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Hanna Landin maneuvered her 4x4 through Jackson, Wyoming, sighing when the upcoming light turned red. She hated being late. Not only was it rude but it smacked of irresponsibility, an attribute she did not wish to demonstrate, today of all days. Her stomach twisted in knots. What if Keith said no? She suppressed the thought. Failure was not an option.

She drummed her bare, blunt-cut nails on the steering wheel, willing the light to change. Suddenly church bells pealed in the distance, invading her vehicle with their liquid notes. She choked down the bile in her throat. Jamming the radio volume up, she drowned out the bitter reminder of her tardiness with gospel music. Still, revulsion burned like acid in her stomach. She mustn’t think about it now. Had to concentrate on her meeting with Keith. A horn blared behind her, and she accelerated through the green light, shoving down the old memory that threatened to surface once again.

When she finally reached the bank, she spotted her brother-in-law at his desk and hurried on shaky legs across the highly polished floor. “Good morning, Keith. Sorry I’m late.”

He clasped her extended hand. “That’s okay, Hanna, have a seat.” He gestured to a vinyl chair opposite his cluttered desk. “Natalie said you’re thinking of refinancing the lodge and taking out an equity loan. Is that right?”

“Yes, that’s right.” She placed her folders on the desk, catching one as it slid off the mound. She wondered if Natalie had told Keith the extent of their financial problems.

Hanna cleared her throat, hoping to eliminate the quiver in her voice. “I’d like to initiate an advertising campaign and provide additional services for our guests. Business has been down the last few years, especially with all the improvements on the Majestic.”

Keith reached for a folder. “May I?”

“Of course.” Noting he’d immediately reached for the profit-and-loss statement, Hanna began her appeal. “Gram and I feel that Higher Grounds isn’t living up to its potential. Other lodges in the area might be more upscale, but we think we can capitalize on Higher Grounds’ rustic appeal.”

His silence urged her on. “What we’ve lacked in the past is marketing. Grandpop did things the old-fashioned way, relying on word of mouth and fliers for business. But if Higher Grounds is to compete with the Majestic, we need to advertise nationally. Show people another way to vacation in the Tetons.”

“I’m a little surprised by the loss you’ve shown the last three years. Nat told me things were rough, but I had no idea . . .”

Panic swelled in her leaden stomach. “That’s why this campaign is so important. I’ve already listed the lodge in the Christian Bed-and-Breakfast Directory. That alone should draw new customers.”

She handed him the marketing folder. As he skimmed the pages, she toyed with her grandma’s ring, zinging it along the gold chain. She watched the frown lines pucker under his receding hairline and felt another surge of panic. No other bank would loan them the money or even refinance for that matter. Keith was their last chance. She knew it was a lot to ask, even of family. But still, she had to try.

“Your plans to increase business might work. Then again, they might not.”

She dropped the ring and opened her mouth to speak. He held her off with a raised hand.

“When your grandfather built Higher Grounds, it was a risk. But there was no other lodging in the area. Now you’re competing with the Majestic.”

“They do have more to offer, but you can’t deny our lodge is located on prime property. And with some changes, we can provide activities for our guests too.” She handed him another folder. “I’d like to hire a trekking guide. Tourists from the city want to explore the Tetons, but many are afraid to venture off by themselves. We have a beautiful lake we’re not utilizing, as well. I’d like to purchase some watercraft. Also, a shuttle to and from the airport would be nice.”

Her breath froze in her lungs while he scrutinized the pages. What would she do if the lodge failed? Her eyes scanned his face, and she thought it seemed thinner, as if he’d lost some weight.

“Your plans are sound, and you’ve been meticulous with your detail. But you’ve been in the red for three years, Hanna.”

Stuffing down the anxiety, she rushed on. “If you’ll turn to page 4, you’ll see my projections for increased business, which the advertising is sure to provide. With the income from additional guests, we’ll easily be able to afford the payments.”

Keith continued reading, flipping through the pages slowly until Hanna thought she’d expire from anticipation. Higher Grounds couldn’t survive another season like the previous three. They’d already made every possible cutback. If she couldn’t find a way to increase profits, the lodge didn’t stand a chance. She resisted the urge to massage her temples.

Keith cleared his throat and ran a hand through his thinning hair. His expression divulged the dreaded answer. “Given the lack of profit over the last three years, no bank could take this risk. I’m sorry, Hanna, I don’t see how I can do this.” Regret seasoned his words but did little to lessen their impact.

“Isn’t there something you can do? I know I can increase business if I just had the capital to advertise, but I can’t do that without the loan.”

“Does your grandmother have anything put away?”

She’d already jogged down that path. Gram had a pittance for retirement, and the way things were going, she’d need every bit of it. Hanna’s parents were in no shape to contribute either, and neither of her sisters was in a position to help. Paula and her husband, David, were too deeply in debt with that huge house of theirs, and Natalie and Keith had their own bills as well, especially since Natalie had quit work to stay home with their boys. Hanna shook her head, searching his eyes for some sign of concession and not finding it. “Gram’s not doing well.” She winced inwardly. She’d promised herself she wouldn’t resort to this.

His forehead furrowed again. “Is she sick? Why didn’t you say something, Hanna?”

