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Prologue

December 1872, Plum Creek, Colorado
The moon hung low in the winter sky, a strange yellowish orange color. Micah stared at it through the window of Eppie’s bedroom, wishing the nightmare would end.
The last five months had been hell on earth and he’d endured it, as he endured everything else in his life. There wasn’t another choice to be made.
“You need to come down to supper.” Orion stood in the doorway, his stooped figure casting a shadow across the silent room.
Micah turned to him, thankful to have the older man in the house to help out. In fact, there was an overabundance of help around the house. No one wanted to leave him alone again.
“Be there shortly.”
Orion appeared not to believe him. He stepped into the room shaking his head, the tight white curls nearly glowing in the moonlight. “Sitting up here brooding isn’t going to help Miss Eppie. She’s surviving and so is the babe.”
Micah wanted to snarl, scream and shout at the old man to shut up. He knew exactly what Eppie and their unborn child were doing, every second of every day. He didn’t need a reminder.
“Surviving isn’t living.” He pushed away from the window. “But since you won’t leave me be, I’ll come downstairs and eat.”
“That’d be a good thing.” Orion nodded. “Miss Candice brought by some right tasty vittles.”
Micah wondered how he’d ever stumbled across people who would give without expecting something in return. Candice had been friends with Madeline Brewster, the woman who had gifted the house to him and helped with Eppie’s medical care. Although Madeline now lived in Denver with her husband, others had taken on what she started. Candice now helped with the cooking while Orion helped with the house.
Any man would be grateful for such assistance.
Micah, however, wasn’t just any man.
He leaned down and kissed Eppie’s forehead, the skin cool from winter’s chill. Then he pressed his ear to her burgeoning stomach, and was rewarded with a kick to his ear. The baby was strong, like its mother.
“I’ll be back soon, darlin’.” He squeezed Eppie’s hand and forced himself to walk away from the bed.
As Micah followed Orion out of the room and down the stairs, he barely saw anything but the other man’s back. Life was colorless, meaningless without Eppie there beside him. God had seen fit to make her sleep like that princess in the book he’d seen once in Denver. She was sleeping away her life while he endured his.
The smell of beef filled the kitchen and Micah dutifully sat down to eat. Orion frowned at him across the table.
“You know, for a man who has a nice house, a beautiful woman, and everything he could want, you are pitiful.”
Micah had to smile at the old man’s honesty. Once upon a time, when he’d first come to live there, Orion had acted like the former slave he was. Quiet, reserved, and quick to obey. Now however, free from the yoke the Websters had forced on his neck, Orion had discovered how to use his voice and wield his opinions.
“I know. I’m the most pitiful man in Colorado. Now eat.” Micah shoveled the meat and potatoes into his mouth, never tasting a bite. He should have been grateful, as Orion said, but he wasn’t. Instead, he felt cheated, resentful, and angry, a perfect combination for misery.
“You plan on drinking your way to the grave?” Orion frowned, a potato halfway to his mouth.
“None of your business, old man.” Micah pushed away from the table, unable to eat another bite.
Orion stopped him with a hand on his arm. “She wouldn’t want you to do this.”
Micah knew a lot of things about Eppie, more than most folks could even imagine he knew. However, Orion was right. She would blister his ears if she saw him wallowing, but he couldn’t seem to do anything else.
“But she’s not here to stop me, is she?” he snapped. “I’m done eating.”
Micah stalked away from the kitchen, heading for the parlor. He had an appointment with a bottle and intended to keep it. Keeping watch over his woman was a hard business and a man had to do what he needed to do to survive.
Much later, he made his way up the stairs, mostly on his hands and knees. The house was eerily silent, Orion long since retired to his room at the end of the hall. Micah crept into Eppie’s room, her scent immediately calming him.
He wiped his sweaty face and runny nose with a sleeve. This time when he pressed his ear to her stomach, he didn’t get a playful kick from the baby. Her belly was hard, harder than a block of wood.
In his inebriated state, Micah didn’t know what it meant, but he figured it couldn’t be good. When he put his hand on her belly, it came away wet. He stared at his hand and wondered if he’d forgotten to put the pisspot beneath her.
However, his hand didn’t smell like piss at all. It had a unique odor, one mixed with blood and something else. In his limited experience as a man, he hadn’t had much occasion to be around women who were expecting a child.
It might have been the whiskey, or it might have been the lack of sleep over the last six months that made him slow to catch on. In either case, he stared at his hand in befuddlement for several minutes. The truth finally slammed into him like a brick wall.
Eppie was going to have the baby. Right then.
Micah almost blacked out for a moment as panic raced through him. When he finally was able to get hold of his senses, he poked his head out of the room and started shouting for help. He couldn’t lose Eppie this time; she had survived for so long, had nurtured the baby and stayed as healthy as any woman would be in her situation. Birthing a child was as old as mankind. There was no reason to think she couldn’t do it.
Of course, most women weren’t in a coma when they gave birth. Micah’s heart beat so hard, he could barely catch his breath. Orion poked his head in the room.
