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 One

Kelly Flynn stepped out onto the wooden deck of Jayleen Swinson’s rustic mountain log home. Clutching her ceramic mug of coffee against the cold, Kelly stood by the railing and gazed out at the snow-covered mountains in the distance. From this high up in Bellevue Canyon, north of Fort Connor, she could glimpse peaks of the Colorado Rockies behind the canyon ridges. A chilled early March breeze set the tall ponderosa pines to swaying and caused Kelly to shiver. Winter wasn’t over yet, despite the sound of her friends’ laughter coming from inside. They all knew their End of Winter, Welcome Spring Barbeque was premature. March was usually Colorado’s snowiest month. But the gang never needed much excuse to gather for a party, especially when food was involved.

Jennifer Stroud stepped out onto the deck. “Hey, what’re  you doing here in the cold? Come on in. Megan’s going to slice that chocolate cake she made. I’ve gained three pounds just looking at it.”

“I came out for some fresh air and a glimpse of the mountains. You know, a mountain fix.” Kelly smiled at her friend.

Jennifer wrapped her shamrock green knitted wool shawl around herself and joined Kelly by the railing. “I know you love looking at these views, but aren’t you glad you’re not living up here in the canyons in the winter? Especially since you’re having to work in Denver so often. Driving on these icy roads would get old pretty fast.”

Kelly sipped her rapidly cooling coffee and snuggled into the bright blue sweater Megan had knitted her for Christmas. “You’re right. My fascination with canyon properties extends to spring, summer, and fall. Sliding down those icy roads once was enough to change my mind.”

Jennifer visibly shuddered. “Bad memories. Let’s change the subject. Guess what? I’ve finally got a real estate client.”

“Whoa, that’s fantastic news, Jen,” Kelly said, then leaned forward and gave her friend a hug. “I’m so happy for you. I know it’s been hard these last months.”

“Hard doesn’t cover it. I was about to throw in the towel until this recession was over, but my broker came to the rescue. He gave me a new client. A real estate investor here in Fort Connor who’s selling one of his mountain properties. It’s up in Poudre Canyon.”

“Boy, that was good of your broker to give you his client.”

Jennifer gave her a crooked smile. “Well, it’s not all kindheartedness. This guy, Fred Turner, has a reputation for being really disagreeable. My broker can’t stand working with him.  So he practically begged me to take Turner off his hands. Of course, I knew about the bad rep, but hey . . . beggars can’t be choosers, as they say.”

Concerned about Jennifer’s financial situation, Kelly added, “Remember, you promised you’d let me know if you needed money, okay?”

“I remember. Don’t worry. Pete’s catering jobs have picked up since February. Apparently some local businesses are weathering the downturn better than others.”

The front door opened again, and sounds of laughter and conversation poured out. Lisa stood on the threshold and beckoned. “What’re you guys doing out here in the cold?” she demanded in her familiar bossy tone. “Come on in so we can cut the cake. Marty and Greg are about to run out the back door with it.”

“Lisa’s in bossy mode. We’d better do what she wants,” Jennifer said as she and Kelly followed their friend inside.

“My coffee’s cold, anyway. I need a warm-up.”

The warmth inside felt good, and Kelly rubbed her arms as she glanced at her friends scattered around the spacious great room with its wide glass windows and gorgeous views. The high vaulted ceiling allowed even more windows above the glass patio doors. Light poured into Jayleen’s house even when the weather was cloudy. And the views of the sky were magnificent. Kelly wanted views like that someday.

Lisa’s boyfriend, Greg, and Megan’s fiancé, Marty, began one of their favorite pastimes—vying with each other for first crack at the dessert of choice. Suddenly red-haired Marty held up both hands and started to speak.

“Hey, guys. Before Greg and I start demolishing this chocolate  cake, Megan and I wanted to say thank you again to Jayleen for offering to let us have our wedding and reception here on her ranch this fall.”

Megan jumped from her chair to join Marty in the center of the room. Her face was flushed with excitement. “Thank you so much, Jayleen, for the very best wedding present ever. This is such a gorgeous setting. We can’t thank you enough.” She and Marty began to applaud, and the rest of Kelly’s friends around the room joined in.

Jayleen saluted them all with her coffee mug and a big smile as she stood beside the bookcase with Lambspun shop owner Mimi Shafer. “It was my pleasure, folks. Indeed it was. And you’d better wait till you taste Curt’s present before you start awarding prizes. It’s hard to beat prime beef steaks.”

“Whoa, I forgot about that!” Greg cried. “Sorry, Jayleen, I’m changing my vote.”

Tall, silver-haired Colorado rancher Curt Stackhouse strode to the center of the great room and beckoned to a short, balding elderly man behind him. “While we’ve got everyone’s attention, I wanted to introduce you all to my houseguest, Eustace Freemont,” Curt said in his deep voice. “Some of you have already had a chance to speak with Eustace, but I wanted to make sure the rest of you met him. It’s not every day that a famous writer comes to visit.” Curt gestured to his guest. “Eustace here has written a series of bestselling history books on the Old West. In fact, I’ve got every book he’s ever written. Let’s show Eustace a Colorado welcome.” He began applauding.

Kelly joined the rest of her friends in applause and watched the little man with the round happy face and big smile flush. Eustace held up his hands.

“Thank you so much for that warm welcome,” he said. “Curt’s introduction was a bit misleading, though. I’m certainly not famous. In fact, I’m probably only known to history teachers and lovers of American history.”

