

  




  [image: cover]




  AN ASPEN GROVE CHRISTMAS




  by




  Lorna Collins, Sherry Derr-Wille, Luanna Rugh, Christie Shary, and Cheryl Gardarian




  WHISKEY CREEK PRESS


  www.whiskeycreekpress.com




  




  Published by


  WHISKEY CREEK PRESS


  www.whiskeycreekpress.com




  Copyright © 2010 by Lorna Collins, Sherry Derr-Wille, Luanna Rugh, Christie Shary, and Cheryl Gardarian




  Warning: The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 (five) years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.




  Names, characters and incidents depicted in this book are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and beyond the intent of the author or the publisher.




  No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.




  ISBN: 978-1-61160-021-6




  Credits


  Cover Artist: Melissa Summers


  Editor: Sylvia Anglin




  Printed in the United States of America




  Other Books by Author Available at Whiskey Creek Press:


  www.whiskeycreekpress.com




  Sherry Derr-Wille:




  Summer’s Child, Donegal’s Mistress, Port Of Fear, Birdsinger’s Woman, Snapping Turtle’s Honor, Wildcat’s Hunger, Thunder & Lightning, Jayden’s New People, When Their World Died, Never A Bridesmaid, Double M: The Mallons, Double M: The Kendriks, Double M: The Parkhursts, Double M: The Jennings., Snowflake Secrets, Seasons of Love, Directions of Love, The Tour




  Lorna Collins:




  Snowflake Secrets, Seasons of Love, Directions of Love, Murder... They Wrote, Murder in Paradise




  Luanna Rugh:




  Snowflake Secrets, Seasons of Love, Directions of Love




  Christie Shary:




  Snowflake Secrets, Seasons of Love, Directions of Love




  ~~To everyone who still believes in the wonder and magic of Christmas~~




  ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS




  Since Christmas is my favorite time of year, I was delighted when Sherry, Luanna and Christie enthusiastically agreed to write a Christmas anthology set in Aspen Grove. Each of them has created a lovely story, full of the charm of the holidays in our little town in Colorado. Special thanks to Christie who completed The Gathering despite the loss of her precious companion, Lucky. He may be gone, but he lives on in these and other pages.




  We hope everyone will enjoy the first contribution from Cheryl Gardarian. She has added depth to the history of Aspen Grove and peopled it with some new and memorable characters. Welcome, Cheryl!




  Thanks, as always to others who made this book possible:




  Lagunita Writers Group, whose suggestions have added to the quality of our storytelling, especially Martha Anderson for her patience with our endless rewrites and her great cookies;




  Darcy Bowen, our talented proofreader;




  Sylvia Anglin and Marsha Briscoe, our editors;




  Melissa Summers, our cover artist;




  Steve and Debi Womack and everyone at Whiskey Creek Press for their support.




  And, as always, we are grateful to our husbands who understand when ‘the voices’ wake us in the middle of the night and demand our attention. They taught us about loving relationships so we can write about them. Special thanks to Larry who has been a great blessing in my life for forty-five years.




  And thanks to our readers who make it all worthwhile.




  All the blessings of the season to each of you!




  Lorna Collins




  An Aspen Grove Christmas




  Prologue




  by Lorna Collins




  Judi (Wilson) Brower




  November




  Aspen Grove, Colorado




  “The holidays will be here before we know it,” I told Josh. “The Mother Lode will be packed.”




  My husband’s family built the original Mother Lode Saloon in 1867. They’ve been here in town since the silver mining days. Over the years, the saloon has been expanded. Now we have several large new banquet rooms as well as a family-style restaurant and the original bar with the old-fashioned mirrors and paneling. Folks come from Denver and even farther away for our great barbeque. Last year, our chef, George, expanded the menu, and the additions have won us new customers as well as providing an upscale catering menu.




  We’re now also becoming known in this area as a party venue.




  “We’re really booked for the holidays. In addition to the usual business luncheons and evening events, we have a huge family party, and four wedding receptions scheduled,” I said, checking the reservations.




  “We can handle it,” he assured me. “Besides, we have to start paying for the addition. The new banquet rooms need to be in use to justify the cost.” Then he grinned and I knew he was confident in our decision to expand.




  I love it when he smiles. His eyes light up and his whole face glows. It’s a reminder of why I married him.




  I smiled back, then returned to the plans for the holidays.




  I must admit, I enjoy having the special celebrations here, especially wedding receptions. And there’s nothing more beautiful than a holiday wedding. Folks here in Aspen Grove take Christmas seriously. Josh says I go overboard decorating, but heck, the season only comes around once a year.




  I already know what I’m doing. I’ve planned lots of twinkle lights, greenery and red roses for the saloon and restaurant with basic greens and lights in the banquet rooms. Now I just have to meet with all the brides to coordinate their menus, colors, and additional decorations. Unless they’ve made other arrangements, Margie will do the cakes. At least that’s one area I won’t have to worry about.




  Good thing I adore this time of year, especially when love is in the air.




  Cory’s Christmas




  by Sherry Derr-Wille




  Chapter 1




  WANTED: Handyman/Groundskeeper for a busy bed and breakfast. Knowledge of horses a plus. Contact Corinne Baker at cbaker@bakerssecrethideaway.com.




  “What do you think about this ad?” I asked my brother, Keith.




  “It’s your call,” Keith replied, a faraway look in his eyes. “Do whatever you need to do.”




  “This is your place.”




  “My place, sure it is, but what can I do from this damnable chair? You’re running the show, with my blessing. We can’t lose it. You know that as well as I do. We have the kids to think about. This is their future.”




