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Praise for Alice Clayton’s hilariously fun, New York Times bestselling Hudson Valley series


CREAM OF THE CROP


“Emotionally ripe with bold dialogue, strong characterization, steamy sex scenes and Clayton’s trademark wacky humor, the author builds a delectable, opposites-attract romance.”


—RT Book Reviews (4 star review)


“A titillating story with plenty of happy endings.”


—Library Journal (in a starred review)


NUTS


“Small towns are filled with different personalities and Nuts is simply that, chock-full of so many special nuts you won’t want to leave.”


—Heroes and Heartbreakers


Praise for Alice Clayton’s laugh-out-loud sexy Cocktail series


LAST CALL


“Witty dialogue, engaging scenes and the ever-present smoking-hot chemistry once again prove that Clayton is a master at her trade.”


—RT Book Reviews


“The hilarious conclusion to a series that made me laugh until I cried, swoon until I sighed, and reminded us all that there’s always time for one Last Call.”


—New York Times bestselling author Colleen Hoover


MAI TAI’D UP


“Clayton’s trademark charm and comical wit saturates the storyline, which features engaging dialogue, eccentric characters and a couple who defines the word ‘adorable.’ ”


—RT Book Reviews


“Alice Clayton is a genius! Mai Tai’d Up is sexy, steamy, and totally hilarious! A must read that I didn’t want to end.”


—New York Times and USA Today bestselling author Emma Chase


SCREWDRIVERED


“Cheers to Alice Clayton! Screwdrivered is a hilarious cocktail of crackling banter, heady sexual tension, and pop-your-cork love scenes. The heroine is brisk and lively (can we be friends, Viv?) and the hot librarian hero seduced me with his barely restrained sensuality. I’ve never wanted a nerd more.”


—New York Times and USA Today bestselling author Kresley Cole


“Screwdrivered has sexual tension, romantic longing, and fantastic chemistry.”


—Fresh Fiction


RUSTY NAILED


“We want to bask in the afterglow: giddy, blushing, and utterly in love with this book.”


—New York Times and USA Today bestselling author Christina Lauren


“Clayton’s trademark wit and general zaniness shine through in abundance as readers get an intimate view of the insecurities one faces while in a serious relationship. Steamy playful sex scenes and incorrigible friends make this a wonderful continuation of Wallbanger and Nightie Girl’s journey to their happily ever after.”


—RT Book Reviews


“For fun, sex, and strudel, make sure to spend some time with these wallbangers.”


—Heroes and Heartbreakers


WALLBANGER


“Sultry, seXXXy, super-awesome . . . we LOVE it!”


—Perez Hilton


“An instant classic, with plenty of laugh-out-loud moments and riveting characters.”


—Jennifer Probst, New York Times bestselling author of Searching for Perfect


“Fun and frothy, with a bawdy undercurrent and a hero guaranteed to make your knees wobbly . . . The perfect blend of sex, romance, and baked goods.”


—Ruthie Knox, bestselling author of About Last Night


“Alice Clayton strikes again, seducing me with her real woman sex appeal, unparalleled wit and addicting snark; leaving me laughing, blushing, and craving knock-all-the-paintings-off-the-wall sex of my very own.”


—Humor blogger Brittany Gibbons


“A funny, madcap, smexy romantic contemporary . . . Fast pacing and a smooth flowing storyline will keep you in stitches. . . .”


—Smexy Books


And for her acclaimed Redhead series


“Zany and smoking-hot romance [that] will keep readers in stitches . . .”


—RT Book Reviews


“I adore Grace and Jack. They have such amazing chemistry. The love that flows between them scorches the pages.”


—Smexy Books


“Steamy romance, witty characters and a barrel full of laughs . . .”


—The Book Vixen


“Laugh-out-loud funny.”


—Smokin Hot Books






Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.


Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP







Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: Image]





To Mohonk Mountain House, where inspiration became reality





Acknowledgments


As I sit writing this, I’m staring out a hotel window, gazing at the Sydney Opera House. How is this my life? How did I get here? How in the world did a woman managing a day spa in St. Louis, Missouri, end up on the other side of the world at a book signing (signing books she herself actually wrote, but you knew that)?


The answer is you. Simply put, it’s you, you gorgeous reader you. You came along with me on this wild ride from the moment I hit publish on the first chapter of The Unidentified Redhead, back when it was nothing more than a little-known piece of fan fiction.


I love this community more than I can ever say. There’s something so magical about women reading romance, and recommending romance, and loving romance as much as we all do. And as grateful as I am as an author who gets to participate, I’m even more grateful as a reader for the genre itself. In this very strange world we’re living in right now, to be able to spend the last few moments of my day, every single day by the way, in bed with an incredible piece of romantic fiction is exactly what we all need.


But now specifically about this book, the Buns that you’re currently squeezing. This book was inspired entirely by a trip I took to Mohonk Mountain House in New Paltz, New York. This hotel is like a peek into a different world. It’s beautiful, it’s peaceful, it’s like a giant hug on top of a mountain. I can’t say enough about this piece of heaven on earth except to say that while Bryant Mountain House was inspired by Mohonk, creative license was required to invent this fictional world because there is nothing, NOT A THING, about the real resort that would ever require someone like Clara to come along and update it. Mohonk is, quite literally, perfection. It’s become one of my favorite places on the planet. And to anyone who lives a train ride away from the Hudson Valley, figure out a way to go spend a weekend up there. And if you don’t live close by, go anyway. Make the trip. It will change your life.


