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Aspiring author Jess is in Durango, Colorado, helping her great aunt recover after surgery. While Jess is considering what she wants to do with her life, she meets Mark, a handsome local reporter, and Jess decides to volunteer at the Durango Writing Groups writing conference with him. When Cassie Fox, a local author whose blockbuster book is being turned into a movie, returns to Durango as the feature speaker, she brings an entire entourage and a trunkful of drama to the event. As the driver for the star author, Jess gets a first-hand view behind the scenes of the conference. She’s also the one to find Cassie dead at the opening ceremony. Working with Mark to write and publish her first article is an exciting distraction, but when she stumbles over a compromising situation, Jess realizes her responsibility doesn’t end with discovering a dead body. If she isn’t careful, she might end up the next target of the killer.
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CHAPTER ONE

I stood on the sidewalk near the entrance to Martha’s Bookstore and willed myself to actually enter. I had been in the store a million times, but then it was to lovingly walk the aisles, pull out a book, and grab one of the chairs around the store to read for a bit until all felt right in the world.

But I wasn’t going to be doing that. The chairs would be arranged in a circle for the monthly Durango Writers meeting, at least according the notice in the paper. I had tried to force myself to attend last month and a month before that, but I never made it past the threshold of the studio apartment in my great-aunt’s backyard before deciding I was already too late. 

Surely leaving the house and walking all the way over in a slight drizzle was the hardest part, and actually walking in would be the easiest. 

If I waited just a few more minutes, I would officially be too late again, and I could slink home to read. But then Ruth, my great-aunt, would bug me at breakfast. She had basically threatened me to get out and meet some new friends, or she was going to have a party at her place and force me to socialize. 

I looked up from my phone and caught the eye of a woman in her forties with shiny gray hair that didn’t make her look older so much as otherworldly. She had kind eyes and a sparkly smile that reminded me of the elves from the Lord of the Rings movies. She had one hand on the door of the bookstore. 

“Are you a writer?” She gestured at the thick notebook in my hand.

“Yes,” I replied. 

“Great! The meeting is just starting. Get on in here.” She pulled the door open wider and waited for me to enter.

I had already taken a few steps before I realized that I had committed to going into the building. My mind raced for a second with possible excuses, like pretending to get an emergency phone call or to have forgotten an appointment. Instead, my momentum carried me through the door. 

There was a circle of chairs with about a dozen people already seated, along with two empty seats. Behind me, the woman locked the door, and I held back from joining the group, instead giving a quick look over the people present. 

If I had expected a certain look, I was wrong. There was an older cowboy, a young gamer guy, a woman with pink-and-blue hair, and a man about my age. He was just about the best-looking guy I had seen. 

There was an empty chair next to him, so I headed toward the other empty seat, but the silver-haired lady raced past me and gave me a wink as she sat, gesturing toward the first chair.

Heat rose in my face as I walked over to sit next to him, but then I chided myself for the reaction. I was at a writer’s group, not a speed dating event. I had written off dating for the foreseeable future, and he was probably married.

I settled into my seat, fiddling with journal I had brought to take notes in. The meeting was described as a discussion on what makes a hero, with time afterward for people to read some of their work out loud and receive feedback if they wanted. 

I had no idea why I had thought I might want to read out loud. 

Only Ruth had read anything I had written and only because she had whined about how much her hip hurt and that she needed me to read it to her to take her mind off the pain. She raved afterward, insisting that I not only attend the writer’s group but send a manuscript to a publishing house immediately. 

I breathed deeply to calm my nerves, only to discover that it only made my heart race more. That handsome man next to me smelled like a forest after the rain. I snuck a little peek at him out of the corner of my eye. He had sharp features and a hawklike nose, a feature that I had always found quite masculine. He had short hair and a full though well-trimmed beard and mustache. He looked like the kind of rugged man that would pull your truck out of the snow if you slid off the highway—a real risk in a high-altitude mountain town like Durango. 

My brain was already off on a tangent, imagining him living in a small cabin in the woods, cutting wood for his fireplace, and then eating a bloody sixteen-ounce steak, then I shook my head. Maybe all the months of solitude were doing my head in. 