“What’s all the racket?”
“The baby’s coming. Go wake Doctor Carmichael.” Micah sat beside Eppie and decided to pray for the first time in a long time. He’d ignored God for years, never trusting Him to help when needed. However, he was willing to try anything.
He fell to his knees beside the bed and pressed his closed hands to his forehead, a penitent pose.
Save her, save the baby.



Chapter One

August 1875, Plum Creek, Colorado
The shovel dug deep into the loamy soil as Micah did his best to fix the mess left by the stupid dog. He shouldn’t have kept it in the first place, but the damn puppy had been happily living in the carriage house before he even knew about it. Damn that Candice, anyway; she shouldn’t have brought it.
Apparently he couldn’t say no anymore.
The breeze cooled his face and for just a moment or two, Micah simply concentrated on his task while the buzz of bees on the flowers surrounded him. He hadn’t worked with his hands much growing up. The only things they ever touched were food, women and his horse’s reins. God, how things had changed since he’d been a young fool, eager to fight in a war they were supposed to win in six months.
“Good evening.” Candice, Plum Creek’s shopkeeper and Micah’s self-appointed guardian, arrived every weekday afternoon at five to help with supper and anything else that needed doing. She was a forty-something spinster who had shown nothing but kindness, except of course for the puppy incident.
“Evenin’, Candice.” He spotted the basket under her arm. “Don’t tell me you brought another pie.”
“Okay, I won’t tell you.” She looked up at the house. “Any change?”
Micah closed his eyes for a moment and pictured Eppie as she lay on the bed upstairs. He hadn’t given up hope, not completely, anyway, but each day grew harder and he often considered what his life would have been like if Eppie had died after being shot, or after she’d gone into labor. A maudlin thought, but Micah never considered himself to be a good person. Taking care of the woman he loved while she slowly wasted away was the hardest thing he’d ever done, and that was saying a lot.
If anything ever did happen, Candice should know he would have been shouting or screaming, yet she asked every day like clockwork. He wanted to tell her to stop asking, but didn’t know how without hurting her feelings, and he’d done enough of hurting others for two lifetimes.
“No change, other than the damn dog digging holes again.” He kicked at a clump of dirt. “Stupid mutt thinks she’s part groundhog.”
Candice sat on the steps and shook her head. “She’s a bit feisty, I’ll admit.”
Micah snorted. “Feisty isn’t the word and you know it. She’s taken over the house like some kind of canine queen.”
“Oh, admit it, you like Daisy.” Candice raised her eyebrows at him expectantly.
“I’m not admitting anything.” Truth was, Micah liked the dog’s spirit, but that didn’t mean he actually liked the dog.
“Hmph, I don’t think you need to.” With a tinkling laugh, the redhead stood and walked toward the front door. “I’ll fetch you when supper’s almost ready.”
A black-hearted soul such as Micah never wanted to be beholden to anyone for anything, yet here he was, each day digging himself a little deeper into a hole. If Madeline were there instead of in Denver, she’d likely smack him upside the head and tell him to snap out of it. Fortunately or not, she wasn’t there and he continued to wallow in his self-pity.
“Daddy, pick flowers for Mama?”
Micah glanced up to see his daughter, Miracle, standing in the flower bed surrounded by blossoms, with a big grin on her beautiful face. His dark thoughts blew away on the wind. She knew she wasn’t supposed to be in there, but the girl loved the feel of the petals on her bare legs. Even her dresses were always in the bright colors of the blossoms that surrounded the house. She couldn’t know her mother used to dress the same way, always brighter than anything around her.
“I did it this morning, but if you don’t stop walking in those, there won’t be any left to pick.” He wiped the sweat from his forehead with his handkerchief. “And if Daisy doesn’t stop digging in the flower beds, we’re going to have to tie her up.”
Miracle had been blessed with wavy dark brown hair, her mother’s chocolate brown eyes, and the most gorgeous light cocoa skin. The mixture of her two parents gave Miracle an exotic look that made most folks look at her twice. Micah wasn’t boastful when he said his daughter was perfect—she was.
Miracle pooched out her lip. “Daisy’s a good dog.”
He turned to the flowers again, unwilling to get sucked into his daughter’s trap to save her dog from a leash. “Yes, she’s a good dog.” A blatant lie—she was the spawn of the devil as far as Micah was concerned. “But puppies need to behave, honey. She’s not going to learn if we don’t teach her.”
When he glanced up again, Miracle’s little body was just disappearing around the back of the house. No doubt to go whisper into the yellow dog’s ear about how much trouble she caused.
Being a father had taught Micah a great deal of humility, but he was still working on patience. Although she’d never heard her mother speak, Miracle already had the sassy, bossy quality that always popped out of Eppie’s mouth.
“That child needs two proper parents.” The Reverend Mathias’s voice cut through Micah’s peaceful moment like a sickle. The pompous windbag made it his duty to preach to everyone about their sins, shortcomings, and how readily they were headed to hell.
