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CHAPTER ONE
 
He was never my lover and he wasn't my ex, but when I saw him standing in the great room my heart jumped. A lump that was difficult to swallow formed in my throat, and my chest started pounding as if I'd drunk too many espressos. I paused in the doorway marked Staff Only,
and prolonged my trip through the hotel lobby by staring out a foggy window at the soft, fluffy snowflakes outside. 
The calm before the storm.
"Get it together, Essie." My little sister Joy nudged me on the shoulder, breaking my train of thought.
"I think Hell just froze over," I muttered, staring at a man I never thought I would have to see or talk to again. Patrick.
"If that's true then we're living in Hell." Joy chuckled to herself, and glanced out the window. It was a snowy morning in the Rockies. The kind that starts out with an innocent dusting of flurries and later turns into a murderous snowstorm.
"What is he doing here?" I whispered.
Joy was all too aware of my feelings for Patrick. Old feelings. It started back in first grade when my mom babysat him after school. We would build snow forts in the backyard until our fingers felt like ice blocks. Moving to the touristy mountain town of Bison Creek from a scorching hot state like Alabama, naturally Patrick had a slight obsession with snow back then.  
"You need to get over him," Joy said. Joy is anything but joyous. In fact, spending more than a few hours with her would make anyone's blood boil. She attracts drama like flies to a honey stick. "Your little childhood crush is making you look like one of those zombie chicks from last year's Halloween parade. Essie, you're a thirty-five year old woman."
"I'm thirty one," I corrected her. "And I would appreciate it if you round down instead of up."
"Whatever." She gripped her clipboard tighter as she looked in Patrick's direction. "My point is that times have changed. You're the best fitness trainer in town, and you condition your hair now."
"Thanks." I narrowed my eyes and acted as if she meant it as a compliment.
"They all checked in last night, except for Patrick who is staying with his parents of course. Now go and congratulate them like a normal person." Joy tugged at her long-sleeved blouse that hid the tattoos on her forearm. It was tucked into a black pencil skirt she'd taken from my
closet.
"Who checked in?" I asked. "Congratulate who for what?"
"You haven't figured it out by now?" She raised her eyebrows and looked me up and down. "I'm surprised. You notice everything about everyone."
I glanced back at Patrick who was attempting to calm a very hysterical woman wearing leather leggings. The woman's face looked familiar. I had seen those duck-like lips and sunken cheeks a few times before on TV, but it hadn't occurred to me until now that she was Lila Clemton, the model turned actress. Her line of environmentally-friendly lipsticks had sold out in record breaking time when they'd hit the shelves. I actually bought one of her lip glosses solely because the color was called caramelized quinoa, and applying it to my lips made me laugh. 
My eyes darted to Joy's clipboard and sincere smile. She was Pinecliffe Mountain Resort's Assistant Event Coordinator in charge of all events at the moment since the Head Coordinator left to take a better paying position in Denver.
"He's engaged, isn't he?" My stomach sank as soon as I said it.
"Oh, he's more than that," she chuckled. "They're here for the biggest thing that has ever happened in this town. A secret celebrity wedding. If I nail this account, Essie, do you know what this means?"
"More clients?" I guessed.
"A promotion." Joy smiled. Only work could get her to smile like that. "I would be the Head Event Coordinator at the poshest ski resort in all the Rockies. Okay fine, more like the tenth poshest ski resort in all the Rockies. Do you have any idea how many more weddings we will book after this one surfaces in the tabloids?"
"Looks like you've got your work cut out for you." I took a step back, thinking about slipping pass the stone fireplace with the waitressing staff. I didn't want to start my morning off with an uncomfortable blast from the past.
The last time I saw Patrick Jaye, I was a completely different person. I was shy and I always wore my hair back in a ponytail because I hated the way it frizzed around my face. Back then, I spent most of my free time loitering near the slopes at Pinecliffe mountain, but not because I skied or snowboarded. Patrick did. Up until I graduated from high school I'd never even stood on a snowboard. It was difficult to imagine myself dodging baby evergreens and bending my knees just in time to land a jump when I was thirty pounds heavier. 
Patrick was the best snowboarder in the entire county. So when he medaled in the Winter X Games and received his first sponsorship deal at the age of sixteen, no one was surprised. He quickly became Mayor Millbreck's golden boy, and the whole town normally buzzed with excitement before he made one of his rare pass-throughs to see his parents.
Not this time.
"Come on." Joy pulled my arm, forcing me to walk with her to meet the happy couple. "Let him see that tight little--" Patrick's fiancée, in the middle of a rant, cut her off. Thankfully.
"I can't believe she did this to me!" Lila jerked her hand away from Patrick just in time to almost slap me across the face. I leaned back at just the right moment.
"Is everything okay?" Joy asked her. The tone of her voice changed. It was more calm and professional, and unlike the real Joy in every way.
"No, it's not." Lila stamped her foot like an angry toddler. Up close she looked thinner than she appeared in magazines which already portrayed her as stick skinny. Her lips were plump and they stuck out like they were fluffy throw cushions separated by her tongue. "One of my bridesmaids backed out at the last second."
"I am sorry to hear that." Joy nodded sympathetically. 
"I can't have only three people in the wedding party besides Patrick and myself. My numbers are completely thrown off now. I need an even number or all the photos will look ridiculous." There was a Band-Aid on Lila's pinky finger, but no dried bloodstain on the bandage. She must have been using it to cover up a broken nail or chipped polish.
"Well, maybe we can find someone to replace--"
"No," Lila interrupted her, shaking her head. "The dresses have already been made, and I doubt I can find a girl in time who matches Bev's measurements." She eyed Joy and quickly looked away when her gaze wondered up to the tightly pinned bun on top of her head. Joy is taller than me, and her hips are narrow. Lila's eyes settled on me next. She tilted her head and glanced down at my trim waist, a product of years and years of core exercises and duct taping shut the cookie dough ice cream in my freezer.
"How tall are you?" Lila quickly asked me.
"I'm your average 5'5” last time I checked." My cheeks felt warm as I answered her because she wasn't the only one staring at my physique. Out of the corner of my eye I noticed Patrick studying my face. He took a step closer so I could smell his cologne. Pine.
"Turn around," Lila instructed. 
"Excuse me?"
"Gwenessa?" Patrick finally stated. I turned and looked him in the eyes for the first time in ten years. My toes curled in my snow boots, and I was pretty sure that my forehead was turning cherry red. My face cringed slightly when he spoke my full name. I didn't start going by Essie until I lost thirty pounds, grew my hair out, and started training clients in the Pinecliffe Mountain Resort's private fitness studio. 
Gwenessa is the name my birth mother gave me, though I have never met her. I was adopted when I was a baby, and right after my new parents brought me home they found out they were having Joy. Joy and I aren't blood sisters, but most people in town couldn't tell the difference. Both of us have long, dark hair and a talent for attracting trouble. 
Well, Joy attracts the trouble. 
I'm the one who fixes it.
"She goes by Essie now," Joy mentioned.
"Whatever your name is," Lila butted in. She folded her arms, cell phone in hand. "Please, turn around so I can take a better look at you."
I contemplated telling Lila that a request like that should be paired with an appointment at my studio or even a cash tip, but I observed the look on Joy's face. This wedding meant everything to her. Work was her life, and she would probably kill me if I badmouthed the bride when she was in desperate need of a substitute for her missing bridesmaid. I slowly turned around. Not because I wanted to make Lila happy, but because I wanted to prove to Patrick and to myself that I wasn't the girl I once was. 
"I don't know." Lila took a deep breath and scratched her porcelain face. Her makeup looked like it had been painted on permanently and not a hair on her head was out of place. Her hair was blonder than Patrick's and she fiddled with the buttons on her cell phone when she was nervous. "Can you dance? I mean, my bridesmaids have been taking lessons from professionals in L.A. for the past couple weeks, so. . . ."
"She can dance," Patrick reassured her. "Can't you?" He gently touched the middle of my back, sending tingles down my spine. He grabbed my hand, intertwining our fingers and pulled me towards the stone fireplace near the center of the great room. He twirled me around and as he did, memories came flooding back. Memories of the two of us and the few moments we did have together before I'd left for college. When Patrick officially left Bison Creek to pursue his career, I took a good look at myself and realized how weak I'd become.
Patrick stopped noticing me because I brushed passed him at school like a frightened field mouse. I was afraid of saying something stupid, and dying later of embarrassment. But most of all, I was deathly scared of telling him how I felt about him. That I'd had feelings for him since middle school. Judging by the way he moved from girl to girl, starting with Big Boobs Bianca from gym class, I knew he didn't feel the same way. Avoiding him was my way of forcing myself to move on.
"Patrick, what are you doing?" I asked him.
"Come on. Can't an old friend ask for a favor?"
I looked up into his deep hazel eyes and saw the old Patrick smiling back at me. The boy from down the street who once told me he could outrun a coyote any day. Patrick's dirty blond hair was wavy and combed back like the mountain air had styled it for him during his run down the slopes this morning.
"Are we friends?" I replied. My voice sounded like it was quivering at first, but I quickly corrected myself. 
"I'm sorry I called you Gwenessa, but in all fairness you haven't kept in touch."
"The door swings both ways, Bama." I took some pleasure in watching his wide smile curl when I called him the name he'd been branded with when he first moved to Bison Creek from a small town in Alabama. I was pretty sure by the shocked look on his face that no one had called him that in a very long time.
"Okay." He chuckled, twirling me again. "I promise not to call you ‘Gwenessa’ if you promise not to call me ‘Bama.’”
"Promise," I agreed. I followed Patrick's lead while he swayed from side to side, gradually dancing slower and slower, his attention focusing intently on the curves of my cheekbones.
"I hope you don't mind me saying but--"
"Enough of this, babe." Lila rolled her eyes. "We need to go over the wedding details, pronto." Her assistant, a short but sharply dressed man, brought her a glass of water. I smiled when I noticed that his choice of vessel was a wine glass. The kitchen staff would have handed him a traditional-style cup first. Her assistant either requested the wine glass or he'd rinsed out the residue of Lila's morning glass of white.
"Lila isn't as over the top as she seems," Patrick whispered, letting go of my hand. "She obviously thinks you can fit into the dress. Please say you'll be in the wedding. I don't want her to feel too overwhelmed on our big day."
"But I've never been a bridesmaid before and--"
"Come on," he pleaded. He glanced over at his fiancée and beamed, holding up my hand. "Here you go, babe. She'll make the perfect bridesmaid."
"What?" I murmured.
"Just play along," he said through his teeth.
"Fine," Lila agreed. She turned towards her assistant and resumed texting on her phone.
"Great," Joy added, "I will print another itinerary." Joy tilted her head towards the exit while clenching her jaw, as if to tell me to leave before I did something stupid.
"I guess I'll be seeing more of you, Essie. It'll be nice to have an old friend around." Patrick nodded, placing his hands in his pockets. It was the same nod he used to flash me from down the street when the two of us got home from school at the same time.
"I guess so," I quietly replied.
My eyes darted to the nearest exit as Lila exhaled loudly, her assistant reassuring her that everything was going according to plan. I quickly pushed open the door leading to the employee lounge and ran to change for my first training appointment. I had the feeling that I would be running low on sanity before the weekend was over, just like I was running low on cake-flavored protein powder.
 
*   *  *
 
"I bet he's excellent in the sack," Mrs. Millbreck commented as she warmed up on her treadmill. The resort's private training room had windows facing the Rocky Mountains and the parking lot. The resort sat slightly above the town with a pristine view of Canyon Street. From far away the quiet shops along the road looked like the ideal place for a leisurely walk and Sunday brunch.
"Mrs. Millbreck," my co-worker Taryn gasped. "You're the mayor’s wife. You can't say things like that."
"Honey, when you're my age you can say whatever you want. Patrick's wedding should be the talk of the town. But the media bombarded his poor fiancée at her latest movie premiere so I have to keep my mouth shut. Whoever heard of a secret celebrity wedding anyway? I say the more cameras the merrier." Martha Millbreck is practically president of the outspoken women's club. Being the Mayor's wife, she knows every scandal that passes through town. 
Martha was a small, petite woman with light brown hair that fell to her shoulders and an addiction to Botox. Though she denied it, I noticed the miniscule bumps across her forehead every six months that looked like bee tracks. Martha had been my first client every Friday morning for the past two years.
"Maybe they want a little privacy?" Taryn suggested. She continued setting up her Pilates equipment for her next appointment. 
Taryn is the first person I hired when I was given the position of Lead Fitness Trainer. For years, the entire fitness studio consisted of only me. I got to the point where I had to turn down new guests to accommodate my regulars. I met Taryn while running a half marathon in Denver. She wasn't looking for a full-time job that would take her away from the city, but I sold her on the idea by mentioning that a free ski pass would be part of her employee compensation package. Now, I manage the gym equipment and take care of high profile clients like Martha Millbreck. If you'd call her high profile.
"Oh please." Martha laughed. "Privacy doesn't exist when you're famous like that. I mean, just yesterday the BC Gazette contacted me wanting to know what kind of pie I served Herald for Sunday brunch. Nosey paparazzi."
"Isn't that for the day in the life article they're writing for the Mayor's birthday?" Taryn wasn't born and raised in Bison Creek which meant she had no problem telling the locals what she thought.
"Possibly." Martha lifted her chin and focused on pumping her arms back and forth. For as long as I've known her, the only time she avoided confrontation was when she knew she was wrong.
"Five more minutes,” I reminded her as I folded my arms and glanced down to admire my new turquoise running shoes. My mind had been on nothing else but the wedding since I'd changed into my black workout pants and fitted warm-up jacket with the resort's logo on it.
The studio door opened and Joy stepped inside, smiling politely when she saw Mrs. Millbreck. She handed me a folder and opened it up to the first page. She pointed to the first heading marked Friday.
"Here is your itinerary," she said. "Tonight is the bridal shower and you have to be there."
"Listen, Joy, I don't know if this is such a good idea--"
"Do not spoil this for me," she interrupted, breaking her professional composure. She stopped herself when Martha casually glanced over her shoulder. "I promise I will . . . do your laundry for a month. I will give you a year's worth of spa vouchers. I will have your car detailed. Please, do this for me. Please. Please. Please."
"Fine," I replied quietly. "But after this, no more bringing up that time I went with you and your softball team to the ice caves."
Joy leaned in closer. "If I hadn't have grabbed your hand when you started to slip, you might have died."
"I know," I responded. "But you can't keep bringing that up every time you need a favor. We were teenagers."
"Okay." She exhaled. "My lips are sealed from now on."
"And
I want the spa vouchers."
She nodded in agreement.
"And," I quickly added before she left the room, "No more digging through my closet when I'm out for a run."
"Anything else?" Joy asked with a forced smile on her face.
I could have asked for a whole lot more, but I shook my head. As Joy quietly left the fitness studio, I flipped through the pages of my weekend schedule. I instantly frowned when I realized that the actual wedding was on Sunday. No amount of favors or spa vouchers would keep me from having to watch Patrick take Lila's hand and say “I do.” Seeing him again, even for a few minutes, made me feel like I was still that chunky little girl who had knitted her own mittens to match her prom dress. 
"What have you got there?" Martha asked. As soon as her five minutes were up, she bounced off her treadmill and immediately peered over my shoulder. "Oh my," she gasped. "Don't tell me that you're part of the wedding party?"
Taryn looked up from her yoga mat and stared at us.
"Not officially."
"Honey," Martha didn't hesitate as she snatched my itinerary and began looking through it. "This looks pretty official to me. Well, how about that? After all these years, our dear Patrick is putting one of his little childhood friends in his wedding. Oh, what a sweetheart."
"That's not exactly what happened," I said quietly.
"Oh, Essie," she said, sizing me up and down. "You shouldn't even be here right now. You have a million things to do. You need a gift for tonight, and a dress. You have a fitting this afternoon. You have a dress rehearsal tomorrow. This is so exciting!"
There were butterflies in the pit of my stomach, but it wasn't from the excitement. I was more nervous than ever to see Patrick again. Just thinking about the way he'd grabbed my hand made me wish I was too tall and too fat to wear that extra bridesmaid dress. I hadn’t known what to do or say when Patrick stood there watching me. He had a way of making me so nervous that the room around me started spinning.
"I guess." I gulped. 
"You look like you could use some help. Do you even know what to bring to the bridal shower?"
"Not really." I shook my head. "My cousin had one the night before her wedding, but it was more of a wild girls' night than a fancy shower."
"You mean one of those parties with candy shaped like man parts?" Martha commented nonchalantly. I looked in Taryn's direction just in time to see her roll her eyes.
"I would rather not say."
"Of course, dear." Mrs. Millbreck winked before she marched to her first exercise on the squat machine. "You have a lot to think about, and I have a ladies' lunch to attend after this so let's get started, shall we?"
 



 
CHAPTER TWO
 
My dress fitting went by too fast, and before I knew it was nearing dinner time. The hour had come for me to join Lila and her other bridesmaids at the Pinecliffe Mountain Resort Spa. I'd thought all day about the things Mrs. Millbreck had said. I needed a new dress. A gift. The poise to waltz alongside Patrick and his new bride on the dance floor. But instead of taking on my bridesmaid duties, I ended up browsing the cooking section at The Painted Deer Bookshop. 
Drooling over pictures of desserts is one of my guilty pleasures, but it's probably more torturous than satisfying. I live on Canyon Street above the book store which wasn't the smartest idea on my part since the shop owner, Mrs. Tankle, is my Landlady.
I'd driven away from town and towards Pinecliffe Mountain with nothing to give Lila for her big day. I pulled up to the staff parking lot and noticed something out of the ordinary. There were extra cars parked in the visitor's lot. More so than usual. Most of the resort's guests opted to have their cars valeted when they came into town. Parking on sheets of ice could be uncomfortably tricky in the chilly winter months. January especially. The visitor's lot was normally only half full.
I stepped out of my car and grabbed my gym bag just as my path was blocked by a thin man in a navy blue ski jacket. His smile was way too white to be a wandering local from a neighboring town. He had to have come from the city. I clenched my fist out of habit as he smiled and nodded at me. 
Adrenaline always pumps through my veins when strange men approach me, especially in the staff parking lot. I chalk it up to my naive college days when it seemed like a clever idea to go for a run through campus after sundown. The silence helped me clear my thoughts. The downside was a man in a hoodie standing behind a street lamp casually smoking a cigarette and staring in my direction. I nixed the late night jogs after I saw him along my running route on more than one occasion. He even tried talking to me once, blocking my path to get me to stop. It creeped me out. 
"Hello," the man said.
"Can I help you?" Hotel management insisted that we be polite to all potential guests.
"Why yes, you can."
He followed me towards the staff entrance that led to the employee lounge. I stopped just outside the door, keeping my badge in my pocket. I waited as the man clasped his hands together and eyed my gym bag. 
The only time I've ever been robbed was when Joy and I went to Vegas for an Aerosmith concert. And technically I was almost pick-pocketed, but I happened to turn around and face the culprit before he was able to pull anything out of my purse. I remember thinking how weird it was that some random stranger was standing so close to us. He'd stopped walking and quickly crossed the street just as I looked down and realized my purse had been unzipped.
If this man was aiming to steal my bag and its inexpensive contents then he was about to be disappointed. If he succeeded then he would have stolen a brand new lipstick, a borrowed cocktail dress, a cashless wallet, an employee polo shirt, my name tag, and two double fudge protein bars.
"If you are looking for accommodations our concierge will be more than happy to assist you inside," I replied.
"I already have a room booked," he answered.
"Then what is it you want?"
"I was wondering if I could ask you a few questions." The man eagerly studied my expression. When he noticed the way my jaw was clenched and how my feet were positioned in a defensive stance, he took a step back. "Please, I'm not looking for trouble. I am just trying to do my job."
"Which is?"
"Um.…" 
He scratched his chin and casually rubbed the tip of his rounded nose. It was starting to turn pink from the cold. His ski jacket was zipped up to his neck and he was wearing ski gloves, but the pieces of material on the palms of the gloves weren't worn. They looked brand new. I glanced at the man's shoes. They were snow boots that also looked like they'd just been pulled from their package. This man wasn't only from out of town. He came here from out-of-state. And judging from the way he'd chosen to walk on the damp asphalt rather than the freshly fallen snow told me that he was from a warmer climate. It was better to make footprints in the snow than chance it with black ice. It was all over the parking lot this time of year.
"Where are you from?" I asked, before he had the chance to think of some fake story that would make me feel sorry for him. 
There was only one reason that a non-tourist would venture all the way to Bison Creek. This man was a reporter. An out-of-town reporter which meant that he was here to dig up dirt on the only thing this town had to brag about. Patrick Jaye.
"California," the man answered. He reached out his hand, offering me an invitation to be his ally. 
I kept my hands at my side. Joel Buntley from the local truck stop made friends once when a nosey reporter came sniffing around. An MTV tour bus broke down and stopped here last winter and Joel assisted them with getting back on the road. He'd made a hefty five grand by selling his many insights into the lives of the celebrities on board to the press, but the whole town practically shunned him for it. Plus, one of the stars on board ended up suing him for insinuating that she'd bought a pregnancy test at the convenience store.
"Really? What brings you here?"
“Well," he chuckled, "I'm following a story. Maybe one that you can help me with?"
"A story," I said quietly. I gripped the badge in my pocket and leaned toward the staff entrance. “Sorry, Mr...?”
"John," he answered. "John Slagger."
“Let me guess, John. You are here to inquire about a guest and you thought I might want to make some extra cash?"
"Well--"
"I'm not interested," I said abruptly.
"If you change your mind--"
"I won't." I briskly swiped my badge and stepped inside the employee doors, shutting them tightly behind me.
I headed towards my staff locker, but Joy was waiting for me in the hallway, clipboard in hand. Her eyes widened when she saw me. She glanced at her watch and speed walked in my direction. I stopped so I wouldn't run into her.
"You're late," Joy barked.
"I was looking for a gift for Lila." I glanced over my shoulder to make sure no one had followed me inside. No one named John.
"Let me guess," Joy replied as she placed a hand on her hips. "You couldn't figure out what to get her, so you ended up walking through Mrs. Tankle's shop and lost track of time?"
"No … I looked at the clock." I grinned, but Joy didn't always find my sense of humor amusing.
"Here." Joy handed me a small box wrapped with baby blue wrapping paper and a white bow. "I took care of it."
"Thanks." I accepted the gift and slipped it into my bag. "What is it?"
"I heard from Mr. Shapely who heard from the concierge who heard from the head maid who overheard Lila's assistant say that she still doesn't have something blue for Sunday. It's a silver anklet with a blue snowflake charm made of Swarovski crystal." 
"Hopefully it's her taste."
"I heard from the maid assigned to her suite that she has a thing for Swarovski pieces."
"Then she'll love it," I responded. Joy bit the inside of her cheek and drew in long breaths. Sometimes she counts as she breathes to keep herself calm. "Don't worry. Everything will go according to plan. It always does, right?"
"It will if the paparazzi doesn't bombard this place before Sunday. I mean, I know it's inevitable, but I was hoping to prolong it for as long as possible. I promised Patrick that our staff would keep their mouths shut. It's only Friday. How am I going to make it the full weekend?"
"There's something you should know." I cleared my throat. "I think you might have a leak that needs plugging."
Joy huffed and her cheeks turned rosy. I knew that telling her about John would only add to her stress, but I thought it was better than having thousands of cameramen pull into town at the last second.
"Leak?" she repeated. "What do you mean by that? What did you hear?" 
"There's a guy in the parking lot asking questions and--"
Before I had the chance to explain any further, she pushed past me and threw open the door searching for the trespasser. I jogged to keep up with her, and to make sure she didn't dash through the parking lot in her high heels, slip, and break her neck. The wind blew through a loose strand of her dark hair as she looked left and right. John was nowhere to be seen.
"You need to tell me everything." Joy got that look in her eye that only came when she was about to “red line,” as Dad put it when we were teenagers. 
Joy is horrible at balancing just about everything. She has the unfortunate habit of taking on too many responsibilities both at work and at home. She hasn't been on a date in months and even though she moved in with me last summer to save on rent, I rarely saw her anywhere but at the Pinecliffe Mountain Resort. 
"Okay," I agreed. I placed my hand on her shoulder and nudged her back inside. "I will when you come inside and sit for a couple of minutes. When was the last time you ate?"
"I don't have time to sit down or eat," she answered. "You need to change and I need to make sure Ira polishes the silver for real this time, that crazy woman."
"You mean for the rehearsal dinner tomorrow night?"
"No, Essie, I mean for the bridal shower tea you're supposed to be at in five minutes in the Aspen Room." She started speed walking again, and I had to jog some more to stay by her side. Moving that fast in high heels had to be some kind of world record. "Now come on. Get moving."
"What am I even supposed to talk about with these women?"
"I don't know. Shoes. Carbs. Patrick. You'll figure it out."
 
*          *          *
 
"Bebe," Lila scolded one of her bridesmaids. "You have a dress to fit into."
Bebe discreetly pushed aside the porcelain bowl of sugar cubes and stirred her tea with a worried look on her face. She was thin just like Lila, and she wore too much perfume. Her blonde hair was curled and a diamond-studded flower clip held some of it back. 
Bebe glanced down at her wristband, a plain white band surrounded by diamond tennis bracelets. With all that bling to distract the eye, the band in between was hardly noticeable. 
The three of us were sipping our tea like it was an old time tradition, but Lila kept glaring at the grandfather clock on the wall. We were waiting for her maid of honor, Donna. She was supposed to have arrived ten minutes ago. 
The Aspen Room was the sunniest sitting room in the entire hotel. It had all white furniture and a crystal chandelier that had been flown in from Germany. I felt as though any movement other than a dainty tiptoe would cause the room to crack in half, or at least shatter the display of handcrafted vases displayed on a shelf next to the window. The owner of the resort, Mr. Kentworth, had made sure that each room was superiorly decorated with one-of-a-kind pieces. Years ago after he'd inherited the place, he transformed the quaint historic hotel into a luxurious, more modern resort. Sometimes I found myself staring at the shiny wood floors as I walked through the hallways, wondering why he'd chosen to strip the ground of its ancient ancestry and have all the wood replaced. I preferred the more traditional feel the hotel used to have.
"Where is she?" Lila muttered to herself. "This is so typical of Donna." Lila jumped to her feet and exhaled loudly. Her assistant rushed through the door as if he'd been listening to us in the hallway.
"Deep breaths," he said to her. "Deep breaths. Let me get you some water."
"Where have you been?" Lila snapped at him. "I haven't seen you since lunch."
"I told you." Her assistant's eyes darted from her to picturesque view out the window. "I had some work to catch up on." He cleared his throat and focused on her again. "Emails," he added.
"Whatever, just find her, Franco," she commanded him. "Find out where Donna is or I will find her myself and it won't be pretty."
"Yes, of course." 
Lila's assistant, Franco, was an older man and he obeyed Lila like she was his elderly aunt about to cut him out of her will. He wore a tailored suit and his rectangular glasses complimented his grayish facial hair. He was shorter than Lila, and could zip from one end of the room to the next like a nervous squirrel. The moment he had the opportunity to sneak out, he scurried to the door and quietly shut it behind him.
"Ugh," Lila murmured. "I need some air." She fanned her face until she caught sight of double doors leading onto a sun deck. They were normally kept closed this time of year, but Lila walked right up to them and took her frustrations out on the door knob. She pushed and pulled before the doors finally creaked opened. When she walked outside into the chilly afternoon air, Bebe set her teacup down and snatched a shortbread cookie.
"Oh Lord," Bebe said under her breath. She spoke with a southern accent that made me pay close attention when she talked. "Get me out of this nightmare. She is going to explode one of these days and someone needs to explain to her that this isn't the golden state. She can't go prancing around in the winter air like that or she'll catch a nasty cold."
"Planning a wedding can be stressful," I responded, attempting to lighten the mood.
"I swear she's going to fall over dead before Sunday rolls around." Bebe grabbed another shortbread cookie and shoved it in her mouth like it was her last chance to eat before the world ended. "I don't blame Bev for backing out of this at the last minute. Heavens, I wish I had thought of that first. And Donna . . . well, it wouldn't surprise me if she was boarding a flight back to L.A. right about now. Especially after last night." 
Bebe hurriedly looked over her shoulder and wolfed down another cookie. Her lips moved so fast that she reminded me of a baby sucking the life out of a brand new pacifier. When she was finished, she delicately wiped the corners of her mouth with her napkin. It was a complete contrast from the way she had savagely downed her food.
"What happened last night?" I asked. I didn't touch anything at the table except my tea, though I had been eyeing a jumbo vanilla cupcake that I knew I couldn't have unless I wanted to spend the rest of my evening doing lunges.
"Well." Bebe leaned in closer and lowered her voice to a whisper. "I heard that Franco saw Patrick and Donna together in one of the dining rooms. It looked like they were getting just a little too cozy if you know what I mean." She giggled.
"That doesn't sound like Patrick. Franco must have walked in at the wrong moment."
"Maybe." Bebe shrugged. "But Franco tells Lila everything. She threw a fit."
I raised my eyebrows and tried to imagine what Patrick and Donna must have been talking about. They could've been discussing anything, and yet Franco took it upon himself to drop a bombshell on Lila right before her wedding. If it was even true? 
The doors leading outside slammed when Lila finally came inside looking calm and collected. The chill air was just what she needed because her cheeks weren't as fiery red and her expression wasn't one of a constipated debutante. She approached the table with a twisted smile – her demeanor now the opposite of what it had once been. As Taryn would sometimes say at the gym, it looked like Lila had “found her zen.”
"Ladies," she said calmly and pleasantly, "I have decided that we should go ahead and make our way to the spa without Donna. I don't know where she is or what she's doing, but if she decides to join us later then that's great. If not, then that's okay too."
Bebe and I looked at each other, unsure how to respond.
"Sounds great," I answered. I stood up and waited for Bebe to do the same. Clutching Lila's bridal shower gift in my hand, I glanced at the nearest exit. The door opened before I could lead us all out of the room. Franco came sputtering back in.
"I'm so sorry," he said while panting. "I can't find Donna. She's not in her room. She's not at the gym or in the dining area."
"Maybe she's out shopping?" I suggested.
"Yes, that must be it," Lila agreed. 
Bebe smiled widely as she headed for the door. I followed her and glanced behind me to make sure that Lila followed us to the spa. If anyone needed a good massage right now it was her. Franco patted Lila on the back and helped her with her bag. He quickly handed her a small pill bottle that Lila slipped casually into her purse.
"Enjoy your time at the spa," he said to her. "Don't worry, I will take care of everything."
"Okay." Lila nodded and looked at me. The two of us stepped out into the hallway just as Bebe grabbed the next available elevator. Lila took her time instead of rushing to join her, glancing at every painting on the wall. The elevator doors closed slowly and Bebe looked relieved to finally have a moment to herself. 
I stood next to Lila and waited for the next one.
"Oh." I reached into my bag and pulled out the gift box that Joy had given me. "This is for you."
"How sweet. You didn't have to do that." Lila accepted the package. She examined the wrapping and neatly tied bow. "Honesty, I'm just glad you turned up this morning. It's nice to meet an old friend of Patrick's. He doesn't talk much about his childhood."
"Hmm." I raised my eyebrows and anxiously watched the button above the elevator, hoping it would turn red soon. "I guess there's nothing worth mentioning."
"Personally, I don't know how he survived so long in a town like this. No offense."
"Right," I muttered.
"It's so small here. Everyone knows too much about everyone else's business. That would drive me crazy."
"Unless you are the person who knows it all."
"That's true," she responded. "But I have a hard time as it is with the people who don't know me."
The elevator door dinged and the two of us stepped inside.
"Small towns aren't so bad," I commented. "You just have to know how to act around the locals. For example, don't take phone calls when you're picking up groceries at the corner market because Stella Binsby is a horrible eavesdropper. And don't mention any of your past relationships to a man named Booney at the Grizzly. He works at the BC Gazette. He likes to dig."
"You must think I'm some kind of spoiled socialite." Lila shook her head and took a deep breath. When it was only the two of us in a confined space, she didn't seem as intimidating. She even slumped her shoulders for a brief three seconds like a normal person. "I promise, I'm not usually this uptight."
"You don't have to explain," I replied. "I imagine your life is very stressful. I get it."
"You don't know the half of it." She glanced down at her heels. "I started modeling when I was fourteen years old. Ever since then, I don't think I’ve taken a real break."
"Wow."
"My parents didn't have much," she went on. "After I lost them both in a car accident and fell into modeling, I guess I felt like my work was all I had. But all the pressure has taken its toll on me." She readjusted the grip on the handle of her purse. I looked down and caught a peek at her pinky nail. The portion that wasn't hidden beneath a Band-Aid had chipped polish. "I can't even get a decent night's sleep without a pill to help me relax. I saw you looking." She held up her purse.
"Oh, I . . . sorry, it's none of my business," I replied.
"It's okay. The pills are from my therapist. They help me sleep."
"Good sleep is hard to come by," I said. "Even for me."
"You know you're not at all how I imagined you would be." Lila waited as the elevator dinged and the doors slid open. "Most people I meet tend to start off name-dropping. Then comes the bragging. And then after that they start fishing for invitations to things. Patrick was right about you."
My chest felt like it was frozen when she mentioned the name of her fiancé. My mind burst with questions. I had trouble moving my legs fast enough to keep pace with Lila as we walked towards the spa doors. I was surprised Patrick had discussed me with his future bride.
"Patrick mentioned me?" I asked as casually as I could. "What did he say exactly?"
"Just that you used to be neighbors and that you're not like the rest of the townies. He told me I could trust you."
"He said all that?"
"He thinks very highly of you, you know." Lila lifted her chin and studied my expression. I wiped the smile from my face. I didn't want her to suspect that I had even the slightest crush on her man, even if it was all in the past. If she was the jealous type she might try to bring it up in front of Patrick to embarrass me. A lame attempt, but it would definitely work on me.
"There you two are," Bebe shouted from the spa entrance. "Come on. I'm itching for a facial."
A spa attendant named Misty greeted us. I'd seen her before but never talked to her. She was a quiet sort of girl who usually wore her hair pulled back. Today it hung past her shoulders in messy curls and she kept a wide smile on her face. Misty led us to a changing room where we would be changing into robes. She handed us each a list of spa treatments to choose from. We had the option of either relaxing around the heated pool with a cocktail or lining up various treatments for the evening. Or both. 
I'd never used the pool in the spa before. I preferred the lap pool at the Bison Creek rec center. The spa pool was filled with healing mineral waters from nearby hot springs. It was supposed to hydrate your skin and cleanse your body of toxins. The spa was half the reason tourists stayed at the resort besides the skiing. So far I hadn't heard any complaints about it. 
"Mind if I test the water before I change into a swimming suit?" Bebe asked. "I'm not sure if I want to get in right now. Maybe I'll just have a massage and a cocktail." She tugged at a layer of her hair and glanced at Lila.
"Of course." Misty gestured towards the door leading to the pool area. Bebe smiled and Lila and I followed her to see what the healing pool looked like before we chose our treatments.
I walked through the doors, immediately feeling the humidity from the room seep into my skin like warm mist. I took a step forward but ended up stepping onto the back of Bebe's heels. Lila slammed into my back. She cleared her throat before she took a deep breath.
"Bebe, what is wrong with you?" Lila asked. Her temper was back.
"I think I found Donna," Bebe answered in a low whisper. Her body blocked our way like a brick wall that wouldn't budge. I touched Bebe's arm and it was freezing cold. Bebe's immediately reached for her bracelets. She found the white band in the middle and yanked it. The band bounced, hitting the inner portion of her wrist. Bebe did it again. And again. And again. Her eyes were fixated in front of her.
"Is this some kind of joke because it isn't funny, Bebe." Lila pushed past me and forced Bebe to keep walking. The three of us stopped dead when we saw a body floating face down in the pool like a forgotten buoy. A draft blew through the room from a window in the corner that had been wedged open. Tiny snow flurries floated in the water. They were scattered around the body and a fresh blanket of powder sat on the back of the woman's head.
Taking in the entire sight made my blood run cold.
"No," Lila muttered. "No. No. No. That can't be her. She can't be dead. Donna!"
"She's definitely dead," Bebe said quietly. She glanced down, realizing she'd been snapping her bracelet hard enough to make her skin turn red. She gulped and looked at me with tears in her eyes. I reached out a hand to console her, but she ended up wrapping her arms around me instead. I hugged her - my eyes surveying the scene in front of me. 
Donna's body floated along the surface of the pool. She was dressed as if she'd been planning on joining us for tea. She was even wearing a head band that matched the color of her heels. A half-eaten chocolate cupcake floated next to her, or at least soggy bits of it. 
Her skin and clothes were intact. There were no cuts or bruises on her arms or legs that I could see. No trail of blood leading to the edge of the pool. It looked like she'd accidentally slipped and had possibly hit her head. But why did she come straight here instead of meeting us in the Aspen Room first? And where did she get the cupcake?
None of the chairs or tables surrounding the pool looked like they'd been moved. Nothing had been turned over. There were no abandoned robes near the water. No watery foot prints leading anywhere. The only thing that felt off was the open window. My eyes darted again to the half-eaten cupcake. It was floating alongside the body as if Donna had been eating it just moments before she'd drowned.
My gut told me this wasn't an accident.
"Misty!" I shouted. "Misty, call the police!"
"I can't believe it." Lila sniffled. "He actually did it this time, that scumbag."
"Excuse me?"
Lila's hand shook as she wiped away a tear, rubbing her wrinkle-free forehead. Her eyes darted around the room like she was expecting the killer to jump out of the shadows and drown her next.
"I receive threats all the time, but none of those psychos ever follow through," Lila gulped. "I know who did this. It had to be him." She covered her mouth and began to sob. Her cries grew louder and louder. Pretty soon she'd be wailing.
"Who?" I urged her to tell me before she became hysterical. "Who did this?"
"It was my stalker."
 



