

























GHOST OF A CHANCE

Chances Are ... Book 1




Judi Phillips







Ghost of a Chance

A Foothills Publishing Publication

Previously published 2008 with The Wild Rose Press

© 2008 Judi Phillips

Cover illustration © CoversByKaren.com

ISBN 978-0-9861574-2-4

 


Should any persons by craft of any device whatever abstract this book from this place may their souls suffer, in retribution for what they have done, and may their names be erased from the book of the living and not recorded among the Blessed.





This is a work of fiction. Names, places, characters, and events are fictitious in every regard. Any similarities to actual events and persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. Any trademarks, service marks, product names, or named features are assumed to be the property of their respective owners, and are used only for reference. There is no implied endorsement if any of these terms are used. Except for review purposes, the reproduction of this book in whole or part, electronically or mechanically, constitutes a copyright violation in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act of 1988.




ABOUT THE E-BOOK YOU HAVE PURCHASED: Your non-refundable purchase of this ebook allows you to own only ONE LEGAL copy for your own personal reading on your own personal computer or device. You do not have resell or distribution rights without the prior written permission of both the publisher and the copyright owner of this book. This book cannot be copied in any format, sold, or otherwise transferred from your computer to another through upload to a file sharing peer to peer program, for free or for a fee, or as a prize in any contest. Such action is illegal and in violation of the U.S. Copyright Law. Distribution of this e-book, in whole or in part, online, offline, in print or in any way or any other method currently known or yet to be invented, is forbidden. If you do not want this book anymore, you must delete it from your computer.





This e-book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This e-book may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you are reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return it and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.




Published by Foothills Publishing, LLC, Albuquerque, NM.










Dedication







To the Monday Nite Critters, Michelle Libby and Donna Labbe. You guys kicked me in the butt when I deserved it and fed me chocolate when I needed it. You’re the best! Also, to my Dad, for Edward’s name. I hope he found you.




To Karen at Covers by Karen for the beautiful updated cover. Thanks a million.




Prologue







Lost Falls, Minnesota, Over 100 years ago





A hole opened beneath his feet.


"Yipes!"


Edward scrabbled to find a handhold, tumbling and sliding down the rough ground before he came to an abrupt stop on the sandy bottom. Light streamed through the hole far above where he had stood moments before.


Rubbing a bruised elbow, he scrambled to his feet and looked around. After the heat of the summer day, the cool air raised goose bumps on his arms. The cave smelled damp and musty, like when he went down cellar to get pickles for Mama.


"This is a great hiding place. Sarah will never find me here. Pirates could've buried treasure here. Or smugglers. Wait 'til I tell Walter. We can come back and play pirates."


Able to see now that his eyes had adjusted to the gloom, he groped his way toward the far end of the cave, bravely trying not to limp, and peered around an outcropping of rock.


"Golly, it's dark in here."


A rumble sounded, and the ground vibrated beneath his feet. What was that? An earthquake? Frightened, Edward scurried back to the main chamber of the cave. A jumble of rocks filled the hole he had fallen through. He sneezed from the dust still drifting in the air.


Tipping his head back, he spotted light leaking around the rocks at the top.


Maybe I can squeeze through.


He clambered up the pile of boulders. None of the holes was big enough for him to crawl through, so he retraced his route down to the floor of the cave.


I bet I can move them. He pushed and shoved, grunting from the exertion, but they were huge boulders and he was only six years old. He moved a few of the smaller ones then gave up. I'll sit here and wait here 'til Sarah finds me.


Edward sat for what seemed ages. It's been a long time. I guess this is too good of a hiding place.


"Sarah," he called. "Ollie ollie in free." His words bounced back at him.


His heart pounded. What if I can't escape?


He tried to be brave. Big boys weren't afraid. Tears trickled down his cheeks, and he scrubbed them away with dusty fists. He remembered the story of a little boy nearly his age who had fallen down a well and drowned before they could rescue him.


He scurried over to the rock pile and dug at it in a frenzied struggle to push them away. They were too big. Discouraged, he gave up and settled down on the sand, leaning against the jumble of rocks.


"I want to go home. It's cold in here." He couldn't hold back the sobs in any longer.


The light around the rocks had faded. Night had fallen.


"Mama, I'm down here."


"Papa, here I am."


"Sarah, please find me." His voice came back to him in a faint echo off the stone walls.


He tried to get as comfortable as he could on his sandy bed.


"Sarah, I'm sorry I ran away. I'm tired of waiting for you." Hungry and thirsty, he whimpered.


"I want to go home," he whispered.







One




Lost Falls, Minnesota, Present





Wynter Storm shoved her chair away from the worktable. Rising to her feet, she stretched until her back cracked then brushed the crumbs of dried herbs and flowers off her sweatshirt and jeans. She had worked non-stop since breakfast. She needed to have as much inventory as possible this year. A successful holiday season was critical. The alternative was--she wouldn't consider it. She'd worked too hard to build up her business to lose it now.


She climbed the two steps into the kitchen, poured a glass of juice and peered out through the window. Snow swirled from the leaden sky, fluffy and relentless. A white blanket had covered the cut stalks of the plants in her herb garden, the roof of the drying shed and the branches of the fir trees at the edge of the field.


An uneasy awareness, what she reluctantly referred to as her hunches, hovered around the edges of her mind. For most of the day she had ignored the small voice calling for Sarah and focused on her work.


