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CHAPTER ONE

 


 


The second my hands squeezed the bag
of flour, I regretted it. The cloud of white powder engulfed my
senses, causing a coughing fit when the one-pound bag crashed to
the floor.

Joshua burst into laughter. I ran out
of the room trying to catch my breath.

Alexis came over to me with a cup of
water; I took a sip. Once I lifted my eyelashes, coated thick in
the white substance, I looked at her, horrified. Her expression
said it all—she erupted in giggles, too; Joshua, JJ, and Lexi were
all laughing, staring at my watering eyes and the flour rivers down
my cheeks.

“Oh, sweetie …” Chortling,
she lifted a wet rag and gently wiped the mess from my face.
“Baking isn’t your thing, is it?”

JJ and Joshua bent over in
raucous laughter again as I followed their gaze into the kitchen.
Through the fog of white dust, I saw that the entire bag of flour
was everywhere.

“I’m soooo sorry,
Lexi!”

She waved me off and opened a nearby
closet door, pulling out the vacuum cleaner. “We can fix
this—please don’t worry. This is the best entertainment we’ve had
in months!”

Still, I was
mortified. Why had I thought it was a good
idea to help out Joshua and Lexi baking cookies for the school’s
fall carnival?

“Mommy, mommy! Look—”
Joshua pointed to Shadow. “She’s white now!”

We all laughed while my black Lab
looked up at us with her ears back. At least I wasn’t in this
alone. Of course, my trusted companion was near when I fumbled.
Another puff of dust flew into the air as Shadow shook herself and
walked out of the room.

JJ handed me a wet rag and I led
Shadow out their back door to finish wiping both of us down while
Lexi vacuumed. Eventually we got back to the baking—sugar cookies
that we spent the afternoon cutting into the shapes of ghosts,
goblins, and witches. I didn’t feel so bad for the mess I created
once I witnessed the black icing finger prints Joshua was leaving
all over their white and light-gray kitchen. No wonder Lexi wasn’t
concerned about my gaffe, she was the mother of a five-year old
boy. Nothing compares to that.

Handing me a cup of tea after cleaning
up and finally settling onto the sofa, Lexi sighed. “Too much fun.”
I lifted my eyes questioningly. She laughed and sputtered, “Hey, at
least we got to spend the past two hours laughing and not
ruminating over all the Love & Mercy drama!”

“Hmm.” I muttered,
thinking about the spiritual retreat I’d been to earlier in the
month. She was right—it was all the talk around the office and
among our friend group as well. My roommate, Bella, and I were
still processing everything that had occurred. Thankfully, she was
handling it well, too busy studying for finals now. By the end of
the month, she’d be a certified EMT if it all went well. She seemed
to be handling everything—our time at the retreat didn’t appear to
trigger her past traumas, anyway.

“What’s your mother up to
lately? I haven’t heard much about her,” she asked.

“She’s off with Margie on
a road trip headed north to see the fall colors.”

“So fun. I love that she
and Margie are so adventurous. Are they still playing neighborhood
spy?”

Nearly spitting my tea out with that
imagery, I set my mug down. My mom and her neighbor started up a
Neighborhood Watch group over the summer. The memory of the two
older ladies dressed all in black and stalking around their
properties, hoping to find bad guys, was a hilarious sight to
see.

“I believe it’s settled
down over there—she hasn’t mentioned anything recently anyway. Way
too funny, those two.” We had a good chuckle over some of my
mother’s antics. She’s a feisty one, but her heart has always been
in the right place.

Lexi hesitated, then asked, “And you
and Greg?”

Staring into my mug, I quietly
answered, “Yep. Yes—we’re fine.” The past couple months since we’d
been back from Utah were difficult. Long distance relationships are
not easy. I missed him and couldn’t help but shake the feeling that
I was losing him.

“So, when is he coming
back for a visit?” she teased.

My eyes perked up. “We’re hoping for
next weekend,” I said, crossing my fingers.

“Very cool. So happy to
hear that. And, do you have plans to see him at his place soon as
well?”

“We’ve talked perhaps
about skiing over the winter. Not that Heber, Arizona, has ski
hills, but they’re not far away. That could be fun. It’s been years
since I’ve done that.”

JJ came and sat down next to me. “When
are we going skiing?”

