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I've always tried to be a person who doesn't
hold grudges. Forgive and forget. Let bygones be bygones, as the
saying goes. My parents, Paul and Claire Cooper, are masters of
this virtue, sometimes to a fault, in my opinion. But that's from a
protective daughter's point of view. As for me, I'm still a work in
progress. For the most part, I've turned the proverbial cheek.
There are just two people I can't seem to forgive or forget truly.
And one recently moved back to Lake Covington and picked up right
where she left off.

The lodge phone rang at the reception
counter, jolting me out of my reverie. I placed my steaming mug of
coffee on a coaster and answered, "Cooper's Cove Resort, this is
Emmy."

"Hi, Emmy, this is Aaron Denton. My friends
and I have the Fir cottage reserved starting today."

I tapped a few keys and pulled up Aaron's
reservation. "Hello, Aaron. Yes, Fir is all set and ready for you
and your friends," I replied. "Is there something I can help you
with?"

"We've hit some terrible weather, and we
wanted to make sure you won't give our reservation away if we're
not there by a certain time or if we have to stay overnight
somewhere if it gets too bad. With all the skiers heading to your
area this week, finding another place to stay will be
impossible."

"It's not a problem at all. Please take your
time and be safe. I promise we won't give your cottage away unless
you cancel." I typed a note in his reservation as I talked, just in
case I didn't have the chance to tell anyone else about the call.
"If you aren't going to make it in tonight, would you mind calling
back?" He promised he would.

I checked the weather online, and sure
enough, a winter storm cell was swirling over all of the Dakotas,
Minnesota, and Wisconsin. You never knew what kind of crazy weather
system would pop up in January in this part of the country. Out of
nowhere, we could have an ice storm that turns everything into a
slip-and-slide or a surprise snowfall that dumps three feet
overnight. Sometimes, like last year, the Wisconsin Northwoods only
received a few inches of snow the entire month of January. It was
not great for the businesses that rely on snow-loving tourist
dollars to make it through the winter. I was living in Chicago at
this time last year, but I'd heard plenty from the locals about how
it hit them pretty hard.

Fortunately, it meant an early spring, which
meant more visitors arrived sooner to enjoy the mild weather. After
living in Chicago for five years, I'd moved back to Lake Covington
in April. Not being covered by Mother Nature's winter blanket in
May was a nice change, as it'd been most of my childhood. The
northern country had a short autumn after our beautiful spring and
summer, though. Winter swept in hard and fast, bringing ice
fishermen, snowmobilers, and skiers to our neck of the woods.

I stood and stretched my tight shoulders.
Ever since I'd moved back to Covington, I hadn't kept up the weekly
Pilates workout I'd been accustomed to in Chicago. My former
roommate/coworker, Gabby, had to bribe me into my first few
classes. But I ended up enjoying them, and now I admit I miss the
low-impact yet effective exercise.

My cell phone rang, and I pulled it out of
my jeans pocket. The contact picture of my lifelong best friend
sticking her tongue out was shown on the screen. We were very
mature twenty-seven-year-olds.

"Hey, Whit, what's up? Want to start doing
Pilates with me?" I needed an accountability buddy to keep me
motivated.

"Hi, Em," Whitney responded with a laugh.
"Why the sudden urge to do Pilates? You hate exercising."

"I hate running. This is more my speed." I
walked to one of the large windows at the back of the lodge's main
room that overlooked frozen Lake Covington. "Having all these
cross-country skiers coming up this week for the Seeley reminds me
I'd die during a forty-five-kilometer race. Even with all my
physical work around the resort, I need some good stretching."

Whitney sighed. "I feel ya, lady. We might
look in shape, but we are not in shape. Let's start this
week." We agreed to start in my living room the next evening with a
YouTube video as our guide.

"Sorry, I hijacked your call. What's going
on?" I asked.

She asked me if I wanted to come over and
help her pick a new paint color for her bedroom, but I reminded her
I was having dinner with Dean and his family.

