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      To Catherine Cassarno, ballet teacher extraordinaire. We lost you too soon. I hope you are teaching the angels to dance.
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      SUNDAY

      

      “Yihaaaaaaaa!” a childish screech reverberated from the hotel dining room. The cheer was followed by a loud thud.

      The noise drowned out the annoyingly repetitive “Jingle Bells” playing through the sound system. We’d hidden the state-of-the-art speakers behind the artful mound of holly and evergreen perched on the fireplace mantel.

      Welcome to the Whistling River Lodge and Golf Resort.

      I really wanted to rush from behind the registration desk—a massive piece of polished furniture more than one hundred years old—to soak up some of the joy created by the youngest of the dance students filling my lodge this week. Not an option. The bulk of my seven-and-a-half months pregnancy made the procedure of rolling my office chair back along the dais behind the desk difficult. Levering myself upright was beyond me.

      I’d have to hope some of the wondrous jubilation was contagious.

      Under normal considerations, I’d be encouraging—um, monitoring—the activity in the dining room… well running the lodge was never normal. Being part-owner and manager of the Lodge meant that I, Glenna McClain, could never shirk my duties. I lifted my hand and beckoned forward a uniformed employee, any employee, I didn’t care which one.

      A few of the fifteen- and sixteen-year-old dancers, male and female, lounged about the lobby petting my dogs. Salt and Pepper, the miniature poodles and hotel mascots, made the rounds, absorbing all of the attention they could get. Big Al, my rescue Newfoundland Retriever, one hundred fifty pounds of fur and loyalty, sat on my feet beneath the registration desk, shivering in fear.

      That meant that the jump-the-creek crowd were the younger dancers, not the soloists too dignified to participate in childish games.

      The rules of the dance Master Class prohibited participants younger than ten. I didn’t think we had anyone under twelve registered. Therefore, the tag game must be younger siblings not being controlled by dance moms who filled my lobby.

      My newest college intern, Veronica, dashed from the rolling luggage racks near the door toward the exuberant cheers. "It’s okay, ma’am, the kids are practicing their leaps across the creek in the dining room,” she called.

      As if we had more than one creek running through the interior of the lodge. The hotel had been built over and around the creek at the end of World War One by Aloysius Whistler. Providing a cement lined creek bed—with rocks stuck in to make it look more natural—was easier than diverting it, or letting it undermine foundations.

      This time of year, the creek ran full, only an inch below the cement rim. The slushy rain outside filled to overflowing all of the drainage off nearby Mt. Hood. Our creek was part of the eco-system.

      It remained one of our biggest attractions for a unique dining experience. It brought a bit of the wild outdoors inside.

      I wished I could be out of doors right then. Breathing fresh, cold air and running my dogs—the two poodles and Newfoundland retriever—along a secluded path. That was normal. That was right, and what I needed to give my hearing a break.

      Um… did I mention that the bulk of my pregnancy made walking through the lobby… interesting?

      Not to mention that the temperature outside hovered around thirty-four at the heat of the day, and the precipitation had turned from rain to slush. Going outside was not recommended.

      The playlist shifted to “Jingle Bell Rock.” I breathed a sigh of relief at the change of pace.

      I noticed that Clarence Boswell—fifties, dark hair going grey, expensive suit that looked like he’d slept in it, after weeks of organizing the current event—did not move from his station at an antique writing desk by the entrance to the north wing and the dormitories for the twenty dance students and their chaperones. He blocked the entrance to the bar. At two in the afternoon that wasn’t usually a problem. Looking at the exhausted faces of the parents registering their children, I figured we’d need access to alcohol at any moment. Boswell would have to move his position of control soon.

      He loved spreadsheets, and keeping a finger in every pie all at the same time, more than I did.

      A petite blonde dancer—she carried a familiar tote bag over her shoulder that identified her as part of this group, light beige with a pink silhouette of a dancer standing on point with her arms raised and a net tutu adorning her hips—who might be eighteen, emerged from the back corridor. There was a restroom back there near the service elevator that might explain her absence. She touched Boswell’s arm. He looked up with a scowl at being disturbed. Then his expression turned into a huge smile as he slid an arm familiarly around her hips.

      Up until now he’d kept his hands scrupulously to himself and a comfortable distance between himself and any of the children. In his business he couldn’t afford a scandal of impropriety.

      And I couldn’t afford a scandal closing down this event. I really and truly hoped the girl was of age.

      We in Whistling River made a fair amount of our annual income from small conventions and events. Many of them had not happened during the Covid years. The current ballet Master Class, culminating in a performance of the Nutcracker Suite in six days’ time, was going a long way toward making up a deficit.

