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For the nostalgic romance girlies, this one’s for you.











BE WHISKED AWAY TO MAPLEWOOD CREEK . . .


There She Goes – The La’s


Kiss Me – Sixpence None The Richer


’tis the damn season – Taylor Swift


That’s So True – Gracie Abrams


Dreams – The Cranberries


Suddenly I See – KT Tunstall


Sweater Weather – The Neighbourhood


From Eden – Hozier


Bloom – The Paper Kites


Where’d All the Time Go? – Dr. Dog


Fade Into You – Mazzy Star


Out of Reach – Gabrielle


Chasing Cars – Snow Patrol
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Chapter 1
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I swiped my phone screen to refresh my email for what felt like the hundredth time in two minutes. My fingers trembled, more from nerves than the chilly mountain air that zipped through the front door of The Denver Drip. We were slammed at the coffee shop I managed, and my heart sank a little at each new customer who appeared at the counter to tear me from my obsessive email stalking.


“Hi, welcome,” I greeted the young power couple who popped in every morning on their way to work. “The usual?”


“And a protein ball, please,” the woman in the designer cardigan set answered, sweeping her auburn hair behind her ear as her brand-new engagement ring sparkled under the fluorescent overhead lights.


“Make mine a triple shot,” her short, handsome beau added.


They were eerily similar, this preppy pair of J.Crew-clad professionals. One of those couples who start to look like siblings, slowly morphing into the same person.


Once they had been served, an elderly woman with cat hairs on her coat ordered an English breakfast tea and a scone, taking them to the table beside the window to watch the sidewalk traffic.


Next up was Frank, a regular, no-frills-added, black-coffee drinker. He was a true unicorn at the high-end shop, known more for its creative espresso drinks, as well as sandwiches and gourmet pastries care of yours truly. The modern decor met somewhere at the intersection of Scandinavian minimalist and overgrown greenhouse: wood accents and white subway tiles, with copious potted plants and hanging vines over the thrifted leather armchairs and cozy reading nooks. Quickly, mechanically, I poured Frank’s drink and went back to staring at the clock, willing the thin, black second hand to move a little faster.


At ten on the dot, I would find out if my application to the prestigious Academy of Culinary Excellence in London had been accepted. Not only my dream program, but my dream city. Ever since I’d applied in June to continue my culinary education, I had waited for the day their decision would arrive. Now that it was here, I dreaded the answer. Raising my hopes only meant I had farther to fall if I failed.


“Any news?” Hannah asked, pouring oat milk and matcha over ice.


The perennially upbeat blonde, with tiny studs in her ear cartilage and a butterfly tattoo on the back of her neck, was a senior at my alma mater, The Kent School, and worked here a few days a week. She was also well versed in my application saga.


“Nothing yet.” I shook my head and tapped my phone where it sat on the counter while I dashed between ringing up customers and plating profiteroles and pains au chocolat. “Good or bad, I’ll know in thirty minutes.”


She patted my back. “It’ll work out. I’m sure of it. You’re so talented, Elle.”


“You have to say that. I make the schedule and can give you all the worst shifts,” I teased, laughing when she looked affronted. “Kidding. I appreciate the vote of confidence.”


“Seriously though, as someone going through the college application process, I know the stress is endless. I can’t imagine doing it at your age.”


“Oof.” I cringed at her teasing. Insert knife and twist. “Kick me while I’m down. Twenty-seven is hardly ancient, you know.”


She laughed as two more customers entered. Sighing, I reminded myself that taking care of them helped the clock creep closer to decision time. I was trying not to pace, not to get caught up in the what ifs while I constructed a bagel sandwich with homemade mint yogurt spread.


“That looks amazing.” Another customer picking up her croissant gawked at the sandwich as I handed it over. “Can I get one of those too?”


“Coming right up,” I said automatically, barely pausing to breathe as I went back to the register to put in the ticket.


The compliments were better than caffeine to keep me on my feet, darting back and forth behind the counter while I tried to fend off the doubt spiral brewing in my head. That voice that told me I wasn’t good enough and never would be.


Each time Hannah walked by, she gave me a reassuring smile, a pat on the arm, or whispered, “You’ve got this.”


I appreciated the support, but I was immune to her infectious positivity today. Not that I considered myself a pessimist—just realistic. The program was one of the most competitive in the world. Only a tiny fraction of applicants made it in each year. Despite my glowing academic transcript and the pastry diploma I’d already received from Auguste Escoffier School of Culinary Arts, the odds were stacked against me. Still, I hoped the admissions office would read my heartfelt personal essay and understand my passion. They wouldn’t find another student who worked harder or wanted it more. In that regard, I backed myself against anyone.