  I agreed with Keith. Baker’s Secret Hideaway was one of the most popular bed and breakfasts in the Aspen Grove area.




  Even knowing I was a poor substitute for Keith’s wife, Sheila, I tried to be not only a nurse to my brother, but a substitute mother for his kids and the hostess for the bed and breakfast. These certainly weren’t the roles I’d planned to play when I first came to Aspen Grove less than a year ago.




  I read over the ad I’d written to place in the local paper as well as the larger publications in Colorado Springs and Denver. It was one of the hardest things I’d ever done, but I knew it was something we needed. It was time to put the events of the past year behind us so we could move on.




  My twin brother, Keith, and I grew up in a small town in Wisconsin. While we were in high school, our parents were killed in a car accident. Too young to be on our own, we ended up living with a maiden aunt on the other side of town.




  As soon as we graduated from high school, we both went off to college. While I studied nursing in Chicago, Keith went to school in Colorado studying hotel and motel management. It was there he met and fell in love with Sheila Armstrong. Together they dreamed about opening a bed and breakfast in Sheila’s hometown of Aspen Grove, Colorado.




  Their grand opening had been spectacular. Keith used his inheritance along with financial assistance from Sheila’s parents to purchase Baker’s Secret Hideaway. Nestled in a small valley, the house was absolutely beautiful and adapted well to the bed and breakfast concept.




  Two years after opening, they were doing well enough to add guest chalets to the property for longer stays and hire additional help for the daily running of the business. As for the outside work, Keith took care of it all. He loved doing not only the landscaping but also enjoyed working with the horses they kept for trail rides in the summer and sleigh rides in the winter.




  It was just a year ago next month when Keith called me and asked if it would be at all possible for me to leave Chicago and come to Aspen Grove on a permanent basis. As soon as he asked the question, I knew there was something wrong. It took several moments, but finally Keith admitted they’d just returned from Denver where Sheila was diagnosed with a stage four brain tumor. He wanted me to quit my job in Chicago and relocate to Colorado. Not only was Sheila in need of my nursing skills, there were my niece and nephew—Penny, age eight, and Michael, age six—to consider. Having worked on the cancer ward for the past several years, I knew it was only a matter of time before Keith would be left alone with the kids. I couldn’t let him go through the agony of losing Sheila all by himself.




  Sheila’s cancer progressed quickly. I arrived at the bed and breakfast in May, and we had the funeral for Sheila in September. Christmas had been hard, but we tried to make things special not only for the kids but for the guests as well.




  It was February when I received a call from the State Patrol saying there had been an accident with the small plane Keith had taken with his buddy to go to an event in Denver, leaving Keith seriously injured. After a month in the hospital, Keith returned to the bed and breakfast confined to a wheelchair. Not only was his body imprisoned but he also sank into a deep depression. Suddenly, I became mother to my niece and nephew and the sole caregiver to my brother. In addition, I took over the duties both Keith and Sheila shouldered as owners of the bed and breakfast. Of course, I knew everything would all change once the kids were of age, but I had to do something to protect their inheritance and help my brother get back to his normal carefree self.




  That was why I wrote the ad this morning. I decided I need help running this place, especially considering that what I don’t know about landscaping as well as taking care of horses could fill an entire set of the encyclopedia.




  After I read the ad for the umpteenth time, I realized I couldn’t put it off any longer. With the amount of advertising we do for the bed and breakfast, I knew each publication would send us a bill by return email. With my finger poised over the button, I turned to Keith. “Are you sure I’m doing the right thing?”




  “You’re doing the only thing you can. You know I trust you completely. I talked to the doctor yesterday, and he suggested I go to a clinic in San Francisco where they are perfecting a new surgery to help me walk again. They don’t promise I’ll be one hundred percent, but it’s a chance at a good life for all of us.”




  I bit my lip. I certainly didn’t want Keith to leave Colorado, but I couldn’t hold him back. For just a moment, I saw the old spark return to his eyes. “When will you leave?”




  “I’m going this weekend. I plan to tell the kids tonight and then finalize the plans with Dr. Morgan tomorrow morning. I know I should have talked this over with you sooner, but you have so much on your plate at the moment, I knew the decision had to be mine.




  “We’re ready for school, Aunt Cory,” Penny said as she and Michael joined us in the office, ending our discussion. “Good morning, Daddy.”




  “Well, let’s see if you pass inspection,” Keith replied, making a big deal about checking their ears as well as their necks. It was something their mother always did and Keith continued doing after her death. I knew from when we went to live with Aunt Maude that change is hard for kids. How would they adapt to this new decision their father made?




  After the kids left for school, I wheeled Keith into the sunroom. It was the one place I knew he enjoyed spending time. With that done, I checked on the guests and found them enjoying breakfast in the formal dining room. I greeted each of them and made certain they were pleased with the food our cook, Katie, prepared for them. Everyone at the table raved about the food before continuing their conversations about plans for the coming day.




  As soon as I stepped out onto the porch, I saw the school bus stop and watched the kids get on. They would obliviously go to school, without the knowledge that tonight their world would, once again, be turned upside down.




  Once I got back to the house I said good-bye to the guests who were leaving. I took the remaining ones who wanted to go on a trail ride out to the barn to saddle up their horses.




  I marveled at how much I’d learned since I came to Colorado to help my brother. Back in Chicago the most horseback riding I’d ever done had been on the big carousel at Great America.




