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A Golden Tree
 





Chapter 1
 
Monday, November 30, 2015
 
 

 
“You can’t just up and leave me like this!” Holly Simmons said into her cell phone. “It’s Christmastime, or did you forget?” she asked, exasperated.
 
Ava, her assistant and best friend, giggled. “I’m pregnant with twins, my dear, or did you forget? The doctor has ordered complete bed rest for the next three months.”
 
Holly looked at her computer screen, which showed just how overbooked the inn was this year. Holiday parties almost around the clock. The Grove Place Inn, owned and operated by the Simmons family for five generations, had just been asked to host the governor’s annual family Christmas party again this year. And if that wasn’t enough, several dignitaries from other countries were flying in simply to attend the governor’s “family” party. The state’s chief executive had reserved the entire third floor for his guests. Holly could only imagine what kind of party he’d throw for his friends if this was just “a little family gathering.” His exact words. She recalled last year’s party, the aftermath. It wasn’t pretty, but the guests had said it was the best party they’d ever attended. The governor had promised to host his party at the inn for as long as he was able. Holly would assign even more extra staff to the event to prepare for the unexpected.
 
“Well, did you?” Ava persisted.
 
“What?”
 
“You did,” Ava stated matter-of-factly.
 
Holly smiled. “How could I forget that my best friend since second grade is having twins?”
 
“I can tell by your voice, you’re distracted and a bit overwhelmed. I knew you would be, so I took the liberty of narrowing the pile of applicants down to six. If someone is going to take over my job, I want to make sure that person is up to the task. Now, all you have to do is the final interview and choose the person you think will do the best job.”
 
“Ava, you know as well as I do that no one can replace you. I realize you’re about to have twins, but when they’re older, you might want to return to work. I’m telling all the applicants this is only a temporary position.”
 
“Of course you will. I might want to return to work . . . when they’re in college. Yes, please make sure to tell them the job is only for . . . let me see . . . That would be eighteen years, minimum.”
 
Both women laughed. Friends since elementary school, Holly and Ava did everything together. Holly had gone to the University of North Carolina at Asheville, where she’d earned her bachelor’s degree in business, with Ava at her side, majoring in the same subject. When she graduated, just like family members before her, Holly started working at the inn the very next day, wanting to continue the family tradition, and so did Ava. All Simmonses had to start from the bottom and learn every single job at the inn. And all the Simmonses’ best friends, no matter how cute they were, had to follow the exact same rules as the family. Holly remembered her father telling her this when she’d asked if Ava could work alongside her.
 
Of course, they all had known it was a given, as both Holly and her best friend had started working at the inn within days of turning sixteen, the minimum age at which they were legally allowed to become paid employees at the Grove Place Inn. They both had lived, eaten, and breathed their jobs. When it was time for college, they’d studied hard, both achieving 4.0 grade point averages and graduating at the top of their class. Wanting to take their education one step further, they’d agreed it would benefit them to earn master’s degrees in finance, as well. They did so by juggling their careers at the inn with their master’s studies, and in two years they both had advanced degrees in hand. They had returned to the Grove Place Inn and immediately started their careers.
 
That had been eight years ago. Both thirty-one years old, they were total opposites outside the inn. Ava had married just three years out of college, a year after getting her master’s degree, while Holly had dated a lot but had had only one serious relationship. Sadly, Michael Strauss had been killed in a motorcycle accident right before she’d decided he was “the one.” Since then, she had avoided serious relationships. They hurt too much.
 
“Holly, is something wrong?” Ava asked.
 
Ava’s question jolted Holly back to the present, and she replied, “Yes. No. I’m just a bit overwhelmed right now. I’ll be fine once I hire a temporary assistant.”
 
Ava giggled, her high-pitched laughter sounding like a squeal over the phone. Holly held the phone away from her ear until her friend’s laughter subsided.
 
“I’m serious, Ava. I am not going to replace you. Who knows? When the babies are older, you might want to have an adult day. And if you do, your job will be waiting.”
 
“You could be right. Though I won’t know for a while.”
 
“Somehow, I can’t see you and Stephen confined at home together twenty-four/seven. I know how you like your space. Add in those two little bundles, and I can see you needing an adult day now and then.”
 
More laughter. Holly rolled her eyes, for once glad Ava wasn’t in the room. She’d changed since getting pregnant, becoming much more emotional. She either giggled all the time or cried. Holly would be glad when Ava returned to her former, even-keeled self.
 
“Stephen is converting that old junk room above the garage into his home office. That way, he won’t have to go to Starbucks to meet clients. So, it will be as if he’s gone, anyway. I like the arrangement. Gone, but close by if I should need him. Plus, he can invite clients over. I think it’s the perfect arrangement for now.”
 
Holly wondered how long that would last. Stephen was thrilled at the prospect of fatherhood. She doubted he would spend a minute more than necessary in the new office. She didn’t tell that to Ava. She didn’t want to ruin her friend’s image of life after babies.
 
“I’m sure you two will figure things out.”
 
“Holly, what’s wrong? And don’t say, ‘Nothing, ’ because I can hear it in your voice.”
 
Holly inhaled and raked a hand through her short brown hair. The holidays were going to be rough this year without her mother. She’d been dreading them since February, when her mother died unexpectedly of a massive heart attack. Why was it that those she loved had to be taken away from her too soon? If it weren’t for her father, her grandfather, and the inn, Holly would’ve preferred to skip Christmas altogether this year. And the year after. It was just too sad.
 
Pushing her chair away from her massive walnut desk, Holly stood and walked over to the window, where she had an absolutely dazzling view of the Blue Ridge Mountains. Looking at the majestic sight always calmed her. The sheer beauty, the totality of the mountains’ greatness, the vast array of trees—poplar, red maple, oak, and so many more. Holly couldn’t name them all. They had all but denuded themselves of their jewel-toned leaves, except for an occasional single deep red or golden leaf free-falling, with the powder-blue sky as its background. She always felt a momentary bit of sadness when the trees were naked and bare.
 
Though western North Carolina didn’t have the treacherous winters found in the Northeast and the Midwest, she hated to look out this very window and see the limbs stripped of their autumnal glory. That was how she always thought of them. Glorious. Colors no one could re-create, not even an artist as skilled as Stephen. Though his title was graphic artist, he also painted phenomenal landscapes, but even he had yet to match the perfection of the colors the trees displayed in autumn.
 
Holly finally spoke. “I feel like skipping the holidays this year. It just doesn’t feel right without Mom.” Tears blurred her vision, and the back of her throat tightened when she remembered the raw pain from the events earlier in the year.
 
“Oh, Holly, I know how you must feel. Violet was like a mother to me, too. She’d want you to make this holiday as special as all the others. You do realize that?”
 
Holly knuckled a single tear away before it could ruin her carefully applied makeup. “You’re right. I’m just being a big baby. I just miss her so much. And Dad is simply lost without her.”
 
“Then we should devote this holiday season to her memory. Make it the best ever. She’d like that.”
 
Ava was right. Her mother was the most kind-hearted, generous, and forgiving person she’d ever known. Next to her father, of course. It didn’t matter what had been tossed her way, be it a personal issue or a crisis at the inn, she had always handled herself and any situation with the utmost grace and dignity. The employees loved her almost as much as the family did. A truly bright star was lost the day she left this world. Another gush of tears filled Holly’s eyes, and this time she let them fall. Mom would understand her grief, of that she was 100 percent certain. And Ava was right. In her mother’s memory, she would make this Christmas season one of the best ever. Both personally and professionally.
 
“I’m going to start interviewing for that personal assistant today. I’m going to need all the help I can get.” That was an understatement, but she didn’t want to upset Ava any more than she had already. I can do this, she decided.
 
“That’s my girl. Now, remember, I picked the best of the lot, so make sure you’re thorough when you interview them,” Ava insisted.
 
“Are you trying to tell me you missed something? Should I be aware of any one applicant’s qualifications over another?”
 
“No, no, not at all! I think they’re all qualified for my job. Maybe more than I am, but you have to make sure you two fit. You know what I mean?”
 
Yes, she did. She needed to click with whomever she hired. They could be the best in the business, but if there was a personality conflict, all the skills in the world would be of no use to her or the applicant.
 
“I get where you’re headed. Basically, I need to like them, too. Is that what you’re trying to tell me?” Holly asked.
 
“More or less,” Ava replied.
 
“Then, I’d best get busy. I’ll let you know who the lucky girl is,” Holly said. After a hasty good-bye to Ava, she wiped her eyes with her hand and cleared her throat.
 
It was now or never, she thought as she glanced at the small stack of applications that had been placed neatly in the center of her desk.

 



Chapter 2
 
Holly took a deep breath and quickly read through applicant number five’s qualifications before she asked Marlene, her secretary, to send the woman in. If anything, this Terri Anne Phillips was overqualified. Ava was right when she’d said some of the applicants were better qualified than she was. With a master’s in finance, an undergraduate major in business, and an undergraduate minor in math, Terri Anne just might be her new assistant. She liked the name. It sounded quite Southern.
 
She buzzed Marlene. “Have Ms. Phillips come in now.”
 
“Right away,” Marlene said. Her secretary had been working at the inn ever since Holly was in high school. Her mother had hired the woman, and the pair had become the best of friends. For now, Marlene was the person whom Holly thought of as a substitute mother. Holly would be devastated when Marlene retired.
 
Holly ran her hands through her short brown hair, quickly applied a touch of clear lip gloss, then smoothed her dark green skirt before standing up to greet her prospective new assistant.
 
Marlene opened the door to the office, then closed it immediately after announcing Ms. Phillips.
 
“I prefer to be addressed as Terri,” the woman announced even before Holly had the opportunity to offer a greeting.
 
Holly nodded and motioned for the applicant with an attitude to sit in one of the plush wing chairs placed in front of her desk. “Please, sit down,” Holly invited in her most professional voice.
 
Ms. Phillips—Terri, she silently corrected herself—stood at least five feet ten. Slender, with a model’s figure, she was everything Holly was not. Sleek, elegant, with long blond hair hanging to her waist. Holly looked for a bit of frizz, a split end, something to show that the hair was less than perfect, but she saw nothing. Terri wore a rich brown pencil skirt with a matching jacket cinched at the waist just enough to show her curves. She wore four-inch heels, which Holly knew to be an on-the-job no-no, but at this early stage, it wasn’t important.
 
Holly skimmed over the woman’s résumé again and saw that she was not married and that there were no children. A dedicated career woman. She liked that.
 
Elbows on her desk, fingers steepled, Holly began her interview. “You certainly have the requirements I’m looking for in an assistant. Actually, you’re overqualified.” She paused, waiting for Terri to speak. When she said nothing, Holly continued. “Your last employer, the Davis House, says you left for personal reasons. Do you mind telling me what they were?” The last thing the inn needed was some crazed ex-boyfriend stalking an employee.
 
“Actually, I do mind. It states on my application that my reason for leaving is personal, and I prefer to keep it that way.”
 
Holly’s gut told her to end the interview immediately, but her keen sense of professionalism dictated that she see it through to the end.
 
“Of course. So . . .” Holly tried to gather herself. She hadn’t been expecting such a blunt response from Terri. “So, tell me, what about this position appeals to you?” Holly asked.
 
“It’s a job,” Terri replied. “Put simply, I am in need of a job, and when I heard you were looking for an assistant, I applied immediately.”
 
Holly wondered if Terri Anne was purposely trying to see how far she could go before Holly told her the interview was over. Curious, Holly asked another question. “How well did you get on with your previous manager and coworkers?”
 
A shadow crossed Terri Anne’s clear blue eyes. In a carefully controlled tone, she said, “What does that have to do with anything?”
 
Holly’s eyes widened; then she took a deep breath. “Ms. Phillips, I think we’re through here. I will keep your application on file, with your permission, of course, and if I foresee the need to have you come in for a second interview, I will call you.”
 
Terri Anne stood up so quickly, she almost toppled over the heavy chair she’d been sitting in. “So, you’re telling me, thanks but no thanks, is that it?”
 
“No, that’s not what I’m saying. I have other applicants to consider. When I make a decision, I will call you.” Holly stood, indicating that the interview was over. “One way or the other. Do you have a cell number?” She hadn’t seen one on her application.
 
“It’s five-five-five-seven-eight-five-two, for whatever good it will do.” Terri turned around and headed for the door. “But I won’t hold my breath,” she tossed over her shoulder.
 
Holly wanted to shout back at her, tell her not to, but her lifelong sense of professionalism prevented her. She did think about it, though.
 
As soon as the door closed, she dropped into her chair. “What an angry woman,” she said out loud. She grabbed the last applicant’s file and skimmed through his qualifications. Looked good, but she totally disliked it when people had initials, or rather used initials in place of their given name.
 
The last applicant’s name was G. W. Montgomery.
 
Taking a deep breath, she called Marlene. “Is G. W. ready? If so, wait five minutes, and then escort him inside the office. And, Marlene, could you bring me a bottle of water and two aspirins? Terri Anne Phillips has given me a headache.”
 
“Sure thing, sweetie.”
 
A minute later, Marlene, all four feet ten of her, whirled into Holly’s office with an ice-cold bottle of spring water and a bottle of aspirins. Holly reached for the water, took the two aspirins Marlene held out for her, then chugged the water down. She laughed.
 
“Sorry, but that woman had such an attitude, she gave me an instant headache.”
 
“Yes, she didn’t appear to be very pleased when she stormed out of your office. I’m guessing she’s not going to be your new assistant?” Marlene observed, putting a question mark at the end of the sentence, her warm brown eyes suggesting she knew the answer but wanted to tease Holly a bit.
 
“You would be guessing correctly. I wish Ava could work. I know she’s having twins, but lots of pregnant women work until they deliver their baby. Do you think there is something seriously wrong with her, and she’s not telling us?” Suddenly, Holly feared that Ava was suffering from some unknown pregnancy issue that she wasn’t telling her about.
 
“Not at all. She’s simply following the doctor’s orders. Carrying twins is sometimes risky. We want her to deliver two healthy, full-term babies, so I am guessing this is why her doctor has asked that she devote the next three months to resting and letting those two little fellas grow plump and healthy.”
 
“Of course you’re right. I just don’t know how I’m going to function without her help. She’s really an equal partner, not an assistant.”
 
“We all know that, Holly, but I’m sure you’ll find someone to replace her. And who knows? You might like working with the new assistant even better. Now, sweet girl, are you ready for me to ask G. W. Montgomery to come in?”
 
“Sure. I just hope there are no surprises from this applicant. He is the last one from Ava’s list of possibles.”
 
“I’m sure you’ll find this applicant . . . Well, let me get out of here and ask him to come in for his interview.” Marlene flew out of the office before Holly had a chance to comment.
 
She didn’t bother with applying more lip gloss or with running a comb through her hair. This was the last applicant from the six Ava had chosen, and she had to concentrate on the interview, not her appearance, though she had to admit to herself that she hoped G. W. wasn’t as pulled together as Terri Anne had been.
 
Holly picked up the application, glanced over the places of employment, and was mildly surprised when she recognized that the applicant’s last place of employment was Draper’s Lodge, a locally owned, upscale inn and restaurant that was her biggest competitor. He had received his master’s in business from Trinity College in Dublin. Interesting, she thought.
 
Why would someone leave such a thriving business, and right smack-dab at the beginning of the holiday season, which had always been the lodge’s busiest time of year? She was already suspicious of this applicant when she looked up to see an extremely handsome man smiling at her. Coal-black hair, clear blue eyes, and that ever so sexy five o’clock shadow, which very few could pull off. His face was chiseled in all the right places, with sharp angles, and his features were quite perfect, as they were all so symmetrical. He wore designer jeans, with a white button-down shirt loosely tucked in. No belt, she noticed. She felt her face turn beet red when she realized what she was doing.
 
“You like?” came a sexy voice, with just a tinge of an Irish accent.
 
Oh, crap, she thought. This is just a lovely way to start an interview. “Uh, sorry. I . . . uh . . . You’re G. W.?” she asked in a croaky voice. She cleared her throat and motioned for him to sit in the chair that Terri Anne had just vacated. “Please, have a seat. I’m Holly.”
 
She needed a minute to gather herself, a minute to mentally kick herself for not reapplying her lip gloss or combing her hair. She always liked to keep things casual during an interview. She didn’t give her last name, because once it was out, people’s attitudes seemed to change as soon as they realized she was the owner’s daughter, but she felt certain this G. W. Montgomery already knew that, having worked at Draper’s Lodge.
 
He eased down into the chair, making it appear small. He had to be at least six feet three, she guessed. Two hundred twenty pounds, maybe. Thin waist, shoulders as wide as a double-door frame. And he looked familiar to her, but right this second she couldn’t place where she’d seen him or determine if she knew him. Maybe Draper’s. She, Ava, and Stephen often went there for dinner. Maybe he was one of their out-of-work waiters. She’d hired a couple of them for the holidays last year. The inn paid a decent wage, and most of the time, the tips were outrageous.
 
“So,” she started and had to clear her throat again. “So, I see you worked at Draper’s Lodge. Why did you leave?” Hopefully, it wasn’t for personal reasons that he wouldn’t discuss.
 
“I needed a change of scenery. I wanted to move on, and when I heard that the inn’s manager was looking for an assistant, I decided it was time to get out of my comfort zone. Start anew. I gave my former employer a month’s notice,” he said and smiled.
 
And suddenly she felt like she’d been kicked in the stomach, in a good way, if there was such a thing. Butterflies. She actually had butterflies in her stomach! Good grief. She hadn’t experienced this sort of giddiness since she had been in junior high. With Rob Hadley. Her first boyfriend. Her first kiss. That was so long ago. She smiled, remembering how flustered they’d been.
 
“Something about me strike you as humorous?” came the sexy voice.
 
She inhaled and released the air in her lungs slowly, a breathing exercise she’d learned in the weekly yoga class she attended here at the inn’s spa, Tranquility. It was supposed to help one relax, but all it did this time was make her light-headed and a bit dizzy. She laid both palms on top of her desk to steady herself.
 