A middle-aged woman with brunette hair pulled back into a bun tapped the papers in her lap and cleared her throat. She had small glasses over a narrow nose and a mouth pinched up like she was sucking a lemon. “I see a couple of new faces, so I will introduce myself first. I’m Patty. I run the Durango Writers Group here at Martha’s Bookstore. I write romance novels, and I am aiming to be traditionally published. In a moment, we will go around the group to introduce yourselves, but first, I must once again plead with you to please volunteer this weekend.”

She took a few moments to look around the group. The majority of people were avoiding her eyes. 

“I want to thank those of you who have already volunteered to help, but we need a few more people. The welcome cocktail hour is Friday evening, the writer’s conference will be Saturday, and then Sunday, we will have the book signing. We especially need volunteers for Saturday and Sunday. Please?”

The man next to me shifted in his seat and raised a finger. “I will be able to help out. The newspaper approved an article for the event, and as long as you can be flexible, I can volunteer around it.”

“Thank you so much, Mark. Anyone else?”

There was a muttering of voices that I couldn’t really place with individual people as they spoke over each other. “Camping this weekend” or “I have a weekend shift” or even “Oh, kids thing.” 

Patty’s gaze landed on me. “I know this is your first time here, but is there any chance that you can help out?”

Mark, next to me, whispered, “You don’t have to.”

I turned to face him and felt like I was caught like a deer in headlights, hazel-green headlights. “Thanks, but actually”—I turned to Patty—“I don’t have anything this weekend, so if you don’t mind that I don’t know anything, I can help.”

She let out a huge sigh. “That would be great. Write down your name and phone number, and I will grab it. Now, let’s go around and introduce ourselves, just your name and what you write. I already went, so Holly, why don’t you go next?”

I opened my journal. 

The woman with white hair who had let me in spoke. “I’m Holly. I write historical mysteries and have for several decades. I was traditionally published, but now I’m hybrid—some trad published, some indie published.”

Next to her was the woman with pink-and-blue hair and a soft voice. “I’m Amy. I write domestic thrillers, and I’m on submission with an agent.”

They continued around the circle. Buck, the cowboy poet, with the worn hat, jeans, and boots to match, was next to Daniel, a tall, thin, pinched-face man who indie published his military science fiction. He reminded me of a praying mantis. 

 Ed was a young gamer guy. He was probably in college though fresh-faced enough to make me guess high school first. He was just writing his first fantasy novel in the style of J. R. R. Tolkien. He wore a Magic: The Gathering shirt and had his hair relatively long, loose, and just brushing his shoulders. 

I was up next and struggled to contain my nerves at sharing and my equal desire to share what I had become so passionate about. “Um. Hi, I’m Jess, and I just kind of do these little stories about my life. I’m not sure what to do with them next.”

People kind of nodded, and I looked at Mark next to me, the flush in my face rising. I hadn’t said anything stupid. It was all true and accurate, but somehow it felt like the dumbest thing I ever could have said. 

He had been facing me as I spoke, and he waited just a beat to give me a crooked smile before facing the group. “I’m Mark. I write for the Durango Tribune. I write a little of everything for them, but my personal project is a history of several notable Native American tribe members in the area.”

The group continued, but I didn’t hear much over my heartbeat in my chest. Maybe Ruth was right, and I should talk to a therapist about my anxiety. Maybe it was just still the burnout from my last job. I had thought I was over it, but clearly I wasn’t the best version of myself if saying one sentence that no one even listened to was putting me into a tailspin.

I took a long, slow breath and pulled myself together. I wasn’t feeling great, but I was a passable actor. I could act like I was okay, at least until I got home.

The group finished up the introductions just as I zoned back into reality. Patty was nodding at the last person, then she stood up and walked around the group in a circle to pass out a handout. “Remember, if anyone changes their mind about volunteering, just text me.” 

As she passed, I handed her my information, and she stuffed it in her pocket as she continued her speech. “This is a big event, and we have attendees registered. Cassie Fox will be the keynote speaker, and the tickets for the book-signing event are at record highs.”

