
        
            [image: cover]
        

    

 




Checked Out at the Snowy Plover
Inn

Snowy Plover Inn Cozy Mysteries, Book
1

 


 


By Deanna Nese

 


Books in the Snowy Plover Inn
series:

Checked Out at the Snowy Plover Inn

Christmas at the Snowy Plover Inn (a holiday novella)

 


 



 


 


For my family, especially Mom, who requested
a mystery


 


 


 


Acknowledgements

 


Oh, California, I thank you for your
ever-inspiring coastline that always calls me home.

Thank you to my trusted critique partners
for your support and suggestions: Phyllisann Maguire, Shirley
O’Neil Robertson, Melinda Belcher, and Amy Iori. Thank you to my
beta readers for your thoughtful reading and attention to detail:
Paula Webb, Marcia Koopmann, Susan Gross, Eve Osborne, Dawn
Hasiotis, Isobel Tamney and Gabi Hoffknecht.

Many thanks to Stephanie Dewey and Lee
Ellison at Secret Staircase Publishing for helping me bring this
story to the world.


Chapter
1

Sunday

Maxine

 


 


Maxine could
scarcely keep her nervous anticipation in check. Pacing, she
squelched the urge to check the time, again. She trusted Pearla
would set up the lounge and make it all perfect for her first
official guests at the Snowy Plover Inn. At six forty-eight a.m.,
Pearla’s text came and Maxine scrolled through the photos taken
only moments before. Of course, Pearla had thought of sending
photos. She knows me so
well.

The images depicted sweet rolls and fresh
fruits beautifully arranged on the long distressed wooden table
along with peeled hard-boiled eggs and artisan cheese wedges. The
last text was a video. Max touched it and grinned as Pearla spoke,
turning the camera on herself, then aiming it around the living
room.

“I’ve got this,
Max. Coffee’s plugged in; everything’s ready. I’ll just fade into
the background, tidy up the kitchen, and stay close if anyone needs
anything. Stop worrying.” Easy for you to
say. Still, hearing Pearla’s confident
voice helped soothe Max’s nerves.

No guests had stayed at the inn
for the last three weeks. Max had taken the time to get settled and
assess what she’d gotten herself into. And now, her official first
week, only five of the eleven rooms were occupied, left over
reservations from before she’d purchased the inn. Three rooms on
the second floor of the original structure consisted of the large
king suite, and two small singles that shared a bathroom at the end
of the hall. The other eight rooms had been added years later
extending off the back of the house with four on each side and the
courtyard nestled in the middle. The upper rooms were accessed by
an exterior staircase and the lower ones each opened onto the
courtyard.

The previous
owners, a husband-wife team, had assured her there were always
regulars, and she’d never need to worry about making the mortgage
payments. The inn was a beloved fixture of Silvermist Point even if
it had fallen into disrepair of late. Then
why sell it? Why not spruce it up yourselves? Max questioned, riddled with self-doubt and second
thoughts.

She had bought
it on a whim. She’d come alone for a weekend getaway, hoping to
recapture the magic she’d felt here as a girl with her best friend,
Charlene, and Char’s devoted parents. Max noticed the For Sale
sign, small and discreet, tucked into the overgrown bushes by the
main entrance, almost as if it didn’t want to be seen, or only
wanted the right person to notice it. It
wouldn’t hurt to inquire.

“Is it for
sale?” There was a timidity in her voice as she asked the couple
who ran it. They were the same owners from thirty-eight years
before. I suppose I can understand why
they'd want to retire. The pair hesitated,
as Max witnessed an unspoken communication passing between them. A
telepathy born from a lifetime of loving each other and working
closely together.

“Are you interested?”

I am.

“I believe I am,” she’d responded.
“I came here for years with the Thomas Family. I was a friend of
their daughter, Charlene. Still am. I haven’t been back since high
school though. It’s been way too long.” She thought for a minute.
“Thirty-eight years, actually. And I remember why I loved it so
much.” She was surprised at the sting of tears.

The owners remembered her fondly and had
negotiated a more than fair price.