 
 
CHAPTER THREE
 
I waited in the Aspen Room for my turn to be questioned by the Bison Creek police department. The entire division consisted of Sheriff Williams and his son Murray. I imagined that both of their jaws dropped to the floor when they'd received the call about Donna, the dead bridesmaid. The majority of deaths in town were elderly residents who died peacefully in their homes. Occasionally, there were ski accidents or hikers who thought they could handle themselves. This had to be Bison Creek's first actual murder case in a very long time and it definitely showed.
After Misty called the sheriff, I had to keep her from reaching into the pool and tampering with any evidence. I almost screamed at her when she ran to the open window and tried to close it. The draft had blown through her messy hair as she'd yanked at it, anchoring her entire hand on the windowsill. Whatever fingerprints might've been there were now mixed in with Misty's. I had to take charge and basically lock down the crime scene by forcing everyone to leave. I wasn't an expert by any means, but I knew that there were procedures that needed to be followed. Even at the gym we had incident reports for injuries and health scares. Lila hadn't been too happy about that. She'd been seconds away from diving into the pool to pull out Donna's body so her skin didn't look like a giant raisin for the funeral.
Bebe was talking loudly in the room next door. Her voice carried through the walls as she spoke to Murray. She'd been distraught when she saw Donna floating in the pool, but now she was back to her old self and sparing no details of what she'd seen at the crime scene. Lila was in her room sleeping it off. Her assistant Franco thought it best to let her have some time to herself so she didn't say or do anything rash.
The door to the Aspen Room flung open, making my heart jolt. Joy rushed towards me so fast I thought one of the hotel's prized vases was going to fall to the floor and shatter. Joy clenched her jaw and sat next to me. She was breathing heavily and she took a moment to calm herself down.
"This is horrible," she whispered. "Just horrible."
"Relax, sis." I placed my hand on her shoulder and forced her to take a few more breaths. "I don't want you to fall over and have a heart attack."
"Essie," she muttered. "You have to help me. If word of this spreads too far, the resort will be finished. I will be finished." Her eyes looked glossy.
"Joy, I'm so sorry." I couldn't think of anything else to say to her because I knew she was right. Tourism in Bison Creek would take a hit if news of a wedding killer at Pinecliffe Mountain Resort reached the ears of anyone outside of town. And that was not the sort of news that could be hushed for long. Eventually, this place would be crawling with reporters. And unless the murderer was caught, who would want to chance a night in a town where a murderer roamed free?
"Luckily, Lila hasn't decided yet whether or not the wedding is cancelled."
"What?" I raised my eyebrows, knowing that if it were me I wouldn't hesitate to call the whole thing off. Even if I'd been about to marry Patrick, I would take the untimely death of one of my bridesmaids as a sign from above.
"If we can figure out what happened to that poor girl, I think I can convince Lila to move forward with the wedding. I can't lose this account. Mr. Kentworth promised me that he would consider promoting me if I pulled this one off." Her eyes beamed when she said the word wedding. 
"Are you sure that's a good idea?" I asked. "I mean, have you spoken to Patrick? What did he say about the whole thing?"
"Oh no, he's in Denver on business. He won't be back until late tonight."
"Then someone should call him and tell him," I insisted.
"Leave that to his fiancée." Joy waved her hand as if that particular detail wasn't as important. "Essie, you have to help me clear the hotel's name of any foul play so we aren't destroyed by this. This can't be made to look like negligence on our part."
"Me? Why me?" I glanced at the wall, still able to hear Bebe's steady jabbering.
"Because you and I both know that this is way over Sheriff Williams' head. He couldn't even figure out who stole Mrs. Tankle's Siamese cat last summer."
"Pixie?" I replied. "Oh, she wasn't stolen. She ran away. Went off to brave greener and more mouse-ridden pastures."
"You see." Joy sat up straighter and smiled at me. "If anyone in this town can figure this out it's you. You notice everything that goes on, and most people in town actually like you. I can't say the same for Murray after last year's Christmas Market debacle."
"I warned him that the wassail was alcoholic," I murmured.
"Please Essie, I've worked my whole life to be Head Event Coordinator. I don't want to get fired. Or worse. Demoted. You have to help me." She stuck out her bottom lip as she pleaded.
I knew that I would eventually give in and agree. She was my sister and I would have been heartbroken if this whole mess were blamed on her. For all I knew, Donna had tripped and hit her head or something. I kept telling myself that even though I didn't believe it. Donna had no reason to be down there in the first place. Joy eagerly waited for my response.
"You know how I feel about butting into the gossipy crap that floats through this town," I said. "Once I start digging, who knows what I might find."
"I understand that but, this is life or death, Essie. And I will be forever in your debt."
"I thought you already were," I added.
She forced a hopeful smile.
"So you'll do it?"
"I'll do it," I gave in. "So long as you understand that we don't have much time to work with and . . ." I bit the corner of my lip, knowing that she wasn't going to like what I was about to say next. "I am going to have to pay a little visit to Wade."
"Absolutely not," she scolded me. "I don't care if the entire earth is about to burst into flames. You promised me you would stay far away from that backstabbing piece of vermin!"
"Joy, if anyone knows of something fishy going on in this town it's him. I have to pay him a visit." I glared at her until she calmed herself down enough to give me her approval. 
I don't think Wade is a completely terrible guy. He just makes terrible decisions. That and he is Joy's ex-husband. The two of them were high school sweethearts. They moved in together the second they turned eighteen and the rest was all downhill from there. For years, I never knew if they were separated or back together, but every time they split, Joy made me promise to shun him like an incurable disease. Wade makes my sister crazy. The kind of crazy that compels people to throw frying pans and butter knives.
"When you do, I don't want to hear about it." She stood up and firmly gripped the edge of her clipboard. "And if he asks, I'm thriving without him." She paused for a minute. "And tell him I'm seeing someone," she added. "Someone hot and completely wrong for me."
Her heels echoed on the wooden floors as she passed Murray in the hallway escorting Bebe out of his makeshift interrogation room. Murray was wearing his police uniform and he grinned when he saw me. I stood up and let him escort me to the next room for questioning, remembering the time in the fourth grade when he'd given me a Valentine's Day card that said “Will you marry me?”
He still looked at me with googly eyes sometimes, the same way he had back then.
"Murray," I said as I sat down across from him.
"Officer Williams," he corrected me, pointing to his badge. "You see this, Essie."
"My mistake." 
Murray dropped his pencil as he pulled out his notebook to jot something down. His reddish hair was parted to the side and his front teeth stuck out slightly when he smiled. 
As soon as he'd finished high school, he followed in his father's footsteps by joining the police department. It was admirable, but unfortunately the Williams family wasn't cut out for police work. I don't even think they bothered to lock their front door until a couple of years ago.
"Your name please," he said, looking at his notepad. 
"It's me, Murray. I've known you since first grade."
"Come on, Essie." He whined when he talked. "It's procedure."
"Fine Essie Str--"
"Your full name," he added.
"Gwenessa N. Stratter," I replied, narrowing my eyes.
"What does the N stand for?"
"None of your business." 
"I'll make note of that on our marriage license," he joked.
I folded my arms as he wrote down our conversation word for word. 
My middle name is actually Nora. My parents gave it to me after I was adopted. Since the name belonged to my mom's grandmother, it had been their way of bringing me into the family. Though I'd let them know more than once when I was younger that I wouldn't have minded at all if they'd decided to change my name completely. Gwenessa isn't exactly a popular name.
"And where were you the night of . . .?” Murray recited the question like he had spent the last hour memorizing the manual. "I mean, where were you this afternoon?"
"I got off work early, went to my apartment, walked around the bookshop, and came straight here to meet Lila for her bridal shower."
"And do you have witnesses who can confirm your whereabouts?" he asked.
"Yes." I rolled my eyes and watched him literally write the word yes in his notebook.
"Who can confirm this?" He looked up and waited for me to answer.
"Well, besides everyone at the hotel, my landlady Mrs. Tankle."
"Okay, check." Murray nodded as he turned the page and moved on to the next set of questions. "Please describe to me what you saw tonight at the spa."
When he paused and waited for me to answer, my mind jumped back to tea with Bebe and Lila. I replayed the whole thing in my head up until the point that Bebe had stood frozen when she noticed Donna's body floating in the pool. A lump formed in my throat. She didn't choke on her cupcake and slam into the water without anyone hearing her. She had to have been murdered. Bison Creek was hosting a killer, and who knows for how long.
"Are you really writing all this down in a notebook?" I asked. "Shouldn't you be recording our interview?"
"Voice recorder is broken." He chuckled.
"Murray--"
"Officer Williams," he butted in. 
"Officer Williams," I said, a little annoyed. "This is a murder case, not a shoplifting scam or one of old man Simpkins' noise complaints. Let me see that." I leaned forward and grabbed his notebook without any objections. Murray had written a few pages worth of what Bebe had told him. I skimmed through it, stopping when I came to a part about how Donna didn't have dinner with Bebe last night because she'd spent most of her time on the phone with someone. "This part here." I pointed to the notebook. "Did you ask Bebe who Donna was talking to on the phone?"
"Um."
"Did you ask her if Donna seemed upset or anxious about something?"
"Um." Murray scratched his head.
"Did you at least ask her about what Franco told Lila about Donna and Patrick?"
"Who is Franco?" Murray wrinkled his nose looking confused. 
I touched my forehead with the palm of my hand and flipped through more pages, stopping at Murray's interview with Misty, the spa receptionist. From what Murray had written down, she'd admitted that she'd spent most of her afternoon shacked up in a storage closet with one of the waiters. No wonder she'd looked cheerier than usual. I scanned a few more sentences, stopping again when the name of the waiter was revealed. It was Eli, the resort's errand boy. Eli was notorious for coaxing other people to do his work for him. It was miraculous that Mr. Kentworth let him get away with so much. They had to be related. Very, very distantly related.
I dropped Murray's notebook back in his lap. Joy was right. If the resort lost too much business then the whole town would suffer the consequences. If Murray was our best guy we would all be out of jobs before the summer.
"Okay, I think we're done." I stood up and placed my hands on my hips. "You need to get Doc Henry down here to take a look at the body. I believe he's also our county coroner. And I think you need to get a list of all the guests who stayed here last night. At least your dad is downstairs right now with a camera. That's a start." 
Murray turned the page of his notebook and scribbled furiously. 
"You should think about holding a meeting with all the staff to get their cooperation on this. Oh, and I'll be by the station later to request a background check and an undercover reporter guy who hassled me this morning."
"Right." Murray cleared his throat. "Who do I talk to about the guest list thingy?"
"You've got to be kidding," I muttered.
 
*   *   *
 
Doc Henry came immediately to examine Donna's body. While he made his assessments, I had a window of time to pay my sister’s ex a little visit. But first, I needed some leverage. Wade wasn't going to help me unless I helped him. It was the way his mind worked. He was always looking out for number one. Himself.
I pulled up to my apartment to look for a bargaining chip but nothing came to mind. A huge wad of cash would surely loosen his lips. I had a few twenties in my nightstand. As I stepped out of my car, I noticed a figure leaning against the wall of The Painted Deer Bookshop. He was tall and lean, and really needed to pull the price sticker off of his brand new beanie. I took a deep breath, my calf muscles flexing. The man slowly approached me. I didn't know John. I didn't know the real reason he had travelled here from sunny California, and I couldn't trust him even if he never stopped smiling.
"Hi." He walked towards me and I stopped. I avoided looking upstairs and giving away where I lived.
"John, right?"
"That's right."
"I'm sorry, but the answer is still no. I can't help you."
"If you would just hear me out," he continued. "This isn't the kind of thing you think it is. My sources--"
"Whatever your sources told you it isn't true," I replied. "Bison Creek is nothing but a quiet little ski town with the smoothest powder in all the Rockies. If you're looking for a big story of sorts, next week is our town Waffle Fest. Some of the townies get really into it."
"That's not exactly the kind of thing I'm looking for." He took a step forward. As soon as he did, I took a step back. He put his hands in his pockets and looked down at his snow boots, a little confused. "Well, is there anyone around here I can talk to?"
"You can try the Grizzly?" I suggested. "The local bar."
"Okay, I'll do that. I was already headed there anyway."
My muscles became less and less tense as he turned and walked away. The regulars over at the Grizzly would keep him occupied for the next couple of days. If he didn't leave town just to get away from Booney and his infamous question game he played with tourists, I would've been shocked. Booney likes to one up any story he's told. Most of the time he circles back to stories about how he lost his pinky finger in the army. The story usually changes with every tourist.
John went walking down the street, glancing up at the setting sun. I had to make it to Wade's place before I lost all daylight. It was impossible to drive on the road leading towards his cabin at night, and I was definitely not planning on spending the night. I prepared myself for the journey by warming up my car and scraping off every last centimeter of ice. 
They say that love makes people do crazy things. 
Well, death makes people do even crazier things.
 



 
 
CHAPTER FOUR
 
I drove down a dirt trail just outside of town. It gave the phrase “off the beaten path”
a run for its money. I could barely drive five miles per hour because the road was embedded with rocks that could have blown my tires at any second. Wade put extra rocks there on purpose to keep wanderers away. When I was close enough to his house, I parked the car and got out to walk.
I zipped my ski coat all the way up and wrapped my scarf around my nose as a harsh breeze blasted across my face. The sun was going down and I could see a lantern lighting Wade's front porch. Wade's house was a one-bedroom mountain lodge with a smoking chimney and a pile of chopped firewood outside the door. Next to the lodge was a shed large enough to shelter his baby. A 1967 Camaro.
Wade was outside gathering wood when he saw me coming. With his hiking boots and mud-stained jeans, he looked like a typical mountain man. His face was always scruffy and his light brown hair was long enough to put back in a ponytail. He smirked when he saw me.
“Essie," he chuckled.
"Wade," I greeted him. 
"The last time I saw you was right after your sister threatened to cut off my family jewels and throw them at my head." He picked up a bundle of wood like it was nothing but a pile of toothpicks bundled together with dental floss. "Come on in."
I followed him inside. I'd been to Wade's place plenty of times. I even remembered when he started building it ten years ago. The floors were a dark wood and the furniture was plain and simple. The walls were still painted a sage green from when my sister used to live here.
"I see nothing has changed much," I said.
"The house or me?" he asked. 
"Both." I unzipped my coat and carefully sat down next to the pile of woodworking magazines that were stacked on the couch like it was a bookshelf. 
Wade is a pretty reasonable guy, except when he's around my sister. Unfortunately, they are just one of those couples that bring out the worst in each other. The only reason they got together in the first place was because they hadn't lived together yet, and all that heated energy was being spun into sexual tension instead.
"Does Joy know you're here?" He smirked when he said her name as if the thought of her going insane because we were having a conversation gave him pleasure.
"Believe me, I would not have come if it wasn't urgent."
"This is about golden boy, isn't it?" He set the wood next to his fireplace and began feeding the small flame that was flickering inside it.
"How did you know Patrick was back?" I asked
Wade shrugged.
"The same way I know Sheriff Williams stopped by the gas station for an extra pack of brews last night. Word gets around when you work the mines." He nodded looking pleased with himself. I'd always found it comical that he referred to himself as a miner. A long time ago that might have been true since the majority of people in this town had ancestors who moved here to work in the silver mines. But the silver mine in Pinecliffe Mountain had been dead for years. Wade worked as a tour guide slash maintenance guy. To get to Bison Creek you had to exit the highway and drive past the silver mines' main entrance and gift shop, as well as the historic Bison Creek Railroad Station. The steam engine train was another one of the town's tourist attractions. Wade saw it all and, because he had the tendency to eavesdrop on tourists who came into town, he heard it all, too. If anyone knew the specifics of this John Slagger guy and when he'd arrived, Wade did.
"You're a tour guide," I reminded him.
"I go inside the mines for work." He brushed the wood shavings from his hands. "That still counts, sweetheart."
"Let me make this easy for you," I started. "I'm going to ask you if you've seen or heard anything about a nosey tourist who calls himself John, and you are going to nod if the answer is yes."
"I thought you'd be wanting to hear more about that Lila Clemton woman," he responded. "When I heard Patrick wanted to keep his visit hush hush, I knew that famous chick must be here too." He stopped to study my expression. "I'm right, aren't I? She is here." His eyes widened as he put the pieces together. "Which means . . . do I hear wedding bells?"
"Yes, okay," I said impatiently. "You're so clever. Now, do you know anything that can help me?"
"Something must have happened," he guessed. "Let me guess, the paparazzi caught wind of it already?"
"Maybe." As I watched him try to analyze every word that came out of my mouth, I was reminded of why Joy loathed him so much. Why he drove her crazy with his questions and guessing games. "Have you seen any reporters snooping around lately?"
"This John guy," he answered. "Is he tall? Skinny? Wears a brand spanking new ski coat?"
"That's him." I eagerly leaned forward, hoping he was about to tell me that John was at the resort at the time Donna was murdered.
"Yeah, I heard he hit on Ada down at the bakery. Apparently, he's ordered enough blueberry streusel to feed the entire town."
"When was he at the bakery?"
"I don't know. Right before they closed, I think. So sometime this afternoon," he replied.
"Darn," I muttered to myself. I took a deep breath and glanced out the window at the rocky trail leading back to my car. Soft snowflakes had already covered my tracks to the cabin. It was funny how the snow had a way of giving everything a clean slate.
"What's the matter? Did this guy stand you up for a date or something?" Wade had a smug look on his face. He liked to push my buttons the same he did with Joy, but I had a cooler temper. Since working at the resort, I'd learned to be patient with people. It was the only way I was able to teach them. And it was the only way I could bear training Martha Millbreck all these years. She was a high-paying client, but not many people got along with her. 
"Something like that," I lied, turning to leave.
"Wait," Wade blurted out. He ran his fingers through his hair and scratched the patch of scruff on his chin. "There's something else."
I stopped to listen.
"What?"
"If I tell you…" He paused. "You have to promise me something."
Where's my bargaining chip?
"Just tell me, Wade."
"First, swear that you'll tell Joy I'm seeing someone," he said. "Someone out of my league."
I rolled my eyes.
"I'm not going to tell her that," I answered. "She has enough to deal with right now as it is. Tell me, and I won't tell her what we talked about tonight." Wade raised his eyebrows. "It'll drive her just as crazy. I promise."
Wade chuckled and nodded his head.
"Okay, somebody else came into town early this afternoon," he explained. "Another out-of-towner. Drives a black BMW with tinted windows."
"What did he look like?" My heart pounded as I imagined the killer stepping out of the vehicle in a trench coat and sunglasses. "Or was it a she?"
"I don't know. I can't see through tinted windows, but I'll ask around."
"Well, did you at least see where the car was headed?"
“Definitely," he replied. “The resort.”
 
*   *   *
 
When I drove back into town, the sun had gone down. I pulled up in front of The Painted Deer Bookshop and eagerly jogged to my apartment door. I lit a fire as soon as I got inside and rubbed my cold hands together for warmth. It was nights like this that I would usually dig through my box of bargain books that Mrs. Tankle let me borrow, and find a good read to go along with my before bedtime tea. Joy called it my teacap because an herbal tea before bed was my way of winding down. And it went along well with my stimulant-free new year's resolution. 
My “no coffee” rule was the hardest one to swallow. I'd made it my new year's goal to cut the caffeine. I drank it so much that my first week going cold turkey consisted of daily headaches and mood swings worse than Joy's. I must have been more dependent on the stuff than I realized, but I was able to cure some of my cravings with a Green Ginger Pick-Me-Up smoothie – a smoothie of my own creation consisting of green vegetables, pineapple, and fresh ginger root for a zest of energy.
My fingers brushed across a few books, but I couldn’t concentrate. It was too late to go wandering around town. Joy wasn't home yet, and her room usually remained untouched. She was most likely still at work trying to clean up the mess from tonight.
Like the majority of my nights, I was on my own for a late dinner. I put a kettle on the stove and started making a mental checklist of everything I needed to do tomorrow, including visiting Doc Henry to ask about Donna's body and paying another visit to Murray at the station. I chose a bag of pumpkin spice tea that Mom had given me last winter. I'd used the tea sparingly since I would have to drive to another county just to buy more.
My mind wouldn't relax, even when I took a giant whiff of the cinnamon and spice that was swirling around in my mug. My brain was on overload and I couldn't figure out a way to force it to power down. I retreated to my living room. It was next to my kitchen and had two tall windows that overlooked Canyon Street. The wooden floors creaked and droplets of water always dripped in the sink, sometimes waking me up at night. But I loved this place.
I sat down on my sofa and inhaled the steam rising from my mug. I closed my eyes and tried to clear my mind. My heartbeat gradually slowed down until there was a light knock on the door. My heart jumped and my muscles froze. It couldn’t be Joy. She had a key.
I slowly stood up and tiptoed towards the peephole just as another light knock hit the door. I peered through the peephole and gulped at a face I wasn't expecting to see. I quickly straightened my hair and adjusted my top before answering. I opened the door to Patrick who was waiting on the other side with a hopeful look on his face. He seemed relieved when I answered the door, anxiously stepping inside and looking from side to side to see if I was alone.
"Patrick," I gasped. "What are you doing here?"
"I went to your old house but . . . you moved."
"Yeah," I responded. "I've been here above the bookshop for quite a while now."
"Oh." He cleared his throat and glanced at the sofa. His cheeks were rosy and his hunter green ski coat had flakes of snow on the shoulders.
"Do you want to sit down?"
"Yes, thanks." He hesitated at first, but finally tried to make himself comfortable as I walked towards the kitchen.
"Can I get you something?" I asked. "Coffee? Tea? The Scotch that Joy has been hiding under the sink?"
Patrick chuckled.
"No, I'm okay."
My hands trembled as I joined him on the sofa, casually sitting so that our knees were inches away from each other. I gripped the handle of my mug tight as I took a sip of my tea, hoping that the warm liquid would calm me down or at least distract me from saying something stupid.
"So," I said. "Is everything okay?" Of course, it's not.
"Essie," he purposefully said loudly. "I know that you know about . . . Donna."
"Unfortunately…" I gulped. "I was there when Bebe found her. I'm so sorry, Patrick."
As Patrick nodded and glanced down at his snow boots, my mind jumped back to what Bebe had said about the two of them. My curiosity kicked in and I sat up straighter. My stomach settled down when I focused on the very important task I'd been given. I forced my feelings aside and reminded myself what could happen to this town if the ski resort had to close down. 
"I think I'm still in shock," he muttered. "I hope you don't mind, but I didn't know who else to talk to. Lila is resting and my parents have turned in for the night."
"It's fine. I'm not expecting Joy for at least another few hours. That is if she's not sleeping at the resort again tonight."
"About that," he said quietly. "I spoke with Lila the second I got home and she still wants to get married, but . . ."
"Now you're not so sure?" I guessed.
"I just don't know if it's the right thing to do under the circumstances, but she's insisting." He looked up at me and for a brief few seconds our eyes connected. It took everything I had to keep my heart from bursting out my chest. "I hope you don't mind me barging in on you like this, but my parents love Lila. I think all they care about at the moment are their future grandkids."
"I don't blame them." I smiled. "My parents have given up on that dream. I don't date much." I blurted out that last part without thinking.
"I doubt that's true." He studied my face and grinned back. "I have been gone for far too long."
"What did Lila say when you talked about postponing the wedding?"
"She said we'd never get a chance like this again what with the paparazzi thinking we're on a plane to Italy for the weekend." He rubbed his eyes as if he hadn't slept in a while. "But to tell you the truth, it has been one thing after another since we got here. I'm starting to wonder if it's all a sign or something." He scooted a little closer to me. "Remember when we played over by the silver mine when we were kids and--"
"I know what you're going to say," I interrupted him. 
Patrick used to snowboard with a piece of fabric tied around his ankle underneath his snowboarding boot. He said it was his lucky charm - a piece of the onesie he'd been wearing when he fell through the railing of his parent's second story balcony as a baby. Patrick is very superstitious.
"You do?"
"Yes, you always bring up your old cat Snowflake. And I always remind you that she died when we were nine."
"And I always remind you that I've seen her since then. She definitely wasn't dead that day at the mines when she jumped in front of us before we could wander inside."
"Cave-ins happen all the time," I responded. "Yeah we were lucky that day that we were too scared to go inside, but we shouldn't have been playing there in the first place."
"Anyway." He grinned as he moved on with his story. "I'm not saying that I saw Snowflake today, but the feeling was the same. When I thought about canceling the wedding, I felt . . . relieved. Almost like I had escaped a disastrous fate yet again."
"If that's the way you feel," I answered. "Then I think it's pretty clear what you should do. You don't need me to tell you."
Patrick chuckled as he eyed the mug in my hand. His gaze wandered from the tips of my fingers to the balls of my cheeks. The gesture made me shift uncomfortably in my seat. He was thinking about the old days. The way things used to be before he got famous and I transformed from Gwenessa the husky weirdo into Essie the fitness guru. 
"It's just like old times, isn't it?"
"Not really," I answered. 
"Oh come on." He leaned towards me, close enough for me to smell the cologne on his neck. "You don't remember what you said to me the night before I left for California?"
"Remind me." 
The truth was that I had a whole lot on my mind that night. I couldn't decide if I should have told him how I felt about him or act like it was no big deal that he was moving away to become a professional athlete. I didn't remember exactly what I said to him that night. All I remembered was how I kept everything I wanted to say inside, and then cried about it afterwards until I gave myself a migraine. That was the last time I ever cried over him.
"You told me to keep doing what I do best," he answered. "That saying has always stuck with me. It's why I didn't give up the first time I tanked at the Winter X Games. You might not believe it, but you give excellent advice, Essie. It feels weird calling you Essie now."
"I should have switched to that name in high school," I replied, trying to take the conversation away from a night I didn't care to relive. "I don't know why I didn't think of it?"
"Well, it does suit you." He tilted his head. "Though there was nothing wrong with Gwenessa."
"Oh there were a lot of things wrong with Gwenessa," I joked.
The two of us laughed. Patrick inched a little closer until the edge of his thigh brushed against mine. I nervously looked down at our knees. They were closer together. I took a sip of my tea as I thought about what else I could've said to keep the conversation away from the past. I couldn’t think of a single thing.
"I hope I haven't made you too uncomfortable," he said quietly.
"Oh no." My eyes widened.
"I know things have changed a lot since we were kids. I mean, I assume you have a boyfriend or a fiancé or something. He isn't here, is he?" His eyes darted to the hallway leading towards the bedrooms. "Maybe I should get going."
"Patrick," I reassured him as he stood up. "There's no one. There was someone years ago, but that's over."
"Oh." He nodded.
"Yeah," I sighed. I stood up to walk him out. "By the way, I'm just curious. Did you know Donna well?"
"Donna?" He shrugged. "We've talked a few times, but I haven't known her for very long. Lila has tons of friends. Sometimes it's hard for me to keep track of who she has introduced me to. Franco usually gives me a brief overview so I don't forget."
"Do you remember the last time the two of you spoke?"
"Last night," he admitted. "She uh . . . well, she came and found me after she'd checked in. It was late and she'd already had too much to drink."
"I see," I calmly responded. "Is she another reason why you think you should call off your wedding?"
"Actually . . . yes." He watched me bite the corner of my lip. "It's not what you think though. I swear." He anxiously waited for me to nod or say I believed him, but a buzzing sound coming from the kitchen table startled me. It was my cell phone.
I raised my eyebrows and looked at Patrick. We both walked towards the kitchen table and stared curiously at my vibrating phone. The caller ID said it was Joy. I answered it immediately as Patrick folded his arms and waited for me to speak.
"Joy," I answered. "Is everything okay?"
"Essie." She sounded out of breath. "You have to come quick and take a look at this."
"What happened? Please tell me that you're fine."
"I'm okay. It's Lila I'm worried about." She paused for a minute to take a deep breath. "Someone broke into her room."
"Someone broke into Lila's room?" I repeated so Patrick could hear me.
"Yes . . . while she was in the shower."
 
 



 
 
CHAPTER FIVE
 
Bebe was standing next to Lila when I arrived at the Pinecliffe Mountain Resort with Patrick. Lila was staying in one of the top level suites that overlooked Pinecliffe Mountain. Even at night the brilliant white powder at the top of the mountain peaks could be seen in the moonlight. Though it was almost midnight, the hotel felt like it was wide awake and in a frenzy. Joy escorted us to Lila's suite and on the way there we passed a handful of busy maids, a few kitchen attendants who stayed late working on tomorrow's menu, and Joy's boss Mr. Kentworth, the owner of the hotel.
"Where have you been? Franco and Bebe are already here. I would've thought that my fiancé would be the first person to check up on me." Lila scolded Patrick the second he walked through the door. Her eyes looked at me suspiciously. Her skin was puffy like she'd been crying and her hair was damp. She was wearing silk pajamas with no bra. Lila was slender enough that she probably didn't need one, but I couldn't help but cringe every time she leaned forward or back and revealed a little too much of her chest.
"Now, Lila." Franco stepped out of her bathroom where he was splashing cold water on his face. He too was wearing his pajamas. "Relax, darling." He placed his hands on her shoulders. "Breathe in and breathe out."
"I only just got in," Patrick replied calmly.
As I stepped inside Lila's suite, I glanced at the overturned coffee table in the sitting area, the ripped fabric on the furniture, and the tornado of clothes that looked like they blasted through her closet and across the entire room. Bebe stood up from the formal sitting area and began picking up the mess.
"Bebe," I shouted. The volume of my voice took her by surprise and she gasped.
"Good Lord, Essie." Bebe placed a hand on her heart. "I was only trying to help. You never know with these maid services sometimes." She briefly looked at Joy. "No offense, but every hotel has its quirks."
"Don't touch anything until I have had time to look around," I replied.
"You brought her to investigate?" Lila questioned my sister. "Where are the police? I demand that this be properly looked into."
"They are on their way," Joy said politely. The way she kept a smile on her face while she was continuously being insulted was impressive. She was just as good of an actress as Lila. Maybe even better.
"See if you can pull up some security camera footage," I whispered to Joy. She nodded and took a step towards the door.
"Why don't you uh . . .?” I looked at Patrick and tilted my head away from the vandalism in the main entrance to her room.
"Right." Patrick put his arm around Lila and led her towards the dining area of her suite. Lila sat down at the table while Patrick poured her a glass of water.
"I need something stronger than that, babe." She pushed the water glass aside and watched Patrick as he looked through the mini bar. "Bebe, mix me one of those cocktail things that you always make."
"Sure," she agreed.
I slowly examined Lila's suite starting with the entryway. Her room was in a small hallway with only four other suites. The entryway was paved with shiny wood floors and a side table that once had a vase of wildflowers in it. The vase was laying in pieces on the floor now. Past the entryway was the sitting area and the bathroom where Lila was supposedly showering when the mishap occurred.
I studied the furniture in the sitting area. The sofas had been ripped and stuffing was all over the floor. I leaned in and looked closely at the tears in the cushions. They were perfectly straight as if the knife had followed a dotted line. The stuffing was scattered all around the room. Some of it even reached as far as the bathroom and dining area. Places that were far from the couch itself.  A clump of fuzz was even spread across the corner of a landscape painting hanging on the wall. It reminded me of putting up fake cobwebs for Halloween. Lila's clothes had been thrown from her closet and spread around the room. Unlike the mutilated couch cushions, her clothes hadn't been maimed or torn in any way.
Deeper into the suite was the bedroom. It was situated close to the windows overlooking the mountains. The mattress had been kicked off its frame and the headboard had been scratched and destroyed. The perpetrator definitely had a knife. I checked the windows and didn't find any signs that they had been tampered with. The locks on the front door also appeared to be intact. No scruffs or broken hinges.
"Lila," I said casually. "Are you sure you didn't see who did this? Not even the back of his head?"
"No," she said abruptly. "If I had then that person would be in jail right now." She rubbed her temples and gulped down Bebe's homemade cocktail. "I was in the shower and all of a sudden I heard banging. So I jumped out thinking that maybe one of the maids had come in for some reason. But when I saw the broken vase in the entryway, I locked myself in the bathroom. I'm not a complete idiot. I know how these break-ins can go."
"We never said you were," Bebe said gently. "Here, drink some water."
"Luckily, I had just been texting Franco before I got into the shower so my phone was with me in the bathroom," she continued. "I called him, but he'd heard the noises and was already on his way to check on me. By the time he got here, whoever it was had already gone."
"Did you hear voices or shouting?" I asked. "Did anyone try to force open the bathroom door?"
"No." She narrowed her eyes when she looked at me. "You're awfully nosey for a girl who works at the gym."
"Lila," Patrick spoke up.
"What? I didn't mean it in a rude way." She took a sip of the water that Bebe offered her. Franco wandered around the room looking panicked when his eyes fell on each wrinkled dress that would need to be washed and pressed all over again.
"I'm calling it," Franco stated, holding up his hands. "I have to clean up this mess or it is going to drive me crazy." He paced back and forth counting his steps as he did.
"Not until the police get here," Patrick instructed.
"I don't see how it matters," Lila said, gulping down a second drink of something strong. "I already know who did it. The same guy who keyed my car last summer and sent me a chicken head in the mail."
"Oh dear." Bebe covered her mouth with a look of disgust on her face.
"Some psycho fan who is obsessed with me." She waved at Bebe to mix her another drink.
"Now, Lila," Franco addressed her. "You don't know that it was that particular stalker. We get loads of threats a week."
"You do?" My eyes widened. I would be an obsessive paranoid basket case if I had received just one threat of any kind, let alone hundreds. No wonder she needed the pills.
"It comes with the fame," she admitted. "It's the bit that the magazines leave out."
"Franco is right," Bebe agreed. "It could have been anyone, but I'm sure they'll catch the guy since it's such a small town, right?" Bebe looked to me for reassurance.
"Of course," I replied.
"No," Lila disagreed. "The crazy bastard sent me a note before we left L.A. I didn't think he would figure out where we were going and that we were planning a secret wedding." She glanced out the window. "Of all places, how would he know to come here?"
Murray and his father, Sheriff Williams, knocked as they entered the room. Murray glanced around the room with his fingers looped casually in his belt loops. He nodded as his eyes darted from the overturned tables to the mutilated furniture.
"Yep," Murray observed. "Definitely a break in."
I rolled my eyes.
Murray's father stepped past him and approached Lila to shake her hand. Sheriff Ronald Williams was smarter than his son. He had gray hair and a matching gray mustache that looked like it had seen serious action once upon a time. He was a retired train engineer who smoked as much as he breathed. Though he did know more about the law than his son did, Sheriff Williams wasn't very light on his feet. His feet sounded like two bricks of concrete smacking against the pavement when he came walking. He wasn't a terribly large man, but he was sturdy.
"Sheriff Williams," he introduced himself. "Is anyone here hurt?"
"No, we're all fine, officers." Franco put aside his anxiety about Lila's clothes and paid close attention to the men in uniform.
"Then I would like to ask you all a few questions." The sheriff nodded at his son. Murray pulled out a voice recorder and got it ready to record interviews.
I took another turn around the suite and stopped when Joy poked her head through the door. Her jaw clenched when she spotted me. She nodded at the sheriff and quickly walked towards me holding up her clipboard.
"Bad news," she muttered, pretending to show me tomorrow's revised schedule. "Lila requested that the cameras on this floor and a bunch of others around the resort be turned off upon her arrival."
"What? Why?"
"Something about how she has stayed places before where the staff stole private footage and tried to sell it to the tabloids?" She thumbed through a few papers until she came to a copy of the signed and approved request. I skimmed the letter and squinted when I read the signature at the end.
"Why did Franco
sign this?"
"He put in the request on Lila's behalf," she whispered. "What? You think he might have done this? That wouldn't make any sense."
"No forced entry. No damage done to the designer apparel, apart from being thrown on the floor. It is possible." I glanced up at Franco as he gave the police his statement. He placed his hands on his hips for a few seconds before waving them in the air as he described the state of the room when he arrived.
"He is strange though." She took a deep breath. I knew she was dying inside. "Mr. Kentworth is watching me like a hawk, Essie."
"Hang in there," I quietly replied. "Slowly but surely the truth will come out. It always does."
"I hope you're right or I won't be able to pay my share of the rent."
"It won't come to that," I muttered.
"Her bridesmaid was knocked off at the hotel spa and now her room has been vandalized," Joy said through her teeth. "She'll definitely call the whole thing off after this."
I looked at Lila and the way she tossed her head back when she drank. Her lips twisted like she hated the taste, but she kept drinking as if she was desperate to forget about what had happened. Patrick rubbed her shoulders and shook his head when she requested another. He looked up briefly and our eyes met. 
I knew what Patrick was thinking. 
Another sign from good ol' Snowflake.
 