"Oh yeah, I forgot." Someone in the
background called Whitney's name. "Gotta go. Duty calls. It's been
busy with people coming to town early for the race. I think they're
making a vacation out of it."

"Yep, guests are checking in today and
tomorrow for the Seeley. They might as well enjoy their time if
they're coming up here." We gave each other our love and hung up. I
thought about Whitney serving her delicious soups and toasty
sandwiches, and my stomach grumbled.

Before I headed to my kitchen to warm up
some leftover spaghetti, I placed another log on the fire in the
large fieldstone fireplace. As much as I loved summer, this area of
the lodge was the coziest in the winter. I loved switching out the
décor with the changing seasons. Winter was probably the most fun.
The big, soft leather couches flanked each side of the fireplace,
complete with fluffy red and black buffalo check blankets and
cable-knit pillows in muted shades of red, blue, and green to
coordinate with the colors of the thick braided rug that covered
the hand-scraped hardwood floor. The comfy beige chairs opposite
the fireplace had pillows matching the blankets on the couches.

The brass bell over the front door jingled.
My parents bustled in with a burst of frigid air. Mom quickly shut
the door as Dad carried "the basket" and wiped his feet on the
large rug in the foyer. I knew what that basket meant before the
delectable aromas wafted toward me—Mom had been cooking up a storm.
Yay, me!

Right at their heels, Spooner, our loveable
golden retriever, followed in. Like the good boy he was, he sat on
the rug as we'd taught him to do before tracking in a wet, sloppy
mess. I rushed over to grab a towel we kept under the reception
counter for such an occasion. Spooner's long honey-colored fur was
damp from his apparent romp in the snow. I murmured soothing words
as I tried to dry him off before he could wiggle his body and
shower us with the remnants of his roll in the white stuff.

"Where's Chappy?" I asked. Right then, I
noticed the blanket-covered bundle in Mom's arms. A little head
maneuvered its way out of its cocoon and popped up. Our scamp of a
Yorkie yawned and stretched, taking in his surroundings. Once he
spied me, he whined to get down. Mom unwrapped him and placed him
on the floor. Wearing a rather sporty-looking orange fleece
pullover, Chappy jumped into my arms and kissed my cheeks. As if
the dogs sent each other a silent signal, they suddenly took off
toward the crackling fire and plopped on the dog bed they loved to
share.

"Hey, baby girl, how's your day so far?" Dad
asked, calling me the endearing nickname he insists he'll never
stop using. He headed to the door behind the reception desk that
led to my apartment kitchen.

"Pretty good. The lodge is cleaned,
reservations checked, social media updated, and I even had time to
finish a design bid for one of Turner's new homes." Even though I
wasn't doing interior design in Chicago anymore, I still freelanced
in our area with a custom home builder and a few companies. It was
the best of both worlds. I could help run Cooper's Cove while doing
design. I even had several of my trash-to-treasure projects for
sale at The Blueberry Patch, a vintage goods and gift shop in
Covington.

Mom pulled off her heavy coat and hung it on
the coat tree in the foyer. She sat on the bench beside it and
pulled off her wet boots. "You've been busy, sweetheart," Mom said
as she padded in her socks to the reception counter and pulled out
her slipper shoes, as she called them, from a basket.

I followed her into my tidy kitchen, where
Dad unloaded the wicker treasure chest of treats. "Geez, Louise,
Mom. It looks like you've been a busy little bee yourself." In
addition to a small, still-hot pot of homemade chicken noodle soup,
they'd brought a warm loaf of crusty sourdough bread, gooey
chocolate-chocolate chip cookies, a thermos of hot cocoa, and
whipped cream. Not store-bought, mind you. Made with love by my
amazing Energizer Bunny mother.

I put my arms around her slim waist. "I
don't know how you do it, Mom. Thank you."

We chatted about the upcoming Seeley Hills
Classic cross-country ski race over soul-warming chicken noodle
soup. The tender chicken, chewy noodles, and sweet carrots swimming
in the savory broth tasted like a hug in a bowl.