Guilt flooded over her. She ducked her head, toying with her leather purse strap. “No. I shouldn’t have said anything. She just hasn’t been herself lately.” A glance at his face revealed skepticism. “Really, it’s nothing to worry about.”

What would she do now? How could she go home and tell Gram it was over? That Higher Grounds couldn’t pay its bills, that they had no money in reserve, that the business her grandparents had started would go under?

She couldn’t.

“We’ve never been late with a payment, Keith; you know we have excellent credit.” She hated to beg, but the thought of facing Gram emboldened her.

“I know you do, but—” He paused and released a sigh that seemed to come from his toes, then he flipped to another page and studied the numbers.

Her breathing stopped. Was he reconsidering?

“Are you sure Gram isn’t willing to sell?” he asked. “The profit would be enough for her to live very comfortably.”

“No. She wants me to save it. It’s important to her. To me. And she wants the property to be passed on to me and Nat and Paula. As an inheritance.”

He rubbed his hand over his jaw line. “I’ll tell you what. I’ll give it some thought, talk to my loan committee and see what we can do. But I can’t make any promises, Hanna.”

Tingles darted through her as oxygen once again pumped through her body in massive doses. She extended her hand across the desk. “Thank you, Keith. I really appreciate this.”

He stood, returning her handshake. “I should have an answer for you in a few days.”

“I’ll be waiting.”
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Hanna tried to be patient, but the next couple of days were agonizing. She stayed busy, though. The chores around the lodge kept her hopping. She cleared away the layer of dead aspen leaves and raked flotsam from the beach area. She was toting a basket of sheets through the main room when the phone rang. She picked it up at the front desk.

“Higher Grounds. May I help you?”

“Yes, this is Meg Dodier from Star One Realty. I was wondering if I might speak with the owner of the lodge, please.”

“This is Hanna Landin. My grandmother is the owner, but I’m the manager. How can I help you?”

“Well, I’ve recently acquired a client who’s expressed an interest in your property. I was wondering if you’d ever considered selling.”

“Well, no, not really.”

“I see. Well my client is prepared to offer quite a bit for the property, Ms. Landin.” The woman named an amount that pushed Hanna’s eyebrows up a notch. “Would you at least consider the idea?”

“I don’t think so, but thanks for calling.”

“I’d appreciate it if you’d run the offer past the owner. She might feel differently.”

“She doesn’t. I do wish you the best of luck with your client, though.”

She hung up the phone, but before she could even retrieve the laundry basket, the phone rang again. This time it was her sister.

“Hey,” Nat said. “Just wanted to let you know I talked to Keith last night about the loan thing.”

“What’d he say? I’ve been dying over here.”

“He’s been quiet the last couple of days, and I couldn’t get much out of him. Doesn’t like to talk about work with me anyway, so . . . anyhow, last night he seemed really pessimistic when I brought up the lodge. Said things didn’t look good as far as profits and all that.”

Hanna’s mood took a dive. “Oh no. It doesn’t sound like he’s going to do it.”

“Well, wait a minute. After that, I started talking all about your plan for the lodge, the advertising and trekker and everything. I told him about how good you are at that stuff, about how you were always in charge of planning activities and fund-raisers in high school. Remember that mega-garage sale fund-raiser? Anyway, I told him how successful you were and how you always achieved everything you put your mind to.”

“What’d he say?”

“Well, mostly he just kept reading the newspaper, but I think he heard some of it. He seemed more optimistic about it when I turned in for the night.”

“Oh, I hope so. Hey, would you believe a Realtor just called? Someone is interested in buying this property.”

“Really? I wonder why someone would want an old lodge that’s in the red. No offense.”

“Thanks. No, I think they just wanted the property. They’d probably rip the building right down.” She told Nat the offer.

Nat gasped. “Wow, Hanna, are you sure you don’t want to at least consider that?”

“I can’t believe you’d even say that.”

A click sounded on the phone.

“Oh, I have another call,” Nat said. “You know I didn’t mean anything by that, right?”

“I know. I’m just stressing.”

They said good-bye, then Hanna grabbed the laundry basket and started toward the laundry room.

A glossy brochure on the edge of the dining room table caught her attention. The words Majestic Mountain Retreat stopped her. Hanna dropped the basket and reached for the pamphlet. She flipped through the pages, absently counting them as she went. Color photos and graphics of the Tetons and Jenny Lake arranged in eye-appealing order lay flat on the page, interspersed with recommendations of former guests. It was wonderful. It was awful.

“Mrs. Eddlestein?” Hanna called absently into the kitchen, then began reading the introductory paragraph on page 2. Founded in 1982 . . . privately owned . . .

She raised her voice a notch. “Mrs. Eddlestein?” The housekeeper was kneading a lump of dough, a denim apron hugging her Aunt Bee figure.

“Mrs. Eddlestein!”

The woman turned with a surprised smile. “No need to shout, dear.”

Hanna’s emotions teetered between aggravation and amusement. She bellowed her question. “Where did this brochure come from?”

The housekeeper swept a knuckle across her cheek, leaving a trail of flour. “The Wilmingtons left it behind.”

Great, they’ll probably stay there next trip. And why not? The ad was impressive. Four pages, full-color, the works.

She breathed a prayer that her plan for increasing business this summer would work. “Maybe we should have a new brochure done up.”

“We have a brochure?”

Hanna sighed. “The one on green paper.”