      An older woman walked up behind the tiny (compared to the rest of the leggy and tall dance students) blonde. She pointedly separated the girl from Bosworth’s clutches, nodding to the curious crowd staring at them. Judging by the facial bones and similarity in build, this could only be the girl’s mother.

      In my heart I thanked the woman for keeping the event on track without messy accusations in public.

      My hopes of making this Master Class an annual event looked better. If we could control twenty leaping dancers. I wanted to laugh at their game. They might be having fun, but they also honed skill sets they needed for their class later this afternoon.

      “Jingle Bell Rock” switched to “Feliz Navidad.” I wanted to bounce to the rhythm.

      “Would you please check to see that the Christmas tree decorations in the dining room are still intact?” I called to Veronica. Many of the glass balls and tiny figurines were antiques and irreplaceable. I’d had the staff decorate the tree in the dining room with the “special” ornaments because I thought the placement was out of the way and not likely to get bumped.

      But then, I hadn’t planned on adolescents making six-feet long and four-feet high jumps in complicated crisscross patterns.

      The tree in the lobby held tasteful wood, plastic, and metal holiday decorations. Cheap and durable. And clanking metal bells alerted us every time the dogs crawled under there to investigate the interesting new thing in their indoor world. Trees in their outdoor world were only good for peeing on.

      The rest of the lodge public areas were draped with evergreen garlands and wreaths and free of the sound system. All of the rooms smelled heavenly. Orange and clove pomanders only added to the reminders of the season.

      All that was missing were the nutcrackers I’d ordered. They had been due last week, before Thanksgiving.

      Veronica nodded and followed the noise of exuberant children. Children. Another essential part of the holidays. I smiled and gently rubbed my tummy. Junior shifted a little to lean in to my caress.

      “Soon, Baby. Soon,” I promised the bump and took a deep breath. Between the gas log fire in the hearth, a lobby very full of people, and pregnancy messing with my internal thermostat, the room seemed ten degrees warmer than normal.

      Six weeks until my due date sounded like an eon.

      Junior had been restless all day. Immediately after our too brief bonding moment, he kicked my bladder as if it was a soccer ball. Had to be a boy.

      I could not make a discreet exit to the nearest restroom.

      “Ms. McClain,” said Dennis du Maurier, with a neutral accent that both borrowed from and denied multiple nationalities. In his late forties, tall, erect, and suavely handsome in his Slavic blondness, he was one of the two dance masters, a former professional who now made a living teaching at a prestigious school in Seattle and advising a top tier ballet company. He stood in front of me, listing slightly off center, as if guarding his left side. His right hand lay flat on the desk, making slight curling motions with his long, elegant fingers.

      He looked over his shoulder for anyone who might overhear. Between the noise made by the children and the rush of harassed moms to corral them, my tiny portion of the lobby seemed isolated. Even the sound system seemed to have gone elsewhere while a new playlist loaded. Hopefully with bright and lovely tunes.

      “Yes, Monsieur du Maurier.”

      Junior settled down and I figured my trip to the necessary could wait two more minutes.

      “If it’s not too much trouble, may I request a different room?”

      My heart sank. Between the dancers, their parents and chaperones, and the leftover skiers, and supporters of the arts from Portland, space had become very limited.

      “Is something wrong with the room?” Two flicks of my mouse brought up the schematic of the hotel on my computer. Big red Xs marked the reserved and occupied rooms. Only the dormitories in the north wing showed any space at all. I didn’t think he’d want to share a bathroom with eight boys and their chaperone.

      Andrew, my assistant manager at the second registration computer beside me, slid a folded message slip across to me.

      “No, no, it is wonderful. I love the rustic, forest décor. Reminds me of the family dacha in Mother Russia.” His accent drifted toward Paris rather than New York or Moscow. “But there has been an… incident at home yesterday.” He tilted his head to his left and his dangling arm.

      “Are you feeling ill? I can have paramedics here in five minutes.” I reached for the land line telephone to my left.

      “Please. No. No fuss. I do not want this generally known.” Using his right hand as a prop, he tucked his left inside the vest of his three-piece suit, a lot like the portraits of Napoleon. Nothing casual about this man.

      “But if I could have a room that is… less accessible to the public? I would feel safer. I still need to be available to the students, but… but not the public.”

      “Um…” I looked dismally at the very full registration list, flipped open the note from Andrew. A possible solution tantalized me. “Let me work on shifting some things while you are at the theater for the first rehearsal.” I smiled brightly toward him even as I pushed my chair back and prepared to exit left toward the restroom. And then maybe stick my head out the back door for gulps of cool fresh air while the dogs watered the rose garden.
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        * * *

      

      A harassed-looking mom approached my station as I returned. Andrew was busy with the last two people in his registration line.