She wanted nothing to do with hunches. She'd had one terrifying example of her mother's unusual abilities when she was a kid. That had been enough.


Wynter glanced at her watch. The time was after three. Alarm shot through her. Jenny was late. She should have been home half an hour ago. Wynter gnawed her lower lip. There had been no talk of a storm, much less the makings of a blizzard on the morning weather report. When Jenny had left for school, she had worn only a light jacket and sneakers.


When had all this snow accumulated? At lunch a few flakes had fallen but she hadn't paid much attention, figuring they were nothing more than flurries. After all, it was October.


Go for Jenny. The loud voice in her head drowned out the one looking for Sarah. Nothing to worry about. She'd chalk it up to mother's intuition.


Setting the empty glass in the sink, she obeyed the inner voice. Muttering about snow and no autumn and the difficulty of living in Minnesota, she dug into the hall closet until she retrieved her down-filled coat, her Sorrel boots and Jenny's winter jacket. Next, she rummaged through the oak chest by the back door until she found mittens and hats. She piled her unruly hair on top of her head and jammed on a ski cap.


When she stepped outside, the wind snatched the door out of her hand. Cold, wet snow pelted her face and snatched her hat from its precarious perch. No sense chasing it. She put her head down and struggled across the yard to the garage.


Never enthusiastic about starting, the engine in her ancient VW Minibus reluctantly cranked over, sputtering and complaining until it settled into its usual rough rhythm. Wynter knew she needed a new vehicle, but right now she didn't want the expense of car payments. Besides, her mother had given her the old wreck, and she hung on to it for sentimental reasons. She had the only "tie-dyed" minivan paint job in Lost Falls. Probably in the whole state of Minnesota. Could be the only one left in the universe.


The defroster mutated into a snowmaking machine, spraying a fine mist of frost over the dashboard and onto her lap. What had ever possessed her to leave warm, sunny California? Even after ten years in Minnesota, she sometimes longed for a life of fewer extremes, weather-wise anyway.


At the end of her driveway, she turned onto the narrow county road, driving cautiously because the plows hadn't been through yet. At the same time, she scraped futilely at the layer of frost forming on the inside of the windshield. The wipers outside weren't much help either, losing the battle to keep the wet, heavy snow at bay. The Minibus plowed down the road like the Queen Mary moving through heavy seas.


As she slowed to negotiate a sharp curve, the rear end began to fishtail. She pumped the brakes and turned into the skid. Turned too far. Yanking the wheel the other way, she swerved across the middle of the road. Luck favored her. There weren't any other cars. She twisted the steering wheel again. The van careened back to her own side.


"Too much correction," she yelled, as she headed off the road.


Bushes clawed the sides of the Minibus in its headlong rush down the slope. She gripped the steering wheel with both hands and held on. She heard the sound of breaking glass and metal crunching as the fender crumpled against the tree. That was the last thing she remembered before there was a sharp pain bloomed in her head and everything went black.

[image: ]


Trace Hawthorne woke up with an uneasy feeling and it stayed with him. After dropping his daughter off at her new school, he decided he'd take a look at where he would be working for the next couple of years.


At the construction site, he pulled into a slot between two pickups. He'd borrowed his mother's sedan, and it screamed "grandma car". The rumor mill was probably churning over his return, and driving his mother's Buick wouldn't help his image. Even after all the years in Egypt, it was hard to shake old habits learned from his mother. He shrugged. Nothing he could do about it. His Land Rover was on order and should arrive in a few days.


He entered the trailer used for the site office, and the familiar sights soothed him. Three desks were crowded into one room. A couple of unrolled blueprints hid the battered surface of one of them. The smell of fresh coffee reminded him he hadn't had any yet.


Two men sat across from each other at one of the desks. The guy facing the door looked up. Trace walked over to him, held out his hand and introduced himself.


"You must be Buck Hanson. You're the foreman, right?"


"Yep. This here's Lenny Johnson, newest member of the crew."


"Welcome aboard." Trace shook his hand.


Lenny rolled back his chair and stood. "See you tomorrow," he said as he left.


"Grab a cup of coffee and have a seat," Buck said.


Trace took him up on the offer. Seating himself, he noted the jumble of papers on the desk and made a mental note to encourage the crew to make use of the filing cabinet in the corner. He suspected it was empty. No need to put up with clutter when it wasn't necessary.


"So, how's the hiring going?"


"Real good, considering the economy. We're probably at half strength and it should be easy to fill the rest of the openings."


"Good." Trace didn't need a short crew at the start of the project.


"Course, we draw from the Twin Cities. That helps."


The door opened and a guy walked in.


"This is my next appointment," Buck raised his hands in apology.


"No problem." Trace got to his feet. "I'll take a look around. Catch up with you later."


He stepped out the door, and the chill air hit him. For a minute it felt like he'd moved to the South Pole. He'd definitely been away too long if the temperature in October bit to the bone.


Snow swirled out of the dun colored sky. Even though they'd lost much of their rich fall color, oak leaves still clung to the branches. He couldn't believe it was snowing. If this kept up, Sara would miss out on trick or treating. Snow this early in the season would complicate the job. He kicked himself. He'd forgotten the impact weather could have on a project in Minnesota.


He walked to the edge of the river and studied the metal framework of the old bridge. He was surprised it had lasted this long. It definitely needed replacing. The flaking paint revealed the rusting girders underneath. They'd been lucky a disaster like the collapse of the 35W bridge hadn't happened here.


