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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Harper

          

        

      

    

    
      I wake up in a complete panic to a dark room with the sounds of melodic beeping filling the space, but I have no idea where I am. My heart is racing as sweat beads on my forehead. I have this vague memory of something awful happening and when I try to sit up, I’m reminded of it instantly.

      Everything in my body aches and my head throbs as I turn to see a man asleep in a chair at my bedside. He’s someone I don’t know, someone I don’t recognize at all and I suppress the scream that shoves its way up into my throat. Screaming now will only wake him, and that scares me more than anything.

      I try to shift myself, moving to try and get off the bed, but I’m connected to a bunch of wires and tubes, and everything moves with me. Despite the ache that radiates through me, I reach for the call button, signaling as quietly as I can for the nurse.

      Once more, I look at the man sleeping next to me, hoping with everything in me that I recognize him, but my memory falls short again. I have no recollection of how I ended up here, and I don’t even know where here is. It’s obviously a hospital, but where? And why isn’t the man sitting here Tyler?

      I hear the sound of shoes clomping down the hallway and a sliver of light fills the room as the door opens.

      “Did you need something?” a nurse with close-cropped blonde hair asks, pulling my chart from the holder on the wall. She begins to look it over, not really acknowledging me, and that’s when the panic gets even worse.

      “Yes, I need something,” I practically scream. The pitch in my voice startles her, and she instantly looks over at me. “Where am I? What am I doing here? What happened?” I ask, even my questions coming out in a rush with no time for her to answer.

      “Let me get the doctor,” she quickly replies, my chart still in her hand, a confused look on her face. How the hell is she confused? She works here. She should know what the hell is going on since I sure the fuck don’t.

      Just as she leaves, the man next to me wakes up and if I thought things were confusing before, this pushes it over the edge.

      “Harper, baby,” he wails, throwing himself around me, the tears spilling from his eyes, and while it’s clear I should know who he is, I have no idea.

      I’m stiff as a board in his arms, and I really want to push him away, but I’m frozen with fear and confusion. He knows my name, he knows who I am, but who the hell is he? He’s probably the only person who can help me figure out what is going on, but that’s when I’m hit with an even bigger concern than any of this.

      “Sammie!” I scream out, shoving this man away. “Where is Sammie?” The tears begin to fall from my eyes, turning to sobs as I think about my poor baby with no one to take care of her. Did social services come and take her away? I don’t have any family, I’m in a strange place. It’s always just been the two of us and now she’s alone and probably equally as scared.

      What the hell have I done to her? What the hell happened to me?

      “She’s okay, baby. She’s okay. She’s with my mom,” the man says, and I don’t know if he has any idea that I don’t know who he is. “She’s safe, don’t worry,” he assures me, but it does nothing to ease the anxiety that courses through me.

      “I don’t know you,” I call out through a sob, my chest heaving with each ragged breath. “I need to go get her. She’s too little to be alone.”

      “Harper, she isn’t alone. She’s with my mom. She knows my mom, you know my mom. You’re my girlfriend,” he tells me, but I’m struggling to believe him, to understand.

      “I need to go to her,” I cry, unable to understand any of this. “She needs me.” I need her though, knowing she’s the only person I can seem to remember out of this mess.

      “You can’t leave. You can’t just leave here,” he says, and I hear the panic now creeping into his voice. “I’ll go get Sammie.” He leans down and kisses my forehead and I instinctively pull away. Looking up, I can see the hurt on his face, but I don’t care. This is all too much for me to fake it.

      It doesn’t matter to me that he’s offended. He’s a stranger and all I care about is seeing Sammie. She has to be terrified being left with people we don’t know. How could I have done this to her? I can’t even believe I’m trusting this man to go get her, but I don’t have any other choice.

      I feel myself apologizing as he looks down at me, the hurt still written all over his face, a face I wish I recognized but I don’t. My memory feels lost and stilted, and I’ve never felt anything like this, the fear and panic that grips me has my mind swirling.