      “I’m not sure what I need to do. I thought housing was part of the Master Class package.” She fished in her oversized tote. The same design as everyone else in the room. The boys had a blue male dancer on their bags with no net frill.

      I’d spent a good part of yesterday stuffing those totes with paperwork and tiny bits of local swag for each guest registered as part of the event.

      “That’s right, Mrs. Holden.” I was well practiced at reading driver licenses upside down. One glance at the leggy blonde pushing forty with exhaustion lines around her eyes and I knew her for a dance mom, the last in line in front of me. “All of the dancers are being housed in the dormitories in the north wing along with their chaperones. Classrooms—designed for skiers and snowboarders but with rough wooden floors that do not suit dance shoes—are on the ground floor. Dorms above that. Parents wishing their own private rooms have made separate reservations in the south wing. Master Class meals are buffet style in Ballroom B. We are allowing registered parents to share those meals unless they want to pay for more sophisticated food with a greater allowance of carbs and deserts, in the quieter dining room.”

      Another screech followed by a lighter thud than the last one echoed through the high, wood-beamed rooms. A more skilled dancer had successfully jumped the creek with an efficient landing. Not a difficult achievement for an adult-sized person. The creek was only thirty-six inches wide at most, even when full. For a few heartbeats the sound of cheering dancers drowned out the music system. We’d graduated to “Let it Snow.” (A bad omen because the slush was now all snow.)

      “Oh, thank God I don’t have to stay.” Mrs. Holden nearly collapsed across the desk. “I thought that’s what the packet said, but it’s all so confusing listening to scattered conversations and Mr. Boswell isn’t clarifying anything until we register with you.”

      “I do need you to register your child here so that we have emergency contact information and a copy of your authorization for Mr. Boswell to act as custodian, defaulting to Monsieur du Maurier or Madame Svetlana Petrova, of your underage child. Then you can register with Mr. Boswell to gain access to the dorms and take part in all of the scheduled activities. When the paperwork is done you can go home and rest. We need you to retrieve your dancer by eleven AM Sunday morning, the day after the performance.”

      I slid a custom registration form, mostly complete from information provided by Boswell, and neatly stacked in alphabetical order (thanks to Andrew, my assistant manager).

      “Bless you. I have three dancers. Melinda is seventeen. Charles, never Charlie, or heaven forbid Chuck, is fifteen going on thirty. And Beverly is fourteen.”

      No wonder she needed rest.

      I found the oldest two in one quick glance, among the quieter teens trying to look dignified and professional. Each of them rested a hand on a wall while they moved their feet in a complicated ritual. Male and female, also leggy blonds, they wore plague masks as did several of the adults and older dancers. The third child eluded me. Probably romping across the creek, heedless of exposure to strangers and their germs. A new variant of the pandemic was making the rounds.

      I wore a mask because, well: pregnancy. We had crates of them available, custom dyed in forest green to match the hotel décor and uniforms.

      The noise level ramped up several notches.

      I couldn’t see the cause. Too many milling bodies filled the lobby. At least the leaping competition had died down. I looked to Andrew where he sat at the second check-in computer.

      An electronic feedback screeched, louder than all of the children combined.

      My husband, security chief, all around handyman, and airport shuttle driver, Craig Knudsen, stood just inside the glass doors to the porte-cochére at the front of the hotel. He wielded the bull horn we used for announcements during outdoor events. The built-in amplifier explained the attention-getting feedback squeal.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, the shuttle to the theater and your first class with Svetlana Petrova and Dennis du Maurier leaves in five minutes. Anyone not inside the bus and belted in will have to walk two miles through cold and slush. Now please line up and process quietly and politely! Chaperones, please stay with your designated dancers.”

      Instant quiet. Bless the man.

      Veronica Trent, the college intern, limped out of the dining room in the wake of too many exuberant adolescents, boys and girls. I raised my eyebrows in question as she slowly resumed a more natural gait. “I thought Australia Rules Football was a rough game. Grand jeté competition beats it. Any one of those kids could take on an entire team,” she muttered to me as she resumed her post near the luggage racks.

      The sparkling red and green beads in her dark dreadlocks looked a little tarnished at the moment.

      “She has to learn the trade from the ground up, just like I did,” Andrew replied sotto voce. “Highland Games and steam tractor pulls can’t beat this crowd.”

      “The fake ghost hunters would give them a run for their money,” I muttered. Never speak ill of a paying guest. Except those guests hadn’t paid their full bill and would not be coming back.

      Bless both Andrew and Veronica for sticking to their jobs. I, and the entire resort, might not have survived the years of Covid 19 shutdowns without their underpaid help.

