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      “Sasquatch, hit that thing again for me.” I dropped the walkie-talkie to my side and watched with satisfaction as the chair lift in front of me hummed back to life, the four-man chairs gliding smoothly through the bottom station, pausing where riders would get on, and then swooping away up the hill toward the top, where Sasquatch stood at the other set of controls.

      “Looking good, man.” His voice came through the speaker at my side and I picked it up to respond.

      “It better. Cost a fortune and the tramway inspector’s coming sometime this week.” We’d ended up putting in a new ski lift with the help of a couple installation engineers. The old ski lift I’d been trying to bring back to life for the opening winter season at the Kasper Ridge Resort was an antique.

      I’d finally convinced Ghost, the resort owner and my old Navy buddy, that springing for a modern system would pay off in the long run. A tough call, since the Resort was running completely in the red after a speedy renovation and ahead of its first real season, but it did give us two operational lifts—this one, and another at a halfway point that opened up another few runs from the top.

      The construction crews had cleared and graded runs below the lift lines. All in all, it had not been cheap, but there’d be skiing when the place opened in November, and in Colorado, that meant people and money.

      “I’m coming down.” Sass’s voice held a familiar note of joviality, one that typically meant trouble.

      “Sass, no, do not jump on one of those—” I didn’t have to finish the warning. Sasquatch had clearly hurled all two-hundred-plus pounds of himself onto a chair at the top of the lift, and I could hear his victory cry echoing down the mountainside.

      He’d better not do that shit when the inspector was here.

      As he came into view about ten minutes later, I watched him approach the station. The guy was always pulling pranks, making jokes. Even when we’d flown together back in the Navy, he often took things a bit too lightly for my liking. Flying a jet was life and death. Maybe a ski lift wasn’t quite as high stakes as the F-18, but it still paid to follow the rules.

      My oversized friend was still hooting and hollering as the chair brought him closer to the ground, and I decided I’d better give him a quick talking to. We’d be operating for real soon, with guests and impromptu inspections. There was no room for this bullshit. I switched off the motor and watched him swing to a stop, still a decent height in the air.

      “Hey!” He called down. “Brainiac, your lift quit.”

      “Yeah, I stopped it,” I yelled back up. Then I walked closer, so I didn’t have to raise my voice. “Listen up, Sass.”

      “Oh shit, I’m in trouble with the professor.” Sasquatch laughed to himself.

      “Just listen,” I suggested, looking up at his huge form, dangling overhead. “We’re about to bring on staff up here, and you need to be setting the right example. No one rides without an operator at each end. Not us, not the college kids who are gonna be working here this winter, not anyone. It’s dangerous, and pretty soon we’ll be subject to pop inspections.”

      “Right, right.” I didn’t think Sasquatch was really taking this seriously, given the grin he still wore.

      “Ghost is counting on this.” It was a low blow, but I knew it would wipe that grin off Sasquatch’s face.

      He immediately looked regretful. “Yeah. Yeah, you’re right. He needs this to work.”

      “He does. We all do. But especially Ghost.” I didn’t have to say more. Sasquatch knew the story. We’d all been looking out for our friend a little bit since he’d lost his flight status and been discharged after the investigation into the mishap that ended his military career. It had shaken him. Hell, it would have shaken anyone.

      “I get the message, man,” Sasquatch called as I turned and headed back to the lift station.

      “Good.” I called back, grabbing my walkie-talkie from the console and securing the station for the night. It was time for dinner, and I was starving. I headed toward the big patio at the back of the resort, the others were lighting the big fire pit.

      “Hey!” Sass called from behind me.

      The weather was good, and I figured he could jump from there if he got really desperate. He wasn’t more than ten feet up.

      “Hey!”

      “You gonna leave him there?” Aubrey, Ghost’s sister, asked, glancing past me at the hulking figure on the bottom of the chair lift.

      “Till he learns his lesson.” I gave her a grin and headed inside to get dinner.

      When I returned to the fire pit, a plate full of smoked ribs in my hand and my stomach growling in anticipation, Sasquatch was ambling across the patio, grinning.

      “Thanks a lot for that, man. Nothing like a little parkour before dinner.” He poked me in the side, hard, but I held onto my plate and moved past him to one of the big Adirondack chairs around the fire pit.

      “You made Sass mad?” Monroe asked from my side, where she sat with Mateo, her fiancé. Most people called her Annalee now, but we’d flown together, and the fierce blonde would always be “Monroe” to me.

      “I taught him a lesson,” I said, digging into my first rib.

      “That was Sass mad?” Mateo asked, glancing after the hulking man who’d just ambled into the resort after cracking jokes and laughing loudly with Ghost and Fake Tom, who were both arriving to sit.

      “Sass doesn’t really do mad,” Monroe explained. “But if he veers to sarcasm, you’ve struck a nerve.”

