

The Cold Case and the Corpse


 

With her first cookbook about to be published, food blogger Hope Early decides it’s the perfect time to attend a weekend retreat with a life coach and take her career to the next level. Her hopes for a life-changing experience are soon dashed, however, when she realizes the woman’s wisdom is nothing more than buzzwords and hollow clichés. Suspecting she’s a fraud, Hope discovers the woman is a longtime con artist and is even linked to an unsolved murder. But before she can learn more, someone puts an end to the life coach’s scam—permanently.

 

News of the murder has put everyone at the retreat on edge, and the stakes are raised when a fierce snowstorm threatens to strand them all there with the killer. With everyone a suspect and at least one other person pretending to be someone they’re not, Hope’s determined to unearth any clues that link the victim’s sordid past with someone at the retreat. But the killer is dead-set on stopping Hope in her tracks, and what started as a weekend to build an exciting future turns into a struggle to survive another day . . .
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Chapter One


 

“Hope, I can’t believe you’re actually going through with it,” Sally Merrifield muttered, breaking the serene hum of the Merrifield Inn’s dining room. She plucked another sugar cube from the dish, dropping it into her tea with a decisive plunk. “A whole weekend trapped in a lodge with strangers, all in the name of self-improvement. Sounds like a nightmare.”

Hope Early wrapped her fingers around her teacup, the rich scent of cinnamon tea and fresh scones wrapping around her like a familiar embrace. Outside, Jefferson’s Main Street lay dusted in fresh snow, a postcard-perfect contrast to the tension at her table. Sunlight streamed through the inn’s dining room windows, casting a golden glow over the polished wood and lace-trimmed tablecloths. But as Hope took a sip of tea, her thoughts drifted beyond the cozy charm of the moment toward the retreat she would be attending that weekend. Two days of “limitless living” awaited her, though it was clear not everyone shared her enthusiasm.

“I think it sounds incredible,” Jane Merrifield countered, her eyes alight with anticipation. “Two days dedicated to personal growth? If we’d had something like this when we were younger, imagine where we’d be now.”

“Well,” Hope said, setting her cup down with a soft clink, “it’s never too late.”

Sally scoffed. “Sounds more like a load of nonsense to me. ‘Discover a life without limits,’ huh?” She rolled her eyes, her gaze fixed on the electronic tablet in her hands.

“Sally!” Jane admonished, her voice tinged with exasperation. “Don’t be so cynical. This could be a wonderful opportunity for Hope.” She shifted her attention to Hope, seated to her right. Jane’s bright blue eyes sparkled with a youthful energy, and a hint of pink blush dusted her cheeks. Her short white hair, styled with a playful fringe, completed her vibrant look. “Don’t pay her any mind, dear. This retreat sounds like an incredible opportunity. Be sure to make the most of it.”

Hope smiled. She’d been looking forward to this afternoon tea, a rare moment of peace amid the chaos of finalizing her cookbook and working on her food blog, Hope at Home. For once, she was able to relax and enjoy the company of friends.

“Are you ready to break free from the invisible barriers holding you back?” Sally read aloud from the website, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “At Limitless Living, you’ll embark on a transformative two-day retreat that will open your eyes to the true potential you’ve always had within you. This is more than just a weekend getaway—it’s the beginning of your journey toward empowerment, success, and boundless living.”

Hope set down her cup. “That’s the thing. It’s about pushing yourself to a new level. And I’m curious to see just how far this so-called limitless living can take me.”

Before she’d arrived at the inn, those words Sally had just read from Maisie Cox’s website had excited her, but now she questioned their sincerity and her decision to attend the two-day event at Jefferson Lodge. She fought the urge to snatch her tablet from Sally’s hold.

Instead, she reached for the last crumb of her scone, chewing slowly to mask the wave of frustration creeping over her. Excitement for the weekend retreat with Maisie Cox, the self-help guru she’d discovered online last spring, had bubbled inside her for weeks. But now, as Sally’s skeptical remarks echoed in her head, Hope couldn’t help feeling a little foolish.

Sure, Sally wasn’t the only one to scoff when she signed up for Maisie’s coaching packages. Others had rolled their eyes too, but Hope had defended her choices. After all, thousands of readers had found her blog the same way, through online connections, and now she had a cookbook launch soon. If anyone doubted the power of the internet, Hope’s success was proof enough.

Jane, always perceptive, must have sensed Hope’s deflation. She patted her hand reassuringly. “I’m not as doubtful as Sally about the retreat. But I have to admit, I’m impressed you managed to get Maretta to sign up.”

