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Prologue

Early February

 

Kelly Flynn jerked awake. Was that her cell phone ringing? The jangling noise sounded through the darkened cottage bedroom again.

Who the heck would be calling in the middle of the night?  Kelly fumbled beside the bed toward the nightstand, fingers searching for her phone.

“Wha . . . phone . . . ?” her boyfriend, Steve Townsend, mumbled beside her.

“Got it.” Kelly flipped open the little phone as she turned on the lamp. Sleep still clouded her eyes, so she couldn’t make out the name flashing on the phone’s view screen.

“Kelly Flynn here. Who’s calling?” she demanded.  Glancing at the bedside clock she saw the time. Two twenty. Not hearing a response, Kelly barked into the phone again. “If this is a crank call, I’m hanging up right—”

A woman’s voice came, breathy. “Kelly, don’t hang up . . .”

Kelly strained to hear, not recognizing the small voice. “Who is this?”

“It’s me . . . Jen.”

“Probably just a crank call. Hang up on ’em,” Steve said, propping himself on his elbow, squinting at the sudden light.

Kelly shook her head and waved him quiet as she strained to hear her friend’s voice. “Jennifer, is that you? Are you all right?”

There was a pause, then Jennifer whispered, “Can you come over, Kelly? Please . . .”

Kelly sat up in bed and threw back the covers. “Sure I can. What’s the matter? Are you sick? That flu is going around.”

“No . . . I’m . . . I’m . . . hurt . . .”

“Jennifer needs to go to the doctor?” Steve said, sitting up now.

Crossing the floor quickly, Kelly grabbed her jeans from the closet and tried wiggling into them while she held the phone to her ear. “You hurt yourself? What happened?”

“Not me . . . he . . . he . . .” Tears flooded Jennifer’s voice.

Kelly held absolutely still in the middle of the bedroom, jeans half zipped, sweatshirt halfway over her head. A shot of cold ran right up her spine. “Someone hurt you, Jen? Who was it?”

“Son of a bitch,” Steve swore as he leaped out of bed.

Jennifer’s wet voice came again. “A guy at the bar followed me home.” An anguished choke. “Can you come over please?”

“I’ll be right there,” Kelly said, pushing her arm through the backwards sweatshirt. “Lock your door.”

“We’ll take my truck,” Steve said as he strode nude across the small bedroom.

“Steve’s coming, Jen—”

“No! I can’t see anyone else . . . not yet. Just you. Please, Kelly . . . please!”

Kelly waved at Steve as he grabbed his discarded jeans from the chair. “Okay, Jen, whatever you say. I’ll come alone.”

“Call when you’re at the door, so I’ll know it’s you.”

“Don’t worry. I will. I’m leaving now, okay? See you in a few minutes,” she said as she flipped off her phone. “Jen says she can’t see anyone else right now. Just me.”

“No way! What if that guy is still around?” Steve protested.

“I’ll park right in front of the condo building. It’ll be okay,” Kelly reassured him. “I’ll call you as soon as I get there, I promise,” Kelly said as she headed toward the front of the cottage, Steve right behind her.

“If I don’t hear from you in twenty minutes, Kelly, I swear to God, I’m driving over there,” Steve warned.

Kelly pulled on her ski jacket and grabbed her bag. “Twenty minutes. Promise.”

Kelly’s Rottweiler, Carl, raised his head from his doggie bed in the corner of the dining room and blinked at the conversation taking place in the middle of the night.

“And find out that bastard’s name so I can beat him up.”

“Go make some coffee and calm down.” She waved at him as she headed out the front door.

“Yeah, right,” Steve called as Kelly carefully made her way down the icy, snow-packed front walk. Normally, the thought of coffee would send the caffeine lobe of her brain into alert. But right now, Kelly couldn’t feel anything except the cold inside her gut.

 

 

Kelly stared at her best friend’s scratched, swollen face, the dark purplish bruises already forming on Jennifer’s neck. Kelly’s heart wrenched inside her. “Oh, Jen . . . I’m so sorry,” she whispered.

Jennifer sat hunched on her living room sofa, wearing a dark sweat suit. She stared at her hands, clenched in her lap.

“You said he followed you home. Did he break in or something?”

Jennifer shook her head. “No . . . he knocked and said someone from the bar left something for me.” She raised her head and closed her eyes. “I should never have believed him. When I opened the door, he pushed inside and grabbed me.”

Kelly placed her hand on Jennifer’s arm and squeezed. “Did you know him from the bar?”

“No, I hadn’t seen him before tonight. I was there with friends, and when they left he came over and sat down beside me.” A pained expression crossed her face. “He was one of those cowboy charmers . . . you know, full of sweet talk  and lies. I started flirting with him for a while until I went home. I guess I didn’t notice him following me.”

Kelly noticed the bruising on Jennifer’s wrists, and the anger that was simmering inside heated to a boil. She sprang from the sofa. “We’ve got to get you to the hospital right now, Jen. You need to be treated.” She took out Jennifer’s shamrock green winter coat from the closet. “Here, Jen,” she said as she helped her friend from the sofa, then held the coat open.