I must thank my usual suspects, Nina Bocci, Jessica Royer-Ocken, Marla Daniels, and while she is my new editor I’ve admired her for years now, Lauren McKenna. Thank you all for always pushing and expecting better. I couldn’t have done it without you.


And thank you again to everyone who came along on this journey with me. I’m not entirely sure where we’re going next, but I hope you’ll be along for the ride.


Alice


xoxo





Chapter 1


“Partner?”


“Partner.”


“Partner?”


“Partner.”


“Partner?”


“Not if you continue to have this newly developed comprehension problem, but yes, Clara. Partner.”


Whoa.


I sat across three feet of mahogany desk from inarguably my favorite adult in the entire world, who happened to also be my boss, and she just told me that if I was able to knock this next job out of the park, I’d be promoted to partner.


I breathed in, then out. In, then out. This was one of those moments—the kind you read about, the kind you remember later on in life when you reminisce about the good old days and you point to it as though it were a blue ribbon, plucking this day out of all the others and festooning it with colors and sparkles and maybe a unicorn. One day I’d look back and say that was the day my life changed. That all the hard work and hours and weekends spent in the office and missed dates and skipped parties and blood and sweat and tears became worth it because I’d arrived here, in this space and time, and I’d finally carved out a place in this world that was mine.


Barbara smiled, watching me take it all in, likely being able to see my wheels turning. She hired me five and a half years ago, took me under her wing and mentored me every step of the way. And now she was handing me the keys to the kingdom. Partner in one of the most well-known and well-respected branding agencies in the country. If . . .


“So Bryant Mountain House leaps into the twenty-first century, and I get to see my name on the letterhead?”


She nodded. “That’s the deal, kiddo.”


I breathed in, then out. In, then out.


I smiled. “I’ll head down there tomorrow.”
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I didn’t own a car. Not that uncommon when you consider I’m on the road nearly 80 percent of the year, and when I was home in Boston I pretty much walked everywhere I needed to go. The nightmare traffic in Boston was enough to make me change the channel the few times I’d actually paused to watch a car commercial, wondering if I should part with some of my hard-earned dollars and finally bite the bullet.


I did love to drive, though, and took any excuse to head out onto the open road whenever a long-term job opened up. And let’s face it, long-term jobs basically described my entire life.


But now I was about to be, maybe, possibly, made partner in this career I loved so much. Was this real? Was this happening? Was this—


“Just make sure she’s full of gas, okay?”


I snapped back into the present at the Hertz rental car lot on the edge of town. I’d been daydreaming while this kid had been lecturing me on my full-tank options.


“Sure, sure, gas. Full of it. You got it.” I patted the roof of my rental, a beige four-door Corolla. Solid. Safe. Dependable. Utterly boring. “Am I good to go?” I was anxious to get on the road. It was only four hours to Bryant Mountain House, but I wanted to make sure I had time to scope things out before dinner.


“Yep, where ya headed?”


“Catskills, upstate New York . . .” I trailed off as a car inched forward out of the car wash, catching my eye. Early spring in the Northeast, when everything was sullen and gray, muddy and cold, was one of the earth’s uglier moments. But when this beautiful convertible, shiny and red and all kinds of pretty, rolled out and reminded the world what summer looked like, I couldn’t stop staring. It was bold, brash, braggy, and wholly unnecessary.


And eight kinds of fun.


The kid followed my gaze, raising an eyebrow in appreciation.


I pointed. “How much is that one?”


“Niiiiice,” he replied, his estimation of me going up a few notches. Born seven weeks premature, I’ve always been on the teeny side. Dressed in black leggings, black wellies that practically swallowed me whole even though they were the smallest size in stock, and a black rain slicker to keep the intermittent drizzle off me, I looked like I belonged in a beige four-door Corolla.


But underneath that rain slicker was a cherry-red clingy T-shirt. And underneath the leggings were cherry-red silk panties. And as I took off my ball cap and ran my hands through my hair, turning my pixie cut into short little blond spikes, I spoke through cherry-red painted lips.


“Yeah, I’m gonna need that one.”


Twenty minutes later I blazed out of Boston in my wholly unnecessary, determined to knock this job so far out of the park I might just buy one of these for my cherry-red collection, sweet-ass ride.


A partner deserved something a little special, right?
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A partner should also know better than to take a sports car on twisty, windy roads still crusted with salt and ice and potholes. This is why I rarely if ever made spur-of-the-moment decisions, rarely if ever flew by the seat of my pants. I preferred to Keep It Simple, Stupid, and leave the crazytown to my best friend Natalie Grayson, and even to some extent my other best friend Roxie Callahan, who could serve up her own brand of crazy when needed.


Natalie and Roxie. The three of us had met years ago when we all wound up at a culinary school in California, all eighteen and ready for big-time changes. Roxie was the only one who actually had any real culinary skills, and while I’d enjoyed the year I spent in California, I realized early on cooking was never going to be more than a hobby, and hightailed it back to New England. Natalie was similarly disillusioned with cooking as a career, and she also headed back to her home, the island of Manhattan, which she was pretty sure belonged only to her.


Roxie stayed, made her mark in California as a private chef to the stars, and only found herself back in her tiny hometown of Bailey Falls, New York, when her career imploded over an ill-timed whipped cream turning into butter. This very butter is what changed the course of her life and made her truly appreciate her hometown, a hometown that had welcomed Leo Maxwell in the time she’d been gone, the man who was currently rocking her world.


The town’s next victim into its black hole of charm and sweet was Natalie, a city girl if there ever was one. Officially she lived in Manhattan. Unofficially she was fooling no one as she’d recently begun spending weeknights ninety miles north of her island in the company of one Oscar Mendoza, owner of Bailey Falls Creamery and the only man who could make her set one toe north of the Bronx.