“What books have you written?” retired detective Burt Parker asked as his wife, Mimi, settled on the sofa beside him. “I love reading histories. Maybe I’ve read one of yours.”

“He’s written the two best ones about the Old West that I know of,” Curt said. “Cowboys and Heroes of the Old West and Outlaws and Villains of the Old West.”

“You’re kidding.” Burt sat up straighter. “Cowboys and Heroes was the first book I had a chance to sink my teeth into once I retired from the police force. It was great.”

“I told you folks he was good,” Curt said. “I’ve been a fan since his first book. I wrote Eustace a letter a few years ago, and we’ve been corresponding ever since.”

“Curt graciously extended his hospitality when I told him I was coming to Colorado to research a new book,” Eustace said with a genial smile. Kelly thought Eustace looked like a clichéd movie version of a college professor, dressed with a vest over long-sleeved shirt, gold chain dangling from a watch stuffed into his vest pocket.

“Are you a gun collector like Curt?” café owner Pete asked as he walked up beside Jennifer. “He’s got one of the best collections of Western revolvers and rifles I’ve ever seen.”

“No, I’ve never owned a gun,” Eustace replied. “But I’ve certainly admired Curt’s collection. Those are some beautiful Colt .45s.”

“What’s your new book about, Eustace?” Greg asked as he perched on the chair arm beside Lisa. The better to pounce on the cake when it was time.

“More cowboys and outlaws?” Megan teased.

“Actually, yes. But I’m not researching personages from the past for this book. This time I’m writing about the cowboys and outlaws of the New West.”

That answer sent a buzz around the room. “Well, in that case, you’ve got to include Uncle Curt,” Marty said, gesturing toward the broad-shouldered rancher.

Curt held up his hands. “Count me out, folks. You’re not pigeonholing me in some book.”

“Aw, c’mon, Curt. You’re a natural,” Lisa persuaded.

Curt shook his head. “Nope. I value my privacy too much, folks.”

Kelly recognized the familiar sign that her mentor and advisor on all things ranching had made up his mind. Even so, she couldn’t resist cajoling. “Just think how excited your grandchildren would be to see your name in a history book, Curt.”

That comment brought a general buzz of agreement from the group, but Curt simply continued to shake his head.

Eustace stepped up then. “Believe me, everyone, I tried my best to convince Curt to change his mind, but he’s resolute.”

“Can you convince him, Jayleen?” Jennifer suggested.

Jayleen shook her head, glancing toward her close friend. “Nope. I’m not one to argue with someone when his mind is made up. It’s a waste of time.”

Knitting shop owner Mimi asked, “I’m curious, Eustace. Who do you think are the cowboys and the outlaws today?”

“Actually, I’ve already started interviewing some real estate developers and energy developers who’ve become successful and managed to stay successful during this recession. That  takes talent, hard work, and luck,” Eustace replied, hands behind his back in teacher position. “They’ve had to use a cowboy’s courage and sometimes, an outlaw’s cunning.”

Greg shook his head. “Well, Eustace, we used to have a whole lot more in that category. But several good people saw their businesses collapse last year.”

Kelly noticed a subdued quiet momentarily fall over the group, and she knew the reason why. Everyone was thinking of Steve. Her former boyfriend Steve. Driven out of Fort Connor and out of business by the collapse of housing construction and development when the real estate bubble burst around the country. Even honest, hardworking, smart builders and architects like Steve Townsend went out of business. “Belly-up,” as Curt called it.

Kelly also felt the surreptitious glances cast her way. She understood. It was impossible to separate Steve’s business collapse and the breakup of their relationship. Steve had moved to Denver permanently six months ago. Right after he walked out on her.

Kelly decided she had to break the subdued mood herself. “If you’re looking for successful real estate investors and developers, then you should interview both of my clients. Arthur Housemann and Don Warner. Housemann’s in Fort Connor, and Warner’s based in north Denver. They’ve both weathered this recession and prospered. So far.” She held up crossed fingers.

Eustace’s round face spread even more with his grin. “Why, thank you, young lady. You’ll have to tell me how to contact these gentlemen.”

Greg walked over beside Curt and Eustace. “I say this  sounds like a perfect time for a dessert break. Eustace and Kelly can confer on business, while our fantastic baker Megan cuts the cake.”

“Please do,” Pete added with a grin. “I can’t wait to try that. If it tastes as good as it looks, I may add Megan’s cake to the café menu.”

“I call first piece,” Marty said, jumping from his chair.

“No way, dude. I’m closer to the table. You have to get past me.”

“But the cook is my fiancée,” Marty complained.

“Too bad. You get this stuff all the time.”

“Eustace, it’s time for us to get out of the way of these two. They’ll knock us down getting to the cake.” Curt beckoned Eustace in Kelly’s direction. “Kelly, I’d already suggested Eustace talk with you. Thanks to Warner, you’re down in Denver so much you’ve probably met most of the guys he’s planning to interview.”

Kelly extended her hand. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Freemont. You sound like you have a heckuva more interesting job than most of us. Believe me, all those numbers start jumping around on the spreadsheet sometimes.”

“Kelly here is a CPA and has become an integral part of both Housemann’s and Warner’s businesses,” Curt said, smiling at Kelly with fatherly pride.