  “We’re having such a wonderful time here, Cory,” Madelyn Newman said as she took the reins of the chestnut mare from my hands. “I’m so glad you didn’t let this place go after your brother’s accident. It was so nice to see him last night when we arrived. It’s such a shame he’s confined to a wheelchair. I remember when he was the heart and soul of this place.”




  I blinked back the tears threatening to spill from my eyes. I knew Keith was planning to go to San Francisco to secure the future for the kids, but I didn’t want him to leave Colorado. I knew there was always the possibility the treatments wouldn’t work. If they didn’t, I worried about his state of mind if he came back in the same shape as when he left.




  “Keith and I talked about it after Sheila died and we decided if anything happened to him, I had to keep the place going for the kids. This is their inheritance and we both want things to be as normal as possible for them. We went through something like this when we were teenagers. Having to go to live with our maiden aunt was far from keeping things normal. Of course, the kids still have their father, but this place is more than he can handle right now. But things happen and we all deal with them. Thank goodness he had time to change his will, making me the guardian for the kids in his absence and giving me power of attorney.”




  Madelyn agreed and then put her hand on my shoulder in sympathy for the losses Keith and I had experienced over the past year. Many of the guests at the bed and breakfast were repeat customers. The many people who came back again and again knew the story of Keith and Sheila. I was happy to think they were loyal enough to keep coming even though their charismatic hostess was no longer here.




  It was no secret I made a poor substitute for Sheila, not only with the kids but also for Keith and the guests. I did one heck of a job at the hospital, but catering to guests with no medical problems was another story. It wasn’t as if I wasn’t trying, but it was difficult.




  After finishing my chores in the barn, I headed up toward the house. I was almost there when I saw a pickup truck coming up the driveway.




  “Are you Corinne Baker?” a man asked once he got out of the truck.




  “I am, but you have me at a disadvantage.” This guy could have anyone at a disadvantage. He looked like he’d just stepped off the cover of one of the romance novels I’d read while I was in college. He wore a pair of jeans that hugged his hips like they were molded to him. His chambray shirt was open at the neck, exposing curls of blond hair on his chest, and he wore a pair of cowboy boots that looked like they’d seen better days. Although I knew his hair was probably blond, it was hard to tell since he wore a Stetson. I didn’t have to wait too long to find out if I was right about his hair, as he quickly took off his hat.




  “The name is Dexter Trenton, but my friends call me Dex. I’m here about your ad.”




  “My ad? How could you be here about that? I just placed it this morning. I didn’t think anything would appear for a couple of days.”




  “My sister works for the paper in the classified department. She saw the ad come through this morning and called me right away. This is exactly what I did in California.”




  “Did?” I questioned.




  “I have a degree from the University of Colorado, Boulder, in landscape design. After graduation, I went out to Los Angeles to start my own business. Of course, we all know what this economy has done to small businessmen like me. When my business tanked, I came back home. I moved in with my sister and brother-in-law and have been helping him on the family ranch. I’ve been looking for something like this, and to be truthful, you’d be a fool not to hire me.”




  His last comment struck me as funny. “Well, maybe we should talk about this with Keith over a cup of coffee. Have you had breakfast yet? If not, I’m sure we can scrape up some leftovers from the guests.”




  By the look in his eyes, I decided I’d struck a nerve. It sounded as though he was a bachelor and it was quite possible his sister had gotten him out of bed. His hair was still wet from the shower indicating he’d hurried out the door without breakfast in anticipation of getting a jump on the competition.




  “Coffee sounds good.”




  His grin was disarming to say the least. Hopefully Keith would do the majority of the interviewing, taking that responsibility from my shoulders.




  “Hi, Katie,” I called when we walked into the house. “Can you round us up a couple of cups of coffee and maybe some Danish?”




  Our cook, Katie Gillette, came out of the kitchen, coffee pot in one hand and a platter of Danish in the other. “Can I get you anything else, Cory? It seems to me you didn’t take time for breakfast this morning.”




  “So, which one of us needs breakfast, Cory?” Dex questioned.




  “I agree with your friend as well as Cory,” Keith said, as he wheeled himself into the room.




  I turned to look my brother in the eye. I certainly hadn’t expected to see him in the dining room. My idea was to go to him once we had our coffee. “I thought you were in the sunroom.”




  “I was, but I saw this guy drive up in his truck and follow you into the house. I thought you might need big brother around to keep the big bad wolf in check.”




  “I’m sorry, I should have introduced you. Dex Trenton, this is my brother, Keith Baker. He’s the owner of this place.”




  “I know,” Dex replied. “It’s good to see you, Keith. After the accident, I was told you weren’t going to make it.”




  “I probably wouldn’t have if it hadn’t been for my sister and the kids. They keep me going.”




  “Do you two know each other?”




  Keith laughed and seemed more like himself than he had in months. “Of course we do. His sister and Sheila were best friends from kindergarten.”




  I looked more intently at Dex and realized the resemblance between him and Beth Connors. She was the first person I met when I arrived at Baker’s Secret Hideaway. During the last weeks of Sheila’s life, Beth visited on an almost daily basis.




  “I’ll fix you both some breakfast and bring in something for you, Keith,” Katie declared as she headed back into the kitchen.




  I could feel my mouth start to water as I remembered the guests feasting on strawberry French toast and thick slices of ham, to say nothing of the fresh-squeezed orange juice and the Danish already sitting on the dining room table. We certainly were blessed to have Katie as our live-in cook. Because of her devotion to the kids, the two of us quickly formed a close friendship.




  With Katie out in the kitchen, Dex picked up the briefcase he’d taken from his truck earlier.




  “I thought you might like to see some letters of recommendation as well as pictures of my work.”