 



 
 
CHAPTER SIX
 
I couldn't sleep at all when I got back to my apartment. Instead, I'd spent the rest of the night reading through the guest list that Joy printed off. It contained everyone who had checked into the hotel this weekend. I'd glanced in the parking lot before I drove off hoping to see the mysterious black BMW that Wade had mentioned, but I couldn't find it. Disappointed with myself, I'd fallen asleep with my head on the kitchen table.
My neck ached Saturday morning as I walked past The Painted Deer and towards Doc Henry's office. The sidewalks were a little icy from not being shoveled since last night and the sky was a brilliant blue. Doc's office was at the end of the street. It was the closest business to the resort, and he was the only doctor in town, often seeing guests who were staying at the Pinecliffe Mountain Resort. After the resort had opened, he bought the shop next door and transformed his business into an up-to-date medical suite complete with a professionally designed waiting room with flat screen TVs and a counter with complimentary tea and coffee.
I pushed open the door and immediately unzipped my ski coat. Doc's receptionist, Maggie, looked up from her computer screen ready to say that the office wasn't open yet, but she sighed when she saw my face. 
Maggie isn't the receptionist type. She hardly smiles. She stares at her computer screen when she checks patients in rather than looking them in the eyes. I once saw her filling out Publisher's Clearinghouse entries while she had patients on hold. But Maggie is the only girl in town who has a high school diploma, lives in Bison Creek full time, and can type fast enough to transcribe all of the Doc's dictations.
"Oh, it's you," Maggie commented. "He's in his office."
"You know if you locked the door, you wouldn’t have to tell people to come back at nine o'clock." 
"It saves me an extra trip up there," she answered. "Do you have any idea how long it takes to walk through the records room, all the way down the hallway, then through the waiting room just to open the door?"
"Like five seconds?" I muttered.
"Whoever designed this layout wanted to keep the receptionist prisoner." She tossed aside her curly auburn locks and continued typing on her keyboard. I noticed a small damp spot on her sleeve that had been rubbed raw with a wet towel. An almost coffee stain from her morning brew.
I opened the door leading to the exams rooms and walked towards the doctor's office. 
Doc Henry and I are far from strangers. He has been my doctor since my parents adopted me. The Doc moved to Bison Creek from Denver because his wife was tired of city living. The two of them moved in one street over from us. When the doc's wife passed away a few years ago, he decided to stay and keep his practice running. I don't think he wanted to part with the spacious three-bedroom lodge that the two of them built together.
Now, Doc Henry and I are business partners. He runs special blood tests on most of my clients that produces a panel of every vitamin and mineral they're deficient in. Using this test I can tell each client exactly what he or she needs to eat more of, and eat less of. 
I knocked on the Doc's door as I entered his office.
"Essie." He looked up from studying a file on his desk. "What brings you here?"
"Hey, Doc," I replied. "I just thought I would stop by and see if you have any results in for me."
His office looked like his living room. There were pictures of him and his late wife on the walls, tons of medical books, a sofa, and a counter with a microwave and coffee pot. It was like his office also acted as a mini apartment. He spent way too much time here.
"You know I always have Maggie call when they're in," he commented. His white hair was shiny against the light of his desk lamp. "You are worried about something, aren't you?"
"I know you can't say anything because of that patient confidentially stuff, but I know you looked at the body of that girl at the resort yesterday." I slowly sat down and clasped my hands together.
"Yes, your sister called me." His voice was quieter. "And you two shouldn't be talking about that stuff. Find something more cheerful to occupy your time."
"Well, what do you think happened to her?"
"I haven't finished my report so I can't say for sure," he whispered. "Essie, you can't go around asking questions about this. Hardly anyone knows about it and I would like to keep it that way. Do you know how much business I get from the resort? Half my patients come from there, and I don't want word of the accident to spread so far that it scares business away from town."
"I know, Doc. I'm just trying to figure out what happened. I was … I was one of the people who found her."
"You?" he replied. "Oh yes, that's right. You're in the wedding party. Martha was here yesterday."
"Of course she was." I rolled my eyes.
"Look, Essie, I don't want to—"
"Please," I begged. "You can't tell your unofficial opinion to a friend?"
He frowned as he leaned forward and placed his elbows on his desk. He fiddled with his navy blue tie and finally took a deep breath. He rubbed the bridge of his nose before he gave in and cleared his throat to tell me what I wanted to know.
"Okay," he agreed. "But listen very closely because I'm only going to address this once. I shouldn't speak of it at all to be quite honest with you. All I've ever seen around here are deaths of natural causes. Elderly folks passing away at home, or accidents on the slopes."
"When in all my life have I ratted you out?" I asked.
"I know you won't blab through town," he answered. "Yes, I examined the poor girl. She was found in the pool, but that's not how she died."
"It's not?" I thought back to the moment I'd walked into the spa. I remembered the way I'd frozen like a block of ice when I saw Donna floating face down in what was supposed to be the most refreshing healing waters in all the county.
"No, she had some pretty severe red patches and swelling around her chest and neck. I've seen reactions like that before. A simple injection would have stopped it all, but unfortunately her epi-pen must have been up in her room."
"So she had an allergic reaction?"
"Oh yes, I'm fairly certain she went into anaphylactic shock." He nodded casually. "Most likely it was the half-eaten cupcake that was found at the scene."
"I thought maybe she had choked on it," I commented.
"Whatever was in that cake did far more than choke her." He shook his head and glanced out his frosty window. "Such a terrible circumstance, and to fall into the pool as it was happening? No wonder she couldn't manage to keep her head above water. Sometimes freak accidents happen I suppose. At least, I hope it was a freak accident."
"Could she have been pushed?" I asked.
"Anything is possible." He took a deep breath. "But you didn't hear that from me. Do you understand?"
I nodded. If Donna wasn't alone when she died that meant that there was someone out there who let her die. 
A killer.
"Do you know about what time she died yesterday?"
"Only a rough estimate. This is not my specialty you see, but I do remember a thing or two from my forensics rotation back in the day."
"Yes," I urged him on. "And?"
"Well, uh …"
"Doc." I raised my eyebrows the way my mother did when she caught me sneaking extra helpings of dessert from the fridge. 
"Oh maybe she had been there for an hour or so before she was found? The window had been open long enough to let a good amount of snow flurries stick to the ground."
"If only Misty and Eli hadn't been making out in the storage closet," I muttered.
"But I told you I'm rusty," he added. "I was elected county coroner a long time ago because I was the only M.D. in town. Bison Creek is so small that it normally doesn't occupy too much of my time. Like I said, I'm used to the elderly and ski accidents. Nothing like what happened at the resort."
"Thanks, Doc."
"Sure. I'll have Maggie call you when we get more of your client's test results in."
"Thanks," I said, stepping out of the office.
My mind raced as I walked back through the waiting area and out the front door. Maggie didn't bother saying goodbye or even looking up from her desk. I stepped back into the cold knowing exactly what I needed to do next. I needed to pay a visit to Miss Korston, the resort's Head Baker. She would know exactly what was in the cupcake that Donna had eaten.
I took a step and almost slipped on a patch of black ice because I was so deep in thought. Someone snatched the side of my jacket and helped me find my balance. I took a deep breath and forced a smile when I realized it was Sheriff Williams. He and his son Murray were holding sacks of their usual morning pastries from the Bison Creek bakery.
"Watch your step there," the sheriff said.
"Sheriff, I've been meaning to stop by the station to—"
"I know very well what you're trying to do, Essie." He handed his bag of morning sweets to his son and took a step closer, trying to intimidate me with his fierce glare. "But I'm the sheriff in this town, not you. I am handling this investigation, not you."
"I'm only trying to help," I reminded him, but I knew that the reminding wouldn't do any good. Sheriff Williams was the sort of man who needed to fall on his own face first before he accepted any form of criticism. One year he let old man Simpkons keep his favorite horse tied up in front of the bank because he didn't trust him to be alone in his stables with the other horses. It wasn't until Sheriff Williams literally fell into a mountain of horse manure that he realized how much tourists really do like clean streets and walkways.
"By nit-picking at my son's interview skills and degrading his police equipment?"
“Again," I glanced at Murray who immediately looked down at his shoes like a small child who had ratted out his older sister. "Just trying to help out. That's all."
"I can handle this investigation, Essie. This ain't my first time." He lifted his chin and looked down at me. I hate it when people do that. 
"Oh good," I answered. "So you're already on top of that background check on the lone undercover paparazzi
guy who conveniently arrived right before the murder? And you've obviously run a report on the plates of the mysterious black BMW that has been rolling through town?"
"Uh." The sheriff looked to his son. Murray shrugged, but his father continued to stare at him until he pulled a notebook from his pocket and began jotting it all down.
"How do you spell paparazzi?" Murray muttered.
"Gentlemen." I nodded and walked past the two of them. Nothing could keep me from finding out what happened to Donna. Especially not since the entire town's livelihood was at stake, not just Joy's job and the resort’s reputation. 
I continued walking back towards The Painted Deer. The chill breeze hit the side of my cheeks and the tip of my nose. I took a deep breath and the brisk, dry, mountain air filled my lungs so suddenly that I had to stop and cough. My eyes darted around the corner to the tiny parking lot set aside for tourists who come to browse the souvenir shops. My eyes first caught the snow-capped mountains in the distance before wondering down towards a car parked next to Mrs. Tankle's pickup truck. 
It was the black BMW. The one that Wade had mentioned was cruising through town yesterday. I gulped as I took a few steps towards it, unsure by the tinted windows if the driver was inside of it.
For all I knew, the driver was the killer.
My chest pounded as the passenger door slowly started to open. I took a few steps back and ducked behind a thick, wooden pillar that made up a portion of the ice cream parlor storefront. My heart rate sky rocketed when a leg moved cautiously out of the car followed by a dainty manicured hand that gripped the top of the car door for balance. My eyes went wide when a woman slammed the door shut and glanced up and down the street suspiciously.
It was Martha Millbreck, the Mayor's wife.
Martha put as much distance between her and the black BMW as she could in the heels she was wearing. She jogged across the snowy street, but considering that she wasn't wearing the appropriate footwear it was more of a succession of hops. She threw the tail of her scarf over her shoulder and didn't look back when the black BMW backed out of its parking space and sped off in the opposite direction.
I ran farther down the street hoping that Martha wouldn't notice I'd been close enough to see her. I casually walked towards Martha as she turned the corner and faced my direction. She glanced at me and nonchalantly fixed a lock of her light brown bob. 
"Morning," I spoke first.
"Oh hi, Essie dear."
"Hitting the shops this early in the morning?" I asked
"Oh you know Mayor Millbreck." She forced out a quiet laugh. "He loves Ada's chokecherry scones with his morning coffee." She glanced down the street at the bakery – the one shop that was always bustling before dawn.
"Of course. Tell him I say hello."
"Oh, I will dear." Martha took a step closer and nudged my arm. "And I trust that you're prepared for Sunday?"
"Sunday?"
"Yes, the big day." She winked as she said it. "I know it's supposed to be a small, intimate wedding—"
"And private," I butted in. "Very, very private."
"But who can say no to the Mayor?" She chuckled, pleased with herself for climbing to the top of the Bison Creek social ladder. Not a tough ladder to climb. "I bet even the Mayor of Silverwood and his wife haven't been to a celebrity event of this significance," she whispered. Silverwood was our neighboring town boasting better slopes and shops. Naturally she despised it. 
"I honestly wouldn't know." 
Martha continued to look pleased with herself as she kept walking. Our conversation had been completely one-sided. She'd said whatever it was she needed to say, and then moved on with her day.
Martha never ignored the chance to gossip. If she knew about Donna's terrible fate she wouldn't have been able to keep the information inside, especially since I might've had some extra details to add now that I was in the wedding party. I couldn't explain why the black BMW dropped her off here instead of somewhere more convenient like her house on the other side of town. I also didn't know who was driving. 
Maybe the black BMW snaking around town yesterday was just a coincidence?
I checked my watch. There was still time to visit the kitchens at the resort before the major breakfast rush. I had to figure out what was in that cupcake that was found next to Donna's body. 
Before I headed back towards The Painted Deer Bookshop, I watched Martha Millbreck stop and say hello to Mrs. Henson who came out early every morning to walk her two Akitas. Martha leaned down to pet both dogs, but as soon as Mrs. Henson kept walking she pulled some hand sanitizer out of her purse. Martha sped down the sidewalk … and she walked right past the bakery without a backward glance.
 



 
 
CHAPTER SEVEN
 
"The wedding is still on," Joy happily stated. "And you're late for Saturday morning brunch."
"Brunch?"
"Yes, people still do brunch nowadays." She placed her hands on her hips and waited for me to smile and follow her to the dining room. I decided to stop by the resort and check up on Taryn with the thought that I might run into Patrick too.
"And that's it?" I urged her on. "Everyone seems happy with that decision?" I tucked a strand of hair behind my ear as Joy studied me from head to toe.
"Essie," she said, shaking her head. "I know what you're getting at." She bit the side of her lip and put her clipboard under her arm. I think it was the first time she had pulled her eyes away from it all morning. "He agreed to move forward too."
"What?"
"Patrick," Joy said quietly. "He's getting married tomorrow."
"Yes, I know." I took a step past her and acted like it didn't bother me, but it did. I knew Patrick once, and when I saw him again I thought I still knew him. I was wrong. He obviously had second thoughts about marrying Lila and who knew what happened between him and Donna. But he agreed to marry Lila anyway.
"Um brunch is that way." Joy pointed in the opposite direction. 
"Yeah." I sighed and looked down at my casual choice of jeans, snow boots, and a Christmas red sweater. I hoped it wouldn’t make me look too out of place amongst Lila's custom made diamond necklaces or one of Franco's designer suits. Maybe I should have changed first.
I walked through the staff hallway leading towards the kitchens and glanced through the window as Miss Korston, the head baker rapidly kneaded dough like it might explode in a few seconds. She formed a loaf and placed it in a pan to rise. The sound of high heels coming down the hallway made me keep moving. Joy was making sure I fulfilled my bridesmaid duties to the max.
"Don't worry about the sweater." In no time Joy was standing next to me again as I hesitated to push open the final door that led into the dining room. Joy eyed my sweater and kept a twisted smile on her face. It was like she could read my mind. "You look just fine. I mean, Lila is wearing a dress, but it isn't formal. Although I do think the fur collar is made from an actual fox."
"Whatever," I muttered. "If she doesn't dig the jeans she can find another bridesmaid."
"There you go, sis." Joy nodded, impressed that I was tossing around some attitude for once. The whole screw it mentality was more her thing. Not really mine. "I know it's completely backwards, but I love it when you get ticked off. It reminds me that you're human."
"Lovely."
"But nix the scowl so I don’t get fired, okay?" 
Joy opened the door for me and instantly I smelled the fresh scent of pines and evergreens. The wedding brunch was set up beautifully in one of the private rooms near the kitchen. It was decorated in delicate white lace tablecloths and the mantle on the brick fireplace was draped in real greenery and pine cones. There was a large arched window that overlooked the mountains and through it the sky was a perfect Tiffany blue. It was as if Mother Nature arranged everything perfectly just for today. Next to the window, Franco was standing at the buffet table. His eyes darted from the fresh fruit platter to a tall cake that looked like it had been rolled in powdered sugar. He shook his head when he saw me enter the room.
"Poinsettia red is so out this season," he said quietly taking a knife to slice a piece of cake. "It's all about royal blue."
"I'll have to remember that," I replied. I looked at the table where the rest of the wedding party was sitting with untouched plates of food. Lila ran her fingers over the porcelain vase filled with light peach roses that acted as one of the center pieces. Bebe slowly sipped a Mimosa as she glared at a plate of colorful pastries. Patrick looked up when he saw me. Our eyes met and for a second my heart pounded like it was being squeezed by a pair of gargantuan hands. 
"Oh dear." Franco was still deciding if he wanted one piece of cake or maybe two. He held the knife and paused. "You two have history, don't you?"
"Of course we do," I replied quietly. I gently picked up an empty plate. It was the resort's finest china. Hand-painted and completely original with pictures of deer and evergreens. "We both grew up in this town."
"Not that kind of history, sweetheart." He chuckled to himself and set the knife down. I scooped a spoonful of berries and plopped it on his plate so there was no room for anything else. Franco's eyes went wide as he looked at me.
"Habit," I said. "Sometimes my clients need to be nudged in the right direction. A bite or two is fine. Unless you're like me and a bite or two is just the beginning."
"Brilliant." Franco looked down at his plate. "Honestly, I should pin an alarm to my shirt that goes off every time I touch sweets."
"It's not as filling as my red berry protein shake, but you'll like the fruit just as much as that cake thing."
"It's a pandoro." He raised his eyebrows.
"Is there a difference?"
"You don't get out much do you?" he asked.
"I…"
"It's okay, honey. I assumed as much." His eyes did a once-over of my entire body. "I mean with a figure like that you would have been engaged to a millionaire or on the cover of Fitness Magazine by now." He leaned in a little closer and quickly looked over his shoulder to make sure Lila was otherwise occupied. "I'm surprised that you and Patrick haven't … you know. Unless you have?"
"Me and Patrick?" My cheeks went hot. I hate blushing in public, and thinking about not blushing always made it worse. "No."
"Not even in high school?" he asked. "It's okay, honey. Your secret is safe with me." He casually scratched the side of his chin and the surface of his nails glistened like they had been painted with clear nail polish.
"No, not even in high school." Especially not in high school. "We were just friends." I paused and re-evaluated the words that came out of my mouth. We were just friends, but what were we now? I had no idea. 
"I see." With a subtle smirk on his face, Franco took his plate and sat next to Lila. He grabbed a pitcher and filled her glass with water. Right after he did so he reached into his pocket and handed her a tiny circular pill box. He did it so discreetly that no one at the table saw him do it. Lila rolled her eyes and accepted the pill box.
I immediately turned my back to her and finished filling my plate with fruit, skipping over the pandoro and pastries. I reached for a coffee cup tempted to fill it to the brim with some strong brew. I fought the voice in my head telling me to give in by grabbing a tea bag instead.
No caffeine. No caffeine. At least keep your resolution until February.
"Essie," Bebe said as I took the seat next to her. "You made it."
"I wasn't sure what the plan was today."
"You did get the itinerary, right?" Lila said sharply. "Or did that up-tight wedding planner forget to give you one?"
"She gave me one," I answered, hoping she wouldn't go off complaining about Joy for no reason. "She definitely gave me one I just…" My gaze drifted to Patrick who took a deep breath and gulped down a large portion of his coffee.
"What?" Lila demanded. Her jaw clenched slightly as she waited for me to answer. Her eyes were puffy like she hadn’t slept much and her engagement ring slid off and on her miniscule little finger. Even in the short period of time she had been here, she looked like she was dropping weight by the hour. With the levels of stress she was under, I wouldn't be surprised if she was losing her hair too.
"Nothing." I swallowed all the things I wanted to say about canceling or postponing the event if not for her own sanity then to honor the deceased. I chickened out. "The room is beautiful."
I smiled and Lila studied my expression. She immediately copied me and lightened her stern glare. She took a calming breath and sat up straighter, delicately placing her hands in her lap. She sipped some ice cold water and cleared her throat.
"I'm sorry." She shook her head. The tone of her voice was softer. "I'm just trying to forget what happened yesterday." The entire room went eerily silent. "I don’t mean to be a witch all the time…" Her eyes began to look glossy and she hurriedly fanned her face as a tear escaped. It rolled down her cheek, and she wiped it away like she was embarrassed to be crying in front of everyone. "Horrible things always happen to me." She sniffled. "I wanted something good to happen for once. All this has just reminded me that life is too short. That's why I didn't cancel the wedding." She finally buried her head in her hands. Patrick put his arm around her.
"Hey, it's okay," he reassured her. "It's only natural that we are all concerned."
Lila wiped away more tears and looked up. She made eye contact with me, Bebe, and then Franco. "Am I a terrible person for wanting a little happiness in my life?" she asked.
Franco and Bebe automatically shook their heads.
"No, of course not," Bebe replied. "I agree with you."
"I do too," Franco followed.
Seeing the sorrowful look on Lila's face and the way her sunken cheeks were starting to lose their color made me feel guilty for thinking she was a psychopath for wanting to carry on with the wedding. That she was insane for carrying on because seeing one of her bridesmaids floating dead in a pool wasn't enough for her to at least postpone her marriage to Patrick. I might have misjudged her. I nodded in agreement. Patrick glanced at me and mouthed the words thank you. Behind the superficial exterior, Lila was much more fragile than I thought. I'm sure Patrick felt that calling off the wedding would shatter her into pieces.
"How about a moment of silence," Patrick added. "For Donna."
"For Donna." The five of us recited the phrase in unison, and fell silent for a couple of minutes.
"Now, let's talk about something else," I blurted out. "Something more cheerful?"
"Like the wedding," Bebe chimed in. "You're getting married tomorrow, darlin'. We should be celebrating with a bottle of champagne." She set aside her mimosa and forced a wide smile.
"Of course you would suggest something like that," Franco commented. Rather than take offense, Bebe giggled. Lila eventually smiled and nodded as if Franco was right. "Child, it's not even noon."
"You should have seen her the time she got plastered before that red carpet thing in Vegas and—"
"How about a good old-fashioned hike?" Patrick interrupted Lila. 
"In this weather?" Lila challenged him. The tone of her voice was still soft and dainty though she sounded back to her usual self.
"Snow shoes," I added. "It's more fun than it sounds." I casually jabbed a berry with my fork and proceeded to put it in my mouth. Bebe watched me and glanced at her glass of mimosa.
"Are you thinking of the time we hiked up to the abandoned miner's cabin?" Patrick said. We were in seventh grade when we did that and I just about coughed up a lung. The strenuous physical activity had come easily to Patrick, and I never admitted to him that I'd barfed behind an aspen tree when he wasn't looking. Twice.
"Please don't tell me that you still think it is haunted." I couldn't help but laugh as my mind jumped back to that brisk Sunday morning when I attempted to prove to him that ghosts weren't real. Old man Simpkons liked to say otherwise, especially to the children of Bison Creek who disturbed his peace and quiet by playing near his fence.
"Didn't one of the miners die up there?" he continued. "It's definitely haunted. Stop kidding yourself."
"How many times do I have to prove you wrong?" 
Patrick chuckled and a familiar grin graced his face as he looked at me in a way he'd never looked at me before. I told myself I was imagining it. If Joy was standing next to me she would have told me to stop reading into a simple look. Because that is all it was. A look.
Franco cleared his throat. I broke eye contact with Patrick and noticed that both Bebe and Lila were studying the two of us. I took another bite of fruit, but I wasn't hungry for it at all. Franco cut into his slice of pandoro and purposely hit the side of his plate with his fork. It made a loud clanging noise and pulled us all back to the task at hand.
"Oh, I almost forgot," Lila carried on. "We have rehearsals later. We can't miss that. Oh and…" She rubbed her forehead before looking down into her purse. She pulled out a shiny tube of lipstick. Probably from her own collection. "Someone needs to box up Donna's luggage to send back to her family. I don’t think I can deal with that right now."
"Don't you worry about it," Franco said. He placed a hand on her shoulder. "We'll figure that out later. Or better yet, you let me handle that one."
"The police didn't take care of it?" I couldn't help but ask. Lila ignored my comment and moistened her lips with light pink gloss.
"They looked through her things," Franco said quietly. "But they said they didn't need to take anything as evidence."
"Okay, well I'm ready." Lila smiled and stood up to adjust the hem of her dress. "Let's go meet the minister or whoever that guy is who's marrying us."
"His name is Pastor Tad," Patrick corrected her. "My parents have been attending his services every Sunday since they moved here."
"Right." She grabbed his hand and glanced at me and Bebe like she was publicly claiming her property. "I knew that." She pulled Patrick out of the room and immediately Bebe exhaled. She automatically tugged at the white wristband she'd been wearing yesterday. She snapped it against the inside of her wrist. The simple motions seemed to keep her positive and relaxed. 
"Oh Lord," she muttered. "This wedding is going to give me a heart attack. I am so glad you're here, Essie." A tiny smile crossed her face, and she stopped snapping the wristband. She shook her hand until her sparkly tennis bracelets covered it.
"Yesterday was a rough one for all of us," I replied. "Maybe today will be different. Lila seems to be doing better."
"I hope she doesn't have a breakdown before tomorrow. I hate it when she bosses me like she does." Bebe took one last gulp of her mimosa and pushed her plate aside.
"Ladies," Franco remarked before leaving the room.
"Bebe." I had an idea, but I wasn't sure if Bebe would play along. "What if we packed up Donna's stuff? You know, as a favor to Lila? Unless it would be too painful—"
"No, I'll do it," she quickly agreed. "If it'll get me away from Lila for a while, I will do it." She placed a hand on her chest feeling her heartbeat. "I've never met anyone like Lila. It's like the moment we became friends, her stress became my stress. She's a very intense person. Have you ever known anyone like that?"
"My sister," I answered. "Well, sometimes."
Bebe laughed.
"Come on," she said as she linked her arm with mine. "Let's get crackin' on rehearsals. Lord knows what will happen if either of us doesn’t remember where to stand tomorrow."
"I'll be there in a minute." I pulled myself away from her and peered through the doorway towards the kitchen. "There's something I need to take care of first."
 
 



 
CHAPTER EIGHT
 
Miss Korston, the head baker, was a larger, middle-aged woman, but she wasn't large in the sense that she had flabby extremities and a jumbo muffin top. She was large as in she was robust. She looked and acted like she could whip up an entire Thanksgiving Day spread on her own and then do a hundred pull-ups. Her forearms were thick and she grimaced when she cooked, staring down each ingredient like they were disobedient children. Amazingly, her food turned out superb.
"Stop calling me Miss," she scolded me. "My name is Aggie. And who are you again?"
"I'm Essie," I said loudly over the banging of pots and pans. "Joy's sister."
"Oh." She continued forming honey wheat loaves. I followed her around the kitchen until she finally stopped and took a breath.
"Listen Aggie, I have a couple of questions—"
"Always the questions," she interrupted. "Alright let's hear it. What are you? Gluten-free? Dairy-free? Non-fat? Non-sugar? Low-sodium? I have had it up to here with all the food restrictions. Do you have any idea how difficult it was to put together that wedding menu?" She threw her hands up in the air. "I didn't sleep a wink. My dog Cuddles had to take himself for a walk. That's how crazy it has been in here. Understand?"
"I understand," a voice said from the doorway. Eli, one of the servers and Pinecliffe's self-appointed messenger boy, cut through kitchen on one of his regular errands. He snagged a spare dinner roll from a serving basket. I always saw Eli hanging around Misty and claiming he was as busy as ever when someone gave him a job to do. I'd always thought he said that so no one gave him any work to do.
"Get out of my kitchen, for the hundredth time boy," Aggie yelled. She was losing her patience. Eli scooted away from her, but he wasn't bothered. In fact, he acted like this exact scenario had happened before. "You can't keep cutting through my kitchen and taking whatever you like."
"I hear you loud and clear," he teased her. Eli was tall and lanky. He had ashy brown hair that he liked to part on the side and smooth down with a comb. Sometimes he wore glasses, but it wasn't because he needed them to see. "You have a dog named Cuddles."
"Ughhh." Aggie shooed him like a stray cat.
"Yeah, yeah. I'm going. But seriously. Cuddles?" Eli smirked and hurriedly left with the warm dinner roll already in his mouth.
"You see what I have to put up with," Aggie muttered. She turned back to her baking. "All hours of the night it is one special request after another. How am I supposed to make a gluten-free vegan shortcake with no nuts?"
I waited for Aggie to cool down and resume kneading. She carried on with her work with her back to me as if I'd left the kitchen. I cleared my throat but over the banging of pots and pans by the rest of the kitchen staff she couldn't hear me. I took a step closer, eager to figure out who ordered the cupcakes that Donna ate.
"Aggie," I stated.
"Oh." She jumped when she finally heard my voice. "You're still here, are you?" She stopped and wiped her hands on her apron. "Okay, what'll take to get rid of you?"
"I want to know about some of the food that was sent out yesterday," I replied. "A cupcake order sometime yesterday afternoon?"
"Oh," she huffed. "You'll be wanting the list." She stepped past me and opened a door I had previously assumed was a storage closet or an extra pantry. Inside was an office. It was small and it looked very much like it used to be a closet, but a half smile crossed Aggie's face as she sat at her computer and glanced at a photo of her dog Cuddles. "We keep track of all that stuff here." She opened a file on her desktop and clicked on a list of items that were ordered yesterday. They were categorized and alphabetized. "What are you looking for again?"
"Cupcakes," I answered.
Aggie's mouse scrolled through the list of items and stopped when she got to an order for a dozen specialty cupcakes for pickup. She highlighted the order.
"Here you go. Only one cupcake order was placed yesterday afternoon."
"A dozen Pinecliffe Delights," I said out loud. "What's that?" 
The resort's prized dessert collection is a mystery to me. I made the mistake once of trying a slice of the specialty blueberry spice pie, and it almost killed me that I couldn't eat the whole thing. After thinking about it so much that a slice of berry heaven started showing up in my dreams, I decided it was best to leave the food in the kitchen to the guests.
"It's our award-winning cupcake," Aggie said proudly. "I came up the recipe myself. Chocolate cake with peanut butter cream inside. The filling is also a special invention of mine. It's like biting into a piece of peanut butter fudge."
I ignored the rumbling in my stomach upon hearing Aggie's detailed description.
"And who placed the order? Someone in the wedding party?"
"Of course not," she gasped. "Why, I wouldn't allow it. That's absurd." Her expression was stern. She glared at me like I was being scolded for licking the frosting off of a wedding cake. 
"Why not?"
"Because one of the wedding guests has a severe nut allergy. I received the notice right after they checked in. I take the dietary needs of each guest very seriously you know. I wouldn't have even allowed this order to go through, but I wasn't here when it was called in. My foolish assistant approved it. I would've at least used the soy nut butter substitute just in case."
"Then who ordered it?"
She looked closer at here computer screen. I squinted and read the name on the order. It was called in on a line that wasn't connected to any of the hotel rooms. The order was paid for with cash, and picked up by someone named C. Darnay.
"C. Darnay?"
"Sometimes people don't bother to use their full names," Aggie responded. "Or even their real names if the order is a surprise for someone and they don't want any of the staff ringing their room about it."
"Were you here when the order was picked up?" I asked. Aggie studied the list and shook her head.
"No, that would be Dora. It says that the box was collected at one o'clock. I would have been on my lunch break." She stood up and gestured towards the door.
"Is Dora here?"
"Dora!" Aggie shouted. She waited as a young girl wearing a hair net came quickly with wide eyes and a terrified look on her face. "This woman wants to speak with you." Aggie turned to me. "Are we finished?"
"Yes, thanks."
"Can I help you?" Dora timidly asked. She was shorter than me and very petite. I remembered Joy telling me once that the kitchen staff had to be at least eighteen years old to qualify for a permanent position, but Dora looked like she was sixteen years old. 
"Yeah." I took a deep breath. Doc Henry was right. Donna had an allergic reaction to the peanut butter filling. Someone gave her that cupcake on purpose. Someone really did kill her. Her fate was no accident. Shivers pulsed up and down my spine. "You were here yesterday afternoon when someone picked up an order for a dozen Pinecliffe Delights. Did you happen to see who it was?"
"Oh the cupcakes," Dora said. She nodded. "I remember those. Yeah."
"Was it a man?" My chest went tight. I was inches away from fixing this entire mess. "Was he tall or short? Older or younger?"
"Oh, I'm sorry." Dora scratched the side of her head. "I meant I remember those cupcakes. I put them out on the counter and a few minutes later they were gone."
"So you didn't see who collected them?"
"No, ma’am."
"What about security cameras?" I asked. "Would I be able to see the person on one of them?"
"No, ma’am." Dora shook her head, eyeing the camera in the kitchen facing the storage room and freezers. "There's only the one in here facing all our food storage. There isn't one facing the pick-up window."
"Thanks." I sighed, reluctantly stepping out of the kitchen feeling defeated.
In my attempts to take a few steps forward, I'd taken a giant step back. I now knew what I had been hoping wasn't true. Donna's demise was the result of foul play and I wasn't any closer to identifying the killer.
I tugged at the collar of my sweater and took a few strides towards great hall where the ceremony would be taking place tomorrow. It didn't take long before Joy spotted me and sped down the hallway. Her sleeve was unbuttoned revealing the tattoo on her wrist of a yellow hibiscus. It was a tribute to one of the greatest moments of her life, her Hawaiian honeymoon with Wade. Their honeymoon bliss ended the moment they got home, as she repeatedly reminded me. 
"You have a rehearsal to attend," she said through her teeth. "Mr. Kentworth is breathing down my neck."
"Unfortunately, I don’t have any updates for you."
"As long as Lila, the cosmetics queen, is happy, and the papers don't get ahold of this story and start giving the resort a bad rep." She looked down at her sleeve and promptly buttoned it closed. "I feel like the second I get a chance to breathe I am going to have a nervous breakdown. I need more coffee."
"Joy, you have to relax sometime." She closed her eyes and rubbed her forehead the way she normally did when she was beginning to get a migraine. "Remember Christmas last year?"
"Gosh," she murmured. "Quit bringing that up. That was ages ago."
"Mom hasn't recovered from that yet," I reminded her.
"I was with Wade that Christmas. That dirtbag. He turns me into the biggest idiot in town for some reason. Him and his lame ass ideas."
When Joy reaches a certain stress level she acts much like a tea kettle, and not the cute whistling kind. She tends to boil over the brim and scorch anyone or anything in her path. That was the case last Christmas when she was put in charge of planning Mayor Millbreck's annual Holiday Charity Auction hosted by the resort. She hardly slept for weeks. When Christmas morning came around, my mom woke up and found her and Wade asleep in the middle of the family room on top of a pile of wet shingles. The two of them got so drunk they ended up hauling piles of snow onto the roof to build the world's largest snowman. 
The weight of two village idiots and all that extra snow caused the roof to cave in.
Mom had a hard time understanding why someone as seemingly responsible as Joy would have allowed herself to drink that much. My dad, a car enthusiast, said she was “redlining.” 
"You've got to slow down before you snap, sis."
"Fine," she agreed. "Since I'm probably going to get fired anyway I'll come home early tonight and try to wind down before the wedding dinner."
"Do you remember where I live?" 
"Very funny." She glanced at the time and gasped. "I've got to go, but they're waiting on you to get started."
"Right." I ran my fingers through my long locks and looked down at my jeans to make sure there were no mud stains.
"And, Essie?” Joy added. "Thank you. You really are a life saver."
"What are sisters for?"
 
 



 
 
CHAPTER NINE
 
I couldn't take my eyes off of Patrick. He waited at the end of the great room with Pastor Tad in a pair of slacks and a navy sweater that brought out the broadness of his shoulders. His arms were folded as he grinned at his old family friend. Lila wasn't as amused to meet their marriage officiant. She was too busy staring at her cell phone while Franco held her purse and a half empty glass of champagne. Bebe's eyes lit up when she saw me. She glanced over at Lila and rolled her eyes.
"Hey, you're Essie right?" a voice called out behind me. It was Eli making one of his rounds.
"Do you ever actually wait tables like you're supposed to?"
"Not really." He chuckled and handed me a letter. "This came for you."
I glanced down at the envelope. It was plain with no writing on the front except my name spelled in all caps. I studied it, turning it over and searching for a return address or at least a seal of some kind that might tell me where it came from.
"Who from?" I asked.
"I don't know." Eli shrugged. "It was sitting against your locker in the break room. I thought I would bring it to you in case it was important."
"Thanks, Eli." He tilted his head like he was tipping an invisible hat before he walked away.
I took a few steps back towards the grand arched windows facing the parking lot and the Rocky Mountains. I tore open the letter as a ray of sunshine escaped through the glass and pushed its way towards my eyes. I took another step and glanced out the window.
My chest froze.
There it was again – the black BMW. It slowly crept through the parking lot before it turned a corner and headed for the exit. My heart pounded so loud I could hear it in my ears. My feet were heavy like two useless dumbbells that wouldn’t budge. I gulped. My gut told me that the mystery car was bad news. It kept popping up.
I took a couple of calming breaths and carefully opened the letter, tearing the envelope where it was previously sealed so nothing important ripped. Inside was a plain sheet of paper with only two words typed in an ordinary font. 
You're Next.
 I kept my eyes glued to the message for fear of looking up and seeing the killer waiting for me with a baseball bat. I forced my calf muscles to relax as my gaze wandered down to one last thing. A smudge on the paper that was light brown in color and looked pretty fresh. I knew what it was instantly. It was peanut butter.
Someone had to be watching me.
It was hard to contain myself. I knew that whoever had sent this could be watching my reaction as I read the threat. I couldn’t give that person the satisfaction of knowing I was freaking out inside. I forced myself to make a straight face and casually folded up the letter, placing it back in its envelope. I'd stepped into a forbidden realm. My questions and personal inquiries were no longer a casual thing. I'd ventured into dangerous territory, and I'd given away my position.
My stomach churned, and I felt queasy just thinking about the fact that someone in Bison Creek was capable of something as sinister as murder. I could hardly control my thumping heart and shaky hands. I closed my eyes. I'd dealt with physical pain like this once before. I could keep it together. I could control my outward appearance, appearing on the outside like I didn't want to run and hide.
Last summer I ran a marathon in Salt Lake City. It was one of the toughest things I have ever done. Near the middle of it, my mind and body engaged in an inner debate that went on for miles. I was fatigued, anxious, and almost defeated. My mind told me I couldn't handle taking another step. That I might collapse if I pushed myself farther. My body didn't agree. It kept moving. It continued to do the impossible with every stride. My legs propelled forward on their own as I contemplated what to do in my head.
In the end, I shut myself up and let my legs do what I'd trained them to do. I wasn't going to quit and my body obeyed my commands until I crossed the finish line. It wasn't until I stopped running that I began to feel all the pain. I'd been in pain the entire time, but I made the choice to temporarily ignore it for a greater reward.
Now I had to do the same thing again.
I had to force my body not to topple over. Not to turn the color of Franco's ruby red bowtie. Not to let my eyes explode with frightened tears. I had to make the choice to ignore my head and carry on like normal until I was back in the safety of my own apartment.
I did just that.
I folded the letter and shoved it in my purse, joining the others at the edge of the great room where the ceiling extended up towards a circular stained glass window overlooking the mountain tops. It was an exquisite place to get married. I knew Patrick wouldn't have had it any other way. He was starting the next chapter of his life where the previous one had begun. On the slopes.
"There you are," Bebe muttered. "Lila was just about to—"
"She's here," Lila shouted impatiently. "Let's move on with our day, people."
"Pastor," Patrick commented. "You remember Gwen … I mean, Essie?"
"Of course," the Pastor smiled and nodded in my direction. "I see your parents once in a while, but I haven't seen much of you lately."
"Someone is being called out," Franco muttered. He and Lila both chuckled quietly. I bit the inside of my cheek to keep myself from saying anything. I would be surprised if the two of them
have attended a church service once in their lifetimes.
"Let's get started, shall we?" Pastor Tad lined everyone up in their official spots with Patrick and Lila at the head of the room facing each other. I stood next to Bebe as the Pastor reviewed what he was going to say during the ceremony.
"Bebe," I whispered. "Can I ask you something?"
"Of course you can," she whispered back.
"Does stuff like this happen to Lila a lot? I'm just curious."
"You mean the stalker stuff?" she clarified.
"Yeah." I sighed as Patrick recited a short version of his vows. Lila's eyes were locked on him as he did so.
"Unfortunately, yes." Bebe moved a strand of hair away from her eyes and back to its proper place. For a brief few seconds, her eyes fixated on her bracelets. 
"Has that stuff ever happened to you?"
"Heavens no," she exhaled, glancing at me suspiciously. "I would die if I received as much hate mail as she does, but I'm not the right person to ask about this stuff. I haven't known Lila as long as Bev has."
"Bev," I responded. "The flaky bridesmaid."
"If you ask me she dodged a bullet by backing out at the last minute."
"Have you talked to her recently?" I asked.
"Not since we left L.A." Bebe directed her attention forward when Pastor Tad remarked on Lila and Patrick's kind words and moved on with the ceremony by reading a few paragraphs about the importance of long-term commitment. "Are youokay, Essie? You look a little flushed."
My attempts to turn off the panicking side of my brain started to wear off. All I could think about was the letter, and the fact that I had no idea who the killer was, but the killer knew exactly who I was. I instinctively looked over my shoulder and scanned the room behind me.
"I think I'm a little dehydrated," I lied. "I'll be fine."
"Good," she muttered. "Because you're the only sane one around here."
"What do you mean?"
"Lila and Franco have been arguing more lately," she whispered, careful not catch Franco's attention. "He tells her everything. Maybe a little too much. I think he does it on purpose because he craves the drama."
"What about Patrick?" I asked.
"He's a doll," she admitted. "But anyone who isn't Lila can see that his heart isn't really in this anymore. I'm sure you've noticed that too. I mean, you know him better than me."
"Sometimes." I watched him squeeze Lila's hand when Pastor Tad said man and wife. "And sometimes I have no idea if he's even the same guy from down the street."
 