“That’s not a brochure, dear; that’s a flier.”

She scanned the list of amenities and services on the back cover. Two restaurants and a lounge, an indoor and outdoor pool, laundry facilities, a children’s program, horseback riding, planned activities. No wonder everyone visiting the Tetons stayed there. She wanted to stay there.

“Any word on the loan, dear?”

Hanna shook her head. “I’m starting to get worried.”

The woman shook her head and turned back to her dough.

“What’s wrong?” Hanna asked.

Mrs. Eddlestein’s eyes skittered to the Majestic brochure in Hanna’s hands, then she sighed. “Honey, do you really think it’s worth it? Taking out that big loan? The Majestic is so popular, and I just worry that you and your Gram have taken on too much.”

“You know how much this lodge means to us. It’s worth everything we’re risking and more.”

Hanna flung the offending piece of literature onto the table. “Besides, what would we do without you around to cook and dispense advice?”

Mrs. Eddlestein flopped a flour-coated hand in her direction. “Oh posh, you’d get along just fine without me.”

Hanna smiled, then hefted the basket and strode to the laundry room. She pulled the washer knob with a click, starting the flow of water, and carefully dispensed a capful of detergent.

Her grandmother appeared with a wad of sheets and began stuffing them in the washer. “No sense in doing half a load, I always say.” Her voice crackled with age.

“Thanks, Gram.”

The woman patted her granddaughter’s back, then disappeared into the kitchen.

She heard Gram address Mrs. Eddlestein over the gush of water. “I’m going to get the mail.”

Hanna cringed; Gram had gotten the mail twenty minutes ago.

The phone rang as she closed the washer lid.

“It’s for you, Hanna,” Mrs. Eddlestein said. In a stage whisper, she added, “I think it’s that brother-in-law of yours.”

Gram was slipping into her cardigan, and Hanna laid a hand on her arm. “Today’s mail is on the table, Gram.”

Hanna picked up the phone. “Hello?”

“Hi, Hanna, it’s Keith.”

Her stomach slid down to her toes. “Hi there.” She gripped the phone and squeezed her eyes shut. “Please tell me you have good news.”

“Well, you’re in luck. I do. The committee approved. We just have to sign all the papers.”

The breath she didn’t know she’d held rushed from her lungs. “You’re kidding.”

“Nope. It’s going to happen.”

“Oh, Keith, thank you so much. I know no other bank would do this for me.”

“Don’t be too thankful, Hanna. The loan committee wants to shorten the mortgage to twenty years instead of thirty. So even though you’re getting a killer interest rate, your payments will actually go up.”

Her nerves faltered. “Oh.”

“It’s a risk. You’ll have to increase business by about 38 percent over last year. If you can’t make your payments, you’ll be worse off than ever because you’ll lose the lodge altogether.”

“I know, but that won’t happen.”

They talked about a few details, set up a time to sign papers, then she thanked Keith again before hanging up.

“We got it?” Gram asked.

“We got it!”

Mrs. Eddlestein came over for a group hug, and they all ended up with flour on their clothes.

“What were you talking to Keith about when you said, ‘That won’t happen’?” Gram asked.

“He was just reminding me what would occur if we can’t make our payments. But don’t worry; we’ll be fine.”

She refused to even consider the thought. Because the consequences were too awful.



CHAPTER


TWO
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Micah Gallagher stowed his gear in the equipment shed and followed the bald path that led to his secluded cabin. The mammoth Tetons formed a backdrop for the cottage, rising from the valley floor, their snowcapped peaks beckoning the tourists. The distant view awed him, but nothing compared to the thrill of scaling the rocky inclines to the crests.

He entered his one-room cabin, unbuttoning his shirt as he went. Silence hung in the stale air, and he remembered his roommate was gone on his own climb for a couple of days.

He slid out of his dusty jeans and turned on the shower full blast. Stepping under the spray, he let four days of grit swirl down the drain.

When his boss had asked him to lead the Majestic’s owner and his son on an expedition up Grand Teton, he’d had no idea what he was in for. The men had expected him to cater to them like a nanny, but serving with a smile had worn a hole in his dignity.

He’d been handpicked for the excursion, though, so he couldn’t afford to disappoint his boss. Mr. Woodrow was set on impressing the owner with every facet of the well-oiled Majestic. Micah had done his job well, and Mr. Woodrow would be pleased. The owner and his son had sung his praises all the way back to the hotel and were no doubt soaking in the hot tub of their owner’s suite at this very moment.

He stood under the warm spray, reveling in the hot prickles that massaged his skin. The temperature was just the way he liked it—hot enough to soften tar. Feeling clean was a luxury he missed on overnight trips. After a quick shave, he’d be a new man. A flick of the knob stopped the flow of water, and he stepped through the billowing steam, securing a big Majestic towel around his waist. Shoving aside Gregg’s toiletries, he swiped at the foggy mirror and towel-dried his black hair. Soon the electric razor’s buzzing filled the tiny bathroom, and four days’ worth of stubble were whisked off his jaw. He finger-combed his hair as he stepped across the threshold into the main room, his mind already fixed on lunch.

A woman posed on the sofa. He stopped cold. Fran’s red hair caught the lamplight, sending copper highlights dancing with each slight movement. Her silky blouse dipped low on her bosom, showing more than he had a right to see.

