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  Chapter One


Here he was, in the last place he wanted to be. 
Drew Barnes pulled his car into the crowded parking lot of Solace Lake Lodge. He found an empty spot, turned off the ignition and frowned up at the impressive log building. An extended stay at the lodge hadn’t been in his plans, but his uncle was desperate for help. Family came first. Always.
Even if they didn’t believe he was a fully functioning adult. 
And even if they didn’t trust him. Not that he blamed them. He didn’t trust himself either. Not anymore.
Huffing out a breath, he left the warm confines of the car and headed for the lodge. The front porch was decorated for Halloween with numerous snaggle-toothed jack-o-lanterns, stuffed scarecrows, and witches on broomsticks. Scarlet, his uncle Cameron’s wife, was likely responsible for the decorations, since she had a flair for such things. 
The massive doors flew open. “There you are. What took you so long? I thought you’d be here an hour ago.”
And so it starts. “There was an accident on I94 outside of Minneapolis. I had to take a detour.”
Drew’s uncle, Ethan Hainstock, ran an agitated hand through his dark hair. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to jump on you. Come inside. It’s cold out here.”
Drew stepped into the lodge and closed the doors behind him. “How’s Harper?”
“Antsy, but okay,” Ethan said with a sigh. “She hates being stuck at home, but her doctor said she needs to rest and avoid stress until the twins are born.”
Harper had gone into premature labor and Ethan called Drew in a panic, asking him to take over her duties at the lodge. “I’m glad Harper and the twins are okay.”
“Yeah. Way too early for the babies to come. If anything happened to them or Harper…” Ethan looked away. When he turned back to Drew, his mouth was set in a determined line. “Come on. I’ll show you around Harper’s office.”
Ethan led the way with long strides, obviously anxious to complete their business. They passed the front desk, currently manned by a middle-aged woman Drew didn’t recognize. It wasn’t surprising he didn’t know her. Staff had likely changed in the three years since he’d been here. His face heated in embarrassment as he remembered the reason for his self-imposed exile.
They soon reached the office, which was located just off the lodge’s main lobby. Ethan closed the door behind them as soon as they entered. “My wife insists she’s fine, but I’m not taking any chances. I finally convinced her we need to stay at our condo in Minneapolis till the babies come so we’re close to the hospital. I don’t want to be stuck out here in the middle of nowhere when she goes into labor again. We’re leaving first thing tomorrow morning.”
Drew’s uncle had a point. The lodge was more than a two-hour drive from Minneapolis. The nearest hospital in Brainerd was about a half hour drive away, but at this time of year, a sudden Minnesota snowstorm could turn the short drive into a nightmare.  
“Harper wanted me to go over a couple of things with you.” Ethan pulled a notebook from a desk drawer and handed it to Drew. “She has all the passwords in here, along with the combination to the safe. Guard this with your life, and keep it with you at all times. I mean it, Drew. You need to take this seriously.” 
It was humiliating to know his uncle had so little confidence in him that he felt he had to remind him how to handle sensitive information. He tamped down the indignation that rose from the pit of his stomach and made his throat burn. He wanted to shout, to bang his fists on the desk and defend himself. For two years he’d been treated like a half-witted adolescent. But how could he demand respect when he’d behaved exactly like an adolescent the first time he’d been given adult responsibility? 
He had no one to blame except himself. One careless moment had upended his career and destroyed the trust of his family.  
He lifted his chin. “I take guarding the book very seriously.”
Ethan nodded curtly. “Good. We have a duplicate copy with us, but I don’t ever want to have to use it.”
Drew thumbed through the book. Passwords and usernames for the accounting program, payroll system, bank accounts, the lodge’s security system, and the local internet network. The names and contact information for the lodge’s staff was written at the back of the book in Harper’s neat handwriting. 
“I hear you know how to operate the accounting system, for paying bills and stuff,” Ethan said.
“I do. I’ve been using the same program for months at the Hainstock Foundation.” The Hainstock Foundation had been set up by Drew’s parents to manage the money Ethan won in the largest lottery win in Minnesota history a few years previously. The money had been both a blessing and a curse—for the whole family. 
Ethan dismissively waved his hand. “Yeah, okay, good. Harper wrote some notes in the book about paying bills and other accounting things she does. If you have any questions, check her notes.”
“I’ll check Harper’s notes, but I’m telling you I know what I’m doing. I’ve been doing it at the Foundation for months.” Not to mention that he’d studied accounting at university and received his business degree with majors in accounting and finance.
Ethan gave a distracted nod and ran his hand through his hair again. At thirty-five, he was only eleven years older than Drew. But both Ethan and Cameron, his mother’s other younger brother, had always treated him like a kid. Things only got worse after he lost his job, his first full-time job. The embarrassment and shame of that loss was still fresh, even after two years.
“Sorry,” Ethan said. “Are we done here? I need to get back to Harper. I don’t like leaving her alone.”
Drew straightened. “We’re done.”
“If you have any questions, call me. I don’t want you to bother Harper with anything.”
