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One

Kelly Flynn angled toward the clearing, her skis slicing  through the new-fallen snow. Colorado Powder. She slid to  a stop and took in the view of the Continental Divide—all  360 degrees of it. Turning in a slow circle, Kelly gazed at the  mountain peaks—glazed white with winter—surrounding  her. On this early February afternoon, the sky was a brilliant blue, and sunshine reflected off the glaciers in a blinding glare. She’d forgotten how beautiful it was up here  on the slopes. Had it really been five years since she’d last  skied?

She heard an adrenaline-soaked yell, and a flash of yellow  streaked by as a snowboarder descended the lower portion  of the ski run, his posse of friends trailing in his wake.

Beautiful and crowded, Kelly thought as she scanned the  slopes above and below. Fully half the people negotiating  down this moderate-level ski run were riding snowboards  rather than skis. Snowboarding had exploded in popularity. She also noticed that—like her—most of the people  coming down the slope were now wearing helmets. That  was definitely new.

Kelly tried to inch her scarf up higher to cover her cold  nose. She’d also forgotten how frigid it was up on the slopes.  Her nose and cheeks were freezing. Even her fingers felt  frozen inside her insulated ski gloves, especially after her  last tumble down the slope. And her goggles were fogging  up again. Steve had joined her on the chairlift earlier and  reminded Kelly how to clean her goggles. Kelly felt like she’d  forgotten almost everything she ever knew about skiing.

But it was slowly coming back. Memories of shifting her  weight as she descended the slope, remembering to use the  edges of her skis, balancing—it was all coming back. Kelly  just wished it would come faster. Moguls on this moderate  blue run were still causing her problems.

A flash of red and black caught Kelly’s attention as her  boyfriend, Steve Townsend, swooshed to a stop beside  her. “Ready to try a black diamond run?” he said after he  pulled down his ski mask. “I’ll ski with you.”

“Not yet. I want to be able to make it over all these  moguls without falling before I tackle an advanced run.”

“Then I’ll see you at the lodge below. Greg’s hungry  again, and I could use some hot chocolate.” Pushing away  with his poles, Steve shot down the slope in a low crouch.

Kelly stared after the streak of red and black, watching  Steve deftly zoom in and around boarders and skiers alike,  while visions of hot liquids danced before her eyes. Hot  chocolate. With marshmallows. Kelly could almost taste  it. And where there was hot chocolate, there was bound  to be coffee. Hot coffee. The caffeine lobe in Kelly’s brain  began to throb. Even lukewarm coffee would taste good  right now.

That settled it. Kelly snuggled into her newly knitted  alpaca wool scarf and took off at a more modest pace down  the slope. The moguls between her and the promise of caffeine were getting smaller by the second.

Carefully balancing her cup of hot chocolate, Kelly  clomped her way to the cozy corner where she and her  friends had claimed two comfy sofas in the spacious wood-beamed ski lodge. She’d also forgotten how clumsy she felt  walking around in ski boots sans skis.

Awkwardly maneuvering around relaxing skiers and  riders in the crowded slope-side lodge, Kelly finally managed to reach the corner sofas, hot chocolate intact.

“Aren’t you warm yet?” Greg teased. “That’s the fifth  chocolate.”

“Wrong.” Kelly’s friend Lisa spoke up beside her boyfriend. “The first three were coffee. This is Kelly, remember? The Queen of Caffeine.”

“Hey, leave me alone. I’m just starting to thaw out,”  Kelly said as she settled on the sofa beside Steve.

“Reflexes coming back online?” Greg asked. “You  looked like you were doing okay on the slopes.”

Kelly took a sip of the sweet chocolate. “I wish they’d  come back faster. Moguls are still throwing me, literally.”

“You’re doing great,” Steve said, his hand tousling her dark  hair before settling on the back of her neck. “I predict you’ll be  zooming over those moguls the next time we come.”

“I keep forgetting how gorgeous it is up here,” Lisa said,  sweeping her long blonde hair into a ponytail as she stared  through the windows.

“We should schedule a whole weekend next time,” Greg  suggested before draining his cup.

Kelly caught the devilish grin Lisa sent her way and  decided to ignore it. A weekend trip meant she and Steve  would share a room. Kelly didn’t know if she was ready to  go there yet. She was getting close, but . . .