“Ooooohhh, that’s a
fantastic idea. We need to plan a group ski trip.” My mind started
formulating plans already.

“Hon, they need time—only
the two of them…” Lexi winked at her husband, obviously thinking
she was being sly and I wouldn’t catch on.

“But, seriously—it would
be fun to plan a group trip again. Utah was so much fun.” Then JJ’s
face contorted. “Ok, well aside from the injuries and kidnappings.
That won’t happen again; let’s at least think about it. We can talk
it over with Greg when he’s here over the weekend.”

After I made sure that there wasn’t
anything else I could possibly help clean up, I ran upstairs and
gave my favorite godson a kiss on the forehead. With his attention
spellbound on his favorite video game, I barely got a wave
goodbye.

Shadow got a little shove when she
walked right in front of the TV screen. “Hey…outta my way,” he
whined. She planted a nice slobbery kiss right on his nose. “Oh
gross! Ugh!”

Lexi stood at the base of the stairs
as we trotted down, I couldn’t stop laughing.

“Let me guess, in the
middle of his game?”

I nodded. “Yep, and he got a nice big
kiss from both of us!”


CHAPTER TWO

 


 


By the time I made it home with my
carry-out Cobb salad and bowl of chili for dinner, I was in
desperate need of some protein to outweigh all the sugar I had
consumed over at the Johnson’s. I’d barely sat down to eat when my
phone rang.

My good friend, Kirby
McDaniel, whom I hadn’t seen in several years, was on the line. She
went to East Valley Technical Institute with Alexis and me; we all
were certified as licensed massage therapists in the same
graduating class. The three of us used to be thick as thieves back
in the day. Of course, we were younger and had much more energy for
going out most nights, then studying and working all day. I
considered Kirby the studious one of our bunch, but Lexi came in a
close second. I was the adventurous one; I always wanted to get
away and do something in our time off. Thank goodness I instigated them; such fun
memories. Kirby went on to finish a business degree and we lost
touch after a couple years.

During the course of the hour we spent
on the phone, we updated each other on how our respective
businesses were going. She had spent most of her time since
graduation, twelve years ago, in the Flagstaff area working for a
franchise massage company, and only within the past year she moved
to Jerome, Arizona, and opened her own small business. She
explained how she was able to rent a nice accommodation within a
historic hotel with great tourist activity.

“The haunted hotel?” I wondered.

“Yes, Jerome’s one and
only. Have you been there?”

“I’ve driven through
Jerome and stopped for lunch somewhere, but I’ve never stayed
overnight. Is it truly haunted? Have you had anything weird
happen?”

“No, no. Nothing like
that. I put those tales out of my head, actually. They’re silly.”
There was a long pause, then she started again, “Libby, I’m
actually calling for a favor.”

“Okay, whatcha
need?”

“Dad’s in the hospital in
Phoenix and having surgery next week. I’m trying to find someone to
cover massage clients for me while I’m gone so that I don’t have to
shut down altogether. October is a huge tourist month here. I’ve
tried calling the school to see if they had anyone they could send,
but they don’t. Plus, I’d be more comfortable with that idea if I
only needed extra hands, but as you know, running the business end
requires more than a qualified therapist. Do you have any
recommendations?”

“Oh boy. We’ve been quite
busy ourselves over the summer—let me discuss with Lexi and see
what ideas she may have. I’m sure we’ll come up with some way to
help you.”

“That would be amazing,
Libby. And regardless, after Dad is better, we should get together.
We’re only a couple hours away from each other.”

“Definitely. We need to
plan something.”

 


* * *

 


After a long night’s sleep, I bounded
from bed with Shadow following right behind me to the kitchen. I
let her outside and stood in the doorway, stretching my arms high
in the air and enjoying the sunshine on my face. Shadow sniffed
around the yard while I made the coffee. Soon after, I tied back my
shoulder-length auburn hair into a ponytail and changed into my
running shorts and t-shirt. Shadow knew the jog was imminent when I
finished lacing up my shoes.

We wound our way around the
neighborhood at a fairly brisk pace; feeling the cool air and
appreciating how great it felt to move. The neighbors were already
putting out their Halloween decorations—my neighborhood always went
over the top for every occasion. It’s probably about time that I
participate instead of being the only dark house on the block.
Something to think about.