Again, I refreshed my email app. And again, I felt a creeping sense of dread inside.


“If I don’t get in . . .” I muttered to myself.


Hannah jabbed me playfully in the arm with an espresso spoon.


“Um, ow.” I rubbed my arm and laughed. “You don’t need to resort to violence.”


“Oh, please.” She planted her hands on her hips. “You don’t need to be all morose and dejected. Manifest it.”


“Manifest it?” I said, skeptically. “Sure. I’ll get right on that.”


“If you only think in negative terms, you’re going to keep living in a negative space and what good will that do?” She pulled pastries from the display case and boxed them up for a to-go order. “I think if you believe that you’re deserving, acknowledge that you’ve been dealt a shitty hand and deserve something good, then maybe it’ll happen.”


“Power of positive thinking,” I mocked playfully.


She was oblivious to my sarcasm. “Exactly.”


“You’re wise beyond your years.”


She laughed. “Yeah, well, remember that when you do next month’s schedule.”


“Ah, I see how it is.”


Hannah yanked me in for a quick hug. We were both sweaty, my wavy black ponytail sticking to the side of her face.


“I don’t know if I’ve ever said it,” I told her as we pulled away, “but I’m glad the alumni office matched us up.”


I first met Hannah as her mentor, but I’d come to think of her as family. Like me, she had received a full-ride scholarship to The Kent School, part of an award funded by former recipients to continue to provide opportunities to the next generations. Without that scholarship, I never could’ve afforded the prestigious institution.


“I’m grateful too.” Hannah sniffed and blew out a deep breath. “You’re like the big sister that I never wanted.” Pushing me back, she wiped a stray tear away and rolled her shoulders with a pouty grin.


It was at my five-year reunion that the alumni office approached me about mentoring Hannah as she was entering her sophomore year, and I readily agreed. We had both grown up with similar hardships: single parents and never enough money, spending too much of our childhoods as caregivers when the universe dumped more on us than our fair share. I admired so much the way Hannah never let any of it make her cynical. She made it look easy.


“Seriously,” she said. “You’ve got a few minutes before the email that will change your life. Think good thoughts. Manifest that shit.”


“You should put that on a T-shirt.”


“I could probably pay for college that way.” She laughed and shoved me toward the back room. “Go take a break. I can handle things out here. Come back with good news.”


Slipping into the small, cluttered room, I closed the door and sank into the worn leather chair at the desk, glancing at the clock on the wall above me.


“Five minutes. Good thoughts only,” I told myself. “I can do this.”


In a way, I’d come to want this as much for Hannah as I did for myself. It just meant so much to her to see me succeed. I felt a responsibility to show her good things were possible. Big dreams weren’t out of reach for people like us.


I didn’t believe in luck or manifesting. Only effort. It was perseverance that earned me that Kent scholarship. And dedication that allowed me to excel academically while I was there. Nothing ever came easy. I busted my ass studying, cramming until dawn, always doing that much more than my peers. I wasn’t interested in simply keeping my head above water. I wanted to be great. Still, I worried that maybe some things would always be out of reach. It was hard to feel deserving when you were used to going without.


So, I started to rationalize the worst-case scenario. If I didn’t get into ACE, it just meant that I had to do another two-year associate degree at Escoffier. That wouldn’t be the end of the world. Still good enough to build a client base and perhaps land a private chef position in Aspen or Boulder. It wouldn’t be London, but I could make it work.


Then I heard Hannah’s voice in my head telling me that was quitter talk.


And in my rationalizing, I’d also missed the alert notifying me of a new email. It was five after ten, and I’d distracted myself into not noticing the banner that had appeared on my phone.


The subject line simply read “Application Decision.”


“Here we go.”


Using my thumb on my old iPhone, I took a deep breath and clicked the email app.


Congratulations, Chef-in-Training!


I read and re-read the first line three times before an enormous grin broke out on my face and I called for Hannah.


When she burst through the door, I handed her the phone so she could read the message for herself. I was a wobbly and runny-nosed mess that mixed tears and laughter.


“I told you! You manifested that shit!” she shouted before beginning to read the opening paragraph aloud. “Congratulations, Eleanor! On behalf of the entire Admissions Committee, we are pleased to notify you of your acceptance to the Academy of Culinary Excellence in London for the spring entry date. ACE is located in one of the world’s food and hospitality capitals, and our position as a premier culinary college offers unbeatable opportunities for participation in internships, research, events and cultural programs. Your ACE education is an investment in your future, and we cannot wait to help you get started.”