Hope was shocked that Maretta Kingston agreed to join the retreat. Jefferson’s no-nonsense mayor wasn’t exactly the type to embrace self-help woo-woo, her words, not Hope’s. Skeptical of everything, the only thing she was fiercely positive about was their hometown. So, the promise of bringing tourists to Jefferson through retreats had gotten her attention. And as mayor, she felt it was her duty to support anything that benefited the town, even if it meant enduring a weekend with a life coach.

“No doubt that was a tough one to cross off your to-do list, huh, Hope?” Sally added, glancing up from her tablet with a teasing smirk.

Hope pressed her lips together, trying to keep her cool. Sally’s mood was wearing thin. Sure, Sally was known for her blunt honesty, but today it felt like she was pushing the limits of even that. What was going on with her?

Wiping her mouth with a napkin, Hope leaned forward. “Actually, I didn’t have to do much convincing to get Maretta to sign up.” The words came out with more bite than she’d intended, but for a brief moment, it felt satisfying to prove Sally wrong.

“Really? She signed up that easily?” Jane’s surprise slipped through before she caught herself. Composing her expression, she reached for the teapot, her voice smooth again. “Would you like more tea, dear?” Hope nodded, grateful for the distraction. It had been a long time since she’d been able to relax like this, and she decided to savor it for just a little while longer. After all, once she left the inn, it was back to reality—making dinner for her fiancée, Ethan, and his daughters, and then packing for the retreat. She murmured her thanks as Jane topped off her cup, the warm steam rising to meet her.

Stirring her tea, Hope briefly considered indulging in another scone but resisted. Those extra holiday pounds and the countless taste tests for her upcoming cookbook were still lingering. No, she’d resist the temptation. For now, at least.

“Maretta’s only going to support Henry Greenway’s push for more retreats at the lodge,” Hope said, lifting her teacup.

Jefferson’s location, just two hours from New York City and not much farther from Boston, made it an ideal destination for corporate and wellness retreats. With its reputation as the antiques capital of Connecticut, its historic charm, and its scenic horse country, the town had all the makings of a sought-after getaway. Henry seemed to recognize the potential, and the mayor was just as eager to turn that vision into reality.

Hope glanced out the window just as the first delicate snowflakes began to fall, swirling lazily against the backdrop of Main Street. The weather forecast had been all over the place—snow on and off for the next week, but no one could seem to agree on how bad it would get. Typical.

“We were thrilled when we heard Henry bought that old lodge,” Jane chimed in, her eyes twinkling at the mention. “It’s such a stunning location, though that driveway . . .” She trailed off with a small chuckle. “It’s a nightmare in the winter. Wouldn’t you agree, Sally?”

“Hmm . . .” Sally barely looked up from the tablet as she reached for a blueberry muffin. “Awaken your mindset, elevate your life . . . I’ve read enough of this life-coach nonsense. Why anyone pays for that drivel is beyond me. If you want something done, you do it. Plain and simple.” She took a defiant bite of the muffin.

Jane frowned, shaking her head gently. “Sally, we were talking about Henry and the lodge.”

Sally swallowed her bite of the muffin and reached for her tea with a shrug. “I heard you. You’re right, that driveway is brutal. It’s got to be at least a half mile, all uphill. Gorgeous in the spring with all the trees around, but in winter? No, thank you.”

Jane leaned in closer, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “I have to agree with Sally on this one. That driveway? No thank you—I’d hate to use it every day.”

Driveways weren’t the most thrilling of topics, but living in the northwest hills of Connecticut made them a necessity. When Hope moved back to Jefferson after more than a decade in New York City, she knew exactly what she wanted: an old house with a covered porch, a barn, and most importantly, a short, flat driveway. She’d imagined herself diving into home improvement projects, but one thing she had never dreamed of was digging herself out of snowdrifts on a steep, icy hill.

“Oh, look who’s here!” Jane perked up, waving toward the dining room’s entrance.

Hope turned, her curiosity piqued, as a tall blond woman stepped into the dining room. She made her way gracefully across the room, her heels clicking softly on the polished wood floor. As she approached, Jane and Sally stood to greet her, their faces lighting up with smiles. The woman embraced each of them in turn, her gestures filled with genuine affection.

“Melanie, it’s so wonderful to see you!” Jane beamed, gesturing to the empty chair. “Please, join us. Have you met Hope?”

Hope smiled as she sized up Melanie, who was a couple of inches shorter than her with a sleek bob that framed her face sharply and a pair of dangling earrings that glimmered beneath her hair. They exchanged polite shakes of the head.

“Of course, I know who you are!” Melanie’s hands flew to her chest, her excitement palpable. “Who in Jefferson doesn’t know you? I absolutely love your blog! I can’t wait for your cookbook. When will it be available? Where do you get your recipe ideas? How long does it take to film your cooking videos? And how did you get so many followers?”