After about two miles, we turned
around and started back toward the house. I decided I’d try calling
Greg as soon as I got back, maybe I’d catch him before he headed
off for work. Other than getting together with Alexis and JJ, I was
having a difficult time coming up with other activities we could do
during his visit. We’ve discovered both of us like staying busy. We
enjoy the occasional afternoon to sit around and watch movies, but
what inspires us more is to stay active, keeping our minds and
bodies in motion. Surely, there’s something going on in town with
Halloween coming up.

At home, I poured a cup of coffee and
sat down to read through the news headlines on my tablet. As
quickly as I could flip through a couple of the articles, I turned
it off. Nothing good happens from reading the news. It’s all so
depressing. I picked up my phone instead.

After the third ring, I realized Greg
was busy and not going to answer his phone. I left a quick message
letting him know I’d call him over my lunch break later and I told
him how much I missed him.

Bella dragged herself into the
kitchen. “Coffee,” she moaned.

“Late night?”

“I’m never going to be
ready for the tests. The practicals, yes—I’ll ace that part. The
written test—ugh, I just can’t.” She poured the warm brown liquid
into her mug and then sat down at the breakfast bar.

“I can only imagine. But,
if the amount of time you’ve been studying is any indication, then
you’re going to do great!” I patted her shoulder as I walked by.
“Off for the shower—see you at the spa!” Shadow stayed at Bella’s
feet, looking up, hoping that she would accidentally drop something
delicious from the counter.

 


* * *

 


Kathleen greeted us from the front
desk as Shadow and I walked in. She had been with us now for
several months once we’d been able to finally hire some help. She
and Diane were instrumental to Lexi and me now being able to take
time off. The first couple of years in business we struggled, as
any small business owners would, to find good work-life
balance.

“Good morning!” I greeted
her as I made my way behind the counter and through the glass doors
into the Serenity Room.

Pride flowed through me
every time I walked into the business Lexi and I had created
together. Would I ever grow tired of the features we implemented?
The water elements—a tranquil quiet space for clients. Or the
interior design? The warm mauve and gray—soft and comforting sofas,
blankets, and meditation floor cushions. It’s a peaceful place and
I wouldn’t trade it for anything. I always remember Alexis’ Grandma
Kohli’s words—“Dharma means ‘purpose’ and I see that your purpose
is bringing your services to those in need. You two
are Dharma Inspired.”
Surprisingly, and unknowingly at the time, she was instrumental in
our initial startup. Would I ever regret starting a business that
keeps me tied to one location? I couldn’t imagine that, but that’s
why I feel fortunate to have a couple more therapists helping out.
Everything happens for a reason and I was incredibly
grateful.

Shadow jumped up to push the next door
open; that’s when I noticed there were still paw prints from her
doing the same thing yesterday. Oh well. I’ll get to it later.
First, a hot mug of tea, then I crossed the room to the office that
I shared with Alexis.

“Hey there, baking queen!”
she laughed, but got up from her desk to give a warm welcoming
hug.

“Oh great, I’m never going
to live down my clumsiness, am I?”

“Well maybe someday … but
it’s still way too soon.”

I put down my bag and set up my
laptop, pressing the ‘on’ button. Then, Shadow followed me into the
kitchen. Her favorite parts of our days were when she could greet
those taking their break. We shared a kitchen with our tenants,
Healing Solutions. They provide physical therapy and rehabilitation
services which make them a perfect partner with our day spa. At
least that’s what we’ve been told by our numerous clients now. It’s
like a one-stop shop for your body’s healing needs.

Shadow ran directly over to Diane who
happened to be opening a bag that looked remarkably like dog
treats. It wasn’t. She poured her granola into a bowl before
looking down at Shadow.

“Now, what do you think
you’re going to get today?” she laughed. She turned to me, “She’s
too smart. She knows who drops stuff all the time.”

“She definitely knows how
to strategically position herself, doesn’t she?” I put my lunch bag
into the refrigerator and called for Shadow. “C’mon, girl. Let’s go
prep our room. Sasha will be here soon for her massage.”

Apparently, my voice sounded as though
that would be way more fun. She ditched Diane and bolted toward me
as I left the kitchen.