He spent the rest of the morning looking over the site, chatting with workers as he met them and reviewing the blue prints. After a late lunch with the crew at the local cafe, he paced off the work area. He picked out the best place to store supplies, decided where to set up loading docks, chose the areas for workers' parking and equipment storage, and located the holding pattern for deliveries. It took time and careful planning. If a site was laid out logically, the work flowed smoothly. If not, chaos could reign.


Things like forklifts running into delivery trucks and cranes swinging cargo over parked cars could keep him awake nights.


Despite the weather, it was good to be back in Minnesota. He had made the right decision. Sara was twelve. She'd had plenty of international experience, but now it was time to learn about her heritage.


The cold had settled in and snow fell at a good clip now. Trace pulled the sheepskin collar up around his neck until it partially covered his ears. He rubbed his hands together then shoved them into his pockets. Even with the sheared lining in his jacket, he was cold.


He'd forgotten there could be blizzards in October in Minnesota. According to his plan, he should have had at least a month to acclimate to a place with four seasons after the years spent in Egypt. There must be a joke here somewhere. At the moment he didn't appreciate it. He gave up on getting any more work done. Checking his watch, he saw it was after two. He'd go pick up Sara.


He arrived at the school a half hour later.


"This is my friend, Jenny Heath," Sara said running up to him. "Can we give her a ride home, please? She lives next to Gram."


"Let me check, first." Swiping on his cell phone, he tried to call but there was no answer.


"She's probably at the store," Jenny said.


He agreed and ignored another twinge of uneasiness that had nothing to do with his Nanna.


Now, with two girls giggling in the rear of his mother's aged sedan, he drew on long-forgotten skills of driving in the midst of a snowstorm. If only the four-wheel drive he'd ordered had arrived like the dealer had promised.


"Stop! You've got to stop!" Sara's new friend shouted.


Trace glanced over his shoulder. "What's the problem?"


"My Mom's in the ditch." The girl fumbled with the door lock.


"Hold on a minute. Let me stop."


"I have to help my Mom."


Even with the car still moving, she tried to shove the door open.


"Where did you see her car?" Concentrating on the snow-covered road, peering through the driving snow, Trace had not been checking the roadside.


"Back there. We just passed it. Next to that big tree beside the road."


He looked over his shoulder and was horrified to see she had the rear door cracked open.


He jammed on the brakes and skidded to a stop, one wheel buried in the snow bank edging the road. Turning on the warning flashers, he opened his door, stepped out and sank into ankle-deep snow.


With the rear door now open all the way, Sara's friend catapulted out of the car and dashed across the road.


Damn it! What was her name? Began with a 'J'. Janey? No. Jenny. That was it. "Jenny. Wait!"


Trace sprinted after the girl, his knees pumping high to clear the snow. He caught her at the edge of the highway before she plunged down the embankment. Afraid of what she might find, he grabbed her hand. "Hold on a minute. Let me go first."


"But that's my Mom. I've got to get to her."


Trace looked down into the young face, eyes widened in fear, tears about to spill over onto cheeks, and pulled her into his arms.


"Let me take a quick look." He couldn't explain to Sara's new friend that he wanted to make sure her mother wasn't covered in blood or, worse yet, dead.


"Papa, is everything okay?"


Trace looked across the top of Jenny's head to his daughter who had joined them. He flashed back to another accident--standing beside a hospital bed, looking down at Darla. His wife lay unconscious, a large bruise covering one side of her face. The hurt cut through him as sharp as ever. He shook his head, banishing the pain. No way did he want to travel down that memory lane.


He wanted to protect this young girl from an unpleasant surprise. He knew how devastating it could be. He had fought long and hard to put one behind him. "Sara, stay with your friend while I...go get her mother." Trace hoped Jenny wouldn't notice his hesitation before he finished the sentence. When he opened his arms, Jenny stepped away.


Sara slid an arm around her friend's waist. "Go on, Papa. We will be fine."


Trace plunged down the slope. Here, the snow reached halfway up his calves in places. He stopped short of the Minibus. Another day. Another car. An image of how it must have been. An unconscious mother. A baby crying. He shook his head. His baby was twelve now.


This might explain why he'd been on edge all day. He brushed the thought aside. That was not logical thinking. No way could he have known.


He waded through the snow to the driver's side and peered in. A woman slumped over the steering wheel. He prayed she was unconscious. Her hair, a tumble of rich auburn curls, hid her face. The windshield was intact, and he couldn't see any blood. The only new damage to the vehicle seemed to be the crumpled left fender and broken headlight where the van had grazed the huge oak and now tilted against it. He knocked on the window.
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Wynter forced her eyes open. She was in her van and it was making an odd thumping noise, one she hadn't heard before. She groaned. She didn't have money for repairs. The sound repeated but it seemed to come from outside. She jerked her head around, then winced at the pain caused by the sudden movement. A man stood outside her window, his fist raised, poised to strike. She flinched away.


His hand dropped out of sight. "Are you okay?" The closed window muffled his voice.


She had misread the situation--a good thing. He'd merely been knocking on the window. "I think so." Her voice shook.


"Can you move your arms and legs?"


She moved them, hesitant at first then with more confidence. "Yes. Everything seems to work."


"Lady, don't you have any sense?" Suddenly, he was shouting at her. "Just like...well, never mind. Driving around in this old barge in the middle of a blizzard! What were you thinking?"


