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Chapter 1

Emma drew a deep breath and
flexed her shoulders in an attempt to relieve the stiffness in the
tense muscles of her neck and back. The late April breeze coming in
the open windows felt like silk against her skin as it ruffled her
shoulder length honey blonde hair. She had been driving for almost
two hours. Towing a small-enclosed trailer over the Rocky Mountains
was a new experience for her. The pass had proved to be a
challenge, but she had taken it slow and hadn’t had any major
problems. For the last half hour she had been driving along a
narrow road that wound over wooded hills and past stately pines
following the signs pointing to the Lazy J Ranch.

She should have known better than to have lunch
with her guardian, Doc Linden, last week. It seemed that he was
always talking her into something. She shook her head as she
remembered how he had manipulated her into this latest
escapade.

“Come on Em, Joe and Sue Jacobs need you,” he’d
pleaded. “They’re already short staffed and they’re having a rough
time finding someone willing to take on a temporary job, cooking
and helping out on a cattle ranch. Just stay while Sue’s laid up
for the next six weeks or so. I’m sure they can find another helper
in that amount of time.”

“Doc, is this another of your schemes to ‘draw
me out’?” She asked suspiciously. “Like the Job Corps, the game
preserve, the homeless shelter etc… I’m perfectly happy as I
am.”

“No Em,” he sighed. There was deep sadness in
his pale blue eyes as he looked at the tall, too thin woman in
front of him,

“You haven’t been truly happy for the past five
years. Don’t forget I’ve known you since birth and you’re a pale
imitation of the person you once were.”

“People change. No one stays the same for the
rest of their life.”

“Not this kind of change. You’ve been hit with
blow after blow, far more than most people can handle.” He broke
off with a grimace. “Just look at you, sitting there so tense you
couldn’t possibly relax if you wanted to. You’ve buried your
emotions so deep that love could walk up and slap you in the face
and you’d never know it. You’ve stretched yourself to the breaking
point. I haven’t even seen you smile in ages.”

“Let me finish,” he continued as she shook her
head and opened her mouth in denial. “You know I’m talking about
your real smile, the one that is so infectious it brightens the
whole room and makes everyone want to smile with you,” he added
gruffly. “You used to be so full of life, and now…”

“Look Doc,” she interjected wearily, with a
raised hand. “I’ve heard all this before. I know you want the best
for me, but I’ve got to deal with this my own way. I just can’t
take any more pain, not now, maybe not ever.”

With tears in his eyes he accepted her words,
but still his heart cried out for the warm loving woman she had
once been. “Some day Carl will get what’s coming to him,” he
muttered.

Emma eyed him with eyes that had gone as cold
and gray as the North Sea. “I’ve asked you not to speak that
name.”

“I’m sorry Em, but I can’t help wanting to
throttle the man who has turned you into the ghost of the woman you
used to be.”

“You and me both.” She agreed with a forced
smile.

“Okay honey,” he sighed. “I’ll call Joe and
tell him I’ll keep looking for a replacement.”

“You old fraud.” She smiled stiffly. “You know
I’ll go, but what about my work?”

“You’ll have a cabin to yourself with plenty of
peace and quiet. Just take along your equipment.”

“I intend to, but I’ll need privacy to work. Do
they know what I do?”

“I told them you work for a sound studio.”

“Thanks, you know I don’t want anyone to
knowing about my songwriting. People don’t understand how grueling
the work is and they can make my life difficult.”

“Your life has been difficult enough.”

“Then quit trying to complicate it even more. I
mean it Doc, this is the last time I’ll let you volunteer me for
anything.”

“We’ll see,” he’d smiled.

Coming out of her reverie Emma swerved to miss
a large rock in the road. Too late! It caught her driver side rear
tire. Great! A flat tire was not what she needed at this point. She
sighed. The tools were, of course, underneath everything in the
trunk and it took a while to dig them out with the spare tire.

She’d just finished reading the instructions on
the jack, when she heard a vehicle approaching. Gripping the tire
iron she turned as a white pick-up truck with the now familiar Lazy
J symbol printed on the side came into view. The knot of fear in
her stomach eased at the sight of a woman’s friendly face.

“Hi there! You must be Emma Winters,” the
smiling brunette called out, taking in the loaded car and trailer.
“I’m Sue Jacobs and this is my husband Joe.”