With as much grace as she could muster, she said, “No. I was just thinking about something that happened a long time ago.”
 
He smiled, and she saw a dimple etched deeply in his right cheek. “Want to share?”
 
This was not going as expected. She was the one who was supposed to be asking the questions. “No, I don’t. Now, you’re here because you’ve expressed an interest in the position as an assistant. You’re looking for something new, correct?” Good grief. She was stating the obvious. He probably thought she was as bright as a dark night. Something told her that Marlene had deliberately saved Mr. Montgomery for last. Sly little woman.
 
“Not necessarily different as far as what the job entails, but as I said, a change of scenery. As you’ll note, I’m qualified in most areas of hotel management. I started at the bottom and worked my way up the ladder. Pretty quickly, I might add.”
 
Holly skimmed the application where it read “Skills.” It seemed he had done a bit of everything. Like me, she thought and wondered why he hadn’t stayed at Draper’s. Possibly, a management position would have been in his future had he stuck it out. She didn’t say this to him, though. She was getting down to the wire. Ava was gone, the season was here, and she didn’t see anything on his application that set off any warning bells, but she knew not to appear too eager.
 
“I’ll check your references this afternoon.” She scanned the application again, looking for a phone number. “I see you’ve listed a cell phone number. Are you okay using this as a contact number, should I need to call you later?” Dumb, dumb, dumb! Why wouldn’t he be okay with this? He’d listed the number on the application.
 
“That’s what it’s there for,” he said, and when he grinned, those little butterflies started swirling for a second time.
 
She stood, and he followed suit. She held out her hand, offering up a handshake across the large expanse of her desk. He took her hand in his, then placed his other hand over the top of hers, the gesture almost tender and certainly unexpected. Jolts of something she wasn’t even going to put a name to shot through her, unlike any she’d experienced from a casual handshake. Or if she had, they were nothing more than a distant memory. Not wanting him to know how his simple gesture affected her, she carefully removed her hand from his.
 
“Thank you for coming in, Mr. Montgomery,” she said, then walked to the door. “Marlene will see you out.”
 
“No. Thank you, Holly. This has been a pleasure.” With that, he turned, giving her an excellent view of a very well-defined ass.
 
She returned to her desk and immediately dialed Ava’s home number. She answered on the first ring.
 
“I was waiting for your call,” Ava said, her voice containing a hint of humor.
 
“I’m sure you were. Now, spit it out. Somehow I just know you’ve already decided who’s going to replace you, but before I make my final decision, I want to hear it from you first.”
 
“I narrowed thirty-four applicants down to six. It’s up to you, Holly,” Ava said in her most innocent, “I didn’t do anything wrong” tone. The one she used not necessarily when she was caught in a lie, but when there was something more she wasn’t telling.
 
“Bull. I know you. Have known you for more than two decades. Now, either you spit it out, or I’m coming over. I can tell when you’re feeding me a line. So you’d best save me the trip. We’re busy. I’m busy.”
 
She heard Ava’s deep sigh. “It isn’t that Terri Anne, that’s for sure, but she is qualified. Her résumé looked good, so I thought it only fair to include her.”
 
“I have no intention of hiring her. Too snooty for me.”
 
“I knew you would feel that way, but fair is fair,” Ava said, then added, “The inn hires only the best of the best.”
 
“If you weren’t pregnant, I’d come over to your house and strangle you, but since you’re having those boys, and they will need their mother, I won’t. So, for the last time, who did you have in mind? Out of the six applicants.”
 
“G. W. Montgomery, of course. Why do you think I put him last?”

 



Chapter 3
 
Gannon felt sure he’d aced the job interview, and was willing to bet that within the hour he would receive a call telling him the job was his. He knew he was the last applicant interviewed. Experience had shown him that if any of the other applicants had been worth hiring, the last candidate would be given an excuse and a promise of a phone call later in the week. He had practiced this himself. He checked his watch. It’d been exactly forty-five minutes since he left Ms. Simmons’s office.
 
He returned to his Jeep and was digging in his hip pocket for the keys when his cell phone blasted his favorite holiday tune. “Jingle Bells.” Smiling, he slid his index finger across the face of the phone. “Hello? This is . . .” He almost said, “Mr. Montgomery,” out of habit but caught himself. “G. W. Uh . . . Gannon.”
 
“Mr. Montgomery, this is Holly. From the inn.”
 
He said nothing.
 
“The Grove Place Inn,” she added.
 
He jostled the keys in his hand before inserting one of them in the lock, then replied, “Yes, I remember.” No way would he tell her he was still in the parking lot.
 
“I’ve called two of your four references. They’ve both given you glowing recommendations, so . . . if you’re still interested, the position is yours.”
 
Yes! Everything was going perfectly, just as planned. He’d instructed his general manager and his assistant to respond positively when and if they were called as references.
 
“Of course I’m still interested.” He wanted to add more but decided against it. Her interviewing technique needed improvement, but that wasn’t his end goal. Maybe she wasn’t the person who usually conducted interviews. “When do I start?”
 
“Well . . .” He heard the hesitation in her voice. “Is tomorrow too soon?”
 
Not soon enough, but again, he’d keep that thought to himself. “Just tell me what time to report in, and I’m there.”
 
“I’m usually in my office by seven. Is eight o’clock too early?”
 
Definitely needed to improve her interviewing skills. “I’ll be there. Is there a particular dress code you adhere to?” At Draper’s, he usually wore dress slacks and a jacket on ordinary days. On special occasions, he’d add a tie.
 
“Casual dressy,” she replied, and he could swear he heard a bit of laughter in her voice.
 
For some strange reason, he wanted to keep her on the phone, so he asked, “What is your definition of ‘casual dressy’?”
 
She exhaled, the sound forcing him to hold the cell phone away from his ear. He grinned. “Khakis and a chambray shirt?” he tossed out, knowing with certainty that this wasn’t the type of dress she required.
 
He heard her clear her throat again. She seemed to do that a lot. “When you’re in the office, and not dealing with the guests, I suppose that’s acceptable. During the holiday season, I would prefer that you wear dress slacks and a jacket. And, of course, on special occasions, a tie. It just so happens the governor is hosting his annual family Christmas gathering here again this year, so I would suggest the dress slacks and tie.”
 
Finally, he thought, a show of authority.
 
“Of course,” he replied.
 
Right after Labor Day, there had been a rumor floating around that the governor was considering hosting his party at Draper’s this year. Apparently, it had been just that. A rumor. And a major loss of potential revenue for the lodge.
 
“Then I will see you tomorrow morning, at eight o’clock,” she said, and again, he could hear a trace of authority in her voice. Maybe he had underestimated her. No matter, he decided. He had to do what was best for his future.
 
“Until tomorrow,” he replied in his best authoritative Mr. Montgomery voice, then disconnected the call. It was his practice in all business dealings always to have the last word. He saw no reason to stop now. This was all nothing more than another business venture for him.
 
Before he could think too hard about what he’d committed to, he backed out of his parking space and headed home. A pang of guilt gave him a moment of regret, but he couldn’t stop now. The wheels were in motion. If he was successful, Draper’s would knock the Grove Place Inn into second place next holiday season. Or maybe this season, if he played his cards right.
 
He frowned at the thought. His father, were he alive, would be doing the same thing. And his grandfather Monty, who’d just recently given up living on his own, having relocated to the Haven, a fancy assisted-living community for those who wanted to continue to live independently while having any special needs met and enjoying certain conveniences, would be proud to know he cared so much about the family business. They were getting deeper in debt, their old guests seemed to prefer the inn to the lodge, and right now he wasn’t sure he’d be able to make the monthly payroll without dipping into his personal funds. He desperately needed to know what the inn had that Draper’s didn’t.
 
He tried to rationalize his actions by telling himself that he was doing what any smart businessman would do.
 
He would learn his competitor’s best-kept secrets.
 
And then he would apply what he had learned to Draper’s and would blow his competition out of the water, or over the mountains, or whatever.
 
Satisfied that he was on the right track, he parked his Jeep in the five-car garage and spent the next hour going over the lodge’s books.
 
“Not good,” he said out loud when he was finished.
 
They had just one Christmas party booked for the evening, and it consisted of only twelve people. Not giving up, he showered, shaved, and changed into his best Brooks Brothers suit. He’d make this small party the best his guests had ever attended.
 
Yes. He smiled in the mirror as he adjusted his bright red tie. He was going to turn things around.
 
And very quickly.

 



Chapter 4
 
“And they’re arriving when?” Holly asked absently, her thoughts focused more on Mr. Montgomery’s paperwork than on Marlene’s updated guest list.
 
“Day after tomorrow. They’re here for only two nights. She explained that they had their own Christmas events to attend. I think the one that Ms. de Silva referred to as Toots is currently involved in a show of historic homes in Charleston. The other, uh . . . upscale guest, Myra Rutledge”—Marlene glanced at her notepad—“owns a candy company.”
 
Marlene looked at her notepad again. “Another woman is arriving to assist this Toots character. Her name is Sophia, and she’s somewhat of a celebrity herself. Some sort of psychic who has apparently saved the lives of kidnap victims. Ms. de Silva insisted that while they are here, their presence is to be kept absolutely secret. She said something about being on a mission with a group of vigilantes, saying that she and her friends were the vigilantes. I do not know what that means, but I think that’s how she put it. I’m not sure this is the kind of guest you want, but she did say that her name was Anna Ryland de Silva.” Marlene paused.
 
“Vigilantes? I don’t think so. The last thing the inn needs during the holidays is a bunch of thugs frightening our guests. So, you’d best tell them we’re all booked up,” Holly said absently.
 
“I take it that you don’t recognize that name,” Marlene said, her voice rising a notch.
 
Holly shook her head, her short brown hair bouncing. She looked up from her desk. “No, I don’t. Should I?”
 
Marlene dropped down in the chair across from Holly’s desk. “Anna Ryland de Silva, it just so happens, is the Countess de Silva. Not only that, but she is widely reputed to be one of the wealthiest people in the world. I believe Forbes lists her as the wealthiest woman. In the world, Holly. This year. Not only does she own a casino in Las Vegas, but she is also the owner of the Washington Post.”
 
Holly tossed her pen to the side and raked a hand through her cropped hair. “How is it that you know all this?”
 
“My position as your personal secretary dictates that I remain aware of who’s who in the world of wealth and celebrity. I don’t want to be caught with my . . . pants down, if you will.” Marlene smiled.
 
Holly rolled her eyes and laughed out loud. “No, I can’t see you in that position, either. So, you’re saying we should let these women spend two nights here? Nothing more?”
 
“Yes, but Ms. de Silva asked for the presidential suite, and the governor has already booked that for himself and his wife, and the entire third floor for the rest of his guests. I am a bit at odds over what I should do.”
 
“Who’s to say that the second floor doesn’t have a”—Holly made air quotes with her fingers—“presidential suite? We do have rooms that are virtually the same, except for the Jacuzzi in the master bath. Why don’t you put Ms. de Silva and her friends in rooms twenty-one-oh-three and twenty-one-oh-four? And just in case she needs more room, keep twenty-one-oh-five available until they arrive. Those three rooms combined will sleep a minimum of eighteen people quite comfortably, unless something has changed since I last looked in on them. Each room is virtually a three-bedroom apartment. With all the extras, I think this should satisfy Her Highness.”
 
“The countess,” Marlene said, correcting her.
 
“Of course,” Holly said, her brows rising slightly.
 
“Then I will call her back immediately and tell her we would be honored to have her and her friends as our guests.”
 
“Good. Now, I have to get the paperwork on Mr. Montgomery to the personnel office so we can get him on this month’s payroll. I’m taking it there myself. Text me if you need me.”
 
“Of course I will,” Marlene added before scurrying out the door. Holly laughed, because Marlene really did scurry when she was in a rush.
 
Fortunate to have her, Holly thought how blessed she was as she took the elevator to the basement floor, which housed the personnel office. She wanted to tell Nancy, their accountant, to make sure Mr. Montgomery’s salary wasn’t held back the usual two weeks. She was sure he was in need of a paycheck immediately but was most likely too prideful to reveal that. He didn’t even have a belt, for crying out loud! She’d save him the embarrassment. He would receive his first paycheck at the end of the week. Funny, she thought. She didn’t recall his asking what the salary would be. Well, there again, he might be too prideful to ask. Pride wasn’t always a good thing, she decided as she tapped on Nancy’s door.
 
After a cheery “Come in” from Nancy, Holly entered and placed Mr. Montgomery’s file on her desk. “I know this isn’t the usual way of doing things, but I’ve just hired a new assistant. You know that Ava had to go and get pregnant with twins. Not sure I’ll forgive her for dropping out during the Christmas season, but as you know, I was in the market for a new assistant. Well, I hired one today. I might be jumping to conclusions, but I think he’s somewhat pressed for money. I want to make sure that Mr. Montgomery is paid this week. Don’t prorate the salary, either.”
 
Nancy looked away from her computer, where she’d continued to click away as Holly explained her current needs. “Hmm. Mr. Montgomery? This is not like you. What’s the real story?”
 
Holly paced the small office. “I’m not sure. I just got the impression he needed a paycheck. He seemed overly nice and, well, a bit flirty. He is incredibly good-looking, too.”
 
Shit! Had she really just said that? Yes, she had.
 
“Okay, you’ve hired a sexy new assistant who needs money.” Nancy gave a female version of a wolf whistle. “So, other than being good-looking, what are his qualifications?”
 
“Do you really think I would hire someone based solely on his looks?” Holly asked, ticked off that Nancy would even think such a thing.
 
Nancy stood up and crossed the room to where Holly stood. “Hey, kiddo, I didn’t mean that the way it came out. I know you better than that.”
 
Holly nodded. “I thought so. How many years has it been now?”
 
“Your father hired me three days after I graduated from NC State. I really don’t want to put a number to the years, but I knew you before you started elementary school. So, if you really want a number . . . ?”
 
Holly held out her hand, palm forward. “No, no. I know. We don’t need to know these things. None of us are getting any younger, and before you ask, no, I am not dating anyone.”
 
Nancy almost always made a habit of asking her if there was anyone special in her life. And each time, she told her no. Since Michael, she hadn’t wanted anyone special in her life. She had good friends, her father, her grandfather, and her employees at the inn. And until earlier this year, her mother, of course. They were her life, and she was quite content.
 
“I’m not thinking about your lack of dates, kiddo. I’m bombarded with tax stuff for the New Year. So, you want this new guy’s salary to start ASAP. I can do that. Anything else?” Nancy asked.
 
“Thanks. I can’t think of anything, but if I do, I’ll let you know,” Holly tossed over her shoulder as she made her way to the door.
 
“Good thinking,” Nancy called out.
 
Holly waved, then stepped back into the elevator and punched L for the lobby. There were a few issues she needed to clear up with the front-desk manager, plus she wanted to see exactly how many extra rooms they would have, if any, should there be a need.
 
The elevator doors swished open at the main lobby, or the grand hall, as they referred to this giant span of space. Holly never tired of seeing the room, and certainly it was extra special when all decked out in its best holiday finery.
 
The oak floors were polished to a golden shine, and the floor-to-ceiling stone fireplace, made from rocks found on the property more than a hundred years ago, still took her breath away every time she saw it. Throughout the years, there had been many changes, new furniture in the suites, updates from general wear and tear, and her mother had added the Tranquility spa when Holly started high school. It was the most luxurious spa in Asheville, or so she was told by her guests. Massages, facials, and a mineral-spring pool were just a few of the spa’s amenities. Throughout the years, her family had continued to maintain the inn’s rustic yet luxurious atmosphere. If reservations were an indication of success, then they were the cream of the crop.
 
Holly took another minute to soak up the newly decorated grand hall. Fragrant evergreens had been placed atop the main fireplace mantel, with red and gold ribbons draped strategically throughout the greenery. The evergreens would be discreetly replaced weekly to keep the appearance, as well as the fragrance, fresh.
 
The grand hall took up the entire ground floor. At every turn, guests were greeted by a variety of Christmas trees. Fraser firs, blue spruce, and white pines were decorated in an assortment of themes exclusive to the inn. In the grand hall, the main tree, a twenty-foot-tall blue spruce, dominated the entrance. Miniature handcrafted replicas of the exterior and interior of the inn hung from the giant tree, along with mini-replicas of each of their suites, of which there were twenty different designs. Thousands of tiny lights made the tree appear golden. A golden tree, she thought. To this very day, the beauty of the inn in all its finery managed to take her breath away. She never tired of the festivities during the holidays, but this year was sure to be the saddest on record, since her mother wouldn’t be here to oversee them.
 
In the past, several of the employees’ children had sung Christmas carols in the grand hall nightly, beginning one week before Christmas, and this had been organized by her mother. She had had hot chocolate–making contests, cookie cutter–design days, and most of all, she had made the guests and the employees feel as though the inn was truly a magical place. It really is magical, Holly thought as she made her way to the front desk.
 
Yes, the inn was lit up as bright as the North Star this time of year. The only thing lacking was her mother, but in her heart, Holly knew she was with them in spirit. She spied their front-desk manager, Mr. Haynes, with a guest, and as always, he was smiling from ear to ear. He’d been working for her family when her grandfather was still at the helm. He had to be close to seventy-five, but one would never know that, as he kept himself in very good shape. It was said he ran ten miles before work, he never touched a piece of red meat, and sugar was his worst enemy.
 
“Mr. Haynes,” Holly said as she entered the suite of offices behind the main registration area.
 
“Why, Miss Holly, you look just as pretty as ever. What can I do for you today?” he asked in his soft formal voice.
 
She wanted to giggle but stopped herself. Mr. Haynes was always so formal. When she’d asked him to call her just by her given name, he’d said it was disrespectful. So to Mr. Haynes, she was Miss Holly, not plain old Holly, as most of the staff referred to her.
 