      “He needs to take things a bit more seriously,” I suggested. I wasn’t worried about Sass being mad.

      “Or maybe you need to lighten up,” she shot back.

      I didn’t have a response for that—it wasn’t the first time it had been mentioned to me, but light wasn’t really in my repertoire.

      “We’re all here, anyone got news?” Ghost asked from the other side of the space.

      I glanced around, the faces of the crew that had been getting this place into shape all summer surrounding me. Ghost and his sister Aubrey had inherited the place—along with some kind of crazy treasure hunt that we hadn’t solved yet—from their uncle Marvin. They’d recruited help as they needed it to get the resort back into operation, and in some ways, this group had become a family.

      Some of us were former Navy fighter pilots, and some of us were locals. And then there was Sass’s friend, Antonio, a former pro soccer player from San Diego. I hadn’t quite figured out what he was doing up here yet, but then again, I didn’t really know what I was doing here either.

      I told myself I was just figuring things out. Helping a friend.

      “Both lifts are working great, inspector coming this week,” I reported. “Staff interviews beginning of October.”

      “That’s two weeks,” Aubrey said.

      Ghost turned to his sister. “Those calendar-reading classes have really been paying off.”

      She threw a cob of corn at him.

      “Marvin would have been proud of you folks,” said Ernie, Lucy’s grandfather and the oldest among us. He’d been up here his whole life, had known the first incarnation of the Kasper Ridge Resort, and been friends with Marvin. “This place is every bit as magical as it was back in the day.”

      Lucy leaned toward her grandfather and bumped his shoulder with a soft smile on her face.

      “Thanks, sir. That means a lot,” Ghost said.

      “So the ski school and mountain staffing interviews are getting set up,” Aubrey said. “We need to get some people up here for the rest of the operations too. Servers, housekeepers, front desk staff.”

      “Can you put out some feelers locally?” Ghost asked, focusing his attention on Lucy and Mateo, since they’d both spent most of their lives in Kasper Ridge.

      “Yep,” Mateo said. “Might want to extend the search if you’re willing to offer housing, though. College kids will probably travel to stay here for the season.”

      I might have rolled my eyes. Because what we really needed was the mountain crawling with college kids. “Great.”

      Monroe leaned in close. “You did actually say that out loud.”

      I could feel the frown pulling the sides of my mouth down, but I decided not to let any more words out. Maintaining an upbeat attitude was not my strong suit, and I’d had more than enough of college kids.

      “Aren’t you a professor, Brainiac?” Fake Tom called across the dancing propane flames between us. “Figured you’d love college kids. All those young eager minds, desperate for you to impart your aged wisdom.”

      Fake Tom’s real name was Will, but his callsign was based on his desire to be called “Maverick” back in the Navy. His last name was Cruz, so he’d thought it was a sure thing. But that isn’t how callsigns generally worked, and his excitement at the name he wanted only led to everyone making sure he didn’t get it. He’d recently proposed to Lucy Dale, who’d been brought in to help with construction at the resort.

      There was a lot of coupling up going on up here. I was glad there were no more single women around. I was happy for my friends, but all this cheery romance was more than enough for me. It didn’t really suit my current state of mind.

      “Yeah. I was a professor,” I confirmed, trying to keep any shade of emotion from my voice. I didn’t enjoy conversation at the best of times. I did not want to talk about my recent departure from my non-tenured position as an engineering professor.

      “I didn’t know that,” Antonio said, clearly in the mood to drive me over the brink with his good-natured questioning. “What did you teach?”

      “Mechanical engineering,” I said, shoving another rib in my mouth in hopes of signaling that we were done.

      “And will you go back to teaching?” he asked.

      Since no one else spoke, it seemed clear I was supposed to answer.

      “I’m on sabbatical,” I said. “And I need a drink.” I rose, and turned, heading inside to the bar. I didn’t want a drink—I’d spent plenty of time drinking before making the decision to come up here as I came to grips with my sudden freedom. But I definitely didn’t want to talk about my current unemployment or the reason I had really been available to come up and play lift engineer at Kasper Ridge.

      They’d find out soon enough if I didn’t figure out my next career move pretty fast.
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      Shit. This could not be happening again.

      “Maybe it’s not that bad,” Mom said, sounding annoyingly upbeat in the face of my world exploding. Again. “Maybe there’s some way to capitalize on this, honey.”

      Her calling me ‘honey’ rubbed me the wrong way. We’d barely gotten back to speaking terms after everything, and that was only because of my father’s death. I’d thought he was the one driving their actions all those years ago. But maybe I was wrong.

      “There is no way to capitalize on my life imploding, Mom. This is a bad thing. Most people would recognize that.” My phone felt heavy and unwieldy in my sweaty palm.