“I’m game, but you’ll have to run it past Miss Workaholic here,” Steve said as he stroked the back of Kelly’s  neck. His hand was warm on her skin.

“Hey, isn’t that the pot calling the kettle black?” Kelly  retorted. “You’ve been buried since the holidays with plans  for your new site in Old Town.”

Greg leaned back into the sofa beside Lisa. “I thought  your schedule was getting better, Kelly. What’s up?”

“That ranch property in Bellevue Canyon is what’s up,”  Lisa replied before Kelly could. “She’s been working more  than usual ever since she bought the canyon ranch last  month.”

Kelly drained her hot chocolate. “Remember, I didn’t have  enough money to buy the ranch. That’s why I took out a  short-term investor loan, and it’s due in June. By then, Cousin  Martha’s house in Wyoming should be sold, so I can pay off  that loan. But I also want to make extra money for all the  ranch repairs that’ll be needed before I can move in.”

“Meanwhile, Kelly’s staying in her cottage. Right where  we can keep an eye on her,” Lisa said with an affectionate  smile. “Who knows how much trouble she’d get into in the  canyon all by herself.”

Kelly joined in her friends’ laughter, but Lisa’s comment  did bring up a thought that had nibbled around the edges  of her mind for the last month. Would she be happy living  in the mountains all by herself? Would she miss walking  across the driveway every morning to visit with her friends  at the knitting shop? Would those beautiful mountain  views keep her from being lonely?

“Have you had any more trouble around the cottage?”  Steve asked, his face revealing concern.

Kelly crushed the foam cup in her hands as she pictured  the recent vandalism that had occurred at her cottage across  from the knitting shop, House of Lambspun. “No, thank  goodness. Those outside lights your guys installed must  have done the trick.” Frowning, she tossed the crushed cup  to the pine tabletop.

Steve’s warm hand stroked her neck. “Gus and the guys  did a good job of cleaning off the paint, too, considering  it’s still the middle of winter.”

Greg shook his head. “Man, stucco is hard to clean, too.  And red paint . . . whoa. That’s just plain mean.”

“It’s more than mean,” Lisa countered, frown puckering her face. “It’s damn vindictive. They smashed Kelly’s  windshield the week before, remember?”

“Do the police have any leads on those jerks?” Greg  asked.

“Unfortunately, no,” Kelly said as she pictured her  smashed windshield. Remembered anger chased away the  mellowing effect of hot chocolate. “Bastards.”

Lisa peered over her cup. “You’re keeping your car in  the garage now, aren’t you?”

“Oh, yeah. With a bolt and key lock, too. I’m not leaving  anything outside that’s valuable anymore.”

Kelly tried to relax into the sofa again, but the comfortable feeling was gone—chased away by the frustration and  resentment that flooded through her whenever she remembered the acts of vandalism that had started with the slashing of her tires right before Christmas.

Steve’s warm hand rested on her shoulder. “Don’t worry.  The cops will get them. Vandals always slip up and make a  mistake sooner or later.”

“Boy, I hope so,” Kelly said. “I want to see them go to  jail.”

“Hey, I checked my schedule, and I can drive up into  the canyon with you this week if you’re free,” Steve said,  clearly trying to change the subject. “We can start getting  ideas where you’d like to put the new ranch house.”

“What’s wrong with the old one?” Greg asked, leaning  his head back on his hands.

“Well, it’s kind of old and run-down. Plus . . .” Kelly  hesitated.

“Two women were murdered there, remember?” Lisa  said. “I don’t blame you, Kelly. I’d want a new house, too.”  She gave an exaggerated shudder.

“Now that the snowstorms have let up, I can go and  check things out. I haven’t been into the canyon since New  Year’s. Jayleen said she’ll come with me tomorrow, so we  can take a look around.”

Steve reached for his coffee cup. “How many alpaca do  you have again?”

“Fifteen.”

“Wait a minute,” Greg interrupted. “When did you buy  livestock?”

“When I bought the ranch. The seller was from out  of town, so she wanted to get rid of everything at once.  Ranch, barn, alpaca, the whole thing. Kind of a package  deal. I even hired the same caretaker she was using for the  animals. Bobby Smith. He’s a college student and has been  taking care of the herd ever since the bank took over the  property last summer.”

