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CHAPTER 1

 

Jocelyn screamed and shoved away from the computer.

“Damn. Damn. Damn.”

She marched into the kitchen, yanked open the refrigerator door, and grabbed the Peppermint Mocha creamer to add to her sixth cup of coffee, praying the caffeine kick would coax her muse back. So far, the new book has continued to be a huge struggle. The screen remained blank and her editor’s incessant emails were piling up. She’d had trouble even conjuring a first sentence. This was not good.

She pulled the vibrating phone from her back pocket. “What?” she huffed.

“Uh oh, what’s wrong?” her best friend and fellow writer Emily said.

“I’m banging my head against the wall and trying to restrain myself from tossing the computer out the window.”

“Quit taking your frustrations out on an inanimate object.”

“I don’t know why it’s so hard, Em. I’ve written seven books!”

“Don’t you?”

Jocelyn pressed her lips together.

“You may not see it yet, but this was the best thing that could have happened.”

“Maybe.”

“Definitely.”

Jocelyn thought she and Dale had a solid relationship. She’d even entertained the thought of them getting married at some point. “No man is perfect,” she said.

Emily scoffed. “Perfect is a myth. Let’s be real. The guy was a tool.”

“He had his good points,” Jocelyn replied.

“Did he though?”

“Okay, maybe a few things about him got under my skin, but he had a job and he helped pay the bills.”

Sighing, Emily said, “I think you’ve really lowered the bar, Jocelyn.”

Had she lowered her expectations because she was tired of dating and just wanted to have someone to hold onto?

She wrapped her hands around the warm cup before taking a sip.

“Listen, I have a wonderful idea.”

“Does it involve hogtying my muse and dragging her back to the fold?”

“Not exactly.”

Emily paused, causing Jocelyn to bow her head. “Okay, let’s hear it.”

“A girl’s road trip for a couple of days. Some place far away from here where you can clear your head and find your inspiration again.”

“I have a deadline, Em. And Christmas is in a few days.”

“And how has focusing on the deadline been going for you?”

Jocelyn shut her eyes, letting the inner battle rage on. The deadline loomed and her idea well had dried up. Would it matter if she stayed here or went somewhere else? A change of scenery might replenish the well.

Ever since that asshole announced he’d been saddled too long and needed to be back on the free dating range, she’d locked herself away from the world. She wouldn’t miss all those western references. Dale likened himself to a cowboy, even bought the stupid boots, which she tossed into a dumpster along with several of his other cowboyish things. What a dick! “Okay, I’m in.”

Emily squealed. “I’ll handle everything. All you have to do is show up. I’ll send you the details after I deal with Jack.”

“Don’t you have a big shindig coming up for Christmas?”

“Yes, but Jack will keep things afloat.”

“He’s a saint to put up with you,” Jocelyn said. Emily hung up.

Jocelyn massaged her temples. “Oh, lord, what have I gotten myself into?”

The sun was too damn bright for air this cold. Jocelyn pulled her cardigan tight as she opened the door to bring in a package. 

Her phone dinged with a text notification.

**Get packing. We’re going to Colorado. I’ll pick you up at 8:00 tomorrow morning.**

Colorado. Some place she hadn’t been since her childhood.

Could she do this? Should she?

Her friend provided vague details, but if she knew anything about Emily Ravenwood, it was going to be an interesting trip.


 

CHAPTER 2

“Are you kidding me?” Jocelyn exclaimed as they pulled up to the Stanley Hotel in Estes Park, Colorado. Looking at the enormous white building against the snow-covered mountain backdrop had the hairs on her arms standing up. “Incredible,” she whispered. 

Emily smiled. “When I called, the woman said she’d just hung up after a cancellation and asked if I wanted Room 217, which generally takes a reservation at least a year in advance. I scoffed and said absolutely not but explained that you are a writer and you’d be thrilled. I’ll be in the room across the hall.”

“You need to embrace the haunting,” Jocelyn said.

“Hell, no,” Emily replied.

They were laughing as they strolled into the lobby of the grandiose hotel. The rich wood, leather chairs, and stone fireplace stole her breath. “I think I’m going to faint.”

Emily laughed, hooked arms and said, “Let’s get checked in.”

Jocelyn relived the history as she walked through the lobby of the haunted hotel. 

“It’s not too late,” Emily said. “How about we put our stuff in the rooms and go out for dinner.”

“Agreed. I’m starved.”

Jocelyn walked down the carpeted hallway pulling one suitcase that had wheels and carrying the other on her shoulder along with her purse. 

“This is me,” Emily said and unlocked the door. “I’ll see you in a few.”

“Yep.” 