      “Please just go get Sammie,” I whisper, not only needing him to leave so I can get some answers, but so I can see my daughter.

      “I will,” he responds back, walking toward the door, this time not pausing to say goodbye to me, and again, I call out an apology. For what? I’m not sure. For not recognizing him? For being cold when he clearly knows who I am?

      And as he walks out the door, I’m hit with the realization that I don’t even know his name. I’ve sent this stranger off to get my daughter, putting full trust in him that he will do that with no way to contact him. I couldn’t even tell the police who he is if he never returns with Sammie.

      I find myself getting so worked up that I can’t even think straight, the tears spilling from my eyes in rivers. I’m sobbing so hard that when the doctor walks in, I can’t even communicate.

      “Ms. Neely, are you okay?” the doctor asks, and I almost laugh out loud. He can’t possibly think I’m okay as I let out deep guttural sobs. “I know this situation has to be difficult for you.”

      “Difficult?” I echo, and again, he can’t be serious. “I have no idea where I am or how I got here.” All of this comes out in a rush, but also a garbled mess of tears and hard breaths.

      “You were brought in two nights ago by your boyfriend after you were injured in a hit and run. We had to sedate you because of some swelling on your brain. It would be what has caused your memory loss.”

      I stare at the doctor, blinking through the tears as I search for any recollection of this. I remember waking up to a dark room and hearing someone say my name, but it felt like a dream.

      Every word the doctor says feels like it fills in very little and through each breath, I blurt out the main question I have.

      “Where am I?” I look around, not getting anything from the room. It looks like every hospital I’ve ever been in, and being here reminds me of losing my mom. She was all I had, and she gave up on me when I found out I was pregnant with Sammie, disappointed and angry that I was continuing to follow in her footsteps.

      I hope Sammie isn’t worried she’s going to lose me. I don’t talk to her much about the death of her grandmother because she never had the chance to know her. And because she’s just too young to understand something like that. Nothing positive could have come from that conversation and all it could have done was set the idea in her head that she could easily lose me.

      And now, here we are. She’s gone with strangers, and all I can do is trust that what is happening is right for her.

      “You’re at Tahoe Medical,” the doctor tells me. “I’m Dr. Griffin, and we’ve been monitoring your brain activity, and while things look good, we know that your memory loss is not something you expected.”

      I shake my head, not sure if I’m responding to his comment about the memory loss or to the name of the hospital. It’s probably a little of both.

      “Tahoe? Like as in California?” I question, wondering how the hell I ended up across the country from where Sammie and I were living. Where is Tyler too?

      “Yes, Lake Tahoe, California,” he replies, giving his head a curt nod.

      “How did I get here?” I blurt out, not meaning the hospital, but here, in California. I know Tyler and I were having trouble, but I left? I left him? None of this feels real. It has to be some kind of crazy dream.

      I ease myself up on the bed, and the doctor leans down, taking the remote, he helps me sit up by adjusting the bed.

      “I’m sorry, but I can’t help you with how you got here or anything that has happened in your past. Your boyfriend has been with you since you were brought in. Do you remember him?”

      I shake my head, feeling the tears start up again. I don’t remember anything about him, not a single thing.

      “I don’t even know his name,” I cry out. “And I sent him to get my daughter. Please tell me I’m going to remember.”

      The doctor stands there for a few seconds, letting out a hard sigh. “With memory loss cases, we can’t possibly know if you’ll regain what was lost.” His admission has my heart slamming against my chest, beating so hard that it pulses in my ears, drowning out the words as he continues to speak.

      “Max Holden,” the doctor says, and I look up at him, swiping my fingers under my eyes. “Your boyfriend’s name is Max Holden. He’s a paramedic here. Anything?”

      “No,” I reply, wishing like hell it had triggered something in me. “Will it come back?” I ask again, knowing the doctor avoided my question.

