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      January in Aspen Hills, Colorado is icy cold, snowy white, and filled with resolutions. A new semester at Covington College just started and the excitement for learning new things is overflowing from campus to the community. Especially at Cat Latimer’s annual Reunion Writers Retreat and New Year's Goals and Plans for the Rest of Us. Seth Howard, Cat’s boyfriend and live-in handyman had finished remodeling the new wing just before Christmas and just in time to finalize the event. Shauna Mary Clodagh, baker extraordinaire and Cat’s partner in the retreats had sent the final confirmation for the eight participants in late November in the hope that Seth would come through and finish the west wing. At worst, Cat had assumed that they’d need to put the three extra writers up on the third floor.

      Cat sat at the kitchen table looking at the week’s schedule. It was busy, that was for sure. But the three ‘reunion’ writers were all friends of the retreat and were their guinea pigs for the next double retreat scheduled in March. Having this larger retreat quarterly at first, should prove the concept and not wear everyone out before they could evaluate the system. At least that was the plan

      “You’ve gone over that schedule for the last three days. I’m making the airport run tomorrow. It’s too late to add another speaker or event.” Seth pulled the notebook away from Cat and nodded to her plate. “Eat. You always worry too much at the beginning of a retreat.”

      Cat picked up her fork and pushed around the homemade mac and cheese that Shauna had baked to go with the grilled salmon. “I hate change. I’m not sure if I realized how much until we started this retreat. Now I’m writing a new series and changing up the retreat. My change comfort meter is redlining.”

      Seth smiled at her. “It’s fine. It’s a soft opening for the reunion guests. We’ll work out the bugs and prepare for March’s opening. It’s like Doctor Hollis says, you can’t make an omelet without breaking some eggs.”

      Cat nodded and tried not to grit her teeth. She was getting tired of Doctor Kristin Hollis and her quaint little sayings and how she always sided with Seth during a fight. If Cat didn’t know better, she’d say their relationship counselor had a bit of a crush on Cat’s on again, off again, fiancé.

      Shauna jumped into the conversation before Cat could react. She knew how Doctor Hollis grated on Cat’s nerves. Bringing the woman into the conversation was probably not a good thing when Cat was already anxious. “Anyway, all Southern charm advice aside, Seth’s right about the advantage of a soft opening. And we have three amazing people to test it out. Linda Cook, Deek Kerr, and Andi Grammy. If that isn’t a group filled with positivity, I don’t know one.”

      “We should also get valid suggestions from them,” Cat added. She didn’t need people who would just tell her the good things. She needed to know what didn’t work. She took another bite of the mac and cheese. “I thought Uncle Pete was joining us for dinner. He’s always so excited to give us the information from the background checks.”

      “Oh, I didn’t tell you. Shirley showed up this afternoon for a surprise visit.” Shauna broke off a bit of the fresh rolls she’d made for tonight’s dinner and tomorrow’s soup supper for the writers. “He says he’ll drop the background checks off tomorrow, but not to worry.”

      Cat shook her head. “They’re writers, I never worry.”

      Seth chuckled. “And that’s one of the reasons your uncle insists on doing the background checks. At least we talked him out of doing the ones on the returning guests. That should save you some money.”

      Covington College hadn’t killed their contract with Cat’s writers’ retreat last fall, but they had started charging a fee for the library use. One that Miss Applebome, the librarian, was thrilled to get each month as it paid for additional materials to the stacks. Without her having to get approval from the administration on what books to purchase.

      Cat had put the clause in to win favor with the older librarian after hearing her complain about the hoops she had to go through on certain types of books. Censorship shouldn’t be an issue in a college library. At least that was one topic Cat and Miss Applebome saw eye to eye on. Okay, maybe it was the only topic they agreed on.

      Cat stood and refilled her coffee cup. She wasn’t going to sleep much tonight anyway with the writers coming tomorrow. “I’m not sure we have enough activities for the reunion group. Especially with both of the groups focusing on setting their writing goals for the next year or so”

      “If the writers want more, they’ll tell us.” Shauna set her fork down. “But I was wondering if we should group the returnees into genre groups. Like at least fiction and non-fiction. Linda’s writing a memoir about her late husband. Andi’s working on a novel. And so is Deek. This time it will be fine since the other group is all non-fiction writers.”

