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          JOY

        

      

    

    
      Joy Turner could feel tears forming in the back of her throat. She wasn’t the crying type, though, so she swallowed hard and pressed her lips into a thin smile as she pulled her best friend, Danny, into a hug.

      “You’re going to do great,” she said over his shoulder as she made sure the tears would stay at bay before releasing the embrace. “They’re gonna love you.”

      “Yeah?” he asked with a nervous smile. “What makes you so sure?”

      “You’ve been playing the guitar since you were twelve years old,” she said, then she rolled her eyes and teased him with, “and you make me listen to you practice every damn night so I know how good you are. Anyway, they wouldn’t have called you if they didn’t know exactly how awesome you are.”

      Two nights ago, Joy had been in the middle of brushing her teeth for bed when Danny appeared in the bathroom doorway with the biggest grin on his face, telling her that the front man for The Hero’s Journey had just called and told him to get his butt to Memphis to fill an emergency vacancy. He’d auditioned to join the band six months earlier and been passed over, but they’d just had to fire a guitarist mid-tour and now they wanted Danny.

      He hadn’t hesitated to quit his restaurant serving job in town and start packing his bags, and Joy knew that this could be Danny’s big break. Still, she felt a certain amount of foreboding as she saw him off. Danny was her oldest friend, and one of the few that had remained in their little resort town of Emerald Hill after high school was over. Denver was less than an hour away and it had enough of a music scene to keep him satisfied for a while, but deep down, Joy always knew this moment was coming. If the holiday tour went well, The Hero’s Journey would probably offer Danny full membership in the band, and then the chances of him returning to Emerald Hill would be pretty slim.

      She felt like she was saying goodbye to him forever.

      “I better get in there,” he said, pulling a hastily-packed duffel bag and his guitar case out of the trunk of Joy’s car. “They’ll kill me if I miss my flight.”

      “Yeah, that wouldn’t be a good first impression,” Joy agreed, her voice a little shaky. She’d promised herself she wouldn’t be emotional in this moment, and in fact she’d been subconsciously steeling herself for it for quite some time, but it was hard not to think about how much she’d miss her best friend while he was touring the south central United States and living his dream.

      “Hey,” he said, picking up on her emotion. “I’ll be back in a few weeks.”

      “Sure you will,” she said with a wry smile. She knew that The Hero’s Journey was based in Tennessee, and if he became a member he’d have to move there, too.

      For now, Danny shrugged and said, “Hey, all my crap’s still in the apartment so you know I have to come back for it.”

      “Yeah, you wouldn’t want to be separated from your framed Die Hard poster for too long,” Joy said with a snort. She’d teased him relentlessly about his choice of décor ever since they moved in together after high school, and in the intervening five years she started to think that he kept that particular relic of his teen years hanging over the living room couch just to spite her.

      “That is an American classic,” Danny answered firmly, but he couldn’t keep a straight face. He pulled Joy in for one last hug, his guitar case thumping against her shin, and then he pulled away and said, “Hey, I want the Emerald Hill gossip. Keep me posted on your resort guests’ crazy antics.”

      “Of course,” Joy promised.

      She’d been working at the Emerald Mountain Ski Resort ever since high school and Christmas time on the picturesque, snowy mountainside was always the busiest time of year. With a fully booked resort always came a few crazies, and Joy would come home from work at night and regale Danny with stories of the strange and extravagant requests they came up with. It wouldn’t be the same this year without him, but she’d find a way to get through it.

      “And find yourself a girlfriend,” he said with a wink. “You work too hard.”

      “Yeah, right,” Joy said with a roll of her eyes. She’d had a couple of short flings with resort guests over the years, but Danny himself knew how hard it was to find something permanent in a town built around seasonal tourism.

      Then Danny turned and walked into the airport, and Joy climbed quickly back into her car. She didn’t want to linger on the sidewalk where her tears would begin to threaten again, and it was too cold to stand outside for long anyway. She could see her breath as she turned her keys in the ignition, rubbing her hands together and trying to get warm again. There were only ten days til Christmas, and that was good news – it meant that Joy would have plenty of work to do at the resort to keep her mind off the very real possibility of losing her best friend.