      “I can’t answer that. It may never fully return, but we’ll work with you to attempt to build back some of what was lost.”

      How? I don’t know who I am. How the hell is this random doctor going to help me? I’m not even in a place where I know anyone. These people are all strangers and all I have is Sammie. She’s too young to be able to help me with what I’ve lost. She probably doesn’t even know why we moved here.

      The doctor walks over to the small closet near the door. Opening it, he returns with a phone, handing it to me, he tells me to start looking through the pictures.

      “I don’t know the passcode,” I respond, the indignation in my voice filling the room, but I still tap the screen. I’m hit with a picture of the man, Max, Sammie and me.

      I stare at it, all of us smiling and happy. But Sammie isn’t the Sammie in my head. She’s old, at least four, maybe even older, but it’s her. The dimples and the brown eyes, that perfect little smile, and my heart clenches in my chest.

      I’ve lost several years with her. This accident took at least two years of memories of my daughter from me. I can’t control the tears that spill from my eyes, overwhelmed by the idea that I’ve lost so much, and I may never remember it. And the doctor stands here, annoyingly calm, telling me to use this phone to help, but I want to yell out that it will do no good.

      “The phone will recognize your face,” the doctor prompts, motioning for me to hold it up. “Or you could try to guess the password. It might trigger something.”

      I type in the first thing I can think of, and the phone comes to life, all the apps right there on the screen. And while I can see the hope in the doctor’s eyes, it means nothing to me.

      “It was my daughter’s birthday,” I say, all inflection gone from my voice. It would have been Sammie’s birthday no matter what.

      “Why don’t you scroll through some pictures, look through the contacts? It’s all you can do at this point,” the doctor tells me. “We plan to release you tomorrow, so let’s see if we can get things moving in your brain.”

      He tries to sound hopeful and positive, but I have serious doubts. I’ve never felt more lost in my life. Where do I live? How can I be released when I don’t even know if I have somewhere to go?

      “You have a few things in the closet if you want to take a look,” the doctor adds, going over to adjust my IV and showing me how to take it with me when I get up. “You have some broken ribs and a lot of bruising, but somehow, nothing else was broken. You also have stitches in your forehead, so we ask that you don’t wash your hair…” he trails off when I force myself from the bed, ignoring everything he is saying.

      I make my way over to the closet, sliding the door open, I find very little waiting for me. I was hoping there would at least be some clothes or something. But all I see is a purse and a few random things that look like they were brought in after my accident.

      “The nurse will help you get settled now that you’re fully awake,” the doctor says. “Use the call button if you need anything.”

      He’s clearly over this situation with me, getting nothing out of my confusion. He’s just here to make sure my body heals.

      And as I stand here, the phone in my hand, the closet items strewn about, I punch in the only phone number I can remember.

      Holding it to my ear, it rings once, twice and on the third ring, he picks up. Hearing his voice sends this strange feeling jolting through me. It’s a mix of fear and worry, but more than that, it feels wrong, so fucking wrong.

      “Tyler,” I mutter out, trying to keep the tears at bay, my voice trembling as the phone shakes in my hand. The fear takes over and I suddenly want to hang up, but how can I? He’s the only person I remember besides Sammie.

      “Harper,” he replies, and I instantly hear the anger as he says my name. “Where the fuck are you?”
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            Max

          

        

      

    

    
      The drive to my parents’ house passes in a blur. I barely remember making the turns or how I even got here, autopilot somehow directing me. I didn’t want to leave the hospital or Harper, but I had no choice. She wants to see Sammie and I know Sammie wants to see her.

      Besides, it’s the first time I’ve felt useful since any of this happened. God knows I wasn’t useful at the scene of the accident, and I haven’t been since, just sitting by her bed waiting for her to wake up as I tried to forget the last words she said to me before they took her away.”

      Who are you?

      “Max,” my mom says as I let myself in the front door.

      “Hey, Mom,” I reply as she pulls me into a hug. “Where’s Sammie?”

