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        “Every book in the Montana Brides Series is filled with laughter, joy, and tears. The romance and loving relationships are the best!”

      

        

      
        Fans of Netflix’s Virgin River series and Sweet Magnolias will love this small-town, feel-good romance!

      

      

      Kate Jennings hasn’t seen or heard from her father in fifteen years. When a genetic fluke makes her a perfect match for her half sister’s bone marrow transplant, she travels to Montana to help save her sister’s life. With a new family to meet and old wounds to heal, Bozeman is the last place she wants to be.

      

      Dan Carter doesn’t trust easily. The deputy chief of police has learned the hard way that everything in life has a price. When Kate arrives in Montana he does everything he can to keep her there, even if it means spending time with a woman who’ll end up taking more than she’s willing to give.

      

      Forever Together is the seventh book in the Montana Brides series, but can easily be read as a stand-alone. All of my series are linked, so if you meet a character you like, you could find them in another book. For news of my latest releases, please visit leeannamorgan.com and sign up for my newsletter. Happy reading!
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      Kate glanced at the crumpled piece of paper in her hands, then up at the red-brick building. Bozeman Deaconess Hospital stretched out in front of her, ready to swallow her whole if she let it.

      “Are you lost, ma’am?”

      She looked at the unsmiling cowboy standing beside her. “I’m not lost. I...” Stuffing the paper into her back pocket, Kate squared her shoulders. She could do this. She could walk into the hospital, find her father, and pretend the last fifteen years hadn’t mattered. That she didn’t care if Tom Jennings only wanted her here because a genetic fluke made her the perfect match for his eight-year-old daughter.

      “Ma’am?”

      “Sorry...I was...” Kate looked into the man’s clear blue eyes. They stayed leveled on hers, steady and calm. For the second time in as many minutes, she forgot what she was about to say. Except this time, her forgetfulness had nothing to do with why she was here and everything to do with the man standing beside her.

      The last time she’d been this tongue-tied was when Billy Anderson asked her to marry him. Except Billy hadn’t tilted his head to one side and waited for her brain to catch up with her mouth.

      “I’m going to the pediatric ward to see my half sister,” Kate explained. “She’s sick and I’ve just arrived in town. I live in San Diego.” She shut her mouth before any more Jennings’ family history spouted forth. “Thanks for asking if I need help. I guess I’ll go in now and, well...thanks.” Kate rushed past his six-foot denim-clad body before he thought she should be looking for the mental health clinic.

      She ignored the heat of his gaze on her back, ignored everything except what she was here to do. The phone message from her father said to take the elevator to the second floor and keep walking until she reached the end of the corridor. The pediatric ward would be on her right. She couldn’t miss it, even if she wanted to.

      Kate pushed the elevator button, hoping Mr. Tall, Dark, and Handsome didn’t want to share a ride. She wasn’t capable of making small talk and he didn’t seem like the type to try.

      The man she’d just met walked past her and took off his hat. “I hope everything works out for you, ma’am.”

      Kate stared at his jet black hair. It curled a little wildly over the collar of his white cotton shirt, not at all like the buzz cut she’d expected. And why she’d thought that was beyond her. Except for the way he moved, he could have been anyone.

      By the time he’d disappeared up the stairs, she knew what set him apart. He had a ‘don’t mess with me’ attitude, a way of being that belonged to a soldier or someone as far removed from Montana as she was.

      Taking a deep breath, Kate stepped into the waiting elevator, preparing herself for what would happen next.

      Her father would be waiting for her. His wife and her half sister, too. A ready-made family waiting for her bone marrow.

      She couldn’t remember what her father looked like, and that worried her. If he was in the corridor, she might walk straight past him, ignoring him for the stranger he’d become.

      The only family photos her mom had kept were of Kate and her sister Lily. So she’d done what she did best. She’d spent the first few days after her father’s phone call trawling through the Internet, searching newspaper articles and whatever else she could get her hands on. Anything to make her father real, to give her some idea of what she was coming back to.

      But as hard as she’d looked, Kate hadn’t found anything. She could have called him and asked for a photo and about his new family. About his life after he’d left. But talking to him would start building a relationship, and she didn’t want to go there.

      She crossed her arms in front of her chest, regretting not bringing her tote bag. She needed something to hold onto. Something to stop her hands from trembling and her head from remembering other hospital visits that had ended in heartbreak.