It would be pointless to call Ethan since he knew nothing about accounting, and it pissed Drew off that his uncle automatically assumed he’d run into trouble and need to be bailed out. Drew bit his lip to keep from making a sarcastic reply. Ethan was understandably stressed about his family, and he needed to cut him some slack. “I won’t bother Harper.”
“Good.” Ethan opened another desk drawer and pulled out a key chain holding a single key. “Here’s an extra key for the house. You and Carrie have the run of the place while Harper and I are in the city.”
His younger sister Carrie had been staying with Ethan and Harper and working at the lodge since early summer. He’d been amazed by how much he missed her. Drew accepted the key and put it in his pocket.
Ethan pushed his arms into his jacket, then stuck his hands into the pockets. “Damn it, where are my car keys?”
Drew plucked a set of keys from the desk. “These keys?”
“Yeah, thanks.” Ethan shook his head. “Christ, I’m a mess.”
“Totally, but I promise not to tell anyone.” He handed the keys to Ethan. “Everything’s going to work out. The lodge will carry on as usual, and Harper will put her feet up and rest for a while. She and the twins will be fine. When’s the due date again?”
“Christmas day. Nine more weeks. The doctors say the longer the twins stay inside Harper, the better their chances to be born healthy. They can do a lot with preemies these days but…” Ethan shook his head.
The seriousness of the situation suddenly hit Drew. His uncle was fighting for the survival of his family. Drew would do whatever he could to make things easier for him.
He clapped Ethan on the back. “Go home and look after your family. Tell Harper I’ll take care of things in her office. Not to brag, but I’m a brilliant accountant.”
Ethan laughed and squeezed Drew’s shoulder. “I’ll make sure to tell her.”
His family might tick him off from time to time, but when the chips were down, Drew could count on them. Just as they could count on him. He only wished they’d realize that.

      [image: ]Drew pored over the information in the accounting system, familiarizing himself with Harper’s previous work and the day-to-day functioning of the lodge. As he suspected from the full parking lot, the restaurant was doing well. The lodge was doing well, too. In the last three years, between Memorial Day and Labor Day, the lodge had an impressive ninety-five to one hundred percent occupancy rate. The rest of the year wasn’t as stellar, but occupancy had improved steadily in the three winters since the lodge’s renovation and reopening. The number of events the lodge hosted, like weddings and anniversaries, had also increased every year. 
The old fishing lodge had been in Harper’s family for decades and her dream had been to bring it back to life. She and her sisters, Scarlet and Maggie, had inherited the crumbling lodge from their grandfather, and Harper couldn’t bear to see it fall into ruin. Ethan’s investment in the lodge had made Harper’s dream come true, and in the process of renovating the lodge, they’d fallen in love.
A familiar melancholy settled over him. He wished Maggie could have fallen for him the same way, but he knew now it had never been in the cards. 
The office door swung open, and Carrie burst inside. “Drew! I’m so glad to see you!”
Drew skirted around the desk to give his sister a hug. “It’s good to see you, too. It’s been a while.”
She pulled out of his embrace and tilted her head. “Only because you wouldn’t come to lodge until there was a real emergency.”
“Let’s not get into that.”
Carrie closed the office door. “You have to get over her, Drew. Maggie and Luke are married now, and they’re very much in love.”
Drew sat in the office chair once more, putting the desk between them. “That was a long time ago. I am over her.”
Carrie’s eyebrows rose skeptically. “I know you, Drew. You liked Maggie a lot more than you let on.”
He didn’t argue the point. He’d been crazy about Maggie Lindquist, now Carlsson, from the moment he first met her. But she never felt the same way. Maggie and Luke Carlsson had a history he couldn’t hope to compete with. And aside from that, she was three years older and always considered him too young. The knowledge had stung.
He was lucky that Carrie was the only person in his family to realize how he’d truly felt about Maggie. “Seriously, Carrie. I’ve moved on. I’d much rather talk about you. Do you enjoy working in the lodge’s kitchen?”
“I love it! Working in a restaurant is what I’m meant to do. Maggie and Celeste have really shown me the ropes. They’ve even helped me develop some of my own recipes.”
Her enthusiasm made Drew smile. Carrie had moved to the lodge shortly after her high school graduation at the end of June. She’d always loved cooking and baking but was undecided about going to culinary school to become a chef. Working in the lodge’s kitchen gave her a chance to test drive her proposed occupation. 
“So does that mean you’re going to apply to culinary school?”
Carrie’s smile disappeared. “I’m not sure yet.”
Her answer confused him. “Why not? You just said that working in a restaurant is what you’re meant to do. Why wouldn’t you go to culinary school?”
“I don’t have to go to a culinary school to work in a restaurant.” Carrie set her chin at a stubborn angle, an expression he’d witnessed many times before. It told him his sister wouldn’t easily change her mind. “I can learn on the job.” 
“That might be fine for working here, in our uncle and aunt’s business, but if you want to work somewhere else, you’re going to need to back up your experience with education and a diploma.”
“Maybe I don’t want to work anywhere else. Maybe I like it here.”
Drew stared at her. A few months ago, she’d been researching culinary schools and had spoken about certification being essential. Her top contender had been the highly regarded culinary program at St. Paul College. “What’s really going on here, Carrie? Why don’t you want to go to school?”