Jocelyn paused before the brass plague on the door—Room 217—tracing the engraved numbers with her fingertip. A delicious tingle of excitement rippled up her spine. As she unlocked the door, an icy draft whispered across the nape of her neck, raising goosebumps beneath her collar. She pushed into the room and dumped her leather purse and weathered suitcases on the bed. What a relief. Her vertebrae cracked softly as she rolled her shoulders to release ten hours of highway tension.

In reverent awe, she roamed around the room. The burgundy-patterned carpet, though faded in patches near the windows, looked remarkably preserved. The ebony bedframe made the cotton sheets appear luminous, like freshly fallen snow. Her calves throbbed from too much sitting even though Emily handled the driving. “Don’t worry bed, we’ll become intimately acquainted later tonight.” The room's temperature plummeted suddenly, and her breath escaped in misty wisps that hung suspended in the still air.  “Right now, I need to check the thermostat.”

Jocelyn cranked up the thermostat then ran fingertips over the matching ebony armoire. “Exquisite,” she whispered, easing open the doors that creaked like old bones. An ornate leather bench stood guard at the foot of the bed. The Victorian-style table lamps and overhead promised ample golden light when she settled down to write. 

She crouched and peered into the darkness under the bed. "All clear of monsters,” she announced to the empty room.

After one final appreciative glance at her sanctuary for the weekend, she snatched her purse and left to search for Emily.

Just for good measure, she checked under the bed. “No boogeyman under there.”

After one last longing look around the room, she grabbed her purse and left to find Emily.

A short time later they hopped in the car and drove around Estes Park. The sun sank behind the mountains as they settled on Poppy’s Pizza & Grill for dinner. She ordered a Sundance Salad, a piece of their Poppy’s Special pizza, and a glass of Sangria, which warmed her up and drowned her sorrows. “This is nice.”

Emily leaned back in her chair. “I’ve missed that smile.”

“Thanks for talking me into this.” She squeezed Emily’s hand.

“When you’re ready to talk about it. I’ll be here.”

“I know. Thanks.”

Emily patted her stomach. “Let’s take a little walk and work off some of this great food?”

“I hear ya,” Jocelyn said. “Let me pull on my parka.”

They paid the bill and headed down Elkhorn admiring the beautiful Christmas decorations that lined the street. There were trees with strings of lights and ornaments covered in snow. All the store windows had wonderful Christmas displays. They laughed and talked about the last trip they’d taken. It seemed like a lifetime ago. Not long after that trip, she hooked up with Dale.

“Hey, where did you go just now?” 

Jocelyn smiled at Emily, whose teeth chattered. “Sorry, I was thinking it’s been a long time since we’ve taken a trip together.”

Emily hooked an arm through hers. “Not that long. We still know how to have fun.”

“Yes, we do,” Jocelyn agreed.

They crossed the street to peer into the holiday trimmed window of a jewelry/antique store showcasing a lot of interesting items. Emily pointed out a cute purse that caught her eye. A strange sensation overcame Jocelyn causing temporary vertigo. “Why don’t we go inside.”

Emily happily agreed. She really had her eye on that purse. After entering, Emily went straight to the stand of purses.

“I’m going to wander around,” Jocelyn said.

Emily waved her hand in the air. “Sure, go ahead.”

Jocelyn wandered by displays with antique jewelry, and shelves with old books, but couldn’t shake that odd feeling. She stopped to examine some framed letters and bags of old coins when a soft caress on her neck spun her around. Weird.

Emily squealed, and Jocelyn smiled. Apparently, Emily found something new to get excited over.

Jocelyn’s smile faded as she maneuvered around another customer. Her eyes were drawn to the shadowed corner in the back of the store. An unseen tug drew her deeper in that direction.

She circuitously moved toward the area in a slow gait. Emily spoke to an older woman who held one of the purses. Her friend had the ability to strike up conversations with random people. Being an introvert, she avoided conversations as much as possible, which didn’t make her agent happy.

In the darkened corner sat an old Royal black typewriter in glorious condition. All the letters on the keys were visible, but it had no ribbon. Jocelyn envisioned how the typed words would look on a crisp white page. Her feverish imagination pictured her sitting down at a small table typing her next book on this very machine. Who needed a muse when you had history at your fingertips. She wondered what Edgar Allan Poe would think of this invention if he’d lived long enough to see it. What amazing stories would he have crafted?

Jocelyn had many vintage items at home. She thought of herself as a collector of sorts. She loved learning the history of old things.

“I can’t believe you bought that typewriter,” Emily said as she checked out. “You know you’re the one whose lugging it back to the car.” 

Jocelyn rolled her eyes. “You bought two purses.”

“That’s different. I will use these purses. You won’t be able to use the typewriter. I know, you’re going to add it to the host of other old junk you have and do oodles of research.”
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