      “And there’s two biography writers in that group, right?” Seth asked. “I think I might set in on the goal-setting session. Now that the house is almost finished, I need to get back to building my business as a community handyman. Having a master plan might help.”

      “Just remember you’re still recovering with your leg. Please don’t over-plan this year. The doctor said it might be two years before you’re back to full strength.” Cat worried about how much Seth was already doing. He’d been shot on a mission last summer with his mercenary contract crew and had just stopped using a cane to support his leg. Now he was back home but not in the same shape as when he’d left. Besides, the man never slowed down. Even when it was for his own good.

      “Yes, mother.” Seth met Cat’s gaze and winked. “All I’m saying is it’s not a bad idea to set some goals for the new year for my business and personally. I’m sure you’ve got some already percolating.”

      Shauna giggled. “I’d be surprised if Cat didn’t have every month already worked out by now. If not laminated and hung over her desk.”

      “You two realize that I work on contracts. If I have a book due the end of this month, I started it last year.” Cat finished her dinner and took her plate to the sink where she rinsed it and put it in the dishwasher. “Although I would love to have a three or five-year plan. I don’t want to get stuck in a rut.”

      “I’m planning out the next two years at least with the cookbooks. I only have one more on my contract and who knows if they’ll renew it. So it’s time to go back to the basics and brainstorm out a few new ideas.” Shauna put her dish in the sink. “We’ve talked about the reunion group, do you want to chat about the other writers?”

      “Please,” Seth stood and cleared his plate and took some of the other things off the table. “I like knowing a bit about them so the four-hour drive back here from the Denver airport isn’t quiet and uncomfortable.”

      Shauna wiped the table off with a damp cloth and then grabbed her notebook. Seth had a notebook he’d brought to dinner as well. Cat hadn’t been as prepared for this discussion. She’d thought they’d talk tomorrow morning, so she grabbed a new notebook from Shauna’s stash in the office desk. And a new pen. Shauna was always buying new pens and this one looked expensive.

      “Okay, we have four writers, three are working on self-help and goal-setting books. One on habits, that’s Wilder Russ. Felix Phillips says his book is on building systems for your goals. And then Piper Caldwell, she’s focused on setting goals correctly for success. They’re all looking forward to Professor Presley’s talk on Tuesday. Jewel Doan is working on a biography of a contemporary writer. That’s all she’d tell me. But she should have a lot in common with Linda Cook and the Covington Student, Ryan Garett. He writes about local authors and their development. I’m sure Tom Cook will be mentioned in his book. Ryan wants a list of all the writers who have come through our program. Cat, before I gave it to him, I wanted to clear it with you first.”

      Cat looked up from her notebook as she considered the question. “I don’t know. Are we assuring people that their stay here is private? Maybe we can ask the people who have been published if they don’t mind us releasing their information to Ryan. Let me chat with him and see what he specifically needs for his project. I’m sure he doesn’t want everyone.”

      “Especially all those who haven’t moved past just writing. If I was still figuring out who I was going to be as an author, I’m not sure I’d want my name released. Besides, I wouldn’t have time to chat with some student, work a day job, and write. Most of your writers are still working for a living.” Seth tapped his pen on the notebook. “Is that it? I need to let Sam out soon.”

      “That’s it.” Shauna handed him a list of everyone’s flight information. “You should be able to do this in one trip if you buy Wilder lunch while you wait for the other authors to arrive.”

      “Sounds like a plan. And I’ll take a book, just in case they aren’t chatty while we wait. Can someone check on Sam and let him out a couple of times while I’m gone?” Seth stood and tucked his planner under his arm.

      Shauna smiled and tapped her planner. “Already on my list for tomorrow. If the weather cooperates, we’ll go for a short walk. Do you have snow booties for him?”

      Seth shook his head. “Sam hates them. Just don’t keep him out long in the cold.”

      Cat waited until Seth had left the kitchen and she’d heard the door to the west wing open and close. Then she turned to Shauna. “He doesn’t look tired to you, does he?”

      “Cat, you can’t keep him from working. Seth knows when he needs to slow down. But I take it from your look when Seth mentioned your therapist that your counseling sessions aren’t going well. What’s going on?” Shauna stood and filled the tea kettle, then settled it on the stove to heat. “We probably need to chat now since next week’s going to be a madhouse with three more guests than usual.”