Mom dabbed at the corner of her eyes with a
napkin. "I'm so excited Ivy's in the race again. I wish Noah
could've been here to participate, too. He's always loved it." Her
voice trailed off as her soft Southern accent made her words seem
more poignant.

Dad and I reached for her hands at the same
time. "Honey, he'll be home in one short month." My father's words
didn't seem to ease Mom's longing to have my younger brother, Noah,
back home from deployment. As part of the United States Air Force
Reserves, he had spent the last four months on assignment in
Germany. From how Noah talked and appeared over Skype calls, he was
having the time of his life. But Claire Cooper, ever the mother
hen, finally had both her baby chicks living around her, and now
one had left the coop yet again.

Mom sniffed and gave us a wink. "Oh, I know.
I'm just missing my little boy."

I carried our empty bowls to the sink. "Your
little boy is six feet, two inches tall," I teased.

"That's right, Emmerlyn Rose," Mom declared
with a twinkle in her hazel eyes. "and you will always be my little
girl."

"That's fine with me," I said, batting my
eyelashes dramatically. "It makes me feel precious."

Dad chuckled. He picked up his knit beanie
and placed it over his short salt-and-pepper hair. As he stood, I
said a silent prayer of thanks that he didn't struggle in pain with
the simple movement like he used to. His surgery and recovery over
the summer were a success. It was perfect timing since Noah got his
orders to go to Europe. Dad still can't act like he's twenty-one
instead of his fifties, but fortunately, he's in better shape than
most men his age.

"I'm headed to Birch to do more trim work in
that bedroom. I wish we would've gotten the remodeling done before
this week. Would've been nice to have it available." We agreed, but
we'd rather do a proper job than a fast one. "I'll have the walkie
on me. Love you, girls."

As Dad bundled up, Spooner, a true Northern
dog, popped up from his bed and ran to the door. He knew that was
Dad's cue that he was going outside. That dog loved the snow. On
the other hand, Chappy was content to stay curled up before the
toasty fire as his "brother" headed into the cold with Dad.

I washed the few dishes we'd used while Mom
enjoyed a cup of Earl Grey. "I talked to Ivy today. She is so
excited about the race but misses her ski buddy."

Ivy had been a fixture in our family since
she and Noah were in preschool. They considered themselves best
friends, nothing more… or that's what they had convinced
themselves.

I dried my hands on a dish towel and hung it
on the sink. "I've put all the welcome baskets together for the
guests. I need to put your cookies and the hot cocoa mix in
them."

Mom sipped her tea and sat back in the
chair. "It's all in a bag in the big basket. We better get them in
the cottages for the guests coming in today. We want them ready
when they check in."

Since all of our guests this week were
coming for the Seeley and an ice fishing tournament, I thought it'd
be a nice gesture and marketing idea to make each cabin a "Welcome
to Cooper's Cove and the Seeley Hills Classic" (or ice fishing)
basket filled with fun little goodies, like Mom's hot cocoa mix in
cute little bags, homemade cookies, Cooper's Cove mugs, hand warmer
packets, area guides, and coupons for various eateries in town,
such as Whitney's family's Northwoods Diner. We included a few
other locally-made snacks, like popcorn and candy. Hopefully, our
guests will enjoy them and pick Cooper's Cove for any future
Northwoods vacations.

As we finished the baskets, Mom asked about
my plans for the evening.

"Dean is picking me up for dinner at his
Aunt Amy and Uncle Harry's." My face immediately broke into a grin
as I thought about my oh-so-dreamy boyfriend. I know, I know, I
sound like a teenager in a 1950s sitcom, but I don't care. He
is, in fact, dreamy.

We'd been officially a couple since July,
and it's been wonderful. Yes, his job as a police officer does
interfere with date nights and holidays, but I knew that going into
this relationship. Frankly, he's more than worth the occasional
frustration.

I quit daydreaming about Dean at the
pleading sound in Mom's voice. "So, do you mind dropping them off
for me? Pretty please? I'm sure you won't run into her. It's on
your way." With her hands clenched and raised to her chin, I'd
missed an essential part of her request.

