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      Dear Reader,

      

      
        
        These are two of my earliest novels. You might even say I cut my teeth on them.

      

        

      
        If you happen to read some of my later work also, you might see a difference in style. Maybe. Not sure. I’ll let you decide.

      

        

      
        Either way, I hope you enjoy these novels of love and danger.

      

        

      
        Kathryn
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            LOST AND FOUND

          

        

      

    

    
      Madison McKivitz arrives at her new job. Struggling for an explanation of how she ended up in a small Colorado tourist town.

      

      Will she survive her first day on the job?

      

      Daniel Beaumont wonders the same thing.

      

      If you enjoy sweet romance with a hint of danger, grab your copy of Lost and Found by this best-selling author.

    

  


  
    
      To my Mom – for dragging me around the country as a child and pulling my head out of a book now and then.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Smiling, Madison McKivitz batted aside black balloons as she left her office and shoved aside black crepe streamers as she walked through the door. She chuckled at the pictures of her own five-year-old grinning face plastered along the hallway. Passing the break room, she could smell the birthday cake that they would be sharing later in the afternoon.

      A banner shouting “Dr. McKivitz is over the hill” had been strung across the entranceway from the waiting room. Her nurse, Nicole, had outdone herself.

      Now all her patients, today at least, knew that she was only thirty years old.

      Madison was having the most wonderful birthday she had had since she turned ten and her parents had rented two ponies for the day - one for her and one for her best friend, Lynn.

      The dozen red roses in her office had arrived at eight A.M. Another dozen white roses had arrived at nine. They were in exam room one. Exam room two had the dozen pink roses that had arrived at ten. At eleven, a dozen lilac ones had arrived and were displayed in the patient’s waiting room. The dozen yellow ones that had been delivered at Noon sharp were on the receptionist’s desk.

      At one o’clock she had gotten a huge wicker basket filled with chocolate and a teddy bear.

      It was nearing two o’clock and she couldn’t help but wonder with anticipation what her fiancé would be sending next.

      Thinking back to last night, she remembered Timothy’s words to her as they snuggled on the sofa, “I want every hour of your day tomorrow to be special.”

      “Every hour is always special when we’re together.”

      “Ha. Ha,” he said, “You’re being silly, but I’m being serious.”

      And, Madison thought, he had indeed been serious and was true to his word.

      “Happy Birthday!” Carol White, a patient, four-months pregnant, beamed at her when she stepped into exam room one.

      “Oh, thanks,” Madison said. “Can you believe they did all this? It’s a little embarrassing.”

      “I think it’s wonderful. And the nurse said your fiancé had been sending you something every hour on the hour all day. It’s so romantic.”

      “Well,” Madison said, washing her hands. “So much for the down payment on our house.”

      “I’m sure he wouldn’t do it if he couldn’t afford it. Besides, you only turn thirty once.”

      “You’re sweet to say so. So, how’s that morning sickness?”

      “It’s all gone. I feel great.”

      “How about a sonogram today? You said you wanted to know if it’s going to be a boy or girl. Do you still?”

      “I sure do. In fact, my boyfriend, Mikal, is on his way here. He wants to know, too.”

      “Well, then we’ll just wait until he gets here.”

      “Thanks Dr. McKivitz. I’m so…”

      Madison jumped at the sound of a loud echoing sound of something clattering to the floor in the clinic. “Someone must have knocked over a cart,” she said, keeping her voice calm despite the alarm she felt inside.

      She froze at the unmistakable pop of a firearm.

      Then she heard the women’s screams.

      Her feet were glued to the floor as she listened to the chaos outside the door.

      When the door open, she watched in horror as she came face-to-face with a man waving a gun. She recognized the man as Mikal, Carol’s boyfriend.

      Carol screamed.

      Holding her hands in front of her face, Madison backed up until she bumped into the counter.

      Then Mikal pulled the trigger.
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      Daniel Beaumont hated cold coffee.

      The other thing that irritated him was not being informed of staff changes ahead of time.

      And right now, he had to deal with both of those issues.

      Tossing the cold coffee out the window, he walked down the train car aisle, across the platform, and into the refreshment car.

      “Good morning, Mr. Daniel,” Amy said cheerily.

      Ok, maybe there were three things - Southern girls who invariably added mister to his first name. Why did they do that? And why were they always so damn cheery at six in the morning?

      “Good morning,” he said, with what he figured was only a hint of a grumble in his voice. “Amy, was that yesterday’s coffee?”

      “It must be, Mr. Daniel.”

      He winced.

      “I just got here, “Amy continued, “and the new pot is almost ready. Did you pour some of what had been left? Sorry. The automatic timer needs to be reset.”

      “Apparently so. The afternoon shift really shouldn’t leave the old coffee here for you to clean up the next morning.” And for him to pour into his coffee cup.

      “It’s ok. I don’t mind. I know Laura is exhausted by the end of the day.”

      He shook his head. At least Southern girls were easy to get along with. He handed her his empty cup. “I’ll be back in a few minutes,” he said. “When that gets ready, will you hook me up with some of that hot coffee?”

      “Sure will, Mr. Daniel. And I’ll add two packs of coffee creamer.”

      “You’re a doll,” he said, rolling his eyes as he walked away from her. As conductor of the historic narrow-gauge railroad train, sometimes things came out of his mouth that he just wouldn’t say in real life.

      Stepping off the train, he surveyed the depot. It was early and everything was quiet. Once the first wave of tourists showed up, things would be chaotic. It was his job to make the chaos ran smoothly - and that was one thing he was good at.

      Tilly took care of the staff, and she wouldn’t be here until he’d already left for the trip up the hill. He thought about calling her at home. But what was the point. Maybe it was a typo.

      Shelly had been his right-hand man. She’d met a guy on the train, of all things, who turned out to be a rich guy from back east, eloped with him, and left them high and dry. She hadn’t even left a forwarding address. Some right-hand man she’d turned out to be.

      He had recommended that they pull one of the brakemen from the afternoon train, since they had two, but apparently Tilly had other ideas.

      He looked back at the print-out on his clipboard. Who was Madison? He had no idea and since he took part in the training every spring, he knew everyone - down to the refreshment girls, who came through. He not only knew them, but he trained them his way.

      Then once a week, he traveled on one of the other trains to monitor their progress. There was no room for error in this business. With hundreds of lives at stake each trip, everything had to run like clockwork.

      “Here’s your coffee, Mr. Daniel,” Amy said, leaning over the railing with a fresh hot cup of coffee.

      He moved over and took the cup from her, anticipating the aroma even before he actually smelled it. “You are an angel,” he said, and this time he actually meant it.

      She smiled and bounced away to carry on with her day. Daniel looked back across the depot area and before the cup even touched his lips, with the brain enveloping scent of fresh coffee wafting its way into his sense, he actually forgot to breathe.

      Rushing across the depot area was a tourist, early, yet rushing as though she were late for a hot date. And hot was truly the best word his overwhelmed brain could come up with to describe her. Her hair was straight - a mixture of blonde and brown streaks, skimming her shoulders. Her skin was pale, her full lips puckered in concentration as she surveyed the train area. Her features reminded him of an elfin princess, delicate and elegant. She wasn’t dressed like someone about to spend the day on a circa 1880's train, soon to be covered with soot and ashes from the steam engines. In fact, he imagined, she was dressed more like she was on her way to a business meeting - perhaps in New York City, certainly not Durango, Colorado. She was wearing heals and carrying a leather shoulder briefcase.

      She spotted him and started almost sprinting toward him. He remembered to breathe in one big gulp and almost felt faint from too much oxygen. He took a quick gulp of coffee and burned his tongue. Wincing, he made a valiant effort not to yelp.

      She stopped two feet in front of him and he forgot everything he ever knew as he stared into sky blue eyes framed by lush black lashes. Diamond studs sparkled from her fragile ears and a diamond solitaire necklace winked from her neck. Suddenly it occurred to him that she wasn’t here to ride the train.

      “You’re lost,” he said, feeling an acute sense of disappointment washing over him.

      “Yes,” she answered and her voice gave him a little chill. It was rich and confident and not elfin at all, but oh so sexy. “I need to find Tilly.”

      “She isn’t here yet.”

      “Oh,” she said, and all the enthusiasm seemed to just seep away. Her eyes teared up and he thought she might be about to cry.

      “Maybe I can help you,” he said. Just please, don’t cry.

      She lowered her head and shook it. “No,” she said, softly. “I promised Tilly I would be here at six o’clock. And I am soooo late.”

      “Well, she isn’t here, so you can’t exactly be late.”

      “I don’t know what to do.”

      “Maybe I can help you,” he repeated.

      She looked up at him, her eyes full of hope. “Yes,” she said. “I’m supposed to be on the seven o’clock train.”

      An intense wave of relief washed over him. She would be on his train after all. He smiled at her, suddenly feeling like he could help her. And, oh, how he wanted to help her. “That’s easy,” he said, pleased when she smiled back at him, revealing perfect white teeth. His heart gave a little tug. This woman was ever so dangerous. Suddenly, he thought about Shelly, his brakeman who ran off with a tourist. He had never quite understood the whole concept, but now....

      He swept his arm back, indicating the steps up to the train car. She moved toward them.

      “Let me help you,” he said, holding his hand out, just as he had done for thousands of women boarding his train.

      She put her hand in his and when his hand pressed against hers, he felt something magical pass between them. She gasped and looked up at him, her gaze questioning, her lips parted.

      The moment lasted long enough for him to believe that it was more than his imagination. She started up the steps, and then her hand was free, and she went through the door, leaving only the echo of her heels clicking against the metal of the platform.

      He stood there, his hand still tingling from her touch. He had never had such an overwhelming response to another human being.

      “Daniel?”

      Daniel thought he heard someone call his name, but dismissed it.

      “Daniel? Are you alright?”

      Daniel turned to see Mike Franks standing in front him, his expression one of concern.

      “Sure, Mike, what’s up?”

      “Are you sure you’re ok? You looked like you weren’t here for a minute there.”

      “I’m good. What’s up?” He asked as he crashed back to Earth.

      “I was hoping you could come up to the engine and help me out with something before we get started on today’s trip.”

      “Sure,” Daniel said, glancing once more toward the train car. “Show me what I can do.”

      

      Thirty minutes later, Daniel climbed down from the engine and marveled at the change in the depot. It was literally crawling with people. Tourists of all ages moved about going to and from the train cars.

      This was probably his favorite part of the day. He loved sharing his train with people. He loved it that they showed up, excited about riding.

      But today was different.

      Today there was someone unexpected on his train. Someone he couldn’t get out of his mind. His elfin princess.

      Nonetheless, his work beckoned. He had tickets to collect. People to greet. Safety to ensure.

      And he wouldn’t find out where she went just standing here.

      Starting with the first car, he made his way through the aisles, checking the status of the passengers, making sure there were no problems. It was too soon to collect tickets, but he could get a feel for the clientele early on. He pretty much could predict where there would be problems just by making a cursory run-through. Sometimes there were unanticipated problems, but that was more often than not a rarity. Most of the rides went smoothly, with people more interested in the scenery than in wreaking havoc.

      He heard her, before he saw her - his elfin princess.

      “The train goes no faster than thirty miles an hour at any point. You’ll be perfectly safe,” she said.

      “Do we have to ride the same train back that we rode up? Can we just stay and take a later train?”

      “Yes and no. You have to ride your assigned train. Otherwise, someone else with a ticket might not get to come back. You wouldn’t want that on your hands, would you?”

      “No, not at all. I just don’t know if we have time to find a place to eat, eat lunch, and get back in time.”

      “You’ll have time.  All the townspeople know you’re on a schedule.”

      Daniel admired her smooth, calm, and confident tone. He stopped in the doorway and, leaning against it, watched her. She was standing up, behind the older couple’s bench, her arms loaded with brochures. It was then that he noticed she was wearing a name tag, though he couldn’t read it from where he was standing.

      That was a little perplexing. She had said she was supposed to meet Tilly on the train. She must be helping out the girl who normally sold coloring books, DVDs, books, etc. to the customers.

      She seemed to have a knack for dealing with the tourists. Maybe Tilly should be encouraged to use her more often - maybe even hire her permanently.

      “Mr. Daniel?” Amy called. “There you are.”

      Tearing his eyes away from the princess, he shifted his attention to Amy.

      “Tilly asked me to sell today.” Selling was their lingo for going from car to car, advertising their goods for sale - those DVDs and books. She was carrying the duffle bag they used to cart the stuff around.

      He glanced at the princess - and upon further scrutiny realized she didn’t have the duffle bag and was only carrying brochures. Odd. She had said Tilly sent her. This unusual. “Sure, Amy, go ahead and start in the first car,” he answered her distractedly. He had to find out what this girl was up to. Certainly, there was a logical explanation.

      As Amy left him to go toward the front of the train, he turned his attention back to this new, unexplained girl. She had shifted her attention to a young couple with three rowdy boys.

      “Ok,” she was saying. “We have two rules that pertain to boys only.”

      Their eyes widened. Rules for boys? What was this about?

      “First of all, feet must be on the floor at all times.” The youngest of the children immediately practically jumped off the bench seat and, with a satisfied thud, planted his feet on the floor. “The second rule is all hands must remain inside the train car at all times.”

      “Why?” the oldest, most skeptical looking one demanded.

      “Because we’ll be passing awfully close to some rock walls and you may be tempted to reach out to touch one. Don’t. We had a little boy do that just last month and his hand was torn completely off. His hand was never to be seen again.”

      Daniel searched his memory. There had been no incident of anyone losing a hand. A few scratches sure, but no outright hand loss. Then he saw her wink at the mother of the children. She was not only a beautiful elfin princess, but she was a genius as well.

      “Cool,” one of the boys exclaimed.

      “Actually, it wasn’t cool,” the girl explained. “He can’t ever play video games again.”

      Expressions of true horror followed. Daniel was certain now - the woman was truly the most brilliant person he had ever encountered.

      A few minutes later, she was standing in front of him. He knew he was blocking her path, but he didn’t move. Actually, it didn’t occur to him to move. His mind was completely focused on how enchanting she was. His heart was beating a little faster than normal.

      “Hello again,” she said.

      “Hello,” he said, automatically.

      “You must be Daniel Beaumont - the conductor.”

      “I must be,” he said, though truly at that moment, he was thankful she hadn’t asked him his name. There was a slight likelihood that he might not have been able to remember it.

      She smiled and he gave up on having any semblance of sanity. “I’m Madison McKivitz.”

      “I’m happy to meet you Madis…” he halted, his mind colliding with itself. Madison McKivitz? Checking his clipboard, he confirmed what he had hoped against. “Madison? I see here that you are the new brakeman?”

      “Yes, I am,” she said, with a lift of her chin.

      He scowled. “You can’t be a brakeman,” he said.

      “Why not?” she asked, her smile fading.

      He didn’t like being responsible for that. He wanted to make her smile. “Because you’re too beautiful,” he blurted.

      Her smile returned. “I didn’t realize there was physical criteria for the job.”

      “Actually, there is,” he said. “Most of our brakemen are a little more... rugged.”

      She seemed to consider that for a few seconds. “Tilly mentioned something about that, but I think I can handle whatever it is I need to do.”

      He nodded. “I have a feeling you can do just about anything you set your mind to.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence. Though somehow I think you’re a little reluctant about my being here.”

      “I’m not sure why you would say that. I don’t mind that you’re here.” Actually, he liked having her here, but he didn’t like having her here as a brakeman. That was a job for someone more… husky. And Madison McKivitz was anything but husky. She was an elfin princess - delicate and beautiful. And intelligent.

      “But you do mind that I’m here as a brakeman.”

      And perceptive. The train whistle interrupted his thoughts. “I’m not sure how you convinced Tilly to hire you, but until I can investigate the matter further, we’ll have to go with it. The train is about to leave and I have things to attend to.” Truly he just didn’t have the time to deal with it right now.

      He moved past her, going to the front of the train to begin collecting tickets. He sensed her watching him walk away. He felt miserable about the whole thing.

      He may be enchanted with her, but that didn’t mean she was the right person to be a brakeman. In fact, it probably meant she should not be a brakeman. Being a brakeman was dangerous work. Work he didn’t want anyone he cared about doing. She, of course, didn’t fall into that category. Not exactly. But he had a very suspicious feeling that she just could.

      Madison McKivitz was the girl of his dreams.
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      Madison McKivitz jumped at the sound of the train whistle. The train was about to leave the station. She put a hand on the back of the nearest seat and braced herself.

      Daniel Beaumont was an exasperating man. Tilly, the office manager who had hired her, had raved about him. She had insisted that everyone loved Daniel. He gets along with everyone. You’ll love him.

      Granted, he was physically attractive – tall, dark, and handsome. And not at all what she thought of when she pictured a train conductor. Weren’t they all overweight, bearded men? Not Daniel. He was much too cranky though. It was as though the train belonged to him the way he seemed to care who his brakeman was. Tilly had believed in her - at least after a little persuading. So, why should he care?

      The train whistle blew again and she knew that the train would be moving soon. It had only taken her one evening to learn the whistles, hand motions, and other signals used by the train staff.

      Apparently, the other employees had a whole month of classes to learn everything. She hadn’t needed that long and she somehow had known that she wouldn’t when she applied for the job.

      “Excuse me, Miss?” an older gentleman said, requesting her attention from behind her.

      “What can I do for you?” Madison asked, with a smile on her face.

      “Is there a concession car on the train?”

      Amy’s quick orientation that morning had been enough to prepare her to answer most of the passengers’ questions. She put away her confusion and disappointment about Daniel and pointed the man toward the next car.

      Then she stationed herself at the back of the train car to begin her job of monitoring the passengers and looking out for hot boxes - smoke, sparks, or fire coming from the rails as the train passed over.

      The train had a familiar feel to it, even though this was her first day on the job. As the train left the depot and traveled through town, across intersections, she, along with the passengers, waved to those watching them pass by.

      Doubtless, it was quite a sight, seeing the authentic narrow-gauge train traveling through the modern town of Durango, Colorado - sort of like a blast from the past. Though, now, most people probably saw it as little more than an amusement park ride. Madison knew it was more. It was an honor to be here on such an historic site. It was special that it was still operational after all this time.

      

      Two hours later, the train was winding its way up the mountain cliffs on the way to Silverton. She was just as awed as the tourists as they gazed over the edge of the cliff to the river below. The train eased along the edge, the jagged rocky slopes the only thing between them and the rushing water of the river below. The train inched along, moving at barely a crawl. The engine worked overtime to pull its cars up the steep cliff. Cameras clicked as people snapped pictures of the river below and the train winding behind and in front of them.

      Madison alternated between watching for hot boxes and watching the tourists leaning out the edge of the open gondola car.

      “How is everything going?” a now familiar voice asked in her ear.

      She turned her head and looked up into Daniel’s clear green eyes. “It’s spectacular,” she said.

      “Is this your first trip up?” he asked.

      “Yes, actually it is. I didn’t have time for this part of the training.”

      “I see.”

      “I can do this,” she said.

      He nodded silently.

      “What is your concern about me?” she asked when he didn’t respond.

      He seemed to consider that. “I have several,” he said, finally. “First of all, a brakeman works closely with the conductor.”

      “And?”

      “And, well, it seems to me that I should have had some say in who was hired.”

      “You don’t like me,” she said.

      “I like you fine,” he said with a crooked smile. “That isn’t the issue. It’s just there are only six of us on this train out here in the middle of the wilderness and if something goes wrong, we need to know each other. We need to know each other’s limitations and strengths. I just don’t know anything about you.”

      “I don’t know anything about you either and I’m not panicking.”

      He pressed his hand against the side of his head. “But you’ve never even been on this train - ever. I’ve ridden this train hundreds - no thousands - of times.”

      “I have to start somewhere.”

      “You could have started as a concession worker.”

      “I don’t think so,” she said. “I don’t belong behind a counter.”

      “Madison McKivitz - you are a mystery.”

      “Indeed, I am,” she readily agreed. “And you are a worry-wart.”

      “I think my cause for concern is legitimate.”

      “Well. We can agree to disagree for the moment. In the meantime, we can work on getting to know each other. Unless, you expect us to go through some kind of encounter group for it to be official.”

      He laughed reluctantly. “No, I don’t think it has to be official.” Then he shrugged in resignation. “I suppose we’ll just have to see how it goes. There is something else you should know though.”

      “Tell me,” she said, crossing her arms. This man was impossible. She couldn’t see why he was so adamant about her not being here. There had been a need and she had filled it. She saw no reason why he would think she wouldn’t follow through with her responsibilities and expectations.

      “This job can be dangerous. You never know what’s going to happen up here. It’s not that I don’t think you can do it. For one, I doubt you have the physical strength to handle it if something does happen and second, I don’t want you to get hurt.”

      She felt her defenses going up. She was being discriminated upon for her gender. This felt familiar. When she was a senior in high school, her math teacher had sent Johnny Matthews to state rally in math, knowing that Madison had been better qualified. Madison had told him so, too. She’d been quietly vindicated when Johnny hadn’t even placed.

      More at hand, though, just because she was a girl didn’t mean she couldn’t do whatever it was that needed to be done. “First of all,” she said, in a voice that was sure to set him in his place. “I can do anything a man can do outside of father a baby. And second, you have no place to be concerned about my safety. I work with you. You aren’t my father and you aren’t my brother and you’re not my boss. And even if you were one of those, you would have no right to judge my abilities.” Her face flushed, she turned on her heel and walked across the platform to the next train car.

      She stood at the window, staring at the river passing by below, taking slow, deep breathes to calm her racing pulse. That man didn’t know her and he had no right to make assumptions. She would do her job and she would do it well.

      She had other options for jobs in Durango. But, somehow, the train had called to her.  She had felt an inexplicable connection with it when she had heard the whistle while taking a walk along the main street of the little town.

      And apparently her timing had been perfect. The former brakeman - also a female, by the way, - had just eloped and left them short one staff member. It had taken some convincing, but once she had learned all the whistle codes and hand signals overnight, Tilly had been convinced. In fact, Madison thought in retrospect, she had seemed a little too excited about making sure she started right away.

      She would have to give that some further thought. In fact, when the train got back to the station, she just might have a word with Tilly about the conductor’s attitude.  There was such a thing as harassment and there were laws to protect people like her. No one had to put up with a hostile workplace.

      “Excuse me,” an older woman said, getting her attention. “Can you tell me how much longer we have before we get to Silverton?”

      Madison checked her watch and did a quick mental calculation. “About forty minutes,” she said.

      “Thank you so much,” the woman said. “Say, can I tell you something?”

      “Sure. What is it?”

      “I have to apologize for overhearing your conversation back there.”

      “There’s no need to apologize. It’s our fault for having the discussion in a public place.”

      “It’s none of my business, but I think you were right about what you said back there.”

      “Thank you.”

      “But I do think, just from what was said, that your boyfriend genuinely cares about you and I don’t think he meant any disrespect. I’m sure this is a dangerous job.”

      “He’s not my boyfriend.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. I just assumed he was because you aren’t wearing a ring. If he were my husband, I would listen to what he’s saying. Because not all of our husbands care enough about us to speak up.”

      “He’s not my husband,” Madison said, feeling her face flush.

      “No? Well, not yet anyway.”

      Madison’s jaw dropped.

      “Anyway, it’s none of my business. But whatever your relationship is, I can tell he really cares about you.”

      “Thank you,” Madison said, mostly to herself, because the woman was already walking away. Why would anyone think she was married to that man? She didn’t even know him.

      Good grief. Who would want to be married to Daniel Beaumont? Anyway, for all she knew, he was already unhappily married.

      Either way, she was definitely not interested. And she had hot boxes to watch for.

      She walked straight to a different car - one where the passengers hadn’t overheard her conversation with Daniel - her “boyfriend.”

      What was the world coming to?

      The very idea got her blood boiling again.

      As she passed through one of the enclosed coaches, she almost didn’t see Daniel kneeling next to a little girl, about eight years old.

      “It’s nothing to be worried about,” he was saying. “A lot of people get elevation sickness when they go up in the mountains.”

      The girl’s eyes widened. “Elevation sickness? Will I die from it?”

      “No,” Daniel assured her. “It’s temporary. I promise. When you get back down out of the mountains, you’ll feel just fine.”

      “What about in the meantime?”

      “In the meantime, you just have to make sure you don’t move around too much.”

      “What if I do?”

      “You’ll just feel a little faint.”

      “I’ll faint?”

      “Probably not, but you’ll feel like you’re going to. Your mom and dad can buy you some medicine in Silverton and then you won’t feel so sick to your stomach,” he said, glancing at the worried parents sitting behind her. They nodded.

      “Ok,” she said, nodding, and sitting back, closed her eyes.

      “If you need anything, you just have one of your parents find me and let me know, okay?”

      She nodded.

      Madison looked away and kept walking. All right, maybe he wasn’t all bad. He seemed truly concerned about the child. It still didn’t mean she wanted people thinking they were a couple.

      As she pushed open the train car door, she paused and looked back over her shoulder to see Daniel watching her leave. He was looking at her with an intense expression that she couldn’t quite fathom. Her heart gave a little skip and her hands trembled on the doorknob. There was only one thought that shot through her mind.

      Daniel was indeed a handsome man.
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      Shortly after they arrived in the little town of Silverton, Daniel walked from the depot to the town, went to the Grill as usual, and ordered a burger and fries with a coke.

      “Can I get anything else for you, Hon?” the buxom waitress dressed in western garb asked as she handed him his basket of food.

      “Just some ketchup,” he said, absently.

      “Are you sure there’s nothing else?”

      “No, I think I’m good.”

      “You look a little tired,” she said. Maybe you could use a back rub.”

      Daniel looked up at her then and smiled thinly. “No thanks, Trixie.”

      “Well, you let Trixie know if you change your mind,” she said, with a big wink.

      “I’m ok. Thanks for the offer,” he said.

      Trixie propositioned him at least once a week. For the most part, he ignored her. He could get his lunch somewhere else, but the Grill made the best hamburgers in Silverton. Better than anyplace, even in Durango, for that matter.

      He took his ketchup from Trixie and went to sit on the steps of the boardwalk to eat.

      Another reason he liked to eat at the Grill was that he could watch the train from here. In a little bit, the second train would be coming up, and then, before he left to head back, there would be all four trains lined up on the tracks. To Daniel, it was a beautiful site. Then, he would take his train and head south, back to civilization. He was always a little sad on the trip back. The trip up was bright and full of anticipation. Everyone was excited with the novelty. Then, on the way back, everyone was tired and pleasantly wiped out. Some of the tourists would take the option of riding the bus back down, though for the life of him, Daniel had never understood that. Why would anyone want to ride a bus when they could ride the train? Sure, it was faster, but why bother to go on vacation if you were just going to rush through things? Just stay at home, Daniel always wanted to tell them. Of course, he didn’t. Part of his job was to keep the tourists happy.

      About halfway through his lunch, he saw her. Madison was sitting inside the train. He couldn’t tell what she was doing, but he assumed she must have brought her lunch in that monstrous bag she brought with her.

      He felt a little sorry for her, sitting there on the train eating alone. Then, he remembered that he was also eating alone. Well, at least he got off the train. He wondered what had brought her here to work. Why did a girl like her choose to work on a dirty train? She should have worked in an office somewhere, typing with well-manicured nails and wearing her nice clothes. The clothes she had on would be ruined after being subjected to all the smut and grime of the train.

      Maybe she was in trouble and was hiding from someone. He’d seen that before. The train was a good place to hide if a person was trying to get away from someone - like maybe an abusive ex-husband or boyfriend. He found himself involuntarily glancing around. The thought of some madman coming around gave him some pause. They were isolated on the train. He hoped Tilly had had the presence of mind to run a background check on her - just in case.

      He felt a little guilty thinking such thoughts about her. Even though he’d just met her, he wanted her to be safe. He wanted to protect her from whatever had caused her to run here - and he was fairly certain, now that he thought about it, that something, or more likely someone had run her here to hide.

      Well, hell, he thought, finishing his last french fry. Maybe he should just let her stay. At least with her here, he could keep an eye on her. He sure didn’t mind looking at her anyway.

      As he tossed his garbage in the trash can, he found that not only could he not keep his eyes away from her, he also could not keep his legs from walking toward her.

      She didn’t see him coming up behind her, and she must not have heard him. He stopped right behind where she was sitting and looked over her shoulder. She was writing intently in one of those bullet journals he’d seen people using lately. He tried to read what she was writing, but couldn’t quite make it out.

      She paused to take a bite of the apple she was holding in her left hand, and must have sensed his presence. She slowly turned and looked back, then jumped with a little screech - not quite a scream - when she saw him.

      He backed up, holding up his hands. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I kept thinking you’d hear me.”

      “Don’t do that!” she said, slamming her journal closed.

      “I said I’m sorry,” but he hadn’t intended to frighten her. Her hands were trembling and her pupils were dilated. He sat down on the seat across from her. “Honest, I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “It’s a good thing you weren’t trying.”

      He laughed.

      She shot him a glance. “It’s not funny.”

      He bit back a smile. “I know. It won’t happen again.” And he meant it. The girl was jumpy. That told him he was on the right track in thinking that someone was after her. “Are you going to get something to eat?” he asked, thinking to distract her.

      “I’m having an apple.”

      “An apple? That isn’t lunch. You need your strength.”

      “It’s all I ever eat for lunch.”

      “No wonder you’re so skinny.”

      “I’m healthy, thank you.”

      “Come with me. I’ll buy you a hamburger,” he suggested.

      She shook her head. “I’ve got money. And I don’t eat burgers.”

      “Really?” he asked, puzzled. “How about french fries?”

      “I don’t eat french fries, either.”

      “Then, what exactly do you eat?”

      She smiled and he knew he’d been successful in distracting and calming her. “There are lots of foods out there that don’t involve grease and beef,” she said.

      “What’s wrong with beef and grease?”

      “Surely you know about eating healthy,” she said. “Or do you really spend all your time on this train?”

      “I do spend a lot of time on the train, but, yes, I do stay in touch with the modern world.”

      “Well, that’s good to know,” she said, tucking her journal safely into her bag.

      “What are you working on?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Is there anything I should know about you?”

      She looked at him as though he had grown horns. “Why would you need to know anything about me?”

      “I don’t know,” he said, glancing around. “Maybe there’s an ex-husband you’re hiding from.”

      She slowly shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

      “Ex-boyfriend?”

      “No,” she said, “not that I know of.”

      “Then, why do you want to spend your days riding around on this dirty old train?”

      “Why do you?”

      “I happen to like it.”

      “So do I,” she said.

      He studied her for a few minutes. He liked the way her hair was pulled back in a ponytail, but enough of it had come loose to from her face. He liked her delicate features that, again, reminded him of an elfish princess. Maybe he’d spent too much time watching the Lord of the Rings. “Have you ever been to Silverton?” he asked.

      “Not that I remember,” she said.

      “Then, come on,” he said, standing up and holding out his hand. “Let me show you around.”

      She checked her watch.

      “Trust me, there’s plenty of time.”

      She seemed to think about it, then obviously couldn’t come up with a good reason to turn him down.

      “You aren’t doing anything else,” he insisted.

      “Oh, all right,” she said. “You’re a very persistent man.”

      “You’re the one who said we should get to know each other.”

      “I didn’t mean like this,” she said.

      “Then how?”

      “I don’t know,” she said, but she took his hand and after grabbing her bag, allowed him to help her up.

      He found that he was tempted to hold on to her hand as they walked toward the platform, so he did. He held her hand until he had helped her down the steps of the train car, then released her, though he would have preferred not to.

      “I usually eat lunch there,” he said, nodding toward the Grill.

      “Looks like a healthy place to eat,” she commented, her voice dripping with sarcasm.

      “They have the best burgers in Silverton.”

      “Uh huh,” she answered.

      As they went past the Grill, Daniel ignored the questioning stares from Trixie.

      He couldn’t help but notice how the two women were as different as night and day. He smiled a little as he thought about the possibility of Madison propositioning him. He knew that would never happen.

      “What’s funny?” she asked. “Is that woman a friend of yours? I think she’s trying to get your attention.”

      “What?” he asked, a little thrown off at her observation. He gave himself away, though, by glancing over at Trixie who was, indeed watching them. “No.”

      “Ok. Anyway, you were smiling.”

      Relieved that she wasn’t talking about Trixie anymore, “you don’t want me to smile.”

      She studied him with a sideways glance. “I don’t mind.”

      “Really?”

      She nodded. Was she saying she found him attractive? He found that he wanted to believe this.

      Trixie completely forgotten, he began to enjoy himself.

      “Tell me something about you, Madison McKivitz.”

      A shadow of panic passed over her features. “What do you want to know?” she asked, but she kept her gaze turned away from him.

      He really didn’t care what she told him. He wanted to know everything about her. She was fascinating. “What were you writing?” he asked the only thing he could think of that wasn’t too weird or desperate sounding.

      She hesitated, perhaps weighing the options - did she want to confide in him?

      “I just like to journal my experiences,” she said, finally.

      “Any particular reason why?”

      “No. Any particular reason you want to know?”

      He shrugged. “Just curious,” he said. They stopped at a bench beneath an aspen tree.

      Madison reached up and touched one of the quaking golden leaves. “I love these aspen trees,” she said.

      “They are pretty, especially this time of year.”

      “They’re more than pretty. They’re magical. I’ve never seen any other trees shimmer like this.”

      “Maybe they are magical,” he said, looking around at the mountains in the distance. The clouds had dissipated and the sun was bright, warming the air. At this moment, he didn’t think there was a more beautiful place in the world to be.... or a more beautiful girl to be with.

      “Where are you from?” he asked.

      “Here and there.”

      “Army brat?”

      “No, not really,” she said, leaving his question unanswered which only increased his curiosity. “Where are you from?” She asked.

      “Littleton.” When her eyes widened, he continued. “It’s outside of Denver.”

      She nodded. “I know. I’m just a little surprised.”

      “Why?”

      “Why would a city boy like you want to work on a dirty, grimy train?” she asked, tossing his question back at him.

      Leaning back on the park bench, he stretched his legs out and gave that some thought. “I get your point,” he said. “It may be a city, but it is Colorado.”

      She broke one of the leaves off the tree and sat down, leaving a foot between them, twirling the leaf in her fingers. “Meaning?”

      “Meaning, it’s almost expected that we will get out and do outdoorsy things.”

      “What makes you think I’m not from Colorado?”

      That one was easy. “Your accent is wrong.”

      “I could have lived somewhere else for a time.”

      “You could have, but I kind of doubt you’re from here.”

      “So, you’re an expert on these things?”

      “Kind of, yeah. It comes with the territory,” he said.

      “Since you’ve got it all figured out, I don’t have to tell you anything.”

      “Actually, you’re quite the mystery.”

      “Then why don’t we just keep it that way?”

      “Whatever you like, Princess,” he said. Then instantly regretted his biting remark. It was just that he had met women before who didn’t want to let anyone get to know them because they were only toying with him anyway. After all, he was just a country boy who rode all day on a train. He was sure some of them got a kick out of messing with him.

      He was relieved when she didn’t react. In fact, it was as though she hadn’t heard him.

      She didn’t seem to be one of those girls. She seemed to be keeping herself distant, but he sensed it was something more about her and less about him.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, unable to resist.

      “Don’t be,” she said, looking up at him with those fathomless blue eyes. “I’m just a little jumpy, okay?”

      “Okay,” he said, “I understand. I won’t pry.”

      She exhaled. “Thank you.”

      “Come on,” he said, taking her hand to pull her up. This could easily become a habit, this holding her hand. He released her, of course, though he didn’t want to.

      “What’s your favorite ice-cream flavor?”

      “Chocolate.”

      “Good. Mine too. I’m buying.”

      She started to resist. He could tell. And was rather impressed when she didn’t. He was making progress.

      They stepped into Smedley’s ice cream parlor. “Do you want a cup or a cone?” he asked.

      “Cup.”

      He ordered two cups of chocolate ice cream, paid the clerk, and handed Madison hers.

      They found a table in the back and settled in to eat their ice cream.

      “What do you think about Silverton so far?”

      “It’s nice. Quaint.”

      “You won’t want to be here at night by yourself - it gets a little rowdy. But during the day when the tourists are here, it is nice.”

      “Good to know,” she said, closing her eyes as she took a bite of chocolate. “I don’t plan to be.”

      “How long? Nevermind. I said I wouldn’t pry.”

      She looked at him through those lashes and smiled. “Tell me about you,” she said.

      This was beginning to feel like a date, he thought. But surprisingly, he didn’t mind. It was surprising because he hadn’t dated in two years. Not since the last time.

      “What do you want to know?” he asked, winking at her, when she looked at him with surprise.

      “If we keep doing this to each other, we’ll just go in circles,” she said.

      “I kind of doubt that,” he said.

      ‘How long have you been a conductor?”

      “Eight years,” he said. “I started out as a concession worker.”

      “Ah ha,” she said.

      “Ah ha what?”

      “Ah ha, since you started out as a concession worker, I should.”

      “No, I just see the benefits of it.”

      She chuckled.

      He liked it that she laughed, but he refrained from mentioning it, afraid she would be self-conscious and not do it anymore.

      “And I’m willing to be,” she said, “that females who start out as concession workers typically don’t get promoted to brakemen.”

      “Good point,” he said, taking her empty ice cream cup and, along with his, put them in the trash. “Shall we go?”

      “I think we should,” she said, glancing at her watch.

      Halfway back to the train area, Daniel stopped in front of one of the shops. “Wait here,” he said, and disappeared inside for a few minutes.

      Madison busied herself looking around the town. There were two rows of shops and cafes separated by one two lane road. It really was kind of old-fashioned - except for the cars and pick-up trucks crowding the area. She was more of a city girl herself, but this was okay for a job. Besides, she thought, looking past the town to the scenery. It really was breathtaking here.

      She turned her attention to the shop where Daniel had gone. He was talking with a woman behind the counter. As she watched, he smiled at the woman.  Now he would get whatever he wanted, she thought. For whatever reason, he had turned on the charm for the woman. He looked up toward her and seeing her watching him, winked at her with that same charm.

      Her knees felt a little weak. That wasn’t good. The last thing she needed was to fall prey to the man’s charm. It would be trouble to get attached to the man – to anyone.

      She looked away. And it was only a few minutes later that he came outside with a satisfied expression on his face.

      “That must have gone well,” she said.

      “It did,” he said, smugly. “I got you something.”

      “What? Why?”

      “The usual response is ‘thank you.’”

      “Shouldn’t I see it first?”

      Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out a little square box. She took a step back. And there was a sudden ringing in her ears. She couldn’t pull her eyes from the box. Dizzy, she needed to sit down. He must have sensed that she was about to fall, because he reached out and grabbed her arms. The little box tumbled to the ground. Gently, he eased her to the sidewalk and held her against him.

      An elderly couple who were walking by stopped, “Can we help you?” the older man asked. “Is she okay?”

      “I think it’s just the elevation,” Daniel said, “We’ll be ok, but thank you.”

      “You dropped this,” the woman said, handing the fallen box to him.

      Daniel thanked them again and stroked the back of her head, running his fingers soothingly through her hair.

      Slowly, she began to feel some semblance of balance returning. The dizziness subsided and she pulled back a little.

      “Are you better?” Daniel asked.

      She nodded, but kept her grip on his shirt.

      “What happened?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Has this happened to you before?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “I think you would know,” he said.

      “I’m sure it’s just the elevation,” she said, borrowing his idea.

      “It must have been,” he agreed. “Can you stand?’

      With his help, she stood up. Her legs were a little weak, but after a few minutes, she felt more like herself. “I think I can walk now.”

      The train’s whistle went off in the background - four long toots. “They’re calling us back,” she said.

      “Indeed, they are, but they’ll wait.”

      She glanced at her watch. “We have to go.”

      “I think you’re going to be okay,” he said.

      With Daniel holding on to her arm, they made their way down the boardwalk to the train. Most of the tourists had found their way back, many of them already on the train.

      “I’m okay now,” she said, “It won’t inspire much confidence if you have to carry me to the train.”

      “You’re right,” he said, releasing her. “But if you need to sit quietly for the ride back, it’s okay.”

      “Not a chance. It’s only my first day on the job. I have to do better than that.”

      “All right,” he said, with skepticism. “But if you’re coming back for a second day, you have to get through the first.”

      “Excuse us,” two young, enthusiastic college girls asked of Madison. “Will you take our picture with him?”

      Madison tried not to roll her eyes. “Sure,” she said, taking the camera.

      She waited while they leaned against him, clutching his arms, and smiled broadly. As she snapped the picture, she allowed herself to roll her eyes. Daniel was smiling as big as they were.

      “You must be used to that,” she said when they were out of earshot.

      “It comes with the territory,” he said. “I’m just a character to them.”

      “A character they’d like to devour,” she said, and wondered if he really was that oblivious.

      He laughed. And she felt much better. He may have smiled in their picture. But she had made him laugh.

      “Hey,” he said. “I almost forgot to give you what I bought for you.”

      Her eyes widened. Please don’t let it happen again. That strange Déjà vu feeling that left her faint. He pulled his hand out of his pocket and taking her hand in his left one, placed something cool in her hand.

      She opened her palm to find a silver chain with a silver and gold aspen leaf attached.

      Looking up at him, her eyes felt a little moist. “You got me an aspen leaf,” was all she could manage to say.

      He shrugged. “You said you liked them.”

      Her voice came out as barely a whisper, “thank you.”

      The next hour and a half passed before she saw Daniel again. She was standing in the back of the open gondola car wondering who was going to need stitches for bloody knuckles from grabbing tree limbs out the window.

      Her heart did a little leap when she saw him coming toward her. He stopped a few inches in front of her and it was at that point that she realized just how tall he was. She had walked beside him and he had held her close, but only now, with him standing in front of her, did she fully realize that her head would fit against his broad chest. She lifted her eyes to meet his.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked.

      “I feel fine,” she answered. Actually, her heart rate was a little accelerated at the moment as she suspected was her blood pressure.

      “I was worried about you.”

      The cabin swayed, and before she could grab for the metal pole beside her, she actually bumped into that chest she had just been contemplating. His hand shot out to steady her and, unlike earlier when she was dazed and faint, she felt his hand through her shirt and jacket.

      “Careful,” he said.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t quite have my train legs yet.”

      He chuckled.

      Her eyes caught sight of a building behind him off to the right, nestled almost out of sight in the trees. “What’s that?” she asked.

      “It’s Chestnut Inn.”

      “How do people get here? Is there a road?”

      “No road. People ride the train up, we let them off, and they stay here.”

      “How odd,” she said.

      “It’s kind of nice, actually.”

      “Have you stayed here?”

      “Of course.”

      “I don’t think I’d like it.”

      “It’s nice.”

      “It’s too remote.”

      “That’s what makes it nice. You are a city girl, aren’t you?”

      She smiled. “Yes, I suppose I am.”

      He shook his head. “How will you ever make it?”

      “I’ll make it just fine,” she said. “Just when I go on vacation, I’ll go to the Westin, not the Chestnut Inn.”

      “There’s no hope for you.”

      The train’s whistles went off. “They’re calling us,” he said.

      “Back to work.”

      “I never stop,” he said. “That little boy, three seats back needs to keep his head inside the train.” With that comment, he walked off.

      She watched the boy, and sure enough, he stuck his head out the window just as a rock wall was approaching. She reached him in two seconds and pulled him back.

      “You were about to lose your head,” she told him when he glared at her. He turned and gaped at the sight of the rock wall racing by just outside the window.

      Madison sighed. The boy was safe. But she was left feeling a little bereft without Daniel there. This was not good. She already missed him when he wasn’t there.

      Going back to her post at the end of the car, she ran her fingers along the little aspen leaf that she wore around her neck. Why had he given her a gift? Granted, it hadn’t cost him much more than a few dollars, but he had listened to her when she said she liked aspen trees and had gone to the trouble to buy her something related.

      It was such a small token, but because it was so small and personal, it meant more than some expensive generic gift.

      Nonetheless, her mind circled around again. It was a gift. Was it inappropriate for him to give her a gift? Perhaps she should have refused it. But that would have been rude.

      Or would it have been smart? Maybe it was just a token to make up for his earlier attempt to have her work in the concession stand.

      She sighed.

      Whatever his reason, she liked it.

      And she liked him.

      

      The next hour and a half went by slowly. Most of the passengers were as drained as she was and after the little boy hanging his head out the window, there was little activity among them. They were on flat land now and there was little to see. Taking a break, she went into the concession car to talk with Amy.

      “How was your first day on the job?” she asked.

      Madison blew out her breathe. “It was good.”

      “You looked like you were having a good time with Mr. Daniel.”

      “Mr. Daniel was helping me get over my elevation sickness,” Madison said, thinking quickly. She’d been afraid that there would be talk. That was the last thing she needed. Rumors. Before she even got started.

      “He’s good about things like that,” she said. “He’s kind of hot, too, for an older guy.”

      Madison almost laughed. But then, she supposed he did seem old to someone who was still a teenager. “I didn’t notice,” she lied.

      “Really?” Amy asked, with a perplexed expression. “Melinda, who called in sick today, wants to marry him. She thinks he’s the bomb.”

      Madison groaned inwardly. If she was interested in Daniel, which she was not, she would not like thinking about Melinda going for him, too. It’s a good thing she wasn’t interested in him.

      “Do you live in Durango?” Amy asked, as she straightened the paper cups.

      “Yes,” Madison said. More personal questions.

      “Are you from there?” Amy continued.

      “No.”

      “Where are you from?”

      “The city.”

      “Really? I would have guessed that. You don’t look like an outdoorsy person.”

      “No? How can you tell?”

      Amy scrunched her nose and considered her answer. “I don’t know. You’re kind of pale and you aren’t dressed right for riding the train.”

      “Gee thanks,” Madison said.

      “Oh, I don’t mean it like that. There’s nothing wrong with it. It’s just different people belong in different places.”

      That was two people that had told her that day that she didn’t belong there. Should she be taking them seriously? Maybe it was what she was wearing. It had been the only thing she had. She hadn’t had a choice.

      “What did you do before this?” Amy asked.

      The question she didn’t want to answer. Couldn’t answer. “This and that.”

      “Yeah, me, too. I like this job though. It’s kind of relaxing and not stressful.”

      “Are you a student?”

      “Yeah, I go to C.U.”

      Madison swallowed her surprise. The girl didn’t look old enough to be out of high school.

      An adolescent guy came up to the counter and handed his mug over to Amy. “I need a refill,” he said.

      “Again? You sure do drink a lot,” Amy said, taking his cup.

      The boy grinned. “I sure do.”

      “Here you go,” Amy said, handing him his refilled cup.

      “Say, do you have plans when we land?”

      “When we land?” Amy laughed.

      “Yeah, do you want to get something to eat?”

      “Sorry. Can’t.”

      “Thanks for the refill,” The boy said lightly, but he looked crestfallen as he turned and walked away.

      Amy rolled her eyes. “That happens all the time.”

      “He looked young.”

      “I know! He can’t be a day over eighteen.”

      “How old are you?”