Hannah handed me back the phone, jumping up and down and shrieking, “Holy shit! You did it, Elle!”


“I can’t believe it,” I breathed, reading through the first paragraph again before moving on to the nitty-gritty details. “It looks like I’ll get an acceptance packet in the mail tomorrow, with all of the information on housing, tuition, etc.”


Hannah gave me a concerned look, her blue eyes turning serious. “You’re not scheduled to work tomorrow, but maybe you should come in so you’re not pacing a hole in your apartment floor.”


I knew what she was getting at. I had indicated on my application that I would require financial aid to cover tuition. The total cost of that tuition, and how much of it the school would be willing to cover, were details yet to be ironed out. Getting into ACE had been step one. Paying for it was my next hurdle.


“You know, I have no idea how housing works at ACE,” I said. “Especially since I am considered an international student.”


Hannah nodded. “Plus, you’ll need to sort out a work and student visa application. Flights and . . .” She paused, her face breaking out into a huge smile. “Forget all that for now. This is really happening. I am so happy for you.”


While she pulled me into a backbreaking hug, I made a mental list of what needed to be done.


I broke the hug, but kept my hands placed on her shoulders. “I’ve got my good news. Now we need to manifest your dream college acceptance.”


“Deal,” she said. “For now, come and give me a hand out there. We’re swamped.” She pulled me toward the door, and sure enough, there was a line backing up into the dining room.


Tomorrow was the first day of a new start.
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Chapter 2
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Waking up before sunrise on the couch in my shoebox apartment above the Latin market, I had the worst crick in my neck and a headache from falling asleep with my contacts in. Last thing I remembered, I was watching a Korean cooking competition on Netflix. Now I had a throw pillow full of drool and mascara crusted on my eyelids.


On the rare occasion I had the chance to sleep in, I found it impossible. I was too accustomed to the routine of waking up at four to open the coffee shop promptly at five, with just enough time to shower, slam down a quick breakfast and get to work. My body was a machine that found habits hard to break. Add in the excitement, stress and apprehension about the ACE packet that would arrive by first-class mail today, and it was a miracle I slept at all.


After I dragged myself to the bathroom then gulped down a cup of coffee, I reflected that I probably should’ve listened to Hannah and gone into work, if only to save the linoleum from my pacing footsteps. I occupied myself by mindlessly scrolling Instagram. Next, I bagged up some clothes for a trip to the Laundromat later. I even dusted the apartment from top to bottom, before I stopped short of talking myself into stripping and waxing the floors like a psychopath.


Instead, I pulled three eggs from my fridge to prepare an omelet.


A proper French-style omelet was deceptively simple. It started with soaking the eggs in warm water to bring them up to room temperature. Warm eggs meant a shorter cook time, which was part of the secret to a perfect, slightly custardy center. When the eggs were ready, I cracked them into a small bowl, gave them a good whisk and seasoned with salt and pepper before pouring them into a buttered nonstick pan. I stirred slightly with a silicone spatula until they started to curd and then folded the omelet over one third of the way as the bottom began to turn golden brown. I folded another third, tilting the pan and tucking the remaining curd inside the envelope I had created, before sliding the whole thing onto my plate to garnish with a little fresh chive and tarragon.


As I ate, I sat with my phone to look up everything I could about the London neighborhood where ACE was located. The website described London in six zones. ACE was in Zone 1, where the rents were some of the highest in the city. They suggested venturing out to Zone 2 or 3, but it would add a significant commute to my day, and even those neighborhoods looked like a stretch for my limited budget. The alternative was looking for a roommate situation. Though after living on my own for a while now, I wasn’t enthused about the idea of sharing.


While rents in Denver weren’t cheap, I managed to get by. The coffee shop owner let me pick up overtime shifts when I needed them and I had even started taking the occasional pastry gig for catering events to bolster my ACE tuition fund.


My current apartment was what creative realtors would call “cozy” or “snug.” Meaning tiny. The bedroom was barely large enough for a queen mattress and dresser, and the living-dining combo room made my two-seater couch look enormous. The winning feature for me had been the kitchen, with generous counter space and new appliances. The former landlord had been in the middle of a renovation to flip the place until they went bankrupt and sold off the building.


It was like a metaphor for myself. A little worse for wear and held together by bubble gum and grit, but every extra penny I had went into that damn kitchen, from quality pans to better ingredients than had any right to be found in these humble surroundings.