      I sagged across the desk, much as Mrs. Holden had as the door closed behind the last child and chaperone. Ms. Petite Blond and her mother stayed close to Boswell, separate from the crowd.

      “Mrs. Holden,” Clarence Boswell said quietly and politely. “I know you’ve had a long drive from Seattle, and you haven’t been well. Perhaps you could nap in my room for a bit before tackling that long drive again.” He placed his hotel key card on the registration desk before the nearly prostrate woman. He had one of the suites in the west wing overlooking the river and a tree-covered four-thousand-foot ‘hill’. His room was within hailing distance of the dorms but far enough away to not be involved in day-to-day discipline and supervision. Or observation by the dancers. “You can eat dinner with the children and then decide what to do. I know the other chaperones will be happy for your calming presence.”

      Oh, the man was good. He’d just manipulated her into staying for the duration to “help” with the children. The blonde sniffed in disdain and left for the shuttle, dragging her mother with her.

      Mrs. Holden beamed a smile at him without moving her body from the desk. “Thank you, Clarence. I appreciate that.”

      “Nap time for you too, boss,” Andrew said. He efficiently put his computer screen to sleep.

      “I think a cup of tea in my office will suffice.”

      Big Al poked his fuzzy nose out from under the desk, sniffed once, decided the lobby was clear of the threat from twenty youngsters, and plopped his heavy head in my lap. Not that I had much of a lap left.

      Salt and Pepper, exhausted from their own foray into the battlefield of too much attention, curled up in front of the fire. The huge stone hearth and chimney had survived multiple renovations and were as old as the rest of the building and just as sturdily built. Even in high summer when no fire burned there it acted as a magnet for cozy conversations and relaxing moments on the comfortably upholstered furniture.

      The window seat in my office was the only place in the lodge the dogs preferred to the hearth. With a snowstorm brewing outside, the hearth was warmer.

      Miraculously a mug of tea appeared in front of my nose, slid there by Veronica’s dark-skinned hand. “You’re learning fast,” I said, righting myself enough to grasp the cream-colored mug painted with a sprig of Douglas fir and a cone, a similar motif to the carpet.

      “A happy boss makes for a happy workplace,” she said, grinning at me.

      The decaffeinated tea revived me enough to check the reservations grid on the computer screen. I lost track of the few adults left in the lobby. Every room had started the day with an open green star icon, and had switched to a closed red one. We were officially full up.

      Except for the presidential suite, marked with a red R for reserved. The special dance family needing lodging there wouldn’t check in until late Wednesday or maybe early Thursday—they had professional commitments elsewhere. I had no name listed because their presence and purpose was supposed to be a secret to keep them from being mobbed by wannabe dancers and their ambitious parents. Andrew had the happy chore of staying up to register them when the celebrity guests arrived.

      There was always the fourth-floor apartment that overlooked the porte-cochére. But that was my private space available only in an extreme emergency.

      No one stayed in the apartment except me.

      Marina and Sasha Barinova, the professional dancers from New York, hired to star in the Nutcracker, were guests in the home of a wealthy couple with a vast home that featured a magnificent view of both the river and the mountain. Outside my jurisdiction and beyond my worry zone.

      I pushed my chair back from the desk and stood, clinging to the desk top until my unwieldy balance settled.

      “Who is that?” I pointed toward the sagging lump of humanity collapsed into an armchair beside the hearth. Salt, my white poodle sniffed at feminine, but sturdy, low-heeled boots.

      Veronica hastened to the woman’s side, fingers touching her wrist, testing for a pulse.

      I held my breath until my intern lifted her head and smiled. “She’s alive. Just sleeping.”

      Then, I recognized the lank, dishwater blond hair and long, dancer’s legs. Even in her forties she retained her athletic slimness.

      “Mrs. Holden?” I called to her.

      “Hmmm?” She lifted her head slowly.

      “You fell asleep, ma’am. The children have gone to the theater for dance class.”

      “Do I have to go home yet? It’s so quiet. I could sleep here forever.”

      “I’m afraid you shouldn’t do that, ma’am. You seem too sleepy to drive safely. Didn’t Mr. Boswell offer you the use of his room?”

      “Perhaps a cup of coffee?” Andrew offered.

      She winced. “Can’t drink coffee. Too aciiiiidddd.”

      She nodded off again.

      Al nudged his big furry head beneath her hand, licking her wrist in his feeble attempt to revive her.

      “That is not good. Call 911. We need EMTs and an ambulance.”

      Andrew already had the landline to his ear and his fingers on the keypad.

      And then my hero, my beloved husband, Craig Knudsen, rushed in, giant first aid kit in hand. Delivering the children to the local, newly-refurbished, theater hadn’t taken long. Mid-afternoon on the mountain usually meant extremely light traffic. As in non-existent.