The morning blew by fast. Before I
knew it, a group of us were gathered again in the breakroom,
noisily opening wrappings and trying to get at our food. For a
moment, I got sad remembering my former lunch partner from Healing
Solutions. Brian and I had made it a habit for many months to have
lunch together. He had made me laugh, but now anytime I thought of
him, I was sad. The end of our friendship at the Love & Mercy
retreat was extremely unfortunate.

Lexi walked over and pulled up a chair
at my table. “What’d you bring for lunch?” she asked me.

“I’ve got chopped veggies
and some garlic lemon hummus…”

“That’s it? You’re going
to waste away.”

“I’ve already had a
protein smoothie a couple hours ago. Next snack is peanut butter
toast. I think I’ll live.”

She pulled out a burger and fries from
her Wendy’s bag and plopped down a chocolate shake. How she manages
fast food all the time, I cannot imagine. She’s the meditation guru
type—you’d think that would lend to a healthier eating lifestyle,
but nope. Not every day anyway.

I remembered about the conversation
last night. “Oh, that reminds me, Lex—I got a call from Kirby last
night. Remember her from school?”

“Oh my goodness, how’s she
doing? Where is she living? She was so much fun … man, those were
the days, weren’t they?”

I laughed thinking about the antics we
caused in our youth. “Actually, she’s right here in Arizona.
Jerome,” I said, then took a sip of tea. “She sounded really good.
She’s looking for someone to fill in for her at the famous hotel
there.”

“Oh, that’s the spooky
one, right?”

I shrugged. “I’m not sure
how haunted it
actually is … but she was telling me how last year she rented space
from the hotel owner to set up her massage business. The hotel was
thrilled to offer a new amenity to their guests—so it sounds like a
win-win for all.”

“And, she’s looking for a
therapist then—to fill in? Or to hire full-time?”

“Temporary fill-in. She
was wondering what we were up to, so I told her all about our
Dharma Inspired Day Spa—she was thrilled for us. She asked if I had
any recommendations. She had already called the school, but they
had no one available. I think she was looking for a personal
suggestion from someone she trusted versus a random student from
the massage school.”

“Where is she going? Why
does she need someone?”

“Her dad is ill. She needs
to be in Phoenix for several days following his surgery and until
her brother can get there to help. You know how it is—don’t want to
lose the revenue, but there might not be a choice if she can’t keep
the doors open. It didn’t sound like the hotel manager was exactly
happy about the prospect of her being away either.”

“I’m sure Kathleen would
be thrilled to take on some of your clients, if you wanted to help
Kirby.”

I hadn’t even considered that. “Oh, I
don’t know. I just got back…”

“Libby, you know we slow
down. It’s that time of year—people are more focused on the
upcoming holidays and buying for other people, but not necessarily
spending on themselves. We can handle it if you want to go. And,
think about it—you can promote Dharma Inspired while you’re there.
You never know who you’ll find as clients who will visit Mesa
someday.” She smiled widely.

“I’ll think about it. I’d
rather spend time with Greg … but you’re right, Kirby needs help.
I’m sure he’d understand if we delayed our weekend
together.”


CHAPTER THREE

 


 


Greg sounded solemn, “Why couldn’t we
do that together?” As he asked the question, I could imagine his
exact facial expression—I missed him so much. His crystal blue
eyes, warm tanned face with a light covering of five o’clock
shadow. Rugged looking—as a hard-working forest ranger would be—but
I’d learned that there was nothing tough about Greg. From how he
treated people to his likeable demeanor, he was a gentle and loving
man.

“You’d want to go to
Jerome?” I asked, surprised. Why hadn’t I
thought of that?

“I love that little
town—great place. I’m sure I could find things to do while you are
in session. Not a problem. Shadow and I will go find trouble
together when you have to work,” the mischief in his deep voice
made me smile.

My heart swelled.
“I’d love that!
Let me talk to Kirby and find out more. Who knows, she may have
found someone already. I’ll let you know as soon as I have more
details.”

As soon as I hung up, I dialed my
friend. She hadn’t found a solution yet, so we discussed what was
involved and I offered myself up.

“Oh my goodness, Libby. I
would absolutely love that—there’s no one I would trust more than
you! But, are you sure? You must be busy running your own
business.”