      Her manager had told her at the beginning of the winter season that he saw management potential in her, and that he would have time to mentor her after the holiday rush died down. Of course, Danny’s response when she told him had been to snort and say, “Who wants that? We both need to get out of Emerald Hill and start living our lives.”

      He was probably right, and if Joy needed any further kick in the pants to start looking for jobs in places that had a more permanent air then his departure provided that motivation. But change was hard, and she had the holiday rush to get through first.
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      Carmen Castillo was sitting in one corner of a big, velvet-lined booth at The Palms in Manhattan. Her family was flying out to the Emerald Mountain Ski Resort first thing in the morning for a ski holiday that her father had booked, and Carmen was squeezing in a few more hours with her friends before the trip.

      “Why Colorado?” her best friend, Brigid, was asking her, shouting over the music in the club. “What’s wrong with Cancun?”

      “Nothing,” she said with a sigh.

      The Castillos had gone to Cancun every year for the last ten Christmases, ever since her dad’s ‘silly inventions’ turned into the not-so-silly source of their vacation funds. That was where Brigid and her family were headed this Christmas, and when Carmen’s dad announced his intention to fly the family to Emerald Hill this year, she realized that she had gotten used to seeing palm trees and sand on Christmas morning. It was a nice respite from the bitter cold of New York winters, and she was missing her lounge chair by the pool already.

      “He wants the twins to experience a white Christmas,” she explained. Her sisters, born almost exactly nine months after her dad’s big break, had never seen snow on Christmas day, and Carmen had to admit that there was something a bit more festive about a world blanketed in sparkling, pure white snow than an artificial Christmas tree with a view of the beach. She added with a smirk, “I think he’s gone nostalgic on us.”

      She wondered if nostalgia was really the right word, though.

      The last time she’d seen snow at Christmas, Carmen had been thirteen years old and her parents had been on the verge of losing the tiny house the three of them cohabited in Massachusetts. Her mother was working ten-hour days as a nurse’s aide and her father had been laid off from his factory job, so he spent his days coming up with invention after invention in the vain hope that one of them would pay off and save the family. They hadn’t had much for Christmas that year, and it wasn’t a memory that any of them had romanticized.

      Maybe sentimental was a better word. They were about to spend ten days in a luxury cabin in the mountains, and the twins would end up with a much more idyllic memory of their first Christmas in the snow than Carmen ever had. She wondered if her father was chasing traditional Christmas cheer this year as a way of replacing those impoverished memories with better ones.

      “I just can’t imagine choosing snow,” Brigid said, shaking her head sympathetically at Carmen. “If it were up to me, I’d live on the beach year-round.”

      “Me too,” shouted a guy’s voice, and then Brigid’s boyfriend, Bentley, slumped into the booth beside her. Carmen rolled her eyes – she wasn’t a fan of Bentley or the influence he’d been having on her best friend lately – and he made a show of kissing Brigid. When their lips finally parted, he said, “Hey babe, whatcha up to?”

      “It’s Carmen’s last night in New York,” she said. “I’m just wishing her well on her ski trip into the icy tundra of Colorado.”

      “It’s not going to be that bad,” Carmen said with a laugh. “It’s actually warmer in Denver than in New York.”

      “You don’t strike me as the outdoors type,” Bentley said, appraising Carmen.

      Brigid had picked him up like a virus at the State University of New York and Carmen knew it had been a bad idea to go their separate ways for college. Now they were almost six months post-graduation and she still hadn’t been able to shake him. Bentley was the epitome of a New York trust fund kid, as were most of the people that Carmen spent her days with in her private high school and then at Cornell. Brigid was the exception and it was why Carmen liked her so much, but the longer she dated Bentley, the more he corrupted Brigid and the more Carmen disliked him.

      When she didn’t respond right away, preferring to pretend that the music was too loud rather than engaging with him, Bentley added, jabbing Brigid with his elbow, “She’s probably going to turn into Jack Nicholson in The Shining up in those mountains. ‘All work and no play makes Carmen a dull girl.’”

      “Yeah, well, at least some of us know how to work,” Carmen said, mumbling the insult under her breath. It would have been so much more satisfying to say it loud enough for Bentley to hear, but as much as she wished Brigid would see his spoiled rich kid attitude for what it was, she couldn’t bring herself to be outright cruel – ahem, honest – to her best friend’s boyfriend right in front of her. Out loud she said, “I’m going to get another drink. Anyone need a refill?”