      As a former sheriff’s deputy, and now our security chief, he’d studied extensive first aid, and during the virus lock downs, he’d signed up for online classes for his EMT license. He’d aced his exams for level one. Level two was nearly under his belt. We planned for him to finish by the time our baby was born—the last ultrasound was indeterminate as to gender but I felt certain I carried a boy. If necessary, Craig could deliver Junior.

      We both knew I was one to postpone really important stuff until I finished one more chore. Then one more and another until … until I’d waited too long.

      I was working on breaking that bad habit.

      If you believe that I have some ocean-front property in Arizona I’ll sell you. Cheap.

      Mrs. Holden was one chore I could not postpone.

      “Pulse thready. Blood pressure 100 over 40. O2 level 70. She’s in trouble. Where in hell is that ambulance?” Craig fumbled in his kit for a portable oxygen tank and a mask, affixing them to her face just as the siren erupted on the highway and turned onto Lodge Lane. Within a minute red and blue lights flashed along our drive and through the porte-cochére.

      I backed away and took up a safe position behind the registration desk. Me and my huge belly shouldn’t be in the way there.

      “Salt, Pepper, heel,” Craig commanded. Miracle of miracles the poodles obeyed. Salt usually followed my commands. Pepper never did, and Salt eventually trod behind his pack mate.

      Al was usually glued to my side.

      However, Craig had to haul him by the collar away from our ailing guest. That told me just how ill she was. Al had a massive protective instinct. He was known to have rescued a dead man from the water hazard on the golf course. He’d also rescued me from the Whistling River in a spring spate and another time found me in the wilderness before anyone realized I was missing.

      Now he herded me back to my chair behind the desk.
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      Chaos prevailed, as it always does when first responders mobilize. In the space of five minutes the ambulance arrived and EMTs invaded my lobby. Then came the command truck and a fire engine. And then Police Chief Pierre Beaumain screeched his SUV to a halt, bubble lights rotating on its roof. At least he turned off the siren.

      Did I prefer the mind-numbing noise of a crisis over the fifth rendition of “Jingle Bells”? At that point I wasn’t sure which was worse.

      And if Pete showed up at the lodge, I could bet that his wife, and my best friend, Joy Dancer, wouldn’t be far behind. She at least came in through the back entrance between my office and the kitchen—which was just gearing up for dinner prep.

      A blessed bubble of calm surrounded her. She reached out to touch my hand and peace descended upon me like a warm blanket on a snowy night. It came naturally to her. I accepted it, breathed deeply, and decided I needed to be quiet and out of the way. Let the professionals deal with it.

      I knew how to delegate. I just didn’t do it very often. Not in my own domain.

      Boswell seemed to have disappeared.

      Roy Evans, the lead EMT, started toward me as the obvious person he expected to be in distress. It’s a small town. We all know each other and Roy keeps up on all our medical needs, drug allergies, etc. so he knows what we need when we call.

      “Not yet,” I told him, then pointed toward the still unconscious Mrs. Holden. Craig had her lying flat, affixing oxygen tubes to a machine.

      Roy diverted his steps and took over.

      “Joy, can you please take the dogs?” I asked and pointed toward the entrance to the hallway leading to the staff end of the building. “Pepper’s curiosity is out of bounds.” The little black poodle was trying to worm her way through a maze of big, booted feet surrounding Mrs. Holden.

      “And I can see Salt thinks all the beeping machines and gadgets are new squeaky toys,” she replied.

      A uniformed woman scooped up the white poodle from where he tried to stick his nose into a machine that looked vital to the life-saving process. She handed the squirming dog to Joy.

      My friend was as pregnant as I, but didn’t look half so ungainly. She was five inches taller and absorbed the extra weight more evenly spread where mine was all up front. I think she and Pete conceived on the same night as Craig and I, on our wedding night.

      Fitting, since Joy and I had been best friends since the first day of kindergarten.

      Somewhere in the folds of Joy’s bright red corduroy jumper she found a pocket containing dog treats.

      Instantly all three of my dogs bounced to her side and sat prettily before she handed out the gift of the gods. For the moment, anyway, Auntie Joy was their favorite person in the world.

      “Are you okay?” Joy asked. “I heard the emergency call over Pete’s scanner and hoped you weren’t involved.”

      Junior chose that moment to treat my bladder as he would a punching bag. Had to be a boy with hands that powerful.

      After seeing some of the ballerinas demonstrate extensions while waiting for transport to class, I began to wonder if I guessed wrong. We’d opted not to see the latest ultrasound which was blurry and inconclusive anyway.

      “I’ll be fine in a moment.” Without further explanation I hastened as fast as I could, which wasn’t very fast at all, toward the nearest restroom, about six paces behind where Joy stood.