      “I’m twenty-one. And - hello! I’m not going out with someone who can’t even drink.”

      Madison smiled. She was definitely getting older.

      Then she looked up and Daniel was standing in the doorframe. Her heart did a little flip and she smiled. Her hand unconsciously went to the aspen leaf around her neck.

      He smiled back. And she forgot all about Amy. Forgot about being tired. Forgot about everything except for the man smiling at her with beautiful green eyes.

      She was on a slippery-slope, but she didn’t know what to do about it.

      Using his finger, he motioned her toward him. She didn’t hesitate, but walked right toward him and followed him out the door and onto the train platform that separated the two cars. Out of Amy’s earshot. She was still a little nervous about standing on the platforms, but she didn’t mind so much with him there.

      They were back in civilization now. She could see cars on the highway and houses on the mountainside behind them.

      She looked up at him questioningly.

      “I was wondering how things went today,” he asked.

      “Things went well, I think.”

      He nodded. “I think so, too.”

      Madison didn’t quite know what to say. They were standing in what she considered to be a dangerous place. The only reason she could think of that they might be out here was so that others couldn’t overhear their conversation - unlike earlier.

      “So.... are you coming back tomorrow?”

      That was a question she had not expected. Not at this point. Not after everything that had happened that day. “I’m planning on it. Why do you ask?”

      “I just wanted to make sure. I was hoping you would.”

      Well, that was a surprise. “Really? Earlier you said I shouldn’t be here.”

      “I never said you shouldn’t be here. Just not… anyway, I changed my mind. You’re good with people. The rest we can work out.”

      “Thanks. I think.” She wasn’t sure what “the rest” was, but as long as it could be worked out...

      “Stop by Tilly’s office on the way out to see if she has a uniform you can wear.”

      “She said she ordered one.”

      “Well, then see if it’s in. You can’t keep ruining your good clothes.”

      She almost told him it didn’t matter because she didn’t have any other clothes, but refrained. It would give away too much information.

      “Thanks,” she said.

      “Good,” he said.

      She waited. A passenger went by and they had to give him space to walk by. She was forced to stand against Daniel. The bumpiness of the train kept causing them to press against each other. He finally just put his arm around her to steady her.

      The passenger disappeared, but neither one of them moved. Madison started to move, but he held her there.

      “He’ll be right back,” Daniel said.

      He was right. About two seconds later, the man walked past them again.

      “How did you know?” she asked, truly impressed.

      “He just likes to walk around. He’s been doing it the whole trip.”

      “I hadn’t noticed,” she said.

      “It’s ok. He spent most of his time in the front part of the train.”

      “Oh.” She waited a beat. “Why are we out here?”

      “I wanted to talk to you in private.”

      “Is there something else?’

      He let her move away and she looked into his eyes. She saw questions there. Questions she wasn’t willing to answer.

      “No,” he said, suddenly. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

      “Okay,” she said, watching him leave her there on the platform - the one place on the train that she definitely did not want to be. She followed him into the gondola car. She didn’t really want to continue her conversation with Amy. She was certain that now Amy would have something more to say to her. Or worse - to ask her.

      It wasn’t long before they got back to the depot and everyone hurriedly got off the train.

      After making sure everything was in order, she, too, got off the train, and went to Tilly’s office.

      “Well, hello!” Tilly greeted her exuberantly.

      “Hi, Tilly.”

      “How was your first day on the train?’

      “It was wonderful. I’m exhausted.”

      “Sit down,” Tilly said, motioning to an empty chair in front of her.

      “Thanks,” Madison said.

      “So? Tell me.”

      “It was fairly uneventful.”

      Tilly nodded. “That’s a good way to start out. How was Daniel?”

      Madison took a breath. What could she say about Daniel? “I don’t think he was very happy at first that I was there and he didn’t know about it beforehand.”

      Tilly nodded again. “I suspected as much. He’s a little proprietary about his train.”

      “I could tell.” She hesitated, but she had to know. “You didn’t tell him about me?”

      “No. I’m sorry. I hope he wasn’t too hard on you.”

      “No... I’m just wondering why you didn’t tell him.”

      “I didn’t tell him because Daniel would have said no. He would not have given you a chance to prove yourself.”

      “I see,” Madison said. “What did he want you to do about the vacancy?’

      “He would have just kept it open until the job fair in the spring.”

      “Isn’t that riskier than hiring someone now to help out?”

      “Of course, it is. But Daniel wouldn’t see it that way. He would have hired someone - eventually.”

      “That doesn’t make a whole lot of sense to me.”

      “It doesn’t to me either. That’s one reason I hired you. The other reason was that you learned in one night what it takes everyone else a month to learn.”

      Madison shrugged. “It wasn’t hard.”

      “Tell that to everyone else.”

      Madison didn’t want to talk about herself. She didn’t want any more questions. “Do you have my uniform?”

      “As a matter of fact, I do,” she said, getting up to retrieve it. “And,” she said, glancing at Madison’s clothes. “It might be a good thing if that’s all you have to wear.”

      Madison smiled, but didn’t say anything. Tilly had seen these clothes before.

      “I had them overnighted,” Tilly was saying. “I had a feeling you might be needing them.”

      “I really appreciate it. I’ll look more like a brakeman now.”

      Tilly nodded. “It won’t hurt.”

      “Is there anything else I should know?’

      “Yes,” Tilly said. “You need a shower.”

      

      Madison closed her door and kicked off her shoes. She was exhausted, both emotionally and physically. She had to get up at five in the morning and do it all over again.

      And she did, indeed, need a bath.

      At least she had a uniform to wear tomorrow. Her clothes were most likely ruined, as everyone pointed out - from all the soot and grime of the engine.

      Part of her wanted to take Daniel’s advice from that morning and find a job that was cleaner. But another part of her found it exhilarating to be a part of the workings of the train.

      And... perhaps she was a little curious about Daniel. Not that she would ever act on anything, since she worked with him, but she was a little curious. And she did find him more than a little intriguing.

      She did not want to end up like Melinda - the one who allegedly was in love with Daniel and wanted to marry him.

      Finding a frozen cheese burrito in the freezer, she put it in the microwave, heated it for a few minutes and devoured it while watching the local news. She’d only been gone for the day, but she felt like she’d been out of touch with the world for ages. She supposed she would get used to it. The whole being out of touch with civilization while at work. Really, any job was that way, this one just seemed more remote because it, well... it was. There wasn’t even any cell phone service during most of the trip.

      She went into the bathroom and turned on the water in the bathtub, adding some gardenia scented bubble bath. She could not wait to get out of her clothes and get cleaned up.

      Taking her aspen leaf off, she carefully set it on her dresser. She was still confused about why he had done it. She supposed she would figure it out one day. In the meantime, it was a token that meant something to her - it meant she belonged. A welcome, of sorts.

      After turning on some background music, Michael Bublè, she slid into the tub of hot water and felt her muscles unwinding.

      Her mind drifted over the events of the day - the people she had met - the things she had learned. She thought about Tilly and Amy. About the passengers on the train. She wondered what the passengers would be like tomorrow.

      But no matter which direction her mind went, it always circled back to one person: Daniel.

      Finally, she closed her eyes and allowed her mind to wander at will. She could hear the train whistle in the background of her mind. But there, in the forefront was Daniel. Daniel -  holding her hand the first time she stepped on the train. Daniel - showing her around town in Silverton. Daniel - buying her ice cream. Daniel - handing her a silver and bronze aspen leaf to wear around her neck. Daniel - holding her to him on the platform.

      It was hopeless. From now on, whenever she thought about the train, she would think of Daniel. Daniel with his beautiful green eyes. His face with an end of the day shadow of a beard. The way he winked at her. The way he made her hands tremble with a mere glance.

      She sighed.

      Working on the train was nothing like she had expected. And in many ways, it was too much. It was too risky. She had been indulging herself. But now she had to stop. She had to regain control.

      Tomorrow would be different. Tomorrow she would not be so foolish as to be vulnerable to Daniel’s charm. She had to maintain her distance. If she didn’t he would start asking more questions.

      It was too risky to get close to him. If she wasn’t careful, he could find out about her.
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      The next morning started off like most every other morning. Except, Daniel didn’t feel like he did most every other morning. He was more alert. Anticipation running through his blood.

      As he went through the motions of his routine, he found himself watching for a little elfin princess.

      He hadn’t slept much last night. He had been making plans. Planning how his life would be different with a wife. He knew he was jumping the gun. He only met her yesterday. But he also knew that she was the one. She was the one he wanted to marry. She was perfect for him.

      Of course, he admitted, he had to learn more about her. That was a given. And he had to convince her that she should marry him. He’d been engaged before, but that had been a different situation entirely. Now he knew not to question his gut instinct on these things.

      He had spent an hour last night, after everyone else had gone home, going over her personnel file. There weren’t enough details to tell him much. Tilly was usually much more thorough. No wonder she hadn’t risked telling him about Madison before she came on board. He would have wanted to know much more - like where she worked before.

      Details. He was good with details. He would find out everything.

      During his initial check of the train cars, he glanced out through the window toward the depot area for what must have been the hundredth time that morning.

      He almost didn’t recognize her. Unlike yesterday when she had been wearing her business outfit, today, she was dressed like him. He couldn’t help but smile at the sight. She was so slim, yet she gave the outfit curves like it had never seen before. She truly looked like a different person. But she was still beautiful. Maybe even more so.

      Because now she stood out from anyone else who would try to wear that uniform. No one else could be that good looking in it.

      He also felt a sense of relief. He had been afraid she wouldn’t come back. It had happened before with people they had hired. And, he had to admit, he hadn’t exactly been all that encouraging.

      He would have to make that up to her. Somehow.

      Watching through the window, he watched her walk across the grounds. She was wearing the aspen leaf he had given her yesterday. Wearing it openly and proudly.

      That was certainly more than a step in the right direction. She was wearing the gift that he gave her. His hope soared.

      When she climbed onto the train, she didn’t look at him. Maybe that wasn’t such a good sign. But he was not to be deterred.

      “Good morning,” he said, cheerfully.

      “Good morning,” she echoed, still not looking at him as she veered in the other direction.

      “Did you sleep well?”

      “Wonderfully,” she said, over her shoulder. And kept walking.

      Daniel wondered that perhaps she hadn’t actually slept all that well. He would give her some time. She would come around.

      She was, after all, wearing the necklace.

      He went to seek out the engineer. There would be plenty of time later for courting Miss Madison McKivitz of Houston, Texas.

      

      Madison had started out being a little distant from Daniel on purpose, then it had been because she was so incredibly busy. Today’s rowdy passengers made yesterday’s look they were on tranquilizers.

      The questions took the most time. She’d gotten no further than the second gondola car because of the questions. She was thankful she had studied the materials Tilly had given her as she answered questions from the history of the train to the route to the type of trees they passed.

      She was as surprised as anyone when the train skidded to a sudden halt in one of the turns. The passengers all searched frantically to see what had caused the delay.

      “What is it?”

      “Is something wrong?”

      The questions swirled, most of them directed at her. “I really don’t know. But, I’ll find out,” she said finally, turning to head to the next car.

      “Look, it’s bears!” one of the passengers called, pointing to the tracks in front of the train.

      It was then that she saw them. Cavorting on the tracks was a momma bear and two bear cubs. Every passenger on the train who could find a spot moved to the right side of the train and more cameras clicked than at a sighting of Channing Tatum.

      Amused, Madison altered her attention between the passengers and the bears they watched.

      As the momma bear looked on, the two cubs chased each other and tumbled on top of each other, rolling through the grass.

      With all their attention on the bears, no one saw the little boy of about two or three years old get off the train and start toward the bears.

      Madison, though, did see him. She, too, hopped off the train and started to follow him. The little boy ran pretty fast to be so young. She moved slowly so as not to startle either the boy or the bears.

      She could have used a little more lead time, however. The momma bear saw him and was closer to him than Madison was.

      After standing up on her hind legs and ushering her cubs behind her, she landed hard and watched the clueless little boy, laughing happily, approach her babies.

      By then, the other passengers had seen what was going on. However, everyone seemed immobilized as they watched the drama unfold. Madison was the only one besides the little boy off the train.

      The momma bear went toward the child slowly. He continued to race toward the bears, laughing and obviously anticipating playing with the live teddy bears.

      When he reached the bear, she must have recognized him as a cub similar to that of her own babies. She put out one huge paw, swiped him away, and turning, slowly ambled away.

      The child was thrown aside and tossed to the ground, but left alone. Silent. Bleeding.

      With the bears rushing toward the trees, Madison ran toward the boy and turning him over, checked for damage. He was bleeding, but he had a pulse. Pulling off one of her boots, she pulled her sock from her foot and wrapped it around the boy’s bleeding shoulder. By then, the child was wailing. She took that as a good sign.

      Then, within seconds, Daniel was at her side as were several other passengers including the child’s parents. Daniel had already radioed for a helicopter to come and take the boy to the emergency room.

      Madison stayed with them, assuring them that their child was going to be alright, until the emergency vehicle arrived.

      It was an hour later before they were back on the train and on their way to Silverton.

      She and Daniel went around to all the cars and assured them that though they were a couple hours behind schedule, everything would come out alright. For those who wanted to ride the train back, they would still get their two hours in Silverton. For those on a schedule, there would be a bus waiting in Silverton for them to ride back so they wouldn’t lose any time.

      After all of that was taken care of, Madison found herself alone with Daniel, once more, on the platform between cars.

      “You were impressive,” he said.

      “I didn’t do much,” she said. “I could have gotten to him sooner, but I wasn’t sure how the bear would react.”

      “No, you handled it perfectly,” he said. “If you had rushed the bear, she probably would not have been so easy on you. She saw the boy as a nuisance and probably didn’t mean to hurt him at all. If she had meant to hurt him, she would have.”

      “Still, it was not more than anyone else would have done.”

      “It was more than anyone else did,” he said, reaching out to run his hand along her shoulder. “And you are short a sock.”

      “Now that is true.”

      “How did you think to do that?”

      “I don’t know. Instinct.”

      “Kids of your own?”

      “Not that I know of.”

      Daniel laughed. “I kind of think you’d know.”

      “Yeah, no kids,” she hesitated. Did she really want to know if Daniel had children? She was trying to avoid getting close to anyone, especially him. She couldn’t resist. “You?” she asked, fearing the answer.

      “No, no kids for me either. At least not yet.”

      At least not yet. That was an odd thing to come out of a guy’s mouth. Most guys avoided the topic, much less admitted that they may actually want children someday.

      She must have had an odd expression on her face because he smiled. “Yes, I can admit that someday I might want children.”

      “I’m sure your girlfriend is happy to hear that.” She felt it was a logical gamble since he wasn’t wearing a wedding ring.

      “I’m sure she would be if I had one.”

      “Wife then.”

      “No, no wife then.”

      “Boyfriend.”

      He laughed. Again. “You’re funny.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You can ride the bus back if you want to.”

      “Are you kidding? And miss all the excitement?”

      

      After the train docked in Silverton, and the passengers went into town, Madison found a quiet place in one of the coaches to sit, take out her journal, and start writing.

      She wrote about the events of the day, the bear, the boy, her quick response and obvious knowledge about how to care for him. She had not hesitated. And she had not been afraid. What did it mean?

      Daniel must have learned from yesterday’s experience because today he didn’t come up behind her. Today, she looked up to see him standing in the doorway watching her.

      She closed her journal, and tucked it into her bag.

      “Here you are, sitting inside when it’s such a beautiful day outside.”

      She looked out the window. It was, indeed, a beautiful day. It wasn’t cold and it wasn’t hot. It wasn’t cloudy. It was perfect.

      “I see you’ve come to rescue me from myself,” she said.

      “Again.”

      “Can I repay you by buying you lunch?” she surprised herself by asking. She found that she was actually hungry today.

      He looked a little surprised. “Sure,” he said.

      She found that she felt a lot steadier today, even after having to save a boy from a momma bear.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked.

      “I’m ok,” she said. “You?”

      “I’m proud of you.”

      “Proud of me?”

      “Yes, you took charge today. If you didn’t already work for me, I’d hire you.”

      “I don’t know that I actually work for you, but I’ll take it as a compliment.”

      He looked at her strangely, but didn’t respond to her statement. “Feel like pizza?” he asked.

      “Sure,” she said, looking at the quaint little pizza parlor called Smedley’s Pizzeria next to Smedley’s Ice Cream Parlor. It even had white table cloths on the tables. “It looks nice.”

      “It is nice. And the food is good, too.”

      They found a table in the midst of noisy tourists.

      “If it’s too loud,” Daniel said, “we can go.”

      “No, I like it,” she said, with a sideways grin. “It reminds me of the city.”

      “Right. I forgot for a moment that you’re a city girl.”

      “How could you? With my brakeman uniform and all.”

      “I don’t know what I was thinking.”

      She ordered a slice of cheese pizza and he ordered a slice of supreme.

      “You seemed to know just what to do with that boy,” he said. “Have you had first aid training?”

      “Of course. Tilly required it.”

      “Yeah, but that’s pretty basic. I mean before.”

      “Hasn’t everyone at some point? I’m telling you, it was instinct.”

      “Ok. It’s just rare for someone to do that.”

      “I don’t think you give people enough credit,” Madison said. “I just happened to be the first one to see him.”

      “Nonetheless, I hope you’ll let me show my appreciation.”

      “Your appreciation? What do you mean by that?”

      “Let me take you to dinner.”

      “To dinner? Sounds like a date.”

      “No, not a date. Just dinner.”

      “Why?”

      He groaned and ran his hand through his hair. “To show my appreciation.”

      She smiled. She was enjoying causing him frustration.

      “By the way,” he asked. “How do you like your uniform?”

      The server brought the pizza and set it down in front of them. “Can I get you anything else?”

      They said no. “By the way,” the server said, with a wink at Madison. “You two make a cute couple.”

      They both stared at her retreating back, speechless. Then they looked at each other. Madison shook her head. “It’s the uniform,” she said. “She probably thinks we dressed alike on purpose. So, to answer your question, right now I don’t think much about the uniform.”

      Madison took a bite of the cheesy pizza and, closing her eyes, chewed slowly.

      “Is it that good?” Daniel asked.

      Madison opened her eyes and looked at him as she chewed. “You try,” she said, “and tell me what you think.”

      He took a bite, but instead of closing his eyes, looked at her while he chewed. “It is good,” he said. “Anyway, are you going to let me take you to dinner?”

      “Why don’t you just take me to lunch?” she asked, then took a sip of her coke.

      “I am taking you to lunch.”

      “Great. Then we’re even. I did it for the little boy anyway.”

      “I know you did. But you did it as part of your job.”

      “Not really. I would have done it anyway,” she said, pushing aside her plate.

      “Somehow I think you would have.”

      “Wouldn’t you have done it?” She gazed into his green eyes, wondering why he was making such a big deal out of it.

      “I probably would have. But I’m a little unusual, I suppose.”

      “Really? How are you unusual?” She asked.

      “I like to help people.”

      “Everybody says that.”

      “Maybe,” he said, leaning back in his chair.

      “No, really. Everyone says they want to help people, but few people actually do it.”

      “My point exactly,” he said.

      “You’re incorrigible.”

      He laughed. “Where did you go to college Madison?”

      Madison sipped her coke. It was a simple question really. One that anyone would be able to answer - even if it was to say that they didn’t go to college at all. But she did. She knew she did go. She just couldn’t remember where she went.

      To most people, she would have made something up. She would have said she went to University of Colorado or Colorado State. Who would be any wiser? But, first of all, she didn’t want to lie to Daniel and second, she knew that she could lose her job for lying to her employer. She had told Tilly that she hadn’t remembered and Tilly had hired her anyway. Tilly had also agreed not to tell anyone.

      But Madison needed to tell Daniel. She didn’t want to, but she had to.

      “I don’t know,” she said.

      He stared at her, motionless. Apparently, he wasn’t sure what to say. What did one say, after all, when they told you they didn’t remember where they went to college? She was obviously too young for Alzheimer’s disease. Or was she? Maybe she had early onset.

      She hated when she did this. When she had ideas about what was wrong with her and tried to decide if that was, indeed, what she had.

      “What do you mean you don’t remember?” he asked, his voice no more than a whisper.

      She sighed. He would never look at her the same way. “I just don’t know.”

      “How can you not know?”

      “I have amnesia.”

      Silent. Again. Then, “What do you remember?”

      “The last thing I remember is waking up in a vaguely familiar condo a week ago.”

      “It must be where you live.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I don’t. It’s just a feeling. I didn’t recognize anything there.”

      “You don’t remember anything else about your life?”

      “I remember my childhood and high school, and I have occasional images after that, but nothing recent. My driver’s license says I live in Houston. That’s all I know.”

      “What about a cell phone?”

      “I don’t seem to have one with me.”

      “Where did you live in Houston?”

      “I didn’t recognize the address.”

      “How can you not know where you live?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “How can you not know?”

      “I don’t know how I can not know. It makes no sense to me either.”

      “Can’t you contact the police in Houston to find out who you are?”

      “I did. Or rather Tilly did. Apparently, I moved and didn’t get around to changing my driver’s license.”

      He sat back and considered this new information. “I’ve never heard of anything like this before. So, you moved to Durango, Colorado, but you don’t remember doing it?”

      “I can remember everything since I got here. So, it’s anterograde amnesia.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Beats me. Apparently, I studied it at some point.”

      “What do you think caused it?”

      She shrugged. “Maybe I had brain damage.”

      “You’re sure you’re safe living where you are?”

      “No one has shown up yet. And I have a key.”

      “I don’t know. It sounds risky. Maybe you should stay with me.”

      “Good try,” she said. “I’ve lost my memory, not my good sense.”

      “Humph. We’ll come back to the idea later. How did you end up at the train?”

      “I was walking around downtown Durango, heard the train whistle, and followed it to the depot. What can I say? I was drawn to it.”

      “Strange,” was all he said.

      “So... when you ask me questions like who I am and where I came from, I can’t answer them.”

      “You seem to be dealing with it well.”

      “I’m making the most of it. I’m writing everything I do and think in my journal. One, so that if it happens again, I can refresh my memory, and two, so maybe something will trigger my memory.”

      “That explains so much,” he said.

      “I didn’t want to tell you,” she said. “I don’t want it to change anything.”

      “It doesn’t change anything for me.”

      “I can’t tell you my work history. I can’t tell you who I’ve been in the past. I can tell you very little about myself.”

      “You don’t have to tell me,” he said. “You’ve shown me. You’re a good person. Kind. Caring. Responsible. Intelligent. You have so many good qualities.”

      “Thank you.”

      The restaurant had cleared out for the most part. Madison knew it was about time to get back to the train.

      Walking back to the train, they saw a herd of elk with two fawns bounding around the field. They stopped and watched them in companionable silence.

      Madison hadn’t wanted to be close to Daniel. She hadn’t wanted to be close to anyone, but now that she was, she didn’t want the closeness to end. She was afraid. She was afraid that he would reconsider the friendship that he had seemed to be offering to her these past two days. She was afraid he would see her differently - either as someone vulnerable to take advantage of or someone who was not quite right in the head and not worth spending time with.

      “Madison,” Daniel said, getting her attention. When she looked at him. “If you need anything - anything at all, tell me. I want to help you. I wanted to get to know you anyway before you told me about the amnesia. Now I still want to get to know you, but I also want to be there for you. And seriously, if you need a place to live, you can stay with me. No strings. None. I’m not out to hurt you.”

      Maybe he was a mind reader. Maybe she had some kind of illness that she spoke and didn’t remember what she had said. Jeez. She sounded schizophrenic. Did I broadcast my thoughts?

      “Daniel, just now, before, while we were watching the elk. Did I say anything to you?”

      “No, nothing. We were just standing there.”

      She breathed a sigh of relief. “Good. I was worried that I had said something to you and didn’t remember it. I was thinking a lot of what you just said.”

      “This must be terrifying for you. I was only responding to some of what I thought I would be feeling if this happened to me.”

      She nodded. “You’re a good man.”

      “I try.”

      When they stepped back on the train, and into the gondola car where the little boy had been riding, everyone began clapping.

      Madison looked at Daniel questioningly.

      “I don’t know,” he said.

      “You were a hero this morning,” one of the men said.

      “You saved that little boy’s life,” his companion said.

      “I only did what anyone would have done.”

      “You’re the only one who did it,” someone else said, echoing what Daniel had said.

      She didn’t know what to say. She didn’t think she had done anything out of the ordinary.

      “Thank you,” she said, simply, with tears in her eyes.

      Daniel put his hand on her shoulder and they went to stand by the railing of the open gondola car.

      Madison didn’t know where she belonged in this world. She had some images of her parents and her childhood, but after that, up to now, age thirty – according to her Texas driver’s license, her mind was blank. She didn’t know where to find her parents or what she did before this. She didn’t know where she fit in.

      But right now, at this moment, she felt she belonged here - on this train. And though she was afraid to admit it, she felt she belonged with Daniel.

      She knew it could be because she was lonely. Or because he’d been kind to her. Or because she knew no one else.

      But she didn’t care so much at the moment. She liked the feeling. The feeling of belonging. The feeling that she had someone she could confide in. Someone who believed in her.

      

      Daniel stayed close to Madison for the rest of the ride home. He knew she could take care of herself. He knew that nothing had changed with her. But he also knew that he cared even more for her now. Now she needed him. She needed his protection. She was vulnerable. Anyone could take advantage of her. They could lie to her and convince her that she knew them. That could be devastating.

      He wasn’t sure yet what he was going to do to help her, but he had to do something. But, first he had to convince her to allow him to stay near her.

      After they finished up for the day, he caught her before she disappeared to go home.

      “Madison,” he called, running up behind her. She looked tired. She hadn’t adapted to the work routine yet. It had taken him a long time to adapt to the long physically grueling days. “I’ll walk you home.”

      “No, I’m okay.”

      “Please. Let me. No one else knows where you live. If something were to happen, at least I would know where to find you.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Okay. If you insist. But I really find it unnecessary.”

      “Good,” he said. “Then we can go to dinner.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “And why not?” He asked, moving into step beside her.

      “Because I am filthy and I am exhausted and I’m not going anywhere like this.”

      “You can clean up first.”

      “Nope. After I clean up, I’m going to crash into my bed.”

      “Okay, you win. When’s your first day off?”

      “Tuesday.”

      “Great. We’ll have dinner on Tuesday.”

      “You’re a little persistent, aren’t you?”

      “Sometimes.”

      “Have you ever had a restraining order against you?”

      He laughed. “Never. Actually, I would let most people go.”

      “Why not me?”

      “Cause you’re pretty.”

      This time she laughed. “You’re insane.”

      “Hey, maybe you were a psychologist.”

      “Maybe so,” she said, sobering.

      “I’m sorry. I just can’t help trying to figure out the puzzle.”

      “Yeah, well, try living with it.”

      “Talk to me. Let me help.”

      “Not now. I’m drained. And right now, all I need to know about me is that I am exhausted.”

      He nodded. And allowed her to walk in silence.

      When they turned down Patterson Lane, Daniel stopped and looked around. “You don’t live here?”

      “Yeah, why?”

      “Because people who live here aren’t train brakemen.”

      “How do you know?”

      Because I used to live here. “Because it’s not the kind of neighborhood that working people live in,” he said, turning down the familiar street.

      “Who lives here?”

      “Some professionals, some entrepreneurs, some philanthropists. Maybe an author.”

      “Maybe a brakeman who does it just for fun could live here,” she suggested.

      “I don’t know,” he said.

      She shrugged.

      “If you really live here, you probably don’t need to work on the train. You need to be riding the train.”

      She laughed. “This way I get to not only ride the train, but also have something to do.”

      She unlocked the front door and he followed her inside. The patio home - not really a condo at all, was elegantly furnished. There was a pale pink and brown rug across the mahogany floor of the living room which was furnished with a rich mocha leather sofa softened by pink throws and pillows.

      The terrace doors opened out into a brick-fenced back yard several yards deep.  Without looking around, he knew the bathroom sported a patio tub and the kitchen would have an indoor grill, huge island, and large side-by-side thermal refrigerator.

      He’s spent some time around this area of the neighborhood.

      Unable to resist, he went to the door leading into the garage and opened it. He whistled when he saw the car inside. It was a sleek black Mercedes. “Is that your car?”

      “Yeah, why?”

      “Madison,” he said, following her into the kitchen. “You have a Mercedes parked in the garage of your half-million-dollar patio home.”

      “Yeah, so?”

      “So, you need to find out who you are. You don’t need to work.”

      “I want to work.”

      He shook his head. “You’re insane.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not. Just because I have some nice stuff doesn’t mean I have any money. And even if I do, first of all, I don’t know how to access it. And, second, I like my job.”

      “I’m sure you do,” he said. “It’s one of the best jobs a person can have.” He paused and looked around the well-furnished living area - devoid of photographs and other personal items. “However, if you’ll let me, I’ll try to help you figure out who you are. It’s got to be stressful just not knowing.”

      She nodded. “It is stressful, but I’ve adapted.”

      “Adapted? It’s been what? A week?”

      “Something like that.”

      “You haven’t had time to adapt. You’re just reacting.”

      She crossed her arms and looked away. “You don’t know.”

      “Then help me understand,” he said, going to her, but not touching her.

      She wouldn’t look at him. He could help her. He knew he could. He could help her figure this out.

      Then a thought occurred to him. Maybe she didn’t want to know. Maybe she didn’t even know that she didn’t want to know. But maybe she didn’t. She was building a new life here and maybe that was what she wanted. A new life.

      “Do you want to know?” he asked softly.

      She turned to him with tears in her eyes. “Please tell me how I could possibly not want to know. I have no memories of my childhood - Christmases, vacations, graduations. I don’t even know if I went to college.”

      “I’m sure you did,” he assured her.

      “No. You don’t know.”

      He put his hand on her shoulder then. “You, Madison McKivitz are successful. Whether you went to college or not, you are no loser.”

      She looked away. “I just need to know. I need to know who I am. Where I came from. So, don’t ever think I don’t want to know. I want to know more than anything. But I can’t know right now. So, I have to make the most of it all. Just because I’m coping doesn’t mean I don’t care.”

      “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay,” she said, walking away from him. “You can’t know. No one can know. The confusion.”

      “Sadness?”

      She seemed to consider this. “No, no really. It’s hard to mourn what you can’t remember.”

      Daniel’s heart went out to her. He so wanted to fix things for her, but he so didn’t know how. He knew what he had to do. He had to just be there for her. Despite her brave words of conviction, his instinct told him she didn’t want to know who she had been. Not yet anyway.

      “Madison, I’m here if you need me.”

      She turned and looked at him again. “Thank you.”

      “I’m gonna go now and give you some time to yourself. Five in the morning comes awfully early.”

      She smiled then, but she looked like she could have cried just as easily. “Okay.”

      “Here’s my contact information,” he said, handing her a business card.

      She nodded and looked down at the card he handed her.

      Closing the distance between them, he hugged her and kissed the top of her head. She responded by putting her arms around him and holding on. They stood that way for what could been seconds or could have been an hour - he completely lost track of time as he reveled in the feel of her soft body pressed against his.

      He wasn’t sure whose idea it was to pull away, only that he didn’t want to despite the knowledge that he had to go. She was too vulnerable right now for him to make any moves on her and he would be a heel if he did so.

      He turned and she followed him to the door. She stood at the door, one hand on the doorknob, and watched him walk away.

      

      Daniel had been right. Five o’clock did come incredibly early. She was beginning to get the feeling that she really wasn’t a morning person. If she ever got a day off, she would happily spend it sleeping. She couldn’t say she hadn’t slept well. She’d fallen asleep with her mind enveloped with thoughts of Daniel and she hadn’t stirred all night long. When she woke, he was the first thing she thought of, and she couldn’t wait until she saw him again - the only good thing about being up at five and out the door at six.

      For reasons unknown, the train was busy that morning. She only saw Daniel once from a distance and they passed once in the aisle of a coach car. He had a passenger in tow. He winked as he passed, sending her pulse into overtime.

      Madison found herself answering numerous questions from inquisitive tourists, but true to form, everyone quieted as the train crept along the canyon wall, just inches from disaster.

      A couple of times that morning, Madison noticed that a young woman maybe in her mid-twenties kept watching her and turning to whisper to her male companion.  Madison pretty much ignored it, assuming that it had something to do with her uniform.

      As they were on the home stretch to Silverton, Madison was walking past the same woman when she thought she heard her name.

      “Dr. McKivitz.”

      She stopped and stood still, looking ahead, her thoughts racing frantically. Someone else must have her same last name. She looked to see who the woman was talking to. She was looking straight at her. Madison looked behind her, but there was no one there, except for a couple of kids.

      “Dr. McKivitz,” the girl said again.

      “I’m sorry. You have the wrong person.”

      The girl pointed to her name tag. “But you’re Madison McKivitz.”

      Madison glanced at her nametag, as inane as that was. “Yes, but…”

      “You’re my doctor. In Houston. I saw you three months ago.”

      “I’m sure it’s just someone who looks like me,” Madison said. “Everyone has a twin out there.” She looked up and saw Daniel watching her from a mere few feet away. She shook her head and walked the other way.

      It was a coincidence. That was all. She wasn’t a doctor. The idea was preposterous.

      A few minutes later, Daniel followed her to the front of the train where she had fled.

      “Madison?” he called.

      She didn’t look at him. “She’s mistaken.”

      “I spoke to her. She’s certain you’re her doctor.”

      She turned at him, anger in her features. “You had no right to talk to her about me. About who she thinks I am.”

      ‘I’m sorry. I want to help.”

      “Then stop trying!” she said through her teeth. The train slowed and she jumped off. She jumped off and ran. Blindly. She didn’t know where she was going. She didn’t care. She just needed to get away.

      

      Daniel had no choice but to let her go. It was bad enough having one staff member running away from the train when it was about to dock, but having the conductor do so would have been unconscionable. He watched her until she disappeared around the corner of a large gray building. Then he went back to his passengers.

      He felt bad about invading her privacy, yet he could not pass up the opportunity to speak to someone who possibly knew who she was. It did seem a little far-fetched that she was a physician. But then, she had known how to help the little boy who was swatted by the bear.

      This definitely warranted more thought – later - when he had the time to explore it. Right now, he had to get the passengers off the train so he could find Madison.

      

      He found her in the little park under the aspen trees. She was watching a father and son with their collie playing catch in the adjoining field. She glanced in his direction when he walked up to her.

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      “You don’t have to apologize.”

      “I didn’t act very professional. And I’m sorry about that.”

      “Madison. You’re going through something that supersedes your job. You had every right to be upset.”

      “Upset. Yes. But I should not have left my passengers.”

      He smiled to himself. Her passengers. She was definitely integrated into her role as a brakeman. He found it endearing. “Madison,” he said.

      She looked up at him, her eyes still moist.

      “Why do you think you couldn’t be a physician?”

      “Because I know nothing about medicine. Nothing. I’ve racked my brain and I’m not coming up with anything beyond ibuprofen and Benadryl. Normal things that everyone knows about.”

      “What about other things?”

      “What other things?”

      “Other things that you should know?”

      “I know where we are. I know who the President is. I know all the basics to get by, but I don’t know who I am except that I do know that I’m not a doctor.”

      “Ok,” he said, sitting down beside her and stretching his long legs out.” Maybe you have a twin.”

      “Maybe so,” she said, her face brightening. “That could explain it. I could have a twin or a sister. But.... we wouldn’t have the same name.”

      “No, but you could have adopted her name when you lost your memory.”

      “Maybe so,” she said, considering.

      “Come on,” Daniel said, “I’m hungry.”

      “You’re always hungry.”

      “I’m a guy. Guys eat.”

      She got up and they started walking toward Main street. “I hope you don’t want pizza again.”

      “What’s wrong with pizza?”

      “A girl has to watch her figure.”

      He scoffed “That’s not something you have to worry about.”

      Madison looked at him, frowning.

      “I’m just saying.”

      “Nonetheless, let’s see if we can find someplace with a salad.”

      Daniel breathed a silent sigh of relief. Not only was she feeling better, but she was beginning to feel comfortable around him. He was making progress in the right direction.

      “What’s wrong with this place?” she asked, pointing to the first restaurant they passed.

      “You don’t want to go in there,” he said.

      “Why not? It looks nice enough,” she said as she opened the door and walked in.

      All eleven men sitting at the bar turned and watched them walk inside. Madison seemed oblivious to them. A perky blonde server came up to seat them.

      “We’d like to sit away from the bar,” Daniel said.

      “Sure, honey,” the server said. “I can get you whatever you want.”

      “Just a table.” he said.

      Madison looked at him questioningly. “I tried to warn you.”

      After they were seated at a small table with a real flower in a vase between them, Madison asked, “what’ s wrong with this place?”

      “It’s nothing. I’m sure they have salads.”

      “Daniel,” she said, and waited until he looked up at her. “Those guys at the bar? The waitress? Is this some kind of pick-up place?”

      “Unfortunately, yes,” he said.

      She looked around at the mix of what must be locals and what were obviously tourists. Then she laughed.

      “I don’t get it,” he said. “What’s funny?”

      “I don’t know. It’s just funny that these unsuspecting tourists are here just having a good time and the locals are trying to pick them up.”

      “They don’t pick up tourists,” he said, seriously.

      “Why not? Tourists would be a great one-night stand.”

      “Yeah, but tourists don’t stay the night. Now if they do, that might be different. I’ve only had to stay over a couple of times, and I always stay in my room.”

      “Is that so? You don’t go for adventure?”

      “I wouldn’t call being picked up for a one-night stand an adventure.”

      The server came back, took their order without incident, and disappeared. “One house salad for the lady and one cheeseburger well-done with fries for the gentleman,” she repeated.

      Madison watched her walk away. “She lost some of her friendliness.”

      “Who knows,” he said, opening a package of crackers. “Are you sure all you want is a salad?”

      ‘I’m sure,” she looked up thoughtfully. “Maybe I was a nutritionist in my other life.”

      “You give the meaning of another life a whole new meaning.”

      She smiled. “I guess I do, don’t I?”

      “Have you been through your whole house to look for clues?”

      “Only about a dozen times.”

      “Would you like me to take a look - in case you missed something?’

      “Trust me. I looked at everything.”

      “Okay,” he said, backing off. He had to remember not to push so much. “What’s your favorite movie?” As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he winced. She didn’t know anything about herself, how could she possibly know what her favorite movie was?

      “Rear Window,” she said.

      “Really? With Jimmy Stewart?”

      “Yes, and Grace Kelly.”

      “How can you know that?”

      “I don’t know. I just know.”

      “That’s fascinating,” he said, leaning back with his arms crossed.

      “That’s freaky,” she said, “the way you’re looking at me.”

      He uncrossed his arms and sat up. “I’m sorry. You’re right. But it is interesting that you know that.”

      “I agree. But sometimes I wish I hadn’t told you about the whole memory loss things. I just felt strange not being able to answer basic questions.”

      “You know,” he said, sitting back again.

      “Here you go,” the server suddenly appeared again. “One house salad and one cheeseburger,” she announced, setting their plates in front of them. “What else can I get you?”

      Madison didn’t bother to answer since the waitress was focused on Daniel. He shook his head.

      They ate in silence for a couple of minutes. Daniel was focused on something he was trying to remember from psychology class.

      “You were about to say something,” Madison said.

      “I was trying to remember something.”

      “And did you?”

      “I seem to remember studying a condition where someone loses their memory and travels to a new location and starts a new identity.”

      “It’s called a fugue,” she said, stirring her salad and taking a bite.”

      “Yeah, that’s it. It’s been awhile since my intro psych class.”

      “What was your major?’

      “Economics.”

      “Economics?” she echoed, chuckling. “Did you graduate?”

      “Sure did.”

      “What made you choose that for your major?”

      “It seemed practical.”

      “Are you a practical person?”

      “Sometimes.”

      “So, do you remember anything about your childhood? About growing up?” he asked.

      “Actually, yes,” she answered. “I remember I was a majorette in high school.”

      He smiled. “I can see that about you.” He could imagine her in a little short skirt, twirling a baton, a smile on her face.

      “Stop it,” she said.

      “What?” He asked, all innocent.

      “I think you’re enjoying the idea too much.”

      He lowered his gaze and bit back the grin, but he couldn’t resist the image.

      They finished their lunch, and went back to the train, mostly silent on the walk back.

      Daniel contemplated the possibility of Madison being in a fugue state. He would have to do more research on it.

      “I’m going to stay in the open-air cars,” Madison announced, interrupting his thoughts.

      “Sure, I don’t blame you,” he said.

      

      Madison found the rest of the trip to be uneventful. Maybe she looked unapproachable, standing there in her dark sunglasses, but no one asked her any questions. And no one stuck their head out the windows.

      She knew she was still feeling out of sorts when she didn’t even bother to wave to the tourists watching them travel past.

      After getting all the tourists and their belongings off the train, she gathered up her bag and started across the depot area.

      She was caught off-guard when she spotted Daniel standing next to the engine with a guy and two girls that she didn’t recognize. They were about Daniel’s age and the girls were exceptionally attractive - one blonde and one brunette.

      He didn’t even notice her as she walked past - not six feet from him. They were laughing and completely oblivious to anyone else.

      Madison walked through the depot and started home. For the first time she could remember, she felt lonely. Lonely and morose.

      She hadn’t seen Daniel all afternoon, not since lunch. And he had seemed distracted on their walk back to the train, hardly saying anything at all to her.

      She let herself into her condo, looked around at the sterile environment that could belong to anyone. Nothing was personal. None of it gave her any clues as to who she was. No collectables, no pictures, no books. No answering machine to check. No mail. No email to check. Not even a pet to welcome her home from a long day at work.

      She sat on the sofa, put her face in her hands, and wept.

      She wept for what she couldn’t remember. She wept for she had lost. But most of all, she wept for what she now knew she couldn’t have after a glimpse of what she wanted - Daniel.

      

      “Tell me again why Adam couldn’t make it,” Daniel said, over a beer.

      His best friends, Randi, Jenni, and Mark had dragged him, all but kicking and screaming, to their favorite watering hole - the Silver Nugget.

      “He had to work,” Randi said.

      “Right,” Daniel said, still distracted. His friends exchanged glances. He knew this, but didn’t care. Adam and Randi were a couple and Jenni and Mark were married. He was the odd man out anyway. He was used to it. He would have been happier if he could have brought Madison, but he remembered what she had told him last night. She was dirty and tired and “wasn’t going anywhere like this.” So, he had left her alone. He had checked their schedules and they both had Tuesday off. Tuesday he would pester her until she agreed to spend time with him.

      “What’s been going on in your life?” Jenni asked him.

      Daniel drank from his beer bottle, glanced at her. “Just work.”

      “How has work been?”

      “It’s been fine, Jenni.”

      Daniel kept his tone even. Jenni had a master’s degree in clinical psychology and he could rarely get past her without her trying to delve into his psyche. She couldn’t understand why he didn’t want to date after all this time.

      “You seem distracted,” she persisted.

      “I’m just tired.”

      “You’re always tired. This is different.”

      “Mark,” he pleaded. “Do something.”

      “Hey, man, don’t look at me.”

      “Randi?”

      “She’s right. There’s something going on with you.”

      Daniel rolled his eyes. “And you wonder why I don’t date,” he mumbled under his breath.

      “What’s her name?” Mark asked. Mark had known Daniel since grade school. He wasn’t a psychologist, but he knew his friend.

      “Whose name?” Daniel asked, hiding behind his bottle.

      “He’s not going to tell you,” Mark told his wife.

      “Then it must be serious.”

      Daniel groaned. Then it occurred to him that Jenni was just the person he needed to talk to. “Jenni?” he began.

      Jenni perked up. Always ready to perform psychoanalysis.

      “Have you ever heard of a fugue?”

      “Sure. Why?”

      “I’m just curious. Someone was telling me about it.”

      Jenni seemed disappointed, but nonetheless seemed happy to convey what she knew. “It’s very rare. It’s a stress response. The person travels to a new location, forgets everything they knew about their past life and takes on a whole new identity. If someone sees them and confronts them about their old identity, they deny it. They don’t want to go back.”

      “So, they’re resistant to remembering?”

      “Yeah. They want to leave it all behind.”

      “Even if they say want to remember?”

      “Unconsciously, they don’t.”

      “Do they ever remember?”

      “Sure, but reluctantly. But then they forget their new identity.”

      “Completely?”

      “Yes, typically.”

      Daniel stared at her. Madison would forget who he was! This was not good. How could he marry her when she was going to forget him?

      “So, it doesn’t always happen?”

      “I don’t really know. I’ve never actually seen a case.”

      Daniel considered this. So, she might forget him. Which meant she might not. He needed to get to his computer to check the Internet. There was one more thing.

      “Does that mean the person has a mental illness?’

      “Well, sort of. They aren’t schizophrenic or anything. Usually the stress is just so overwhelming or something traumatic happens and it’s the only way they can deal with it.”

      Daniel pulled some money out of his pocket, left it on the table, said a hasty goodnight to his friends, and headed home. He need to think. He needed to sleep. He had an early day tomorrow. And he needed to spend as much time with Madison as possible.

      He didn’t want her to forget him.

      Maybe he didn’t want her to remember her past after all.
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      Madison had hardly slept. At three o’clock she gave up and dragged out of bed. It was colder than when she had gone to bed at nine last night so she slipped into a pair of blue fuzzy slippers she found in the closet and put on a matching thick fleece robe. She stumbled into the kitchen and put on a pot of coffee. Today was going to be rough. For a number of reasons.

      Maybe she should call in sick. She went to the patio door and peeked outside. There was snow coming down in delicate little flakes. Madison was mesmerized. She couldn’t remember the last time she saw snow. It was soothing.

      It might be the middle of the night, but she was suddenly craving something hot and sweet. After taking a quick inventory of her cooking supplies, she took out a bowl and began mixing together the ingredients for chocolate chip cookies. She didn’t know if her recipe was right. She didn’t really know what she would end up with, but it felt right, so she went with it.

      She dumped in a half cup of sugar, a half cup of brown sugar, some butter, shortening, and turned on the oven. She cracked open an egg after checking the expiration date and wondered who had stocked the refrigerator with food. She stirred in some vanilla, and one and one-half cups of flour. After stirring that all together, she stirred in some chocolate-chips.

      Maybe Daniel had been right. Maybe this was someone else’s house. Maybe they were just on vacation. She glanced at the calendar on the wall. This was early October. People went on vacation all times of the year. Maybe a retired person or couple lived here. There was no evidence of children. So, it was definitely a possibility.

      Dropping spoonfuls of cookie dough onto a baking sheet, she considered her options. she didn’t really have any. She had nowhere else to go.

      Yesterday, at this time, she felt she could have gone to stay with Daniel. Now she didn’t feel that she had that option. He wasn’t talking to her anymore.

      Sliding the baking sheet into the oven, she blinked back tears.

      She hadn’t wanted to become dependent on him. She didn’t want to rely on him. But then, because she had been so desperate, she had opened up to him and just as she had feared, he had rejected her.