“So glad to meet you, Ms. Flynn,” Eustace said, shaking Kelly’s hand enthusiastically. “Curt has told me about your own success. I commend you. And I would definitely appreciate your giving my card to Mr. Housemann and Mr. Warner. They sound like excellent interview subjects.”

“I’d be happy to,” she said, spotting Lisa approach with two tempting slices of chocolate cake.

“I see cake, and that calls for coffee,” Jennifer said, moving away. “Would you like some, Mr. Freemont?”

“Yes, thank you, and please call me Eustace.”

“I’ll help, Jen,” Pete said, following after.

“This smells as delicious as it looks, so enjoy,” Lisa said, offering plates to Kelly and Eustace.

The aroma of rich chocolate wafted up to Kelly’s nostrils, and she inhaled the delectable scent. She took a bite and savored. Heavenly. Dark chocolate cake and rich, creamy chocolate frosting, all mixed together. Yum! “Ohhhh, this is scrumptious,” she said before tasting another morsel.

“Oh, my,” Eustace exclaimed, patting his mouth with a napkin. “That is wicked, indeed.”

“I think Megan’s outdone herself this time,” Jennifer said as she approached with a coffeepot. Kelly held out her mug and let another delectable aroma fill her nostrils. Strong black coffee. Caffeine.

“If you ladies will excuse us, it looks like Burt’s anxious to speak with Eustace,” Curt said, beckoning Eustace to follow as he stepped away.

“Ms. Flynn—”

“Please, call me Kelly,” she said behind a forkful of cake.

“I’ll give you my card before we leave. Thank you so much for suggesting your employers.” Eustace gave her a genial smile. “We’ll talk later.”

“Absolutely,” Kelly said, then downed the tasty mouthful.

Pete came up to them, somehow balancing four slices of cake. “Here, you go.” He expertly set all four plates on a nearby end table. “Now, either you guys dig in or I’ll be taking seconds, and I sure don’t need it.” Pete patted his stomach before sampling the cake.

Kelly took a sip of Jayleen’s strong coffee. Ahhhh. Just the way she liked it. She savored the last forkful of cake, then eyed the slices on the end table. “I’ll have to run even more tomorrow morning. This is waaaay too good. I might have seconds.”

Lisa glanced over her shoulder at Greg approaching, Megan and Marty not far behind. “Better claim it before those savages inhale it all.”

“Hey, Kelly, it’s good to see you,” Greg said, sinking into a nearby armchair. “Your work schedule has you down in Denver so much we don’t see you as often as we used to.”

“I know, guys, but Warner has started working on a joint project with several different developers. A renovation deal the city of Thornton put together. So, I’m having to meet with a lot of different companies and coordinate with the project manager so I can integrate all the details into Warner’s accounts.” She took a sip of coffee. “I swear, he has so many irons in the fire it’s hard to keep track. And of course, everyone has to have a meeting. There are huge meetings with all the developers. A mini mob scene.”

“Death by meetings. I remember that,” Megan said, lifting a forkful of cake. “That’s what drove me out of corporate IT. There were so many meetings, I didn’t have time to get my work done.”

“Tell me about it,” Kelly quipped behind her mug.

Greg snitched a crumb of Lisa’s cake. She swatted his hand away. “The university specializes in meetings. You can lose half your day.”

Marty settled on the arm of Megan’s chair. “Do you ever see Steve at any of those mini mobs?” he asked quietly.

“Marty . . .” Megan turned to him with a concerned look. 

“It’s okay, Megan. You can talk about Steve in front of me. I know you guys see him whenever he comes into town,” Kelly said, deliberately leaning against a desk.

She’d learned how to appear relaxed whenever one of her friends mentioned Steve. Inside, however, Kelly was anything but relaxed. An old familiar knotting started in her stomach. The tears had stopped months ago when anger briefly took their place. Beneath it all, the hurt remained. She’d learned to disguise it, but her friends knew her well. And they seldom mentioned Steve in front of her, except to subtly update her on what he was doing.

“He’s started working full-time for that northern Colorado developer he was working nights for. Sam Kaufman,” Greg offered. “Apparently this Sam raised his salary to more than that Denver architect firm was paying him, so Steve jumped at it.”

Kelly let her surprise show. “That’s a smart move. Tell him congratulations for me.”

“So . . . have you ever seen Steve at these big meetings?” Lisa asked in a tentative voice.

“Yeah, maybe you could congratulate him yourself,” Marty suggested, eyeing Kelly.

“Marteeee,” Megan shot him a disapproving look.

Kelly held up her hand. “Guys, I said it’s okay. As a matter of fact, I have seen Steve at some of those meetings,” she announced to her attentive friends. “But only at a distance, and he’s never seen me.” She gave them a crooked smile. “Life goes on, guys.”

“Two ships passing in the night,” Pete observed softly.

A pall of quiet dropped over the little group for a moment. Only the sound of forks clinking against plates. Kelly  noticed Megan’s expression had gone from concerned to sad to annoyed. A Megan eruption was due any second, Kelly could tell.

“I wanted to strangle him,” Megan spouted, face screwed up in anger. There was no doubt as to who the “him” in that sentence was.

“Megaaaan,” Marty teased, imitating her scolding tone. Too late. Megan’s hand shot out in exasperation. “You know he didn’t come to see us for a month after he left. He was afraid to.”

“Jayleen said Curt called Steve on the phone and really chewed him out,” Lisa offered. “She’d never heard Curt cuss like that before.”