Jennifer slipped into the coat and took the purse Kelly offered.

“I’d better give Steve another call on the way over so he’ll know where we’re going.” Taking Jennifer’s arm, she guided her toward the front door. “And when we’re at the hospital, we’re going to call the police. You’re pressing charges against the bastard who assaulted you.”

Jennifer drew back, pulling away from Kelly, her face pale white beneath the ugly red scratches. “No! No! I can’t!” she cried.

“Yes, you can, Jennifer.” Kelly reached for Jennifer’s arm again. “I’ll be right beside you the entire time.”

Jennifer shook off Kelly’s hand and backed up. “I can’t press charges, Kelly. No one would believe me!”

Kelly shook her head, trying to dismiss her friend’s fears. “Of course, they will, Jennifer—”

“Of course they won’t!” Jennifer insisted. “I’m at the bar all the time, and I’m always leaving with guys. You know that. Face it, Kelly. Nobody would believe me if I said some guy raped me. They saw me drinking and joking around with him. They wouldn’t believe me, Kelly!”

Kelly sought for an answer to Jennifer’s claims, searched for a way to refute them. She believed Jen and so would all of Jennifer’s closest friends. But those regular bar patrons, the “barflies” as Jen called them, they weren’t real friends. And maybe they wouldn’t believe her. Maybe Jennifer was right. “But, Jen . . .” she tried again.

Jennifer’s face started to crumple, tears spilling out of her eyes and down her cheeks. “They wouldn’t believe me, Kelly. They’d laugh . . . they’d laugh . . .” She choked back a sob.

Kelly felt her heart break, and she opened her arms to her wounded friend. Jennifer collapsed against Kelly’s chest and wept, great wracking sobs shaking her body. Kelly held her friend as tears ran down her own face.




One

Early May, three months later

 

Kelly yanked open the door to House of Lambspun, the knitting shop directly across the driveway from her cottage. Both cottage and knitting shop were identical in design—beige stucco, red-tiled roof, Spanish colonial. But where the cottage was getting cramped with Steve and Kelly bumping into each other, the sprawling knitting shop was spacious and inviting. Rooms opened and flowed one into another, and all of them spilled over with yarns and fibers.

Springtime bright colors greeted Kelly as soon as she entered the foyer, beckoning her to touch. Fluffy balls of eyelash yarns—yellows, greens, reds—and glistening skeins of multihued ribbons, all waiting to be turned into scarves,  warm weather tops, sleeveless vests, or whatever. Kelly fingered the soft fibers, stroking the ribbons as she passed by, getting her tactile “fix” for the day.

She spied her friend Megan in the adjoining room, seated at the long library table where knitters, spinners, and other fiber workers regularly gathered. A bright yellow, loose-knit sweater was forming on Megan’s busy needles. “I’m glad to see someone else taking a break from the computer screen,” Kelly said as she deposited her coffee mug and knitting bag on the table. “I swear, we’re probably ruining our eyes staring at the computer all day.”

Megan glanced up with a bright smile, fingers still working the yarn. Kelly couldn’t understand how Megan and friends could knit without looking.

“Yeah, I know how you feel. I needed a break. My latest client insists that I join in his conference calls every week with his entire IT staff, and he had loads of charts filled with columns of numbers and figures.” Megan brushed her jet-black hair away from her face. “Boy, I have to blow up those figures double-size to see them.”

“Don’t mention figures to an accountant. It makes us antsy,” Kelly teased as she pulled out the summer vest she was knitting with varying shades of red yarn, crimson to deep rose. “I’ve already started those corporate accounts that Curt referred to me. He knew I was looking for some additional consulting.” She pictured Colorado Rancher Curt Stackhouse, her fatherly mentor and advisor.

“Curt’s always looking out for us. It’s like having another Dad.” Megan’s smile faded. “He was in here yesterday with Jayleen. They were bringing the last of those fleeces from  his storage room into the shop. Curt came over to me while Jayleen was up front with the staff, and he asked how Jennifer was doing. I told him she’s doing much better now, thanks to that therapist Lisa found. Curt looked real relieved to hear that and said he would tell Jayleen. They’ve been so worried.”

Kelly remembered how concerned everyone in the Lambspun shop family had been after they heard about Jennifer’s assault. But like true family, all of Jennifer’s friends and everyone who cared for Lambspun’s lively free spirit closed in tightly around her in loving support.

“Thank goodness for Curt, otherwise Steve and Greg would have found that guy and beaten him to a pulp.”

Megan looked up, astonished. “How could they find him? Jennifer didn’t know his full name.”

“They went over to the bar one night and grilled the bartender. He said he couldn’t remember the guy’s name because he didn’t come into the bar that often. But Steve and Greg tried to track him down anyway. They would have done it, too.” She gave a wry smile. “Even Pete asked to go along. He was out there behind the café every day, pacing back and forth, he was so upset. Steve told me that made him think twice. That and Curt’s conversation.”