I wrinkled my nose. "Sorry, I was spaced
out. Who am I not running into, and where am I dropping things
off?" The only person I avoided like the plague was… "Hold on. You
want me to go to Vernors' place?" I huffed out a sigh and, I'm not
proud to admit, whined like a child not wanting to take out the
trash. "Mooooom. You know I've avoided Vanessa since she moved back
here. Every time we've seen each other, she still finds a way to
get under my skin."

Mom washed her cup. "Sweetie, I know she
does, and I know how nasty she was to you and Whitney all those
years. But maybe she grew up while she was in New York. I'm sure
that city can take even Vanessa Vernor down a notch or two. People
can change." She explained that the new Chamber of Commerce
booklets must be dropped off at the Vernors' Lake Covington Hotel
and Golf Resort. Mom was vice-chair of the CoC and was in charge of
distribution.

My childhood bully, Vanessa Vernor, returned
to Lake Covington in December. Rumors about her canceled engagement
to a wealthy finance guy flew around town faster than a 747. Every
story was different, but they all ended the same way. No lavish
wedding was in the works anymore. Her modeling career seemed to
have hit the end of the runway, so to speak, too. Vanessa would
only tell anyone she was "tired of the whole scene." From
experience, I could understand what it was like to move back to
your hometown after a bad experience. Maybe Vanessa was going
through the same situation.

I begrudgingly agreed with my mother.
Boy, she was good at making you think before acting like a
brat. "Okay, I'll do it. I'm sure Dean won't mind
stopping."

Mom wrapped me in a hug and whispered,
"Thank you, sweetheart."

I looked at her still-youthful face, framed
by her long wavy brown hair, and gave her a crooked grin. "Anything
for my mama. Besides, what are the chances I'll even run into
Vanessa? I'll be in and out in two minutes," I proclaimed. "No
Vanessa, no drama."

 


 


"Em-mee Coo-purr." A sharp pain stabbed me
in the temples as Vanessa Vernor's frosty voice stretched out my
name.

I closed my eyes, counted to three, and
forced my mouth into what I hoped would resemble a smile. "Vanessa,
how are you?" I asked as I turned from the Lake Covington Hotel and
Golf Resort's reception desk.

There stood my childhood nemesis, the mean
girl who started the untrue rumor in sixth grade that I had, let's
say, bowel problems when I got nervous. She nicknamed me "Emmy
Pooper." The thought flashed through my mind that I wasn't that
wimpy little girl anymore. I'd escaped near death twice in less
than a year, by golly. Plus, Dean told me I looked beautiful when
he picked me up this evening. My long brown hair was lying in
beachy waves, my makeup was spot on, and I was wearing the
beautiful pale pink Merino wool sweater Dean gave me for Christmas.
He said it reminded him of my cheeks when I blushed.

Vanessa's icy-blue eyes bored holes through
my soul. I don't know why Whitney and Marcus think I'm
dramatic. "I'm fabulous as usual." She swiveled one black
leather-clad hip, popped it to the side, and then propped her hand
on it. Pouting her extremely full lips (which she didn't own in
high school) and jutting her chin forward, she struck a pose like
she was auditioning for a Vogue cover.

Her white cashmere sweater fit perfectly on
her long, thin frame. Vanessa was a good three inches taller than
me and loved to look down on me, literally. Fortunately, her Prada
black booties had small heels. I couldn't help but notice Vanessa's
lips weren't the only things she had "enhanced."

"That's great to hear. Well, I just stopped
by to drop off the new Chamber of Commerce booklets." I patted the
box I set on the counter. "I have dinner plans, so I've got to
head…"

She tossed her straight blond hair over her
shoulder. "Oh, good. I hope they got our updated information right.
You never know with that group," she snarked.

I wanted to defend "that group," considering
my mom was an integral part of it… an unpaid part, at that.
Deciding it was best to keep my mouth shut and be on my way, I
waved goodbye to Ruby, the petite, college-aged desk clerk. "Okay,
then, have a nice evening."