Micah almost snorted at the thought. He’d been in hell for more than ten years. The older man had no idea how much a human being could endure on Earth. Enough so that Micah didn’t even think about the hereafter.
“She has two parents.” Micah slammed the shovel into the dirt, unwilling to get into another shouting match with the minister. “What do you want?”
“Tomorrow is Sunday. I wanted to come by and personally invite you to services tomorrow.” The man bobbed his white-topped head and latched his hands across the burgeoning belly above his belt.
Micah’s hand tightened on the shovel. He’d accepted the invitation once. Just once. He’d never do it again. The women in town had treated his daughter as if she had a disease that was catching. No way in hell he’d subject Miracle to it again.
“Until your congregation treats my daughter as a human being, there’s no chance in hell we’ll come to services.” Micah went back to his chores, pointedly ignoring the minister and his judgmental gaze.
“Mark my words, boy, you’ll be looking for a Savior and he won’t be there when you need him.” With that, the man walked away, thankfully leaving Micah in peace.
 
Two hours later, Micah sat in the parlor and listened to the sounds from the bathing room upstairs. Miracle was singing at the top of her lungs while Candice hummed along. There were splashing, giggles and fun going on, yet he didn’t join them. He couldn’t.
He ran his hands down his face and looked around at the opulent furniture left behind when Madeline moved to Denver. The room reminded him of his mother’s house and how they’d lived their lives in oblivious ignorance, taking whatever they wanted without ever giving back.
Perhaps having Eppie but losing her inch by inch was his penance for such a childhood. Or perhaps it was punishment for his other multitudinous sins. No matter, it was his life and he’d come to accept it, but he couldn’t enjoy it. Miracle was everything sweet and good in his life, and he treasured her beyond words. Just thinking about her soft hugs made his throat tighten.
God, he loved that little girl more than life.
With a sigh, he stood and headed toward the stairs. Each night he sat with Miracle as she visited her Mama before bed. Her childish voice would detail every second of her day to an unresponsive Eppie. One day, perhaps, it would be more than a one-sided conversation.
Micah knew exactly how many breaths Eppie took each hour. He watched the rise and fall of her chest, waiting and hoping. The hell of it was, he wasn’t sure what he was hoping for. Micah wasn’t ready to let her go, but seeing her trapped between two worlds was killing him. He missed her, he loved her, and dammit all, he wanted to see her open her eyes again.
It had been a true-blue miracle the baby survived the trauma to its mother’s body; even more amazing was that the child was born healthy and perfect. When she was pregnant, watching Eppie had become a habit because he could watch his child. Their child. The baby made from a love that shouldn’t be, but was. Miracle had been active, sometimes for hours at a time. During that six-month period, Micah never got tired of sitting by Eppie’s bedside and watching, placing his hand on her belly, telling them both he loved them.
Micah wanted so many things, but what burned down deep in his gut was the fact he wanted to convince Eppie to marry him and he wanted to tell her he loved her. He’d been hesitant of revealing his feelings before, afraid of being rejected, of losing what he could have.
Regret was something he knew well, ate for breakfast, lunch and dinner each day. It brought him nothing but misery, yet it was still his constant companion.
He entered Eppie’s bedroom and was immediately awash in her scent, that unique smell that always made his heart beat faster. A gas lamp burned on the side table, bathing her in a golden glow. Just being in the room with her made him feel better.
She still looked beautiful, even if she’d survived for nearly three years on broth, milk and water. Micah knew every inch of her body from the adorably crooked little toe to the sweet spot behind her right ear. He ran his fingers down her cocoa-colored cheek, the skin as smooth as her daughter’s.
“Hey there, Eppie girl.” He sat down in his usual chair and put her hand in his. Squeezing the limp fingers, he started talking of Daisy and Miracle’s antics. “That crazy dog actually came back and started digging when I was fixing the damn hole. Miracle wasn’t happy about tying her up, but she did it anyway. She’s a good girl.”
“Who’s a good girl?”
Eppie’s voice, long since unheard, made the hairs on the back of his neck stand up.
“Jesus Christ.” He jumped out of the chair, knocking it backwards a good three feet. Micah looked down into the eyes of the woman who held his heart. “Eppie?”
She blinked and glanced down at herself, then back at him. “Why am I lying in bed? Have I been ill?”
“Are you really talking to me, honey?” His heart slammed into his throat as it pounded so hard, even his bones vibrated. “Eppie, oh my God, tell me I’m not dreaming.”
“I’m not sure who you are or why you’re in the bedroom with me, but I’m fairly sure you shouldn’t be calling me honey.” Eppie cocked her head and narrowed her gaze. “Who are you?”



Chapter Two

She had come into awareness slowly over a long period of time. The sounds and smells around her had become familiar as she surfaced from the depths of darkness. His voice had always been there, a soft gentle companion she’d come to expect and wish for.
Now she’d opened her eyes and there he was, a stranger she knew. The shock and delight in his eyes clouded with disbelief when she asked him who he was. She wanted to ask who she was, for that matter, but he looked like he’d shatter if she asked that particular question.