*   *   *
 
Immediately after the ceremony, Lila lined up a long list of treatments she wanted done in the privacy of her own suite. She retreated to her room which was now being guarded by a burly man with giant arms and fists that looked like they could knock you back to last year. Patrick, sensing that Lila wanted some alone time, retreated to his day spa of sorts. The slopes.
Franco scurried off to his room to get a nap in before the wedding dinner and I was left with Bebe. The two of us decided that now was a better time than ever to clean up Donna's room and box up her things to be sent off to her family. Bebe let me into Donna's hotel room. Her suite which was situated on the same floor as Lila, Franco, and Bebe wasn't as big as Lila's, but it faced the town and had a clear view of Doc Henry's medical office. It took me a few minutes to bring myself to touch any of Donna's stuff. I could tell that Bebe felt the same way. She stared at a pair of high heels near the bathroom that looked like Donna had just kicked them off when she'd walked through the door. It felt strange to be in her room knowing she was gone. I never met her, but even touching her luggage brought back that moment in the spa when Bebe had stood frozen in front of me.
"Weird," I commented. "Is it strange that I feel like I need to ask Donna's permission before I go searching through her stuff?"
"You mean before you go packing up her stuff," Bebe corrected me.
"That's what I meant." But my real agenda was just that – searching through Donna's things in hopes of finding out who killed her and who wanted to kill me too. "Packing her stuff."
I started in her closet. Donna wasn't the tidiest person, but she wasn't messy like Joy. Sometimes Joy left her clothes out for weeks and then freaked out if I put them back in her closet. She claimed that even though her clothes were strung across her room like a tornado had blown through, she could still find what she needed.
Donna had a couple of designer dresses hanging in her closet, and two pairs of jeans folded on a shelf next to a pair of nude pumps. Bebe ran her fingers over the dresses and sighed. She took one off the rack and looked at the label.
"I'm glad Donna and Lila weren't the same size or I might have had to hide these from her," she said quietly. She waited for me to giggle or even smile, but my mind was faraway. I was looking for something in particular. Donna's phone. "Too soon for jokes?"
"Huh?" I focused on Bebe. "Oh, I'm sorry I guess I was lost in thought."
"You do that a lot," she replied. "At first I thought you were just quiet or maybe a little shy, but I don’t think you hold your tongue because you have nothing to say."
"You're right," I admitted. "I always have plenty to say, believe me."
"It's better that you don't when Lila is around."
"How did you two meet?" I asked her.
"I love that girl, don't get me wrong. It’s just sometimes she can get under my skin." She checked the size of Donna's shoes. "We met at a red carpet event. My father is Harris Bridges, the designer. Lila wore a piece from his collection that night."
"And the rest is history," I finished.
"Exactly."
I left Donna's closet and skimmed through the magazines in her nightstand. She had everything from Vogue to Southern Living. Her bed hadn't been made since the incident and her sheets were wrinkled like she'd been lying in bed the last time she was in her room. I touched one of her pillows and noticed something shiny hiding under the sheets. It was Donna's cell phone.
Bebe continued to look through the clothes in Donna's closet before packing them in her suitcases. She zipped and unzipped the luggage to make sure everything fit. I made sure Bebe was completely out of eyeshot, and I swiped the screen on Donna's phone. It was locked. I tried a few of the obvious pass codes. 
1234 
4321
1111
"Hey, Bebe," I shouted. "When is Donna's birthday?"
"June fifth, I think. Why?" She paused still sorting through the closet.
"Oh, uh." I looked down at one of Donna's magazines. "I'm looking through horoscopes."
"You do that too?" Bebe laughed from inside the closet. "Have you ever done a psychic reading before? I went to this woman in Atlanta once and she told me I was going to meet my husband at a gas station. Can you believe that? My driver fills the gas tank."
"Crazy," I said as I tried Donna's birthday. My stomach leapt when the screen cleared giving me full access to her messages. I immediately opened up her file of texts, my eyes stopping at the very last one she had received. It was from Franco.
Lila wants you to meet her at the spa early. Cold feet.
I read the text a couple of times before I looked through a few others. I stopped again when Bev's name appeared. Bev, the bridesmaid who somehow managed to escape the wedding from Hell. I quickly pulled out my own phone and copied her number. Donna had called her quite a few times the night she checked in. No one would miss the chance to be part of the secret celebrity wedding of the year. Even if it did only consist of a few friends and family at a quiet mountain resort. 
"Find anything good?" Bebe asked as she hauled Donna's suitcase out of her closet. "Oh Lord, don't tell me she had porn in the nightstand. She was raunchy like that sometimes."
"Uh, no." I laughed. "Just this." I locked Donna's screen again before showing Bebe the cell phone.
"Oh that's where that thing went," she responded. "The cops were looking for that." She took the phone from me and slipped it into Donna's luggage before I had the chance to say anything else about it. "Anything else?" She eyed the magazines. "I don't think Donna would mind if we threw those away. What do you think?" She touched the cover of Southern Living. "Or maybe I'll hang onto this one for a while."
"Really?" I studied her expression.
"Yeah, I'm a country girl at heart." She grinned and tucked the magazine under her arm. "Well, we should probably get some rest before the big dinner tonight. I hope you're wearing … something different."
"This isn't a jeans and t-shirt sort of affair?" I joked. Bebe didn't seem too amused by the thought of me showing up to a formal event in casual wear. "I'm kidding."
"Oh," she exhaled. "Of course you are."
"I have something else to wear," I lied.
"Good, because anything short of a cocktail dress would be a disaster." She giggled the same way she did when she talked about Chanel handbags.
I had to find a dress for tonight. I couldn't wear my bridesmaid dress and call it good. I glanced out the window as a flurry of snowflakes began falling from the sky. The snow made me want to stay in and light a fire instead, but I couldn't miss the wedding dinner. 
Hopefully I would survive until then.
 
 



 
 
CHAPTER TEN
 
My hands shook when I walked back through the staff hallway. I shoved them in my pockets and looked over my shoulder every five seconds. When I passed the lockers in the employee break room and lounge I was too nervous to look at mine in case the first letter came with a part two. The phone rang and Eli poked his head out from around the corner. He was holding a cup of coffee and chewing on another dinner roll from the kitchen. I walked past him and headed for the exit.
"Hello?" Eli said. "Yeah. Yeah. Hold on." He set the phone down. "Hey, Essie!"
"What?"
"Some chick named Taryn wants to know where the spare key is to the equipment closet."
"I've told her this a million times," I muttered. "Tell her it's in my office. Bottom drawer on the left."
"Got it." Eli repeated my instructions into the phone as I opened the back door leading into the staff parking lot.
The wind brushed across my cheeks and snowflakes rested on my nose. The snow was starting to pick up and the sky was turning light gray. I walked along the shoveled path along the outer rim of the hotel. I pulled my hands out of my pockets and rubbed them together for warmth. The back door zipped open. I stopped and rolled my eyes, hearing Eli's voice calling my name again.
"Wait a second," he shouted. I took a few steps away from the wall of the hotel and stood there waiting as icy water droplets thumped my head from icicles hanging right above me.
"Let me guess," I said. "Taryn can't find the key and she needs me to go up there and look for her?"
"Uh…" Eli shrugged and nodded, seeing the frustration on my face. "She said she's in your office and she can't find it."
"Fine," I sighed. I took a deep breath, taking one last look over my shoulder. No sign of the black BMW or the mystery tourist journalist and possible stalker John Slagger.
The moment I stepped back towards the building again a loud thwack boomed right next to me. I let out a scream as snow burst upwards from thing that had fallen. My blood pumped vigorously through my body as a surge of adrenaline pulsed through me. My torso felt like it was on fire. I shook my head to get rid of the annoying ringing in my ears. 
"Essie!" Eli yelled.
"I'm okay," I replied, out of breath. I looked down at the icy parking lot and saw a chunk of ice cracked into pieces. A forty five pound barbell plate had plunged from an upstairs window and landed in the spot where I was once standing. I looked up wanting to see a malicious face, but the sky was clear. I forced myself to look again.
No one was looking down at me.
There was no sign of any movement in the upstairs windows. I gulped and looked back at Eli. He raced towards me and stared down at the weight with a bewildered look on his face. He kicked it and looked up.
"Are you okay?" he asked.
"Yeah," I assured him.
"Just think," he said quietly. "If I didn't call you back inside…"
"Who knows what might have happened." Still shaking, I followed Eli inside. Whoever wanted to silence me must have been pretty desperate. Dropping a weight on someone's head at precisely the right moment was a shot in the dark unless the killer had done this sort of thing before. Please don't tell me we're dealing with a seasoned criminal here.
"Is Taryn still on the phone?" I asked him. He rushed to the receiver and listened.
"Taryn?" Eli nodded. "She's still waiting.
"Tell her I'll be right there."
Before Eli hung up I ran through the staff hallway and all the way to the stairwell. My body was so adrenalized from the shock that I needed to wear myself out before I could calm down. I ran up the stairs two at a time. My breathing quickened, but I didn't let it stop me. I climbed higher and higher determined to put this mystery to rest once and for all. I didn't know who tried to kill me, but I did know that I'd tangled myself in a deadly web that I didn't want to be in. I didn't feel in control anymore, and that unsteady feeling was beginning to eat away at me.
When I reached the upper level where the fitness studio was I burst through the doors and stopped in the empty hallway. My office was across from the private gym where I trained clients. I jogged towards the gym with clenched fists. 
It was empty. 
I checked every barbell and every set of weighted plates. One set was missing a forty-five pounder.
I gulped, glancing out the window at the spot below where I'd been standing moments ago. It would have been easy to open the window and through something down. If chance hadn't have been on my side today, it probably would have worked.
I caught my breath before I walked casually over to my office. I caught a glimpse of Taryn in her green trainer polo and matching sneakers. She was sitting at my desk strumming her fingers on the surface as she waited on the phone. She grunted, hung up, and dialed again. This time someone answered.
"She's coming right?" Taryn said. She shook her head. "That's not funny, Eli. Is she coming or not? Quit joking around."
"I'm here," I said, stepping into the office. Taryn acted like her usual self. Firm and impatient when it came to business.
"Good." She stood up. "I was hoping Eli caught you in time. I can't find that stupid key and I have Mrs. Larado coming in twenty minutes with two of her friends."
"If it's not in the drawer, I must have left it in my purse," I responded, observing her movements. "Have you been here the whole time?"
"Yeah, why?" She folded her arms and noticed that I was out of breath. "Is everything okay?
"So you didn't see anybody in the gym just now?"
"No." A look of concern crossed her face. "Is someone in there? I didn't hear anything."
"Someone was I think," I replied. And they tried to kill me.
"Oh, sorry about that boss."
Taryn called me boss when she thought she was in trouble. I took a deep breath and tilted my head towards the exit. I walked cautiously back to the staircase letting her follow me. She jogged down the stairs next to me like nothing was wrong.
"This morning was pretty busy so I threw my purse in a locker and forgot all about the key," I commented, breaking the silence.
"That stupid Eli kid said something about you being scared for your life. He's always stirring up trouble."
"Well, he wasn't far off," I replied.
"Huh?" 
The two of us came to the bottom of the staircase. Taryn stopped as I opened the door and headed down the staff hallway. I walked so fast that she had a hard time keeping up with me. I concentrated on getting to my destination. My cheeks were warm and my head was starting to hurt. 
I turned the corner and stepped into the staff lounge where the lockers were. Eli was standing with his arms crossed talking to Patrick. My heart jumped. Patrick's eyes went wide when he saw me. He had a grave look of concern on his face. His eyes studied the length of my body as if making sure I truly was all in one piece.
"Essie," he gasped. "Are you okay?"
"What are you doing here?"
"I saw him coming in from finishing a run and I told him what happened," Eli admitted. 
"What's going on?" Taryn whispered. "Don't tell me the little twerp was telling the truth." She waited for me to reassure her it was all a prank, but I folded my arms and thought carefully about what to do next. Should I quit or should I stay? "Oh no, it is true," Taryn muttered.
"That's it," Patrick stated. His cheeks were rosy from the cold. "I'm going to tell Lila that we have to cancel the wedding. I can't have any more people getting hurt like this."
"Patrick," I blurted out. "You don't have to do that. I'll just … just tell Lila that I'm sorry."
"No," he argued. "I'm not going to sit back and watch history repeat itself." He stepped forward and grabbed my arm. My chest fluttered as I watched his hand squeeze my bicep. "Come on, we're going to the police station to report this."
A lot of good that'll do.
Patrick looked at me and immediately pulled me close to him in a tight embrace. I remained stiff at first, not wanting to let myself spiral back into the same thought process from high school. Always analyzing every word Patrick said to me. Always doubting myself. But after smelling his woodsy cologne and feeling the heat that radiated through his core against my own, I caved and hugged him back. For a brief moment, I closed my eyes. When I opened them, Taryn and Eli were gawking at the two of us. I automatically pulled away.
"No, I'll go to the station alone." I took a few steps back. "And … don't call off the wedding because of me, Patrick. You should do what you think is best." I nodded and reassured the three of them I really was okay before I went back outside to warm up my car. A snowflake touched my skin and reminded me how things used to be around here before Patrick came back. Things were less complicated, and I wasn't in a state of severe paranoia. I wanted to lock myself in my apartment and wait for the weekend to be over.
Patrick, Eli and Taryn all watched as I walked through the parking lot. I glanced up at the sky as if another weight might drop from the heavens. I reminded myself that as long as I was far, far away from the hotel, that wasn't possible unless a helicopter flew by. And if something heavy did fall on me from heaven itself, I should accept that it was really my time to go.
 
 



 
 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
I almost had a heart attack when I got back to my apartment and saw the figure of a man leaning by the front door. I reached into my coat pretending I had some sort of weapon hidden away for situations like these. All I found were a pair of gloves and stick of cinnamon-flavored gum. At least my breath would smell like Christmas if something were to happen to me.
I exhaled a sigh of relief the moment I recognized the man looking back at me. His jeans were worn and his boots glistened from trudging through the snow. His breath was visible as he exhaled and eagerly waited for me to unlock my door. I looked over my shoulder one last time before I gave him my full attention.
"Wade," I said quietly. "You better hope Mrs. Tankle didn't see you." My landlady was fully aware of the ups and downs of Wade and Joy's relationship. Hearing a heated couple screaming at each other through the walls because one of them forgot to fill the tank with gas was bad for business. More than once a customer of The Painted Deer has complained.
"That nosey old bat is still running this place?" He glanced down the stairs and towards the bookshop underneath my apartment. 
"Yep," I informed him. "And she dislikes you just as much as my sister does."
"I'm pretty sure that's not true." He leaned in as I opened the door to my apartment and let him in. 
Wade was never one for giving a girl her personal space. He's the type of person who sits a little too close to you on the couch, leans in just a little too close during a conversation, and hovers too much when he is curious. Though even I can’t deny that he is attractive in his own rugged way, I think he only does those things to get a reaction out of people. 
Well, a reaction out of women.
If it wasn't still winter, his shirt would be off. And most likely his pants.
"You are probably right." I took off my coat and tossed it on a kitchen chair next to one of Joy's. Her things were usually scattered around the apartment. "Is there a word for when you beyond hate somebody?"
"Our marriage," he joked. Wade helped himself to contents of my fridge. He looked past my bottles of vitamin water and homemade chocolate chia pudding with a frown on his face. "What's all this?"
"You mean, why are there seeds in my pudding or where is the booze?" I chuckled, knowing Wade never missed the opportunity to snag a free beer. "Booze. Joy hid them somewhere."
"Of course she did," he muttered. "She's not even here and she's making my life Hell."
"Why are you here, Wade?" I grabbed a vitamin water and loudly sipped it in front of him with a grin on my face. I knew that I couldn't let him stay for too long because Joy was due home sometime before the big wedding dinner, but it was nice to have Wade around. No nutter would try anything while he was here in my apartment. At least, I didn't think so.
"That guy you were asking me about," he replied. "He came poking around the mine this morning asking questions."
"John Slagger, the reporter or photographer or whatever he is?"
"That's the one," he answered, grabbing a vitamin water too. He unscrewed the cap with almost no effort at all and cautiously took a sip. He wrinkled his nose. "I thought you should know, and why do you put seeds in your pudding?"
"They're chia seeds and they're really good for you. Plus, they absorb liquid so adding them to my chocolate mix basically makes the pudding for me."
"You lost me at chia seeds." He nodded and took another sip of his vitamin water like the flavor might have changed the second time around. He wrinkled his nose again and looked at the label. "What am I even drinking here? Magnesium? Zinc? What am I, a metal refinery?"
"They're minerals, Wade." I pulled out my cell phone, wondering if Patrick planned on letting me know what his decision was about the wedding. My screen opened up to the last thing I was looking at before I'd locked my screen. I stared at Bev's phone number. "Didn't you pay attention in health class?"
"The good parts." Wade placed his half full bottle on the counter instead of throwing it away. One of the many things about him that drove Joy crazy. He never threw away his trash. Wade retreated to the living area. He plopped down on the sofa and grabbed the TV remote like he was back home in his cabin.
"Uh." I quickly blocked his view to ensure that I would have his full attention. "As much as I enjoy your company Wade—"
"I'm on my break," he interrupted. "I'll be out of your hair in thirty minutes tops."
"I assume that no amount of yelling, screaming, or bribing can get you to leave before then?"
"Man, I've missed you Stratter girls." He smirked and resumed channel surfing. Nothing short of throwing my flat screen out the window would get rid of him now.
"Promise me that you'll be out of here before Joy gets home."
"I promise," he agreed. He glanced back at the kitchen table where Joy's coat was hanging over a chair. He'd noticed it right away along with the various other items of hers that were sitting around the apartment. A pair of her shoes. An empty handbag. A tube of lipstick. Her favorite coffee mug. Deep down I knew Wade had stopped by for his fix of Joy.
"I'm going to look for something to wear for a dinner tonight," I said. "When I'm done, I expect you to be out."
Wade nodded as I went into my room and opened up my closet. If the wedding dinner was still on, I had nothing suitable to wear according to Bebe's standards. I thumbed through the dresses I owned and stopped when I came to a red one I bought years ago. It was a little too tight when I'd bought it, but it probably fit like a glove today. I pulled it out of my closet and pressed it against my body.
My cell phone screen lit up as I tossed it on my bed. I stared at Bev's number again. Was it possible that Bev backed out at the last minute because she knew something like this was going to happen? Don't kid yourself, Essie.
I thought about pushing the call button, but thinking about it made my heart race so fast I started to feel dizzy. But my natural curiosity wouldn't let it go. It ticked away in my head like a clock counting down to my very destruction. I pressed call.
The phone rang. And rang. And rang.
When her answering machine beeped I panicked, wondering what to say. I hadn't thought this far ahead. I hadn't come up with a plan that involved getting Bev, a woman I've never met, to trust me enough to divulge her greatest secrets about Donna. I settled for anything that would grab her attention.
"Hi, Bev," I said. "Uh, you don't know me. My name is Essie. I'm a friend of Patrick's and I'm replacing you in the wedding." I took a deep breath. "I'm sure by now that you've heard about Donna and how she … um … passed away, and I'm very sorry. I uh … I have a few questions. Please, call me back. Okay … thanks." The answering machine beeped again and I hung up.
The minutes seemed to pass in slow motion as I tried on my dress, double checking my phone every time a ray of light shone through the window and bounced of the screen. The red dress fit perfectly, but it was too showy. Lila might have a heart attack if she saw me in it because it accentuated all of my curves. All of them. Besides that, I was most comfortable in my workout gear where my tops weren't so tight you could see what I had to eat for breakfast that day. I took the dress off and laid it on my bed.
My bedroom is plain and ordinary compared to my childhood room at my parents’ house. The walls are beige and the wooden floors make it look clean and modern. I have a large, puffy, white comforter and a few green and baby blue throw pillows. Unlike Joy's room, all my clothes fit neatly in my closet and my dresser isn't jammed so tight with clothes that sleeves and shirt tails are sticking out. Back home, I covered my walls with posters and collages of celebrities. I made the collages with old magazines. That's how I used to spend my time. In my Canyon Street apartment, my bedroom walls are blank. A representation of what my life has really been like the past couple of years. Until now.
Clean but sometimes empty.
As soon as I zipped up my jeans, the door slammed. Wade must have finally left. I guess nothing good was on right now. I shrugged and grabbed a pair of shoes and tights to go along with my wedding dinner outfit. I put the items in a large tote bag and got ready to head to the sheriff’s office before going back to the resort. 
"Essie!" The sound of Joy's voice made me jump. My eyes went wide as I grabbed my things and ran to the front room. I found Wade still on the couch and Joy fuming at the front door scowling at her ex. "Who let this rat in?"
"Wade," I shouted. "You said you were leaving."
"That's just great," Joy said through her teeth. She clenched her jaw firmly, biting back her anger. Her cheeks went red and she briskly threw off her coat like she was about to start round one of a caged match. "Put your dirty boots all over our new coffee table, why don't you."
"Calm down," Wade responded with a smirk on his face. "Tables can be cleaned."
"By who? You?" She laughed uncomfortably. "Ha!"
"I can drag a rag across a counter, you know." Wade stood up and began inching towards Joy. The closer he got, the more her cheeks went ruby red. Wade kept a smirk on his face. He knew he was getting under her skin and it gave him satisfaction to watch her squirm.
"Then why don't you? Why don’t you ever clean up after yourself?" she argued.
"I
don't clean up after myself?" He chuckled. "Look at this place. Your stuff is everywhere. Need I remind you who unclogged the drains in the bathroom on a daily basis?" He raised his eyebrows and looked at me. "You should have seen the size of the hairballs I pulled out, Essie."
"Wade!" Joy shouted. Their voices were gradually getting louder like whoever shouted the loudest was the winner. Pretty soon they would be in a screaming match and Mrs. Tankle would be up here pounding on the door and threatening to call the sheriff.
"You started it, sweetheart." He winked and it was just the thing that sent Joy over the edge.
"What are you even still doing here?" she shouted. "Get out! I'm supposed to be relaxing before I have to go back to work, not talking to the one person who makes me want to light myself on fire."
"Careful," Wade laughed. "Those are fightin' words."
"Oh shut up." Joy dropped her purse and took off her shoes. She left the front open, letting in a draft that might cause the pipes to freeze up if it persisted. "And leave." She stamped her foot.
"Yeah, I'll leave," he agreed. "But only if you show me your left forearm."
Joy held her wrist and kept the scowl on her face.
"No."
"Oh, so you lied?" He folded his arms. "You swore last time I saw you that you were getting that tattoo removed."
"I did!"
"Well then, let me see," he urged her on, taking a step close to her. "Show me that it's gone and I'll leave."
"What is he talking about, Joy?" Joy had so many tattoos that I'd lost track of all of them. They weren't tattoos that could be seen when she wore a pencil skirt and a blazer, but when she wore a swimsuit she looked like an entirely different person.
"She didn't tell you?" Wade looked at me. "Last year she tattooed my face—"
"Wade!" Joy yelled at him. She rolled her eyes and paused to take a deep breath. "Essie, will you give us a minute?"
"I'll give you more than that," I answered, grabbing my things and heading for the door. "I have a few errands to run. I'll see you back at the resort."
"Yeah, okay." Joy nodded, attempting to change her annoyed expression when she looked at me. The second she turned towards Wade again she couldn't hide her disgust. 
"Don't light the place on fire," I muttered. "Oh and Wade, good luck." I carefully closed the door and walked as far away from my apartment as possible. If I didn't hear any more shouting I could act oblivious when Mrs. Tankle knocked on my door in the morning to complain about the noise.
I looked up and down the street. I didn't get the chance to tell Joy about the letter and the weight from the gym missing my head by inches. Judging by the fact that she didn't address it when she came home meant that news of my almost accident hadn't spread across the entire resort yet. For now, I'm sure the killer was content and sipping lattes at the Canyon Street coffee shop or having a swim in the hotel's lap pool. My first stop was the sheriff’s. I wasn't going to end up like Donna. I was going to find her killer before my luck ran out. Only Patrick's ghost cat Snowflake could stop me now.
 
 



 
 
CHAPTER TWELVE
 
The sheriff’s office is off of Canyon Street away from Pinecliffe Mountain. It used to be the old firehouse until a new one was built closer to the vacation condos and luxury lodges on the other end of town. Sheriff Williams and his son Murray live only a few blocks away from the station. The lights stay on day and night and the Williams' moved half their stuff into the old firefighters’ bunks. I think last Thanksgiving Mrs. Williams fixed their family dinner in the waiting room using a tiny portable stove just in case they got a phone call.
Murray stood up when I entered the room. He'd been reclining back in his chair with his latest sci-fi novel and a half-eaten bagel was next to his computer. I glanced around the room. No sign of the Sheriff.
"Essie." Murray cleared his throat. His hair was messy like he hadn't even bothered to comb it this morning. "What brings you here?"
"An attempted murder," I answered bluntly.
"Oh." He laughed and quickly ran his fingers through his hair to smooth down the matted parts. "You're joking."
"No," I answered. "Someone tried to kill me, Murray." I waited for him to sit down and start typing on his computer or at least look disappointed. "Well, aren’t you going to take my statement or something?"
"Oh." He hesitated, wiping the grin from his face. "So you are serious? Or…?”
"Murray," I muttered. "Just document it."
"Oh, right." He sat at his computer and turned it on. He avoided looking in my direction as I stood uncomfortably waiting for it to boot so he could actually do some work.
"Did you get anything back on that background check for John Slagger?" I asked.
"About that," he responded. "Dad said that—"
"Murray," I interrupted, shaking my head. "You and I went to school together so I'm going to be brutally honest for a second." I didn't know if telling him to grow up would do him any favors, but Murray had eyes for me. His crush wasn't only a grade school thing. He asked me out last year with a bouquet of red roses on Valentine's Day. I almost accepted them, thinking maybe I could come to tolerate him eventually. But then I noticed he forgot to pull out the card that said to Sharla from Ronald. Sharla is Murray's mother.
"Okay," he agreed. He leaned back, unsure of what I was going to tell him.
"You're an adult," I stated. Murray stared at me with a blank expression. 
"Yeah," he lowly chuckled. "So are you."
"So act like an adult. Do what you think is best for once."
"But I do—"
"No," I went on. "I'm not talking about choosing a cereal for breakfast or what program to watch on TV. No woman wants to date a kid who needs to be told what to do."
"Do we have company, son?" Sheriff Williams entered the room chewing on a plastic toothpick. He rubbed the end of his mustache and glared at his son suspiciously as he typed.
"Sheriff," I said. "I was just stopping by to see if you found anything on that out-of-towner John Slagger."
Murray cleared his throat. He glanced at me with wide eyes and casually shook his head. The sheriff exhaled loudly and looked down at his boots before chuckling to himself. The tip of his nose was red and shiny. My gaze wandered down to the liver spots on his hands, a product of the outdoor labor he'd done when he was younger.
"Essie, we went over this," he reminded me. "I told you I've got this under control. I’ve instructed Murray here to keep our investigation confidential until further notice. If I need anything from you I'll be sure to call."
"Really?" I replied, frustrated. My fists clenched as I thought back to the way my entire body had frozen with fear when a forty-five-pound weight dropped from the top floor and landed next to my fragile feet. "You've got it under control?"
"I mean," he chuckled again. "The girl wasn't shot, stabbed or strangled. She fell at the spa. For all we know this was just some sort of freak accident. Don't rule that out."
"I don't think so, Sheriff. It was murder, and I can prove it."
"Oh you can prove it, can you?" He smirked and looked at his son.
"Yes." I lifted my chin and glanced at the bagel on Murray's desk. For a quick second Murray and I made eye contact. "The killer tried to strike again."
"What?" The Sheriff gulped.
"Yes, someone tried to kill me. I'm not making it up either. You can ask Eli over at the resort. He saw the whole thing."
"I'm writing it all down, pop," Murray responded. "And, Essie, I'll call you later about that other thing." He nodded. There was a grin on his face and he sat up straighter in his seat like he were proud of himself for making his own choices without his father interfering for once.
"Thanks, Murray," I said quietly. "I really appreciate it."
 
*   *   *
 
The snow started picking up as I walked down the street to the Bison Creek Bakery to inquire about John Slagger. Ada Adley was a distant cousin of the Millbreck's and she had a storefront that faced the center of Canyon Street. She had the advantage of seeing who came and who went on a regular basis, especially since she was always up front in the wee hours of the morning while her mother, a warm and welcoming woman, staid in the back baking up more product.
Ada isn't like her mother at all. Most tourists expect the town baker to be a friendly, jolly, cushy, old woman who sells you a pastry and then tells you a story about how the recipe has been passed down for generations. Ada is none of those things. She's in her mid-thirties, single, and she hardly smiles. Her caramel hair is usually braided and her expression is one of an exhausted mother who has been up all night with a crying baby. Ada is an artist at heart which is probably why she frequently dyes strands of her hair pink and blue. But after spending her twenties in New York City trying to make it as an oil painter and jewelry designer, she realized that she was even more broke than when she left home. Hence the permanent look of distaste on her face when she greets a customer.
"Ada," I said as I entered the bakery. The sign out front had  gone through many name changes before the Adley's finally settled for nothing more than just the word Bakery hanging over their shop. I think they were sick of the grief they got from the town after Ada single-handedly renamed the store Frost This without consulting anyone.
"Essie," she replied. She adjusted her apron and waited impatiently as I looked behind the glass display. "We have the nutrition labels in the back. I remembered them this time, although I don't think the sort of customers we get in here really care how many calories are in their jelly-filled donuts. Although, you might be interested in my Vanishing Vegan Vanilla cupcakes. I call them my "Triple V" cupcakes. Mom thinks baking without butter, milk, or eggs is blasphemous, but they taste just as good hers."
"Maybe next time." I looked past the counter and refused to let my eyes focus on anything fried, sprinkled, or glazed. If I looked for too long than I would give in, and I wasn't the sort of girl who could stop after only one bite. "Do you still have some of that winter spice tea?"
"Our very own blend," Ada recited. "Of course we do." She began making me a cup. Her movements looked robotic like her body was on autopilot while her mind wandered off someplace else. Anywhere but the family bakery.
"Ada, a man came in here yesterday."
"Lots of men come in here, Essie."
"Yes, but this guy wasn't from around here."
"Oh you mean the Cali guy with the receding hairline," she responded.
"Tall, skinny?"
"Yeah, he was here." She handed me a warm cup. "Sugar, milk, honey?"
"No, thanks," I answered.
"Really? You're basically drinking herb water if you take it like that." She watched me blow on the warm liquid and take a sip. The lemon and hint of clove were enough to distract me from the smell of gooey cinnamon rolls and pumpkin spice jelly rolls.
"I don’t mind." I took a second sip and pulled some cash from my purse. "So that guy. Do you remember his name?"
"John," she said casually, counting my change. "And he tried to chat me up if you can believe that. His pick-up lines sucked though. I mean, he was all like hi and how are you and what's your name."
"The nerve."
"And then he asked me out for a drink around dinner time," she continued. "Said he was fascinated by my psyche."
"You didn't go, did you?"
"No…" She avoided making eye contact. "Not exactly. Just one drink."
"Did he tell you about himself?" I waited for her to elaborate, but she wasn't the type of girl who discussed her dating dilemmas in detail. She was more of an introvert who needed some prodding. "Where he's from? What he's doing here? Where he's been?" In rehab maybe treating his Lila addiction?
"He said a few things about school." She sighed. "Some other stuff about the beach, but he mostly asked me questions the whole time. It was a lot like being interviewed for a newspaper really."
"What kinds of things did he ask about?"
"Me," she replied. "My background. My family. He wrote it all down too."
"You didn’t find that the least bit odd?"
She paused for a second and processed my question. She nodded slowly, but it didn’t seem to faze her that she could have been having drinks with a murderer. Or at least a murder's accomplice. 
"I find this whole conversation a bit odd." She frowned. "You're asking just as many questions, Essie."
"I only have one more." I glanced out the front windows at the spot where Martha Millbreck exited the black BMW. "You see everything that happens on this street. How often do you see Martha?"
"Oh, I don't know. I tend to ignore family."
"Does she normally get dropped off in town so early in the morning, and by that same black BMW that was parked across the street earlier by chance?"
"Sometimes," Ada admitted. "But you know me. I stay out of all the nonsense that goes on in this town. In New York, people come and go as they please and no one goes around asking questions about it." I covered my mouth with my hand and tried not to let out a laugh. Sure, Ada liked to stay out of the way, but at the end of the day, her troubles always ended up in the arms of her mother. And her mother was a Millbreck.
"This isn't New York City, Ada. When you get so few people living in one small space, you're bound to know when one of them clogs their toilet."
 