Something should have told me leaving wasn't
going to be that easy. Vanessa opened the first page of one of the
copies. "Wait right there. My picture isn't in here. Just my name,"
she hissed. She rifled through the pages, her fair skin suddenly
fiery red. "Why isn't my picture here, Cooper?" she demanded. I
wasn't sure if she thought I personally designed the little
informational booklets, but observing her growing ire, I was
undoubtedly thankful I didn't.

Behind the desk, Ruby's fair skin was
completely drained of color, making her freckles stand out like
cinnamon on whipped cream. She nervously twisted a tendril of her
curly red hair as if she had been on the receiving end of Vanessa's
wrath a time or two. I shrugged my shoulders and widened my eyes to
convey to Ruby that I had no idea what was going on. I didn't want
to leave poor Ruby to suffer from Vanessa's vitriol all alone, but
I wanted and needed to get out of there.

"I truly don't know anything about that,
Vanessa. Sorry." I turned, and she grabbed my arm.

"Did you have something to do with this?
You've always been jealous of me. You and that munchkin best friend
of yours." Her voice rose in pitch. Ruby now looked like she wanted
to vomit.

Still biting my tongue, literally and
figuratively, I loosened my arm from her grip. Keeping my tone calm
yet firm, I said, "Take it up with the Chamber, Vanessa. I'm
leaving."

"But I am the event director and face
of our new retreat center," she fumed and shook the booklet. "If my
face isn't in here, no one will know I'm in charge."

I'd heard chatter about the Vernors wanting
to enter the retreat arena, but I didn't know they'd gone ahead
with it or had made Vanessa the "face" of the whole shebang.

The double doors whooshed open, diverting
her from hissy fit. She emitted a sound akin to a purr as her face
instantly transformed from rage to a seductive "What do we have
here?" look. One whiff of his cedar and bergamot cologne told me
Dean was the object of Vanessa's gaze.

The former model worked the few short steps
to my handsome boyfriend as if she were on a fashion show runway.
She extended her slim hand, complete with bright red nails, and
cooed, "Welcome to Lake Covington Hotel, Golf Resort, and Retreat
Center. I'm Vanessa Vernor, one of the owners. Are you checking in?
I'd be more than happy to assist you."

"You've got to be kidding me," I murmured as
I rolled my eyes.

Being the polite gentleman that he was, Dean
accepted her outstretched hand and shook it. He flashed her his
dazzling smile, dimples still prevalent even with his slightly
thicker beard. "Dean Erickson," he introduced himself. "Thank you,
but I came in to check on my girlfriend."

Vanessa tilted her head and looked Dean's
body up and down. "Well, isn't that sweet? I should've known an
attractive man such as yourself was scooped up."

As I suppressed my gag reflex, Dean blushed
a deep crimson and released his hand from Vanessa's grip. I'd never
seen him look uncomfortable like that before. Just as I stepped
forward to rescue him from the lioness's clutches, she continued
her ridiculous flirting.

"Is this lucky lady a guest of ours?"
Vanessa asked, a hint of confusion showing in her eyes.

Dean pivoted from her and was by my side in
two steps. "No, she's right here. I don't know if she's
lucky, but I sure am." He put his arm around me and kissed
my cheek.

If there was any moment in my life that I'd
wished I'd had a camera, that would've been the time. The myriad of
emotions that crossed Vanessa's face was beyond priceless. Shock,
disbelief, and even annoyance. I thoroughly enjoyed it. Yes, it was
immature, but I didn't care. This was the viper who had paid Dustin
Krakowski to ask me to junior prom and stand me up. Long story
short, I had been humiliated.

But now I had Dean Erickson's strong arm
around me. Vanessa stared open-mouthed and silent. I leaned against
his broad chest and shot her my most brilliant smile.

"I'm surprised you haven't met Dean. He's
Amy and Harry Erickson's nephew." I said in mock surprise. "You
don't remember him visiting from Indiana every summer when we were
growing up?"