Around lunchtime, I was curled up on the couch watching the street outside when I saw the mail truck pull up to the curb. I darted to the door and quickly shoved my feet into a pair of shoes. I realized as soon as I made it to the stairwell that I should’ve grabbed a coat too. It was an especially frigid day in November and the landlord didn’t turn on the heat in the lobby until Thanksgiving.


By the time I skidded into the foyer, the mail carrier was just beginning to drop off the packages near the cluster of mailboxes. I waited anxiously while he nodded his head to the music playing in his earbuds, completely oblivious to my presence. The moment he stepped away, I unlocked my box and grabbed the small bundle of envelopes before hurrying back upstairs.


I tossed every other piece of mail onto my coffee table before settling back onto the couch with my legs tucked underneath me, and gingerly opening the thick, white envelope, clearly marked with the ACE logo. I slid out the stack of papers and skimmed through the pages, searching for the financial aid letter, while a tiny seed of panic began sprouting in my gut. My eyes widened at the first glimpse of a pound sign. I swallowed hard.


The letter stated that the program had received an especially large number of requests for financial assistance for the upcoming term. To accommodate as many students as possible, approved applicants would receive a smaller portion of total tuition than previous years. They were pleased to inform me that I was awarded £20,000, or roughly half of the total tuition. And that still didn’t include my flights, visa applications or accommodation in London. Even with my hard-earned savings, I was going to come up short by almost thirty grand.


“Damn,” I spat.


I jumped to my feet and resumed pacing. My nerves were frayed. I needed a massive influx of cash, and fast, or I’d lose my spot and my dreams would be up in smoke. All the overtime shifts and catering gigs in the world wouldn’t cover the gap soon enough. This was knocking-over-a-bank levels of urgent.


As my pacing reached the kitchen, I paused at the fridge, where a tattered business card was held beneath a magnet.


Megan Wheelan, Hannah’s mom, was the founder and director of Culinary Connection, a specialized recruitment firm in Denver for industry professionals that was growing fast. Starting out as just a boutique business that served the Greater Denver communities, it had since expanded its network and reach to the West Coast. Megan’s hope was that in two years she would be in half the states in the country. It was the perfect home-based business she’d started while recovering from cancer treatment, a way to ease herself back into the workforce without the stress of a commute and with flexibility to make her doctors’ appointments. Essentially, Megan and her team served as a culinary job-placement service. Hospitality workers in hotels, sous, executive, and pastry chefs, managerial staff, you name it. She was also instrumental in throwing catering jobs my way when she came across them.


I padded back into the living room to find my phone. Megan picked up after a few rings.


“Elle, hello!”


“Hey! Not sure if you’ve spoken to Han yet, but I got into ACE!”


“Yes, she told me when she got home last night. Congrats! I’m so happy for you.”


I tucked myself back on the couch and slid the packet of papers to the side. “Yeah, well, now comes the hard part.”


“Oh? What’s the hard part? Leaving Denver behind while you work your magic in Jolly Old England?” She laughed to herself at the cartoonish accent she affected.


“Funny you should say that, because I actually do need some magic.”


Reading the trepidation in my voice, her tone grew serious. “I’m not sure how I can help, but I promise I’ll try.”


“If you could keep an ear to the ground for any high-paying jobs, I’d really appreciate it. The tuition is going to be a stretch.”


“Oh, no. Did the financial aid fall through?”


“Not entirely, but it’s well below what I’d hoped. I’ve got some savings, and I can stagger some of the payments, but I’m still falling more than a little short.”


“For you, anything.” Her voice perked up, determined, a mama bear springing into action. “I’ll be in touch if anything comes up.”


“Thanks, Megan. I owe you.”


“You don’t,” she told me firmly. “You’ve always taken care of my Han. I’ll keep you posted.”


The wait was horrendous. I spent the next couple of days in a persistent state of anxiety that manifested in twice double-charging customers at the coffee shop. I burnt breakfast sandwiches and screwed up even the simplest orders. My mind was entirely elsewhere. I thought about having to give up my spot at ACE and spending another year at the Drip with no plans and no direction. Hannah kept reminding me that if I put out positivity, the universe would provide, but I had serious doubts about the universe’s track record.


Then on Sunday, just before midnight, things started to look up. I had just finished cleaning my kitchen after spending my entire day off from the shop preparing hors d’oeuvres for an upcoming catering gig and baking two dozen chocolate croissants for Megan’s breakfast meeting when my phone buzzed with a text from the woman herself.


Megan: Found a potential job. We can discuss tomorrow.


Me: Any hints? I’m dying here. PS The croissants are finished.


Megan: I know I ordered them for the office . . . But I might just keep them all for me.


Me: That’s cold, but I do know how much you love them. The suspense is killing me!


