
      
        
          BITTER ROOTS

          An Anna Denning Mystery

          KARIN KAUFMAN

        

        
          [image: image-placeholder]

          Winter Tree Books

        

      

    
Copyright





Copyright © 2017 by Karin Kaufman               
All rights reserved.
No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means without written permission of the author. This includes reprints, excerpts, photocopying, recording, or any future means of reproducing texts.
This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the writer’s or have been used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locales or organizations is entirely coincidental.








  Contents




    
        
        
            
        
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          CHAPTER 1
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          CHAPTER 2
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          CHAPTER 3
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          CHAPTER 4
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          CHAPTER 5
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          CHAPTER 6
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          CHAPTER 7
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          CHAPTER 8
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          CHAPTER 9
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          CHAPTER 10
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          CHAPTER 11
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          CHAPTER 12
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          CHAPTER 13
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          CHAPTER 14
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          CHAPTER 15
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          CHAPTER 16
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          CHAPTER 17
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          CHAPTER 18
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          CHAPTER 19
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          CHAPTER 20
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          CHAPTER 21
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          CHAPTER 22
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          CHAPTER 23
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          CHAPTER 24
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          CHAPTER 25
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          CHAPTER 26
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Also by Karin Kaufman
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Newsletter Signup
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
    


CHAPTER 1
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On the twenty-sixth of March, snow began to fall in the Colorado high country. Four hours into the storm, officials closed Highway 34, severing the only connection between the mountain town of Elk Park and the city of Loveland below. 
That was of little concern to Anna Denning, who four hours into the storm was following Gene Westfall across a snow-choked parking lot and through the doors of the Lodge at Coyote Ridge, a hotel on the western outskirts of Elk Park.
“Looks like I don’t have to send the National Guard for you,” a man called out. He made his way around the reception desk, hand extended. “I’m Ben Fowler, hotel manager.”
“Gene Westfall and Anna Denning,” Gene said, giving Fowler’s hand a shake. “They just shut down 34 between Elk Park and Loveland.”
“Then I guess you’re our last guests. Another couple canceled this morning and it sounds like no one else will be making the drive.” He took Anna’s suitcase from her hand and motioned for her and Gene to follow him. “Were you able to park without too much trouble? Our plow can’t keep up.”
“No problem. Having an SUV helps.”
Fowler set Anna’s suitcase at her feet and circled around the desk. “We’re a little short-staffed because of the weather,” he said as he began clicking away on his keyboard. “Someone will be here in a moment to take your suitcases.”
“No need,” Gene said. “Just point us in the right direction.”
Anna smiled. How her man hated being waited on. He could carry his own suitcase, park his own car, and pour his own wine, thank you very much.