“I’ve just learned we’re having a group of”—she almost said, “Vigilantes,” but caught herself—“women, a countess and a few of her friends, as special guests. I’ve asked that rooms twenty-one-oh-three and twenty-one-oh-four be kept available. Also twenty-one-oh-five, in case there are more than expected. They’re due to arrive the day after tomorrow.”
 
Always the consummate professional, Mr. Haynes nodded, then said, “I will make sure each suite receives the royal welcome package.”
 
Holly laughed. “We are really having a royal guest, so of course, please do what you must. I’m sure the countess and her friends will be quite pleased with the accommodations.” She wasn’t sure of this at all, but Mr. Haynes didn’t need to know of her uncertainty.
 
“Should we contact Omar and let him know we’re welcoming royalty?” Mr. Haynes asked in his most proper way.
 
“Absolutely,” Holly said.
 
Omar was the head chef over all the restaurants at the inn. Guests could choose to eat at the Blue Sky, their most elegant dining choice; Vittles, where one could choose from a variety of locally grown foods prepared Southern-style; or Rustic, where beer and burgers were devoured heartily. Lastly, there was Chubs, a hip dining experience that catered to the younger set. Omar’s expertise did not allow for mistakes in any of the restaurants, not even this most casual of eateries.
 
Holly did enjoy the occasional meal at Chubs, which had actually been named after her. When guests asked about the origin of the name, most were delighted when they learned it was the nickname given to Holly by her grandfather. Apparently, she’d had very chubby cheeks as a little girl, so Pops had given her the name Chubs, and it had stuck. She had asked the older staff to stop calling her that when she’d taken over as manager, and had insisted that they just call her by her given name.
 
However, Pops, who had just recently relocated to the Haven, an upscale assisted-living community, had insisted that this latest dining alternative at the inn be named after his one and only granddaughter. Holly didn’t mind, though she felt that, at thirty-one, she’d outgrown the name. Hence, she’d asked the employees to call her Holly. And, of course, at this particular time of year, Holly was the perfect name to which to add all sorts of Christmas tags. “Holly Jolly,” “Holly Berry,” and “Holly Night” were just a few of the tags added to her name. It was all in fun, she knew, but she still wanted to maintain somewhat of a professional image for the guests and employees who didn’t know her as “Chubs.”
 
“I will make sure he prepares a fresh local dish upon their arrival,” Mr. Haynes said. As always, he stood perfectly erect, his hands carefully looped behind his back, as if at parade rest, while he awaited further instructions.
 
“I’m sure they will be delighted with whatever we have. We do have one of the South’s best chefs.” Holly smiled and gave Mr. Haynes a friendly squeeze on the shoulder. “I’ll keep you informed of their arrival, as well as that of the governor and his family.” Holly made air quotes when she said the word family.
 
Mr. Haynes smiled. “Yes, he does have quite a large . . . uh, crew. I have the presidential suite ready and, of course, the entire third floor, as requested.”
 
“If the governor has any last-minute arrangements, either Marlene or I will update you.”
 
The governor and his “crew” were notorious for making last-minute changes, and a few of his “family members” had become quite rowdy at last year’s gathering.
 
“As you wish, Miss Holly.”
 
She gave him a huge grin and went back to her office.

 



Chapter 5
 
“The countess’s Gulfstream just swooped down like a giant bird,” Marlene relayed to Holly. “Then the four of them piled out of that jet as if they were all royalty.”
 
Holly smiled. Marlene was always amazed by their guests’ modes of transport. The arrival of the countess had obviously made more of an impression on her than usual.
 
“I appreciate your driving the inn’s limo to pick them up. Sebastian and George had their hands full with the governor’s guests. They’re early, so we had to do a bit of rerouting. Plus, I know how much you love to drive that limo.”
 
Marlene grinned. “I do. I never cared that much for driving until your mother and I . . . well, that time Sebastian and George had one too many drinks while we were in Asheville, attending that meeting with the heads of the chamber of commerce. I had no choice but to drive. Your mother had left without her contacts and was as blind as a bat without them. No way was I going to allow her to take the wheel.”
 
Holly produced a halfhearted grin. “And thank goodness she didn’t. Mom was a terrible driver with her glasses on or contacts in.”
 
Marlene shook her head, dabbed at her eyes with a tissue, then threw her shoulders back as though she were standing at attention. “The ladies asked not to be disturbed this afternoon. They’re planning something, I know, but I didn’t have the courage to ask them about it. The countess, Annie—she insisted I call her that, though it felt terribly disrespectful—asked if we could send up sandwiches and coffee promptly at six o’clock.”
 
“And you’ve relayed this to Omar?” Holly asked as she thumbed through a pile of papers on her desk.
 
“Yes. He seemed very excited and said he would prepare the sandwiches himself.”
 
Holly looked up from her paperwork. “Really? Well, that’s a first. I thought sandwiches were beneath him.”
 
“Apparently, not when they’re being served to a countess.”
 
A tap on her office door discouraged further conversation.
 
“Come in,” Holly said, once again directing her attention back to her paperwork.
 
Taking a deep breath, she knew, without bothering to look up, who had entered her office. Though he had been working at the inn for only two days, she already knew his scent. Of course, the cologne was a bit overpowering, in kind of a good way, though. Gawd! She didn’t dare ask what he wore, but would bet anything it was that Old Spice Pops and her father wore. And here she thought it an old man’s cologne. Not!
 
“Holly.”
 
She cleared her throat and met his clear blue gaze. Hearing that one word, her name, for crying out loud, and she could barely lift her voice above a whisper. She glanced around her desk for a bottle of water. Seeing none, she reached for that morning’s cup of cold coffee. She took a swig and began to cough as she peered into the cup and saw a ring of mold at the top of the brown liquid. Apparently, this particular cup had been on her desk way too long. Grabbing a wad of tissues from the box on the corner of her desk, she tried to discreetly spit out the brown muck.
 
She could feel two sets of eyes on her as she spat into the tissue. “Good grief, Marlene! How long has that cup of... never mind,” she rasped, and again, she had to clear her throat. “Gannon, what can I do for you?”
 
He smiled, and that damned dimple sent her squirming.
 
She spied Marlene out of the corner of her eye. “Marlene, I’d like a fresh bottle of spring water. And some mints. Now.” She glanced at her. “Please,” she added, knowing that if she didn’t, she would be in big trouble later.
 
“Of course, Ms. Simmons. Right away.” Marlene shot her a “We’ll talk about this later” look and hurried out of the office.
 
In her most professional voice, Holly said, “What can I do for you, Gannon?”
 
Immediately seeing the humorous glint in those stark blue eyes, Holly wished she’d phrased her question differently. But, damn him, she was not going to ask again. No way would she risk another chance for internal embarrassment.
 
“Do you mind?” He motioned to the club chair in front of her desk.
 
“By all means,” she said, then gestured to the chair he’d sat in only two days ago, during his very brief and somewhat awkward interview.
 
He eased down into the chair as though he belonged there. “I know this isn’t the best time to ask, given the fact that this is only my second day on the job, but something has come up, and I need to take the afternoon off.”
 
Holly couldn’t have been more surprised if he’d jumped out of a cake. She blew out a lengthy breath. There were a zillion reasons for her to say no, but she found that she couldn’t. Plus, she was beyond curious as to why he needed the afternoon off. Even though she’d known Gannon Montgomery for only two days, she knew he wasn’t the kind who would ask to leave his job unless it was truly important.
 
“Of course. I can have Marlene cover for you for the rest of the afternoon. We’re in the ‘lull before the storm’ moment, anyway.”
 
He nodded, then leaned forward in the chair, dropping his arms to his knees. “You’re sure?” he asked.
 
“Of course. Whatever it is, I hope it turns out for the best,” she said as a sneaky way of giving him an opening, if he wanted to share his reason for needing the afternoon off.
 
For the first time since she’d met him, he looked worried. Shadows clouded his indigo eyes, and his smile, which had been given so readily before, was gone. “It’s my granda. Seems he’s having a bit of trouble.”
 
“I’m sorry,” she replied, and she was. “My grandfather just relocated to an assisted-living community. I worry about him daily. So, do what you need to do.” Ticked at herself for offering this unasked-for bit of personal information about herself, she was surprised when he nodded.
 
Then he said, “Mine as well. Though it’s supposed to be one of the better facilities in Asheville, one never knows about those places.” He paused, then asked, “Have you heard of the Haven?”
 
Holly felt like she’d been sucker punched. Was he serious? Did he know more about her private life than she thought?
 
Instantly on high alert, Holly replied, “Yes, I am quite familiar with the place. It’s top of the line.” Crap! She’d done it again. Given out too much personal information about herself without being asked.
 
Gannon finally stood up and walked to the door. “Good. I’m glad to hear that. I wasn’t too keen on Granda’s move, but he insisted it was time. He said I should have the family home to . . . Well, he thought I needed”—he gave a halfhearted laugh—“some alone time.”
 
Holly laughed, too. For once, he’d revealed something about his personal life. Before she could stop herself, she blurted out, “My grandfather, Pops, lives at the Haven, too. He loves it there.”
 
“Really?” he asked, his accent a tad stronger. “So your . . . pops is happy and safe there?”
 
“Didn’t you check the place out before your . . . granda moved in?” He couldn’t be that ignorant! Though he was quite a hottie, when she’d reviewed his credentials, she had learned that he held a master’s degree in business. She knew there was more to this man than his fine body and handsome face. Surely, he wasn’t naive enough to allow his grandfather to up and move without looking into the living and health-care conditions at the Haven first?
 
He looked at her as if he thought she’d lost her mind. “Of course I did. No way would I ever let Granda make such a move without first checking the place out. I didn’t want him to move there in the first place. He insisted. Said it was time for me to settle down, start a family.”
 
A family? She couldn’t even go there. Ava had also decided it was time to start a family—in her case, it had turned out, with twin boys—and it’d already messed up Holly’s nice, orderly life, hence the need to hire a new assistant.
 
“I see,” she said but didn’t.
 
He folded his hands, then nervously twisted them around. “It’s not the Haven. Granda says he’s been feeling worse since he moved in. He’s diabetic. Told me he swore they were diluting his insulin, but I’m sure he’s forgetting to take it. He swears this isn’t the case, and asked that I check into the pharmacy. I know they deliver his meds for the day every morning. It’s up to him to take them, so”—he held both hands out as if in his defense—“I wanted to spend the afternoon with him. Check up on him, just to make sure he’s taking his medication properly.”
 
Heart flip! Compassionate, too. Damn that Ava. She might have had more up her sleeve than a simple replacement, temporary or not. After the twins were born, Holly planned to choke her, BFF or not.
 
“Of course, I would do the same, but so far, Pops is in pretty good health and takes nothing more than a handful of vitamins. So, go ahead.” Here she went again. “Let me know how this turns out. With Pops there, I wouldn’t want him to stay if there’s a risk of... well, you know. So, I guess I’ll see you tomorrow morning?” she said, sounding like she was confirming a date. A real date. She gave herself another mental kick.
 
“Eight o’clock prompt,” Gannon answered. “Thanks for this, Holly. I know it’s a lot to ask given the fact I’ve been here only a couple of days. I’ll make it up, I promise.”
 
She nodded, wishing he would leave! Holly felt like a gaggle of geese had taken up residence in her chest, her heart rate was so erratic.
 
Once he left, she plopped down in her chair and blew out a lengthy breath, and it wasn’t pretty. Her thoughts were everywhere, yet the only words she could actually focus in on were, “I’ll make it up, I promise.” What did that mean? Had he meant he would make it up to her personally, or was he telling her that he would make up the time taken away from his work? Either way, she knew this guy was going to be trouble.
 
Not in the typical way, either.

 



Chapter 6
 
Upon hearing a knock on her door, Annie de Silva shouted, “Come in.” Without bothering to see who had entered her suite, she continued to speak to her guests. Her best friend, Myra Rutledge, sat quietly on the plush sofa beside her. “You can never speak of this. Never, not even to your husbands,” Annie said, focusing her gaze on Sophia Manchester. “As much as you may want to confide in them after a romp in the hay, don’t. I promise you there will be consequences if you do. Am I right, Myra?”
 
“Of course you are, dear,” Myra replied kindly, then added, “Secrecy has always been of the utmost importance among the Sisters.”
 
“This trial mission is no different. You got it?” Annie demanded. She wasn’t going to take any shit off these wannabe Vigilantes. “Now, where are those sandwiches I ordered?”
 
Myra turned to see a tall older man standing behind a white tablecloth. “You’ve brought the food,” she said, stating the obvious for Annie’s benefit.
 
“Yes, ma’am. May I begin to serve?” Mr. Haynes asked in his most dignified tone.
 
Annie hopped off the sofa. “Nope, you can’t. This is a very private meeting, mister. Now take this”—she reached in her jeans pocket for a wad of cash—“and make sure no one, and I mean no one, as in not a single living soul, disturbs us.” She tucked the cash in his shirt pocket. “Now, skedaddle.”
 
Without another word, Mr. Haynes flew out of the room and didn’t look back when Myra slammed the door and clicked the dead bolt in place.
 
Sophie and Toots, for once, didn’t mutter a single word. All they managed to do was nod in unison.
 
“You two hungry?” Annie asked before picking up a sandwich. “Tuna on rye, just as I asked.”
 
Toots, dressed casually in navy slacks and a cream sweater, stood up and poked Sophie in the arm. “When have we ever passed up the chance to eat?”
 
Sophie, who was wearing dark blue Levi’s with a red sweatshirt, blurted out, “Want me to name them all, or is this one of those casual comments you make when you don’t really have anything of importance to say?” Sophie’s grin was a mile wide and lit up her face.
 
They all burst out laughing.
 
“Yep, this is one of those times. So we’ve been there, done that. Now, let’s eat before getting down to business.”
 
For the next ten minutes, they picked and prodded, and consumed the elegantly displayed array of sandwiches Omar had prepared. Two pots of coffee later, they were all comfortable enough with each other to speak their minds.
 
“So, how is it you know this?” Toots asked after Myra and Annie had given them a rundown on their first mission.
 
“That’s for me to know and you to find out. But, if you must know, I have a friend who called me and told me his suspicions. I trust him,” Annie answered. “And if I trust him, you should, too. Am I always right on this stuff or what, Myra?” Annie asked.
 
“Always. Well, there was this one time,” Myra began, laughter brimming in her eyes.
 
“Enough!” Annie shouted. “I say it’s time we retire to our rooms. You two might as well suck up this luxury while you can.”
 
“Annie, Toots and Sophie are quite used to living a luxurious lifestyle. At least this is what they stated on the questionnaires I asked them to fill out when I first asked them about the possibility of joining us. Am I correct?” Myra looked at the two seated across from her, her brow raised.
 
“If you call living in a newly remodeled home with every gadget known to man, a shitload of money to do whatever you want, vacations whenever the urge hits, and so on and so forth, I guess you might call that a luxurious lifestyle. But we don’t have any royal bloodlines, so if that’s a prerequisite, we’re screwed,” Sophie spouted in the smart-ass way she usually acted when she felt that she was being put on the defensive.
 
Annie clapped her hands and laughed loudly. “Myra, I think we’ve found the perfect additions to our little . . . group.”
 
Both Toots and Sophie sighed at once.
 
“So, I need you both to state verbally that you understand and agree to the conditions we discussed on the flight here. I also need you both to acknowledge that you will not speak of this among yourselves when you leave this room, or at any other time. Do you both understand and agree to these terms?” Annie asked them one more time, just to make sure.
 
Toots spoke first. “I do.”
 
Sophie rolled her big brown eyes. “Should we raise our right hand and swear to tell the whole truth and nothing but the truth? I feel like we’re being treated like recruits into the Girl Scouts or sorority pledges being initiated. Maybe we need to add our own special handshake. We just happen to have one of these handshakes, in our godmother moments. It goes like this.” She placed one hand on top of the other, then motioned for Toots to follow her lead. Without any indication to do so, Myra and Annie placed their hands on top of Sophie’s and Toots’s.
 
“Okay, on the count of three. One. Two. Three. When you’re good, you’re good,” Sophie shouted, then pushed the others’ hands high in the air.
 
Annie laughed and winked at Myra. “I think I could get used to this, but I still have to have your verbal agreement.”
 
“Okay, I’m in,” Sophie stated.
 
All four women swore to keep the mission they were about to undertake a secret.
 
No matter what.

 



Chapter 7
 
The Haven wasn’t at all typical of most assisted-living communities. It was more like a small city within a city. It had individual residences for those who still wanted to continue living their life in private, with the latest in health care and other facilities a mere breath away. The assisted-living area housed almost a thousand residents and appeared more like an upscale condo/gated community with age restrictions.
 
The amenities were extensive. There were three churches, an eighteen-hole golf course, and a full-size concert hall. Four outdoor swimming pools were on the premises, and two indoor pools with three heated therapy pools. The library rivaled most to be found in small towns, and the movie theater presented all the latest Hollywood hits. There were four five-star restaurants, as well as shops for everything from groceries to the latest designer handbags.
 
The Haven offered classes on almost anything one could imagine. There were computer courses, photography classes, lessons in glassblowing, and even an aviation ground school for those who wanted to acquire a private pilot’s license. To top it off, they even offered voice lessons for those who were brave enough to dare to try their hand at singing. The Haven’s motto—“You asked for it, we’ve got it, and if we don’t, we’ll get it”—attracted seniors from all across the country. This was not at all a place that catered to the locals. Its clientele came from all fifty states and thirteen foreign countries.
 
Angus Montgomery, “Monty” to his friends, couldn’t have been happier with his decision to move out of the family residence. Last year he’d decided to retire, and three months ago, when he made the Haven his permanent home, he knew he’d made the right decision. He had new friends, and every minute of his days and nights was accounted for. Not to mention he felt it was time for Gannon to settle down, get married, and start a family of his own. He spent way too much time at Draper’s, the lodge that had been in the Montgomery family for more years than he cared to remember. He’d raised his family there, as had his father and his grandfather before him.
 