And here I was, heading toward that same town, which was also home to Bryant Mountain House, the old hotel I’d been hired to rebrand, reshape, and get back in the black.


Roxie and Natalie were thrilled, convinced that once I spent some time in the quaint town, I’d fall just as in love with it as they did and decide to stay.


I never stayed. Anywhere. I loved being on the road, meeting new people, hanging my hat somewhere just long enough to sink my teeth into something that used to be incredible and needed to be brought back to life. And once that was done, it was off to the next project.


I had an apartment. I had things in it. I had my name on the mail slot.


I did not have a home.


“Keep your bags packed, kid, you’re not gonna be here long . . .”


I blinked up at her, the sunlight behind her turning her head into an eclipse of sorts, unable to make out individual features of her face but knowing somehow that her expression would be one of tired resignation. I was just one more kid in a houseful of others. With their own never-truly-unpacked bags . . .


I shook my head to clear it, squeezing the steering wheel. Partners in shiny convertibles didn’t think about the past, they thought about the future. I pulled over to grab a coffee for the road, thumbed through my travel playlist, and cued up some Fleetwood Mac.


“You can go your own way . . .”


That’s for damn sure.
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Three hours later I turned off the interstate and onto the state highway that would take me into Bailey Falls and up to Bryant Mountain House. Turning off the tunes, I began to put my game face on.


This was where I needed to think, to ruminate, to imagine what it must be like to have your entire family’s history potentially subjected to a wrecking ball. When I took on a job, that is what I took on. It wasn’t just a few months of work, it was a way of life. And not just for the family but for all of the employees whose lives were typically just as tied into the history as those whose names were on the letterhead. The Bryant family was small in actual name but large by proxy. And I’d be working to save jobs for more than just the family.


The Bryants had owned this property for almost one hundred and fifty years. And like so many other family-run hotels, they’d relied too much on “but this is how it’s always been done,” which simply doesn’t work anymore in this modern age. With Yelp and TripAdvisor helping everyone make their vacation plans, reviews could make or break a place. And they’d had their share of bad reviews in the last few years. Couple that with the recent economic crisis and belt-tightening across the board for vacationers, and they were in danger of losing their beautiful hotel.


Unless . . .


* CUE TRUMPETS *


. . . they had me. Which they did. I rolled my neck, cracked my shoulders a bit, and settled in for the final leg.


I had a hotel to save.


* CUE A SECOND BUT EQUALLY IMPRESSIVE ROUND OF TRUMPETS *
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“Melanie Bixby, arriving guest,” I said, leaning out of the driver’s-side window at the guard shack at the edge of the property. I didn’t even blink anymore when I used my pseudonym, it was second nature at this point. When I checked in under my real name, I never got the true sense of what was going on at a hotel. Clara Morgan was given the red-carpet treatment, Clara Morgan was upgraded, complimentary champagne was sent up almost without fail, and literally every single parking attendant/busboy/junior housekeeper went out of their way to bid good morning/afternoon/evening to Clara Morgan.


Melanie Bixby, however, was just your average guest, and always got the real story.


“Bixby, Bixby, oh sure, there you are, Ms. Bixby. Let me just grab your parking slip.” After a moment inside, he returned with a pass that he set just inside on the dashboard for me. “Now you keep that there while you’re with us, that’s how we tell the overnight guests from the ones who are just here on a day pass.”


“Day pass?” I played dumb.


“Yes, ma’am, Bryant Mountain House has some of the best hiking and biking trails around. For thirty-five dollars folks can come spend the entire day in the woods. No access to the main house, but there’s a nice enough snack shack on the edge of the property for refreshments.”


“Do you get many day-passers up here? I mean, in the off-season?”


The attendant looked skyward, scratching at his beard as though divining the answer. “Not really, ma’am, no. Summertime sure, but it’s getting harder and harder to get people up here when it’s cold and rainy. Like today. We had a storm a few weeks ago that would—now would you look at that? Me running my mouth off, when you’ve got places to get to! You just stay to the right, this road will take you right on up to the resort.” He smiled companionably, his eyes crinkling at the corners as he waved me on.


“Thank you!” I called out as I rolled my window up against the chilly spring rain that had begun to fall. Heavy and sloppy, it’d be slushy ice by nightfall if it kept up.


I stayed to the right as directed and began to wind my way up up up. The road twisted and turned to the top of the mountain underneath the late-afternoon sky, which was thickening with storm clouds and an ever-increasing gloom. On my left the hillside was covered in trees and thick brambles that’d be bursting with green in a month or so. On the other side the road fell off sharply, the trees giving way every so often to showcase fallen boulders, craggy and rough. I spied a trailhead, clearly marked for guests of Bryant Mountain House, winding into the forest.


The hiking must be incredible up here.


Making a mental note to investigate the off-season trails, I continued up the hill, which at this point was quickly becoming the Mountain in Bryant Mountain House. Turning my wipers up another notch against the now-steady rainfall, I turned around the final bend and there, finally, was the resort.


At least, there was part of it. The enormity of this single structure was too great to be captured in just the windshield of my tiny, impractical, and wholly unsuited for mountain terrain sports car. But what I could see was impressive as hell.


I drove under a stand of weeping willows planted along the road like soldiers, arching across and creating a tunnel effect that in summertime must be stunning. At the ass-end of winter and the equally-as-ugly beginning of spring, the bare limbs feathered together, slick with slush and almost gnarled. Not entirely welcoming.