“Is he still working out?” Steve asked.

“Oh, yeah, Bobby’s great. He comes twice a day.” A  smile darted across Kelly’s face. “That’s another reason  I need to go up there. Jayleen says I have to bond with my  livestock. She and Bobby are the only people the animals  have seen for months. Jayleen swears the alpaca think I’m  just a tourist.”

“The only thing I know about alpaca is they make great  warm scarves,” Greg said.

“The alpaca didn’t make that scarf, I did.” Lisa gave him  a playful swat.

“Boy, I sure could use one of those scarves. It’s pretty  cold outside on those building sites, Kelly.” Steve sent her a  sly smile. “When’s that curse gonna be over?”

“You mean the ‘Don’t knit for your boyfriend, or you’ll  scare him away’ curse?” Greg teased.

“It’s still too soon,” Lisa admonished, schoolmarm fashion. “You should wait another few months.”

“It’ll be summer by then. I won’t need it.”

Kelly laughed. “I’ll check with the Knitting Sages next  fall and see what their considered wisdom is regarding our  relationship.”

Greg snorted. “Considered wisdom, my ass. Who’s up  for another run before we leave?”

Lisa grabbed her jacket. “I’m game, and I think I can  take you on that double black diamond.”

“In your dreams,” Greg taunted as he sprang from the  sofa. “You coming, Steve?”

“Absolutely. Ready to hit the slopes one more time  before we head home, Kelly?”

Kelly screwed up her nose. “Sure, providing I can  convince my legs to cooperate.”

“Hang on, it’s gonna get rough,” Jayleen Swinson said as  she steered her truck onto the snow-covered driveway leading to Kelly’s canyon ranch house.

Tire tracks had already sliced through the deep snow,  creating icy ruts. There was at least two feet of snow, Kelly  observed, as she braced herself between the truck’s door  and its frayed rooftop padding.

“Wow, the snow’s much deeper here,” she said, scanning  the expanse of white pastures. “Thanks so much for driving  me, Jayleen. I never would have made it up here in my car.”

“You got that right. Your pretty little car would’ve been  high-centered for sure,” Jayleen said as she jerked the truck  to a stop in the center of a cleared area between the ranch  house and the barn. “Looks like Bobby had to shovel this  out himself. The plow service is really running behind this  week.”

Kelly spotted Bobby’s old gray pickup truck parked  beside the barn and searched for signs of the caretaker. Several alpaca were clustered in the corral outside the barn. “I  feel sorry for the animals having to be outside in this cold,”  she said as she pushed the truck door open. Jayleen had  already jumped to the ground. Kelly felt her boots slide as  she stepped onto the slippery packed snow.

Brilliant blue sky, blazingly bright sunshine, and cold as  hell. Colorado Winter. Kelly had forgotten those winters.

Jayleen adjusted her Stetson against the chill wind.  “You forget where alpaca come from, Kelly. Way high up  in those South American mountains. That’s why they have  such thick coats.”

“Well, I’m glad I don’t have to be outside all day,” Kelly  said, waving at the lanky, denim-clad young man who  approached from the barn door. “Hey, Bobby, did you have  to shovel this clearing yourself?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Bobby said. “That plow guy told me he  might be late sometimes. He’s swamped.” He pushed his  hat back, revealing a mop of curly blond hair. “I wish the  university would plow better. I had to pull three folks outta  the snow yesterday. I expect today will be worse.”

“How many classes you takin’ this semester?” Jayleen  asked, hands shoved in her back jeans pockets in her usual  pose.

“Can’t afford more than two, Miss Jayleen. Plus the  homework is getting harder.” A boyish grin appeared.  “Ranch management and ecology. If I pass those, I can  take more.”

“Well, you’re a hard worker, Bobby. I’m sure you’ll do  well,” Kelly reassured him with a big smile. “Meanwhile,  you keep track of how many times a month you have to  shovel, and I’ll pay you extra. I really appreciate your doing  that.”

“Hey, thank you, Miss Kelly, that’s real nice of you,” he  said. “By the way, I’m glad you let Miss Jayleen bring you  up here in her truck. Your car looks exactly like the ones  I’ve been pullin’ outta snowdrifts in town.”