  Before I had a chance to look at the papers he offered, Keith put his hand on Dex’s arm to stop him. “You know you don’t have to show me any of this.”




  “But,” I interrupted, “what about references?”




  Dex handed me the papers, and I was shocked to see the addresses on the letterhead denoted exclusive neighborhoods in Los Angeles as well as Hollywood. Each one praised Dex’s abilities in the landscaping he did for them.




  “You wouldn’t have had to look at them, Sis. He and Beth grew up on a ranch not far from here. Sheila always told me everyone thought Dex would take over the ranch, but he wanted something else. It was Beth’s husband, Cal, who took over, and he’s doing a great job of things.”




  “What about the ads I’ve placed?”




  “Pull them. Dex is perfect for the job. If what I just told you wasn’t enough to make you a believer, you can read those letters of recommendation, but I don’t need to. I’m sure you’ll agree with me.”




  “What about the horses? It’s not just the landscaping we need help with. One of the draws is the riding. Are you sure he can handle them along with everything else?” I realized I was directing my questions to my brother, but then, his name was on the deed to the bed and breakfast.




  “Maybe you weren’t listening. Keith told you I grew up on a ranch. I’ve been working on horses since I was old enough to ride. As a matter of fact, I’ve been helping Cal since I came back from California.”




  “Why didn’t you take the ranch yourself?”




  Dex looked at me as though trying to think of the correct answer. “To be truthful, I’m not a rancher. I like working with the horses, but I prefer landscaping. That was my chosen profession in California. Don’t get me wrong, I loved growing up on the ranch, but there’s a hell of a lot more to running a ranch than just taking care of the horses. I didn’t want that kind of responsibility. Besides, Cal and Beth love it and they make a good living.”




  What he said made sense, but I wondered how happy he’d be working for someone other than himself. In California, it was clear he owned the landscaping company and had people working for him. Would he be content to take orders from someone else, namely me?




  “I know you’re skeptical,” Keith said once Katie brought us plates of French toast and ham. “I think we do have to be up front with Dex.”




  “Up front? What are you talking about?” Dex questioned.




  “I have the chance to go to an experimental clinic in California. I’ll be leaving this weekend. With luck, I’ll be walking again by the time I come back. Unfortunately, or fortunately, however you look at it, Cory will be your boss. What she says goes.”




  I glanced up at Dex. My fears about his wanting to work with me were about to come to the forefront of our conversation. I watched as his attention shifted from Keith to me.




  “Oh, I don’t see where that would be a problem. I rather enjoy working for a beautiful woman.”




  I know my face was so red it probably lit up the entire room. I never considered myself beautiful. I was the nurse who stood in the background and gave care to my patients.




  “As for wages,” Keith said, bringing my thoughts to an abrupt halt, “we can’t afford to pay you anything near what you were making in Los Angeles. What we can offer is room and board along with the amount in the ad. I know it’s not a fortune, but you know times are rough all over.”




  I thought about the apartment over the garage. Keith and Sheila had just finished it when they found out how sick she was. I’d actually picked out the furnishings. I was sure they’d be far too girly for anyone like Dex Trenton.




  “It sounds good to me, all but the salary part.”




  I knew it. The offer isn’t enough.




  “I was thinking more along the lines of $400 a month to start. I know Cal is anxious to get me off the couch in his office, and I’m more than ready to oblige him. As for the money part, I sold everything I had in California to pay off all my debts. The only thing I need money for is maintenance on my truck and an occasional meal out. It looks like you’ve taken care of the rest of my needs with your offer.”




  “Cancel the ad,” Keith said. “I think we just found the right guy for the job. I’ll feel a lot better about leaving for San Francisco this weekend knowing there’s someone here to take care of things.”




  Keith left us alone to finish working out the details of our new arrangement. “I still don’t think we’re paying you enough,” I commented. “There’s a lot of work to be done around here.”




  “So how much do you know about running a place like this?” he inquired.




  I certainly didn’t want him to think I was completely out of my element, but I also knew I’d be much more comfortable working at the hospital than running a bed and breakfast. “A lot more than I did a year ago. To be truthful, I came out to be a nurse to my sister-in-law and then to help my brother. I figured by now he’d have hired someone to manage the business and I could have gone back to Chicago and gotten my job back at the hospital. I never expected to stay.”




  “Then it’s settled. I’ll get started right away. Being April, it’s time to get to work on the flower gardens. Plus your guests who went out on the trail ride should be back soon and the horses will need attention.”




  Dex’s mention of the horses made me think of the work I’d have had to do by myself if he weren’t there.




  “I didn’t expect you to start so soon. I usually take care of the horses.”




  Dex looked at me skeptically. “Sure you do. I’m positive the horses will be happier with my attention than they are with yours. Besides feeding them, what do you do?”




  “I’ll have you know I’ve learned how to rub them down and take care of the tack.”




  Dex picked up my hands and turned them over. When he did, I wanted to pull back, but he held firm. “Is that where these blisters came from?”




  “What if it is? They’re from good honest work and—”




  “And nothing. You can tag along with me if you like, but I’m sure you have enough here at the house to keep you occupied. I promise I’ll take good care of your precious horses. Once I get done with those, I’m planning to get started on the flower beds.”




  “Don’t you want to get your things?”




  He grinned at me, putting me on edge. “My things, as you call them, are my clothes and I packed them in the truck this morning before coming out here. I figured if I didn’t get the job, it wouldn’t take me long to take them back into Cal’s office when I got back.”




  The fact he was prepared to stay made me certain he knew he’d get the job, even without the ad officially in the newspaper.