Shivering slightly, I continued through the archway, getting my next peek at the resort. Rising high into the air, the east wing loomed up suddenly—the real money shot being either the mountain view to the west or the lake view to the east. Six, no, seven stories climbed against the wintry sky. I slowed to a stop to appreciate the architecture—fieldstone mixed with deeply burnished redwood, green shutters, soaring high gray stone chimneys. I whistled as I hit the gas again, once more twisting into the dark woods that surrounded the property. I passed several barns, the stables, the summer garden, and glimpsed just the edge of the championship golf course.


And then the road swung me back around to the front of the resort and the edge of the parking lot. One look at how fast the rain was falling and I immediately opted for valet and gunned it for the covered entryway.


Gunning it in a rain that’s bordering on icy sleet isn’t wise in a boring beige Corolla, and it is for damn sure not recommended in a shiny red sports car with rear-wheel drive. I spun out on the last turn, my back end slipping wildly as I clutched the wheel and tried to straighten out. I overcorrected, swung wide, and out of the corner of my eye I caught a man dressed in a green slicker and matching hat gesturing, holding out his hands and yelling.


“Look out!” I cried.


“Stop!” he cried.


I thumped the curb and by mere inches missed hitting the rain-slicker guy, who threw himself to the side at the last second, tumbling into a large shrub.


“Oh my God,” I whispered to myself, everything suddenly quiet. I looked through the wipers and saw galoshes kicking in the air, the shrub branches thrashing wildly as the man I’d nearly hit fought to climb back out. “Oh my God!”


I jumped out of the car, ran over to the shrub just as he was pulling himself loose. “I’m so sorry, oh no, are you okay? I’m so sorry!”


His raincoat, emblazoned with the words BRYANT MOUNTAIN HOUSE, was caught on a limb, his hat was hanging off the back of his head by the string, and one of his galoshes had come loose.


“Oh, for pity’s sake!” he exclaimed, tugging at the branch.


“Can I help you?” I asked, reaching for the tangled limb.


“No no, I think you’ve done enough,” he snapped.


“Well, let me at least see if I can—”


“It’s fine, don’t do that—”


“I think I found where it’s stuck, just—”


“Don’t do that, it’s going to tear, it’s really fine, it’s—watch out!”


The branch tore free, taking with it half of the raincoat, thwapping him upside the head as it rustled and resettled back into the bush.


“Wow, I can’t believe that just . . . I’m so sorry.”


“It’s. Fine.” He spoke through gritted teeth.


The two of us stared at each other. I felt terrible. He looked frustrated.


I clasped my hands behind my back, looked around, then tried to smile. “So, where do I check in?”





Chapter 2


Turns out the man I’d tried to hit with my car was the bellman tasked with assisting me inside.


“You’re Ms. Bixby, yes?” he asked, once he’d brushed himself off.


“How did you . . . ah. They called up from the guard shack?” I asked.


“Indeed,” he replied drily.


Just then another attendant dressed in a similar rain jacket came running out. “Sorry about that, Mr.— Whoa . . . what happened here?”


“Ms. Bixby had a little trouble navigating that last turn,” the guy from the bushes said, walking over to the car and turning it off, tossing the keys to the other attendant. As I watched, he seemed to compose himself, straighten up, and put his game face back on. “I’ll just retrieve your bags from the trunk and we’ll see about getting you checked in, shall we?”


“Yes. Please.” I nodded, wanting to stay out of his way and not cause any more problems.


I followed him into the lobby, catching my first glimpse of the opulence in this great old hotel. A graceful staircase made of thin spindles and sturdy oak stretched up several floors and down at least one from what I could see, bisecting a large receiving room. Conversational chairs and love seats were grouped around one, two, no three fireplaces, all roaring and chasing away the outside chill. Each fireplace was unique with mantels carved of dark woods and flanked by ceramic bricks in deep greens and golden yellows. Victorian through and through, it was beautiful, though somewhat . . . fussy? No, dated was a better word for it.


“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”


“Hmm?” I asked, turning toward the bellman who’d been watching me, taking in my reaction. “Oh yes, it’s lovely.”


“Those were found on-site when they dug the original foundation,” he said as we passed by five enormous amethyst-colored crystals displayed above another enormous fireplace, this one made of stacked stone.


“Really?” I asked, nodding in appreciation. “And when was that?”


A look of pride came over his face, as though he’d been the one to dig that first shovel of dirt. “1872. In fact, right where you’re standing was where the original boardinghouse kitchen was.”


He smiled then, the kind of smile that makes you want to invest in toothpaste and sunshine. I found myself unable to resist offering my own pearly whites back in response. If all the employees took as much pride in Bryant Mountain House as the bellman, we were in better shape than I thought.


I followed him toward the check-in desk, noticing his black wingtips, his crisply ironed tan chinos paired with a forest-green fleece with the resort name emblazoned on the back. Little bit of a mishmash for an employee uniform, but on a rainy afternoon like this, I certainly wasn’t going to stand on formality.


“Hello, Trish, this is Ms. Bixby, checking in.”


“Of course,” a pretty blonde behind the desk chirped, and just as I went to pick up my tote bag, the bellman reached for it at the same time. I don’t know which one of us tipped it over, but the entire contents of my bag spilled out all over the carpet.


“Must be something in the air today, sorry about that, let me help you,” he said, kneeling next to me as I began stuffing everything back in—notebooks, pencils, iPad, wallet, my planner . . . hey wait, where was my planner? I looked left and there was the bellman, studying my planner with a strange look on his face.