“I see your rooms have been paid for.” Fowler peered at Gene over the tops of his black-framed glasses.
“A gift from my father,” Gene replied.
“Ahh.” Fowler nodded approvingly, his thin lips forming a modest smile, and returned to his keyboard.
Anna’s gaze strayed to the great room behind them, its focal point a large stone fireplace, logs blazing within. Its raised hearth was a thick slab of stone and its mantel, she noted with pleasure, was hand-carved timber. Wood, stone, comfortable furniture—a hotel worthy of the name lodge. On a couch near the fire, a couple sat shoulder to shoulder, mutely but contentedly watching the flames. They were in their late fifties or early sixties, both of them with graying hair.
Gene leaned her way, his light brown eyes fixed on hers. “That fireplace looks warm.”
Fowler cleared his throat. “Sir, ma’am, with the cancellations, we can book you into a luxury suite if you’d like. No extra charge.”
“No thank you,” Gene said. “We’re not married yet.”
“Soon,” Anna said.
Fowler eyed Gene briefly, giving him time to reconsider, Anna suspected, then his attention shot to the far side of the great room. “There you are, Skylar.”
A young woman in a black skirt and crisp white top strode toward the reception desk, her eyes on the hotel manager. “I was helping the Haywards. Is Julia here?”
“She can’t make it.”
“Brother.”
“It’s the storm.”
“Well, duh.” She swung back to Anna, acknowledging first her and then Gene with a tip of her head. “Welcome to Coyote Ridge. I’m Skylar Kassidy. We’re short-staffed.”
Only the expression of woe on the girl’s face kept Anna from laughing. “Don’t worry about us. We’re here to drink coffee and read books, nothing more.”
“We’re easy,” Gene added, reaching for Anna’s suitcase.
“Oh, that’s my—”
“I’ve got it.”
“Uh . . .” Skylar stood still, thrown off her welcome routine by Gene’s insistence on carrying both suitcases.
“Just show them the way,” Fowler said, thrusting two key cards at the girl.
“That I can do,” Skylar said. “And there’s a self-serve coffee bar on the main floor. I’ll point it out as we go. Stairs or elevator?”
“Stairs,” Gene said.
At the foot of the great room’s open staircase, Skylar stopped and pointed to a small alcove. “Tea, hot water, and a Keurig machine for coffee. Feel free to make as many cups as you’d like.”
“I love Keurigs,” Anna said.
“Yeah, one of these days,” Skylar said, looking with more longing than Anna would have thought possible at a mere coffee machine.
“The small ones are pretty cheap,” Anna offered.
Skylar turned. “Not with my pay.” She was tall and rake thin, with chin-length black hair, a long, narrow nose, and protruding ears—the latter feature emphasized by several rings in each lobe—yet she was strikingly pretty. Uniquely so.
The girl sighed, making clear the sorry state of her finances, and started up the stairs, Anna and Gene following.
“Your rooms are to the right,” Skylar said as she paused on the landing. “There are other guest rooms to the left. It looks confusing at first because there are so many rooms, but there are only eight bedrooms or suites per floor, all toward the back. The rest are reading rooms, the chess room, the kitchen, the dining area, the library.”
Anna perked up. “Library?”
“Let’s get you to your room, then I’ll take you there. You know there’s no cell phone service, right?”
Skylar stopped in front of room B3 and ran the key card through the slot. Standing near the door jamb, she reached forward and pushed Anna’s door wide. She’d done this before, Anna thought, knowing that first impressions lasted and made for happy guests.
“Oh wow.”
“They’re nice rooms, aren’t they?” Skylar said.
Anna stepped inside, her eyes taking in every detail—the high king-sized bed, plump with pillows and a white comforter, the bow-front chest, the seating area’s couch and marble coffee table, the claw-foot tub in the bath. “This is amazing. Gene, your dad . . .”
Gene dropped her suitcase on the bed and gave her a shrug. “You know he tried for May through August, but it was booked solid. It’s his wedding present since we canceled the big ceremony and honeymoon.”
Anna nodded. “I know. Still . . .” The cancellations—and the savings that came from them—would keep Gene’s financially struggling store afloat for at least two more months. That was the plan. Still, a pre-marriage hotel stay with separate rooms was hardly Anna’s ideal. But with the hotel booked, it was either go now or wait until September. Anna had chosen now.