“When was that?”

“A couple of weeks after it happened. Curt invited both Steve and Greg over one night.” Kelly concentrated on her knitting, sliding one finished stitch after another off the left needle and onto the right. “He reminded them both that if they found out who the guy was and went to ‘teach him a lesson,’ they’d wind up being charged with assault. Then  they would go to jail rather than the scumbag. Of course, Curt had lawyer Marty there to bolster his argument.”

Megan blinked. “My Marty? I don’t remember his saying anything.”

“Yes, your Marty. He made the legal case, and he probably didn’t tell you because if you recall you were still bursting into tears anytime someone mentioned what happened.” She gave Megan an encouraging smile. “So, that’s probably why Marty didn’t say anything.”

Megan stared at her needles again. “I know, I know.”

“Good thing Jennifer told you to knock it off, or you’d shrink your yarn.”

Megan laughed at that.

“I swear it was all we could do to keep Mimi from finding out,” Kelly said, picturing Mimi Shafer, the motherly shop owner. “She kept wondering why you were tearing up and leaving the table.”

“I’m sorry, I couldn’t help it,” Megan said, fingers nimbly working the lemon yarn.

“Thank goodness Mimi believed Jennifer’s story about getting caught in the middle of a bar fight. She was horrified enough to see her scratched, swollen face. If Mimi ever learned the truth, it would break her heart.” Kelly’s voice had dropped lower, so as not to be overheard.

Other customers had entered the room and were browsing through the yarns. Two of the four walls of the main knitting room were covered with bins brimming over with yarns of wool and mohair, alpaca and silk. The other walls were lined with bookshelves, crammed with books on every fiber topic imaginable—knitting, crocheting, weaving, spinning, dyeing fibers, and every type of garment. And then, there were the magazines. Shelves of them. Kelly was always amazed at the wealth of information that appeared monthly.  How could Mimi and her shop “elves” keep up with it all?

“Great timing,” Jennifer’s voice sounded from the archway leading into the central yarn room. “Things have finally slowed down at the café, so I can take my break. Brother, were we slammed this morning.” Jennifer pulled out a chair beside Kelly and settled in, knitting bag on her lap.

“Hey, you finished your sweater,” Megan said. “Looks great.”

Admiring the lime green sweater Jennifer was wearing, Kelly added, “I can’t believe you’re finished. You were still knitting on it day before yesterday.”

Jennifer removed a pale pink yarn and knitting needles from her bag. “Well, Pete’s catering job last night didn’t take us as long as he thought. I was back home by nine, so I was able to finish off the sweater.”

“That shade looks great with your hair,” Kelly added, glancing at Jennifer’s auburn shoulder-length hair brushing her shoulders.

Jennifer started casting pink stitches onto her needles. “Thanks. I was tired of shamrock, and the lime green just called my name.”

“Gotta get back to work, guys. Don’t forget pizza at our place tonight,” Megan said, gathering the half-finished sweater into her knitting bag. “Marty said he’ll pick up one of those wicked French tortes on the way home.”

“Those chocolate ones? I’m in,” Jennifer said.

Kelly playfully complained. “Ever since we’ve been  getting together at night, I’ve had to watch my weight. My workouts are taking longer and longer every morning.”

“Don’t even mention weight,” Jennifer said with a sigh. “We’d better give the desserts to High-Speed Metabolism Megan.”

“Any extra desserts, we’ll bring over to your place tomorrow night, Kelly,” Megan said as she skirted the table. “Are you doing Thai or Mexican tomorrow? I forgot.”

“I’ll check with Steve. He keeps track.”

“Either one is fine by me. I’m omnivorous, unfortunately.” Jennifer’s knitting needles moved faster.

Megan gave a goodbye wave as she headed out. “See you tonight, guys.”

Kelly and Jennifer worked in comfortable silence for a while, and Kelly felt that peaceful feeling start to settle in—the meditative state that she’d discovered was an unexpected benefit to the pastime of knitting.

Then Jennifer spoke softly. “I know what you guys are trying to do.”

“Do what?” Kelly replied, coming back from the peaceful place.

“You know what I mean. These last several weeks, we’ve all been getting together several times a week for dinner.”

Kelly smiled to herself. Jennifer was too sharp not to notice her friends’ attempts to include her in their regular get-togethers. In the three months since the assault, Kelly had watched Jennifer make an astonishing behavioral turnaround. She hadn’t returned to the Fort Connor bar scene. Nights were now occupied with helping her part-time employer, café owner Pete, with his private catering jobs and  joining her friends in their scheduled evenings of dinner and DVDs.

“Hey, it’s fun,” Kelly said, concentrating on her stitches. “Except I’ve gotta learn to say ‘no’ to the desserts.”

“Well, just for the record, I know you guys are trying to keep me from being all by myself alone and . . . and I think it’s sweet.”