      “I don’t know. I think it’s going okay.” Cat tucked her pen onto the notebook, then leaned back. “He says all the right things. The counselor thinks we’re making great progress, but I guess I’m still scared that when he does heal up, he’ll jump at the first chance he has to go back to the contract work. He says he’s done, but he’s said that before.”

      “Has he told you why he went last time?” Shauna set their cups up with a cinnamon apple spice tea they’d just found at a local Christmas bazaar.

      “Vaguely. He said he felt like his team needed him.” Cat met Shauna’s gaze. “But what about us? We need him here for the retreat. I need him here.”

      “You need to tell him that and see how he reacts. Guys like being all macho and such, but they also need to know they are appreciated. Seth does a lot around here which we pay him for, but he’s not just an employee. He’s the first person to greet the writers as they come to town. He’s the last person to talk to them. He’s a big part of the retreat, just like you are as the resident author and I take care of their every need so they can write.”

      “You’re the food goddess,” Cat smiled as she thought about Seth’s role in the retreat. “You’re right. He’s gone from just fixing the house to being part of the retreat itself. I know he started working the full retreat week due to some issues with guests, but he’s more than just staff now. If he wasn’t here, the retreat wouldn’t be as relaxing for the guests.”

      “Maybe we need a retreat staff party or our own retreat to get us out of town for a few days this winter to relax. I could check the budget and see what we can afford.” Shauna filled the cups with steaming water and then brought the tea over to the table and sat down. “I’ve always wanted to go spend a week on a tropical beach.”

      “Let’s bring Seth into the conversation. I’m sure he’s got some ideas on where we should go.” Cat dunked her teabag into the water and closed her eyes when the cinnamon smell surrounded her. “But let’s not do a cruise. I want to go and then relax for a week. Not travel all the time.”

      “You haven’t been on the right cruises. Kevin and I went to Greece a few years ago. It was magical.” Shauna smiled but the emotion didn’t hit her eyes.

      “You still miss him?” Cat wondered if she was poking at a wound. Kevin had been killed before he and Shauna had gotten married, but she’d loved him.

      “I do. Dante’s trying to get my mind on other things, but he comes with a lot of baggage that I’m not sure I’m ready to take on.” Shauna looked at Cat. “And I don’t think he would walk away from the baggage. Not for me. Maybe for someone else if she asked.”

      Cat shook her head. “Don’t go there. There’s nothing between Dante and me. If that’s holding you back, don’t let it.”

      Shauna laughed. “Cat, you know that his feelings for you aren’t even the biggest issue we have between us. We’re having fun right now and that’s probably all it’s going to be. Let’s get back to this vacation. Do you think we have room to plan for January, even though we are running the retreat a week later than usual?”

      

      The next morning, Cat woke with a plan. She had a book due the first of March, but if she focused this week and got words in the morning, and participated in all the word sprint times, she could take the week off for their staff retreat without writing on the beach. She brushed her hair as she looked at the woman in the mirror. “Now we just need to get Seth on board.”

      Today was a writing day for her even though it was a weekend. Seth would go get the writers, then they’d have soup with everyone for dinner. Tomorrow, the entire group would go snowshoeing. Shauna had already bailed on the activity using the excuse that she was making the group dinner for Sunday night. Homemade individual chicken pot pies with a green salad. And she was making chili and cornbread and taking it out to their halfway spot for lunch. She’d drive to the mountain-top park and set up the meal. Then if anyone was worn out after going that far, she’d take them back to the house. Cat hoped she could talk Seth into only doing half the snowshoeing adventure, but she hadn’t brought it up yet. She’d fight that battle later.

      She got dressed in sweats and a Covington College sweatshirt and went downstairs for coffee. And maybe something sweet.

      When she arrived in the kitchen, Seth was already eating breakfast and Cat’s uncle was at the table with a plate of eggs, ham, and breakfast potatoes in front of him. “Hey guys, I didn’t see the invite to the breakfast meeting on my calendar.”

      “I was dropping off the background checks for your records. So far, your writer group is a picture of normalcy. Not a robbery or attempted murder charge among them.” Uncle Pete pointed his fork at Seth. “This one was bragging about how amazing Shauna’s eggs were, so I had to check them out.”

      Shauna laughed as she set a plate in front of an empty chair. “Sit down, Cat. I know you just came for coffee, but the morning has turned into a family meal.”