      “She’s out back with your dad, come inside. How’s Harper?”

      I let out a sigh as I follow Mom down to the kitchen, where she grabs a mug and pours me a cup of coffee. “Thanks,” I say as I take it from her, sitting on one of the stools at the island. “She’s awake,” I finally say, answering her question. “Still doesn’t know who I am.”

      Mom makes a sympathetic sound as she moves closer, her hand resting on the top of mine. “The doctor said it could be temporary though, didn’t they?”

      I nod, taking a sip of coffee. After we’d brought Harper into the ER, they’d wheeled her away from me for scans and tests and god knows what else. A nurse had asked me a bunch of questions about what had happened, I guess because I was standing there in my EMT’s uniform like I had some clue about what was going on.

      Jim had ended up fielding most of the questions when it was clear I couldn’t, filling the nurse in on who I was. Eventually a doctor came to speak to me, and he explained that Harper had a head injury which is consistent with short term memory loss and although they didn’t know the full extent of it because they’d had to sedate her. They were hopeful it was only temporary, but they couldn’t say for sure.

      And then this afternoon she’d woken up and she still couldn’t remember who I was.

      “Yeah,” I exhale, my eyes moving to the large glass doors. I can see Sammie outside in the yard with my dad, the two of them laughing as they try to fly a kite, neither of them really looking like they know what they’re doing. “How is she?” I ask, gesturing outside.

      Mom glances over her shoulder, a small smile on her face as she watches them. I know both her and Dad have really loved getting to know Sammie and it breaks my heart to think this might be taken away from them if Harper never gets her memory back.

      “She’s doing as well as can be expected,” Mom says. “She has questions obviously, mostly about where you or Harper are, but she’s okay. We’ve been distracting her as best we can.”

      “Thanks, Mom,” I say, taking another sip of coffee before I stand. “I really appreciate you looking after her for me.”

      “Of course.”

      “Harper wants to see her,” I say, my eyes on Sammie through the glass. “She remembers Sammie and she was freaking out about where she is, so I said I’d come get her.”

      I feel Mom take my hand in hers and give it a gentle squeeze. “Maybe that’s a good thing,” she says. “It might help?”

      I shrug, as I walk toward the doors, scrubbing a hand down my face. “I don’t know, maybe.”

      “When are you going to take her to see her?”

      “Now,” I breathe out. “I’m going to take her now.”

      “Do you think that’s a good idea, so soon, what if—”

      “What choice do I have, Mom?” I say, pushing a hand through my hair and gripping the back of my neck. “Sammie isn’t mine and Harper has no idea who I am to her. I have to take her. I have to…” I trail off.

      Mom comes over and stands beside me, her hand on my shoulder. “Sammie is something to you, Max,” she says quietly. “And in time, Harper will remember that. Just be patient with her.”

      I let out a long slow breath. “I’m not giving up on her,” I say quietly. “I can’t.”

      She squeezes my shoulder. “I know. Go take Sammie to see her and if you need to bring her back here afterwards, you know you can, anytime.”

      I nod once, not looking at her as I blink back the tears that have formed. I don’t even want to think about what happens if I can’t bring Sammie back here. If Harper tells me I can’t see her again or have anything to do with her.

      I slide open the door and walk out onto the deck. I watch Sammie and my dad for a few seconds, the two of them laughing as they finally get the kite flying in the wind. Eventually Dad notices me, holding up a hand in a wave that has Sammie turning.

      “Max!” she shouts, running up to the deck.

      “Hey, kiddo,” I say, bending down and grabbing her as she comes running toward me. I pull her into a tight hug as she wraps her little arms around my neck.

      “I flew a kite!” she says, her voice filled with happiness.

      “I know, I saw.”

      “Wanna fly it with me?” she asks, pulling back a little.

      I stare at her smiling face, at the absolute trust I know she has in me. “I do,” I say, knowing that what I’m about to say might change everything between us. “But how would you like to go see Mommy first?”