“Wedding?” Skylar marched to the room’s single window and pushed back the drapes. “You should tell Fowler. We had a cancellation. I’m sure he can give you a suite.”
“Our wedding isn’t for almost two months,” Anna said. “It’s kind of hard to explain.”
Skylar flashed a bewildered look in Gene’s direction. Surely this man would see the wisdom of a free luxury suite for two.
“So my room’s across the hall?” Gene asked, jabbing a thumb over his shoulder.
“Uh. Yeah, right this way.”
Skylar exited, and Anna, delighted by her room and her good fortune in men, walked to the window. Outside, snow-filled wind whipped around the pines at the rear of the hotel. Drifts, as far as she could judge, were knee-high and growing. This was going to be a classic early spring/ storm—a heavy, swaddling snow that blocked every road and downed trees and power lines. We’re going anyway, Gene had said. He’d arranged everything. The Halvorsens were taking care of their two dogs, and his dad, sister, and Jazmin Morningstar, Gene’s only full-time employee, were taking care of his store. Though truth was, Buckhorn’s Trading Post had probably already shuttered its doors. No one was out shopping in Elk Park.
“Ready for the library?”
Anna turned to see Gene standing in the open doorway, Skylar in the hall. “You bet.”
“You like mysteries?” Skylar said, leading the way.
“How did you know?” Anna replied.
“Everyone likes mysteries, especially when they’re staying in a hotel.”
“Or taking a long train trip?”
“Or a on plane ride with a wasp on the loose.”
“You know your Agatha Christie.”
They descended the stairs, turned left, and headed into another alcove off the great room, this one much larger than the one housing the Keurig. The room, crowded with books and magazines, smelled of wood polish and paper. Heaven. She’d brought her Kindle with her, but this library might hold undiscovered gems.
Skylar ran her hand along a shelf. “Most of the mysteries are here and on the two shelves below. Lots of Poirot and Marple.”
“I could get into a little Poirot,” Gene said. He bent and retrieved a paperback.
“You?” Anna said.
“Don’t act so surprised. I’ve read a couple.”
Anna scanned the top row of books, her eyes coming to rest on what looked like a cigar-shaped bit of burlap stuffed between two spines. “What’s this?”
Skylar lunged forward, seizing the object. “What is wrong with him? Can’t he keep it to himself?”
“Is that a Voodoo doll?” Gene said, giving Skylar a bemused look.
“Yes,” Skylar said, fingering a small nail in the doll’s midsection.
“Who are you talking about?” Anna asked. “Who can’t keep it to himself?”
A voice sounded from somewhere in the great room, petulant and rising in pitch with each word.
“That’s who I’m talking about,” Skylar whispered. “Fowler. I’ll bet the chef just called. He’s two hours late.” 
“He might not make it,” Gene said, taking the doll from Skylar’s hands.
“He won’t,” Skylar said. “He lives in Loveland. It’s going to be a bad weekend. Really bad.”
“It’s going to be a quiet weekend,” Anna said, reaching for Nemesis, a Marple mystery. She pivoted away from Skylar, as though by reversing direction she could void the girl’s dark prediction. “Relaxing. No Voodoo, no Santeria, nothing.”
“Voodoo?” a young woman called out as she entered the library. “Are we already diving into the occult?”
“Excuse me?”
“I’m Kate Buchanan.” Bright-eyed and confident, she greeted Anna with a wide smile, grasping her hand before Anna could offer it.
“Anna Denning. And this is my fiancé, Gene Westfall.”
Kate’s eyes flicked momentarily in Gene’s direction then once again honed in on Anna. “I can’t believe my luck. I thought it was you. Voodoo and witches, wiccans and neopagans.”
“Have we met before?”
“No, but I know you. You’ve solved murders for the police, right?”
Skylar heaved another sigh. “Kate, they’re guests.”
“So am I. Everyone is.”
“No, I happen to be working. And Fowler’s about to have a fit.”
Gene flourished the Voodoo doll. “Do you know if this belongs to Fowler?”
Kate’s face fell at the sight of it. “Where did you get that?”
“It was on the bookshelf.” Once more Gene smiled, amused by the women’s reactions to the crude burlap figure.
Kate shot a look at Skylar then quickly averted her eyes. “What a stupid place to put that.”
Was it anger she saw in Kate’s expression? Anna wondered. Loathing? It was obvious she’d seen that doll before.
“Anyway, Skylar, I can talk to another guest, can’t I?” Not waiting for an answer, Kate again fastened her eyes on Anna. “I’ve read about you in the Elk Park Herald.”