      The elevator came to a smooth stop. It opened onto a wide corridor painted with rainbows, fairies, and pirates.

      Pediatrics.

      Bear footprints on the white vinyl floor led her toward a large orange desk. Machines beeped, and nurses moved quickly from room to room. She hated hospitals almost as much as she hated her father for divorcing her mom. For leaving her with nothing except his DNA and a lot of broken promises.

      A smiling nurse dressed from head to toe in purple greeted her at the desk. “Hi, honey. Can I help you?”

      Kate stuck her hands in her pockets, feeling about as comfortable as a goldfish swimming in a tank of sharks. “I’m looking for Kaylee Jennings’ father. I’m supposed to meet him here.” There was no point in telling her Tom was her father, too. It would lead to too many questions. Too much of everything she wasn’t ready to answer.

      The nurse’s smile slipped. “Let me get Kaylee’s doctor for you.” She stood and waved Kate across to an alcove beside her desk. “Have a seat in the waiting room. I’ll be back in a minute.” Instead of pirates and fairies, this area was painted like a wildlife safari. Elephants, tigers, and crocodiles smiled at each other beneath a clear blue sky.

      Kate sat on the edge of a bright red chair and tried not to stare at a little boy drawing a picture in front of her. He leaned across the table, picked up a yellow crayon, and glanced at her before adding more color to his masterpiece.

      Apart from the dark circles under his eyes, his face was as white as the bandages wrapped around his head. Two thin tubes ran from the side of his neck into bags of fluid strapped onto a pole beside him. She glanced back to the nurse’s desk, hoping Kaylee’s doctor wasn’t far away.

      “It’s a beach.”

      Kate jerked her head toward the little boy. “Pardon?”

      He twisted the piece of paper around, pushing it toward her. “It’s a beach. In Hawaii. Mom and Dad are taking me there when I’m better. They’re taking Stacey, too, only she’s a baby, and Mom says babies don’t fly too well. She might cry, but that’s okay because Dad said he’s got earplugs.”

      Kate looked at the picture, then at the little boy. She rubbed her hands down the side of her jeans and felt a trickle of sweat between her shoulder blades.

      “You ever been to the beach?” he asked.

      Numbers flashed on the gray box strapped to his stand. The machine let out a shrill beep. “It does that sometimes.” The boy shrugged and stood up, pushing a button on the monitor. “Nurse Julie makes a fuss when it happens, but sometimes I want to be left alone.” He sat on the floor and pulled his drawing toward him. “You ever been to the beach?”

      Kate glanced back at the nurse’s desk. “I live by the ocean. On a beach in California.”

      The little boy’s mouth dropped open and he crawled toward her, pulling his pole of drugs behind him. “I’ve never met anyone who’s been to a beach. Even Dad’s never seen waves and seashells and stuff. What’s it like?”

      Big bruised eyes gazed up at her, excitement mixed with awe as the little boy wiggled closer. If the base of his pole hadn’t gotten caught between the table and her chair, he might have landed in her lap.

      Kate studied his picture. “The ocean’s big and bright. Kind of like the blue water you’ve drawn. And it’s almost always warm.”

      He nodded his head, soaking in what she was saying like a sea sponge dipped in the salty waves. “What about sand?” he asked. “What does it feel like?”

      Kate thought about the long walks she enjoyed on the beach. The times when she felt like the only person alive with her can of pepper spray and her neighbor’s Rottweiler. “It’s squishy and cold when the waves wash over it. But when the tide’s out, it feels like you’re walking in a big bag of flour.” It didn’t have the poetic description she’d hoped for, but the boy didn’t seem to mind.

      “Toby, what are you doing out here?”

      They both glanced up. A man with eyes as bruised as the little boy’s reached out his hand. “I’m Scott Hamilton. Toby’s dad.”

      Kate wiped her palms on her jeans and shook his hand. “I’m Kate. Toby tells me he’s going to the beach.”

      The smile in Scott’s eyes dimmed. He stared down at his son with such longing that Kate had to blink back the tears gathering in her eyes.

      “That’s the plan,” Scott said. “Have you finished your drawing, Toby?”

      “Just about.” Toby added four stick figures and turned to Kate, handing her the picture. “This is for you. It’s a picture of my family and me on the beach. Only Stacey’s standing up because I don’t know how to draw a baby who’s crawling.”