“Bobby, didn’t I tell you to call me Jayleen? I don’t know  about Kelly, but I get an itch whenever anyone acts too  polite around me.”

“Same goes for me, Bobby. Kelly and Jayleen are just  fine.”

Bobby grinned. “Yes, ma’am. I’ll try to remember. Did  you wanta check out the livestock while you’re here? They’re  doing real well. I’ve changed their feed like Miss—uh, like  Jayleen told me. Since they can’t graze and all.”

Kelly glanced toward the corral where more alpaca  appeared, clustering about, clearly interested in their  visitors. Then she caught a glimpse of the Rocky Mountains shimmering in the distance. The View To Die For.  Not as stunning as yesterday’s view on the slopes, but still  beautiful.

“The animals look great, Bobby. But today, Jayleen and  I want to walk through the barn and stable and take stock  of what needs to be done. I’ll be coming again tomorrow  with an architect to give me ideas about where to build a  new ranch house.”

“Why’re you gonna build a new one?” Bobby asked,  clearly surprised. “The old house looks pretty good.”

Jayleen shook her head. “Looks can be deceiving, Bobby.  That ranch house has some rotted timbers, and the roof’s  bad, so it’ll hav’ta be torn down.” She stared at the ramshackle barn in front of them. “Barn’s in bad shape, too. So  it’ll hav’ta go.”

“I can be here if you need me,” Bobby offered.

Kelly shook her head. “That’s okay, Bobby. We’ll only  have time for a walk around before we both have to get back  into town. Steve’s got a meeting, and I have a class later.”

Jayleen stared at Kelly with surprise. “What kind of  tomfool class are you taking? I thought you said you were  up to your ears in client work. You need me to help out?”

“Thanks, Jayleen, but I think I’ll be okay. Mimi’s giving  one of her classes on dyeing fibers at Lambspun, and I’ve  signed up. Jennifer talked me into it to get me away from  the computer. To tell the truth, it didn’t take much persuading. I love those gorgeous colors Mimi comes up with.  Apparently she’s been creating them ever since she started  Lambspun. They’re her specialties. I want to learn how she  does it.”

“Well, let me know if you need help with the accounts,”  Jayleen said as she headed toward the barn.

Bobby glanced over his shoulder at the ranch house as  he followed behind her. “Are you sure they both have to  go, ma’am? They look like they still have some life left.”

“Sometimes, Bobby, we just have to start fresh. And  Kelly here deserves a newer place,” Jayleen said with a grin.  “Besides, she’s got an architect and builder for a boyfriend,  so it’s an easy decision to make, right, Kelly?”

“Ask me that when the bills come in,” Kelly joked as she  fell in step behind them.




Two

Kelly stomped snow from her boots before yanking  open the door to the House of Lambspun knitting shop.  “Brrrrr!” she said, spotting her friend Jennifer, who was  standing beside some baskets that overflowed with plump  skeins of yarn. “I swear, it’s as cold here as it was up in the  canyon this morning.”

“You’ve been complaining about the cold ever since  the snows started in December,” Jennifer said, stroking  the yarns that spilled across a maple table. Lemon yellow,  cranberry red, pumpkin orange, and rich browns that ran  from light caramel to deep chocolate.

Kelly couldn’t resist touching and sank her hands into  another basket filled with luscious alpaca yarns. Black,  brown, and gray alpaca combined in one skein to create a  tweed. Kelly had used a similar color combination to make  the luxurious scarf that protected her neck from the wind’s  wintry blasts.

“That’s because I’ve been cold ever since December. The  cottage must need more insulation or something. I have to  wear a thick sweater inside even when I turn up the heat.”

Jennifer brushed her auburn hair away from her face  and gave Kelly a sly smile. “If you let Steve stay over some  night, I bet you wouldn’t have to turn up the heat.”

Here we go again. Jennifer had stepped up her teasing  lately. Kelly shifted the knitting bag over her shoulder and  headed for the shop’s inviting main room. “Okay, okay.  You can stop now.”