“We weren’t sure he’d ever come back after Megan and Lisa took turns beating up on him. Even Jennifer went after him. Man, it was brutal.” Greg gave a pretend shudder.

Kelly did her best to conceal her emotions. Despite herself, she couldn’t keep from smiling inside when she heard that. But instead of answering “Serves him right,” Kelly calmly asked, “How’d he take it?”

“Like a man,” Marty said. “Kept his mouth shut and let them beat him up.”

Greg glanced at Kelly. “Steve knows he screwed up bad.”

Kelly could feel all her friends staring at her and couldn’t resist a tart response. She also spotted Jayleen approach so she knew she wouldn’t be pressured. “Good,” was all she replied.

“Greg and Marty, you’d better go have thirds on that cake and save the rest of us from ourselves,” Jayleen said as she approached Kelly and friends. “That was scrumptious, Megan. That’s so good you should have it for your wedding.”

Glad for the reprieve from further comments, Kelly quickly  followed up. “Yeah, Megan. Save a bill from the bakery and have this as your wedding cake.”

Megan looked appalled. “Do you really think I’m about to bake cakes right before the wedding? You’re crazy!”

“Thanks to Jayleen and Curt, we can afford to pay caterers,” Marty said, his infectious grin returning. “Of course, Uncle Curt’s steaks will take a big chunk out of that bill, too.”

“You know, you’ll have to hire someone to handle the grill as well as someone to tend bar,” Pete reminded them. “I have names of people I’ve used you can trust to do a good job.”

“I’ll volunteer,” Greg held up his hand.

Jayleen hooted. “I thought you were a vegetarian, Greg. I’ve noticed you falling off the wagon this last year.”

“Blame it on Curt and his steaks.” Greg shrugged.

“He’s a weekday vegetarian. He can do it on weekends too unless we’re going to Curt’s or Jayleen’s,” Lisa said.

“Well, in that case, I wouldn’t trust Greg around those steaks any more than I’d trust Kelly’s dog Carl,” Jayleen warned.

“Hey, maybe we could bring Carl to the reception so he could guard the grill and keep an eye on Greg,” Pete joked.

At that, Kelly and all her friends joined Jayleen in laughter, picturing Kelly’s Rottweiler chasing Greg away from the grill.




Two

Kelly looked across the mahogany library table at her client Arthur Housemann. Sunlight from the nearby window glinted off his silver-laced hair as he bent over the March expense estimates she’d prepared. “The business is doing well, Arthur. The vacancy rate for your rental properties is the lowest northern Colorado has seen in years. You’re weathering this recession in fine shape.” She took a deep drink from one of the Housemann company ceramic coffee mugs.

Housemann looked up from the documents spread out on the table. “So far, so good, Kelly. Cutting back on some of my expenses and putting off a couple of purchases helped, too.” He peered over the top of his reading glasses. “When times get tough, you’ve gotta get tough, too. Only the strong survive these downturns.”

Housemann returned his attention to the expense reports. He reminded Kelly of her late father in some ways. He was  sixty-four, the same age her father would be had he lived. Housemann also had the same quiet, studious manner that her dad had. He spoke when he had something to say, and it usually counted for something.

That’s why Housemann’s comment caught her attention. Tough, good businessmen got swept away in this recession, too. So being tough and smart wasn’t the whole story.

She felt compelled to add, “Well, a lot of smart, tough builders and developers went belly-up last year, too. So, I think there’s more to it than toughness. Not having enough cash in the bank seems to me to be the deciding factor.” She pointed to a column in another financial report that lay open on the table. “Now, you’ve been careful to keep a good cash position, Arthur. That’s been the key difference.”

Housemann started to smile. “You’re right, Kelly. I sounded kind of flippant just then. Didn’t mean to be.” He dropped the reports to the table and removed his reading glasses. “I’ve been in this real estate business a long time, so I watched and learned how the survivors did it. Then, I patterned my rules after theirs. And whenever I didn’t follow them, I lost big.” He swung his glasses by the earpiece as he glanced out the sixth-floor office window, which looked across Fort Connor to the west. “And one of those rules was always have plenty of cash, to invest or to live on if necessary.”

“Amen, to that,” Kelly said with a smile, lifting her mug in salute. “Putting away cash takes a discipline that most people do not have, unfortunately.”

“That being said, I am now about to dip into that cash pool,” Housemann said, eyeing her. “I’ll be withdrawing at least sixty thousand.”

Kelly set her mug on the table. She couldn’t hide her surprise. “That’s serious money, Arthur. Are you sure you want to do that right now? What did I just hear you say?”

Housemann chuckled. “You have my permission to quote myself back to me, Kelly. But this is a once-in-a-lifetime purchase, and I simply cannot let it pass me by.”

She leaned back in the upholstered chair and folded her arms. “Okay, I’ve gotta hear this. Tell me. What are you buying?”

“I’ve made an offer on a property in Poudre Canyon, right on the river. It’s thirty acres of drop-dead beautiful. I’ve always wanted to have a property up there, but never could find the right one. I wanted river access and plenty of room to camp with my kids and grandkids.” Housemann stared out the window again. “All these years, I’d think about scouting for properties to buy for my family, then another business deal would come along and take away the discretionary funds and my attention. Plus, a lot of the places just didn’t strike my fancy. They had too much vertical, or they didn’t have river access or not enough trees.”

“Sounds like you wanted it all, Arthur,” Kelly observed. “That’s hard to find. Where is this jewel?”