Melanie’s rapid-fire questions left Hope momentarily speechless. She’d met plenty of enthusiastic fans, but Melanie’s energy was on another level, bubbling over and contagious.

“Look at me, bombarding you with questions!” Melanie flashed an apologetic smile, though her excitement was still bubbling over. “I’m just so thrilled to finally meet you! In fact, because of you, I’m heading to the Limitless Living retreat this weekend.” She clapped her hands together, her smile widening with enthusiasm.

“You are?” Jane chimed in, her eyes lighting up. “Well, that’s wonderful! You know, if Maisie Cox holds another retreat here, I might just go myself.”

Sally harrumphed.

Melanie nodded eagerly, practically vibrating with energy. “I can’t wait. Hope shared Maisie Cox’s services on her social media, and with all the effort I’ve been putting into getting my calligraphy business off the ground, it felt like fate!”

“Calligraphy?” Hope asked, intrigued. “How long have you been in business?”

“Not long at all,” Melanie admitted, her tone upbeat despite the story. “The company I was with downsized, and I ended up being one of the unlucky ones. But I’d been doing calligraphy for years as a hobby, and when I lost my job, my husband and I figured it was the perfect time to finally launch Melanie Tucker Designs.”

“She really does beautiful work, doesn’t she, Sally?” Jane refilled her teacup with a warm smile.

“Top-notch quality,” Sally agreed, though her focus shifted as she closed the tablet and handed it back to Hope. “But this Maisie character sure charges an arm and a leg for her coaching. Hope you both haven’t sunk too much into this.”

Hope hesitated, not quite ready to disclose just how much she’d spent on Maisie’s services. While Maisie’s rates were high, they weren’t outrageous, at least, not compared to what Hope knew other food bloggers had paid for coaching. Still, before she could reassure Sally that she wasn’t being taken for a ride, she noticed a flicker of something in Melanie’s eyes. Was it doubt? Regret? And it made Hope wonder just how much Melanie had invested in Limitless Living and whether she was already starting to second-guess it.

 

• • •

 

When Hope arrived home from the Merrifield Inn, she immediately set to work, determined to clear her to-do list before heading to the weekend retreat. After a couple of productive hours spent on her blog, she finally felt ready to step away without any lingering tasks hanging over her head.

She stood in her kitchen, untied her apron and dropped it onto the granite countertop of the expansive island. The old farmhouse had required significant renovations, with the most substantial changes happening right there. Walls had been knocked down to create an open layout that seamlessly connected the kitchen to the dining and family rooms. The transformation had involved countless late nights, callouses, and moments of doubt, but the result was a space perfectly suited for family dinners and entertaining. That night, however, Hope’s attention was solely focused on preparing for the weekend ahead.

Her gaze shifted to the oven timers. The bottom oven held a bubbling lasagna, while the upper one roasted a colorful array of vegetables. She’d made extra-large portions to ensure Ethan and his daughters would have leftovers while she was away. With a few minutes left until dinner was ready, Hope grabbed her tablet from the island and leaned against the counter.

Curiosity tugged at her, and she couldn’t resist diving into Limitless Living’s private online group. Tapping away, she searched for Melanie Tucker, hoping to get a sense of her involvement in Maisie’s program. Something about their earlier encounter had felt . . . off. Melanie had been so enthusiastic about the retreat, but when Sally mentioned the cost of the coaching, Hope had noticed a brief flicker of hesitation in her eyes.

Hope wondered just how deep Melanie was into the program.

After some scrolling, Hope finally found a post from Melanie in the private group.

“I’m really struggling to manifest the life I want. I’ve been at it for months, but nothing has changed . . . If anything, it’s gotten worse.”

Hope’s brow furrowed as she skimmed the replies, pausing when she saw one from Maisie.

“Don’t give up, don’t release your power. You may feel like things aren’t improving, but sometimes the rocky path is the one we’re meant to travel to reach our ideal life.”

Melanie’s response was brief—a single heart emoji.

Hope stared at the screen, feeling a pang of unease. There was something hollow in that heart emoji, as if Melanie was clinging to the words but not truly believing them.

Hope’s thoughts were interrupted by the sound of rushed footsteps, followed by giggles. Molly and Becca skidded to a stop beside her, with Bigelow close behind. The spirited dog, with his glossy tricolor coat and enthusiastically wagging tail, bounded into the room.

“Look, Hope! I finished my to-do list!” Molly, who was almost seven, beamed proudly as she waved a sheet of paper in the air. “It’s everything we’re gonna do this weekend!”