 



 
 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
I shut the door to my tiny office and changed into my red dress and tights for the wedding dinner. The resort's finest event room overlooking lighted ski slopes was ready and Aggie was in a frenzy when I'd passed the kitchen. My heart fluttered as I thought of seeing Patrick again since our tight embrace in the employee lounge. He'd said he was worried about me, but it seemed that the wedding was still on. I zipped up the seam and stood up straight wearing my high heels. I wasn't used to shoes like these. My toes had hardly any wiggle room. If I was going to spend five hundred dollars on shoes it would be for the mother of all running shoes.
I placed my hands on my hips and practiced walking through the hallway. I approached the gym which was currently empty. Taryn had gone home and there wasn't a training session scheduled until tomorrow after the wedding festivities. To keep the event as closed door as possible, the resort had agreed to temporary close off certain parts of the hotel including the gym, the spa, the slopes, and the bar. It must have cost Patrick a fortune.
I looked at myself in the mirror, remembering what I used to say to my reflection when I was thirty pounds heavier. I usually gave myself some sort of speech about how beauty came from within. It wasn't easy to seem confident when I was disappointed that I wasn't as stick thin as Joy or as toned as Patrick's latest girlfriend. But tonight was different. I'd made the decision to change, and I did. The dress looked amazing. But the moment Patrick stepped back into my life I'd slowly been realizing that while I had definitely changed on the outside, I hadn't completely changed on the inside. I still had insecurities, even as an accomplished, fit, thirty-something. Patrick made me nervous and less confident. I cared way too much about what he thought of me.
I fixed my hair so that long, dark waves fell past my shoulders. I usually kept my hair tied up, in a braid, or under a beanie or baseball cap. My eyes darted out the window at the small town of Bison Creek. It was lit up by street lamps and it looked oddly serene from up here. I hadn't spotted John or the black BMW all afternoon. After questioning Ada and gulping down my tea, I'd come straight back to the resort and found it to be mostly empty except for the employees who were working the wedding.
I nodded at my reflection and decided it was time to make my entrance downstairs. I was anxious about a lot of things as I calmly walked down the staircase and into the staff hallway. I took my time, contemplating what to say to Patrick other than congratulations on your marriage. Maybe that was all I should say?
I left the staff hall and my heart pounded as I neared the event room that was decorated in all white for the special occasion. The guest list was small consisting of the wedding party and Patrick's parents, but Joy had dreamed big. Outside, the patio and chair lift was illuminated with lights so that a brilliant glow brightened up the tall, arched windows. Like many rooms in the hotel, there was a brick fireplace outlined with fresh greenery that made the room smell like Christmas trees. All the trim was a sophisticated looking dark wood and it contrasted neatly with the tan walls. The ceiling extended up, drawing my eye to a deer antler chandelier – an intricate piece of art work. 
A long dinner table was set up in the center of the room and it was much longer than I had expected. There were bowl-like glass vases forming a line in the center of the table. Each bowl was filled with a bundle of peach roses in full bloom. Every display was carefully laced with lights so the bowl lit up as well. It was an impressive technique I had never seen done before.
The china dinner plates were white, but they were sitting under wooden mats that matched the name tag holder at each seat. The cloth napkins were gold, matching the table runner. The corners of the room had been filled with furniture and more greenery so that the place almost made you feel like you were in a magical winter garden of sorts without the cold or the snow. There were brown leather sofas and tall antique armchairs placed in all four corners. They reminded me of a mini study where Dad would retreat for some peace and quiet before bed. I surveyed the room again and again, in awe over every detail that had been thought out. Joy was a gifted event planner.
The first person I noticed was Lila. She was sipping a glass of red wine wearing a lacy black dress that started up at her collar bone and extended down to her mid-thigh. Her hair was curled and voluminous. Compared to her slender figure, fragile arms, and sunken face, she looked like she was wearing a wig that was two sizes too big. She spotted me and examined my outfit as she walked over, her heels clanging on the wood floor. 
"Essie," she said casually, looking me up and down. "I didn't think you had it in you."
"Excuse me?"
"That dress is very daring." She half smiled and kept her wine glass close to her chest. "If I wore something that revealing, everyone would think I was out for attention."
"Well." I swallowed her dirty compliment. "I had it in my closet so…" I cleared my throat and looked at her wine. "How are you feeling?"
"Better," she answered. "Much better actually. Your sister sent a masseuse to my suite. A beastly man who calls himself Ivan. He fixed me right up." She took a relaxing breath and glanced around the room as servers began bringing out silver buckets of chilled spirits. "Turns out my back was full of knots."
"Imagine that," I muttered. 
I spotted Bebe looking graciously at a server. She smiled as he handed her a glass. I glared in her direction, desperately hoping she would see us and immediately come over. Bebe studied the room first before she finally singled us out.
"Gold," Lila quietly complained. "Of course Bebe would wear something angelic like that. With her blonde hair and light complexion she looks like a ray of sunshine and I look like…" Lila touched her lacy, black dress. "An undertaker."
"Don't be stupid," I replied. "That dress makes you look dignified." I couldn’t find the right words to say other than the dress made her look conservative compared to the rest of her wardrobe.
"True," she agreed. If this was Lila's way of fishing for compliments than it was working. She was awfully good at it. "But is it too dignified. I don't want to come off as too snotty when I meet Patrick's parents."
"You haven't met the Jayes?"
"Not officially," she answered. "A web chat with Patrick here and there, and they send cards."
"But you haven't spoken with them in person?" 
Bebe joined the two of us with a giant smile on her face. I noticed that even in formal attire, she was still wearing the white wristband she sometimes snapped against her wrist. She'd attempted to hide it with matching gold bangles.
"This place looks amazing, y'all." Bebe held up her glass before taking a sip.
"Excuse me, girls." Lila left without even acknowledging Bebe. Bebe shook her head but kept the smile on her face. 
"She seems calmer," Bebe commented.
"Really?" I folded my arms. "I don’t see much of a difference other than she's keeping most of her comments to herself at the moment."
"Oh, Essie," Bebe teased. "What would I do without you?"
"Where do you think she's going?" Lila left the room and walked quickly down the hallway.
"She's going to change her dress, honey." Bebe's eyes widened when she studied my ensemble. "Have you seen yourself? You look like the cover of Maxim."
"I do not," I argued, feeling my face go warm. 
"You do and she's jealous." Bebe lowered her voice when Patrick entered the room escorting his parents.
When the Jayes first moved to Bison Creek, Joy and I used to think of Mr. and Mrs. Jaye as a real life cowboy and cowgirl. It was the way they talked, the way they invited all their neighbors over to sample homemade sweet tea, and the cowboy boots Mr. Jaye wore in place of snow boots. They were a town spectacle back then, but over the years they'd adapted to mountain living as if they had been born here. The only thing that didn't fade away was their southern accents.
Patrick's mom, Anne, was carrying a plate of one of her specialties. She called them Mississippi mud bites, and they were chocolate dessert bars that tasted a lot like a mix between fudge and brownies. Mrs. Jaye looked around the room and clutched her plate tighter as if a little embarrassed that she had brought a homemade treat to such a formal affair. Patrick's mom was petite and her clothes hung loosely from her body like curtains of fabric. She wasn't always so skinny. Her major weight loss was a recent thing. 
Patrick's father kept his arm around her. He was taller and his hair was the same shade of dark blonde as Patrick's. He was a simple man, and he spoke with an especially thick, southern accent. Being a former lawyer, he was dressed a little more appropriate for the dinner. But Mr. Jaye was impossible to read. 
He normally looks at me like I'm hiding something. It makes me want to spill all my secrets even though I'm not eight years old anymore. But he looks at everyone that way. Everyone except his wife, and his little boy. In his eyes, the world is guilty until proven innocent.
"Essie," Patrick gasped. His tie matched the color of his hazel eyes. "You look great."
"Thanks."
Bebe looked from me to Patrick and bit the corner of her lip.
"You look very handsome, Patrick," Bebe complimented him.
"Thank you." He took a step back and let his parents move forward. "I would like to introduce you to my parents, Anne and Buford."
"Hello," Mr. Jaye replied.
"Oh, Gwenessa," Anne said quietly. "What a beautiful dress."
"Thank you, Mrs. Jaye." I looked at her homemade plate of sweets. She uncomfortably tried to cover most of it with her arm. "Are those what I think they are?"
"Oh I … uh…" Anne blushed, glimpsing back at the dinner table.
"I haven't had one of those in a long time," I went on. "May I?"
"Yes, of course." Patrick's mom gratefully handed me the platter. I folded back the plastic wrap and picked up a square. On any other day I wouldn't eat something this rich and sugary because then I would have to eat another, and another, and another after that. Anne's dessert was the exception to the rule, along with my homemade granola bars that I make once in a while. Her eyes lit up as I took a bite right then and there and raved about how good they were.
"Oh my," Bebe commented. "My grandmama used to make something like that." She copied me and took a bite of one too. Anne's flustered cheeks slowly began to return to their regular shade. "Mrs. Jaye, you should be fixin' our meal tonight."
"Oh, that's very kind of you." Mrs. Jaye nodded.
"I hope you don’t mind if we hoard a few," I added.
"Please do." She nodded and her husband carefully took her arm and led her to the dinner table to find her seat. I took another bite of Anne's delectable dessert and savored the sweetness running down my throat. 
"Thanks." Patrick grinned. "I tried to explain to her that this was a formal thing, but you know how my mom is. She said she had to bring something. Southern hospitality."
"You're a lucky man," Bebe said, nudging his shoulder. "My mama doesn't cook at all anymore."
Patrick raised his eyebrows and glanced at the door. Two more guests appeared. I stared at their faces, a little confused before placing a hand on my chest. Patrick watched me with a worried look on his face.
I wasn't worried anymore about losing my cool and binge eating every sweet thing in sight anymore, because my appetite had been shot.
"Is it okay that I invited them?" he asked. "It was my mom's idea actually. The second she heard you were in the wedding party she called your mom."
"It's fine," I answered, watching my parents approach us.
I don't have anything against my parents, but ever since I came home from college my relationship with them changed. I became less like their child and more like a good family friend. That's around the same time I started searching for my birth mother. A journey that was cut short when the lady at the adoption agency told me my records were lost years ago in a fire. If I'd started my search earlier, I might have had a chance at finding her. Now I'll never know.
Both my parents have dark hair and dark eyes like me, but they are tall and statuesque like Joy. Sometimes I literally feel like they are towering over me. My mom has the same facial features as my little sister, but her demeanor is calmer like mine. Dad's the one who is quick to get angry. He has a very short temper. I guess that's why he seems more understanding of some of Joy's fits. He knows what it feels like to become so frustrated that you feel like you're on the brink of exploding.
We live in the same town, but I usually only see them about once every other week. Their work takes them both out of town a lot. They own several properties in neighboring counties, including a campground in the next town over. 
My mom stared at my dress, but she didn't say anything. I knew what she was thinking. She probably thought that showing off my figure was my own last attempt at getting Patrick's attention, but that wasn't the case. Unfortunately, my childhood crush wasn't something I was able to hide from them.
"Hi, honey." My mom was dressed in her best church clothes. "You never mentioned that you were in the wedding party."
"Didn't have time, I guess."
"Where's your sister," my dad asked. "If her events usually look like this one, they'd better give her that promotion." Dad didn't kid much. Whenever he made a comment, sarcastic or not, there was truth to it.
"Haven't seen her," I admitted.
"Can you believe that Mr. Kentworth?" Dad muttered. "Making Joy work all those extra hours and he is still considering other applicants. Incompetent little—"
"Nathan," my mom snapped. "Keep your comments to yourself for the next couple of hours. You never know who is listening."
"Fine," he grunted.
"We are going to go find our seat, honey." My mom smiled at Bebe and led my dad towards the alcohol.
"It is interesting meeting other people's parents," Bebe said. "You always think that yours are the only strange ones."
"Until you meet someone else's," I finished.
"Exactly."
"I'm going to find our seats." Bebe walked to the table with poise and elegance. She read each name card and stopped when she found hers. I surveyed the room again, but there was no sign of Joy. I grabbed Eli's coat as he rushed past me with more drinks. For once, he was doing the actual job he was hired to do.
"Eli," I muttered. "Where's Joy?"
"Haven't seen her," he responded. He looked towards the door leading to the kitchen. "But I overheard one of the other assistants telling Mr. Kentworth she'd called Joy a few times, but she still hasn't responded."
"What?" I thought back to when I last saw her. She was yelling at Wade and I made the decision to leave rather than get involved. That might have been a poor decision on my part. "She must be having car trouble." I glanced at Eli and he shrugged.
"Don't look at me. I'm not her sister."
He pulled himself away from my grasp and resumed his serving duties. My stomach started churning as my mind ran through a few scenarios. One ended with Joy waltzing through the doors in front of me with a smile on her face. One ended with her being sister-napped by Donna's killer. And one ended with me getting a call from the fire department saying that my apartment had been burned to a heap of nothing. I glanced at the time on my phone.
"Oh my!" a familiar voice rang through the room. I cringed, looking at the entrance to see none other than the only couple who could have made this night even more awkward. Mayor Millbreck and his wife Martha. "What a spectacular set up," Martha said.
Martha and the Mayor are two peas in a pod. One word that describes them both is showy. Martha isn't the only one in their relationship who thrives on rumors. Mayor Millbreck has been mayor for so long not because he is good at it. It's because most of the town is too nervous to vote him out until he decides to officially retire. The mayor is older than Martha, and he moves much slower.
"Mayor," Patrick greeted them. Patrick looked a little shocked to see them there. "You're here."
"Yes well, we couldn't miss this," Mayor Millbreck announced. His voice was naturally louder than most. "Why this wedding is going to put Bison Creek on the map, my boy. Nice work." He reached out and shook Patrick's hand, pulling him in for a pat on the back like the two of them were esteemed colleagues.
"I'll have them make some extra places for you," he remarked. Patrick left Martha to gloat about her latest trip to Europe and sped towards me. 
"Did you know they were coming?" he whispered.
"No." It was the first time we had spoken privately since he showed up at my apartment with wedding doubts. "Didn't you?"
"Absolutely not." He acted like he was offended that the thought had even crossed my mind. He shook his head and took a step closer to me so our elbows slightly touched.
"Well, you can't kick them out now," I joked, glancing at the two of them striding to their seats. "Martha just started telling Bebe the story of how she was almost the wife of an Indian prince. She's on a roll."
"Where's Joy? If anyone has the guts to talk straight to Mayor Millbreck, it's her."
"She's M.I.A." I hesitated to share more with him. "Which brings me to my next point. If she doesn't show up soon, Mr. Kentworth might have a meltdown and fire her. I think I should go."
"Please stay, Essie." He grabbed my hand when he said it like it was a normal reflex. I looked down at our intertwined fingers and instantly broke the bond. "Sorry … but I don't think I can do this without you."
"Then why do it at all?" It was a valid question, and I should have asked it sooner. "It's your wedding too, you know."
"Lila and I…" He exhaled and watched our parents switch cards around so that the four of them could sit next to each other. "Please, help me through this dinner and I'll help you mend things with Mr. Kentworth." He waited anxiously for me to agree. "I'm sure Joy will turn up in a few minutes."
"What if she doesn't?"
"I'll make sure that Mr. Kentworth doesn't fire her," he answered. "I have my ways."
"The perks of stardom."
"Something like that." He grinned and offered me his arm. Before I could accept or refuse, the room fell silent. 
Lila stood in the doorway and she had changed into something much more scandalous than her original outfit. She began greeting her guests like she was on the red carpet. Her long, white, sparkly gown showed off her bony back. Her dress was a giant punch in the face, reminding everyone that she was the bride. Franco followed right behind her making sure she didn't trip over the train.
"Is that her wedding dress?" I whispered.
"Possibly," Patrick answered. "I know she has a few of them in room she's trying to decide between, but I haven’t seen them."
"Welcome, everyone," she confidently announced. Franco scurried around the room like a nosey mouse. He pulled out Lila's chair and waited for her to take a seat at the head of the table next to her future husband. "Shall we begin?"
"So nice to meet you, Lila." Mayor Millbreck outstretched his hand and began with his usual opening line. "I'm Mayor Millbreck, the only mayor in all the state who has been voted into office unanimously."
"Nice to meet you, Mayor."
"And I'm Martha," Martha Millbreck chimed in.
"Come on," Patrick pulled me with him towards the table. He took his seat next to Lila.
"Oh, Essie," Lila said. "I think you're down at the other end of the table."
How convenient.
"Actually, you're right over there, hun," Dad retorted. "On the other side of Patrick." He said it snidely, watching as Lila's genuine grin turned into a forced fake smile. My parents and Patrick's parents had moved around the seating chart and it appeared that they had more than one reason for it. They were sitting together, and so were Patrick and I. 
"How did that happen?" Lila asked.
"That's not important," Dad responded bluntly. 
I gulped and took my spot next to Patrick, praying Dad wasn't in an arguing mood. If he was, he would argue with anybody who was willing. Lila would be his greatest contender yet, but it wouldn’t end well. And I was pretty sure that if it came to it the Millbreck's would side with her.
"Thank you all for coming," Patrick said. "Tomorrow is a very important day for us, and we're glad you could all be here to share it." He raised his glass, briefly glaring at the mayor and his wife. The room toasted to the soon-to-be newlyweds, and Patrick gulped down everything in his glass rather than take a small sip. I raised my cup of water and placed the gold cloth napkin in my lap. As Eli and the other servers brought out the first course, Mr. Kentworth poked his head in the room. His cheeks were red and he grimaced when he spotted everyone except the one person he was looking for.
Lila and the mayor began chatting about L.A. and the latest Hollywood gossip while Bebe continued to rave about Mrs. Jaye's cooking. Patrick stared out the window at the lights winding around the chair lift. The first course was a sampling of a tuna tartar with a sweet Vidalia onion, tomato, and blue cheese salad. Mrs. Jaye made a sour face when she bit into her tartar. She was a very home cookin' sort of woman. Her given name was actually Annie Mae but she'd started going by Anne right after she moved here.
The second course was brought out right after the first. I had hardly touched my food, but when I checked the time I noticed that the minutes were soaring by. Eli placed a plate of pasta in front of me. I took one bite and savored the creamy cheese sauce poured on top of it. Right after the second course the main dish was brought out – Colorado lamb with sautéed vegetables.
I took a few bites of my lamb and hardly even noticed when Eli took away my plate and replaced it with a small cup of coffee before dessert. The entire evening I'd been keeping my eye on the doors hoping that Joy would walk through them and take credit for her superb planning skills. My parents stood up and strolled around the room with their coffees, stopping at the windows that faced the ski slopes. They marveled at the light display as Lila and the mayor continued discussing the pros and cons of attending a red carpet afterparty, and Patrick and Bebe buried their attention in the wide selection of dessert wines available.
I took a deep breath and walked towards the door. No one would notice if I left. I needed to find Joy and make sure nothing bad had happened to her. Before I could escape, a hand snatched my wrist. I took a step backwards and almost stumbled. I wasn't use to moving so quickly in these heels.
"Essie, dear." Martha was looking me straight in the eyes.
"Not now, Martha," I replied. "I have something I need to do."
"I understand," she whispered. "But before you go I just wanted to say to you…" She glanced over her shoulder at her husband who was completely engrossed in Lila's story about how she once attended three different after parties simultaneously. "Stay out of my business."
"What business?" I asked.
"A little squirrel told me that you've been nosing around, and asking questions about how I spend my free time." Her polite smile turned to a mischievous glare. "I'm warning you now. Leave it alone or I will make sure you never book a client in this town ever, ever again. Got it?"
Her threat was accompanied by a proper one-armed hug. I stood there speechless as Martha waltzed back to her seat like she was on cloud nine. In a moment of desperation, Martha Millbreck had revealed her true colors. Not only was she an avid gossiper. She was also a plotter. I was certain that she'd already put a great amount of thought into how she would ruin my career if I told anyone about her and the black BMW. But would she have gone as far as killing me to keep me silent, perhaps with my own gym equipment?
That little squirrel needed to be shot.
Mr. Kentworth bumped my elbow as I slipped into the hallway. He studied my expression and looked at his watch.
"This is just appalling," he commented. He was a tall, thin man with a dark brown suit and black-framed glasses. He reminded me of a vanilla bean. "Your sister is on thin ice."
"Please, Mr. Kentworth," I begged him. "If my sister is late it's because something is wrong. Maybe she got into a car accident on the way here?"
"You better hope so," he said under his breath. "Because nothing short of a trip to the hospital will be enough to save her now. This wedding was her big chance and she blew it."
"Look around you," I blurted out, against my better judgment. "Those people in there had an amazing dinner in an amazing room. Joy has thought of every detail, and I didn't hear Lila complain once about anything. She never misses a chance to complain. Joy did a brilliant job, and she deserves that promotion."
Mr. Kentworth looked at me in awe. He took a minute to examine each guest's expression while pulling a handkerchief from his pocket. He used it to clean the lenses of his glasses though they were already spotless. He held the glasses up to the light and inspected his handiwork before putting them back on.
"Find your sister, Miss Stratter, and bring her here. I will accept her apology, but just this once."
"Thank you," I gleefully responded. "Thank you. Thank you. Thank you, Mr. Kentworth."
"Your sister, Miss Stratter," he reminded me, pointing to his watch. "The evening is almost over."
"I'll find her," I agreed. Mr. Kentworth rubbed the bridge of his nose as he walked away.
"Find who?" A light breeze blew through the hallway and filled my nose with the familiar scent of cinnamon and pine. Patrick gently touched my forearm.
"Joy." I turned around. Patrick anxiously looked at me.
"She still hasn't turned up?"
"I'm worried, Patrick."
"Let me help," he replied. "Where's the last place you saw her?"
"My apartment." I glanced behind him where Bebe was sampling a selection of gourmet truffles with Anne. Lila and Franco were studying the state of the silver as if it hadn't been polished correctly. "But I'll be fine. You should stay here."
"And leave you to search for her by yourself?" He shook his head. "After what happened this morning? No, I'm coming with you."
"You can't leave Lila," I protested.
"She said she was going to turn in early and have her dessert sent up to her suite anyway," he informed me. "She won't mind."
"She probably only said that to test you," I teased him.
"Test me how?"
"To see if you would try and convince her to stay." I watched Lila and Franco move towards the windows to chat some more with Patrick's parents.
"As always, you are probably right." He grinned. "I don't mean that sarcastically."
"I'll let you know when I find her," I reassured him.
"You won't have to." He stepped past me and headed for the exit. He wasn't going to take no for an answer. I wasn't sure if I should have scolded him and forced him to stay behind with his fiancé or if I should just play along. 
I followed Patrick down the hallway and towards the front of the hotel. The sun had gone down, leaving a royal blue felt-looking sky with holes poked through it for stars. The snow was still falling, but lightly. A fresh powder was on the front lawn and throughout the parking lot. I ran when I stepped outside, putting as much distance in between me and the building as I could. Patrick chuckled, but I didn't care.  
Something might have fallen from the sky.
 
 



 
 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
"Prepare for the worst," I said as I unlocked the door to my apartment. There had been no sign of Joy on our drive into town. There were no signs of any accidents either. Patrick and I were surprised to see that Mrs. Tankle's lights were still on in The Painted Deer Bookshop.
"What do you mean?" Patrick asked.
"Oh there you are. Finally!" Mrs. Tankle hustled out of her shop at just the right moment.
"Mrs. Tankle," Patrick said, taking her arm. "You shouldn't be running around like that when there's ice all over the place. You might slip and fall."
"Well, I didn't," she barked at him. "I still have some fight left in me." Her eyes narrowed as she looked at me. "Go on and open the door, Essie. I heard those two yelling and screaming. I called the sheriff but he hasn't shown yet. I warned you about letting that bum Wade Porter into your apartment."
"Yes, I know, Mrs. Tankle." I nodded apologetically. "I am so sorry."
"Don't make it a habit," she scolded me. "I could have lost business because of it. Lots of my customers like to stay and do some reading after they make their purchases, especially the ones on couples' retreats who are looking for an hour alone in peace and quiet."
"Doesn't that defeat the whole purpose of a couples' retreat?" Patrick chuckled. I immediately shook my head.
"What was that?" Mrs. Tankle asked snidely.
"Nothing," he lied. "I mean, I too am very sorry for the noise."
"Well…" She took a deep breath as if accepting our apologies. "It's not your fault, Patrick." She looked at me. "Or yours, Essie."
"Let's sort this whole thing out, shall we?" Patrick gestured towards the door, and I quickly pushed it open. What I found looked like a crime scene.
The coffee table was overturned and all the sofa cushions were on the floor. Some even looked like they had been tossed at the television. The kitchen was a mess. Food was all over the counters and a couple of empty water bottles were on the kitchen floor. Mrs. Tankle jumped when a loud bang came from one of the bedrooms. 
"That's it!" she shouted. "I have had it!"
Patrick and I looked at each other as more noises came from Joy's bedroom. My eyes darted from the empty liquor bottle in the kitchen to the trail of clothes leading towards the door where Mrs. Tankle was standing.
A pair of jeans.
A skirt.
A blouse tangled with a lacy push-up bra.
"Mrs. Tankle," I shouted. "Mrs. Tankle, don't!"
But I'd yelled my warning too late.
Naively, Mrs. Tankle pushed open the bedroom door ready to give my sister a piece of her mind. What Mrs. Tankle saw was enough to give her a heart attack instead. The noises grew louder and Mrs. Tankle clutched her chest, letting out a blood-curdling scream. My eyes went wide enough to pop out of my head. Joy and Wade were intertwined so tightly on her bed I couldn't tell what belonged to who. Joy's bare skin looked tan compared to Wade's nude complexion.
"Mrs. Tankle," I gasped as she fell to the floor. As I ran to her aid, Joy jerked herself away from her ex-husband and covered herself with a sheet. Wade, who had no shame that he had been caught in the act or in his nude appearance, rushed to her side. His abs contracted as he tried to catch his breath.
"Mrs. Tankle, are you okay?" Wade said loudly as if she was deaf. He knelt closer to her. Mrs. Tankle's eyes were closed, but her chest was rising up and down. She must have just fainted. I confirmed that she still had a pulse and cringed when I happened to look in the wrong direction at the wrong time.
"Wade," I said through my teeth, shying away from his exposed crotch. "Put that thing away! You're only making it worse."
"If you say so." He smirked and stood up. I would have been more upset with him if this hadn't already happened to me before. During the times when Joy and Wade were together, I would often have to remind him that he needed to be fully dressed when I was around.
"And you," I said, glaring at my little sister. The look on her face was more of what I expected in this situation. She was shocked, ashamed, and strategically hiding herself behind a dresser in embarrassment. "You are minutes away from losing that promotion and maybe even your job."
"Oh crap," she muttered to herself, grabbing her clothes that were strewn across the front room. "Essie, I am so so so so—"
"Later," I interrupted her. Mrs. Tankle blinked. "Your boss is looking for you."
Patrick knelt down beside me and helped my landlady sit up. She looked drowsy, squinting in order to see like her eyelids were fitted with tiny hand weights. She yawned like she was just waking up from an afternoon nap. Wade took a step closer to us, but I waved at him to stay back.
"Mrs. Tankle," I said softly. "Are you feeling alright?"
Patrick leapt to his feet and filled an empty glass with water. He carefully walked back from the kitchen and gently handed it to her. She accepted his offering and took a sip. I brushed a strand of gray hair from her face, and assisted her with standing. She was wobbly on her feet at first, but Patrick helped steady her.
"Oh my," she breathed. "What happened, dear?" 
Joy, now fully clothed, took Mrs. Tankle by the arm to apologize.
"I believe you fainted when you saw me and—"
"Wade," I butted in. The sight of him made Mrs. Tankle red in the face. She rubbed her forehead and teetered backwards.
"Come on, man," Patrick said calmly. "I think Mrs. Tankle has seen enough of you for one night?"
"Right." Wade grabbed his coat and nodded as if tipping his hat goodbye. "Essie. Patrick, good to see you again. Mrs. Tankle, I'm very sorry about the noise." He shut the door behind him and loudly trotted down the staircase. I rolled my eyes.
"That man is the Devil," Mrs. Tankle said under her breath. She took another sip of water. "I am going to report him to Sheriff Williams."
"For what?" Patrick asked. I quickly nudged his shoulder. "I mean, that won't be necessary. I think Essie can get him the message that you don't want to see him anywhere near your shop, right?"
"Absolutely," I agreed, helping her to the door.
Mrs. Tankle still looked flustered as Patrick and I led her to the doorstep, leaving Joy to prepare for her big apology to Mr. Kentworth. I closed and locked the apartment door, and cautiously walked with her back to The Painted Deer Bookshop. More snowflakes flew through the night and landed gracefully on the sidewalk. Mrs. Tankle opened the door to her store and Patrick escorted her inside where she'd been reading one of her mystery novels on the sofa. The Painted Deer was a calm and cozy sort of place with bookshelves that reached the ceiling and a display table near the front showcasing local arts and crafts. There were a couple of colorful quilts displayed on the walls. Mrs. Tankle quilted in her spare time and used her finished products to brighten up the place. 
"Do you need us to help you get home?" Patrick asked.
"Oh no," she insisted. "I'm fine." She looked at the two of us and sighed. "You know it's a pity you couldn't find a nice girl here in town to marry. Then Bison Creek wouldn't have to deal with all the publicity."
"What?" My jaw hung open. Patrick's secret was out. He was getting married to Lila Clemton tomorrow at the Pinecliffe Mountain Resort, and the news had spread as far as Mrs. Tankle. "How do you know about the wedding?"
"Don't be silly," she said casually. "The whole town knows."
"It must have been my mother," Patrick commented.
"No dear, your mother has kept quiet and I have no idea how. When my little Kristen got married, I couldn't keep my mouth shut about it."
"Well," Patrick confessed. "I asked Mom not to tell anyone." He glanced at me for brief second.
"So it must have been someone else," I added. "Who else knew about the wedding besides our parents and…?” I stopped when I realized exactly who had blabbed. It was the same person had who had threatened me. "Of course. Martha Millbreck."
"The mayor’s wife?" Patrick asked.
"Knowing her, you can expect a full blown caravan of paparazzi tomorrow."
Patrick looked down as he shook his head. He slumped his shoulders and paused to stare at a tiny crack in the wooden floor Mrs. Tankle couldn't afford to have refinished. Patrick looked defeated. I placed my hands on his tense shoulders, feeling his deltoids contract from the stress. They were rock solid.
"Lila won't mind if there is a press invasion," he confessed in a low voice. Mrs. Tankle and I leaned in closer so we could hear him clearly. "She wanted the cameras, the camera crew, and the A-list guest list. The quiet mountain ceremony with no publicity was my idea."
"Maybe nothing will happen?" I suggested. But I knew I was only dreaming. Lila Clemton was a tabloid regular. The papers loved her and they hated her. Anyone who missed out on the opportunity to film or snap pictures of her secret wedding to the pro snowboarder Patrick Jaye would surely be fired.
"It's bound to happen." He finally looked up and smiled at Mrs. Tankle. "Good to see you again, Mrs. Tankle." He pushed open the shop door, letting in a rough breeze. "I should head back to the resort." He stepped onto the sidewalk and shoved his hands in his pockets as he made his way back towards Pinecliffe Mountain. The resort was within walking distance, but it wasn't a walk anybody made late at night and in the snow.
"Bye, Mrs. Tankle." I opened the door to follow him down the street. "And sorry again."
I jogged to catch up to Patrick.
"Patrick," I said. 
He kept walking.
"I don't know what I'm doing anymore, Essie," he quietly replied. Patrick wasn't the kind of man who gave up easily. That was obvious from the moment he moved here and set foot on a snowboard for the first time in his life. He knew what it took to continually fail, and then pick yourself back up again. Seeing him this way hurt.
"It's okay." I offered words of encouragement, but I had no idea what was the right thing to say. "Things will work themselves out."
"I don't know." When he exhaled, his breath lingered in the air. The snow started falling even heavier until I glanced behind us and could no longer see our footprints. "No matter what happens tomorrow, someone is going to end up hurt."
"Huh?" My heart dropped.
"Essie, I have a confession to make."
"Okay." I gulped, knowing that any sentence starting out that way wasn't going to end well. I stopped under a street lamp and casually looked into the light at the flittering flurries above our heads.
"Throughout my career," he said. "I always meant to visit Bison Creek more often than I did, and now that I'm retiring and moving back I find myself in the same predicament that I can't seem to overcome. Do you get what I'm saying?"
"Not really." I folded my arms and rubbed my hands against my coat for warmth.
"I love it here but…" He sniffled and dug the heel of his boot into the snow. "It's too hard. I thought that getting married would make things different, but it has only made everything worse."
"Patrick, you're not making any sense."
"Essie, I know I can trust you," he continued. "I've always trusted you." He paused and grinned. "Since the time you lied to my mom about that stray coyote in our backyard that I tried to make my pet, I knew I could trust you."
"I was young and dumb," I snickered. "And we were lucky that thing didn't eat us for breakfast."
"Yeah well…" He raised his eyebrows and paused to laugh with me. His face went straight again and this time before he spoke, he looked at me. His eyes were glassy. "My mom is sick. She's been seeing a specialist in Denver, but she doesn't have much time left."
"Cancer?" The street fell peacefully silent. Patrick nodded. As he did a snowflake rested gently on his cheek and dissolved into a bead of water against his warm face. "I'm sorry, Patrick."
"She been fighting for years, but she's exhausted. It has been too hard to see her this way so … I've been avoiding it altogether. Does that make me a terrible son?"
"No." I shook my head and instinctively wrapped my arm around his shoulders. "I think that just makes you human."
Patrick did something he had never done before. He pulled me close to him and held me tight. His sharp chin rested on my shoulder and his muscles move as he squeezed me tighter. At first, he took me by surprise. I slowly placed my hands on his back and let him find comfort he needed. I couldn't put myself in his shoes, but I did understand how it felt to feel so confused about life that you think you'll never find clarity. I love my mom and I was lucky that she adopted me when I was a baby, but some days I can't help but wonder about my birth mother. Where she is. What she's doing. If I should keep searching for her. The whole situation makes my life feel more complicated than it probably is.
I slowly rubbed the middle of his back and gently squeezed his shoulders. The warmth from his core was now radiating through me. My chest felt like a fire being kindled until it was ready to roar from the fireplace. I pulled myself away from Patrick and let the freezing wind cool me off. 
Our eyes connected again and it was like time had rewound and left me staring at Patrick, the boy down the street. I couldn't look away, no matter how hard I tried. A part of me had wanted this for far too long. The street was still silent and all that could be heard were the distant trees rustling in the wind. Entranced by the look on my face, Patrick closed the gap between us. He brushed the side of my cheek with his hand and moved closer. His lips pressed against mine, and mine against his.
Under different circumstances, the moment would have been prefect. Patrick kissed me and I let him do it. Everything around us faded away in a haze of smoke and fog. I wanted him to hold me forever because the moment he let go, I knew nothing between us would ever be the same.
 
 



 
 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
Patrick and I walked hand in hand towards the Grizzly, both of us aware that the moment we were in eyeshot of the townsfolk things would go back to the way they were before we'd kissed. In a few minutes, Patrick would go back to waiting on Lila and I would go back to trying not to get killed.
The Grizzly was the local bar in Bison Creek where the majority of the seats were filled by residents rather than tourists. It was the place to stop after work to wind down. It was also the place to go to hear what your neighbor was up to. The noise of the bar grew louder and the glow from inside brightened up the night sky.
"I know what I have to do," Patrick said quietly. "I've been too afraid to do it."
"Whatever you decide, do it for yourself. I don't want to be the cause of anything."
"My mom was so excited at the thought of being a grandma," he admitted. "I thought that I could at least give her that before she dies. Lila's temper … she's so fragile sometimes that—"
"You only want what's best for everyone," I interrupted. "Who knows, maybe Lila feels the same way?"
"Maybe."
I glanced down at our hands. It pained me to break what we had, but I had to be realistic. He was engaged and I was in the midst of a witch hunt. Just because Joy had gotten a second chance at her promotion, that didn't mean the hotel wasn't still in jeopardy. If this town truly would be swarming with media tomorrow than I needed to clear the resort's name once and for all. Otherwise, their reputation could be stained on a national level. The people of Bison Creek would be the ones suffering the consequences of the Pinecliffe Mountain Resort's lost business. People of importance don't vacation in places with poor reputations.
"Good luck, Patrick." I broke our grip and reached out to shake his hand, showing him we were nothing more than good friends taking life one step at a time.
"Thanks," he replied. "I don't know what I would do without you."
"You would still figure things out. You have a guardian angel cat named Snowflake, remember?"
"Thanks." He placed his hands in his pockets and glanced at the pathway leading towards the resort. "I'll see you in the morning. You take care of yourself until then."
"Yeah," I responded.
I watched him walk down the street and make the climb up the hill towards the guest parking lot. Ten years ago, letting him go off and marry someone else might have killed me. My chest was heavy like a weight was sitting on it and a tiny tear ran down my cheek. But if Patrick wanted to be more than friends, he needed to choose me. I wasn't about to become the girl who sabotaged the famous Lila Clemton. 
When Patrick's figure disappeared into the snow, I looked at the front door of the Grizzly. It beckoned me to come in and have a drink. After the night I'd had, I was seriously considering it. I touched the door and pushed it open, realizing that I had another excuse to stay and have a chat with some the bar's regulars. The rumor had it that John Slagger was here last night.
The Grizzly looked as it normally did. It was set up to look like an old saloon for the tourists, but not many tourists came here. The bar hadn't changed much since it opened back in the early 1900's. The actual bar area consisted of a long, wooden counter in front of a framed mirror. Antique bottles were displayed along a shelf hanging in front of the mirror and the bottle's reflections made it look as if there were far more bottles than there actually were. There were wooden tables matching the color of the bar set up tightly around the room. All of them were for two to four people. An arched doorway was in the corner with stairs leading down to the cellar and a couple of private rooms. Joy and I had this theory in high school that a secret cult held meetings down there during full moons.
"Look who it is." A man tapped his shot glass on the counter and laughed a wheezy laugh when I approached the bar. He was in here every night, and if he missed it was because he had a deadline to meet at work. Booney was a columnist for the BC Gazette. The whole operation was run by him and about two other people. I was amazed at his ability to find interesting things to write about in such a small town. My favorite piece of his was the article he wrote on my high school principal's haunted shed. It had half the kids in town sneaking around her place at night to see if it was true. Judging by the way I'd seen Booney cower when she was around I suspected she once rejected him, and he wrote the article as payback. No single, middle-aged woman with men like Booney as dating prospects wanted teenagers trying to hold séances in her backyard.
"Hey, Booney," I greeted him. "How are you?" I took a seat next to him and Stella Binsby, the woman who ran the corner market. Stella had a glass of red wine and Booney was already half way through his craft beer.
"I haven't seen you in here for years," he stated. Booney usually smelled strongly of aftershave and spearmint. He used an excessive amount of it to hide the scent of his smoking and drinking habits. 
"Well, I was training for a marathon, and then—"
"Always excuses," he butted in, his speech was already beginning to slur. "How about a cold beer on me, huh?"
"Actually I'm not here to stay," I replied. "I wanted to ask you a few questions about last night."
"Last night?" he repeated, confused. "What happened last night?"
"A man came in here with Ada." I ignored his question. "Did you see him?"
"Oh yes," he responded right away. He glanced at Stella and chuckled. Stella returned his look and let out a small laugh of her own. Her frizzy hair had streaks of gray in it that was the same color as the stubble on Booney's chin. "He was here."
"For how long?"
"His date didn't last too long," he answered. "He's not exactly a smooth talker with the ladies."
"Like you're such an expert," Stella joked. "He asked just as many questions as you." Stella nodded at me. "You should have seen it, Essie. He gave Booney here a run for his money."
"Is that a fact?" I responded.
"If I didn't know any better I'd say that he was a fellow journalist," he muttered.
"He is a journalist," Stella confirmed. "Probably doing a story on that wedding at the resort tomorrow."
"You all know about that too?" I asked.
"Of course we do," she continued. "It's happening on our front doorstep."
"Did John tell you that's why he is here?" I asked Stella. She wrinkled her nose.
"That's what his name was. I was trying to remember it." She took a tiny sip of her wine. "No, but he didn't have to. He asked Booney a bunch of questions about Patrick and the Jaye's."
"What did you tell him?" I turned back to Booney who was passing his empty beer bottle to the bartender. 
"Just the usual," he chuckled. "All about Patrick's rise to fame and how all the little fellas in town want to be pro boarders just like him." The bartender, one of the Collins' boys who was on his semester break from college, raised his eyebrows as he passed Booney another. "He wrote it all down."
"And you didn't think to ask why?" I exhaled, frustrated. 
"He did it secretly." Booney sensed my disappointment and gave me a light slap on the shoulder. "These young’uns think they have the world figured out. I may be old, but I still know a reporter when I see one typing his notes into his phone like he was checking missed calls. I knew what he was doing the whole time!" He chuckled again and his laugh quickly grew louder and louder. He held up his beer to Stella with a mischievous smirk on his face.
"Oh no," I muttered. "What did you do?" 
"I told him where he could find good ole Mr. and Mrs. Jaye." He covered his mouth when one of his loud laughs came out as a wheeze. He coughed and took another swig of his drink. "Up at the top of Pinecliffe Trail."
"What?" I blurted out. "That road leads up the mountain to the abandoned mining cabins."
"I know," he proudly replied.
"You better hope he doesn't try to come back down while it's dark." I crossed my arms.
"Oh, I'm sure he turned around after the first mile of rocks and potholes." He ran the back of his hand across his mouth to wipe away the foam from his drink. "Serves him right for poking around in Patrick's business. The Jayes have had enough of that all these years."
My cell phone buzzed in my pocket. I checked the caller ID and saw that it was Joy, probably calling to apologize again. I nodded at Booney and Stella and quickly stepped outside where there wasn't clinking glasses and cackling.
"Joy?" I answered the phone.
"Before you ask," she began. "I haven't been fired. Mr. Kentworth said the dinner was a success and he's looking forward to seeing how the wedding turns out tomorrow."
"Good."
"But that's not why I'm calling," she added. Joy cleared her throat. "None of it matters anyway because I have decided to cancel the whole thing."
"Mr. Kentworth won't let you do that," I informed her. My pulse quickened as I waited for her to explain why she was willing to throw away everything she had worked so hard for. Patrick's face flashed in my mind and I forced myself to push it aside. Has he said something?
"Then I'll resign." She spoke clearly and confidently. Joy wasn't kidding around. She was serious. "I would rather be jobless than have to plan my only sister's funeral. I can't believe I was the last to know about what happened this morning. Why didn't you tell me?"
"You were so busy that—"
"You told Sheriff Williams, right? I can't believe the geezer hasn't made an arrest yet."
"He won't admit it, but he's a little out of his league on this one," I answered. I brushed a few flurries from my face and warmed my frozen hand on the back of my neck. I dragged my feet in the fresh powder as I gradually walked away from the Grizzly and onto the open street.
"I'm calling it," she responded. "As much as I wanted that promotion, I wouldn't be able to forgive myself if the killer knocked off one of my family members."
"And here I thought that you were calling to say how sorry you were for what you did in my apartment." I attempted to lighten the mood. I heard the tension in Joy's voice when she'd spoken of canceling the wedding. Too much of her life had been spent trying to climb the ladder at the resort. I couldn’t let her cancel, not when I was close to finding the killer.
"Right," she gulped, lowering her voice. "I still can't believe I did that. Wade is … well, he should be locked up."
"Uh-huh." I knew she was only trying to draw attention away from the truth. She still had feelings for him and she probably always would. 
"Back to the wedding," she casually changed the subject. "Mr. Kentworth just left so … I'll prep some client files tonight and then march into his office first thing tomorrow morning ready to resign."
"Whoa," I replied. Joy was so hot or cold that I would often find myself being her voice of reason. With her, it was either one end of the spectrum or the other. "Slow down, sis. I appreciate the gesture, but I can't let you ruin your career because of me."
"Essie," she shouted into the phone. "Someone tried to kill you!"
"And if you give me until tomorrow I think I know who."
"Are you sure?" she asked.
"I swear." I glanced up the road at the snow-capped mountains. There was one person who was at the hotel when Donna was killed. Someone who had all the resources he needed to slither around and do things like pick up an anonymous cupcake order, and break into Lila's suite. Someone who was close to us all, yet distant. 
Franco.
"I don't know," Joy hesitated. "I know I asked you to help me, but I never thought it would go this far."
"Just tell me one thing," I continued. I knew that with more time I could finally figure out who was stirring up trouble trying to stain the town's reputation and put my sister out of a job. "Where is the wedding party now?"
"It's late," she answered. "The Millbrecks and Patrick's parents went home. I just missed Mom and Dad when I got here, and Lila and the others are in their rooms."
"What about Franco?"
"No." She paused and chuckled to herself. "He's in the bar as usual. Working for Lila is the sort of job that makes you want to hang yourself so he usually gets plastered before bed."
"Plastered?"
"Okay," she admitted. "I'm exaggerating, but he takes his time and enjoys himself after work."
"Is there any way you can make sure he stays put for the next hour or so?"
"What do you have in mind?" Joy curiously asked.
"It's probably best if you didn't know." 
I started the journey back to my apartment to warm up my car. I wasn't going to risk wandering through the dark and the freshly fallen snow when somebody wanted me in a body bag. Hopefully that someone was currently sipping martinis at the hotel bar. 
"I guess I could give him a couple of free drink vouchers, valid tonight only."
"Perfect." I hung up and jogged the rest of the way.
I had a gut feeling that Franco was hiding something, and his secret could be that he was a stone cold killer.
 