      “I do,” she said quickly. “But when you’re famous, you have to expect that people want to hear what you’re up to. If you go quiet too long, they’ll invent things.”

      Maybe. But I wasn’t famous anymore. Not really. “Shit,” I breathed, staring out the dark window of my Brentwood apartment. “I thought things were getting better.”

      “Want me to call Paul?” Her voice had turned sweet, cloying.

      “Mom. I’m a grown woman. I can call my agent myself.” Though I hated speaking with Paul almost as much as I hated talking to my mother.

      “Okay.” Now she sounded chastised. Like I’d swatted at her.

      “Listen, I have to go,” I said. Exhaustion was sweeping through me, a heavy layer of darkness matching the dark clouds suffusing the LA brightness outside my window.

      “Talk tomorrow!” Mom chirped, her voice full of false glee.

      I pictured her, ensconced in the cheap apartment she’d found in Englewood, the planes thundering overhead toward LAX at regular intervals. Her life was no better than mine, but I couldn’t even fake happiness. She had a gift.

      After I’d hung up, I pulled up the internet article again, unable to help myself. It was like having an aching tooth—you couldn’t help prodding it with your tongue, over and over, testing to see if it still hurt just as much as it had before.

      And this did.

      It had been a second date, though why I bothered even trying was beyond me. The guy had sworn he didn’t know anything about me beyond maybe having heard my name as a kid. He’d been charming. Handsome. Sweet.

      And his bedroom had been plush and welcoming. And equipped with a camera, evidently. A camera hidden in the headboard, it looked like. A camera used to capture me being an idiot and trusting someone, yet again. Someone who was clearly going out with me under false pretenses.

      I slammed shut the lid to my laptop, some sick part of me hoping I’d broken it. Then I’d have an excuse to stay off the internet for a while. To avoid the stupid headlines on those seedy gossip pages: Child Star Caught in Another Sex Scandal!  Our Girl Chrissy Isn’t So Innocent! Playtime Never Ends for Penny Davis, aka Our Girl Chrissy.

      My little apartment, which had just begun to feel like home to me, now felt like a cage. Or a stage, which was far worse. There’d been a reporter waiting outside today, before I’d even seen the stupid video, and I realized now that it didn’t matter where I went, what life I tried to have. Here in Los Angeles, hell—maybe anywhere in California—people would never let me forget that I was Chrissy Alexander, that she was all they’d ever want me to be.

      I went to the bedroom, pulled a suitcase from the closet, and began stuffing it with clothes I didn’t even see as they passed through my hands. I was going to have to leave. To run away. I might have been acting like a child, but if I stayed here, I’d always be one. I’d never escape Chrissy Alexander, my alter ego. I’d never figure out who I really was.

      A plan formed slowly in my semi-numb mind as I gathered shoes and shoved them into the suitcase. It was less of a plan, really. More of a loosely structured Hail Mary pass of extreme desperation.

      I sent a couple text messages. One to Paul, who promised to try to get the video taken down, and who—as ever—suggested a couple auditions I might like to go on. Delete. Delete.

      The second text was the Hail Mary. But my old school friend Bennie responded almost immediately, every bit as sweet as she’d always been.

      Bennie: Definitely! Come whenever you like! I have room!

      That was all I needed.

      I picked up my phone again and arranged the car service and texted Bennie back, then took a last look around my apartment. Whatever was here didn’t feel like mine anyway. My mother could sell it. There was probably some sick asshole in this wretched town who’d buy Chrissy Alexander’s bedsheets and pots and pans. Hell, they could auction it all off or something.

      I sent another text from the car, letting my mom know I was leaving town for a while. And then I sank low into the leather of the seat, hoping that at this time of night there wouldn’t be many people at the airport. I bought a last-minute ticket to Denver on the way to LAX. I could have chartered a plane, but that would have been a whole other thing, and I didn’t want to drag some poor pilot out of bed at this hour. Flying commercial would hopefully give me a little bit of anonymity. A little pulse of panic fluttered in my bloodstream, but I tried to calm it as the car moved swiftly over the well-worn freeway.

      Five hours later, the sun was just beginning to lift over the wide flat eastern horizon as the plane touched down in Colorado. Just another four-hour car ride, and I’d be there.

      Hopefully Kasper Ridge was small and inaccessible enough a place to hide in for a while. Bennie had to teach today, but she’d set me up with a spare key, and her school day gave me time to actually get some sleep. I barely even registered the appearance of her house as I stumbled across the threshold, locked the door, and located the guest room. I climbed into bed and immediately passed out.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey sleepyhead.” I rolled toward the weight that had settled on the mattress, murky confusion muddling my thoughts. “Penny.”

      Where was I? I lived alone, so why was there . . . ah, yes. Memories of my harried flight from Los Angeles came sweeping back into my mind.

      “Hi,” I managed, turning to the voice and wrenching my eyes open.