Vanessa looked as if she were trying to
recall seeing Dean before, but her forehead was frozen in place. "I
was always busy with the pageant circuit back then, so I wasn't
around much." She tilted her head and squinted her eyes. "But
seriously, you're dating her? For real?" A
disgusted grimace mirrored her snide tone.

What am I? A troll living under a
bridge? I bit my tongue and hoped Dean got my telepathic
message to do the same. I just wanted to get out of there.

Dean pulled me closer. "Aunt Amy's waiting
for us, sweets." I felt his words were directed more at Vanessa
than me. Yep, this guy got me.

As we turned to leave, without another word
wasted on Vanessa, a shrill voice cried out from the reception
desk, "Emmy Pooper? Is that you?"

Sweet and sour chicken, what joke is God
playing on me? I pulled on Dean's arm. "Keep on walking." His
look of confusion was downright comical. He didn't know about the
infamous nickname.

Staccato steps rushed to us before we made
our escape. Fawn Rowe, Vanessa's best friend/lackey, grabbed me.
Just like always, she had Vanessa's same hair and makeup style.
Fawn was my height, just curvier than I was. Then again, everyone
had more curves than I did. Sigh.

"Oh-em-gosh, it is you. I heard you were
back in Covington." She bobbed her bleached blonde head. Fawn
wasn't known to be the sharpest tool in the shed, so I imagined she
was trying super hard to think of a burn to hit me with.

My desire to get the heck out of this
nightmare class reunion was deepening, so I hurriedly said, "Hi,
Fawn. Dinner is waiting for us." I tugged Dean's arm. I also didn't
want Fawn drooling over my boyfriend, just like her bestie.

"Emmy, you left your gloves," Ruby called
from behind the long wood and stone façade desk.

"I'll grab them," Dean offered and turned to
retrieve my red fleece gloves.

Fawn had scurried back to Vanessa, and I
overheard them murmuring about Dean and me.

As Vanessa shrugged, Fawn huffed an
exaggerated breath and said, "Whatever floats his goat." As I said,
not the sharpest.

Dean handed me my gloves, his lips twitching
in amusement. "Goat?"

"Idioms are not her friends," I whispered.
He smiled as we again tried to take our leave.

As Dean and I walked through the doors into
the vestibule, a woman in a black, faux-fur-trimmed poncho, pulling
a black and gold spinner suitcase, bustled in the outside doors. As
soon as I made eye contact with the attractive middle-aged woman, I
sensed déjà vu. Her flawless, warm brown skin was accentuated with
skillfully applied makeup and framed by her sleek, raven bob
hairstyle.

I smiled at her, still wondering how I knew
her when I heard Dean say, "Good evening."

A velvety "Good evening," replied with the
tiniest hint of a Southern accent. That voice… where have I heard
that ASMR-worthy voice? As she passed through the second set of
doors, realization smacked me in the face—Naomi Fulton, lead
designer at Gregory and Merryman in Chicago. SPK was my former
employer's biggest competitor, and Naomi was Gwenda's, my boss,
arch-rival. In fact, Naomi had tried to steal me from Trent
Architecture and Design at one time. I think it had more to do with
ticking off Gwenda than wanting me for my talents.

I wasn't surprised that she didn't recognize
me. I looked nothing like I had in my "old" life of designer
clothes and perfectly styled hair. She hadn't seen me in at least a
year when we attended a Great Lakes Interior Design Association, or
GLIDA, meeting. It baffled me why she'd be in Covington in January.
Part of me wanted to go back in and talk to her, but my sensible
part won. We'd finally escaped Vanessa and her minion, and Naomi
was part of my past, which I didn't want to revisit.

Turning my head to Dean as I walked outside,
I announced, "That's enough crazy to last me for a long while."

He grinned momentarily. Then his eyes
widened as he reached for me and opened his mouth as if he were
starting to warn me about something.

Before he could say anything, I whipped my
head around and bumped right into someone, sending them several
steps back on the sidewalk. I immediately extended my hands to the
woman wearing a long brown leather coat, a scarf wrapped high
around her neck, and a fur-lined, burgundy-dyed wool hat worthy of
the movie Anastasia. The only visible parts of her face were her
nose and a small slice of her cheeks since her huge sunglasses took
up most of her seemingly small face. I wondered why she had them on
anyway. It was dark out. Was this a fashion statement?