“It’s about ten miles up the canyon. I’ve driven past it all my life. You can tell how gorgeous it is from the road. And I’ve hiked some on the bordering trails over the years. There are stands of aspen and evergreens and ponds throughout. Deer graze there all the time. Nobody to chase them off. I never saw many people on the property. Some of my friends who live nearby said someone from out-of-state had owned it for years. I figured it was a family property of some kind and would stay that way.” He turned to Kelly. “So, you can  imagine my surprise when I heard about it coming on the market. Mark Dunham over at Northstar Real Estate keeps his eye out for me all the time, and he knows how I’ve always wanted a place on the Poudre River.”

Housemann looked so happy Kelly had to laugh. The staid, conservative businessman looked like a kid who’d just stepped into a candy store and was told he could have whatever he wanted.

“It sounds like the stars aligned for you on this one, Arthur. As your CPA, I’ve already done my duty to warn you about depleting your much-treasured cash reserve. But I’m not about to rain on your parade. When do you plan to make an offer?”

“I already have. One of Mark’s agents wrote up the offer and brought it over this morning,” Housemann said with a kid-like grin. He was obviously already in the candy store. “In fact, here’s my copy. I was planning to show it to you after we went through the expenses.” He reached into a portfolio beside his elbow and drew out a sheaf of legal-size documents that Kelly recognized as a real estate contract.

“Take your time reading; I’ll fill up our coffees,” Housemann said, rising from the table. “I know you’ll want some, Kelly.”

“Yes, please,” Kelly said, already immersed in the legalese. Reading past the purchase offer, Kelly read the name of the seller. “Fred Turner.” Something sounded familiar about that name. “The seller’s name sounds familiar. Have you done business with him before? I must have read that name somewhere.”

Housemann gave a snort as he walked over to the table with the coffeepot. “I haven’t done business with that bastard  for years. Ever since he tried to cheat me out of some property I was buying in Denver. He’s a real piece of work. Nobody in town wants to work with him unless he has a property they’re hot to buy.” He poured a dark stream into Kelly’s mug.

Housemann’s comment jogged Kelly’s memory. “So, he has a bad reputation, huh?” she asked, paging through the contract.

“The worst. He’ll use whatever he can to cheat someone out of their property and still be on legal grounds. Just barely.” Housemann sank into his chair. “He’ll jerk around anyone who’ll let him. That’s why I’m offering full purchase price with a significant cash down payment. I didn’t bother to negotiate, because I don’t have time or patience to play games with Turner, and I want that property.” Housemann took a deep drink from his mug.

Kelly turned to the last page in the contract and read the names of the seller’s real estate agency. It was Jennifer’s company. She was right. Fred Turner was the “problem” client that Jennifer had described to her yesterday at Jayleen’s barbeque.

“It looks like my friend Jennifer Stroud is the selling agent. She’s very experienced. She’s been working in real estate for years, so she should be able to keep Turner in line.”

Housemann frowned. “I don’t think anyone can keep Fred Turner in line. He’s not afraid to make a scene when it serves his purpose. He loves to throw the other party off balance.”

“Well, he shouldn’t play any games with this offer. You’re meeting his purchase price,” Kelly declared, pointing to the contract.

“Even so, I won’t relax until he’s signed the contract, Kelly. I don’t trust Turner as far as I can throw him.”
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“Hey, Kelly, good to see you drop in,” Mimi said as Kelly walked into her favorite knitting shop, Lambspun. Mimi was hanging loops of fluffy spun yarns along the foyer wall. Cotton candy. “Most afternoons lately you’ve been in Denver.”

“And I’ll be there again tomorrow,” Kelly said. “But I finished one client’s account this morning, so I figured I deserved a break before going back to the other client this afternoon.”

The entire foyer was alive with color. Yarns spilled out of the wooden bins lining one wall. An antique dry sink and a natural pine cabinet both bulged with colorful spring fibers. An open steamer trunk on the floor was piled high with inviting fluffy balls of mohair, silky loops of ribbon, and tidy balls of baby-soft cotton. Woven baskets were tucked in everywhere else. There wasn’t an inch of the foyer that wasn’t bursting with color. The skylight above allowed natural light to brighten the foyer and enhanced the various colors and textures.

“Well, we’re glad to see you whenever you find the time.” Mimi gave her a motherly smile as she hung the last loop of spun yarn on the wall with the others. A luscious lemon froth.

Kelly fingered the soft froth. “The spinners have been busy.”

“Oh, yes. Why don’t you follow me up front and fill me in on what you’re doing? I need to catch up. I didn’t get much time to chat with you at Jayleen’s last night.”

“Let me drop off my stuff first,” Kelly said as she headed for the main knitting room. She set her knitting bag on the  long library table where all the knitters and other fiber workers gathered regularly.

Bookshelves hugged the walls of this room. All the shelves were packed with books on every fiber subject imaginable—knitting, crocheting, spinning, weaving, dyeing, felting, tatting, and other stitchery. If yarns or threads were used in any form, there was a book on it. Kelly was always amazed at the fiber subjects she knew nothing about.

She walked through the central yarn room, where all four walls were lined with bins and shelves that overflowed with coils, balls, or skeins of different colors. Rainbows. Following Mimi’s path toward the front of the shop, Kelly noticed there were no customers lined up at the counter.

Kelly couldn’t help asking. “Wow, no customers. Has business dropped off or something?”