      Kate swallowed the lump in her throat. “It’s beautiful. Thanks, Toby.”

      “You’re welcome,” he chirped, pulling his drugs behind him. He turned before he disappeared out of sight. “This is my room. You can tell me about the beach later on if you like.”

      Kate’s heart squeezed tight at the hopeful expression on his little face. “I’ll do my best.”

      That was enough for Toby. He waved goodbye and disappeared behind the curtain.

      His dad scooped up the crayons and left them in the plastic box on the table. “Thanks for talking to Toby. He gets bored in here, but he’s too sick to leave.”

      “He’s a nice boy,” Kate said.

      “Yes, he is,” Scott sighed. “You’re more than welcome to visit whenever you like. If I’m not here, my wife will be with him.”

      Another man joined them. “Excuse me. Are you Kathleen Jennings?”

      Without the white coat stretched across his tall frame, Kate wouldn’t have picked him for a doctor. Football halfback, maybe. Healer of the sick and injured? No way. “Yes, but you can call me Kate.”

      His blue eyes crinkled at the edges. “I’m Taylor Keegan, Doctor T to everyone. If you follow me, we can start the family conference.”

      Kate said goodbye to Scott, then followed Doctor T down a short corridor. Her heart hammered against her ribs. This was it. After three weeks of planning and tests, she was about to see her father for the first time.

      Doctor T stopped outside a closed door. “I understand from what your dad told me, you haven’t seen each other for nearly fifteen years.”

      Kate nodded.

      “If you feel uncomfortable at any stage, just let me know and we’ll take a break. You need to know that Kaylee won’t be at this meeting. She’s got a chest infection. Until it goes away, we’ve had to put the transplant on hold. We’ll discuss Kaylee’s treatment and care. After that, I want to go over what the transplant will mean for you. Are you ready?”

      Kate glanced at the wooden door, then back at Doctor T. “I’m ready.”

      He opened the door and she braced herself against the impact of seeing her father. Her eyes darted around the small room, confusion replacing the worry that had kept her awake most nights. Instead of only meeting her dad, three people were staring at her.

      Doctor T nodded to a man hovering by the window. “Kate, this is your father.”

      She didn’t know what to say or think. Her father was about her height. Blue eyes stared at her with the same uncertainty she felt. Dark hair, peppered with gray, framed a face that had seen more than its share of the sun and wind.

      And he wore a suit. A dark blue suit with an emerald green tie. She couldn’t have said anything or moved if her life depended on it. Her body felt like it had been slammed into a concrete wall, head-first, leaving her dizzy, breathless, and scared.

      “Hi, Kate. I’m Anna, Tom’s wife. Thank you for helping Kaylee.”

      Kate’s gaze slowly shifted to the woman moving toward her.

      Tears swam in her stepmother’s eyes. Reaching out, she gave Kate a quick hug.

      Kate closed her eyes and tried to plow through the shock of seeing her father, of meeting his new wife.

      Anna stepped back and wiped her face. “Kate, this is my brother, Dan Carter.”

      Kate looked into the same unsmiling blue eyes she’d met downstairs.

      He nodded, and she straightened her spine. She knew that look. The one that was quick to blame and took even longer to trust.

      She’d seen it staring back at her in the mirror, on the days when she wanted to forget about her past. Days like today.
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      Doctor T looked down at his notes. “I have to be honest with you. I don’t know what the future holds. It all depends on Kaylee and how well she responds to the steroids we’ve given her.”

      “What about the transplant?” Anna’s face was white. She clutched Tom’s hand, held on so tight that Kate wondered if it was the only thing keeping her upright.

      Doctor T frowned. “Kaylee won’t get better without it. The steroids we’re giving her are putting a Band-Aid on what’s going on inside her body. We’ll get through this infection and the next round of chemotherapy. After that, we’re straight into the transplant.” He glanced across at Kate. “We won’t start the transplant for another couple of weeks. I don’t know what that means for any commitments you might have, but you need to stay.”

      Kate thought of her job in San Diego, the apartment she shared. The bills that were piling up while she wasn’t earning money. “I could go home and come back when you need me.”

      No one said a word.

      Dan crossed his arms in front of his chest and gave her the meanest scowl she’d ever seen.

      Kate frowned. “I only have two weeks of vacation owing to me.” Her voice drifted off to nothing.