“I’m pleased to meet you Mr. and Mrs. Jacobs.”
Emma motioned to the tools spread out beside the car, and
continued. “I wanted to be early, but I’m afraid that I had a flat
tire.”

“No problem,” Joe smiled as he got out of the
truck, and with an ease that amazed Emma, made short work of
changing the flat.

“Please, call us Joe and Sue. We are quite
informal at the ranch.” The petite woman with an engaging grin held
out her hand. “It will be so good to have another woman on the
place again. Although, I must admit that men are good to have
around sometimes,” she motioned to her husband.

“I agree, there are times when they come in
handy. I haven’t changed many tires.”

“We were glad when Doc told us you would help
us out. What did he tell you about the situation here? I suppose he
made it sound like I’m on my last leg.” She chuckled at her own
joke as she motioned to the crutches at her side. “I took a bad
fall and broke my ankle two weeks ago. I still have another five
weeks before the cast comes off and I’m up and around.”

“He just said you are short staffed and need
help. I’m willing to do whatever is needed. It must be frustrating
being bound to crutches.”

“Don’t waste too much pity on her.” Joe smiled.
“She rules us all with an iron fist.”

“In a velvet glove?” Sue laughed and blew a
kiss at her tall sandy haired husband. “Don’t go frightening Emma
off already, we need her.” The banter continued as Joe stored the
tools into the back of Emma’s car and repacked the trunk.

As she followed the pick-up to the ranch Emma
reflected on her new employers. They were friendly and seemed to
have a terrific relationship. Sighing, she knew a relationship was
something she would never have. When you let someone get too close
you got hurt, and her scars ran far too deep to let anyone hurt her
again.

The Lazy J Ranch was nestled among the trees at
the base of the Rocky Mountains. The main building, which housed
offices and living quarters, was built of peeled logs. A long porch
furnished with white painted rocking chairs and inviting porch
swings ran the length of the building. Rustic cabins had been
scattered invitingly throughout the trees with enough space and
undergrowth between them to afford a small amount of privacy. They
pulled to a stop at the last, most secluded, cabin.

The log structure with its steeply pitched,
green metal roof and shutters, seemed to nestle comfortably into
the trees. The covered porch with its pair of rocking chairs and
small table beckoned invitingly.

Sue maneuvered her crutches up the stairs, and
unlocked the front door. Then, handing Emma the key, she led the
way into the main room of the cabin. It was decorated in earthy
tones with a decidedly southwest flair, spartan yet tasteful.
Definitely a mans room.

“I hope this will suit you. The bedroom and
bathroom are through that door. Doc told us you do some kind of
sound work and there is a sound proof room over here. My brother
Jake had it built before he was married.”

“This is perfect; the sound proofing will go a
long way toward keeping peace with your guests. I do a lot of work
at night, and I prefer not to wear headphones if I can help it. My
equipment’s out in the trailer, it will be nice to have a good
place to put it.”

“We aren’t taking guests at this time. There
are five ranch hands in the bunkhouse and Ken our stable boss and
my brother Jake are in two of the other cabins, but I doubt anyone
could hear you unless you hook speakers up outside,” Sue
smiled.

Joe put his head around the door and announced
the arrival of the ranch hands to help unload the trailer.

An hour and a half later with everything
unloaded, Emma went to the main building, in search of Sue. Coming
through the front door, her breath caught in wonder. The room
opening beyond the office foyer was lovely. A long bar at the right
served as the main desk, but her attention was caught by the floor
to ceiling windows on the opposite wall. Her gaze was drawn past
the flagstone terrace to a small river flowing through the gentle
valley that sloped up to snow covered peaks. Steps led down into
the main room, or great room of the lodge, the center of which
showcased a large round fireplace made of rugged stone. The whole
effect spoke of cozy evenings curled up in one of the comfortable
chairs or love seats, which were arranged in casual groups around
the room. Massive wood beams supported the peak ceiling and white
painted walls gave the area a sense of light and space. The
polished wood floor was scattered with rugs in muted tones in
keeping with the southwestern decor. The setting reminded her of a
weekend she had once spent at an upscale ski resort in Vail.

“It kind of gets to you doesn’t it?”