      “I can’t believe you hopped a flight so fast,” Bennie said, friendly and warm.

      “I’m sorry,” I moaned, my vision swimming and then clearing to find my old friend sitting at the side of the bed, smiling kindly down at me.

      Bennie had a mass of naturally curly dark hair I’d always envied, and bright wide dark eyes that held every bit as much acceptance and kindness now as they did in my memories of her.

      “Don’t apologize,” she said, smiling. “I’m so happy to have you here.”

      I struggled a bit with my limbs, which felt heavy and dull, finally managing to sit up against the headboard. “God, I needed to sleep. What time is it?”

      “Almost five o’clock. I just got home from school a little while ago, but the girls are coming over, so I wanted to give you some time to wake up.”

      Alarm rang through me. “Girls?”

      My face must have betrayed my fear, because Bennie reached a hand for my arm. “Just Lucy and CeeCee,” she said, pronouncing these names as if I had any idea who these people were. “And Annalee.”

      I shook my head, both because I was not up to socializing, and because I didn’t know who she was talking about.

      “You’ll love them all.”

      “I’m not in a peopling place, Ben. Maybe I’ll just hide in here?”

      “Definitely not,” she said, laughing at the suggestion. “I haven’t seen you in years. I’m dying to catch up.”

      “A quick internet search will tell you everything you need to know,” I whispered, dropping my eyes shut and rubbing a hand over my face.

      “Oh no,” Bennie said, a gentle hand taking my own from my face. “Are you okay?” Her tone was soft and concerned—so different from my mother’s barely concealed excitement over my drama.

      “Well, I pretty much just abandoned my entire life to come here. It was the only place I could think to go where maybe no one would read those trashy sites.”

      One side of Bennie’s mouth lifted. “Small towns are awful for gossip, Penny.”

      My heart sank.

      “But this one is full of good people. No one will bother you here, no matter what’s on the internet. You can stay as long as you like.”

      Her reassurance helped, and I settled back against the headboard, feeling a little lighter.

      “So get up and do whatever you need to do. The girls will be here in a half hour for dinner and Bachelor Bay.”

      “You do not watch that trashy show.”

      “Oh yes, we do!”

      “But you’re a first-grade teacher. Isn’t that kind of seedy for you?” I knew about Bachelor Bay. My agent had even suggested I go on the show as a bachelorette. That was the fourth time I fired him, but Paul just wouldn’t take a hint. He told me we were ride or die. Sometimes I thought about how old he was, and hoped maybe die was coming soon.

      “First grade teachers need to have fun too,” she said, her posture stiffening a bit.

      “Of course, I didn’t mean—“

      “Get up!” she laughed, standing. “You’ve got your own bathroom there and you can come out when you’re ready.” She pointed to a door I’d assumed was a closet, and then disappeared back out of the room.

      Bennie was a good friend. She’d lived in Los Angeles a long time ago, and we’d been friends in middle school, during the years when I’d insisted that I wanted to go to public school, when I’d thought that would be the path to a normal life. And for a couple years, it was. The kids in Los Angeles were used to fame, and for a while, they let me be Penny Davis. But in high school, everything had exploded. And by then, Bennie’s parents had moved here, to Kasper Ridge.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I emerged from the bedroom full of something that felt like fear. I could hear the voices of Bennie’s friends echoing down the little hallway. They sounded light and friendly, and I stood there for a minute, listening.

      What would it be like, I wondered, to live up here, to have Bennie’s life? To go out and have friends, and teach school—though that was not something I was equipped to do. But the rest of it. What would it be like to be allowed such a normal, happy life?

      “He didn’t say that exactly,” a voice was saying. “It was more like he suggested that sex was better at high altitude because the air was thinner.”

      “How would that make it better?” another voice asked.

      “I have no idea. Fewer molecules between you or something . . . Will is not a scientist.”

      The voices all laughed at this, and I felt a little bit of weight slide off my shoulders. They weren’t talking about me. That was good.

      I took a deep breath and stepped into the living room.

      “Hey,” I said to the ladies standing in Bennie’s kitchen.

      There were three of them. One was petite, with long dark hair waved around her shoulders. She wore a pair of tight jeans and a shirt that was cut low and revealed an athletically curvy frame that made me a little self-conscious of my own less-than-fit physique. The woman next to her might as well have been Marilyn Monroe—she was blond, buxom, and gorgeous. I fought an immediate urge to dislike her that must have come from going to too many auditions too early in life where I was constantly pitted against other girls and taught to see them as competition. And the third was tall and slim, strawberry blond hair pulled back into a ponytail and bright blue eyes assessing, but friendly.

      “Hey Penny,” Bennie said, coming around the little counter to take my arm and pull me closer. “I’d like to introduce you to my friends. This is Lucy, Annalee, and CeeCee.”