“We’re going sledding!” Becca, four years old and clutching her stuffed bunny tightly, chimed in excitedly. “And then we’ll drink hot cocoa!”

Bigelow, determined not to be left out, woofed in agreement, sending the girls into another fit of giggles.

“Let me see.” Hope set aside her tablet and took the paper from Molly’s hand, scanning the child’s neat little list. “Very impressive! You even included your morning routine. You’re already a pro at this!”

“Wash my face, eat breakfast, brush my teeth, and then cartoons,” Molly declared with authority. “Everything’s easier when you’ve got a plan.”

Hope recognized herself in Molly’s words. She was never without her own to-do list and planner, sometimes even keeping a digital copy on her phone. The idea of not having a clear plan for the day made her uneasy because there was always so much to juggle.

“Everything’s easier when you’ve got a plan. Where have I heard that before?” Ethan’s voice echoed from the mudroom as he stepped inside, the sound of his boots hitting the floor punctuating his arrival. He crossed the kitchen, encircling his arm around Hope as he leaned in for a kiss on her cheek. “Sharing your list, Molls?” he asked, glancing at the paper with a curious smile.

Molly nodded enthusiastically.

Hope inhaled the woodsy scent of his cologne, tempted to lean into him more, but the girls were watching. Any snuggling would have to wait until later, when they were tucked into bed.

Ethan looked at the list and smirked, his eyes teasing as they flicked to Hope. “Looks like someone’s got our entire weekend mapped out. Wonder where she got that from,” he said, giving Hope a knowing look. “Good to see that we have a schedule for taking care of the chickens and Bigelow while Hope is away. I also like how you’ve scheduled plenty of hot cocoa breaks,” he added with a grin.

Becca’s small face fell as she hugged her bunny tighter. “But Hope won’t be here to make the cocoa,” she said, her voice tinged with worry.

Molly, ever the problem solver, didn’t miss a beat. “Daddy can make it. He has Hope’s recipe! And if he forgets it, I know where to find it on her blog.”

Ethan raised a brow, half amused, half impressed. “You do, huh?”

Molly shot him a look, the kind only child her age can give. “I’m almost seven, Dad.”

Hope chuckled as she met Ethan’s gaze. “She’s almost seven,” she echoed playfully as she took the list from his hand and placed it on the island. “Now, how about we set the table? The lasagna’s almost done.”

The girls eagerly nodded and, with Ethan’s help, took plates from the cabinet. As they worked together to set the table, the kitchen thrummed with contentment, the scent of dinner drifting through the room.

Hope served dinner as the girls excitedly chattered about the upcoming weekend, listing all the movies they wanted to watch after sledding and building snowmen, their debate over which movie would be first filling the room with lively energy.

Once the meal was finished, Hope began clearing the table while Ethan took charge of feeding Bigelow, who wagged his tail impatiently, and Princess, Hope’s cat. The fluffy white feline watched them with regal disdain, her tail flicking in mild annoyance as she observed the lively chaos two little girls brought into her domain. Only when her bowl was placed on her mat did she deign to approach, her nose twitching with feigned indifference.

With the dishwasher humming softly in the background, Hope turned her attention to serving dessert. Earlier, she had whipped up an apple cobbler, its sweet, cinnamon-laced scent wafting through the kitchen after coming out of the oven’s warming drawer. She topped each helping of the fresh out-of-the-oven cobbler with generous scoops of homemade vanilla ice cream, the creamy dollops melting gently into the fruity mixture.

The girls, wide-eyed with delight, sat at the table, their spoons clinking against the bowls as they savored their treat. Hope and Ethan lingered at the island, where they enjoyed their dessert.

“I’ve still got to finish packing tonight,” Hope said, her spoon sinking into the cobbler’s golden crust. She glanced out the window, noticing fresh snowflakes twirling in the air. “I didn’t realize it was supposed to snow again.”

Ethan nodded, taking another bite. “It started on my way home. They’re saying it’ll keep going on and off until morning, and we might be looking at six inches by then.”

“Six inches?” Hope gasped, her hand pausing in midair as she reached for her tea, taken aback by the news. “Well, at least the retreat is nearby. And if this turns into a blizzard, I know I’ve got my knight in shining armor ready to come rescue me.”

Ethan chuckled, leaning in with a playful grin. “Always.”

Her heart swelled with gratitude. Ethan had been her steadfast support after her life had nearly crumbled following a divorce and a very public defeat on a television baking competition. Now they were engaged to be married. She still couldn’t believe it.

“Given the weather is taking a turn for the worse,” he said, pausing to scoop up a helping of his cobbler, “maybe you should reconsider going.”