He clutched his towel, suddenly afraid it would slip off and leave him exposed.

“Hope you don’t mind me letting myself in,” she said.

“What are you doing here?” He tucked the towel firmly at his waist.

Mrs. Woodrow stood and pressed imaginary wrinkles from her slacks. Her earrings glittered in the light. “Did you miss me?”

“Nothing’s changed, Fran. I want you to leave.” He walked to the door and opened it.

She approached, but stopped directly in front of him. “No, you don’t.” The cloying scent of her perfume brushed his nostrils.

“You’re a married woman.” He skirted her and walked to the closet, trying to put space between them. Once there, he ripped a T-shirt from a wire hanger.

She followed. “Why don’t you forget all that religious stuff for once, hmm, Micah? You won’t regret it.”

He felt the heat of her body on his bare back. His mouth tasted of sand, gritty and dry. There was a time he’d have bedded her before she’d issued a vocal invitation. The look she’d given him would’ve been enough, married or not. But that was before. He turned and addressed her firmly. “Go home, Fran.”

Desperation glimmered in her emerald eyes, and her full lips puckered in a red, sensuous pout. “Go home to what? Ben doesn’t care about me. All he cares about is that boring hotel. I’m just shriveling there, with nothing to do all day. I want some intelligent company—someone who appreciates me, someone to hold me.”

He may as well have been holding her, as close as she was standing. He draped the shirt over his shoulder and grasped her arms firmly, hoping to get through to her. “You’ve got to stop this.”

Instead, her fingers slithered from his abdomen to his chest in a quick, suggestive move.

“Micah?” A deep voice boomed through the open doorway.

He abruptly released Fran’s arms. Judging by her sudden gasp, she’d recognized the squat silhouette of her husband filling the doorway.

Micah’s feet seemed to be cemented to the floor even as Fran stepped away.

The manager’s body stiffened, though Micah couldn’t read his expression, silhouetted in the door as he was.

“How ironic,” Mr. Woodrow’s voice was disturbingly calm. “I’d come to tell you what a good job you did, Micah. It seems you’ve been doing a good job on my wife as well.”

“Really, Benjamin—”

“Save your breath, Fran,” his manager said. He nailed Micah with a look. “Pack your bags. I want you out of here tonight.”
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Hanna picked up the receiver and greeted the caller, who turned out to be a woman wanting to reserve two rooms the following week. Over the past several weeks, her national advertising had been placed and calls were trickling in steadily.

Hanna answered the woman’s questions, and when Gram entered the office, setting a mug of coffee at her fingertips, she smiled her thanks. She marked the reservations calendar with the woman’s name and returned the phone to its cradle.

“Another reservation? Wonderful!” Gram said.

“Umm.”

“What’s the matter?”

She’d thought their problems were over now that the bank had extended a loan. Instead, she felt the pressure of the higher payment like a vise around her throat.

“Mrs. Leavenworth, the lady on the phone, was interested in a guided mountain trip. She saw our ad in the Travel America magazine, the one that promoted our trekking guide. Her husband and three teenage boys want to do an overnighter up Grand Teton next week.”

“Still haven’t found anyone?”

She tucked in the corner of her mouth. “You saw them, Gram. One of them was barely out of adolescence, with no experience, and that Hank guy gave me the creeps. I haven’t found someone to oversee the watercraft either.”

“We still have another week before the season starts. Are the help-wanted ads still running?”

“Yes.” Hanna took a sip of coffee. “We might be able to make do without the watercraft person for a while, but we need the trekker right away.”

Gram patted her arm. “God will provide the right man, child.”

“Well, he’s not going to blow in on the wind, so I guess I’d better figure out something quick.”

“Hello?” The deep voice rumbled into the office from the lobby.

She rounded the corner and stopped short. The man was as masculine as his voice. A strong jaw line rescued his face from mediocrity, and his body looked as if it had been chiseled from Petzoldt Ridge. She squelched the automatic rush of anxiety. “May I help you?”

“Hope so. I’d like to talk to the manager.”

She smiled. “That would be me.” She extended a hand over the counter. “I’m Hanna Landin.”

He set down his bags and enveloped her hand. “Micah Gallagher.”

“What can I do for you?”

His eyes left hers to roam the lodge. She saw it as it would appear to him, the wooden cedar planks weathered to a gray patina, the scarred wooden floor she’d been wanting to refinish. His gaze returned to absorb her in a sea of gray. “I’m looking for work. I’m a mountain guide. I know you don’t have a trekker on staff, but I wondered if you’d ever considered it.”

Hanna sucked in a breath. She stood for moments in shock while he continued.

“The rates customers pay practically pay a trekker’s wages, and it’s a big draw for tourists.” He seemed to notice her astonishment. “Sorry if I sound pushy—”

“No, not at all.” She heard Gram stifling a laugh behind her and introduced her. “Why don’t we go into the office?”

Gram caught her eye as she passed. “I think I’ll go shut the door.” She winked at Hanna. “Seems it’s getting mighty windy out there.”

Hanna led him into the office. There was strength and control in his movements, a certain masculine grace that showed body awareness. Bulk was one thing, grace another, and he had both in abundance.

She seated herself behind the desk. “It just so happens I’ve been looking for a climbing guide. Do you have a résumé?”