“Just making a suggestion,” Jennifer said as she followed. “You don’t hear me complaining about the cold  because I do something about it at night. Last night, it was  Eddie. Tonight, it’ll be John. I think. Or maybe Ken.”

Spying another friend sitting across the library table,  Kelly smiled. “Hi, Megan. Jennifer’s telling me how she  stays warm at night.”

“I’m trying to be helpful,” Jennifer said as she plopped  her knitting bag on the table and pulled out a chair. “Kelly’s  always complaining about the cold, and I told her Steve  would be more than happy to raise the heat at her place. If  she’d let him.”

Megan’s busy needles slowed as she looked up from  the Valentine red yarn in her lap. Her fair complexion  stained pink with a faint blush as she grinned. “I’m sure  he would.”

Kelly noticed Megan wasn’t blushing as intensely as she  used to whenever Jennifer’s conversations got descriptive.  “Okay, you can both stop now,” Kelly countered as she  settled into a chair. “Why don’t you concentrate on one of  those guys, Jennifer? Then you can stop snooping on Steve  and me.”

“I’ve told you, I don’t do permanent. Besides, there’s  safety in numbers,” Jennifer said as she pulled a royal blue  sweater from her bag and resumed knitting.

“Hey, Kelly, can I convince you and Steve to sign up for  another mixed doubles tennis tournament at the club? You  two did great last December.” Megan glanced up from the  bloodred yarn, stitches quickly forming on the needles.

Is that a scarf taking shape? Kelly wondered if she’d ever  be able to knit without paying attention like her friends  could. She pulled out the variegated wool scarf she’d started.  After the serious tweed alpaca yarns, Kelly needed color.  These new yarns were a promise of spring for her eyes. The  reds ran from bold strawberry to soft raspberry all the way  to zinfandel pink and back again. She examined the last  stitches. They were neater, and—sure enough—there were  fewer mistakes. Despite all her doubts, she was getting better. Wonder of wonders. Her friends were right.

“Megan, you’re being way too kind. Steve and I had our  butts kicked in that tournament.”

“But you made it halfway through. That’s saying a lot.  Marty and I both think you and Steve could be dynamite if  you played more.”

Kelly laughed softly. “That would take a lot of practice,  Megan, which means a lot of time. And that’s what neither  Steve nor I have right now. He’s buried in that new building site in Old Town, and I’m up to my neck trying to earn  money to start repairs on the canyon ranch.”

“See? There’s another reason to play,” Megan said, her  blue eyes bright with enthusiasm. “You both work too  much. Tennis will help you relax.”

“I know something that would relax them even more,”  Jennifer offered, not looking up from her needles.

Kelly studiously ignored her. “You and Marty still wiping up the tennis courts with your opponents?” she asked  Megan.

“We try our best.”

Kelly marveled again at how the supershy Megan had  “backed into” dating without even knowing it. Clever  Marty had slowly escalated from tennis matches to tennis-plus -dinner or tennis-plus-a-movie. Kelly wondered if  Megan even realized she was dating Marty. She was clearly  enjoying their time together.

“How’s Marty doing? I haven’t seen him for a while.”

“We haven’t seen him because we haven’t had a potluck  since the holidays. Bring out the food, and I guarantee, old  Marty will show up,” Jennifer said.

Megan laughed. “You’re right about that. He really puts  it away. I swear, he eats way more than I do, and you guys  know my appetite.”

“Unfortunately I do,” Jennifer said with a sigh. “Why is  it that skinny people can eat like it’s their last meal and not  get fat? Me . . . all it takes are a couple of doughnuts, and I  see it on my hips the next day.” She shook her head.

“If you’d run a little, you wouldn’t gain weight,” Kelly  teased good-naturedly. “Just think how many doughnuts  you could eat then.”

“Or you could learn to play tennis at our club,” Megan  offered.

Jennifer sent Megan a jaundiced look. “I told you two, I  prefer indoor sports.”

“Tennis is indoors,” Kelly said.

“It would be good for both of you,” Megan continued, a  righteous fire of conviction shining forth. “Jennifer needs  the exercise, and Kelly needs to relax from work.”

“Maybe in the summer, Megan. I’ll have to wait and see  how my schedule is by June. After I’ve paid off that loan  for the property, maybe I can cut back on my workload  then.”