“I wouldn’t trust anything that paper has to say.”
Skylar let out a strangled laugh.
“I can hear Fowler having a fit,” Kate said, tilting her head toward the reception area.
Skylar rolled her eyes, excused herself, and then took off toward the reception desk.
“You’ve solved murders for the police, right?” Kate repeated.
Were the two girls friends? Anna wondered. They spoke in an easy, intimate manner, but they seemed, in their own private ways, to be poking each other’s sore spots.
“I mean, I’ve read that you have. Am I wrong?”
Kate’s question called for a slightly evasive answer. “I’ve worked with the police.” This weekend was for relaxation. A good book by the snapping fire in the great room. Walks with Gene, snow permitting.
“Want some coffee?” Gene asked, excusing himself and making for the Keurig.
“Hazelnut or butter pecan,” Anna called after him.
“I read about what you did with that crime ring.”
The girl was a pit bull. “Crime ring? Is that what the Herald called it?” Anna was tired to the bone of it all. Sick of it, sick at heart. The evil, the corruption. People appearing to be one thing but being quite another.
And she was especially tired of the Herald, which for two weeks after the “Slayings at the January Club,” as they called it, had published articles about a “scandalous den” in Elk Park—and how the Herald itself had broken the back of that den. Untrue, of course. They’d had nothing to do with it.
No, this weekend was for relaxation. Thick cotton sheets. French toast and pots of hot coffee.
“My paper said you played a major part in it.”
“Your paper?”
Kate smiled sheepishly and tucked a short strand of blonde hair behind her ear. “Sorry, I work for the rag.”
“You’re very young. Are you a reporter?”
“Twenty-four. I still can’t believe they hired me. Most of the people who work there are twice my age. I do crime reporting.”
“Well, good luck to you.” The aroma of fresh-brewed coffee was in the air. Where was Gene?
“Last October you helped solved those gruesome murders.”
“You’re giving me way too much credit.” A long soak in that claw-foot tub, chocolates on her pillow at night.
Kate leaned in and lowered her voice. “The paper sent me here.”
“Why?”
“I’m watching two people.”
Watching was a funny word. Did she mean spying? On guests? “Kate, I’m just here for a weekend vacation.”
“The Herald said it was about money, but I’ve been playing close attention, and now I have this feeling—”
“I’m sure you can handle whatever it is, though I don’t like the idea of the Herald spying on people on their vacations.”
“It’s turned into something more than money.”
“Who are you watching?”
“I can’t say—not outright. The paper made me promise to keep my purpose quiet. I think they’re concerned about slander.”
“They probably should be.”
“I’m getting worried.”
“Kate, I’m off duty. This is my pre-wedding honeymoon, and it’s the only real honeymoon I’m going to get.”
“If we get snowed in, there’s no way out—and no way for anyone else to come in.” Kate crossed her arms, her long fingers digging into her forearms.
A minute ago Anna had suspected that before her stood an overexcited young reporter who craved the Big Story. Observing the girl’s body language, she was now reconsidering. “They say three feet of snow, maybe more.”
“Then I’m really worried. I mean it. I have a bad feeling.”
“Call the paper.”
“More than a dozen people applied for this job, and I’m not going to blow it. This is my chance. Crime reporters get scared, that’s just how it is. It’s instincts, you know? I read your friend Liz Halvorsen’s website all the time. How many times has she been scared? A lot, I’ll bet.”
“You know an awful lot about me and Liz.”
“Of course! One day I’m going to run a website like ElkNews.com. Or be a private investigator like you.”
“I’m not a private investigator.”
“I just need a little help, Anna. You probably think I’m some . . .” She straightened. “So you’re a fan of Agatha Christie?”
Gene, who had no doubt caught the abrupt change in conversation as he returned, shot Kate a curious look and handed Anna a mug of coffee. “I had to hunt for half and half. Found some in the kitchen.”
“Yes, I’m a fan of Christie,” Anna said. She took a long, savoring sip. “Kate, Gene and I don’t keep secrets. If you need my help, Gene has to know about it.”
“Okay, fine. Agreed.”
“And one more thing. I can’t help you if you’re not honest with me. About everything.”