Wynter's temper flared in reaction to the anger in his voice. She tried to roll down the window but it was jammed, adding to her frustration. "I was thinking about finding my daughter. She's late getting home from school." She was annoyed to discover tears spilling down her cheeks and swiped them away.


"I'm sorry," he said and scrubbed a hand over his face. "If Jenny is your daughter, she's fine. My comment was out of line. Here, I'll help you." He tugged several times on the driver's door with no success. "Must've gotten jammed when you banged into the tree. I'll come around and try the other side."


"How do you know Jenny's fine?"


"She's up by the car with my daughter."


In no time, the passenger door opened, emitting its normal loud popping noise where the leading edge had been dented years ago. She clambered awkwardly up the steep incline over the passenger seat. His hand steadied her as she exited the Minibus. Her legs wobbled, and she slumped against the side of the van, her insides a mass of quaking Jell-O. Wynter surveyed her predicament. Snow lapped over the hubcaps. No way could she back out of the ditch.


Now that she could see her rescuer clearly, despite his slightly receding hairline, Wynter recognized him. She'd seen his high school graduation picture enough times at her neighbor Betty's house.


Trace Hawthorne.


She studied him. Long legs sheathed in faded blue jeans, a rusty brown leather jacket with a sheared lining. A tan that had nothing to do with Minnesota. Snowflakes clung to his coffee brown hair, and his blue eyes were slitted against the swirling snow. She regretted never paying attention to Betty's matchmaking schemes. If she'd been in town when he'd been visiting...No! Bad idea. He was her friend's son.


Was this what her hunch had been about? A dangerous knight in jeans and leather? Maybe this hunch business wasn't all bad.


Her sudden awareness of him had to be the result of her collision with the tree. It couldn't have anything to do with the vitality he radiated. After all, this was Trace Hawthorne. She didn't want to find him attractive. Betty had told her often enough how he'd left town, left the country right after his wife had died. No consideration for what his mother wanted. Or his daughter. Or what people might think.


"Can you make it back to the road?"


Wynter straightened up and prayed her legs would support her without buckling at the knees. "I hope so. I've got a gallon of adrenaline pumping through me, so I'm not quite sure."


Her weak attempt at humor elicited a smile. His teeth gleamed white in contrast to his tanned skin.


"Here, let me help." He reached out, linked his arm in hers and they took a few wading steps away from the Minibus.


"Mom! What happened? Are you okay? What happened?"


Battling her way through the snow, Jenny raced down the slope. She plowed into Wynter, almost plunging them both to the ground. All that kept Wynter upright was Trace's strong arm circling her waist.


"Careful, honey." Wynter opened her arms to her daughter. "I'm fine."


She gazed into Jenny's face, a mirror of her own when she'd been twelve. Relief flooded her, and she wrapped her arms around her daughter. Jenny was okay and not buried in a snow bank. It had been wrong--had nothing to do with Jenny.


Giving an exaggerated shiver, Trace clapped his arms across his chest. "Brrrr."


When he removed his arm from her waist, Wynter sagged, then quickly straightened up.


"You guys may not mind the cold, but I'm not acclimated yet. Let's not stand around out here. I don't want a case of frostbite."


Jenny shivered in Wynter's arms. "Your cold weather gear's in the van. You'd better get it. You're not dressed warm enough."


"Okay."


"I'll do it," Trace said before Jenny had a chance to move. "I think the van's stable enough but no sense taking chances."


His consideration for Jenny touched Wynter--at odds with Betty's complaints over the years. He might be a better father than Betty thought.


In no time he was back. He held out the jacket and helped Jenny slip into it.


"Okay, let's go." Jenny led the way up the slope to the road. Wynter followed, acutely aware that Trace's arm was back steadying her.


A girl about Jenny's age stood beside the car. This must be Betty's granddaughter, Sara. She smiled tentatively when they arrived at her side, but Wynter sensed a shadow of sadness in her.


"Come on, ladies, into the car," Trace ordered. "I'm freezing out here."


While the girls scrambled into the back, Wynter opened the passenger door and slid in, relieved to be out of the cold and off her still-unreliable legs. Echoes of the accident still reverberated throughout her body.


Jenny leaned forward and tapped Trace on the shoulder. "I'd like you to meet my mother, Wynter Storm. Mom, this is Trace Hawthorne, Sara's dad."


Wynter smiled. Jenny performed the introductions like a social hostess.


Trace grinned. "A totally appropriate day to meet you."


For the umpteenth time, Wynter wished she had been born in the summer.


In spite of her irritation, Wynter smiled. "At least your comment about my name's more original than most I've encountered over the years--although you have Mother Nature on your side today."


"True. I s'pose you've taken a lot of heat over it."


Wynter nodded, surprised at his understanding. Most people never grasped that a weird name might be a handicap.


"And this is Sara," Jenny said.


Wynter shifted sideways to look at the girl huddled into her jacket in the back seat. All that showed was a fringe of blond hair and the same blue eyes of her father. "Hello, Sara. Welcome to Minnesota."


"Thank you. I did not expect snow in October." A lilt in her voice and the formal wording hinted at other languages.


"Well, that's Minnesota weather for you. Expect the unexpected." Wynter's glance strayed back to Trace. She eyed the way his broad shoulders stretched his leather jacket, wondered what it would feel like to run her hands over him and tried to dismiss the reaction.


He reached under the armrest, pulled out a cell phone and handed it to her. "Here. Want to call a tow truck?"