      “No,” Brigid said, pointing to the half-filled vodka cranberry sitting on the table in front of her. Then Bentley wrapped his arms around her and they resumed their exaggerated public display of affection, his tongue snaking into her mouth before Carmen turned away.

      The club was crowded as usual and it took her a while to get over to the bar. She didn’t even care about getting a drink – she just needed to get out of that booth for a minute. Carmen hadn’t noticed the change coming over her best friend right away. It had been subtle, but the longer Bentley stuck around, the more Brigid had begun to match his shallow, materialistic and self-centered personality. Worst of all, it was rare to get through an evening without him popping up wherever they were. Even though Carmen had tried to broach the subject delicately with Brigid a few times (“I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but you’re dating an asshole,” hadn’t seemed quite right, but, “Do you really like that Bentley guy?” hadn’t gotten the message across either) it never seemed to help and she felt increasingly sure that she was losing her best friend to the vapid rich kid crowd.

      While Carmen was waiting for her turn to catch the bartender’s attention, a guy with slicked-back hair and a designer suit jacket slid up to the bar beside her.

      “Hey,” he shouted to her over the music. “Busy night.”

      “Yeah,” she answered distractedly, trying to keep her eye on the bartender, otherwise she knew she’d be standing here all night.

      The guy leaned over the bar the next time the bartender walked past and managed to flag him down. Then he turned to Carmen and said with a toothy grin, “What are you drinking, sweetheart?”

      “Oh,” she said, feeling her cheeks beginning to burn. “It’s okay, I’ll get my own drink.”

      “No strings attached,” he said, still smiling at her. She knew this wasn’t exactly true – no man has ever bought a girl a drink without any expectations – but he seemed good-natured, and she knew the chances of flagging the bartender down again were slim, so she gave him her drink order.

      “Thanks,” she said, and then because they had to kill the time until the bartender came back with their orders, she said, “How’s your night going?”

      “Better now that you’re here,” he answered in the typically cliché fashion of most of the men she met in clubs like this. His eyes made a quick sweep over her – unfortunately not quick enough to avoid detection, and she couldn’t wait to get her drink and make her way back to Brigid.

      Carmen tried to dress as conservatively as she could in places like this to avoid interactions like the one she was currently having. Tonight she was wearing a black dress with long sleeves and a high neckline, the most clothing one could get away with wearing to a club in Manhattan, even if it was December. Meanwhile Brigid’s wardrobe had grown increasingly skimpy ever since the advent of Bentley, as if she had to continually convince him that he was still interested in her – another strike against him in Carmen’s mind.

      “I appreciate that,” Carmen said. “But you’re not my type.”

      She’d become somewhat of an expert at deflecting unwanted advances ever since Brigid had endeavored to immerse herself in the club scene – Carmen, on the other hand, would take a good coffee shop over this place any day.

      “Tall, dark and handsome?” he asked, still grinning at her.

      Thankfully the bartender returned at long last with her martini and his scotch on the rocks. Carmen pulled a twenty-dollar bill out of the slim purse slung over her shoulder and threw it on the bar. It was the smallest bill she had, but she found it well worth leaving a generous tip to extract herself from this uncomfortable moment.

      “Male,” Carmen answered, and then slipped into the crowd without waiting for his reaction. If she knew anything about the guys who hung around clubs trying to pick up women, he would simply stay by the bar until another girl needed a drink and play the whole scene over again until one of them thought that he really was tall, dark and handsome.

      When she got back to the booth, Brigid and Bentley were still completely absorbed in each other and it looked like Carmen had lost the attention of her best friend for the night. She could have sat back down and watched herself become the third wheel, or she could have tried to mingle on the dance floor, but this wasn’t her scene and she had an early flight to catch. So instead, she set one of the most expensive martinis she’d ever ordered down on the table and shouted over the music, “Hey, I got you a martini. I think I’m going to head home.”

      “Already?” Brigid asked, genuine alarm in her voice. She popped up from the booth and pulled Carmen aside, talking to her confidentially. “It’s not because Bentley’s here, is it?”