Startled, Emma turned, and saw Sue sitting in
one of the chairs with her leg propped on an ottoman. She had
obviously been working on the paperwork, which was scattered across
a low table.

“Come have a seat. You must be bursting with
questions,” Sue smiled invitingly, and gestured to a nearby,
overstuffed chair.

Emma could feel the tension slowly easing from
her as she crossed the room. Maybe Doc was right; she had been
working too hard these past months. The restful atmosphere of the
ranch might be just what she needed.

“Doc didn’t tell me much about the job. He only
said that you were short staffed, and need someone to cook and help
out.”

“Well, he was right about that, we recently
lost our main helper when his family moved to the city. We need
someone to help with the children who come in a couple times a week
for horseback riding, it’s not difficult, but safety is of utmost
importance. Joe will explain all of that to you tomorrow.”

Sue gestured ruefully. “I hate to ask you to
help me with meals, but for the past week Joe have been my main
helper and the food is awful. My husband may be a wonder at running
a ranch, but he’s a total loss in the kitchen,” she grinned

“I came ready to do whatever is needed.” Emma
reassured her. “What about cleaning?”

“A local woman comes in during the week which
helps. I run the office and do the bookkeeping,” she said with a
grimace, motioning to the paperwork.

Emma protested when Sue named a generous salary
in addition to room and board. Sue quickly pointed out that Emma
wouldn’t have set working hours and would, pretty much, be on
call.

“How would you like a tour of the
building?”

“I’d love it. That is if you’re feeling up to
it, of course.” Emma glanced at her in concern. “We could always
postpone it if you wish.”

“There’s no time like the present. I can’t
stand being bound down for too long. I haven’t been this still
for,” Sue grinned as she rose gracefully to her feet, “well… I
don’t remember how long. That’s why I like to do as much of the
office work as possible out here, where I can at least, see the
mountains, even though I’d prefer to be out on a horse or helping
with the children.”

“Joe’s parents originally designed this place
as a guest ranch and they added the cattle as they could afford it.
We have two hundred and sixty acres of working ranch, and also run
cattle on the open range belonging to the forest service. The
cattle eat the underbrush, which helps keep the fire danger to a
minimum. So you can see, the ranch hands have all they can handle
and don’t have time to help around the lodge.”

“You mentioned earlier, that you aren’t taking
regular guests at this time. Do you have any plans to re-open the
lodge?” Emma gestured around the room. “I’m sure there are a lot of
people who would be interested in staying here.”

“We still occasionally take a few established
guests, but we are getting away from being a traditional guest
ranch. Eventually, we want to have a Christian camp for the
families of disabled children. A place they can come, where the
special needs children won’t be treated any different than their
siblings. Often, when there is a handicapped child in the family,
the other children suffer. It takes so much time and energy to care
for them that the others get overlooked. There are quite a few good
programs out there already, that are willing to help a child with
disabilities, but there aren’t many who are willing to take on the
rest of the family.”

Sue, busy negotiating the stairs with her
crutches had missed Emma’s shock at the mention of disabled
children. Surely Doc wouldn’t do that to her. For a moment Emma
fought the blind panic that washed over her when Sue mentioned
their plans for the ranch. Slowly her heartbeat returned to normal
when she realized that Sue was talking about future plans. With
great effort, Emma forced her attention back to what Sue was saying
before she noticed the change in her.

“It won’t be easy and we’ll need a lot of
staff. The children will have a strict schedule of meals, swimming,
horseback riding, and other activities specific to their abilities.
We will need a one on one counselor to work with the severely
handicapped children during the day. I think it would be good to
incorporate the non-handicapped children into the same activities
as their siblings. You would be surprised how many of them help
with the daily care of their brothers or sisters. The kids can have
fun while their parents get a chance to enjoy our adult
amenities.”

Sue motioned excitedly out the windows pointing
out where they wanted to make improvements. “Of course, we’ll have
to make the cabins wheelchair accessible, and the addition of an
enclosed arena, gym, pool, and sauna will expand our scope of care.
I have a degree in business and Joe recently finished his Masters
degrees in sociology and physical therapy. He was a counselor at a
Christian camp when we met. We know that when the time is right,
God will help us put it all together.”

Her pretty face was flushed, and her dark eyes
shone as she spoke, and for a moment Emma envied the fire she saw
in Sue’s eyes. Emma could easily see the enormous amount of energy
that would be needed to carry out such plans.