“No, sorry, I don’t. I just stopped here on a whim, but I can tell you I have five years’ experience at the Majestic, and I’ve been lead climber the last three. I can give you references.”

She handed him a pad of paper and ink pen. “Please do.” She studied him as he wrote awkwardly with a left-handed grip. He had the dark coloring of someone who worked outdoors, and his black lashes swept the top of his cheekbone giving him a boyish appearance.

A WWJD bracelet dangled from his wrist. A Christian. This seemed too good to be true, his stopping by just when she was in desperate need of a mountain guide. Thank You, God.

“May I ask why you left your job at the Majestic?”

His pen stopped midword, and his countenance fell as his eyes flickered with something akin to anxiety. He rubbed his jaw. She didn’t need to be an expert in body language to see that the question had caught him off guard.

“I have a good track record at the Majestic and never had a customer complaint, but . . .” He looked at the pen he rolled between his fingers. “Although my reviews were excellent, the manager and I had some . . . personal differences.”

Personal differences? What did that mean? Her mind spun with suspicion.

“I’d prefer you not call him for a reference.”

She weighed the suspicious information against the bracelet, evidence of his Christianity. For all she knew, he could be a thief or worse. She couldn’t hire him to work with her guests when he was so evasive. She needed someone she could trust implicitly; after all, he would be taking her guests on overnight trips. A wave of disappointment swept over her.

“Look, I can see you’re uncomfortable about this, so I’ll just tell you straight out.” He took a deep breath and let it out in a puff. “The manager’s wife had a . . . a thing for me.”

She quirked a brow and watched a flush climb from the crew neck of his black T-shirt to his cheekbones.

He held his hands palm out. “I never touched the woman, at least, not in that way, but she showed up in my room, and Mr. Woodrow caught her there and just assumed . . . well, you can imagine.”

He ducked his head, avoiding her gaze, but instead of evasiveness, she sensed embarrassment. The man could probably have his pick of women. She wondered if he had considered his boss’s wife off-limits or if he had merely found her unattractive. If he was even telling the truth. She watched him rub his jaw again. Sympathy tugged at her heart. A man who blushed so easily couldn’t be that bad. Still, she only had his word.

He finished writing on the pad and handed it to her. “Here’s my references. I included two of the climbers at the Majestic so you can get a feel for my abilities. I’ve climbed many times with both of them. I also included my pastor’s number and the man who used to be my foster father.”

She took the pad, feeling a smidge better about him.

“Either way, I still need a room for tonight. If you’d like, you can make those calls and let me know later.”

“That sounds fine.” She led him back to the front desk, signed him in, and gave him a room key. When he left, she went back to her office and looked at the paper again. Even his writing slanted darkly with strength. Her eyes skimmed across the last name on the list. His foster father. She wondered what had become of his real parents.



CHAPTER


THREE
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Natalie Coombs flipped the dishwasher lever, sealing the door, and pushed the metal button. As the appliance whirred into action, she lifted Taylor from his high chair and set him down on the other side of the safety gate. “Here you go, baby.” She handed him his sipper cup and peeked around the corner to make sure Alex was not into any mischief before heading upstairs to straighten the rooms.

She stooped to retrieve Cheerios along the way, smiling at the way they led to Alex’s room like a treasure-hunt trail. A few of them had already been reduced to Cheerio dust by small, bare feet, and she made a mental note to vacuum later in the day. She threw the handful of cereal away in Alex’s trash pail, then frowned at the mini Lego blocks scattered across the carpet. For a moment she considered calling him to clean up the mess, then just as quickly dismissed the idea. By the time she convinced him to do it, she could have done it herself and moved on to other things.

After gathering the blocks, she closed the gaping drawers and picked up the pajamas that had Bob the Builder splashed across the fabric. Resisting the urge to remake the lumpy bed, she went to the nursery and changed the crib bedding. That done, she moved on to her bedroom, deposited the dirty laundry into the hamper, and made her own bed. As usual, Keith’s side was in chaos, the flat sheet pulled up from the bottom, and the fitted sheet pulled loose from the corner. Her own side of the king-sized bed hardly looked like anyone had slept in it.

As she placed the last throw pillow on the bed, Taylor squealed unhappily, and she went to peek over the loft rail. “Alex, give him back his blankie.”

Her four-year-old turned his wide blue eyes on her. “But, Mommy, Bear wants to take a nap,” he protested, pointing at the stuffed animal he’d laid on a pillow on the floor.

“That’s Taylor’s blanket. You’ll have to use something else.”

Alex held the blanket out of Taylor’s reach, and the baby began crying in earnest.

“Give him back the blanket and get a towel from the closet.”

For once Alex obeyed without arguing, and Taylor toddled across the room with his blanket as if nothing had happened.

Natalie retrieved a cotton diaper from the linen closet and returned to her room to dust the light oak furniture. She lifted an eight-by-ten photo of the boys that had been taken the previous summer at Higher Grounds. The Tetons rose in the distance like guardians overlooking the lodge. Taylor was cuddled up on Aunt Hanna’s lap, and Alex was behind Aunt Paula with his little hands covering her eyes. The picture had captured such a mix of charm and mischief on Alex’s face that she’d had the photo enlarged.