 



 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
My heart pounded the entire elevator ride to Franco's room. I'd done something I'd only ever thought about doing, and I was surprised at how easy it was to walk right into the head maid’s tiny office that also acted as a cleaning closet and swipe a room key. I'd stared at the floor the rest of my journey towards the guest rooms. I was sure I would be caught if I looked someone in the eye.
The elevator dinged and I carefully walked down the hall to Franco's suite on the same floor as Lila's. The hallway was quiet, and a decorative table near the end of the hall greeted me with a vase of newly-placed poinsettias. The brilliant red contrasted with the cream-colored walls. I gulped when I reached Franco's door, wondering what I might find when I turned the door knob and had a glimpse of his belongings and hygiene habits. 
I swiped the key and my eyes widened when a green blinking light showed me the key card had worked. I turned the handle and pushed open the door. The suite was dark and quiet. I took a step. The floor creaked behind me and I jumped, almost hitting the wall. A faint whisper came from behind me.
"Essie, you little sneak."
"Lila?" I gasped. She was standing behind me, watching me breaking and entering into her assistant's private room.
"I thought I heard something," she responded. She was wearing a silk nightie and a white sleep mask with the word Bride embroidered on it rested on her forehead. "I'm a light sleeper. I thought you were Franco and I wanted to run over tomorrow's schedule one last time. He must still be at the bar, the boozer."
"I was just—"
"You don't have to explain yourself, hun." I raised my eyebrows as she stepped past me and flipped on the lights. "I've been wondering what he's hiding myself." She thumbed through a stack of gossip magazines on his nightstand, each marked with pink Post-its. I pulled one of the pink tabs and the magazine opened up to a page with a picture of Lila shopping in L.A. the week prior. I watched Lila glance at the photo and then turn her head. 
"What makes you think he's hiding something?" I asked. She hadn't glared at me or even studied my choice of late night attire with a critical eye. Clearly, she and Patrick hadn't had a conversation yet. Tomorrow's wedding was still happening.
"Same reason you're up here." She chuckled and ran her fingers over a half empty bottle of bourbon on the mini bar. Franco's room was smaller than Lila's room, and tidier. His closet was color coordinated, and his bed wasn't made the usual way the maids made the beds with the sheets folded down twice and complimentary leaf-shaped chocolates on the pillow. Franco must have made the bed himself.
"You think he had something to do with Donna's accident?" I was weary of mentioning the word murder around her as her wedding was in the morning. I wasn't sure how she was currently processing the events of this weekend. One moment she'd looked perfectly happy and the next moment she'd been sobbing.
"Who knows?" She opened the drawer to her nightstand and picked up a ratty, torn copy of A Tale of Two Cities. "A die hard Dickens fan," she commented, dropping the book back in the drawer. "He re-reads that stupid story every year."
I followed her lead and opened a few dresser drawers. Folded socks and underwear. Colognes lined up alphabetically. I pulled open the third drawer and found a black leather briefcase. As soon as Lila's eyes caught sight of it, she threw it on the bed. It required a number combination to be opened.
"There's the little Devil," she muttered. She tried a few numbers, but the briefcase remained locked. "He purposefully tried to hide this from me when we arrived." She tried another number combo followed by two more. She sighed and closed her eyes. "His birthday … his mother's birthday." Her eyes blinked open. She hurriedly tried another set of numbers. The briefcase made a distinct clicking noise and the lid rose. Lila anxiously peered inside, finding a stack of papers.
"What is all this?" I grabbed a paper and began reading it. 
"That dirty snake," Lila murmured, lowering her voice. The expression on her face changed. She scowled, but it wasn't the sort of face that my dad made when he found out Joy and I had been cheating at cards. It was the sort of face Joy once made when she came home to find that Wade had totaled her car. "He'll pay for this."
"Pay for what?"
Lila tossed a few pages aside and neatly folded them so they would fit in her hand. She looked up at me and almost immediately tears streamed down her face. Her silk nightie fluttered against her chest as she jumped up and handed me a title page that read Life with Lila: A Woman on Edge. 
"He's writing a tell-all book about me," she sniffled. "I knew he couldn't afford that Rolex on the salary I pay him." She threw the papers back into the briefcase. "Essie, we have to destroy it. This'll ruin me!" She paced back and forth, rubbing the side of her head. Her chest rose up and down, her breathing becoming heavier and heavier as if she was on the brink of a panic attack. She shoved the case towards me.
"I'm sure this isn't the only copy," I pointed out.
"No," she blurted out. “No. No. No."
"Calm down," I said softly. Lila leaned against the dresser like she was fighting a dizzy spell, and I reached out to help steady her. "Can't you have your lawyers put a stop to all this?" I spotted a box of tissues next to the television and handed her one. She dabbed at the corner of her eyes.
"Maybe," she gulped, looking down at the tear stains on her nightie. "I'm a mess, aren't I? All I want is a nice, quiet wedding, and this is what I get. Maybe the universe is turning against me? Do you ever feel like that?"
I felt like that all the time, especially when Patrick showed up at my place of work unannounced with his fiancée after years of not speaking to me. Lila waited for my response with glossy eyes and an expression that made me feel sorry for her. She slumped her shoulders and inched closer to me like a lost puppy waiting to be scratched behind the ears. She probably did this every time Patrick tried to speak to her about the wedding and their future together. Lila was an expert at getting what she wanted, even sympathy from someone she hardly knew.
"Did Patrick tell you I used to be…?" I pinched a roll of skin from my cheek, attempting to make her feel better. "Heavier?"
"No," she quietly laughed. "He never mentioned that. You're joking."
"Nope."
"I knew that bod had to be years-in-the-making." She did a once-over of my physique, almost back to her snobbish self. "No offense."
"None taken," I lied. "Being thin doesn't come easy to everyone."
"Well, at least every time I nibble on sweets it doesn’t go straight to my thighs like Bebe," she said quietly. She took a deep breath. "Thanks, I feel do feel better." She headed towards the door. "Don't worry, this'll be our little secret okay. You are right. I'll get my people on this right away. This is a total invasion of privacy."
"And tomorrow?"
"We act like nothing is wrong," she replied. "For now." She smirked before leaving me alone to do some more snooping. The way her soft, innocent smile changed to a scandalous smirk within seconds gave me chills. 
I placed the briefcase back in the dresser drawer and continued looking through Franco's luggage. Everything was neatly pressed and not a crumb or wrinkle was in sight anywhere. His tell-all book was the only thing hiding in his room.
I quickly left his suite, disappointed I didn't find something that pointed to Donna's murder. Just a ton of designer suits, a mess of a book dishing the secrets of life in the spotlight, and an old Dickens novel with a tattered cover.
 
 



 
 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
I woke up Sunday morning to the sound of my phone ringing and glanced at the time. I hadn't fallen asleep until way past midnight so I could barely keep my eyes open.
"Hello?" Patrick's wedding was hours away and I hadn't caught Donna's murderer yet. 
"Essie," the voice on the other end whispered. "It's Murray. I sent Dad out for the coffees, but he'll be back any minute." I sat up immediately and rubbed the drowsiness from my eyes. I might have to break my no-stimulants rule and down a coffee before the ceremony. "I have some information for you."
"Is this about our little visitor?" I eagerly asked.
"John Slagger," Murray answered. "Yes. I thought you should know he spent the last three years at a place in Northern Washington called The Cove."
"The Cove?" I repeated. "What's that?"
"I knew you would ask me that so I looked it up," he said proudly. "Are you ready for this one?" He paused for dramatic effect. I rolled my eyes, feeling a headache beginning to build behind my eye sockets.
"Come on, Murray."
"Right." He cleared his throat. "It's a prestigious recovery center for the mentally impaired. Or in other words, it's a classy looney bin."
"Murray." My heart pounded as I grabbed the first pair of jeans and top I could get my hands on. "We've got to find him, you understand? Tell the sheriff to patrol the town as soon as he gets back."
"Geez, Essie. Take a breath."
"This is serious," I argued. "It's the morning of Patrick's wedding and there's a mentally unstable tourist running around. What if he lashes out at someone?"
"Oh." I heard the odd sound of Murray's gulp. "I get it. I'll tell Dad."
"Start with the bakery," I suggested. "Apparently he has a thing for Ada."
I hung up just as I grabbed my coat and ran to the front door.
"Essie!" Joy said, running from her bedroom. "Where's the fire?"
I turned around, surprised to see Joy had actually spent the night in her room. I leaned to the side a little to peek into her bedroom. 
"No naked man this morning?" I joked.
"Please, sit down," she insisted. "Your cheeks are practically on fire. Besides, you never told me what happened last night. We had a deal, remember? Today is the big day."
"I know what day it is," I said, frustrated. Joy folded her arms and wrinkled her nose. "Sorry, I didn't mean to snap it's just…"
"This whole thing has turned us both into crazy people," she said. She scratched the side of her head and left a tangled piece of hair hanging across her face. I took a better look at her, noticing the bags under her eyes that were normally covered with concealer. Sores were on her cuticles from biting her hang nails until they bled. "I blame Patrick."
"Yes," I agreed, thinking back to the moment we'd shared together last night. I opened my mouth to tell Joy that we'd kissed, but I quickly stopped myself. I'd already made the decision to move forward and let the past stay in the past. Patrick was free to make his own decisions, and maybe if he had decided to call off his wedding things would be different. But he didn't. He talked about it many times, but he still hadn't followed through with anything. He must have really loved Lila in some way. "Do you ever wonder what we would doing right now if Patrick had never chosen to get married at the resort?"
"I wouldn't be on the brink of the promotion of my life," Joy answered.
"You'll get your promotion," I responded. "And this town's reputation will remain intact. Now if you'll excuse me, I have a killer to catch." I zipped up my coat. 
"Aren't you forgetting something?"
"What?"
"You're a bridesmaid," Joy reminded me. "You should be at the resort right now getting ready for the ceremony."
"I'll meet you there." 
Before she had the chance to argue with me, I stepped out into the cold morning air and smiled at the uncommonly clear weather. The snowstorm had passed for now and the streets were covered with white powder that glittered under the morning sun. It made the town look sweet and simple like a homemade marshmallow dipped in white chocolate. 
At the end of the street was the bakery. I would search there first for John. He was wandering around somewhere. He had to be. My mind raced as I passed Mrs. Henson out for her morning walk with her two Akitas. 
John Slagger was a nutter and if Franco wasn't the killer, then John was responsible for all of this. I didn’t know how he managed to murder Donna and peruse through Canyon Street at the same time, but I was going to figure out how he did it. John was the next suspect in line. There were no other explanations. The only question was why kill Donna? 
I kept speed walking until I found myself gulping down air. I arrived at the bakery and was disappointed when I looked through the windows and didn't see John Slagger anywhere. I turned around and made my way to the coffee shop. I crossed the street in front of the corner market and stopped dead in my tracks when something black and shiny caught the corner of my eye. I turned my head. 
The black BMW was parked behind the store. My chest felt heavy as I glared at it, waiting for the driver to step out of the front seat and face me once and for all. I took a step closer to it and froze. The door to the corner market swung open and a man in a khaki trench coat and brown slacks stepped out of the shop with a paper sack. His white hair matched the snow on the windowsills and his weathered face was tan and wrinkled. He carried himself with confidence, winking in my direction as he walked past me and headed for his car. The black BMW with tinted windows.
The man didn't look familiar. He casually unlocked the car door and checked his watch before getting inside. I took a deep breath, and walked towards him. This was either a brilliant idea or the stupidest one I've had in years. But I had to know the truth. I had to know what I was dealing with. Who I was dealing with. I might have never had the chance to confront the mysterious driver again.
"Excuse me," I shouted. The man stopped and watched me approach him with a friendly smile on his face.  He tilted his bag of supplies, letting the lid of Stella's prize-winning blackberry jam and a loaf of fresh-baked cinnamon raisin bread show. The man straightened the collar of his shirt and looked up and down the street as he shifted his weight from one leg to the other.
"Can I help you?" he responded politely. I wasn't sure what to say or what not to say. All I knew was Martha had threatened me, someone was trying to kill me, and I wanted answers before the town of Bison Creek was crawling with press and policemen.
"Hi, I'm Essie."
"Pleased to meet you," he answered, refusing to return the gesture by giving me his name. 
"I've seen you around before … with Martha, I think." I took a deep breath and glanced up at the snow-capped peaks in the distance as I casually mentioned Martha's name. The man's polite grin turned sour as he chucked his grocery bag into his car.
"Martha said this might happen," he muttered. "Stupid townies poking their noses where they don't belong." His voice sounded raspy as he blurted out insults. I took a step back into a pile of fresh snow. "Alright, what'll it take to shut you up?"
"I don't understand what you mean?" I took another step backwards but almost stumbled on a snow-covered rock. I rubbed my arms together as a chill breeze brushed pass the two of us.
"It's money you want, isn't it? How much?"
"What are you talking about?" I replied, confused. The man reached into his pocket and my entire torso froze. When he pulled out his check book I exhaled a breath of relief.
"Name your price," he repeated. "Come on, I haven't got all day." He glanced up and down the street again. "You must have a figure in mind."
"Honestly, I don't."
"Then what will it take for you to keep your trap shut about me and Martha, huh?"
I covered my mouth, finally realizing what the man was talking about. The breakfast food. The sneaking around. The threats. And the overwhelming smell of aftershave.
They were having an affair.
"You mean what will it take to keep me quiet about the two of you having an affair?" I tested him to see if I was right. His face cringed when I said the word affair out loud like admitting it publicly would cause the heavens to send a mighty avalanche to engulf him and the town.
"Keep your voice down," he pleaded, looking anxious.
"How long has this been going on?"
"That's none of your business," he snapped. "Either name your price or keep your mouth shut, got it?"
"Fine," I agreed. The man got into his car and started the engine. "I'll keep quiet."
"I kept telling Martha that meeting in town was too risky," he said quietly. "But I suppose that was part of the thrill." He sighed as if he'd been defeated once again. "Nice to meet you, Essie. And a little advice for the future? Stay away from the Millbrecks. They're all crazy." He slammed his door and immediately began backing out of his parking space.
I stood still until the frozen morning started seeping into my bones. The whole town would spiral out of control if the townspeople learned the almighty Millbrecks were having marital problems. The mayor might actually having a running mate next election. I walked along Canyon Street watching each shop open its doors to wandering tourists and the residents of Bison Creek out on their morning errands. The black BMW was out of the running which was good and bad news. The good news was the driver was indeed harboring a secret, but it wasn't murder. The bad news was I was stuck with the same old suspects and no evidence that could force Sheriff Williams to make an arrest before the death of Lila's bridesmaid became front page news.
At the end of Canyon Street, I looked up and saw the Pinecliffe Mountain Resort in the distance. It was bustling with new traffic and the chimneys in the kitchen were working overtime. Smoke was rising from the rooftops. The cool mountain air exaggerated the puffs of smoke and made them look like mini rain clouds. Real winter clouds were moving in from the Rockies. I knew the clear weather wouldn't last. Not today when everything was supposed to be perfect. Another snowstorm was headed our way.
 
 



 
 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
"Bad news." When I arrived at the resort I was met by Joy. She was dressed like usual in her gray pencil skirt and a conservative top hiding her tattoos. Her hair was brushed back and she had done her makeup flawlessly, hiding any evidence of her extreme exhaustion. "We've had to move the ceremony to the upstairs hall, and we've roped off half the hotel."
My ears perked up in hopes that the bad news was that the wedding had been postponed until further notice. I followed Joy up the employee staircase and towards the new wedding location. The ceremony was now going to take place upstairs where there was a full view of Bison Creek and the chair lift leading up the slopes. The mountainside was empty this morning, and the fluffy snowflakes that began falling made the valley look peaceful and serene. It was like the events of the past couple days had never happened, and Mother Nature was doing her best to wash over the madness with fresh buckets of white powder.
"What's happened?"
"The goons have arrived," she said discreetly. We entered the room that was being set up according to Joy's instructions with a vintage, wooden arch and elegant white chairs.
"Plain English, please. It's been a long weekend."
"The press are downstairs," she said through her teeth. "I mean, some of them won't admit that they're paparazzi, but they've all got cameras and they're all loitering in the lobby."
"Can't you get rid of them?" My heart raced. My time was up. It was only a matter of time before the world started asking questions about Donna.
"We've been trying, but it's not like we have experience with this sort of thing." She straightened the bow on one of the chairs and snapped her fingers at a florist when a decorated evergreen was placed in the wrong corner. Joy had done an immaculate job turning the hall and adjacent rooms for the reception into a winter wonderland, even though the ceremony only consisted of a handful of people.
"I can't believe you did all this and Mr. Kentworth still won't promote you to Head Coordinator."
"Story of my life," she said under her breath. "When I get the chance to shine it's ruined with murder and mayhem." She rolled her eyes and ran her fingers over the vintage arch placed in front of the rows of chairs. "Sorry." She glanced at me. "I didn't mean that the way it sounded, but--"
"I know." I glanced down at the floor. "I was so close to solving everything. I guess I keep missing something."
"If anyone can catch that killer, it's you."
"So you keep saying," I replied.
"I say it because it's true, Essie." She took a long, calming breath and began following the florist to make sure all the greenery she'd ordered was arranged tastefully on the railings overlooking the great room.
I ran all the evidence through my head for what seemed like the thousandth time, stopping abruptly when I got to Patrick's kiss in the snow. Maybe if Patrick wasn't around I would have solved this case in no time. 
My train of thought was disturbed by footsteps pounding up the staircase. Eli's cheeks were rosy as he ran to Joy and stopped suddenly to catch his breath. Joy placed her hand on his back and waited impatiently for him to tell her what was wrong.
What else could go wrong?
"They're getting restless down there," he breathed. "One of them is demanding to speak to a manager. I didn't know what else to do."
"Slow down," Joy replied. "Did you confirm that Lila is staying at this hotel?"
"Um…"
"Did you confirm that their getting married this morning?"
"Um … I might have.…"
"Eli!" Joy quickly broke her soothing, supportive demeanor and smacked him on the head. "What happened to no comment? No comment is your friend, remember? No comment will save you from blurting out the truth, remember? Or do I have to give my speech all over again?"
"I'm sorry," Eli whined. "But they asked so many questions and it all happened so fast—"
"Perfect," Joy said, raising her voice. "That's just great, Eli. Now I'm going to have to call the sheriff down here to keep them from parading upstairs during the ceremony. This is just what I need."
"It was an accident, okay." Eli stood up straighter, regaining some of his confidence. "I didn't mean to give anything away."
"Yes," Joy finally sighed. "Well, we would've had to deal with this sort of thing sooner or later." Eli nodded. "I just wish it didn't have to be sooner." She glared at Eli until he guiltily looked away. "Essie, will you take a peek at the damage? I need to check on Aggie in the kitchen."
"Of course." I agreed because I knew sifting through reporters might be my last chance at finding John Slagger, the loon on the loose. After all, being an undercover reporter was his cover when I first met him. I followed Eli downstairs and braced myself for paparazzi overload. I imagined what I'd seen in the movies, lights flashing and crowds shouting things to get my attention. The lobby looked nothing like that.
I walked with Eli to reception and found groups of people huddled all over the lobby and bar. Some had cameras and some were casually chatting. I couldn't tell which ones were guests and which ones had been sent from L.A., but one thing was certain. The press was here and I, like Eli, was confused.
"This man over here," Eli muttered. "He won't chillax. He keeps insisting on talking to a manager." I scanned the crowd for a tall, thin man with a brand new ski coat. John Slagger was still M.I.A. and if he was loitering around the lobby I didn't recognize him. "Over here, Essie."
Eli directed me towards a man with dark hair and trimmed beard. He was dressed in a suave suit and had a matching leather shoulder bag across his chest. He lifted his chin when he saw me – the way Martha sometimes did when she met someone new. It was her way of showing the other person she was a woman of importance. As if raising your chin above someone means you are high on the totem pole.
"Miss…?" The man searched my chest for a name tag. He immediately stopped when his glance lingered too long on the buttons on my shirt.
"Stratter," I said. The man reached out to shake my hand and I hesitantly accepted. "What can I do for you?"
"I'm here to speak to the happy couple about an exclusive deal with Starstruck Magazine. I know they will be interested in our very lucrative offer. Can you put me in touch with Miss Clemton's assistant or manager, perhaps?"
"Oh I—"
"I realize you have a lot going on here, Ma’am," he interrupted as if he had rehearsed his argument many times in front of the mirror. "I am only asking for a minute of their time, and I promise the deal I am here to negotiate is nothing short of seven figures. Please, let them know that."
"I will," I responded. "Mister...?"
"Oh." The man reached into his pocket and pulled out a laminated badge. "Mr. Thomsen. Here is my identification. You can call the magazine and verify my employee number if you like."
I accepted his badge and stared at the name on his identification card. It said C. Thomsen. I re-read his name a few times. It sparked something inside my head I couldn't let go of. I resorted to saying his name out loud to help my thought process along.
"C. Thomsen," I said quietly. The man watched me curiously as I kept repeating his name. "C. Thomsen. C. Thomsen."
"Yes," the man replied. "That is me. Like I said before."
"Are you okay, Essie?" Eli nudged my shoulder and waited for me to respond.
"C. Thomsen," I said again like a broken record.
"Yeah." The man was beginning to look slightly annoyed. "The C stands for Charles, but I go by Robert, my middle name."
"Charles," I whispered. "C. Thomsen. Charles Thomsen. C. Darnay. Charles." My eyes went wide. "Charles Darnay. Charles Dickens."
"You'll have to excuse her," Eli said, ignoring me. "She's had a little too much to drink if you know what I mean."
"Shush, Eli," I said. I faced Charles Thomsen (a.k.a. Robert). "You've read A Tale of Two Cities, haven't you? By Charles Dickens?"
"Is this some kind of trick question?" he looked from me to Eli to see if we were pulling some kind of prank.
"There's a character in that book named Charles Darnay," I stated.
"Um … yeah," he agreed. I looked at Eli.
"No clue." Eli shrugged.
"C. Darnay," I said. "Eli, go upstairs and make sure Lila and Bebe stay in their rooms." I pulled out my cell phone and dialed the number to the sheriff’s office. No answer. "Oh, for the love of…" I dialed the number again.
"Officer Williams," Murray answered.
"Murray," I shouted. "Where’s the sheriff?"
"He's out on patrol this morning," he answered. "Looking for you-know-who."
"Tell him to get to the resort as soon as possible, got it? As soon as possible!"
"What's the matter?" Murray asked. "You sound like you've seen a ghost or something."
"No." I gripped my phone tight and looked from Eli to the man from Starstruck Magazine. The clue was in front of me this whole time and I couldn't piece it together until now. Franco, the Dickens buff, had ordered and picked up the cupcakes using the name C. Darnay, a fictional character from the book he was currently reading. He texted Donna in behalf of Lila, snuck into the spa while Misty and Eli were off doing who knows what, and offered Donna a deadly sweet. And when Donna's throat started to close up, Franco pushed her into the pool and waited for nature to take its course.
"Then what's going on?" Murray waited eagerly for me to tell him why I was panting, insisting that the sheriff pay the resort a visit immediately.
I didn't know why Franco wanted to kill Donna. Maybe she knew about his book deal? Maybe she was planning on blabbing to everyone this weekend starting with Patrick. Maybe Bev already knew about it and that's why she backed out of the wedding? Maybe all this drama was his attempt at topping the New York Times' Bestseller List? All I knew was he was reckless, he'd tried to kill me, and when he finally found out that Lila and I knew about his book too, he would stop at nothing.
"I know who the murderer is."
 
 



 
 
CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
I changed into my bridesmaid’s dress as I waited for Sheriff Williams to show up. I nervously cracked my knuckles while Bebe talked about how she'd decided to get a manicure with almond-shaped nails. The two of us were in Bebe's suite getting ready. Lila was in her room getting her hair done, and probably downing drinks. Franco was still in his room trying to get over a massive hangover from too much complimentary Scotch.
"Essie," Bebe commented. "Are you even listening?"
"Sorry." I switched to the knuckles on my other hand. "Keep going."
"Aren't you going to give yourself a touch up at least?" she suggested holding up a compact of bronzer. I looked in the mirror at my simple makeup and plain, wintery blue bridesmaid’s dress. It was long and meant to be worn with a shawl. The dresses were well made, but they weren't particularly flattering. It made sense. I was sure Lila didn’t want anyone to outshine her on her big day. My stomach churned. I couldn't force myself to pretend everything was normal. There could be a killer sleeping off his hangover on the other side of the hall.
"Sure." I dug through her makeup kit and pulled out some pink lipstick. I checked the label and grinned. It was one from Lila's makeup line. The color was called sugar salmon. "Where did Lila come up with these lipstick names?"
"Who knows," Bebe giggled. "She said she wanted to steer clear of bubble gum names whatever that means." She looked down at her wrist at the silver cuff she'd chosen to wear. I was almost certain that underneath the cuff was her usual white wristband. The random snapping was an unusual behavior. One that I had never seen before.
"Nice bracelet," I casually commented. "But it covers the other one."
"What other one?"
"The plain white one you always wear," I added.
Bebe didn't respond. Instead, her cheeks turned rosy and she pressed her lips together. She quickly cleared her throat and turned away. I didn't know her choice of accessories would turn out to be a sensitive subject.
"Sorry," I apologized.
"Don't be," she replied. "You're the first person to notice."
"Really?" The snapping was hard to miss. At least, for me it was.
"It's a … coping mechanism." She slid the silver cuff up her forearm, revealing the plain, white wristband. "I snap it whenever I have negative thoughts. Sounds stupid, I know. My psychiatrist recommended it. You know, an alternative to anxiety meds."
"Does everyone in Hollywood see some sort of therapist?"
"They're like a country gal's sweet tea," she laughed, snapping the wristband jokingly.
"I'll have to try that when I'm craving a doughnut." 
Bebe giggled.
I touched up my lips and adjusted the top of my dress. 
My muscles tightened every time the floor creaked. The sound of the elevator dinging rang through the room. There was a light knock on the door and I jumped to my feet to answer it. I was relieved when Sheriff Williams and Murray stared back at me. Joy stood behind them anxiously tapping her heel.
"Sheriff," I said." I'm glad you're here."
"I hear you have some information for me," he replied lowly. 
"What's the sheriff doing here?" Bebe asked. She smiled. "Is he escorting us to the ceremony? Oh, how sweet."
"Not exactly." I took a step back so Murray and the sheriff could come inside. They both walked in followed by Joy. "I called them."
"What is it, Essie? Who's the culprit?" Sheriff Williams rested his hands in the pockets of his coat as he waited for me to tell him what I knew. He acted as if the past few days hadn't happened, and that he hadn't warned me to stay away from his investigation.
"I need you to make an arrest."
The sheriff resumed his regular smug attitude and folded his arms.
"Give me a reason to," he replied.
All eyes were on me. The room fell silent. Joy placed her hands on her hips and Murray pulled a voice recorder from his pocket. Bebe stared at me curiously and gently lifted the hem of her dress as she sat down to listen. It was time to put everything out in the open before Franco followed through with his threat to kill me next.
"On Friday someone placed an order with the kitchen for a dozen Pinecliffe Delights," I began. "It's a chocolate cupcake filled with peanut butter cream. Anyway, that person then waited for Donna at the hotel spa sneaking in while Misty and was shacked up with Eli in a storage closet, fed her the cake knowing she was highly allergic to the peanut butter filling, and then pushed her into the pool and watched her die."
"You don't know for sure—"
"It was Franco, Lila's assistant," I cut him off. Bebe gasped and Joy rubbed her temples like she was about to get a migraine.
"Can you prove this, Essie? Or is this just one of your theories?"
"Whoever placed that cupcake order had to use a name," I continued. "Franco used the name C. Darnay thinking it was a clever disguise, but I found an old copy of Charles Dickens' A Tale of Two Cities in his room."
"That still doesn't explain why he would want to kill a young girl he barely knew," the Sheriff argued.
"He would if she knew something about him he didn't want anyone else to know, especially Lila." I glanced at Bebe. She raised her eyebrows. "He's going to expose all of her secrets in a tell-all book he's writing."
"Franco?" Bebe blurted out. "Oh Lord. He would never do a thing like that."
"He would and he is," I insisted. "I saw the book myself." 
Sheriff Williams shot me a stern look and I cleared my throat when I realized I would have to explain I'd broken into his room to snoop around. I swiftly thought on my feet and attempted to move the conversation past that little detail. "Check Donna's cell phone and you'll see that it all adds up. Franco sent her a text right before she left her room. It was the last text she received. It was him, sheriff. You have to do something before he makes good on his threat to come after me next."
"I…" Sheriff Williams touched the end of his gray mustache. "I suppose I can detain him for questioning at the least."
"But he's part of the wedding party," Bebe commented. 
"He could be a murderer," Joy added. The tone of her voice was a tad rude, and it made Bebe gawk at her for saying it so bluntly.
"Murray," the sheriff said. He stepped out into the hall and waited for his son to join him. Murray pulled out a pair of handcuffs. I'd rarely seen him use them before. The last time was when old man Simpkons had too much to drink and ended up exposing himself to half the town in front of the Grizzly. That was a sight that could never be unseen. The temperature had reached one of its record lows that night.
"He's in his room," I said.
The three of us watched as the sheriff knocked firmly on Franco's door. The banging of his fist was loud enough to distract Lila from whatever she was doing in her suite. The door to her room opened and she poked her head outside. Her hair was curled and pinned halfway up with diamond barrettes. She was wearing a short white robe with her tights and garter already on. My chest tightened when Patrick also stepped out of her room to see what the commotion was. He was already wearing his suit and his hair was gelled the way he used to do it in high school.
"What are you doing?" Lila asked. "Why is the sheriff here?"
"Patrick," Joy greeted him. She looked at me and smirked. "Isn't it bad luck to see the bride before the wedding?"
"We had some things to talk about," he casually answered. 
"Never mind our personal business," Lila butted in. "Why does the sheriff look like he's about to break down my assistant's door." Lila looked to me with a scolding eye. My heart wouldn't slow down, especially when Sheriff Williams banged on Franco's door a second time. The hallway suddenly felt stuffy and overwhelmingly crowded. Bebe began telling Lila and Patrick the details of Franco's possible arrest while Joy tried fiddling with the lock on the door. The sheriff knocked again, and the hall fell silent when Franco answered. He squinted when light flooded into his room. His hair was messy and he was wearing the same collared shirt he had been wearing the night before. It was unbuttoned exposing his tan, leathery chest.
"I'm not late, am I?" he blurted out. His gaze connected with Lila's. "Oh, honey, please don't tell me I missed the wedding."
"No," Lila answered. "But it looks like you are going to."
"What?"
"Sir, I'm going to need you to come down to the station with me." The sheriff took a step forward ignoring Franco's need for personal space. He wrinkled his nose and took a step back. "Now, please."
"What for?" Franco asked. "This is a joke, right? Lila, the whole prank thing is so juvenile. It is bad taste, sweetie." He shook his head and flashed her a smirk. Lila folded her arms.
"I can't believe it," she said softly. A tear trickled down her cheek, and she wiped it away before it ruined her wedding makeup. "I can't believe you would sell me out like this after all we have been through together."
"Huh?" Franco looked confused at first, but then he glimpsed over his shoulder and clenched his hand in a fist. He gulped as a bead of sweat formed on his forehead.
"Where were you Friday afternoon?" Sheriff Williams asked.
"I was with them," he replied, pointing to me, Bebe, and Lila. "I was at the bridal shower tea. They all saw me."
"Before that," the sheriff specified.
"Well … I was here in my room."
"Can anyone verify that?"
"No … I was alone." He twiddled his thumbs nervously. "I was … catching up on some work."
"I'm sorry, but you're going to have to come with me." The sheriff reached out to take his arm, but Franco yanked it away.
"I've done nothing wrong." His eyes became glossy as he looked at Lila. "I've done nothing wrong."
"Liar," Lila muttered. "You sold me out."
"Lila—"
"You're going to humiliate me in front of the world by publishing that book," she cried. "How could you?" Lila couldn’t hold back her tears any longer although the moisture made her mascara run down her cheeks, making her look like a member of the band Kiss.
"I don't know what you're talking about," he responded. His voice quivered as his eyes darted from Murray to the sheriff.
"I've seen it," Lila accused him. "I've seen the book!"
"Do you have any idea what I've given up because of you?" Franco finally broke down. Lila attempted to wipe her face, but settled for accepting Patrick's comforting embrace. "I have no social life. No hobbies. Family and friends I haven't seen in years. And I work non-stop for you. All so you can remind me on a daily basis what an incompetent assistant I am?"
"Calm down, Sir." Murray waved a hand, but the gesture only made Franco more upset.
"Don't you dare tell me what to do!" Franco shouted. "Writing a book isn't a crime. You can't arrest me for that."
"But I can bring you in as a murder suspect." The sheriff stepped forward, making his intentions known. He flashed his handcuffs in front of Franco. "I think you better come with me before you do something else you might regret."
"I may be guilty of a lot of things, but I would never hurt poor Donna." Franco shook his head.
"You had no problem spying on her though," I accused him. "And texting her to meet you at the spa early."
"Or trying to kill Essie for figuring out your little secret," Murray added. He winked at me, taking my advice to stand up for himself to heart.
"I didn't do it," Franco firmly stated. "I will never admit to anything, because there's nothing for me to admit to."
"So you didn't place that cupcake order using the name C. Darnay?" I asked. Franco's eyes widened when I mentioned his fake code name. He kept his mouth shut and instead turned his head as if the lot of us disgusted him.
The sheriff reached for his arm, but Franco went from being completely still to flailing his limbs all over the place in a matter of seconds. He looked like a deranged octopus as he fell to the floor and kicked his legs to avoid being handcuffed. For the first time in probably years, Sheriff Williams had no choice but to use full force. He squatted to the floor and gripped Franco's arms like they were his infant children. His grasp was so tight and so strong that all of us were amazed at the strength harbored inside the old man. The sheriff pulled Franco to his feet like he was a weightless piece of notebook paper.
Franco turned his head away from us, avoiding eye contact with his accusers. Lila sniffled and pulled herself out of Patrick's arms. She took a good look at Franco and briskly slapped him across the face. Bebe let out a yelp and Murray covered his mouth to keep himself from laughing out loud.
"You did do it, didn't you?" Lila looked nervously at Patrick. "You broke my heart when you signed that book deal, when you told me you thought Patrick and Donna were having some sort of affair…" Bebe gasped and placed her hand on her chest. "You swore to me that you were going to take care of it, and you did. You did it!"
Franco looked her in the eyes and kept a straight face. The sheriff and Murray pulled him towards the elevators, and this time he followed them willingly. 
Lila sobbed into Patrick's arms. Her hysterical crying made us all keep our mouths shut. I knew I wasn't the only person wondering now if the wedding was still on.
"Please," Lila pleaded. She pushed Patrick away and ran towards the elevator. It opened and the sheriff, Murray, and Franco stepped inside. "Just tell me why. Why did you kill her?"
Franco looked at her directly without so much as a sorrowful expression. In fact, it seemed as though he was frustrated. He cleared his throat and continued watching Lila as the elevator doors closed. He said nothing in response to her accusation and his silence drove Lila mad. 
The elevator doors closed and Lila dropped to her knees, wailing. I was stunned, unsure what to do or how to comfort her. I could see the worry in Patrick's eyes as he glanced at me and inched towards his fiancée. He knelt down beside her.
"Donna and I weren't having an affair," he said quietly. "If that's what you thought, you should have talked to me about it."
"I know," Lila answered.
"Donna was upset about something Thursday night," he continued. "She wanted to talk to me about it, and that's what we did. We just talked."
"About what?" Lila whispered.
"About … the wedding," he admitted. Patrick looked back at me, Bebe, and Joy. "Donna thought you and I weren't a good match."
A wave of relief passed over me as his motives with Donna became clear.
"What?" Lila commented. "Why would she think that?"
"I…" Patrick shrugged rather than go into details. "That's not important. What's important is what we do now."
Lila slowly stood up, and faced us all with puffy eyes and perfect hair that contrasted with the makeup smeared all over her face. She hung her head for a minute like she was clearing her thoughts.
"I know this weekend has been crazy," she stated. "But, Patrick, I still love you. I still want to marry you … if you still want to marry me?"
This was Patrick's last chance to tell Lila how he really felt. It was his last chance to hang on to what the two of us had and make us his future instead. It was the final moment where he had to choose, once and for all, Lila over a normal life amongst the townfolk of Bison Creek. To choose the fame of L.A. or the simplicity of living in a snowy mountain town.
Patrick didn't look at me which told me everything I needed to know. He'd chosen Lila, and I didn’t blame him. He wanted to do all he could to make his mother happy before she passed away. He was doing what he thought was best for the fragile women in his life – his mother and Lila.
"I do," Patrick said quietly.
Lila's frown turned to a hopeful smile. She took Patrick by the arm and nodded.
"Not even a psycho killer can keep us apart," she commented. "Finish getting ready, girls. I'm getting married."
 