      “Fine, but only because I want to hear about Shirley being here. I can’t believe she just dropped in. Especially since you two just spent New Year's Eve together in Alaska.” Cat poured herself a cup of coffee and sat down at the table. “Where is she? I thought maybe you’d bring her with you.”

      “She had something to do in Denver. That woman holds her cards close to her chest. I respect that about her. I do the same, so maybe it’s our work in law enforcement that’s allowed us to compartmentalize things.” He took a bite of breakfast potatoes. “On the other hand, you three work and live together. I don’t see how you can have any secrets.”

      “If you’re talking about me dating Dante, Cat and Seth already know.” Shauna sat at the table with her own plate. “And it’s not serious so there’s no tea to spill about that.”

      “Just be careful,” Uncle Pete met her gaze. “I don’t want anyone to think that you might be a good leverage point for Mr. Cornelio. Neither he nor you are part of the college, so your Covington protection is a little suspect.”

      Cat shook her head. “Shauna is a Covington College contractor and Dante is the family representative for the college. They both should be protected.”

      “You have a lot of faith in people who use murder as a business tactic.” Uncle Pete held up his hand. “I’m not going to fight this battle anymore. I just want Shauna to be careful.”

      “I agree with Pete. Dante’s dangerous. Even if he comes across as innocent. You’re dealing with a scorpion. Violence is in his nature.” Seth cleaned his plate, then stood and took it to the counter. “I need to check on Sam. Nice to see you, Pete.”

      As he left the room, Cat’s gaze followed him. “Shauna, you can’t listen to them.”

      Shauna smiled. “I know who Dante Cornelio is and what he’s capable of doing. I also know he’s kind, compassionate, and fun to be around. I’m going to date who I want to and respectfully, Pete, you and Seth can stay out of it.”

      Cat laughed as she focused on eating. “And that’s that.”

      Uncle Pete refilled his coffee cup. “I’m not sure what I did in a previous life to be cursed with having to care about so many strong women in this life.”

      “Cursed is such a strong word,” Shauna squeezed Pete’s hand. “I’d use the word, blessed. It makes us feel better.”
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      Cat finally pulled herself out of her office and away from the writing at four so she could grab a shower and change into real clothes before greeting the writers. Of course, maybe seeing her with her hair in a clip and her sweatshirt with food and coffee stains would have been a more realistic picture of her ‘author’ life. She just wasn’t ready to totally pull back the curtain, yet.

      It was good to have a fantasy of what real authors did during the day. And what they looked like. On the other hand, she loved her life now a lot more than when she was dressing to be in front of a classroom of students or in a faculty meeting. She didn’t have to leave the house if she didn’t want to, and she could still earn a paycheck. Even if that paycheck came in lump sums and she was unable to predict what amount she would be paid. Unless it was her advance.

      She wondered if she needed to add a piece about the money part of being an author. She could do it for the advanced class. That way, she wouldn’t burst their excitement bubble over someday giving up the day job. It was possible, but full-time authors dealt with how to stretch an advance, how to find health insurance, and other fun subjects you didn’t think of when you worked for ‘the man’. Like putting money away into a retirement fund.

      Cat would probably write until she stopped making full sentences that made sense, but it would be nice to be able to plan for more than a week off. She grabbed the notebook she always kept in her bedroom and wrote down a note on developing a session on the Financial Fate of a Full-Time Author – Fact and Fiction. She’d pull something together for Wednesday’s retreat group and then expand it for the next reunion session.

      As she made her way downstairs, she put the ripped-out page on her desk in her office to remind her to block out some planning time. Then she turned out the light. The door had a Do Not Enter – Private sign on it to keep wandering writers from thinking it was available for their writing nook. Cat would share her house with strangers, but not her writing desk. She needed the privacy to help her craft her stories. The office was where Tori, the main character in her books lived. At least in Cat’s mind.

      When she got downstairs, the group was milling around the foyer where Shauna was getting them checked in. Cat was late. She threw an apologetic smile at Shauna and went to the next person in the line. He wore a lanyard around his neck with a nametag that read, Felix Phillips, Productivity Specialist. Cat held out her hand. “Mr. Phillips, so nice to meet you.”