“We want you to have it. We only
ask that you don’t change it too much.” They were disappointed yet
understanding that none of their family members had stepped up to
take it over. Maxine Egan seemed to be the next best option. At
least she knew and loved it. And once they heard her story, how she
had lost her husband unexpectedly a year prior, and how she decided
to make a big life change to help deal with and distract herself
from her grief, they keenly felt she should be the one to take it
over. It was a sign from God.

Shortly after
seven, Maxine was struggling to resist the urge to walk up the
gravel path and see the breakfast service for herself, to feel the
space. Then she remembered the video camera discreetly mounted
under the wall sconce which would provide her a fisheye view of
most of the living room. If only she could figure out how to access
it. How hard could it be?
She opened her laptop, grabbed her glasses, and
tried to recall how to access the camera views in real
time.

The kid who’d
set it up had patiently walked her through and explained how to
locate and view the various angles—but she’d been distracted,
absently nodding while saying, “Yes, yes, that makes sense.” It
made little sense though. Nothing technological ever did. And now
she was mentally beating herself up for not taking notes.
How long must I wait before heading into the
lounge? If she left now, would the guests
think she was lurking? Overly nosey? A busy body? Maxine willed
herself to sit and wait. Where was Butters when she needed
him?

“Here, kitty kitty,” she called while shaking the tube of his
favorite treats. The buzzing of her cell phone was a welcome
interruption. She found it on the kitchen counter, next to her mug
of now cold coffee, the foamed milk forming an unappetizing white
crust on the edge. It was Char.

“Hey, Char,” Maxine said,
attempting a lighthearted tone.

“I knew you’d be up. You’re dying
to go into the living room, aren’t you?”

Max glanced around the room before asking her
friend, “What? Are you spying on me?”

“Ha! No, but I
knew it. Relax! Everything will be fine. Better than fine. Perfect.
What time did you get back last night?” Max felt the blush creep up
from her neck to her face. Darned Irish
skin. Glad nobody’s here to see it.

“Um, let’s just say, late. I lost
track of time and didn’t want to seem rude to the locals. These
people are my neighbors now.”

“Right,” Charlene replied.
“Interesting group, are they?”

“Very,” Maxine
said as she recalled the evening at Barnaby’s. She’d meant to just
stop by for a quick burger, fries, and beer, but ended up meeting
some locals and joining in for multiple rounds of darts. The folks
she met were warm and welcoming and she knew she was destined to
spend many more evenings there. It was her kind of
place.

“I can’t wait to introduce you,
especially to Tyne. He’s the owner, and trust me, you won’t be
disappointed,” Maxine said with a smile thinking of his ruddy good
looks and friendly demeanor.

“I’m
intrigued,” Char said. “I can hear you
smiling.”

Before she knew it, it was late.
Barnaby’s was closing and the first guests had checked in at The
Snowy Plover without her there to greet them. Pearla had taken care
of everything, sending texts and updates throughout the evening and
reassuring Max there was no need to come back, to enjoy herself. At
just after 2 a.m. Max had snuggled under the covers with Butters at
her side, sleeping only three hours before startling
awake.

Charlene always knew the right
words to say. She was the calmer of the two friends. Nothing
bothered her. Maxine often questioned whether she would have been
able to get through this last year without her friend's stalwart
presence.

“How’s Pearla working out? I bet
she’s happy to relocate. That was brilliant how you stole her from
the school,” Char laughed.

“No one stole anyone,” Max
countered. “Believe me, she was ready for a change as much as I
was. She worked in the cafeteria for twenty-three years, taking
crap from the administration and students alike, cleaning up other
people’s messes. Besides, it was her idea, not mine.” It wasn’t, if
she was being honest.

“Sure, sure. You know I’m kidding.
Hey, is anyone booked into our old room? And have you decided if
you’re going to change it yet?”

Max had, in fact, thought about it a lot, and
hadn’t decided. There were so many other issues that needed
attending to, and that particular room had to be done just right.
It could wait.