“I don’t understand.” He sat back down in the golden chair with a thump and stared at her. His silvery eyes were wide in sunken cheeks. His brown hair needed to be cut and he was thin, way too thin. She also noted his hands shook as he clasped them in front of him. “Are you saying that you don’t know who I am?”
She tried to push herself up to a sitting position but found her arms didn’t work well. He seemed to notice what she was doing, because he popped out of the chair and helped her. As he leaned over, his scent enveloped her and she breathed in deeply. That, too, was familiar.
“Here, let’s put some pillows back here.”
He was skinny but strong, pulling her forward as if she weighed no more than a feather and getting her situated on fluffy pillows. When he let her go, a small smile appeared on his face.
“I still can’t believe you’re awake.” He ran his hands through his too-long hair and sat back down in the chair. “I’ve heard stories of folks not remembering things after they got hit in the head, but I never expected it to happen to you. I mean, you were shot in the shoulder.”
“Shot? I was shot?” She reached up to feel both shoulders, grateful to find nothing but a cotton nightgown.
“Eppie, honey, it’s been three years. The bandages are long gone.”
Three years? Three years? She understood what a year was, even what being shot or a bandage was, but it seemed she didn’t remember anything about herself or how she got there. Three years was such a long time. Had he taken care of her the entire time?
“Who are you?”
His smile was so sad, it could have made an angel cry. “My name is Micah Spalding. You and I, well, we fell in love four years ago. Then something got in the way and you saved my life, got shot, and you’ve been in that bed ever since.”
A very confusing and cryptic response, to be sure. She didn’t know if she believed a word of it or understood half of it, but there was definitely an earnestness in his gaze. She tried out his name on her tongue.
“Micah.”
He nodded. “Yes, it’s me. Do you remember now?”
She didn’t want to disappoint him, but she wasn’t going to lie, either. “No, I’m sorry, I don’t, but I do know your voice.”
He seemed to deflate before her eyes. “I’ve been talking to you since your accident. I took care of you and our da—your daily care. I guess deep inside that hole you were in, my voice must’ve come through.”
“Yes, that’s what I remember. Sounds and smells floating around me.” She tried to explain more, but a pounding started in her head. “I’m afraid I don’t feel very well.” She put a hand to her forehead and could almost feel the pulsing behind the skin.
“Then I think you should sleep.” He started toward the night table to turn down the lamp when the door burst open and a little girl came rushing in.
She had hair like Micah, long wavy brown locks that looked towel dried. Her skin was a beautiful creamy tan color with a slight rosy tinge as if she’d been in the bath. Her little nightgown was white with small pink flowers along the collar. When she caught sight of what was going on, she stopped in her tracks, bare feet squeaking on the floor.
“Daddy?” She glanced up at Micah, uncertainty and downright fear on her face. “Is Mama ’wake?”
Eppie’s stomach flip-flopped inside her as she realized the little girl was talking about her. The girl didn’t look even remotely familiar, but again her voice was. Could she have forgotten her own daughter?
The color drained from Micah’s face as he looked back and forth between them. “Miracle, go to your room, honey, and I’ll be there shortly.”
“But Daddy.” She pointed with a trembling hand. “She looked at me. Her eyes open.”
The girl was probably no more than three, still struggling to put all the words together to make herself understood. Somehow after waking from a long slumber, Eppie could already do so with ease. She had trouble thinking of herself as Eppie, though, and wondered if it was a nickname.
“Miracle, go to your room now.” Micah sounded like a daddy right about then, using a firm tone that signaled he meant business.
Miracle stuck out her lower lip, but she minded her daddy and stomped out of the room. A red-haired plump woman stood in the doorway, her mouth open.
“Sweet Jesus.” She looked at Micah with wide blue eyes. “Is she awake?”
Micah ushered the red-haired woman out of the room. “I’ll be there in a few minutes, just put Miracle to bed, please.”
The little girl protested all the way down the hallway, at the top of her lungs, but she went just the same. Micah leaned against the doorway and took a deep breath before he went back into the room. As he closed the door he looked at Eppie and shook his head. His gaze roamed her up and down, sending a shiver through her. There was much more than emotion coming off him and it confused her.
“If you weren’t sitting up in that bed right now I’d think the whiskey had done its job on me.” He came back to the chair and sat down, taking her hand in his. “I am fairly certain you’re scared right now, confused and in need of a break from the insanity of our home. Before I let you sleep, tell me if you’re hungry or thirsty.”
She didn’t know exactly how she felt, but it wasn’t thirsty or hungry. “No, I’m not.” She pointed to the quilt at the end of the bed. “I’m a bit chilly, though.” Anything to get the sad-eyed man out of sight so she could think clearly. Something about him confused her.
He jumped up as if someone had pinched him, pulling the quilt up and over her in seconds. She didn’t know whether to be flattered or afraid of him. He was obviously as confused as she was.
“Better?”