      After pouring coffee into an oversized cup, she added enough creamer to lighten it to a cream color, opened the patio curtains, and stood watching the snowflakes falling in the moonlight.

      She could stay here, feeling sorry for herself, and pamper herself with hot chocolate and freshly baked cookies. Such a tempting idea. Or she could shower and get herself to work. Doubtlessly the mountains would be breathtaking with a fresh coat of snow. She would have to see Daniel and pretend that it didn’t hurt when he no longer showed any interest in her.

      It was especially difficult because she didn’t know what she would typically have done. It would have been so much easier to know what to do if she just knew herself.

      But in a way, it was kind of exciting to think that she had the unusual opportunity to reinvent herself. Maybe in her other life, she would have stayed home and felt sorry for herself. But in this life, she didn’t want to.

      The timer beeped and she rescued her cookies from the oven, feeling a little better. She didn’t need Daniel to talk to her to feel good about herself.

      She would go do her job today and do it well. She would be the kind of person she could respect.

      While her cookies cooled on the rack, she took her uniform out of the dryer and smoothed it out. She would ask Tilly to order her another one so she could wash one and wear one, instead of having to wash it every night.

      Today, she resolved, she would branch out and get to know some of the other train staff. She seemed to be a likeable enough person.

      It was time to make some friends.

      

      When Daniel got to work the next morning, the first thing he saw was Madison standing outside talking with Mike, the engineer. He almost didn’t recognize her; she was bundled in a long wool coat. He smiled. If she thought this was cold, she really must be from Houston, Texas.

      His first impulse was to walk over to them to see what they were talking about. He fought a wave of jealousy. He hadn’t spoken to her since lunch yesterday, and he missed her terribly.

      He had taken about three steps in that direction when he heard his name being called from behind him. Cursing under his breath, he turned.

      “Tilly,” he said, genuinely surprised to see the office manager out that time of the morning. “What are you doing here?” He had never once in the four years she’d been office manager seen her at work before the early train pulled out.

      “I need you to sign some papers and since you’re always gone before I get here, I had to find some way to catch you.”

      “You could have caught me in the afternoon.”

      She put her hand on her waist. “And how am I supposed to do that when every day this week you’ve been disappearing without so much as sticking your head in my doorway.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said, realizing that she was right.

      “It’s okay. I can use the overtime.”

      Before he could respond, she continued. “I need you to sign the work hire papers for Madison.”

      “I thought you already hired her.”

      “Like I could do that without your say so.”

      “She sure thinks you hired her.”

      “I did. But you have to make it official.”

      Daniel glanced at the paper and scrawled his name across the signature line. “I still don’t see what the urgency is.”

      “I mostly wanted to make sure you’re ok.”

      He smiled at her. “I’m paying you overtime to check up on me.”

      “I suppose if you want to look at it like that.”

      But Daniel wasn’t really listening to Tilly. And she saw where his gaze was focused.

      “So, what do you think about her?” she asked.

      “About who?” he asked, still watching Madison. She seemed to sense that someone was watching her because she turned and looked at him. She looked so serene and composed standing there with scattered snow flakes falling all around her. In that moment, the rest of the world melted away for Daniel and it was only him and her.

      “About Madison,” Tilly’s voice demanded his attention.

      “I think she’s beautiful.”

      He glanced back at Tilly. Saw her sly smile. For a brief second, wondered what it was all about. Then his gaze was back on Madison, but she had turned back to Mike. He was pointing to something underneath the train.

      “It looks like she’s enjoying learning about the train,” Tilly said.

      Daniel looked back her. “Madison seems to be enjoying everything. Do you know anything else about her besides what was in her personnel file?’

      “She didn’t disclose a lot of information, but she’s the brightest person we’ve ever hired. No offense intended.”

      “None taken. So, you don’t know anything about her?”

      “Not really. Do you want me to try and find out something? I can run a background check.”

      “No, don’t do that. She’s harmless.”

      “I don’t think she’s a criminal, but I do think she’s trouble.”

      “Care to explain?’

      “She certainly has your attention.”

      Daniel studied his office manager. How much did he really want to tell her? If he told her anything she didn’t already know, she would probably go back and gossip. It wasn’t malicious. It was just her way of fitting in. “She’s a new hire,” he said. “We didn’t go through orientation together, so I don’t know how we’ll work together under pressure. That’s all.”

      Tilly looked disappointed. He couldn’t blame her really. She’d been trying to set him up with girls since Ashley. “Maybe you should look at her from the perspective of a man and not so much as an employer.”

      “I already said I think she’s beautiful. But you know, Tilly, that I don’t date co-workers or passengers. If you wanted me to go out with her, you should have gotten her a job down the street. Something safe, by the way.”

      Tilly rolled her eyes. “You’re a stubborn man.” She threw up her hands. “I give up.” She took the clipboard from him and headed inside – out of the snow.

      Mike and Madison were getting into the engine. And a few seconds later, he had Madison ringing the first boarding whistle.

      “Dang it,” Daniel said under his breath. Now it was too late to talk with her. He had things to do. It would have to wait until they were underway. He hoped she wasn’t planning on making the whole trip in the engine. If she did, he’d have to fire her. He needed her to help with passengers and watch for hot boxes. He shook his head. The woman was driving him crazy. He was tempted to go get her and drag her away from the grizzly, old engineer who was taking her attention from him.

      Nah. He had to get a grip. She’d come down shortly. With anyone else, he’d be pleased with their motivation to learn.

      Tilly was right. Madison McKivitz was trouble.

      

      Madison’s determination to have a good day was working. She had learned all about pistons and valves and exhaust steam vents. But, more interesting to her, she had learned Mike’s wife, his daughter, and his two grandchildren. He was looking forward to his grandchildren coming to visit from Minnesota. They were both boys and loved the train.

      He had told her that he didn’t get lonely up there by himself, instead, he enjoyed the quiet time and the scenery. Though occasionally, he would have someone ride up there with him and he enjoyed that, too. He invited Madison to ride with him on her day off, though he knew most of the staff preferred to stay in town on their day off after riding the train all week.

      He seemed like a good man and she was glad she had had a chance to meet him. He had been excited about the little bag of chocolate chip cookies she had brought him.

      When she had spotted Daniel across the way, she had felt surprisingly calm. It was a shame he was no longer interested in her, because he was, indeed, a handsome man.

      A little later, as she stood at the back of the open gondola car, watching fat little snowflakes drifting down, she was surprised to find Daniel at her elbow.

      “It’s pretty, isn’t it?”

      “It’s beautiful.”

      “It is.”

      They stood in silence as the train started up the hill. Madison wasn’t sure what to say to him.

      “Do you feel alright?”

      She turned her gaze toward him. “Sure. Why do you ask?”

      “You just look a little tired.”

      “Thanks. I had some insomnia last night.”

      “I guess it happens to all of us. You’re still free Tuesday?”

      “As far as I know.”

      “Have dinner with me.”

      Madison wasn’t sure if it was a request or a demand. There was something serious about him today. She didn’t know him well enough to understand it, really. She was curious, though. “Ok,” she agreed.

      “Good,” he said. “I’ll see you for lunch.”

      I’ll see you for lunch, her thoughts echoed as she watched his retreating back. She considered that statement. They’d had lunch every day since she started this job. Maybe he just assumed. Well. She was kind of relieved about it. Wary, too, though.

      

      “Today is our last day to come all the way to Silverton,” Daniel announced later, as they made their way off the train.

      “Why?” Madison asked.

      “In winter, we only make a half-trip - up to the inn where we turn around and come back.”

      “Right. I just didn’t think it would be so soon. It’s only October.”

      “You are from Houston,” he said, with a wink.

      “I may very well be,” she agreed. “I can’t remember when I last saw snow.”

      “That must be confusing,” he said, “since you can’t remember much of anything.”

      “That’s not necessarily true,” she disagreed. “I can remember things like that. Just not things about me.”

      “Hmm. Well, anyway, since today is our last day here until Spring, I called ahead and made us reservations at the Lodge for lunch.”

      “The Lodge? Are we spending the night?”

      “Do you want to?”

      She shot him a look.

      “It’s the fancy place to eat in Silverton,” he clarified.

      “Oh, I don’t need fancy. A picnic would have been good enough for me.”

      He nodded. “I thought about a picnic, but then it snowed and I didn’t think you’d want to sit outside and freeze.”

      “Yeah,” she said, noticing that the snow had stopped, but there was a light dusting on the road. “You’re probably right.”

      “You don’t mind?” he asked.

      He looked so boyish, so innocent and hopeful. How could she turn him down? “No, I don’t mind. It’s sweet. Thanks.”

      When they got to the lodge, no one was there - except their server and the hostess.

      After they were seated, Madison turned and whispered to him, “Why is no one else here?”

      “It’ Sunday and they’re closed.”

      “What? If they’re closed, how are we here?”

      “I pulled some strings,” he said, nonchalantly, as he opened his menu.

      Madison attempted to wrap her mind around this information. Something didn’t add up. A conductor on an entertainment train, essentially a tourist ride, was able to get a private table at a restaurant on a day they were closed. She would have to collect more information in her attempt to figure this out. Even with her loss of memory, she didn’t think she would have forgotten how this was done. This was not a common procedure.

      “What would you like to order?” he asked.

      “I think maybe we should have worn something a little nicer and maybe a little cleaner.”

      “Are you kidding? I think you’re kind of sexy in your overalls.”

      She giggled. And sort of snorted at the same time. “That’s a terrible thing to say,” she said, her cheeks flushing as he stared at her.

      “No, I’m serious. I’ve never seen anyone so sexy in these company issue overalls.”

      “I think maybe you’re insane.”

      “Maybe so, but we’ll have plenty of days when we can dress up. Right now, let’s just have a nice lunch and enjoy it.”

      “Okay,” she said, and opened her menu. He really must be insane. But she may as well humor him. He must have either spent a lot of money to do this or else he knew someone well in town. He could be charming when he wanted to. Maybe someone owed him a favor.

      “Stop trying so hard to figure it out,” he said, teasingly.

      “Do you own this restaurant?” she teased.

      “Nope, just reserved it. Now,” he took her hand. “What do you like?”

      Madison studied the menu. She considered just ordering a salad, but decided that would be an insult after all the trouble Daniel must have gone to get this restaurant for their lunch. “I’d like the shrimp fettuccini,” she said.

      The server brought them a basket of bread and took their order. Daniel ordered for her and ordered a steak for himself.

      “Wine?” the server asked.

      “No, we’re on the job,” he said and the server left. “Ok, Madison McKivitz.”

      She looked at him, looked into those huge green eyes of his. His expression was intense.

      “Ok?”

      “Tell me something about you,” he said.

      “Are you being mean?” she asked.

      “Not at all. Just tell me anything. You said you couldn’t remember seeing snow in a long time. You ordered shrimp fettuccini. You know you like fettuccini and you must know you like shrimp. You made chocolate chip cookies and gave some to Mike. He said you made them from scratch. Did you do it from memory? Or did you use a recipe? You know things about yourself, Madison. You just have to figure out what those things are.”

      She wiped a tear from the corner of her eye. “It’s not that easy. I don’t know until it comes up. I can’t just spontaneously know. It would be so much easier if I could. But it just doesn’t work that way.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said, taking her hand. “I don’t mean to upset you. Just to support you. If you never remember who you used to be, that’s ok with me. I happen to like who you are now. Even if it’s totally different from who you were. Which I kind of doubt.”

      He entwined his fingers with hers. His gaze was locked on hers. On the one hand, she felt a little like a fly in a web. On the other hand, she felt a little like a spider - powerful. She had his attention and she had to confess, at least to herself, that she liked it.

      “I think maybe I like shopping for clothes,” she said.

      He laughed. “Somehow that doesn’t surprise me.”

      “Well, it kind of surprises me, since I picked a job where I have to wear overalls.”

      Daniel laughed – hearty male laughter.

      Madison smiled, liking that she could make him laugh.

      “I have an idea,” she said.

      “Tell me.”

      “Why don’t you tell me about you.”

      “Ok, what do you want to know?”

      “I wouldn’t know what to ask. Just tell me what you like.”

      “Ok. I have a dog named Rover.”

      She laughed. “Rover?”

      “Hey, don’t make fun of the little guy without even meeting him.”

      “I’m looking forward to meeting Rover. What kind of dog is he?”

      “He’s a golden retriever. And he will absolutely love you. At least if you let him lick you.”

      “Where is he now?”

      “He’s at home.”

      “What does he do all day when you aren’t there?”

      “He sleeps.”

      She laughed. “How do you know this?”

      “Because the couch is always warm when I get home.”

      “So, you think he stays there all day?”

      “What else would he do?”

      “Whatever dogs do.”

      “You like dogs?”

      “I do. I think I also like cats.”

      “Uh oh. Rover chases cats from the yard.”

      “Well, you never know. He could have a soft spot for them.”

      The server brought them salads, then disappeared.

      “I think you’re a vegetarian,” he said.

      “I like shrimp.”

      “You can still be a vegetarian and eat shrimp. I knew a girl once, one of my professors actually who called herself a crusto-vegetarian. She only ate shrimp and occasionally fish, but never touched beef, or pork, or chicken.”

      “That sounds kind of like me.”

      “I think so, too,” he said. “I like beef.”

      “I noticed.”

      “Does that make you ill?”

      “Only if you make me eat it.”

      “Never.”

      “You have a house?”

      “I sure do. Do you want to see it?”

      “I would like to see it.”

      “That can be arranged.”

      “Daniel?”

      “Yes?” It was at that moment that the server appeared next to the table with their entrees. Both were steaming hot.

      “There might be something to this private dining,” Daniel said. “You were saying?” He cut into his steak and Madison was thankful that he had gotten it well done.

      “I was just wondering... I mean…” She took a deep breath and plunged forward. “I don’t want to cause any problems with you and your girlfriend.”

      “What girlfriend?”

      “I don’t know. The girl you were with last night.”

      “I was with two girls, but neither one of them is my girlfriend. One of them is married to my best friend, and the other one is dating another good friend of mine.”

      “Oh. I just thought....”

      “You thought that I must have a girlfriend.”

      “I guess so.”

      “You and everyone else.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that everyone I know, including Tilly, by the way, is always trying to set me up. In fact...” his voice trailed off.

      Madison took a big bite of shrimp. It really was some of the best food she had eaten since, well, since she could remember.

      “I think Tilly was trying to set me up with you.”

      Madison struggled to swallow. She hoped she didn’t choke. “You think that’s why she hired me?”

      “I kind of do.”

      “Oh, no.”

      “It’s okay. I pretended I wasn’t interested.”

      “You pret....”

      “Yeah, she never suspected.”

      “You pretended?”

      He winked at her. She just sat there, holding her empty fork. Watching him. Was he toying with her? Was he serious?

      “I didn’t even sign your hire papers until today.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “I think she was waiting to see what I thought about you.”

      Madison swallowed hard. “And you had to sign my papers because?”

      “Because I’m your supervisor.”

      “Which means you can’t be, um, interested in me.”

      “As far as she knows. I don’t date co-workers and I don’t date passengers.”

      “Daniel,” Madison said, looking at him earnestly. “You have me completely confused.

      Daniel set down his fork and placed his hand, palm up, on the table between them. She placed her hand in his. “I don’t want to date you, Madison McKivitz. I want to marry you.”

      Madison felt a little dizzy. “You want to what?” She was having trouble with her ears.

      “I want to marry you. I don’t have a ring to offer you, but I’ll take you in to Denver to pick out something. Anything you want. I think it’s better when the girl picks out her own ring, don’t you?”

      Her ears were ringing and she was grateful that she was sitting down.

      “Daniel,” she said, holding on to his hand. “You don’t know me. You can’t marry me. Even I don’t know me. I can’t marry you.”

      His face turned a little pale. “You think you’re already married?”

      “What? No! I don’t know. I mean, what if I have a boyfriend?”

      “Boyfriends don’t count when I’ve already proposed.”

      She laughed and had a little trouble catching her breath. “Daniel, I think maybe you’re crazy.”

      He smiled. “I am crazy. I’m crazy for you.”

      “No, this is insane.” She pulled her hand out of his and sat back to stare at him.

      “Okay, you’re right. You don’t know me. What do you want to know?”

      “Have you been married before?”

      “No.”

      “How old are you?”

      “Thirty-five?”

      “What’s wrong with you that you haven’t been married?”

      “I was engaged for five years. She died seven years ago.”

      “Oh my God. She died? How?”

      “I didn’t kill her. It was a skiing accident. I was heartbroken. And haven’t dated seriously since.”

      “Why me?”

      “Because you make me feel alive. And I don’t want a long engagement. I was engaged to Ashley for five years and we dated three before that. I don’t believe in wasting time. Life is too fragile.”

      She stared at him – speechless.

      “You already know that I went to college at Colorado State to major in economics. I’ll take you to meet my parents as soon as you’re ready.”

      “No, I can’t. I mean I’d like to meet your parents, but I can’t marry you. Not without knowing you. Not without knowing myself.”

      “Ok,” he said, putting his hands up. “Take your time. But don’t forget me when your memory comes back.”

      “Forget you? Why do you think I’d forget you?”

      “My friend, Jenni, has a master’s degree in clinical psychology. She said that people often forget their new life when they remember their old life.”

      “I don’t think I could forget you. But, then...” She turned and stared across the empty room, a feeling foreboding coming over her.

      “You probably didn’t think you’d forget your old life either.”

      “Exactly,” she said softly.

      “I’m not letting you go, Madison. I don’t care if you do have some other guy out there looking for you. He hasn’t found you yet, so he doesn’t know you all that well. Or else he doesn’t care as much about you as I do.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “No, I don’t. And I’m sorry for saying it. But I don’t plan to let you get away.”

      “You’re freaking me out a little.”

      “I don’t mean to.”

      “We should go.”

      “Yes, you’re right,” Daniel agreed, put some money on the table, and together they left the Lodge.

      “Hey, we should get you one of these,” Daniel said, pointing to some huge cat eye shades in one of the shop windows.

      In spite of herself, Madison chucked. “Don’t you dare.”

      “You said you like cats.”

      “That doesn’t mean I want to look like one!”

      “Ok, I won’t get you cat eye glasses.”

      “Thank you.”

      Mike met them halfway back to the train. “I just got a weather report,” he said. “We’re in for torrential rains.”

      They hurried back toward the train. Madison wasn’t sure what the rush was. They couldn’t leave early. They had to wait on the passengers. And she voiced that observation to Daniel.

      “You’re right. We can’t leave until it’s time, but we can make sure the engine is in order and make sure we’re alert.”

      Madison wondered how he could go from proposing marriage to her to being on alert without so much as a blink. She was still a little dazed.

      Of course, she told herself, there was no way he had been serious. She had taken him seriously only because she liked him. But he would probably never even bring it up again. Sort of like yesterday, when he had been completely attentive, then hadn’t even said goodnight. She wondered if today would be like that, too.

      

      The trip down had been uneventful after all. It had rained and it had rained hard. They had even seen some lightening and the passengers had sat quietly through it all, especially the ones in the open-air gondola. Several of them had moved inside to the covered coach seats, but even though the train wasn’t full, others had elected to remain outside. She had to stay outside in order to have a good view of the tracks just in case there was a fire despite the rain.

      She hurried across the track area and stopped inside to shake the water from her hair. She was cold, she was tired, and she was emotionally drained after the day’s events.

      She was halfway surprised when Daniel caught up with her before she started home. “Hey,” he said, “you didn’t wait for me.”

      “I didn’t know I was supposed to.”

      “Want to do something? After you clean up.”

      “No, I think I’m gonna just head on home, take a hot shower, and crawl into bed. Remember, I didn’t sleep last night.”

      At first, he didn’t say anything. Then he nodded. “Ok. I think I’ll do the same. Tuesday will be here before we know it.”

      She gave him a smile. “I’m looking forward to it.”

      “Really?” he asked and she suddenly felt bad for thinking bad things about him.

      “Yeah. See you tomorrow. I’m really tired.”

      “See you then,” he said, as she turned to walk out the front door of the depot. “Wait.”

      A surge of emotions flooding through her. She turned back.

      “I’m walking you home.”

      Relief shot through her. But after not sleeping last night, she was exhausted. And she had to process what had happened at lunch. The whole thing was surreal. She shrugged. And he followed.

      They stopped at her door. He pulled her to him, wrapped his arms around her. He stroked her hair. Kissed her forehead. Her cheeks. The corner of her mouth. Pressed his cheek against hers. “Sleep well,” he whispered in her ear, turning her toward the door.

      As she let herself in, she felt a momentary spurt of longing for a cat to meet her at the door. She supposed it was a result of their lunchtime conversation, but she felt she was missing something, nonetheless. It was Daniel’s fault. He had her thinking about pets.

      Instead of a bath, she took a quick shower, ate a peanut butter sandwich, and crawled under the down comforter of her bed. In a few minutes, she was asleep.

      The dream came clear and vivid. She was dressed in a lab coat, talking with a pregnant woman. The room was fuzzy, so she couldn’t really make it out. She felt happy.

      Then there was a loud noise. A gunshot. The pregnant woman screamed.

      A door opened and a man stood there waving a gun at them. He aimed it for the pregnant woman’s belly and pulled the trigger. The pregnant woman had her hands over her face.

      Then there was blood everywhere. There was a hole in the woman’s belly, tiny body parts were everywhere. Madison was covered with blood.

      When she looked up, the gun was pointed at her face, only a few inches away.

      She woke screaming. Sweating. Terrified. Her heart felt like it was about to explode in her chest. It had seemed so real.

      “It was only a dream. Only a nightmare,” she repeated to herself over and over. “It wasn’t real.” Then she started to cry, deep, heart wrenching sobs. She cried until she had nothing left. Until she wore herself out and fell back to sleep. Thankfully, not to dream.

      

      She’d be there, Daniel assured himself. She’d been late before. She wasn’t really an early morning person. She’d show up.

      But she didn’t. The train was scheduled to pull out of the depot in five minutes and she wasn’t there. He radioed Mike and told him to hold up. One of the staff was running late.

      Ten minutes later, he decided this time she wasn’t coming.

      He wavered. Something must be wrong. He’d just seen her last night. She had said she would see him this morning. She had mentioned at one point that she had a headache.

      He had promised to look after her. Something wasn’t right.

      He radioed the driver of the scout car, Kevin, and asked him to come on board to act as conductor for the day.

      He let Mike know, then he jumped off the train and darted across the depot area.

      When he reached her front door, he knocked frantically. He waited. He knocked again.

      She was in trouble. He just knew it.

      He saw the neighbor’s front door open, and a woman stuck her head out. When she saw him, she started to step outside. He would ask her.

      Just then, Madison opened her door and looked at him.

      “Thank, God,” he said. “I thought something had happened.” He glanced back over at the neighbor’s door, but she had gone back inside.

      “I fell asleep,” she said.

      “And apparently didn’t wake back up,” he said. Her eyes were red and she looked a little unsteady. “You’re sick.’

      She nodded. “I’ve been throwing up since about Midnight.”

      They went inside and she made it back to the sofa in time to collapse on it. “What are you doing here?”

      “You didn’t show up for work. I was worried.”

      “Who’s conducting the train?”

      “Kevin.”

      “That’s good,” she said. “You shouldn’t be here. You might catch it.”

      “I think if I’m going to catch it,” he said, “it’s a little too late after last night.”

      “Oh yeah,” she said, turning pink.

      “Have you taken anything?”

      “Only about half the medicine cabinet.”

      “When’s the last time you were sick?”

      “With throwing up? About two hours ago. I really think I’m going to be okay. I think it’s just a bug I picked up from someone.”

      He looked around. Saw no evidence that she’d had any fluids. He checked the refrigerator. “I’ll be back in a few minutes,” he said. “I’m going to pick up some Gatorade for you.”

      “Ok,” she said, lying back down on the couch and closing her eyes.

      “I’m taking your key,” he said.

      “Ok.”

      The door slammed and Madison felt the tears falling down her cheeks. She’d been so afraid. Throwing up made her feel like she was about to die. Alone. She could have called Daniel. Probably should have. But she just didn’t have the energy and besides, it had been the middle of the night. She kept thinking she’d do it later. Then she fell asleep and didn’t wake up again until he’d pounded on the door.

      She had been so glad to see him.

      If only she’d had the energy to let him know how she felt.

      With that thought, she closed her eyes and fell asleep.

      When she woke back up, Daniel was stretched out in a recliner next to her, reading a book.

      When he saw that she was awake, he jumped up and went to sit on the couch next to her. Felt her forehead. “How do you feel?”

      “Exhausted.”

      “Hungry?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I’ll heat you some soup,” he said, “I not only bought Gatorade, but also soup, crackers, and a frozen pizza.”

      “I don’t think I should eat a pizza,” she said.

      “The pizza’s for me,” he said. “I’ll be right back.”

      She settled back on the couch and listened while he opened canned soup and put it on the stove to heat. While it heated, he brought her a glass of Gatorade.

      “Thanks,” she said, taking a sip. It felt good to her throat. “What time is it?”

      “Three-thirty,” he said, checking his watch.

      “I’ve been sleeping for hours,” she said. “I’m so sorry.”

      He sat down next to her again. “No need to be sorry.”

      “I’m sure you had other things to do.”

      “Are you kidding? I’m getting some reading done.”

      “What are you reading?”

      “The Hobbit,” he said, glancing at the book cover. “It was on your bookshelf.”

      “Oh. I hadn’t noticed.”

      “Does it sound like something you’d read?” he asked.

      “No, it really doesn’t.”

      The timer in the kitchen started to beep.

      “Soup’s on. I’ll be right back.”

      He brought her a mug of steaming hot vegetable tomato soup. “It smells great,” he said.

      Madison sniffed. “It does actually.”

      “Can you sit up?”

      Carefully, she slid herself into a semi-sitting position and took the mug from him.

      The soup was hot and soothing to her throat. “You’re a life saver,” she said.

      “Eat up. There’s more where that came from.”

      She ate a few more bites, then set the mug down. “I don’t think I should overdo it.”

      While he put away the dishes, she settled back on the sofa. It was comforting having him here.

      She hadn’t been sick since early that morning and she could hardly expect him to stay here while she recuperated. She had absolutely no energy, however, and seriously didn’t know how she would have made it without him.

      “All cleaned up,” he said. Coming back and plopping down in the recliner.

      “Thanks.”

      He opened his book. She struggled to find the right words. “I can’t expect you to stay.”

      “You’re ready for me to leave?” he asked, setting down the book.

      “No, not at all,” she said quickly. “I just can’t ask you to stay.”

      “Besides running home later to walk Rover, I have nowhere else to be.”

      She sighed. “I’m just not any fun right now.”

      “Madison,” he said, “you’re sick. You’ve got no one else to take care of you. I don’t mind. Really I don’t.”

      With that comment, Madison felt worse than she had. He was only taking care of her because she had no one else. He would do it for anyone. “Really,” she insisted. “I don’t need you to take care of me.”

      “I don’t think you understand,” he said. “I wouldn’t do this for just anyone. Look,” he said, picking up two DVDs. “I brought movies.”

      “You brought movies?” she repeated, feeling a little better.

      “Yes,” he said, holding them up proudly, “chick flicks!”

      She laughed. “Okay,” she said, “you win. You can stay.”

      “Thank you,” he said. “But I’ll stay only on one condition.”

      “What’s that?” she asked, confused. Hadn’t he just asked to stay?

      “I’ll stay only if you skip work tomorrow.”

      She considered this. She wasn’t sure she could make it even if she tried. She nodded. “Good idea. But I can’t keep you from going.”

      “If you keep getting better, I won’t have to skip.”

      He put in The Lake House, a movie with Sandra Bullock about a woman who falls in love with a man who lives in an alternate time.

      They sat side by side, holding hands at first, then snuggling up together under a blanket. By the end of the movie, Madison was crying.

      “So… she had to wait while he caught up with her?” Daniel asked, trying to figure out the intricate plot.

      “Yes,” Madison said. “But...”

      “So, for her, it’s one year, and for him it’s another?”

      “I don’t know,” Madison said. “However, it happened, isn’t it wonderful?”

      “Yes, it is. You’re a little romantic.”

      “I think I’m a pretty big romantic.”

      “I like it,” he said.

      “You’re not?”

      “I’m romantic,” he insisted.

      “Then you liked the movie?”

      “It was great,” he said. “Just a little confusing.”

      “Are you hungry?” she asked.

      “Yeah, are you?”

      “A little.”

      “This is great,” he said. “What do you want?’

      “Hmm. Pizza, I think.”

      “There’s no way I’m giving you pizza.”

      “I haven’t been sick all day. I don’t think it’ll hurt.”

      “Okay, but I’ll heat some more soup.”

      “Alright,” she acquiesced.

      They looked at each other and, for just a moment, she thought he was going to kiss her. Then he got up and went to make dinner.

      A few minutes later, he sat next to her and held out a slice of pizza. She took a bite and shook her head. “I think you’re right. I better not.”

      As he ate pizza and she ate soup, they put in the next movie. Although Madison was enjoying it quite a bit, about halfway through, she fell asleep, her head on Daniel’s shoulder.

      When she woke, several hours later, it was dark and she was alone. She knew she was alone because the house felt different - empty.

      She checked the clock. It was nearly Midnight. The movie was on pause about where she had fallen asleep. There was a note on the coffee table.

      I went home to get some sleep. Early day tomorrow. Call me if you need anything at all. Anything.

      Daniel

      She was in so much trouble.

      Even though he’d proposed to her, in retrospect, she didn’t think he was serious. Not really.

      But he was getting under her skin. She was starting to think about him that way. And she had no business doing that. She didn’t even know who she was, much less to be thinking about getting married.

      She could already be married for all she knew. Who could I even ask?

      Mentally, she shook herself. There she went, fantasizing about a wedding.

      Daniel Beaumont was going to cause her pain. She could feel it coming on. She was starting to really like him. She hadn’t even kissed him and she was fantasizing about kissing him and marrying him, and who knows what else she would be fantasizing about next.

      Oh my.

      

      “I am an idiot,” Daniel muttered to himself as he opened a can of food for Rover. “Rover, I’m an idiot,” he repeated.

      Rover barked.

      “Thanks for agreeing,” Daniel said, wryly as he put the plate of dog food on the floor.

      He unmade the bed and sat on the edge. And mentally kicked himself. What had he been thinking. He’d asked a girl he’d known less than a week to marry him. Sure, he planned to marry her, but that seemed like an awfully spontaneous way to go about making a lifetime commitment. Besides, it was sure to scare her away. She’d probably avoid him now, thinking he was some kind of a creep.

      And, he thought, as he continued to beat himself up. He had never even kissed her. What if he kissed her and felt nothing? Then what? He would have to kiss her to make sure everything clicked.

      Thinking about kissing Madison distracted him from kicking himself. He began to imagine how he might go about doing that and what it might be like.
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      The next morning, Madison showed up at work with her shades on. He knew something was wrong the moment he saw her. First of all, she shouldn’t be there.

      “Good morning,” he said, once she was on board. “You promised me you would stay home today.”

      “I didn’t want to,” she said. He wasn’t sure if she looked at him or not.

      “Rough night?” he asked and was fairly certain that she looked directly at him then.

      “You might say that.”

      “Care to share?”

      “No.”

      “Ok, well, I’m here if you change your mind.”

      “Here’s your coffee, Mr. Daniel,” Amy said, handing him a cup. “Can I get you anything, Miss Madison?”

      “No, thanks. I’ll get something in a few minutes.”

      “Are you sure, because I don’t mind.”

      “Ok, sure, coffee with lots of creamer.” she glanced at Daniel’s. “Like his.”

      “I’ll be right back,” Amy said and bounced off to fetch the coffee.

      “Do we do anything different today?” she asked Daniel.

      “No, we just get home early.”

      “Oh, well, that could be kind of nice.”

      “It is. The fatigue factor is a little lower.”

      She nodded.

      Amy bounced back with her coffee and Madison sipped it cautiously, enjoying the jolt of caffeine.

      It was cloudy today, but unlike yesterday, no snow or rain was in the forecast. When the scout car got back, Daniel went out to speak with him and came back to announce that everything looked alright and they were good to go. They didn’t have but fifteen passengers today and were only taking two cars besides the engine.

      “Is that unusual?” Madison asked, after Daniel updated her.

      “Not for this time of year. Our busiest season is summer, of course. I happen to prefer this time of year, and even after it starts to snow. It’s more peaceful. And prettier.

      “It’s different every day,” she said.

      “Good observation.”

      She smiled. “Sometimes.”

      The trip up was uneventful. And calm. A young couple from France asked Madison a lot of questions about the train, the terrain, and Durango. She appreciated their curiosity.

      They went past the cliffs, past the inn, turned the train around, and started back. Daniel joined her at the back of the second car and stood close to her, their arms touching. She wondered what it would be like to kiss him and found her gaze drawn to his lips.

      As the train began to creep along the cliffs, it began to slow more than usual.

      “Are we stopping?” she asked Daniel.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “You stay here. I’ll go find out what’s going on.”

      Daniel headed toward the engine. The train came to a complete stop. The tourists began to sound a little alarmed.

      “Everything’s ok. Don’t be alarmed,” she told them, although she felt a little worried herself.

      A few minutes later Daniel appeared at the doorway and motioned for her to join him on the platform.

      When she stepped outside, the wind whipped between the cars and chilled her. She hadn’t realized how warm and toasty she had been inside the car.

      “There’s a problem,” Daniel said.

      “What is it? There had yet to be a problem on the train that Daniel couldn’t fix.

      “There’s been a rock slide.”

      “A rock slide,” she echoed, attempting to lean out to see it.

      “You can’t see it from here,” he said. “Come with me.”

      They went through the concession car and stepped into the engine. Mike was chewing his bottom lip. “I’ve never seen anything like this,” he said.

      Madison climbed into the observation deck and sucked in her breath. There, only a few yards away were rocks. Not just few rocks, but rocks that had brought dirt with them. Instead of a nice, landscaped track, it looked like the side of the mountain with no human habitation. There was still a mist from the recent upheaval.

      “What are we going to do?” she asked.

      She got no answer. Neither Mike nor Daniel was willing to state the obvious that there was nothing for them to do.

      “I hope the scout car got through ok,” Mike said, stating what the others had failed to consider.

      Daniel wiped his hand over his face, took the radio from his belt clip, and called for Matthew, today’s scout driver.

      No answer.

      “That’s not good,” Mike said.

      Madison wasn’t sure if Daniel wanted to hug him or pummel him. He just turned away to think.

      “Try the satellite phone,” he said.

      “It’s not working,” Mike said.

      “Try it again,”

      “Ok,” Mike attempted, again, to get a signal on the satellite phone. “Nothing.”

      Madison knew enough to know that they were in trouble. Without communication, it would be several hours before anyone could get through to them.

      “Why don’t we just back up and go to Silverton?” she asked.

      Daniel and Mike both turned and looked at her.

      “There’s not enough fuel,” Mike said.

      “But it’s a steam engine. Doesn’t it run on water?” She gestured toward the river running just below them.”

      “Our only stations are below the rock slide and past the snow closure,” Daniel said.

      “Well, then, why not just back up part of the way, say to the inn?” Madison asked.

      “From there we can call for help,” Daniel added, with a sense of purpose in his expression.

      Mike began putting the engine in reverse.” Good luck telling the passengers. I’ll be up here working on the engine.”

      “Two cars and two of us,” Daniel said. “Let’s see if we can do this without inciting panic.”

      “Good luck,” she said, over her shoulder.

      When she stepped back into the car, she was bombarded with questions. She held up her hand and calmly made her announcement.

      “Here’s the situation,” she began. “There has been a rock slide below us. It’s too large for us to clear out, so we’re going to back up to the inn that we passed a little ways back - you may remember it, and from there we can get you out of here. In the meantime, everyone gets a free trip to the concession stand.”

      She was surprised when they clapped. She had expected them to be upset and worried. She smiled as they jumped up to head toward the concession car.

      A few minutes later, Daniel came through, looking at her questioningly.

      “They’re getting a free trip to the concession stand.”

      He seemed to consider this. “Good idea,” he said. “Want to go clue in my car?”

      When she stepped into his car, she immediately saw why he sent her to tell them. The atmosphere was grumbly. However, after she made her announcement, the mood improved considerably and they began to line up to take her up on her offer.

      After going back to her car, Daniel came to stand next to her. “That was a nice touch,” he said.

      “It did work surprisingly well,” she said. “How serious is the situation?

      “Unless we can get someone to helicopter them out, they may be there until the track can be cleared.”

      “How long do you think that could take?”

      “It depends, but my best guess is that it could take days.”

      “This is gonna cost the railroad some money.”

      “They can cover it.”

      “I’m sure they can,” she agreed, as the train began to slowly back up.

      

      Madison, Daniel, and Mike waited until everyone had been given a room at the inn before they went up to the desk for their rooms. Fortunately, there were only fifteen guests on today’s train.

      “I’m sorry, there aren’t any rooms left,” the harried clerk informed them.

      “Not even one?” Daniel asked.

      “I’m sorry, sir, not even one.”

      “I can sleep on the train,” Mike suggested.

      “No way,” Daniel told him. “It’s too cold. And you have to consider your arthritis.”

      “You can use my room tonight,” the clerk offered. “I have to be here at the desk anyway. And the other two of you can sleep here in the lobby.”

      “Madison,” Mike said, “you take the room.”

      “No way,” Madison answered. “You take the bed. I don’t mind sleeping on the couch.”

      “My arthritis isn’t that bad,” he grumbled, shooting a glance at Daniel.

      “We don’t want it to get that bad,” Madison said, quietly.

      “Alright. I can’t fight the will of a pretty woman.”

      

      After most of the tourists had found their way to their rooms and scattered about the property, Madison and Daniel collapsed on the sofa that would serve as one of their beds that night.

      “So, what’s word on the helicopters?” Madison asked.

      “They can send one out tomorrow to start rescuing people, but today they have nothing available.”

      “Good thing it’s not an emergency.”

      “They could get a medical helicopter for that. I guess since we’re all safe, they didn’t see a need to rush.”

      “They’re supposed to all be on vacation anyway.”

      “Some people are on a schedule even when they’re on a vacation.”

      “Hey,” Madison said, sitting up suddenly. “What about Rover?”

      “He’ll be ok. If I’m away from home for more than a day, my neighbor will come over and walk him for me.”

      “That must be nice,” Madison said, wistfully, feeling that tug of loneliness once again. She rubbed her fingers together.

      “Are you cold?”

      “A little.”

      “Do you want some hot chocolate? I’ll go see if I can find some.”

      “That would be nice.”

      A few minutes later, Daniel came back with two mugs of steaming hot chocolate. “Success,” he said.

      “Looks good,” she said, taking one mug and wrapping her hands around it.

      He sat down next to her, their arms barely touching. “I like it here,” he said. “No televisions, no radios, no loud music from cars.”

      “It is peaceful,” she agreed.  “Though for some reason, it seems a little quiet.”

      “A city girl,” he surmised.

      “Could be,” she nodded.

      “But you don’t mind?”

      “No, I don’t mind. At least not for awhile.”

      “I think it’s starting to snow,” he said.

      “How do you know?”

      “It just sounds different when it snows.”

      “Let’s go see,” she suggested.

      They went to the front window and, sure enough, there were snowflakes falling. It was absolutely serene.

      “I think I’d like to build a cabin right over there at the foot of that mountain,” Daniel said, pointing toward the mountains.

      “That would be nice if you could get satellite, a cell phone, and high-speed Internet.”

      “Yep, it’s official,” he said. “You’re a city girl.”

      “Do you mind?” she asked, with a half-smile.

      “Nope. Not as long as you don’t mind that I like it peaceful and quiet.”

      “I don’t mind. Like I said, I like it for awhile. Not just on an everyday basis.”

      “I feel the same way about the city, I guess. I’ve just never spent all that much time in one.”

      

      “Hey, there’s Amy,” Madison said, “I haven’t seen her since we disembarked.”

      Amy’s hair was still wet from her shower and she had a box under one arm and a six-pack of beer under the other.

      “If you guys need to take a shower,” she offered, “you can use ours.”

      “Are you trying to tell us something,” Daniel asked.

      “Actually, yes.”

      “We don’t have anything clean to wear,” Madison said.

      “Trust me,” Amy said, sitting down in a chair across from them. “Even if you have to put your dirty clothes back on, it’s worth it to take a shower and get all those ashes off your skin. Besides, you don’t want to fall asleep with this stuff on you.”

      “That’s probably a good point. I think I’ll take you up on that offer,” Madison said.

      Amy tossed her the key, an old-fashioned key. “It’s room 204,” she said. “Enjoy.”

      “Thanks,” Madison said, and left with no further hesitation.

      “So, how’s it going with you two?” Amy asked Daniel.

      He gave her a quizzical look, considered his options, and said, “I think it’s going pretty well.”

      She looked a little smug. “I thought so.”

      “What made you think that?” he asked.

      “You two just looked like you were made for each other.”

      “Could be,” he couldn’t resist saying, a small smile playing on his lips.

      

      Madison stood in the shower, reveling in the hot water. This had to be one of the best showers she had ever taken. She wondered, just a little, about what Amy and Daniel were doing downstairs. They had known each other for quite a while and Amy was a cute, bouncy blonde. The kind of girl men seemed to be naturally attracted to.

      It didn’t matter, anyway, Madison decided. Once she found out who she was, she would doubtless have to go back to her life and none of this would matter. She bristled at that thought, not sure where it came from. She didn’t intend to ever go back to where ever she came from anyway, because this is where she belonged. This is who she was now.

      Reluctantly turning off the water, she toweled off and stepped out of the shower. Even more reluctantly, she put on her dirty uniform. There was a stack of complimentary toiletries from the hotel and she did the best she could, considering.

      She put her shoes back on and went back downstairs. Amy had her feet up, all comfortable in the chair. Daniel was stretched out on the sofa drinking a beer.

      “There she is,” he said. “Now it’s my turn.”

      As she handed him the key, their eyes met and they shared an intimate moment, a time when she even forgot that Amy was in the world, much less sitting there watching them.

      “I’ll be right back,” he said, his voice a little hoarse.

      “I’ll be here,” she said with a little smile.

      “So, how are things going?” Amy asked.

      “Things are going good. Thanks for loaning us the shower.”

      “Absolutely no problem,” she assured her. “And,” placing a box on the coffee table. “I found entertainment.”

      “What is it?’

      “Scrabble.”

      “Awesome.”

      “You play?

      “I love Scrabble.” She wasn’t quite sure how she knew this, but she did.

      “Great. As soon as Daniel gets back, we’ll play. Want a beer?”

      “I don’t really get into beer. I’ll be back in a few. I’m going to see if they have any cokes.”

      By the time Madison had located a coke, Daniel was back. His hair was still wet, and his face was clean-shaven. She felt a little tug in her heart at the sight of him.

      They took their letters and Madison went first. “Digits,” she spelled.

      “Gee thanks,” Daniel said, studying his words, “stem,” he said.

      Amy quickly spelled money.

      Madison studied the board - studied her letters. “Trial.”

      “I don’t have any good letters,” Daniel announced. He added an a between trial and money to make lay.

      “Good one,” Madison said.

      “I have nothing but vowels.”

      After Amy played train, Madison played aorta. “We kind of have a theme going.”

      “How do you get a theme out of those words?”

      “It’s medical. It would take a lot of money to have a stem cell trial to regenerate digits.”

      “Digits?” Amy asked.

      “Yeah, you know, fingers.”

      “Oh. Yuck.”

      “Not so bad. We can do just about anything with stem cells,” she said, and paused with the tile bag in her hand. Stunned by what she just said. How would she know that? Why would she know that?

      Amy ignored her and continued to study her tiles. Daniel stared at her. “Well, that’s interesting,” he said.

      “Yes, it is,” Madison said, absently. This had to mean something. She wasn’t sure just what it meant yet, but she was sure it meant something.

      They finished out the game, Daniel coming from behind to win by twenty points, and Madison losing. She had been distracted ever since her comment about stem cells and hadn’t bothered to try much.

      “Are you okay?” Amy asked her at one point.

      “I’m just tired,” she had answered, with a genuine yawn.

      After picking up their game pieces, Amy offered to leave the game for them. They both quickly declined.

      After she left, Daniel scooted over to sit next to her. “What is it?” he asked. “Have you remembered something?”

      “No, but I just keep saying things that I know I know, but I don’t know how I know. It’s very unnerving.”

      The desk clerk stopped by to hand them blankets and pillows and asked if they needed anything. “Is it okay with you if I go ahead and dim the lights?” he asked.

      “I don’t mind,” Daniel said.

      “Please go ahead,” Madison said.

      She snuggled beneath what turned out to be a down blanket and closed her eyes - squeezed them shut tightly. The overhead lights went off and it was dark - much darker than she had expected.

      She heard Daniel shifting his position.

      How was she supposed to go to sleep with him just a few feet across from her?

      “Madison?” he called in a sexy, sleepy voice.

      Now for sure she would never sleep. “Yes?”

      “I’m glad you’re here.”

      She didn’t say anything at first. She just savored those words spoken in that sleepy, masculine voice. “I can’t think of anywhere else I’d rather be at this moment either.”

      He chuckled. “That does a lot for my ego.”

      “But you know it’s true,” she said.

      “Madison?” he called again, this time he sounded a little bit more awake.

      “What?”

      “Can I ask you for a favor?”

      “Ok,” she said, thinking he would want her to get up and get something for him. She did not want to move. “You can ask, but I’m not moving.” She didn’t think she could.

      “Can I have a good-night kiss?”

      Her entire body sprang to life. Oh my. A goodnight kiss! That was something she hadn’t seen coming. It was something she wanted more than anything. She wanted it so much, she didn’t know how to respond. “A what?”

      “A kiss goodnight. It’s just a little thing to ask.”

      “Little?” Her brain had frozen - locked down.

      “I guess it could be a big thing if you wanted, but I was thinking it could be a little thing. And I’ll come over there.”

      She didn’t answer. Couldn’t. She was trembling beneath her blanket.

      “Madison,” this time his voice came in her ear. He was kneeling next to her. He stroked her cheek. She swallowed and licked her lips.

      Then his lips touched hers and it was as though they became fused. Like magnets. He moved his lips against hers and her head sank back into the pillow at the same time she was straining to get closer to him.

      They kissed. And they kissed. His hands were in her hair. On her face.

      It must have been about half an hour later, or could have been an hour later, that he pulled back. “Oh my God, Madison,” he murmured.

      “How can this be, Daniel?”

      Then his lips were back on hers. It was like they couldn’t stop kissing.

      Finally, he stretched out alongside her on the oversized couch. “Should we sleep?” he asked.

      “We should,” she said, but her lips fused back onto his.

      They fell asleep kissing - both of them exhausted.

      

      When they woke, the lights were shining in their eyes and the desk clerk was standing next to their couch, staring at them. “I suppose you found the accommodations to your satisfaction,” he said.

      They looked at each other and both of them looked like kittens that had been drinking milk.

      The desk clerk shook his head and walked away, “Never mind.”

      “What’s wrong with him?” Daniel asked.