CHAPTER 2
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“Here we are,” Ben Fowler said, setting a tray of carefully arranged pastries on the coffee table. Strange duty for a hotel manager, Anna thought, but Coyote Ridge was probably missing half its staff. Maybe Skylar was right and the chef was stuck in Loveland. 
At the sight of the tray, the gray-haired man Anna had seen on first arriving leaned forward appreciatively and gave his wife a nudge. “Those look wonderful, don’t they, honey?”
“I suppose,” she answered.
“Now that we have our three couples together, let me introduce you,” Fowler said. “Considering our weather, you may be seeing more of each other than you planned.” He laughed at his own joke and then tilted his head at the older couple. “This is Cliff and Beth Anderson, who’ve been here before. I think I’m right in saying that?”
“Twice before,” Cliff Anderson replied. “Though the last time was more than five years ago.”
“And this lovely young couple to my left are Derek and Emma Hayward.”
“Hello, everyone.” Derek smiled amiably and reached for a pastry.
“Cheese Danish?” Emma squeezed his arm playfully. “I’ve never seen you eat one of those.”
“I keep telling you I’m a new man.”
“And this is Anna Denning and Gene Westfall, our engaged couple.”
“News travels fast,” Anna said. So Skylar had spoken to Fowler about the wedding, she thought. And where was Skylar? More important, where was Kate—and which one of these couples was she spying on?
“Congrats, you two,” said Derek Hayward, snapping a two-fingered salute and taking a bite of his pastry.
“Thanks,” Gene said.
“Best of luck,” Cliff added. “I hope you have as many happy years together as Beth and I have.”
Beth said nothing. Disengaged from the conversation, staring into the fire, her expression never changed, despite Cliff’s entreaties in the form of nudges and glances. She was in her late fifties, Anna guessed. Tall and slightly plump, with short, thick hair. Warmly and neatly dressed—as was Cliff.
“Can I ask how long you’ve been married?” Gene said.
“Thirty-six years this May,” Cliff said proudly.
Beth reached up to brush stray hair from her forehead, and when she dropped her hand, he took it in his.
“That’s great,” Gene said.
Maybe the Andersons were at the hotel to celebrate, Anna thought, though Beth didn’t look especially celebratory. But thirty-six years together—that was worth celebrating. She was about to agree on the greatness of the couple’s long marriage when the front doors swung open, sending a blast of cold air into the great room.
“Mr. Rhodes!” Fowler exclaimed.
Framed by the open doorway, the man struck a dramatic pose as the snow swirled behind him. “I came here to snowshoe, but that ain’t happening today,” he said with a grin.
“For crying out loud, shut the doors,” said Cliff.
“Will do.” The man cheerfully complied, then knocked the snow from his shoes and unzipped his parka.
“Let me take that,” Fowler said.
“I’ll leave it here,” the man said, draping it over a sofa table. “No worries.” He removed his baseball cap—a strange choice that couldn’t have offered much protection from the cold—and propped his sunglasses on his head.
“Blanket, Emma?” Derek said.
“Don’t fuss.”
“I was just introducing everyone,” Fowler said.
“I’ll catch up,” the man said. Rubbing his hands together, he headed for an armchair next to the fire. “I’m Parker Rhodes,” he announced.
“Were you actually out there?” Emma Hayward asked. 
“I wanted to see how deep the snow was.”
“And?” Gene said.
“It’s deep,” he said with a chuckle. “And coming down hard. We’re not going anywhere for a while.”
“Sounds perfect for snowshoeing,” Derek said. He grabbed his second pastry. “I’ve never done it myself. I’m Derek Hayward, by the way, and this is my wife, Emma.”
“I’ve always wanted to snowshoe,” Emma said. “And cross-country ski.”
Derek shrugged. “So do it.”
Emily gaped. “Really? But you hate sports.”
“If you’re happy, I’m happy.”
Such a common phrase, but in Derek’s case, Anna decided, it was probably true. The man seemed wildly eager to please his wife.
“The hotel has snowshoes and poles,” Fowler said. “Under the circumstances, I can waive the rental fees.”