I coughed pointedly, and his eyes snapped up to mine.


“Here you go,” he said, smoothing the engraved cover and handing it back.


“Thanks. I’d lose my head if this ever went missing,” I said with a laugh, popping it back into my bag. Not just my head but anything and everything about whatever job I was currently working on. Filled to bursting with newspaper clippings, photographs, red-lined spreadsheets, and handwritten notes, my planner was the single most important item in my tote bag. Setting aside the practical aspect, it was also sentimental to me. Barbara had given it to me the day I went out on my own, working a job in Colorado.


“Here you go, kiddo, this’ll help keep all those plates in the air a bit longer,” she’d said, handing me the leather-bound planner. Embossed on the front cover was my name in silver letters.


“Barbara, you spoil me,” I replied, running my fingers over my name. “Thank you, it’s very sweet.”


“I’m protecting my investment.” She laughed. “It’s in my best interest that you stay focused out there on the road.”


And on the road I’d been ever since, planner of grand ideas by my side.


Speaking of by my side, my bellman was studying my face with an appraising expression. I couldn’t help but do the same.


Now that we were out of the rain, I could really see him. Auburn hair, closely cropped but threatening to wave and curl given the chance. Tall, slim build, sharply cut cheekbones and a strongly chiseled jawline. A sprinkling of freckles across his nose and sun-kissed cheekbones hinted at someone who enjoyed the outdoors, even in the wintertime.


He wore tortoiseshell-rimmed glasses, the tones mimicking the reddish-blond hues in his hair, and his eyes were the deepest blue I’d ever seen, almost ink-like. Eyes that searched mine as though looking for something, and then widened when he found whatever it was he was looking for.


The left corner of his mouth turned up, and he flashed me an easy grin.


“Ready to go upstairs?”


“Sure?” I replied, realizing as he grinned again he knew exactly how cheeky he was being. I rolled my eyes, slinging my tote over my shoulder and silently berating myself for flirting with a bellman not five minutes after arriving.


Never. Get. Involved. That was a rule that was as firm as the buns this guy likely had under those perfectly ironed chinos.


Pocketing the honest to goodness actual gold key to my room, I resisted the urge to give him my own cheeky grin. “Lead the way.”
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It was quiet, so very quiet when we reached the sixth floor and made our way down the hallway. It was almost too quiet. The hotel, like many old hotels, had been added on to over the years, creating a bit of a rabbit-warren feeling. A few steps up at the end of this hall, a turn at the end of that one, another few steps back down, the hallway went on forever!


“Good lord, I’m going to need a map to get back to the lobby,” I said, after our fourth turn. “Why’d they stick me all the way down here?”


He looked casually back at me over his shoulder. “They gave you one of the best rooms in this wing. Very private.”


I’d heard nothing coming from any of the rooms I’d passed. No TVs, no radios, no conversation. But I’d heard each and every step I made, creaking and squeaking as the old wooden floors beneath the floral runner announced to any and all that someone was coming. “Private. Great.”


This place was old school, and everything about it said it’d been here a long time. The ceilings were at least ten feet high, and above each door was a transom, harkening back to the days before air-conditioning. Each window was dark, no lights on inside. There was literally no one else staying on this floor. The walls were covered in damask pink floral wallpaper with about two feet of dark cherry wainscoting, details that were lovely if a bit dated. And hung in a perfectly straight line down the hallway were photographs of the hotel’s heyday, black and white and filled with pictures of unsmiling people holding tennis rackets and croquet mallets.


It wasn’t that they weren’t happy, it was that in old-timey photographs people had to hold these poses sometimes for ten minutes or more, and who the hell wanted to smile that long? Logically, I knew this. But in the back of my mind as I walked down the hallway all I could see staring back at me were long-dead, angry-looking people.


Now. Let me just say. For the record. I don’t spook easy. I don’t scream at scary movies, I don’t hide when things go bump in the night. But this hallway . . .


Remember in The Shining when Danny goes riding his Big Wheel around and around the hallways at the Overlook Hotel? Yeah. That.


Why Are the Hallways so Effing Creepy was going straight to the top of my to-do list when I had my first sit-down with the Bryant family.


“Come on.” He laughed, noticing my reticence. “It’s not too much farther.”


Finally we arrived at my room, number 668.


“Oh, you’re joking, right?” I chuckled in disbelief. The spooky hallway, the twists and turns, the dead guys in the pictures. “Why not just put me in six-six-six and be done with it?”


“Oh no, no one stays in room six-six-six,” he said gravely, shaking his head as he reached for my key. Clicking the door open, he looked back over his shoulder at me. “Except for a certain bestselling writer who specializes in horror novels, typically based in Maine . . . you might’ve heard of him?”


He was enjoying this too much. I cast one more look down the long hallway, at the darkened room across the hall, then hurried past him into my room.


Flipping on the light, not at all in a panicky way, I looked around. The same Victorian theme was running strong throughout this entire hotel. The room was large, though, a nice surprise for a building as old as this one was. But even given the size, there wasn’t the expected king bed, the size I’d requested when I booked my reservation, but instead twin beds, each made up with bedspreads—actual bedspreads!—the fabric of which consisted of pink cabbage roses set against deeper pink stripes. At the top of each bed was a single pillow, the bedspread pulled tightly up and over and tucked underneath in a manner and style I had never actually seen in real life but had glimpsed in many pictures from the 1950s. An antique dresser with an actual ironstone pitcher and bowl—wow!—sat against the far wall, and though the edges of a beautiful wide-planked wooden floor were visible, the rest was concealed beneath a mauve-and-turquoise nightmare of a rug.