Kelly grinned at her friend. “Duly noted . . . just for the record.” They continued to work quietly for another few minutes. This time Kelly broke the silence. “How’re you doing, Jen?”

“Okay,” Jennifer answered, eyes still on her stitches.

Kelly paused for a second. “I mean . . . how are you really  doing?”

Jennifer kept casting on stitches for a few more seconds. “I’m doing better, Kelly. Really.”

Kelly released an audible sigh. “I’m so glad, Jen. You look better, too. More . . . I don’t know . . . more relaxed, maybe.”

Jennifer gave her a little smile. “Yeah. I’m getting there. Moving to a new apartment really helped. And talking with Dr. Norcross, of course. I’ve never talked with anyone like her before.”

Kelly noticed the lime green sweater had a scalloped neckline, not the turtlenecks Jennifer had been wearing for the last three months. The purple bruises on her neck had finally faded. “It’s a good thing Lisa was taking Dr. Norcross’s class at the university, otherwise she might never have found her.”

“Hey, just the two I want to see.” Lisa’s voice came from  behind them as she suddenly strode into the room. Plopping her oversized knitting bag on the table, Lisa stood over Kelly and Jennifer, hands on hips. “Please tell me you both are free this weekend. Well, all day Friday through Sunday. Please, pretty please.”

“It depends on what you have in mind,” Jennifer said, without looking up. “If you’re teaching another one of those physical therapist workshops in the mountains, count me out. Being around all those buff, skinny jocks all weekend gave me a complex. And I’ve got enough of those already.”

“Don’t tell me. You’re teaching another workshop and you need us to do the fiber classes, right?” Kelly glanced up at her friend.

Lisa swept her long blonde ponytail back into a fabric band. “You’re half right. It’s a workshop in the mountains, all right. But it’s not for physical therapists. And I do need you both to teach the knit and crochet sessions. The two gals who promised to help just called and backed out on me.”

Kelly ran through her mental daytimer, weighing her workload. Two more days till the weekend. “If I work ahead, I guess I could manage it. What about you, Jen? Would Pete be able to do without your waitressing skills for three days? You up for a spring weekend in the mountains?”

“Pete would be okay because Sarah could come in and work for me. But I need to check the real estate office and see if I’m scheduled for floor duty this weekend. If not, then I could swing it. No clients have surfaced recently.”

“We’re going to a ranch up Poudre Canyon, back in the forest,” Lisa tempted.

“Whoa, that did it. I’m in,” Kelly said. “I’m still fumbling with the crochet hook, so I’ll let you and Jen teach that.”

“It will be gorgeous up there,” Jennifer agreed. “Yeah, I have to admit I could use some peaceful quiet time in the trees and mountains. Walking in my neighborhood just doesn’t do it for me.”

“Steve and Greg will probably stock up on pizza while we’re gone,” Lisa said with a grin.

“Naw, they won’t,” Kelly countered. “Friday night is chili night at Jayleen’s, remember? I bet the whole crew will show up on Jayleen’s doorstep. Curt’s always over there on chili nights.”

“Tell Jayleen to save us some,” Lisa said.

“You can have my share. I’ve gotta cut back. My butt is getting so big, it’s in another time zone,” Jennifer said, starting to knit a row of pink stitches. “By the way, who’s going to be at this workshop anyway? You never said.”

Lisa’s laughter at Jennifer’s comment quickly faded, and she paused for a moment, her expression sobering. “It’s a workshop for women who’ve experienced sexual violence. Dr. Norcross is running it. I’m helping as part of my internship in the program.”

Jennifer’s busy needles stopped their rhythmic movements. She stared at Lisa for a long moment. Kelly held her breath, her needles pausing as well, waiting for Jennifer’s reaction.

“Uhhhh, I don’t know, guys,” she said, glancing back to her yarn, fingers moving slower. “I’m not sure I want to do that. Not with all those strangers.”

“You don’t have to be in the workshops, Jen,” Lisa reassured her friend. “You can simply be there for the knit and crochet sessions. “But if you wanted to listen in, I’m sure Dr. Norcross wouldn’t mind. You know her.”

Jennifer kept knitting, slower than before, focusing on the stitches forming, one after another. Lisa said nothing else, simply waited for Jennifer to speak.

Kelly held her tongue as long as she could before speaking in a soft voice, “It might be good, Jen. With Dr. Norcross there, you know.”

“Maybe . . . I don’t know,” Jennifer said with a sigh. “I’m not used to a group thing.”

“Listen, you can just hang with me if you’re not comfortable,” Kelly suggested. “We can hike up there. It’s going to be gorgeous with the spring flowers bursting through the last of the snow cover.”

“You can go horseback riding, too,” Lisa offered. “The ranch we’re going to has stables as well as cabins and stuff. People can ride every day if they like.”

“What do you say, Jen?” Kelly said, leaning toward her friend. “A spring weekend in Poudre Canyon. We’ll have a campfire and keep away the bears.”