      I had to shut Al out, of course.

      “Oh, Glenna, are you in here?” came the sickly-sweet voice of Deena Evans Ainsworth. Never presume to call her less than all three names. She insisted, as if all three names were one. She was too important to society to get by with less. Her opinion, not mine.

      I swear she was more annoying and intrusive than Mrs. Dawn Whistler Mendelsohn—or Mrs. Meddler to all who knew her. She needed her maiden name in the middle to remind us all that she was descended from the town’s founder and original owner of the Lodge.

      Though I’d been elected mayor, she often tried to override my decisions, as if her ancestry trumped my election.

      But at least Dawn had actually invested in the Lodge, sat on our board of directors, and was active in the community. I guess that gave her the right to stick her nose into everything, even if it didn’t belong there.

      Deena Evans Ainsworth owned a huge house, almost as large as the core block of rooms in my lodge, one of three such mansions, scattered throughout the world, that she and her husband owned. The most amount of time she spent on my mountain was for three weeks at a time—two, perhaps three, times a year. It depended on the snowpack and ski conditions. This year she and her husband, whom I had never met, arrived early to host Marina and Sasha B, and therefore she must be responsible for the entire production of the Nutcracker. Never mind that I’d brokered the deal with Boswell and billed it as a Master Class with true dance masters and the performance was secondary.

      Maybe if I remained silent she’d go away.

      Al whined right outside the door of my stall. She must have let him in when she followed me.

      “Can it wait?” I demanded.

      “Not really, dear. You see, I’d invited a few friends over for cocktails and a light supper tonight but the weather is turning nasty. I can get around of course, in my new Mercedes 4X4, but…” deep sighing breath, “you see… not everyone can, and I simply must bring them here for dinner. But your restaurant manager,” another deep sighing breath, “is more incompetent than usual. She simply cannot fit me in. You certainly know how important it is for me to entertain properly in this cultural backwater. You know of course that is why I chose to sponsor this little performance. The Barinovs are such important stars in the ballet community. So you see now, you must intervene with your employee and make room for us, at six thirty. The big table beside the creek.”

      “I’m afraid that I do not meddle in the management of the dining room…”

      A whoosh of sound and a gentle shift of air pressure told me that she had left without waiting for my excuse after she’d very rudely accosted me in the bathroom of all places.

      Al stuck his nose under the low stall door and whined. Right. He had our priorities straight.

      If Deena had planned a “Few Friends” for a light supper, it probably meant sixteen for a full, sit-down meal with people staying here at the lodge rather than with her. Heaven forbid she violate her privacy and that of her real guests by opening some of her eight bedrooms to them. So the guests probably already had reservations for dinner. She wanted to invade their space and commandeer the table, where she’d most likely be seen at the time she most wanted to be seen.

      I could check with Janice and rearrange a few things.

      Oh, how I’d love to exile that party to the enclosed patio at the back of the bar.

      My errand in the necessary completed, I spotted a hunched-over shadow hastening down the hallway ahead of me. It (he?) turned left at the kitchen service elevator. In the last second before he stepped into the lift, he looked over his shoulder. Beneath his tilted fedora I recognized Dennis du Maurier, Premier Danseur, and teacher of the Master Class… and the supposed heir to the tsarist regime in Russia. Then the lift doors closed on him, and he disappeared from view.

      But he still cradled his arm and hunched over it, like the pain made him stumble into the elevator.

      I returned to my office across the hall, the one place in the entire, sprawling lodge where people tended to congregate. The poodles occupied their beds in the bay window, Joy perched between them. Among her other professions—including tarot card reading—she groomed and trained half the dogs on the mountain and organized canine search and rescue. Pepper gleefully accepted her as alpha of her pack when she disdainfully ignored me, even though I was the one who fed her, walked her—I’d given up running—and gave her a bed in our condo.

      Craig stood by the door with welcoming arms and carefully worded inquiries into my physical and emotional wellbeing while he stroked my protruding belly. Pete leaned back in my desk chair studying my whiteboard with eyes scrunched and mouth frowning.

      Al followed me closely, head tilted in confusion that someone other than me occupied my chair and kept him from crawling into the knee hole.

      “Don’t you have a fine and spacious office over at City Hall?” I asked the same question of Pete at least once a week.

      I shook off Craig’s protective arm and marched over to stand between the police chief and my whiteboard. He’d been known to erase all my careful schedules and staff notes in favor of his own hieroglyphics when solving a crime. He still did after his nice new office with his own whiteboard was finished.

      “Oh, sorry.” He stood. “I just need some information about your very ill guest.” He stepped aside and gestured that the chair was mine to occupy.