Mimi grinned at her as she picked up a ball of newly wound blue-and-gray wool. “You should have seen it this morning. We had loads of customers. You’ve started to forget how the traffic flows around here, Kelly. You haven’t been in as often.”

Kelly settled into a chair at the winding table and watched Mimi take one of the newly spun skeins of wool and loop it around the spindles of the yarn swift. Then, she started turning the swift’s handle, slowly winding the yarn into a ball on a spindle at the other end of the table.

“You’re probably right.” Kelly stretched out her long jeans-clad legs. “I have business on the brain all the time now. That’s why I grabbed this little slice of time and got out of my office clothes and headed over here for some relaxation. I need it.”

Mimi wound slowly, glancing up at Kelly. “Yes, I have to admit you don’t look as relaxed as you used to. It sounds like  that Denver client has really started claiming a lot more of your time. You’ve even stayed down there overnight, I hear.”

The Lambspun grapevine was as alive as ever. “That’s right. When I have late night meetings or receptions and early morning meetings the next day, it’s easier to stay. There are some nice hotels in the Cherry Creek area.”

“Cherry Creek?” Mimi’s brows shot up. “I should say.”

“I figure after the long hours I put in with Warner’s business, I deserve some luxury,” Kelly said, grinning. “Believe me, I really appreciate sinking into that huge jetted tub in the bathroom. What a treat.”

Jennifer popped around the corner of the hallway that led into Pete’s café at the back of the knitting shop. “Hey, I didn’t expect to see you here. Thanks for the congrats message on my voice mail. I went into a happy dance when I saw Housemann’s offer on my desk this morning.”

“Well, you deserve some good news,” Kelly said.

“Did you sell your new client’s mountain property? That’s wonderful, Jennifer,” Mimi said with a big smile.

“Thanks, guys. It came in at the right time, too. By the way, I’m going up there on Saturday, Kelly. You want to take a short trip into Poudre Canyon? You need to relax,” Jennifer suggested.

“I might take you up on that offer,” Kelly said, picturing the canyon’s rock walls against the blue Colorado sky, the Poudre River running beside the road. Peaceful. Sometimes Kelly would escape up into the canyon all by herself just to think. She’d sit on a rock beside the river and clear her head. See what thoughts popped out.

“Who is that with Lizzie in the yarn room?” Mimi asked, glancing toward the adjoining room. “It looks like Curt’s  author friend, Eustace. Is he looking for yarns? I should go and help him.” She started to push back her chair.

“No, no, don’t,” Jennifer admonished, holding up her hand. “Eustace came into the café this morning with Curt to have breakfast and decided to stay and work on his computer. Curt left to do errands.” Jennifer leaned closer and lowered her voice. “After an hour, I noticed Eustace leave the table quickly and rush outside. I wondered what was up, because he’d left his computer open on the table. That’s when I saw Lizzie outside, picking up several small packages she must have dropped on the flagstone path. Eustace obviously noticed and went out to help her.”

“Well, that was gentlemanly of him,” Mimi said, winding yarn again.

“But the best part is that he took Lizzie to his table and they’ve been sitting in the café all morning, chatting up a storm.” Jennifer gave them both a Cheshire cat grin.

Kelly glanced into the adjoining yarn room. Sure enough, Lizzie was holding a skein of turquoise yarn and seemed to be explaining something, while Eustace stood attentively listening. Well, well, well.

“I’ll be darned,” Kelly said, returning her friend’s conspiratorial smile.

“Oh, my goodness,” Mimi said, eyes alight. “I’ll have to tell Burt. Now, we should all act as if we haven’t noticed a thing, understand?”

Kelly nodded. “Don’t worry. After watching Megan slowly warm up to Marty a couple of years ago, Jennifer and I are pros at pretending not to notice.”

“Well, time to get back to the café. I simply wanted to share my observations with you two. Give everyone a heads-up  so they’ll be on guard.” Jennifer gave a wave and slipped around the corner.

Kelly watched Lizzie’s round face, flushed now, and dimpling with her cheerful smile. Kelly noticed Eustace was smiling as well. Whatever they were talking about, yarns or the weather, they both looked very happy.

“They’re so cute,” Mimi observed as she continued winding. Kelly couldn’t resist. She turned to Mimi with a wicked grin. “That’s exactly what we all said when we saw you and Burt flirting over the yarn bins.”

Mimi’s mouth dropped open, and she flushed scarlet. “You didn’t!”

“Yeah, we did,” Kelly teased. “You two were so cute together, and you never noticed us spying on you.”

“You spied on us! How could you?” Mimi exclaimed, clearly shocked.

“We couldn’t help it.” Kelly laughed. “You two were in the shop and so were we. I’d go into the yarn room to get something, and you two would be giggling over the yarn bins.”

“Giggling!” Mimi, clearly indignant. “We were not!”

“Yes, you were, and you were so cute, too.” Kelly teased again.

This time, Mimi picked up a nearby ball of yarn and tossed it right at Kelly. Kelly simply cackled in reply and caught the yarn before it hit her face. First baseman’s reflexes still razor sharp.

 

 

Steve pulled his big red truck into Greg and Lisa’s driveway, behind their cars. Marty’s car was parked on the street,  he noticed. So was Jennifer’s. Everyone was there. He stepped out of the truck and slammed the door, pausing only to check if any more FOR SALE signs had popped up since he’d been there last.