      “He’s been in the woods too long,” Madison said.

      “So have I,” Daniel said, and kissed her again.

      Madison pulled back a little when she heard footsteps. It was then that she realized they had somehow ended up both of them under her blanket and their bodies were entwined together.

      “Daniel, there are people.”

      “So?”

      “So, we’re supposed to be the ones in charge.”

      He looked at her blankly. “Ok,” he agreed begrudgingly. “But I don’t want to stop.”

      “Neither do I,” she said, “but I think that’s a good sign.”

      He smiled wickedly. “What did I tell you? We’re a match made in Heaven.”

      “Sir?” a young boy came up to them.

      “Yes, what is it?” Daniel said, sitting up, instantly alert. Once again, Madison was in awe that he could change tracks so suddenly and completely.

      “It’s my dad,” he said, the fear in his voice evident.

      “What’s wrong with him?”

      “He was out jogging this morning and tripped. It’s his arm. It’s broken or something.”

      “Where is he?” Daniel asked.

      Madison was already standing up, “take me to him.” Somewhere in the back of her mind, she realized that she had acted instinctively. She had changed tracks just as quickly, maybe more quickly than Daniel had.

      She followed him out the back door. The cold air hit her in the face, bringing her wide awake.

      The man was sitting on the cold ground, his arm in his hands. Tears were leaking from the corners of his eyes.

      “Let me see,” Madison demanded.

      His arm was limp, hanging loose from the elbow.

      “I can fix it,” she said.

      “I think I need a doctor,” the man said.

      “My name is Madison. What is your name?”

      “Henry. I think it’s broken.”

      “It’s dislocated, Henry, but I can fix it.”

      “How?”

      “I’ve been trained.”

      “She can help you, Henry,” Daniel assured the man.

      Madison looked up at him with thanks in her eyes. She knew he was taking a leap of faith in her. He didn’t really know that she could help Henry. But he was willing to stand behind her on her word.

      She examined his arm, then going on instinct, popped it back into place. When she heard it pop, she closed her eyes, hoping, against hope that she hadn’t made it worse.

      “You did it,” Henry said, now able to move his arm.

      She exhaled a sigh of relief.

      Daniel held his hand out to her and she took it, allowing him to pull her up. He hugged her, nestling her head against his chest. “You did it,” he whispered.

      Henry and his son went inside. Daniel sat on the back steps and pulled her into his lap. “You’re a nurse or a paramedic, or something like that.”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “I just knew what to do.”

      “You are amazing,” he said, and he kissed her.

      “I heard what you did!” Amy said, bouncing outside in a whirlwind, seemingly oblivious to the fact that they were all over each other.

      Madison and Daniel pulled away. “It was nothing,” she said.

      “You reset his dislocated arm. That’s like totally awesome.”

      “Thanks,” Madison said, wishing she would go away so she could continue to kiss Daniel.

      “You know,” Amy began, “you two are kind of busted.”

      Daniel laughed and looked at Madison. “Do you care?” he asked.

      Madison shook her head. “Not so much.”

      Daniel kissed her again.

      “Ok, enough already,” Amy said. “I’m going back inside for breakfast. I can’t watch any more of this.”

      “I thought you said we were perfect for each other.”

      “I did,” she said, “but enough is enough already.”

      “Are you hungry?” Daniel asked Madison.

      She nodded. They stood up, and hand in hand, went in to join the others for breakfast.

      Madison stopped by the restroom and checked her appearance in the mirror. Her lips were swollen, and not just a little. She smiled at her reflection. She liked Daniel. A lot. And there was something about their kisses. A connection. Like nothing she had experienced before. At least not that she could remember experiencing. There was no way she would have left it behind if she had.

      At least not on purpose. Was she a medical person of some type? Her instincts had kicked in. That was the second time it had happened that way. The first time had been with the little boy with the bear and now the man with the dislocated arm.

      She seemed to remember things when they presented themselves, but, she couldn’t get a handle on it. She had no memory of being a nurse or anything else related to the medical profession. It seemed like she should. Maybe she was a parent. No, that didn’t feel right. It would come to her. It had to.

      In the meantime, there was Daniel to contend with. His kisses were just, well... amazing. And she didn’t have any memories of anything like his kisses coming forth in her memory. So, it must be a new experience.

      It was certainly a good experience. That much she couldn’t deny. She felt like she was in sort of a trance. She wanted everyone to know that she was with Daniel Beaumont. She smiled into the mirror, then went back out to find Daniel in the dining room.

      “Welcome back,” Daniel said, putting his arm around her. “Do you want pancakes or eggs benedict? They’re out of everything else.”

      “I think I could eat one of each.”

      “Good answer. Me, too.” Then he smiled at her. And she smiled back. She knew her heart was in her eyes, but she was too smitten to care.

      

      Daniel’s mind whirled. He had been impressed by how she’d reset the man’s arm, but more importantly, he was afraid that she was getting closer to remembering who she was. She was a doctor. He was certain of it.

      The woman had recognized her and now she had demonstrated skills that only a medical professional would have.

      He’d suggested that she was a nurse or a paramedic simply because he didn’t want to frighten her. Anytime he got close to the truth of her identity, she fled.

      And he didn’t want to do anything to make her flee.
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      Madison dropped her shopping bags on the bed and dashed into the bathroom to fill the tub with scented bubble bath. She always felt cleaner and a little sexier after she had a relaxing bath.

      She checked the clock - Daniel would be there to pick her up in just under three hours. She would have to rush. She didn’t want to be late. His mother was cooking.

      She was a nervous wreck. She hadn’t even been to his place yet, and already she was meeting his parents. It just so happened to be Daniel’s dad’s birthday. She had no idea what to expect.

      She’d spent her entire first paycheck on new clothes and a haircut. She had bought some new jeans and a green sweater with a white camisole to peek out from under the top. Her new haircut was kind of bouncy with layers at the bottom that were curled on the ends.

      After her bath, she carefully applied make-up - eyeshadow, eyeliner, and mascara. Then painted her nails with a light pink polish she had purchased.

      She got dressed and was ready to go - just in case Daniel showed up early. Then she went into the kitchen and mixed up some oatmeal cookies which she placed in the oven to bake. Daniel had told her that oatmeal cookies were his dad’s favorite. She hoped it was appropriate to bring cookies to one’s boyfriend’s dad’s birthday party on the first meeting.

      She was going to drive herself crazy with worry. Baking helped to calm her. She’d picked up a little basket to carry them in and had tied a wide blue ribbon on it.

      While she was waiting for the cookies to bake, someone rang her doorbell. Thinking it must be Daniel - he almost always showed up early - she threw open the front door.

      A middle-aged woman stood looking at her. “Hello, Madison,” the woman said, with a tentative smile.

      “Hello,” Madison said, not recognizing the woman.

      “I didn’t realize you were here until last night when you were saying goodnight to someone on the doorstep.”

      Madison thought quickly back to last night. She remembered she hadn’t turned the front porch light on - just in case someone might be watching, and apparently it was a good thing, since their goodnight kiss had gone on for some time. In retrospect, she should have invited Daniel inside, but the plan had been for him to say a quick goodnight and be on his way.

      “We’ve been out of town ourselves,” the woman informed her, and only got back a couple of days ago.

      The night Madison had spent at the inn in the mountains.

      When she didn’t answer, the woman continued. “Anyway, I didn’t know you were coming up, since your parents just left.”

      Parents?

      “They didn’t mention it,” the woman continued. “But, then, we don’t tell our parents everything, do we?”

      “No, I don’t suppose we do,” Madison said, finally, her mind racing.

      “I just wanted to check to be sure you were good.”

      “I’m fine,” Madison said quickly, and heard the timer going off in the kitchen. “I have to go,” she said, and quickly closed the door in the woman’s face.

      With the door closed behind her, she leaned against it and closed her eyes. Who am I?

      The timer kept going off, louder now. She pulled herself away from the door and rescued the cookies, all the while, her mind was whirling in a daze.

      This was not good. This person knew her - the old her. The one she didn’t even know. This was definitely dangerous territory. She mustn’t let Daniel talk to her. Daniel would delve. Then everything would be all messed up.

      She didn’t even want to know who she used to be anymore. She was Madison McKivitz - railroad brakeman, girlfriend of Daniel Beaumont. That’s all she needed to know.

      While the cookies cooled, she peeked out the front door. The woman - whoever she was, was nowhere in sight. She had to make sure the woman didn’t cross paths with Daniel.

      Packing the cookies in the basket, she inhaled sharply. She was staying in her parents’ house. She supposed that explained what she was doing here, if not how she got here.

      

      Daniel showed up a few minutes early as usual. Madison was waiting at the door in case the neighbor showed up again.

      As they walked toward his dark gray GMC Denali, Madison realized this was the first time she’d been anywhere with him not work related. As he helped her into his truck, her pulse raced.

      “How was your first day off?” he asked, as they moved into traffic.

      “It was kind of busy,” she said.

      “Really? What did you do?”

      “I just had some things to catch up on,” she said, vaguely.

      “Something’s wrong,” he said.

      She looked at him, then, for the first time since he’d picked her up. “No, not really. I’m sorry.”

      “I’m here if you want to talk about it,” he said, reaching over to take her hand.

      She wanted to tell him about her new discovery. But she knew if she did, he’d go digging and find out more than she wanted to know. Already, she was feeling a little weird knowing that she was living in what most likely was her parents’ vacation home. That meant she would be discovered – eventually.

      It also explained why the refrigerator was stocked with food and it explained why she had such a nice place to stay without paying any bills. They probably took care of all that remotely.

      All in all, it was a good deal for her while it lasted.

      Daniel was so handsome. She would so miss him when things changed. She wanted to keep things the way they were for as long as possible. It probably wasn’t right.

      She was spinning off-kilter.

      As she was spinning in her own little hell, Daniel turned into a gated driveway and Madison brought herself out of her reverie long enough to pay attention to where they were going. A few minutes later, they were pulling up to what could only be called an estate - or maybe it could be called a mansion. Whatever she chose to call it, it was nothing like anything she expected.

      When she looked at him accusingly, he shrugged.

      “This is where you grew up?” she asked.

      “Oh, no, I grew up in a much smaller place,” he said. “About half as big as this.”

      “I see.”

      “After I left home, my parents decided they needed to upgrade so my sisters would have someplace to live.”

      “I think you got a bad deal.”

      “Not really. I have a little place in town, but on my days off, I’m usually out here. At least I was,” he said, squeezing her hand. “That may be changing unless you like it here and want to come out here with me.”

      She wasn’t sure what to say. She glanced at the clock. She hadn’t realized that they had been driving for almost an hour. She’d been too busy spinning around in her own head.

      As they drove up the circle drive to the front door, two dogs came out to greet them.

      “That little one is Rover,” he pointed out proudly.

      “I thought Rover stays home and sleeps all day.”

      “He does. I brought him out this morning so he’d be here tonight when you got here.

      “Daniel, why didn’t you just bring him with us?”

      “I didn’t know how you felt about dog hairs and, well, I just didn’t want to do that on our first night out together,” he said, and got out of the truck. “Wait here. I’ll come around,” he said.

      They were greeted by the two dogs as soon as her door opened. Laughing, Madison, let Rover lick her hands.

      “I think he likes you,” Daniel said.

      “Either that or he wants to eat me.”

      “Oh, they just ate. He won’t be eating anyone for awhile,” a man said.

      Madison turned at the unfamiliar voice. The face, however, was quite familiar, only a few years older.

      “Madison, this is my dad, Charles,” Daniel said, introducing them as the older man approached.

      “I can see the resemblance,” Madison said, holding out her hand.

      “Don’t hold that against me,” Charles said, taking her hand and pulling her into a hug.

      Madison looked at Daniel.

      “I think he likes you, too,” Daniel said. “And, that, definitely runs in the family.”

      When he released her, Madison said, smiling, “happy birthday, Mr. Beaumont.”

      “Please, no Mr. Beaumont. It makes me feel old. Call me Charles. And thanks.”

      Daniel took her hand, and they went inside, making their way straight to the back of the house.  “We spend most of our time back here,” he told her.

      She could see why. The huge open kitchen looked out onto a wide expanse of manicured lawn with a pool in one corner. As they got closer, she could see the patio with chairs, a table with an umbrella, and large grill.

      “Since it’s my birthday, they’re letting me cook,” Charles told her.

      “Are you kidding?” Daniel said. “He won’t let anyone else touch his grill.”

      A woman who looked more like she could be Daniel’s sister than his mother came forward and introduced herself.

      “Hello, Madison,” she said, “I’m Barbara, Daniel’s mom.”

      “It’s so nice to meet you,” Madison said, again holding out her hand.

      Barbara, like Charles, pulled her into a hug.

      “My family is sort of affectionate,” he said, almost apologetically.

      “It’s okay,” Madison said.

      “Your sisters will be here soon,” Barbara said, going back toward the kitchen. “I’m glad you could come early before things get chaotic.”

      Madison almost laughed. Rover and the other dog had followed them into the house, and followed Charles out onto the patio. Compared to what she had gotten used to the last few days, it was already quite chaotic to her.

      “Want to help me decorate the cupcakes?” Barbara asked.

      “I’d like that,” she said, following her over to the island which looked a little chaotic itself. “Oh, and I brought some oatmeal cookies I baked. I hope that’s ok.”

      “Are you kidding? Charles will love you. Those are his favorite. Daniel, why don’t you take your father a cookie?”

      “Alright,” he said. “I can take a hint. Be nice to her.”

      Madison had a sudden tinge of fear. She was being left alone with the mother.

      “Don’t worry, Madison,” Barbara said. “I’m harmless.”

      “What would you like me to do?”

      “Take this icing and do some kind of design on the top of the cupcakes.”

      Madison picked up the icing dispenser and made some roses on the first one. “Something like that?”

      “Wow! I see you’ve done this before.”

      “Baking is sort of a hobby of mine.” At least it had been this past week. “What does Charles like?”

      “He likes football, hockey, sports of any kind. And dogs. He loves dogs.”

      Madison made a football design with a cute little border on the next one.

      “Now, you’re just going to spoil him,”

      Madison laughed. “It’s his birthday.”

      “You’re right. Go ahead,” she said, checking something in the oven. “I’m glad you could come.”

      “I’m honored to be invited into your home. Which, by the way, is so absolutely beautiful I don’t know what to say.”

      Barbara waved her hand in dismissal. “It’s just a house, like any other. Decorating is a hobby of mine, so I keep myself entertained with it.”

      “I guess it could keep you a little busy,” Madison said, as she contemplated her next cupcake design.

      “It does. By the time I get to the last room, it’s time to start all over again.”

      “Sounds like fun. I think that’s something I could enjoy myself.”

      A disturbance at the front door caught her attention.

      “Megan and Vaughn are here,” Barbara said, “get ready for a whirlwind.”

      It turned out that Daniel’s sisters had brought along their friends.

      Madison was introduced to Megan, a classically beautiful brunette; Vaughn, a classically beautiful blonde, two other pretty girls that were their friends, and Bobby, who seemed to be a friend of all of them and having the time of his life with all that female attention. Madison couldn’t tell which of the girls he liked best.

      “I warned you about the chaos,” Barbara said, as the girls and Bobby went outside to greet Charles.

      “I sort of thought you were kidding.”

      “We don’t mind. It’s quiet when the girls aren’t here.”

      “They don’t live here?”

      “They might as well, but they stay at the U during the week and some weekends. They’re here a lot though. You did a great job on those cupcakes. I’m tempted to have you help out some more, but I think Daniel’s starting to miss you.”

      When Madison looked up, Daniel was watching her from outside. He smiled.

      “Go ahead,” Barbara said.

      “I don’t mind helping out. You’ve got a lot to do.”

      “Don’t be silly. You’ve done more than enough. The girls can come in here and help out in a few,” she began washing lettuce in the sink. “Besides, once I’ve made the salad, I’m coming outside.”

      “Ok,” Madison said. “Just let me know if there’s anything else.”

      “Just go make Daniel happy.”

      Madison smiled, feeling she had made a connection with Daniel’s mom.

      Madison went to the patio door and stood watching. She felt a little wistful watching the family comradery. She knew she had parents out there, but she didn’t know if they were close like this family. She suddenly rather hoped they were.

      Daniel went to her side, and pulled her over with him. “Come on out here, and join us.”

      “She probably isn’t sure if she wants to do that yet,” Megan suggested.

      Daniel looked at her questioning. “Madison, you don’t mind?”

      “Not at all,” she said, looking at Daniel with what she knew said it all.
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      The man in row three didn’t seem to be quite right.

      He had already gone to the restroom four times before they even left the station. Now that they were headed uphill, he looked a little pale. He was bundled into heavy wool coat and had a blue and red plaid scarf wrapped around his face. When she’d walked past, she’d noticed he had bloodshot eyes that darted away from her gaze.

      Perhaps he had altitude sickness.

      Maybe she was imagining things. It was only her second week on the train, and she still didn’t have a handle on everything the passengers did.

      Just yesterday, a young tween girl had refused to sit in her assigned seat because she had been facing backwards on the ride home.

      Madison had finally convinced her traveling companion to switch seats with her so that she wasn’t facing backwards.

      Back to the man in two three, she had no idea what was up with him. As far as she could tell, he was alone. That in itself was a little odd. They got mostly couples this time of the year along with a few families and retired people.

      Since it was winter, they were only taking three cars up and all the cars were enclosed.

      She’d ask Daniel whenever he came through the next time.

      Thinking of Daniel put a smile on her lips. Three nights ago, at his family’s house - no, his family’s estate, her heart had nearly burst with a feeling of belonging. He’d shared his large, wonderful family with her and it had been just - well, wonderful.

      She liked them. She liked Charles and Barbara, and Megan, and Vaughn. They had been nice to her and made her feel welcome. Even the fact that they practically lived in a castle hadn’t seemed to affect them. They seemed like just ordinary people.

      Daniel had told her his parents were practically retired. Charles still did some work with his company, but he said it practically ran itself these days.

      Barbara, it seemed spent most of her days decorating the house. As far as hobbies went, it seemed like a great one to have. They had invited her back anytime - with Daniel or without him. Of course, she wouldn’t go without him - didn’t want to even think about it.

      Speaking of not thinking about it, she had for the most part avoided thinking about her memory loss. She was too busy enjoying herself. She hadn’t seen any more of the neighbor. She didn’t blame the woman for not bothering her anymore. After all, Madison had slammed the door in her face - something she wasn’t proud of, but it had served the purpose.

      Daniel came through her car - something he made a point of doing every time he got a chance.

      “How’s it going?” he asked, standing next to her.

      “It’s going good,” she said, feeling her face flushing, as she remembered those lips on hers just last night, before he had said goodnight.

      “I can’t wait until lunch,” he said.

      With that comment, she did blush. They had spent of most the lunch time yesterday under the aspen trees making out while the guests ate at the inn. Daniel had shown her a large hidden rocky area in a secluded place next to the stream. It had been cold, but they hadn’t noticed. She desperately hoped they hadn’t been spotted by any of the tourists.

      “Me either,” she admitted.

      “Do you want to eat today?”

      “Probably should.”

      “I brought some sandwiches.”

      “You did not!”

      “I did. Made them myself this morning.”

      “I’m impressed.”

      The man in the blue and red scarf looked in their direction, then got up to head to the bathroom. Again.

      “Does that man seem a little strange to you?” she asked.

      “I didn’t really notice.”

      “You notice everything.”

      “I’ve been a little distracted.”

      Madison looked away, but couldn’t help smiling.

      “I’ll be back in a few minutes,” he said.

      She nodded and watched him go. She was so incredibly fortunate. Daniel was not only handsome, but he was kind, intelligent, thoughtful. And she was so falling in love with him.

      When the passengers started to murmur, she looked out the train window. It was snowing. She knew she would never get tired of looking at the snow falling in the mountains. It was one of the most serene things she could imagine.

      The man with the blue and red scarf came back, sat in his seat, and shifted around, looking a little agitated.

      “Sir, are you all right?” she asked him.

      “I’m fine,” he said, tightening the scarf around his neck.

      “If you’re feeling the elevation, it sometimes helps to sit back and close your eyes.”

      Turning toward her, he pierced her with bottomless black eyes. “I’m not feeling the elevation.”

      “Ok, great. Let me know if you need anything,” she said, backing away from him and looking away from that intense piercing gaze. Once again, she had a strong sense that something wasn’t right about him.

      A passenger, a little boy from the next car over, walked between them. When she looked back, the man stood up, and brandished a pistol at her, then swung it around. At first no one seemed to notice that he had a gun. Then people began screaming.

      Madison froze. She just stood there staring at the gun. Slowly she backed away until she was standing at the edge of the train car, against the windows.

      The man waved the gun. “Shut up,” he demanded.

      Madison slowly slid down until she was sitting on the floor, her gaze glued to the gun. The train slowed as it started the assent over the cliffs.

      “What do you want?” a man, stood up and asked the gunman.

      “I want you to shut the hell up!”

      “Okay,” the man said, holding up his hands and sitting back down.

      “Everyone just stay where you are and shut up.”

      Madison kept her eyes closed - images of the gun and the man swirled in her mind.

      As she lost all sense of what was going on - she blanked out into oblivion and lost consciousness.

      

      When she came back to reality, Daniel was standing over her. “Madison, honey, look at me.”

      She did look at him and focused on his face as she remembered the gunman. “There was a man....”

      “It’s okay. A passenger from the next car came looking for his son, saw what was going on, and took him down.”

      “Where is he?” she asked, trying to look past him.

      “He’s unarmed and being watched.” He gently grasped her chin and turned her face to his. “Madison,” he said. “What happened? Did he hurt you?”

      “No. I don’t know,” she said, and the tears started down her cheeks. “I’m sorry,” she put her arms around his shoulders and buried her face against him as her body wracked with sobs. “I’m so sorry. I let you down.”

      He stroked her back and cooed softly. “You did no such thing.”

      Her crying slowed and she leaned against him, emotionally spent. “Please don’t fire me.”

      “Madison, how can I fire you?” he asked. “I love you.”

      He couldn’t help but tell her. The feelings had been bubbling up, overwhelming, inside of him. This was a different feeling from thinking she was adorable and gorgeous, even different from knowing that he wanted to marry her. This was a feeling of protection. He didn’t want anyone to hurt her - ever.

      “You do?” she asked against his chest.

      “Yes,” he said. “I do. I do. I love you.”

      “And I love you.”

      He held her so close, he couldn’t get her any closer.

      “Do you need anything?” one of the passengers asked as they waited to disembark.

      “No, we’ll be okay,” Daniel said. He knew he needed to get back to his passengers. But he couldn’t leave Madison. Not just yet.

      This had something to do with her memory loss. His gut was certain about that.

      “Madison,” he had to ask. “Do you remember anything?”

      “The man. The gun. He shot her.”

      “Madison, sweetheart, no one got shot.”

      She looked at him, searching. Then leaned against him again, seeming to need him to hold herself together. “He didn’t shoot her?”

      “No, baby. No one got shot.”

      “Then?” Not finishing her question, she was quiet, holding onto him, her hands clutching his uniform.

      “Are you okay now?” he asked, his voice against her ear.

      She nodded against him.

      “Okay, I’ve got to get back to the passengers.”

      “I’ll help you.”

      “No, you sit here,” he said, pulling her up with him and nudging her to the nearest seat.

      

      By the time they reached the inn where they were stopping for lunch, turning around, and dropping off the gunman where he would be picked up by law enforcement, Madison had regained some sense of balance. Half a dozen passengers had come up to her to express their empathy at her reaction to the gunman. She knew it had to have something to do with her memory loss. Of course, she couldn’t tell them that. She could only apologize that she hadn’t been there for them. No one seemed to blame her.

      Daniel, however, had been the most sympathetic to her.

      She waited as the last of the passengers disembarked. Then Daniel was at her elbow. “I wonder what he wanted,” she mused.

      “The gunman? Who knows. Sometimes people are just crazy.”

      As they watched, the man was led off the train and placed on a helicopter.

      “Has anything like this ever happened before?”

      “Not to my knowledge. Most people just want to ride the train and have a good time.”

      “He must be a very lonely man.”

      “A crazy man,” Daniel said.

      “Do you think they’ll press charges?”

      “He held a gun on my girl. You better know I’m going to press charges.”

      “Your girl?”

      “My girl and my train.”

      “Your train?” She looked at him and considered what had been in the back of her mind for some time. “Daniel?” she asked. “Your train?”

      He ran his hand along her hair, seemed to consider his response. “Yes,” he said softly. “My train.”

      She looked at him quizzically, needing more information.

      “Actually, it’s my family’s train, but I hold a large share.”

      “Then that explains everything - the house - the hiring.”

      “Does that change anything?” he asked, searching her eyes.

      She shook her head. “How could it?”

      “I don’t know.  It could. I wasn’t up front with you.”

      She smiled. “You didn’t tell me everything about yourself and I can’t tell you anything about me. Yet.... we still have these feelings.”

      “These incredible, wonderful feelings.” he said. Then he kissed her.

      She sank into the kiss, leaning in against him. When they kissed, she could not get enough.

      Daniel backed onto a seat and pulled her into his lap. Then his lips were on her cheek, then her neck. Her body was alive and tingled all over.

      “I want you so much,” he said into her ear.

      “I want you, too,” she said. “Daniel, I might just explode.”

      He laughed. “Not yet,” he said, “not until you know more about who you are and not until you’ve agreed to marry me.”

      “You’re so difficult sometimes.”

      “You have no idea how hard it is to resist you.”

      “I might have some general idea if it’s anything like resisting you.”

      “You’re much more irresistible,” he insisted.

      It started to rain, quickly becoming loud and heavy on the roof.

      “Do we have to go in?” Daniel asked, nibbling on her bottom lip.

      “No,” she said, “never. We can stay this way forever.”

      “And you would surely drive me insane.” He stood up, and held out his hand. “Come on. I’m hungry.”

      “Always,” she said, groaning as he pulled her toward him.

      “Tonight,” he promised. “Tonight, come out with me and meet my friends. Then go back to driving me crazy at your place.”

      “Okay,” she would have agreed to absolutely anything at that moment.
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      “What are you drinking?”

      “Just soda,” Madison said, for the third time in half an hour. She had to speak over the vintage eighties rock screaming from the overhead speakers. Duran Duran was the current artist.

      Daniel hadn’t let go of her all night. When they sat at the table, he had moved from holding her hand to putting his arm around her to hold her close.

      “Ok,” Adam said, “let me know if he drives you to something stronger,” he winked at his friend, Daniel.

      “Don’t pay him any mind,” Randi said. “He’s just sore because Daniel found you without his help. He’s been trying to set him up for ages.”

      “Where are you from?” Jerri asked.

      “Houston,” Madison said, going with the story she’d been thinking through all afternoon.

      “Really? Which part?”

      “Near the Galleria,” Madison said, and winced inside. She had no idea where that came from.

      “My aunt used to live there and I spent some time there visiting. Nice place.”

      Oops. “It’s the best shopping.”

      “I loved it. Mark won’t let me visit her anymore.”

      “That’s too bad,” When she turned around, Madison turned and whispered in Daniel’s ear. “Would you tell me I couldn’t go shopping?” she asked.

      “Are you kidding? I want you to go shopping. In fact, I’ll go with you if you like.”

      Madison grinned and kissed his cheek. “Somehow I have trouble picturing you in a shopping mall.”

      “That’s not nice,” he said.

      “Okay, you two. Save that until later,” Adam said, sitting next to Daniel.

      “What did you do in Houston?” Jerri asked, turning her attention back to Madison.

      “Besides shopping?”

      Jerri nodded.

      “I worked for a large company.” Vague, but plausible.

      Jerri nodded again. The music was overwhelmingly loud. “Nice,” she said.

      Madison breathed a sigh of relief. So far, so good. She was believable. Unfortunately, that sigh of relief was breathed too soon.

      “What made you come to Durango?”

      Madison glanced at Daniel.

      “Not what’s keeping you here,” Jerri said, with an exaggerated eye roll.

      Madison laughed. “My family used to come here when I was growing up,” And that, she believed was about as close to the truth as she could probably concoct.

      “So, you just came for a vacation.”

      Madison nodded. “And I decided to stay for awhile.” More than likely true.

      A slow song came on the speakers. “Dance with me,” Daniel said.

      Madison knew he was just rescuing her, yet her heart tripped at the idea of dancing with this man she was falling in love with. He stood up, held his hand out to hers.

      Out on the crowded dance floor, Daniel pulled her to him and swayed gently. “What do you think about the eighties music?” he asked.

      “It’s my favorite,” she said, against his ear.

      “Good,” he said, “mine, too.”

      “Your friends seem nice,”

      “They like you.”

      “I hope so.”

      They were silent for a bit, just enjoying the closeness, the music - the intimacy. I could so get used to this. She allowed herself, just for a moment, to imagine that it could happen. That she could stay here in this life - with this man. Grow old with him. The idea was seductive - pulling her in.

      “Have you had any new memories?” Daniel asked, pulling her out of her fantasy. “Or was that just a good cover story?”

      She was annoyed that he had destroyed her fantasy and so abruptly brought her back to reality - a reality she didn’t want intruding on the moment. “You believed me?” she asked.

      “It sounded believable,” he said.

      “Good enough,” she said.

      He stood still. Nudged her back so he could see her face. “When did that become good enough?” he asked. “Madison, what’s going on?”

      She shook her head. “This charade is too much, Daniel. I’m pretending that my life is normal, but it isn’t.”

      “Madison,” he said, looking intently into her eyes. “Just because you can’t remember your past doesn’t mean your life isn’t normal. If you’re happy.... Madison, are you happy?”

      “Yes,” she said, looking away from him.

      “If you’re happy, then your life is better than normal. Who cares how you got here? All I care about is that you are here in my life. That I love you and you love me. You don’t need a back story to tell my friends. If you want to, we can go tell them the truth right now. But they don’t care. They’d find it interesting, sure, but all that really matters is that we love each other. That’s what’s important.”

      She looked back at him. “You’re right.”

      He pulled her close, held her tight. The song changed. People came and went all around them. They didn’t move.

      “Madison,” he said, “no matter what happens, no matter what you find out, I want you in my life.”

      She pulled back, looked into his eyes. “Why are you saying this? Do you know something?”

      “No, but I think maybe you do. And you aren’t ready to tell me yet. Maybe you aren’t even ready to tell yourself. Just don’t ever forget about us. Promise me, Madison.”

      “I could never forget about you.”

      “We don’t know what the future holds. You forgot someone. I can guarantee that. And I don’t want to be another someone that you no longer remember. If you’ll promise me you’ll do whatever it takes to remember us, then I’ll believe you.”

      She swallowed hard. Daniel was right. She had forgotten a lot of people. Maybe she was even married. It occurred to her in that moment, that was very likely one of the reasons Daniel insisted that they wait before moving their relationship beyond anything more than kissing. If she was married, at least they would know that they hadn’t made love. But wasn’t an affair of the heart worse than anything sexual? Especially since they were anything but platonic. Those kisses were sooo seductive. She didn’t know if she could manage without them. Not now. Not now that she knew.

      This thing with Daniel, however, was deeper, more true, than anything else. He was right. She had to remember. She had to do whatever was in her power to make sure she remembered him - that she remembered them.

      “I promise,” she whispered.
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      Daniel stood under the eve of the depot and looked out toward the train. He was thankful that it was winter. Thankful that there was only one train each day. It was his habit to spend one day of each week on one of the other trains just to make sure everything was running smoothly. He, however, did not want Madison to travel without him. Especially after what had happened with the gunman just yesterday.

      She was vulnerable. And the scary thing was she didn’t know just how vulnerable she was.

      Though passengers were trickling in, he was tempted to cancel today’s run. The rain was too intense. It was probably snowing in the high country and no one liked to be stranded up there. Even though, he thought fondly, he had enjoyed it quite a bit the last time he had been stranded at the inn.

      At the least, he assured himself, bringing himself back to reality, he would wait until the scout car came back with the cleared go-ahead. If they left late, then so be it.

      Popping his umbrella out, he waded through the puddles to the train. The cold today was bone-chilling with the added dampness from the rain. It was the perfect day to snuggle up with Madison in front of the fireplace - maybe play some scrabble, watch some movies.

      He reminded himself that there would be plenty of days for that. At least he hoped there would be. He couldn’t allow himself to think otherwise.

      He shook out his umbrella and ducked into the concession car. Amy was there already, but she wasn’t her usual cheerful self.

      “Hey,” was her only response to his good morning greeting.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      She looked at him. “I just really would have liked to have stayed home today. I don’t know - maybe it’s the rain. I just don’t have a good feeling about being on the train today.”

      “Yeah,” Daniel said, “I’d rather be home, too. Just so you know, we aren’t leaving until the scout car comes back with a clear report.

      “That’s something, I guess,” she said, looking outside at the torrents of rain falling.

      “I guess,” he repeated, and he too, looked outside, but he wasn’t looking at the rain. He was looking for Madison. He checked his watch. She was late. She had a hard time getting here this early in the morning, but she usually managed to get close.

      He went to the first passenger car and greeted the dozen or so passengers who had shown up.

      “Can we still go in the rain?” someone asked.

      “As long as the tracks are clear,” he answered.

      “Does it often rain like this here?”

      “Not so much.”

      “Shouldn’t it be snowing instead?”

      “It’s probably snowing in the high country.”

      This got the attention of not only the young ones, but also the older folks. “Do you think we’ll see some snow?”

      “I would think so.”

      Ignoring their pleased responses, Daniel gazed outside again. This time, he was rewarded with the sight of Madison wading across the depot, a bright red umbrella held over her head. He went to meet her at the platform.

      “I’m sorry I’m late,” she said.

      “It’s ok. It’s sort of my fault,” he said, “for keeping you up late.”

      “Well, that’s true,” she said with a sideways grin.

      He took her umbrella with one hand and her hand with the other to steady her climb up the steps. “Did you sleep well anyway?” he asked when she was safely aboard.

      “Yes. All four hours of it.”

      “I apologize Madison. It won’t happen again.”

      “Not until tonight, I hope.”

      He laughed. “You’re a woman after my own heart.”

      She looked at him quizzically. “If you didn’t already have it, I’d have to give it to you.”

      “You scared me there for a minute.”

      “Don’t even go there. You’re my girl.”

      “I sure do hope so.”

      Mike blew the whistle indicating that the scout car was back. “Let’s go find out if we’re going up the hill today.”

      “It’d be nice to have a day off to just sit by the fire.”

      He gave her a strange look. “My sentiments exactly.”

      

      Against his better judgment, they headed up the hill. Daniel had gone in worse. He figured it was just the dreariness of the day and his desire to be with Madison that had him feeling out of sorts. And there was the small detail that he had gotten only three hours of sleep compared to Madison’s four last night.

      At least they would be back by mid-afternoon and that left plenty of time to shower and have a long evening just the two of them.

      Last night with his friends had been nice enough, but he wasn’t ready to share Madison. And, it seemed, she had been a little stressed out by the whole thing, too.

      Maybe they’d spend the evening at his house. Rover was getting lonely and he had a fireplace - and plenty of firewood.

      As he collected train tickets, he carefully assessed each passenger, perhaps a little more than he usually did. The last thing they needed today was another gunman. He wondered if that was another reason, besides the rain, that they had so few passengers today.

      “We just got married,” a young man said, as he took his ticket. Daniel congratulated the young couple - they couldn’t be a day over eighteen.

      “Not this morning, I hope.”

      The girl laughed. “No, last night.”

      “And you’re here, on the train?”

      The girl blushed. “It’s the only way to get to the inn. We wanted to have our first time there, you know?”

      Then Daniel felt his own face flush. “I see,” he said. “I think that’s...  a really romantic plan.”

      “We thought so,” the girl said, though Daniel had a feeling it was more her idea than his. Daniel was the only man he knew who would put off sex with a beautiful woman for some seemingly inane reason like - she had no memory.

      He moved on to the next car. How long would they have to wait? Was he really going to be able to hold out until she got her memory back? Then, what if her memories didn’t include him? Then what? He would have missed out.

      He reeled himself back in. This wasn’t about having sex with someone he was attracted to. This was about spending the rest of his life with the woman he was in love with.

      Madison was standing next to the door, looking out the window behind her sunshades. Fire was just as dangerous in the rain as when it wasn’t raining.

      “Are you asleep in there” he asked.

      “Not entirely,” she answered.

      “I wouldn’t blame you if you were.”

      “Daniel, is it really safe to be traveling in this much rain?” she asked, quietly, only for his ears.

      “I sure hope so,” he answered. It was the best he could do. “Mike is the best we have. If there’s a problem, he’ll be on top of it.”

      She nodded. At least he thought she nodded. “Keep your eyes open,” he said.

      “Funny,” she answered and turned back to the window.

      

      When they reached the cliffs, as usual, Mike slowed the train to a snail’s pace as it wound its way up the slope, then just as slowly started a descent before going up again. She could see below where a train had gone off the tracks years ago. No one hardly even remembered it anymore. A chill went through her and, suddenly, for the first time, when she had first ridden the train, what was it, two weeks ago? She felt a tingle of fear.

      She was surprised when the train sped up. It shouldn’t have. It was too soon. They were still going downhill. Then it was traveling far too fast.

      She wasn’t sure when she knew, but it seemed to happen in slow motion. The train was traveling over the side of the cliff. They were hitting trees on their way down, but nonetheless, they were about to end up in the river.

      The sound of the cars going off the tracks was deafening. But worse, were the screams of the tourists as they realized what was happening.

      She gripped the back of the nearest seat where she was standing. She didn’t know where Daniel was. She didn’t know if he was in front of her or behind her. That was all she could think about as they plummeted toward the fast-moving water.

      She slid against the side of the train as it fell, forcing her into a sitting position.

      It was a chain reaction. The front cars going off the tracks pulled the back ones along with it. Fortunately, there were only four cars today, including the engine. She was in the third car, in front of the concession car. The slow-moving nightmare came to deafening silence with only echoes of the disaster ringing in her ears. There was water everywhere - icy, cold water.

      And rain came down in torrents.

      Madison sat there for a precious few seconds, trying to get her bearings, then she moved into action. “Stay calm,” she said. “We’re going to get out of here. Is anyone hurt?”

      As far as she could tell, just about everyone answered. That was good. If they could answer, they were alive. “Let’s see if we can climb out,” she said. “Then I’ll help those of you who are too injured to move.”

      She didn’t allow herself to think about Daniel. Not in that moment. In a few minutes, she would go find him. It was one of the hardest things she had ever done - not going to find him right at that instant. She focused on her obligation to the passengers.

      They must have landed more softly than she thought, because outside of one broken arm, everyone in her car was able to climb out and head for land.

      After she got them all heading out, she debated on which direction to turn. She had to find Daniel. If only she’d been paying more attention to which direction he had gone.

      Going with her gut, she went toward the front. They hadn’t fared so well further toward the front of the train. There were two people unconscious and one was wedged in his seat.

      She got them helping each other, and moved forward to the engine. Daniel had to be there.

      When she saw him, she must have screamed because everyone turned to watch as she ran toward him.

      “Daniel,” she called. “Daniel,” she knelt next to him, holding his head in her lap.

      “I’m okay,” he said, but she could tell that he wasn’t. He was bleeding. She just couldn’t tell how bad it was without an examination.

      As she began to check him for wounds, she had a flashback. She was in an emergency room checking a man for broken limbs.

      She was in an operating room, cutting into someone.

      She was examining a pregnant woman.

      Delivering a baby.

      “Ow!” Daniel yelped as she moved his leg.

      “I think you will be okay, but I think you may have an internal injury.” her voice sounded foreign to herself. “You mustn’t move.”

      “Ok,” he said. “Madison, are you alright?”

      “Yes,” she answered. But she wasn’t. She wasn’t all right.

      In a flash, she remembered everything. Her medical practice. Her fiancé. Her parents. Her townhouse. Her cat, Fluffy.

      I’m Dr. Madison McKivitz.

      

      When Daniel woke, it took him a minute to process where he was. He didn’t recognize the room. He definitely wasn’t at home, his parents’, or Madison’s house. When he looked down at the needle in his arm, he knew. He was in the hospital.

      He closed his eyes and tried to think back. He didn’t know how long he’d been here. The last thing he remembered was Madison kneeling over him, holding his head. Then she was telling him that he had an internal injury. How had she known that? She had looked so serious.

      He wiggled his toes and his fingers. He seemed to still have all his body parts. Everything was intact the best he could tell.

      He needed a nurse. He needed to know what had happened to him. He needed to know that his passengers were all alright.

      He needed to see Madison.

      “Nurse!” he called, becoming agitated. “Nurse!”

      A few minutes later, a heavy-set woman in a white outfit came to his door and glared at him, her arms crossed. “What’s wrong with you?” she asked.

      He glared back. “What’s going on?”

      “You’re in the hospital.”

      “Please,” he said, feigning acquiescence. “Tell me something I don’t know.”

      “Getting yourself all worked up ain’t gonna get you any information.”

      Why did he always have to get the cranky one, the battle ax? “Where’s my girlfriend?”

      “Your girlfriend?” she repeated with a raised eyebrow.

      “Yes, my girlfriend - Madison.”

      “Do you see her here?”

      “Has she been here?”

      The nurse took a deep breathe. “She was here.”

      “Where is she?”

      “She left.”

      “When is she coming back?’

      “Now how would I know?”

      “Has anyone called my parents?”

      “What do you think we are?”

      “I wonder.”

      “They’re on their way.”

      He rubbed his eyes with his fingertips. “Finally,” said to himself. “What’s wrong with me?” he asked, louder, but when he looked up, the nurse had left.

      Frustrated beyond words, he thought about getting up, but since he didn’t know what was wrong with him, he was afraid something might go seriously wrong if he tried it.

      If he waited long enough, someone had to come check on him - to take his temperature, check his vitals, something. And with any luck at all, it would be someone besides Battle Ax Nurse.

      So, he laid there and he waited. And he fell asleep.

      When he next opened his eyes, his mother was sitting next to the bed, her hand on his head, toying with his hair.

      Blinking, he focused on her face. She’d been crying. It must be bad.

      “What’s happened?” he asked.

      “You were in an accident and you’re in the hospital.”

      Does everyone think I’m an idiot?  “I know that, Mom. What’s wrong with me?”

      “You’re going to be ok. You had an internal injury.”

      Just like Madison had said. How had she known that? “Where’s Madison?”

      His mother glanced across the bed. Daniel turned to see his dad standing there. “What’s happened? Is she hurt?”

      “She’s okay,” his mother told him. “As far as we know.”

      “What do you mean? Where is she?”

      “We don’t know where she is.”

      “Did you call her? The nurse said she’d been here. Maybe she just went home to sleep.”

      “Daniel, you’ve been here for three days.”

      “Three days! How can that be?”

      “You don’t remember harassing the nurses?”

      He laughed hollowly. “I remember the Battle Ax Nurse harassing me.”

      “Madison left this for you,” his mother told him.

      He slowly took it from her and examined the white envelope. “What is it?” he asked.

      His mother shrugged. He looked at his father who said, “it looks like a letter or a note. Open it and see.”

      “It can’t be good,” he said. “You haven’t seen her?”

      “Not since we got here three days ago.”

      “She hasn’t been here in three days?”

      She shook her head.

      Daniel studied the envelope. It was not a good sign. She should be here. If she cared about him, which he was convinced she did, she should be here. Unless something happened. Slowly he broke the seal on the envelope and pulled out a sheet of paper with a handwritten note.

      Dear Daniel,

      First of all, please know that I am convinced you will be ok. You have to know that if I didn’t believe that, I would not have left you - could not have left you. These past couple of weeks have been the best of my life. But I can’t stay here. There are things I must do. I have no choice. You must go on with your life, without me. I am sorry. I am so very, very sorry. I love you deeply with all my heart and soul and I always will. I will never, never forget you Daniel Beaumont.

      Love always,

      Madison McKivitz

      Daniel held the letter, rereading it through twice.

      He knew what it meant. It meant she had regained her memory. She had regained her memory and his worst fear had come to pass. She had obligations that would not allow her to stay with him.

      What could be so strong that she could give up what they had together? She was probably married. Probably had children. That was the only explanation. The only thing he could think of that would be enough to take her from him.

      He had to let her go. He knew that. She had made her choice. She had her reasons and he had to respect that.

      He had to.
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      Madison stood in what she had grown to think of as her living room. She recognized the townhouse, now, of course. She had visited her parents there a time or two. She had been there for two days now, frozen, in indecision.

      She wasn’t really sure if she had eaten anything or not. She didn’t care.

      Life was no longer the way she knew it.

      Wrapping her hand around the little aspen leaf necklace that Daniel had given her, she allowed herself to think about him - to wonder how he was doing. Was he still in the hospital? Had her read her letter yet? What did he think? Did he believe her? Did he hate her now?

      She couldn’t stay with him. She was engaged to marry Timothy O’Donnell. They had every detail of their lives planned out. She had a job in a women’s hospital - she had patients who were counting on her. Her parents would doubtless go crazy wondering what happened to her. Fortunately, they were traveling in Europe, so they most likely didn’t even know that she was missing. There was, however, her sister to contend with. They didn’t always get along all that well, but they cared about each other. Had her sister tried to contact her? Probably not. Sometimes they would go a couple of months without any contact.

      Nonetheless, she couldn’t remain living here in her parents’ vacation home and expect to go undetected. Already, Mrs. Crandall had questioned her. She doubtless knew that Madison was still there, but she hadn’t tried to contact her again.

      Madison was a mess. And she knew it. She hadn’t showered but once since she got home after the accident. She just didn’t care. She was immobilized. Caught between two worlds. She knew she had to give this one up, but she just couldn’t bear to do it.

      She went to sit on the sofa, stretched out, hugging a pillow to her, and closed her eyes. The only refuge she had found was sleep.

      

      It was later, though she didn’t know how much later, that her doorbell started ringing. It was dark now. She checked the clock over the television. It was two thirty in the morning.

      Getting up, she stumbled to the door and peeked out the window. She blinked. She recognized the people on the other side of the door. The man and woman frantically knocking on the door, unsuccessfully trying the key. Madison had the internal deadbolt on, so not even someone with a key could get inside.

      It was her parents.

      Her parents? How could that be? They were in Europe.

      “Madison? Are you in there?” her dad called out. “Open the door!”

      Madison realized she was just standing there, staring at them through the window. She forced herself to move to open the door.

      “Oh my God, Madison,” her mother said, pulling her into a hug. “I thought you were dead.”

      Always dramatic, Madison’s mom, Zoe. “I’m not dead, Mom.”

      “You kind of smell like it,” Zoe said.

      Madison found the energy to sigh.

      “What’s wrong with you?” her mother asked.

      “Let’s go inside,” Dad said, glancing around.

      Madison backed up and allowed them to come into their home. “What are you doing here?’

      “We came to get you.”

      “To get me? How did you know I was here?”

      “Mrs. Crandall from next door called us.”

      “How did she call you? Weren’t you in Europe?”

      “Don’t you keep up? We’ve been home for two weeks.”

      “I’ve been here for over two weeks.”