      I didn’t ask “Which one?” I didn’t think I was supposed to know about du Maurier.

      “You going to put it back to my settings?” I eyed the elevated seat and the overly reclined back. How was I supposed to get into the thing when I needed a step stool to reach it? Make that a three-foot step ladder.

      “Erica Holden is not a guest,” I informed him. “Her three children are registered with the ballet Master Class. How she got all three through the audition process I don’t know. They must be very talented. She was supposed to go home to Seattle after registering them. Clarence Boswell, as the event coordinator, can get you addresses and emergency contact information. I believe he is at the theater with the rest of the Master Class.”

      “I can’t find him. So, I asked Andrew. He wouldn’t release it without your approval.” Pete bent long enough to press the lever that would return my chair to its lowest level.

      I sat, heaving a huge sigh of relief before I fiddled with the backrest. “And someone needs to inform the children. And the teachers in case they were depending on a dance mom to help out with something.”

      Clarence Boswell had acted as if he depended on Mrs. Holden to manage all of the children. That would give him more time with the petite blonde.

      My eyes closed as I kicked off my shoes and put my feet on the stool Craig had made for me. It took up much of Al’s space in the knee hole, but he somehow managed to squeeze in.

      “Okay, everyone out. It’s nap time,” Craig ordered. Bless the man. I appreciated how he hovered and protected me. Most of the time.

      “Stay out of trouble, Glenna,” Pete called as he offered his arm to Joy and escorted her out. “I’m sending you home, love. Nap time for you too.” He could be as protective and solicitous as Craig.

      Would either of the men hover as closely when we had squalling babies with dirty diapers to contend with?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I climbed out of layers and layers of deep sleep as the mattress beneath me shifted. Only one person dared disturb me when I retreated to the attic apartment. Craig.

      He caressed my cheek with the back of his finger. “Time to get up, Glenna,” he whispered.

      “How long?”

      “About a half hour.”

      “I’d scheduled forty-five minutes for down time.” I rolled to my side and wrapped an arm around him, tugging him backward, just a little. I wanted to hold more of him close. He took the opportunity to kiss our baby, then me.

      “Package delivery, express. The driver will only accept your signature. Actually, I think he’s stalling in front of the fire before braving the dropping temperatures outside.”

      “Package? What package? It’s not part of our regular supply delivery for the lodge.” Instead of indulging in a cuddle, I struggled to sit up. The weight of the baby made me awkward and my lower back protested.

      “Only six more weeks,” I sighed. That sounded more like two years in my skewed perspective.

      Craig pressed against my mid back and helped me gain the leverage to shift upward and turn so my legs dangled over the edge of the bed. He also rearranged the handmade quilt over my shoulders, wrapping me in the comfort of familiar treasures. My grandmother had pieced this crazy quilt made from scraps of every outfit she or my mother had made for me when I was little. Here in the apartment, where I’d lived after my first marriage collapsed while I worked as assistant manager for the previous owner of the lodge, I’d gathered the best mementoes of my family.

      I felt safe here. Loved and cherished.

      “Okay, who is the package from?”

      “The Nutcracker Museum. Something to do with the Master Class, I think. They are performing The Nutcracker Suite at the end of the week of rehearsals and classes.” Craig found my shoes and slipped them onto my feet.

      No more excuses. No more delays. I had to get up.

      I clung to my husband’s hands and we hoisted me upward. My belly brushed against his as I stood. Not for the first time I wondered if we’d gotten our dates wrong, or if I was carrying twins.

      Or both.

      The three or four months leading up to our wedding had been chaotic. We’d done a major remodel of our home, combining two small condos into a decent sized one, big enough for the family we both wanted. During the transition we lived in either or both for a day or two. Both were noisy and dusty and drafty. So, we decamped to this tiny apartment with three dogs. On top of that, the pandemic had begun to wind down, meaning we could reopen the lodge, after thorough cleaning and disinfecting, especially when it came to the kitchen and dining room. We had barely kept the kitchen open during lockdown for takeout orders and patio dining.

      I could have gotten my dates wrong as the days morphed into each other and I lost track of time.

      Our outdoor wedding in the rose garden was part of the grand re-opening.

      Today, with a shortened nap, I allowed myself the luxury of the elevator down to the lobby. Walking the narrow, enclosed staircase was usually faster than the antique lift. Upgrading the motors and cables for more efficient use was on the list of repairs for next spring—after ski season, our busiest and most lucrative time of year.

      Craig took the stairs and met me in the lobby. I told you the elevator was slow. And creaky.