"Thanks." Wynter took the phone from him. The spark of heat as his fingertips brushed hers startled her. She quickly dismissed it. After all, her hands were nearly frozen.


"We can wait here 'til he comes," Trace offered. "That way he'll be sure to find your car."


"No need. He'll know where it is and where to return it."


"Different name," he commented. He swiped a hole in the mist coating the side window and glanced at the stranded Minibus. "Distinctive car." His eyes glinted. "You don't hide your light, do you?" He scrubbed at the front window and switched the defroster's fan to high.


Wynter laughed. "I learned the hard way I don't have much choice."


She dialed the number for Bob's Towing. For the hundredth time, she wished she had the extra money for her own mobile phone. "Hello, Bob. Yes, it's Wynter." She explained her predicament, then snapped the phone closed and handed it back to Trace. "It's a sad commentary when the tow truck guy recognizes your voice." She brushed her hair off her forehead and winced when her fingers encountered a lump. "Ouch. Must've bumped my head on that wild ride into the ditch to meet the oak."


He studied her, an expression of concern on his face. "Do you want to stop at the clinic and get checked out?" He maneuvered the car to the center of the lane.


His concern surprised her again. "No, I'm fine."


"You shouldn't fool around with a concussion, even if it's only a possibility. Are you sure?"


She nodded.


"Okay. Let's get you home before we're buried right here in the middle of the road."


"Bob's on the way. He could drag you out, too."


"I'd like to avoid that if possible. Where is it exactly that you live?"


"On the small farm next to your mother's house."


"You bought the old Olson place?"


"I inherited it from my aunt when she died."


"I'm sorry. I didn't know."


"You haven't been home much."


His quick sideways glance told Wynter he hadn't missed her mild criticism.


"How long are you here for?" she asked, hoping to smooth it over.


"I'm back to stay."


Did she hear a hint of defensiveness in this voice? Her cheeks warmed with embarrassment. The fact that he'd chosen to leave when life got tough wasn't any of her business. "Your mother will like that," she said, careful to keep her tone neutral this time.


"Mmm hmm."


"I had no idea you were in town--or even expected."


She knew it was ridiculous, but a sliver of hurt pierced Wynter because her friend had said nothing about her son's return. Normally, that kind of news would have merited a call to Wynter and an APB alert to the whole town.


Setting aside her pique, Wynter pointed out her driveway, barely visible through the falling snow. "Turn here."


As he negotiated the turn, the car started to fishtail. Wynter clutched the door handle and tried to press both feet through the floorboard. She took a deep breath and relaxed her death grip on the door when he completed the turn without mishap.


"Good thing Ma's car has front wheel drive." Trace pulled to a stop in front of her garage. "I haven't driven in snow for a long time."


"There is no snow in Cairo," Sara said, her nose pressed nearly flat against the window. "The only time I have seen any is on vacation in Europe."


Wynter opened the door and stepped out into a drift that reached halfway up her calf. "Looks like you're going to make up for lost time."


Trace got out and walked around the car, stopping in front of her. "You should get your head checked out."


Startled, Wynter glanced sideways at him. He couldn't know... "What are you talking about?"


He reached out and brushed a finger across her forehead. "Your bump."


Wynter raised her hand and put her fingers where he had touched her. Suddenly self-conscious, she could imagine what she looked like. A huge knot in the middle of her forehead, and hair that probably resembled a demented bag lady's.


"Oh. Ah. Oh. I thought you meant I needed my head examined." She tried to ignore the heat his feather light caress had ignited.


His rich laughter rolled over her. "Well, that could be, but I meant by a doctor, not a shrink. To make sure you don't have a concussion."


"Thanks. That's a good suggestion." She laughed breathlessly. "For both of them. Sometimes I think I'm crazy to live in Minnesota."


"I'm glad you do."


Silence stretched out as if neither could quite believe what he'd said.


"I expect my mother will have a 'return of the prodigal' feast." A heart-stopping grin creased his cheeks and crinkled the skin around his eyes. "I hope to see you then."


Wynter's knees weakened, and she rested a hand on the car for support. She nodded, unable to do anything else. Guess I'm more upset by the accident than I realized. Better give Doc Sonnenberg a call after all.


Jenny got out of the car and stood beside her. Wynter slid an arm around her daughter's shoulders to camouflage her shaky stance with a quick hug.


"Thank you for rescuing us." She looked at Trace. His gaze snared hers. Broad shoulders. Blue eyes. Her weaknesses. She definitely didn't want it to be about him. She didn't need any distractions in the attractive male department right now.


"Any time. That's what neighbors are for."


Wynter broke their locked gazes. "Come on, Jenn." She brushed ineffectually at the snow clinging to her jacket. "We'll turn into snowmen if we stand here much longer."


As they scuffed through the ever-deepening snow toward the house, Wynter knew Trace watched them and that recognition made her uneasy.


At the door, Jenny turned and waved. "See you tomorrow, Sara."


They stopped inside the back door and brushed off the layer of snow from each other's shoulders that had accumulated in the short time they had stood outside.


"I so like Sara," bubbled Jenny.


At twelve, she was still young enough to reveal her enthusiasms, although Wynter had caught hints of coming changes. Jenny had recently taken to calling her "Mother" on occasion.


"She's neat," Jenny chattered on. "How come we've never met before? I mean, she's visited Gram every year."


"I think they came home over Spring Break while we were at Grandmère's in San Francisco." Wynter paused by the row of hooks on the back hall. She winced when she raised her left arm to tug off her jacket. Probably a pulled muscle.