It was The Golden Girls meets Titanic by way of 1970s motor lodge. But hello, what’s this?


“A fireplace?” I said, staring down at a small but beautifully ornate hearth. “That’s impressive. Where’s the switch?”


“Switch?” he asked, stacking my bags in the closet.


“To turn it on?” I asked, looking around. “Wait, it can’t be—”


“Wood burning? It is,” he replied, pointing at the card on the mantel. “Just call guest services and someone will be right up to start a fire for you.”


“No way,” I breathed, momentarily stunned. A fireplace in a hotel room was already a luxury, but wood burning? “That’s pretty unusual.”


“Bryant Mountain House is an unusual place, Ms. Bixby. You’ll find we’re full of surprises.”


“I’m getting that,” I murmured, running my hand along the intricately carved wood along the mantelpiece.


“Now, just through there is the bathroom, and your private balcony is through there. With this rain there won’t be too much of a view this evening, but if it’s clear in the morning you should be able to see all the way to Hyde Park. Will you be dining in your room tonight, or in the main dining hall?”


“Hmm? Oh, dining hall,” I said, still looking around the room. Something was missing.


“Very good, will there be anything else, Ms. Bixby?”


“Yeah, actually,” I said, confused. “Where’s the TV?”


“No TV.”


“Wait, what?”


He smiled. “The Bryant family has always felt very strongly that nature should come first and foremost up here on the mountain.”


I crossed my arms across my chest. “What the hell does that have to do with my TV?”


“The Bryant family feels that television can be a distraction, and detract from the natural world that is literally right outside your door.”


“I don’t necessarily disagree with that concept in the abstract, but in the practical shouldn’t guests be allowed to decide whether or not they want their nature with a side of prime time?”


“The Bryant family would argue that guests do make that very decision when they decide to vacation here. That by choosing a hotel such as this they are making a clear and distinct choice to leave the outside world behind and commune with nature without distraction.”


“Your website says this hotel is the proud host of the annual Hudson Valley Polka Festival and Accordion Race. How the hell is that not a distraction?”


His eyes widened, his expression heating. “The Bryant family feels that—”


I held up my hand. “You know what, enough with the Bryant family feels. Which frankly sounds like it could be a soap opera, playing out on the exact contraband I’m talking about. So come on, out with it. There’s got to be a television here somewhere, right?”


“Of course.” He nodded, adjusting his glasses. “You’re welcome to visit the Sunset Lounge on the first floor anytime you like, there’s a communal television there.”


“The Sunset Lounge? You can’t be serious.”


He blinked. “Of course I’m serious.”


“That’s absurd.”


“What’s absurd is a person’s inability to be fully inside nature.”


I shook my head, eyes widening. Was this guy for real? “ ‘Fully inside nature’? How in the world can you make the leap between ‘hey I’d like to watch the Today show in the morning while I get ready’ to my inability to be fully inside nature?”


“Bryant Mountain House has always maintained the strictest of ties to the natural world.”


“Bullshit, Trish had a package of Twinkies behind the check-in desk. I’d hardly think your version of nature includes cream filling, particularly not when said cream filling is fully inside a fluorescent-yellow fake sponge cake.”


He frowned. “That’s not within protocol, I assure you.”


“Protocol schmotocol, how do I get a TV brought up to my room?”


“Impossible.”


“Nothing’s impossible,” I quipped, crossing my arms in front of my chest.


“Extra pillows? Possible. Plush comfortable robe?” He walked over to open the closet with a flourish. “So possible it’s already here. Ice cream sundae at three in the morning?” He walked toward the phone and picked it up. “Nothing would make us happier than to accommodate this request.”


“So no one in the history of this place, since the invention of the talking picture box, has been allowed a television in their room?”


He paused for the smallest of seconds before answering smoothly, “Not to my knowledge.”


“Not an elderly sick woman who was unable to visit the Sunset Lounge but still wanted to watch her afternoon stories?” I pressed. “Or perhaps this horror writer from Maine who might’ve requested a television to watch one of his many novels that made it to the small screen? You’re telling me that not a single one of your many VIP guests who have visited, including, as your website proclaims, every sitting president, ever once was allowed a television in his room?”


He frowned. “There may have been a small exception made, in a very extreme circumstance, but—”


“Aha!” I cried. “And that’s what we have here, an extreme circumstance. So you just scurry on down to your extreme circumstance closet and bring me up a nice flat screen.” I plopped down in the stuffed chair in the corner, disrupting several layers of lace doily with one giant poof.


The doilies may have softened not only the effect of the chair plop but the effect of my statements as well, as the bellman’s expression turned from barely contained frustration to one of aaand we’re done here. “Ms. Bixby, I’ll be more than happy to communicate your unusual request to the management team, now is that it?” He smiled, showing his even teeth.


A television is an unusual request. Unbelievable.


“That’s fine, I’ll be fine.” I sighed, now tired of this conversation. I wanted to unpack, settle in, and see what the hell else was weird about this place.


“I’ll leave you to it, then,” he replied, and as he stepped out into the hallway, he said, “Hope you have a great stay while you’re with us, Ms. Morgan.”


“Thank you, I— Wait a minute, what did you call me? Who are you?”


“Archie Bryant,” he replied, his grin now changing to something more like pure calculation. “Welcome to Bryant Mountain House.”


The door swung shut and I was left standing there. Glaring. Archie Bryant, the son of the man who hired me. Who knew exactly who I was, that I was very much not Melanie Bixby, and that I’d checked in under false pretenses.


Sonofa . . .