“And the mountain lions,” Lisa offered with a wicked grin.

“That’s supposed to encourage me?” Jennifer shot them both a look.

“Hey, there will be so much chatter going on, those varmints will head for Cameron Pass,” Kelly promised with a laugh.

Jennifer released a long sigh. “Okaaaay, you guys. I’ll do it if I can hang out and do my own thing, okay?”

“Absolutely,” Lisa agreed, nodding vigorously as she caught Kelly’s gaze.

Kelly and Lisa exchanged a look of careful optimism between them. Fingers crossed.




Two

Kelly leaned on the open passenger window of Lisa’s car and watched the craggy rock walls of Poudre Canyon pull away from the road, opening to a meadow where pale green spring grass dared to make its presence known. At this altitude, nighttime temperatures still dropped to freezing. Mountain grass had to be hardy to grow in the canyon.

“Are we there yet?” Jennifer asked from the backseat for the umpteenth time.

“Almost,” Lisa replied as she steered around a curve. “In fact, we should be coming to the turnoff in a couple of miles.”

The road steadily climbed. Kelly saw signs of spring everywhere. Even the scrubby bushes had tinges of green showing in between the brown. Boulders pushed their  smooth round shoulders through the ground, where spiky grasses grew out of crevices in the rocks.

SUVs and cars sped by, kayaks strapped on top. Cars were pulled off to the side of the road—empty. No drivers, no passengers, kayaks stripped from rooftops. They were in the water already. Water thrill seekers out for the day, testing themselves against the fast-running current. Some wouldn’t return.

“Gorgeous, simply gorgeous,” Kelly repeated, watching the canyon slope upward. “This ranch really is high up. A little farther up the road, and we’ll be at the Pass. I wonder if we’ll be able to see any mountain peaks from the ranch. That would be great.”

Many Rocky Mountain peaks kept their icy glacial collars throughout the summer, especially the north-facing ones. The sun’s warmth never had a chance to melt them. Ranges like Never Summer were true to their names. Snow glistened on their mountaintops year-round.

“I’m starting to get that mountain property itch again.”

“Uh-oh. Better watch out, Jennifer,” Lisa warned playfully. “She’ll want to see properties pretty soon.”

“Well, we’ve gotten some new listings this month, now that the spring thaw has gotten rid of the ice on the roads. I’ll check them and see if there are any you might like.”

“Actually, why don’t you look for land parcels this time, Jen,” Kelly suggested.

“I knew you and Steve would want to build rather than buy,” Lisa declared. “He’s an architect, for Pete’s sake. Greg and I are dying to build a mountain place one of these days. We’ve almost got enough saved to buy some land.”

“Do you want me to look up here, Kelly?” Jennifer asked, knitting needles still working despite the car’s movements. “Last time, you were in love with Bellevue Canyon.”

“Yeah, and I have to admit I’m still partial to that location. For one thing, it’s closer to Fort Connor.” She checked her watch. “This canyon is gorgeous, with the river and all, but it’s farther away. We’ve been driving for an hour now, and we still aren’t there—”

“Yes, we are,” Lisa announced as she turned onto a dirt road. A wooden log arch rose above the road, carved letters proclaiming the LAZY C RANCH.

“Well, finally,” Kelly said as they bumped along the road. She glanced to the backseat. “Wow, that blanket is nearly finished. I don’t see how you can knit in a car on a bumpy road. How do you do that?”

Jennifer shoved the afghan into her bag. “Actually, you just have to relax into the car’s rhythm. But right now I’d better stop or the needle will wind up my nose.”

“Hey, we’re coming to a clearing. There’s the ranch house,” Lisa said. “Look, people are already unloading cars.”

Kelly saw several cars parked in the clearing ahead. A log beam ranch house was to the right of the driveway and set back. The stable, barn, and corral were to the left bordering the driveway, and a long rectangular log building was set in the middle. Kelly noticed trees running along the back of the property, and the land appeared to slope downward almost as if there was a stream or a creek bed running behind those trees.

“Looks like you can pull in over there.” Kelly pointed to a space remaining beside a midnight blue minivan.

A woman carrying a duffel bag and another one holding a knapsack walked through the barnyard. They both were dressed in jeans and sweatshirts and appeared to be in their thirties or forties. Lisa pulled her car into the space as a younger woman in tee shirt and shorts walked past, backpack over her shoulder. Like the others, she was headed toward a tall, slender, gray-haired woman standing at the other end of the barnyard, holding a clipboard.

“How many people are signed up for this retreat?” Kelly asked as she opened the car door.

Lisa grabbed her bag and stepped from the car. “Eight have signed up, but we’ll have to wait and see. Some people get cold feet at the last moment.”

“I can understand that,” Jennifer said as she exited the car, knitting bag over her shoulder. Looking around, she added, “Well, it certainly is pretty here.”

Kelly turned in a full circle, surveying the Lazy C Ranch. It wasn’t as pretty as the canyon property she’d fallen in love with over a year ago, but the ranch had its own rugged beauty. Kelly couldn’t wait to start exploring.