“The girls are right, Kelly. You do work too much,”  another voice chimed in. Kelly turned to see the motherly shop owner, Mimi Shafer, smiling at them while she  arranged knitting books on the surrounding shelves.

The warm, welcoming knitting room was lined on two  sides with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves crammed with  books on knitting, crocheting, spinning, weaving, dyeing,  felting, and garment patterns. If it had to do with fiber,  there was a book on it. The sheer enormity of the topics always amazed Kelly. She was still stumbling through  her stitches. Well, maybe not stumbling, but certainly not  “tripping lightly” through them. Knitting still required her  concentration.

Kelly returned Mimi’s smile. “I can’t help it, Mimi. I’ve  gotta earn lots of money to fix up that ranch. This morning, Jayleen confirmed what I suspected. In addition to the  ranch house, both the barn and stable have to go. Steve and  I will be going up tomorrow to decide where to build.”

“Well, now, that’s exciting,” Mimi said. “Aren’t you  lucky to have Steve design your house. I’m sure he’ll put his  heart and soul into those plans.”

“Steve could put his heart and soul into a whole lot more  if she’d let him,” Jennifer teased.

“I’m sure he could,” Mimi said, clearly trying to contain  her laughter as she headed toward the classroom doorway.

Kelly gave in to the inevitable. Once Jennifer started  teasing, there was no stopping her.

“How’s Carl liking all the snow?” Megan asked Kelly,  changing the subject. “I don’t see him outside in the yard  chasing squirrels.”

“Believe me, Carl doesn’t spend more time outside in the  cold than he has to. Even the squirrels don’t tempt him.  He watches them from his doggie bed inside. I think we’re  both adjusting to Colorado winters.”

“Is Carl doing his Rottweiler duty at night to scare away  those creeps who’ve been causing trouble?” Jennifer asked.  “I haven’t heard anything new, and I figure the Lambspun  network would be the first to know.”

Kelly held up crossed fingers as she spied Lambspun  regular Burt Parker enter the room, carrying a large fleece-filled plastic bag. “So far, so good. Those new outside  lights must have done the job because nothing else has  happened.”

“I’m glad to hear that, Kelly,” Burt said as he pulled out  a spinning wheel from the corner and sat down. “You be  sure to let me know if you see or hear anything suspicious,  okay?”

Kelly watched Burt, a retired cop turned spinner, place a  hunk of creamy white wool fleece in his lap and start pulling the fibers apart gently, creating batten. “Count on it,  Burt. Have you heard anything from your old partner?”

Burt’s fingers worked the batten as his feet worked the  treadle, yarn feeding onto the wheel. “He said there were  reports of one bunch that tore up someone’s garage north  of town a couple of weeks ago. Stole some electronic equipment then painted their slogan in red on the side of the  garage.”

Kelly sat up at that. “Whoa! Red paint? That may be  them! Any leads on that one?”

The soft hum of the wheel continued as yarn slowly filled  the spindle. “Not yet. Unfortunately vandalism has gotten  much more common over the years as more people have  moved to Fort Connor. Problem is, there’s only so much  manpower to go around, and other crimes have increased,  too. Like burglaries and assaults. Those take a lot of time  to investigate.”

“That could be the same bunch, Burt,” Kelly offered,  pulse racing despite the meditative hum of the wheel.

Most of the time Kelly found it soothing to sit beside  Burt or the other spinners. She liked to let the hum of the  wheel and the peacefulness of knitting quiet her mind,  arrange her thoughts, and bring new ideas. But not this  time. Right now, all peaceful sensations of knitting were  wiped away by ugly memories.

“Maybe so, Kelly. Meanwhile, Dan’s keeping an eye out  and checking all reports of vandalism that come in. We’ll  find them eventually.”

Kelly released a frustrated sigh, feeling the tension in  her shoulders relax. “I know, I know. Everyone says that,  Burt, and I know you’re all right. It’s the eventually part  that bothers me.”

“Thanks for the refill, Sarah,” Kelly called to the waitress  as she left the café located at the rear of the knitting shop.  Balancing her coffee mug and knitting bag, Kelly headed  down the hallway. She had worked all afternoon and now  she needed a break badly. This particular client’s accounts  were testing her patience. Despite her instructions, this guy  refused to enter all his expenses and sales receipts. Kelly  was about to send him to someone with more patience—a  lot more patience.