      Sammie’s big brown eyes light up as she lets out an excited squeal. “Mommy? Yes!”

      I try to smile back at her, but it’s fucking hard when I have no idea what version of her mommy she’s going to get. I know Harper remembers her daughter, but does she remember everything about her? Does she remember the asshole who fathered her, how he tried to destroy her and how Harper ran away from him?

      Maybe not.

      And the thought that she doesn’t remember that scares me even more than her not remembering me.

      “Okay, well let’s go see her then,” I say, dropping a kiss to the top of her head.

      “Yeay!” Sammie shouts, clearly excited.

      I hate to fucking ruin her excitement and even though I need to tell her things before we go see Harper, in this moment, I can’t. Sammie knows her mom was hurt and that she’s in the hospital getting better, but she doesn’t know how bad her injuries are. Just like she doesn’t know she’s forgotten things either. And honestly, I have no idea how to explain that to a four-year-old.

      We walk inside, Dad following us in. He doesn’t ask any questions, and I know it’s because he doesn’t want to in front of Sammie. Mom can fill him in when I’ve gone. But I do let them both say goodbye to Sammie before we leave, not knowing if she’ll be back here tonight.

      Or ever.

      

      The drive to the hospital is filled with Sammie chatting non-stop about all the things she’s going to tell Harper when she finally gets to see her. She’s super excited but I’m only half listening, still trying to figure out a way to explain to Sammie exactly what she’s going to see when I take her into Harper’s room.

      I mean for the most part, Harper looks the same. She’s bruised and a little sore, but it’s not the stuff on the outside I’m worried about.

      By the time we’re walking into the hospital, I’m still none the wiser about how to handle any of this. Lifting Sammie into my arms, I give a quick nod to the nurse who’s seen me here pretty much non-stop for the last two days, suck in a deep breath and push open the door to Harper’s room.

      “Mommy!” Sammie shouts as soon as she sees her.

      I watch as Harper’s face lights up, even with the confusion in her eyes as she watches us walk in, Sammie still in my arms.

      “Hi, baby,” she says, arms out.

      I give Sammie a quick kiss on the top of the head before gently placing her on the bed beside Harper. “Careful, okay, Mommy’s hurt, remember?”

      “I remember,” Sammie says, smiling up at me even as Harper wraps her in her arms, holding her close. “Ah, Mommy, you’re squishing me.”

      “Sorry, baby,” she says, pulling back a little, but not letting her daughter go. “Are you okay? I’m sorry I haven’t seen you. Mommy was hurt.”

      Sammie smiles up at Harper, who’s brushing her daughter’s hair back, her eyes scanning her face almost like she’s looking for something wrong or she’s trying to memorize every single part of her. “I know, Mommy, Max told me. Are you okay?”

      Harper glances over at me as I stand by the bed, not sure what to do. I don’t want to leave but I get the feeling Harper doesn’t really want me to stay either. “I’m fine,” she says, turning back to Sammie, a forced smile on her face. “I’ll be out of here in no time and then we can go back home.”

      Sammie blinks up at her. “We are home, Mommy.”

      Harper leans in and kisses Sammie on the forehead. “No, baby, home is Florida, you know that.”

      “No!” Sammie shouts at the same time as my heart free falls in my chest.

      Florida?

      She can’t be serious right now.

      “Harper,” I say, stepping closer as I run a hand gently over Sammie’s hair, smiling when she looks up at me. “Tahoe is your home, you moved here. You both did.”

      “No,” she says, shaking her head. “No, you’re wrong. We live in Florida.”

      “No, Mommy!” Sammie shouts, her smile gone and replaced now with fear and confusion. “Here, we live here!”

      “Sammie,” Harper says, a smile on her face as she looks at her daughter. It’s the same smile she uses when she’s trying to get Sammie to do something she doesn’t want to do. The smile I know Sammie can see straight through too. “We live in Florida, baby and as soon as I’m better, that’s where we’ll be going.”