Natalie finished dusting the chest of drawers, then moved on to the window seat, which was not so much a seat as it was a convenient place for Keith to throw his clothes as he undressed. She sighed. She’d promised herself a week ago she was not going to pick up his clothes anymore, but the sight of the growing pile was more than she could take.

She grabbed the shirt on top and began folding. She really shouldn’t complain. Keith was a good father and a decent husband. If discarding his clothes in piles was the worst thing he did, she didn’t have much to complain about.

She grabbed a handful of plastic hangers and started on the pants, throwing aside a pair that had wrinkled under the pile. She’d never regretted giving up her job as an obstetrics nurse to become a full-time mom. There would be time enough to explore her profession when the boys were grown, or at least in school. She was just glad Keith earned enough at the bank for her to put her career on hold for a few years, although Keith had made it clear he resented her quitting.

Her entire day revolved around the boys, and she knew that Keith sometimes thought her completely out of touch with the rest of the world. How had that happened in four short years? How was it that her identity now seemed to be totally wrapped up in her children?

It seemed Keith had managed to keep his individual self. Of course, he had the bank, which consumed more of his time than she liked.

Their marriage had suffered the most. Somewhere along the way, they had ceased being each other’s partner. Sometimes it seemed as if they were simply two people committed to the raising of their children, as if they were more like roommates than marriage partners.

Natalie breathed a laugh and shook her head. For heaven’s sake, what right did she have to complain? So her marriage was lacking in the intimacy department. All relationships went through ups and downs, and this was such a busy time in their lives. It was only natural their relationship would suffer a little. Between Keith’s work schedule, Alex’s swimming classes, and her own involvement in Marriage Enrichment, just getting together was a feat. To say nothing of going out on a date. Who had time to find a responsible sitter?

She finally reached the bottom of the pile and retrieved hangers for the last two pair of pants. Picking up the khakis she’d bought him for Christmas, she folded the pants at the creases and slung them over the hanger, arranging them just so. As she did, something fell to the ground, plunking softly on the carpet. She held the pants aside and looked down. It only took a moment for her to recognize the small square package between her stockinged feet. Disbelief fanned from her stomach outward to every nerve in her body, and the brand name printed on the white package blurred as every part of her body screamed in denial.
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Micah kicked off his boots, swept back the quilted cover, and fell onto the crisp, white sheets. When his head sank into the pillow, he grabbed the one beside it and stacked. The mattress was soft for a hotel bed, much softer than the one in his cabin had been.

He allowed himself a moment of self-pity. He’d still be at his cabin if not for Fran. The woman just didn’t know how to take no for an answer. Lord knew, he’d used the word often enough where she was concerned. So much for integrity. It had gotten him nothing but fired. Five long years he’d put in at the Majestic, and what did he have to show for it? Not even a reference.

He hadn’t planned to stop here after he’d packed up and driven off; he had planned to go into Jackson and buy a newspaper. But something had pulled him here. Do You have some purpose for me here? He paused, staring at the beamed ceiling, waiting for an answer. None came.

Probably not. He’d seen the skepticism all over the manager’s face. She didn’t trust him, and he couldn’t blame her. Maybe he shouldn’t have told her about the situation with his former boss, but if he hadn’t, she would’ve either called Ben or turned him down. The way he saw it, he hadn’t had much choice.

Oh well, it’s in Your hands now, God. If there were some purpose for him here, he’d get the job. If not, he’d drive into Jackson tomorrow and comb the help-wanted ads. He wasn’t too worried. He had money in the bank, enough to last a few months anyway.

Besides, he wasn’t sure how he felt about working for a woman. An attractive one at that. Several years ago he’d have loved the situation, would’ve taken advantage of it. But he was different now.

When his stomach rumbled, he realized he’d missed lunch. He sat up and rooted through his duffel bag for the apple he’d stuffed inside. Before he found it, he saw his Recovery Journal and pulled it out for later. His weekly meeting was tomorrow night, and he still hadn’t completed his assignment—had been dreading it all week. He’d come to realize that getting over his past meant reliving things he’d rather forget, digging up the memories piece by piece and dissecting them until they were no longer painful. But it was hard. Agonizing. By now you’d think he’d have worked through it all, but there always seemed to be more sludge beneath the still waters.

He bit off a chunk of apple and forced himself to think about the weekly topic. His earliest memory. He didn’t need to think long. It had been just after his fifth birthday, at Christmastime.

He’d ripped a branch from a straggly pine and scurried back to his building, taking the stairs as fast as his legs would carry him. The stale odor of cigarettes barely registered in his brain as he passed through the tiny apartment. Once in the kitchen, he clambered onto the counter and rooted through the cabinets for a clean glass. Finding none, he grabbed a plastic cup from the sink, filled it with water, then set the cup on the counter.

When he inserted the branch, the cup toppled, sloshing water over the counter. Maybe he needed a heavier vase. He rifled through the dirty dishes and, not finding anything, opened the refrigerator door. Kitchen light flooded into the dark compartment, and his eyes spied a brown bottle on the bottom shelf. A smile tugged at his lips as he withdrew it and opened it expertly with a bottle opener. Pouring the amber liquid into the sink, he watched in fascination as foam bubbled up around the drain. After filling the bottle with water, he stuffed the pine bough through the narrow neck and smiled in satisfaction when it remained upright.