      “Well, that explains it. We called and left messages for you. We even called your office, but they didn’t know where you were. You even left your cell phone there,” Zoe handed Madison her cell phone. “I charged it for you. You’ve got like a billion messages.”

      “I’m sure I do.”

      “Why didn’t you tell anyone you were coming?”

      “I didn’t exactly know.”

      “This place is a mess,” her dad commented, shoving a newspaper aside to sit down. “Where is Timothy? Doesn’t he help you clean up?”

      “Timothy? I don’t know where he is.”

      “You’ve been napping, haven’t you?” her mother asked. “He probably got bored and went somewhere. You always have napped too much. You’re either napping or working. I swear, I don’t know how you do it.”

      “Mom, I get tired,” Madison said, as she always said, and slid down onto the sofa.

      “No, this is different,” her mother said, sounding alarmed. She put her wrist on Madison’s forehead. “Are you sick?’

      “No. I don’t know.”

      Her dad waved his hand toward the newspaper. “Were you helping out with this train wreck? It sounded awful. We saw it on the national news.”

      Madison followed his gaze to the photos of the train wreck plastered across the newspaper. She couldn’t even remember buying the newspaper, much less reading it.

      It was happening. She was forgetting her life here. She couldn’t let that happen.

      Her lips started to tremble and she started to cry.

      Her mother pulled her to her and held her close. “It’s ok, baby. It’ll be ok.”

      But Madison knew that it was not ok.

      

      The next morning, her dad cleaned up the townhouse while her mom helped her pack what few things she had collected.

      “What made you disappear, Madison?” her mom asked.

      “I just needed to get away.”

      “It’s Timothy, isn’t it? There’s just something about him. Is he being controlling? Because if he is, you can get out now, before you marry him. You don’t want to be married to a control-freak.”

      “I thought you liked him.”

      “Oh, he’s alright. If you like him, then your father and I like him. Otherwise…” Her mother let the sentence hang, leaving things unsaid. Things that told Madison understood. Her mother didn’t like Timothy.

      “Thanks for telling me. It would have been nice if you’d told me before I agreed to marry him.”

      “You just seemed so happy with him, I didn’t want to mess it up.”

      “And now? Now you don’t mind messing it up?”

      “The fact that you haven’t spoken to him in almost three weeks, tells me there’s something already messed up.”

      Madison nodded. “He called and left three messages. Did he try to call you?”

      “No. Three messages in three weeks, huh?”

      Madison took her overalls from the dryer and carefully folded them.

      “What’s that?” her mother asked. “Did you actually wear that?’

      “I wore it proudly,” Madison said, and holding the garment to her, squeezed her eyes shut. She could still remember. She remembered the train, the whistles, the passengers. She remembered Daniel. His smile. His kisses. Oh, his kisses. She almost wished she would go ahead and forget if she were going to. This was just torture. Remembering him. Knowing she wouldn’t remember him long.

      She wanted to tell her mom what had happened, but she knew that Zoe would not understand. It would make no sense to her. And it sure wouldn’t make any sense to her dad. She almost laughed at the thought.

      She supposed that as far as anyone needed to know, she had pre-wedding jitters and just needed to get away. To consider everything.

      “They told us about the shooting,” Zoe said. So much for that theory. “It was just the last straw, wasn’t it? You needed to get away to think.”

      Her mom was creating her cover story for her as she went. Zoe always had been a great mom, even if she didn’t understand her daughter.

      She had been right, really. Most of what she could remember about her life was working - or studying, which was pretty much the same thing as far as Madison could tell, and sleeping.

      They had been so excited when she announced that she was getting married. They had, she supposed, just about given up on that ever happening. Then after they had gotten to know Timothy, some of their enthusiasm for the project had waned.

      They continued to try to be supportive. Perhaps, she guessed, in anticipation of grandchildren. As far as Madison went, she just sort of went along with the flow. Timothy set most of the pace. Again, Madison was either working or sleeping. The relationship just… happened.

      Funny, how she hadn’t realized that until now. Maybe it was these last couple of weeks on the train - with Daniel. She hadn’t spent all her time working.

      She had enjoyed herself. She had actually fallen in love.

      She didn’t know whether or not she loved Timothy. She must love him. She had agreed to marry him.

      She had not agreed to marry Daniel.  But then, Daniel hadn’t really pushed her, either. Unlike Timothy who had pushed her and pushed her, until she had agreed.

      She’d thought she had been happy. It was probably mostly work that made her happy though, now that she thought about it.

      “Ok,” her dad said, interrupting her thoughts, “I think the place is decent enough to leave. I’ll call the cleaning service and have them come in to make sure it’s all back in order.”

      Madison turned away and placed her overalls in her suitcase. “I’m sorry, Dad,” she said. “I was here long enough to make a mess, but not here enough to clean it up.”

      “It’s not a big deal,” he said. “The important thing is that you’re ok.”

      Again, they thought she was ok. They wanted her to be ok. “I have to go take a bath,” she said, going toward the bathroom.

      “Didn’t she already take a shower this morning?” she heard her mother ask as she closed the door.

      She had already taken a shower, but she needed to sit in the hot water so she could calm her mind.

      And she could think about Daniel without her parents interrupted her every thought.

      

      Later that afternoon, Daniel pulled up at the curb next to what he thought of as Madison’s townhouse. His doctor had reluctantly released him and his mother had fought him every step of the way as he got into his car. He had promised to call her as soon as he got to his condo so his father could drive him out to their house for him to finish recuperating.

      He watched the house for ten minutes before he decided there was no activity. He had missed her. While he was lying around in a hospital bed being tortured by battle ax nurses, she had left without a trace.

      He switched on the motor and turned up the heater. Just as he was about to put the car in drive, the front door opened and a man came out the door.

      They looked at each other, considering. The man came around to the driver’s side and Daniel lowered the window.

      “Can I help you?” he asked.

      “I’m looking for Madison,” Daniel said.

      The man hesitated. “You don’t look so good.”

      “I’ve been in the hospital.”

      “How do you know Madison?”

      “I plan to marry her.” Daniel said. He had no reason to keep his intentions a secret.

      “You’ll have to get in line.”

      “We worked together. How do you know her?” Perhaps he should have asked before he spilled his intentions.

      “I’m her father. Were you on the train?”

      “Yes, with Madison.”

      “She was on the train?”

      “Yes, that’s where she was working.”

      “I don’t really understand -.”

      “Is she ok?”

      “I don’t think so. But I do think she will be with time.”

      “What’s wrong? Is she hurt?” He’d thought it was her memory, but it could be more serious. She could have been injured. His pulse quickened as Madison’s father seemed to debate what to tell him.

      “I don’t really know. Something happened to her that she won’t talk about.”

      “I know,” Daniel said somberly.

      “It had something to do with you?”

      “No sir. It happened before she got here.”

      “The shooting in Houston.”

      “There was a shooting?” Things started to fall into place. Daniel looked away as he was overtaken with a chill.

      “Yes, you didn’t know?”

      “No, but that explains a lot.”

      Daniel was cold. He may have been ready to leave the hospital, but maybe he wasn’t ready to sit out in the cold. “Can I see her?” he asked, glancing toward the townhouse.

      Her dad shook his head. “She isn’t there.”

      The wind whooshed out of him. He’d had the illusion of a reprieve, but he’d been too late after all. “She’s gone,” he said. “I just came back to get her cell phone. She doesn’t seem to able to keep up with it these days.” Madison’s dad leaned against the open window. “You don’t look so good.”

      Daniel reached over and turned up the heat. And tried not to allow his teeth to chatter.

      “I’m meeting her and her mom at the airport,” he said, “to drop off her phone, then I’m coming back here until tomorrow. Want to ride along?”

      He could see Madison. His heart sang with joy. Right now he would have agreed to fly to the moon to see Madison. “Yes,” he said.

      “Come on. I don’t really think you should be driving anyway.”

      “That’s what my mom kept saying.”

      “I’m Martin McKivitz, by the way,” he said, taking Daniel’s arm to steady him.

      “Daniel Beaumont.”

      As Daniel struggled to go the few feet to Martin’s car, Martin commented, “You must really want to see her.”

      “More than anything.”

      

      Madison sat staring out the window at the planes below. At the plane that in a couple of hours would take her away from the man she loved.

      Every fiber in her being fought against her being there, holding that boarding pass.

      When it started to rain, she nodded in agreement. The sky, too, was crying.

      She knew that once she boarded that plane, she would be nonexistent to Daniel. He would never find her. Other than Houston, he didn’t even know where to start.

      Houston was the fourth largest city in the United States. And…, he wouldn’t know that she had moved to The Woodlands, north of Houston. He could look everywhere for her and never find her. Would he find her on the Internet?

      No. He would let her go.

      Her mom had found her purse with her credit cards hidden on the back of a shelf in the guest bedroom closet.  Madison supposed she had put it there, though she didn’t remember it. The story of her life.

      Her mom came and sat down next to her, handed her a coffee cup of something hot. Madison sniffed the hot chocolate, wrapped her hands around it. Remembered sharing a cup of hot chocolate at the inn with Daniel on their first evening together.

      She sighed. Her heart ached. She wanted Daniel. She didn’t want to go back to Timothy. She didn’t want to go back to her high stress job at the clinic.

      “Madison?” her mother interrupted her thoughts. “Are you going to tell me what happened?”

      Madison considered the option. She turned and met her mothers’ eyes. Zoe was the most practical woman Madison knew. She was the one person who helped her put aside her reservations and plunge headlong through medical school. She never wavered in her no-nonsense approach to life. Maybe she should give her a try and see what her mother’s advice was. It couldn’t hurt. And it wouldn’t change anything.

      “You know about the shooting on my thirtieth birthday,” Madison began. Her mother nodded. “You may not know it, but I was sitting next to the woman who was shot. Her unborn baby’s body parts were all over me.”

      “I didn’t know that,” Zoe said quietly.

      “Well, that’s the last thing I remembered until two days ago. I came here to your vacation home not knowing who I was - am.”

      Zoe frowned. “That makes no sense.”

      “I know it doesn’t. When I got here, I took a job on the Durango-Silverton train.”

      “Did they need a doctor?”

      “No, I was a brakeman.”

      Her mother was silent.

      “I met a man. Daniel,” she looked into her mother’s blank face. “I want… wanted… to marry him.”

      ‘Honey, you’re engaged to Timothy.”

      “I know. You asked me what happened. That’s what happened.”

      “You’ve been busy,” Zoe commented.

      Madison shook her head. She’d been hoping for something. Something meaningful from her mother’s unerring sense of wisdom.

      “You’ve only had your memory back for two days?”

      Madison nodded, staring into her cup, willing herself not to cry.

      “I think you know…” Zoe’s cell phone rang. “It’s Dad,” she said.

      “You’d better answer it.”

      Zoe answered the phone and walked off to take the call. A couple of minutes later, she came back and gave Madison an odd questioning look.

      “We have to meet Dad up by the front door.”

      “Outside the gate?”

      She nodded.

      “Why? I don’t want to go through security again.”

      “He can’t leave the car. There’s no parking.”

      “You go. I don’t want to take my boots off again.”

      Zoe shook her head. “You have to go, too.”

      Madison muttered under her breathe, “Whatever.” It was understandable that her mother didn’t want to leave her alone.

      As she made her way back through the rushing crowd, purposefully refusing to mirror their hurried pace, grumbling to herself all the way, she began to feel as though a weight were being lifted off her shoulders. Perhaps it was because she was walking in the direction her heart wanted her to go.

      However, the walk was long enough that she was able to pull herself up by her bootstraps and get a grip on her thoughts. She would take care of whatever it was her father needed, then get herself on that plane and resume the logical, planned out life she had set up for herself.

      That was all there was to do. Case closed. She needed to leave Daniel alone. It had been a fling, nothing more.

      As she walked by the coffee stand, she saw him. She saw Daniel standing there, waiting to pick up a cup of coffee. He had come to find her! She rushed up to the man, tapped him on the shoulder, and with an expectant smile on her face, watching him as though in slow motion turn around. It was an older man she had never seen before.

      “I’m sorry,” she muttered, backing away, bumping into a flight attendant rushing past.

      “Watch where you’re going,” the woman said, stepping around her.

      She was officially pathetic. She thought of nothing but Daniel - she was even seeing him in a crowd when he wasn’t there. She had to get past this.

      Madison turned, saw her mother watching her with a sad expression. Madison went to her, and together they made their way around security to the front of the airport.

      She saw her dad across the open area of the lobby and slowly walked toward him. He, too, wore a sad expression on his face. Madison was beset with worry. Something wasn’t right. Maybe something had happened to her sister. No, they wouldn’t be that calm.

      Maybe something had happened to Timothy. Yes, that could be it. They would be sad for her, but not too terribly upset.

      Madison looked over at her mom. “Mom? Has something happened?”

      Zoe didn’t answer. She stopped and stood staring at Martin. Madison, too, stopped walking, and watched her dad. He had shifted his position slightly so that she could see behind him.

      Madison blinked. There was a man sitting on the bench who looked a lot like Daniel, only he looked kind of sick.

      After the incident with the man at the coffee stand, she didn’t trust her judgement. She cautiously walked forward, glanced at her dad, who nodded.

      She kept walking until she was standing directly in front of the man sitting on the bench. She didn’t even try to stop the tears that were running down her cheeks.

      It was Daniel.

      He tried to stand up, but turned a little more pale, if that were even possible.

      “No,” she said, sitting next to him on the bench. As soon as they touched, they were in each other’s arms, holding each other tightly, not moving, not speaking, just holding each other.

      “What are you doing here? You should still be in the hospital.”

      “So, I’ve heard,” he said.

      “How?” she asked. “How did you find me?”

      “I think I just got lucky,” he said, putting his hands on her shoulders. “Madison? Where are you going?”

      “I can’t stay here.”

      “You can’t go.”

      “I have to.”

      “You got your memory back.”

      She nodded.

      “You promised me you wouldn’t do this.”

      “That was before I knew.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “I don’t think I should tell you.”

      “You have to tell me,” he said, taking her face in his hands. “You can’t just leave me like this.”

      “Daniel, I’ve made promises and commitments…”

      “You’ve made promises to me.”

      “I made other promises first. I have things I have to do.”

      “What could be more important?” he asked.

      She lost herself in his eyes - eyes that were so filled with sadness that she couldn’t bear it. “I don’t know what to do,” she said. “I’m at a loss. I haven’t forgotten you. I never will. But I just don’t know what else to do. I can’t drag you into something.”

      “I don’t care. Drag me with you.”

      “As much as I hate to do this,” she muttered to herself, staring at the ground. Then she looked back into his eyes. “Daniel, you don’t know how much I hate to do this. You have to think of me as a summer romance.”

      “It wasn’t summer.”

      “But it could have been.”

      “It wasn’t. It didn’t feel like summer. I’ve had summer.”

      “Each time feels different.”

      “No,” he said.

      “This wasn’t supposed to happen. This wasn’t meant to be.”

      “How the hell do you know that?”

      “I wasn’t supposed to be here. I wasn’t even myself.”

      “Then tell me. Who were you Madison?”

      She shook her head and bit her lip.

      “Who were you?” he repeated, with barely suppressed anger. “If you weren’t yourself, then tell me who the fucking hell I fell in love with.”

      “Don’t speak to me like that,” she whispered, standing up.

      “Then don’t be an idiot.”

      “You’re the idiot,” she said, and walked away from him. He stood up to follow her, but he didn’t have the strength in his legs to hold him. As Madison walked away, flanked by her parents, one on each side of her, he sank back to the bench.
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      One month later to the day - Madison knew it was to the day because she now considered the twelfth of any month to be like the Ides of March - a day to be dreaded and avoided, she sent her staff home early and went to sit in her office.

      She had immediately resumed work after she got back to Houston. Just as she had suspected, everyone had just assumed that she needed to get away after the shooting.

      She’d asked Timothy to meet her here at four because she wanted to do this on her turf and because she wanted to get it over with as early as possible so she could just go home and go to bed.

      That’s what she had been doing all month. Going to work, then going home and climbing into the bed. What kind of life was that? Everyone who knew or even suspected, asked her that question at every opportunity.

      Especially her mother. On the plane ride home, her mother had said something totally out of character for her. She had said, “Madison, you have to follow your heart.”

      “But you’re the one who says love is what you make of it.”

      “Exactly. It is what you make of it. Why do you think I’ve stayed with your father all these years?”

      “Because you’re compatible.”

      “Because we love each other. I’ve never told you how we met.”

      “You were introduced at college.”

      “No, we were never introduced. I was in line at registration. That was back when we had to physically pick up computer cards for our classes.”

      Madison nodded. She’d heard about this concept before.

      “There was a handsome young man who said he was in a hurry and could he please break in front of me. He whispered this in my ear so the others in line couldn’t hear, I suppose. But I was entranced.”

      “Dad did that?”

      “Oh no, that wasn’t your dad. I never saw that boy again. I let him go ahead of me. He swooped in there and took the last card for anthropology that should have been mine.”

      “How rude.”

      “Oh very. I was quite upset about it. But I was more upset that I never saw him again. He was quite handsome. Anyway, I was forced to take an accounting class. It was the only thing left that I could take during that time slot.”

      “You hate math.”

      “Indeed. I do and I did then. There was this geeky guy who sat next to me who finally offered to help me after class since I kept asking so many questions in class. He claimed the professor kept giving us looks.”

      “That was Dad?”

      Zoe nodded. “That was Dad. I thought he was a total geek for not only understanding accounting, but enjoying it, too.”

      “So, you didn’t like him at first?”

      “Nope. And after accounting class was over, I expected he was out of my life. He looked me up though. He found me halfway through the next semester in my history class. He never really told me how he found me.” She got quiet. Seemed to go back in time for a few minutes. “Anyway, he did and I was impressed enough to have pizza with him. And that was that.”

      “You never told me that story, Mom.”

      “And I’ll deny it if you ever repeat it. The point that I’m trying to make here is that that baby died in your office for a reason. You went to Durango for a reason. The fact that you had to lose your memory to get you out of Houston and up to that train at that particular time should tell you how important it was for you to be there.

      “From what I saw with you and Daniel, that thing between you isn’t common. How can you just walk away from that? How can you leave that behind to go back to some two-bit salesman to a job that is running you in the ground?”

      “Timothy is a broker.”

      “Broker. Salesman. Who cares? Do you love him?”

      “Who?”

      Her mother shook her head sadly. “You can’t even admit to yourself what you know in your heart.”

      She jumped when the front door to her clinic opened. She’d thought she’d locked it. She was jumpy about strangers coming into her office - ever since the shooting. She blew out her breath when she saw it was only Timothy.

      He walked into her office and sat in one of the chairs in front of her desk. “What was so important?” he asked.

      No, hi, how are you? I’m happy to see you. No hug. Nothing. Just brief and to the point.

      “Thanks for coming in,” she said, purposefully, delaying his gratification.

      “I had to take off work early.”

      “Great. It’ll be good for your heart.”

      “Madison, what is this?” When they had first started seeing each other, he’d liked hearing her knowledge of the human body.

      What the heck? He didn’t deserve any cushioning. “I’m not going to marry you.”

      He looked at her blankly. “Funny.”

      “I’m not kidding. I’m not going to marry you.”

      “How can you not marry me? I’ve been good for you. I’ve invested in you. I’ve rubbed your back after a hard day at work. I’ve spent tons of money on you.”

      “I’m sorry to hear you were keeping score.”

      “How could I not? You’re giving up a good man.”

      “Maybe so,” she said. “But, you aren’t the good man for me.”

      “You’re insane.”

      “I may be insane, but frankly, I think I’ve come to my senses.” She slowly removed the ring from her finger, the ring that she had found at home in her jewelry box. She hadn’t even bothered to wear it on her trip to Durango. And held it out to him in her hand.

      “It’s yours. You should keep it,” he said.

      His generosity set off alarm bells in her head. “I don’t want it. Maybe you can return it and get some of that tons of money back that you spent on me.”

      He took it from her then, and, getting up, turned and stormed from the room. When she heard the front door to the clinic slam, she quickly went out and locked it. Then, leaning against the door, she closed her eyes and breathed a sigh of relief.

      That was over. He would just let her go and never bother her again.

      Then she walked slowly back to her office and looked around. She’d put a lot into this. She’d worked hard to get it just right. To make it professional, yet warm. She’d grown up professionally here in this clinic.

      But now it was time to move on. It was time to go follow her heart.

      

      Daniel sat next to Kevin as the scout car started up the hill. According to all accounts, the track was clear and ready to resume business. Today was the first time an actual car of any type would test it out.

      The train track had been out of commission for just over a month now and Daniel had been worried that their stock would fall. However, just the opposite had occurred. They were booked solid through next summer. Maybe the publicity had gotten the word out there about the train and more people were now aware of it. It was really the only explanation he could come up with.

      It went against logic. But then the public often was not logical.

      He had had lots of time to think. Maybe too much time.

      Perhaps it was time he followed his father’s path. Maybe it was time he moved into corporate management instead of hands on management of the trains. The train wreck may have been a sign - a sign that it was time for him to move up the ladder.

      His dad had been trying to get him to make the move for years. He had just been putting it off. He so enjoyed the train. He supposed he could still make guest appearances on it. His dad had done that at first, too, then he had eventually stopped. He was enjoying the fruit of his hard work - and the hard work of his father before him.

      Daniel smiled when he thought of his grandfather – also Daniel. He spent most of his time traveling and puttering around his garden with his long-time wife - Victoria. That was Daniel’s goal in life - to be like the man he was named after.

      And to have his own Victoria.

      Which brought his thoughts full-circle to Madison.

      She was his Victoria. He knew that with all his heart. There were only two problems with that, really. One, he had to convince her of it. He didn’t really think that would be so difficult. It hinged, however, on the second problem - he had to find her.

      It wasn’t as though he hadn’t tried. He considered himself fairly good at using the Internet, but he’d come up with nothing, even with having a pretty good idea that she was from Houston.

      Nonetheless, he hadn’t given up. There was a possibility that Madison McKivitz was not her real name. Maybe in her memory loss, she had forgotten and fabricated a new name. People had fake identification cards made all the time. He shook his head. That didn’t seem like her.

      His next step was to go back to the townhouse and find her from there.

      Kevin stopped and Daniel realized they were at the point of the train wreck. The tracks looked intact. “Let’s do it,” he told Mike and they started driving over the newly laid track.

      It was a smooth ride and at the end of the newly repaired area, he declared the track ready for the trains. They would start next Monday.

      Without him.
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      Madison looked around her townhouse at the chaos and refused to be overwhelmed. She had half-filled boxes everywhere. Her place had sold far more quickly than she had expected and with a cash offer on the table, she had to be out in one week. Her parents were coming in the morning to help her meet her deadline.

      Fluffy jumped from inside one box of books into another.

      “Is that one better?” she asked.

      Fluffy merely blinked at her.

      Stretching her back, she decided to take a break.

      She still had a stack of wood that her dad had furnished that she really didn’t want to haul around the country, and the temperature was in the forties tonight.

      She turned on the tea kettle for hot chocolate, then, with Fluffy watching her every move, she laid the logs in the fireplace, added some kindling, and struck a match. After the fire blazed up, she closed the screen, gathered her cup of hot chocolate, and tucked her legs beneath her to enjoy the warmth. Fluffy stretched out next to her on the mat.

      Absently rubbing Fluffy’s head, Madison reflected on her recent life changes. After breaking up with Timothy, she had put her townhouse on the market, and resigned her position at the clinic. She wasn’t quite sure what her next move would be, but she had some options. Some options that seemed more satisfying than continuing in the direction she had been heading before the shooting had sent her into a fugue state.

      She could stay here in the Houston area and find another job, maybe even open up her own practice. She could go someplace new - sort of a conscious fugue.

      She poked at the fire and added a log before warming her hands in front of it.

      Or, she could go back to Durango and see if Daniel still had that offer on the table.

      That was the riskiest option because her heart would be on the line for it. She would be giving up a way of life for a man she hadn’t seen or spoken to in almost two months. She didn’t even know if he was still interested in her.

      Sipping her hot chocolate, she let her mind circle around that option. Her cell phone indicated a text message.

      It was from her dad: Did you save us anything to do tomorrow?

      Smiling, she texted back teasingly: I haven’t even started!

      Her mom wrote back: We’ll be there. Your dad loves to pack.

      Madison: I’ll try to save something for you to do.

      Setting down her phone, Madison replayed the conversation she’d had with her mom on the plane. Her words kept echoing in her mind: you have to follow your heart.

      She was in love with Daniel. That much she knew to be true. But was love enough? Was it enough to give up a way of life for another person? Just because she was in love with him didn’t mean that it would work out.

      It had worked out for her parents, she argued with herself.

      Setting aside her mug, she poked at the fire again. She was restless. She considered taking some sleep medication, but it was only eight o’clock.

      She could get in another couple of hours of packing and by then, surely, she would be sleepy.

      When the doorbell rang, she froze. Fluffy jumped up and ran up the stairs to the bedrooms.

      Madison almost followed. Who could possibly be here unannounced? It could be Timothy. He hadn’t tried to contact her since the breakup, but there could still be some resentment on his part to play out.

      She went to the door and peeped through the view finder. She stepped back. Blinked to clear her eyes. Looked again to be sure.

      It was Daniel.

      How could it be? How could he possibly have found her?

      It wasn’t possible.

      As she stood there, considering the impossibleness of the situation, he called her name.

      “Madison! It’s kind of cold out here.”

      She opened the door and stood staring at him. “How did you find me?” she asked.

      “It was not easy,” he said.

      “It’s impossible.”

      “Nothing is impossible,” he said quietly. “Can I come in?”

      She stepped back and allowed him to come inside. She shut the door behind him.

      He glanced around, his gaze settling on the fireplace.

      “Come get warm,” she offered.

      He moved to the fireplace. “Are you alone?”

      “No,” she said.

      He stared at her. She could see the indecision in his eyes.

      “Fluffy’s here.”

      He smiled. “You have a cat. I thought you would.”

      She returned his smile. “Yeah.”

      He took her hand, sighed. “I missed you so much.”

      “I missed you, too.”

      He glanced around at the packing project that was obviously going on. “Where are you going?”

      “I haven’t decided yet.”

      “You quit your job.”

      She nodded.

      Then a thought seemed to occur to him. “Do you remember.... me?”

      Madison smiled sadly at him. “I remember everything.”

      “Then it’s not true that you forget where you went on a fugue.”

      “Sometimes it is. But it wasn’t true for me. I wanted to remember.”

      He took her other hand, holding both of them now. “Why didn’t you contact me?”

      “I had some things to think about.”

      He nodded. “And some things to do.”

      “Yes.”

      “I thought as much,” he looked around again. “So, you don’t know where you’re taking your stuff?”

      “Storage maybe. I have a week left. I can always stay with my parents until I decide what to do next.”

      “Uh huh,” he answered. “There’s Fluffy,” he said, nodding toward the bottom step of the staircase. “Do you think she’ll come over here?”

      “I don’t know. Do you want to sit down?”

      They sat in front of the fireplace and Fluffy slowly made her way over to Madison.

      “She’s a pretty cat,” he said. “Where was she when you were gone?”

      “Apparently, I boarded her.”

      “You were so organized. You managed to take care of everything before you forgot who you were.”

      “It’s odd, isn’t it?”

      “Very.”

      She didn’t say it, but it was almost as if something was determined that she get to Durango. If she wasn’t willing to go on her own, she was placed there anyway.

      “Can I help?” he asked, nodding toward the boxes.

      “Be careful asking that question,” she said, petting Fluffy’s back. “I just might take you up on it.”

      “Madison,” he said. “Why else do you think I came here?”

      “To help me pack?”

      “Yes.”

      “But how could you know I would be?”

      “I didn’t.”

      “So… you came to help me pack without knowing that I would be moving.”

      “Yeah. I came to get you.”

      She stared at him. He’d come to get her? One part of her wanted to dance for joy. The other part of her rebelled.

      “Or, if you didn’t want to go, which is the more likely version, I came to be with you.”

      “To be with me?”

      He looked at her with a raised eyebrow, then reached out and stroked Fluffy. Then took Madison’s hands in his. She blinked at him, but didn’t back away.

      “You can’t be with me here,” Madison said, the only thing that her brain could compute.

      “Why not?”

      “Because you have a life in Durango. A job on the train.”

      “And you have a life here. Which you’re leaving. If you can leave your life, I can leave mine. Besides, you seem to be forgetting that I don’t just have a job on the train. I own the train. I can own it from anywhere.”

      “Daniel,” she began.

      He pulled his hands from hers, held them up. “I know. I’m sorry. It’s too much. I don’t mean to overwhelm you. We haven’t spoken in two months, and you’re still figuring out what to do with your life.”

      “It’s not that, it’s just....”

      “It’s just you don’t know. It’s ok. I understand. Just think about it.”

      “I have thought about it,” she said.

      He put his finger to her lips. “I won’t let you say anything now. I just wanted to tell you that us living in different places doesn’t have to be a factor of consideration.”

      “What do you want?” she asked.

      “I want us to get to know each other - in your world, with your memory intact.”

      She smiled. She felt an odd feeling in the pit of her stomach. It was a feeling like she was tumbling out of control. And happily.

      She was falling in love with him all over again. And this time she knew who she was.

      “Let me help you pack,” he said. “Let me take you to dinner - here in Houston to your favorite places. Let me meet your friends.”

      At that, she looked away.

      “What?”

      “I’ve never really had the time for friends. I always had friends where I worked, but now that I’m not working, I sort of gave them up.”

      “I don’t care. Let me spend time with your parents. Madison, let me into your world.”

      “Ok,” she said.

      “Ok?”

      “You wanted me to disagree?”

      “No, I just kind of expected you to.”

      She smiled. “Daniel, you have a lot to learn about me.”

      “That’s what I’m here to find out,” he said.

      

      Two hours later, after Daniel had left, Madison began getting ready for bed. She washed Fluffy’s water bowl and made sure she had plenty of food in her bowl. She was feeling a little lonely without Daniel there. It was funny, because she’d never felt lonely in her townhouse. She’d offered the guest room, but he’d said his things were at the hotel.

      She had started up the stairs when someone knocked on the door. Thinking Daniel had come back, excited, she ran to the door and threw it open.

      It was Timothy - standing there, leaning against the door jam, with an intent look on his face.

      She could smell the alcohol from where she stood.

      “What do you want?” she asked, trying to ignore the little tingle of fear at the base of her spine.

      “I came to get my woman,” he said.

      If she hadn’t been so frightened, she would have laughed.

      Timothy was a mess. He hadn’t shaved in days, and he smelled like he hadn’t bathed.

      “I’m not your woman,” she said.

      “Oh, yes, you are. We’re getting married. Remember?”

      “Apparently you don’t remember that we broke up.”

      “Nope,” he insisted. “I would never have allowed that.”

      Madison stared at him. Her mind raced with the best course of action. She decided on the simplest and most obvious - she slammed the door in his face. But he resisted and pushed back.

      She put all her weight against the door and pushed with everything she had.  But he was stronger. And he was drunk.

      With one last shove, the door came back on her and she landed on the floor.

      He looked angrier now. She struggled to sit up. He grabbed her arm and his fingers cut into her arm. “Don’t you ever try to resist me,” he said. “You’re going to belong to me.” His breath almost made her gag. Between the alcohol and the staleness, he reeked.

      Then she saw a flash as he hit her.

      Madison was stunned. No one had ever hit her. Not ever.

      Certainly not in the face.

      Slowly she opened her eyes and looked at him. She knew what she had to do.

      “You’re right,” she said. “I’m sorry.”

      He smiled and backed off. He heard only her words. He didn’t hear the hate in her voice.

      “Let’s go upstairs,” he said, slamming the front door closed behind him.

      Madison nodded. “Would you like me to get us something to drink first?”

      “Now, you’re talking,” he said.

      Good. He could go on upstairs and she could call the cops.

      She started toward the kitchen, but he grabbed her arm and led her to the refrigerator.

      Fluffy, sitting at the food bowl, eating, saw him, turned and skittered out of the kitchen as fast as she could.

      Now that she thought about it, Fluffy never had come around Timothy. She had taken to Daniel right off. Why hadn’t she noticed that?

      She opened the refrigerator, started to pull out a bottle of wine, but he saw a six-pack of beer on the bottom shelf and grabbed it.

      “You’re such a sweetheart,” he said, “You saved my beer for me.”

      She just hadn’t gotten around to throwing it out, but he didn’t need to know that. “Of course,” she said.

      With the beer in one hand, and his other hand on her arm, he led her out of the kitchen and up the stairs.

      When they got to the top of the stairs, he pointed them toward her bedroom and shoved her into the room.

      “I’m gonna go to the bathroom to take a whiz. When I get back, we’ll talk.”

      “Ok,” she said.

      As soon as he went into the bathroom, she took off, running downstairs for her cell phone. Where was it? She couldn’t find it!

      She had to find her cell phone. It had Daniel’s phone number in it. He was the only one who was close enough to help her.

      There were too many boxes to walk around. She couldn’t find it.

      Then there it was - on the end table. The perfect place.

      She grabbed it up. She heard the upstairs toilet flush.

      She found his number. Typed in HELP! Hit send. Please let him check it.

      “Where did you go?” Timothy bellowed form the top of the stairs.

      “I’m coming,” she said. “I had to make sure the front door was locked.”

      “Figures. You always were OCD,” she heard him say. “Get on back up here, woman.”

      Madison went to the door, made sure it was unlocked and slowly went upstairs.

      Her phone rang. She grabbed it.

      “Hello,” she said, quietly.

      “Don’t you answer that phone,” Timothy bellowed again.

      “What’s wrong?” Daniel asked in her ear.

      “Timothy is here. I don’t know what to do. He’s drunk.”

      “Get out. Call the cops.”

      “No,” she said. “He’ll hurt Fluffy.”

      Daniel swore. “I’ll be right there.”

      She heard Timothy coming down the stairs. She didn’t hang up, but set the phone down on the end table out of his view. “Wrong number,” she said.

      “I told you not to answer that damn phone.”

      “I was expecting my parents to call. If I didn’t answer, they’d be worried.”

      “Those pieces of shit. What are they gonna do?”

      She wanted to slap him. She realized that she hated him in that moment. How had she even considered marrying this man?

      “Get your ass upstairs.”

      Her head was hurting. Her eye, especially. Nevertheless, she turned and allowed him to herd her upstairs.

      She knew the door was unlocked. Daniel could get inside. She didn’t know what he would do, but he could get in.

      They got to her bedroom. He opened a beer and drank. Then he turned and ran toward the bathroom where he summarily began to throw up.

      Madison searched her room frantically for a weapon. She needed her fireplace poker. Why didn’t she have a baseball bat?

      Then she remembered. Her baton. From high school.

      She stored it in her dresser drawer. She retrieved it. And went slowly toward the bathroom.

      He was slumped over her toilet. She lifted the baton over her head and brought it down against his head. It bounced back.

      He grabbed for her ankle. She hit him again. This time it knocked him unconscious.

      “I always knew being a majorette would serve me well in later years.”

      She sat back on her heels and watched the man that she had come so close to marrying.

      She heard Daniel come in through the front door. At least, she hoped desperately that it was Daniel. Even if it weren’t it would be better than being left alone with Timothy.

      “My God, Madison,” he said, assessing the situation.

      She turned and looked at him. And started to tremble.

      “He hurt you,” he said, kicking Timothy in the knee and pulling her up against him to look at her eye. “Are you ok?”

      “It hurts.”

      “I know, Baby, let me get him out of here,” he said, “then we can put something on that.”

      He unceremoniously grabbed Timothy’s feet and started pulling him from the room.

      Madison started to grab his hands.

      “I don’t think a headache would hurt him any.”

      “I just don’t want him to mess up my carpet.”

      “Ok,” Daniel said, taking his hands instead and pulling him headfirst down the stairs with his feet plopping along behind him.

      Madison ran ahead and opened the door.

      “What shall we do with him?” he asked. “Put him out by the garbage?”

      She almost laughed. “There’s his car, let’s just put him over by it.”

      Daniel dragged him over and dropped him off on the curb. “I don’t think he’ll freeze,” Daniel commented.

      “It’s Houston. It doesn’t get all that cold.”

      They went back inside and Daniel stoked the fire.

      He then got some ice and wrapped it in a towel for Madison’s eyes. “How did he get in?” he asked, pulling her to him.

      “I let him in. I thought it was you coming back.”

      “I’m so sorry it wasn’t.”

      “Me too. I owe you big time for coming back.”

      “You did it all yourself.”

      “I think I sort of got lucky.”

      

      Madison had overslept. When she first woke, she didn’t remember where she was. Then she felt Daniel’s arms wrapped around her. Safety.

      She glanced at the clock. Eight o’clock.

      A jolt of adrenalin shot through her. Her parents would be there within the hour.

      “Daniel?” she whispered.

      He didn’t answer.

      “Daniel.”

      He groaned. Stretched. Pulled her close.

      “Daniel. I have to get up.”

      “No. Stay.”

      She giggled. “My parents will be here in a few minutes.”

      His muscles tightened. “Oh shit,” he said, pulling away and sitting up, rubbing his hands through his hair. “You better get moving.” He kissed her quickly, then got up. “I’ll make coffee.”

      She went straight to the shower where she lingered perhaps a few minutes too long - she shaved her legs and conditioned her hair.

      When she had dried off, and stepped back into her bedroom, she heard voices. Fluffy was staring at her and meowing and there were voices coming from downstairs.

      It was her parents! Oh God. This was a mess.

      She quickly threw on a pair of jeans and a sweatshirt.

      But as she made her way downstairs, with Fluffy dashing ahead of her, she realized that all three of them - her mother, her father, and Daniel were together in the kitchen. Laughing.

      Laughing? She knew that her father had met Daniel the day she left Durango. But it was almost as though they were old friends.

      And her mother had seen him once from a distance, but would she welcome him this easily? She had admitted to not liking Timothy. Would she like Daniel?

      “There she is,” her dad said, when she stepped into the kitchen. “We made coffee.”

      “Sounds good,” she said, scanning the situation. Her mom was wrapping coffee mugs in bubble wrap and placing them in a box. Her dad was sitting with Daniel at the kitchen table.

      “We brought breakfast,” her mother said, indicating the fast food biscuits. “And we waited for you.”

      “Indeed,” Madison said, counting, and raising an eyebrow.

      “Just in case,” her mother said, with a wink.

      She looked at Daniel who was watching her. She shrugged. And smiled.

      “We’re gonna need some more bubble wrap and some plastic covers for your mattress and springs,” her mother continued. “So, Daniel and your dad are going to go out for supplies and bring back some take-out for lunch.”

      “I can make us some sandwiches.”

      Zoe waved her away. “It’s easier this way,” she said. “No clean-up.”

      “Welcome to my family,” she said to Daniel.

      “It’s a lot like mine,” he said.

      “We need some more tape, too,” Madison added.

      “Marty, come help me move this box into the living room,” Zoe said.

      After they had moved into the other room, Madison filled a coffee cup with coffee and added creamer. “Sorry,” she said.

      “No need to apologize. I don’t mind. Really.”

      “Really?

      He grinned. “I kind of like it actually.”

      “Ok,” she said, with a sidelong glance. “I may have to worry about you.”

      “Madison,” he said, taking her hand and pulling her into a hug. She sighed with relief. She had so missed this. “I’m just enjoying being with you.”

      She held on to him tightly. “I’m glad you’re here,” she said.

      

      “I guess we’ll go to the moving supply store,” Martin told Daniel, “since it’s closer.”

      “Sounds good,” Daniel said, “There’s an office supply store right there,” Daniel pointed to a shopping center off to the right.

      “We can stop back by there if we need to.” Martin turned on his blinker and waited at the traffic light. “What do you think of Houston, so far?”

      “I came straight to Madison’s so I don’t really know. It has a lot more shopping than Durango, that’s for sure.”

      “Yeah, Madison’s gonna miss that.”

      “Miss it? Do you think she’ll leave here?”

      Martin shrugged.

      “She told me she doesn’t have any definite plans yet,” Daniel said.

      “She told us that, too. But there’s one thing I’ve known about Madison since she learned to walk. She always has a plan. If she doesn’t have something in mind, then we may just have to worry about her.”

      “I do worry about her.”

      “That’s good to know,” Martin said, turning right, and joining the traffic. “The traffic’s not too bad this time of day. It’ll pick up later.”

      “I figured as much,” Daniel commented, looking out the car window, but wishing Madison had come with them to show him around the city.

      “So… what about you?” Martin asked. “What are your plans?”

      “I don’t have any definite plans either,” he said, turning his attention back to Martin. This sounded like a topic that he needed to pay attention to.

      “I find that a little bit odd. Both of you saying you don’t have any plans.”

      “I guess her being in Durango affected both of us.”

      Martin nodded. “I guess it did. What Madison does is her business,” Martin said, changing lanes. “But if you’ve come all the way down here from Colorado with the intention of not following through, I need you to do it on your own time - not family time.”

      “Sir, I would never do that. I can assure you that my intentions are honorable,” Daniel said, realizing that Martin was driving further than he needed to just to get tape and bubble wrap.

      “Uh huh,” Martin said.

      “They are.”

      “Does Madison know this?”

      “I don’t think so. I mean she did, but now I haven’t said anything because I don’t want to cause her to run again.”

      “It’s all about the timing,” Martin said.

      “Exactly,” Daniel said. “As far as I can tell, Madison likes to think things through before jumping in.”

      “The only problem with that theory is that apparently, from what she is telling us, she currently doesn’t have a plan. If that’s true, that ambiguous situation won’t last for long. And once she’s made up her mind, she typically sticks with it. In fact, I’d say that ninety-nine percent of the time, she follows through.”

      “It took a loss of memory to get her to Durango,” Daniel observed.

      “Indeed, it did.”

      “What are you trying to tell me?”

      “I’m just saying that if it turns out you aren’t in those plans, you may as well forget it,” Martin said.

      

      Madison started a new crate for books. It was amazing how many novels she had and yet she couldn’t remember the last time she had opened one of them.

      She professed to read a lot. Mostly because she had before starting medical school. Since setting foot at med school, she had rarely cracked a book for fun, yet people kept giving them to her.

      Whatever she decided to do next, it should include reading time.

      “Have you reserved a storage unit yet?” Mom asked.

      “No, not yet.”

      “You might want to do that to make sure you get something,” Zoe said, always the practical one.

      “I haven’t figured out where I’m going yet.”

      “You don’t have long to decide,” Zoe reminded her.

      “I know,” Madison sighed. “That doesn’t make the decision any easier.”

      “You know, Madison,” Zoe said. “I’ve been thinking about your situation.”

      “My situation?”

      “Yes, with this move and quitting your job.” She waited a beat. “And with Daniel.”

      “And?”

      “I just wonder if you’re planning to go back with him.”

      Madison studied her mother. Considered. She hadn’t given that as one of her options. Was she that transparent? If her mother could see it, did that mean Daniel could see it as well? If he could, would he see her as being desperate and waiting on his offer? “He hasn’t asked,” she said.

      “But if he does?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve haven’t thought about it.”

      “You’re making an awful lot of life decisions on someone else’s whim.”

      “My decisions haven’t been based on his whim. He only showed up last night. I had no idea he would be able to find me. In fact, I was shocked.”

      “But you knew where to find him,” her mother pointed out.

      Madison shrugged and put more books in the crate. “I guess I did.”

      “Do you love him?” her mother asked.

      “Yes.”

      Zoe wrapped the hand-blown vase she and Martin had brought their daughter back from Ireland in bubble wrap. “Are you in love with him?”

      Madison didn’t answer.

      They both continued to pack for a few minutes, each deep in thought.

      “I know that my heart skips a little beat when I see him. I know that my hands tremble a little each time we get together. I know that his kisses are like heaven and I can never get enough of them. I love the way he looks. I love the way he feels. The way he looks at me. I love his voice. His eyes. I haven’t even thought about another man since I met him. I was miserable without him and I count the seconds until he gets back to me.”

      She sat back on her heels and looked into space. “I want to spend every minute with him. I want to tell the world that he’s mine. I think if it doesn’t work out, I’ll never date again. I imagine what a baby with him would be like. I want to grow old with him.”

      “So, if that means I’m in love with him, then I guess I am.” Madison said, turning her gaze back to her mother.

      Zoe went to her daughter, and wiped away tears that Madison hadn’t known she’d shed. Then she hugged her daughter close. “Welcome aboard,” she said.

      Madison laughed a watery laugh.

      Zoe backed away and lifted Madison’s chin until Madison looked into her eyes. “If he’s what you want,” she said, “make it happen. Love isn’t like medical school where you control the outcome. This time it involves another person and his emotions, his wants and needs. But if you give it your all, you stand a really good chance of getting what you want.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Madison said, wiping at her eyes. She hoped Daniel didn’t get back in time to see that she’d been crying. “I don’t want to run him off.”

      “That’s the ironic thing about men. If they don’t love you, you can just look at them wrong, and off they go. But if they’re in love with you, it doesn’t matter what you do. You can’t knock them off with a stick.”

      “That’s very romantic,” Madison said.

      “I know, but it’s the truth. Try it and see if I’m not right. I’ve seen it far too many times - not with me, but with others.”

      Shoving a stack of books aside, Madison sat on the couch. “What should I do?” she asked.

      

      It was over three hours later before Daniel helped Martin carry their supplies into Madison’s townhouse. They’d stopped for shrimp po’boys at Pappadeaux and he could hardly wait to try one. There was a little place in Durango that sold shrimp po’boys, but according to Martin, the seafood in south Texas was incomparable.

      “Well, hi,” Madison greeted them at the door. “I was beginning to think that you two had gotten lost.”

      “We took the scenic route,” Martin said.

      “But we made up for it by bringing food,” Daniel told her.

      “You brought Pappadeaux,” she said, with excitement in her voice. “No wonder it took so long.”

      Daniel exchanged a look with Martin, as Madison turned to carry the take-out bag to the kitchen.

      “So, did you save anything for us to pack?” Martin asked when he joined his wife and daughter in the kitchen.

      “Actually, we waited for you,” Zoe said, winking at Madison.

      “Knowing you two, you probably did,” Martin said.

      “Dad, after lunch, would you and Daniel run back out and get a newspaper?” Madison asked.

      “Sure. Have you already packed your computer?”

      “No, but I want to start looking for apartments. And sometimes they still advertise in the newspaper.”

      Daniel looked sharply at Martin. This was not good.

      “Maybe I can go ahead and find a new place to move into next weekend while you have some time off and while Daniel’s here to help.”

      Zoe put the sandwiches and French fries on paper plates and passed them around. “That’s a good idea, Madison. I knew you’d figure out what it was you wanted to do.”

      “After I get moved in someplace, I can start looking for a job.”

      “I thought you were going to stay with us,” Martin said.

      “Yeah, I don’t know. You live down in the city and I like this area here in The Woodlands. Besides, I just have too much stuff to keep in a storage unit.”

      “We can pay the rent on the unit if that’s the problem.”