She avoided his gaze. “I told you. I like it here. I want to stay.”
“I’m sure Uncle Ethan will give you a job once you finish culinary school. The course at St. Paul’s is only ten months, isn’t it? It’s not that much time.”
Carrie’s eyes flashed. “I told you, I don’t want to leave, so get it through your thick skull!”
Drew stared at her, trying to figure out what had happened to his normally sensible little sister. Why was she so determined to stay at the lodge?
And then it hit him.
“You’ve met someone here at the lodge, haven’t you? Is that why you don’t want to leave?”
Carrie appeared uncomfortable. And guilty, like he’d caught her doing something wrong. It made no sense. At eighteen, she’d only had a couple of boyfriends, at least that he knew of. Though pretty and smart, she was introverted and shy. She was also a lot more mature than many of the boys her age. 
He knew all about immature boys. He’d been one.
Carrie’s gaze didn’t quite meet his. “I have met someone.”
“Okay, great. When do I get to meet him?”
She folded her arms across her chest. “Not anytime soon.”
“What’s the big deal? I’ve met your boyfriends before. Why can’t I meet this guy? What makes this one any different?”
“Because he’s special, and you’re so judgmental! You won’t give him a chance!”
Alarm bells went off in Drew’s head. “Why do I need to give him a chance? What has he done?”
“Nothing! He’s done nothing! He’s a good person. He’s smart and kind and funny. But I know you, and I know Mom and Dad, and you’re all going to think there’s something wrong with him. But you know what? He’s perfect. I’m the one who’s not good enough for him!”
To Drew’s astonishment, Carrie burst into tears. Before he could get out an “I’m sorry,” she threw open the office door and ran out. 
What the hell?
Drew raced after her, afraid his baby sister was in way over her head.

      [image: ]Using a piping bag with an open star tip, Celeste Bishop swirled the first pink buttercream rosette onto the chocolate layer cake she’d baked. She worked her way around the bottom of the cake, creating rosette after rosette. After years of experience, her hands were quick and sure, knowing the exact pressure and turn of the wrist necessary to craft the perfect rosette. 
Once the bottom three rows were completed, she stepped back and rotated the turntable to examine her handiwork. Though she liked the pink, the cake needed some pizzazz. For the next three rows, she’d use an apricot-colored buttercream, and then finish the top in white. Satisfied with her choices, she put a stick of butter into the stand mixer and began beating it.
Celeste hummed as she worked. Baking and decorating cakes was one of her favorite things to do and working in the kitchen of the Solace Lake Lodge gave her ample opportunity to indulge her passion.
The kitchen door suddenly flew open. Carrie ran toward her, crying. Her tears shocked Celeste. She was usually such a happy, even-tempered girl. “What’s wrong? What happened?”
Carrie gulped a shuddering breath. “Drew’s here. He—"
Drew Barnes burst into the kitchen. Celeste hadn’t seen Carrie’s brother since Christmas three years ago, her first at the lodge, when he’d come here with his family. He looked different than he had back then. More polished, more mature. 
And more handsome. But it was definitely him.
“Carrie, talk to me,” he pleaded. “If you like this guy, it shouldn’t make you so unhappy.”
Carrie shook her head. “You won’t understand.”
“I have no idea if I’ll understand. You won’t tell me anything!”
Drew’s raised voice only made Carrie turn away and hide her face against Celeste’s shoulder. 
“I think you should go,” Celeste said, putting her arm around the younger woman. “Maybe later, when both of you have calmed down some, you can talk. But for now, please leave my kitchen.”
He turned the full force of his intense scrutiny on her. Celeste lifted her chin and returned his stare, refusing to be intimidated. He was tall, probably over six feet, with broad shoulders, narrow hips and a lean build. With his dark brown hair and eyes, he resembled his uncles, yet there was something about him that was completely unique. Carrie had told her that her brother was six years older than she was, so that made him twenty-four. She did a quick calculation in her head. Nine years younger than her thirty-three. 
Why the hell do I care how old Drew Barnes is?
His eyes softened and he tipped his chin in agreement. “Celeste’s right. When you’re ready, we’ll talk. Whatever you need to tell me, I promise not to judge.”
Carrie turned in Celeste’s arms to look at him. She wiped tears from her cheek with her fingers. “Okay.”
Drew attempted a smile. “Okay.”
For a second, Drew’s gaze connected with Celeste’s, and she read the genuine worry in his eyes. He was a brother concerned for his younger sister. She tried to reassure him with a smile. “It’s all right. I’ll look after Carrie.”
He nodded and, with one last troubled look at his sister, he left the kitchen. 
Carrie stepped away and pulled a tissue from the box on the desk in the corner. “I’m sorry, Celeste. I didn’t mean to put you in the middle of my squabble with Drew.”
“I don’t mind. Your brother doesn’t scare me.” 
Carrie grinned through her tears. “He doesn’t scare me, either. Not really.”
“Good for you.”