“Yes, thank you.” The warmth of the quilt settled over her and tugged her toward sleep.
“Even the way you talk is different. You know, you sound just like me now.” He frowned.
She didn’t understand what he meant, so she didn’t answer. Instead, she closed her eyes and listened as he set the room to rights and lowered the lamp. Then sleep claimed her.
 
Micah leaned against the door outside Eppie’s room and tried to catch his breath. Blood thundered through his veins as he controlled the nearly insane urge to run back in the room and shake her. Make her recognize him and remember everything. She loved him, he loved her. They were supposed to be together.
Yet she didn’t remember him and it was a knife in his already battered heart when he should be rejoicing and shouting. Micah had so many dreams about what would happen when she woke up. This was not one of them.
It wasn’t the worst possible thing that could happen. She might never have woken up, or woken up and been unable to speak or function. However, having her there but not there hadn’t entered his mind. She looked at him as if he were a complete stranger and when Miracle came in, she’d looked horrified.
He slid down to the floor and wrapped his arms around his knees, then pressed his eyes into them. Stars swam behind them, giving him something tangible to grab on to as he flailed around inside.
She didn’t remember him.
She didn’t want her daughter.
She looked at him as if he were crazy.
He’d been holding out hope she’d wake up and everything would be perfect. Maybe it would take some time for her to get completely well, but it was supposed to happen. Instead, it was a nightmare he hadn’t imagined would happen.
A small hand patted him on the head. “Don’ cry, Daddy.”
He opened his arms and Miracle filled them. Her soft baby scent surrounded him, giving him the strength to get himself under control. Her little arms wrapped around his neck and hung on.
Micah definitely had an unusual family, but it was his and he vowed to hang on to it and make it all right. If he loved Eppie, it was a forever kind of love, one he would stay true to forever, through the good and the bad. Or the unthinkably bad.
After a few minutes of absorbing his daughter’s goodness, he felt control returning and patted Miracle back. She was natural medicine to a man caught in the throes of a shattered soul and a broken heart.
“Let’s get you to bed, sweetheart.” He stood, scooping her into his arms, and carried his daughter to bed.
Her room was decorated in yellow because she loved sunshine. The ruffled curtains Candice had made blew gently in the breeze from the window. Miracle snuggled into the fluffy bed, barely making a lump under the blanket, her long hair displayed on the pillow beneath her. Her brown eyes looked up at him, so much like Eppie’s.
“’Night Daddy,” she mumbled on a sigh.
“Good night, Miracle.” He sat on the edge of her bed, his hand on her back feeling her breaths, her heartbeat. Once again, he would likely not sleep that night, particularly when he knew Eppie had finally woken from her endless sleep.
After an hour of watching Miracle, he finally rose and left her room. The house was eerily quiet with only the sound of ticking clocks and the squeak of the floorboards beneath his feet. He slipped off his shoes and left them by his door. The urge to check on Eppie grew too strong and he couldn’t wait any longer.
He pressed his ear to the door and listened with his eyes closed. No sound, not even a peep, came from within. He should let her sleep, leave her in peace, but he couldn’t. His heart thumped with a regular rhythm and it still whispered “Eppie.”
With his hand on the knob, he waited again while perspiration dotted his brow. After a few minutes of wrestling with his conscience, he finally gave in and opened the door. The moonlight coming through the curtains dotted the room, painting everything a silvery glow.
He’d entered her room so many times over the last few years and the same sight always greeted him. Eppie lay on her back, still, yet alive. This time she lay on her side with one leg out of the covers and her right arm flung over her head.
The vision made his knees wobbly and he sat down in his chair while he drank it in. She really had woken up and spoken. Even if she didn’t remember him, she came back to the land of the living and survived almost being dead. That meant more to him than losing her. A truly unselfish person would revel in the fact that the woman he loved hadn’t died.
Micah wasn’t that unselfish, unfortunately. He wanted all of it—the woman, the child, the marriage and the future. As the moon moved across the sky, he sat and watched her sleep. As he watched her, she moved in the bed, shifting positions and sighing, occasionally even grinding her teeth. Each sound was like music to his ears because she was sleeping normally, not caught between life and death.
As the first rays of the sun crept into the room, Micah rose with his stiff body and stretched. Although she hadn’t needed them, her clothes hung in the armoire in the corner, waiting for her. He took out her favorite purple dress and underclothes and laid them on the chair by the bed. Then he tiptoed out of the room to make breakfast.
Today had to be the day she remembered him.
 
This time when she woke, it was instant. The fog of yesterday’s wakening had cleared and she saw everything clearly. The same room, the same bed and even the same skinny body beneath the covers. The man, Micah, was gone, however, giving her a chance to get her bearings.
A lovely purple dress lay on the chair, almost blinding in its vibrant color. He must have laid it out for her while she slept, a fact that didn’t please her. No matter what he thought, she didn’t remember him, and he didn’t need to be sneaking into her room while she slept. When he appeared, and she had no doubt he would, she could give him a piece of her mind about it.