“I’m sorry; I know I get carried away. I’m just
so frustrated that I can’t do more,” Sue laughed. “Joe says I have
too much time on my hands to think these days!”

As they spoke, they had been slowly moving down
the hall behind the check-in desk. “Here are the offices, supply
rooms and laundry, feel free to use the facilities any time you
want.” After a quick inspection they returned to the reception area
and crossed to a door marked ‘private’.

“This is our living quarters,” Sue said leading
the way into a tastefully decorated sitting room. Pillows in
assorted shades of burgundy and rose were piled on the deep leather
sofa and chairs, which were grouped around a large entertainment
center with television and stereo equipment. The room was warm and
rich, reflecting the inner beauty of the woman herself.

“There are four bedrooms back there and a small
kitchen, though we eat all our meals in the main dining room.”

“The other end of the building is where you’ll
be spending a lot of time. Thankfully we don’t have many clients
yet this year.”

Moving back into the reception area. Sue deftly
led the way down the steps and to the right, across the great room.
They passed through an arch set in the far wall and entered the
dining room.

Floor to ceiling windows and double doors
opening onto the terrace, made the most of the fantastic view.
Whoever decorated the lodge had continued the tasteful southwestern
décor of the great room, throughout the dining area. Emma could see
that the room would hold a substantial amount of guests, even
though it was obvious that only one end was in use.

They made their way toward the kitchen doors as
Sue explained the present serving procedure. “The men pick up the
food as they pass through the kitchen and bring it to the table.
You aren’t here to be a waitress. I’ll help you with any
preparation work I can do while sitting down and you’ll have help
with the dishes.”

Emma passed through the double swinging doors
and came to a halt, staring open-mouthed, at the gleaming kitchen.
Stainless steel cabinets and work surfaces shone with the effort of
much polishing. A commercial range with six burners sat near the
gleaming grill, while double ovens sent forth a heavenly aroma.

Sue’s wide smile expressed delight at the shock
registering on Emma’s face. “Don’t you just adore it?” She cried.
“I know it looks intimidating, but, it’s so easy to work in here.
There is a walk in refrigerator over there and the deep freeze
units are here. And this...” She said with a flourish. “Is the dish
room.”

Standing aside she waved Emma into a room
filled with a large commercial dishwasher and lined with a counter,
sinks, and shelves.

“Wow,” breathed Emma. “This is a dream
kitchen.”

“It’s all necessary for commercial foodservice
and I absolutely love it. It’s taken a lot of remodeling to bring
it up to health code,” Sue sighed happily.

“Is that wonderful aroma I smell a pot roast? I
thought you said the food has been awful.”

“One dish dinners are currently my specialty.
As long as I can sit on a stool with my foot up, I can sort of
cook, but I can’t do it all.” Sue sat down at a table in the corner
of the kitchen. ”Got any questions?”

“A few. For starters, how many people do I
prepare for? When are the meals, and what time do I need to be here
in the morning?” Emma ticked the questions off on her fingers.

“You’ll be cooking for ten people including
yourself, but I always make extra.” Sue grinned. “It seems like,
there is always someone raiding the kitchen.”

They spent the afternoon working out schedules
and menus and before long it was time to start the remainder of the
supper. The women worked well together. Emma tried to anticipate
what Sue would need so she wouldn’t feel helpless.

By the time the men appeared there were
platters of succulent roast beef with vegetables and gravy. Bowls
of fresh green salad and yeast rolls hot from the oven. Dessert was
apple cobbler with ice cream.

After Joe said grace, the hungry men dove into
the feast, quickly devouring the food at an alarming rate.

Ken, the stable boss, who was a small, wizened
man of about sixty years old, finally pushed away from the table
with a blissful sigh. “You better not keep feeding us like this
Miss. Emma or we’ll all grow fat and lazy.” This elicited a shout
of laughter from the crowd as they lingered over their coffee.

A tall slender young man Emma identified as
Slim crowed. “Won’t Romeo be madder’n a wet hen when he finds out
what he’s missed? He and Jake won’t be back till mornin’.”

“That will be soon enough,” registered Joe. “I
wanted Miss Emma to get settled before subjecting her to Romeo.”
Turning to Emma he explained, “Romeo isn’t a bad sort he’s just a
bit of a flirt.”