He felt that old familiar wrench in his gut as he counted every one. Four. Four that he could see down this street and around the corner. At least he hadn’t heard about any other houses gone into foreclosure. Steve strode up the walk to the front door and rang the bell, a mixture of apprehension and anticipation running through him. He needed to relax with old friends, even if they couldn’t resist ragging on him. Just to talk about something other than business. He needed downtime.

The door opened wide. Greg stood there with Steve’s favorite amber ale. “C’mon in, buddy,” he beckoned and handed Steve the brown bottle. “Pizza’s on the coffee table. We left you some.”

“That’s a first,” Steve joked as he entered the foyer. “You must miss me.”

“Yeah, we do,” Marty called from the great room where he sat on the love seat beside Megan. “Even Greg and I can’t finish all this pizza.”

“Here, Steve,” Lisa said, pointing to the cocoa-colored armchair. “Sit down and dig in. There’s more than enough.”

Steve quickly scanned the circle of friends who’d gathered. “Hey, guys.” He gave a crooked smile before he sat. “I grabbed a burger on the way out of town, but this sure smells good.” He took a long drink of the Fat Tire ale.

“Your favorite, pepperoni and cheese,” Megan said, pushing the box with several tempting slices toward him.

“Better watch those fast-food burger stops. They’re deadly,”  Jennifer warned as she sipped her diet soda in a nearby love seat.

Pete sat beside her. “Ohhhh, yeah.” He leaned over to grab a pizza slice. “Catch us up on what you’ve been doing since we last got together. Three weeks ago, I think.”

“You said you were starting some new project with Sam’s firm.” Greg sank into the sofa on the other side of Lisa and took a drink of his beer.

“How’s that going?” Marty asked as he snatched another pizza slice.

Steve savored the pizza before answering. Yessss. Now, he could feel himself start to relax. “It’s going pretty good. Heating up, actually. Thornton city organized this group project to renovate one of the older industrial areas of the city, and they came up with the idea of letting several different firms collaborate on the project. Sam jumped on it as soon as he heard about it.” Steve took a long drink of ale. “He’d wanted to diversify into renovating distressed properties, so this was perfect.”

He snagged another pizza slice and practically inhaled it. So good. A helluva lot better than eating alone late at night in front of the television.

“That sounds like a pretty big project,” Lisa said. “Is it just smaller construction companies or builders that are involved ?”

Steve shook his head while he swallowed. “No, there are some pretty big developers, too. The city wanted to involve a lot of builders, so they’ve parceled out all of the specialty work. Even smaller firms are included.” He grinned. “Smaller than Sam’s, I mean.”

Lisa shot a glance to the others, then back to Steve. “So there are big and little firms involved.”

Steve tipped back his beer. “Yeah, that’s right.”

“Sounds like a lot of work,” Marty said, twirling his beer bottle on his knee. “Is your boss gonna raise your salary again?”

Steve chuckled. “Well, kind of. He’s put me in charge of handling the project and hinted there’d be some sort of promotion.”

“Wow, that sounds good,” Jennifer commented, snitching a sliver of pizza. “Sam must really be impressed with you, Steve.”

“Yeah, I think he is. Sam’s a straight-up guy. Easy to work for. Says what he means and doesn’t jerk you around. Treats everybody fairly.” He took another long drink. “And he also doesn’t like to go to meetings,” he added with a smile. “And there are a lot of meetings that go along with this project. So, guess who gets to go to those.”

Megan looked around at her friends, then asked, “Is it only developers at the meetings or other people, too?”

Steve reached for another slice. “I wish it was just the developers; then it wouldn’t be so crowded and we could move faster. But every company brings a whole boatload of staff. Those rooms are packed.”

“Kind of a mini mob scene,” Marty suggested with a little smile.

“Oh, yeah.” Steve upended his ale and drained it this time.

“Here, I’ll get you another,” Greg offered, hopping off the sofa and heading for the kitchen.

“I wonder if any of the companies I’ve worked with in Denver are in that project,” Jennifer said, staring off into the room. “Let’s see . . . Hoffman Brothers, Warner Development, Ryker Builders. Any of them?”

Steve let himself sink into the sofa cushions, feeling more muscles let go. This is exactly what he needed. “Yeah, all three as a matter of fact.”

“Here you go, buddy,” Greg said, handing Steve another Fat Tire.

Steve took a long, deep drink, then let himself sink into the sofa even more. Glancing around the circle of his friends, he noticed they were all staring at him at the same time. What was up with that? Maybe it was his imagination. He was exhausted when he left Denver. And now, he felt sleepy. What was wrong with him? Two beers, and he was falling asleep.

“Warner Development is Kelly’s client, you know,” Lisa said, giving him a little smile.

All thoughts of sleep evaporated in the time it took to say her name. Every nerve cell went wide awake. Steve sat up straighter. “Yeah, I know.” He stared at the ale in his bottle.

“You know, Kelly’s been to those same meetings,” Jennifer said.

Steve’s head shot up. “What? How do you know?”

“Because she told us,” Pete said, smiling at him. “In fact, she even said she saw you there.”

Steve’s mouth dropped open. He couldn’t help it. “What!”

“But you didn’t see her,” Greg added, with a wry smile.

“Two ships passing in the night,” Pete repeated his line to Kelly.

Steve stared at his friends, who were watching him and  smiling, sadly, he thought. What the hell! How could he have missed her? He was an idiot! Stupid, Stupid!