      “Hi,” I said, feeling awkward and disoriented. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      “You too,” Lucy said, pouring a glass of white wine and sliding it toward me. “It’s so great that you were able to visit for a bit.”

      I nodded, accepting the glass and smiling at the smaller woman. “Thanks.”

      “How long are you staying?” The blonde—Annalee—asked.

      I glanced at Bennie, who smiled encouragingly. “I really don’t know,” I said. I hoped this wouldn’t lead to more questions, but I didn’t need to worry.

      Annalee grinned. “That’s my story too,” she said. “Though now I might stay forever. This place does that to you.”

      “Or maybe Mateo did that to you,” Lucy said, raising an eyebrow.

      “Have you been here before?” CeeCee asked me.

      I shook my head, letting the cool crisp wine flood my mouth. I felt it work down my throat and could almost sense myself relaxing as it made its way through me. “Never.”

      “You’ll love it. River rafting, rock climbing, hiking,” she listed.

      “Skiing,” Bennie added. “Right, Lucy? You said they got the lifts going.”

      “They did,” Lucy confirmed. “At the Kasper Ridge Resort,” she told me. “So there will be skiing this winter for sure.”

      “I don’t know how to ski,” I said, beginning to feel more comfortable as I realized these women weren’t expecting anything from me beyond a bit of regular conversation.

      “Perfect time to learn,” CeeCee said.

      “CeeCee thinks everyone is equipped for outdoor adventure,” Bennie told me. “She runs the adventure shop up here.”

      “All you need is a willingness to try,” CeeCee said.

      I smiled, looking between the friendly faces of Bennie’s friends. Not one of them had given me a sideways glance, not one had mentioned Our Girl Chrissy. I didn’t know if Bennie had briefed them ahead of time, or if it was possible I really could just be Penny up here.

      Either way, even if it was for only one night, I was going to enjoy it.
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      “How’s the interview schedule looking?” I asked, coming in the front doors of the resort from my run a week before we were slated to begin seeing candidates.

      Aubrey had been in charge of following up with those who’d responded to the call we’d put out on various sites, and scheduling. She stood behind the grand front reception desk, looking tiny next to its imposing form.

      “We’re just about full, actually,” she said, her voice giving away her excitement. “Hopefully most of these will work out and we won’t have to do multiple rounds.

      “What did Ghost decide about housing?” I asked her. We’d gone back and forth. We had the full un-renovated east wing, but having half the resort filled with college kids working part time for the season probably wouldn’t scream “luxury” to those guests paying top dollar to stay in the west wing and ski.

      “Not part of the deal except in special circumstances. We put together a list of rentals out in town.”

      Town was not huge, but there were apartment buildings and condos here and there, and lots of people went to warmer climes for the winter. This would give them the option to rent their homes for additional income.

      “Good.” I didn’t want to be sharing living spaces with guys who were probably more at home in a frat house than a luxury resort.

      “Didn’t want to spend your winter surrounded by youngsters, old man?”

      “I’m not that old,” I bit out. I wasn’t. I was a couple years older than the other guys, but hell, I was barely thirty-five.

      “I know, but it’s so much fun to give you shit.” Aubrey winked at me and then turned back to the screen in front of her.

      I headed back up to my room, pleased to have some down time before things got crazy here on the mountain. Maybe I’d be able to figure a few things out before then. I couldn’t hide in the Colorado mountains forever, but I just didn’t know what was next.

      Upstairs I took a shower, dressed, and then sank into the leather chair in front of the desk facing the window that overlooked the front of the resort. There was nothing in the view beyond dark green trees and the sense of something bigger looming out there beyond the thick screen of branches. Maybe it was the mountains themselves I sensed, maybe it was nothing quite that concrete, just my own sense that I was shrinking somehow. Smaller than I had been when I’d been teaching, when I’d had the respect of staff and students at Archer University. When I’d known what I was supposed to be doing.

      I pulled up my email, a surprising tension wrapping my shoulders and clenching my jaw. I’d passed my CV to several friends in academia, hoping there might be an engineering opening at another school. There was nothing waiting in my inbox though, and a surprising sense of relief washed through me.

      It wasn’t that I didn’t want to go back to work, I told myself. Everyone enjoyed some time off now and then, and that’s all this really was. My own misfortune had coincided nicely with Ghost’s need for some help, and so here I was. But if a university reached out, I’d jump at the chance to get back into the classroom.

      Wouldn’t I?
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        * * *

      

      We’d been screening movies regularly once a week since the movie theater’s renovations had been completed. There was a pile of ancient films in the projector room, and though we’d updated the equipment, Ghost had thought it would be cool to keep the old reel projector working so we could watch the old movies. There was something nice about the way we were holding onto some of the old pieces of the resort.

      “What is it tonight?” I asked him, taking my seat in the back row as usual.