Holly tipped her head to the side. “Wait. I thought the book signing was free to the public.”

Patty nodded. “It is, but since we have a big-name author like Cassie Fox, I was worried we would be at capacity, so I offered tickets to those who wanted to reserve them. I think it will really drive attendance if people think there is a chance they might not make it in the door.”

“I wish you had mentioned this earlier. I’ve been telling my readers the event was free and they didn’t need a ticket.”

“This is Cassie Fox. It’s a big deal.”

Holly seemed to be trying to conceal her growing frustration, gently shaking her head, so her silver hair slapped her cheeks. “We all know Cassie Fox. She was part of this group for a decade before moving.”

Patty leaned back like she couldn’t believe Holly’s stupidity. “They are making a movie out of her book. She is a superstar. It’s a big deal she is coming back here, especially with her boyfriend. They are saying he is going to be cast in the movie version of the book.”

Daniel snorted loudly.

Holly’s mouth flattened into a line. “Really, Patty.”

Patty’s face flushed, but she didn’t apologize. “It’s been a while. And Bethenny is coming too. She told me to tell everyone that she is very excited to see everyone. Remember, volunteers, the cocktail party is at six p.m. We have a caterer for the event, so unless you were assigned to show up early, six is fine. Dress nicely. It doesn’t need to be a cocktail dress, but please put in an effort. Now, for the article and tonight’s discussion….” 

***

The rest of the meeting was low-key. We went around in a circle, each reading a paragraph from an article, then had twenty minutes of discussion on the topic before a few people shared a few paragraphs from their works in progress. I chickened out on sharing but overall felt great. I had actually shown up to the meeting, and my nerves hadn’t killed me. 

Patty checked her phone before saying, “That is our time. I’ll see everyone—”

Mark cut her off. “Hold on. I have just one more thing, remember? I just want to remind everyone that the newspaper is still offering up to a hundred dollars an article for anyone who wants to submit something. I know that isn’t great pay, but you will get your work out there. 

Patty sighed. “Yes, thank you, Mark, for sharing that… again. Have a good night, everyone.”

Maybe I was high on the adrenaline of leaving the house, because I was surprised to find myself turning toward Mark. “What kind of stories are they looking for?”

“Human interest things. What kind of things do you write about?”

I was rapidly considering making a run for it, but I had managed to behave normally the whole evening. I was not going to blow it now. “Uh, just stories about my life: stuff from college, an observation about a trip to Iceland. I’ve been working on a piece about being a kid and what Martha’s Bookstore meant to me.”

“Did you grow up here?”

I wobbled my hand left and right. “Not really, but my mom was sick when I was a kid. I would visit my Great-aunt Ruth here in summers and on vacations. The summer after my mom passed away, I was here the whole summer, and Martha’s Bookstore was my favorite place. That became tradition whenever I visited. I was writing about how I understood what I was feeling by the books I picked up off the shelves and the people I saw.”

“I’m sorry for your loss.”

I nodded. “Thank you. It was a long time ago.”

“Grief like that doesn’t go away. I would love to read it. I warn you that we have a really tight word count, so I can’t promise anything, and we will likely trim a lot if it is accepted. Can I give you my contact information this weekend? I have to head out now. My kid is waiting.”

I nodded, unsurprised that a handsome man like that had a family waiting for him. I was in my early thirties, and most of my peers were already married with a family. “See you this weekend.”

I lifted a hand to say goodbye and let out a big sigh of relief. I had gotten out of practice talking to strangers, let alone handsome strangers, and it really had been a success.

“Jess, right?” asked a voice behind me. 

I turned around. “Yes, that’s right, and you are Holly?”

“Yes. That was really nice of you to volunteer even though it was your first time attending. I wanted to give you some advice. Make sure you have some comfy shoes on, and bring a few pens and a notebook with you and a bag to keep them in. We are always running out, so you kind of want to have your own stash. Are you new to town or just new to the writers group?”

“A bit of both. My great-aunt has lived here since she came out here for college and got married, and I spent a lot of time with her on vacations, but recently, she broke her hip, and I’ve moved out short-term to care for her.”