“What circumstances?” Parker asked.
“We’re short staffed—and now we don’t have a chef, I’m afraid. Though we have plenty of food.”
Derek licked the sweet cheese filling from his fingers. “If these pastries are anything to go by, no chef is no problem.”
At that precise moment—anyone not looking directly at Derek’s wife would have missed it—Anna saw a look of contempt flicker across Emma’s face. But in an instant it was gone, replaced by an indulgent smile.
“Speaking of which,” Fowler said, running his fingers through his close-cropped salt-and-pepper hair, “the kitchen is open. Feel free to take or make anything you’d like. The only charge would be for the wine, and I can assure you that you’ll all be comped for the inconvenience.”
“Mrs. Hayward, is it?” Parker said, ignoring Fowler. “I can teach you how to snowshoe if you’re game. There’s a little trick to it, but it’s not difficult.”
“It’s Emma, and that would be wonderful, but . . .” She looked at Derek as if pleading with him.
“Go for it, honey. I’m happy to watch TV, read, whatever.”
Delighted, Emma pressed her palms together, tossed her blonde hair, and shifted her gaze to Parker. “Fantastic! I can’t wait.”
Fowler cleared his throat and checked the knot in his tie. “So.”
“Thanks, Mr. Fowler,” Gene said. “An open kitchen sounds like my kind of thing.”
“It’s just Fowler,” he said, “No mister. And I’m glad it’s not too much of an inconvenience.”
“Not at all,” Anna said. The poor man looked relieved beyond words at Gene’s simple affirmation. He was running a luxury hotel without a full staff and probably contemplating a host of complaints and bad reviews after the weekend.
“Well then, I’ll be in the office,” Fowler said. “Let me know if I can be of service.”
“Do you have boots?” Parker asked Emma, oblivious to Fowler’s exit.
“Hiking boots—will that do?”
“Super.” Without another word, Parker headed out of the great room.
“This weekend’s turning out to be a coup,” Derek said, polishing off the last of his pastry. “Free room, free food, and now free snowshoeing lessons.”
Cliff Anderson leaned forward. “Free room and food? The manager said we’d be compensated. I assume that doesn’t mean everything’s for free.”
“We got a gift certificate for the weekend,” Derek answered. His gave his haystack of brown hair a quick scratch. “Couldn’t afford this otherwise.”
“So did we,” Gene said. “The weekend’s a gift from my dad.”
“We’re not sure who gave us the certificate—are we, Emma?” Derek said. “Though I have my suspicions it was your dad.”
Emma answered with a barely perceptible shake of her head.
“It had to have been him.”
“It’s possible.”
“I’ll have to thank him.”
“No, don’t.” She laid a hand on his arm.
“It’s a generous gift and we have to thank him for it.”
“We don’t know it was him.”
“We can ask.”
“If he said nothing to us, he meant it to be anonymous. That’s my dad. If you ask him, you’ll embarrass him and ruin the pleasure he had in giving us the gift. Do you see what I’m saying?”
It seemed to Anna that Emma was choosing her words with great care. Quietly but forcefully assuring Derek that if he mentioned the gift certificate to her father, she would not be pleased.
“Well, so, anyway,” Derek mumbled. “It was nice of him. And you’ve got your snowshoeing to look forward to.”
“I’m going to check on my hiking boots,” said Emma, giving Derek another solicitous pat before leaving the great room.
Was this the couple Kate was watching? Anna wondered. A man anxious to please and a wife skilled at manipulation? It wasn’t just the gift certificate matter or Emma’s look of disgust over the cheese Danish that were red flags for Anna. It was the whole charade with Parker Rhodes and snowshoeing lessons. It was too neat, too smooth—almost as if it had been planned.
Then again, Parker Rhodes, though a handsome man, was a good fifteen years older than Emma. It didn’t seem likely she’d find him attractive. Derek looked to be in his mid-thirties, about Emma’s age, and unlike Derek, Parker colored his hair—a painted-on black completely out of sync with his age-fifty face.