When she swung her legs around and gingerly touched the floor, her feet felt odd, almost spongy. It took a few minutes to get herself upright and she was tired almost immediately. She sat back down and tried to get her breath back. Maybe he’d been telling the truth and she had laid there for three years. No wonder her body felt out of sorts; it didn’t remember how to work.
She might not know who she was, but she did know she was no quitter. No siree. After a few minutes of rest, she stood again and raised her arms above her head, stretching until muscles screamed at her. Then she bent over, trying to reach her toes, but that was even harder. She could only do that for a minute before she had to sit again with her head swimming.
At this rate, she could make it downstairs by supper.
A small knock at the door had her grabbing for the quilt to hold in front of her. She was still in her nightclothes and had a sense of modesty even if Micah didn’t.
“Mama?”
The little voice certainly didn’t belong to him, but the girl scared her more than the man did. She decided not to answer, a cowardly thing to do, but perhaps the child would go away. After a few moments of holding her breath and watching the door handle, the pitter-patter of feet walked away. She took a deep breath and let it out.
It was going to be a very long day.
 
Miracle appeared in the kitchen doorway, a forlorn expression on her tiny face.
“Mama sleepin’.” She plopped down in her chair and looked up at Micah.
“Do you want a biscuit?” At her nod, Micah took the biscuits out of the oven, still amazed at how much he’d learned about cooking from Candice. He put one on a plate and blew on it before placing it in front of his daughter. “Let that cool a minute before you eat it.”
“Mama waked up yesterday.” She was obviously not going to drop the subject until he acknowledged what she already knew.
“Yes, she did.” Micah sat down and thought for a minute on how to explain to a three-year-old that her mother didn’t remember her. Not an easy task. “Your mama was hurt very badly. She was sleeping very deeply, but her body took care of you until you were born.”
“She got a owie?” Miracle picked at the biscuit, popping tiny pieces in her mouth.
“Not anymore, but her head had an owie we couldn’t see. It made her forget some things.” Micah cupped his daughter’s chin and looked into her chocolate brown eyes. “She didn’t know you were inside her when she was hurt, so Mama doesn’t know you yet.”
Tears rolled down Miracle’s cheeks. “Mama don’t know me?”
“No, sweetheart, but that’s okay because she doesn’t know me, either. It’s our job to help her remember and then she’ll know how much she loves you.” Micah’s throat closed up, unwilling or unable at the moment to consider the possibility that Eppie might not ever love them. He wasn’t ready to entertain that notion.
“’Kay. Can I give her hug?” She swiped at the tears, showing Micah that his baby was growing up, way too fast in his opinion. She was always a strong-minded girl, and independent to boot.
“Not yet, but soon. Maybe we can just help her by bringing her warm water to wash and good food and drink. What do you think?” He pointed to the invalid tray on the top shelf. Madeline had used it with her father when she owned the house. “There’s a tray up there we can take upstairs.”
Miracle clapped her hands together. “I carry it!”
“No, sweetie, I’ll carry it because you have to go pick some flowers and bring those.”
She scrambled off the chair so fast it fell over backwards. Still dressed in her little nightgown, Miracle ran outside to pick flowers for her mother. Micah took a deep breath and thanked God again for such an amazing child. Even he didn’t understand what was happening, but Miracle accepted it at face value. It was a lesson she could teach most adults.
Micah got the tray down and washed it off before Miracle came bounding back inside, with muddy pawprints on her nightgown and a handful of flowers.
“I pick flowers for Mama.” She held them up for inspection. “See?”
“They’re lovely. You did a wonderful job.” Micah pointed to the half-eaten biscuit. “Now put the flowers on the counter and wash up so you can finish your breakfast while I get Mama’s ready.”
Miracle did as she was bade, and climbed up the little steps he’d made for her at the sink. She ended up getting more water on the floor than her hands, but she was clean enough to eat. Micah buttered a few biscuits and put a pot of jam and a cup of coffee on the tray. He wasn’t sure what Eppie was up to eating, but it was a start. After he put some warm water in a pitcher, the tray was ready to go.
The girl practically inhaled the biscuit with crumbs hanging all over her chin and announced she was done. She grabbed the flowers and the vase from the counter. Micah saved the glass vase before it hit the floor by snatching it out of her pudgy little hand.
“Let me get the water for you.” He pumped it full, then let her stick the flowers in there, so full they barely squeezed in the narrow neck.
“I carry.”
“Be careful, honey.” He wanted to take it from her, but didn’t. It was damn hard to let your child start growing up. He’d had no idea just how hard it was until he had to stop himself from doing everything for her as he had all her short life. She was smart and capable for a child and he had to let her make her own mistakes, no matter how hard it was on him.
He picked up the tray and followed her as she climbed the steps, the vase firmly stuck under her left arm and hugged to her chest. She made it up the steps with only a small trail of spilled water behind her.
Miracle stopped with her hand on the knob and looked back at Micah.
“Knock first.”
She frowned, but knocked twice and waited, her face alight with anticipation.