"A bunch of the girls at school are talking about hockey. There's a club with a team that's for girls." Jenny unzipped her jacket, slid out it off and hung it up.


Jenny's lightning conversational shifts sometimes caught Wynter off guard. "That's nice. I'm glad they're taking girls' athletics seriously." She ducked into the laundry room and grabbed a towel from the pile stacked on the drier.


"No, Mother. That's not the point." Jenny followed right behind Wynter. "I want to play hockey."


"Honey, you barely know how to skate." Wynter pivoted and toweled Jenny's hair, wet from the melting snow. "How many times have you been skating? Two. Three. In your entire life."


"Experience doesn't matter. They're taking beginners."


"Hockey's a rough sport for a girl, especially one who howls at a paper cut."


"This is different, though. And there's no checking for girls."


"Checking?" What did a bank account have to do with playing hockey?


"You know. Where the players slam each other into the boards?"


"Boards? I thought you played on ice." Wynter blotted her own hair with the towel, knowing it would turn into a frizzy mop until she wrestled it into some semblance of order.


"Mother." Jenny's voice oozed exasperation. "The boards are the Plexiglas sides around the rink that keep the puck from hitting the people watching the game."


"I still don't think you can skate well enough. And what stops the puck from hitting you?"


"Melissa wants to play, too."


"Melissa Anderson? Doug Anderson's daughter?"


Jenny nodded.


"Well, that makes sense. He used to play hockey."


Jenny's grin was triumphant. "But she's only ever done figure skating."


"Personally, I think you're both crazy. Strapping on skates to chase a small chunk of hard, black rubber slithering around on ice while crashing into each other and falling down. Doesn't sound like much fun to me." Wynter struggled to keep the twinkle out of her eyes.


"Muuuther."


"I know. I'm exaggerating. But not by much."


"Please, please, please, please and a kabillion more times, can I be on the team?" For good measure she added the praying hands.


Wynter knew there'd be no peace until she agreed. "I suppose so."


Jenny jumped up and down, clapping her hands. "Yes!"


"When does it start?"


"In two weeks. Uh, I'll need some money."


"How much?" Wynter figured she could scrape together fifty bucks or so without dipping into savings.


"We need two hundred and fifty dollars when we sign up."


"Two hundred and fifty dollars! For what? Are they building the rink?"


"That's for ice time. We can go to Second Time Sports to get skates and stuff. They won't cost much at all."


"Skates and stuff," Wynter repeated. She suspected the "skates and stuff" would cost all of the fifty dollars of her first estimate plus. "What exactly is the team providing?"


"They give us the jerseys--but our names'll be printed on 'em."


"For the money this is going to cost, they'd better be lettered in gold."


Jenny rolled her eyes.


"Seriously, that's a lot of money. Things are tight right now. If it was after Christmas, I'd have extra money from the store, and ..."


Wynter's voice trailed off when Jenny's lower lip pouted. Tears welled in her eyes then spilled over onto her cheeks. Wynter pulled Jenny into her arms and rested her chin on her daughter's head, swaying slightly to comfort her the way she had when Jenny was little. How had her baby girl grown so fast? It seemed like only the other day she'd been learning to walk. Now she wanted to play hockey.


Wynter hated not being able to spend anything extra. She had struggled for her success, first on the herb farm and then starting her store in town. Now, her hard work was paying off. She had committed to grow her business, enlarge the store, set up an Internet presence and move into e-commerce. With that kind of expansion, her hard-won security would be firmly rooted.


The price was a tightly structured loan, backed by her personal guaranty, with hefty payments. If she failed, she’d lose everything.


Jenny's muffled voice, coming from somewhere around Wynter's rib cage, pulled on her heartstrings.


"I really want to do this, Mom."


"We'll see." Wynter forced the words past the lump clogging her throat, falling back on the age-old standby of parents. Somehow, she would scrounge up the money. For her business--their security--and for Jenny.







Two


Trace drove into Lost Falls the next morning to meet with his partner, Doug Anderson. The business district sprawled along the edge of the St. Croix River, while the residential area climbed the bluffs that rose over a hundred feet above the river. Downtown had changed over the last ten years. About the time he'd left, the town had begun reinventing itself. Old, beat-up buildings and empty warehouses had morphed into upscale malls and trendy restaurants while he'd been away.


He spied an open meter, parked and dropped coins in the slot. When he pushed open the office door, a blast of crisp autumn air followed him. He shut the door and paused to survey the reception area. He liked the neutral carpeting, rich paneling and gold metal lettering that proclaimed he was in the offices of Anderson Construction. The business had long ago outgrown the spare bedroom where they had set up shop in Doug's parents' house.


Bridget Anderson, Doug's sister, sat behind the front desk. When she caught sight of him, she rolled back her chair and jumped to her feet. "Tr--"


Trace raised one finger to his lips, shushing her. He nodded toward Doug's door, quirking one eyebrow in question.


She nodded in answer to his silent query.


"Later, Brat," he whispered as he passed her desk. He paused, raised his hand and knocked on the door.


"Bridget, can it wait? I've got to finish this dang estimate for old man Brewer," yelled Doug, his voice muffled by the closed door. "Not that it'll do any good. That geezer will pick it apart anyway."


Trace opened the door and raised his voice to a falsetto. "There's some guy claiming he's here to boss your next crew."