      “NO!” Sammie shouts, louder this time as she twists in Harper’s arms. “Here! We live here!”

      “Sammie,” Harper says, trying to calm her down.

      I reach for Sammie, knowing I probably shouldn’t but being unable to stop myself as I lift her up into my arms. Sammie wraps hers around me, burying her face in my neck as she lets out another loud no. “She doesn’t understand this,” I say quietly, sitting on the edge of Harper’s bed. “She doesn’t know about your memory loss, I couldn’t…I didn’t know how to explain it to her.”

      Harper stares at us, her eyes moving from me to her daughter and back to me again. I can see the confusion in her eyes, the completely foreign way she looks at me, like she has no clue who I am. It fucking kills me seeing her like this, being so close to her but at the same time, a million fucking miles away because she has no idea who I am or what we had together.

      “Harper, babe,” I say gently. “I know you don’t remember things and I know that’s confusing. But please trust me when I say this is your home now. You don’t want to go back to Florida.”

      I can hear the plea in my words, the desperation because I know if Harper goes back there, everything will get so much worse. I might not know the full story about what happened with her ex, but I know enough to know that none of it was good.

      “Florida is our home,” she says, reaching for Sammie’s hand.

      Sammie yanks it away and I see the hurt that crosses Harper’s face. “Tahoe is your home,” I repeat, my words soft. “Your home is with me.”

      Harper shakes her head at my words. “No, I don’t even know you.”

      “You do,” I say, reaching for her hand. “You do know me, and I know you. And Sammie. I love you both, very much.”

      “No,” Harper says, shaking her head again. “You can’t, this…you can’t love me.”

      “I do,” I whisper, lifting her hand to my mouth. I press a soft kiss to her knuckles as I feel Sammie turn in my arms. She’s resting her head against my shoulder, watching me and Harper. “I love you.”

      “You… No,” she repeats. “You don’t.”

      “He does!” Sammie suddenly shouts.

      “Baby,” Harper says, turning to her daughter, that same forced smile back in place as she reaches for her again. “Come here, please. Come on, you can stay with me now, until I’m better, and then we’ll go home to Florida.”

      “NO!” Sammie shouts, pressing herself into me. “No, I want to stay here! I want to stay with Pam and Jeff and with Max!”

      “Sammie,” Harper pleads. “Please, baby.”

      “NO! NO. NO. NO.”

      I stand from the bed, Sammie still in my arms as I try to comfort her. She’s crying now, her face buried in my neck, her tears on my skin. “Shhh, baby girl, you’re okay,” I whisper, running my hand up and down her back. Harper watches us, hurt written all over her face. “She’s just confused, Harper, she doesn’t mean anything by it.”

      I watch as Harper’s eyes fill with tears now, a few escaping and falling down her cheeks. I want so desperately to go to her, to pull her in my arms and promise her that everything will be okay, that she’ll remember everything, but I have no idea if that’s true.

      “I…” Harper starts, before stalling out. She swallows hard, brushing angrily at the tears on her cheek. “I don’t…I don’t even know you.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Harper

          

        

      

    

    
      The doctor stopped in to check on me, but that was about it. I was told I could leave, that everything looks good, but I can’t leave because I have no idea where I’m going. I don’t even know where I live. They didn’t seem to care, setting me out front of the hospital with a bag of my belongings.

      “Mommy, you need to call Max,” Sammie tells me, and I wish with everything in me that his name would spark some tiny memory, but it doesn’t.

      I begged the hospital to let Sammie stay with me last night, not wanting her to go back to a stranger’s house, needing to have her with me. They agreed, realizing that with my memory loss, they didn’t really have any other option. I would have left at that moment had they said no.

      Was I supposed to send her home with Max? He’s a stranger to me, and as a mother, I couldn’t in good conscience send my daughter off with him. I already had to do that once out of desperation. It was hard enough getting him to leave here when the hospital said visiting hours were over. The reluctance was written all over his face, but again, I don’t even know him.