Emma looked around sharply. “We’ll get along
fine, as long as he leaves me alone.” For some reason, the men
thought this an extremely funny remark, and on that note they rose
and quickly cleared the table amidst a rash of good-natured
banter.

Joe helped with the dishes that night and they
made short work of the task. Then Emma bid goodnight to her new
employer and returned to her cabin.

* * *

Sue looked up as Joe walked through the door of
their apartment.

“How did it go?”

“Fine. Emma seems to know her way around a
kitchen.” Joe settled onto the couch next to his wife.

“I noticed that earlier. Did you let Doc know
that she made it here in one piece?”

“Yes, I called him after we finished unloading
the trailer. She has a lot of sophisticated equipment. From what I
could see, she’ll have a pretty good recording studio when she gets
it all set up.”

“Doc only mentioned that she worked
independently, for a sound studio.”

I asked him about her, but he just said that
Emma’s story wasn’t his to tell.”

“Don’t you think it’s a little suspicious, that
he should send us someone who works in the music industry?” Sue
adjusted her foot on the ottoman.

“Doc knows what he’s doing. Who knows? Maybe
this will shake up that brother of yours.”

“Jake needs something to shake him out of the
rut he’s settled into.”

“I have a feeling Emma is going to shake up a
lot of things around here,” Joe said thoughtfully. “Did you notice
her reaction to Slims ribbing?”

“Did I ever. What else did Doc tell you about
her?”

“Just that she’s been through a rough time, and
needs a lot of prayer.”

Sue’s dark eyes glowed. “Well, prayer is one
thing we can do in abundance.” They joined hands and bowed their
heads.

* * *

Emma surveyed her equipment. The men had placed
it in the sound room, and it seemed to have made the move without
any damage. She had carefully packed each piece herself and was
more than a little nervous when the men had started unloading the
trailer.

With great care she began to assemble her
studio. Finding a good set up of electrical outlets made the job
easier than expected and in record time she was ready for a sound
check.

Over the course of the day Sue had made a
comment about timing that stuck with her, tickling her conscious
mind, and bringing a snippet of melody with it, that had teased her
elusively all evening long. She let her fingers play over the keys
and before long a tender love song flowed forth. Emma recorded the
basic song. Then came the real work of adding harmonies, and
filling in the music with extra tracks from her synthesizer. The
finished project sounded as if an entire band were playing with
her. After writing the title and the name of a well-known popular
singing artist on the CD, she placed it with the sheet music she
had tediously filled out on a shelf, and glanced at the clock. Two
a.m., maybe now she could get some sleep.

As she tumbled into bed she thought fleetingly
of the ‘gift’ in her life. For as long as she could remember, music
had been a big part of her. As a child her parents had encouraged
her to sing, recording the songs she made up and playing them for
friends. In junior high school, her choir teacher had sent a demo
tape to a music producer who had been his roommate in college. Emma
knew that without his endorsement, Greg Paulson would never have
listened to her music, let alone recognized her potential. Soon she
was making good money as her songs rose quickly to the top of the
charts. She invested in more sophisticated equipment and started
turning out high quality recordings. The sudden death of her
parents when she was sixteen had brought a new depth and maturity
to her music.

Dr. Hal Linden and his wife Martha had been
good friends of the family for years. They were childless and had
been thrilled when Ted and Emily Winters asked them to be Emma’s
godparents. When the car accident claimed Ted and Emily’s lives,
‘Doc’ and Martha had stepped in and become her guardians.

Doc and Martha had always encouraged Emma’s
music. It came as no surprise to them that the songs not only came
to her with words and melody, but with all the background music and
the voice of a specific performer in her head. When Emma was a
girl, she was quite often moody, and her teachers thought there was
something wrong with her. They didn’t understand how music
controlled her mood swings. She was sensitive to such a point, that
she became caught up in whatever emotion the music portrayed.
Happiness, joy, love, anger or melancholy flowed through her in
abundance every time she heard music playing, or ‘heard’ it in her
head. It had taken her a long time and a lot of patience, to be
able to properly control her feelings and to know how to handle
them. In recent years she had fine-tuned her control to the point
where she could put up a wall and hide her emotions from
everyone.

Well, almost everyone, she conceded as Doc
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