      “Trust me, that’s not a problem. I’ve barely spent any money since I started working. My student loans are paid off and I have a nice savings account. I cashed in my sick leave and vacation time from the clinic. I could live for a year without working.”

      “But a lease is so permanent,” he insisted.

      “I can probably get one for a year.” She glanced at Daniel. He had been silent throughout this exchange. “How do you like your sandwich?” she asked him.

      “It’s great,” he said. “I’d like to take you to dinner there sometime.”

      “Ok,” she said, a little surprised at that.

      “I think you may have been right, Martin,” he continued. “Houston may just have some of the best food.”

      “This is just take-out,” Martin said. “Wait until we get to the good stuff.”

      Madison was certain her dad had winked at Daniel. Maybe they had spent way too much bonding time together.

      Then Daniel winked at her and her heart fluttered.

      Daniel disappeared just after lunch, saying he had some business to take care of. Madison didn’t know what business he could possibly have to take care of. Maybe he needed to make some phone calls. At any rate, she had been spending more time glancing toward the door than she had been packing.

      “He seems like a good guy,” her dad said at one point.

      “Who?”

      Her dad shook his head. “You know perfectly well who - Daniel.”

      “Oh. I think so.”

      “How do you feel about him?” her dad asked.

      “I like him. Do you know where he went?”

      “He didn’t tell me.”

      “I don’t know what he could possibly have to do.”

      “Who knows, Honey. He’s a grown man. Maybe he has business to tend to.”

      “I have Internet access here. And he could have stepped out to use his phone. It makes no sense to me.”

      When her parents glanced at each other, Madison shrugged and went back to packing.
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      Later that evening, after all four of them had gone out for dinner at The Cheesecake Factory, Daniel lit a fire in the fireplace.

      Zoe and Martin had gone up to the guest room to bed.

      Daniel and Madison sat together on the sofa, beneath a down throw, with Fluffy curled up in Madison’s lap.

      “We may have to get some more firewood if this cold weather keeps up,” Daniel said.

      “It reminds you of home, huh?”

      “It does remind me of home. It sounds like it’s snowing outside.”

      Madison laughed. “Snowing? It doesn’t snow in Houston.”

      “Never?”

      “Well, on rare - very rare occasions, it has.”

      “Let’s look,” he said.

      “You look. I’m too tired to move.”

      Daniel got up, peeked out the window, then opened the blinds and stepped back. “Snow,” he said, proudly.

      “No way!” Madison said, but there it was. Snow. Not a lot. But little flakes floating downward.

      Daniel rejoined her on the sofa. “Just like that night we spent at the inn,” he said.

      “That was nice,” she agreed.

      “I knew you were a city girl even then. And, just as you intimated, you have your cell phone, your television, and your internet going.”

      “I know. It turns out I’m addicted to The Weather Channel and Fox News. If I could I would have both of them up on my TV at the same time.”

      “You could have two TVs.”

      “No, that would take the fun out of it.”

      “You’re a strange woman, Madison McKivitz.”

      “Thanks,” she said sarcastically.

      “That’s one of the reasons why I love you.”

      “You do?”

      “It hasn’t changed since the first time I told you, unless it’s gotten stronger.”

      “I didn’t know if you still would now that you know who I am.”

      “I’ve always known who you are. Even if you didn’t,” he held her hand in his, kissed her fingertip. “Do you still love me?”

      “More than ever,” she said.

      “Then it sounds like we have something special going on.”

      She looked at him and smiled. “I’d say we do.”

      “I was going to wait and find the right time to do this,” he said, “but with it snowing, I don’t think a better time will present itself.”

      “What?”

      He got on his knees in front of her, took a small box from his pocket. Madison saw in the light of the fireplace that it was a blue Tiffany’s box.

      As she watched, he opened it and there was the perfect diamond ring -  platinum solitaire.

      “Madison McKivitz,” he asked. “Will you marry me?”

      She stared at him, her mind whirling with the possibilities.

      They were from two different worlds - she and he. He was from the small town of Durango, Colorado where winter snow was a commonplace thing. He spent his days riding the train track, collecting tickets, guiding tourists.

      She was from the city - one of the largest in the United States. She was used to fine restaurants and shopping at the Galleria and Nordstrom’s. She was a physician with lots of patients, even if she had just recently resigned that position.

      She was used to the summer heat and winter snow was almost a miracle.

      A miracle just like their love. That was one thing she was certain of. She loved Daniel Beaumont and he seemed to love her, too.

      “Yes,” she said.

      Then before she knew what was happening, the ring was on her finger and she was in his arms.

      In his arms - where she hoped to spend the rest of her life.

      

      “Looks like someone forgot to go to bed,” Martin said.

      Madison jumped. Crap. She was still curled up on the sofa in Daniel’s arms.

      “We must have fallen asleep,” she said to no one in particular. The fire was out cold. They’d burned up the last of the wood before falling asleep kissing.

      “Looks like it,” her father said.

      They untangled themselves and Daniel wiped his hands over his face. “Sorry,” he said to Madison.

      “I can’t believe we didn’t wake up all night.”

      “Don’t worry,” Martin said, “I’ll make the coffee.” Fluffy followed him into the kitchen, meowing at his feet. “And feed the cat,” he added.

      “I’ll do it, Dad,” she said.

      “I’ll jump in the shower,” Daniel said. “In case I get kicked out later.”

      Martin laughed.

      “I’m glad to see you two are getting along,” he said, after Daniel had gone into the bathroom.

      Madison was staring at her hand as though for the first time.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, then noticed the ring on her finger. “Oh. I see. Come here,” he said, pulling her into a hug. “Are you happy?” he asked.

      She nodded against his chest.

      “This is what you wanted?”

      She nodded again.

      “Then I’m happy for you,” he said, and released her. “Have you talked about how this changes your plans?”

      “No, we haven’t gotten that far.”

      “You’ll figure it out.”

      “She’ll figure what out?” Zoe asked, heading for the coffee mugs.

      Madison exchanged a look with her dad. Decided not to tell her yet.

      Zoe studied Madison. “There’s a look on your face,” she said. “There,” she pointed. “On your hand.”

      Madison held her hand out for her mother. Zoe went to her and examined the ring. “It’s beautiful,” she said. “I told you it would work.”

      “What would work?”

      This time Madison exchanged a knowing look with her mother.

      “Oh, nothing,” Zoe said. “Just girl talk.”

      “Which is what frightens me,” Martin said.

      All three of them took their coffee mugs and sat down at the kitchen table.

      “Whatever you decide to do,” Zoe said. “We’ll support you. If you want to move to Durango, we’ll help you. You can use the condo. If you want to stay down here, that’s ok, too. You can even stay with us. Even though you’ve said you don’t want to. It all depends on when the wedding is.”

      “Mom. Take a breath,” Madison said. “We have to talk it through and decide. We don’t know yet what we’re going to do.”

      “Make sure it’s what you want to do, too.”

      “It will be, Mom. I promise. Daniel is nothing like Timothy.”

      “Thank God,” Martin and Zoe said in unison.

      Daniel opened the door and peered out of the downstairs bathroom. “Is it safe to come out?” he asked.

      Madison went to him and put her arms around him, and led him back to the kitchen.

      Martin stood up and went to shake his hand.

      “Welcome to the family, Son.”

      Zoe hugged him.

      Madison looked at them, with tears in her eyes.

      All was right with the world.

      

      A little later, Daniel looked over at Madison. He wasn’t sure which one of them was glowing more. Each time they glanced at each other, which was rather often, they would smile knowingly at each other. Knowing that they were about to embark on spending the rest of their lives together. They had some things to work out, of course, like where they would live. That was kind of a big one since they were from different parts of the country. But he knew they’d figure it out. She could practice medicine if she wanted to or she could just practice being his wife and the mother of their children.

      They could live in Houston and visit Durango or they could live in Durango and visit Houston. He wouldn’t even mind if they had houses in both cities and split their time between the two. None of that mattered to him. It only mattered to him that they were together.

      They would discuss it, of course, and come to a decision together. She could lead and he would happily follow.

      He was content. He had his little elfin princess at his side.
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      Madison gazed out at the snow-covered lawn. In the distance, she heard the train whistle of the narrow-gauge engine and smiled.

      Daniel would be leaving shortly to ride the afternoon train. It was in his blood and he lived for that train. He liked the interaction with the tourists and he like the feel of the track beneath his feet. He like to keep his pulse on the status – to make sure everything was running smoothly.

      Sometimes she would go with him, but not today. And not again for a few months.

      She wrapped her hands around her stomach and felt the baby move. It wouldn’t be long now.

      Daniel appeared at her side and wrapped his arms around her. “How are my girls doing?”

      “You’re going to feel funny if it’s a boy.”

      “Nah, it’ll be a girl and she’ll look just like you.” he insisted.

      Madison shook her head. “You’re silly. Yesterday, you were certain it was a boy.”

      “And I’ll be ecstatic no matter which one it is.”

      “As will I.”

      “The train will be passing by soon.”

      “I know, I heard it. I can’t wait until our house is built.”

      They were sitting on what would be the front porch of their home. The smell of fresh-cut lumber permeated the air. The framework of the house that would hold the two of them and their child or children, as the case may be, stood behind them. And it would be big enough for both families to spend holidays and summers with them if they so choose.

      “This is the perfect place for our house,” Daniel commented.

      She nodded. “I love it that we can see the train from here as it goes by.”

      “We can even catch it from here if we want to. Maybe ride up to the inn,” he said, nuzzling her neck.

      Madison closed her eyes and shifted her mouth against his. She had fond honeymoon memories of the Inn. It turned out that Daniel had been right. The Inn was better than going to the Hilton.

      This had truly been the best year of her life.

      There was nowhere else in the world she wanted to be.

      Even when she didn’t know who she was, she’d known she wanted to be here.

      It had taken a tragedy to upset her life and change her life path.

      But through it all, she had discovered who she really was.

      And found the happiness of a lifetime.
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      Kristen MacGregor chose Serenity, Colorado as a peaceful place to get away from her troubles.

      

      But Serenity may hold dangers not evident to tourists.

      

      Did Mark Jensen know enough about the little community to keep her safe?

      

      If you enjoy sweet romance with a more than a hint of danger and page-turning suspense, grab your copy of Serenity by this best-selling author.
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        University of Utah Neuropsychiatric Institute

        Acute Ward

        August, 2009

      

      

      “Tell me more about the realm of midnight.”

      “They come in threes. Always threes. Always dark.”

      “Dark?”

      “They wear nothing but black. They have black hair. Black glasses that hide their black eyes. Their words are dark. They speak of evil. They come at midnight, the darkest hour.”

      “What do they say to you?”

      “They say a number of things. Things they told me not to speak of.”

      “What kinds of things?”

      “Things too evil to be repeated. If I told you, they would come at midnight and kill you.”

      “You want to hurt me?”

      “No, I would never hurt you, but they would kill you.”

      “How do you know?”

      “They told me.”

      “So, three people come and talk to you at midnight about killing people. Do they ever tell you to kill anyone?

      “No.”

      “Do they tell you to hurt yourself?”

      “No.”

      “What if they did?”

      “I would have no choice. Their purpose is not for us to question. They receive communications from a higher power.”

      “Higher power?”

      “The dark lord.”

      “This dark lord is also evil.”

      “They are all evil.”

      “You make it sound like you don’t have a choice.”

      “At one time, perhaps I did. But that was long ago. Then I entered the realm.”

      “Why did you do it Gary? Why did you enter the realm?”

      “It was necessary.” Gary’s head jerked to the right and his eyes focused on something only he could see.

      The two men were silent for two, perhaps three minutes, though to Mark it seemed like ten or fifteen minutes. Mark felt a shiver skitter along his spine when Gary turned and focused his fathomless eyes upon him.

      “Why do you think they come and talk to you?”

      “I was chosen because I am the third son of the third son. I was born at midnight on the third night of the third month. Someday the evil will come to pass. You should never have come. You made a poor choice. One you will come to rue. There will be a sacrifice. Mark my words, Dr. Mark, and you, too, will be a part of the dark world.”

      

      Five minutes later, Mark Charboneaux returned to the madhouse that passed for the nursing station of the acute ward and located Gary Cox’s chart amid a shelf holding at least two dozen others.

      “How did it go with Gary?” Gary’s social worker asked as she joined him at the work table.

      “We need to increase his medication.”

      “I got the same impression. I’ll let the doc know. Do you think he’s a danger?”

      “No, but I also don’t think he’s a candidate for psychotherapy at this point. I wouldn’t give him to the new intern until he stabilizes.”

      “That’s right. This is your last day. Headed back to Denver?”

      Mark glanced at his trusty Pulsar watch. “I leave in half an hour. That was my last session.”

      He spent the next five minutes charting his impressions of Gary Cox as a paranoid schizophrenic, then summarily stashed him somewhere in the back of his mind and went on with his life.
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      She was an unpracticed tourist, Mark Jensen decided, or on the run from the law.

      He opted for the former.

      As she sipped coffee from a large brown ceramic mug, her gaze darted about. After a quick scan, she seemed to study each person at the outdoor café, much as he studied her now. By the time her eyes paused on him, he was casually reading the morning paper, seemingly oblivious to her presence.

      Mark had spent each summer for the past five years here in Serenity, Colorado. He knew the typical tourist. This woman hadn’t been here before.

      That much he was certain of.

      He supposed it was her fragile elfin face, with large eyes and soft lips that had caught his attention. She had straight, cropped light honeyed-brown hair, professionally styled, though she could have saved herself a bundle of money and gotten a similar effect with her own scissors.

      That told him she was a career woman.

      Her skin was light and creamy, suggesting she spent her days and weekends indoors. She was thin, but still looked healthy. She probably stopped by the gym three days a week on her way home from the office.

      Her large bag and the dark sunglasses balanced on the crown of her head spoke tourist. She wore a full flowing skirt in a dark flowery pattern and a black tee beneath a denim jacket. It gave her an urban look that was out of place here in the small town of Serenity.

      She wore black leather ankle boots with two inch heels and a watch that was too big for her, but no other jewelry.

      The wind had a coolness to it, but the sun was warm, leading regular tourists to venture out in shorts and sometimes jeans and tee-shirts.

      No, she was not a regular tourist.

      The waiter brought her a bagel and cream cheese. Mark smiled. Denver city girl. He’d just finished his own breakfast of eggs, bacon, and hashbrowns. But then he wasn’t from the city.

      At least not originally.

      He watched as she took out a notepad and began writing, bagel in one hand, pen in the other. A reporter? No, she didn’t have that keen sharpness about her. A novelist? Perhaps. But somehow that didn’t fit either.

      He looked past the half dozen disinterested patrons to the sparse occupancy of the street. The café had an indoor section and an outdoor section where they currently were sitting.

      Nestled just off main street, this particular café afforded a picturesque view he never tired of. To his left, he could see the glistening lake surrounded by gently sloping hills leading to the rugged mountain peaks in the distance.

      The mountains wore a white blanket of snow draped carelessly over their peaks, their ends shredded as the snow had begun to melt toward the base where trees dared to inch toward the tundra.

      He shifted his attention back to the café. A small vase filled with sprigs of fresh pale pink and white daisies sat on each table. The white tablecloths were protected by a layer of clear plastic. The tablecloths were washed daily in summer and weekly in winter whether they needed it or not.

      A tall pine tree shot up through the middle of the porch of the outdoor section.

      How did a Denver city girl find this place? It was out of the way and not even well known. It wasn’t even full on summer.

      He shook his head and got up to pay his check. He wasn’t on the clock today. If she stuck around, he would likely find out the answers to her identity. If she didn’t, it didn’t matter.

      For all he knew, she was making a shopping list.
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      Kristen MacGregor set down her pencil and blew a sigh of relief when the man left. She wasn’t oblivious to being studied, though stared at was more accurate. He had the air of a big city tourist and was probably just passing through. She added tour guide to her list and blew a fallen wisp of hair out of her eyes.

      She read back over her list of options for a new career for her. Interior designer. Realtor. Librarian. Tour guide. She didn’t really want to go back to school. Magazine editing was all she knew. All she wanted to know. She didn’t want a new career. She scribbled through the items on her list, line by line. This was no good. Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath.

      She heard the words of the psychologist, Dr. Charlie Britain, in her mind. Close your eyes and breathe deeply. Feel your body relaxing.

      She opened her eyes and shook her head. She wasn’t sure about the psychologist. She’d had two full blown panic attacks since her last session and not one since she had gotten in her car and started to drive south of Denver on Interstate 25.

      Besides, the psychologist had actually tried to make her have a panic attack right there in her office. Of all things! She had tried to convince Kristen that if she could induce a panic attack, she could then better recognize the symptoms and prevent herself from having them. Frankly, Kristen thought being more in-tune to her body than she already was would just add a dose of hypochondriasis to her anxiety. What good would that do? She’d still be dealing with issues.

      She left money on the table for her half-eaten bagel and coffee and left the restaurant. She wandered down the town’s single street, instantly intrigued by the wooden boardwalks and quaint little shops.

      It was truly the smallest town she had ever seen. If she hadn’t slowed down, she would have completely missed the single gravel road that ran through the town and spilled out on the edge of a sparkling mountain lake. The buildings on each side were backed by trees and gently sloping mountains still coated in snow.

      The town had a hotel called The Timbers Inn, the pizza parlor next to the café where she had just had breakfast, three gift shops, and a country store. There were half a dozen other unidentified shops, a huge barbecue pit, and a miniature golf course down closer to the lake.

      Despite her skepticism, the psychologist’s words echoed in her head. Do what feels right. Follow your instinct.

      Following that instinct, she ducked into the closest gift shop and quickly purchased a disposable camera.

      She didn’t get very far before she was compelled to point the little camera and after searching for just the right frame, took several pictures of the town with the lake and mountains in the background. She inhaled the clean, fresh air scented with the smell of spruce trees.

      Perhaps she should check out the inn and stay for the night.

      Follow your instinct.

      She hesitated at the entrance to the general store. A large dog was sprawled out asleep across the sidewalk in front of the door. She gingerly stepped around the dog and ducked into the general store.

      “He won’t bite,” a man appearing to be somewhere in his seventies called out when Kristen entered the building.

      “Good morning,” she answered, a little uncertain as to how she felt about his overt friendliness. She took a deep breath and assessed her body for signs of anxiety. She felt calm.

      Her typical trips to the market consisted of anonymously getting in and getting out. Checking out with the automated scan stations negated the need to speak to anyone.

      “Welcome to Serenity,” the man said. “My name is Sam if you need anything.”

      “Thank you,” Kristen said automatically as she scanned the packed rows of everything from canned food to fishing supplies. Making her decision, she turned back to Sam. “I was wondering if there is any kind of place to stay around here.”

      “The closest motel is an hour up the road.”

      “What about the inn, The Timbers?”

      “It closes down for the winter and won’t be opening up for at least another week, maybe two.”

      “Oh,” Kristen said, her enthusiasm drained. “There’s no place to stay here?”

      “There are some cabins a quarter mile around the lake, but Mrs. Drake doesn’t like to rent them out for less than a week. She’s getting up in years, and the cleaning up after people is too much for her.”

      “I really just wanted something for tonight,” Kristen said, and after putting her camera in her handbag, picked up a package of mints and laid them on the counter.

      “Photographer?” Sam asked.

      “What?” Kristen dug out some change. “No, I’m just ‘um... touring.”

      Sam smiled. “It’s ok to be a tourist. We stopped lynching them years ago.”

      Kristen laughed and felt some of the tension drain away. It wasn’t so bad, this unexpected friendliness with strangers.

      “How many people live here?”

      He opened the register and counted out her change. “Oh, about 125 in the winter. In the summer, I figure we get up to around two thousand.”

      “Really? That many?”

      “Our cabins and lodges stay full. There’s a camp ground couple of miles down.”

      “What is there to do here?”

      Sam laughed. “City girl, huh? Well, we have hiking and biking trails. A mini golf. We usually get together and barbecue at least once a week in the summer. We invite all the tourists.”

      Kristen nodded. That was a little too cozy for her. “I’ll check it out,” she said.

      “We have some nice hiking trails around the lake and some well-marked trails up into the mountains. Just take plenty of water and you should be ok.”

      “Thank you, Sam,” Kristen said and headed for the door.

      “Check out Mrs. Drake’s cabins if you change your mind. They’re just down the street there. They fill up fast though,” he said as she went out the door.

      Kristen locked her handbag in the trunk of her car and headed down to the lake. Sam was right. There was a trail along the edge. The air was still chilly in the shade with the wind coming off the lake. She didn’t see anyone else except for a couple standing off to her left and a fisherman perched on a cluster of boulders, patiently tossing his bait into the water.

      The trail still had patches of old snow and was muddy in places. She skipped over some rocks and dodged a mud puddle. The waves lapped gently against the shore and chipmunks darted along in front of her. A mother duck and her three ducklings floated along beside her for a time before heading out toward the center of the lake.

      She walked a few feet along the lake until it became too muddy for her shoes, enjoying the solitude and thinking of nothing in particular. She passed a couple of homes, one with smoke drifting softly from the chimney. She imagined a family, cozy and happy inside, preparing for a relaxing Saturday. Her Saturdays typically consisted of doing the marketing, cleaning her apartment, washing the car. Weekends were for getting ready for the upcoming week.  Occasionally she would go to a movie with her parents or her sister. Once in a while, she would go on a date, but for the most part she avoided any kind of entanglements, except, of course, work.

      Yesterday afternoon, she had reached her limit, threw some things into a suitcase, sent her beta fish to live with her sister, and just started driving. She’d started with an image of Montana in her head. She’d never been there, but imagined the wide open spaces and the rolling hills flowing into rugged peaks.

      Then again, she had always wanted to see San Francisco. The fog shrouded bridges called to her.

      She had also considered visiting the coast of Maine. Maybe ensconce herself in a lighthouse. She didn’t appear, however, to have headed in any of those directions.

      As she reached to pick an early blooming blue columbine, her cell phone rang. She noted her sister’s number and ignored the call. She would check the message.

      No one knew where she was. Kristen found that whole idea to be intriguing somehow. As long as she didn’t speak to anyone, they couldn’t pressure her, or criticize her, or disappoint her.

      She had known she was in trouble when she had had a panic attack at her desk. That’s when she had known she had to get away.

      At twenty-five, Kristen had married an older man of thirty-six. That had been five years ago. Three months ago, her husband, Trey had gotten up one morning, packed his things, walked out, and showed up a week later with divorce papers in hand. He hadn’t given her an explanation. Just that he had had enough and it was time to move on.

      The first panic attack had come on her thirtieth birthday, just three weeks after Trey had walked out on her. Her entire birthday afternoon had been spent in the emergency room, having tests run on her heart.

      She was currently on medication and had doctor’s orders to rest and return in three months for more tests.

      The stress test, the echo, everything was inconclusive.

      Her phone started to bleep, confirming that her sister had, indeed left a message. Kristen dialed her voice mail and listened to the concerned message her sister had left.

      Kristen was not an impulsive person. Until two days ago, she had never in her life just gotten in the car and started driving. Perhaps after all these years, she was becoming more like her ex-husband. God help her.

      Kristen made her way back to her car, drove down the road and stopped to study a cluster of small cabins nestled between a hill and a shallow river. The cabins were shaded by firs and aspens and were connected by a rock-lined dirt walkway. There was an outdoor grill and a picnic table in the area by the water. A sleek black BMW SUV was parked next to one of the cabins which had a mountain bike next to the door, but the others appeared vacant.

      She was struck by their storybook appearance. They were small and symmetrical, but most of all, clean and well cared for. Beneath the front windows were plant boxes overflowing with colorful flowers. Someone cared a great deal for this place.

      Perhaps this was a place she could stay for awhile and give herself a chance to heal.

      Kristen parked her car and, walking along a path, found a larger house a few yards away with the name Drake on the mailbox. It was as though the decision had already been made for her. She would stay here.

      Kristen checked her watch and decided it wasn’t too early to disturb Mrs. Drake. She all but jogged up the rock lined pathway and knocked on the door. The door was answered by an older woman with a warm smile. Her gray hair was pinned neatly on her head. She wiped her hands on an apron as she opened the door smiled at Kristen.

      “Mrs. Drake?”

      “Yes,” the older woman peered past Kristen. “I didn’t hear you drive up.”

      “I left my car at the cabins and walked over.”

      “Oh, well, you must be thirsty. Come in.”

      Kristen walked into the neat house and immediately caught a whiff of peanut butter cookies. She experienced a flood of memories back to a simpler time during her childhood.

      “I was just making some cookies. Would you like one?”

      “I would love one,” Kristen said, marveling at the woman’s openness to a stranger. “I’m Kristen McGregor,” she said and followed Mrs. Drake to the kitchen.

      “It’s nice to meet you Kristen. Have a seat,” she gestured as she put on an oven mitt and retrieved a sheet of cookies from the oven. “What can I do for you?”

      “Sam told me you rented cabins and I’m interested in staying here for a while.”

      “Oh, that’s wonderful. You’ll like it here. How long do you want to stay, Dear?”

      “I’m not sure. I was thinking maybe a week.”

      “I have the perfect cabin for you. I don’t take reservations, so you can have it as long as you want it.”

      

      An hour and three freshly baked cookies later, Kristen unlocked the cabin next to the one with the black SUV. There was a fireplace with an ample stack of wood next to the door. The cabin had a main living area, a small, but ample kitchen, and a bedroom with a complete bath.

      There was a cuckoo clock on the wall behind the kitchen table.

      Kristen was charmed.

      She was especially pleased to find a telephone. She would have her computer set up and connected to the world in no time. The cabin was perfect.

      She picked up the phone to check her messages at home, then remembered that it would be long distance. Instead, she used her cell phone. No messages. How quickly the world forgot. She also tried calling her mom, but there was no answer. She would try again later. She located a notepad and pen and started a list of things she would need to buy from Sam’s store. Mrs. Drake furnished the towels and dishes, but she would need to get soap and food and other necessary items. Forty-five minutes later, she got back in her car and drove down the highway to the general store.
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      It was mid-afternoon when Mark returned from his hike. He couldn’t think of anything he would rather spend his summers doing than hiking, biking, and relaxing in Serenity. He worked like a demon for nine months of the year, then he enjoyed himself. He was lucky and he knew it. He’d played his cards right. So many of his colleagues owed thousands of dollars in student loans, some even over a hundred thousand, but Mark had saved and scrimped through grad school. He’d skipped the pizza and beer and avoided the lure of expensive apartments. Instead he had lived in a small house trailer and worked as a bar tender on the weekends. He had used the extra income to supplement the small stipend he had earned as a teaching assistant. Now, a psychologist in an acute mental hospital, he made enough to allow him to take summers off. Sometimes he wondered if he had missed out on other things, though. At thirty-three, he had never been married. Never had the time to pursue a relationship to that depth. He was content with the arrangement, he reminded himself. His needs were met and no one tried to tag along on his summers.

      He was happy. He had three months of freedom ahead of him. He stepped into the shower and started to sing. When the water ran cold, he stepped out, dried off, and walked into the den to turn on CNN Headline News. As far as he was concerned, being on vacation included the pleasure of watching the satellite. He rarely had the opportunity to watch television on his usual sixty to seventy hour work weeks.

      The blinking answering machine indicating two calls caught his attention. His friend, Dave, had called. Dave always threatened to join him for a weekend, but had yet to make it out of the office long enough. The other message was from Shelby Drake. She needed him to light the stove in the cabin next to his. Mark was always happy to help out Shelby. In return, she made an exception to her no reservations policy and held this cabin for him each year.

      He pulled back the curtain and studied the pale blue Toyota Camry next to the neighboring cabin. He would go over after he got dressed and take care of the gas. Mark had met some interesting people over time, but they rarely stayed longer than a week and he managed to stay mostly to himself.

      Less than ten minutes later, Mark knocked on his neighbor’s door for the second time and was about to turn away when he heard shuffling from within. Then the door opened and he just stared. The woman in shorts and a rumpled tee-shirt blinked at him.

      It was her.

      At least he thought it was her. Maybe she had a sister. The woman he had seen at breakfast was much more composed.

      “I’m sorry. Did I come at a bad time?” he asked.

      “No,” she answered. “I was just napping.”

      “In the middle of the afternoon?”

      She studied him with a strange expression. “That’s why it’s called a nap.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s just such a beautiful day out. Anyway, Shelby asked me to stop by and light the pilot on your propane stove.”

      “Ok,” she said, not moving. “Who is Shelby?”

      “Shelby Drake.”

      She watched him, but didn’t move to invite him in. She was even prettier up close. He couldn’t stop staring at her deep forest green eyes. “So...” he said. “Would you like me to light your stove?”

      “Sure,” after seeming to consider the merits of letting him inside, she stepped back so he could enter.

      Mark quickly surveyed the cabin as he made his way to the kitchen. Everything was neatly in its place. It didn’t look at all like someone had just moved in. No wonder she needed to sleep.

      “Do you work for Mrs. Drake?” she asked.

      “Work? No, I’m staying in the cabin next to yours. I just help her out sometimes.” He glanced up and noted the distressed look on her face. “What brings you to Serenity?”

      “I’m just on vacation,” she said and didn’t elaborate.

      Mark bit back his annoyance as he struck a match and lit the pilot on the stove. She wasn’t a patient. She didn’t have to talk to him if she didn’t want to. It wasn’t his problem if she looked forlorn and lonely.

      “Are you here by yourself?”

      “Yes.”

      Not too many single women made their way to Shelby’s cabins. That suited Mark just fine. He didn’t come here for distractions. He hoped she wouldn’t stay here for very long.

      “Ok, you’re all set,” he said, and turned and looked into her eyes. Then he yelped and dropped the match which he had forgotten to put out. She immediately went to him and took his hand.

      “Are you all right?” She pulled him toward the sink and turned on the cold water, thrusting his hand beneath it.

      He wasn’t sure if his finger hurt or not. He was only aware of how close she was standing and how soft and gentle her hands were on his. The top of her head would have nestled just beneath his chin. He inhaled deeply, to settle himself, but only made things worse. She smelled like wildflowers.

      When he didn’t answer her question, she tilted her head to look up at him. He could have easily kissed her then. He was stunned by how much he wanted to touch his lips to hers. He marveled at the strength of the primal urge that he had not experienced quite like this since his adolescent years.

      “Well,” she said, jerking away from him. She bent to retrieve the match and after disposing of it, handed him a dishtowel. Mark dried his hands and mentally chastised himself for making her uncomfortable.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m usually not this creepy. Let me start again.” He held out his hand. “I’m Mark Jensen.”

      Kristen smiled. “I’m Kristen McGregor. It’s nice to meet you.”

      “I really am sorry,” he said. “I’m right next door if you need anything.”

      “Thanks,” she said. “I’m usually a little more alert.”

      “I’ll have to remember that you’re a napper.”

      “It’s ok, really.”

      Mark said good-bye and walked back to his cabin. He found such stiff politeness to be uncomfortable. He knew what his problem was. He was attracted to her and not just a little. He wondered if she felt the same way.

      It didn’t matter anyway. He wasn’t interested in being distracted. He was here to enjoy his summer. Not to get tangled in some week-long affair with some stranger.

      As he made himself a light dinner, he found his gaze straying to the window and his thoughts consumed by a gorgeous, petite brunette whom he knew absolutely nothing about.
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      Kristen called her parents, then made herself a green salad and a baked potato. Her parents had been unhappy at her going off on her own. She couldn’t blame them for worrying, really. After all, she had been having panic attacks and heart tests she had never done anything irresponsible in her life. She had promised to call every day and keep her doors locked. They still weren’t happy with her decision, but seemed to feel better now that she had chosen a place where they could call her. They still didn’t like to call her cell phone - a fact she found baffling.

      After dinner, she put on her sneakers, grabbed a jacket and headed out the door. Mark had been right. It had been a beautiful day and was now a beautiful evening. She had been avoiding thinking about her new neighbor, but as she passed his cabin, she glimpsed him moving about through the window. Starting with breakfast, he had managed to disturb her entire day. It had been a long time since she had been stared at so openly. And then when he had stood next to her in her kitchen, she had known what a rabbit who is about to be devoured by the proverbial wolf must feel like.

      She smiled to herself. It wasn’t a bad feeling, all in all.

      She reached the path by the lake and started toward the far side, away from town. There weren’t as many cabins in this direction and she felt a little isolated, her eyes scanning the forest for wild animals. She was about to turn back when she saw a nice two-story house just ahead of her. With a sense of relief that she wasn’t alone in a forest of wild animals, she climbed atop a cluster of boulders and sat down. Perched here, she had a nice view of the pretty mountain house, the lake, and the oncoming sunset.

      If she had any artistic talent at all, she would have procured a canvas and paints to capture this enchanting view. It occurred to her that her ex-husband, Trey, would have found it perfect for photographing. And it was, she thought reluctantly. She should send a photographer out here to put together a book proposal. One of the things she was thinking of doing to branch out was working with a few photographers in creating a set of coffee table books to be sold by the magazine. Excited about her find and suddenly ready to get started on it, she scurried off the rocks and started jogging down the path.

      It felt incredible to run again. She had limited her exercise to walking since the panic attacks started, but now, she decided it was time to do a little more. The doctors had actually prescribed walking, though to be honest, it made her nervous.

      Perhaps it was time to do more than increase her exercise, she considered, her thoughts returning to Mark Jensen. She hadn’t spent any time with a man in over a year. Mark might be a safe place to test the waters. After all, he would be gone soon, she realized. In fact, he could be leaving as early as tomorrow. She was surprised that the notion disturbed her as much as it did.

      She shook her head and slowed to a walk. She didn’t have time for him. She had things to do. Besides, what good would having a fling do? It would only make her want more and leave her feeling miserable. She resolutely avoided looking toward Mark’s windows as she hurried back into her cabin. She turned on her notebook computer and logged onto the Internet. She needed a digital camera and photo paper.

      Kristen was on a leave of absence from her job, but she wanted to run the idea by her supervisor, Marge, anyway. She dashed off an e-mail to Marge telling her of her intent concerning the book proposal.

      While she shopped for a camera, a reply came back from Marge giving her the go ahead. Encouraged, Kristen ordered a camera. While she was at it, she ordered some hiking boots, jeans, and shorts, and shirts that seemed more appropriate for the great outdoors than what she owned, much less brought with her. A quick phone call to Mrs. Drake and she had her temporary address there at the cabin.

      She would contact Marge later in the week and ask her to send a list of possible photographers. Kristen would compare them with the ones she had on file and decide which ones to offer the job to on spec. In the meantime, she would get out and take some preliminary shots so she would have a better idea what she was looking for. She was so excited and so intent on her work that when she looked up at the clock, it was one o’clock in the morning.

      She quickly logged off the computer and shut it down. She refused to feel guilty. She could sleep late in the morning, after all. She quickly got ready for bed and, suddenly cold, snuggled beneath the blankets with a fantasy novel. The night sounds were strange to her ears. She was used to neighbors coming and going, dogs barking, an occasional car in the distance. Here, she could hear crickets and an occasional coyote. It relief to know she was safe inside the cabin.

      She felt even safer knowing that Mark was right next door.
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      Two days passed and Mark didn’t see Kristen. Her lights went on and off, and occasionally her car left, so he knew she was still there and was all right. He found himself wondering how long she would stay. Surely she had to get back to work soon. If he ever saw her again, he would ask her.

      He poured himself a cup of coffee and went out on the porch to sit and watch the sun come up. It was chilly, but God, he loved the crisp mountain air. If he could think of a way to stay here all year, he would do it. But he didn’t dwell on that thought. He knew how lucky he was to be able to stay here three months out of the year. He would build a place of his own after an early retirement.

      A familiar image came to him at that point, as it often did as he contemplated that illusive, imagined future. There were children playing on the lawn with a puppy and a wife sitting on the porch swing smiling at him, a cat curled in her lap. He’d never quite been able to put a face on her, but now he saw Kristen clearly, her forest green eyes watching him. He sighed. He was obviously incredibly lonesome to be putting a stranger’s face into his future dreams. He shot an annoyed glance toward Kristen’s cabin. She was making him restless and he didn’t appreciate being restless when he was trying to enjoy himself. He stood up and went inside to read the newspaper online.
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      Kristen parked next to her cabin and turned off the motor. She had gotten up late that morning. She found herself staying outside mostly during the days and staying up late at night working. It was a routine that seemed to work for her. She had spent the day driving up in the mountains taking notes of places she wanted to send the photographer. She had gone to a couple of tourist shops for souvenirs. She had picked out a hand-painted fruit bowl for her mom’s collection, bought a pewter wolf for her dad, and some turquoise earrings for her sister. For herself, she had bought a leather jacket. Now that she felt somewhat productive again, a little shopping seemed justifiable.

      She had barely gotten her shopping bags inside, when Mark stood outside her door. He stood smiling at her and her heart tripped in her chest. It was good to see him again. He was wearing faded jeans and a red flannel shirt and looked like he had forgotten to shave this morning.

      “I see you’ve been doing some shopping,” he said, gesturing to two boxes he held in his arms.

      “Oh,” she said, only then noticing the boxes he was holding. She felt the heat rise to her cheeks to have been caught spending so much money. Trey would have scolded her about being so irresponsible. She lifted her chin a notch. It was her money to do with as she pleased. If she wanted to spend it, she could.

      “Where would you like these?”

      “Just here on the table,” she said, helping him unload the boxes. “Thank you so much for bringing these by. I’ve especially been looking for this one.” She grabbed up the digital camera and, shaking off that familiar feeling of guilt, tore into the box. She had used a similar one at the office, so it was no problem getting started with it.

      “Are you a photographer?” Mark asked, watching her with interest.

      “No,” She set down the camera self-conscious again and looked at him. “Why do you ask?”

      “You just seem to know your way around a camera. What do you do?”

      She began picking up the boxes. “I’m an assistant editor at West Urban Traveler magazine.”

      “So, you’re on some kind of assignment?”

      “No,” she hesitated. How much did she want to tell this man? “I’m just on a vacation. What about you?” she asked, turning the conversation away from herself.

      “I’m on vacation also. I spend my summers here each year.”

      “The whole summer?”

      “Sure.”

      “What in the world do you find to do for that long?”

      He smiled a little. “I bike and hike and study the creatures of the forest and rest.”

      “What do you do for a living?”

      “I study the creatures of the city.”

      She was about to ask him what he meant by that when her phone rang. “Just a minute,” she said, then “Hi Miranda.”

      “How are you, little Sis?” Miranda’s honeyed voice came through the line.

      “I’m fine.”

      “We haven’t heard from you today. What are you doing with yourself?” Miranda said.

      Kristen glanced over at Mark who was checking out her camera.

      “Can I call you back? I’m kind of in the middle of something.” She had a nice view of the backside of Mark’s Levis and he wore them well, to say the least.

      “Sure, but that’s what you said last time I called,” Miranda said. “Have you got a guy up there, Sis?”

      “I do not,” Kristen said indignantly, pulling her gaze away from Mark. “I’ll call you later. I promise.”

      Kristen hung up the phone and sighed. “My family worries about me,” she said, with a little shake of her head.

      He nodded and waited for her to continue. She didn’t.

      “You were just telling me what you do in the city,” Kristen said.

      “I’m a psychologist.”

      “Oh,” she said. Just what she needed. Someone else poking around in her head. “What do you do with your clients in the summer?”

      “I work in an acute mental hospital. I don’t see them but for a few days, a few weeks, at the most.”

      “My brother is a psychologist in Boston. He does good to get a day off to take the kids to the zoo.”

      “I got lucky, I guess.”

      “I guess.”

      “Well, I was just about to take a walk around the lake. Would you like to come?” He set her camera on the table.

      “I ‘um. I haven’t eaten yet.” It was a flimsy excuse and she knew it.

      “Neither have I. We can get something in town.”

      “Ok,” she said, unable to find an excuse to say no. “Give me just a minute.”

      Kristen grabbed the rest of her new boxes and went into the bedroom. She opened one that looked promising and took out her new hiking boots. Perfect fit. She ran a brush through her hair, brushed her teeth, and, stuffed some money into her pocket.

      “I’m ready,” she said, going back into the kitchen.

      Mark smiled as he surveyed her new look.

      Kristen smiled back and picked up her camera on the way out the door.
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      Kristen took pictures of everything - flowers, birds, rocks. Him.

      “What are you going to do with all these pictures?” he asked her.

      “I don’t know. Look at them on the computer. Print them. Delete them.”

      “Are you sure you aren’t a photographer?”

      Her face clouded again and Mark wondered what he had touched on.

      “I wouldn’t have time to fit it in,” she said.

      “How long are you on vacation?” he asked.

      “A few weeks,” she answered vaguely. He let that pass, too, for now.

      “Does that mean you’ll be around here for awhile?”

      “Probably another week or two or maybe three.”

      “It sounds like you don’t have everything planned out.”

      “I don’t,” she answered with a smile. “Isn’t it weird?’

      He didn’t understand the underlying meaning of her question, but he knew he liked her smile. And her eyes. He wanted to reach out and touch her skin to see if it was as soft as it looked. One side of him said, don’t go there. You aren’t here for that. The other side said, you’re both from Denver, it’s not like you couldn’t keep seeing her. Another, darker, jaded side of him, says but what if it goes bad and you can’t shake her?

      “I’ll be right back,” she said and climbed up a boulder next to the trail. She aimed the camera and snapped a picture.

      He couldn’t help admitting to himself that she was cute. This enthusiasm over a camera was enchanting.

      He knew the signs.

      He was in trouble.

      With a sigh of defeat, he decided he might as well see where it led.

      “Let me take one of you,” he said impulsively.

      “Ok,” she said and leaned down to hand him the camera. She sat on the edge of the boulder and smiled. He took two pictures, then a third for good measure. “Let me help you down,” he said, handing her the camera. He put one arm beneath her knees and the other behind her back. She put her arms around his neck. She weighed hardly anything at all. He turned his head and for just a moment they looked into each other’s eyes. Then he lowered her feet to the ground. For just a split second, she kept her arms around him. Then she lowered her arms and turned quickly away, continuing down the path without him.

      Mark took a deep breath. His blood raced through his veins, making him aware of how long it had been since he’d been involved with anyone. He didn’t need this right now.

      Maybe he needed it just a little.

      They didn’t say much as they walked the rest of the way to Serenity. They went to the same café where they had had breakfast a few mornings ago and decided to sit inside. It had gotten quite chilly outside as the sun started its descent behind the mountains.

      “Cold?” he asked.

      “A little,” she said, with a slight shiver. “It was silly of me. I actually bought a new jacket today, but didn’t think to bring it.”

      “Maybe I can help,” he said, putting his arm around her as they approached the café door. It was thus as a cute couple that they presented themselves to the hostess. She smiled at them, “Table for two?”

      The café was more crowded now, noisier. Cloth napkins had been added and the informal colorful plates had been replaced with simple white china. Music from Rachmaninov played in the background. The hostess led them to a small table in the corner.

      Mark held her chair as she sat and took his place opposite her. The hostess handed them their menus and walked away, leaving them alone, cocooned within the noise from the restaurant.

      “So, your brother is a psychologist?” he asked after scanning the menu. Nothing new had been added.

      “Yeah, he went the clinical route. Works mostly with children,” she answered automatically, not glancing up from the menu.

      Mark supposed each trade had its perils. As an editor, she was compelled to read every word on the menu. As a psychologist, he was compelled to learn everything about her. Or perhaps that was just because he was smitten...

      “And you’re an editor. You have siblings?

      She looked at him then. “I have a younger sister. She thinks she’s my big sister half the time.”

      “What does she do?”

      “Miranda is a realtor. And extremely successful. If you ever need to sell your house, she can do it.”

      “How does she do it?”

      “She reads people, then uses the information to charm them into buying a house.”

      “Sounds like she and your brother have a lot in common.”

      “Unfortunately, I missed out when it comes to people skills.”

      “Why would you say that?”

      The server appeared and took their orders, interrupting Mark’s line of questioning.
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      They had no more than ordered when Mark’s mistake from two summers ago walked into the café. She saw him immediately as though she were looking for him and smiled. Then she saw Kristen and scowled.

      Tiffany Perkins was physically stunning. She had long legs, long blonde hair, and long, lethal fingernails. Mark cringed as he remembered how she had raked them down his face. He’d been lucky he hadn’t scarred. At first, she had been fun and sexy. A nice summer diversion. Then, when it was time for him to leave, she had become livid, attacked him, and tried to follow him into the city. She lived here all year and worked in one of the shops owned by her aunt. She had tracked him down and left messages on his answering machine several times a day for months.

      Mark almost hadn’t come back last year just because of her.

      Tiffany immediately went to Mark’s table.

      “Hi, Mark, when did you get in?” she said, her voice dripping with toxic honey.

      “A few days ago,” he said and studied his glass.

      “Who’s your little friend?”

      Mark hesitated. He didn’t want Tiffany to go near Kristen.

      “I’m Kristen,” she answered, holding out her hand.

      Tiffany ignored her and kept her gaze on Mark. “I’ll see you later, Sweetums,” she said and ran her hand along his cheek.

      Mark tried hard not to cringe, but the memory of those nails was all too vivid.

      “Goodbye, Tiffany,” he said.

      Tiffany sauntered away to join her aunt, who was coming in the door. Mark suspected that she would see Kristen as a challenge and her stalking could start all over again.

      “Went bad, huh?” Kristen asked.

      Mark looked into Kristen’s understanding face and was thankful he didn’t have to explain. “I’m sorry,” he said.

      “It’s ok. You didn’t plan it. Do you want to go?”

      “No,” he said. “It’s been two years. Eventually she has to leave it alone.”

      “You would think,” she said, studying him. “She must have seen you as quite a catch.”

      “It was a mistake,” he said. One he wouldn’t make again in the near future. “And you said you weren’t good at reading people,” he said, in an attempt to lighten the mood.

      She shrugged. “It’s easier when it’s someone else. With me, I can be obtuse.”

      “Emotion clouds the mind.”

      “Exactly.”

      The server brought their food a few minutes later and Mark was able to relax enough to enjoy the meal. Though he knew Tiffany and her aunt were sitting across the room, he refused to let a psycho female ruin his evening, much less his summer. Completely ignoring Tiffany and avoiding any reinforcement had to work eventually.

      Kristen was different from Tiffany. It made him wonder what had attracted him to Tiffany in the first place. He’d read somewhere that all women had some borderline personality traits. Perhaps they did, but certainly not to the extent that Tiffany did. Well, he wasn’t a monk and didn’t plan to be one.

      Determination fueling him, he suggested they share a desert. They chose a piece of chocolate cake and Mark was pleased with her appetite. Most of the women he knew wouldn’t dare risk the extra calories.

      

      Tiffany stayed on her side of the café and, thankfully, didn’t bother them again.

      When they left the café, it was dark.

      “How are we going to get home?” Kristen asked.

      “There’s a full moon. We’ll walk,” he said.

      She looked uncertain, but seemed to recognize that they really didn’t have a choice. There were no taxis in Serenity.

      “It’s really hard to see,” Kristen said, holding back as they started down the trail. And no street lights.