      “You could stay with us,” Anna offered. “It would save on your accommodation expenses and give you a chance to get to know your dad.”

      The last person Kate wanted to spend time with was her dad. Besides, if she wasn’t back in California in two weeks, she wouldn’t have a job. No job meant no income, and that wasn’t something she wanted to face.

      “For Pete’s sake, Kate,” Dan growled. “I don’t care if you’ve never met any of us before. Kaylee’s your half sister. You need to do everything you can to make her well. If that means staying here, then you’ll stay.”

      Kate’s heart pounded. She wanted to help Kaylee, but Dan Carter could jump in a lake if he thought he could tell her what to do. With his designer jeans and tailored shirt, he didn’t look as though he knew what it was like to live from paycheck to paycheck. She’d spent too much time wondering where her next meal was coming from to lose her job. And if she stayed in Bozeman, she wouldn’t have a job or a home to go back to.

      “If you’re short of money, we could help,” her dad said. “If you leave, Kaylee will die.” His bottom lip trembled. Anna wrapped her arm around her husband’s shoulders and held him firm.

      Kate felt bad. Really bad. She’d brought the success of her sister’s treatment down to money, and she hadn’t meant to do that. No matter what she thought of her dad, he didn’t deserve the worry and stress of her problems heaped on his shoulders. He had enough of his own.

      Dan moved across to the window. He stood with his legs apart, braced against the anger Kate could see coursing through him.

      She cleared her throat. “I don’t need money. I’ll call my boss and see if I can get more time off work.”

      Doctor T scribbled something on the paper in front of him. “I can write you a letter. I’m sorry I can’t give you a more definite time frame.”

      Kate nodded and waited. She’d said enough to last a lifetime.

      “Doctor Davidson sent through all your notes from the tests they did at Sharp Memorial Hospital, Kate. We’ve already talked about what will happen over the phone. Do you have any more questions?”

      Kate shook her head. Doctor T explained everything in detail and sent links to websites with more information. When she’d wanted answers to specific questions, the staff at the hospital in San Diego had been amazing.

      Three weeks ago, she’d walked into their waiting room, shell-shocked. Not only had she spoken to her father for the first time in years, but she’d discovered she had an eight-year-old half sister. A sister with the same autoimmune disease as her little sister, Lily, was born with.

      Kate still couldn’t get her tongue around the name of the disease Kaylee and Lily shared. Hemophagocytic Lymphohistiocytosis were two long words that had turned her world upside down. Even when the doctors referred to it as HLH, it didn’t make the outcome any easier to bear.

      “Would you like to meet Kaylee now?” Doctor T knew this was the moment Kate had been dreading. “She’s in isolation in the Intensive Care Unit. We’re hoping to move her into another room in the next couple of days.”

      Taking a deep breath, Kate tried to steady her nerves. Her dad had sent her photos of Kaylee, of her life before she’d been diagnosed with HLH. With her big blue eyes and cheeky smile, she’d looked so much like Lily that it had made her heart break all over again.

      Doctor T stood patiently beside his chair, waiting for her answer.

      “Is it safe for her to see me?” Kate asked.

      “It is, but you’ll have to wear a face mask. Kaylee wants to meet you.”

      Those softly spoken words almost unraveled Kate. Unraveled twelve years of heartache and grief, of knowing she could have saved Lily’s life. The doctors hadn’t known what was wrong with her baby sister until it was too late, and that made the hurt even harder to deal with.

      Tom stood up. “I can go with you.” Her dad stuck his hands in his pockets and looked uncertainly at Doctor T. “If that’s okay?”

      Doctor T nodded. “What do you think, Kate?”

      She gazed at her dad. Hope and exhaustion were etched into his face, making him appear older, more vulnerable than a man twice his age. She had a feeling Kaylee’s disease would leave scars on their family for longer than they realized. Longer than any treatment would last.

      Kate swallowed the lump in her throat. “I’d like you to be there. Thank you.”

      Her dad’s eyes filled with tears. “Kaylee’s the same, but different. The steroids and chemotherapy have made her gain a lot of weight. She’s not…” He dropped his head to his chest, overcome by too much of everything to continue.

      Anna stood and held Tom’s hand. “Kaylee’s body’s doing everything it can to stay alive. She’s talked nonstop about you all week. Not because your bone marrow matches, but because you’re her sister.”