      Monroe and Mateo slid in on my other side and she bumped me with her shoulder. “You’re looking especially grim today, friend,” she said. “Someone fart in your waffles this morning?”

      “Mature,” I told her.

      Monroe and I had been close since she joined the squadron years ago. I’d watched her evolve into a ridiculously adept fighter pilot, and she was even more skilled at fending off sexist barbs and unwanted advances in that male-dominated world.

      I respected the hell out of her, and sometimes wondered what it would have been like if we had dated as everyone had always suspected. Maybe life would be better now somehow. But I couldn’t resent the happiness she’d found with Mateo, even if the contractor wasn’t my favorite person. She deserved to be happy. And truth be told, I didn’t really like most people, so Mateo was probably quite likable to anyone else.

      “This is another Annie Lowe feature,” Ghost announced from the back of the theater. “Riding the Range,” he said, beginning to read from a piece of paper he pulled from his pocket. “A sweeping western about—“

      The back door of the theater opened again and Lucy Dale hurried in, three other women at her back. “Sorry we’re late,” she said, guiding them up front to where Fake Tom, her fiancé, was holding a seat for her. Before she sat, she turned to address us. “You guys remember Bennie and CeeCee. And this is Penny.” She waved at the women following behind her. I watched as the women waved to the assembled group, and then turned to settle themselves. I’d met Lucy’s friends before, but not Penny. I’d definitely have remembered her.

      Penny was striking, and I was finding it hard to take my eyes from the defined angles of her face as she looked out at us all uncertainly—the full lips, the dark lashes sweeping up over dark eyes. She turned to sit, and I stared at the back of her dark head as she gracefully settled into a seat next to Lucy’s friend Bennie.

      “What’s wrong, Brainiac, a little starstruck?” Monroe asked me. When I didn’t respond, she went on. “She’s sweet. I met her at Bennie’s the other night when we watched Bachelor Bay.”

      “What the hell is Bachelor Bay?”

      Monroe blew out a breath, rolling her eyes. “Of course you wouldn’t know. I forgot that you grew up in a hole and you take pride in staying there.”

      “I didn’t grow up in a hole. I grew up overseas.”

      “Didn’t they have televisions and movies overseas?” she asked. It wasn’t the first time she’d teased me about being clueless when it came to pop culture.

      “I spent my time doing other things.” Mostly because my father insisted on it. It would have been nice to have had a vague idea what kids were talking about back when I was one, but at this point, I was glad for the childhood I’d spent in books and cultural immersion.

      Ghost had begun reading aloud again. “A sweeping western about settlers in Colorado and their homestead wives. Lowe portrays a tough-as-nails settler’s wife traveling out to meet her husband after he’s established a home for them in Colorado’s rugged mountains, and in an unusual twist for movies made before the 1970s, she is the hero of this film.”

      Monroe let out a whoop at that news.

      “Girls rule!” Lucy called from the front.

      “Well, I’m not gonna read the rest of this,” Ghost said, tucking the paper back in his pocket. “Let’s watch. We can analyze the feminist themes over whiskey when it’s over. Don’t forget to—“

      “Look for clues!” Sasquatch boomed, his voice filling the small space.

      “Right.” Ghost disappeared into the back to start the film. I could hear Lucy whispering to her guests about Ghost’s treasure hunt—the series of clues that his uncle had left him along with this resort, a hunt we’d all been dragged into in one way or another, though none of us knew where it was supposed to lead. So far, the biggest revelation had been that the actress Annie Lowe was actually Ghost and Aubrey’s Aunt Lola, Marvin’s wife. I wasn’t sure there was any actual treasure, but the idea of it was kind of exciting.

      The movie wasn’t long, and soon we were gathering in the bar at the front of the resort, another routine that would be coming to an end as soon as we began hosting actual guests. I’d miss the routine, but maybe it was just another signal that I needed to move on, figure my stuff out.

      “I thought she was a badass,” CeeCee was saying, describing Annie Lowe in the movie we’d just seen. “Giving her husband that ultimatum and telling him what was what. And shooting the bear!”

      “That’s my aunt!” Aubrey laughed, holding up her whiskey glass.

      “To Aunt Lola,” Ghost called. And after we’d all shared the toast, he spoke up again. “Anyone get anything out of that?”

      “Other than the fact that western mail order brides are terrifying?” Sasquatch asked.

      “Like clues,” Antonio said at his side. The soccer player was quiet most of the time, and now he sat at the far end of the bar, sipping whiskey and keeping himself slightly apart from the rowdier group of former fighter pilots. Bennie’s friend Penny sat a little apart too, and I watched with an uncomfortable feeling in my stomach as he turned to her and asked some question, low enough that I couldn’t hear.