      “Your eyes will adjust,” he said. Then, on impulse, he took her hand in his. She didn’t pull away, but seemed to calm down and walked with him.

      The moonlight reflected on the lake, created a romantic backdrop that Mark couldn’t ignore. Every nerve cell was aware of Kristen.

      “Could we rest for a few minutes?” Kristen asked.

      “Of course,” Mark replied, suddenly aware that he’d been walking a brisk pace.

      She stood and leaned against a tree, taking deep breaths.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I’ll be fine. I just needed to catch my breath.”

      “It takes awhile to adjust to the elevation. I’m sorry I didn’t think about that.”

      “It’s okay. Really, I’m fine.”

      Without thinking, he lightly rubbed her back. He had done the same with many patients in distress. Only Kristen was no patient. He found that he wanted to pull her to him and hold her close. No, she definitely wasn’t a patient.

      Realizing where his thoughts were straying, he walked away and stood next to the edge of the lake while he waited for Kristen to catch her breath.

      “I’m ready now,” she said, coming to stand next to him. “It’s so quiet here. Do you ever see any wild animals?”

      “Just birds and chipmunks and ducks. I saw a bear once across the lake.”

      Kristen shivered.

      Mark took her hand and pulled her back toward the path. “We should be all right,” he said. “But I try not to be out after dark any more than I have to. Just in case.”

      “Great,” Kristen said under her breath.

      They had been only about ten minutes from the cabins. Except for the kitchen light Kristen had left on, the cabins were hardly visible in the night. The full moon was half shadowed in the clouds.

      He walked to her cabin and waited while she unlocked the door.

      “Have a good night,” he said.

      “You too,” Kristen said, turning back to him before she stepped through the door.

      She was close enough that he could smell the wildflower scent of her hair. He wanted to touch her. Needed to touch her. It was a bad idea. He gently swept the hair back from her cheek and tucked it behind her ear. She closed her eyes and her lips parted.

      His arms went around her waist and he pulled her to him. She leaned against him, her body pressed softly against his. They stood that way for one minute. Maybe two.

      Then her phone rang.

      “Good night,” she said, pulling away. She went inside, closed the door, and he could hear her talking on the phone.

      Mark just stood there. Not listening. Not seeing. Not even thinking really. Just feeling.
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      Kristen ran the warm cloth across her eyes and allowed her thoughts to wander. Miranda had gotten worried when she didn’t call back. And Kristen felt bad after having promised. However, it was only nine o’clock. Leaving out the part about Mark and the late night walk, she had told her about taking pictures and going into town for a late dinner. Though she hadn’t mentioned him, her thoughts were never far from Mark. The psychologist. She supposed he was Dr. Mark Jensen, though he hadn’t mentioned it. He was obviously quite a catch. Too bad she wasn’t fishing. Tiffany certainly hadn’t let go easily. She wondered what it was that had turned Mark against Tiffany. She was certainly beautiful enough to attract a young successful doctor. Of course, being a psychologist, he had probably caught on to her personality quickly enough.

      Then again, maybe Kristen wasn’t the only one who was obtuse when it came to relationship matters.

      She put Tiffany out of her mind and closed her eyes, remembering the feel of her hand in his and the way he had pulled her against him. If the phone hadn’t rung, would he have kissed her? She wasn’t interested in a summer romance, but it felt so good to be close to someone again.  And not just anyone. There was something different about Mark. She wasn’t sure what it was, but he certainly had something that slid beneath her defenses. Maybe it was just part of being a psychologist. He was trained to make people trust him.

      She was probably just lonely. And he seemed safe enough. She would never have to see him again after she left here which she could do at any time. Dammit. She didn’t want a meaningless fling. It wasn’t worth the effort. There had to be more. She wanted something that was secure. That would last. Someone who wanted to settle down.

      She had thought she had found that security with Trey, but they had been too different. His idea of a Saturday night was going to a party, meeting new people, trying new things. Her idea of a perfect Saturday night was just the two of them curling up in front of the fireplace with a good movie, maybe even a couple of good books.

      Changing into her pajamas, she told herself it didn’t matter anyway. She needed to get her mind back on her work.

      She got into bed, turned out the light, and as she drifted to sleep, she found herself dreaming of a tall handsome psychologist with deep blue eyes.
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      Kristen focused the camera, took the picture, and examined it in the little window. She deleted it and started again. She had spent the morning on the computer studying the pictures she had taken yesterday. As an editor, there were only a couple she would have accepted. She wanted quality samples to show the photographer what she wanted.

      It was late afternoon now and she was perched on a cluster of boulders giving her a clear view of the house she had seen when she first came here. It was a charming two-story log house with fuchsia baskets hanging on the front porch. There were a couple of rockers inviting the inhabitants to sit with a warm cup of coffee and watch the lake with its surrounding hiking trail.

      It made a perfect picture. From her vantage point, she could get the house, the lake, and the mountains behind the house. She wanted a shot right at dusk, when light was starting to glow from the windows. She wondered who was so fortunate to live in such a wonderful place. The zoom on her camera took her right up to the open windows, covered only with thin, white curtains. There was no obvious need for blinds or shutters. She admonished herself for being creepy and zoomed out.

      A mother duck led her four ducklings across the path and into the lake. Except for the waves gently lapping against the shore, it was quiet. The wind rustled an aspen tree behind her, then was still. Kristen focused on the family of ducks and zoomed in. One of the babies ducked beneath the surface and came up shaking its head. Kristen laughed softly and snapped the picture.

      Then there was a crash so loud, she jumped and, lowering the camera, scanned for the source of the sound. She wasn’t sure, but she thought she heard a muffled cry. A movement from the direction of the house caught her eye. Hands shaking, she lifted the camera and scanned the windows.

      There. In the upstairs window on the right.

      Her camera already zoomed in, she saw two shadowy outlines. One was distinctly larger than the other in both height and girth.

      The figures moved about in some kind of dance or, more likely, some kind of struggle. Kristen’s fingers moved on the camera, instinctively snapping pictures. A gust of wind parted the curtains and she saw them clearly for a few precious seconds. One was a large man, the other, a slim short-haired blonde girl. He held her from behind, her throat arched. The man slid a knife across her throat. She dropped, limp, to the floor.

      The man turned and looked out the window.

      Then the curtains fluttered closed and there was nothing. Darkness. Silence. It was over in what must have been seconds, yet seemed like an eternity. The back door to the house slammed. Kristen gasped.

      “Who’s there?” a man yelled. He moved to stand at the edge of the porch and stared right at her.

      Kristen started down from the boulders, slipped, and kept going, falling to the ground. She got up and ran blindly, somehow finding the path. It had gotten dark in the trees. She could hear her own breathing and the echo of fear in her mind. She glanced back once, tripped over a root, and got up. Kept running.

      Her heart pounded dangerously in her chest.

      She wouldn’t stop. Couldn’t. She heard something behind her. Oh God. She ran faster.

      Glanced behind her and saw nothing.

      She couldn’t run any more.

      Couldn’t stop.

      Her chest tightened.

      She ran faster.

      She saw a light ahead, ran toward it. Focused on the light.  She had to reach the light.

      She fell against the cabin door, too weak to knock. Too winded to scream.
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      Mark muted the television and listened. Something had crashed into his door. Probably some wild animal. He got up and quietly went to stand in front of the door. He could hear the animal breathing. He pounded on the door, thinking to frighten it away.

      Then he heard a voice, a least he thought it was a voice. Animals could ask for help, but not with the word, help.

      He opened the door and Kristen fell through his doorway and sprawled across his floor.

      “Kristen, what the hell happened?” She was filthy. Her jeans were ripped at the knees and there was blood on them. There was blood and dirt on her hands, her arms, smeared across her cheek.

      “I can’t...” she gasped, her hands against her chest. “I need...” She stared at the floor. “A man... I can’t breathe.”

      He helped her inside and closed the door.

      “Tell me what you need. How can I help you?”

      “It’s just...” she gulped. “Just a panic attack.”

      He mentally took a step back. Just a panic attack? More like a major panic attack. She could be hospitalized for this.

      Finally, she opened her eyes, looked at him, and took a deep breath. “My camera,” she said.

      Mark looked around, not seeing her camera. He opened the door and found it there against the wall next to the door. He handed it to her and watched as she examined the scuff marks and scratches.

      “Come on, we need to get you cleaned up.” He took the camera from her and set it aside. He helped her up and led her to the kitchen where he nudged her into a chair. He went into the bathroom and returned with a washcloth, soap, and bandages. After filling the sink with warm water, he scooted her chair over next to it.

      She sat quietly, her eyes partly closed, while he cleaned and bandaged her wounds. None of them were serious, but he was certain she could hurt all over tomorrow.

      He cleaned her face last. When he tilted her face up, she looked at him with those large forest green eyes, moist with unshed tears.

      “What happened?” he asked softly.

      “I was out taking pictures,” she said, and closed her eyes.

      “Go on,” he said, and rinsed the cloth. Her face didn’t need a bandage. It had been a little scratched, but more smeared with dirt than anything else.

      “I was photographing that big two story log house.”

      He nodded.

      “He killed her. Then he chased me.”

      Mark pulled up a chair and sat down in front of her. What had he gotten into? She not only had panic attacks, but delusions as well?

      “Who killed who?”

      “A man in the house killed the girl that was with him.”

      “Gary?”

      “I don’t know his name,” she said impatiently.

      “A man named Gary lives there.”

      “He’s a murderer.”

      “I’ve never known him to be dangerous.”

      “Every killer has a first time.”

      Mark shook his head. “I don’t understand. You said Gary killed a woman, then chased you here.”

      “Yes. If it was Gary. I don’t know him.”

      “He didn’t come to the cabin.”

      “Maybe I lost him. Maybe he’s outside. Maybe he’s in my cabin waiting for me.”

      “I’ll go with you to check when you go back.” He looked around, deep in thought. “Gary lives alone. Who was the girl?”

      “How should I know?” Kristen said, impatiently.

      “You’re right. You wouldn’t know. How did you see them?”

      “Through my camera.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “I wasn’t spying. I heard a loud noise.”

      “Ok. I’m just trying to understand how it happened.”

      She picked at the bandage on her hand and took a deep breath, her hand against her chest. “I don’t know, ok? I was just sitting there, enjoying the sunset, trying to get a good picture, when I saw a guy kill someone.”

      Impulsively, he reached down, took her hands in his, and waited until she looked up at him. “Kristen,” he said. “tell me what’s going on with you.”

      She looked up at him, her eyes wide and vulnerable. She caught her bottom lip with her small white teeth. “I have panic attacks.”

      “I know. Are you all right now? Do you need me to help you?”

      “No,” she said quickly. “I’m ok now.”

      “Have you eaten?” he asked.

      “No.”

      “I’ll make you something to eat.” Without waiting for an answer, he looked around. He was planning on going to the general store tomorrow. Well, he had eggs. He took out a pan and located some cheese and a red bell pepper that didn’t look so bad. While he chopped the pepper he glanced over at Kristen. He mixed the pepper, eggs, and cheese together and deftly poured the mixture into a skillet. He was worried about her. She sat with her head bent, her hands over her face. Having a panic attack was doubtless traumatic and then to be chased by what she thought to be a murderer. Just his luck. Why did he always attract troubled souls?

      He would insist on walking her home and checking her cabin. He would do the same for anyone. After he flipped the omelet, he made some toast and poured some orange juice to set in front of Kristen.

      She ate slowly at first, then she seemed to gain an appetite.

      “This is really good,” she said with surprise in her voice.

      Mark glanced up from cleaning the kitchen, pretending not to watch her. “You seem surprised.”

      “Most of the men I know can hardly operate a microwave.”

      “Guess you’ve been hanging out with the wrong crowd,” He mentally kicked himself. He was going to have to be careful with her.

      “Maybe,” she said and studied him with those big green eyes. “Thanks.”

      Again, he was struck with disappointment that she didn’t open up to him. She seemed so guarded. Well, he could be patient. Then again, how much did her really want to know?

      She finished eating and placed her plate in the sink.

      “I’ll walk you home,” Mark said, holding his hand out to her.

      “It’s really not necessary. I’m alright now.”

      “No,” Mark insisted. “I said I would check out your cabin and I will.”

      She relented and placed her hand in his.
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      Kristen stood next to the door while Mark poked around in the cabin. She managed not to smile as he checked under the bed. There was no way that man she saw wielding a knife would fit under a bed. When he started back toward her, she moved to the computer and busied herself picking up discarded print outs. He joined her and studied the photographs.

      “You’re good at this” he pointed out.

      “Thanks,” she answered absently. Then sighed. She was nothing like her irresponsible ex-husband who happened to have been a photographer. She was much too disciplined. Too responsible. “I’m sorry,” she said. “It’s just I’ve never had the time for the lifestyle.”

      He didn’t seem offended. Just studied her. Psychology people. Go figure.

      “I guess the lifestyle is what you make of it,” he said. “Some of these look professional.”

      “There’s really nothing to it,” she said. “Just point and click. The lifestyle is more a part of it than you think.”

      “Perhaps you can tell me about it sometime,” he said, taking her hands and turning her toward him. He placed a finger under her chin and nudged gently until she looked up at him.

      She recognized the look in his eyes. A look that she hadn’t expected. That she didn’t have time to process.

      “I don’t know if I should do this,” he said, then his mouth pressed against hers. Any thoughts she might have had scattered. His lips were soft against hers.

      He pulled back and her eyes fluttered open. He frowned and pulled away from her.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I know you’re a little unsteady right now and I shouldn’t have taken advantage.”

      She didn’t respond, just shook her head slightly. She didn’t know if she was agreeing that he shouldn’t have kissed her or disagreeing that he shouldn’t have. He took her hand and lightly kissed the palm. “Lock your door,” he said.

      When the door closed behind him, she flipped the lock, dropped into the chair, and sat there staring at the door for what might have been no more than a minute or what might have been an hour.

      It was then that Kristen made a decision. Things were getting too strange around here. What with seeing the murder and now tonight with Mark. She had to get some perspective. She had to get away.

      She would go into the city and see Marge. Maybe reassure her parents. It would be good to have some space to figure out a few things.

      But she would come back. And soon.

      

      They had said he needed three. He had one. He’d almost had two, but that would come later. For now, he had one.

      

      Her name was Amy. He hadn’t needed to know that, but she had told him about fifty times. She probably took a class sometime and was told that if you can convince the kidnapper that you are a real person, he will be less likely to kill you. A lot of good that little bit of advice would do Amy. He didn’t give a shit whether he knew her name or not. And neither did they.

      

      Gary Cox surveyed his basement. It was clean and it was organized. That was important to them. He sat at his desk and turned his attention back to his work. He carefully tied the fly he was designing and snipped the end of the string. He would work until they summoned him. He could sense that they would speak again soon.
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      Tiffany Perkins had not been sleeping well. She examined the smudges beneath her eyes and carefully applied concealer. Though she always took care with her make-up, today, she took special pains.

      She realized she also had not been eating well as she fastened her size 4 khakis and noticed they bagged a little at the waist. The sick feeling in the back of her throat was more noticeable as she replayed the scene at the café with Mark.

      She had watched for him every day since the first of May. If she were honest with herself, she would admit there wasn’t a day that passed that she didn’t glance longingly at the window, hoping that he had come for her. That he had realized how much he loved her and couldn’t bear to be apart from her another minute. It didn’t matter that he had stated in no uncertain terms his lack of love for her. They were right for each other. She knew it. And when two people were right for each other, the man always came around. Didn’t he?

      She pulled on a pale blue sweater that brought out the blue of her eyes and swept her long blonde hair into a ponytail and tied it with a matching blue ribbon before going downstairs to work her four hour shift.

      The morning went quickly enough. There were only five customers, one paying. Tiffany revised the window display twice. It gave her an excuse to keep her eyes on the window. Abigail Moore came in at Noon to relieve her. Tiffany tallied up the cash register, tuning out Abigail’s chatter about her five children. Children were such a bore. Who would want one, much less five of the little horrors. Hadn’t the woman heard of birth control?

      After listening to Little Johnny or whatever his name was’s escapades in toilet training, Kimberly had reached her limit. She cut the older woman off in mid-sentence and shot her a scathing glance. "I have to go now," she said. "You can close up at four today unless there’s a run on the place. I’ll see you tomorrow at Noon."

      Without waiting for a reply, she went upstairs, powered her nose, picked up an apple for lunch and left by way of the back stairs. She would take a walk around the lake. It was such a beautiful day with the sun’s gentle rays and the light breeze that gave her bangs that light wispy appearance. She smiled slightly as she imagined bumping into Mark and having him notice the shine in her blue eyes. He would be spellbound. They would talk for a while the way they used to and then maybe they would go to his cabin. He would make her tea and they would watch the sunset and he would tell her how he thought about her every day and how he had been wrong about her.

      She gave herself credit for going the long way around the lake instead of heading straight for Mark’s cabin. She ignored Gary Cox’s house as she passed by. If he was outside, she didn’t want to know it. He was a freak if ever there was one. Everyone knew he’d been in the nut house. For all she knew, he was there now. But just in case, she turned her head toward the lake and turned up her nose.

      She slowed as she approached Mark’s cabin. It would not do for him to see her there. They had had a long talk about stalking some time ago and she wasn’t about to go down that road again. She loved him dearly, but he could be awfully stern sometimes. She stopped before the clearing at the cabins and leaned against a tree. His black BMW was there. Her heart gave a little skip at the sight of it. There was smoke coming from the fireplace. He was in there.

      She stood there for what seemed like half an hour. Wanting to go to his door. Not daring. A blue Toyota pulled in next to the neighboring cabin and Kimberly got out. Tiffany wanted to puke. Kimberly was all wholesome and perky. She made Tiffany feel jaded and tarnished. Ugly even. Despair enveloped her heart when Mark came out and followed Kimberly into her cabin. She fought back the urge to go to him. But then he would probably see that as stalking. And he hated the whole stalking thing.

      There would be time later. She took comfort that the Kimberly person at least had her own cabin. Maybe she would leave soon and Mark would come into town more. She glanced at her watch. If she left now, she could get in some serious shopping and still get home at a decent hour. She would get something new to wear. Something that would catch his attention.

      She wanted to skip by his cabin and go home the short way, but she didn’t dare. Instead, she turned and went back the way she had come. She practically ran past Gary the pervert’s house. Then slowed down because she didn’t want to break a sweat. There wasn’t time for a shower.

      She ignored the prickles at the back of her neck. She was so caught up in her plans that she didn’t hear the footsteps that echoed behind her. She attributed the sudden urge to run to her eagerness to get started on her trip to the city.

      She jerked as something caught around her neck. She clawed at the cloth, but it only tightened. Her eyes burned from the mascara that ran into them from the tears.

      Then everything was black.
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      Kimberly wrapped her hands around the warm coffee mug and willed herself not to fidget. Being back in her employer’s office had brought back a whole host of emotions, not the least of which was a feeling of needing to make the most of every minute. Marge was known for her long silences and Kimberly had come to expect them, yet it never failed to disconcert her.

      Marge had been silent for fifteen minutes. When she finally looked up across the desk at Kimberly, there was a strange expression on her face.

      “How are you feeling?” Marge asked.

      Kimberly tried not to sigh. She was sick of that question. “I’m fine,” she said.

      “What did the doctor tell you?” she persisted.

      “He said I’m fine,” she said, then shook her head at Marge’s pointed looked. “He said I should keep doing whatever I’m doing - resting, but increasing my activities slowly.”

      “Good,” Marge said and leaned back in her chair.

      “Marge, I really think I can handle editing this book. I’m enjoying it.”

      “I’m taking you off the book as editor.”

      “What?” Kimberly’s mind refused to wrap around the idea. It was her project and she was being taken off. She felt the heat in her face, the burning in her throat. She would not cry. She would not. “No,” she said, grasping for anger. Anger would be so much better.

      “Kimberly,” Marge said and waited until she looked up and focused. “Why did you take all these pictures?” she asked, sweeping her hand over the dozens of pictures strewn over her desk.

      “I enjoyed doing it. I didn’t overdo it. I just sat outside and watched the light and snapped the pictures. It wasn’t too much.” Marge sat with her hands folded together, against her lips, her eyes unreadable. Kimberly continued. “I spent some time with them on the computer, but it wasn’t like work. It didn’t feel like work. I wanted some good examples to show the photographers. I enjoyed it,” she repeated.

      Marge waited a beat. “You know you don’t have to have samples for photographers.”

      “Well, I....” Of course she knew that. Hadn’t she? “I just thought it would help, since I’m looking for something unique.” It didn’t mean she couldn’t do a good job as an editor. Then it occurred to her how it must look. “That doesn’t mean I can’t be flexible. I just wanted to do it is all. I know I’m not the photographer.”

      Marge smiled. Was she laughing at her? Kimberly chose a different approach. “I just needed something to do and it helped me to formulate what it was I was looking for.”

      “Kimberly,” Marge said patiently. “Many of these photographs are as good as or better than a professional photographer could do. I can tell just by looking at them that you care.”

      “That doesn’t--”

      Marge cut her off. “What are you going to do for the next two or three months?”

      “I don’t know,” Kimberly said, giving up. She should have known this would happen when she had to be off for so long.

      “I want you to do the book,” Marge said.

      “But you just said-”

      “No I want you to do the book. I’ll edit it.”

      The concept circled about in Kimberly’s head. Marge wanted her to take the pictures, choose them, and put together the book proposal. She was asking her to be a photographer. Was she being fired from her editorial position?”

      “You’ll do a good job,” Marge said, sensing Kimberly’s thoughts. “It’ll give you something productive to do over the next few months and you’ll come back to work with a new perspective and perhaps even, who knows, a new direction to add to your career.”

      For the first time that day, Kimberly smiled.

      

      Kimberly turned up the car radio and actually sang to the music on her way to her parents’ house. The song was an old one, something about holding on for one more day and things will go your way. The advance Marge had offered on the book was so not shabby. And she, Kimberly McGregor, would be an author. She’d never suspected that was one of her ambitions, but the notion certainly set right.

      She unlocked the door to her parents’ house and walked in. It never occurred to her to knock. She found them in the backyard, up to their elbows with their latest project, adding roses to the landscape. Both retired executives, they had struggled to find ways to fill their retirement days. Sometimes they went on cruises, sometimes they spent their days volunteering, but now the backyard was the focus. Kimberly admired the water fountains and bird feeders that Dad had doubtless built himself.

      Dad saw her first, grabbing her in a big bear hug. Mom didn’t get up, but lifted her cheek for a kiss. The first question was, of course, “How was your check-up?”

      Kimberly went through it, giving them the details. Then she took a deep breath.

      “I have something to show you,” she said.

      Mom and Dad took off their work gloves and put their tools in the little workroom, both of them chattering about the roses and their plans for the backyard. Mom put her arm around Kimberly as they walked back to the house.

      This was home, Kimberly thought. This was safety.

      When she showed them the contract, they were ecstatic.

      “We have to celebrate,” Dad said.

      “Just give us an hour for a shower, and we’ll go out,” Mom said.

      “You’re buying,” Dad said.

      “Dad, I don’t have the money yet,” Kimberly said.

      Dad laughed and followed Mom up the stairs.

      Kimberly went into the living room and curled up on the sofa to wait. This was the home she had grown up in. They had redecorated since she had moved out, but it was still home. There were pictures on the mantle of their little family. She knew the photo albums would be in the cabinet. Pictures of her brother, her sister, her brother’s wedding, her wedding. Kimberly hadn’t wanted the pictures. That was another life. A life from the past.

      She was a photographer, an author, and an editor. Her life was ok. The fact that she was recovering from a potentially fatal illness didn’t enter into the equation. Couldn’t enter into the equation. She took an unsteady breath and slowly exhaled. And, she thought, smiling to herself, she now had a valid excuse to go back and spend more time with Mark.

      Checking her watch, she turned on her parents’ big screen TV and switched to the local news. And it all came back to her. Her life may be ok, but Amy Smith, it seemed, was not. She watched the newscast with a sick feeling in her stomach.  Amy’s abandoned car had been found parked outside a rest area earlier that day. Her family had reported her missing four days ago. They flashed a picture on the screen. Amy Smith was a very pretty blonde girl of nineteen. An onyx heart with a thin diamond sash hung from a silver chain around her neck. Anyone knowing her whereabouts was to call the authorities immediately.

      She squelched her first impulse to pick up the phone.

      Kimberly switched off the set and closed her eyes. She had tried to put the events of two days ago out of her mind. Mark had been a wonderful distraction. She hadn’t even looked at the pictures she had taken. Well, she would have to look at them and make some calls. But it would have to wait. She had left her camera at the cabin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

        

      

    

    
      Kimberly had been gone for three days. Mark paced the room, looked out the window, and forced himself to sit and look at the television as opposed to looking out the window. He knew she would be back. He had gone over to visit Mrs. Drake and she had told him that Kimberly was paid up for the next two weeks. At least, he and Mrs. Drake assumed that meant she was coming back. Not that it mattered, he tried to tell himself. But it did. And he knew it. He liked her. A lot. That kiss had knocked his socks off.

      He stretched out on the sofa and dozed off. Sometime later, when something woke him, the room had darkened with nightfall. A car door slammed. He stumbled to the window, looked out, and smiled.  Kimberly was back. He went into the bedroom and went back to sleep, feeling secure now, allowing his mind to weave harmless fantasies of seeing her again.
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      Kimberly left the cabin door open as she unloaded her car. She was dragging her suitcase in when she saw the gray cat sitting primly on her kitchen floor.

      “Well, hi there,” she said, being wary never occurring to her.

      The cat meowed and walked over to rub against her legs.

      “Are you hungry?” Kimberly asked. “I’m not sure I have anything to feed a kitty.” She bent down to pet the purring animal. “We’ll just see what we can find, Gray Kitty.”

      She set out a water dish and found a biscuit in the refrigerator which Gray Kitty gobbled up voraciously.

      Kimberly finished unloading her car. Since she would be working here for awhile, she had brought more things with her, including some of her office supplies, including an answering machine and fax. She was disappointed that Mark’s lights were off, but she had noticed that he tended to be an early riser. By the time she unpacked and organized her workspace, it was eleven o’clock. Logic told her to go to bed and get some sleep. But she had to look at the pictures. She had to know.

      She poured a glass of water and turned on her computer. After dashing off a quick response to an e-mail from her brother, she loaded up the photo disk. Gray Kitty jumped on the table and took up watch next to her computer. She scratched his ears as she ran through the photographs.

      She groaned and rubbed her forehead when she found the one she was looking for. It was too far away for details, she could tell the girl had short, light-colored hair. There was something at her throat. Something Kimberly knew was the glint of a knife. She needed to zoom in, but didn’t have the computer capability. Nor did she have a magnifying glass. Surely someone in the town of Serenity had a magnifying glass. Tomorrow she would find one. And make some phone calls. But for now, she was exhausted.

      

      Kimberly woke in the middle of the night to someone pounding on her door. Who would be wanting to see her in the middle of the night? She pried her eyes open wide enough to see the clock on her nightstand.

      Seven o’clock.

      She groaned and pulled the blankets up over her head. The pounding resumed, loud and impatient. She got up, mumbling under her breath, and went to open the door. As Gray Kitty streaked past her, she realized she hadn’t provided cat litter for him. She made a note and filed it away.

      Brandon, with a lifted eyebrow, watched the cat as it headed for the trees, then turned to smile at her. “Who is that?” he asked.

      She glared at him. “Gray Kitty,” she said, and turned to shuffle into the kitchen. She flipped on the coffee maker and sat down at the kitchen table. He shut the door and followed her in. She lay her head on the table.

      “Let’s go for a hike,” Mark said.

      “It’s the middle of the night,” she said and heard him try not to laugh.

      “It’s seven o’clock. It’s the perfect time to go for a hike. The sun is coming up. The air is fresh.”

      She looked up at him, then. “You’re insane.” His smile was contagious. Almost. And she was glad to see him. She wanted him to go away. She hoped he wouldn’t.

      “What else have you got to do?”

      Then she remembered. She had to find the authorities. Though who the authorities were in this town, she had no idea. Awake now, she went to the coffee pot and filled a cup. She looked at him questioningly and he shook his head. She added cream and sugar before taking a sip, enjoying the familiar aroma and the warmth of the cup on her hands.

      Silently, she walked over to her desk and picked up the sequence of photographs she had put together last night and handed them to Mark. He sat down and examined each one carefully, then looked up at Kimberly.

      “When did you take these?” he asked.

      “Four days ago.”

      “Have you shown anyone?”

      “No.”

      He ran a hand along his chin, frowning. Kimberly watched him closely, sipping his coffee.

      “What are you going to do?” he asked.

      “Report it,” she said.

      “Of course,” he said thoughtfully, then stood and said lightly, “Put on your boots and let’s go for that hike first.”

      “I’m not even dressed,” she said.

      When he smiled, she glanced down at herself. She felt her cheeks warm when she realized she was wearing nothing but a Victoria’s Secret shorts and camisole outfit. Mumbling something to herself about being woken up in the middle of the night, she went into her bedroom. While she washed her face and brushed her teeth, she considered going back to bed. But it would be impossible to sleep now. She had planned on going to the authorities first thing this morning. However, it was still the crack of dawn. No one would notice if she went on a little hike first and besides, she might feel better for having done so. She had to think of her health, after all.

      She put on jeans and layered a sweatshirt over a t-shirt and put on her boots.

      “I’m ready,” she said, going back into the other room where Mark was.

      He looked at her strangely. Perhaps he didn’t think she would really go with him. She picked up her camera, inserted a new disk, and led him out the door.

      The hike turned out to be more than she had expected. The sun was well toward being overhead when Mark sat down and removed his backpack. He had kept a slow pace, stopping often to point out things he thought she should photograph. He handed her a water bottle.

      “How are you holding up?” he asked.

      “Good,” she said, then took a long drink. “It’s beautiful up here.” She could hear the roar of a river nearby and the air was so clean, so fragrant with fresh growth, it almost hurt to breathe it in. She aimed her camera toward a chipmunk.

      “I still think you’re a photographer,” Mark said.

      “Maybe I am,” she said. When he didn’t respond, she continued. “Actually I have a contract.”

      “Really,” he said, watching her carefully. “I thought you said...”

      “I know. I showed some of my photos to my supervisor and pitched her the book. She decided I was the one who should do it. I guess she thought I should do something while I’m hanging out doing nothing.”

      “That is absolutely wonderful,” he said. “Congratulations.” He pulled her to her feet and, lifting her at the waist, whirled her around with him. He set her down and kissed her on the forehead. “We’ll have to celebrate. I’ll buy you dinner tonight.”

      She agreed, too stunned to do otherwise. She hadn’t expected anyone outside of family to understand her excitement. She wasn’t even sure how excited her family really was. They seemed to expect her to do more than most people. Higher expectations and all.

      “I knew you should be doing this. There is something so freeing about being a photographer. I would have loved to have done something like that. A photographer or a writer, but I knew that only a few of you actually make enough money at it to live off of it.”

      Kimberly put her hands on his shoulders and pulled him toward her. She kissed him lightly and spontaneously on the lips. Smiling, she pulled back and looked into his eyes. He didn’t return her smile. Instead she saw an intensity she hadn’t expected.

      He put his arms around her and pulled her to him, crushing his mouth against hers. Their breath became shared; his tongue slid against hers and she was lost. She melted against him, her fingers tangled in his hair as she pulled him closer. He gently caressed her back with his fingertips, sending tingles along her spine.

      Time ceased to matter. The world no longer existed. Nothing was real except Mark and how blissfully wonderful it felt to be in his arms.

      He sat down, pulling her into his lap, their lips never parting. She didn’t know how long they stayed that way. How long they would have stayed that way. She would always be thankful that the hikers finding them on the path had loud and energetic children. By the time the sounds of oncoming people penetrated their foggy senses they had separated themselves enough to sit side by side.

      The hikers stopped to rest with them.

      “Is it much further?” the woman asked, obviously wondering how much longer she could keep a rein on her two boys.

      “About a half hour,” Mark said.

      The woman groaned before her husband pulled her along, following the children that had decided it was time to continue.

      “Makes you want a dozen children, doesn’t it?” Mark asked as their chatter faded down the trail.

      “Oh, maybe a half dozen,” she replied easily. “What time do you think it is?” She would store away his comment concerning children to consider at a later time.

      He took a watch out of his backpack. “It’s 10:30. The lake ahead is worth the walk. What do you say we come back tomorrow and bring a lunch?”

      “Ok. I need to see the Police chief.”

      “I’ll go with you.”

      “You don’t have to. I can do it.”

      “I know you can, but I’ve met the guy. Maybe that will help.”

      She decided not to answer, choosing to walk along beside him in silence. She had to give it some thought. She wanted him to go with her, but she didn’t want to become dependent on him. She’d certainly been through that before.

      On the other hand, it might not be as awkward if she had someone with her, especially someone who knew the Police chief.

      Surely it wouldn’t hurt for him to go with her, she decided.

      They had to pass Gary’s house on the way back. He was out there, sitting on one of the porch chairs, acting as if he’d done nothing wrong. Kimberly felt anger well up inside of her. Anger at Gary for what he had done and anger at herself for not immediately reporting what she had seen. What if she had given him time dispose of the body?  Well, now she would make sure something was done.

      “A penny for your thoughts,” Mark said.

      “I was just thinking about how I should have already done something.”

      “Hm.”

      “I should have already reported it.”

      “It seems to me you are just about to.”

      “I’m going to take a quick shower,” she said. “Do you want to meet me in an hour?”

      “I’ll be back,” he said and touched her cheek before he walked away.

      Gray Kitty slipped in before she closed the door and went to stand in the kitchen and meow.

      “I know. I have to buy kitty food,” she said.

      She stripped and stepped into the shower. The warm water felt heavenly. She was pleasantly exhausted. And starving, she suddenly realized.

      What had she been thinking, kissing Mark like that? But it had felt so... so right. What must he think of her? She didn’t just go around kissing strange men in strange places. Well, apparently she did, she conceded as she felt her cheeks flush with belated embarrassment. He probably thought she was after him for his money and position. Perhaps that is where the comment about children had come in. Maybe he was trying to discern her intentions.

      There was only one thing to do. She would have to make sure there was sufficient distance between them for a while.
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      Mark stepped out of the shower, whistling. He had enjoyed the morning immensely. He enjoyed his morning hikes alone, but today’s walk with Kimberly had been even better. He enjoyed her company. In fact, he liked everything about her. He liked the way she thought about things instead of just chattering, the way she took the time to enjoy nature, the way she felt in his arms, her lips parted sweetly against his.

      He was counting the hours until they could be alone again and he could kiss her senseless.
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      They waited forty minutes for Mr. Cox.

      Kimberly wondered what he could possibly have to do in such a small town. She and Mark went in and sat across from him, the oversized desk keeping him a safe distance away. The room smelled of stale coffee and a hint of what could only be roast beef sandwich wrappers left overnight in the trashcan. The desk was piled at least an inch thick with papers. Again, Kimberly wondered how such a small town could generate so much paper for a Police chief’s desk. Cox, like his desk, was oversized. He was tall and large of girth. The smile on his face was so obviously fake, she wondered what the point of humor was.

      “What can I do for you fine folks today?” Cox asked.

      “I saw on the news that a girl, Amy Smith is missing.” Kimberly blurted, annoyed at the man and anxious to have it done and to get out of there. “I believe I may have information about her.”

      “Hm. Yes. I think I did get something on that,” Cox said and began rummaging through the papers on his desk. He rummaged for what must have been three minutes before he produced a coffee stained fax. Kimberly and Mark exchanged a look that contained their mutual lack of confidence in this man.  “Is this it?” he asked, handing the paper over to Kimberly.

      She took it gingerly by the edges and studied it through the coffee stains. “Yes,” she said. “As far as I can tell.” She handed it back to him. “As I was saying, I think I may know what happened to her.”

      She took the photographs out of a folder and handed them across the desk to him. He studied them for some time, then looked up at them with a scowl on his face. “Where did you get these?”

      “I took them,” Kimberly said.

      “What are you, a pervert?” he practically screamed.

      Kimberly looked helplessly at Mark.

      “Mr. Cox,” Mark said. “We’re trying to help you find a missing girl. If you don’t want our help, we can go somewhere else.”

      "Where would you go?" Cox asked sarcastically before he took a deep breath and looked pointedly at Kimberly. “Why are you taking pictures of people through their private windows? I could have you arrested.”

      Kimberly felt a ripple of fear course through her. She glanced at Mark. His eyes narrowed slightly. Otherwise his face was expressionless. “I - I thought the house was pretty and I wanted to photograph it with the sunset behind it. When I heard a loud crash, I automatically turned to see what was happening.”

      “What made you take pictures?”

      “I’m a photographer,” she said, feeling the smile playing at the corner of her lips. “It was automatic.”

      Cox was quiet for several seconds. “I don’t see what your implication is.”

      “There, the fifth picture. I captured the murder on film.”

      He pawed his way through to the picture she had meticulously marked number five. “I don’t see it. It looks like a private moment between a man and a woman to me.”

      “You can see the knife at her throat,” Kimberly said, the anger teasing the edges of her voice. Mark took her hand.

      “I see a man placing a bauble around a woman’s neck. Nothing more.”

      “Then why is she on the floor in the next photograph?”

      “I don’t see anyone on the floor. Why do you think there is someone on the floor?”

      “Because I saw her fall.”

      “Then that would be your work, wouldn’t it?”

      “Well, yes.”

      “Do you want to make some kind of accusation?”

      “Yes, I do.”

      “Very well. Leave these pictures with me and I’ll call you when you’re needed.”

      Kimberly just sat there, staring at the man.

      “That’s all. You can go now,” he said, with a wave of his hand, before he picked up a folder and started to thumb through it.

      Mark took her hand and softly said, “Let’s go.”

      Unable to believe what just happened, she followed him out. “I’ve never seen anyone so rude,” she said.

      “I know. I’ll make some calls and find out what else we can do.”

      After the door closed behind them, Mr. Cox picked up the photographs and slowly and deliberately ripped them into tiny pieces.

      

      “Why would he do that?” Kimberly asked, taking a sip of water. “He’s supposed to protect the people. He acted as though we had, I don’t know, offended him in some way.”

      They sat in the corner of an elegant, albeit packed restaurant called “the Lodge.” Mark took her hand and lightly rubbed his thumb along her palm. He didn’t like seeing her upset this way. With her heart condition, she needed to stay calm.

      “I’m not sure,” he said, his thoughts returning to his own musings about the situation. “It was a little strange.” More than a little strange, he admitted only to himself. Cox had been angry and possibly even offended as Kimberly had pointed out.

      “What do you make of it?” she asked, trying to pin him down.

      “Well, he was ok until we showed him the pictures.”

      “Do you think he knows Gary?”

      “It’s possible he does know him. The question is, why does he care?”

      The server brought their food and they ate in silence for a few minutes.

      “Didn’t you say Gary is a schizophrenic?”

      “I did hear rumors of that.”

      “Have you ever met him?”

      “No.” His blackened trout covered in tiny shrimp pieces was mouth-watering. He scooped a tasty bite on his fork and, waiting until Kimberly had swallowed, lifted it toward her. “Try this,” he said. She shifted toward him and allowed him to bring the fork to her lips. She made a little humming noise as she chewed.

      “Ok, yours is good, too,” she said, looking at him with those smiling green eyes. Then she returned doggedly to the topic at hand. “How does a schizophrenic end up in a house like that in a place like Serenity? I mean, the guy doesn’t work and even governmental assistance wouldn’t be enough to pay for that place.”

      Mark shook his head and shrugged. Her question was valid and somehow so important it may have very well tied the whole thing together. That much, he was certain of. Someone, obviously had set Gary up in the house or he had inherited it. Who took care of him? Whoever it was, Cox had to know about it and he was protecting them. “Cox is protecting Gary or someone connected to Gary.”

      “Exactly,” Kimberly said, setting down her fork. “He didn’t get upset about the girl, but when he saw Gary’s place, he went ballistic.”

      “You know what that means?”

      “What?”

      “It means he isn’t going to do anything about it.”

      “But he has to check into it. It’s his job.”

      “He doesn’t have to do anything.”

      “We can report him.”

      “It would be our word against his.”

      “But I’ve got the photos.”

      “He has them.”

      “I’ve got copies.”

      Mark tried to ignore the shiver that ran through him. He told himself it was from the night breeze drifting through as the restaurant door opened and closed. But he couldn’t ignore the nagging notion that the two of them were somehow playing with fire.

      

      An hour later, Mark stopped next to his cabin and turned off the motor. “Would you like to come in?” he asked.

      “I’d better not,” Kimberly answered, with a light smile. “It’s been a long day and I’ve got an early hike tomorrow.”

      “Ok,” Mark said, trying to keep the disappointment out of his voice.

      “Thanks for dinner,” she said, leaning over to give him a quick, but soft kiss on the lips.

      Before he could react, she was out of the car. He remembered to breathe when he heard the click of her cabin door closing.

      This wasn’t exactly how he had envisioned the evening. He wasn’t even sure what had happened. Maybe she had lost interest.

      He sat there until he noticed raindrops making their way down his windshield. He walked slowly to his cabin, refusing to notice that her lights were on, and let himself in. His mind still not functioning clearly, he sat on the sofa and turned on the television. He flipped the channels for a while, then just stared at the set, not paying any attention to what was on.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

        

      

    

    
      Kimberly sat at her computer, humming softly to herself. She’d had such a good time spending the day with Mark. They were becoming comfortable with each other, talking about everything and nothing at all. She knew he wondered why she jumped out of the car and ran into her cabin. She wondered herself. No, she knew why, she reminded herself.

      Gray Kitty jumped into her lap and nuzzled her chin. Things with Mark were moving too fast. That was often the nature of summer romances, but Kimberly knew herself well enough not to risk it. The breakup with her ex-husband had left her gun shy.

      She may be a career woman, modern in every sense, but she knew what she wanted. She wanted the whole nine yards. She wanted the house with the picket fence, three kids, a dog, and a cat. She knew it was silly. She should be content with what she had. The nature of family of the new century was different from the traditional family she craved. She could have a child by herself or she could adopt. It was almost outdated to want a husband and children these days.

      She set Gray Kitty on her desk and sipped the warm tea she had made. Modern woman or no, she would not succumb to the half-way relationships of today. She wouldn’t have half a relationship. There were men out there who weren’t afraid of commitment. There had to be. This time, though she would be more careful. In retrospect, she knew that Trey had married her because she could support his fledgling photography career. This time she would find a self-sufficient man who loved her just for her.

      She pulled up the file with the photographs of the murder and saved it on a new jump drive. Going into her bedroom, she looked around, wondering where to hide it. She finally put it in her suitcase in one of the inside zippered pockets.

      She had just stepped into the kitchen and filled a glass with water when the room went dark. She gasped. With the electricity off, it was pitch black and silent. She set the glass down on the counter and began slowly feeling her way toward the bedroom where there was a flashlight next to her bed.

      As she turned the corner into the bedroom, something darted between her feet and she shrieked before she realized it was Gray Kitty. Then she heard it.

      Something was scratching on the window screen next to her computer table. She stood very still, not moving a muscle, hardly breathing, her thoughts racing so fast, she could hardly make sense of them. There was no tree outside her window. The scratching wasn’t from a branch.

      She should get out of the house. She looked around. There was no way she was going out there. Had she locked the door? Oh, God, had she locked the door? She had no weapon, no way to protect herself.

      She had to get the flashlight.

      She had to check the door.

      She would get the flashlight first.

      The scratching continued. Then something clunked against the glass.

      She turned and ran, falling against the bed. She felt her way to the nightstand and wrapped her fingers around the flashlight. Maybe it was a bear. She shined the flashlight toward the window. The scratching stopped.

      Then she heard something rustling outside her bedroom window. Using the flashlight as guidance, she ran to the door and checked the locks. Then she turned and looked around the room. She shined the light in every corner, making sure she was still alone.

      She went to the phone and picked it up. It was dead. She took a deep breath and tried to calm down to a manageable level so she could begin to think clearly again. She was isolated. There was no way to call out and there was no way she was going outside. She needed to find a candle. The thought was vaguely irrelevant, but she was striving for a sense of normalcy.

      She paced the house, her eyes following the darting flashlight beam, her senses on alert for any sound.

      She shrieked when the cuckoo clock begin to indicate the midnight hour. Her heart was pounding so fast, she was certain it would burst out of her chest. She took a deep breath, then another. She managed to locate the sofa and sat on the arm. She would be all right.

      Then someone knocked on the door behind her. She screamed. Her thoughts scattered, she ran into the kitchen and turned off the flashlight. Maybe she could crawl into a cabinet and hide. Maybe she could find a knife and protect herself.

      Then she heard her name. This wasn’t random. Someone was definitely after her.

      “Kimberly, it’s me, Mark. Open the door.”

      She tried to steady herself as she walked to the door. Maybe it really was Mark.

      “Mark?” she asked, her hand on the lock.

      “Yes, let me in.”

      She flipped the lock and opened the door, her heart pounding in her throat. After shining the flashlight in his face, she pulled him in and locked the door behind him.

      “Something’s out there,” she said, trembling.

      He held her firmly by the shoulders. “It’s ok. You’re safe. Take a deep breath.”

      She did. “Why are you here?”

      “I woke up when the electricity went off and then I thought I heard something. I wanted to see if you were ok.”

      “No,” she said. “There is something out there.”

      He took the flashlight from her hand. “You wait here. I’ll check.”

      “No way. I’m not staying in the dark,” she said, before he could shut the door on her.

      He mumbled something she couldn’t understand, then took her hand firmly in his. She followed him and the increasingly feeble flashlight beam around the corner of the cabin to her window. Mark stopped and shined the light on the ground beneath the window. There what looked to be footprints there on the damp ground.

      Kimberly crouched beside Mark and studied what looked to be adult sized sneaker prints. It was starting to rain again. The prints wouldn’t be there long. Mark stood up and she followed the beam as he studied the area around them.

      A cabin door slammed. There were no other guests. No one was there but them. And whoever had stood outside Kimberly’s window. Mark took off toward the front of the cabin.

      “What are you going to do?” she asked in a loud whisper, imagining Mark being attacked by the intruder.

      “I’m gonna find out who’s in there,” he whispered. Slowly he opened the door, letting it swing back against the wall.

      He shined the light around the room, much as she had earlier, finding nothing. Slowly, he crept into the room. Kimberly followed. They checked out the kitchen, the bedroom, and the bathroom. When they went back into the living room Kimberly shut and locked the door.

      As they stood there, staring at each other in the darkness, the electricity came back on, lighting the place back up. Kimberly blinked and sat down helplessly on the sofa. “I don’t understand,” she said.

      “Maybe the wind slammed the door.”

      “I’m positive I shut the door, Mark.”

      “I don’t know.” He rubbed his face with his hand. “Something weird is going on.”

      She didn’t answer. It was all too much. Her chest felt tight suddenly.

      Mark followed her into the bedroom. “I’ll sleep on the couch,” he said.

      “No, I’ll be fine.”