His great-grandfather had come to America from Ireland before the turn of the last century. He’d worked in what was once a boardinghouse, where he met and married the owner’s daughter. They had three sons, who in turn worked at the family’s thriving boardinghouse, where they also raised their families. By the time Monty’s father was ready to take over the robust family business, boardinghouses were no longer in high demand. It was at this time that Draper’s Lodge was born, the name originating from the original owners of the boardinghouse. Renovations and additions throughout the years made Draper’s, as most of those who knew of it called it, one of the most exclusive resorts in the state.
 
Of course, there were many other successful inns and lodges. The Grove Place Inn had always been Draper’s biggest competitor, and he knew for a fact that his family lodge was tough competition for the inn. He’d always been on good terms with the Simmons family, and this relationship had been even better since he’d moved to the Haven. It was quite a coincidence that Rex Simmons lived in the condo next door. Not only had sharing their common background given them a source for lively debates, but they’d also become the best of friends. Each morning, promptly at seven o’clock, they met for coffee and a homemade biscuit at Ruby’s, a diner that served residents but was also open to the public, at least to those who could obtain entry at the gate.
 
Two weeks ago, however, Monty had begun to feel terrible. He had become light-headed and weak. He had rarely had a sick day, despite his well-controlled diabetes, but suddenly he had found himself having more bad days than good. Last Monday, before heading to Ruby’s to meet Rex, he’d measured his dose of morning insulin, just as he’d done for the past four years. Checked the syringe to make sure he was getting the exact amount of insulin, administered the shot in his upper belly, then almost immediately developed blurred vision and began to feel incredibly fatigued. When he could see straight, he checked his blood sugar, and it was dangerously high. He lay down, drank three glasses of water, and took some of the pills his doctor had prescribed before the diabetes required him to take insulin on a regular basis.
 
As an afterthought, he checked the bottle to make sure he was taking the right medication and also checked to make sure it hadn’t been tampered with. Sweat beaded on his forehead and upper lip when he saw that the silver ring around the top of the bottle appeared as though it had been pried apart, then carefully repositioned. He took the bottle outside on the veranda, in the sunlight, so he could see clearly. Yes, this particular bottle had either been tampered with, dropped, or who knew what. Monty had immediately called Annie.
 
And today he’d called his grandson. He would be there later in the afternoon. Odd, he thought, because Gannon was always so concerned about his grandfather’s health and well-being that he usually jumped like a fish out of water at the first indication that something could be wrong. Must be something going on at the lodge to keep him from rushing over.
 
As was becoming normal, the minute the nausea passed, he grabbed a light jacket and headed out to meet Rex. He told himself he was probably imagining things, acting like an old man, but he knew what he’d seen. Unless his eyes were playing tricks on him, meddling hands were hard at work. To what end, he didn’t know, but with Annie and her friends here to assist him, he had no doubt they would track down the person or persons who’d messed with his meds, and when Annie found them, there would be hell to pay.
 
His only son, William, along with his daughter-in-law, Evelyn, God rest their souls, had been killed in a bombing in a café in Paris while celebrating their tenth wedding anniversary almost twenty-five years ago. He’d been shaken to the core with grief, but a brokenhearted grandson, Gannon, had needed him more than ever. Acting as both father, mother, and grandfather, Monty had had no choice but to grieve in silence while he saw to it that Gannon had as normal a childhood as humanly possible, given the tragedy he’d suffered at such a tender age. It was during the bombing investigation that he had met Annie, as she, too, had been at the café where the bombing took place, only she had escaped unscathed. They’d been friends ever since.
 
Though Monty suspected Annie of being more than a mere billionaire countess, he credited her friendship and loyalty for helping him through a parent’s worst nightmare. They’d stayed in touch over the years—Christmas cards, the occasional phone call, and once, she had come for a surprise visit and had stayed at the lodge, where they’d become even closer. There were those who thought his relationship with Annie was a bit more than friendly, but that wasn’t the case. He was older, and he’d really never gotten over the loss of his wife, Lily, who, strangely and tragically, had died of pneumonia just days after being diagnosed before Gannon’s first birthday.
 
Monty had experienced his share of tragedies, yet he had managed to live a full and happy life. He’d dedicated his life to working hard and raising Gannon, who had surprised him all those years ago when he told him he’d applied to go to college at the University of Dublin. For six years, Monty had been lost without his grandson, but he’d managed to get by, and now, after all the tragedy he’d had in his life, when he’d retired, leaving the family business in Gannon’s most reliable hands, he had yet another possible catastrophe to deal with, and at Christmastime no less. His favorite holiday of all. He planned to chop down his own tree this year, straight from the tree farm. In the past, he had hired interior designers to dress up the lodge during the holidays. Now, for the first time since he was a child, he was going to decorate his very own Christmas tree.
 
If he didn’t die first.

 



Chapter 8
 
Gannon hated asking for time off so soon, but he didn’t really have a choice. Granda needed him, and he would crawl through barbed wire for the man. He loved him like a father, worried about him constantly since he’d up and moved out.
 
Deep down inside, he knew the choice to infiltrate the inn surreptitiously was his and his alone. If Granda was ill, he would abandon his plans to find out exactly why the inn continued to be so successful and would spend the time to take care of him. He’d simply have to rethink his strategy, maybe hire a marketing firm to relaunch Draper’s. He would have to use his own funds to do this, but if that was what it took to keep the family business running, then that was exactly what he would do.
 
Playing the role of a double agent, so to speak, working in enemy territory, wasn’t nearly as easy as he’d originally thought. His plan was to work at the inn during the day and continue at night to carry out his duties at the lodge. However, he was no longer so sure he could manage to do both without being discovered. Just this morning, he had seen one of the lodge’s regular patrons, who’d dined there two nights ago. While Draper’s didn’t have a five-star restaurant, Chloe’s held its own as one of the finest dining spots in Asheville. He’d seen Holly and some friends dining there on more than one occasion.
 
Had she been there to spy? And if so, why hadn’t he noticed? Why hadn’t he noticed how gorgeous she was? He had sneaked a look at her ring finger and had seen neither a wedding band nor an engagement ring. Didn’t mean much these days, but if he ever chose to tie the knot, he would most certainly want his fiancée to wear his ring. Maybe he was a bit old-fashioned at thirty-five, but he still believed in courting a woman, as his granda had taught him.
 
Holly a spy? It certainly wasn’t out of the question. He’d never thought of it before, but now he didn’t know. Maybe she was trying to beat him at his own game.
 
But to what end? The inn was extremely popular with locals, as well as with guests from around the world. She didn’t need to snoop into the way his family ran the business.
 
“Stupid,” he said out loud, glad he was alone in the Jeep. Not every person he came in contact with in his line of business was a snoop.
 
Shamed by what he was doing, he put it out of his mind as soon as he pulled up to the gatehouse at the Haven.
 
“You have a pass?” an elderly man wearing a dark blue uniform asked from his post, a brick structure that was the size of a small house.
 
All family members of the residents had been given permanent guest passes. Gannon reached for his, which he kept in the center console, then held it out the window to be scanned. This was the Haven’s way of keeping track of everyone who came and went. He found that he actually liked the idea. As Granda had said, “It keeps out the riffraff.”
 
When the gate opened, he wound his way through the maze of what he thought of as a small city.
 
The windows of the various buildings throughout the community were decked out with giant green wreaths with red bows. The buildings had brightly colored lights wrapped around the lampposts. He drove past a house that displayed a giant Santa with his team of reindeer; the scene covered the entire front lawn. One house was preparing for a live nativity scene, according to the signs posted. A crew of several men on a cherry picker were placing giant stars on the rooftops. Seeing all this, Gannon couldn’t help but get into the holiday spirit. When he saw Grandpa’s condo, he slid the Jeep into one of the guest parking slips. He then exited the Jeep and walked to the entrance to the building.
 
As soon as he stepped inside the reception area, he was hit with the strong scent of pine. He took a deep breath, laughed, and shook his head as he rode the elevator to Granda’s third-floor condo. They certainly had the holiday spirit here.
 
Granda’s condo was down a long hallway, several yards away from the elevators. Smart, Gannon thought. He’d stayed in hotels where his room had been close to the elevators, and it had made for lousy sleep. Granda had picked his particular condo for two reasons. No one was above him, and it faced the golf course. Smart man, he thought as he rang the doorbell.
 
Before he could raise his hand to tap on the door, it swung open.
 
“Granda!” Gannon exclaimed. “What the hell is going on?” Shocked at his grandfather’s appearance, he mentally kicked himself for not having paid closer attention to his needs. “Are you sick? Should I take you to the hospital?”
 
Granda, tall and thin, with chipper blue eyes and a head full of silver hair, suddenly appeared old and fragile to him.
 
“No, no, and no. Now, young man, sit.” He nodded toward the small table that just barely fit into the condo’s kitchen. Granda liked an eat-in kitchen, said it reminded him of when he was a boy. Gannon thought the kitchen too small, but it was just for his grandfather. It was enough for one person.
 
He sat down, waiting to hear what was troubling his grandfather.
 
“You’re not gonna like this, kid, but I think my insulin is being tampered with.” He told him about finding the seal broken on a bottle and about how he’d felt after his morning injection.
 
“Did the pharmacy bring you a new bottle of insulin?” Gannon asked, shocked at his grandfather’s claim.
 
“Nope, and I don’t want any. I’m not taking this stuff anymore. It’s no good. Just like all those commercials you see on TV these days. After they tell you the side effects, the damned disease is a joke.”
 
“Granda, you have to take your insulin. It’s life threatening if you don’t. You could go into a diabetic coma! You’re coming home with me.” Gannon felt like he was the father and Granda the child. He was imagining things. No one would tamper with his medication. Just the suggestion was ludicrous.
 
“No, I am not. Look, I’m not crazy. I know what I saw. Here.” He went to the refrigerator and removed a bottle of insulin, then set it in the center of the table. “Now, look at this.” He used his index finger to point to the metal band. “See? It’s been pried open.”
 
Gannon checked the seal, and it had certainly been opened, but he was sure it was his grandfather himself who had done the opening. He’d taken the medication!
 
“I see, but you have to open it to use it,” Gannon tried explaining, and felt bad, but it was what it was.
 
“I don’t break that seal, Gannon. That’s what I’m trying to tell you. The way you take insulin is to shake the stuff up a bit, then stick the syringe in here.” He pointed to the top of the bottle. It reminded Gannon of a wine cork. “You draw the insulin out into the syringe. There is never a need to break that seal. It says so right here.” He pointed to the label.
 
Gannon squinted to read the small print. When he looked at Granda, he didn’t see an aging old man. He saw a man who was sick because he wasn’t taking his insulin. And maybe there was something wrong with the stuff. People messed with medications all the time, but it didn’t necessarily mean the pharmacy was responsible. There had to be a rational explanation. But it would keep. Now he had to get his grandfather to a doctor; he needed his insulin.
 
“Okay, so I’m wrong, and you’re right. It doesn’t matter now. What matters is you. You look bad, Granda. I hate to say it, but you do. Let’s get you to the doctor before they close for the day.” He’d wanted to say, “Before it was too late,” but he’d caught himself.
 
“On one condition.”
 
“Granda, we need to take care of your health right now. Anything else will have to keep.”
 
“I’ll go, but we have to take Rex with us. He’s my neighbor and friend. I want him to go. He’s next door. I’ll call him and have him meet us downstairs.” Without waiting for Gannon to reply, Monty pulled his cell phone from his hip pocket and dialed.
 
“I need to go to the doctor. My grandson is here to drive me. You want to ride along? Sure. Yes. Meet us downstairs, in the guest parking.” He ended the call.
 
“He’s coming along. I knew he wouldn’t want to stay here. We were supposed to see that new Jason Statham movie tonight.”
 
Gannon shook his head. “Sure. Let’s just get out of here and find a fresh batch of insulin.”
 
Fifteen minutes later, Gannon, his grandfather, and his grandfather’s new best friend, Rex, who just so happened to be Holly’s grandfather, headed for the closest urgent-care center.
 
Leave it to good old Granda to make best friends with the person Gannon now thought of as the enemy.

 



Chapter 9
 
“Do you think we can pull this off?” Toots asked Sophie.
 
“Us? Please. You’re kidding me, right? Compared to some of the other things we’ve had to do, this should be a breeze.”
 
“We’re with those Vigilantes, the ones from the news. What if we’re caught and go to jail? Can’t you just see the headlines? WIFE OF LATEST BEST-SELLING AUTHOR AND PSYCHIC SIDEKICK ARRESTED. I didn’t really think about that when I filled out that questionnaire. Maybe we should back out before it’s too late. If Phil and Goebel knew what we were up to, they would kill us. We wouldn’t have to worry about getting caught and going to prison. I’m not so sure they fell for the story we told them.”
 
Sophie leaned over from her position on the sofa. “What do you mean? Of course they believe us. We’re going to spend two nights at the spa Tranquility. It’s our pre-Christmas gift to ourselves, remember? At least that’s what I told Goebel.”
 
“I told Phil the same thing. But I’m not very happy about lying to him.”
 
“Me either. So, let’s call them and tell them the truth. We’ll clear our consciences, then continue with the plan. What are they going to say?”
 
Toots looked around the luxury suite. It was beautifully decorated and even had a ten-foot Christmas tree, which filled the rooms with its fragrant scent. She’d stayed in places just as nice as this and some even nicer, but this was homey. A nice mini-retreat. Yes, they’d walked away from their duties as hostesses in the holiday parade of homes. She and Sophie had agreed it would be good for both Phil and Goebel to have the experience of acting as hosts for two nights. Their adoring husbands had agreed, and now here they were, feeling guilty.
 
“You really think we should tell them the truth?” Toots asked, her tone not quite as commanding as normal.
 
“I think when we return to Charleston, we could tell them, just to see if Annie’s true to her word. Something tells me that when Annie said we weren’t to discuss this, she meant it. Look at us now. We’re doing exactly what she asked us not to do. If we want to be a part of this group in the future, we need to start by following the rules we swore we’d follow,” Sophie said. “If you can’t handle the deception, we need to back out now. These people are counting on us to do the job we signed on for.”
 
“You’re right. I’m just having a bout of the guilts. Plus, I want to smoke. I forgot to bring my electronic cigarette,” Toots whined. “It’s such a nasty habit, but I swear, I’d give a thousand bucks for a smoke right now. A real one.”
 
Sophie got up and went to the kitchen. “I’m making coffee. Annie said we weren’t allowed to call room service. Come in here and look for the cream and sugar. It’ll take your mind off smoking.”
 
“Thanks for the reminder,” Toots said but headed to the kitchen. Sophie was right, though she wouldn’t tell her so. As usual, Sophie loved being right, but when you told her this, she never let you forget it.
 
Sophie found a variety of different blends of coffee for the Keurig coffeemaker. Bold, sweet vanilla cream and pumpkin spice were among the more interesting ones. She took two servings of the pumpkin spice. It was her absolute favorite. Did Annie know this about her, too, or was it merely a coincidence? She supposed that everyone drank pumpkin spice coffee this time of year.
 
Toots found half-and-half and sugar in the well-stocked refrigerator. “You think Annie had this room stocked, or is it one of the perks?”
 
Sophie held out the box of pumpkin spice coffee. “You tell me.”
 
Toots raised her eyebrows and put a finger to her lips. She ran out of the room and was back with the pad and pen provided by the inn. She quickly scrawled out the words, “This place could be bugged!!!”
 
Sophie rolled her eyes and yanked the pad and pen from her. “Ya think???”
 
Toots grabbed the paper and pen from her and wrote as fast as she could. “Then we are screwed, because we’ve been discussing this case!!! Let’s talk about something else now???”
 
Sophie nodded and filled the machine with bottled water. “So, what did you get me for Christmas this year?” she asked, a big grin on her face.
 
Toots shook her head, her auburn hair falling out of her topknot. “You’re really crude. You have no manners or etiquette. You know that, right?”
 
“So you say,” Sophie quipped and handed Toots a mug of coffee. “I’ve been telling Goebel I want one of these fancy coffeemakers. Wonder if he’ll get me one? Of course, we can afford it, since we’re used to living such luxurious”—she dragged out the last word—“lifestyles.”
 
Toots flipped her off. She filled her mug with lots of cream and sugar. Bad for her, but apart from smoking, it was her biggest vice, and she didn’t see it ending anytime in the near future. Of course, if their plans were to go awry, there wouldn’t be a future.
 
What in the world had she been thinking when she’d filled out that questionnaire at the countess’s invitation? That was just it. She hadn’t been thinking at all. At least not like a grown woman. She’d been thinking of the thrill and the excitement of it all. Maybe she’d settled down too soon? She and Abby’s godmothers had been riding high for the past few years. Toots wasn’t so sure that settling down was the right choice for her. She’d been searching for something, again, and this time, there could be no going back.
 
“What are you doing?” Sophie asked. She carried her mug to the living room area and sat back on the sofa. Toots followed her.
 
Using her hand to mimic a slicing motion to her throat, Toots shook her head from left to right.
 
“What?” Sophie asked in that fake-innocent way she had.
 
“You tell me. It’s your specialty. Seriously. I am not joking. Do you see any trouble? With this?” She waved her hand across the room as if she were about to open a curtain to reveal a prize.
 
“Aha! Okay, I get it, and the answer is nada. Trust me, I did a lot of . . . stuff beforehand.” She placed an index finger over her lips.
 
“That’s a relief,” Toots said, sighing. “Though I don’t know why I never thought about asking this before we left.”
 
“Toots, listen and listen good. I want to enjoy this cup of coffee. I want to enjoy these two nights as spies or undercover agents or whatever we are. And more than anything, I want you to stop worrying so much. We’re going to be just fine. Trust me.” Sophie spoke in a tone that left no room for doubt.
 
Toots nodded and took a sip of her coffee.
 
What, she wondered, had she gotten them into now?