"Ope, geez, I am so sorry. I
should've been watching where I was going. Are you okay?" I rambled
apologetically. When would I ever stop being such a klutz?

Several ugly words spewed out of the woman's
mouth as she pulled down her scarf. My body froze in place, yet I
instantly felt heat crawling up my neck. No… it can't
be.

Dean stepped in between us. "Ma'am, there's
no reason to use that language. It was an accident, and she
apologized. Now, please excuse us." He motioned his head that we
wanted to walk around her.

"She's just lucky I didn't fall, or else
she'd really be sorry." The screeching words cut through me.
Taking me back nine months earlier… "Your time here has come to
an end… I am talking… There's no discussion…"

"Let's get you away from this place. This is
ridiculous," Dean said in his calm yet take-charge voice as he put
a protective arm around me. But my boots felt like they were made
of cement.

With a dramatic flourish, she removed her
sunglasses and stared at me with an intensity that made my stomach
churn. "Well, it looks like all my hard work transforming you into
a butterfly was for nothing. I almost didn't recognize you,
Emmerlyn, until your 'Ope, golly geez,' nonsense started," she
said, using an exaggerated version of our Northern Wisconsin accent
for the last part.

It was clear to me now that I wasn't awake
but having a nightmare. Because in the last thirty minutes, I'd
come face-to-face with the only two people who could truly, as Mom
would say, burn my biscuits… Vanessa Vernor and the woman who
unjustly fired me… Gwenda Caperwell.


CHAPTER TWO

 


 


"So why do you think this Gwenda is here?
Lake Covington doesn't sound like her kind of vacation spot,"
Dean's Aunt Amy inquired as we sat in front of a crackling fire in
the Erickson's homey family room. Her kind eyes crinkled with
concern behind her glasses. Amy's usually smooth, round face
creased as she spoke. She knew a bit about my relationship with
Gwenda, so I was pretty sure her "mother hen" side was
surfacing.

Fortunately, between Amy's spectacular meal,
Dean's concern for me, and the laughter of friends, my blood
pressure seemed to have returned to normal. Dean and I sat on the
loveseat together as their newest stray, an orange and white tabby
cat, purred contentedly on my lap. The rhythmic vibrations were
almost hypnotic and helped calm me even more.

I swallowed my bite of warm blueberry
cobbler. "I didn't even have a chance to ask. Thanks to your
considerate and quick-thinking nephew"—I nudged him with my
elbow—"all I did was mutter, 'Gwenda, you're here,' and he
practically carried me to the truck." I grinned at Dean. "When we'd
gotten back in the truck, he apologized for acting like, as he put
it, a caveman. He explained that he wasn't happy with how she'd
acted even before he knew who she was. Then, when I said her name,
he remembered her and saw how she was already affecting me. He
didn't want her around me one second longer, so he got me out of
there."

Dean's face softened. "I hated seeing the
change that overcame you when you realized who she was. It was
different than when you were with Vanessa and Fawn." He smiled
sweetly. "Those big brown eyes of yours don't hide much."

"Well, I appreciate your thoughtfulness and
quick reaction while I just stood there in a stupor."

I stroked the still-to-be-named cat's silky
fur. He'd stretched his long, thin frame across my lap and purred
even louder. Harry told us earlier that they were sure someone
dumped the sweet feline at their property, knowing the Ericksons'
propensity to take in strays.

"He's got a clean bill of health from the
vet. Such a good boy, too. No one has claimed him or reported him
missing. I don't know why someone doesn't want him." Harry shook
his head of white hair as he stared at my new friend. The fat white
cat on Harry's lap mewed, waking up the beagle lying under the tent
of his owner's long legs.

"I haven't had a cat since I was a little
girl," I said as I rubbed the furry boy's white chest.