      Mark checked the phone. “Phone’s working. Do you have my number?”

      “No.”

      He went to her desk, wrote it on a yellow Post-It note, and placed it on her nightstand. “Call me if you hear anything,” he said. “Anything at all.”

      She was back on the sofa. She was so tired and emotionally drained she no longer cared. Mark sat down next to her and took her hands in his. Finally she looked up and met his gaze. The concern she saw there was real. But was it concern for her or was it concern for the distraught client she had become?

      She looked up at him. “I need to tell you something.”

      “Sure.” He said, pleasantly. “You can tell me anything.”

      She took a deep breath. “I wasn’t completely honest with you.”

      He nodded. “I’m listening.”

      “I have some tests run. On my heart. They said it might be panic attacks. But might be something with my heart. The tests were inconclusive.”

      “Oh,” he said. “That’s a lot to deal with.”

      She nodded. “Yeah. I should have told you.”

      “You don’t have to tell me anything you don’t want to.”

      She looked up at him, her eyes watery. “Thank you.”

      Gently, he rubbed her cheek with his hand. “Are you alright?” he asked.

      She nodded, closing her eyes. She felt his breath against her skin just before his lips pressed softly to hers. She’d never known anyone with lips as gentle as his. She leaned into him, suddenly needing the closeness. Ever so gently, he laid her back against the sofa and kissed away her fear. Fears of the world outside and fears of him.
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      At some point, they must have fallen asleep. Kimberly couldn’t remember when they had gone from passionate kisses to light slumber, but when her eye lashes fluttered open against his cheek, he, too, awoke. It was a wonder they hadn’t both ended up in the floor.

      “Guess you slept on the couch after all,” Kimberly said softly.

      “Guess so,” he answered lazily, running his hand along her cheek. “I have to tell you, it’s much better than I thought it would be.”

      “What time is it?” she asked.

      “It doesn’t matter,” he said, pulling her more tightly against him, when she hadn’t thought they could be any closer. “You’re a mystery, Kimberly MacGregor.”

      “Me? A mystery? I hardly think so.” But she sighed with contentment.

      “What is it about you?” He lightly toyed with the hair that had fallen across her forehead.

      “I’m just a regular girl. Fairly simple.”

      “Fairly complex, I would argue.”

      “What do you want to know?” she asked and immediately regretted the question. She wasn’t sure how much she was willing to tell him yet, but now she had gone and committed herself to opening up to him.

      “I want to know everything about you,” he said. “But not all at once and you don’t have to tell me anything you don’t want to,” he added as though sensing her tension.

      She exhaled a sigh of relief. “I don’t think you’re ready to hear too much yet.”

      “You’d be surprised,” he said.

      “I don’t know so much about you either, you know,” she said.

      “It seems we’re both having a little trouble opening up. I have an idea about what might help us out," he said as he kissed her jawline.

      "Is that so? What exactly do you prescribe, Doctor?" she asked as her spine started to pleasantly tingle. He rubbed his lips against hers and the tingle became heated.
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      Mark was tying his hiking boots when he got the call. The news had spread quickly through town. Tiffany was missing.

      Since the season was slow, Abigail Moore had assumed Tiffany had decided not to open the store before Noon. For four days, Abigail had opened the store and went about running the store as always. Everyone knew Tiffany acted on impulse when it came to men and no one would have been surprised to find that she had been engaged in a tryst that gave her no time for the interruption of work. Tiffany, however, would never have missed her little sister’s kindergarten graduation.

      A quick search of her small one bedroom apartment above the store had revealed nothing. A search party was being formed and Mark was asked to come along. Mark hesitated, but the hesitation was ignored as it should have been. Tiffany was no nun, but she was one of theirs. She had been born and raised in Serenity, lived among them, taught her little sister how to ride a bicycle on Main Street. For three months each year, Mark called Serenity home. The townspeople would find their wayward daughter and he would help them.

      Kimberly’s radiant smile disappeared when she saw Mark’s face. She had looked so energetic, so healthy, so happy.

      "What happened?" she asked.

      "Tiffany has disappeared," he answered.

      "Oh," she uttered and stepped back to sit on the sofa.

      "They don’t know anything. Just that she hasn’t shown up for work for four days."

      "Four days! My God, Mark. Why are they just now doing something?"

      "She’s disappeared before," he looked away. "She disappears with men now and then."

      "I don’t understand. If this is a pattern...” She shook her head. “Then this time must be different."

      "Yes. She missed her little sister’s kindergarten graduation. She dotes on that child."

      "Maybe she got swept away with passion, and just forgot."

      "No, that’s a logical assumption, but she would never do that. Despite her promiscuity, if she forgets something, she forgets on purpose. She’s quite calculating."

      "What will they do?"

      "They’ve called out a search party."

      "A what?"

      "I know it sounds strange, but it makes sense."

      "You’re going," she said.

      Mark went over and sat down beside her, pulling her against him. "I have to go," he said. "I’m sorry about our hike."

      "Don’t be silly. You have to go." Her eyes met his after she kissed him on the cheek. "I’m going with you."

      "Now you’re being silly. It’s a gallant gesture, but I wouldn’t think of letting you. It’s going to be far too strenuous and you’re too precious to risk it."

      "But, Mark, I can’t just sit - "

      He gently placed a finger against her lips. "Why don’t you get some supplies and make sandwiches. Maybe some hot cocoa. Everyone will be hungry by the lunch and might need snacks."

      "You don’t think you’ll find her."

      "I don’t know."

      "You know where to start."

      "I know exactly where to start."
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      They sorted themselves into four groups and started a search that seemed would never end. Mark made sure his group made a stop at Gary’s home, but when the suspect denied anything unusual, they were forced to let him be. Mark noticed that Gary looked familiar, and wondered where he had seen him before. Probably at some downtown event, maybe the fourth of July parade. He didn’t have the opportunity to speak directly with him, so he didn’t get a chance to probe for any sense of instability.

      Stan Morgan was an older man, sixty-five if he was a day. Mark knew him in passing, but he was impressed by the man’s ability to organize and motivate his group of men. Since he wasn’t sure Stan even knew who he was, he was surprised when Stan began to question him.

      "How long has it been since you last saw Tiffany?"

      Mark thought for a moment. "I saw her a few days ago."

      "I see," Stan said.

      Good heavens. Surely these people didn’t think he was a suspect! "Why do you ask?" He knew why, but he bristled nonetheless.

      "Everyone knows what went on between the two of you. We know she still carries a torch for you and we know you’re ready to move on. A long term relationship like that usually ends badly when it has to end."

      "Christ," Mark muttered. "We didn’t have a relationship. And besides, it was two years ago."

      "Just something to think about," Stan said and kept walking. Mark stood where he was and watched the older man walk away. He unwrapped a protein bar and wondered what Kimberly was doing. He checked the impulse to walk away from this search and go to her. One woman was murdered and another one missing.

      Was Kimberly safe?
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      Kimberly added two chunky candles and a bag of cat food to her growing stack on the general store counter. Sam was sorting the mail as he handled the postal duties for Serenity. "Do you like your cabin?"

      "Yes. I’m glad you told me about it."

      A tourist couple walked in and headed for the soft drink section.

      "You’re getting a chance to know Dr. Mark."

      "Yes," she said and bobbled the can of tuna she was examining.

      "He’s done a lot for us. Helped raise money for the school."

      She added the can of tuna to her selections. "Do you have any bread?"

      "It’s just over against the wall."

      Kimberly picked up a loaf of wheat bread and waited while the tourists checked out.

      "Yes, indeed," Sam said as he added up her purchases on the adding machine. "A girl could do worse than Mark Jensen."

      Kimberly shrugged. "Things should start to get busy around here soon, shouldn’t they?"

      Sam squinted and adjusted his bifocal lenses on her face. "You got a fellow back in Denver?"

      Kimberly smiled. "No."

      Sam grunted and bagged her groceries.

      

      Yes, Kimberly thought as she drove back to the cabin. A girl could indeed do worse than Mark Jensen. And hadn’t she? She could admit that she had been avoiding relationships since her divorce. It wasn’t a big deal. She just wasn’t ready. When she was ready, she would find someone.

      Crap. This was not good. She was beginning to picture Mark as she thought of that someone. This wasn’t good. He was a summer romance. Summer romances weren’t that someone. She parked next to the cabin and begin hauling in her bags.

      There was only one thing to do. She had to get him out of her system. This was a foolproof tactic she had used to cure a crush before. She knew what to do to put him in perspective.

      She had to sleep with him.
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      At first she didn’t think much of it. But after she had unpacked and put things away, and stepped into her bedroom, she knew someone had been there. It was nothing anyone else would have noticed. Only the person who had left things a certain way could have known.

      The jeans and underwear in her bureau had been unfolded and returned. Nothing seemed to be missing. Then as she scanned the bedroom, she noticed the suitcase. It was in the corner where she had left it, but when she went to unzip it, she knew to expect the worst. She always zipped it closed, leaving the zipper handles at the top. There was an unzipped gap of about three inches on the side. The side pocket where she had hidden the jump drive was empty. She sat down on the floor and tried to steady her pulse. Gray Kitty climbed into her lap and started to purr. She buried her face in his fur.

      Did this mean she was out of danger now that the person had what he wanted? Or should she be fearful that she would continue to be harassed? Gray Kitty shifted and pulled away. It occurred to Kimberly that she needed to bring in the cat litter box she had purchased.

      She went to the door, opened it, and screeched. Mark stood there, his hand raised, poised to knock on the door. “Christ, you scared me,” she said, putting her hands over her heart.

      “Sorry, sweetie,” he said, pulling her against him and stroking her back.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “I was worried about you. Something’s wrong?”

      “Yes,” she said, coherent thought returning. She took his hand and dragged him into the room, locking the door behind him. He raised an eyebrow at the action, but remained silent. “Someone was here in the cabin while I was in town.”

      “How do you know?” he glanced around as though he expected to see the place trashed or missing a television. “Is anything missing?”

      “The jump drive.”

      “With the pictures of Gary?”

      She nodded, then dropped onto the sofa. He sat next to her. ”I guess this confirms the worst.” he said.

      “I guess,” she said. “Now what?”

      “I don’t know,” he said simply.

      “Did you find Tiffany?”

      “No.”

      Something in his tone had her examining his face. “And?”

      He took a deep breath. “I’m not sure, but I think I’m a suspect.”

      “A suspect! Whatever for?”

      “Apparently Tiff allowed others to think there was more to our relationship than there was. They think I may have harmed her to get rid of her.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” Kimberly said simply, dismissing the whole notion. “Is anyone going to stop by for lunch?”

      “No, just me.”

      “I guess I’ll be eating turkey sandwiches for two weeks.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll help you out there.”

      “I was hoping you would,” she said, leaning over to kiss him on the lips. “I’ll make us lunch.”

      He pulled her back down. “Let’s wait a few minutes,” he said, bringing her mouth back to his. As his hand slipped beneath her shirt and caressed the smooth skin of her back, she thought again of her plan to sleep with him.

      But not yet. Not now. Soon.

      

      He knotted the thread and snipped the end, releasing the finished fly. His second captive stirred. Now that he had two, the pressure was building. They told him to hurry. That time was running short. He turned and studied the one named Tiffany. Her face was bruised and her blonde hair tangled around her head. He hadn’t been sure she would wake up. He would have to be more careful next time. They would have been furious if she had died before they were ready. In their anger, they had sent the townspeople. Yes, he would have to be more careful.

      He set a glass of water next to Tiffany, then handed one to Amy. She had stopped telling him her name, but constantly stared at him with those huge blue eyes. He knew who would be next. He locked the basement door and went upstairs to watch from the window. They kept saying she would come to him, but he was growing impatient.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 25

          

        

      

    

    
      After lunch, Mark returned to his cabin to shower. He didn’t like the idea of leaving Kimberly alone. If someone had broken into her cabin once, it could happen again. He wondered if Tiffany had been found. He doubted she had. His mind kept returning to Gary Cox. Something about the man niggled at his mind. It was almost a memory, yet he couldn’t quite pinpoint it.

      He should probably put Stan’s veiled accusation behind him and rejoin the search. Perhaps he would, but for now, he needed to be near Kimberly. He needed to know that she was safe.

      As he pulled on his jeans and buttoned his shirt, he wondered if perhaps he should just go back to the city. If Kimberly had not been there, it would have been less difficult to dismiss the notion. Perhaps he could also convince her leave.

      He shook his head. Despite everything that was going on, he wanted to stay. It was his vacation and he would spend it here in his cabin. It would be time to return to the rat race of the city soon enough. In the meantime, he planned to spend a chunk of his vacation time in Kimberly’s cabin.
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      Kimberly didn’t blame Mark for not wanting to rejoin the others in the search for Tiffany. Such an accusation could not be taken lightly. It frightened her to think that the townspeople may actually take such an idea seriously.

      She searched her computer and her digital camera, but the pictures she had taken of Gary were gone. Someone could take away the pictures, but they couldn’t take away the memory of what she had seen.

      She shivered. She was wrong. There was one way to make sure she didn’t remember anything.

      After a thorough search of the cabin, Kimberly came up with half a dozen thick candles, all used, but sufficient. She set them on the bureau in the bedroom, then located a classical CD. Such were her available tools for setting up a romantic atmosphere. Well, it would have to do.

      Now she had an afternoon to spend working on her book before Mark came back for the evening. This was definitely the life. She answered two e-mails, one from her brother and one from her father. Then she began sorting pictures.

      The door to Mark’s cabin closed and she glanced up to see him heading toward her cabin. She met him at the door.

      “Has something happened? They found Tiffany?”

      “No.”

      “Then, what?”

      “Nothing,” he said. “I just wanted to see you.” He wrapped his arms around her and kissed her on the top of her head.

      She smiled at the romantic notion and molded her body to his. This would give her something to think about while she worked.

      “What are you working on?” he asked, nodded toward her make-shift desk.

      “Just sorting photographs for my book.”

      “Good,” he said and went to sit on the sofa, dropping his backpack on the floor next to him.

      “I was just trying to get some work done,” she said, watching him, her brow furrowed.

      “Ok,” he smiled.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’ll just read for a bit,” he said, unzipping his backpack and pulling out a detective novel.

      “I’m working,” she said.

      “It’s ok, Sweetie. I won’t distract you,” he said and opened to his place in the novel.

      She walked slowly back to her desk and sat down. She looked at her categories of photographs. What had she been thinking? He turned a page and stretched out on the sofa. Like hell, he wouldn’t distract her. With those gorgeous blue eyes and freshly shaven face. Maybe she could forget he was there. He coughed. Maybe not.

      “Mark,” she said, turning in her chair to face him. “Why are you here?”

      “I just thought we’d hang out.”

      “No, why are you really here?”

      He closed the book and met her gaze. “I thought you might like company.”

      She narrowed her eyes.

      “I was worried about you?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Someone broke into your cabin. I thought you would appreciate the company.”

      “You think I’m afraid.”

      “I don’t know. Maybe. Are you?”

      “No. I’m not. I’m perfectly fine.”

      He studied her, for a moment. “You’d prefer that I go?”

      Did she? She wanted him to stay, but if he stayed, she wouldn’t get any work done. If he stayed, she’d want to join him on the sofa. The plan was for tonight. Not now. “Yes,” she said.

      He stood up, shouldered his backpack, kissed her lightly on the lips, and walked out the door.

      Kimberly stared at the door and groaned in frustration.

      Now there was no way she would get any work done.

      “Damn it,” she said. She had to get out of this cabin. Today was a good day for a drive after all, she thought, and began gathering up her things. She had to get away from Serenity.
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      Mark watched Kimberly get into the car and drive away. How had something so simple as wanting to spend time with her gone so badly? As long as she was in the cabin, he could watch out for her. Now that she had driven off, there was nothing he could do.

      He would have to spend some time thinking about what was going on with her and what he was going to do about it.

      He cursed and laced up his boots. He might as well rejoin the search.

      Two hours later, Stan greeted him with a strange expression. “You’re back,” he said.

      “Any progress?” Mark joined in step with Stan. The others had gone on ahead.

      “If we’d made any progress, do you think we’d still be stomping around out here?”

      “Would depend on a lot, wouldn’t it?”

      “Where have you been?”

      “I had some business to take care of.”

      “I’m waiting,” Stan stopped and scanned the area. “What kind of business?”

      “My business.”

      “Humph.”

      They were near Gary’s cabin. Mark’s eyes strayed in that direction. “I don’t think you’re going to find her out here,” he said, surprising himself.

      “Is that so?” Stan said, lifting an eyebrow. “Anything else you want to tell me, City Boy?”

      “You’re angry. Want to tell me what that’s about?”

      “Damn psychologists.”

      Such was the tone of Mark’s entire afternoon. Around four thirty, the search party dispersed and Mark began walking home. He missed Kimberly and hoped that their earlier argument would be resolved quickly and easily. She had been through a lot, with her divorce and her heart issue. He had to be patient as she became accustomed to having him around. He would have to be more discrete about keeping his eye on her. Now that he had found her, he wasn’t about to let anyone harm her.

      Approaching Gary’s house, he stopped and studied it. His instincts told him something wasn’t right about Gary. He knew Gary was mentally ill, but it was more than that. Hell, he’d seen the photograph. Gary was guilty. He knew it in his bones as he watched the pink and lavender fuchsias flutter in the gentle breeze.

      He wasn’t sure what he was going to do about it as he approached Gary’s front door. He only knew that he needed to talk to Gary. If he could talk to him, he would be better able to assess his dangerousness. Not that that was an easy thing to do, but he would feel better if he gave it a try.

      He knocked loudly on the door before he could change his mind and waited. There was what may have been a faint scuffling sound in the background.

      When Gary finally opened the door, his eyes wide and unblinking, Mark became even more concerned. He was fairly certain that Gary was off his meds.

      “Forget something?” Gary asked.

      “I’m sorry about bothering you again, Gary, but I’m worried about you.”

      Gary just watched him silently.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I’m good.”

      “Can I come in? Just talk to you?” Mark tried to ignore the sense of danger he felt at the thought of going into this man’s house alone.

      “Why not?” Gary stepped back to make room for Mark to enter.

      The house was meticulous. Gary lived better than most and certainly better than any graduate student. Gary led them into the living room and sat. Mark sat nearby on the edge of the sofa.

      “You think I’m crazy,” Gary said.

      “Why would you say that?”

      “It’s what all the doctors say.”

      The niggling at the back of Mark’s brain increased. “Why do you think they say that?”

      “It’s what you all you doctors think.”

      Mark took a deep breath. “What do you think?” he asked. Gary could easily know he was a psychologist. He hadn’t kept that a secret. And in a small town, word would seep into every crook and cranny.

      “I only do what they tell me.”

      “What who tells you?”

      “The voices.”

      “What do the voices tell you to do, Gary?”

      “I can’t tell you.”

      “Why not? Will they hurt you?”

      “No.”

      “What will they do?”

      “I can’t tell you.”

      “Why can’t you tell me, Gary?”

      “You can’t make me. Not this time.”

      “What will happen, Gary?”

      “They will hurt you.”

      The alarm bells in Mark’s head were going off at a high decibel level. He was swept into a haze of déjà vu. He’d had this conversation before. He took a deep breath and tried to steady his pulse. “Who are they, Gary?”

      “They are evil.”

      Mark’s head spun.

      “They are seven.”

      Mark straightened. He knew now. He remembered. He had what he needed. He had to get out of there. He stood up.

      “Where are you going?”

      “I have to go now.”

      Gary stood up and went to stand between Mark and the door. “Maybe you can help me,” he said.

      “I’ll have to help you later. I have to go now,” Mark repeated.

      “No,” Gary said. “You can help me by staying.”

      “Can’t do that, Gary.”

      “I think you can.”

      Gary reached into the pocket of his baggy pants and pulled out a gun.

      Damn it. Mark had figured out Gary’s level of dangerousness too late. Gary unblinkingly lifted the gun and aimed it at Mark. Without hesitation he pulled the trigger.

      Mark immediately felt his muscles go into spasms. The pain was like nothing he had ever experienced. He felt himself falling. A sharp pain in his head as he hit the floor.

      Blackness.
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      Kimberly clicked the print command, pushed back her hair, and stared at the clock. In the short two hours she had been gone, she had filled a jump drive with pictures. When she had returned, Mark had not been home, though his car was there.

      For the hundredth time, she mentally kicked herself. How had this happened? She had become her ex-husband. How many times had he rejected her for his painting? His inflexibility was the very reason they had divorced. Well, at least one of the reasons.

      She found herself wandering through her cabin, stopping to stare when she came to the bedroom. She would never run short of candles. How had she gone from planning to sleep with Mark to kicking him out? Where was he anyway? She walked back to the living room window and stared at his cabin.

      The sun was shutting down for the day, leaving a few last rays of warmth. Two chipmunks scampered on the trail between their two cabins.

      Perhaps Mark was ill or hurt. He could lie dying on his floor and no one would know. She pulled on her jacket and strode to Mrs. Drake’s house.

      “Come in. Come in,” The older woman greeted her with a smile, took her hand, and pulled her inside.

      “No, really, Mrs. Drake,” Kimberly said, reluctantly being pulled inside to the scent of a freshly baked apple pie. “I just needed to talk to you about Mark.”

      “Very well,” Mrs. Drake said, releasing her hand and taking a step back.

      “His car is there, but he doesn’t answer his door. I’m worried about him.”

      “Why ever would you be worried about him?”

      “Well, I’m afraid he might be hurt.”

      “Probably just out hiking. I wouldn’t worry.”

      “But I am worried. We had... we had plans and well... can’t we just check on him?”

      “No, I don’t think so. I’m sure he’ll show up. Come, have some apple pie.”

      “Maybe I could just borrow your key,” Kimberly persisted.

      “Ah. You’re a little sweet on him aren’t you, Dearie? You city girls always did move a might fast.” An iciness had come into Mrs. Drake’s tone that Kimberly hadn’t expected.

      “He could be injured,” she said softly.

      “It would serve him right.” Mrs. Drake’s phone rang and she opened the front door. “I have to get that. Good night,” she said, steering Kimberly through the door and closing it behind her.

      “But-” Kimberly stared at the closed door. Then she shook her head. Mrs. Drake must be going senile.

      She returned to Mark’s cabin and knocked again just in case he had returned. She waited. And knocked again. It was dark now, the evening light quickly becoming only a pale memory.

      She reached down and turned the door knob. The door opened. “Mark,” she called out as she stepped through the door. His apartment was spotless. It only took a few seconds to confirm that he wasn’t there. Now she was truly worried. There were two possible answers, both unpleasant.

      She sat on his sofa and absently picked up the detective novel he had been reading. Either he was so angry or disappointed with her that he was choosing to stay away or something truly had happened to him. With the disappearance of two women, Kimberly felt no one was safe.

      She turned out his lights and went back to her own cabin. She tried to work. That lasted about ten minutes. She tried to eat a turkey sandwich. She managed to convince herself that Mark was out somewhere having a good time, but that just made her heart heavy. Finally, she exhausted herself emotionally and just went to bed.

      She lay in her bed listening to the wind rustling through the trees and waiting. Waiting for a scratch at the window, waiting to hear a window being opened, or the sounds of her door lock being picked and opened.

      Every hour or so she got up and checked to see if his lights were on. Finally, about three o’clock she wore herself out and fell into a deep, dreamless sleep. If he got a better offer, what did she care?

      

      Now he had three. Gary looked first at Amy, then at Tiffany, then finally at Mark who was beginning to wake up. He had thought Kimberly would be the next one, but now he realized how narrow minded he had been. They had never said he had to have only women. Mark was a nice addition to his collection. Having a man gave Gary a sense of uniqueness. Capturing a woman was easy. Like tossing a net over a butterfly. But to capture a man. Well, that was quite a coup. He was a little disappointed at how easy it had been. Next time, perhaps he would find those who were a little more challenging to capture.

      He put away his taser and resumed the delicate process of creating a fishing lure.
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      “I was wondering if you’ve seen Mark,” Kimberly said after Sam handed her change from buying a newspaper.

      “No, can’t say that I have.”

      “I’m worried that something’s happened to him.”

      “Young people are always running off somewhere these days. Probably went into the city.”

      “No, his car is there.”

      “Maybe he caught a ride.”

      Kimberly tucked the newspaper into her bag and took out her shades. “Maybe,” she said. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

      “Can’t rush a man, you know. When he figures out what he wants, he’ll let you know.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean don’t go running after men. Men, they’re like predators. They like to do the chasing.”

      “I’m not chasing him. I’m just worried about him.”

      Sam winked at her. “You just be patient. He’ll come around if he’s of a mind.”

      Things were no better at the café or at any of the stores she went to. No one seemed to recognize that Mark was missing. They all thought he was avoiding her and that she should sit back and play hard to get.

      She finally decided to see the Police chief. She would report Mark as a missing person. If he had gotten a ride with someone into Denver, she would just have to look foolish. She was willing to take that chance.

      As she stepped into Cox’s office, the pungent scent of fingernail polish assaulted her. Today, it seemed, the police chief had a secretary. Kimberly assumed she was a secretary since she was sitting at the desk in the lobby. A woman’s magazine lay open on the desk in front of her and she was applying a bright pink nail polish to her long nails. Long, curly, blonde hair spilled from a ponytail and framed a face that wasn’t a day over eighteen.

      “Good morning,” the girl said, setting aside her nail polish and popping her gum.

      “Hi,” Kimberly said. “Is the Police chief in?”

      “No, but I can help you.”

      “I need to file a missing person’s report.”

      “Oh, no. Is someone missing?”

      “Yes.”

      “Who?

      “Dr. Mark Charboneaux.”

      “Oh, well,” she said and opened her nail polish to brush bright pink over her thumb.

      “What do you mean, ‘oh well’?” Kimberly felt her face flushing with frustration.

      “Maybe he’s with Tiffany?”

      “What? No! He is not with Tiffany. He was looking for Tiffany. Now he is missing.”

      “They’ll show up. They’ve done this before, you know.”

      “No, I don’t know.”

      The girl examined her nails before answering. They ran off together once for a whole week. Upset the whole town. No one takes them seriously now.”

      “But they’ve been searching for her.”

      “Oh, that’s just Stan and his buddies.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Stan’s been sweet on Tiffany for years. Anytime she goes off with another man, he knows it.”

      “They said she’s missing.”

      “Maybe, but with Mark missing, too, probably not.” The girl picked up an emery board and smoothed the edge of one of her nails. “I wouldn’t worry too much. I’m sure they’ll come back.”

      “No, they aren’t together.”

      The girl’s hands stilled and she studied Tiffany. “Oh, you poor thing. You like Mark, don’t you?”

      “What? No. Yes. Don’t you have a form or something I can fill out?”

      “I tell you what. I’ll tell Mr. Cox you stopped by. Don’t you worry about Mark. I’m sure he’s fine,” she said and went back to painting her nails.

      Kimberly drove back to her cabin, feeling defeated. What if they were right? These people had known Mark a lot longer than she had. Who was she to say that he hadn’t found Tiffany and run off somewhere with her? After all, Kimberly had practically shoved Mark out of the cabin. Why shouldn’t he do whatever he wanted?

      She found herself staring through the window at his cabin and mentally kicking herself. She wouldn’t worry about him. She had known better than to get involved in the first place. She forced herself back to her work table and began sifting through a stack of photographs. After about ten minutes, she stopped and checked her e-mail. Nothing new.

      Gray Kitty jumped onto her desk and settled in among her papers. Giving up, Kimberly went to the bedroom and lay across the bed. The forest of candles around the room mocked her. Exhausted from worry and lack of rest, she fell asleep.

      When she woke, it was late afternoon. Gray Kitty had joined her on the bed and was sound asleep. She stood up and stretched, then went to the window, but Mark’s cabin didn’t look any different. The curtains were still closed. He could be home, and she would never know it. She had to check.

      As she walked toward Mark’s cabin, she slowed her steps and almost turned back. If he were home, she would feel like an idiot. Freaking out over a guy was ok as long as he didn’t know it. There was some truth in what Sam had said to her. Most men went for the mystery girl, the one they couldn’t quite catch.

      She knocked, tentatively at first, then louder. The only response was a bird chirping from the nearby aspens. A cool breeze blew off the lake and she shivered. She turned the doorknob and stepped inside. Everything looked the same as it had yesterday. The kitchen was spotless and the bed was made. The answering machine light blinked. She stared at it, then forced herself to look away. That would be taking it too far.

      She wandered into his bedroom and sat on the edge of his neatly made bed. He had been away for about twenty-four hours now. His suitcase and his backpack sat in the corner. He hadn’t taken his backpack and he hadn’t taken the novel he was reading.  She peeked into his bathroom. His toothbrush was there as was his razor.

      Kimberly went outside and stood on his porch. The lake was calm now, the air still. The sun hovered, holding its position as it prepared to tumble over the horizon. She stopped by her cabin long enough to pick up her camera and started down the trail and away from town. Gray Kitty joined her, stopping here and there to chase anything that moved - bugs, birds, leaves, then with a leap and a bound, caught up with her.

      When she climbed up on the boulders near Gary’s house, Gray Kitty stretched out next to her so she could pet him. The sounds of male laughter caught her attention, but she didn’t see anyone. Then she heard a splash. Two men sat fly fishing in a small, canoe-like boat near the center of the lake. Kimberly lifted her camera and zoomed in.

      One of them was Gary. She shifted slightly. The other man was the Police Chief.

      She put down the camera and contemplated Gary’s house. As far as she knew, he lived alone.

      He was in a boat on the lake.

      The timing was perfect.

      She slipped around and headed toward Gary’s back door. She told herself she wouldn’t go inside if the door were locked. Even if Mark’s disappearance was unrelated to Gary, she might find some piece of evidence that Amy Smith had been there. She hadn’t gotten around to figuring out what she would do if she found something.

      She went up the back steps and knocked on the door just in case there was someone else inside. She counted to ten, then turned the knob. It turned easily, the door opening into the kitchen. She realized at that moment, how badly she had been hoping that the door would be locked.

      The house was incredibly clean and well-kept. The kitchen had modern appliances and little planters filled with herbs sat in the window. She went quickly around to the stairs. It didn’t look at all like a bachelor’s home. There were throw pillows on the sofa and fresh flowers in a vase on the coffee table. She ran up the stairs and went to the bedroom where she thought the murder had occurred. First, she checked out the window. She couldn’t see the boat from this room, but she should be able to hear the sounds of Gary and the Police chief when they returned.

      She looked around at what appeared to be a guest room. It smelled clean, as though it had been recently cleaned with Lysol. The linens looked fresh. Had he done spring cleaning or had he had a guest that he had decided to do away with?

      She checked the bathroom. Nothing. It was clean, also smelled like Lysol. Then she checked under the bed. Nothing. Not even a dust bunny. He didn’t even use it for storage. As she was standing up, something between the bed and the nightstand caught her attention. She picked up the necklace and studied it. It was an onyx heart with a thin diamond sash hanging from a silver chain. With a lump in her throat, she slipped it in her pocket and glanced toward the window.

      Kimberly heard a door slam downstairs. Panic hit her like a tidal wave. This had to have been the dumbest thing she had ever done.

      She went into the closet and closed the door, crouching in a corner. The closet was empty, so there was nothing to hide behind. She prayed he that he wouldn’t open the door.

      She heard him slowly begin to climb the stairs, his booted feet pounding against the wood.

      “Who’s here?” a deep voice asked. Then, “I know you’re here. You smell sweet, like flowers.”

      She’d gotten herself cornered by a psycho. Her mind raced frantically and her heart pounded against her chest. It was too late to go to a different room. He would see her. She could jump out the window. But what if the closet door creaked? Then he would know exactly where to find her. Besides, she would probably kill herself by jumping from the second floor.

      She heard him across the hall, opening a closet door. Oh, God, this would be the first place he looked. Slowly, she began to open the closet door. Maybe she could lock the door to this bedroom long enough to jump out the window. She would risk a broken limb to the fate of Amy Smith.

      She made her way out and began creeping toward the door. He was quiet. Where was he?

      “I will find you,” he said. “Hey, you came to me. What a nice little bonus.”

      He was getting closer. What if the door didn’t have a lock on it? He went into the next room and said something she couldn’t make out.

      Darting from the room, she ran down the stairs. Her foot slipped. She bounced down, then regained her balance and kept running. She thought she heard footsteps behind her, but the blood was pounding so fiercely in her ears, she couldn’t be sure. She got a stitch in her side. She had to stop. She had to keep going. She got to the front door, threw it open, and started down the front stairs.

      Someone grabbed her foot. She screamed as she fell forward, crashing headfirst against the stairs. She slid down to the bottom of the stairs and her face bounced against the concrete sidewalk.

      The last thing she heard was a man’s voice.
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      Mark opened his eyes and tried to focus. He knew he was drugged, though with what, he wasn’t sure. Probably some kind of sedative. His muscles felt as though they had exploded from the inside. He tried to do a mental assessment to figure out where he had been shot, but he hurt all over, not in just one place.

      Though the room was dark and his vision hazy, he knew he wasn’t alone. A dark shape about three feet away shifted, then wheezed. “Who are you?” he asked.

      The shape froze. The seconds ticked. Then he heard a soft voice. “Mark?”

      “Tiff?”

      “Yes.” Slowly and painfully, the dark shape rolled over and turned toward him. Her voice was slurred as though she too, were drugged and perhaps had swollen lips. “You came.”

      Had Mark not ached so badly, he would have laughed. He had found her all right, but this wasn’t exactly how he had pictured it. “You ok?” he asked.

      “No.”

      “Me either.”

      “Mark?”

      “Yes, Tiff?”

      “Can you get us out of here?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 31

          

        

      

    

    
      Kimberly wished she hadn’t awakened. Her head felt as though it was going to burst and her face felt as though it already had. Then someone was yelling at her. “Get up. What’s wrong with you?”

      She cracked one eye open enough to see who was tugging on her arm, pulling her up. It was Gary Cox. After he managed to get her to her feet, he picked her up, tossing her over his shoulder. The breath whooshed from her lungs and she was on the verge of losing consciousness again.

      He carried her back into the house, through the kitchen and down more stairs into a dark room with a musty, dank odor.

      He unceremoniously dropped her to the floor and walked away, mumbling to himself.

      

      Now there are four. One too many. Everything was off balance now. He would have to destroy one of them. There was Mark who was pretending not to watch him. No, not him. It was too unusual to have a male as a captive. There was Amy who had barely moved in some time. Not her. She was his first and thus held a special place in his heart. It would have to be either Tiffany or Kimberly. He would have to give that a great deal of thought. Everything had to be perfect. He couldn’t mess it up now.

      

      Mark sat very still, moving only the hands tied behind his back. When he had seen Mark bring Kimberly into the room, he had very nearly jumped to his feet, but the rope restraining his hands and feet reminded him he was in no state to confront Gary. He could feel the stickiness of the ropes on his wrists. Despite his efforts, the ropes had not lessened. He would be no good to anyone if Gary shot him again or knocked him out. He would bide his time.

      Gary sat, muttering to himself, at his desk, about five feet from Mark, and began work on a fishing fly. Some of the phrases began to catch Mark’s attention. “Always threes. Always dark.”

      Darkness. Threes. Mark’s exhausted mind snapped back to four years ago. To his University of Utah internship. To his last patient. His mind circled around and managed to put it all together. Gary had been his patient. This confirmed what they were dealing with. A paranoid schizophrenic off his meds. It seemed he and other professionals had underestimated Gary’s level of dangerousness.

      Gary’s head suddenly snapped up and he stared at Kimberly.

      She didn’t seem to notice. As he studied her, her eyes closed and her head fell back against the wall.

      Gary then shifted his eyes to study Tiffany.

      “What do you want?” Tiffany asked. Her ponytail had come loose and her tangled blonde hair fell around her face. There was a gash across her right cheek.

      With a strange expression on his face, Gary got up and stood in front of Tiffany. “Then there were three,” he said.

      “What are you talking about?” Tiffany scoffed.

      “The dark lord of the realm will come. There must be three.”

      “You’re totally whacked.”

      “You were the wrong one,” he said, placing his hand beneath her chin and turned her face toward him.

      “You’re the one who’s wrong,” she said. “Get your paw off me.” She jerked her head to the side and clamped her teeth onto his thumb.

      Gary jerked back and hit her head with his other hand.

      She glared at him. “Psycho freak. You’re gonna pay for that.”

      “I don’t think so,” Gary said, reaching into his pocket.

      His gaze shifted briefly to Kimberly, before coming back with renewed determination to rest on Tiffany. Her eyes full of contempt, she glared at him.

      “No, I don’t think so,” he repeated. Flipping open the blade on the knife he had pulled from his pocket, Tiffany’s expression changed to one of wide-eyed shock. Mark’s hands stopped working against the rope behind his back and Kimberly’s eyes opened.

      Gary’s expression shifted to one of smugness. Now they weren’t so high and mighty. Now they know who’s in control. He held the knife upright about a foot in front of Tiffany’s nose, his fingertip against its point. He turned the knife slowly from side to side, his expression almost gleeful now. Three pairs of eyes watched as the tip of the knife pierced the skin of his fingertip and a trickle of blood slid down the side of his finger. He seemed neither to notice or to care.

      “Now I wonder who is going to pay,” Gary said.

      Tiffany seemed to snap out of her shock. “Put that away,” she said.

      “Tiff, don’t,” Mark said softly.

      “You’re not stupid enough to hurt me. Even losers like you don’t want to go to the gas chamber.”

      Gary’s eyes squinted, he began mumbling to himself again.

      “Freak,” Tiffany breathed and turned to look at Mark. “He’s stupid, but he isn’t insane.”

      Mark shook his head in warning and with renewed effort, began to tug at the ropes at his back.

      Then Gary was quiet, staring at Tiffany. Tiffany’s eyes grew wide as she watched him slowly move the knife toward her neck. “No,” she breathed.

      The knife was cold as it pressed against her skin. Then she felt herself falling to sleep.

      Mark and Kimberly watched in horror as Gary sliced the knife across Tiffany’s neck and blood gushed from the wound. The room seemed quieter than it had before as they watched the life drain from Tiffany. Mark and Kimberly, shocked. Gary, almost gleeful.

      “Now there are three,” Gary said, closed the bloody knife and slipped it back into his pocket. Humming to himself, he left the room.

      Left alone, with Tiffany’s lifeless body between them, Kimberly and Mark stared at each other. Kimberly leaned forward slightly trying to avoid having to look at Tiffany’s body. She could feel the queasiness in her stomach.

      “Are you ok?” Mark asked.

      “How are we going to get out of here?” Kimberly responding, ignoring his question.

      “We have to get these ropes off.”

      “Ok. How?”

      “Your feet aren’t tied, you’ve got to go find something.”

      “If he catches me, I’m dead.”

      “If we don’t do something, we’re dead anyway.”

      Kimberly took a deep breath and began to stand up. Just as she had her feet under her, the basement door opened and Gary started downstairs, his footsteps echoing in the quiet room.

      Kimberly slowly slid back to the floor. Gary went over to stand in front of her. “They warned me to watch you,” he said. Kimberly kept her eyes down. “But I know you wouldn’t do anything to end up like her,” he said as he indicated Tiffany with a nod of his head. When Kimberly didn’t respond, he barked at her, “Would you?” and lifted her chin to make her look at him much as he had done Tiffany before slicing her throat.

      “No,” Kimberly said.

      “Good. I didn’t think so,” he said, letting her chin drop.

      “Do you think,” Mark asked, “you could do something with her body?”

      “Why should I? She’s your reminder of what I will do if you don’t do what I say.”

      “We aren’t like her. We’re doing everything you say. Besides, you might not want Them to see what you did.”

      Gary scowled, then humming to himself, went back his desk and began working on a fish fly. Tying. Cutting.

      Scissors. Kimberly and Mark looked at each other. They had to get their hands on those scissors.

      After what Mark’s watch indicated was thirty minutes, but what seemed like hours, Gary began cussing and stood up in frustration. He stomped over to Tiffany and picked her up. He slung her over his shoulder and carried her from the room.

      “Go,” Mark said.

      “No, what if he comes back?”

      “I don’t know, but we have to do something.”

      Kimberly groaned, knowing he was right. They had to do something even if it was wrong. She struggled once again to her feet and took a step forward. She swayed with dizziness, then froze as Gary slammed a cabinet door upstairs. After glancing back at Mark who hissed at her to hurry, she continued across the floor toward Gary’s desk.

      The desk seemed to reflect the efforts of an organized creative mind, rather than the mind of the madman it belonged to. There were fish flies various stages of completion, some more colorful than others. He had just begun one in crimson and off-white, reminding Kimberly of the blood draining from Tiffany. She saw the scissors on the desk. They were small. Too small, but she knew they had to try them anyway. They were too far back for her to reach with her hands tied behind her. She tried using a pencil to rake them forward, but the pencil was too short. Finally, in a push of desperation, she sat on the edge of the desk and leaned back until she could grasp them with her fingers.

      She slid off the desk and hurried back across the room. “They’re too small,” she said.

      “Don’t matter. They have to work,” Mark said, echoing her thoughts. She nodded.

      “Ok, let’s turn around and do this,” Mark said.

      The basement door opened and Kimberly gasped.

      “It’s ok. Give me the scissors.”

      She dropped them into his hands and turned around just as Gary came into view. Mark slid the scissors into his back pocket.

      Gary looked at them quizzically, then set a plate with two biscuits each in front of them. “Dinner is served,” he said. “Unfortunately, you must eat sans silverware. Hope you enjoy eating like dogs.”

      They hesitated. “Well, eat,” he screamed at them.

      Getting to their knees, Mark and Kimberly began to eat the biscuits. Without their strength, they wouldn’t be going anywhere.

      Satisfied, Gary went to his desk and sat down to work. “Who has been at my desk?” he screamed. Kimberly and Mark both sat up and shook their heads. “I know it wasn’t that one,” he said, indicating Amy who was still unconscious. “And I doubt it was you,” he said to Mark.
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      Mark had always heard that people could do extraordinary things in times of stress.

      He never thought he’d have the occasion to test it out.

      But Gary was looking at Kimberly in a way that made him very very uncomfortable.

      With Tiffany dead and Amy unconscious, he didn’t trust Gary to not hurt her.

      The little scissors in his hands were sharp. Much sharper than he expected.

      Gary walked slowly toward them.

      Mark held his hands still lest Gary notice the muscles in his arms moving. If Gary hurt him, he wouldn’t be able to help Kimberly.

      Once Gary knelt in front of Kimberly, Mark began to work with the scissors.

      “I think you’re the chosen one,” Gary said.

      Mark heart pounded dangerously in his chest, but he forced himself to calmly manipulate the scissors.

      Kimberly shook her head. If she had heart problems, this could not be helping. It couldn’t possibly help whether it was heart related or panic related.

      He got the tip of the scissors on either side of the little rope. The rope was more narrow that he’d thought.

      “I’m not.” Kimberly said.

      Mark wanted to scream at her. To tell her not to answer. But maybe she could buy them some time.

      Gary was between them now. Mark caught Kimberly gaze over Gary’s shoulder. And held it.

      Tried to convey strength to her.

      “You’ll come with me.” Gary said, standing up, grabbing Kimberly by the arm.

      Mark silently screamed. No. No. No. Don’t let her be taken away.

      He gave the scissors one last stab.

      The rope broke and his hands were free.

      Just then Amy’s eyes blinked open. She looked around moment, then screamed.

      Distracted, Gary let go of Kimberly’s arm and she felt back to the floor.

      “Are you ok?” he asked under his breath.

      She nodded.

      Gary was moving toward Amy now. He slapped. “I told you to be quiet.”

      “She’s alive,” Kimberly muttered.

      Mark shook his head, but it was too late. Gary turned his attention back to Kimberly.

      “No.” Kimberly scooted backwards.

      Gary grabbed her by the arm again and easily tugged her up.

      A lot happened in the next few seconds.

      Mark was on his feet and though they were tied with a rope, he was close enough to just reach Gary.

      He felt onto him, knocking them to the ground and knocking Kimberly away. He had to focus on Gary now.

      The scissors did little more than scratch him.

      Fortunately, Mark had learned how to defend himself at the hospital.

      He wasn’t sure how much longer he could hold Gary.

      Then he heard sirens.

      Someone had come.
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      Kimberly sat in the back of an ambulance. Minor cuts and bruises. Her face was scuffed, but she’d heal.

      Mark had been hit by a stun gun and would be sore all over for awhile, but he, too, was going to be ok.

      They took Amy to the hospital. She would most likely be ok physically, but she was going to have some psychological trauma to cope with. Probably forever.

      Kimberly was shocked that Amy was still alive. She would have sworn on her life that she’d seen Gary kill her from the window.

      The police chief had been right about that.

      It was the police chief, Mr. Cox, who had come to their rescue.

      While they were out fishing, Gary had begun to spout irrational nonsense and Mr. Cox had realized what was happening.

      Mr. Cox was Gary’s uncle. Mr. Cox, apparently, had taken on the task of watching out for Gary after Gary’s mother died.

      The story was that Mr. Cox and his sister were close. So Mr. Cox, even as police chief, had refused to believe that Gary was capable of danger.

      Until he couldn’t.

      Gary was in custody. And would never see daylight again.

      Mark bumped Kimberly’s shoulder. “I think you owe me a dinner.”

      Kimberly laughed. “I think you’re the one who owes me.”

      Mark looked straight ahead. “Yeah. You did save my life. I guess that warrants a dinner.”

      Kimberly nodded. “Probably.”

      “Thank you for believing in me.” He turned and met her gaze.

      “You’re welcome,” she said.

      Then his arms were around her.

      And she knew that they were going to be ok.
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      Mark slammed his car door and started up the walk. He saw the plume of smoke from the chimney before the house came into view. The air was chilly, but the house was undeniably warm and cozy. He stopped and just stared at the house. He took a deep, ragged breath. His sense of contentment was almost overwhelming. He had his small, local practice which was growing daily as his reputation and availability spread to neighboring towns. He had a lovely home on the lake in a small mountain town. And most of all, he had a beautiful, charming wife who loved him without reservation. His life was complete.

      Kimberly’s checkup had gone well. The medication had helped and she hadn’t had any more chest pain. Or panic attacks for that matter.

      In fact, she’d been given a clean bill of health.

      He smiled and resumed his path when that very beautiful and charming wife stepped out onto the porch to see what was keeping him. Her pregnancy was beginning to show beneath the oversized sweatshirt she had swiped from his closet. Oh, yes, that baby on the way added an extra layer to his contentment.

      He reached her, hugged her and lifted her off her feet before covering her mouth with a noisy kiss.

      “You’re in a good mood,” she said, when he smiled at her.

      “What? I’m always in a good mood.”

      “Well, then, an especially good mood.”

      “And why wouldn’t I be? My life is complete with you, the love of my life, in it.”

      She snuggled again him and he felt the baby kick against him.

      “We’d better get inside. Our little one’s cold,” he said.

      “He’s probably just happy.”

      Mark kissed the top of her head and led her inside. He closed the door and they were ensconced in their own little wonderful world.
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