Megan: You’re worse than Hannah.


Me: Don’t let Hannah hear you say that. She won’t let me live it down. One hint.


Megan: Pays well but . . .


Me: You can’t leave me on a but!


Megan: It’s in Maplewood Creek.


Me: Where?


Megan: Maplewood Creek. Suburb of Aspen. Potentially tricky client.


Before responding, I googled Maplewood Creek, Colorado, and let out a low whistle at the median salary and home prices. Though, calling these buildings “homes” was probably offensive to the owners.


Mansion chalets? Chalet mansions?


Either way, the town was fancy, which made sense if it was in such close proximity to Aspen. The photos online were like something out of a Christmas movie: snow-covered rooftops nestled within the valley, buildings down the main street framed by twinkling lights, brochure-ready families ice-skating in the square and strolling past the shops with steaming cups of hot cocoa.


It was a small town, but in the middle of a huge resurgence, thanks to a number of wealthy families buying up mountainside property to build luxurious, state-of-the-art chalets. That meant plenty of upscale restaurants accommodating a wealthy clientele, demand for private chefs, and the nearby ski resorts would have hotel kitchens and catering, with plenty of opportunity for making tips. It also appeared that the population wasn’t year-round, which meant short-term work during the ski season.


Perfect.


I started to imagine what life in a resort town might be like. There had to be plenty of hours for the taking in the high season. And good tips, hopefully. Maybe even the added benefit of access to the amenities from time to time. The idea started to grow on me.


Me: I’ll get the details from you tomorrow, but unless they’re some sort of crazy Hannibal Lecter type, count me in.
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Chapter 3
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The following day, I swung by Megan’s house on the way to the coffee shop. She lived in the childhood home she’d inherited from her parents. It was situated in an older suburb that hadn’t yet been gentrified and where the lower property values allowed for larger square footage than comparable neighborhoods. This had given her the flexibility to turn a den and spare bedroom into office space for the two young assistants she’d brought on to help with the workload now that the business was really taking off. But most of the time, they all congregated in the large, cozy kitchen.


“Come on in,” Megan said, escorting me inside with the boxes of pastries. She took them from my arms and laid them out on the kitchen counter. “Han’s already left to open the Drip and my girls aren’t in yet.”


The house wasn’t fancy—Megan was still focused on investing everything in the growth and success of Culinary Connection. But, despite the old paint and dented baseboards, she kept the place immaculate and always had cute little touches dotted about, like fresh flowers and seasonally appropriate kitchen towels on display.


Megan poured me a cup of coffee and dug into the croissants as we sat at her dining-room table.


“Lay it on me,” I said, eager to hear the details of this mysterious job. “What’s the gig?”


“Hello to you too,” she scoffed playfully.


Megan had short blond hair that had grown back a few shades darker than Hannah’s after the chemo and radiation treatments. Once she’d felt well enough to put away the robes and pajamas, she always dressed like she was going into a real corporate office, even if she wasn’t leaving the house. Today she was wearing a crisp, collared shirt and blazer, with gold stud earrings.


The truth was, if Hannah was my little sister, then Megan was my big sister. I’d lost my mom years ago to Huntington’s disease and I’d since found some of the maternal nurturing I missed so dearly in Megan. It was a relationship between the three of us that I had come to really rely on these last few years.


“Don’t get too excited, I don’t know if this is going to be something that you’re interested in. It’s an unconventional request.”


“Color me cautiously intrigued.”


Megan didn’t do out-of-the-box with her company. Her placements were always straightforward, fair and the consistency of her five-star reviews were what kept industry leaders knocking on her door.


“I’ll warn you, I haven’t had time to investigate this job fully yet, as it literally came in last night, right before I texted you.”


“Okay . . .” My trepidation grew. I imagined the worst.


Megan took a bite of her croissant and moaned with pleasure. She quickly took another while I waited impatiently for the details.


“First of all, they need someone who can start immediately,” she said.


Oh. I had to give the coffee shop ample notice. They had been good to me for years and I didn’t want to screw the owner over, no matter how great this potential gig was.


“How soon is soon?”


Megan washed down her croissant with a sip of coffee. “She asked if tomorrow was an option.”


“Tomorrow?” I yelped, laughing as I waited for her to say it was a joke. “Tell me you’re kidding.”


“I am not. Full disclosure . . .”


My stomach dropped.


“They’re a tad high maintenance,” Megan warned.


I was already pulling up Google on my phone. “What’s the client’s name?”


She swallowed another greedy bite of croissant and got up to grab herself another one. “It’s the Hawthorne family and you’ll need to sign an NDA.”