      “I recognize you from your author picture, Cat Latimer. I read several of your books in preparation for coming here.” He shook her hand, vigorously. “I see you took advantage of my nametag hack. I always wear one of these if I’m going to be around people I don’t know. A lot of people don’t want others to know who they are, but not me. How will you buy my future book if you don’t remember my name and how it’s spelled?”

      “Well, that’s a good point.” Cat pointed to Shauna who had just finished handing Andi Grammy her room key. “Shauna will check you in with your credit card and a photo ID.”

      Felix frowned and held up his lanyard. “I don’t have one in my pen name.”

      “Don’t worry about it. It’s only for our records and for payment. We’ll call you Felix or any other name you want.” Cat put a hand on his back and gently moved him toward Shauna. Felix was going to be a detail person. She turned and gave Andi a hug. “I’m so glad you are one of our test subjects for the reunion week.”

      “Are you kidding? I’m so excited to be back.” Andi hugged her tightly. “I know I have my writer group in the real world, but this just seems like my writer persona’s home. Besides, I missed Shauna’s cooking. I dieted all last month, so I’d be prepared for this week.”

      Cat laughed and pointed her over to where Seth was standing. “I need to do that every month. You’re going to be in the west wing so Seth will show you to your room.”

      “Seth! I haven’t seen you in weeks.” Andi lived in town so she’d come directly to the retreat.

      Cat smiled as she turned to the next person in line. “I’m Cat Latimer. I’m so happy you could attend our retreat this week.”

      “Me, too. I’m Piper Caldwell” An older woman in jeans and a blazer looked around the foyer. “Your home is beautiful. I guess I’ve been in the corporate world too long. I was expecting a Holiday Inn and a conference room.”

      “We like to share our beautiful Victorian.” Cat pointed to Seth who was helping Andi with her bag. “My fiancé, Seth Howard, did most of the restoration. This was one of the college’s original faculty housings back in the day. The good news is that we brought it back from its frat house days without a whole lot of repair work. You’ll be on the second floor of this wing, but you should visit the west wing where our reunion guests are staying. It’s amazing.”

      “I’ll definitely check it out. I’ve always been interested in old houses. My husband just laughs when I say we should buy one and fix it up. He has more modern tastes.” Piper nodded to Shauna who was waving her over. “I’m up. I’m looking forward to snowshoeing tomorrow. We live in Florida so I’m excited about getting out in the snow.”

      Cat smiled as she went to the next guest. Snowshoeing didn’t require the skills of downhill, but it was still physically demanding. Seth had offered to take the group out a second time on Thursday if anyone wanted to go again. She thought she’d be busy writing that day. Deek Kerr was next in line and his blond cornrows were tipped in purple for this visit. He dropped his bags and pulled her into a hug.

      “It’s so good to see you. And you and Seth are better, I see. Your auras are weaving colors together.” He held her at arm's length as he studied the colors around her that only he could see. “Peach and blue, they make a beautiful mix.”

      “Good to see you again, Deek. How’s South Cove?” Cat squeezed his arms, then stepped out of the hug. Deek had been on a recent retreat, and she’d taken a shine to the surfer dude gone author.

      “The bookstore is flourishing and my boss is amazing. She said she really wants you to schedule a stop on the next tour. Of course, I’d be your contact for any author event.” He puffed up his chest in an exaggerated motion. “I’m a man of many talents.”

      “And many words, Deek, come on over here and let Cat meet the next writer.” Shauna waved him over as Piper made her way to the grand staircase to go up to her room.

      “Shauna, you look lovely, as always. I’m going to have a red-headed beauty in my next book. Do you want to be a villain or a hero?” Deek grabbed his duffel bag and headed over to the registration desk.

      A young man stepped in front of her, holding out his hand. “I’m Ryan Garett. I’m a Covington student. They said they were covering my costs this week?”

      “You are correct. Shauna will get a copy of your student identification and an emergency contact and give you your room key.” Cat took a breath before she asked the next question. She never knew what genre or specialty the Covington students would be studying. In the background information the department had sent over on Ryan, it had just said general studies. “So what are you focusing on in your masters? Fiction or non-fiction?”

      “Oh, I figured they would have said something. I’m working on my thesis on authors who have attended Covington and, specifically, your workshop. It’s kind of a biography but with a lot of different people. Tom Cook attended the retreat, right? I mean, before he was murdered?” Ryan dropped his voice and looked around. “There’s a rumor that his wife is going to be here as well.”