Since Carrie’s arrival at the lodge in the summer, Celeste had taken her under her wing. Carrie soaked up information about food preparation and running a kitchen like a thirsty sponge. She was a hard worker and a willing one, too, which was all the more remarkable since her family owned the lodge. She could have coasted or lorded it over the rest of the staff. Instead, whenever they were short of wait staff in the restaurant, she stepped in to help. She’d even volunteered with the housekeeping staff a couple of times when someone called in sick. Celeste liked the girl and felt more like her big sister than a co-worker.
Carrie wiped her eyes and blew her nose. “Drew’s not going to like the age difference between me and Ryan. Mom and Dad won’t be happy about it either.”
Celeste worried the age difference wasn’t the only thing her family would be concerned about. But that wasn’t what Carrie needed to hear right now. “Once they get to know Ryan and see what a remarkable person he is, they’ll come around.”
Carrie gave her a grateful smile. Celeste hoped she was telling her the truth.






  
  Chapter Two


The numbers swam in front of Drew’s eyes as he stared at his computer monitor. Since his run-in with Carrie earlier in the afternoon, he’d buried himself in work. He’d found an invoice in Harper’s ‘to be paid’ file that was incomplete. According to Harper’s notes, every invoice needed to be accompanied by a purchase order and a packing slip to verify that the supplies had been legitimately ordered and received. Instead, this invoice for baking supplies—namely flour and sugar—had neither. He supposed the missing documents could simply be an oversight, but what seemed odd was that just before she left, Harper had paid another invoice from a different supplier for flour and sugar. That invoice, which had an accompanying purchase order and packing slip, was dated three days before this second, incomplete invoice. How much flour and sugar did they need? 
According to the invoice in question, the lodge owed over three thousand dollars for these supplies. A substantial amount. Ethan had been very clear about not bothering Harper with questions. He supposed he could double-check with Maggie to make sure all the supplies were received. But the last thing he wanted was to question Maggie on his first day. 
With a groan of frustration, he looked away and rubbed his eyes. He might as well take a break because he was getting zero accomplished.
He leaned back and stared out the office window. What had Carrie gotten herself into? He was genuinely afraid for his sister and more than a little worried about the tight hold this new boyfriend seemed to have on her. Had she already had sex with him? Drew would have expected Ethan to check him out, but with the difficulties in Harper’s pregnancy, he’d likely been too distracted.
So, Drew would do it himself. At the first opportunity, he’d talk to this guy, whoever he was, and let him know Carrie’s family would not sit by and let him use her.
As Drew’s mind wandered, it landed on Celeste Bishop. He admired her defense of his sister but was annoyed she’d defended Carrie against him. Did that mean she approved of this so-far nameless boyfriend? He didn’t know Celeste well, having only met her once three years ago, but she’d struck him then as level-headed and sensible.
And beautiful.
She was tall and slim, and even in her chef’s whites he detected the pleasing curves that lay beneath. She had the most beautiful café au lait complexion and a perfect oval-shaped face. Her dark, expressive eyes had flashed at him in annoyance and warning. She wasn’t going to let anyone ride rough-shod over Carrie.
Somehow, that reassured him.  
Drew tried to remember what he knew about Celeste. She’d come from South Carolina to work at the lodge as Maggie’s sous chef, accompanied by her little girl, if he remembered correctly. What had prompted her to move so far away from her home state? He knew she was unmarried. Had he heard something about her being widowed? 
He wanted to know more. If Carrie ever spoke to him again, maybe she’d fill him in.
A knock sounded at the office door, and Drew sat up straighter. Maggie and her husband, Luke Carlsson, entered. Drew stood and walked around his desk as Maggie extended her hands to him.
“Drew, hello. Welcome to the lodge. I’m so happy you were able to come here and give us a hand while Harper is away.”
He squeezed her hands briefly before letting go, his heart doing a little stutter-step at seeing her again. Maggie’s hair had grown since he’d last seen her. Three years ago, she’d sported a short, pixie hairstyle. Today, her dark brown hair had grown to shoulder length. It suited her.
He schooled his features into a pleasant smile. “I’m glad I could help.”
“Yes, we’re glad, too.” Maggie glanced at Luke before continuing. “I hope coming here isn’t too awkward for you. I don’t want anything to affect the working arrangement you have with me, and especially not with Luke.”
Drew worked hard to keep his expression neutral. He admitted, at least to himself, that he was devastated when Maggie turned him down three years ago. He’d been totally enamored with her and believed he’d never feel the same way about another woman again. Today, he was embarrassed by the way he’d let Maggie’s rejection keep him away from the lodge for so long. 
But he was here now, and he had a job to do. He wouldn’t let past feelings get in the way. “I can promise you my entire focus is on the efficient running of the lodge. I look forward to working with both of you while I’m here.” 
Luke extended his hand to shake Drew’s. “So do we.”
“Perfect.” Maggie clasped her hands together, looking relieved. “Speaking of work, there’s something we want to run by you, since you’re the designated money guy at the moment.”
“Oh yeah? What’s that?” Drew motioned for them to sit as he returned to his chair.