“An NDA?” My heart beat a little faster.


“Standard practice with a client in this income bracket,” Megan told me. She came back to sit at the table. “The last girl quit in forty-eight hours after a screaming match because of an underbaked soufflé.”


I laughed nervously. “What exactly are they looking for?”


“A chalet girl.”


“A what?”


“I know, I had to look it up,” she said. “The term is a throwback from the sixties, but it’s sort of like a private chef, party planner and ski bunny all rolled into one.”


“They’re not going to make me put that on a name tag, are they?”


Megan snorted. “Did I mention that the pay is good?”


“You did, but tell me more.”


“It’s really good.”


“Like specifically, how good?” Hopefulness crept into my voice.


“Based on what you told me you’d need for London, it would take care of your tuition and then some. I’ve asked for a complete salary package and we’ll make sure the contract is ironclad, just in case. I should have it all by this afternoon. It would just be for the season. Three months, tops.”


My heart swelled in my chest. Three months. I could learn to tolerate just about anything for three months. Demanding clients and eccentric tastes didn’t worry me. I was good at putting on a brave face. But, I hesitated at the thought of leaving the coffee shop high and dry. It felt a little like absconding in the middle of the night. Then again, this was my future. The key to unlocking my dreams. I couldn’t live my life for everyone else, or I’d never get off this runaway merry-go-round with no end in sight.


Megan reached across the table, placing her hand on mine. “This is an amazing opportunity for you, Elle. Impress them, which I know you can do, and your networking opportunities will blow wide open. The sky’s the limit. Worth tolerating a couple of red flags, in my professional opinion.”


London and all her opportunities called to me. It wasn’t something I could ignore.


“Let me know as soon as you get the info,” I said. “I’m in.”


The following afternoon, we were standing in the parking lot saying goodbye.


“Keep me posted when you get there,” Megan said as she arranged my suitcases in the trunk of my car outside my apartment.


Hannah pushed a scraper over my windshield in an attempt to clear the lightly falling snow. A storm was headed in the same direction as me and I had to get on the road now if I wanted to beat it to Maplewood Creek.


“I’ll text you both when I arrive,” I promised, pulling Megan into a hug. “Thanks again for everything you did. I’m so grateful.”


Megan had managed to find a replacement to take over my role at The Denver Drip, which was a huge help to the owner. She had also negotiated with the Hawthornes to get me a signing bonus because of the short notice for the job, enough to finance my travel and visa applications for London.


“Remember what I said,” Megan told me, adjusting her scarf against the cold. “If there’s anything untoward, you call me immediately.”


“I’m sure it’ll be fine.” I laughed, nervous at the warning. It was a little late for second thoughts.


“Just in case. You have a contingency clause in the contract if Mrs. Hawthorne turns out to be as difficult as the last girl said.”


“Stop, Mom,” Hannah pleaded. “You’re freaking her out. It’s going to be great!”


“Absolutely,” I said, willing my voice to sound confident and not as shaky as I felt. I would manifest this if it was the last thing I did.


“You will be amazing,” Megan said, holding out her arms for a hug. “Careful on the roads, alright?”


I gave her a tight squeeze in return. “Will do. Thank you again.”


“My turn!” Hannah slammed into me as soon as Megan and I released our hug, nearly knocking the wind from my chest. “I’ll miss you. Call and tell me all about it. I want to hear everything, okay?”


“I promise,” I laughed, blowing her hair from my face as a gust of wind enveloped us.


Hannah squeezed tighter and wouldn’t let go. “And take pictures. Lots of pictures. I want to see this chalet.”


“I’ll see what I can do.”


“Oh!” She abruptly pulled away to grab a Thermos from Megan’s car and handed it to me. “Almost forgot. You’ll need caffeine for the road.”


“Take care of each other, okay? And try not to burn the place down while I’m gone.”


Hannah smiled angelically. “No promises.”


When there was nothing left but stalling, I got into my car and blinked back a tear or two as I waved to them both through the window. Standing arm in arm, Megan and Hannah kept waving in the rearview mirror until I pulled out of the parking lot and we couldn’t see each other anymore.


Eyes on the road ahead, I took a deep breath. I guess part of me never thought I would get this far, that’d I’d ever really find a reason to leave Denver and strike out on my own. Maplewood Creek wasn’t exactly London, but I was getting closer. One giant leap on the adventure of a lifetime.


Now I just had to convince myself I wasn’t terrified.