Hope set her spoon down and planted a hand on her hip, narrowing her eyes. “Okay, what’s going on? You’ve been acting strange about this retreat for days. It’s not the first time I’ve gone away for a couple of days. Remember the blogger conference last fall? Is it because we’re engaged now?”

Ethan’s eyebrows shot up. “Wait, you think I’ve turned possessive all of a sudden?”

She tilted her head, studying him closely. “I don’t know, you tell me.”

Ethan stepped closer, closing the space between them. His lips brushed her forehead in a tender kiss, then moved to capture hers softly. When he pulled back, she pressed her lips together, smiling faintly.

“Okay, that was very nice,” she murmured, “but it still doesn’t answer my question.”

He exhaled, a long breath filled with hesitation. “What do you really know about this Maisie person? Is she who she claims to be?”

Hope blinked, surprised by the sudden turn. “What are you talking about? Do you know something I don’t?” Her voice trembled slightly, concern creeping in.

“No, not really. But . . . there’s a cold case I’ve been looking into. A woman went missing in Vermont after attending a retreat with a life coach. She disappeared right after a group hike. The truth is, people aren’t always who they pretend to be online.”

Hope crossed her arms, frustration rising. “But sometimes they are. Look at me—I’m exactly who I say I am online.”

He met her gaze, but doubt still lingered in his eyes. “I just want you to be careful.”

“Of course, I will.” Hope grabbed the dish towel, ready to wipe the counter, but hesitated. “Tell me more about this cold case you’re investigating. Is Matt representing someone connected to it?”

Last fall, Ethan resigned as Jefferson’s police chief and went to work for their mutual friend, criminal defense attorney Matt Roydon. The driving factor in the career change was that he’d have more time to spend with his daughters while his ex-wife regained her health after battling an addiction.

Ethan, now facing the refrigerator, let out a chuckle as he pulled out a bottle of beer. “You know I can’t talk about my cases.”

She shrugged. “It was worth a try.”

“You and that insatiable curiosity,” Ethan teased, twisting off the cap as he turned to face her. “It’s gotten you into more trouble than I can count.”

“Believe me, I’m well aware.” Hope carried the dishes to the sink, but there was a faint edge to her voice now, a hint of unease. Ethan met her gaze, concern flickering behind his smile. “But it’s just two days at the lodge. Claire, Drew, Maretta, and Amy will be there too. What could possibly go wrong?”




Chapter Two

 

When Hope woke Saturday morning and looked out her bedroom window, the world outside was draped in a thick, white blanket of snow at least six inches deep. She sighed, acknowledging that Ethan had been right about the weather. Her first thoughts turned to the extra time her morning chores would take, as the path to the chicken coop would need to be cleared. But to her relief, Ethan had already taken care of it, ensuring her morning routine remained undisturbed.

After a refreshing shower and a hearty breakfast, Hope was ready to head out. She hugged the girls goodbye, promising Becca she’d be back soon. She also reminded them of the upcoming ski trip to Vermont in a couple of weeks, which brought smiles to their faces.

After pulling out of her driveway, Hope navigated the snow-covered roads toward Claire’s house. The conditions were unpredictable as some roads had been fully plowed while others waited for attention. As she turned into Claire’s cul-de-sac, Hope was relieved that the street was cleared and that her circular driveway was easily accessible.

To Hope’s surprise, her sister was not only ready and waiting but had packed light. There was just one medium-sized suitcase. Hope raised an eyebrow at this unusual sight, as Claire Dixon was notorious for overpacking. However, she noticed that the overnight bag was stuffed to the brim, signaling that maybe her old habits weren’t completely broken.

Claire climbed into the passenger seat, buckling her seat belt quickly. “Let’s not dally, I want to get there before the snow starts again.” She’d always been decisive, even a little bossy, but lately it had intensified to the point of being overbearing. She’d taken to barking orders and cutting people off mid-sentence. Hope knew they needed to talk about it eventually, but now wasn’t the time. They had to pick up Drew on their way to the lodge, and with the snow starting again, they needed to keep moving.

“For the most part the roads are clear,” Hope said as she shifted the car out of park.

Glancing down at her lug-soled designer combat boots, Claire said, “These aren’t snow boots.”

Hope chuckled, glancing at her sister’s sleek winter outfit. She wore a slim-fitting puffer coat over black flared pants, topped off with a cashmere beanie. “You’ll survive,” she teased, pulling out of the driveway.