“We’re thinking about Christmas.” Luke sat in one of the chairs in front of the desk and Maggie sat next to him. “We’ve been hosting a Christmas Open House the day before Christmas Eve for the last three years, and it’s been tremendously successful. It’s built a lot of goodwill in the community for us, but very little income. In fact, it usually costs us because we provide free treats and activities. So, we were thinking, why not create another event, a Christmas party with a dinner and dance that we can charge admission for? Hopefully, some attendees would book rooms and make a weekend of it.”
“Makes sense. We have to give people a reason to drive out here to the lodge, especially in the winter. A Christmas dinner and dance sounds like a great idea. When are you proposing to have it?”
“We’re thinking mid-December,” Luke replied. 
“That’s what, maybe eight weeks from now? Does that give you enough time to pull everything together?”
“I believe so,” Luke said. “I’ve already made some tentative arrangements, like securing a live band. Scarlet is onboard, and she’s ready to start an advertising campaign to promote the event.”
“Can you work up a budget so I have an idea of how much money we’d have to put out?” Drew asked.
“Way ahead of you.” Luke pulled a sheet of paper from the folder he’d brought with him and handed it to Drew. “I’m pretty confident we can make a profit.”
Drew looked over the figures. Luke had been very thorough. He’d come up with a ticket price based on the costs for putting on the event, then estimated how many people would have to attend to break even. Drew was impressed.
“Any profit is based solely on ticket sales,” Luke pointed out. “It’s impossible to estimate how many people would stay at the lodge overnight. There’s likely to be some, but I wanted to make sure the event alone could pay for itself, or at least break even. I believe we’ve shown it can.”  
“What about food? I assume you’ve worked up a menu?” Drew asked.
“Yes, we have,” Maggie said. “Can you show Drew my menu, Luke?”
Luke pulled another sheet of paper from his folder and handed it over. This one had a menu with appetizers, salads, three choices for the main course, assorted dessert selections and several wines. Based on these choices, she’d estimated a cost per plate. 
“These are all foods that are readily available, and we know the price we can get them for,” Maggie said. “We’ve included the cost of the extra kitchen and wait staff we’ll need, but we’ll keep the labor costs down by serving buffet style.”
“Do you know for sure you’ll be able to get extra staff to help?”
“I do. I’ve already been in touch with Miller’s Golf Resort down the road. You know Ethan owns that resort, too, right?” 
“Yes.” Having worked at the Hainstock Foundation for the last year and a half, Drew was well acquainted with all his uncle’s properties. 
Luke continued. “I spoke to the manager at Miller’s, and we’ll ask some of their dining room staff to help us out for the evening. If things go as well as I hope, we can send attendees to Miller’s if the lodge gets fully booked with overnight guests.”
“It looks like a great meal. Did you discuss this with Ethan and Harper?” Drew asked.
“We talked about it briefly with Ethan,” Maggie said. “But then Harper went into premature labor. I think they have enough on their plates right now.”
“I agree, but I don’t think we can move forward with an event as big as this without their okay. I’ll talk to Ethan, send him your estimates, and see what he says.”
Maggie frowned. “Ethan is pretty stressed right now. Maybe we should go forward on our own so they don’t have to worry about it.”
No way was he going out on a limb without Ethan’s okay. If the whole thing fell apart and the lodge lost money, he’d get blamed for being impulsive and careless. He did his best to hide his anxiety. “It’s up to us to take the stress of the lodge off their shoulders, but they need to see the plans and give us their approval. I’ll make sure to let Ethan know that you and Luke have everything under control.”
Maggie leaned forward in her chair, making Drew believe she wanted to argue the point. But Luke put a hand on her arm.
“That sounds great. We’ll leave it with you.” Luke got to his feet and extended his hand once more. “Thanks for hearing us out. I look forward to working with you.”
“Me, too.” As Drew shook his hand, he remembered the invoice. “Quick question, Maggie. Did you put in a large order for sugar and flour lately? I have an invoice without a matching purchase order.”
“Yes. We’re gearing up for Christmas baking, so I ordered extra supplies.” She frowned. “It’s odd there’s no purchase order. I always make one up for restaurant supplies. Or at least I thought I did. Maybe I forgot this time.”
“It probably got misplaced. I’ll take another look for it.” If he couldn’t find the missing purchase order, he’d dig into the situation further. But he’d have to be quick about it. He didn’t want to be condemned as irresponsible if a vendor wasn’t paid on time. 
As they moved toward the door, Maggie asked, “Are you staying at Ethan and Harper’s house with Carrie?”
“I was going to, but Carrie and I had a little…disagreement. It might be best if I stay at the hotel, at least for tonight.” Drew sat up straighter. “Do either of you know anything about the boy she’s been seeing?”
Maggie and Luke exchanged a look that Drew couldn’t decipher. Maggie turned to face him. “I think it would be best if you talk to Carrie about him.”
“Maggie’s right. You need to talk to your sister,” Luke said. “All I’ll say is that Carrie’s friend is someone I admire and respect. Once you get to know him, I think you will, too.”
“Thanks.” Drew made himself smile. “As soon as Carrie’s speaking to me again, I’ll ask her about him.” 