“I see some paths winding toward the trees,” she said as she grabbed her backpack and knitting bag from Lisa’s trunk. “What’s the drill? Will we be able to hike? I’d love to take a look around.”

“We have to check in with Dr. Norcross first.” Lisa started across the barnyard, Kelly and Jennifer following. “She’ll tell us which cabins are available, and we’ll get the class schedule. I think Dr. Norcross plans her first session right around one o’clock. We ought to be able to take a  short hike before that. Then we’ll be doing a fiber class after the session.”

Another woman crossed the barnyard ahead of them, also heading for the group gathered farther ahead. “I’m glad I’ll get the chance to meet Dr. Norcross. I’ve heard so much about her.” Kelly glanced toward the retreat leader, noticing that Dr. Norcross was attired in jeans and a denim shirt exactly like hers. “I do admire her taste in clothes,” she added with a smile.

“You’ll really like her, Kelly. She’s the most gifted and insightful psychologist I’ve ever met,” Lisa said as they walked.

“Wow, that’s high praise coming from you, Lisa,” Kelly said, noticing a tall, rangy man stride from the stables toward the group of women at the edge of the barnyard. “What do you say, Jen? Is that a fair description?” Kelly turned back for Jennifer’s reaction.

Jennifer didn’t respond. She’d stopped walking and stood staring wide-eyed, straight ahead, her face ashen.

Kelly quickly went to her friend’s side. “Jen? What’s the matter?”

Lisa turned around and hastened over. “Jen, are you okay?”

“Oh, my God . . . it’s him . . .” she gasped.

Lisa looked over her shoulder. “Do you know that guy?” She jerked her thumb toward the man standing with the group of women. “Who is he?”

Kelly knew immediately who the guy was. She could tell from her friend’s reaction. “That’s the guy who assaulted you, isn’t it, Jennifer?”

“What!” Lisa rasped, dropping her voice as another woman sped past them through the barnyard, heading toward the group.

Jennifer didn’t answer. She simply stared ahead, then she nodded slowly.

“Bastard!” Kelly hissed as she glared at the man, all decked out in cowboy garb—boots and jeans, Stetson dipped over his eyes. He stood, smiling a smirking smile, talking with Dr. Norcross and the women. Kelly felt her blood start to heat up as anger raced through her. She wanted to walk up to the man and wipe that smirk off his face. But lacking Steve’s knockout punch, Kelly held herself back and seethed within instead.

Dr. Norcross held up her hands then and addressed the group. Kelly, Lisa, and Jennifer stood on the very edge, behind the others. “Gather around, everyone. Before we begin, the owner of this lovely ranch, Cal Everett, wants to say a few words of welcome.” She gestured to Everett beside her.

Kelly quickly turned to Jennifer. Jennifer was still staring ahead, but color had returned to her face. Kelly glanced to Lisa, and they both moved closer together, blocking Everett’s view of their friend.

“Howdy and welcome, ladies, to the Lazy C Ranch,” Everett drawled with a wide smile. “We host a lot of groups here at the ranch, and we like to make sure they have plenty to do when there’s free time.” Gesturing to the college-aged boy beside him, Everett continued. “Rico, here, is in charge of the stables and horses and will schedule regular afternoon trail rides. You ladies don’t have to worry. All our horses are gentle and operate on cruise control. So all you  have to do is sit back and enjoy the scenery.” His grin spread as laughter rippled around the group.

Kelly glared at Everett, who clearly enjoyed being the center of attention while he did his routine. She had no doubt it was a routine.

“And over there on the ranch house porch are Donny and Marie.” He waved to the young couple leaning on the log railing that wrapped around the porch. “Like Rico, Donny and Marie are college students who spend their summers working in this little piece of heaven up here in Poudre Canyon. They’re in charge of meals and housekeeping and taking care of you folks. All meals are served in the ranch house dining room. Feel free to spread out on the deck if you like. You’ll know when it’s chowtime because you’ll hear Marie ring the bell.”

Marie chimed in on cue and rang a large cowbell, its jangle clear in the mountain quiet. Again, Everett’s audience responded with predictable amusement. Meanwhile, Kelly felt her nails digging into her palms. Glancing at the muscles clenching Lisa’s jaw, she knew her friend was also trying to hold herself back from storming forward to confront Cal Everett.

“I’ve told Dr. Norcross to feel free to use the back deck for sessions if you’d like. There’s a real pretty view overlooking the creek back there. So, relax and enjoy yourselves while you’re here. I usually try to stay out of everyone’s way, but you can find me if you need me. I’m sure Rico and Donny and Marie will take care of everything you need.” He gave them another wide grin. “Any questions, before I give you back to your leader?”

One of the middle-aged women up front spoke up. “I’ve noticed trails around the ranch. How far can we hike?”

“You can hike as far as you can go, ma’am,” Everett said. “Until you run into the river. The trails end at the Poudre, at the edge of the property.”