      Tears filled Kate’s eyes, reminding her of why she was here. Kaylee’s disease had triggered a chain of events that no one could have imagined, least of all Kate. She didn’t know where they would end up, but she prayed it wasn’t inside a funeral home.

      “I’ll take you up to the Intensive Care Unit now,” Doctor T said. “Once we get there, I’ll show you what to do before you see Kaylee.”

      Kate followed her dad and Doctor T out of the room. When her parents had divorced, she never thought she’d see her dad again. Never considered that he might have a new family. Never imagined the genetic marker that killed her sister would strike again.

      But this time, unlike twelve years ago, Kate might be able to do something about it.
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      Kate left the room and Dan’s shoulders relaxed. He leaned against the window and stared at the Rockies spread out before him. The sun glittered off the trucks sitting in the parking lot and normal everyday life carried on around them. For the last few months, they hadn’t been living a normal life. Kaylee’s disease had taken hold and left them exhausted and fearing for the worst.

      When Kate was in the room, he’d listened to the conversation going on around him. But he’d paid more attention to the words that weren’t being said. When they’d talked about Kaylee, Kate’s voice had been hesitant, too full of emotion for a sister she’d never met. He didn’t know what had happened in her past, but it made her sound terrified of Kaylee’s future.

      And that didn’t go anywhere near to matching the emotion rolling off her when Tom spoke. Kate had gone from ignoring her dad completely to taking the support he was offering. And for some reason, that made Dan even angrier about what was going on.

      He couldn’t believe the last six months had come down to this. They were relying on a stranger to save Kaylee’s life or take away their last scrap of hope. He didn’t care what Tom and Anna had said this morning. If Kate left, he’d track her down and handcuff her to the hospital bed. There was no way he’d let her leave Bozeman without giving Kaylee what she so desperately needed.

      His niece made him laugh, made him forget about what had brought him back to Bozeman. She had a way of looking at the world that simplified things. She made one and one equal two, instead of the twisted ending he’d been living with for years.

      Anna stood beside him. “It’s not as bad as you think.”

      Dan grunted. You couldn’t get worse than a donor who wasn’t interested in sticking around. He would have thought helping her younger sister would have been a priority, but obviously not. “I can’t believe she thought about leaving. Doesn’t she realize how sick Kaylee is?”

      “Kate hasn’t been here, seen Kaylee. We don’t know what’s going on in Kate’s life.”

      “I know what’s not going to happen,” Dan said. “She’s not leaving.”

      Anna shook her head. “She won’t leave, Dan. You have to trust that it will work out.”

      As if that would ever happen. He’d never been into all the mumbo jumbo that Anna thought made the world go around. Cold hard facts worked for him. A woman who traveled across the country and then couldn’t stay had something to hide. And if there was one thing Dan was good at, it was finding the truth. No matter what it cost him.
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      Kate tried not to breathe too deeply. The smell of antiseptic made her stomach churn, made her want to run for the nearest exit. Her dad was talking to Doctor T, discussing Kaylee’s progress and the blood test results they’d seen before she arrived.

      Some of it made sense; most didn’t. As they turned into another corridor, she thought about Dan Carter. Not because she wanted to, but because it stopped her thinking about Kaylee.

      Everyone else had made her feel welcome. Not Dan. He was the only one who knew how close she was to leaving, and that alone would keep her in Bozeman for longer than she should stay.

      His blue eyes had condemned her from the moment he’d seen her downstairs. He must have known who she was, who she’d come to see. But that didn’t make any difference to the anger boiling inside him.

      “You look like Kaylee.” Her father’s voice cut through her thoughts, leaving Kate reeling.

      She stopped outside the doors leading into the Intensive Care Unit. Her sister, Lily, had looked like her, too. Her mom always said they were like two peas in a pod. And then there was one, and her mom had fallen to pieces.

      Her dad didn’t notice the panic racing through Kate or the cold sweat making her T-shirt stick to her back.

      “Your eyes are the same shade of bright blue,” he said quietly. “Even your hair’s the same color. Your grandma used to joke that it was the Irish connection making an appearance.”

      Kate only remembered a few things about her grandmother. After her dad left, they lost all contact with his family. “Is my grandmother still alive?”