  “I’ll take you out and show you the apartment as well as the horses,” I offered.




  “I’d like that. To be truthful, I knew all about the apartment. Beth told me how it was supposed to be one of the first accommodations outside the house. Of course, then they built the chalets and well, I guess you know the rest.”




  His knowledge of the property came as a plus. I just hoped Keith knew what he was doing when he offered Dex the job without checking him out more thoroughly. The fact Sheila and Beth had been best friends was one thing, but the brother was, indeed, an unknown. If he’d been living in Los Angeles for any time at all, he could have changed. That down home look could be only a front.




  You’re letting your imagination run away with you again, my inner voice admonished. You saw too much, working in Chicago. Not everyone who lives in a big city is a member of a gang. It would do you good to let down your guard and give him a chance. What do you have to lose?




  Chapter 2




  The way the kids took Keith’s announcement was surprising. I’d expected tears along with pleas for their father to remain in Colorado rather than going so far away to the clinic.




  “I feel this is what’s best for me as well as for you,” Keith said when he dropped the bombshell about his leaving.




  “Will you be able to walk again when you come home, Daddy?” Penny inquired.




  “I hope so, but if that’s not what the good Lord has in store for me, you’ll have to get used to seeing me in this chair. The clinic I’m going to is experimental. They don’t guarantee anything, but I have to give it a try.”




  “What about us?” Michael questioned. “Will we be able to come and see you?”




  “It’s a long way from here. For the time being, I need you to help your Aunt Cory. She’s going to be in charge and what she says goes. This morning we hired a man by the name of Dex. Do either of you remember Mom’s friend Beth?”




  Both children nodded their heads. How could they not remember Beth? She came out to the house on a regular basis to see how they were doing. Even though I knew she worked for the newspaper in town, I hadn’t realized she was in the classified department, since I knew she wrote a column. I decided there was a lot I didn’t know about her or her family, for that matter.




  “Dex is Beth’s brother, and he’s going to be helping Aunt Cory with the landscaping and the horses. You know, all the things I did before the accident. You’re to mind him as well.”




  “You said we could start helping you this summer,” Penny said, big tears threatening to fall from her eyes. “Will Dex let us help him?”




  I smiled, remembering Keith’s promise to the kids about working with him. They’d taken it to heart, but would Dex be willing to honor a promise made by a parent who was hundreds of miles away at the clinic in San Francisco?




  “Summer’s several weeks away. For now, the two of you have to keep up with your schoolwork and prove you’re worthy to help with the gardening. Do you think you can do that?”




  Penny’s tears turned to a wide grin. “You bet we can, can’t we, Michael?”




  Without further discussion, the kids set to work helping Keith pack for the plane he’d be taking on Saturday from Colorado to California.




  Once we finished the packing, we started making plans for the trip to Denver where Keith would catch his flight. As an added incentive, I promised the kids I would take them to the Buffalo Bill Gravesite and Museum after their father’s flight took off.




  I didn’t choose the attraction only for the kids, but for myself as well. I loved the stories about the cowboys of the west when I was their age, and this would be something I knew I’d enjoy as well.




  As for the guests, I worried about not being here for the Saturday arrivals, but between Dex and Keith they came up with a solution. Since Beth helped out several times during Sheila’s illness, she readily agreed to come out and take my place for Saturday while the kids and I made the trip to Denver.




  Watching Keith’s plane soar into the heavens was bittersweet. I knew he needed to see if he could regain the use of his legs, but could I cope not only with the kids but also the business and Dex, all at the same time?




  * * * *




  By the end of the first week, I knew we’d made the right decision in giving Dex the job. The flowerbeds were all prepped and ready for the annuals waiting to be planted by the end of May. The horses were well cared for and the kids thought Dex was great.




  The only problem I could see was having him staying right across the driveway from the house. He had quite an effect on me, and it wasn’t one I wanted. I always prided myself on being self-sufficient with no need for a man in my life, but Dex made me feel like I was beginning to lean on him just a little bit too much.




  “It’s almost noon,” Katie said.




  I turned to see her carrying a picnic basket like the ones she enjoyed packing for the guests. “Why don’t you go out and share a picnic with Dex? I know he usually makes himself a sack lunch, but the way he works, he needs something more substantial. You need to take a break as well. You’ve been working steady, doing the cleaning as well as changing the bedding.”




  I thought of the laundry I so enjoyed hanging on the lines in the backyard. True, it would have been easier to throw everything in the dryer like I did during the winter, but with the nice weather, our guests enjoyed the smell of linens dried outside. I knew I did. It was one thing I missed when I was living and working in Chicago. I usually only had enough time to go to the Laundromat in the wee hours of the morning and get things done. My apartment building didn’t allow outside lines, and doing laundry the old fashioned way was too time-consuming in the fast-paced work of the city.




  I peeked into the basket and saw Katie’s famous fried chicken, along with a small bowl of coleslaw, a jug of lemonade, some raw veggies, and two slices of chocolate cake. “If we eat this much, we’ll have to take a nap rather than get back to work.”




  Katie laughed. “And just what would be so bad about that? The two of you both put in far too many hours. A little rest might be just what the doctor ordered.”




  “Oh, and just where did you get your medical degree?”




  “I don’t need a degree to know the two of you are burning the candle at both ends. You work more hours than anyone else here. You could afford to hire someone to do the laundry, and yet here you are working like a mad woman to get this all done.”