      “Mommy,” Sammie says again, looking up at me, and I’m still trying to adjust to the fact that she’s not two years old anymore. It’s a devastating blow to realize that I’ve lost two years of my life with her. It’s gone. Just poof, like it was never even there.

      “Sammie, I don’t know Max and I can’t ask him to pick us up,” I tell her, trying my best not to lose my patience. She has no idea how difficult this is. We’re in a strange place, and everything feels…weird.

      “You do know Max,” Sammie insists, her voice riddled with fear and confusion. “Mommy, stop,” she now cries, her confusion turning to anger as she begins to wail.

      I pull her to me, holding her against my chest as she cries into my shirt. I have no idea how to explain this to her, but it needs to happen. She needs to understand that things are missing, huge pieces of my memory, but talking to her about it feels like it might only make things worse.

      “Okay, baby, I’ll call Max,” I assure her, rubbing her back. “He can pick us up and take us…” I trail off, not sure if I should use the word “home” since I don’t know how we ended up here.

      Tyler wasn’t able to fill me in on anything when I called him. If anything, he made it all worse, screaming at me, and telling me that he was going to take Sammie from me. He carried on about me being a terrible parent and how dare I leave without telling him.

      The past came flooding back, each word he said like a dagger to my heart, and a reminder of why I might have left. Things were never good between Tyler and me, but I still can’t imagine leaving, taking Sammie away from her father. It’s the one thing I told myself when I found out I was pregnant, that I would give Sammie a family, that she wouldn’t be raised by a single mother.

      Not that Tyler ever took an active interest in her, but we are a family. He’s her father and I’m determined to see that Sammie has the life I never did growing up.

      “He can take us home, Mommy. We are going to move in with him.” Sammie explains. “Remember?” She looks up at me with her big brown eyes, they’re wide and hopeful, and as much as I would love to reassure her, I can’t.

      “I don’t remember, baby. That’s what’s wrong. That’s why they kept me at the hospital. I don’t remember moving here. I don’t remember a lot of things, but I remember you,” I tell her, hoping that calms her fears, but I know it won’t. She has to be terrified.

      “Why don’t you remember Max?” she asks, her eyes welling with tears again as I take my phone out, swallowing back the tears I feel building when the screen lights up with a picture of Sammie, Max and me.

      “I don’t know,” I admit, typing out a text that feels so fucking wrong. I’m about to ask this stranger to pick us up when I asked him to leave last night.

      “I want you to remember Max,” Sammie whines, her little hand clutching mine now, her palm sweaty as she squeezes my hand harder. “Please remember him, Mommy.”

      Her words nearly shatter my heart, and I can’t believe I’ve done this to her. I can’t believe I moved her across the country, and that she has grown to like this man so quickly. Sammie doesn’t like men. It’s the way she’s always been, and maybe that should tell me something about Max.

      

      Fifteen minutes later Max pulls up, and again, I focus on his car, an SUV that I really hope I remember. But even with the booster seat in the back, it triggers nothing.

      I watch as he exits the car, walking around to where we’re waiting, and I can see he’s been crying. His eyes are red-rimmed and swollen, and he swallows hard when he sees us.

      Sammie runs to him, and he picks her up instantly without even a second of hesitation. The smile on his face has my heart slamming hard in my chest, begging me to remember. My eyes focus on the two of them and the way they interact as he places her in the booster seat, talking to her like nothing about this is weird.

      “Look, Mommy!” Sammie calls to me, pointing at the harness for the booster seat. “Max taught me how to buckle myself in.”

      Max looks over his shoulder, smiling a little at me as I nod, telling Sammie that I’m proud of her. “I check it after she’s done. I never let her do it entirely on her own,” Max tells me, almost like he feels like I need the reassurance.