“No, I haven’t done much to the
individual rooms yet. A couple is staying in your parents’ room and
a friend of theirs is staying in ours. Sorry. I wanted you to be
able to see the rooms for old time’s sake, but Pearla said those
rooms were specifically requested. You’ll be with me in the cottage
though. What is all the background noise, Char? I can hardly hear
you.”

“I’m driving. Currently on my way
to the Snowy Plover Inn. Maybe you’ve heard of it?”

“Seriously?” Max was relieved and
happy. She wasn’t expecting Char till the late
afternoon.

“Yup. I was going to surprise you,
but I should be there in less than forty-five minutes. Hey, I’m
almost at the Crossroads exit in Brookhaven. Should I stop? Do you
need anything?”

“No, we’re all set. I’m only
having breakfast and a little wine and cheese reception this
afternoon. Pearla’s got it all handled. Hey, do you think it’s
weird if I hang out in the living room?” Max was going to do it
regardless. She’d waited long enough, and what was the harm? If she
was a guest, she wouldn’t think it strange that the owner was
there, she would think it was friendly, even charming. Plus, she
wanted to foster a vibe of friendliness. Part of her vision for the
inn, and herself, was a revolving cast of characters, with repeat
players of course, that she could come to know and love. No matter
what, she would not be alone or bored. It was just what she needed
at this stage in her life. Though her heart would always ache for
Adam, her soulmate, she’d already spent the better part of a year
in a dark, dark place and she never wanted to go back. She needed
to keep living.

“Go ahead. Enjoy it. You are the
perfect innkeeper. See you soon.”

With Char’s blessing, Max hung up
and took a quick look in the mirror, still getting used to the
shorter haircut falling just above her shoulders. She paused to say
to her reflection, “I’m the owner of the inn. I can do this,” and
she stood a little taller. She grabbed a soft beige angora shawl,
slipped on some tall boots, and headed over to the main building.
She tried to experience and see the grounds as a guest
would.

The air was thick and foggy and
moisture dripped from the trees, turning the grass silver. Max
followed the path and entered the living room through the French
doors off the flagstone patio. There were wrought iron cafe tables
positioned just outside the living room, but it was too chilly and
damp for guests to sit outside this early, so Max hadn’t bothered
to properly set them up with linen tablecloths.

Warm air enveloped her as her eyes
scanned the room to take in every detail. No guests yet. A golden
glow greeted her from the fireplace, it was the only gas one left
at the inn, but it used cement logs made to look real. There were
restrictions in California on wood burning fireplaces, but the
previous owners had replaced them with electric ones that were very
realistic and still gave off heat. The odd assortment of chairs and
sofas looked cozy and inviting with chunky throw blankets draped
over the backs. The inn’s furnishings were worn, yet charming. The
lending library took up two entire walls and brimmed with the
latest reads added from Max’s collection alongside some old
classics and history books about the area. On either side of the
fireplace, the walls were painted a deep hunter green with white
built-in shelves.

Several sets of binoculars and
bird reference books took up space on a corner bookshelf, and
sprinkled throughout were pictures and wooden carvings of Snowy
Plovers and other native shorebirds. Over the years, guests had
added more to the collection. The newly polished floors gleamed.
The furniture would be reupholstered, but kept the same. She had
already replaced the area rugs with high quality deep shag in dark
blues and dark reds. The living room was a cross between an old
hunting lodge, library reading room, and a beachy themed bungalow.
Somehow the mash-up worked.

Max had completed no major
renovations yet, and she would need to be sensitive and thoughtful
when she did. The inn was badly in need of some updating, but the
regulars would not appreciate sweeping changes. They came for the
familiarity and ambiance. Her challenge would be to keep the
regulars returning and to attract newcomers. According to her
budget, which she hadn’t figured out until after the final purchase
papers were signed, Max would need to keep the inn at fifty percent
capacity on average through the year to stay afloat and not dip
into her meager reserves. She had funds set aside for renovations,
but would need to start small.

Max was delighted, terrified, and
thrilled to be her own boss. Admittedly, the endeavor was out of
character, but realizing she wanted to plan for her third act in
life, whatever that might be, Max took this plunge with an open
heart and mind, reasoning that even if it failed, she still would
own the property and could sell it, repurpose it, or? As for now,
she would enjoy getting to live and work in the place of her
dreams.