Chapter 3


I breathed in the cold air, exhaling in a puff as I contemplated how to deal with this wrinkle.


Once the fair Mr. Bryant had left, I headed out onto the balcony. Every room, no matter the size, came with a balcony complete with two beautiful antique rocking chairs. And you’d want the rocking chair, provided the weather was a bit nicer, because this view . . .


High up in the Catskills, the view was breathtaking. Even with the gray storm clouds it was stunning. The deep valley just below the resort gave way to the mountains marching off into the distance, the remains of the last snowfall still present on the tippy tops. Cold air swirled around my ankles, but I stayed a moment longer, lost in the quiet stillness. I rocked back and forth from the heel to the ball of my foot, my legs cramped from sitting in the car all day. I longed to get outside, stretch, run, my body screaming for a workout. But the rain had indeed turned to a wintry mix of slush and sleet, and I knew better than to take on a new trail in inclement weather.


But I couldn’t get my mind off the fact that the bellman was the owner’s son. I should’ve suspected. He was dressed awfully nice for a bellman—take away the fleece, which was covering up a white button-down and a tie, now that I thought about it, and those preppy chinos and shiny wingtips should’ve been a dead giveaway.


Ugh, and that ridiculous conversation about the TV, something he’d surely remember when I was introduced to him in two days, after “Clara Morgan” officially checked in.


Ah well. I’d had more controversial conversations with a hotel team than “get TVs, please.” I just would’ve preferred to begin that conversation on my own terms.


Seriously. No TV. What year was this? And a TV room down in the Sunset Lounge was quaint to be sure, but that didn’t exactly help me when I needed some background noise.


As long as I could remember I’ve preferred to have a TV on, even if I wasn’t watching it. When I ate, when I read, when I slept for sure, I needed the noise. I even left it on sometimes when I wasn’t home so it wasn’t so unearthly quiet, needing to hear something other than echoing silence when I came back at night. I’d scroll through until I found something that I could leave on in the background, interesting but not so interesting it would keep me awake. My favorite was when I could find an infomercial for one of those Time Life collections, maybe songs of the ’70s or my personal favorite, Classic Country. Nothing like a little Tammy Wynette or Marty Robbins to sing you to sleep, right?


The fact was, I hadn’t gone to sleep without a TV on in . . . Jesus, how long had it been? My mind was racing already at the thought of sleeping tonight, trying to sleep tonight, in all that empty quiet. I wasn’t even sure I could sleep without that noise to break things up.


When there was no noise, my mind began to take over. The nonanalytical part, where things were best kept packed up and sealed tight and stored away.


I shook my head to clear it, took another deep breath of the chilly air, and decided to head back inside to unpack.


[image: Images]


“Oh, for the love . . . ow!” I shouted, as the bed banged down on my head for the third time. Unpacking proved difficult when the only closet in the room was in fact not a closet but a hiding place for another ancient contraption, the Murphy bed. Habit had me turning for the closet door as I unpacked each piece of clothing, and I kept forgetting that up on this mountain, with all the nature and the principled living, while there may not be a TV in every room there was most certainly a Murphy bed.


I rubbed my head as I pushed the stupid thing back into the “closet,” then headed over to the armoire with another stack of clothes. Then marched straight to my bag, grabbed a Post-it and a marker and stuck a note on the closet that read, “Don’t fucking open this again!”


I made another note, this one in my planner, adding something else to my list of things I’d need to address in this hotel.


And with that, I was unpacked with the ease and economy of someone who literally spends the better part of her adult life living out of a suitcase.


Not just her adult life.


I cued up a travel podcast on my phone and cranked the volume, knowing I certainly wouldn’t disturb anyone on this floor. I closed my planner, once more running my fingers across my name on the front. It was obvious to me now that Archie had seen it, read it, realized I wasn’t who I said I was . . . but decided to play along? Was that the reason I was stuck over here in no-man’s-land, in the one occupied room on an otherwise entirely unoccupied floor? And if he did know who I was, which he did, why was he such . . . hmm . . . well . . . an ass?
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Deciding I’d better lay low until I figured out exactly what was going on, I canceled my dinner reservation and ordered room service instead. I contemplated calling back and asking them to send someone up to start a fire, but then realized they may very well send up Bellman Archie, so I put the kibosh on that real quick.


I took a long soak in the deep tub, an antique claw-foot, of course. I read back over my notes on the property, caught up on email, did some research on the town of Bailey Falls . . . and was bored out of my gourd.


I didn’t tell my girls I was coming to town—nothing betrays a pseudonym faster than two crazy people running pell-mell into the lobby and shouting, “Get your ass over here, Clara!” To be clear, while it would likely be Natalie doing the shouting, it’d be Roxie doing the pell-melling—no one would be safe.


But now, as it got later and later and I was running out of things to do, and no television in the near future, my mind was beginning to spread out a bit. Always dangerous.


Restless, I got up and headed over to the window. The icy slush slapped against the pane, making me regret not biting the bullet and ordering up a toasty fire. I peered through the frost that crept along the edges of the frame, seeing just a glimpse of a single lantern below and then a vast open shadow where the mountains lingered just out of sight. Another person might feel lonely. Another person might look out into all that inky blackness and see the one tiny light from just the one lantern and wonder if there was anyone else out there at all.


Another person might. But I didn’t get lonely. You couldn’t be lonely unless you allowed yourself to feel it, and I’d learned at an early age to steel myself against that. To stiff upper lip it, to spine straighten and stand tall and turn what possibly could have been lonely feelings into a deep and certain resolve. A resolve that had protected and shielded me through seven different foster homes, keeping me focused on school and work rather than friends and family.