  I nodded. Katie was right, but I wanted to show the kids what hard work can accomplish. Keith and Sheila never hired outside help for something as mundane as doing the laundry, so why should I? The answer was abundantly clear. Sheila had grown up running a bed and breakfast with her parents and Keith had studied hotel and motel management in college. They were able to cope with the chaos, while the only thing I knew was the structured and sterile life as a nurse in a big hospital. There, someone else handled the housekeeping. Here these tasks had become my responsibility.




  “I doubt there’s any use in arguing with you, is there?”




  “None whatsoever. Now, I’ll finish hanging this wash while you go off in search of Prince Charming. When I came out here, I saw him working in the rose garden.”




  Katie took the sheet from my hand and handed me the picnic basket.




  I found Dex right where Katie said I would, working in the rose garden. Knowing next to nothing about flowers, I’d considered digging up all the dead stalks. It was interesting to watch as he lovingly loosened the soil around the roses that looked to me as though they hadn’t survived the winter.




  “Do you think they have a chance?” I asked after setting the picnic basket on one of the tables scattered around the lawn.




  “Each one of these roses has new shoots,” he said without getting up or turning to face me. “Give them another couple of weeks and you’ll wonder why you ever thought they were dead.”




  “You’re the expert. Katie thought you might like some lunch. Are you ready to stop for a while?”




  Dex got to his feet and came over to the table. “I always pack something,” he replied, brushing the dirt from his hands. “I know Keith said I could take meals at the house, but it just takes too much time to go up there to eat.”




  Just thinking of the cheese sandwiches I’d seen him eating made my stomach churn. “I think this will be much better.”




  He raised an eyebrow, looking more skeptical than accepting. “I said I have a sandwich out in the truck.”




  I wrinkled my nose. “I’ve seen what you call lunch. Honestly, how can you eat those old dried out cheese sandwiches every day?”




  Dex broke into a wide grin. “They’re not so bad. Katie has my breakfast ready when I come down every morning. I just can’t see imposing on her any more than I already do. I know she keeps insisting I should come up to the house and eat with you and the kids, but so far I’ve been able to say no. I just don’t know how much longer I can resist that woman. She’s very persistent.”




  Agreeing with him was easy. Katie acted more like a mother hen than the cook who’d worked at the bed and breakfast since Keith and Sheila opened it. Living on the property, she’d become like another member of the family.




  When I didn’t immediately comment on what he’d just said, Dex took the checkered tablecloth from the top of the basket and spread it on one of the picnic tables. From the interior of the basket, he pulled out the chicken as well as the remainder of the goodies Katie had packed. “Is this your way to butter me up before giving me the boot? Are you having second thoughts about Keith’s choice for this position?”




  If his tone hadn’t been so serious I would have thought he was cracking a bad joke. “In truth, it’s quite the opposite,” I replied. “To begin with, this was Katie’s idea. I’m very pleased with everything you’ve done here. It’s been a week and I haven’t seen you bring in anything more than the one suitcase on the day you came. Don’t you have some other belongings you want with you?”




  Dex put down the bowl of coleslaw and looked directly into my eyes. “I told you on the first day, I brought everything with me. I travel light. I sold everything I no longer needed before I came home. To be truthful, I didn’t have that much when I was living on my own. I managed to find a furnished apartment I could rent, for far more than I should have been paying, so the only things I actually owned were the equipment for my company. There was enough competition out there I didn’t have much trouble getting rid of it.”




  “What I wanted to say is, we like you and so do the guests. I just wish we could afford to pay you more for the work you do.”




  “What I’m making suits me just fine.”




  “Well, I still don’t think it’s right. We’re asking you to do way too much around here. With living above the garage, you seem to be on call seven days a week. I know you worked your tail off last Saturday while we were in Denver.”




  “Am I complaining?”




  “No, but—”




  “Let me ask you this, does Katie work seven days a week?”




  “Well, that’s different. If she wants to take time off, her daughter does the cooking. Even so, she lives at the house, so if her daughter should find there’s something she can’t handle, her mother’s not that far away.”




  “Do you take a couple of days off a week?”




  His question caught me completely off guard. “Well, no, but then this is my business, or at least it’s mine until Keith gets back or the kids can take over.”




  “It’s the same with me. If I’m living here, I don’t mind being on call seven days a week, but there will be times when I disappear for a few hours.”




  I was still blown away. “Even with your simple needs, Keith was right when he said we weren’t paying you nearly enough to compensate you. He wanted to offer you more, and that still doesn’t come close to what you were making in Los Angeles, but it’s what we can afford.”




  “You’re right. It’s not what I was making when I was working for myself. On the other hand, here I don’t have to maintain my equipment, pay more for rent that I can afford, or eat out in overpriced restaurants. Besides, when summer comes, the kids want to start helping me, not only with the gardening but also with the horses.”




  “They asked you about that?”




  Dex nodded. “Michael said his dad promised they could start helping him this summer. I think it’s a good idea. Penny has some good ideas about the layout of the flowerbeds. I’m excited about the two of them helping out.”




  For the first time in months, I wasn’t second-guessing my dedication to Baker’s Secret Hideaway. This place wasn’t just a bed and breakfast. It was the property my brother planned to leave to his children, to say nothing of giving them a good education as well as a work ethic. I could hardly wait to call Keith tonight and tell him about how the kids had already approached Dex about helping. He would be so proud.




  I remembered last summer. While I cared for Sheila, Penny played hostess and helped her father in the gardens. It was strange I had forgotten about that, but then so much had happened, both in their lives as well as mine over the past twelve months, it wasn’t surprising.