 



Chapter 10
 
Holly arrived at the inn at six thirty, hoping to get a head start on her day. She hadn’t been able to sleep last night. With the holidays here, she really needed to sleep, because her days were going to be really long. She’d tossed and turned all night, questioning her decision to hire Gannon Montgomery. Two days, barely, and he needed time off. Had he been telling the truth when he’d told her the story about his grandfather? Though she couldn’t think of a reason why he would lie, still, there was something about him that didn’t ring true. And right now she didn’t have time to worry about it. If he didn’t work out, she would manage. Tears filled her eyes when she realized her thoughts were exactly like those of her mother. Her mother had always told her she could manage anything in the world. She smiled at the memory.
 
This was the first night of the planned activities for the guests. She had arranged for a local craft store to set up shop in the Autumn Room, where the guests, both young and old, would make holiday wreaths. It sounded boring and old-fashioned, but they’d had a blast last year. She would need Gannon to stay late tonight. She hoped it wouldn’t be a problem.
 
Glad to be alone in the office, she would make it a priority to come in early during the holidays. Marlene didn’t arrive until seven thirty. The quiet was nice. She made a pot of coffee, turned on her computer, and printed out the week’s work schedule for the personnel office. She scanned the sheet, making sure the inn was fully staffed. Temporary workers were a must if she wanted to pull off a successful season. She should’ve had this out of the way, but Ava had had to leave, and she hadn’t gotten around to it. Ava usually did all the interviewing. She would miss her more than she could imagine, but she’d manage that, too.
 
She took a sip of her coffee and made a face. “Ugh,” she said out loud. No wonder Marlene always insisted on making the coffee.
 
“Holly?” Gannon called her name from the door, which she had left open, then entered her office.
 
She whirled around, almost knocking her cup of coffee over. “Gannon, you scared me. Don’t you know how to knock?” Damn this man! He was irritating her.
 
“I did, but you were busy making faces.” He offered up a slight smile. “Sorry.”
 
Holly felt like she was twelve again. What was he doing here so early, and why was he sneaking up on her like some thief in the night?
 
“Well, then, I suppose I owe you an apology. I’m sorry. I wasn’t expecting anyone. You startled me.” Once again, she was explaining herself to this . . . this man who was her employee! He should be the one doing the explaining.
 
“I thought I could get an early start today,” he explained. “If you’d rather I come back . . . ?”
 
“No, no. Please have a seat.” She motioned for him to sit in the chair, the one she was starting to think of as “his” chair. “Would you like some coffee?” she asked, then felt like slapping herself. She was the boss. He should be asking her if she wanted coffee.
 
No, no, no! This wasn’t the way she normally acted. Why, her thoughts were downright mean. And she did not like mean. Though she did not like the effect Gannon Montgomery’s presence had on her, either.
 
“Yeah, a cup of coffee would be great. I had a late night,” Gannon said as he accepted Holly’s invitation to be seated.
 
Why was he telling her that? Did he want her to ask why he’d had a late night? It sure seemed like it. She tried to focus on pouring a cup of coffee. Nothing more. This was nothing. She filled the cup too full, spilling coffee all over the box of filters. She grabbed two packs of sugar and a handful of cream mini-cups and put them on her desk.
 
“Here. Drink this,” she insisted. Realizing she sounded incredibly rude, she softened her voice. “I wasn’t sure how you took your coffee.” She pointed to the cream and sugar.
 
“Black. It’s better that way,” he said, then took a sip. “Sometimes.” The look on his face spoke volumes.
 
Holly’s eyes widened; then she burst out laughing. “I do make the most hideous coffee, don’t I?”
 
“It’s . . . bold,” he said in tactful agreement.
 
“Strong. Yes, I have yet to learn the fine art of coffee making. Marlene usually handles that task. I couldn’t sleep, so I came in early. We’ve got a full schedule planned tonight. The craft store is setting up in the Autumn Room. I’m guessing we’ll have a turnout of at least a hundred. Maybe more.” Nothing like rattling on, she thought, but the awkward moment had passed. It was time to get down to business.
 
“I don’t understand.”
 
Holly looked at him in amused wonder. “We’re making wreaths tonight. It was quite successful last year. Didn’t you do this at Draper’s?” she asked.
 
Gannon looked as though he’d been sucker punched. His eyes glazed over, and lines of what appeared to be intense concentration deepened along his brows and under his eyes. He met her gaze. “Crafts? Is that what you’re saying? You’re having a crafts class tonight?”
 
“Don’t look so surprised. Surely you worked a holiday function once or twice when you were at Draper’s?”
 
He shook his head and took a sip of the horrible coffee. Holly didn’t know what she’d said to upset him, but she knew a deer-in-headlights moment when she observed one.
 
“You know what, Holly? I didn’t. Not one time in all the years I’ve . . . worked for the Drapers, not once have I worked a holiday function. They don’t have holiday functions.” He said the last words as if he’d suddenly been struck in the head by a bolt of lightning. “And you do this every year?”
 
“We have all sorts of functions, activities, contests, outings, whatever you want to call them. That’s why we hire extra help for the season. There is so much going on, it takes about a hundred extra employees to make it happen. When my mother was alive, this is what she enjoyed most. I . . .” Tears pooled, and Holly quickly knuckled her eyes. “I lost her in February. This is my first Christmas season without her. Dad is acting brave, but I know he’s dying inside.”
 
She stopped to collect herself. “Look, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have dumped that on you. I’m fine. Really, just a bit overwhelmed this year. From the looks of the reservations, it’s just starting to hit me. The work and all. I think this is going to be the busiest year we’ve ever had.”
 
Gannon nodded. “And to what do you attribute this . . . this sudden rush?” He moved to the edge of his chair, placing his elbows on the edge of her desk.
 
“You really want to know?” she asked.
 
“Yes, I really do,” he answered quickly. “It’s . . . fascinating. The business end.”
 
“First, we always want our guests to feel as if this is their home away from home. We do whatever we can to make the rooms homey and inviting. I’m sure you know this, but we try to go the extra mile. That was Mom’s specialty. She started this way before I was old enough to work here. She had a bit of success with her parties, all the little extras during the Christmas season. Word got around. Within three years, we were taking reservations two years in advance. With the economy the way it is, that is no longer true. But we are usually full up by the time the season is in full swing.
 
“The guests loved the planned activities during the holidays, the contests, and so on. Mom loved Christmas, and it showed in everything she planned. This year and next year, we are as booked as we allow because of this. Of course, we have to leave room for things like the governor’s family affair or visits from royalty. After that, I don’t know if I’ll have quite the success my mom did, but I will give it my best shot.”
 
Gannon shook his head. “It’s really that simple,” he said, more to himself than to her.
 
“Not really, but business-wise, it’s a simple move. Make the guests happy. And who isn’t happy during the holidays?” Holly asked, then remembered she wasn’t all that happy, but she truly didn’t sound unhappy. She enjoyed sharing her mother’s ideas with Gannon, and he appeared to listen with an avid interest.
 
“Yes, the holidays are happy times,” he said, not sounding happy at all.
 
Holly suddenly remembered he’d come to her office early, so there must be a problem. “Gannon, you’re not here to listen to me rattle on about the inn. Is there a problem you wanted to discuss?”
 
He leaned back in the chair, leaving the half-full cup on her desk. “I wanted to explain what happened yesterday with my grandfather.”
 
Concern etched on her face, she asked, “Is he ill?”
 
Gannon smirked. “The old guy is ill, but not terribly so. He had some issues with his insulin yesterday. I had to take him to urgent care, but he’s fine. He really had me scared at first, but the doctor assured me he was going to be just fine if he takes his medication. He’s diabetic and hadn’t been taking his insulin. Granda thought someone in the pharmacy at the Haven might’ve tampered with his bottle of insulin.
 
“I don’t think there’s anything to be worried over, but I didn’t admit this to him. He’s now the proud owner of one of those insulin pens that you can carry in your pocket. He told me when I left him last night that he and his neighbor were on a secret mission, and he’d been sworn to secrecy. I’m not sure what to make of his comments. Just getting old, I guess.”
 
“As long as he’s feeling better, that’s what matters.”
 
“Yes, he’ll be okay, but I want to warn you ahead of time. His neighbor and new best friend, the man who’s involved in this secret mission, is none other than your grandfather. Rex, right?”
 
Holly looked at Gannon, bewildered. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”
 
“I certainly am.”
 
She raked a hand through her hair. “I’ll talk to Dad. Pops will listen to him. You don’t think they’re really involved in some crazy . . . mission?”
 
“I haven’t a clue. What I do know is that Granda’s faculties are intact, he’s reasonably healthy, and he wouldn’t allow anyone to take advantage of him, so who’s to say what they’re up to? He’s not that old!” Gannon threw back his head and laughed. “That old coot mentioned something about a bunch of vigilante women, and told me that I’d better not repeat it or there’d be trouble. I think he and Rex are trying to make it with the ladies at their condo. I’m sure I’ll hear all about it.”
 
Temporarily taken aback by Gannon’s words, Holly stood up and walked around her desk. She sat in the chair next to Gannon.
 
“Did I hear you correctly? Did you say vigilantes?” She spoke so fast, she feared he couldn’t understand her.
 
He grinned. “Crazy, huh?”
 
She nodded. “That’s putting it mildly.”

 



Chapter 11
 
“Sophia, you will act as the whiny, nagging sister-in-law, worried he’s not taking his meds. Let me see you cry,” Annie demanded.
 
Sophie wasn’t one to caterwaul, but she could bring up the tears when she had to. Closing her eyes, she thought of Walter, her former husband. Dead as a doornail. No, thinking about that wife-beating son of a bitch would only make her laugh. She mentally erased the image of his drunken face. Clearing her head, she focused on bringing real tears to her eyes. As soon as she felt a backwash fill her eyes, she opened them and let the tears drip onto her white silk blouse. Her nose always stopped up when she did this. She grabbed the tissue box from the end table and blew her nose, making a loud snorting sound so that the other women stared at her.
 
“Sorry. I was trying to make it real.”
 
Toots was having trouble keeping her laughter to herself. Sophie looked at her and winked.
 
“Now, Toots. You are going to pose as the new wannabe girlfriend. You’ll have to slobber a bit and act like you’re about to fall madly in love with this guy, Norton Baumgardner. Can you do this and make it believable? You’ll need to keep him away from the pharmacy for a few hours. I believe he’ll take the employee Christmas party as an opportunity to be by himself in the pharmacy and do his deed. If it turns out that that’s what he is planning, you’ll need to do whatever it takes to keep him by your side.”
 
Toots almost choked. Annie had to know she had quite a lengthy list when it came to deceased husbands. Phil was husband number nine. Could she act like she was madly in love? Of course she could. When she’d married her eighth husband, Leland, that awful cheapskate, she had pretended daily that she loved him. She could do this. “I think we both know I’m quite capable of making a man feel loved. Though I have to admit, falling in love on a first date, if you want to call this ‘meet up’ a first date, I will have to force myself.”
 
“Does she have to sleep with him?” Sophie asked.
 
Annie and Myra looked at Sophie.
 
“Absolutely not! What do you think we’re doing? Running a prostitution ring? This is the mission you all signed up for. You can’t back out now even if you want to. I’ve made all the necessary arrangements, and tonight you will begin your mission.” Annie never lost her cool.
 
“I knew that. I just wanted to see your reaction,” Sophie said snidely.
 
“We are professionals, Sophia. Surely you know this. You’ve had time to study the cases Myra and I have allowed you to examine. This isn’t Hollywood or some psychic fair we’re planning. This is serious stuff. Most likely, people are going to get hurt, not physically, but lives will change when we have completed this mission. I imagine those responsible will be facing lengthy prison sentences. This is serious, not a game.”
 
“Are you insinuating anything, Annie? Because if you are, you can kiss my rear end. I’m pretty well respected in my field, too. I am quite accomplished. If I thought there was any risk in this assignment, I would never have volunteered my services. Are you getting this?” Sophie was ticked. “I know what we’re about to undertake.”
 
Annie glanced at Myra. “Then, we’re all set. Now, let’s get back to our rooms and prepare for the evening ahead.”
 
Sophie and Toots left Annie’s suite of rooms so fast, they created a breeze when they walked past them.
 
Once they were safely ensconced in their own suite, Sophie spoke up. “That woman doesn’t trust me.”
 
“No, Sophie, you’re wrong about that. She does trust you. And that’s the problem. She is frightened of your abilities. She has to know of your successes. They’ve been in newspapers across the country. I think our Annie is a bit intimidated by you. And Myra is loving every minute of the two of you badgering one another.”
 
Sophie plopped down on the sofa. “You really believe that?”
 
“Yes, I do. Aren’t you getting any kind of vibes from Annie?” Toots asked.
 
“Not a thing, but I do know that our little mission is going to go off as planned. If we follow the rules.”
 
“And what happens if we decide we don’t want to follow the rules?” Toots singsonged.
 
“Whatever you do, Toots, follow the rules. I don’t want you to challenge this, okay? You have to trust me on this.”
 
“I would trust you with my life, Soph. You, of all people, should know that. Look at all the garbage we’ve been through. You and I, we’re two birds of a feather.”
 
“That we are. But, Toots, I want you to promise me, no matter what happens, you will stick to Annie’s plans. I know we’re not very fond of her right now, but she and Myra know exactly what they’re up against. Now, promise me.”
 
Toots rolled her eyes. “Okay. I promise.”
 
“To follow Annie and Myra’s rules, no matter what. I want to hear you say it,” Sophie demanded.
 
“Good grief, Sophie. You’re acting as if I were a child. I know you won’t stop until I say this, so here goes. I promise to follow Annie and Myra’s rules, no matter what. Now, are you satisfied?”
 
Sophie took a deep breath. “I am.”
 
“Are you sure you’re telling me everything? I have the feeling you know more about this mission than you’re telling me.”
 
“Toots, we signed up for this. It was your idea, remember? We’re gonna be just fine. I promise.”
 
“You’re one hundred percent sure?” Toots asked.
 
“I am never one hundred percent sure of anything, Toots.”

 



Chapter 12
 
“I can’t do one single thing, Holly. However, I can sit in a chair, a comfortable one, of course, and observe. Make sure everything is organized. Sort of like an eye in the sky. I will need an assistant, too.”
 
Holly rolled her eyes. “Of course you will, and before you ask, no, you can’t have Marlene. She already has her hands full. She’s taking on Mom’s duties tonight.” Which they both knew was hostess with more than the mostest.
 
In desperation, Holly had called to ask Ava to come in this evening to help with the wreath party, promising her she wouldn’t have to lift a finger. She’d hated to ask, but Gannon had absolutely no experience with this type of gathering, or so he’d said. She still found it hard to believe that Draper’s didn’t have planned holiday functions for their guests. To her it sounded like a very poor business practice, but she’d kept that thought to herself.
 
“Then who?” Ava asked.
 
“I suppose I could offer up Gannon, despite the fact that he has absolutely no experience, though I’d planned to use him elsewhere,” Holly told Ava. “He does a very nice job of adding something to the scenery. I’ll have to give him that.”
 
“I knew it,” Ava teased. “I was right about suggesting him.”
 
Holly raked a hand through her hair, a bad habit, as it ruined her early morning blow out. “What are you talking about?”
 
“You think he’s hot, right?” Ava said encouragingly.
 
Holly took a deep breath, a yoga breath, and slowly exhaled. “His looks have absolutely nothing to do with his capabilities to act as my assistant. So far, he’s been useless.”
 
She realized that it was true. This was day three, and he really hadn’t assisted her with anything. She’d gone over a few duties with him, and, of course, this morning she’d explained the inn’s holiday activities. He’d appeared shocked that such events took place. She’d even gone as far as to ask him if Draper’s offered any type of organized Christmas-themed activity, and he’d said no. Maybe he just hadn’t participated, and so he wasn’t aware of this, but he’d been adamant when she’d repeated her question. Again, she felt this was bad for business, but Draper’s was not her concern.
 
“Then why did you hire him?”
 
“Ava, need I remind you that you were the one who narrowed the applicants down to six? Need I remind you that you told me that G. W. Montgomery was your pick of the list?”
 
“But you hired him, my dear, I didn’t,” Ava stated quite bluntly.
 
“Yeah, I did. And there isn’t a thing I can do about it now. After the holidays, I will have to reconsider my decision, but for now, he is all I have. Unless you have another suggestion?”
 
“Terri Anne Phillips?”
 
“You’re lucky I am having this conversation with you on the phone and am not sitting next to you. Doubly lucky you’ve got a couple of buns in the oven. Otherwise, I’d have to choke you.” Holly had always threatened to choke, strangle, or throttle Ava since they were old enough to understand what those things meant. They knew it was all in fun.
 
“Yeah, whatever. So, you want me to call her? I’ll call Marlene and have her give me her number. If I recall, she did have an excellent résumé.”
 
Holly shook her head and laughed. Ava delighted in teasing her.
 
“You’re laughing, aren’t you?” Ava questioned. “And at such a critical time, too.”
 
“Ava, shut up! It’s not that bad. Frankly, I’m a bit lost without Mom, and you. I feel like I’m the captain of a sinking ship right now. Yes, yes, I know what to do, but I also have a zillion other responsibilities to consider. So, let’s just cut to the chase. Do you have anyone in mind? To be your assistant?” Holly needed to know. As she’d said, she had a zillion other responsibilities to contend with.
 
“What about Mr. Haynes?” Ava asked. “He’s one of our best employees, if you want my opinion. He knows everyone’s job right down to the last detail. You can have Brenda work in registration. She knows her stuff.”
 
Brenda had worked as Mr. Haynes’s right hand for as long as Holly could remember.
 
“No, he won’t want to relinquish his duties. He takes them quite seriously, as he should. I’ll ask Brenda if she’s up for a craft party.”
 
“Oh, I don’t want her! She’s too formal for my tastes.”
 
Getting more infuriated by the moment, Holly asked, “And Mr. Haynes isn’t?”
 
“He’s a lot of fun when he wants to be. Of course, you wouldn’t know that, being at the top of the pecking order. Us peons do have a lighter side when we’re away from our boss lady.”
 