      Carmen didn’t have the heart to tell her that it definitely had to do with Bentley’s presence – not mere hours before they would be separated for almost two weeks. So she shook her head and said, “No, I’m just tired, and I still need to pack a few things for the plane.”

      “Oh, okay,” Brigid said. “Well, call me when you get into Denver, and take lots of pictures.”

      “Try not to freeze solid,” Bentley shouted from where he was spread out in the booth.

      “Yeah, thanks for your concern,” Carmen said.

      “We’ll send you pictures from Cancun,” he said, “so you don’t feel too left out.”

      Carmen resisted the urge to roll her eyes as she asked Brigid, low enough that Bentley couldn’t hear, “He’s coming with you?”

      “Yeah,” Brigid said. “He’s never been at Christmas time.”

      It felt like the final domino in a line, all falling toward the conclusion that she was losing her best friend to this idiot who was apparently so charming that she couldn’t see how self-absorbed he was. There was nothing Carmen could do at nearly midnight the night before she was leaving the state, though, so she just smiled weakly and said, “I hope you have a great trip, and a Merry Christmas.”

      “You too, honey,” Brigid said, pulling Carmen into a hug. “We’re exchanging gifts after we get back, right?”

      “Yeah,” Carmen said. “I’m looking forward to it.”

      “Me too,” Brigid said with a broad smile, but then Bentley snagged her arm and pulled her back into the booth. She landed with a giggle on his lap and before Carmen was subjected to whatever was going to follow that, she turned and wove her way out of the club.
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      The plane ride was a quick four and a half hours into Denver. Carmen had stayed up late the night before packing all of the new clothes she’d bought for the trip, carefully removing tags and folding them into her suitcases, so she fell asleep shortly after take-off. She slipped her favorite lavender sleep mask over her eyes and put in a pair of ear plugs to drown out the noise of the other passengers – particularly her kid sisters, who spent most of the trip watching movies on an iPad that they propped on the tray table directly behind Carmen’s seat.

      The next time she opened her eyes, it was because Carmen felt someone nudging her arm. She lifted her sleep mask and saw her dad pointing at the window beside her, and when she took out her ear plugs, he said, “Check it out. We’re flying over the mountain.”

      She leaned over to look out the window and he stood looking over her shoulder, trying to get the twins to pause their movie for a moment to enjoy the view.

      “Marisol, Maria, look before you miss it,” he said, and Carmen’s mom gave a little laugh from her seat. The twins clearly took after her because she was just as absorbed in her own tablet.

      “They’re mountains, honey,” she said. “I think they’ll be there for a while.”

      “Wow,” Carmen said as she took in the view. The sky was clear with no clouds to obscure their view and the earth below them was a long stretch of perfectly untouched, snow-capped mountains. She laughed and said, “It looks like someone dumped a big box of baking soda on the earth.”

      “A few tons of baking soda,” Marisol said behind her. Dad must have convinced them to look up from their movie after all.

      “We’re going to have so much fun this week,” he said, sitting back down in his seat across the aisle from Carmen after they had passed the majority of the snow caps. “We’ve got less than half an hour before we reach the airport. You guys want to go over the itinerary now?”

      He dug a packet out of his carry-on bag and it was at least twenty pages thick. Carmen’s dad was nothing if not thorough, and he’d only lightened up on the itineraries last year because they’d been to Cancun so many times that there was nothing left to plan that they hadn’t already done. Carmen suspected it was a large part of why he’d decided they were going to change their destination this year – a vacation wasn’t fun for Dad unless he got to plan it.

      “You and your itineraries,” their mom said. “Honey, everybody just wants to go shopping and hang out at the lodge.”

      The twins’ eyes lit up at the mention of shopping, and Dad said, “Don’t worry, dear, shopping is definitely on the itinerary. I know my girls like to shop.”

      “What else do you have planned, Dad?” Carmen asked, taking pity on him.

      The twins and Mom had a way of ganging up on him sometimes – the three of them had embraced the luxury lifestyle more than Carmen and Dad, and a lot of the time she felt like it was her responsibility to stand by him as one of the members of the family who remembered what it was like before his lucky break. She couldn’t blame Marisol and Maria for their tendency toward materialism – they were born into money in a way that Carmen could never understand – but sometimes she did wish her mother had a better memory of the little run-down house they’d started from.