  Chapter 3




  Before I knew it, April became May. In the middle of the month, Dex and I made a trip to the local greenhouse. Within days, the freshly prepared flowerbeds were filled with geraniums, impatiens, and pansies, intermingled with the already-established perennials Dex had worked so hard grooming since his arrival.




  When I first came a year ago, I hadn’t had the time to enjoy the beauty of the season. Earlier, when I’d hung the sheets on the line, it had been a chore I knew needed to be done; now I realized it gave me the time to marvel at the ever-changing landscape around Baker’s Secret Hideaway.




  As for Keith, the doctors were building his strength with physical therapy before they did the surgery. All I could do was pray their experimental treatments would work and Keith would come back to us without having to use his wheelchair on a full time basis.




  “Could you use some help with those sheets?” Dex’s question caught me off guard. “My hands are clean, I promise.”




  “You know I can do this alone,” I answered, “but I never turn down an offer of help.”




  With Dex on one end and me on the other, we easily folded the large flat sheet into a perfect square. “One down, and only seven more to go,” I said.




  “With the two of us doing this together, it won’t take much time at all.”




  With each sheet we folded, I felt something starting to stir within me. I wondered if this was right. I came to Colorado to help my brother, not to have feelings for the handyman he’d hired to help out around the bed and breakfast.




  The moment ended abruptly when my cell phone rang. I backed away from the heat generated by Dex’s touch and pulled my cell phone from the pocket of my jeans.




  “Miss Baker, this is the secretary at Michael’s school. He’s started throwing up in class and he’s running a fever. We have him in the nurses’ office. Can you come and pick him up?”




  “Of course, I’ll be right there. Please tell Penny so she isn’t concerned when he’s not there for the bus.”




  Dex held up his hand, indicating he wanted to say something before I hung up.




  “Just a moment,” I said, putting the phone down to my side.




  “Michael’s ill, and I have to get him.”




  I’d immediately started planning on going to the school to pick up Michael and then take him to the doctor. I knew this was what I should be doing, but a glance at my watch told me tonight’s guests would start arriving at any moment. If Michael was really sick, I should probably cancel all the reservations for the next few days.




  “Give her permission for me to pick Michael up from school,” Dex implored.




  “But why?”




  “Because you have direct contact with the guests. Until we know how contagious he is, it’s best if you aren’t around him without a mask. I’ll take him to Red Rocks Clinic and make certain it’s nothing we have to worry about.”




  Dex made perfect sense. I put the phone back to my ear. “I’m sorry. I was having a discussion with one of my employees. Due to the nature of our business, he feels it’s best if he’s the one to pick Michael up so I don’t catch whatever he has and give it to our guests. My employee, Dexter Trenton, will pick him up.”




  “Oh, of course, I heard Dex was working for you. I look forward to seeing him.”




  I flipped the phone shut. “Do you know everyone in Aspen Grove?” I questioned.




  Dex smiled. “You tend to forget, I grew up around here. Marion Adler, the secretary at the school, is a friend of my sister. We all grew up together. Don’t be surprised, when you call the clinic to let them know I’m bringing Michael, that Lori Yarborough knows me as well. She was my date for my junior prom. Of course, she was Lori Dressier back then.”




  “It sounds like you’re quite the lady’s man. I appreciate you doing this. Call me from the clinic and let me know what they say. If he’s really contagious, I’ll get a place ready for him in your apartment.”




  An hour later, I received a call from Dex. Michael had been diagnosed with the H1N1 virus. It was entirely possible he’d be missing the last week of school.




  As soon as I hung up, I enlisted Katie’s help to disinfect the entire house. Thank goodness, the guests who stayed here last night hadn’t come into contact with the kids, and the bedding and towels were now freshly laundered.




  I thought about the news bulletins I’d heard about getting the H1N1 vaccine, but things had been hectic following first Sheila’s death and then Keith’s accident. There just hadn’t been time to take the kids to be vaccinated. I was certain it was too late for any of us to get the vaccine now, so we’d have to deal with the consequences.




  Between Katie and me, we turned Dex’s apartment into a makeshift hospital. We pulled out the couch, made up the hidden bed for Michael, and filled the small refrigerator with fruit juice and other things for him to eat.




  Dex insisted I stay away, even though I had the nursing skills needed to care for my nephew. He said he’d had the vaccine and wouldn’t be getting sick. To my surprise, Dex had a DVD player, TV, and enough movies and cartoons to keep Michael completely satisfied.




  The doctor told Dex everything to do to make Michael’s recovery as speedy as possible. Within two weeks, Michael moved back to his own room and no one else came down with the virus, so we were proclaimed germ-free. It was a relief to go back to business as usual without endangering our guests.




  Chapter 4




  June brought more and more guests as well as news from San Francisco. Keith was finally ready for the rigors of surgery and would be home by the end of September. He explained the added time at the clinic would be necessary for him to complete more of the physical therapy to get back on his feet.




  Penny was helping me with the laundry when I heard excited laughter coming from one of the flower gardens.




  “Aunt Cory, Aunt Cory, come here and see this!” Michael shouted.




  I put the final pins on the sheet I was hanging on the line, and together with Penny, headed toward the sound of Michael’s voice. Once we came to where he and Dex were working, I saw they were in the rose garden. To my surprise, one of the plants I had wanted to dig out sported a beautiful bloom, while several of the buds on the other bushes were ready to pop into a riot of beauty and color.




  Over the past few weeks, in spite of the amount of work involved in running this place and catering to the guests, I had taken the time to notice the beauty of the gardens. Keith kept them looking gorgeous, but Dex was not only a professional, but also a perfectionist.