      The rest of the group went on analyzing the movie, dissecting it for potential hints about where the treasure hunt should take us next. We’d hit a bit of a stopping point and I could feel the frustration that Ghost and Aubrey shared at having felt like we were close, only to hit a wall.

      “So Aunt Lola was engaged to that Rudy guy,” Aubrey said. “But what difference does that make? She married Uncle Marvin. End of story.”

      “Maybe that’s not even part of the story we’re supposed to figure out,” Fake Tom said from Lucy’s side. “Why does it matter who he married? What does that have to do with money?”

      Aubrey shrugged and Wiley did the same at her side, shaking his head.

      As usual, I was less comfortable in the middle of the group than I would have been off to one end, but the newcomers were ensconced in my usual spot at the end of the bar, still talking in quiet tones.

      Normally, I would have excused myself to the quiet of my room, but something pulled me to the little twosome taking at the end instead. I didn’t want to look too closely at exactly what drove me to wedge myself into the conversation between Antonio and Penny. It had something to do with her, though. Everything to do with her, actually.

      She was gorgeous. And intriguing.

      “Hi,” I said, taking the stool next to her.

      She turned to me, an uncertain look in her eyes. “Hi.”

      “Harrison.” Antonio nodded to me, his easy smile lighting his face.

      “Did you enjoy the movie?” I asked Penny.

      That uncertainty remained, and she seemed to think about her answer for a moment. “I did,” she said softly. “I love old movies. I’m kind of a movie and television junkie, I guess. Hazard of the life.”

      I had no real idea what she meant by that, so I just nodded.

      “In town just for a visit?” I asked, feeling every bit as awkward as usual making small talk, and yet driven to keep Penny talking. I liked the look of her, but something else about her drew me in. Something less specific, less identifiable.

      “Not sure, really. I might stay for a while if Bennie can tolerate me. My life, uh . . .” she trailed off and sipped her drink. “I’m just kind of in between things.”

      I nodded. That, I definitely understood. “Same,” I told her.

      Antonio had risen as we spoke, and now he leaned down. “Nice to meet you,” he said. “I’m going to head up to bed.” I felt a little guilty at potentially having driven him out of the conversation, but it was hard not to be a little pleased at having Penny to myself.

      He left, and I was gratified to see that Penny’s eyes didn’t follow the well-built ex-soccer star from the bar, but remained on my face instead.

      “So, Harrison, is it? Like Harrison Ford?” she asked.

      I smiled. “More like Benjamin Harrison. Twenty-third president.”

      “Of course,” she laughed.

      “What?” I feigned surprise. “You aren’t familiar with the many storied acts of the Harrison administration?”

      She ducked her head and a piece of dark red hair fell in front of her face as she laughed. “Sorry, no.” She looked back up at me, and the contrast of the dark lock of hair over the pale skin of her cheek sent a forceful jolt of desire through me. Penny was beautiful.

      “Well,” I began, trying to tamp down the sudden realization that my body was reacting to this woman in a way I hadn’t reacted to anyone in a very long time. “Harrison enacted some key legislation relating to the military and to trade practices in the US.”

      “So your parents named a newborn baby after him. Naturally,” she laughed.

      I sipped my whiskey, loving the sound of her laughter. It was rough and dusky without being harsh. Like she had some kind of rugged landscape hidden inside her, and her voice resonated with the echoes of it.

      “Right. My parents were odd that way. My dad was a diplomat, so government and law were the only things he really ever thought about.”

      “And your mom?”

      “I don’t really know. She died when I was little, so I grew up with my dad, trailing him all over the world for his job.”

      “I’m so sorry about your mom,” she said softly. “But it sounds like a fascinating childhood.”

      I thought about that for a moment, her sincerity as she offered condolences making me miss my mother suddenly, in a way I hadn’t felt in a long time. “It made me a little different, I guess. Less good at . . . regular people.” I didn’t want to delve too deeply into that topic—it was my greatest failing, as far as I was concerned. “What about you?”

      She narrowed her dark eyes at me for a moment, those full lips pursing like she was trying to figure something out. “You’re asking me about my childhood?” she said, and something in her voice made me think it had been a stupid question. Or that maybe she’d already told me about it.

      But she hadn’t.

      “I didn’t mean to pry,” I said. “Sorry.”

      She laughed again, the sound pulling at the desire growing inside me. “No, you’re not prying. Just caught me off guard, I guess. Most people act like they already know me.”

      What a strange thing to say. I thought about it, intrigued further by this unusual woman. Why did people assume to know anything about her?

      “I’m not super good at people either, that’s all,” she said, smiling broadly and lifting her glass.

      We touched the rims of our glasses together, a little toast to mutual social awkwardness, and then we sipped our drinks. And I couldn’t help feeling like life at Kasper Ridge had just gotten much more interesting.
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      I was getting a glass of water in Bennie’s kitchen before heading to bed when I felt her step into the space behind me. She didn’t say anything, and when I turned around, she was standing, arms crossed, a funny little smile on her face.