“I already spoke to Lexi;
between her and our associates, they’ll be able to cover. Plus, as
she said, it’s good marketing for our business, too. Many visitors
to Jerome come from the valley.”

“Sure! That sounds
great!”

She explained what was going on with
her father and how long she’d need to be away. Four days for sure,
but she’d feel better if she had coverage for five, just in case.
During that time, her massage schedule so far included two each
day—ninety minutes long. Not bad, although that could always
change. She gave me her address; a small cottage not far from the
hotel. She’d leave the key with the hotel manager, and she was more
than happy for me to bring Shadow and Greg.

“Oh, this will be a nice
getaway for you two! There’s so much to do in Jerome, and you can
walk to everything. There are pubs, great food, and nice artist
galleries all over. I’m so excited you’ve agreed to this—thank you,
I’m so grateful!” her voice cracked with emotion.

“I’m honored to help you,
Kirby. No worries at all. You focus on your dad and I’ve got your
business covered.”

 


* * *

 


The early morning ride to Jerome was
uneventful—a little more than two hours and I was pulling up to the
hotel in my Toyota 4Runner. I looked around for Greg’s white
Tundra, but didn’t spot it yet. It was easiest for him to drive
from his home in Heber—which was about a two-and-a-half-hour
drive—instead of driving to the valley first.

I cracked the windows and opened the
moon roof to give Shadow some air, then I told her she’d get a
cookie when I returned. I stepped from the car and stretched my
legs, looking up at the massive structure in front of me. The five
story Spanish Mission Style hotel with its red-tiled roof was
overly done in Halloween decorations—lights, ghosts, spiders, and
webbing expertly installed. I looked out over the parking lot again
and this time noticed tombstones and huge scarecrows scattered
throughout. Beyond, it was an exquisite view over the expansive
Verde Valley, the vistas stunning and endless. After a deep breath,
I turned toward the entrance to go pick up Kirby’s cottage
keys.

As I walked under the spider-web
covered portal, a small lady bounded through the glass doors,
nearly bowling me over. I jumped aside in time to avoid a
collision. The short brownish-gray curls all over her head bounced
wildly on the short, slight, older woman.

She barely looked up when she barked,
“Get outta my way!” Brusquely, she stomped off to the parking lot
and I stared in amazement as she slammed the door of a tiny bright
yellow Smart car with a black race stripe painted down the center
of the itsy-bitsy vehicle.

Still shaking my head in wonder, I
crossed through the threshold into the lobby of the historic hotel.
A warm congenial smile welcomed me as I looked into the kind blue
eyes of an older gentleman wearing gold wire-rimmed glasses and
whose wispy thin black hair was combed over in an attempt to hide
his balding scalp. He stood rigid; his six-foot-tall lithe body
dressed in a smart, perfectly tailored gray suit, crisp white
shirt, and a thin black tie.

“I’m sorry, Ma’am. Tricia
can be … well, let’s just say, she’s a bit abrupt.” He smiled
politely. “How may I help you? Are you here to check
in?”

“I’m Libby Madsen. Here to
pick up keys for Kirby McDaniel’s place.”

“Oh, Ms. Madsen. So nice
to meet you. Kirby speaks so highly of you! I’m Bill Longo—hotel
manager.”

I reached my hand out to meet his. “So
happy to meet you, Mr. Longo!” I said as we shook hands.

His eyes were bright and friendly.
“Bill, please. You can call me Bill.”

He opened a drawer beneath the desk
and pulled out a keyring. “Here are her keys—for both her cottage
and the therapy room.” He handed me the fuzzy pink fluff with a
delicate silver chain that held several keys. “Give me a second and
then I’ll show you around.” Bill turned to a young lady sitting at
a computer behind him.

While they spoke, my eyes took in the
lobby décor. It wasn’t large, but it was evident they tried to keep
the old-style mining town feel. There was a small sitting area with
a forest green velvet sofa and several matching upholstered Queen
Anne chairs. Beyond them, I caught a glimpse of a beautiful old
elevator—had to be the original.

Then, my eyes caught the man who had
walked in the front doors. Before I knew it, I was swept up into
Greg’s arms. My feet lifted from the ground with the exuberant bear
hug. We kissed and when he set me down, I saw that Mr. Longo had
joined us.