“You gotta start looking around, buddy,” Marty advised with a crooked smile.

His friends wanted to say more but were holding back, Steve could tell. But there was nothing his friends could say that could compete with the mental abuse he was inflicting on himself inside.

You idiot! What is the matter with you? You can’t even take the time to look around a room? Are you stupid, or what? Jackass!

He rubbed his eyebrows. “Yeah, you’re right. I . . . I can’t believe I missed her.”

Megan opened her mouth, but Lisa waved her silent. “Don’t beat yourself up too bad, Steve. Kelly said you were on the other side of the room.”

“Check out the next meeting,” Megan said. “If you see her, just go up and say hi.”

Steve gave Megan a jaundiced look. “Are you kidding? Just say hi? She probably wouldn’t even speak to me.” He swirled the ale in his bottle. “And I wouldn’t blame Kelly. Not after what I did. I walked out on her, and . . . that hurt her bad.”

The little circle fell silent. Steve drained his beer, and Greg got up to retrieve another.

“Here you go, buddy,” Greg handed Steve the ale.

“I’d better not. Gotta drive back to Denver,” Steve said.

“You’re not getting on the highway, not tonight,” Lisa announced in her best schoolmarm voice. “You’re sleeping here on the sofa.”

“Yeah, and come over to the café in the morning and I’ll make you pancakes,” Pete promised, leaning back and draping his arm around the back of the love seat behind Jennifer.

Pete’s pancakes. How long had it been since he devoured a stack? Too long. Steve could almost taste them now.

“Then we’ll go out for a run,” Greg added. “You gotta get back to working out. You look wiped every time we see you. Gotta get your mojo back.”

Steve snorted. “I think it’s lost in all those FOR SALE signs outside.”

“That’s it. We’ve gotta start meeting over at our place,” Megan announced. “No signs around there.”

“And speaking of signs,” Jennifer said, leaning forward. “There will be one less FOR SALE sign outside. An agent in our office had a buyers’ contract accepted. They’re getting that three bedroom ranch around the corner the bank foreclosed on. And another agent has a couple interested in the two-story across the street. So, things are slowly starting to turn around, Steve.”

Steve stared into Jennifer’s warm brown gaze and felt another muscle deep inside his chest let go. Whoa. One house under contract and maybe another one. “Wow, Jen . . . that’s the best news I’ve heard in a long time. Better than the new job, even.”

“See, you’re gonna get through this, buddy,” Marty encouraged. “So, start working out again. Start playing some basketball or something till baseball season starts. Get your mojo back.”

“Yeah, Kelly can’t stay mad forever,” Greg said, twirling his empty bottle on his knee. “Can she?”

“Kelly’s not so much mad. She’s just . . . pissed,” Lisa said. 

“See, that’s better,” Marty said with a grin. “So, give it a shot.”

“Yeah, ask her to give you a second chance,” Greg advised.

Steve gave them a rueful smile as he sank back into the sofa. “Problem is, I’m not sure I deserve a second chance, guys. I destroyed the best thing I’ve ever had. And . . . and I don’t know how to fix it. Or, if I even can.” The ale had deadened the ache he carried around inside whenever he thought of Kelly. He’d tried to bury it, but it wouldn’t stay buried.

“Man, you don’t even sound like yourself, Steve. We gotta get you back.”

“High noon. Basketball courts at the gym. Pickup game,” Marty declared, pointing at them both.

“Done,” Greg said, saluting Steve and Marty with his beer bottle. “You’re gettin’ back.”

“Then you can give it another shot with Kelly,” Pete said.

“Yeah, so you’ll no longer be two ships passing . . .” Marty gestured until Megan punched him in the arm.

“Enough with those ships,” she chided.

“Pete got to say it,” Marty feigned petulance.

“Pete’s got a certain . . . way with words,” Megan gave a little shrug.

“I like that,” Pete nodded.

“And I don’t?” Marty said, aghast. “I’m a lawyer!”

“That’s too many words,” Greg shook his head.

“Waaaay too many.” Lisa grinned, then upended her beer.

Steve felt his friends’ good humor and laughter start to penetrate the black hole that he’d crawled into. He had to come back home more often. He missed this. No wonder he worked so late at night. Going back to his empty apartment was too sad.

“How’s she doing?” he asked after a moment.

“She’s in Denver most of the week,” Greg said.

“Working all the time, like you,” Marty added.

“She’s doing great, actually,” Lisa replied. “This Warner guy has involved her in everything he’s doing, apparently. She was complaining about the meetings, too.”

Steve rubbed his forehead. “Damn. I’m such an idiot.” “Yeah, we know.” Lisa said. “But don’t let that stop you from turning around and saying ‘hello’ at the next meeting.”

Steve shook his head. “I don’t know, guys. She probably doesn’t want to talk to me. And . . . and I don’t even know what I’d say to her.”

“How about ‘I’m sorry’ for starters,” Marty suggested quietly.

Steve snorted. “I don’t think ‘sorry’ is gonna cut it. I don’t know if I’ve got a chance.”

“Steve, you gotta stop talking like that,” Greg said, leaning his arms on his legs. “I’ve never seen you give up before.”

Jennifer turned to Steve with a dramatic expression. “Yeah, Steve, snap out of it!” she ordered.

At that, everyone burst into laughter. Steve joined his friends, even though the laughter was directed at him. It still felt good.
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