Now, as an adult, I had the friends. As far as the family . . .


I sighed, shook my head, and turned back to my room. Seeing that it was late enough now to justify going to sleep, I pulled on my pajamas and crawled between the sheets. Hmm, a bit thin and crackly. I grabbed another Post-it, wrote the words thread count quickly, and slapped it on the front of my planner. The to-do list was growing already and Clara Morgan hadn’t even officially arrived.


I flipped off the lights, slipped farther down into the bed, and listened to the squeaks and creaks of an old building turning in for the night. A slight whistle from the radiator in the corner, icy slush still hitting the window—all noises a blessed television would tune out.


Turning on another travel podcast, this one about the central market in Istanbul, I willed my body to shut down and rest. My last thought before slipping into sleep was that if Archie Bryant knew who I really was all along, then he really was an ass for not saying so.


Archie Bryant. Pffft.
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The next morning was clear and cold. When my alarm went off at my usual five thirty, I woke up groggy and foggy. I hadn’t slept well, which was unusual. I was on the road so much, I actually slept better in hotels than at home. Occupational hazard I guess. It wasn’t just that the bed wasn’t comfortable—it was a bit soft and sagged in the middle slightly—but it wasn’t anything I could put my finger on. I’d just spent the better part of the night flipping and flopping.


I thought about indulging in a rare occurrence, an extra nine-minute snooze, but now that the Bryant family knew I was on the property, I needed to be ready for whatever might come at me today. The first thing I’d do, however, was get in a run.


I’d always been a runner, it was something I’d picked up early on, around seventh grade. I was fast as a kid, but I quickly realized that what I really had was endurance. I was energetic almost to a fault when I was small, something I’d been reminded of frequently. But put me on a cross-country course and I could run for days. Hot, cold, rainy, it didn’t matter as long as I could feel the ground beneath me and hear that steady drum of my feet passing mile four, mile five, mile six, and on and on and on.


All runners know when you hit a certain point, your body just takes over and you sink into your rhythm. I did my best planning when I was running. The ideas took shape, solutions to problems were presented in a coherent way, and a plan came together as I moved over whatever terrain I was running on.


I was nineteen when I completed my first marathon. It was the year I was in Santa Barbara with Roxie and Natalie, and I’d gotten it into my head that I could do it. My friends hated running, exercise of any kind wasn’t something to enjoy, it was merely something to be suffered through occasionally when they were trying to work off that entire batch of churros we’d all consumed in our pastry class. Mine were inedible. Natalie’s may have been toxic. But Roxie’s were epic.


So yeah, I ran alone mostly. After that first marathon it was like a light went on, and I realized there was an entire community of road warriors just like me who loved to run through that perfect pain that comes when you push your body to do something, especially when it’s pretty sure it can’t but does it anyway. The mind over matter, conquering that little voice in your head that tells you to stop, it’s too much, it’s too hard, you can’t do it.


I could do it. And I ran my ass off up and down the California coast that year, addicted to the thrill of crossing that finish line. A fair swimmer and a pretty good bike rider, I was twenty-one when I completed my first triathlon. I had to train harder for that than anything, the water and cycle portions not coming to me as naturally as running, but as I became more and more efficient in these sports, I began to enjoy triathlons almost as much as marathons.


I was always training. I was always conditioning. And I was always either recovering from a race or getting ready for one.


My line of work lent itself perfectly to this lifestyle, and a lifestyle is exactly what it was. I could never call what I did a hobby, because it really was a key part of everything and anything I did.


I was in great shape, so I could indulge in food and wine as I pleased, but I still exercised moderation in all things because while an extra slice of chocolate cake might not stick around long as unburned calories in my body, it could throw my sugar off, make me sluggish, and make a five-mile run—my usual three to four days per week—pure hell.


I slipped into leggings and a T-shirt, laced up my running shoes, and headed down to the gym.


Oh boy.


The “gym” at Bryant Mountain House was . . . oh man, it just was. Added onto the main house sometime in the 1920s as a “gymnasium,” it’d been overhauled in the 1980s when Jane Fonda fever swept the country and then put into dry dock ever since. It was huge, but that was all it had going for it. There were a few ancient exercise bikes, some free weights and benches, an honest to God NordicTrack next to a row of honest to wow ThighMasters. All along the walls were ballet studio mirrors interspersed with inspirational posters, including a cat that was still desperately Hangin’ In There. But underneath the high-gloss mauve and turquoise I was now becoming accustomed to as the Bryant palette, there were beautiful wide-planked floors of pumpkin-colored pine. Faint outlines of the original “gymnasium” were still evident here and there along the floor, and each end of the gym was, of course, anchored by fireplaces.


And tucked into a corner, one new piece of equipment—a state-of-the-art treadmill.


Wondering which wealthy donor had passed away and willed this to the cause, I shrugged and stepped up. And into some of that fully inside nature. Stretched out before me through an enormous picture window was the entire property, including an unobstructed view of the Catskills. I spent my time on the treadmill gazing out at the bare trees and sparkling blue sky above.


What I already loved about Bryant Mountain House was that up here, it was like time had literally stood still. This forest and the hills surrounding it were as gorgeous as they were when the Bryant brothers came here that very first time, looked at it and knew this was where they’d build what would become their legacy. This place was purposefully pristine and a guest could so easily imagine a Jennifer Grey scampering up a woodland path in her jean shorts and Keds ready to cha-cha with the Bailey Falls version of Patrick Swayze. Sigh.
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