She started to rush around a corner, but this time she  stopped and paused. Good thing, too, because Jennifer  was standing on the other side checking the cones of novelty yarns stacked on the wall.

“Hey, Jen, you have time for coffee? The café is hosting  a banquet, so they’re still open. I’m taking a break from a  nightmare client.” Kelly headed through the arched doorway to the main room.

“Don’t mention nightmare clients,” Jennifer replied,  following after. “That’s why I left the office early. Both  of my young client couples left me voice mails saying they  plan to buy new homes and they’ve already signed with  builder sales reps.” She dumped her large knitting bag on  the library table. “I swear I’ve been taking them around for  over a month now. I could have taken them to the building  sites, but they didn’t even ask. It’s so frustrating when this  happens.”

Kelly plopped her things on the table and pulled out a  chair. “It’ll get better, Jennifer. It always does. I’ve watched  you sell real estate for nearly a year now, and it seems to  come and go.”

“Feast or famine.” Jennifer nodded resignedly. “But tell  that to my landlord.”

“Hey, you can always bunk in with me if times get really  tough,” Kelly said, bringing out the variegated pink and  red yarn. Chunky wool, too, like her very first winter scarf.  Kelly wanted to play with the huge needles again. “The  sofa’s comfortable. Carl sneaks up there all the time.”

“Thanks, but I wouldn’t think of it. I wouldn’t want to  cramp Steve’s style. Just in case you have one martini too  many some night and your defenses are down.” Jennifer  smiled as she withdrew the sweater she was knitting. “But  then, Steve is such a gentleman, he would never take advantage like that.”

“It’s a good thing, too,” Kelly said, playing along this  time. If you can’t lick ’em, join ’em. “If Steve tried anything, Carl would probably bite him in the butt.”

Jennifer laughed out loud. “You’re right, he probably  would. . . . Hey, look who’s here. Tracy! It’s about time you  showed up,” she called into the next yarn room. “I’ve been  telling you about this shop for weeks now.”

Kelly glanced up and spotted a slender blonde, who  looked to be in her early twenties, standing in the midst  of the yarns with that glazed expression she witnessed on  most newcomers’ faces. Kelly remembered the first time she  entered the Lambspun shop . . . and promptly fell down the  rabbit hole. She hadn’t come out since. “Friend of yours?”  she asked.

“Yeah, she’s a student at the university who also works  part-time in our real estate office.” Jennifer beckoned  Tracy over. “Come meet my friend Kelly. You’ve heard me  talk about everyone here in the shop.”

Tracy slowly approached the table, her eyes scanning  the walls in obvious wonder. “Wow, you didn’t exaggerate,  Jennifer. This place is fabulous. All these yarns . . . wow . . .”  Her voice trailed off as she gazed.

“Lambspun has that effect on people,” Kelly said, offering  her hand. “I’m Kelly Flynn, Tracy. Glad you dropped in.”

Tracy seemed to snap out of the yarn trance long enough  to shake Kelly’s hand. “Hi, Kelly. I’m Tracy Putnam.  Jennifer’s been tempting me with descriptions of the yarn  at Lambspun ever since I told her I was a knitter.”

“Now you know why I did,” Jennifer said. “Knitters  who haven’t been here are seriously deprived. Did you leave  the office early today?”

Tracy reached into a nearby bin filled with tidy coils  of variegated yarns—brown merging from chocolate into  mahogany and russet, then burnt umber into pumpkin  orange. “Susan sent me on an errand and said I didn’t need  to return if I finished early.”

“Susan’s one of our superstars,” Jennifer explained.  “You know, the ones with such huge client lists they never  have to bunk in with their friends and wind up sleeping on  the sofa with a Rottweiler.”

Kelly laughed softly, as did Tracy. “Well, I’m glad you  decided to drop by for a visit. Jennifer says you’re taking  classes at the university. What are you studying?”

“Chemistry. I’m one of those science geeks, I guess. I can  only afford two courses a semester, so it’s taking forever.  But I’m finally into my major courses now.”