      He walks over and stops in front of me, pausing, and again I watch him swallow hard, shaking his head a little. “I’ll take that,” Max says, reaching for my bag. It’s not like I have a ton of stuff with me, but I hand it over, feeling a little hesitant. Everything just feels so off, so scary.

      “Thank you.”

      Max puts my bag in the back seat with Sammie, and closes the door, coming over, he opens the door for me, holding out his hand.

      “Careful,” he says, as he helps me get into the car. Everything still hurts, even the smallest movement sends pain radiating through every bone and muscle in my body. I have no idea how I’m going to take care of Sammie and I begin to feel incredibly overwhelmed.

      I bury my face in my hands, not wanting Sammie to see me crying, but it’s nearly impossible to hide. I feel a hand on my back, the weight comforting and when I look over, I see Max standing outside the car, tears spilling from his eyes.

      “I’m so sorry, Harper,” he whispers, shaking his head. “I wish there was a way for me to help you.” His words hold so much sympathy and compassion, and I feel myself wanting to trust him.

      “Mommy,” I hear Sammie say, her voice cracking with the threat of tears. “Please don’t cry.”

      I reach back, resting my hand on her leg. “It’s okay. I’ll be okay,” I assure her, but it feels like a lie. I can’t possibly know if anything is ever going to be normal again, at least her normal. We are living in two different worlds now: a world where her life is here and a life where mine still exists in Florida.

      Max drives, none of us saying anything, and the silence screams so loud it feels like the car might explode. It doesn’t feel right, this doesn’t feel like how it’s supposed to be. And even though I don’t remember my life here, I have this sensation that moves through me, telling me that this isn’t our normal.

      I look around, taking in everything as Max drives, trying to commit to memory everything we pass, trying to help myself remember. I hate this feeling of total confusion and loss. I feel like a massive part of my life is missing, and it really is. I need to know how I ended up here and why I left Florida. I need to figure this all out so I can get things back on track. I need to so I can give Sammie some stability.

      He pulls into a parking lot that’s behind a large ski resort. I see the sign, Badger Creek Ski Lodge and there’s something about it that sounds familiar. I find myself mouthing the words as I read the sign, chewing on my lip, I hear the words repeat in my head.

      “This is where we live?” I now ask as Max parks the car outside of a small house that is decorated with some flowerpots filled with brightly colored blooms along with a little sign that hangs on the front door.

      “It is,” Max replies, his voice quiet, and it feels like he has more to say than that. I remember Sammie telling me that we planned to move in with Max.

      “Is this our house together?” I now ask as Max exits the car and gets Sammie out.

      “No, Harper, it’s not. We talked about moving in together right before your accident and you said yes.” His words are said with promise, but also with hesitancy. He knows there might not ever be a time that we get there. Right now, I can only picture my life in Florida, and I plan to leave here as soon as I can.

      “Okay,” I respond, not sure how to answer him. I hate this awkwardness that floats between us, wanting so badly to remember.

      Max opens the front door, using a key, and I hold back on asking him why he has a key. This is obviously something I gave him, something I did because how else would he have gotten a key to mine and Sammie’s house. It feels very unlike me to trust someone enough to give them a key to my house.

      “Welcome home!” a group of people call out, and I feel my heart begin to race. The small space is filled with about five people and again, Sammie runs right to one of them. It’s a woman with long brownish-blonde hair and stunning blue eyes.

      “Sammie Bammie!” she yells out, scooping Sammie up and swinging her around. “I missed your face, you little nugget.”

      “I’m not a little nugget,” Sammie squeals, wrapping her arms around this woman’s neck and hugging her tightly. “I’m a princess and Max is the prince.”

      Fuck my life. How is this happening to me? How is it that I remember none of these people who have clearly had a massive impact on my child’s life?

      I find myself crying again, sobbing hard as I walk into the kitchen, trying to get away from the overwhelming idea of all these strangers in my house. It’s not even my house or at least I don’t think it’s my house. I don’t remember one inch of it.
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