  “I don’t know if I’ve told you,” I said to Dex while Michael excitedly pointed out to Penny some of the best blooms, “but you’ve worked miracles here.”




  “Aw shucks, ma’am, ain’t nothin’,” he replied, his tone one of a dumb cowboy rather than a college graduate. “Honestly, I’ve had a lot of help from my apprentice.”




  “Michael?” I questioned, nodding toward my nephew.




  “None other. Do you remember if he helped his dad last summer?”




  “I don’t remember much other than nursing Sheila. Why?”




  “When he stayed at my apartment, we got pretty close. He told me about being out with his dad when he did the gardening. Even if he didn’t physically help, I think he might have remembered some of the things Keith did around here. Michael is a great kid. I know I’m no substitute for his dad, but I try. He’s thrilled about being able to work with the flowers.”




  I remembered Michael saying his father promised he could. “I’m glad you’ve allowed Michael to work with you. He was very upset about Keith going to San Francisco and going back on his promise of Michael being able to help this summer.”




  Dex nodded. “Speaking of Keith, have you heard any more from San Francisco?”




  I thought of the call I’d received this morning from my brother. Ever since I hung up I’d tried to decide what I was going to do. “His surgery is scheduled for Wednesday. He says he’s okay and I shouldn’t worry, but I feel like I need to be with him. It’s so hard. The kids, to say nothing of the guests, need me to stay here. I’m so torn.”




  Dex shook his head. “I think you should be there with him.”




  “I can’t see how that can possibly happen.”




  “You’ve got a good staff here, including Katie, her daughter, the maids, the kids and me. I know this is the busy season, but things are much quieter midweek. I’m willing to bet if we talk it over you’ll see it’s possible for you to go to San Francisco for a couple of days.”




  The one thing I’d been contemplating but unable to voice, had come out so easily with Dex it was almost frightening.




  Within the hour, I called a meeting with the entire staff, including Penny and Michael, around the dining room table. How Katie managed to prepare goodies for this meeting was beyond me, yet there were platters of still-warm cookies as well as two carafes of coffee and two pitchers of ice-cold lemonade.




  “I’ve brought you here to tell you Keith will be having surgery next week.”




  “What our boss is trying to say is she’d like to go and be with Keith,” Dex began. “She seems to think she’s indispensable.”




  “You are planning to go to San Francisco, aren’t you?” Katie pressed.




  “I don’t know how I can. There’s so much work to do here. I just can’t be gone.”




  “Daddy needs you, Aunt Cory,” Michael protested.




  “He’s right,” Penny agreed. “I can take over your job as hostess and help with the laundry.”




  The thought of Penny greeting guests on her own and washing bedding and towels was beyond my conception. “But I can’t… I have obligations… I need…”




  “You need to be with Keith,” Katie insisted, getting into mother hen mode. “We can handle things here. I can’t imagine Keith being alone for something like this. When Sheila first got sick, we managed without Keith for over two weeks. It won’t be easy, but we can get along for a couple of days without you. Don’t underestimate any of us.”




  I thought back to when I came to Colorado a year ago. Sheila had been diagnosed, gone through surgery, and was hospitalized for two weeks. During that time, Baker’s Secret Hideaway didn’t fall to wrack and ruin. The staff stepped up and kept things running smoothly. Surely they would do the same for the three days I’d be gone to San Francisco. If I flew out on Tuesday, stayed for the surgery, and flew back on Thursday, it would mean only a minimum of time away from home.




  Home. The word resounded within my mind. I wondered when this place had become home. I remembered thinking of going home to Chicago, but the things that meant the most to me were now here.




  Even Dex? The silent question went unanswered. I know I have a duty to my family and it certainly doesn’t involve a handsome cowboy who knows more about landscaping than anyone I ever knew.




  I held up my hands in mock surrender. “I know when I’m out-numbered. I’ll call the travel agent and schedule the flights. When Keith researched this hospital, he found they have accommodations for visiting family. I’ll contact them as well.”




  “Are you going to call Daddy and tell him you’re coming?” Penny asked.” Can we talk to him?”




  “We’ll call him later and you can talk to him all you want, but I think it’s best if we don’t get his hopes up about my coming, just in case something comes up.” I knew my answer wasn’t the one the kids wanted to hear, but they accepted my decision.




  “I’m pleased you decided to go out to be with Keith,” Dex said, once we went outside.




  “You just want to get rid of me,” I teased back.




  To my surprise, Dex put his hands on my shoulders and turned me to face him. “Don’t ever say anything like that again. I’d much rather have you here with us, but you need to be in California with Keith when he has his surgery.”




  I agreed and made no protest when his hands went from my shoulders to my waist before he pulled me into a tight embrace.




  All the tensions from the past year came to the surface and drained out of me as I allowed the floodgates of tears to open. For the first time, I didn’t have to be the strong one. Today, Dex, the kids and the rest of the staff turned the tables on me. They made the decision, and I merely agreed to it, or was it the other way around? Things happened so quickly I hardly knew which version was correct.




  “You don’t have to handle all of this alone,” Dex said, as though he’d read my mind. “Let us take some of the burden from you.”




  I couldn’t stop crying, even though he stroked my hair. “You’re right,” I said when I finally got my emotions under control. “I came here to help my brother get past Sheila’s illness and death, not to run this place. We were still reeling from it when Keith had the accident.”




  “I think what’s needed here is for you to get some Cory time. Let the rest of us help you. I know you’re not expecting guests tonight, so I’m suggesting you go up to my apartment and relax where it’s comfortable and relatively quiet.”
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