      Toby, our local delivery driver, stood warming his hands in front of the fire, cooing to all three of my dogs as heat infused his body. They were old friends. Sometimes he brought large boxes of treats from the pet supply place. The dogs loved him. Today he presided over a mountain of large boxes marked “Fragile” and held an electronic clipboard for my signature. “It’s getting colder out there. Snow by sunset. Three inches by morning,” he mumbled.

      Three inches we could handle with our own plow attached to the front of Craig’s pickup truck, and maybe a mini front loader we share with two other local businesses. State and County kept the highway and paved major arteries clear to our access road.

      “I thought I ordered only two large nutcrackers and three smaller ones.” I scrawled something resembling my signature in the too narrow space on the device. “Modern, commercially made statues to take pride of place on either side of the hearth in celebration of the ballet. The catalogue didn’t say they came in pieces.”

      “Size of boxes determines shipping fees. Cutting a forty-eight inch piece in two is more than worth the cost of shipping them intact.” Toby shrugged and hastened back to his idling truck in the porte cochére.

      “Can we open them now?” Andrew asked, like an eager seven-year-old.

      I had to remind myself that he was only twenty-two, fresh out of college.

      Twenty-year-old Veronica looked just as eager.

      The bellhops, wait staff, and Craig’s security people also peered at the array of boxes. They all had tasks that required them to be elsewhere at this time of day, after the bulk of the check-ins, though several of Deena Evans Ainsworth’s partiers had yet to show up.

      “I think this one is the reason for Toby’s fussiness.” Craig held up one slightly smaller box, about a yard long and twelve inches to a side. “It’s addressed to you. The others all have the lodge as recipient on the label.”

      “What…?”

      “Just open it,” Craig coaxed, laying the box on the cedar burl and wrought iron coffee table between a love seat and two armchairs. “We’ll deal with the other boxes. Nik, we’ll probably need screw drivers and wrenches to assemble the big guys,” he called to his security second-in-command.

      I plopped into one of the armchairs and sank into the deep cushions. I knew I’d need the wide wooden arms of the chair to haul myself upward again later. Carefully I leaned forward to inspect the box. The shipping people had sealed it thoroughly with strapping tape and staples. Whatever was inside, it really needed protection.

      Andrew jumped forward and sliced along the seams with a razor-sharp box cutter. I think he knew instinctively in my current state of clumsiness and slightly swollen fingers I couldn’t be trusted with cutting implements.

      With one layer of seals out of the way, I prized open the top of the box, pulling on a flap tucked inside the framework. Swaths of bubble wrap greeted me.

      “This is getting good,” I said to my assembled audience, looking up from the pile of packing materials. “Joy should be here. We’ve always shared….”

      “You can show her later, in private, and the two of you can giggle for as long as you need to,” my husband said. His fingers twitched like he needed to rip aside the wrapping and get to the heart of the treasure faster, or maybe pop the protective bubbles. “If you have your way the baby will be born before you finish opening it.”

      Was he grinding his teeth in frustration?

      I smiled at our role reversal.

      The rest of the assemblage seemed to be holding their collective breaths.

      I’d best get on with revealing the contents of the box.

      Al’s ears quirked upward. Then I heard the desk phone ring. Andrew and Veronica both jumped to answer it, gesturing me to remain seated.

      I needed to get on with the opening so I could deal with whatever or whomever demanded my attention.

      The first two sheets of packing material lifted right off, revealing hints of forest green and gold with a bit of red sparkles. I bit my lip in anticipation as I tore the tape free on the next level of cushioning bubble wrap encasing the hidden glories.

      A bit of my attention did remain with Andrew and his murmured conversation on the phone. Damn it, the boy knew too well how to keep his voice lowered to maintain privacy. A skill I had taught him. A skill essential to a resort lodge with a reputation for protecting our clients.

      I returned to opening the mystery package. The sooner that was done the quicker I could return to my real business.

      Holding my breath in anticipation, I pushed aside a final covering of tissue paper to reveal… a nutcracker—I expected nothing else from the Nutcracker Shop and Museum. But not just any run of the mill commercially made nutcracker. This one boasted a forest green coat and tricorn hat. His breeches were buff, and he wore tall, brown boots. On the oversized base, he stood astride a painted stream with the face of a beaver just visible in the whorls of water. At his side, he carried a detachable carved, wooden axe, blade dulled, instead of a sword. A small cream-colored card with gold scrollwork around the edges pronounced him, in bold green script, “The Forester.”

      “Oh, my!” I gasped. “He’s perfect.” Two feet tall, he’d accent the lobby tree, looking as if he had personally felled and decorated it.

      Similar exhalations came from my audience—Andrew still holding the phone handset.

      Gently, I lifted the twenty-four-inch statue. It felt surprisingly heavy. The handle to work the jaw of the cracker was crafted to look like a seedling fir tree strapped to his back and it begged me to lift it.
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