“Good for you. It’s worth it, Tracy. Hang in there,” Kelly  advised. “It sounds like you need knitting to relax like the  rest of us do. I’m a CPA, and I escape over here regularly.  Whenever the numbers start crossing in front of my eyes.”

Mimi bustled into the room then, her arms filled with  fluffy billowing bunches of yarns. Fuschia, cherry red, and  bubblegum pink. “Hello, girls,” she greeted. “Don’t forget  the class tomorrow night.”

Kelly reached out and sank her hand into a frothy pink  billow. Soft, soft. “Are you kidding, Mimi? This is the reason I’m taking the class. I want to see how you create such  gorgeous colors.”

“Mimi, meet Tracy. She’s a knitter from my office, and  I’ve been telling her about the shop for weeks,” Jennifer  said, gesturing to her friend. “Tracy . . . uh, Tracy? . . . Uh-oh. I think we’ve lost her. Fiber trance.”

Kelly chuckled, watching Tracy stare wide-eyed at the  seductive billows of froth in Mimi’s arms. “Mimi, this is  Tracy, and she’s under the spell.”

“Welcome, Tracy, I’m so glad you came to see us,” Mimi  said, holding the froth closer. “Go ahead and touch if you  want.”

Tracy sank both hands deep into the billows, delight  registering on her face. “Wow . . . this is so . . . so gorgeous.  Do you make this yourself?”

“Well, we buy the fleeces and often spin them ourselves,  but yes, we do a lot of the dyeing. That’s how we get such  yummy colors.” Mimi beamed with pride. “I think I’ll call  this one ‘Christmas Candy.’ What do you think, girls?”

“Please don’t remind me of the holidays. I’m still losing  weight from that party,” Jennifer complained, fingering  the fibers.

“You dyed this?” Tracy peered into Mimi’s face. “How?  I mean, what chemicals do you use?”

Mimi laughed lightly. “Oh, we use lots of chemicals,  trust me. That’s what I’m teaching in that class tomorrow  night.”

“Hey, Tracy, you should join us,” Kelly suggested.  “I mean, you’re a chemistry major, after all. This stuff will  be right up your alley.”

Tracy stared into the billowing fibers as her hands  caressed the froth. “Boy, I wish I could.”

"C’mon, join us,” Jennifer said.

“It would be wonderful to have a real chemist in the  class,” Mimi added. “You could teach us a lot, I’m sure.”

Tracy looked up with a shy smile. “I’m far from a chemist, believe me. You’d be teaching me.” She stroked the  candy colors again. “I sure wish I could.”

Kelly noticed a wistful expression crossing Tracy’s face  and sensed that her hesitation stemmed from a common condition of college students—lack of funds. An inspired suggestion came to mind, and Kelly spoke without thinking.

“Tracy, I can tell you’d like to take the class, and you’d  enjoy it even more than we would. If it’s money that’s holding you back, don’t worry about it. The shop has scholarships for special cases. Right, Mimi?” Kelly deliberately  caught Mimi’s gaze.

Mimi quickly followed her lead. “That’s right, Tracy. And  you’re definitely a special person, what with your chemistry  background and all. Why, you would bring a lot to our class.  Please come.”

Tracy looked to Mimi in surprise. “Really?” she exclaimed softly, almost as if she didn’t believe it. “Oh . . . oh,  that’s wonderful! Thank you! Thank you! You are so sweet  to do that, Mimi.”

“You’re welcome, dear,” Mimi said with her maternal  smile. “I’ll see you tomorrow, then. Five o’clock. We’ll look  forward to creating new colors together.”

“Oh, yes,” Tracy breathed, clearly still excited, face  flushed with pleasure. “I can’t wait. In fact, I’d better run  back to my apartment right now and do all my homework  tonight, so I’ll have tomorrow night completely free. See  you then.” Tracy turned and sped from the shop without  waiting for their good-byes.

“I didn’t know the shop had scholarships,” Jennifer  said.

Mimi smiled as she headed toward her office. “We didn’t  until now.”

“That was my bright idea,” Kelly confessed. “I remember being a broke college student. By the way, Mimi, since I  thought it up, put Tracy’s fee on my bill, okay?”

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” Mimi said over her shoulder.  “This is my treat.”
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