Luke and Maggie said their goodbyes and left the office. Drew watched them through the open office door as they walked across the hotel lobby, hand in hand. When Luke brought Maggie’s hand to his lips for a kiss and she smiled up at him in adoration, Drew knew for sure he’d never had a chance with her. 
He’d known it for some time but seeing them together really brought it home. Time to put his fixation with Maggie Lindquist in the past, where it belonged. 
He closed the office door and turned his attention to the here and now. Luke’s remark about Carrie’s boyfriend being someone he admired and respected struck him as odd. It didn’t sound like Luke was describing any eighteen-year-old boy he knew.

      [image: ]Celeste’s phone vibrated as she folded clothes still warm from the dryer. When she pulled the phone from the back pocket of her jeans, she saw her mother was calling. 
“Hi, Mama. How are you today?” Celeste stifled a yawn that she hoped her mother didn’t hear. It had been a long day.
“I’m fine, CeCe,” her mother said. “Just missing you. When are you coming home for Christmas?”
It was never good when a conversation with her mother began with a question like that. The old familiar guilt pressed on her chest. Her mother was getting older and even though she had plenty of friends in Myrtle Beach and she was involved in activities at her church, she’d been asking Celeste when she was returning to South Carolina ever since she left. 
“You know I work over the Christmas holidays, Mama. Hope and I will come for a visit after the New Year. We’ll need a little sun by then.”
“If you came home to live, you and Hope could have sun all year long,” Nora Emerson countered.
“You know I can’t do that, Mama. The reasons I left Myrtle Beach haven’t changed.”
Her mother made a dismissive sound. “That was three years ago, CeCe. Nobody cares what that chef says anymore.”
Celeste closed her eyes on a sigh. Her mother had no idea how vindictive Chef Andrew could be. According to former co-workers in Myrtle Beach who would still speak to her, Andrew was as powerful as ever. 
Though she missed her family, there was no going back. 
“I’m afraid people do care what he says. Besides, I love my job here. Hope is happy and has made lots of friends at school.”
“Yes, but I’m sure there’s very few other black children in that school. Hope should be with children like her.”
It was a conversation they’d had many times. Her mother wasn’t wrong. And Celeste didn’t want Hope to feel like an outsider, or different, because of the color of her skin. So far, Hope seemed to be fitting in at the school. 
Celeste glanced over at the cookies she’d just finished decorating. In a couple of days, Hope would take them to school for her class Halloween party. With their faces and hands iced in chocolate brown, she hoped to show her daughter and her friends that scarecrows could be African-American, too. It might seem silly to some people to turn a cookie into a political statement, but as one of only a handful of black kids in the rural Minnesota school, Celeste felt it was important that Hope see herself represented in all kinds of ways. To show she belonged.
“Hope is truly happy, Mama. I wish you’d come and find out for yourself.”
“We’ll see.” 
That was her mother’s standard answer whenever she asked her to visit the lodge. “I wish you’d come here for Christmas. It’s beautiful in the winter with all the lights and decorations.”
“And cold!” her mother said. “My poor old bones would freeze!”
“I’ll make sure you have a warm parka if you come,” Celeste said with a chuckle. “Boots, too. I’ll pay your airfare and make all the arrangements. You won’t have to do a thing.”
Nora hesitated before speaking again. “I’ll think about it.”
Celeste bit back her impatience. Getting Nora Emmerson to do something she didn’t want to do was nearly impossible. “Sounds good, Mama.” 
“I miss you and Hope, CeCe.” The wistfulness in her mother’s voice floated over the distance between them.
“I know. I miss you, too.”
“I have to go now. I’ll talk to you soon.”
“Goodbye, Mama. I love you.”
“I love you, too, baby girl.”
Celeste ended the call and stuck her phone back in her pocket. She hoped her mother would come for Christmas, but she didn’t think there was much chance. Celeste tamped down her disappointment. Having her mother visit would mean a lot to her, and she knew it would mean a lot to Hope, too. 
Hope was the reason she’d come to Minnesota. If she was on her own, she might have stayed in Myrtle Beach and toughed it out. But Hope needed stability. By the time Maggie Lindquist hired her, Celeste was completely broke and living with her sister and her family. She was baking cakes for birthdays and other occasions out of her sister’s kitchen, advertising her wares through her Instagram page, but she couldn’t make a living from it. She’d taken a leap of faith and accepted the job at the lodge because she didn’t want her child to live in poverty, dependent on family for her next meal. She wanted to show her daughter a strong, confident, independent woman, not one beaten down by life. 
Much of her confidence had returned since working in the lodge’s kitchen and because she was living rent-free in an apartment the lodge provided, she was able to repair her financial situation as well. But she still had far to go to gain true independence. 
The answer was buying a car. And learning how to drive.
Right now, learning to drive was as insurmountable as flying to the moon. 

      [image: ]“Of course you know Carrie, and I believe you’ve met Celeste,” Luke said.
“Yes, we’ve met.” 
Drew smiled at Celeste and she smiled politely in return, while Carrie briefly dipped her head in a nod before looking away. He smothered an impatient sigh. Seemed his sister was still mad at him and still trying to avoid him. He hoped it wasn’t going to be like this the whole time he was here.