 



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY
 
My stomach rumbled from skipping breakfast and I didn't have enough of an appetite to run and grab something from Aggie's kitchen. Even though Franco was safely locked away at the sheriff’s office, I still felt uneasy. I was relieved I no longer had to look over my shoulder every five minutes or make sure I didn't linger underneath railings or high hotel windows for very long. I had cleared the Pinecliffe Mountain Resort's name before the big ceremony, but I wasn't as elated about it as I should have been.
The upstairs hall was decorated and ready for the wedding. I heard Patrick's parents talking to Pastor Tad down the hall. My parents had shown up again along with Mayor Millbreck and a couple of Patrick's neighbors. Bebe and I were waiting down the hall in a guest room that had been designated as a bridesmaids’ changing area. Lila had her own suite – a makeshift bridal room with a spectacular view and a private balcony leading to the slopes.
Patrick and I didn't have a chance to talk after Franco was taken away. There wasn't much time left until the ceremony was scheduled to begin and Lila had decided she wanted Patrick by her side the rest of the morning in case anything else happened. Joy was making her usual rounds consisting of repositioning floral arrangements, taste-testing Aggie's brunch menu, and keeping Eli and the press in line. None of the photographers had escaped up the stairway so far, and I had no idea if Lila and Patrick decided to accept the lucrative
photo-op offer from Starstruck Magazine.
There was a light knock on the door and Bebe jumped up to answer it. The two of us had been sitting in silence listening to the clamoring of the staff as they scrambled to set tables for small reception after the ceremony. It was comical to listen to Eli asking over and over again how to efficiently polish silver. Eventually one of his co-workers took over for him. Bebe and I were so invested in listening we'd barely touched our morning muffin basket and fresh brewed coffee. I thought about breaking my no-caffeine goal and downing a cup as soon as my eyes passed over the steaming pot waiting on the coffee table.
"Oh, Patrick," Bebe said as she answered the door.
"Hi." Patrick had a peach rose tucked into his front suit pocket. His cheeks were rosy and he greeted Bebe with a one-handed hug. He looked at me with softened eyes. "Bebe, can I speak to Essie alone for a minute."
"Sure." Bebe winked at me and left the room, shutting the door behind her. 
I didn't know what to say. I didn't know what Patrick wanted me to say. I started by smiling politely and opening my mouth to offer a congratulations but saying it without really meaning it didn't feel right. I cleared my throat and waited for Patrick to speak first.
"Thank you for what you did," he said, taking a step closer.
"I did it for all of us," I replied. "The entire resort's reputation would have been stained if no one figured it out. And Joy begged me to help so…"
"She chose the right girl for the job." He clasped his hands in front of him. "I don't know how else to say this, but I wanted you to know how much you mean to me. I don't want to stop being friends."
"That might be kind of hard when you move back to L.A." My heart started racing and it took everything I had to steady my breathing so my chest didn't rapidly rise up and down like I was jogging on a treadmill.
"I'm not going back," he informed me. "I've bought a house just down the street."
Great.
"And Lila is okay with this?" I asked, knowing dang well the shops on Canyon Road didn't compare to the designer chicness of Rodeo Drive.
"I'm sure she'll be thrilled, and so will my parents." He grinned. "In fact, I'm going to surprise her with the house keys in a few minutes. Why wait, right?"
"With everything that's happened, I sure wouldn't," I joked.
"And…" Patrick glanced down at his shoes. I knew what he was going to say next. He was going to bring up that spark between us that neither of us had the guts to talk about directly. My heart pounded even more.
"If this is about last night," I said first. "We agreed to leave that in the past where it belongs, remember?"
"I will," he agreed. "Because it's what you want. I just want to make sure you understand why I'm doing what I'm doing."
"You don't have to explain that to me."
"But I do," he insisted. "All I want is for the important people in my life to be happy. Lila and I are very different, but she was there for me when I signed my first big sponsorship deal. She was there supporting me when the press hounded into every private detail of my life trying to make it front page news. That's got to count for something. Am I right?"
"I never doubted the two of you have some kind of special connection," I responded. "You do what you feel is best, Patrick."
"You're not upset with me?"
"No," I admitted. I took a deep breath, and realized I really wasn't. When I think of the past I will always see his face, but that wasn't a bad thing. I'd moved on from a lot of things. Realizing I might never meet my birth mother. Standing up to that third piece of cake when it called to me at one in the morning. I could move on from Patrick too. How hard could it be the second time around?
"Good." He nodded, and pulled a key from his pocket. "It's a relief that at least one member of the wedding party thinks we'll make it. Donna was practically hysterical the night she checked in telling me all the reasons why I should break up with Lila."
"I thought she and Lila were friends?"
"I thought so too," he commented. "Chicks, huh?"
"Yeah," I answered quietly. 
Patrick left the room and quietly shut the door. I heard Joy ask him if he was ready to start as he headed for the bride's room. There was another knock on the door. Joy stepped in without waiting for a response. She raised her eyebrows and studied my dress.
"Not the style I would have picked, but you still look smashing," she said. "Way better than the bride anyway." Joy chuckled.
"Don't let your boss hear you say that."
“Oh, he's probably in the kitchen double-checking everything," she said in a low voice. "He heard about the nut allergy thing you pointed out yesterday. He's worried we might have a lawsuit on our hands."
"Not when they've proven it was all Franco's fault," I pointed out.
"As long as I get my promotion." She gestured for me to get moving to my place. "Let's do this. Bebe is already ready to go."
I took one last look in the mirror, and smoothed a piece of my hair. My cell phone buzzed underneath my bra strap. I'd shoved it there as a temporary measure. My dress had no pockets, and my purse was locked downstairs in an employee locker.
"Hang on a second." I pulled my cell phone out to see who was calling.
"Essie," Joy scolded. "Put that away. I don't want your boobs to be buzzing when Patrick reads his vows."
"Just a second," I laughed. Joy slammed the door a little too firmly as she left the room. I looked at the brightened screen on my phone and froze. A name was flashing that pushed back everything I'd felt these past couple days. Confusion. Doubt. Fear.
Bev was calling me back.
I answered immediately, my eyes darting to each end of the room making sure I was completely alone. I gulped when I listened and heard silence on the other end.
"Hello," a voice said. "Is someone there?"
"Um," I replied. "Yeah. Sorry. Hi, this is Essie. Thank you for calling me back."
"When I found out about Donna…" Bev sounded different than I thought she would. It was impossible to see her facial expressions over the phone, but I could imagine. Her voice wasn't high-pitched and upbeat like Bebe's. She didn't sound diva-ish like Lila. She spoke slowly and deliberately like she wanted to make sure she was communicating clearly.
"I'm sorry. Were the two of you close?"
"Somewhat," she answered. "Listen, Essie, I've thought a lot about whether or not I should call you back and I've decided that there are a few things I think you should know."
"I'm listening," I said quietly.
"Are you sitting down?"
"Of course," I lied.
"Good." She exhaled, and I tapped my foot listening for my cue to walk down the aisle. "On Thursday night, Donna called me. She was really upset about the wedding and she didn't know who else to talk to."
"So she confided in you," I guessed.
"Yes." She took another breath. "Sorry, this is hard for me to talk about. Lila is a friend of mine but…"
"I'm alone," I reassured her.
"You should know I decided not to go for the wedding because right before our trip Lila had a nervous breakdown. It wasn't like her usual petty tantrums. This one was bad and … more violent."
"Violent?" I asked.
"She threw a bottle of wine out the window and threatened to throw the next one at my head." Bev paused. "It freaked me out."
"Did you tell anyone about it?" The sound of my heart pumping filled my ears and my throat was tight, like my glands were too swollen to swallow.
"Not until Donna called me that night. You see, she had seen some of Lila's episodes too. That's when she told me something wasn't right. That Lila and Patrick together was a deadly combination. I guess she'd noticed Lila had changed since their engagement."
"Changed how?" I asked.
"I don't know exactly how." She huffed, frustrated. "All I know is Donna went on and on about it until she got a headache. She was too wound up to give me any straight answers."
"She must have said something."
"There was one thing that struck me as odd," she said in almost a whisper. "Donna said that Lila had stopped taking her meds whatever that means."
"How about she's on some kind of medication and she has been neglecting her treatment?" I spoke up.
"No, Lila isn't on anything. Except maybe sleeping pills or something like that. She works a lot."
My mind jumped back to the times I'd seen Franco slip Lila something while no one else was looking. And the time when Lila had admitted to me she took something to help her sleep. Could Franco have been giving her something to make her paranoid and crazy instead? Maybe Lila's mood swings and supposed mental breakdown in front of Bev wasn't her? Maybe it was the medication talking? It would have given Franco juicier material for his tell-all book.
"Did Donna say anything about Patrick?" I waited, hopeful that Bev might reveal more information about Patrick's decision to carry on with the wedding.
"Not really," she confessed. "None of us really know Patrick that well. He's usually pretty distant. I always got the feeling his mind was somewhere else whenever we went out."
"Well, whether or not they're right for each other, it's too late now."
"Too late?" Bev raised her voice, sounding concerned. "Don't tell me the wedding is still on?"
"It should be starting any minute now," I replied.
"Even after Donna…?”
"That was Lila's decision." I closed my eyes briefly, hearing Bev's quiet sobbing. She tried to hide it by covering the phone's speaker, but that only made white noise.
"That greedy little tart," she said through her teeth. "I can't believe she would do that and everyone else is actually going along with it. Someone should send her back to The Cove. She was totally normal when she came home last year. The best I've ever seen her."
"Excuse me," I butted in. "The Cove?"
"Yeah," Bev confirmed. "At least, that's what she called it. Some elite spa for A-listers only. She was there for quite a while."
"You're sure?" All the muscles in my torso flexed, and I could hardly let out the word goodbye. John Slagger's face was in my head, and I couldn't shake it away. Something wasn't right about his trip to Bison Creek. Something still wasn't adding up.
"Positive."
"Thanks," I responded. "I've got to go." I hung up and dashed out of the room. I needed to speak with Patrick before the wedding. If Lila was being drugged or blackmailed or if she herself was the actual killer than he needed to know. Now.
 
 



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY ONE
 
I arrived just in time. The ceremony still hadn't started and the door to the bride's room was shut. Joy stood next to it staring at the grandfather clock mounted in the hallway. My chest pounded as I knocked loudly, disregarding everything going on around me.
"Keep it down, will you?" Joy whispered. "They're probably having one last make out session as singles. They'll be done in a minute."
The smirk on Joy's face disappeared when she saw the glint of fear in my eyes. I had to stop this ceremony before it was too late. Before Patrick made the biggest mistake of his life by marrying an unstable, violent celebrity who might be involved in her own bridesmaid's demise. 
"The Cove," I blurted out to Joy. "Whatever that place is … rehab, therapy, a healing spa … both of them went there together."
"What on earth are you talking about, sis? Who went where?"
"Lila and our mystery man from out-of-town, John Slagger. The man who nobody can find at the moment?"
"So?" Joy placed a hand on her hips and glanced over at Bebe who was waiting impatiently to walk down the aisle.
"So," I said, raising my voice. I knocked on the door again. "The two of them could be working together."
"Working together to what, Essie? Spit it out."
"One or both of them might have murdered Donna," I answered bluntly. "What the heck is wrong with this door?" I was so frustrated no one had answered I turned the door knob and burst into the Lila's room. It was empty. A tube of lipstick lay open on the vanity and a cup of black coffee was sitting next to an open container of creamer. It was as if their conversation had been interrupted by something. 
A breeze ran across my arms and I shivered. My eyes darted to the window where one of the beige lacy curtains were flapping in the wind. The patio doors were open and the breeze let in snowflakes from outside. I ran to the window, looking up at the silent slopes and the closed chair lift.
"Call the sheriff," I instructed Joy. "Tell him to get here immediately, and to call for backup. I think I might have been wrong about Franco."
"But it had to be Franco," Joy argued. "Everything lined up so perfectly. The nut-ridden cupcakes. The Charles Dickens codename. The motives. The text message."
"Exactly," I gulped. "Maybe it was all a little too perfect."
"Do you think it was staged?" she asked.
"I didn't an hour ago," I confessed. "I just hope I'm not too late."
"What about the ceremony?" Joy asked quietly. She tugged at a strand of her hair, and gently patted her stomach like she'd suddenly become nauseas. Canceling the ceremony the night before the wedding was one thing, but canceling after all the guests had arrived and her boss was observing her handiwork was another. It wasn't a surprise she was having trouble stomaching it.
"Keep stalling," I suggested.
"Maybe they went for a walk?" Joy hopefully stated. "Maybe you're blowing this whole thing out of proportion?" She anxiously rubbed her forehead. "Oh, who am I kidding? Lila is like the mother of all bridezillas. She almost gave me a heart attack this weekend."
"It'll be okay." I don't know that for sure, but I knew the two of us would survive whatever happened next, wedding or no wedding. "Go call the sheriff."
Joy nodded in agreement and left the room quietly. I took a step onto the patio. The slopes were white with fresh powder, and the sky looked pearly from all the snowfall. Snowflakes landed on my eyelashes and head. I brushed them off and let my eyes wander down the patio steps and onto the mountainside. My heart jumped when the chair lift leading up to the highest ski run started moving. Someone had switched it on. I jogged down the patio steps and into the snow wearing uncomfortable high heels. The back of my dress dragged along the ground and made a mess of snow and mud on the fabric.
In the distance there were two figures arguing near the small chalet building that housed the ski lift controls and equipment. The sole of my foot felt like it was about to freeze off as I neared the chalet hut. Snow was sliding into my shoes. I didn't stop to dry my feet because I knew my time was scarce. Over the howling wind came voices. It was Patrick and Lila, and they were both shouting.
An empty bench lifted up off the ground right next to me. I hurriedly walked around the back of the building towards Patrick and Lila, but the sound of something sharp piercing the sky stopped me dead in my tracks. My throat tightened so I had to force myself to gulp down a breath. I inhaled too much air and ended up sucking in a few snowflakes that made the edges of my nose freeze. I coughed and jogged behind the building.
The first thing that caught my eye was a pile of red snow.
Lila was on the ground in her wedding dress. She yelped out in pain as she clutched the side of her calf. Patrick was kneeling beside her, his eyes wide with a disturbed expression. In between the two of them was a shiny hand gun. It looked small enough to be concealed in a jacket pocket, but it was big enough to intimidate me. My eyes darted from Lila to Patrick.
"Patrick?" I spoke softly. A breeze rushed by me, and strands of my hair became unpinned. The wind had turned my head into a mop of curls, but that was okay. My hair hid the tiny droplets that formed in the corners of my eyes.
"Essie?" Lila looked right at me. She groaned as she squeezed her wound. Beads of dark red blood dripped from in between her fingers. "Get out of here!"
"No, Essie," Patrick blurted out. "It's not what it looks like."
I hesitated.
Part of me, the sensible part, wanted to run back to the hotel and wait for Sheriff Williams to sort this all out. But the other part of me knew the minute I turned my back someone might end up dead. I didn't know who that would be. My eyes skimmed over Patrick, focusing on the way his hands were opened rather than clenched. There was a blood stain on his knee from kneeling too close to Lila's open wound. My eyes then observed Lila. She clutched her calf desperately. It was obvious she had been shot. Her face grimaced from the pain as she attempted to stay sitting so she could watch me stay or go.
"Then what exactly is going on here?" I gulped.
"I didn't shoot her," Patrick pleaded.
"Oh, please," Lila argued. Her lip trembled and a tear trickled down her cheek. "Look at the gun. He just barely dropped it before you came around the corner."
I glanced down at the weapon – the gun that none of us had yet to reach for. The first person to lunge for it would be assumed to be the guilty party. The handle faced Patrick. It looked like it had been dropped into the snow near Patrick's right hand.
"Before you make any assumptions, Essie," Patrick shouted over Lila's groaning. "Remember Camp Viddletin? Eighth grade?"
I dove into my head and tried to remember Camp Viddletin. It was almost as if I opened up a filing cabinet in my brain and took out a folder labeled eighth grade. It was tradition at our middle school that each graduating class had the opportunity to spend the last week of the school year at a special camp before moving onto Bison Creek High. It was a week spent canoeing, hiking, and horseback riding. For me, it had been a week spent mostly in my cabin braiding friendship bracelets. There'd been one afternoon where Patrick and his posse walked past my window on their way to the archery station. I decided to casually join them, and I ended up shooting four bullseyes in a row.
I took a deep breath. What did Patrick want me to remember from that trip? We didn't talk much. Just the regular banter that middle schooler's say. Patrick had teased me at first for holding the bow wrong. Then I'd teased him for the way his toes pointed out like a penguin when he had taken his stance to shoot. He made me stand on the other side of him so he didn't have to look at me when he was trying to concentrate. I had to keep switching sides when it was his turn. Back and forth, and back and forth.
My eyes went wide as I looked at the hopeful half-grin on Patrick's face.
Patrick used his left hand to shoot arrows. I remembered the times I'd sat behind him in class watching him write right-handed. But he stood goofy-footed on his snowboard, always boasting that he was ambidextrous. He ate with his left hand. He threw with his left hand. 
And he shot with his left hand.
I tucked a strand of wild hair behind my ear. I looked Patrick in the eyes and felt a piece of my chest warm up just enough to help me breathe easier. 
"Don't let your feelings for him cloud the truth here," Lila stated. She frowned as she looked down at the crimson stain on her wedding dress. The dress was very form fitting. It hugged her fragile body, showing just how tiny she actually was. So skinny that the bones in her upper ribcage protruded from her chest and distracted from the little cleavage she did have. Her hair though covered in snowflakes was done up with an elegant piece of lace that matched her dress clipped underneath her up do. The dress was long-sleeved and classic, but it exposed her shoulders. It was as white as the snow around her. If she sat absolutely still she would have blended into her surroundings.
"What?"
"The connection between you two is so obvious." Lila leaned forward, looking like she might even attempt to stand. "But the fact that you are attracted to my fiancé doesn't change the fact that he's a murderer!"
"Lila," Patrick said quietly. "Don't do this. Let's all go inside and talk."
"I agree," I responded. More tears ran down Lila's cheeks as she looked at me.
"You're crazy too," she shouted. "Is everyone in this town completely mad? Hasn't anyone around here ever heard of binge eating or daytime television? That's how normal people deal with their problems. I'm tired of all the ‘he said, she said.’"
"Calm down," Patrick instructed her. "Let's go inside before we all freeze to death."
"Do you really think that I'd be stupid enough to shoot myself in the leg?" Lila cried. "That's insulting!"
"No one is saying that," Patrick replied. He glanced at me and then carefully leaned towards the gun. My entire torso felt heavy as he stared at it.
"Stop!" Lila screamed. "Don't believe him, Essie." She scooted forward in the snow, letting a white blanket of powder drift up her hem and ruin part of her dress. "He's a murderer!"
"I didn't so much as touch Donna," Patrick stated, raising his voice.
"That's a lie too." Lila scooted again. Her hand was inches from the pistol. "You touched her the night we got to this wretched town, and who knows what else."
"She was upset and she couldn't stop crying. I gave her a hug. That was it." Patrick shook his head. "How many times do I have to tell you that nothing was going on between us?"
"Hmmm." Lila tilted her head playfully. The grimace erased from her face. She began acting like she hadn't been shot and she wasn't bleeding into a pile of flurries. "I don't know. At least a dozen more times." 
Patrick raised his eyebrows. I took a few steps forward, my eyes glued on the gun.
"Stop it," I said looking to Patrick and then to Lila. "The both of you."
"Oh to hell with it," Lila muttered. In one swift movement she let go of her bleeding calf and scooped up the pistol. She slowly stood up and shifted her weight onto her good side as blood oozed down her leg, forming a crimson pool around her foot. She hardly even acknowledged it. Her expression was fixated on Patrick rather than the pain that was undoubtedly shooting up her extremities. "I've had it with the trips down memory lane. The secretive glances. The secret rendezvous on Canyon Street. I knew I couldn't trust you around her, Patrick." The look on Lila's face changed again in less than a second. Her gentle eyes became more still and doll-like. She didn't smile. The best way to describe the look on her face was that she had a devilish smirk.
"Now Lila…" Patrick took a couple of steps away from me, putting more distance in between the two of us. His gaze fixated on hers, holding her attention as best as he could.
"Just like I couldn't trust you around Donna, that waitress at the steakhouse in Miami, Bev even. When will it end, Patrick?"
The sound of Lila's voice sent chills down my spine. The nature of her allegations were serious yet she was addressing them like she was ordering a coffee. She pointed the gun at Patrick and casually stepped closer to him, limping to keep herself from falling.
"Put the gun down." Patrick had his hands up showing his surrender. "Let's talk about this inside." He was calmer and more collected than I would've expected him to be. He watched Lila with a look of disappointment on his face. His expression was far from showing any fear.
"No," Lila said lightly like she was possessed by a soft-spoken, innocent teenage girl who didn't believe murder was a crime. "I am going to keep it pointed at you until I make up my mind."
"Lila—" I started.
"Shhh," she cut me off. "It's not your turn yet." She brushed a strand of hair from her face. The blood on her calf had stained the bottom half of her dress and the red blotch was visible now.
"Why did you do it, Lila?" Patrick asked. "Donna was a good friend of yours."
"I know," she agreed. "Pity." She took a deep, calming breath. "But it had to be done. She can't just go around hugging people's fiancés and telling people my business."
"You mean telling people about those pills you are on?" I blurted out.
"Exactly." Lila didn't even look at me. I gulped, knowing I shouldn't have said any more to upset her. But the fact that she hadn't been upset with my comment confirmed the worst. If she didn't care what I knew about her anymore that meant she'd already decided to kill me. She had already tried and failed once before. "I hate those stupid things, but Franco breathes down my neck insisting I follow the doctor's orders. Wouldn't want to have a psychotic break on camera, he always says." She waved the gun slightly as she giggled.
"So those were your pills he was giving you?" I continued. "You don't think he could have … switched them?"
"Wouldn't make a difference," she giggled again. "I haven't been taking them. I find that I have more energy when I don't, and those pills make me bloat. I mean, who wants to feel like they're on the first day of their period every day? Not me, thanks."
"Oh, Lila." Patrick lowered his voice and hung his head.
"I don't regret it," she sang. "If I'd been on my meds I wouldn't have seen the spark between you too, and I wouldn't have seen through the lies of my dirtbag of an assistant. Every time he slithered off to answer emails I knew what he was really doing. When I would act a little bit suspicious he would do some spying for me to win back my allegiance. What a fool."
"It isn't too late, Lila." Patrick lowered his hands and walked towards his neurotic fiancée like the pistol between them didn't exist.
"Don't tempt me, sweetheart." Lila forced a fake smile.
"It isn't too late to turn yourself in and make all of this right. I'm sure what happened with Donna was partially an accident."
"Oh, it wasn't an accident," Lila admitted. "I killed her. It was so easy too. All I had to do was hand her the cupcake as a peace offering and she freely ate it. Then I held her underwater to keep her quiet. Nut allergies. Pathetic, isn't it."
My feet were like blocks of ice and not because they were actually partially frozen in place. Lila wasn't sorry for what she did. She kept on smiling and talking in the tone of a cheery teenage cheerleader about to go on her very first date with a guy on the football team. I wondered if she had that same look on her face when Donna had been struggling to breathe. It made me sick even to wonder. Lila was clearly a psychopath.
"Lila—" Patrick moved closer despite that Lila had just confessed to murder.
"Not another step, dearie." 
"But—"
BANG!
Patrick was interrupted by the pull of a trigger. Lila barely even blinked as he dropped to the ground and rolled over in the snow grabbing his shoulder. He yelled, and moved to his good side. Lila smoothed a strand of her hair though the wind rustled it out of place again almost immediately. The sound of the gun shot pierced the canyon the way the first one had and I prayed someone heard it. Out of all the times for the people in this town to be nosey, now was definitely the time.
 
 



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY TWO
 
"Yes, I tried to kill you," Lila admitted. "You were headed in the right direction, but I knew you would never figure out it was me. I mean, I vandalized my own suite to make it look like I had a stalker in town and no one caught onto that either."
Lila glanced down at Patrick. He winced as snowflakes drifted down and settled on his black suit. He laid still,but his eyes were open. They darted from me to the ski lift and back towards the resort like he was quietly formulating a plan in his head. I knew he would be successful at it if I kept Lila distracted. I just hoped when she finally decided to shoot me that it wouldn't be in the head. If it was anywhere else, I might stand a chance.
"You're right," I humored her. "I didn't know it was you all along, and I'm sorry about what I put you through." Lying to keep her from going trigger happy put a sour taste in my mouth.
"Oh." She lowered her gun slightly and straightened her shoulders. There was no way she could last much longer on her wounded leg. She was so thin that the blood loss was sure to make her too lightheaded to stand pretty soon. "Glad to see you've learned your lesson. Too bad there won't be a next time." She raised the gun again.
"How did you do it?" I asked quickly.
"Well, it was actually really easy. You walk the same path every day. Always through the staff hallways and never out the front. Naturally, your sister gave me a quick little tour of the facilities when I arrived." She glanced at the handle of the pistol. "You see, my parents died when I was very young and I spent most of my childhood in Michigan with my aunt and delinquent cousins. She did this funny little thing where she would lock up all the kitchen cabinets at night to keep herself from late night binge drinking. She was a crazy alcoholic. But sometimes she would lose her keys, and when she lost her keys I didn't eat. So I developed sort of an obsession I guess with keys and locks and things."
"That sounds horrible." I sympathized with her, mostly because I felt like I was talking to an entirely different Lila.
"That wasn't the half of it," she answered, seemingly unscathed by her childhood nightmares. "Anyway, I noticed that some of the more expensive gym equipment gets locked up every night and you being the Head Trainer obviously tote around the keys. Yesterday morning when everyone else thought I was in my room pouting, I moved them so you would receive a phone call from that other trainer woman with oily hair."
"Taryn," I muttered.
"An awful name and an awful haircut," Lila commented. "No offense."
"How did you know where I kept the keys?
"Essie," she scoffed. "You work in an ancient hotel where no one important ever comes. My room doesn't even have a safe. Obviously the key was somewhere in your office." With her free hand she brushed back a few curls, pleased with herself.
"I take it you also sent me that letter?"
"Franco delivered it." Lila rolled her eyes. "He thought it was a thank you card. When the investigation goes further his prints will be all over that envelope."
"So you had Franco plant the threatening letter, you snuck into the gym, and you knew what exit I was going to use to leave the resort," I added.
"Uh-huh." She giggled. "I fit into those storage cabinets quite nicely. Must be my trim figure." She placed a hand on her hip and held her gun steady. "I sent that errand boy Eli down stairs to distract you. He has a thing for me, especially since I'm the one who told him Misty the spa receptionist had a crush on him. It didn't take long for the two of them to wander to the nearest utility closet so Donna and I could have our privacy."
"And the security cameras?"
"My request, but Franco always does the paperwork for me."
"Same with the special order with the Charles Dickens code name?" I asked.
"All me," she freely admitted. "All I had to do was show you Franco's lame old book and I knew you would put the pieces together. Like I said. It was too easy. All of it."
"Your friend from The Cove threw me for a loop." I paused to see her reaction.
"Who?"
"John Slagger," I responded. "Did he have a hand in this too?"
"I don't know what you are talking about." She clenched her jaw together and ground her teeth as she stared at the gun in her hand. "Back to business, sweetheart. I'm thinking a closed casket. What do you think?"
"Do I really get a choice?" I gulped. My palms started to sweat and my chest felt like it was being held down by a barbell. I contemplated lunging forward and overpowering Lila. It seemed like it would be easy to wrestle her fragile frame to ground, but she was capable of far more than I'd given her credit for. 
She really was one of the greatest actresses of all time.
"Good point," she replied.
Her finger twitched and I instantly let out a yelp. Lila laughed. She hadn't pulled the trigger yet. She wanted me to die from the anticipation first. I glanced down at her wounded calf and imagined myself dropping to a squat position and pushing her weight forward like I've done at the gym with a punching bag.
My throat tightened up and I took one last breath, hoping it wasn't my last. I was going to go for it. If anything, I could stall for more time so Lila didn't shoot me, turn around, and then shoot Patrick a second time.
Before I had the chance to execute my plan, an unexpected visitor interrupted us. Lila curiously turned around and lowered her gun in the process. Behind her was the man I'd been searching for. John Slagger, the mysterious out-of-towner slash fake undercover reporter slash escaped mental patient, was heading towards us with a look of concern.
"Hey!" he shouted. He waved his hand, and abruptly lowered it when he caught sight of the weapon Lila was holding. He slowed his pace and approached us with a calm demeanor.
I took Lila turning her back as my one and only opportunity to take her gun. Patrick had the same idea. As I squatted low to ram Lila's legs out from under her, Patrick lunged in our direction. My shoulders hit Lila's lower legs and I could practically feel the bone of her kneecap digging into my chest. Patrick let out a low growl as he let go of his bloody shoulder and snatched Lila's gun before she could react. My entire upper body throbbed as I glanced up and saw Lila lying in the snow trying to catch her breath. Patrick's face cringed as he forcefully handed me the gun. As soon as I accepted it he resumed clutching his shoulder. He let out another loud yell from the pain. 
Lila rolled to her knees, her wounded leg and giant wedding dress making it difficult for her. She clawed her way out of the mess of snow around her and attempted to stand up. She stumbled towards the chair lift and John followed her with a watchful eye. I focused my attention on Patrick.
"Are you okay?" I whispered to him.
"I'll survive." I could tell it pained him even to speak, but he grinned when our eyes met.
"Lila, stop," John instructed. "Lila, what are you doing?"
Lila had moved so fast I looked away from Patrick and saw that she was standing in front of one of the moving ski benches. She waited to take her ride up the slope to the highest black diamond run on Pinecliffe Mountain.
"Lila," I yelled.
"Lila, don't do it!" John Slagger ran towards her right as she took her seat on a moving bench. John ran at her and made it just in time to grab part of the armrest and hoist himself up into the air.
Sirens blasted through the canyon. I stayed by Patrick's side carefully setting the gun down next to me. The two of us looked up at Lila and John. Their feet swung above us on the chair lift, and Lila's enormous gown took up most of the bench. The two of them climbed higher and higher in altitude. I listened carefully as John reassured Lila everything was going to be okay.
An ambulance stopped at the base of the mountain and a team of medics came running towards us with a stretcher. I jumped to my ice cold feet and waved my arms. My toes had to be frost bitten by now. The medics tended to Patrick's shoulder. He groaned as he was lifted onto the stretcher and given an oxygen mask. Patrick looked up at the sky at long train dangling from Lila's wedding dress.
"I'm sure she'll be fine." I squeezed Patrick's hand. It was comforting that his skin was still very warm.
"What's going on with them?" one of the medics asked. 
I let go of Patrick's hand and jogged through the snow to catch a closer look at John and Lila. They had disappeared over the trees. I quickly accompanied Patrick back to the ambulance and ran up the patio steps towards the top floor of the hotel. From the patio off the bride's room I could see Lila getting closer to the mountaintop. She scooted farther away from John and repeatedly shook her head.
I brushed freshly fallen snow from my shoulders and face and kept watching despite my chattering teeth and icicles for fingers. A hand gripped my shoulder, making me jump. I turned and saw the sheriff. His eyes darted down towards the ambulance that had loaded up Patrick and was pulling out of the parking lot.
"What happened?" Sheriff Williams asked. He spoke in almost a whisper like it was a personal matter between the two of us and no one else.
"A lot," I answered, watching Lila disappear again behind a white cloud of snow. I turned to the sheriff, rubbing my hands together. I was worried about Lila. What would she do next? Would the sheriff’s holding cell be able to contain her crazy? But my heart wasn't racing because I'd stared death in the face and hesitated. My heart wouldn't slow down because Patrick was on his way to the hospital and I didn't know if I would ever see him again.
"And the bride? Where is she off to?"
"Who knows," I answered quietly. A snowflake landed on my eyelashes. "But you'll need to get your handcuffs ready for when she inevitably takes her ride back down the mountain. She's the murderer."
"Now Essie—"
"This isn't one of my wild theories, Sheriff. She confessed everything in front of me and Patrick." I took a deep breath and stared hopeful at the returning chair lifts as they appeared one by one from behind a snow cloud. The sheriff put his arm around me and escorted me inside, knowing I would've waited on that patio until my limbs fell off.
"Essie," Joy gasped. She was waiting inside with her arms folded. She immediately ran her fingers through my hair and attempted to dry it off with the fabric of a throw pillow. "You look awful … and what were those loud noises? Don't tell me the Lellend boys were out there with firecrackers again? I've warned them so many times—"
"No," the Sheriff spoke up. "I'm afraid those were gunshots. I heard them when I arrived and I called an ambulance."
"That's why you barged in like you did," Joy muttered. "I thought you were just being a jerk as usual. No offense, Sheriff." He narrowed his eyes.
"I'm afraid there are still matters that need to be dealt with," he said. "And seeing as your groom is on his way to the hospital, and the bride is on the top of Pinecliffe Mountain, I think it's best that you send all those folks in there home."
"What?" Joy had a difficult time processing the news. The time had finally come to do what she dreaded the moment she'd heard there was a dead body in the spa. "Are you sure?"
"Joy," I added. "Do it before everyone starts asking questions."
"Too late," a voice came from the doorway. Eli raised his eyebrows. He waved at us to follow him as he periodically glanced over his shoulder.
The three of us followed him down the hall towards the place where the wedding ceremony was waiting to begin. A large window overlooking the mountain ran alongside the wall. It had a full view of the chair lift and the chalet building at the base of it. Bebe was standing near the window biting her nails. 
There was yelling coming from downstairs. Voices resonated up the staircase and disturbed the peaceful silence that graced the new wedding location. The members of the press that had arrived in town this morning were getting restless, especially after hearing the commotion going on out back.
"Some of them slipped through the back fence after the ambulance left," Eli said looking down towards the lobby. "What do we do?"
"We remain calm," Joy said impatiently. "That's what we do. You go down there and tell those reporters everything is fine. Got it?"
"Oh Lord!" Bebe yelped, looking out the window. I ran to join her, realizing there was just as good of a view of the chair lift from inside. I peered out the window and saw Lila and John making their return trip down the mountain.
"Bebe," I hesitated. "Did you see…?"
"Oh no, darlin'." She placed a hand on her chest. "You'll have to tell me what happened down there because I couldn't see a thing as soon as you walked around the other side of that building."
"Oh uh—"
"And you could use a major touch up," she went on. 
Lila was waving her arms and arguing with John again. She was still too far away for me to see the look on her face. I was relieved that my parents and Patrick's didn't have the opportunity to see what had really happened between the three of us. Patrick's mom might have dropped dead if she saw her only son shot by his fiancée right before the wedding.
Lila shook her head. She turned away from John and wouldn't stop shaking her head. John outstretched a hand to comfort her, but Lila jerked her hand away. I could barely see her face now. She glanced down at the snow and then back at John before she slid from her seat. My stomach churned. John grabbed her arm just in time.
Lila dangled from the ski lift and she didn't look the least bit frightened. She swung her body, trying to force John to let go, but he wouldn't budge. I turned around and saw that all eyes were on the frosty window. Bebe gasped again, then the room fell eerily silent.
The chair lift was still high enough that falling would cause serious injuries or even death. I studied the look on John's pale face as best I could from a distance. He clenched his jaw and wrinkled his entire face. He was holding onto Lila with all his might. In the meantime, Lila was furious she hadn't fallen. With her free, dangling arm she clawed at John's fingers. He cried out, but his yells were muffled from behind the glass.
Sheriff Williams was already outside watching from above. I ran back towards the bride's room and to the open patio. The cold stung my face as I stepped back into the snow. My body shivered. I hadn't fully de-thawed from my first adventure in freezing temperatures.
"Hang in there, son." The sheriff was shouting encouraging words at John. "Hold her steady."
Lila screamed. Her shrieks shot up and down the canyon and I thought they might cause a mini avalanche. She swung her body again and this time she was successful. I let out a yelp, and my lungs felt like they had been squeezed to half their size as I watched her plummet into the snow. Sheriff Williams went running towards her. She was still a good ways up the mountain. High enough to do some damage, but low enough that whether or not she was alive would be unclear until someone checked her pulse.
Bebe had followed me and stood at my side. She buried her face in her hands, hiding tears. As she wiped her cheeks, her gaze steadily wandered down to the ground beneath us. She froze just like she had the moment she saw Donna's body. My eyes darted to the spot she was staring at. Lights flashed uncontrollably from every direction at the base of the resort. Like the wedding party upstairs, the press had also seen the whole thing.
"Let's hope she's not dead," Bebe quietly muttered. "Otherwise, the world is going to hate this town."
 