Both women giggled, as they knew this wasn’t true, but it was funny. “Let’s stop playing around, Ava. I really am swamped. What about Dad?” Why hadn’t she thought of him before?
 
“Beau?” Ava questioned. “Isn’t he needed elsewhere? Isn’t he supposed to be overseeing the Christmas parties this year? I was sure that was on my list.”
 
“Yes, and yes. He owns the place, Ava. If he’s needed in another capacity, he’ll jump on it.”
 
And he would. For years, Holly had seen both of her parents perform duties that weren’t generally considered among those to be fulfilled by owners. But she had to remind herself that her parents weren’t like the owners of other inns or hotels. They truly cared about the guests and their employees. They were not like the “bottom line is all that counts” owners found in so many places. Whether it meant washing dishes or having a glass of champagne with the governor, both were always prepared to do what needed to be done.
 
“I know that, but I think I’d rather have Gannon. Maybe I can teach him a thing or two. That’s if you’re sure you won’t need him.”
 
Again, Holly wanted to strangle her best friend. She wasn’t making a simple decision very easy. Had to be the pregnancy hormones. It was unlike Ava to be so wishy-washy where decision making was concerned.
 
Exasperated, Holly spoke a bit louder than normal. “Then he’s all yours, okay?”
 
“Okay, okay. You don’t have to get all huffy about it. I’ll take him under my wing, show him the ropes. Maybe he’ll work out, after all.”
 
“Then it’s settled. Gannon will act as your assistant tonight. And, Ava, if you so much as breathe a word to him about me, I promise you, as soon as you deliver those boys, I will personally strangle you with their umbilical cords.”
 
“Holly! That’s terrible. I can’t believe you’d even say such a thing. I’ll never have a normal thought about their umbilical cord again. Shame on you!”
 
“Ava, calm down. You’re overreacting. I’m kidding, okay? Your hormones are definitely out of whack.”
 
“I suppose, but still, that’s not a very nice thing to say, especially at Christmastime.”
 
“I’m sorry, okay?” Holly said sweetly.
 
“I accept your apology. Now, make sure Gannon wears his black suit and the red tie. It will be perfect.”
 
“Okay,” Holly said, then hung up. This conversation had taken up way too much time already.
 
Only after she had started on the next item on her agenda did Holly wonder how Ava knew that Gannon owned a black suit and a red tie.

 



Chapter 13
 
“It seems like it’s been forever,” Monty said, giving Annie a big hug.
 
“It’s been too long, that’s for sure,” Annie replied. “I’m glad you called me. I was getting bored, and so was Myra. You remember my telling you about Myra?”
 
“I do, but you failed to mention what a beauty she is.” Monty took Myra’s outstretched hand, then placed a light kiss on top of it.
 
“Pleased to meet you, Monty. Annie’s talked of you often through the years.” Myra winked at him. “She certainly didn’t tell me how debonair you are, either. Shame on you, Annie.”
 
“Enough of this sappy stuff. We’ve got a job to do.”
 
Leave it to Annie to cut straight through the fat and aim right for the bone.
 
Sophie and Toots stood around and waited to be introduced. When Annie and Myra failed to take charge of introductions, Sophie stepped into the small space in which Annie and Monty were standing.
 
“I’m Sophia Manchester, and this”—she motioned to Toots—“is Teresa Loudenberry. We’re here to find out what’s going on in the pharmacy and who’s been tampering with your meds.”
 
Sophie’s introduction went unnoticed.
 
“Annie, I thought you said you were taking care of this yourself? I’m not so sure this is such a good idea.”
 
“Hello. We’ve gone to a lot of trouble for this assignment, Mr. Monty. Teresa and I could be home right now, showing off our homes to hordes of admiring Charlestonians, rather than leaving that oh-so-pleasant chore up to our long-suffering husbands, so I’m not sure what Annie’s told you, but she is not going undercover. Nor is Myra. We are.” Sophie pointed a finger at her chest, then at Toots. “And who are you?” she asked the man standing silently in a corner of Monty’s living room.
 
“This is Rex. He’s Monty’s best friend. His son, Beau Simmons, owns the inn where you gals are staying,” Annie said in a friendly voice. “Come over here, Rex, and make yourself known.”
 
Rex joined the group clustered around the large coffee table. “Pleased to meet you, ladies.”
 
“Okay, now that the introductions are out of the way, I say it’s time to talk business. Monty, you know Myra and I can’t directly involve ourselves in this mission. We’ve been in enough trouble over the years. And our pardons do not cover future misbehavior. However, Miss Toots and her partner, Sophia Manchester, were invited to apply to our group for a temporary assignment. They’ve more than passed muster. I have complete confidence that they will be able to uncover whatever underhanded shenanigans are taking place at the pharmacy. Toots and Sophia will act as guests tonight at the Christmas party for the pharmacy and its clients. I’ve explained to them in detail what’s required of them in order for us to consider this mission successful. I assure you, these two are up to the task.”
 
“It would’ve been nice if you’d told us that. You led us to believe you viewed us as two old women with nothing better to do,” Sophie said in a none-too-friendly tone. “The least you could have done was tell us this to our faces.”
 
“She’s right, Annie,” Myra agreed. “We’ve kept them in the dark. I, for one, apologize.” Turning to Sophie and Toots, Myra continued, “You wouldn’t even be considered for the assignment had we not believed in your ability to complete the mission. It’s rather small compared to those we’ve undertaken in the past, but one can never make any mission out to be less than it is.”
 
Turning once again to face Annie, Myra said, “I think you need to tell these women you’re sorry.” Myra said this while staring Annie directly in the face.
 
“Oh, crap. I’m sorry, okay? I didn’t want you two getting too full of yourselves, that’s all,” Annie explained somewhat reluctantly. “Does that make you feel better now?”
 
“It’s a bit on the crude side, but yes, it will do,” Myra replied. “Now, let’s get this show on the road. The party is scheduled to begin at four. Cocktails first, then dinner. Toots, you will want to make sure Mr. Baumgardner drinks a lot. I heard he likes his booze, so that shouldn’t be a problem.
 
“Sophia, you’re going to moan and whine about your brother here, Monty, complain that he’s not dealing with a full deck, and mention that he keeps forgetting to take his meds. Again, let’s stick to the instructions to the letter, and we shouldn’t have a problem. Are we all clear about what’s expected? Rex, you’re too quiet. Have you anything to offer?” Myra asked.
 
“I don’t like deceiving Beau, if that counts as anything. Normally, I would tell him when I’m . . . up to something, so if that counts, it’s all I have to offer.”
 
“Of course it counts. Right, Annie?” Myra said. “Think about it this way. You’re not really going to lie to your son. Beau, is it? He knows you’re attending this party tonight, rather than being at that craft gig going on at the inn. You’re here for Monty because he invited you. If your son questions you later, you can explain that there were a couple of ladies you two had taken an interest in. And there are Sophia and Toots. So, in the strictest terms, you’re really not lying to your son.”
 
“Myra, you should have been an attorney,” Sophie said. “You lie quite convincingly.”
 
“I’ll take that as a compliment, dear. But, really, it’s not that far off from the truth. Think about it,” Myra concluded.
 
“Beau won’t ask, really,” Rex added. “As long as I’m enjoying myself. I just wanted you all to know that concealing things from Beau isn’t something I’m comfortable doing.”
 
“You need to hang around with Toots for a while. She’ll have you behaving like a habitual liar in no time at all,” Sophie teased.
 
“Sophia! How dare you?” Toots shouted, no longer caring that they were in the company of strangers. “Why on earth would you say that? I am not a liar!”
 
“I was kidding, okay? But you did lie about owning The Informer for years, remember?”
 
“That was different, and you know it. Now is not the time to bring up our personal lives, Sophia. You have no class whatsoever.” Toots shook her head. “Beau, I would never want you to become the prevaricator that my dear friend Sophia is turning into.”
 
“It’s fine, really. I know this is just a bunch of malarkey.”
 
“Enough!” Annie shouted, then clapped her hands to get their attention. “The party starts in two hours. Let’s get out of here so we can all get ready. There is no dress rehearsal, kiddos. This is it. Opening and closing night at the same performance. The real deal. Now hustle.”
 
“Yes, ma’am,” Sophie said, giving a crisp salute.
 
“I’m leaving now,” Toots said, “but I don’t need two hours to prepare for a party. I can get ready in less than ten minutes.” She glanced at Sophie. “Unlike some women I know.”
 
“Out, out, out!” Annie ordered. “I don’t want to see you or hear another word out of any of you until this mission is accomplished!”

 



Chapter 14
 
Holly spent the afternoon going over the event schedule for December. Her mother had thought of everything, except the extra employees required to make it all flow as smoothly as possible. Taking care of that was Holly’s job, and she’d been putting off hiring holiday help. Without Ava, she wasn’t going to have the time to conduct interviews, so she contacted a temp service agency they’d used in the past and arranged for them to supply the extra help they needed. If they did a good enough job, she would consider using their services in the future, which would make things a lot easier at holiday time.
 
That taken care of, she could turn her attention to the first guest event of the season, and with luck, she might even enjoy herself. With a few minutes unscheduled, she called her father to catch up.
 
“Hey, Dad. What’s up?”
 
“I just talked to Pops. He’s not coming tonight.”
 
Odd, Holly thought. Pops was usually at his best during the social events. Before retiring, he’d worked tirelessly alongside her mother to make sure each event was a bigger success than it had been the year before.
 
“Did he tell you why?” Holly asked.
 
“He said he had made plans with Monty. They’re going to a Christmas party of some kind at the Haven. I guess he’s really enjoying his retirement.”
 
“Dad, did Marlene tell you about the countess and her friends?” Holly asked.
 
A seed of an idea had been forming, yet what it was precisely she couldn’t quite put her finger on. All she knew was that it had been planted this morning, when Gannon told her that his grandfather had mentioned something about vigilantes. Instinct told her she needed to be on high alert. Though exactly what she needed to be alerted to, she wasn’t sure. She knew those women were up to something, and it might involve Monty, and maybe even Pops.
 
“They arrived yesterday, of course. Marlene said they asked not to be disturbed. I respect that.”
 
“Of course, and I do, as well. But there is something off. I can’t put my finger on it. This morning I came to the office early. Thought I’d get a head start on my day. The new guy I hired, Gannon Montgomery, to replace Ava showed up unannounced. He’d taken the previous afternoon off. His grandfather was having some problems. Dad, you’re not going to believe this, but his grandfather is Pops’s neighbor and new best friend.”
 
“Is that what he wanted to tell you?” her father asked.
 
“No.” Holly thought about it. What exactly had Gannon wanted to tell her? “No, he just wanted to let me know his grandfather was okay. I’d asked to be informed. But he did mention that his grandfather had been talking about a group of women. He said that they were vigilantes, and that if this was repeated, there would be trouble. I’m not sure what to make of it all.” Glad to get that off her chest, she went on. “Do you know anything about the countess and her friends?”
 
“Other than that they’re our guests, no. Why? Is there more I should know?”
 
“I’m not sure. As soon as Marlene comes in, I’m going to speak to her. I need to clear something up. If I have any news, I’ll call you. You’re going to the wreath-making party tonight?” she asked.
 
“I wouldn’t miss it. I’m just sad your mother isn’t here to share it with. Knowing she planned this helps, though.” Her Dad’s normally smooth tone had become gruff. She knew he was tearing up.
 
“I miss her, too, like you can’t imagine.”
 
“I feel . . . angry. She was fifty-eight years old, and I thought she was in excellent health. I get so frustrated when I think of the effort she put into eating healthy and keeping herself fit and trim. She spent every single morning in the spa, exercising and doing laps in the pool. It just angers me that she was taken from me.”
 
“I’m angry, too, but not in a normal way. Not at Mom. Like you said, she did all the right things, at least all the proper moves one makes to stave off a heart attack. I still don’t understand it,” Holly said.
 
“My only comfort is knowing your mother is in heaven, looking down on us. And if I know her, she’s going to make sure this little craft thing tonight goes off without a hitch.”
 
Holly laughed, though her eyes were filled with unshed tears. “She’d hate having you refer to it as a ‘little craft thing.’ She worked hard to make her Christmas events—I think that’s what she always called them—as exciting as she could. Dad . . .” Holly had wanted to ask her father this for a while, but the timing had never been right. It seemed right now. “Did Mom ever locate her biological family? I know she spent a lot of time researching right before she died.”
 
Her mother had been adopted, yet both adoptive parents had died when Holly was still in elementary school. Mimi and Papaw. Holly had loved them so much, but she’d been too young to understand fully that they weren’t coming back.
 
“No, but she said she wasn’t giving up until she found a biological relative. I’ve thought of hiring a private detective to see what they could uncover, but to what end? Your mother isn’t here to receive the news, so I guess it’s just silly of me even to consider such a thing.”
 
“Dad, I think it’s a wonderful idea! We don’t know what Mom might’ve inherited from her family. Maybe there was a history of heart disease. You should pursue it. And it wouldn’t hurt my feelings if I knew what diseases I might face in the future. I’m not getting any younger, you know?”
 
“I’ll see what I can do, old lady. Now, I need to speak to Omar. He’s insisting on prime rib for the office Christmas party being held at the Blue Sky tonight. I keep telling him the guests are vegans. I think he likes arguing with me.”
 
Holly grinned. “Sounds just like Omar. Does what he wants, but he should respect the requests of the partygoers. I’ll see you tonight.”
 
They said their good-byes. Holly wondered if her mother’s relatives had some horrid health history. After the holidays, if Dad didn’t hire a detective to locate Mom’s family, then she would do it herself.
 
“Good afternoon, young lady,” Marlene said as she entered the office. “We’re going to be swamped today.”
 
“And good afternoon to you, too,” Holly replied.
 
Holly nodded. “You’re right. We need to get busy.”
 
Five minutes later, Marlene brought to Holly’s desk a computer printout and a box of muffins from the bakery downstairs.
 
“That you insist on bringing that stuff into my office amazes me. I’m not eating any sweets until tonight.”
 
“Doesn’t mean I can’t,” Marlene said, then bit into what looked like a cranberry-walnut muffin. Holly knew they were to die for, but she was saving her calories for tonight.
 
“True. Marlene, remember when you were telling me about the countess, Anna something or other, and her friends being involved with a group of vigilantes?”
 
Between bites, Marlene said, “No, they didn’t say it that way. I think they said they were the vigilantes.”
 
Holly shook her head. “Okay, of course they are. Seriously, there is a little mystery I’m trying to solve. Do you really believe they’re vigilantes? It sounds like something out of a novel, if you want my opinion.”
 
Marlene looked from side to side to make sure no one else was in the room. Then she got up and closed the door to Holly’s office. She spoke in a low voice, almost a whisper. “It’s been reported in the Washington Post that Anna de Silva was involved with a certain group of women who called themselves the Vigilantes and were granted a pardon some years back by the president of the United States. I’m not saying it’s true or false, but there is suspicion. She told me she was a Vigilante, and knowing what I know, I feel there is some truth to the story. Of course, she owns the newspaper, so it could be an elaborate hoax.”
 
Holly took a deep breath. Her thoughts were all over the place.
 
“Listen, I need to step out for a bit. If anyone comes looking for me, tell them I’m . . . at the spa, having a massage. I don’t want to be interrupted.”
 
Marlene raised her eyebrows. “Whatever you say. You’re the boss.”

 



Chapter 15
 
Holly held her pass up to the elderly gentleman and waited for him to raise the gate. She needed to make sure Pops and his new friend, Monty, weren’t getting themselves involved in something they shouldn’t. On the ride over, she had kept telling herself that she was being paranoid. Those women weren’t Vigilantes, and her grandfather would never get involved with such nonsense, even if it was true.
 
She parked in the guest parking lot and raced inside the building to the reception area, which housed the elevators. As soon as she arrived on the third floor, she ran down the long expanse that led to the last condo on the floor. Pops’s.
 
A bit out of breath, she rang the doorbell. No answer. She rang it again and knocked on the door. “Pops, it’s me. I need to talk to you.” She waited to hear the door being unlocked, but there was no sound coming from the other side of the door. She knocked again, this time putting her ear against the door. Maybe he was in the shower. “Pops,” she called out as loudly as she dared. She didn’t want the other residents to hear her. She knocked again and rang the bell once more.
 
He was gone. Where he’d gone, she had no clue. But she felt secure knowing he wasn’t out with a bunch of Vigilante women, whom she had checked on and knew were still back at the inn.
 
Thirty minutes later, she was in her office.
 
“That was a quick massage,” Marlene said as Holly walked past her desk.
 
“It was, wasn’t it?” Holly said, laughing. “I didn’t even have enough time to enjoy it.”
 
“Ava called while you were out. She said to call her immediately. She tried to get you on your cell, too. So you’d better stick to the massage story.”
 
Once she’d taken care of a few e-mails and an urgent call from the temp service agency she’d hired, Holly returned Ava’s call. “What’s so important?” she asked as soon as Ava picked up the phone.
 
“Listen, I’ve just learned something that will totally blow your mind. Are you alone?” Ava asked, her voice lowered like a sleuth’s.
 
“Yes, Ava. I am alone. Marlene is at her desk, so yes, I’m alone. What gives?”
 
“Go close your door. I’ll wait,” Ava instructed.
 
“Good grief! Do you realize how busy I am? Don’t answer that. If you did, you wouldn’t be asking me to do this.” Holly got up from her seat and closed the door. She motioned to her phone when Marlene raised an eyebrow. “Okay, my door is closed. This better be good. I think you have too much time on your hands. You should’ve stayed at work. At least you wouldn’t be bugging me. Now, spit it out. I’m busy.”
 
“Hey, if you’re going to act this way, I can always hang up. I have soap operas to watch and romance novels to read, not to mention the millions of baby blogs I need to catch up on. Listen to me, Holly. I’ve found something out, and it’s important. I’m not pulling your leg.”
 
“And it can’t wait until tonight?” Holly asked.
 
“It can, but trust me, you really would strangle me if I kept this juicy piece of news to myself.”
 