Doug looked up, shoved back his chair and leapt to his feet. "Hey, Tracer, it's great to see you."


Trace strode across the room. They met halfway, grabbing each other in a bear hug while huge grins split their faces.


Trace slapped his old friend on the back. He'd missed Doug over the years, only seeing him on his occasional visits home. "It's great to see you, too, Dougie, but if I'd known what the weather was going to do, I'd have waited several more days. I hope this isn't an omen of things to come."


"Probably is. You'll have to toughen up after the soft life of soaking up the rays in Egypt." Doug resumed his seat, leaned back in his chair and propped his feet on the desk.


"Well, a hundred plus degrees in the shade isn't exactly a picnic either." Trace settled into one of the chairs opposite the desk and studied his old friend. In the years Trace had been gone, Doug had put on a couple of pounds, but he still moved with the ease of an athlete.


"Bet it's good to be home. You look great. I envy you the tan."


"Not much of a trick that near the Sahara."


"Staying with your Mom?"


"Yep."


"Hey, I've got good news."


"What's that?"


"I found a place for you."


"That's great. Staying with Ma is convenient, but she's driving me nuts."


"Heck, I figured that might happen. The house is on Burlington. No structural problems. Might need to slap on a coat or two of paint."


"That's no problem. Now I can settle in."


"So you're back to stay?"


"At least until Sara graduates from high school."


"And then?"


"She'll be in college. Then we can discuss Anderson Construction's opening a branch office in a warmer place where they need a builder. Like Tahiti or who knows."


"You make it sound like you've been putting up tract housing all these years."


"When I left Cairo, they were looking for help with a huge apartment building project on the outskirts of the city. I was tempted, but it's time for Sara to spend time in this country and to go to school here."


A serious expression fell over Doug's face. "I'm glad you wanted to come back."


"No problem. Once again, I owe you." He paused before continuing. "So how are you, anyway? How's Cindy?"


"She's still the best thing that ever happened to me. How about you? Anything in the woman department?"


"Do you mean did I always sleep alone? No. I had a 'friend' or two over there. Nothing serious, though. I won't ever go there again." Trace scraped a hand over his face, a reflex to erase old pain. "How about your kids?" Trace asked, eager to switch the subject away from himself.


"They're doing great. Melissa's in seventh grade this year."


"Sara said they're in the same class. I'm glad she knows at least one kid at school."


"Boy, they grow up quick, don't they?"


"Say, I gave a girl a ride home yesterday, Jenny something. Sara seems to have taken a liking to her. Know anything about her?"


"Jenny? Is her mother Wynter Storm?"


"Yeah. That's it. Drives an old psychedelic VW Minibus. What's the scoop?"


"She runs one of those tourist shops. A smart lady--maybe a little offbeat. Jenny's a good kid. She and Melissa are friends."


"Offbeat?" Concern tightened his chest. Away from the protected environment he'd provided for Sara in Cairo, Trace didn't want her hooking up with any problem kids so soon after arriving in town.


"Yeah, you know. She's into herbal medicines and tea. That kind of stuff. Raises herbs on her farm."


"Oh." Trace relaxed. He could understand why Wynter might seem peculiar in Lost Falls, a bastion of conformity.


"I think she and your mom are friends. I know Betty's taken care of Jenny off and on."


"She can't be too far out, then. I'm surprised Ma hasn't convinced her to buy a new car. The Minibus looks like an old hippie happening kind of thing."


"I'd guess you're right about that. I think it was her mother's. She lives in California."


"You don't need to say any more." Trace chuckled. "Probably blended in out there."


Doug grinned. "You got that right."


"So. Tell me about the project."


While Doug went over the details, Trace's attention drifted. He and Doug had been best friends growing up. Even dated twin sisters at one point. Would they be able to pick up where they'd left off when Trace had left town? Or had each of them changed too much?


"That's about it, buddy."


Trace brought his wandering attention back to Doug.


"That's why I wanted you here early. So you're in on the ground floor. You have the experience we need."


"True. I put in some time on a bridge over the Nile. Also worked on the New Airport outside Cairo right after I got there, thanks to you."


"This is our biggest project to date. We won the bid based on having a Registered Professional Engineer--that's you--on staff."


"Glad I can put it to use for you."


"I've set up a planning meeting for Monday."


"Great. That'll give me more time to settle in." He stood to leave. "By the way, Ma's having a dinner Saturday night."


"I heard. She called Cindy. We'll be there."


"See you then. It’ll be great to see your family."


"Hey, look. I've got to finish up this paperwork. I'll catch you later." Doug stood and they walked to the door. Doug slapped Trace on the back. "Thanks, buddy. I was psyched when you wrote me about coming back. It'll be great to work together again."


"Glad to be here. You helped me--back then. Put together the connection for me to get out of town." He pushed away the dark days following Darla's death. "It's good to be back in Minnesota, blizzard or not--at least for a while."


Trace stopped by Bridget's desk. "Hey, Brat, how are you?"


Bridget tossed her head, swinging her long, blond hair and pouting her mouth in a pretended sulk. Her blue eyes gleamed.


"I'm so over being called 'Brat'," she shot back. "I'm only a couple of years younger than you."


"Four, to be exact. But you'll always be a brat to me. You were relentless, the way you trailed after Doug and me when we were kids."


"My big brother and his best friend--you guys were where the action was. I didn't want to miss out on anything."


"So, how are you doing? I heard you got married."


"And divorced."