The group started talking amongst themselves then, and Everett headed back toward the ranch house. Jennifer’s quiet voice sounded behind Kelly. “I’ve gotta go . . . I can’t stay here . . . not now,” she said, turning away.

Kelly’s protective instincts rose up full force. “That’s okay, Jen. I’ll take you into town.” Glancing over her shoulder she said, “Lisa, lend me your car keys, will you? I’ll drive Jen home, then come back up. With luck I should return before our fiber session starts this afternoon.”

Lisa followed after them, her face registering her concern. “Are you sure, Jen? Do you want to talk with Dr. Norcross first?”

Jennifer stopped and looked at her friends. “I’m sorry, guys . . . I just don’t think I can be here . . .”

“It’s okay, Jen. I’ll take you back—”

“Jennifer, I’m so glad you were able to come with Lisa,” Dr. Norcross said as she strode up to them. “Is this your friend Kelly? I haven’t had the pleasure.” She extended her hand as she walked into their midst. “I’m so glad all of you could come this weekend.”

Kelly shook her hand, searching for something to say. When she couldn’t, she simply blurted in her usual direct fashion. “Nice to meet you, Dr. Norcross. But I was just about to take Jennifer back home. Lisa can explain.”

A worried expression crossed Dr. Norcross’s kindly face. “Are you feeling all right, Jennifer? Did you become ill?”

Jennifer glanced to the side and shook her head. “No, it’s . . . it’s something else.”

“Go ahead and tell her, Jen,” Lisa prodded gently.

Dr. Norcross looked expectantly from Jennifer to Lisa and back again. “Is there something I should know?”

“Yeah, there is,” Kelly blurted again, before stopping herself.

Jennifer exhaled a long breath. “That guy who owns this ranch. He’s . . . he’s the one who . . . attacked me in February.”

Dr. Norcross’s pale blue eyes widened, and she gazed solemnly at Jennifer. She glanced over her shoulder toward the ranch house where Cal Everett had gone after his welcome speech. Then Dr. Norcross turned her warm gaze to Jennifer once again. “Why don’t you and I take a walk together, Jennifer? Would that be okay?”

Jennifer looked up and nodded. “Yeah . . . okay.”

Dr. Norcross placed her arm around Jennifer’s shoulders and gave her a squeeze. “There’s a pretty trail over here by the trees that leads down to the creek below,” she said as she and Jennifer walked away. Glancing over her shoulder again, Dr. Norcross said, “Lisa, you and Kelly can check in. Your cabin room is the farthest on the right side of the building.”

Kelly watched Jennifer and her therapist walk toward the trees, and she felt that knot in her stomach start to loosen a little. Thank heaven Dr. Norcross was here. Otherwise, Jen would be sitting at home alone with all those horrible  memories resurfacing throughout the weekend. And Kelly and Lisa wouldn’t be there to help her.

The little voice inside Kelly’s head whispered, You mean, rescue her? You can’t rescue Jennifer. You know that. Kelly remembered what Jayleen had once said: “People have to rescue themselves.”

That unsettling little reminder worked its way through Kelly’s brain. Okay, so she couldn’t rescue Jennifer. Jen would have to do that herself. With the help of good therapists like Dr. Norcross and others. But meanwhile, Jennifer’s friends could do their best to smooth the road for her. After all, that’s what friends do. They could do that, at least.

“That was great timing, wasn’t it?” Lisa said, heading across the barnyard once again. “Thank God Dr. Norcross appeared.”

“Yeah, let’s see how Jennifer feels after they’ve talked. If she still wants to go home, I’ll drive her,” Kelly said, following Lisa. “Meanwhile, let’s take a look and see how rustic these rooms are.”

“Well, I don’t see an outhouse anywhere, so I think we may be okay. That building looks like it has a classroom between the cabin rooms. So, there must be bathrooms inside.”

“Don’t be so sure. That outhouse may be hiding in the trees.”

 

 

Kelly perched on the split-log railing that ran around the cabin and classroom complex. Now that it was early May, the trees were almost fully leafed-out with pale green leaves.  The leaves would darken later in the month with the sun’s lengthening days, moving toward summer.

Next would come the spring runoff. Or, the May Melt-off, actually, when mountain snows all over Colorado’s Rockies started to melt and flow toward the creeks and streams, swelling them as they rushed toward the rivers. That was Kelly’s favorite time to visit the river. Watch it roar through the narrows and crash against the rocks, hurrying downstream where it widened, deceptively calm until it turned another bend. White water again.

This canyon was named for the mountain river that ran through it—the Cache La Poudre. Starting high at the top of the Continental Divide, the river trickled down the mountains in a small stream that grew as it flowed out of the canyon.

In the early summer after the spring runoff, the Poudre—as everyone called it—ran high and fast. It was a class five kayaking river, five out of six on the danger scale, calling adventure seekers from all over to come and test their abilities against its treacherous currents.