“Okay, I’m all ears.”
 
“You know my friend Sandy, the one who loves books?”
 
“Yes, I remember her. Cute girl. So what’s going on with her? Don’t tell me she’s pregnant, too! Good grief. Is this pregnancy stuff contagious?”
 
“Would you hush for one minute? And stop jumping to conclusions. Sandy isn’t even married.”
 
“Since when does one have to be married in order to get pregnant?” Holly interjected.
 
“I swear, I am choking you tonight, so don’t turn your back on me. Now, shut your mouth and let me talk for two minutes. Can you do that? No, don’t answer.”
 
“Again, I’m all ears,” Holly repeated. This was getting a bit old.
 
“Sandy just started waitressing for Draper’s two weeks ago. She called me this morning and asked if there were any openings at the inn. Of course, I told her there were, her being a good friend and all. I’m sure Omar or someone can find a position for her. She’s very brilliant . . . all those books she reads, but she needs fast money. Tips. You know, a daily supply of cash. She worked a Christmas party last night and said she made only twelve dollars in tips.”
 
“Go on,” Holly said. A little bit of gossip about her competitor couldn’t hurt.
 
“Apparently, the owner of Draper’s has had to take an outside job in order to keep the place running.”
 
“That’s it?”
 
“I’m not finished. When I pause to catch my breath, you have to be quiet. I’m forty pounds heavier, and I get short of breath when I talk.”
 
“Then you must be short of breath all the time,” Holly couldn’t help but add. Ava could outtalk an auctioneer, or at least she’d give them a run for their money. Pun intended, she thought as she waited for Ava to continue with her story.
 
“You’re mean, Holly. You know that?”
 
Holly kept quiet. She was grinning from ear to ear.
 
“So now you’re being a smart-ass. Okay, I get it. Whatever. Look, if you don’t want to hear what I have to tell you, I’m good with that. You can find out for yourself, and then I can say I could have told you.”
 
“Ava, just tell me, okay? This is fun, but I really have a lot to do before tonight’s wreath party. So go on and tell me whatever it is.”
 
“You know, I think I will wait until tonight. You have just ticked me off, Ms. Holly Simmons. I will talk to you later.” And with that, Ava hung up on her best friend forever.
 
Rather than being annoyed, Holly was relieved. Ava needed something to occupy herself. Gossiping had its moments, but Ava was taking it too far, and today of all days. She’d apologize to Ava tonight. She wanted to take her time getting ready for the event. After all, it was the first night the guests would see her, and she wanted to make a good impression.
 
“And that, Holly Simmons, is a crock,” she said out loud, thankful her door was closed.

 



Chapter 16
 
“I look like a tramp,” Toots said. “If Phil saw me in this getup, he’d divorce me.”
 
Annie had provided the clothes for Toots and Sophie to wear. When Toots had seen what she’d been given to wear, she’d almost fainted. “You have to look the part,” Annie had said.
 
Toots remembered Annie saying she wasn’t running a prostitution ring, but the outfit she was wearing—a glittery gold sheath dress that barely covered her rear end—seemed to suggest quite the opposite of that reassuring comment. And it was so tight, she couldn’t even breathe comfortably. And the high-heeled shoes were nothing but hooker shoes. Matching the gold in her dress, they were at least four inches high. She had a corn on her left toe and would most likely end up having to have it surgically removed after tonight. Toots wondered why she’d ever agreed to submit that questionnaire so she could join this group of crazy women in the first place.
 
She was happily married. Phil was a dream. She had a beautiful daughter and two grandchildren. She had wealth, love, and, of course, Frankie, Betty, and Barney, those precious little doxies. What more could a woman her age want?
 
A little voice in her head answered ever so softly, A little excitement.
 
It was true, she thought as she applied blue eye shadow to her lids, as per Annie’s instructions. She had a beautiful life, but it had become predictable. Not unhappy, but Toots had always been the kind of woman who needed excitement in her life, challenges, if you will. And, face it, she no longer had anything to do with The Informer, and the bakery practically ran itself. Everyone of a certain age in her life was happily married. So what was left? But this time, she thought as she looked at herself in the mirror, she’d probably gone overboard.
 
Sophie stood at the double sink next to her. “At least you get to wear makeup and look trashy. I, on the other hand, have to dress up as a plain Jane. Look at me! Can you see me wearing this in real life?”
 
Toots stopped to check out Sophie’s outfit. A black wool skirt that hung below her knees and a pale yellow blouse with puffed short sleeves. Toots burst out laughing. “You look like a Pilgrim!” Toots looked at Sophie’s feet. She wore sturdy black shoes with fake gold buckles. Toots couldn’t stop laughing. “All you’re missing is the hat and a ticket for the Mayflower.” Toots laughed so hard, her sides hurt.
 
“I think Annie hates you, or she’s mistaken Christmas for Thanksgiving,” Toots announced between peals of laughter. “That’s the ugliest outfit I’ve ever seen you in.”
 
“Yeah, well, just wait until this is over. I’m gonna let her have it. I might even kick her in that shapely butt of hers, wearing these orthopedic-looking shoes.” Sophie lifted her leg high in the air. “I bet they weigh at least five pounds apiece.”
 
“Stop!” Toots said. “I’m crying off this horrid blue eye shadow. Let’s hurry and get this over with. And stop complaining about your shoes. I, after all, may end up being hobbled before the evening’s over.” She looked at her own feet and burst out laughing.
 
Toots finished applying her mascara and added the Tangee orange lipstick Annie had provided. She needed updating on what a true slut wore these days, Toots thought as she blotted her orange lips on a tissue.
 
“Oh, my gawd!” Sophie screamed. “You look like a slut version of Baby Jane!” Sophie laughed so hard, she cried.
 
Toots cackled so hard, she fell to the floor.
 
Five minutes later, barely able to stand, Toots sashayed into Monty’s living room, where he waited with Rex.
 
As soon as the two men saw them, they looked at one another a couple of times, and then they doubled over in a fit of laughter.
 
“By George, I think you two are about the ugliest pair I’ve laid eyes on in . . . maybe forever,” Monty said. Then he asked Rex, “What do you think?”
 
Rex shook his head but wore a grin a mile wide. “You two are pretty ladies without the costumes, but I have to agree with Monty. You’re both mighty ugly.”
 
“Look, us ugly ladies here are gonna catch whoever is screwing around in your pharmacy. We’re both wearing a wire, too. Personally, I’m not so sure that pharmacist will even look at me once, let alone let me crawl all over him, as per Annie’s instructions, and confess to me. If there’s anything to confess,” Toots said.
 
“We won’t find out if we don’t leave right now. The party starts in fifteen minutes. We need to get there on time so you two girls can home in on your mark,” Monty teased.
 
Ten minutes later, they entered the Goldstar Room, where the Christmas party for the pharmacy employees was just getting started. The employees were decked out in their best holiday attire and Toots spied Norton immediately. He wore a plaid dinner jacket with mustard-colored slacks. Annie had known exactly what she was doing when she’d picked out their wardrobe for tonight.
 
Christmas carols played softly in the background. A bar had been set up at the back of the room, and the line for drinks was growing longer by the minute. Toots guessed there were around seventy people in attendance, including spouses and partners. Annie had told her there were thirty-seven employees. Norton was the head pharmacist and manager.
 
Knowing it was now or never, Toots spoke to Sophie. “Let’s hit it, kid. We’ve got a job to do.”

 



Chapter 17
 
Holly applied her makeup with an expert hand, then blew her short hair into a flattering style that framed her face. She applied an extra touch of blush, and just because, she added a touch of silver highlights to her cheeks, something she’d seen on YouTube. Her shameless addiction was makeup tutorials. At night, when she should be reading a quality book, she would devour the tutorials. Why, she hadn’t a clue, but she had learned a few tips to enhance her looks.
 
She chose a black velvet skirt for tonight. A red cashmere sweater with a cowl-neck made a perfect mate for her skirt. Plus, the sweater had been a Christmas gift from her mother last year. Holly knew her mother would approve if she were here.
 
After grabbing a matching black velvet clutch, Holly added a comb, her tube of black honey lip gloss, and her cell phone. She’d parked in her garage, saving herself from the blast of cold wind. The temperatures had dropped into the low forties, and she loved it this time of year. It made it feel just a little bit more special. She drove the mile and a half to the inn and parked in the underground parking area reserved for the employees and, today, the governor and his real family, who had arrived early. Holly was thankful the inn was prepared, but the governor’s guests weren’t due to arrive until sometime late tomorrow.
 
She removed the keys from the ignition, tossed them in her clutch, and took the elevator up to the main floor.
 
Inside, Christmas music flowed from the hidden speakers. The scent of fresh evergreens, mixed with the aroma of right-out-of-the-oven sugar cookies, filled the grand hall. Couples, young and old, were gathered in small groups, some holding a drink, others partaking of the constant supply of cookies the bakery provided.
 
She was starving and grabbed a cookie before she made her way to the Autumn Room, where the wreath party was being held. The guests weren’t due to arrive for another half hour, and Holly wanted to go over a few things with Gannon. She’d asked him to meet her there before she’d left for home.
 
Staff members rushed around the room, making sure the items the guests would be using were where they should be. A representative from the local craft store would host the wreath making, and Holly, along with Gannon, would mingle with the guests when Ava was not using him for something else. She looked at her watch. Gannon should’ve been here already.
 
Holly was walking through the room, admiring the wreaths being used as models for the guests, when she heard her name.
 
“Good grief. You look like you’ve swallowed a pig,” Holly said and winced. The words had tumbled out of her mouth before she’d had a chance to filter them.
 
“You are not a nice person,” Ava said as she waddled over to a chair and sat down.
 
“You’re right. I’m not, and I’m sorry. For saying that and for today.” Holly leaned over, giving her best friend a hug. “Where is Stephen?”
 
“He’s pilfering something from the freezer at Chubs. He said he’s starving, and since I’m no longer employed and bringing home dinner, he had no choice but to fend for himself.”
 
“Why didn’t you tell me? I can arrange for something to be delivered for both of you, and for them, too.” Holly patted Ava’s big belly.
 
“I can cook. I just haven’t felt like it. Stephen is quite capable of making dinner. He needs to get used to it, anyway. Once these two little guys are born, we’ll be lucky to have a hot meal.”
 
“Ava, you have to eat right. You’re eating for three.”
 
“I know this, and I’m eating right. It’s Stephen who isn’t. Don’t worry. I’m taking care of these guys. If I weren’t, I’d be here working right now. I don’t know if I’ll be able to stand another three months of doing nothing. Maybe I’ll write a book.”
 
Holly rolled her eyes. “I can see it all now. Seriously, what was so important this afternoon? You said I needed to know about something. Can you tell me what it is?”
 
“You’re not going to like it, but you need to know, so let’s go somewhere private.” Ava stood, giving Holly no chance to suggest where. She simply followed her into the ladies’ room.
 
“Sit,” Holly ordered. Poor Ava was as big as a house, but she’d already insulted her enough for one day.
 
Ava did as instructed, sitting on a plush love seat in a small section where one could sit and relax, away from the toilets but still private.
 
“That guy you hired, Gannon Montgomery. He isn’t who you think he is,” Ava explained.
 
Holly sat next to Ava. “So, tell me. Who is he?”
 
“Are you sure you want to know? I promise it will cause a bit of a problem.” Ava took a deep breath, then added, “Here at the inn.”
 
“You’ve been doing this to me all day, Ava! If there is really something you think I should know, just tell me. Don’t keep dragging it out.”
 
She nodded. “Okay. Gannon Montgomery is the owner of Draper’s Lodge.”
 
Holly wasn’t sure she’d heard her correctly. “Say that again.”
 
“You heard me the first time. Gannon owns Draper’s. He’s the grandson. Remember I told you my friend Sandy said the place was as dead as a doornail?”
 
Holly was stunned. Why would Gannon Montgomery want to work here? And why did he lie to her? To Ava, who’d taken his application?
 
“Surprised, huh? I was, too. Apparently, they’re about to go under, and the guy needed a job. Can’t really blame him, though.”
 
“Then why would he pretend to be someone he’s not? What’s the point? If he needed a job, all he had to do was . . . well, all he had to do was . . .”
 
“Apply for the job as your new assistant?” Ava said, finishing for her.
 
“Yes,” Holly said softly. “He did, didn’t he?” She wasn’t really asking Ava. A dozen thoughts ran through her mind, yet none stayed long enough to amount to anything substantial.
 
She wasn’t sure what she was feeling, but she still had an inn to run. “Ava, as Mom would say, ‘We’ll manage,’ and right now, I have to manage the wreath party. Gannon is supposed to act as your . . . assistant tonight. But I think we’ll have to change plans, since I need him to work with me.” She stopped. What was the problem? “Ava, when you took his application, did he . . . never mind. He’s been completely honest, hasn’t he?”
 
“I think you should ask him,” Ava said. “Let’s go so you can.”
 
As soon as Holly entered the Autumn Room, she spied Gannon with a guest. He wore a black suit and a green tie.
 
“I thought you said he would wear a red tie.”
 
“I was just being silly, Holly. How would I know what the guy planned to wear? It’s the pregnancy hormones. Actually, Stephen thinks they may have kicked in some psychic ability, because I—”
 
“Find a place to sit down, Ava. I have a job to do.”
 
Holly hurried across the room, and she saw Gannon the moment he saw her. He excused himself and watched as she walked toward him. His blue eyes sparkled as bright as the Christmas tree in the corner.
 
“Hey,” she said, standing beside him.
 
He looked at her, up and down, then settled on her face. “Hey, yourself. You look fantastic tonight.”
 
“Thanks. You’re looking pretty hot, too.”
 
Hot? Did she really just say that? Hot?
 
“Holly, there is something I need to tell you.” He looked serious, somber.
 
“Sure,” she said, knowing what he would say but guessing he needed to confess so that he’d feel better about the job deception, even though he hadn’t really deceived her. He’d just omitted a few details.
 
“When I told you I was looking for a change of scenery, the other day when you interviewed me, it was more than that.”
 
She nodded, hoping he took this as a sign to continue.
 
“Draper’s isn’t doing well financially. When I heard you were looking for a new assistant, I got this crazy idea. I thought if I could get the job, I could find a way to discover what made the inn so successful, then apply what I’d learned at Draper’s. You see, I’m actually the owner, not just an employee. What I’ve done is dishonest, and if you never speak to me again, I’ll understand. I just couldn’t continue to play this role.
 
“I know what makes this place so successful. You like people, you strive to make them happy, and you go out of your way to make this place inviting. For the past year, I’ve seen our guest list decline. I blamed it all on the inn, because it was so successful, and it was our biggest competition. I was too self-absorbed to admit that it was my managerial skills that were lacking. So, I’ll be on my way. I wish you the best, really. And, Holly, have a Merry Christmas.”
 
Holly listened to every word Gannon said. He was down on his luck. He’d tried to do what he thought would work for Draper’s. She didn’t understand, but who knew what she would do if she were in his position?
 
“Gannon, tomorrow you can go back to Draper’s with this knowledge. Tonight you have a job to do, and I expect you to do it,” Holly said, then leaned up and gave him a kiss on the lips.
 
When she backed away, he began to laugh, the sound rich and warm to her ears. In spite of herself, she chuckled, then pointed to the mistletoe above them.
 
Gannon’s eyes followed her pointing hand; then he pulled her close and gave her a real kiss. “You knew what I was going to say all along, didn’t you?”
 
“I had a bit of an idea,” she admitted.
 
“You’re not going to fire me, are you?”
 
He kissed her a second time.
 
“I’m not sure. You’ll have to give me a reason not to.”
 
He pulled her close and wrapped his arms around her. His kiss was slow and soft. “Is this good enough?”
 
Holly answered by returning his kiss.

 



Epilogue
 
“Look, Norton, I don’t think you should be telling me this stuff,” Toots said as Norton slobbered against her chest. “You could get in a lot of trouble.” She squirmed against the wire, trying to reposition it. Norton’s big head kept moving it.
 
“I don’t give a hoot,” he mumbled. “Come on. Go with me. I gotta show ya something. You wanna make some money?” He could hardly speak. Toots hoped they were able to pick everything up through the wire.
 
“Sure,” Toots said. She motioned to Sophie.
 
He looped his arm around her waist and led her outside, to the building next door. “This is it. This is where I work.” He didn’t sound quite as inebriated. Toots thought the cold air might’ve sobered him up a bit. He fiddled around in his pocket for a set of keys.
 
“It’s cold out here,” Toots said in a whiny voice, playing her part.
 
Finally, he managed to insert the key in the lock and push the door aside. Greeted by a gush of warm air, Toots couldn’t help but feel a bit of relief. If she had to freeze her rear end off just to stay in this group, they could have it. She did not like to freeze. She had no more formed that thought when a swarm of men dressed in black uniforms grabbed Norton and slammed him against the wall. The lights came on, and Toots was yanked aside by one of the men in black.
 
Frightened, Toots asked in a jittery voice, “What’s going on here?”
 
“We’re friends of Annie’s. I need you to return to the party to get your friends. Go back to the inn, get rid of this garb you’re wearing, and when you see Annie, tell her we said thanks.”
 
“Who are you?”
 
“Friends of Annie’s,” the man repeated. “Now, go on back to the party.”
 
Toots raced out of the building, and once outside she saw Sophie, Monty, and Rex. “This is the strangest night I’ve had in a long time,” she said.
 
“Annie says Monty is right. There is evidence of all kinds of drug tampering, along with a boatload of missing pain medication,” Sophie said.
 
“How does she know this? We were just getting started in there.” Toots nodded at the building that housed the pharmacy.
 
“I gave her my insulin, and she sent it out to be tested. It was diluted with water,” Monty said. “I knew I was not going bonkers.”
 
“I say we all go back inside and have a drink,” Rex said.
 
Two minutes later, they rejoined the party. Each accepted a flute of champagne from a passing waiter.
 