“Mr. Longo, this is my
boyfriend, Greg,” I slightly stepped aside, “Greg, this is Mr.
Longo, the hotel manager.”

“Bill, please.” The tall
man reached out to shake Greg’s hand. “Ready for the
tour?”

“Bill, I have my dog in
the car…”

“Oh! Please, go get
him.”

“Her. Shadow is my baby
girl.” I grabbed the keys from my jeans pocket. “Thank you. I
promise, she’ll be good.” I love small towns. His soft eyes told me
that he always welcomed pets.

Shadow was eager as she watched me
approach the vehicle. She jumped down and I walked her to the side
of the building quickly to avoid any accidents during the tour. She
tucked her tail and sniffed all over pensively. She startled and
whined.

“What’s wrong, baby?” If I
didn’t know better, I’d say she was scared. Strange.

Sniffing around along the side of the
building, she eventually did her business and we proceeded back to
the front of the hotel. She still wasn’t wagging her tail and both
ears were pinned back as she slowly and cautiously approached the
front door. Very uncharacteristic for her.

The second she saw Greg, she perked
up. Her tail whipping the air, she bounced up to him whimpering
softly and wiggling like her normal self. She sniffed Bill and gave
a low woof.

“Shadow, this is Bill …
he’s going to show us around.” The hotel manager gave me a
side-eye. I supposed he doesn’t have experience talking to animals
as though they are people. He smiled though as Shadow sat and
handed him her paw. He took it, saying hi to her, and smiling at
us. We’d been working on that one. Instead of jumping up on people,
I’ve been rewarding her when she sits and shakes hands
instead.

“Good girl!” I pulled out
a piece of her treat from my pocket and she greedily devoured it,
looking so proud.

“Wow, she
is a good girl,” Bill
admired. “Ok, right this way, I’ll show you where Kirby’s business
is.”

He led us directly to the elevator.
Both Shadow and I hesitated.

“This thing actually
works?” I was skeptical of the brass gate that he opened up to a
small, rickety looking elevator car.

He nodded, “Inspected every year.
Don’t worry.”

We stepped in and Greg held my hand as
Bill shut the gate and pressed the antique-looking button that read
‘B’. After a small bump and some interesting squeals, we watched
through the gate as the lobby floor landing passed us and then we
could see gray concrete until light appeared again as we settled
softly at the basement level.

“See, that wasn’t so bad,”
Greg laughed.

“Ok, only a couple doors
down this hall.” Bill led the way and as we approached the door, he
turned back to me. “It’s the brass, older looking key on the
ring.”

It was easily
recognizable. I opened the door and switched on the light. It
wasn’t a large room, maybe twelve by twelve feet square, but Kirby
had done a magnificent job making it comfortable and cute. Closest
to us, inside the door, she had a small cabinet area that she’d
painted white with delicate drawings of flowers, birds, and
butterflies. That reminded me what a great artist Kirby was.
Underneath the countertop, there was a sink and a small fridge. At
the far end of the counter was what looked like a Crockpot.
Ah, must be to warm the hot stones.
I’d forgotten to ask what type of services she
offered—it’d been a long time since I’d done a hot stone massage. I
walked farther into the room and at the far end was where she had
set up the massage table, close to a cordoned off changing area.
The privacy curtain was another Kirby specialty—colorful batiks
that displayed nature exquisitely. If I remembered correctly, this
technique involved layers of wax and dying multiple times over her
intricate design. So beautiful—almost like stained glass in a
sense, but on cloth.

Bill interrupted my thoughts,
reminding me the guys were still standing there. I was mesmerized
by all the details in Kirby’s art. “So, if you need anything from
me—I’m generally at the front desk.” He opened up his wallet and
pulled out a business card. “If I’m not, here’s how to reach me.
All the appointments are set with the front desk. That laptop
there—well you’ll see the scheduling app on it. Any questions, ask
Laurie at the desk. I have no idea how all that works,” he
laughed.

“Thank you, Bill.
Everything looks straightforward.”

“Ready to see the best
parts of the hotel?”

Greg perked up. “Yes!”