He held it aloft. “What do you think, Toby?” His mom got mad when he talked to his friend, but that was only because she couldn’t see him.

Micah carried his treasure to the floor-model TV and set it carefully on top. Perfect. Now for some decorations. He rummaged through drawers and found thread, scissors, paper, and crayons. “We’ll just make our own things. I’ll use the scissors first, then you can have them.” He pulled out a chair for Toby and sat down beside him.

A short time later, Micah stood back from the tree admiring his work. “Not bad, huh, Toby?” Crayon-waxed paper stars and candy canes dangled by thread from the branches. His smile widened with approval. He wondered if the baby would be born by Christmas and if it would like looking at his tree.

He watched TV the remainder of the afternoon, occasionally glancing up to admire his tree. When the news came on, Micah knew it was almost time for his mother to come home. At the first commercial break, he heard the keys twist easily in the lock. Had he forgotten to bolt the door?

His mother appeared, her brown hair damp and frizzy with rain and her tan coat splotched with wet dots. Her big belly poked out between the buttons. “How many times have I told you not to leave this apartment?”

“I just went out for a minute. Look what I—”

“Not now, Micah.”

She dropped her purse and went straight to the kitchen. He heard the sucking sound of the refrigerator door opening, followed by rattling sounds as she knocked around its contents. Her work shoes tapped across the linoleum. She rounded the corner and glared at him. “Where is it? I know I had another beer in there. What did you do with it?” Her words were laced with frenzy.

Fear stiffened his spine. He’d heard that tone often enough to know he was in trouble. Why had he forgotten she always wanted a drink after work? Why had he used her last one? Maybe when she saw the tree, she wouldn’t be angry anymore. “Look, Mommy. I made a Christmas tree for the baby.”

Her wild eyes found his creation. She walked with slow, deliberate steps to the TV and snatched up the bottle, flinging the branch to the floor. The paper ornaments fluttered behind the branch like a kite tail.

She held the bottle to her nose and inhaled. “What did you do with the beer?”

“I . . . I poured it in the sink.”

Her eyes narrowed, and her mouth twisted in that way he hated. “That was my last beer! I don’t get paid ’til Thursday, you know that, and you wasted my last beer.”

When she turned and strolled to her purse, he held his breath. She thrust her hand inside and withdrew a cigarette. As she lit it, the tip flickered with an angry orange light. His mother smirked, her eyes slicing into him like a cold knife as she puffed a stream of smoke.

Fear snaked through his body. He stood slowly to his feet. She advanced, mute anger blazing in her eyes. His feet propelled him backward, until his back connected with the wall. When she inhaled again, his gaze fixed on the flaming eye. As he stared, it blurred into a fiery glow. His breath came in short gasps. Micah squeezed his eyes shut, tried futilely to embed himself into the wall, scarcely felt the warm, wet flow down his legs.

The rest of the memory had been mercifully blocked from his mind, but his body still carried the scars from that day. He forced himself to grab the pen off the nightstand and relive the memory again.
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Hanna settled into her desk chair and started a to-do list: help with dinner cleanup, get groceries, cancel the help-wanted ad for the trekker.

Satisfaction flowed through her as she mentally checked off the task of finding a guide. That was one big burden off her mind. And the phone calls she’d made this afternoon totally relieved her of all skepticism about Micah Gallagher. The pastor had great things to say about the man. Words like integrity and hardworking had been used to describe him. And the fact that he attended church every week further convinced her that he wasn’t a thief or mass murderer.

She had almost decided against calling the foster father, but her inner sense of security demanded she be extradiligent about screening her new climber. The foster father had reiterated everything the pastor had said and had added independent and loyal to the list of adjectives describing him. Micah’s climber friends were both away on trips of their own, but the receptionist confirmed that Micah had been lead trekker for the past few years.

She would offer Micah the job this afternoon if she saw him again. He obviously needed a place to stay, so she’d just need to subtract the cost of lodging from the figure she’d planned to pay. Having him right on site was a positive, anyway. If guests decided on a spur-of-the-moment trip, he’d be available. He might not even want the job when he heard what she paid. His salary was probably higher at the Majestic than she could afford.

Part of her almost wished he would turn down the job—the part of her that was drawn to him. It had been a long time since she’d been drawn to any man, and her one and only experience with a relationship made her even more timid about having Micah around all the time. In many ways it had been a typical college romance, but Hanna had only been able to open her heart to a point. Jess had been patient, but even after a year’s time, she’d not been able to endure his touch. Understandably, Jess grew weary of feeling rejected.

The relationship likely would have ended on its own, but when Gram needed help with the lodge, she’d taken the opportunity to escape, putting college on hold indefinitely. Jess had seemed almost relieved, but not nearly as relieved as she had been. It had been too soon, she told herself. She just needed time.

Avoiding relationships had been easy these past few years at the lodge. There weren’t many young, single men around, and those who did come stayed briefly. Even her church lacked eligible bachelors and was filled with seniors and middle-aged married couples. No, there hadn’t been much opportunity for dating, and Hanna was glad.

But now that would change. At least it would if Micah took the job. He’d be living on the grounds, eating meals with them when he wasn’t on a climb. What worried her the most was this attraction she felt.

She breathed a laugh. She’d just been without a male companion for too long. Maybe she’d forgotten what it was like to be around a man. But she knew it was more than that. Micah had a certain presence. A strength. And that strength drew her and repelled her at the same time.