Drew had spent the morning of his second day at the lodge with Luke, familiarizing himself with the layout of the lodge and members of the staff. They were about to leave after Luke introduced him to the rest of the kitchen staff, when the kitchen door opened and a blonde woman breezed in.
“Hi, everyone,” she said. 
“What are you doing here so early, Cheryl?” Luke asked. “Your shift doesn’t start for another two hours.”
“I know, but my car’s in the garage and I had to catch a ride with Lorraine. I’ll hang out in the restaurant with my book till my shift starts. Unless you need my help, Celeste?”
Celeste shook her head. “No, we’re fine. Go have a cup of coffee.”
“Cheryl, have you met Drew Barnes?” Luke asked. “He’s taking over Harper’s duties while she’s away. Drew, this is Cheryl Johnson. She’s one of our sous chefs.”
Drew extended his hand. “Hi Cheryl. How long have you worked here?”
She gave his hand a firm shake. “About three years now. I started around the time the lodge reopened. You’re Carrie’s brother, right?”
“Right.” He glanced toward his sister, but she continued to ignore him. “Nice meeting you.”
“Nice to meet you, too,” Cheryl said with a smile.
They left the kitchen and walked through the restaurant. Luke introduced him to a couple of servers, including the head server, Lorraine, who’d given Cheryl a ride today. Because they were busy, Luke kept the introductions brief. 
“Come on,” Luke said. “One more introduction and then we’ll get to work.” 
Drew followed Luke to the front desk. “Drew, this is Melissa White. She’s one of our newest hires.” 
“Good to meet you, Melissa.” Drew extended his hand to her. He recognized her as the clerk who’d been behind the front desk yesterday. “How long have you been at the lodge?” 
She gave him a bright smile as she shook his hand. “Please, call me Mel. All my friends do. I’ve been here about two months and I love it. Management and staff are so friendly.”
 “Yes, everyone’s been very welcoming.”
“How long will you be with us, Drew?” Mel asked.
“That depends on Harper and when the twins make an appearance.”
She tucked a strand of silver-gray hair behind her ear. “Well, I hope you enjoy your time here.”
“Thank you. I’m sure I will.”
“We’ll let you get back to work, Mel,” Luke said. “Drew and I have some things to take care of, too.”
“Enjoy your stay.” Mel lifted her hand in a wave. 
Drew smiled politely at the older woman. From the personnel records, he knew she was the same age as his mother, though with her gray hair and matronly figure, she looked much older. “Thank you. I’m sure I will.”
When they reached the office, he pulled the key from his pocket and unlocked the door. Luke gave him a perplexed look. “You locked the door? We weren’t far away.”
“Maybe not, but I’m not taking any chances. There’s a lot of confidential staff and financial information in here.” 
“Makes sense,” Luke said.
Drew planned to keep the office door locked whenever he wasn’t working there. Except he’d already messed up. Yesterday, when he sprinted after Carrie, he’d left the door wide open. He needed to be more careful.
“Our first order of business is creating the staff schedule for the upcoming three months,” Luke said. “Harper usually does it, but she wasn’t able to get to it before she had to leave.”
“Can we copy a previous schedule?”
“Pretty much. The majority of shifts run in a predicable repeating schedule, like four days on, three days off, that kind of thing. We try to accommodate the kind of shift staff members prefer as much as possible. Most people prefer to stick to one type of shift, like all days or all nights.”
Drew brought up the previous schedule and copied it. After making changes for any staff members who would be absent because of sickness or vacation, he turned his monitor so Luke could see. “I believe we’ve got all the shifts covered. What do you think? Does this work?”
Luke examined the screen. “I think it looks okay. Oh, wait.” He pointed at a line. “Except here. Jeanette can’t work evenings on the front desk anymore. Harper left me an email saying Jeanette’s husband is about to start a new job working permanent evening shifts, so she has to be home with her kids.”
“How do we fix it?” 
“Maybe Mel would be willing to take over those evening shifts. I’ll give her a call.”
Luke picked up the office phone and hit the number for the front desk, setting the phone on speaker so Drew could hear. “Mel, it’s Luke here. Do you have a moment to talk to Drew and me? We have something we need to run by you.”
“Of course. What is it?”
“Are you aware of Jeanette’s situation? She’s not going to be able to work evening shifts—”
“Oh yes, she told me about her husband’s new job. I was going to mention to you that I’d be willing to take over her evening shifts.”
“That would be very helpful, Mel. Thank you.”
“Actually, you’d be helping me out, too. I’d prefer to be at work.” Drew heard her sigh. “The evenings can get pretty lonely at home on my own. In fact, why not put me on permanent evenings and overnights? It’s easier for me to work those hours than it is for people like Jeanette who have kids.”
“Are you sure?” Luke asked. “There’s only one clerk on duty during those shifts.”
“I can handle it. It’s usually not as busy as a day shift.” She chuckled. “Besides, I’ve got all those years of experience, remember?”
Luke laughed. “Yes, I remember. We’ll make the changes to the schedule and send you a copy.”
“Thank you, Luke.”
“No, thank you. You’ve helped us out immensely.”