“Toots, let’s do that thing we do when we’re finished with a project,” Sophie urged, setting her flute of champagne down on a nearby table.
 
“Okay,” Toots said and set her flute on the table, next to Sophie’s. “You two, join us.”
 
The men placed their flutes of champagne next to Sophie’s and Toots’s.
 
“Okay, now follow us,” Sophie said. She stuck her hands out, one on top of the other. She motioned for Toots to do the same, then Monty and Rex.
 
“Okay. On the count of three. Ready. Here we go. One. Two. Three.” Sophie threw their hands high in the air and shouted, “When you’re good, you’re good. Merry Christmas to all!”
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It was quiet, as it always was at three o’clock in the morning in the upstairs apartment over Harry Wong’s dojo. Yoko’s breathing was deep and even, barely making little puffs of sound. Harry’s sleep was restless, his breathing raspy, his head full of dreams he never wanted to remember in the morning.
 
Outside, the wind sounded angry as it slapped at the lone, bare, arthritic maple tree, causing the gnarled old branches to slam against the multi-paned windows of the living quarters. It was a sound Harry was used to, so he simply rolled over and punched at the pillow under his head. Once again, he drifted into his restless sleep.
 
Harry knew that he was dreaming, because the dream he’d been having continued right up to the sound of buzzing on the nightstand. Knowing that it was his cell phone, Harry snaked out his arm to silence it before the noise could wake Yoko. In his dream, he mumbled something that sounded like a greeting in Chinese. And then he listened, the hair on the back of his neck screaming a warning that he should pay attention. Someone was talking. He listened when the voice said, “Don’t talk, Harry, just listen to me, as I don’t have much time.” So he listened to the voice rattle on about danger, and he, Harry, was the only one whom the person on the phone could trust to safeguard something he was sending him. “Guard it with your life, Harry. I am counting on you.”
 
Harry called the voice by name then. It was Jun Yu, the number one expert in the world of martial arts. And his friend, but more than a friend—a true brother. Even though the press and the martial arts world liked to pretend that Jun Yu and Harry Wong were hated adversaries, the truth was that there existed an unbreakable spiritual bond between them, a bond that would carry into eternity. In fact, as boys they had studied together at the Shaolin Monastery under the ever-watchful guidance of the monks. They had formed a deep friendship that both men knew even then would last a lifetime and beyond. Jun Yu’s son Hop and his daughter Gan were students at the monastery, as was Harry’s daughter, Lily. Hop was a year ahead of Lily, while Gan had entered the monastery at the same time Lily did, leaving Jun Yu and his wife, Jun Ling, alone the way Harry and Yoko were. The departure of their daughters was truly a sad time for both families.
 
The voice from across the world continued, more intense, sounding fearful now. Harry tried to absorb the rapid-fire dialogue, first in Chinese, then in English, and finally back to Chinese. He tried to say something, but Jun Yu cut him off. “Do not speak, my dear friend and brother. Just listen to me. They’re coming for me, Harry. I don’t have much time. I thought . . . I thought I had more time. I should have contacted you sooner, but I thought I could handle it. I was wrong, Harry. I did my best, but I was only able to get Hop and Gan. Lily was nowhere to be seen. I swear to you in my own blood that I did everything I could. I pass the sword to you now. Use it wisely, my dear brother.
 
“One last thing, Harry. I cannot leave this world with you thinking you are number two. You were never number two. We were equal, even the Abbot said so. I don’t even want to talk about Wing Ping right now. It was the elders who felt they had to pick just one of us. And I was staying in China. It was the luck of the draw, as you Americans say. I must go now, Harry. I place all my faith and trust in you. Do not fail me. Good-bye, my brother.”
 
Harry sighed deeply and rolled over. His arm reached out to Yoko’s shoulder just so he could feel a warm presence next to him, and at that very moment, a branch from the maple tree gave a loud thwack against the window.
 
Yoko woke with a start. “What was that?” she asked, her voice clogged with sleep. “Harry, what’s wrong?”
 
“It was the tree banging against the window. Nothing is wrong, I just had a really bad dream. Go back to sleep. We’ll talk in the morning.”
 
“Okay. Nuzzle my neck, Harry. I always fall back to sleep when you do that.” Harry obliged as he struggled to remember the bad dream. Eventually he, too, fell asleep as he dreamed of his boyhood at the Shaolin Monastery with his good friend and brother Jun Yu and how they and Dish-bang Deshi had boyishly schemed to outwit the monks, who so often had looked the other way to allow them to be the little boys they were.
 
Three o’clock ticked off to four o’clock, and still Harry slept fitfully. He finally rolled over and realized it would be better to get up and start his day than spend two more hours having bad dreams. He moved cautiously, so as not to wake Yoko, and headed for the shower.
 
Today, he had two classes of midshipmen from Annapolis at six-thirty. Jack Emery was going to help him with them.
 
 

 
 

 
 
As Harry stepped into the shower, forty miles away as the crow flies, Jack Emery was having his own dream, which was so vivid and real, his eyes snapped open as though they were spring-loaded. While it was a dream, Jack knew that the message it contained was real and that he needed to pay attention. When he dreamed about the mystical dog Cooper, he always paid attention. Maybe mystical wasn’t the right word; maybe ethereal was the word he was looking for. Maybe. The word supernatural flitted through his brain at the speed of light. While Cooper the dog was a beautiful, gentle animal, he nonetheless scared the living hell out of Jack. And Harry, too. Even if Harry wouldn’t admit it.
 
Cooper belonged to Julie Wyatt, who lived in Rosemont, Alabama. They had all met Julie and Cooper when Annie and Myra traveled to Rosemont to help Julie. Cooper had taken an immediate liking to Harry and stayed at his side during the entire time they and the sisters were helping Julie, and in the end, when they left to return home, Cooper came with them to take over as the guardian and protector of young Lily. Julie had been heartbroken to give up her beloved dog, but she, like the others, knew it was meant to be. No questions asked.
 
When young Lily left for the Shaolin Monastery, Cooper had signaled that it was time for him to return to Rosemont to do his next job, which was to take over as protector and guardian of Julie’s new grandchild.
 
Jack headed for the shower, his head buzzing with thoughts of Cooper, who he knew was waiting to return to Harry. The question was, why?
 
Jack zipped through his shower and shave and was dressed within minutes, his thoughts all over the map as he made coffee, gulped it down, then headed into the District, where he was scheduled to help Harry with two classes scheduled for six-thirty.
 
Jack made the trip from the farm in record time, managing to beat the early-morning rush-hour traffic. He wasn’t the least bit surprised to see lights on in the dojo even though it was just a little past five-thirty. Time he could spend with Harry playing catch-up . . . and . . . and . . . telling him all about his Cooper dream.
 
Using his own key, which Harry had given him years ago, a sure sign that Harry considered him a true brother, Jack let himself into the dojo. As always, the strong smell of eucalyptus and disinfectant, together with the scent of the shitty tea Harry brewed all day long, assailed his nostrils. It was not an unpleasant scent, more like a familiar one that he would miss if it were gone. He announced his arrival at the top of his lungs as he headed to the locker room to change into his training gear.
 
Carrying his Starbucks coffee, Jack marched into the room and sat down next to Harry. “You should dim these lights, Harry; you look like crap!”
 
“Eat shit, Jack,” Harry snarled. “It’s too early for this. It’s not even six o’clock yet.”
 
“Ooooh, and what happens at six o’clock? Something magical? Hey, listen, Harry, I had this crazy-ass dream, and that’s why I’m here so early. Just so you know it isn’t for your charming company.” The two old friends always talked to each other this way. Nikki said it was because neither one of them wanted the other to know how much they cared for each other. Yoko agreed entirely. Everyone on the face of the earth who knew them was convinced that each of them would take a bullet meant for the other. They just wouldn’t admit it.
 
“Yeah, something magical. I had a bad dream, too. Man, it was so real, it scared me half to death.”
 
Jack grinned. “You tell me yours, and I’ll tell you mine.”
 
Harry sighed. “You brought it up, so you go first.”
 
“It was about Cooper.”
 
“Oh, shit!” Harry said.
 
“Yeah, yeah. Something’s up. I dream about that damn dog, then something happens. I think he’s coming back, Harry.”
 
The dojo phone rang. Jack and Harry looked at each other.
 
“You should answer that, Harry. It might be Admiral whatever his name is, canceling the midshipmen’s class this morning. Plus, this is your place, so obviously you should be the one answering the phone, not me.”
 
Harry swiveled around and reached for the phone. He barked his name and waited. Jack didn’t think Harry’s eastern eyes could round out, but they did, and they filled with panic as he listened to the voice on the phone, his eyes on Jack the whole time. “Uh-huh. Yes, of course. I will. Like now. Four hours, five tops. Same place. Right? Okay.”
 
Jack slapped at his forehead. “Let me guess. That was Julie Wyatt, and she’s on her way with Cooper and will meet up with you in Atlanta.”
 
“Wiseass,” Harry shot back. “But, yes, it was Julie Wyatt.”
 
“Did she give you any clues, any hints as to what’s up?”
 
“No. She just said Cooper woke her around three this morning, and when she got up, all his gear was piled up by the door. That’s what he does when he’s ready to leave.”
 
“That’s all well and good, Harry, but how does she know Cooper wants to come here?” Jack’s voice was so fretful that Harry winced.
 
“Because Cooper had Lily’s sunglasses in his mouth and was dragging that feathered boa Lily used to deck him out in. Julie said the message was loud and clear.”
 
“Okay, what’s the plan here?” Jack asked.
 
“You take the class, and I’ll hook the seat on the Ducati and go to Atlanta. Cooper likes to ride in the sidecar. We used to do it all the time with Lily.”
 
“Not on the highway, you didn’t. You just did that in Rock Creek Park. I’m going with you. We can get Yung Li to take today’s class. Those navy guys are so green, they won’t know the difference. He’s already here; he came in right after I did. Wan Soju can spell him. I’ll change, and you tell Yoko. We’ll go in my car. Move, Harry!”
 
Fifteen minutes later, Jack drove onto the interstate. “How’d it go with Yoko?”
 
“She started to cry. I’ve seen her cry only twice, Jack. When we got married and when Lily left for China. She was still crying when I walked out. She just kept saying over and over that something bad was happening, and Cooper knows. That’s why he’s coming back. Do you believe that, Jack?”
 
“Hell, yes, I believe that. The question is, do you believe it, Harry?”
 
“Damn straight, I do. What could it be? That dog can’t talk. How are we supposed to know what it is?”
 
“You know what, Harry, some way, somehow, Cooper will let us know. He’s . . . He’s . . . um . . . not of this world.”
 
“Well, at least you got that right, Jack. That dog hasn’t aged a day since we first saw him at Julie Wyatt’s house. She sends pictures of him at least once a week. Cooper stares right into the camera as though he’s sending a message. You know, like those news commentators who stare right into the camera when they’re delivering some earth-shattering news no one wants to hear.
 
“What I don’t get, Jack, is why are you the one who always has the dreams about Cooper, yet it’s me that he comes to. What the hell does that even mean?”
 
Jack guffawed. “When we pick up Cooper, let’s ask him.”
 
“All I have to do is pinch your neck, and I can kill you. You do know that, right?”
 
“Yeah, and while you’re trying to do that, what do you think I’ll be doing?”
 
“Dying,” Harry shot back immediately. Both men laughed, but it wasn’t a funny ha-ha laugh; it was hysterical, verging on a total collapse.
 
Jack turned the heater to low as he raced down the interstate, ever mindful of speed traps and smokies out to gather their quota of speeding tickets for the month.
 
“So how come you were so snarly this morning, Harry? You still not sleeping well?”
 
“I had another of those wild-ass dreams I’ve been having lately. This one was a real whopper. The phone rang, and it was Jun Yu. He said he was dying or something like that. Then he said he was sending me something, and I needed to guard it with my life. Said he trusted me.
 
“Then he said something about his son Hop, his daughter Gan, and Lily, that he found Hop and Gan but couldn’t find Lily. He kept calling me brother and said how much he loved me. And, get this, he said I wasn’t really number two. We were tied, but the Abbot was pressured by the elders into picking just one, and they went with him because he was staying in China. He sounded truthful, and I’ve never known Jun Yu to lie. He said I was now number one. It was a crazy dream, Jack. Still, it bothered me.
 
“I had it in mind to call him today. I haven’t talked to him in months. Figured we’d have a good chuckle over the dream. I can’t tell you how real it seemed. What could he possibly be sending me, Jack, that I need to guard with my life?”
 
“Beats me, Harry. Why don’t you call him now?”
 
“I didn’t bring my phone. I meant to charge it last night, and I thought I had, but I guess I forgot, because when I went to get it before we left, it was dead. So I left it in the charger.”
 
Jack was silent for a good three minutes before he said, “Harry, are you sure the phone call was a dream? What if it was a real call, and you answered the phone, then fell asleep and left the phone on. Did you think about that? You said you think you charged it before you went to bed. If you thought you did, then you probably did. Habits like that are hard to break. Use my phone and call Jun Yu. Like now, Harry. I know you know the number by heart, and even if you forgot, I know it. Now, Harry. I don’t like coincidences, because I do not believe that there is really any such thing as a coincidence. The phone’s right there on the console. Do it, Harry!”
 
Harry bit down on his lower lip as he pressed in the digits that would send his call halfway around the world. “It’s ringing. One, two, crap, it’s going to voice mail.”
 
“Leave a message, Harry.”
 
Always succinct, Harry left a message. “Call me, it’s urgent.” He placed the phone back in the console. Then he looked over at Jack and said, “It was real. It wasn’t a dream, right?”
 
“That would be my guess. What’s the time difference? I can’t remember, twelve hours I think. Something like that. Try calling Quon Fang or Pye Min. If you can’t reach them, then call the damned monastery. All three of those numbers are on my call list. Jun Yu always calls right back. Do you have Jun Yu’s wife, Jun Ling’s, number? I think her number is on my call list, too, though I have never had occasion to use it. Harry, are you listening to me? Why are you staring out the window? C’mon, get with the program here.”
 
Harry licked at his lips as he stared at Jack. “I don’t think in my entire life I ever experienced real fear, Jack. Whatever it is that I’m feeling right now, this minute, it has to be real fear. I know, Jack, I know, when I dial those numbers, there will be no answer. You know it, too, don’t you?”
 
“Yeah, but do it anyway,” Jack said as he steered his Beemer around an eighteen-wheeler to get into the fast lane, where traffic was less congested.
 
Harry’s fingers moved like pistons as he dialed number after number. His agitation increased with each number pressed into Jack’s smartphone. And Jack knew what his friend was going to say before the words shot out of his mouth.
 
“Quon Fang’s and Pye Min’s went straight to voice mail. So did Jun Ling’s. There is no answer at the monastery, but that’s not unusual. They shut down at seven o’clock. No calls in or out. The monks refuse to believe anything could be an emergency. The monastery is a place of peace and serenity. An emergency would never dare present itself, or so they think.
 
“It’s all a dry well, Jack. I just tried Jun Yu’s number again, and it went straight to voice mail this time. At least I got to leave a message earlier. What the hell is going on, Jack?”
 
“I don’t know, Harry, but I’m thinking it’s not good. Jun Ling should have answered. When was the last time you spoke to Jun Ling?”
 
“Quite a while back. Yoko is the one who calls her. It’s a girl thing.”
 
“Yeah, yeah, I get that. Nikki makes calls to guys’ wives, too. I get it. Just keep trying. Don’t you have any other numbers at the monastery, like the Abbot’s?”
 
“Nope. The monks and their staff do not like it when we call, and they will not put the calls through. They call us when needed. In the whole time Lily has been there, we only ever got one call, and that’s because Lily came down with the mumps, and the attending physician called to assure us she was recovering nicely.”
 
“Well, that damn well sucks, Harry,” Jack growled.
 
“Tell me about it. Yoko and I are living with it. In the end, it was our decision, and we knew the rules going in just as my parents knew the rules. I turned out okay, so we just have to think positive.”
 
“It bothers me, Harry, that in all these years, Jun Yu never before told you that you were equals. You thought of yourself as number two all this time, and you’re not. You are as much number one as Jun Yu is. For some reason, I’m having trouble getting past that.
 
“I know you say I am your equal, and perhaps I am on certain levels, but I will never be what and who you are. I know this, and I accept it. The reason I know this and can live with it is, you were born to the art, and I had to learn it. It’s not the same, Harry, and we both know it. Having said that, I appreciate your little lie.” Harry simply nodded.
 
They were three hours into the long drive before either man spoke again. Harry broke the silence by saying, “The calls are all going straight to voice mail. I’m starting to think this is all a conspiracy of some kind.”
 
Jack turned slightly to the right so he could better observe his friend. All he could see was the misery etched on Harry’s face. He’d never seen him this worried before. On occasion, to be sure, he’d seen him concerned, antsy, bewildered, but never fearful. He wished he knew the right words to erase the distress that he was seeing on Harry’s face. All he could think to say was, “Keep trying. Sooner or later, someone is bound to answer. I would think that when the monastery opens in the morning, they’ll answer.”
 
“My gut is telling me they won’t, Jack. Listen, if it wasn’t for your dream and our heading to Atlanta to pick up Cooper, I might agree with you. Cooper has changed all the dynamics here. Tell me I’m wrong, Jack.”
 
“I can’t tell you that, Harry, because I agree with you. Cooper is the game changer.”
 
“It all comes down to a dog!” Harry said as he pounded out numbers on Jack’s cell phone.
 
“That’s pretty much how I see it, too. An hour to go, and maybe Cooper will give us a clue or something.”
 
“And if he doesn’t?”
 
“Then we fall back and regroup. I’m not a seer, Harry. Why don’t you go into one of your . . . um . . . trances, zone out in your body, find your core, and see if you can see something in the future.”
 
Harry simply ignored him as he continued to press the numbers that he now had memorized.
 
Jack had no other recourse but to keep his eyes on the road and drive.
 
There were a little less than sixty miles to go before they set eyes on the magical dog, Cooper.
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