      “Tonight once we get settled in, we’ve got reservations at the Indigo Steakhouse,” he said. “They’ve got the best Kobe beef in Colorado, and their dessert menu is supposed to be out of this world. I know you girls are going to enjoy that.”

      “What do they have?” Maria asked, perking up and leaning over Marisol. Dad handed her a menu that he’d printed out.

      “Anything you can imagine, baby girl,” he said, then went back to his packet while the twins drooled over the dessert menu together. “Tomorrow we’ll go into town and get some shopping done – I know that’s all you care about, Lucia.”

      “That’s right,” Mom said with a small laugh. “I appreciate you remembering my priorities, honey.”

      “I also booked a sled dog excursion that sounds like a lot of fun, and the resort has some festivities planned that we can check out,” he continued. He had another half-page of activities listed, with corresponding brochures, menus, and reservation details which would keep them all occupied until it was time to fasten their seatbelts and prepare for the descent into Denver International Airport.

      Carmen popped a stick of gum into her mouth to keep her ears from popping, passing the pack around to the rest of her family and then chewing away. She didn’t mind flying – she’d been on at least a half-dozen planes every year for the last decade – but the descent was something she would skip if she could.
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        * * *

      

      The airport was crowded with people and filled with an excited energy. Most of them were either flying in for a mountain vacation like the Castillos, or flying out to visit family, and everyone was quite a bit more cheerful than Carmen usually found travelers at airports to be.

      The main terminal of the airport was wide, with uniquely peaked ceilings that Carmen’s dad was enamored with the moment they stepped out of the concourse. As they made their way to the transportation counter to call the limousine Dad had arranged for, they passed a half-dozen Christmas trees lined up in the center of the terminal, the smell of cinnamon and pine mixing to give Carmen a sudden case of the same sentimentality that must have beckoned her dad to Emerald Hill.

      “Look, the mountains aren’t far away,” she said to her sisters, putting her hands on their shoulders and physically turning them to face the large windows that pointed toward the mountains. Marisol and Maria reluctantly slipped their phones into their pockets and looked at the mountain range rising up in the distance, snow streaked across it.

      “It is pretty,” Mom admitted. “Nothing like that first blast of warm air when you step outside in Cancun, though. I’m shivering just looking out there.”

      “You’re exaggerating, dear,” Dad said as he rejoined the group. “Besides, I seem to remember that a certain someone usually only makes it a few hours down there before she starts griping about the heat.”

      “Maybe so,” Mom admitted.

      “The limo is going to meet us at the pick-up spot out front,” he said. “We should head over there.”

      It took a little while to get all of their luggage loaded into the trunk, and a few of their suitcases had to ride in the back with the family. Mom and the twins always liked to bring extra luggage whenever they went on vacation because it was easier than arranging to have the things that they purchased on vacation shipped back to New York. For them, most of the fun was in shopping at stores that they didn’t have in the city and bringing back unique wardrobe pieces and décor items for the house.

      Carmen had brought her fair share of luggage, too. She didn’t care as much about vacation shopping as her mom and sisters, but she did like to have an overabundance of wardrobe choices and that always necessitated a minimum of two large bags. Dad was the only one among them who could be classified as a light packer, and he stood around mildly bored and irritated after his single suitcase was neatly loaded into the trunk and he still had to wait for six or seven more bags to be fitted into the limo like a Tetris game.

      Finally, the Castillos and all their luggage piled into the limousine and they were headed out of Denver. It was about an hour’s drive from the airport to the small town of Emerald Hill where the resort was located, and the twins had gone right back to their iPad to finish up the movie they’d been watching on the plane. Mom immersed herself in the book she’d been reading – some murder mystery that she’d picked up at LaGuardia on a whim – and Carmen and her dad both watched the scenery change outside the window.

      The land immediately around the airport was flat, optimal for landing planes, but after a while the prairie-like scenery gave way to pine trees dotting the side of the road, growing larger and more forested.