Bill guided us all through the
basement area—showing us the laundry room, several staff areas, the
original—although overhauled—steam heating system still in
operation. After the guys oohed and aahed over the machinery, Bill
led us down another hallway that opened up to a huge ballroom. As I
admired the old 1920s décor, I noticed a door leading to the
outside. I was amazed at how large this building was, but realized
we were now in the far eastern portion of the property. The hotel
was built into the mining town’s hillside; the basement ballroom
wrapped around and stair-stepped into the terrain
seamlessly.

“Ah! There you are!” a
booming female voice sounded. “I’ve been looking all over for you!”
I turned to my right and saw a large woman dressed in a black
pantsuit, complete with a beige silk blouse, the delicate collar
tied expertly into a bow resting at the base of the woman’s
throat.

Bill was quick with introductions.
“Cheryl, this is Libby Madsen and her boyfriend, Greg Lawson.
Libby, Greg, this is Cheryl Basque. She is the President of the
Verde Valley Arts Council, serves in the Chamber of Commerce’s
tourist department, and most importantly, she is the coordinator
for our annual murder mystery weekend.”

We each took turns shaking the lady’s
hand when her dark penciled eyebrows lifted and she exclaimed. “Oh!
You are the one filling in for Kirby! I’m so happy she found
someone to take her place.”

Shadow let out a low woof.

“Ohhh, look at you,
sweetie,” she cooed, with a flash of irritation toward Bill, “Mr.
Longo let you inside.” It was unmistakable, the distaste settled
into the frown lines at her mouth.

I didn’t skip a beat. “Yes. It would
be a shame if she had to close down for several days. The
revenue…”

Cheryl quickly cut me off. “No, no … I
meant for the murder mystery weekend, of course. I only learned
today that Kirby had to back out. That leaves me in a bind with our
opening act happening tomorrow! You are filling in for her,
right?”

Greg and I shared a quick glance. I
had no idea what to say; Kirby made no mention of this to
me.

“Well, I … uh
…”

“Oh sure, you’ll be great!
I can see it now…” she held her hands up as a director homing in on
his shot, “the beautiful harlot caught with one of the town’s
….”

Bill set a hand on Cheryl’s padded
shoulder. “Ms. Basque. Maybe someone else can fill in for Kirby.
One of the staff here, or…”

“I’ve already asked
everyone. No one seems as interested this year as in the
past.”

I caught Bill’s expression as he moved
away from Cheryl and said to me, “Maybe you’d consider? It’s always
been a grand ole time.”

“I haven’t seen what the
massage schedule is yet. Will I even have time to participate? And,
Greg and I were hoping to have some time alone to explore this
wonderful town of yours.”

Cheryl’s hands came together,
excitedly clapping, as she did a small hop in place. “Both of you
could play along! Oh yes…” then she looked down at Shadow, who gave
a quiet low growl, “and I’m sure we can find a role … for this
one.” She reached out with a couple fingers and barely tapped my
black Lab on the head. Shadow ducked.

I wasn’t sure how to handle this. “Uh,
you know … we just got to town. Can you give me some more
information about our roles in this mystery thing? We’ll look it
over tonight and get back to you tomorrow morning.”

Cheryl wanted an immediate answer,
that was clearly etched on her face. The other thing I picked up on
was that she doesn’t take no for an answer. Maybe that was the
reason she was finding it hard to find participants these
days.

Thankfully, a staff member distracted
the coordinator with a question and she was off. Greg and I clearly
had similar thoughts as she walked away—his fleeting look gave Bill
his opening.

“I’m sorry about that. She
is overly exuberant about her
weekend here at the haunted hotel.” His eyes
glanced downward as he gently shook his head.

“Is it truly haunted?”
Greg asked. “I’ve always read about that, but honestly …
have you experienced strange occurrences?”

Bill guided us back down
the hallway, as he answered Greg’s questions. “I think it’s
actually good for tourism for the media to keep writing about the
hotel’s history. Honestly, there have been a few unexplained things
my staff have witnessed, but I personally never have. I think the
youngsters who come to Jerome seeking work are actually
looking to be visited by
something unexplainable.” He laughed as we stopped again at the old
steam boiler. “This room here seems to be one that our maintenance
personnel avoid. The rumor is that a young man—maybe
twenty-something—hangs out here and has startled
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