“My pleasure. Oh, I’ve got a call. Gotta run. Talk to you later.”
“Bye, Mel.”
Luke disengaged the call. “Glad we got that worked out. We’re really lucky to have Mel here. She’s got twenty-five years of experience at the front desk of a hotel in Minneapolis and was highly recommended. She actually came out of retirement to work with us.”
“What made her decide to do that?” Drew asked.
“She told me that when her husband died, she needed a change. She doesn’t have any children, so she decided she wanted to live in a small town and get involved in the community.” 
Drew could relate with wanting to make a fresh start. “I’ll switch Jeanette’s shifts with Mel’s. And if she prefers to work overnight shifts, I can exchange her day shifts with Dave Peterson’s overnights. Do you think he’d be okay with that?”
“I know he would. He told me he has trouble sleeping during the day. I’ve been trying to get him off that shift for a while now.” 
After Drew made all the changes, he turned the monitor toward Luke once more. “What do you think?”
“Looks good. Now that we have all the kinks worked out, you can send it out.”
Drew emailed the document to staff and then closed it. “Good thing you know the staff so well.”
“Not as well as Harper. She’s got her finger on the pulse of everything going on here. If you’re going to replace her, you’re going to need to get to know the staff.”
“I don’t plan on replacing her. I’m only here until Harper has her babies.”
Luke’s brows lifted. “Really? I got the impression from Ethan you were going to be here for at least the next six months.”
“If I am, no one bothered to tell me.” Drew couldn’t help the note of irritation that slipped into his voice. Perhaps he was naïve in thinking his time at the lodge would end once Harper gave birth, but it rankled that Ethan automatically assumed he’d stick around, without even asking. 
Luke held up his hands in surrender. “Sorry. I must have got it wrong.”
Drew shook his head. “I’m sorry, too. I didn’t mean to jump on you.”
He was happy to help out, but he hadn’t expected to work at the lodge long-term. From what he could tell, Harper’s job consisted mainly of administrative tasks, like creating the staff schedule and bookkeeping. Neither were his favorite jobs. He’d made that discovery since working at the Hainstock Foundation and doing those very things. He’d wanted to learn more about the investment end of the business at Hainstock but instead, his parents had put him in the administrative role. 
Because they didn’t trust him with more important tasks. 
He couldn’t blame them. He had his dream job and lost it. His parents had given him the admin job when he couldn’t find anything else.
Luke waved off his apology. “Don’t worry about it. But I think you should talk to Ethan. If we’re going to have to hire someone for Harper’s position, we should figure that out sooner rather than later. Speaking of Ethan, have you had a chance to talk to him about the Christmas Ball?”
“Yeah, I called him last night. He said it sounds like a good idea, and he trusts you and Maggie. If you think a Christmas party will be a success, he said we should go for it.”
“That’s great news!” Luke jumped to his feet. “I’m going to tell Maggie we’re a go. See you later.”
“Bye. Thanks for showing me around this morning.”
“You’re welcome.” Luke stopped in the doorway and turned. “Your family may not have told you, but I’m sure they appreciate you taking over this role on such short notice. And if they don’t appreciate it, I’ll make sure to tell them they should.”
That made Drew grin. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.” 
Luke gave him a salute. “See you later.”
“Later.”
Drew leaned back in his chair. He’d been prepared to dislike Luke, but he was a stand-up guy. After looking up his personnel file in Harper’s office and reading his resume, Drew knew the lodge was lucky to have him as the hotel and restaurant manager. He’d worked in that same position at two well-known hotels in the Napa Valley and was an expert on California wines.   
Sometimes it was good to be wrong.
He hoped his concerns about Carrie’s new boyfriend turned out to be wrong, too. He’d spent the night at the hotel in order to give her some space. He hoped they’d get a chance to talk today because he hated being on the outs with her. And he didn’t want to spend the next few weeks in a hotel room.  
He’d had way too much time to think last night. For some reason, between worries about Carrie, Celeste Bishop’s face kept popping up in his head. He didn’t know why, aside from it being a very pretty face. 
The ringing of his cell phone brought him back to the present. Drew was startled to see Harper’s name on his screen. “Hey. How are you, Harper?”
“I’m fine. Just bored.” She gave a frustrated sigh. “I’m not really a daytime TV-watching kind of girl, and Ethan won’t let me do much else.”
“He’s worried about you. You and those babies gave him quite a scare.”
“I know. Ethan means well. He’s trying to remove every possible shred of stress from my life but sitting around is only stressing me out. That’s why I’m calling you.”
Ethan would not be happy he was talking to Harper. “What can I do for you?”
“Can you keep me in the loop? I just want to know what’s going on at the lodge. Ethan won’t tell me anything.”
“Ethan specifically told me not to bother you. You’re supposed to put your feet up and relax. You’ve got to keep cooking those babies.”
“You wouldn’t be bothering me. I’m the one bothering you. There’s a difference.”
“I’m not sure Ethan would appreciate the distinction. I don’t want to get on his bad side. I’m sorry, Harper, but I think I should go.”
“Wait! Don’t hang up! Ethan’s told everyone not to
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