[image: ]



Chapter 4
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Twenty minutes west of Denver, the crowded city streets gave way to suburbs, then rural valleys. Buildings and cars became scarcer as the looming snowcapped mountains filled my windshield. And with them, the rapidly greying skies of the approaching weather. Usually, I loved storms: getting cozy on the couch with hot cider and fuzzy socks, wrapping up in blankets by candlelight, eating all the ice cream in case the power went out. On the road, however, the conditions were less enchanting.


The snowstorm moved quickly, from a light dusting to huge cotton balls falling from the sky. Forceful gusts of wind blew sideways, jostling my old Subaru station wagon around on the winding highway. Ice began to harden on my windshield and several times I considered pulling over to wait out the worst of the storm, but I needed to make it to the Hawthornes’ chalet tonight. Megan said Mrs. Hawthorne had been emphatic on that point.


As I dipped into the valley, tires crunching over several inches of snow and ice, my cell reception went from spotty to zero. The GPS map on my phone no longer pretended to know where I was and I almost missed the exit for Maplewood Creek. I made a last-second lane change into a wall of solid white that completely obscured the road signs.


I had hoped the valley might provide some measure of cover from the storm. Instead, the mountains seemed only to create a tunnel effect that channeled the worst of the weather straight on top of me. I’d lived my whole life in Colorado and was no stranger to blizzards, but this one had me white-knuckling the steering wheel.


My attention flicked between the windshield and the clock on the dash. Keen to reach the chalet on time, I pushed the car faster. Probably faster than was strictly prudent. I was desperately searching for street signs, any indication I was going the right way. I was the only car on the road and that was never a good sign.


Suddenly, the car thumped. A pothole maybe. Or a curb? I gripped the wheel as the tires skidded. I was in a spin and entirely out of control, whirling in a whiteout and desperately begging not to come to a halt inside some frightened family’s living room. Then, with a violent jolt, I came to a dead stop. A pile of snow collapsed onto the hood of my car. I sat there shaking a moment, adrenaline pumping through my veins, while I caught my breath.


It was just a snowdrift, I realized. Nothing catastrophic. After I gathered my wits, I very carefully put the car in reverse and gave it the slightest bit of gas, downshifting to give the wheels more torque. If I dug in too deep, I’d be sleeping in my car until a tow truck found me in the morning buried under a foot of snow.


Careful. Easy does it.


The crunch of ice cracking beneath my tires brought a massive wave of relief. I was free of the drift and back on my way. However, I didn’t make it even a mile down the road before flashing red and blue lights blocked my path.


A police officer bundled up in a heavy winter coat and Day-Glo vest stepped out of his SUV and flagged me down. He hurried up to my window and I cracked it just a couple of inches.


“Sorry, ma’am. This way’s closed. You’re going to have to turn around.”


“But I have to get up the mountain,” I said. Snow blew in through my window and immediately collected on my center console, melting in the blast of the heater.


“Too dangerous. We already had to pull people out getting stuck on the way up.”


Panic rose from my gut, queasy and urgent.


“You don’t understand. I’m starting a new job today and I absolutely have to get to the Hawthorne chalet tonight. Please. I’ve got all-wheel drive. I can make it.”


“I’m sorry, but I can’t let you through. Even if you could climb those roads, there’s abandoned cars blocking the way.”


“But . . .” My mind began to spiral. I should have left sooner. I should have gotten ahead of the storm. That’s what Mrs. Hawthorne would say. No excuses. If I’d been better prepared . . . “Where am I supposed to go?”


“You can find lodging in town. Just down that way. They’ll get you set up for the night, and you can be on your way tomorrow after the roads are cleared. Go on now,” he said, freezing and clearly annoyed to be standing outside in the middle of this storm.


The officer hurried back to his SUV and even flipped on the siren a couple of times to move me along.


Dejected, I followed his directions and took a left toward the center of town. It wasn’t long before a lighted sign appeared as a beacon, mocking me in the snowy night. A B&B called The Snowdrift Inn. Fitting.


I pulled into the parking lot of the red farmhouse-style building, then dragged my suitcase through the deep snow, up to the wraparound porch and through the front door. Inside, it smelled of mulled wine and cinnamon cookies. Plaid sofas surrounded a roaring fireplace. The reception area was lit with beautiful Tiffany-style lamps on each of the tables, giving every inch of the room a soft glow.


At the reception desk, made up of an old dining room set with the hutch sitting behind a long, narrow oak table, an older Black gentleman was watching Jeopardy reruns on an even older television. There was nothing hi-definition about anything here. It was cozy with a capital C.


“Hello, dear. How can I help you on this extra-chilly evening?” he asked, taking the duct-taped remote and lowering the volume from rock-concert level to slightly less earsplitting.