Most people in Fort Connor had learned or heard how dangerous the Poudre River could be, especially in the spring. Its swollen waters concealed the labyrinth of rocks and boulders below, hiding the tree branches and limbs that reached out and pulled many a kayaker to their death. Experience was no match for hidden hazards that snagged the unsuspecting.

Strength was no match for the river’s swift currents, either. Many a person who thought they could swim across the fast-rushing waters was swept away. Life jackets helped  but did not guarantee safety. If someone was pulled under the water long enough, death was inevitable. It didn’t take long to drown.

“Excuse me, I’m looking for Lisa,” a woman called as she approached, startling Kelly from her dramatic reverie.

“She’s inside the room,” Kelly said. Noticing the woman’s short curly dark hair, Kelly added, “Are you Greta? Lisa said you and she were taking classes with Dr. Norcross at the university.”

“Yeah, I’m Greta Baldwin,” she said, extending her hand. “You must be Kelly.”

Kelly gave her hand a shake. “Kelly Flynn. You’re helping this weekend, too? Lisa convinced Jennifer and me to help her with the knit and crochet sessions.”

“I’m teaching self-defense for women,” Greta volunteered. “I teach classes at several of the sport facilities and health centers in town.”

“Now that sounds like something useful,” Kelly said. “I wouldn’t mind watching your class.”

Greta smiled wide, her eyes alight. “Sure thing, Kelly. But from what I hear, you don’t need much help protecting yourself. Lisa’s told me about some of your adventures.”

“Ah, my reputation precedes me.”

“Hey, Greta, good to see you,” Lisa said as she came from the cabin. “Are they gathering in the classroom already? Have you met everyone yet? I’ve introduced myself to all six so far. Anyone else show up?”

Greta shook her head. “No, so I guess we have two no-shows. That’s about par for the course, according to Dr. Norcross.”

“Speaking of that, has she returned yet?” Lisa said, surveying the grounds. “She went for a walk with our friend Jennifer.”

“They haven’t shown up,” Kelly said. “I’ve been keeping watch. Wait a minute . . . I think that’s them over there, coming from the trees.”

“Whew! Perfect timing, too.” Lisa glanced at her watch. “Five minutes before class is scheduled to start.”

“If Jen wants to go back, do you think you’ll be able to handle the yarn session?” Kelly asked as she rose from her perch, anxiously peering across the spring grass, trying to decipher Jennifer’s expression. Her friend was still talking with Dr. Norcross.

“Don’t worry. I’ll be fine,” Lisa said.

“Everything okay with your friend?” Greta asked, glancing toward Jennifer.

“Yeah, they had a little chat, that’s all,” Lisa replied.

Dr. Norcross gave Jennifer’s arm a squeeze, then walked toward the classroom building in the middle of the complex. Jennifer turned, spotted Kelly and friends gathered on the porch, and headed their way.

“How’s it going?” Kelly tried to hold back, but as usual she couldn’t.

“Better,” Jennifer said, giving a little nod. “Dr. Norcross and I talked a lot, and she told me I could choose to do several things. Whatever I decided would be perfectly okay. I had choices. But I needed to be comfortable with my choice.”

Kelly held her breath, waiting to hear what Jennifer was about to say. Choices.

Jennifer looked out toward the trees beyond, her hands shoved into her jeans pockets. “She said I could go home now if I wanted to, and that would be fine. Or I could stay and help you guys teach the yarn sessions like we planned. Or, I could stay and do yarn sessions and sit in on the classes she’s leading with the other six women. I wouldn’t have to say anything if I didn’t want to. No one has to speak if they don’t want to.” She paused. “Then she said I could also choose to stay and share my experience with the others. Maybe that would help someone else. It might help them move forward.” Jennifer turned back to Kelly and Lisa. “I’ve decided to stay and share. Maybe my story will help someone else tell theirs.”

Kelly gazed into her friend’s eyes and fought back the tears that rose unexpectedly in hers. “I’m proud of you, Jen.”

“Me, too,” Lisa said and gave Jennifer a quick hug.

“Good for you, Jennifer,” Greta added from behind them, her pale face solemn.

“And Doctor Norcross promised me I’d be safe here,” Jennifer continued. “She called out Everett right there on his porch. Gave him hell, too. She told him she didn’t want to see his face this weekend. And warned him he’d better stay in his house and away from me or any other retreat attendees. Everett turned white and ran inside the house.”

“Way to go, Dr. Norcross!” Kelly cried in delight.

Greta glanced over her shoulder to where Dr. Norcross was gesturing from the doorway. “Hey, guys, I think the session is about to start. Why don’t we walk in together,” she said, beckoning Jennifer down the porch.

“See you at the yarn session afterwards.” Jen gave a wave to Kelly as she walked away.

“I’m going in now,” Lisa said. “Why don’t you go on that hike, Kelly. You can explore for both of us.”

Kelly stared after her friends for a few seconds, then headed toward the trees. They’d been beckoning her ever since she arrived.
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