      “That’s Emerald Mountain, straight ahead,” Dad said as the earth rose up directly in front of them, growing larger and more breath-taking the closer they got. When they got to a part of the road that began to incline and follow the curve of the mountain, Carmen leaned her forehead against the window, feeling the cold glass against her skin as she craned her head to see the mountains rising up all around her.

      “That’s really something, isn’t it, kiddo?” her dad asked, and he looked at his wife and younger daughters with a slightly frustrated sigh.

      They were completely unimpressed with this view, and Carmen didn’t see how that was possible. She’d been to the mountains before, and one summer when she was still in high school she’d convinced Brigid to hike a part of the Appalachian Trail for a day, but she’d never seen anything like this before. From the ground, the snow-covered mountains no longer reminded Carmen of baking soda. They were steep and dotted with pine trees, and they made her feel small in a very humbling way.

      After a few minutes of silence from inside the limo, Carmen and Dad watching the scenery, Mom and the twins absorbed in their own worlds, Carmen took her carry-on bag out of the pile of luggage and dug out her phone. She wanted to capture the beauty of the mountains so that she could show Brigid – and Bentley too, she thought grudgingly – the benefits of a snowy Christmas vacation. Besides, she thought as she put down her window and shivered at the cold air, they would be sending her shot after shot of sunny beaches and Mexican cuisine. She wanted to have something impressive to send back.

      The cold air coming through the open window roused the rest of her family, and Dad watched with satisfaction as Mom and the twins finally had no choice but to acknowledge the beauty surrounding them. Mom pulled her coat tighter around her shoulders and snuggled into Dad’s side for the sake of his body heat while Marisol and Maria rolled down their own window and attempted to master the art of the moving-vehicle selfie, using the mountain as the backsplash.

      “Now is everyone happy we came here?” Dad asked. “I’m telling you, we’re going to have a great time. Nothing beats snow at Christmas.”

      “Maybe a margarita at a swim-up bar,” Mom said, giving him a wink.

      Everyone closed their windows and Carmen shivered for a minute or two, waiting for the limo to warm back up again. The mountains outside were getting taller, looming so high over the top of the car that Carmen couldn’t see all of their peaks anymore. The snow was getting denser, covering the ground and the pine trees that dotted the side of the road. They must be getting close to the resort.
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      It was only early afternoon and to Joy, it already felt like one of the longest days she’d ever weathered. The resort was fully booked with holiday guests – all three hundred rooms of the hotel and the twenty luxury cabins lined up in a row at the base of the ski slopes – and they were all doing their best to keep her busy.

      Up until last year she’d been nothing more than a front desk clerk, and then the front desk supervisor when the job opened up and she was surprised to find that she had the most seniority of all the clerks. This year, though, her boss had a crazy idea that she was capable of taking on more responsibility and he made her a shift supervisor, which she quickly realized meant that she should invest in a good pair of shoes. For the last six months, her days consisted of running all over the resort, putting out fires and managing problems for both guests and employees. She enjoyed it, but the closer the holiday season came, the more frantic her days were.

      On this day in particular, she thought it was probably a blessing to be this busy. She hadn’t heard from Danny since she dropped him off at the airport, and even though she knew he was probably getting ready for the band’s next tour stop, she’d hoped that he would have found a few minutes to call and fill her in on the Hero’s Journey gossip. Even a text would have been nice, to know he got into Memphis okay.

      Joy would call him just as soon as her shift was over, but in the meantime she found herself temporarily stuck in the lobby. They’d had a call-off for the afternoon shift, and Joy would have to return to her old front desk role until she could find someone to cover it.

      That was okay, too, because there was little she loved more than watching people’s eyes light up the first time they set foot inside the resort. There were a lot of people who liked it here so much that they came every year, but their expressions were nothing compared to the brand new visitors, who Joy could spot at a glance. They always looked like they had just found themselves in a strange land, their eyes wide at the majesty of the mountains. Most of them had never spent a Christmas in the mountains before, and Joy always liked making it extra special for them because she was used to this setting and the holiday rush gave her an opportunity to experience the season through fresh eyes.

      She didn’t have to wait long for one of these moments. Joy had only been standing behind the desk for about fifteen minutes when a family of five came into the lobby. There were two young girls, maybe around ten years old if Joy’s calculations were correct
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