You’re thinking too hard, girl. She suddenly remembered her intentions to work on the van and added it to the list. She had to get the thing running before next week when she started shuttling guests to and from the airport. Almost every registrant had requested the service when she offered it. And she’d gotten the used van for a bargain, knowing she could fix the problem.

After dinner Hanna gathered her tools and went to work.
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Micah slowed to a walk and took his heart rate. He was within his zone. His body had long ago acclimated to the high altitude, and now he could easily run five miles a day. Except for days when he climbed. That was a workout in itself.

He liked the Higher Grounds property. The still lake and lack of people gave an ambience of solitude and peace. Birch, willow, and oak trees dotted the area, and a fresh cushion of pine needles layered the ground. It was a refreshing change from the bustling Majestic property. He wondered if this would be his last day here or if it would be the first of many. He didn’t like having his future up in the air and was anxious to know what Hanna had decided. He’d checked the office before his run, but she wasn’t there.

When he came to the drive, he turned and slowed his pace a bit, allowing his heart rate to come down gradually. The gravel crunched under his running shoes, joining the orchestra of warbling bird calls.

Rounding a bend, he saw a pair of denim-clad legs protruding from beneath a Chevy van. Maybe he would know where Micah could find the manager. “Excuse me.” The body inched from under the vehicle. “Could you tell me where I can find—” The body had a head, and it was a woman’s. Hanna’s. “Oh. It’s you.”

She smiled, and the streak of grease settled into the crease on one side of her mouth. “Hi.” She sat up, wiped her hands on a rag, and took the hand up he offered. “I’m glad I caught you. I wanted to talk to you about the job.”

Her face was devoid of makeup, a fact he’d missed earlier. But her dark complexion and wide eyes didn’t need it. “Yeah, that’s what I wanted to talk to you about.”

“I called your references, and you come highly recommended.”

She sounded like there was a but coming, so he said nothing as her lashes swept down over golden green eyes.

“But I’m afraid I won’t be able to pay you what you’re worth.” She met his gaze firmly. “I can offer room and board, of course, but the additional income won’t be what you’re used to.” She quoted a figure, and Micah noted the way she crossed her arms defensively. She was expecting him to turn down her offer or perhaps dicker with her over his salary.

“Actually, I don’t need much. A roof over my head, food to eat, and very little else. I accept your offer.”

Surprise was evident in the way her finely arched brows inched upward. “Oh.” Then a grin tugged at her lips. “Well, let’s get you settled then.”

He followed her to the lodge, his eyes skimming her trim figure from the ponytail to her Levi’s. Long legs for her petite stature.

He forced himself to look away. At the big oak, at the rustic lodge, at anything but the alluring sight in front of him. Maybe taking this job wasn’t such a good idea. The last thing he wanted was an attachment. When they reached the office, he took a seat across from the desk and watched while she opened her reservations book.

“Your first trip will be next week. I have a family who wants to hike up Grand Teton.”

He nodded. He could do that trip blindfolded. “Did you want to have a regular weekly schedule or just go with reservations?”

She asked how they worked it at the Majestic, and he explained their regular schedules.

“That sounds fine. Why don’t you work up a tentative schedule with both day trips and overnighters, the most popular treks, and I’ll take a look at it. How did you schedule days off?”

“I have a standing appointment on Thursday nights, so I always had Thursdays off. Sundays too.”

“Why don’t you work the schedule around those two days, then, if that’s all right with you.” She handed him employee papers to fill out.

“Fine.” He began filling out the forms.

The phone rang, and she grabbed the cordless. “Higher Grounds, may I help you?”

Micah jotted down his social security number.

“What’s wrong, Nat?”

He looked up, and Hanna placed her hand over the mouthpiece and whispered, “Just leave them on my desk when you’re done.” Then she slipped out the door.
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Hanna entered the empty kitchen, letting the louvered doors swing shut behind her. By the sound of her sister’s voice, she could tell Natalie was fighting tears. Nat had been rambling about tidying up after lunch, but hadn’t yet gotten to the point.

“And it fell out of his pants, right there on the floor. I couldn’t believe it when I saw it, Hanna. Why would he do it?” She sounded hysterical.

Hanna’s mind spun as she tried to decipher some kind of meaning from her sister’s meandering words. “Now, wait, Nat. What fell out of his pants? I’m not following.”

“A condom!” The word brought on a flood of tears and sniffles.

Hanna paused in the taut silence.

“I’m on the pill, Hanna!”

Hanna wilted and squeezed her eyes shut. “Oh, Nat.”

“We haven’t been very close lately. He’s been so busy at the bank, and I’ve been busy with the kids and church, but . . . an affair? How could he?”

She heard the torment in her sister’s voice, wished she could take it away. What could she say? “Maybe it hasn’t gotten that far yet. The package wasn’t empty, was it?”

“No.” She sniffled again, and Hanna heard the baby squealing unhappily in the background, then a muffled, “Alex, get off him!”

Nat just didn’t deserve this. She would never dream of having an affair. Hanna could hardly believe Keith would either.

“Do you really think he hasn’t done anything yet?” Nat asked. “Who could it be? He’s never home, and I thought he was working. But what if he wasn’t working at all? What if he was spending all that time with her?”
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