      “It’s not a rumor, I’m here as one of the reunion guests.” Linda Cook stood behind Ryan and waved at Cat. “Sorry, I was eavesdropping. I’ll be glad to talk to you about my husband sometime this week. His legacy is very important to me and our family.”

      A woman behind her snorted. “His legacy. I don’t think you’re going to like my book where I expose your sainted husband for the lecherous man he was.”

      Linda turned toward the woman. “Excuse me?”

      “You heard what I said. I’m Jewel Doan. Your husband and I were having an affair the last year of his life. And boy, did he tell me some things about the life of an author. He said he had women all across the country.” Jewel’s eyes narrowed as she looked at Ryan. “I’m not sure you’ll want to include him in your thesis. Unless you don’t care about an author’s moral code.”

      “Look, I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m sure you’re confused. Tom and I were happy. He didn’t cheat on me and most times, I went with him on his book tours. So whatever you’re trying to sell, it’s not going to work. Find some other celebrity to hook your star to.” Linda nodded to Shauna. “I’m going to go check in now. I hope this is the last conversation we’ll have. Ever.”

      Ryan looked at Cat. “I was next in line.”

      “Let’s get Linda to her room. I’m sure she’ll appreciate it. Just stand here and Shauna will help you as soon as possible.” Cat took Jewel’s arm and pulled her aside. “Look, I don’t know what’s going on or who’s telling the truth, but we can’t have scenes like this. Can you please leave Linda Cook alone? If not, I’ll need to schedule you for a different month. I’ll pay for your ticket home.”

      Jewel opened her mouth, threw a killer glance at Linda’s back, then nodded. “I’m sorry. My flight was horrible and I have a wretched headache. It took an act of God for me to get this time off. I can’t reschedule. I’ll leave her alone. I don’t need to interview her for my book. I already have most of it written. I just needed to experience Covington and Aspen Hills. And of course, where Tom was killed.”

      “You’re sure you can avoid another blow-up like this?” Cat asked again as Linda Cook went over to where Seth was now waiting by the west wing entrance. Jewel nodded. “Okay, I’m going to hold you to your promise. I don’t know you. Linda is a friend and has supported the retreat since Tom died. You have to know I’ll side with her if there’s another incident. I’m just being honest.”

      “It’s fine. I’ll be good. I promise.” She pushed her long blonde hair back away from her face. “I’m not doing anything to risk the offer I have on the table for the book already. That kind of money is life-changing. I just need to get to my room and take something for this migraine.”

      Cat looked over and Shauna had already checked Ryan into his room. She pointed over to the registration desk. “Shauna can help you check in, then.”

      She took a breath before greeting the next and the last guest, Wilder Russ. She introduced herself. “I’m sorry about that little blowup. Typically, our writer retreats are pretty boring.”

      “Oh, I’ve heard differently.” Wilder shook her hand, a big grin on his face. “You have to know you’re called the murder retreat on the internet. There’s a whole group of writers who post about their experiences here at the retreat. The ones where you don’t have a murder have guests who are a little sad they didn’t get the full treatment. I mean, I know it’s bad for someone to die, but it does spice up the writers’ retreat, right?”

      Shauna had invited everyone back to the dining room for soup and bread so when dinner was served, Cat made herself available in the dining room. She brought the last basket of rolls out and set them on the buffet. “Shauna, the food looks amazing. I’m sure they’ll love it.”

      “Jewel has already asked if someone can bring up a bowl to her room. She’s really fighting that migraine. My cousin has migraines, and they can wipe her out for a week.” Shauna glanced around the room, making sure everything was in place.

      “Make sure she knows we don’t usually do room service. I’d hate for her to come to expect this.” Cat didn’t know if Tom Cook had been unfaithful to Linda, but as she’d told Jewel, Linda was a friend. “I should have had her reschedule. This is going to be tense.”

      Wilder and a few others came into the room and formed a line by the buffet. Shauna and Cat moved to be near the doorway. Shauna leaned closer. “She’ll be fine. Sometimes you just have to say something and get it out there. I think a long travel day and the headache has put Jewel in a bad mood. She’ll be better tomorrow. I’d bet money on it.”

      “Yeah, but there’s still the claim she was sleeping with Tom Cook.” Cat smiled as more of the writers came into the dining room. “There are rumors about the bigger writer conventions being a place to well, hook up. I didn’t see it at the paranormal conferences I attended, but I’ve heard stories.”