“That’s so generous of you.”

I shrugged. “I was between jobs anyway and needed to move out of my apartment, so really, she is doing me a favor.”

“Are you two close?”

“Absolutely. She and my dad are the only family I have. Can you tell me about the conference this weekend? I hadn’t heard anything about it until recently, despite reading the newspaper religiously.”

“There was nothing in the newspaper about it, so you didn’t miss anything. We mostly advertise through our newsletter and other writers groups. Saturday, there will be talks on different subjects like point of view, marketing, plotting… all the nitty-gritty. As a volunteer, you should be able to sneak into a few talks you want and probably a few you want to skip. There is an agent session that is totally sold out, but you might be able to ask a few questions if you are assigned to be a guard for one of them.”

“A guard?”

She chuckled. “That’s just a joke. You don’t really have to guard them. You just help the flow of authors there to pitch to agents and make sure that no one sneaks in to ambush them. It’s easy work, and they are usually happy to talk between writers if you have any questions.”

“I’m not even sure I would know what to ask.”

“Don’t worry, I can give you a little pep talk if you want. Or maybe it is better to focus on some of the craft sessions. Craft is what we call everything about the art of writing. Many of the sessions are craft sessions. Then on Sunday, there is a book signing for a lot of the authors who came to the event. And that’s about it.”

“And Cassie Fox is the big speaker.”

Holly started to roll her eyes then caught herself and gave an extremely formal answer. “Yes, she is the keynote speaker.”

“It seemed like everyone knew her. She used to live here?”

She let out a big sigh. “Have you heard of Songs of the Wind?”

I scrunched up my nose. “That sounds familiar, a romance novel?”

“Yes, that is Cassie’s first book. It hit really big.”

“Oh duh, that’s why her name sounds so familiar. I haven’t read that one, but I’ve heard people recommend it.”

“It’s good, no doubt about it, but it really just took off. Sometimes, books just do that. She moved away to Hollywood because they are going to convert it into a movie. She agreed to be the keynote last year. The movie deal only happened, like, six months ago. She tried to pull out of the conference, but Patty begged her not to, plus, Cassie had already signed the contract.”

Holly was really nice, and I was eager for the gossip that I could smell just below the surface. I pushed a little. “Seems like she isn’t everyone’s cup of tea?”

Holly snorted in surprise then looked around before leaning in to reply. “There are some mixed feelings about her. But you can meet her at the mixer tomorrow and let me know what you think.”

I smiled and realized I was looking forward to the conference. “Sounds like a deal."


CHAPTER TWO

I slipped on my rubber-soled slippers and stepped out the door of my studio apartment to cross the backyard into Ruth’s back door. I used the key that I kept in my robe and called out. 

“Ruth? I’m here.”

From deep in the house, she shouted back, “There’s coffee in the pot!”

I scrunched my nose. I was there to help with exactly that kind of thing so that she could focus on healing. 

She tottered into the room and carefully lowered herself into the chair. With her limp, she looked decades older than when I visited a year ago, and it scared me. I had always thought of her as immortal, but not since her accident. It was like the fog lifted from my eyes and I could see that her hair was no longer a mix of blonde and white but instead all white. Her face was lined with wrinkles though they didn’t mar her striking looks, and she was moving much slower. It squeezed my heart in my chest to acknowledge the passage of time. 

I turned around to remind her that her job was to heal, but she waved a hand at me. “Don’t make that face. All I did was push the button on the coffee machine. It is good for me to carefully move around, but I didn’t push too hard. Now, bring me my coffee.”

She said the last bit with a theatrical tone, and I couldn’t help but smile as I prepared two coffees with varying amounts of heavy whipping cream, an indulgence that Ruth had turned me on to, and sugar. Then I moved around the kitchen to assemble our daily breakfast of orange juice, half a piece of sourdough toast, and one-and-a-half scrambled eggs. It was the same meal I had made almost every day since I moved in.

On days when the Durango Tribute was delivered, Ruth would read to me while I cooked, which was how I had first heard about the writers group, but today was not one of those days, so instead she would read me a chapter from the gospels, and we would discuss our thoughts. 

