. The photo was unharmed, and she brought it gingerly to her. The frame on the other hand was irreparable. 
“I’m sorry, Sydney.” His piercing eyes met hers over the mess. 
Knowing the picture was undamaged helped ease the loss of the frame. Frames could be replaced. As she looked in his eyes though, his words finally processed through.
“Did you hear what you said?” she asked.
“Yeah, sorry if that word offends you. I will do my best to refrain from it in the future.” 
“No, not that word. You said, Jameson.”
“I did, yes,” he said as he eased back, sitting on the floor, his injured leg stretched out awkwardly. “Jameson.” He met her eyes with a wide smile. “I have a name!”
“Well, it’s nice to finally meet you, Jameson!” She held her hand out to be engulfed by his massive one. A surge of tingly warmth shot through her, and she found herself wishing her hand would stay hidden in his much longer than it did.
The memory of his name seemed to ease Jameson. His shoulders relaxed and his movements had more fluidity rather than rigidness. He didn’t stand quite so tight, and he even laughed easily throughout dinner. It sure helped knowing how to address him. Hey you, Handsome Stranger, or Nameless just never seemed acceptable.
They kept a light conversation going, mostly about the ranch and the animals. Sydney never knew how difficult small talk could be with someone who had no memory. At a lull in the conversation, she realized the weirdness of this situation. She had cooked dinner for a man that arrived at her doorstep with no memory and a severely bruised and banged up body. Then, a question came to mind that pulled her in. It shot out of her mouth before she had time to think better.
“Jameson—“
“It’s so good to have a name again.” He smiled and sat back in his chair.
“Why haven’t you asked about a husband?” Sydney waited for several moments, watching him, wondering if he would just ignore the question that caused her cheeks to burn slightly.
“Why do you ask?” Jameson did his best to keep his mouth tight, but the corner twitched.
“That’s everyone’s first question.”
“Everyone’s?” He leaned forward, resting his one good elbow on the table.
“Yeah, nosy neighbors, delivery people, vets, cops, anyone who comes by really.”
“Huh.”
“Guess no one thinks a woman can run a ranch without a husband. Though I would have a hard time doing it without Homer.” She met his eyes
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