“Hi, I’m hoping you have a room available?” I felt guilty asking. It wasn’t like I’d turned up at a roadside motel. There was no reason to believe a tiny B&B would have a last-minute vacancy. “It’s just for the night. The road up the mountain is blocked and I’ve got nowhere else to go.”


“Of course,” he said cheerfully. “We have a lovely single room right upstairs. It has a Jack and Jill bathroom that it shares with another single, but I haven’t seen that guest since very early this morning.”


“Not a problem,” I told him. At this stage, I’d have been grateful if he let me sleep on one of the reception area sofas. “I’ll take whatever I can get.”


As soon as I was able to put my stuff down, I’d have to give Megan a call and beg her to smooth things over with Mrs. Hawthorne, who was no doubt sitting in her comfy chalet grousing about her chalet girl no-show.


“He’s an old friend of the family. I suspect he spent the day on the slopes.” The old man paused, glancing out the window again. “May have decided to stay at one of the cabins up there if it was too difficult to get back down.”


“Thank you,” I sighed, unwrapping the scarf from around my neck. “I know it’s getting late, but is there anywhere I can grab dinner?”


He frowned. “I wish I knew you were coming. I would have saved our pot roast for you. It was delicious.”


At that point, I felt my stomach growl. “Any chance there’s something still open in this weather?”


He chuckled, a low, wheezy bark that reminded me of a cartoon cat. “We’re used to this weather, dear. Around here, we’re always open.”


My stomach erupted in another loud growl.


“Two buildings down,” he said, pointing in the general direction. “There’s a bar called The Foggy Goggle. Get a burger. You won’t regret it.”


“Thanks, uh, Mr . . .?”


“Wagner. Peter Wagner.” He handed me a room key. “But you can call me Pops. Everyone in Maplewood Creek does.”


“Alright. Thanks, Pops. I’ll see you in the morning, then.”


“Breakfast is between eight and ten.”


Inside my room, the radiator groaned to life as I shrugged off my snow-covered coat. The mattress sagged when I flopped onto it. I pulled out my phone and tried several times to call or text Megan, but nothing was getting through. When I tried her on the room’s landline, it went to voicemail.


“Megan, hey, it’s Elle. I’m stuck in town. The road is blocked, and I can’t get up the mountain. I’m staying the night at The Snowdrift Inn. This is the number to reach me. Cell reception in the valley is shit. Hopefully I still have a job, but I’ll wait to hear from you if I should just turn around tomorrow and come on home. Call me back when you get this. I’m running out to get some dinner, but I’ll be back soon.”


At least the room was comfortable. Not overly polished, modern or elaborate, but I immediately felt right at home. There was a small electric fireplace in the corner, with various ornaments and a stack of books positioned on the mantle.


I decided to wash up, then pop out for an hour to eat, yawning as I got up to head to the adjoining bathroom.


There was a double vanity in there, with two sinks. On the right side, I saw a mess of men’s grooming products, with the caps scattered and white foam overflowing from the can of shaving cream. There were tiny hairs in the sink and the electric-blue remnants of toothpaste around the drain. The idea to tame the mess might have briefly flitted through my head if I hadn’t been so hungry. I got a little chaotic when I hadn’t eaten.


After a quick freshen up, I headed back out into the snow.


The Foggy Goggle wasn’t unlike many Denver bars. A large stone fireplace occupied most of one wall. A live band played on a small stage at the far end of the room. It wasn’t crowded, but there was enough of a buzz to make it lively.


Sidling up to the bar, I eased onto a stool near the roaring fire, letting the chatter, rock music, and clinking glasses wash over me. I wasn’t sure how much free time I would have to spend in town, if by some miracle I still had a job tomorrow, but this place would be on the list to revisit.


“Hey there, what can I get started for you?” the bartender asked, handing over a food menu. “We’ve got a great mulled cider. It’s got a real kick to it, but ideal for this weather.”


“Oh, that sounds perfect. And Pops at The Snowdrift suggested a burger. Which one would you recommend?”


He smiled. “Any allergies?”


I shook my head.


“In that case, one Greek burger coming up. Lamb, tzatziki, and feta. It’s outstanding.”


My mouth watered at the thought. After putting in my order, he stepped away, tending to the other patrons. I passed the time nervously awaiting a ping from Megan as I watched the signal bars jump from zero to two and back again. When my food arrived, I pocketed my phone and dug in like I hadn’t eaten in days.


“How is everything?” the bartender asked, smiling at the animal way I attacked the burger.


“So good,” I mumbled with a full mouth, hand covering my face.
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