      Tom nodded. “She drives the staff at the retirement village crazy. I swear she can reach 50 miles an hour on her mobility scooter. Dan nearly gave her a ticket the other day for dangerous driving.”

      Kate’s eyes widened. “He’s a police officer?” That would seriously round off one of the most stressful days of her life.

      “Deputy chief of police,” Tom said proudly. “He served in Iraq before coming home. I don’t know what we would have done without him over the last few months.”

      Kate’s heart sank. She’d spent most of her life trying to forget her past. For some reason, it was all coming back to haunt her, pushing her into places she didn’t want to go. People she didn’t want to see.

      “You’ll need to wear this.” Doctor T passed Kate a face mask. “There’s hand sanitizer on the wall on the left-hand side before we walk in. You’ll need to use it each time you enter and leave the Intensive Care Unit.”

      Kate nodded and pulled on the mask.

      “We won’t stay long.” Doctor T’s understanding smile was almost too much. Seeing Kaylee would be hard enough. Knowing he knew how hard it was made it worse.

      Tom pulled on a mask and headed across to the hand sanitizer.

      After they walked through the doors, the only sounds Kate could hear were the soft beeps of the machines connected to patients. Every now and then, one of the monitors let out a shrill warning, sending nurses quickly across the ward.

      They passed patients and their families, people clinging to the edge of life. One girl lay on her side, curled in on herself so tightly that Kate wondered if she’d ever unravel.

      Doctor T paused outside a room. A glass wall separated the two areas. A blue curtain had been pulled halfway around her sister’s bed. “I’ll wait out here. We limit Kaylee’s visitors to two at a time. It makes it less stressful for her and easier for the nurses to manage.”

      Kate nodded. Her nerves were strung so tight that she couldn’t have spoken if she tried.

      “It will be okay.” Her dad patted Kate’s shoulder with an awkwardness that would have been endearing if it had been someone else. He opened the door and waited for her to go inside.

      Kate saw two small feet lying on top of the bed. The pink and purple socks looked thick and warm, too warm for the temperature inside the hospital. She stood at the side of the room, waiting for Tom to walk past.

      “How’s my poppet?” he asked.

      “Daddy.”

      Kate heard the excitement in Kaylee’s voice. She’d filled one word with so much love that it made Kate pause, reconsider the father who’d left her behind in San Diego.

      “Is Kate with you?”

      “She sure is.” Tom turned around and waved Kate forward. “Kaylee, this is Kate. Kate, here’s our little girl.”

      The last thing Kate thought she’d do when she walked into Kaylee’s room was smile. But the grin was there, behind her mask, as bright and bold as the crown sitting on top of her sister’s head.

      “I’m a Princess,” Kaylee said. “Do you like my dress?”

      The blue satin gown shimmered in the light coming through the outside window. Its square-cut bodice and skirt was trimmed with lace and a white bow hugged her waist.

      “You look beautiful.”

      Kaylee’s cheeks turned a soft shade of pink. Tom and Anna were right. Kaylee didn’t look like the girl Kate had seen in the photos, and that made it easier to be there.

      Kaylee’s body had swollen to accommodate the fluid building up inside her. A red rash covered most of her arms and some of her face. But despite her disease, maybe because of it, Kate started to relax. She moved closer to the bed.

      “I didn’t know you liked Princesses,” Kate said. “Who’s your favorite?”

      Kaylee scrunched her eyes tight, considering Kate’s question as if the rest of her life depended on it.

      “I like Princess Aurora because she has long blond hair and sparkly dresses. But my favorite’s Cinderella.”

      The wistful catch in Kaylee’s voice tore through Kate’s heart. Her dad had told her that Kaylee’s hair had fallen out after her second round of chemotherapy. It would take years for her hair to get anywhere near the length of her favorite Princess. “I like Cinderella, too.”

      Kaylee’s blue eyes glowed with excitement. “Mom said you’re a beautician. Do you like making people look pretty?”

      “It’s the best job in the world. I’ll show you my makeup case when you go home. It’s got twenty different shades of lipstick inside.”

      Kaylee’s eyes opened wide. “Do you think there’s a color that would look good with my dress?”

      “I think all of them would look great. We could even mix some colors together to get exactly what you want.”

      The machine beside Kaylee started beeping. Tom walked across to the bags of fluid hanging from the pole. “It’s just the saline. The nurse will be in soon to change it.”