She didn’t reach for her well-worn Bible. “Are you going to leave me in suspense forever? Did you go to the meeting?”

“I did.”

“Hot dog.” She slapped the table. “And was it great?”

“It was pretty nice.”

“Did you read your story to them?” She leaned forward.

“I did not.”

“I suppose that’s okay. Getting out of the house was a big thing for you.”

She had been desperate for me to do anything other than drive her around and run her errands even though that was the whole reason I was there. I was still battling internally whether I felt she was being overbearing or the exact right level of bearing. My world had gotten considerably smaller over the past year. It had been happening for years but accelerated a lot since I left my job—or rather since the company had been sold for a considerable amount of money and I had allowed them to remove my job role as part of the negotiations, for a considerable sum of money on their part. 

I buttered the toast then split it in half before sliding the eggs onto two plates and bringing them over to the table. Ruth said a quick prayer as we held hands, then she gave my hand a squeeze as she said, “Amen.”

“I have more news that I think you are going to like. I am going to send my story about the bookstore to a guy I met at the meeting. He works at the newspaper, and they are looking for some extra stories to run.”

“Is he handsome?”

“Yes, but I think he is married. He mentioned a kid.”

“Could be divorced. Did you check for a ring?”

“I’ll check this weekend.”

She paused, a shaky forkful of scrambled eggs halfway to her mouth. “This weekend?”

“I volunteered to help out with an event they are hosting this weekend. It’s this evening through Sunday afternoon. You don’t have any appointments today, so I assumed it would be okay, but I’m just realizing that I will have to miss church Sunday, so if you need me to cancel then—”

She waved her fork at me. “Do not cancel. Nancy offered to take me anytime. I’m so thrilled to hear this. Tell me everything.”

I spoke to her as she cleaned off her plate. What I knew was limited, so it was a short discussion, but I realized that while I was still nervous about going, I was also pretty excited. It could be a lot of fun.

“So tonight is the opening meet and greet. I have to be at the library at five, wearing something nice. I think I still have a long dress in a box from a friend’s wedding.”

“And you will borrow my long coat. I am just so excited for you.”

I nodded and finished up my meal. I didn’t want to think about it too much, or I would chicken out. 

My phone buzzed. I gave the unfamiliar but local number on the screen a quizzical look before answering. 

“Hello?”

“Is this Jess? It’s Patty from the writers group.” Patty sounded winded and tense. 

“Yes, is everything okay?”

“Sorry if I called too early, but we’re really in a bind. Cassie Fox and her team are flying in, and I can’t pick them up. Car trouble.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry.”

She rushed in to speak, cutting off my last word without acknowledgement. “I’ve called everyone, but they are all working or doing other things. Please tell me that you can pick them up. Please.”

Her voice carried a bit of mania, and I was almost scared to say no. “I only have a little car.”

Ruth spoke up. “You can take mine if you need it.” 

“I heard that. Perfect. You need to pick them up at one p.m. It is Cassie, Bethenny, Liam, and their luggage. Please meet them at the luggage carousel, then take them to the hotel, then pick them up from the hotel at four forty. Thanks so much.” She clicked off before I could ask anything more. 

“Okay, that was super strange.”

“She’s a bossy little thing, isn’t she?”

I nodded. “I’m getting that impression. She didn’t even double-check that I got all the info.”

“There’s only one baggage pickup and one flight coming in at that time. Who are you picking up?”

“Cassie Fox? She’s some big author. I’ve heard of her book but not read it. I bet there is a picture of her online.”

I typed the name into my phone, and sure enough, a picture popped up of a woman with intensely red curly hair, wearing matching red lipstick. She had heavy eye makeup that was a little dated in style and seemed to age her. I scrolled through a few pictures until I landed on one of her with a much younger tall blond man who appeared to be a knock-off version of any one of the Hemsworth brothers. His eyes were a little too close-set, his nose out of balance and possibly overworked by a surgeon, and he squinted in what he probably thought was a brooding manner but came off as if he had misplaced his glasses. 
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