      “You’ll have to tell me some, later. I’m taking a tray up to Jewel and then eating in the kitchen. I’ve got a book calling my name.” Shauna picked up an already empty breadbasket to take back to the kitchen. “Are you eating with them?”

      “Yes, I’ll be the extrovert author for the meal. Luckily, snowshoeing isn’t a very chatty excursion, or I’d be done for the week by Sunday night.” Cat smiled and went to the end of the line where Linda Cook was standing and looking around, probably for Jewel. “Hey Linda, mind if I sit by you?”

      She blew out her breath. “That would be perfect. I get Tom’s fans coming up to me all the time wanting to talk about him but something like what she claimed. It kind of shocked me. I’m sorry if I made a scene.”

      “Linda, if someone threw something like that in my face about Seth, I would have slapped her. Or knocked her over.” Cat picked up a bowl and went straight to the chicken noodle. Shauna had given them four choices – a veggie chili, a creamy potato with all the fixings to make loaded potato soup, a beef stew, and chicken soup with homemade noodles. All of the soups were homemade. It was part of a Comfort Foods Cookbook Shauna had been working on for the last couple of months.

      “Well, I promise to be more discreet when she comes at me again.”  Linda filled her bowl with the potato soup. “I didn’t think I was hungry until I smelled the freshly baked bread. Shauna is amazing in the kitchen.”

      “Yes, she is. But listen, if Jewel does this again, just let me know. I’ll send her packing.” Cat pointed to the bacon bits. “Are you making it loaded?”

      There were talks about doing a writing sprint after dinner, but Cat could see that most of them weren’t really up to writing. The new guests were tired after their long flight. Deek, who’d come in from California looked over at Andi who still lived in Aspen Hills. “There’s an alcove on our floor in the west wing. Do you want to meet there in a few minutes and write for a sprint or two?”

      “Sounds like the best way to open up this January retreat.” Andi looked over at Linda and Cat. “Linda, you’re our other ‘reunion’ guest. If you want to join us, you’re more than welcome.”

      “I’m heading to my room to soak in that extremely large claw foot tub I saw in my bathroom.” Linda stood as she said goodnight. “I’ll see you all tomorrow for our snowshoeing adventure.”

      Piper stood as well. “I’m not saying I can get very far, but I’ll give it the college try. Especially since we’re in a college town. Get it?”

      The others groaned at her attempt at humor.

      “Whatever. By the end of the week, I’ll have you laughing at my dad jokes just to keep me from telling another one.” Piper grabbed a couple of peanut butter cookies. She turned back to meet Cat’s gaze. “Thanks for the basket in our room and water. This is like being in a fancy hotel.”

      “There’s a small fridge near your bookshelf too.” Deek went over to get more chili. “That’s an upgrade.”

      Cat laughed. “For the west wing, yes. The second floor has to deal with an ice bucket. We have a machine by the stairs in a small room.”

      “The west wing residents have their own fridges?” Felix grinned. “One more reason for me to come back as an alumnus.”

      Cat hid a yawn behind her hand. “We’ll be upgrading the second floor soon. It’s on our wish list for this year.”

      “Well, I wish you the best on that, but I’m still coming back. Especially if I get as much work done here as I’m planning. Being away from my wife and kids has just decreased my chore list down to nothing for the week. I should have plenty of time to write.” Felix grabbed a cookie and took a bite.

      “Dude, you just jinxed yourself. Never assume you’re going to get more done because sometimes, things happen.” Deek slapped Felix’s back as he walked back to sit down with his chili. “Besides, you haven’t even made your weekly goal list. Be optimistic but realistic. Right Cat?”

      “And Deek has just given you your first assignment for the retreat. By Monday at five, I want your weekly goal plan in the box on the registration desk. The forms are already there and you can pick yours up any time before Monday noon.” Cat stood. “And with that, I’m saying goodnight. The doors lock at ten, but you all have a code to get back in. If you’re really stuck, there’s a buzzer that will sound in Seth’s room. He’ll let you in. But he won’t be happy about it.”

      Cat said her goodnights and headed to the kitchen with a tray of dirty dishes. She walked in and set them on the counter. Shauna was reading at the table and looked up when she came in. “I think I’m heading to bed.”
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