The rest of the drive passed in awkward silence, despite Hope’s best efforts to spark a conversation. She started by mentioning her upcoming trip to Vermont with Ethan and the girls, sharing how they’d be stopping by Balsam Dell to visit her friend Carly Hale at her restaurant. “The next time you go up there, you must try Carly’s grilled cheese sandwiches. They’re the best in all of Vermont!” Hope added, hoping to elicit some response. But Claire remained glued to her phone, scrolling and typing without even a glance.

Undeterred, Hope switched topics. She talked about the progress on her cookbook, proudly mentioning how close she was to finishing it. Still, nothing from Claire, just the soft clicking of her fingers on the phone screen. Finally, as they neared Drew’s house, Hope decided to test her sister’s attentiveness with an outrageous claim. “You know,” she said casually, “I read somewhere about a house fire being put out by a herd of elephants. Wild, right?”

“Huh,” was Claire’s only response.

Hope was about to press her sister about her obvious distraction when she caught sight of Drew standing at his front door with his cousin, Susan Porter. His home, an antique white Cape Cod that had been in his mother’s family for generations, looked as timeless as ever. He bought it from his aunt just last fall and was in the middle of a major renovation.

By the looks of things, Drew was deep in conversation with Susan. She held a squirming Trixie, Drew’s energetic Jack Russell puppy, who wore an adorable plaid sweater. Hope was certain that Drew was rattling off last-minute care instructions. She could relate, knowing she would do the same in his position. Susan nodded earnestly, listening intently before playfully shooing him off the front steps.

“For heaven’s sake, he’s only going away for two days,” Claire muttered, reaching over to honk the horn. “I’m sure Susan can handle the dog.”

Drew spun around, shooting a glare at the car.

Hope quickly swatted Claire’s hand away. “Trixie’s his first dog. It’s normal for him to be nervous about leaving her.”

Claire rolled her eyes in response, clearly unimpressed by Drew’s fussing.

Drew gave Trixie one last affectionate kiss on the head, scratching her under the chin as the puppy wiggled happily. But when he lingered too long, Susan gently nudged him down the steps and slipped back inside, closing the door with a knowing smile.

His shoulders sagged. He was clearly reluctant to leave. He hefted his duffel bag and trudged toward Hope’s car, his boots crunching softly on the newly fallen snow covering the brick walkway. By the time he reached the Explorer, a light dusting of snow had settled on his parka. Without a word, Hope popped the hatch, allowing him to slide his bag into the cargo space before climbing into the backseat and shaking off the cold.

Looking over her shoulder, Hope asked, “You’re already missing her, aren’t you?”

Drew gave a sheepish nod. “It’s the first time we’ve been apart.”

Claire let out a dramatic sigh, glancing back at Drew with a raised eyebrow. “You’ll both survive two days.” She shifted in her seat, staring out the window with little interest in the conversation.

Drew’s mouth dropped open in surprise.

Hope gave him an apologetic look and mouthed, Ignore her.

He huffed, leaning back in his seat.

“Are we going, or are we just going to sit here?” Claire quipped, turning her gaze forward.

Drew buckled his seat belt. “Okay, Claire, who messed with your manicure this morning? Those nails are sharper than usual.” He shot her a sideways glance, his smirk full of mischief.

“My nails are perfect, as always, thank you,” Claire said.

Hope stifled a giggle but wasn’t quick enough.

Claire turned her gaze toward her sister. “Something funny?”

Hope wiped the grin from her face in record time. “Not a thing.” She shifted the car into gear and eased out of the driveway. “How about we switch topics?”

“Fine,” Claire and Drew replied in unison.

“Yesterday, I met Melanie Tucker at the Merrifield Inn. She has a calligraphy business and will be at the retreat.” Hope flicked on the windshield wipers, clearing away the thickening snow. “She’s local, lives in Jefferson. Maybe she’s someone you’d want to interview for your article, Drew?”

“Probably. Thanks for the suggestion,” Drew noted, glancing out at the snowy landscape.

He’d been assigned to write an article about the retreat for the Gazette, Jefferson’s weekly newspaper. “I’ll be there all weekend, so I’m sure we’ll have time to chat. Henry Greenway’s really banking on these retreats to make the lodge a success, and it seems like a solid idea.”

“They would definitely bring in tourists,” Hope agreed, slowing for a stop sign. “It’s why Maretta’s going. She wants to support the lodge.”

“Still, I’m surprised she’s staying at the lodge.” Drew leaned forward.

“Why?” Claire glanced up from her phone.

“You don’t know?” Drew asked.

Hope and Claire exchanged confused looks, both shaking their heads.

“He broke her heart,” Drew said matter-of-factly.

Hope came to a full stop at the intersection, turning to stare at Drew in disbelief. “When?”

Claire shifted in her seat, visibly intrigued. “Are you sure?”

“How long are we sitting at this stop sign?” Drew quipped.