Trace nodded. "Happens a lot. Took your name back?"


"Yep."


"Any kids?"


"A son. Josh. He's eight years old. Already playing hockey, just like his uncle."


"I'd like to come to a game. Been a long time since I've seen ice. Or anyone on skates."


"I swear you and Doug used to sleep in them."


Trace chuckled. "We were intense about hockey back then, no doubt about it."


"Girls' hockey is hot now. Will ... Sara, is it? ... follow in her dad's 'skate steps'?" Bridget snickered at her own witticism.


"I doubt it. She's never skated. Barely seen snow. Only when we've been on holiday in Europe."


"Well, Melissa's agitating to play. I've heard Doug grumbling about it. You know, that bragging kind of complaining." Bridget dropped her voice in a perfect imitation of her brother. "Guys, you'll never guess. Melissa wants to play hockey of all things. Guess there's a bit of her father in her. Ha, ha, ha."


Trace shook his head and grinned. "I can hear him. He better watch out or they'll tap him to be coach."


The phone on Bridget's desk rang and she answered it. He had hoped to pick up a detailed budget for the project. Realizing the conversation would go on for a while, Trace waved good-bye and left. He'd get the figures later.


Outside, he squinted against the sun reflecting off the white blanket covering everything. The air smelled so...cold...so Minnesota, so...home. Yesterday’s snow was melting, now that it had warmed up, and the street had become a river of slush. Passing cars sprayed melted snow on any unwary pedestrian who stood too close to the curb.


He sauntered down the sidewalk. They'd replaced the cement with brick. Went along with the other upscale touches. The plan to appeal to folks in the Twin Cities of Minneapolis and St. Paul, twenty miles to the west, had succeeded. He liked the juxtaposition of mellowed brick with new plate-glass windows. He glimpsed people inside the stores. Crazy Minnesotans! Shopping, in the middle of the week, after a major snowfall. He shook his head.


A shop on the other side of the street caught his eye. The Herbal Emporium. Leafy illustrations twined around the edge of the window, etched into the glass. Doug had said Wynter Storm sold herbs. This had to be her shop.


Dodging traffic--a piece of cake compared to the crazy traffic in Cairo--he crossed Main Street, and entered the building. He walked down the corridor, passing The Thimble and Thread, Ye Olde Antique Shoppe and The Sweet Tooth. His boots echoed on the uneven planking that had been the original floor of the warehouse.


When he opened the door to her shop, an old-fashioned bell jingled a greeting. A variety of scents tickled his nose, a rich combination of herbs and fragrant oils and incense. He inhaled deeply, savoring the smells. After years of living amid the myriad scents of spices and animals and old dirt that made up Cairo, the air in Lost Falls had seemed bland. Until now.


Her back was to him. She wore a gauzy, flowing thing in the colors of fall, rust and orange and red. A green shawl with long silky fringe covered her shoulders. She had tried to confine her hair--a riot of rich brown curls gleaming with red highlights--with a barrette, but a few wayward tendrils had freed themselves. She was even more attractive than he remembered.


Did she ever want to escape, too?


Where had that thought come from? The conversation with Doug had stirred memories about Darla's fatal attempt to join him. Memories best forgotten.


She turned at the sound of the bell and walked toward him. A smile curved her lips and lit up her smoky gray eyes.


"Good morning."


Her voice was as smooth as satin and warm as a desert night. He caught her scent, a combination of musky spice and lemon.


"I'm glad you stopped by. Thanks again for the rescue. Can I help you find something?"


"I was walking by...and...thought I'd drop in...to see if...Did Bob get your Minibus out okay?" My god, he was stammering like an adolescent schoolboy, his tongue stumbling over the most ordinary of words. If he was lucky, she hadn't noticed the warmth coloring his face. He wasn't sure he could count on his tan camouflaging it.


"Eventually. I was way down on the list. Still runs despite the beating it took."


"And what about the bump on your head?"


"It's fine. Not even a headache. I followed your advice and saw the doctor. I've always been hardheaded."


He glanced around the room. "I like your store." If she did the talking, he wouldn't have to. "What do you sell--besides herbs?" He must sound like an idiot.


"Can I show you around?"


"I don't want to take up your time."


"Not a problem. You're my only customer at the moment."


Trace glanced around the store at the array of bottles, dried wreaths and flowers, books, and numerous other items, attractively displayed. He waved one hand, taking it all in. "This is nice."


"I make all the wreaths. I grow and package many of the herbs myself."


"How do you keep all this straight?"


"If you enjoy something, it's easy."


He had to agree with her logic there. Like organizing a construction site.


"People do this much cooking?"


Wynter laughed, a rich sound that invited a smile. "I suppose some. Mostly these are for medicinal or healing purposes."


"Herbs?"


"Certainly. Come over here."


Trace followed her, glancing at bookcases he passed. Titles ranged from aromatherapy and astrology to tarot and Wicca. Nanna would have loved this store. He was surprised that his mother tolerated someone as unconventional as Wynter for a friend.


She stopped in front of shelves ranged along one wall containing rows of small bottles. "These are singles," she said pointing to one section, "and these are herbal compounds, mixtures of two or more herbs. Over here are salves, and further down are tinctures."


"What are they good for?"


She took a bottle off the shelf. "Rosemary. Of Simon & Garfunkle fame. It's useful in treating high blood pressure and women's ailments. Also good for headaches." She smiled. "And also rumored to be helpful in preventing premature baldness."
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