      “What?”

      “Saw you in intimate conversation with a certain former fighter pilot over at the resort,” she said, her voice cheerful and almost singsong.

      “You’ll have to be more specific, sounds like they’re all former fighter pilots.” My defenses went up immediately, even though it was Bennie. My instincts had taught me to keep my private life private, though that had never done me much good.

      “The surly one who never talks to anybody.”

      “He didn’t seem surly,” I said, thinking of the serious slate blue eyes, the grim, somewhat stoic expression Harrison had worn before we started talking. “Just . . .”

      “Just hot,” Bennie supplied.

      “He’s attractive,” I agreed, keeping my tone noncommittal. He was more than attractive, but there was little point to me goading my friend. I was here short term, and it sounded like he wasn’t staying around long either. Plus, given what had happened the last time I’d attempted to date, I was pretty sure any hopes of romance were off the table.

      “And?” she asked.

      “There’s no ‘and.’ We were just talking.” I finished my water and put the glass into the sink. Part of me wished there could be an ‘and.’

      She nodded, wrapping a piece of hair around her finger. “So while you were flirting with Brainiac,” she started.

      “I wasn’t flirting, Benn. The thing is . . . he didn’t know who I was. That was all. I haven’t gotten to talk to someone who didn’t know Our Girl Chrissy in years. Maybe ever.”

      “He didn’t?” Her head jerked up slightly. “Did he grow up under a rock?”

      “He’s a little older than us, and I guess he grew up overseas. His dad was a diplomat.” I leaned my hip against the counter, remembering how intriguing Harrison’s past had made him seem as we talked, how refreshing it was to be just a person to him. Not a former child star with multiple scandals in her past.

      “Well, that’s gotta be different,” she said, smiling. “I’m glad you got to talk to him then.”

      “Me too. It was nice to not be me for a bit.” It occurred to me that Harrison would inevitably figure out what I hadn’t told him, and then he’d probably ignore me altogether. But in the meantime, it was refreshing.

      “Hey,” she said, stepping closer. “You’re always you. Some people just make assumptions that you are a whole lot different than you actually are because of that silly show.”

      “Right.” But sometimes even I had trouble feeling like an actual person, not just a vestige of some sitcom character.

      “Anyway, Aubrey was telling me that they’re hiring for a lot of seasonal positions over at the resort.”

      I tilted my head. Where was she going with this? “Like ski instructors,” I said. We’d talked about that too.

      “And back-office people,” Bennie said. “Reservations and finance. Payroll, admin, that kind of thing.” My friend watched my face, looking like she was waiting for a reaction. “You know, if you wanted to stay a little longer. You could maybe work at the resort?”

      Just the words ‘back office’ lit a little flame of interest in me. The last thing I’d want would be to work in front of a never-ending parade of people, most of whom would certainly recognize me. I’d be Chrissy forever, every day. But getting to do some kind of real-world job out of sight of the public was intriguing. “That’s actually kind of interesting,” I said aloud.

      “Right?” Bennie asked, her face lighting up. “You could work for the winter, help with the opening, stay with me.” She emphasized this last word, but wiggled her eyebrows with the next, “and get to know your fighter pilot a bit better.”

      “Even if I stay, he’s not planning to,” I told her. Then added quickly, “and I’m definitely not thinking about it like that.”

      “Definitely not.” She grinned. “Should I call Aubrey in the morning and get an interview set up for you?”

      “Interview?” I hadn’t considered that. I had never actually been interviewed.

      “Yes, that’s usually the first step.”

      I nodded. Of course it was. “Right. I just. I’ve never gone on an interview. I’ve been on auditions . . .”

      “Do you have a resume?”

      I shook my head. My high hopes flagged. There was no way I was qualified for any real jobs.

      “Okay, we can work on that tomorrow. I’ll text Aubrey and share your info, and you guys can set up an interview.”

      Though I was suddenly nervous and worried, the idea stoked something to life in me, some hope or excitement I hadn’t felt in a while. A real job. Like an actual regular person. I only hoped I was qualified.
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        * * *

      

      I had thought I might have a week or so to prepare, but Bennie met me in the kitchen the next morning holding three bags and balancing a mug of coffee as she was heading off to school.

      “Texted Aubrey before I went to bed last night.”

      My stomach clenched the same way it always had when I’d gone to an audition, waited to hear if I’d been chosen.

      “She said she’d text you about coming in today.”

      “Today?” I dashed to the bedroom where I’d left my phone charging. Sure enough, there was a text from Aubrey, asking me to come by the resort at ten.

      “Oh my god,” I said, suddenly terrified. “We didn’t even have time to do the resume.”

      “I told Aubrey you don’t have one officially
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