“Oh, right.” Hope snapped back to reality, guiding the car through the intersection. The roads were unusually empty, but with the snow still falling, she guessed most people had decided to delay their errands. The town plows seemed to have made the same decision. At least an inch of snow already blanketed the road.

“While I was interviewing Gretchen Winnower for her spring gardening tips, she happened to mention something interesting. Henry’s return to Jefferson last year didn’t sit well with Maretta,” Drew said.

Hope kept her eyes on the road but let out a small laugh. “Maretta’s feathers are pretty easy to ruffle. She’s been prickly since we were kids.”

Drew nodded. “True. But apparently, this runs deeper. Turns out, back in high school they were an item. According to Gretchen, Maretta was head over heels for Henry. That is, until she found out he ditched a date with her to go out with another girl. Someone snitched on Henry, and Maretta was crushed.”

Claire, who had been silent up until then, finally chimed in with a flat tone, “Hard to imagine Maretta even has a heart to break.”

“We all know she’s the queen of holding grudges,” Drew added with a smirk.

Hope nodded, her grip tightening on the steering wheel as she navigated a sharp curve. “Oh, absolutely. This weekend could get interesting.”

The GPS indicated that they were nearing the lodge, and Hope’s attention shifted from the conversation to the road ahead. She knew what was coming and didn’t like it one bit—a long stretch of road that was risky even on a clear day. With the snow coming down heavier now and the roads barely touched by plows, her nerves kicked in. The wind buffeted the car, and her muscles tensed, bracing for the next turn. It was time to stop thinking about Maretta and her past heartbreak. All of Hope’s focus had to be on the weather and the slippery, treacherous road ahead.

Grateful she had shifted her focus to driving instead of reminiscing about Maretta’s high school drama, Hope spotted the sign for the lodge just in time. It was barely visible behind overgrown evergreen bushes, and the sharp turn onto the narrow, elevated road came up fast. The snowfall had thickened, reducing visibility and forcing her windshield wipers to work overtime. Finally, a more prominent sign for the lodge appeared, and her GPS confirmed it. She turned onto the dirt road leading to the lodge.

She remembered that the driveway stretched a half mile and climbed sharply. With a steady breath, she tightened her grip on the wheel and started the ascent. The trees, dense evergreens and skeletal oaks draped in thick layers of snow, formed a canopy over the road, casting the path in a hushed, wintry gloom. The rutted driveway sent the Explorer bouncing along, its tires struggling for grip on patches of ice. Each slip made Hope’s heart race, but she forced herself to stay calm and focused on the road ahead. There was no turning back now.

As Hope navigated the final stretch of the driveway, the lodge appeared through the falling snow like something from a winter postcard. The two-story structure loomed, a seamless blend of timber and stone, with large windows that reflected the gray sky. Snowflakes danced against the glass panes, some sticking to the edges, adding to the lodge’s rustic charm. The wide, vaulted deck at the front was dusted in snow, while the wooden beams overhead provided shelter from the steady snowfall.

To the left, the covered carport offered a temporary refuge from the weather, though Hope could already see the wind swirling flakes underneath. At the far end, a second covered deck extended, offering an expansive view of the landscape beyond the lodge of dense trees outlined in white.

The lodge felt like a cozy sanctuary, but the sight of the towering trees and the unplowed drive reminded her that the world outside could be treacherous. She parked, taking in the view for a moment longer. The snow muffled everything, creating an eerie silence, broken only by the soft whoosh of her wipers.

The shrill ring of Hope’s cell phone pierced the quiet inside the vehicle. She reached for it from the console between the front seats, glancing at the display—Amy Phelan.

“Hey, Amy,” Hope answered, turning off the Explorer’s ignition. “We just pulled up to the lodge.”

“Great!” Amy’s voice crackled through the speaker, barely audible over the background noise. “I’m running a little behind. My aunt fell, and we had to take her to the hospital. She’s being released now, so after I drop her off at home, I’ll head to the lodge.”

Claire and Drew were already stepping out of the car, their doors closing with a muted thud as they moved to the back of the vehicle.

“I’m sorry to hear that. Is she okay?” Hope asked, pressing the button to pop the cargo door open.

“Yeah, just a bad sprain,” Amy replied.

“Be careful driving. The roads aren’t plowed yet,” Hope warned.

“I’ll be careful on the roads, don’t worry. See you soon!” Amy’s voice was light and quick, followed by the soft click of the call disconnecting.

Phone in hand, Hope stepped out of the vehicle and joined Drew and Claire, who were already pulling their luggage out from the back. She reached for her bags, slinging her tote over one shoulder and extending the telescoping handle of her suitcase. After closing the cargo door, the three of them headed along the covered deck, casting curious glances through the lodge’s massive windows as they made their way toward the entrance.