      Kate looked at the two bags, then back at her father.

      “Steroids are on the left. Saline on the right,” he said. “They have another monitor at the nurse’s station. If anything happens in here, they know about it as soon as we do.”

      Kate wondered how many times the monitors had beeped. How many times had the nurses run to her sister because she needed urgent help?

      Kaylee focused all her attention on Kate, ignoring the beeps of the machine. “Why didn’t you visit us before I got sick? Dad told me all about you, but we didn’t know where you were.”

      “I…” Kate didn’t know what to say. “I didn’t know where your dad was either. We haven’t seen each other in a long time.”

      Kaylee looked confused. “But he’s your dad, too.”

      Tom stepped forward and rubbed Kaylee’s leg. “Kate’s here now, and that’s all that matters. Do you want me to get the surprise out of your bedside cabinet?”

      Kaylee nodded and smiled at her dad. “It’s in the top drawer,” she whispered.

      Tom opened the cabinet and handed a big envelope to Kaylee. She held it against her chest, then passed it to Kate. “I made this for you.”

      Kate lifted the flap and pulled a homemade card out of the envelope. In big, bold letters, Kaylee had written, “Welcome to Montana.” Underneath, she’d drawn a picture of four adults, a child, and two horses.

      “That’s Dad, and Mom, and Uncle Dan.” She pointed to the last adult. “And that’s you, beside me.”

      “It’s lovely,” Kate said. “What are the horses’ names?”

      “Pearl and Bonny,” Kaylee said. “Uncle Dan says Pearl has a bad attitude. Every time he goes near her, she tries to bite him.”

      Kate thought Pearl must be a perceptive horse.

      Tom coughed. The smile in his eyes sent heat to Kate’s face.

      “There’s more writing inside.” Kaylee pointed to the card. “I drew some other pictures for you, too.”

      Kate opened the card and kept reading. Tears filled her eyes. “You don’t need to thank me for helping you. I came because I wanted to.”

      Kaylee leaned against the pillows stacked behind her. “Doctor T told Uncle Dan we’re running out of time. What does that mean?”

      Kate didn’t need to look at her father to feel the sorrow crashing down around him. Kaylee looked at her uncertainly, her blue eyes filled with worry. “It means it’s a good thing I’m here. Doctor T will do everything he can to make you well. Once you’re feeling better, he’s going to share some of my bone marrow with you.”

      “Will it hurt?” Kaylee asked.

      Kate shook her head. “It won’t be much different from the medicine on the pole beside you.”

      “Not for me,” Kaylee answered. “For you. Dad said the doctors will give you an injection in your hip. I don’t like injections.”

      Kate could only imagine the number of tests Kaylee had endured over the past six months. She didn’t like injections much either, didn’t like hospitals. But here she was, back in an Intensive Care Unit, doing everything she could for a little sister she knew nothing about.

      A nurse tapped on the door and came inside, carrying a clear bag of fluid. “Someone called?”

      Her voice was so cheerful that Kate took a moment to work out what she’d said.

      Kaylee smiled. “Dad’s been playing with the buttons.”

      Tom leaned forward and kissed Kaylee’s cheek. “Caught again.”

      The nurse quickly unhooked the empty saline bag and replaced it with another. “What are we going to do about your dad?”

      “We could tickle him until he squirms,” Kaylee said.

      Doctor T stood in the doorway. “Or you could make him muck out Bonny’s stall.”

      Kaylee shook her head. “Dad should leave Bonny to Mom. She said he feeds her too many treats. Mom thinks Bonny’s going to get as big as a bus if he doesn’t stop mixing molasses with her oats.”

      Doctor T grinned. “Maybe we should put some molasses with your oats?”

      Kaylee shook her head. “I’m not a horse, Doctor T.”

      “Silly me.” He smiled at Kaylee. “We’ll leave you to have a rest now.”

      Tom touched the tip of Kaylee’s nose with his finger. “See you later, poppet. Have sweet dreams.”

      “I love you, Daddy.”

      “Love you too.” He glanced at Kate, kissed the top of Kaylee’s head, then walked toward the door.

      “Show Kate my horses, Dad. I bet Pearl doesn’t bite her.”

      Kate smiled as she followed Tom out the door. At some stage over the next few days, she’d make sure she met Pearl. She might even congratulate her for her good taste in men.
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