But maybe the attraction—if there was one—had nothing to do with looks. Derek couldn’t afford a weekend at Coyote Ridge and apparently Parker could. Was it as simple as that? Were the two in some hideaway corner of the hotel right now? Emma having to check her hiking boots, whatever that meant, was a pretty flimsy excuse for slipping away.
Anna veered away from the thought. She’d fallen into detective mode again. A state of mind in which everything and everyone was worthy of suspicion. And anyway, for all she knew, Kate was watching the Andersons. Or Fowler and Skylar. “Watching two people” didn’t mean she was keeping an eye on a married couple.
“How many guests are at the hotel?” she asked, breaking the silence that had taken hold after Emma’s departure.
“Good question,” Gene said. “Three couples, then Fowler, Rhodes . . .”
“Kate Buchanan,” Anna said.
“Who’s that?” Beth said.
“That young lady from Elk Park,” Cliff replied.
“And Skylar, another employee,” Anna said.
“That maintenance man,” Derek added. “Emma and I met him outside when we first arrived. Can’t remember his name. He was trying to brush snow from the satellite dish so we can get TV reception.”
“That won’t happen until the worst of the storm is over,” Beth said.
Cliff brightened at his wife’s attempt to take part in the small talk. “Good to have a maintenance man on duty. Not that we need TV in this beautiful place.”
“I hadn’t even noticed,” Gene said.
Anna saw movement at the far end of the great room and looked over to see Skylar weaving her way toward their little circle by the fire. “I just heard some news on the radio,” she said, coming to a stop in front of the fireplace. “They’ve closed all the roads in north-central Colorado. Order of the governor.”
Derek nonchalantly reached for his third pastry. “That was bound to happen.”
“Do you mind?” Cliff said. “Those are for everyone.”
Derek huffed. “I’m not stopping you from taking one.”
Not to be thwarted from her effort at being the focus of attention, Skylar added, “That’s not all. There’s been a rockslide on Black Canyon Road, about a mile from here.”
“That’s the only way in,” Beth said, a hint of alarm in her voice.
“And out,” Skylar said.
“They’ll clear it in a couple days,” Gene said. “Major storms like this happen every five or so years—and always in March.”
Cliff, trying to calm his wife, smiled and nodded in agreement. “This is Colorado, after all. They’ll have the road cleared in no time.”
“I was just telling everyone that we’re snowed in,” Skylar said as Parker Rhodes returned, minus his sunglasses, to his armchair near the fireplace.
“That’s no surprise,” he answered. As a somewhat-deflated Skylar turned to leave, Parker called on her to stop. “Miss, wait. Maybe you can help me.”
“Call me Skylar, not Miss. I’m not a schoolteacher, I’m a maid.”
Taken aback, Parker was momentarily speechless before continuing. “I saw a large game table over there. Does the hotel have a deck of cards? I’d like to set up a game.” He glanced around the room “Anyone else?”
Thankful for the change in subject, Anna readily agreed.
“Sounds good to me,” Gene said. “Beth? Cliff?”
“Yes, let’s,” Cliff said.
Beth was quiet, staring straight ahead, her eyes unfocused. Something was troubling her, Anna realized. Something far beyond the road closure.
“Beth?” said Cliff.
“Maybe a game where we can play on teams,” she said.
Derek, still clutching his third Danish, rose from his seat, sending crumbs to the floor. “Husband and wife teams? I’ll find Emma.”
“Where’s Kate?” Anna asked.
“Up here in the chess room,” Kate called out. She appeared on the open second floor, leaning over the railing that overlooked the great room. “No game for me, I’m reading.” A book in her hands, she bounded down the stairway, bristling with energy. She’d changed her clothes, Anna observed, and was now, like Anna, wearing jeans and a turtleneck. “I need some coffee. You play, Skylar. You can team up with Parker.”
It struck Anna that Kate had been listening all along to the conversation by the fireplace. She was indeed a reporter.
“I’m working, Kate,” said Skylar with unconcealed resentment. “Haven’t you been paying attention?”
“Well, then,” Parker said, “can you get us some cards, Miss Maid? We’re going to play a game.”