“Who is it?” came the voice from within. It unnerved him to hear his accent, his inflection, and his vocabulary coming from Eppie. The only explanation he could come up with was she listened to his voice while she was in the coma. Perhaps with her memory of things gone, it was the familiarity of his voice that she did remember.
It still made him wish for her bossy, sassy voice to come bursting from her mouth.
“It’s me, Mama.” She turned the knob and peered through a small opening in the door.
“We brought some breakfast, Eppie. May we come in?” Micah found his palms sweaty and his heart slamming against his ribs again, as if he was taking a test—which he really was since she didn’t remember him. He hoped she approved of their offering.
“I suppose.” Not an enthusiastic answer, but he could live with it.
After he nodded at Miracle, she pushed the door open and ran in with the wildflowers out in front of her like a trophy.
“Hi, my name’s Miracle. Brought you flowers!” She thrust them into Eppie’s face before Micah could stop her.
“Oh, my.” Eppie was sitting in his chair, the purple dress hanging on her like a sack. She was half the size she’d been three years earlier and it made his heart ache for what she’d had to endure. Eppie had always been thin, but now she was almost emaciated.
“They’re lovely.” She took the vase and held it at arm’s length and squinted at them. “I don’t remember their names.” Panic flashed across her features, but she shuttered it quickly and smiled at Miracle. “Thank you kindly.”
Miracle turned to look at Micah. “She sound like you, Daddy.”
So he wasn’t the only one to notice. He inwardly winced at the truthfulness of children—they never thought of other’s feelings or consequences. Life was so simple to them.
“Scoot out of the way so I can set this tray on the side table.” Micah stepped fully in the room, breathing in Eppie’s scent, and felt an immediate calm settle over him. Even if she didn’t sound like herself, she was still there talking, breathing and living.
“It smells delicious.” Eppie peeked at the biscuits. “I wasn’t hungry before, but those biscuits have riled my hunger.”
She looked winded and a bit sweaty as if getting dressed had drained her. Likely it had, but he understood why she hadn’t called him even if he wished she had. Micah was still a stranger and no woman would ask a strange man for help to get her clothes on.
“I was considering getting back into bed, but the chair is quite comfortable.” She gave him a wan smile and he read between her words.
“Allow me.” He scooped her up, the flutter of her heart against his as she squeaked.
“What are you doing?”
“Bringing you back to bed.” He laid her down on the quilt, fluffing the pillows behind her. “I’ve been taking care of you for almost three years, Eppie, there’s nothing I haven’t done or wouldn’t do for you.”
He couldn’t look her in the eye or he might embarrass himself by begging or something equally as stupid. Instead he went back to the table to retrieve the tray. By the time he turned around, he was more in control of himself and managed a smile.
“I wasn’t sure what you might want to eat, so I brought only coffee and biscuits.” He fitted the tray onto her lap and handed her the napkin. “There’s some warm water in the pitcher.”
She took it from him hesitantly, her eyes guarded. “What’s my full name?”
Micah was so startled he didn’t answer her for a full minute. It was worse than he suspected. It wasn’t just him she didn’t remember, Eppie didn’t remember herself. Sweet Jesus.
His mouth went cotton dry but he was finally able to find his voice. “I’d have to ask Madeline, but I believe it’s just Eppie. I don’t think I ever heard a last name.”
Miracle was busy arranging the flowers and thankfully didn’t notice the exchange between them.
“Who’s Madeline?”
“Madeline Brewster. She’s your best friend and one of my closest friends. This house used to be hers, but she deeded it to us after your accident.” He pointed to the food. “Why don’t you have something to eat and when you’re done, we can talk.” He inclined his head toward Miracle.
“Of course, that sounds like a good idea. Thank you for the food.” She looked at Miracle. “And thank you again for the lovely flowers.”
“Welcome.” Miracle stared up at her mother, still apparently trying to gauge who she was.
“Go get dressed now, honey, and let Mama eat in peace.” He ushered his daughter out of the room, not daring himself to look back at Eppie. If he did, he might not be able to leave himself. “I’ll be back in a little bit to check on you.”
 
The biscuits smelled heavenly and her mouth watered at the remembered taste. It was frustrating to know there were inane things she remembered without effort, but she couldn’t even think of her own name. She tried to focus to remember and the pain in her head roared at her.
Leaning back against the pillows, she closed her eyes and took a deep breath. After a few minutes she realized her life was nothing but blackness and the last twelve hours in this room. It was a pitiful excuse for a life if it was all she’d ever remember.
Self-pity reared its ugly head, but she beat it back, with considerable effort. She put a bit of butter and jam on a biscuit and gingerly nibbled on it. After only a quarter of the biscuit, she felt full. No matter how good it tasted, if Micah was telling her the truth, she hadn’t had solid food in three years. The last thing she wanted was to make herself sick.
The coffee was hot and strong, and she must’ve preferred it that way because she drank the entire cup. It helped her feel a bit stronger, definitely warmer. The dress told her she had been much bigger, either that or he gave her someone else’s clothes. Either way, she was very thin, too thin.