 



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY THREE
 
By the time John Slagger was back on the ground, another ambulance had arrived and more medics were making the trek up the snowy mountain to meet the sheriff. His son, Murray, staid near the hotel keeping the press under control and shouting no comment as they rattled off lists of ridiculous questions. Bebe retreated back to the wedding party to offer words of comfort to Patrick's frail mother, and Joy prepared a private room for family to wait and receive word about the bride and groom's conditions.
John's hand shook so hard he shoved them into his coat pocket. He looked at me as a medic who'd stayed to wait for him checked his pulse and listened to his breathing. John hung his head, and bit the corner of his lip. When we finally made eye contact again his eyes were glossy as if he was holding back tears.
"I thought there was hope for her," John said to me. "She seemed so bright when she left."
"Left where?" I asked. I folded my arms, wondering why he'd been admitted to The Cove in the first place. He seemed perfectly average. Then again, no one would have suspected Lila would've shot her fiancé and herself to make it look like she wasn't guilty. "Are you talking about The Cove? What is that? A rehab center? An insane asylum?"
"It's an experimental rehabilitation facility for patients struggling with severe personality disorders," he answered. "It's reserved for people like Lila who deal with their disorders under public pressure."
"So you aren't a patient there?"
"What?" He chuckled. "No, I'm a psychologist. Lila agreed to do her post-therapy followups with me. She skipped her last one. I kept calling her to reschedule, it is vital to prevent relapses you see, and she told me to just meet her here." 
"So that day when you approached me--"
"She wouldn't return any of my calls," he responded. "The hotel wouldn't cooperate. The townspeople I spoke with wouldn't point me in the right direction so I stuck around hoping she would eventually reply."
"She stopped taking her medication," I informed him.
"I figured it out when I heard there had been a suspicious death." He scratched his forehead and rubbed his eyes. "I didn't sleep a wink when I overheard it was a bridesmaid."
"Why didn't you go straight to the sheriff?"
"I had to be sure before going around disclosing private medical information," he said discreetly. "One of the reasons she recovered so well was because the media has no idea she's bipolar and severely paranoid."
"So Franco knew," I said out loud.
"Her assistant?" John asked me. "Yes, I think he did."
I thought back to how upset Lila had been about Franco's book deal. She had been so furious she'd ripped out a couple pages and sneakily had taken them back to her room. He must have been planning on exposing the details about her illness. He couldn’t do that if he was in jail for murder.
"All this time he thought she was taking her pills."
"If I would've known about this," John responded. "I went through every exercise in the book. I even listed off all the things she still had to live for and she still jumped. I knew the moment she ran for that ski lift she was toying with the option of jumping." He pressed his lips together to keep himself from saying any more. 
"You did what you could," I said, not knowing whether or not my words would comfort him. I thought I would give it a try anyway. He dug the toe of his boot into the snow.
"But was it good enough?" His voice was quiet and stained with regret.
"It was." I allowed myself to take a deep breath of the mountain air surrounding us. The events of this morning had gone by so quickly and happened so suddenly I was already sore from my muscles being tense the entire time. "She knew what she did, John. I'm not sure if she was sorry about it, but she was fully aware that she'd killed her friend Donna. She also shot her fiancé. Worst of all, she shot herself to make it look like he was guilty instead of her."
"All cries of desperation."
The medic who was examining John speedily checked his blood pressure and then nodded, giving him the okay to leave.
"Do you think she's alive?" I asked as the two of us steered clear of the flashing lights coming from the photographers’ cameras. John shrugged.
"I honestly have no idea. I didn't see her move after she fell, but that doesn't mean she wasn't breathing." He pulled a hand out of his pocket. It still shook as if he'd been stuck with a syringe of adrenaline. He stuffed his hand back in his pocket, glancing at me. His cheeks went rosy when the two of us entered the hotel. The warm air from the heaters swept over my skin like a soothing bath.
"A little tip," I suggested. I hoped I could put John's mind temporarily at ease by lightening the mood. "Ada is really into cats." John slowed his paced and looked at me curiously. It took him a second to get up to speed and realize I was now addressing his bakery crush.
"Is she really?"
"Cats and beads," I said. "Oh and Andy Warhol."
"Good to know." John grinned at my statement. I succeeded in filling his mind with something other than doubt. 
Joy met us near the dining room. My stomach felt sour when we followed her through the staff hallway and up the staff only staircase to meet the rest of the wedding party. It reminded me of what Lila had said about how I stuck to the same old habits. She was right. I even took the same path to the bathroom when I was at work and ate the same thing for lunch every day. Chicken or ground turkey on a bed of spinach with cucumber slices, cherry tomatoes, and a scoop of rice.
"The Jayes are getting ready to go to the hospital," Joy informed me. "I thought you might want to drive them there." 
Patrick's mother, Anne, was standing nearby. Her husband sat in an armchair with a stern look on his face while his wife stood staring out the window. Her eyes followed each snowflake as it gracefully fluttered to its resting place in the snow. Her slim arms were folded against her torso, revealing a figure that seemed a tad malnourished. I knew as soon as we were alone in the car together she would want to know everything, and I didn't know what I was going to tell her. The whole truth or half of the truth. Patrick would never forgive me if he found out his mom was lying in a hospital bed in the room next to his.
"Sure," I volunteered. "I'll take them."
"Good." Joy stuck out her jaw like she sometimes did when she was preventing herself from speaking too freely. "Mom and Dad went home and they're going to stop by the Jaye's house and pick up some of Patrick's things."
"What about Bebe?" I asked.
"I suppose she can wait around here for when Franco comes back," Joy replied, shrugging. "I'll get the kitchen to send Anne with a to-go bag."
Joy left my side and the void was instantly filled by Bebe. She was still biting her nails and studying my expression. She adjusted the hem of her bridesmaid dress so that her sparkly heels were visible. Even in the midst of deadly nuptials she had fashion on the brain.
"Okay spill," she said quietly. Her eyes passed over me and she twisted her mouth. I needed to change before making the long drive to the nearest hospital. "What happened, apart from the wind tossing you around like a rag doll?"
"I plan on running a comb through my hair."
"Good plan," Bebe responded. "But first you have to tell me what happened out there. I have to be prepared for tomorrow."
"What happens tomorrow?"
"This place will be crawling with press wanting to get the inside scoop," she answered. "I need something juicier than no comment. Essie, this place is going to be front page news."
Finding Donna's killer was all I wanted from the moment we'd found her body. Now that I had, I was hesitant to share what I'd learned. For some reason I was feeling guilty for blatantly shouting to the world what Lila really was, especially when the world had such fond memories of her. I didn't want to spoil her memory.
"I better get moving on that comb situation then," I joked.
"She didn't jump for no reason." Bebe's voice changed. It sounded sorrowful. She took a step, leaning against a wall for balance. "I knew she had issues but…" Bebe gently dabbed her eyes. "It just shows you how short life can really be, doesn't it? The things we thought were important suddenly aren't that important anymore." She sniffled.
"Yes, she had issues," I confessed. "We all do. Unfortunately some of us can't help but … snap."
"I should have been nicer to her," Bebe confessed. "I should have been a better friend and kept my mouth shut that one time she told Celebs Daily magazine that I'd had butt implants."
"Why would she say a thing like that?"
"I took a spinning class for a whole month without her." Bebe thought about it for a second and sported a private smile. 
"Hold onto those memories," I said softly. "I suck at always seeing the good in people, but I try."
"You see way more than the good." Bebe laughed lightly. "You see everything there is to see. Everything." She held up her wrist, flashing her silver cuff and therapeutic wristband. 
I still wasn't sure if noticing more than most was a good thing, because sometimes it roused my curiosity so much it got me into trouble.
Is it a talent, or am I just nosey?
"I need to get changed." I left it at that, knowing eventually Bebe would hear the whole story. First, I had something more pressing to do. I thought of Patrick lying alone at the hospital. I was desperate to see with my own two eyes if he was alive and kicking.
 
 



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR
 
The smell of rubbing alcohol filled my nose. I walked with Patrick's parents to the hospital waiting room designated for family and close friends. We were informed by a nurse Patrick was in the middle of surgery. Our car ride through the winding mountain roads took longer than I'd anticipated because of the snow. The car ride was mostly silent. I guess the Jayes had decided they weren't ready to know yet what had really happened. Maybe they wanted to hear it all from their son?
The white, blank hallways and the bright lights weren't something I was used to. I'm the type of person who, despite my regrettable years spent with extra flab, only visits Doc Henry once a year for an annual check-up. Anne Jaye walked towards an open sofa, semi-confident in her stride. She looked as if she'd been down this very hallway a thousand times, and I realized it was likely true. We were in her territory now. After Patrick had told me about her ailment it was hard to look at her the same. She was so kind and such an angelic woman, it was a tragedy she of all people had to leave us all too soon. I avoided thinking about it for too long because it made my eyes start to water. I helped Anne onto the couch.
"Oh, thank you," she said kindly. "Why don't you sit right here next to me."
I'd planned on pacing back and forth until my feet hurt which would not have taken long if I'd still been wearing the heels that went with my bridesmaid dress. I'd rushed to change into jeans and a conservative turtleneck before we left the resort. I'd brushed the snowflakes and bits of ice out of my damp hair, and wiped off all my smeared makeup. I was back to looking plain like I used to before I got my training job, minus the embarrassing muffin top.
"Sure." I accepted her invitation and sat beside her.
"Patrick so wanted to get married," Anne began. "That poor boy."
"I know he did, but this is probably for the best."
"Lila was a nice girl the few times we spoke," she continued. "But she wasn't really right for Patrick."
"Well, they're both famous." I folded my arms, playing with the edges of my sweater with my fingers. "Not a lot of people have that in common with him."
"Fame is not what he needs." Anne gently shook her head. She glanced up at her husband, still silent, who had settled in a chair across from us. "He needs someone solid standing next to him. A true partner."
"Oh, we'd all like someone like that, Mrs. Jaye."
"Someone like you perhaps?" She raised her eyebrows and gave me a look that made me want to confess to her all of my dark secrets. She paused long enough that I had to stop and wonder if she knew more about Patrick and I than she was letting on.
"Me?" I finally said. "Me and Patrick?"
"Uh-huh." She paused again and studied my expression. She was trying to trick me into saying too much. I did the same exact thing sometimes with clients like Martha who lied through their teeth about how many portions of dessert they'd eaten over the weekend. If I paused long enough and stared hard, most of them decided to confess. Maybe it was because they felt like I already knew the truth. It was like Anne already knew everything.
"Patrick, your son?"
"That's right," Anne went on.
"We hardly speak anymore," I admitted.
"But the two of you were such good friends growing up." She rubbed the palm of her hands on her dress. "I wish you both would stop being so stubborn."
"Mrs. Jaye, whatever feelings I had or may have had for your son don't matter anyway. He doesn't feel the same." I cleared my throat. "Hypothetically, of course."
"Of course." The side of her mouth widened with a twisted smile. "But you know I don't believe you."
I laughed uncomfortably.
"Patrick has always been a giver," she added. "No matter how many times I tell him how proud I am to be his mother he always reaches for something more. He wanted so badly to start a family of his own. To give me the gift of a grandchild." She clasped her hands together and placed them in her lap, exchanging looks with her husband. "We only want him to be happy, single or married it makes no difference to us."
"I'm sure he knows that deep down," I said.
"I hope he does." Anne nodded and turned towards a stack of magazines in the corner.
The three of us sat impatiently for what felt like hours. Patrick's dad continually tapped his shoe on the shiny floor and chewed on a toothpick he had snagged from the coffee cart that had come by a couple of times. Anne didn't eat or drink. She thumbed through a few magazines, but mostly she kept her mouth shut and bowed her head. She looked like she was praying, and she most likely was. Being from the South, the Jayes attended church every Sunday in their best attire. I ended up walking laps around the third floor to keep my anxiety in check. My heart had raced so fast that I could feel the blood blasting through my veins. I would have run a few miles if the hospital had a gym I could've used. My phone was on silent in my pocket. After my tenth text from Joy I'd informed her I would contact her as soon as there was any news. Since then, I kept my phone snug in my pocket.
When a group of nurses walked past talking about today's special in the cafeteria, I glanced at the time. Our day had progressed rapidly, and it was now near dinner. We really had been waiting hours for the slightest bit of news. Finally we were approached by a man in a long, white lab coat. His name tag identified him as one of the emergency room surgeons. Anne jumped to her feet so fast I was nervous she might faint from the blood rush to her head. I let her and her husband stand in front of me.
"Are you the Jayes?" the surgeon asked with a straight face.
"Yes," Patrick's dad answered.
"He's doing just fine," the surgeon replied. He kept his expression blank in spite of the fact he was delivering good news. "The surgery went well. He's been moved to a recovery room, and can start seeing visitors."
“Oh, thank you, doctor." Anne was so appreciative she couldn't contain her gratitude. She stepped forward and hugged the man in the lab coat while he looked at her, confused.
"Two at a time, please," the surgeon instructed, eyeing me in the background. "If you may."
"Go ahead," I whispered. "I'll wait out here."
I took Anne's spot on the sofa, and watched as one of the nurses coming in for the night shift switched on the television and changed it to the local news station. She smiled at me and then took an empty desk at the nurses' station. 
I listened to a weather update. Snow. Snow. And more snow. I sat up straighter when the woman on the screen mentioned Bison Creek. I gulped. The media had already caught onto the story. My eyes darted up and down the hallway, but it was mostly empty and I seemed to be the only one paying attention.
"It's a sad day for fans of international model and actress Lila Clemton," the newscaster announced. "Some are calling it a freak accident and others are gravely concerned for the fallen actress’s psychological welfare, but what remains true is that she has been air lifted to a specialty hospital in Denver, Colorado and we have been told she is in critical condition."
I bit the inside of my cheek. Lila was still alive and there was a possibility she might pull through. I wasn't sure what to think about the news because I wasn't sure what to think about Lila. She had a debt that needed to be paid if she survived and I would forever be looking over my shoulder if she was eventually released from custody someday.
The newscaster continued with an aerial view of Bison Creek and Pinecliffe Mountain Resort. It was only a matter of time before someone grabbed a hold of what had happened to Donna. I stood up and took a few steps closer to the TV. The pictures of Bison Creek made it look so small. There was a picture of Canyon Street and Mrs. Tankle's book shop, along with a few other local business. I nearly burst out laughing when they played a video of Sheriff Williams, tailed by his son Murray, exiting the hotel and shaking his head instead of making a public statement. Bison Creek was now on display for the world to see.
"Essie," a voice said quietly. Patrick's parents had made their way back to the sitting area. "Go on back. He's been asking for you." Anne beamed when I shot her a look of surprise.
"Really?"
They both nodded.
"He looks well," Anne commented.
I quickly and quietly walked towards Patrick's private room. My heart pounded and my palms were damp. When I came to his door, my limbs were tingly. I imagined myself in the room staring into his dark hazel eyes. I knock lightly as I entered and the tingling didn't go away. 
Patrick was lying in a stiff bed wearing a hospital gown. A light blue blanket covered his lower half and bandaging material stuck out from underneath his sleeve. He tried to sit up when he saw me but groaned from the discomfort.
"Don't hurt yourself," I said, smiling. There was a chair next to his bed that looked like it was placed there specifically for me. "Your mom moved this chair, didn't she?"
"So you've caught on," he replied. He spoke softly, taking long breaths in between sentences like it was tiring to speak.
"Did you tell them what happened?"
"I will." His eyes followed me as I approached his bed and sat beside him. "In due time. My publicist is already all over me telling me not to mention a thing about it until I get home. Anyone could be listening in here."
"How are you feeling?" I asked. My eyes darted to his chiseled forearm and immobile hand. It was close to the edge of the bed.
"I'm not covered in snow so that's a plus." He chuckled. "My parents told me about Lila."
"I'm really sorry, Patrick."
"I gave that relationship all I had," he said quietly. "I should've listened to old Snowflake on this one." If Patrick was well enough to bring up his dead childhood cat he swore was still wandering Canyon Street at night, then he was definitely on the road to recovery.
"Snowflake?" I said, watching the grin on his face grow wider. "Really? You've just come out of surgery for a gunshot wound and you want to discuss the habits of a deceased feline?"
"What can I say? She's my guardian angel cat. I should have followed my gut instinct about the wedding. None of this would have happened." He tried to move his hand towards his face, but he stopped suddenly and groaned again. It was painful for him to use the arm of his injured shoulder.
"How were you to know all this would happen?"
"I should have seen the signs," he muttered. "She started asking me where I was all the time. Who I was with. Why I didn't tell her I loved her enough. Staying up all night. I just thought it was anxiety from all the wedding stuff. She used to trust me a lot more."
"How do you feel now?" I asked. I said it in a general way, but really I wanted to know how badly his heart had been crushed, and if there was ever a chance someone could come along and pick up the pieces.
"Tired and … kind of lonely."
"You've got me." It was a bold thing to say, but I meant it. I glanced down at his hand again. This time he moved it towards me and I reached for it, letting our fingers intertwine.
"They say I've got to be here for a while." He scanned his new living quarters which consisted of a modest bathroom decked out with a shower seat, two sitting chairs for guests, and a rolling table for meals.
"What will you do when you get out?"
"Start fresh I guess," he sighed. "In the house I bought. The one I told you about."
"Work should be interesting tomorrow," I responded. 
"Hey, Essie," Patrick said softly. His gaze wandered down to our bonded hands before he looked at me again. He swallowed hard enough for me to hear it. My chest went tight when I noticed his breathing had increased. It was hard to hide because he had on a heart rate monitor that gradually beeped a little faster. He was suddenly nervous.
"Yes, Patrick."
"Can I … take you out for a coffee?" He paused and waited the same way his mother had done in the waiting area when she quizzed me about our relationship. "In the near future," he added. "When I can actually move my arm."
"I don't drink coffee," I teased. "I've given up caffeine. New Year's resolution." At first, Patrick's eyes went wide. He was so nervous it took him a few minutes to catch on that I was only kidding. "But I drink tea?"
"Right." He exhaled, sounding relieved. "I forgot. You’re the Head Trainer."
"It took me years to get that job," I continued. "I can't just throw it all away for the first hot thing that walks through my door."
"So you find me attractive?" he retaliated. I knew Patrick was kidding, but I still felt my cheeks go warm. I tried so hard not to let myself blush that blushing was inevitable.
"Oh … uh…"
"Relax," Patrick responded. "I'm just having a little fun."
"I knew that," I lied.
"Obviously, you do think I'm attractive."
"Patrick," I scolded him. We were back to our usual middle school games which had been a roundabout version of truth or dare, but mostly truth. Of course, neither of us ever gave straight answers. Now as adults nothing really seemed to have changed. I still found myself stuttering to say the right things, and over-thinking what to say so I didn't embarrass myself.
"I'll tell you the truth if you tell me the truth," he continued. "Pinky swear?"
"Save it for tea time," I answered.
 
 



 
CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE
 
Monday morning came way too fast. It started at 7 a.m. when Mrs. Tankle had knocked on my door to ask me if I was still planning on attending her book club meeting on Wednesday. I kindly reminded her I had already accepted her invitation. Twice. I also repeated to her I'd read the book of the month and I would bring a veggie platter for those who couldn't have sweets. Mrs. Tankle had then proceeded to pick my brain about the wedding.
I'd ended up inviting her in for tea and toast. I didn't tell her much more than what the BC Gazette had already reported, but she was grateful to hear more about it from me. Joy had spent the night at the resort. I could only imagine the sort of damage control she was dealing with. Mrs. Tankle had avoided looking towards Joy's bedroom. When she had finished her toast, she got up to leave. 
I headed up to the resort for work. I took my time finding a parking space only because I knew what I was in for. The employee entrance was supposed to be private, but I could see news vans and reporters pacing the parking lot through my rear view mirror. The resort had placed a security guard at the back entrance to keep any unwanted guests from wandering about. I quietly stepped out of my car and looked down at my turquoise work out shoes.
"Excuse me. Excuse me!"
The press was onto me.
I jogged to safety and felt a cool shiver run down my spine as I entered the staff lounge. Joy was in the middle of an impromptu meeting. She waved at me to join her when she saw me. I studied the employees in the room. Aggie was sitting at a table with a cup of coffee, and most of her kitchen staff was with her. A couple of waiters listened eagerly as Joy read a statement written by Mr. Kentworth about how to behave concerning the events of yesterday.
"There you are." Taryn walked up beside me. "Have you seen our appointment book?"
"Oh, no," I whispered. "Don't tell me our regulars cancelled."
"Actually we have the opposite problem," she answered quietly. "You might even have to hire a new trainer."
"What?" I exclaimed a little too loud.
Joy shushed me.
"Sorry," Taryn quickly apologized. She resumed our side conversation. "All our slots have been filled and then some. We have a waiting list, a cancelation list, and a backup waiting list."
"You're joking."
"Blabby Millbreck is no longer your most high-profile client," Taryn said proudly. She swiped her bangs to the side.
We listened to the rest of Joy's speech from the doorway. She made sure the staff knew some of our guests could be undercover reporters trying to dig for more information. The kitchen staff agreed not to discuss the matter with strangers. Aggie continued sipping her coffee as Joy collected her things and joined me.
"We need to talk," Joy said. "Lunch?"
"Okay," I agreed. She forced a half smile which meant if she was going to be fired, it hadn't happened yet. Joy isn't the type of person who would waste time working for an employer who was planning on screwing her over.
I met Taryn upstairs in my tiny office and reviewed our jam packed training schedule. The morning went fast and consisted of new clients and a few regulars. I found myself going through the motions of initial fitness testing and proper weight-lifting form. My mind was far away, near an occupied hospital bed.
In between clients my cell phone rang off the hook. I didn't know how the media had gotten hold of my number, but I resorted to screening all my calls and texting family and friends to let them know the quickest way to contact me would be filtering through the hotel phone lines.
I'd barely blinked when Joy knocked on the studio door after my last training session. I fixed my ponytail and grabbed my jacket, following her back downstairs. As we passed windows overlooking the ski lift I avoided looking through them. Joy did too, and she walked just as fast in her heels as I did in my work-out shoes.
"Where to?" she asked. "I have about thirty minutes." We entered the employee break room and lounge where Eli and Misty were sharing a chicken pot pie from the kitchen.
"Oh, Joy," Eli shouted. "There you are."
"Not now," Joy responded.
"Someone was looking for you."
"Mr. Kentworth?" She raised her eyebrows and took a deep breath. "Because he is always looking for me."
"No." Eli's eyes darted to the hallway behind us. "Oh, there he is."
Wade came strolling towards us with a smirk on his face and one of Aggie's homemade dinner rolls. He was wearing his same attire of semi-fitted jeans and a shirt that showed off his muscular top half. Joy shifted back a little, steadying herself. I clenched my fists together, ready to break up a fight.
"What are you doing here?" Joy said quietly. She took a step forward and snatched the roll. "You can't just go around taking things either. This isn't a garage sale."
"I didn't steal it," Wade replied. "Aggie gave it to me."
"Bull," Eli shouted from inside the break room. Misty giggled.
"My charm appears to be good for something." Wade spoke casually, looking away from Joy when he said it.
"Why are you here?" she asked, bypassing the opportunity Wade had given her to argue some more.
"I'll tell you in a minute." Wade looked at me. "The sheriff’s looking for you, Essie. He's upstairs in the Columbine Room."
"The sheriff?" Joy repeated. "What is it this time? I don't think I can handle another homicide, theft, burglary, or whatever. When does it stop?" She rolled her eyes.
"Calm down, honey. Go on upstairs and see what he wants. The both of you."
"Honey?" I whispered to Joy. The two of us followed Wade's instructions and made our way back up the stairs, knowing our little chat with the sheriff would take up our entire lunch break.
"He's weird like that," Joy responded.
"The two of you never skip a chance to argue," I pointed out. "You're seeing him again, aren't you?"
"Essie, that's absurd." But Joy wouldn't look me in the eyes. Instead she pretended to check her watch.
"I know what you're doing, and you can only check your watch so many times."
"Essie," she said through her teeth.
"Can you even tell me what time it is?" I teased her.
"Okay fine." She spat it out like a giant pill she couldn't swallow. "We are back together. I don't know what came over me but…"
"I do," I commented. "He came over you."
"I don't know what to do." She rubbed her eyes. "He's so … I can't resist him sometimes."
"You slept at his place last night," I guessed. It was probably true though.
"Darn it, Essie, I hate it when you do that," she barked. "You can read people like an open book."
"Not all people," I reminded her.
"Am I crazy?"
"Last week I would have said yes," I answered. "But last week I didn't know Lila. You're definitely not crazy."
We continued walking until we pushed open the doors leading into the Columbine Room, the resort's second largest event room. The loud sound of clapping hit me like a free weight. My torso froze and I covered my mouth after blurting out a loud laugh. A good portion of the resort's staff was standing and clapping. They were headed up by Mr. Kentworth who was standing next to a buffet table with a banner that said Congratulations. When the room quieted down, Mr. Kentworth cleared his throat and waited for all eyes in the room to settle on him.
"We are here today for two reasons," he announced. "First, to celebrate Bison Creek's recent rise to stardom. The press might be overbearing at the moment, but they have already booked us customers from all around the globe. And second, to thank these two women here for all their hard work." 
The audience began clapping again. I faintly smiled and nodded. "Essie, you stepped in at a critical hour and cleared our workers of any criminal charges. And Joy, you worked day and night to make the Jaye wedding a magical one."
"What good that did," Joy murmured. The few people who heard her chuckled.
"Joy," Mr. Kentworth went on. "I think it's safe to say you deserve this after everything that has happened. You handled yourself with such grace and such poise." Mr. Kentworth paused and discreetly winked at me. "Everyone, say hello to the resort's new Head Event Coordinator."
Joy's eyes widened. She stared vacantly at the congratulations banner as a line formed beside her with employees who wanted to shake her hand and wish her well. My heart pounded as my face beamed. She'd wanted this promotion for so long and she had finally gotten it. There was a tap on my shoulder and I promptly turned around and grinned. The sheriff actually was in the Columbine Room waiting for me.
"Sheriff," I said.
"Essie." He gave me an approving nod. "I take it you heard the latest about Lila?" The studio had been so busy this morning neither Taryn nor I had remembered to turn on the TV and none of our clients had complained. The view of the mountains and a pair of headphones must have been enough for them.
"Not yet." I admitted. The sheriff bowed his head and immediately I knew what that meant.
"She didn't make it?"
"No," he said solemnly. 
I swallowed the news, feeling like I'd been pushed back to yesterday when my feet were so frozen I thought they would have to be amputated. It was like staring down the barrel of Lila's gun all over again. I shivered, wondering if I would ever be able to shake that feeling. The feeling of impending doom. Once I experienced it, I couldn't stop thinking about it.
"I hope she finds the peace she was looking for," I responded.
"Have you ever thought of joining law enforcement?" His question stunned me. The thought of me in a police uniform chasing down a tourist who had stolen a snow globe from a souvenir shop was a foreign concept to me. I never pictured myself close to doing anything relating to law. "You would make a fair officer." The admission was a compliment coming from Sheriff Williams. A huge compliment. 
"You already have an officer," I responded.
"True." He placed a hand on his thick belt. "But with all these extra tourists coming in I'm going to need more help. What do you say?"
"No offense, Sheriff, but I don't think you can afford me now."
"Part-time?" He chuckled.
"I don't know."
"Town Consultant?" he suggested.
"I'll think about it." The idea was intriguing, but working with the sheriff would be a tricky task, especially since it wouldn't take long for him to revert back to his old habit of distrusting everyone including those with whom he worked. Besides, after a week there Murray might try to propose to me.
"Think about what?" Joy asked. She was holding a champagne glass. A giant smile was on her face. Wade wrapped his arm around her torso and she didn't seem to mind.
"I was just trying to persuade your sister to change her profession," Sheriff Williams answered.
"No way," Joy laughed. "We need her here, Sheriff. We're booked solid for the next year, and I have hundreds of wedding requests to sift through now."
"Hundreds?" Wade commented. "That number will keep rising for a good while." Wade chugged his complimentary alcohol like it was water.
"Do you think this town will be able to handle all those extra people?" Joy threw the question out there, not expecting an answer. She tilted her head back and laughed. The volume in the Columbine Room progressively got louder and louder. 
No, I answered her question in my head.
More people meant more problems. 
More drama.
And more scandals.
 



 
RECIPES
 
Pinecliffe Delights
Ada's "Triple V" Cupcakes
Essie's No Bake Granola Bars
Chocolate Chia Pudding
Green Ginger Pick-Me-Up Smoothie
Red Berry Protein Shake
 



 
PINECLIFFE DELIGHTS
Baker Beware
 
CUPCAKES
1 1/2 cups sugar
3/4 cup unsalted butter (1 1/2 sticks)
2 eggs
1/2 teaspoon vanilla extract
1 1/2 cups whole milk
2 cups all-purpose flour
1/2 teaspoon salt
1 teaspoon baking soda
1/2 teaspoon baking powder
3/4 cup unsweetened cocoa powder
 
FILLING
1 cup creamy peanut butter
3 tablespoons unsalted butter
2/3 cup powdered sugar
 
CHOCLATE GANACHE
1 cup heavy cream
1 (12 ounce) package chocolate chips
 
For the cupcakes, cream together butter and sugar. Add the eggs and vanilla extract, and beat until smooth. In a separate bowl, sift together the cocoa powder, flour, baking soda, baking powder, and salt. Slowly add the milk and dry ingredients to the butter and sugar mixture. Combine until the batter is smooth.
 
Line a cupcake pan with paper liners, and scoop in chocolate cupcake batter. Bake at 350 degrees Fahrenheit for 20 – 25 minutes, or until a toothpick comes out clean. Let the cupcakes cool before decorating. This recipe makes about 2 dozen.
 
For the filling, whip together the peanut butter and butter. Add the powdered sugar and whip until smooth. The consistency should be semi-stiff. 
 
For the chocolate ganache, heat the heavy cream in a medium saucepan. Add the chocolate chips and stir until the mixture is fully melted.
 
When the cupcakes have cooled, use a pastry bag to pipe the peanut butter filling into the center. Or use a knife to cut a small hole at the top of each cupcake, and scoop in the peanut butter filling. Dip the top of each cupcake in the chocolate ganache, making sure any visible filling is fully covered. Top with sprinkles or chocolate shavings, and enjoy.



 
ADA'S "TRIPLE V" CUPCAKES
Vanishing Vegan Vanilla Cupcakes
 
CAKE
1/2 cup vegan (non-dairy) butter
1 cup sugar
1 cup unsweetened almond milk or non-dairy milk
1 teaspoon apple cider vinegar
2 teaspoons vanilla extract
1 1/2 cups all-purpose flour
1 1/2 teaspoons baking powder
1/2 teaspoon baking soda
1/4 teaspoon salt
 
FROSTING
1/2 cup vegan (non-dairy) butter, softened
1/2 teaspoon vanilla extract
2 1/2 cups powdered sugar
1 tablespoon unsweetened almond milk or non-dairy milk
A pinch of salt
 
NOTE: Vegan or non-dairy butter can be found in most grocery stores.
 
For the cupcakes, cream together the vegan butter and sugar. Add the vanilla extract, and beat until smooth. In a separate cup, mix together the almond milk and apple cider vinegar, and set aside. Also in a separate bowl, sift together the flour, baking powder, baking soda, and salt. Combine the milk mixture with the vegan butter and sugar mixture. Slowly add the dry ingredients, and mix well. Line a cupcake pan with paper liners, and scoop in batter so that the liners are half full. 
 
Bake at 350 degrees Fahrenheit for 20 – 25 minutes, or until a toothpick comes out clean. This recipe makes about two dozen.
 
For the frosting, whip together the vegan butter, vanilla extract, powdered sugar, almond milk, and pinch of salt. If the consistency is too thin, add more powdered sugar. If the consistency is too stiff, add a little more almond milk. Pipe or spread on the cupcakes when they have cooled. Top with vegan-friendly sprinkles, and enjoy.



 
ESSIE'S NO BAKE GRANOLA BARS
 
1 cup pitted dates
1/4 cup honey
1/4 cup creamy peanut butter
3/4 cup raw almonds, crushed
1 1/2 cups oats
1/2 cup mini chocolate chips
1/2 cup dried cranberries or raisins 
1/4 cup shredded coconut, unsweetened
 
In a blender or food processor, blend the dates and set aside. In a medium saucepan, melt the peanut butter, and stir in honey. Combine the oats, almonds, dried cranberries, chocolate chips, and coconut in a large bowl. Pour in the honey and peanut butter mixture, and mix together. Add in the blended dates, and mix well.
 
Transfer mixture into a greased 9x13 casserole dish. Wet hands with water and press mixture into the dish. Let it sit for a couple of hours, and then cut into bars and serve.
 
NOTE: You can create different flavors by substituting the almonds and dried cranberries for various nuts and dried fruits. 



 
CHOCOLATE CHIA PUDDING
Why are there seeds in your pudding?
 
1 1/2 cups unsweetened almond milk
1/4 cup unsweetened cocoa powder
1/3 cup chia seeds
3 - 5 tablespoons honey, agave nectar, or maple syrup
1/4 teaspoon vanilla extract
1/4 teaspoon cinnamon 
1/8 teaspoon salt
 
In a small bowl, whisk together the almond milk, and cocoa powder. Add the vanilla extract, cinnamon, and salt. Use the honey, agave nectar, or maple syrup to sweeten to taste. Lastly, mix in the chia seeds. Cover and refrigerate overnight. The chia seeds will soften and create a pudding-like consistency. Makes about two servings.



 
GREEN GINGER PICK-ME-UP SMOOTHIE
 
1 cup coconut water
1/2 teaspoon grated ginger
1 frozen banana
1 cup spinach
1 cup kale (or additional spinach)
1 cup diced pineapple
A drizzle of honey (optional)
 
Blend together all ingredients until smooth, using the honey to sweeten to taste. Substitute the frozen banana for a thawed banana plus a handful of ice if preferred. Makes one serving. 



 
RED BERRY PROTEIN SHAKE
 
1 cup almond milk
1 cup frozen berries
1 scoop chocolate protein powder
1 tablespoon Nutella (optional)
 
Blend together all ingredients until smooth. Add the Nutella to achieve a sweeter shake. Makes one serving.
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