Dean leaned closer. "Mr. Cat here seems to
be sweet on you. Would Chappy and Spooner want a little brother? He
seems to be okay with dogs."

I looked at Amy and Harry. Their faces
beamed like the lighthouse on Chequamegon Bay. Amy clapped her
hands and wiggled back and forth, making her gray bob swing around
her face. "Oh, honey, I think that's a great idea. He obviously
loves you, and he gets along great with our dogs. Maybe you could
take him home on a trial basis to see if he'd get along with your
boys."

Mr. Cat woke up and sat on his rear end as
if on cue. Staring straight at me, he let out a long meow. "I think
I just got a cat." I eyed the three Ericksons. "Was this a
setup?"

Dean held his hands up, looking completely
innocent. "Nope."

Amy and Harry were another story. She smiled
slyly and said, "Emmy Cooper, you investigate a couple of murders,
and now you're suspicious of everyone. Pshaw." She rose from the
couch, putting little Moose (yes, that's his name) on his favorite
pillow. "Now, let me get his supplies." The twinkle in Harry's blue
eyes and the smile he tried to conceal confirmed my suspicions.

On our drive back to Cooper's Cove, Mr. Cat
(that's what we were calling him until we came up with something
more suitable) rode in a carrier in the back seat of Dean's truck.
We were pleasantly surprised at how well he traveled. Amy had
provided me with a litter box, a tub of litter, cat food, his water
and food bowls, and even a tiny brush she'd been using to groom
him. I texted my parents about my new roommate, along with a
picture of him curled up on my lap. Mom sent several hearts, while
Dad sent the rolling eye emoji. I knew the ole softie would fall in
love just like I had.

We were about ten minutes from home when my
cell rang. I answered, "Hey, Mom. What's up?"

Mom blew out an audible sigh. "I wanted to
give you a heads-up before you got back." I closed my eyes. That
didn't sound promising. "Long story short, there was a booking
mix-up at Vernors' place, and Ruby called here in a panic to see if
we had a cottage available. They needed at least three bedrooms,
and as it happened to work out, the folks who reserved Cedar called
and canceled shortly before."

That didn't seem like a big deal. It was a
win-win-win for everyone.

"Here's the thing, honey," Mom lowered her
voice, "A couple of them are unhappy about the change. They're
supposed to spend a few days at Vernors' hotel, checking it out for
a conference site. I just wanted you to know what you're walking
into."

I thanked her and told her we'd be there
shortly. After we ended the call, I tried to dismiss the uneasy
feeling that was starting to well up inside me.

"Everything okay?" Dean asked. He didn't
take his eyes off the road, though. Even in the short time we'd
been at dinner, at least three inches of snow had fallen and
covered the winding road that cut through the forest surrounding
Lake Covington.

I told him about our last-minute guests.
"Let's hope some kind words can smooth them over."

Dean and I carried my new furry friend and
his goodies into my home through my private entrance. I kept him in
his carrier in the living room for the time being so I could help
deal with whatever was going on in the lobby. Several cars were
parked in front of the lodge, including a Durango with the Lake
Covington Hotel and Golf Resort name and logo on its sides. After
promising Mr. Cat we'd be back soon, we shed our winter gear and
walked through my kitchen to the door that led to the lobby.

I wasn't quite sure what I expected, but it
wasn't what we walked into. Naomi Fulton was standing at the
reception counter having an animated conversation with Mom and a
tall brunette who looked to be in her late thirties or early
forties. The wide sleeves of Naomi's poncho swung back and forth as
she moved her hands around. The other woman furrowed her brow and
nodded her beanie-clad head of curls, as if conveying sympathy, as
Mom replied, "Yes, I truly understand." A short Asian man with
spiked hair was arguing with Vanessa Vernor and the wicked witch of
Chicago herself, Gwenda Caperwell.

Dean's strong hand clasped mine, sending
warmth up my arm. I was positive he'd seen her and knew I wouldn't
handle the situation well. He leaned down and whispered in my ear,
"You okay, Ems?" The concern on his face somehow made me feel
better.
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