CHAPTER 3

[image: image-placeholder]

“So we’re teaming up after all?” Parker said. “I thought you had to work.” 
Skylar set two decks of cards on the table and took a seat. “I changed my mind. Besides, I need a break and it’s not like I can watch TV. You deal first.”
Parker chuckled and grabbed one of the decks. “We’re agreed on rummy?”
“Should we use two decks?” Gene said. “Four teams of two—we’re going to run out of cards fast.”
“Good idea.” Parker took hold of the second deck, folded it into the first, and began to deal.
“I can’t believe the TV’s out,” Skylar said, shaking her head.
Dealing accomplished, Parker set what was left of the two decks in the middle of the table. “Relax and enjoy the game, partner. This is better than TV. If we beat them, I’ll buy you a piece of pie.”
Intent on ignoring Parker and everyone else at the table, Skylar made a show of examining her cards. “It’s Friday night,” she grumbled after a moment. “All my friends are in town.”
“We’re sorry you can’t get home,” Emma said. 
“I live here, at the hotel. Maid quarters at the back.”
“That’s convenient,” Derek said.
“Would you like to live here? I’ll bet you have a house. A big one too, considering you’re staying here.”
“The weekend was a gift from my father-in-law.”
“At least you know someone with money.”
“So do you,” Parker said.
Skylar made a face. “No, I don’t. Who?”
He cracked a smile. “Me.”
“Then why are you staying here on a gift certificate?” she shot back.
Anna heard Gene let out of puff of air. He hated nonsense like this. Nitpicking, posturing. Especially over money or some circumstance that couldn’t be changed. “All right, then,” he said, trying to move things along. “Derek and Emma first, I think.”
“Here we go,” Emma said, arranging the cards in her hand.
Skylar gave her nose a scratch and mumbled something under her breath.
Anna knew Gene was biting his tongue, wanting to give Skylar a verbal thrashing. There was an air about the girl that became apparent within minutes of meeting her. She knew she didn’t belong at Coyote Ridge—not as a mere housekeeper or hostess, that is—and as she made abundantly clear at every opportunity, she could never afford to be a guest.
Still, she was bound for better things, and the sooner others knew that, the better. Gene was bristling at her litany of complaints, but Anna was less annoyed. To feel trapped, to long for a better life and not know how to find it—she understood these things. She understood Skylar.
And so she decided to venture into dangerous territory. “If you could do anything in the world, Skylar, what would it be?”
Skylar’s jaw dropped a little and she tugged at an earlobe, making it pink. It seemed she hadn’t heard the question in a long time, if ever.
“I want to be a crime reporter.” Skylar smiled wryly and then laughed, her humor enabling her to disavow her dream should others find it preposterous.
“So why not be a crime reporter?” Anna said.
“I don’t have a college degree.”
“Can’t you be a reporter without one?”
“Papers won’t hire you. Grads always get preference.”
“What about starting a blog or website to show them what you can do? My friend Liz Halvorsen—”
“I know about her website. It’s not my thing. Let’s just play, okay?”
At that Derek and Emma laid down three sets of cards, Derek snorting with satisfaction.
“Don’t count your chickens,” said Cliff as he leaned in for a closer look at his wife’s cards. “Beth here is an expert at rummy.”
“I’m not an expert, Cliff.” Beth lowered her chin and stared at her cards, and the longer she stared, the more Anna believed her. Not only was she not an expert, she didn’t seem to have the first idea how to make a move in the game. A long minute later, during which Skylar huffed her impatience, Cliff pointed, Beth whispered yes, and the couple laid down two sets of cards between them.
“Counting our chickens now,” said Derek.
Parker shook his head. “Pride comes before a fall, my man.”
For the next five minutes, players laid down their sets, alternately smiling and frowning. Little was said beyond an occasional chuckle from Derek, and for that Anna was thankful—though the silence heightened her sense of unease. It’s going to be a bad weekend. Skylar’s words played over in her mind. Had she been speaking only of the weather and the shortage of staff? No, there was more to her comment.
Then there was Kate. The paper sent me here . . . I have a bad feeling. About what, exactly? The people she was watching? There was that Voodoo doll in the library, but far from making her anxious, it seemed to irritate her. What a stupid place to put that. A peculiar response—as though she’d seen the doll elsewhere and simply didn’t like its current location.
Pressing his cards to his chest, Cliff leaned forward in his seat. “Skylar, I’ve been thinking. Did you know that our missing guest, her name’s Kate, works for the Elk Park Herald? She told us about her work. Maybe she could help you find a job at the paper.”
Skylar glared.
Cliff pressed on. “Sometimes it helps to know someone on the inside—more than it helps to have any kind of degree, I mean.”
“I only talked with her a minute, but she seems very knowledgeable,” Beth added.
Skylar flopped back in her chair. “Yeah, Kate’s a wonder,” she replied, her nose in the air.
“She’s smart,” Parker added. “You can tell she is.”
“And I




OEBPS/cover.jpeg









OEBPS/images/da13e29a-d08d-4aa7-b7e3-06cbbbe14db9.png






OEBPS/images/81a5a26f-1b0a-46b3-84d9-f7749c65b5e5.png
Winter Tree Books

TN 2
NN o
[P
B A