Now what she wanted was to get cleaned up. However, she realized the tray prevented her from getting out of bed. It appeared she was stuck until Micah came back.
As if she’d conjured him from her mind, there was a knock at the door.
“Eppie, may I come in?”
“Please do.” She found the long-haired man’s appearance to be less shocking. In fact, she could now see the kindness and concern behind his silver eyes. He gave her a quick smile when he opened the door wide and came into the room.
“I’m glad you ate something.” He pointed to the tray. “And my coffee isn’t too bad?”
She found her own smile tickling her lips, but she didn’t want to let it out just yet. Much as the man was being nice, she didn’t know him or herself well enough yet. “The coffee and biscuit was wonderful. Thank you for your kindness.”
He waved his hand in dismissal. “No thanks are necessary. Are you finished?”
At her nod, he took the tray away, freeing her lap, but she found herself not ready to move yet. What she really wanted to do is remember something, anything, aside from the fact she liked biscuits. When he turned to leave the room, she found herself asking him to stay.
“Wait, please. I…can you stay for a few minutes?”
The surprise on his face was only matched by the hope. “Absolutely, honey—I mean Eppie.” He fluttered around a bit, putting the tray on the floor by the door and arranging the chair by the bed. He smiled tremulously as he sat.
“Tell me what you know about me.” She felt heat creeping into her cheeks, but she didn’t drop her gaze. Micah was her only link to who she was, who she was supposed to be.
“You moved to town and met Madeline about five years ago. I think you were originally from North Carolina.” Micah settled back in the chair, his posture relaxing.
She knew North Carolina by name, but try as she might, no picture came to mind. “Where are we now?”
“Colorado, in a little town called Plum Creek, maybe fifty miles from Denver. That’s the capital.” He pointed to the window filled with bright sunshine. “It’s Monday morning, August sixteenth, eighteen seventy-five.”
“Who owns this house?” The more information he gave her, the more she felt stupid and helpless, but she had to know.
“I do. Madeline gave it to me right after the accident almost three years ago. Before that you lived here with her. You were friends, best friends.” He looked away as his throat moved. “We’ve been here together since then.”
She wished she remembered Madeline, her best friend, but nothing was familiar at all. “How old is the girl?”
His face softened at the mention of the child. “She’s almost three. Her birthday is in a few months.”
Apparently she could still do simple math, because by her estimate, if the girl was her daughter, she was born when Eppie was unconscious. Suspicion replaced panic.
“And she’s my daughter?”
“Actually, she’s our daughter.” His smile was crooked. “Once upon a time you and I loved each other, Eppie, and we were going to be married.” His eyebrow twitched when he said it, so he was lying about something.
“And she was born when I was sleeping?” Her voice started to gain in volume.
He seemed to realize she was getting angry, and his posture was suddenly ramrod straight. “It’s called a coma, a type of very deep sleep while a body heals. I don’t know the exact medical particulars, but you’d been hurt and it took a long time to heal.”
“I gave birth in this coma?” She was sitting on the edge of the bed, full of enough energy to stand.
“Yes, you did, with help, of course. The doctor practically lived here the last two months of the pregnancy. He was the best money could buy, all the way from St. Louis.” Micah stood, stepping behind the chair using it like a shield.
He’d better hide if he was lying to her.
“Who paid?” she nearly snarled as she stood, her head banging like a drum while her legs shook beneath her.
“Madeline paid for everything. She loved you, loves you, just as I do. Sweetheart I—”
“Don’t think for a minute that I believe everything you’re telling me. I’m not a fool to be toyed with. It’s going to take more than your explanations to convince me of what’s happened. For all I know we’re not even in Colorado.” She pointed at the door. “I appreciate your kindness, Mr. Spalding, but until I see proof of your cockamamie story, I’m reserving judgment on exactly what’s going on.”
His mouth dropped open and his eyes widened as she spoke. When she finished her diatribe, he shook his head and sadness crept back into his eyes.
“I see your fire in there still, a bossy, sassy woman who’s been sleeping for so long.” He turned toward the door. “No matter how much you don’t believe, I believe enough for both of us.” When he reached the tray, he picked it up but didn’t look at her again. “I just hope I have enough love for both of us.”
His words sent a chill up her spine and she sat back on the bed, breathing as if she’d run a country mile. She didn’t know up from down, but she did know that man believed everything he said. That fact scared her more than anything.
 
Micah held himself together by force of will. It was either that or break into a thousand pieces in front of his daughter. As he closed Eppie’s door, she stood five feet away, her red-haired dolly clutched in her hands, fear and confusion in her gaze.
“Mama mad?”
“Yes, honey, Mama’s mad. She’s confused and unsure of what’s going on. We’re going to have to give her time to get to know us, remember?” He walked down the stairs with Miracle at his heels.
Unfortunately for Micah, he forgot about the water she’d dropped and his shoes found the biggest puddle. As his feet went out from under him, all he could think of was, please God don’t let her lose both parents.
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