Hope appreciated the shelter of the deck. The wind had picked up, blowing icy flakes in swirling gusts. By the time they reached the front, she let out a breath in awe. The entry consisted of two towering, floor-to-ceiling glass doors, framed by wide glass panels on each side. Drew stepped ahead, holding one door open for her and Claire. They hurried inside without hesitation.

The interior was impressive. A vast room with high vaulted ceilings featured a commanding stone fireplace where a robust fire crackled. Inviting arrangements of leather furniture invited guests to sink in and stay awhile, the fire’s radiance making the cold outside feel worlds away.

“This place is incredible,” Claire exclaimed, her eyes sweeping the space with an appraising glance. As a former real estate agent turned home stager and home furnishings shop owner, Claire had developed a sharp eye for design. “And that fireplace! Wow!” She moved ahead of Hope and Drew.

Hope followed, pulling her suitcase behind her, pausing in the center of the great room. The leather sofas practically called her name, inviting her to sit and unwind. The lodge seemed like the perfect spot for the retreat.

“Henry Greenway has done wonders updating this place,” Drew commented, dropping his duffel beside him as he joined Hope. “I’m going to get some amazing photos.”

“We should check in,” Hope suggested, leading the way to the registration desk, where the long, polished oak surface was pristine but unattended.

“I told you that room was off-limits!” a man’s voice rang out, sharp and angry.

Hope froze, glancing around, but no one was in sight. Then she noticed the slightly ajar door behind the desk, likely leading to an office.

“What were you looking for?” the man demanded again.

Leaning toward Hope, Drew whispered, “Looks like we walked into something.”

Hope nodded in agreement.

“I wasn’t looking for anything!” came a high-pitched, defensive reply. “I don’t know what you think you saw, but I wasn’t snooping! I have work to do.”

“They could use some serious Zen,” Claire quipped, tapping her fingers on the counter.

The office door swung open, and a woman emerged, dressed in black slacks and a crisp white button-down shirt. Her glossy black hair was pulled into a tight ponytail, accentuating her sharp features and hollow cheeks. Wide, dark eyes locked onto the three of them, clearly taken aback that her argument had been overheard. She quickly composed herself, a strained smile forming on her lips.

“Good morning,” she said, approaching the desk with forced cheerfulness. “Welcome to Jefferson Lodge. I’m Kit.”

“Hello, we’re here to check in,” Hope said, reaching into her tote for her wallet. “We’re with the Limitless Living retreat. I’m Hope Early, and this is my sister Claire Dixon, and Drew Adams.”

Drew stepped forward, extending his hand with a smile. “I’m the reporter from the Gazette.”

Kit shook his hand eagerly. “Nice to meet you! Henry’s been looking forward to your arrival.” She released his hand and turned toward Hope and Claire. “He’s excited to have you both here as well. Maisie and her team arrived last night.”

“I’ve been looking forward to this for months,” Hope said, handing over her credit card. “I was thrilled when I heard it was going to be held right here in Jefferson.”

“Oh, you’re local?” Kit asked, processing their information.

“We all are,” Claire added, handing over her card as well.

“Such a charming town,” Kit remarked as she completed the first two registrations. She paused, waiting for Drew to hand over his card.

Hope smiled wistfully. Jefferson was more than home to her. It was part of her soul.

After leaving for the big city and enduring heartbreak and humiliation, she had learned the hard way how special her hometown truly was. Returning had felt like rediscovering herself.

“You should see it during the holidays,” Hope added, adjusting her tote. “It’s magical.”

“And a little dangerous,” Claire muttered, earning a sharp look from Hope. Unfortunately, there had been two murders over the Christmas holiday that Hope had gotten caught up in.

“Now that sounds like an interesting story,” Kit replied, handing them their room keys. “Here you go. You’re all set.”

“Keys, not key cards?” Drew raised an eyebrow.

Kit smiled. “Nope, we kept the old-fashioned locks and keys as part of the lodge’s history. Now, let me show you to your rooms. Once you’re settled in, feel free to come back to the lobby for refreshments.”

“I’d like to speak with Henry, if possible,” Drew said, lifting his duffel.

Kit shot a quick, almost nervous glance toward the office behind her. “Of course.” She stepped out from behind the counter. “He’s a bit occupied right now, but I’ll make sure he knows you’ve arrived.”

As they followed Kit down the hallway, Hope leaned closer to Drew and whispered, “I wonder what’s keeping him so busy, and what room Kit wasn’t supposed to be in earlier.”
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