Disappointed to find herself alone in the
living room, Max went through the pantry to the kitchen in search
of Pearla. She found her in the front reception area perched on a
stool behind the front desk and looking at the
newspaper.

“Pearla.” The slight woman jumped
at the sound of her name.

“Sorry,” Max said, joining her. “I
didn’t mean to scare you. Have you seen any of our guests this
morning?”

“I was trying not to lurk.” Max
heard the excitement in Pearla’s voice that matched her
own.

“I’m checking every ten minutes
and attempting to distract myself with the newspaper. I figure some
guests might walk through the lobby on their way to the lounge, so
this is the perfect position.”

“Good point,” Max said as she
plopped down on the stool next to Pearla. The two women glanced up
to see an older man walk through the lobby. He held his phone to
his ear.

“Meet me in the lounge.” He paused
and glanced around. “She’s not up yet. Probably won’t be for
another hour.” His eyes met theirs, and he gave a little wave with
his free hand as he continued through to the lounge.

“That’s Mr. McMartin,” Pearla
whispered. “He and his wife checked in yesterday evening. They’re
staying in room four. Their friend is in room five.” She winked at
Max, “He’s quite the silver fox, huh?”

Max giggled and nodded.
“Definitely!”

Minutes later, a woman walked
through the lobby.

“Here comes his wife,” Max
said.

“No, that’s Ms. Roxanne Whitam,”
Pearla said. “She’s the friend of the McMartins.” Pearla raised her
eyebrows. The woman, in a mauve blush velour tracksuit, strode past
without looking at them. She sported a high ponytail of frosted
blonde hair, and her bright glossy lipstick shined from across the
room. At this distance she could be any age.

“Blows me away how some women can
look so polished so early in the morning,” Pearla
sighed.

“True, but you and I both know she
didn’t roll out of bed like that. That look took at least an hour.
No one’s ponytail has perfect spirals without a curling iron. And a
practiced effort.”

“Oh, what the heck. Let’s go in,”
Pearla suggested, while hopping down from her stool.

As Max and
Pearla entered the lounge, two additional guests joined them,
coming through the patio doors from the courtyard. Max recognized
one of them as M. Singer, the author. The other was a man in his
forties.
Max’s nerves calmed, and she felt her
confidence level rise. She watched as Ms. Singer poured herself a
coffee and sat down in one of the plush recliners. Char had
mentioned that she was actually the
M. Singer, romance writer, and wildly popular
with scores of fans buying her books.

Max didn’t care for romance
novels, but she had heard of M. Singer. Everyone had. After all,
three of her books were on the bestseller list, and when she’d
Googled the author, she was further impressed. Apparently, M.
Singer had self-published her romance novels and had developed a
huge cult-like following. Now all the top publishers wanted to sign
her and re-release her previous works. It was every writer’s
dream.

Max had started writing novels,
but hadn’t written anything to completion. They sat incomplete and
forgotten, what writers refer to as, “drawer babies.” Knowing M.
Singer was a guest, Max had purchased two used copies of her early
titles from Books and Brew in town and placed them on the shelf in
the living room. She’d recognized the titles as ones her students
often enjoyed. M. Singer had recently released her tenth book and
her fans were saying it was the best yet. Max had planned to read
at least one before meeting the famous author in person, but she
hadn’t found the time, and now it was too late. She’d have to fake
it. When Ms. Singer made eye contact, Max engaged her in
conversation.

“Are you enjoying your stay Ms.
Singer?”

“It’s so peaceful here,
beautiful,” she said as she paused and glanced around. “Heavenly!”
Max smiled. She had always felt this way about the inn.

“I feel the same. I came here as a
girl with my best friend and her family. It’s always been a magical
place for me.”

“Are you the new owner?” Ms.
Singer had a pleasant voice, deep and husky, almost masculine. Max
thought it would be perfect for audiobooks and wondered if she
recorded her own stories, or if she hired someone else to do
it.

“Yes, I purchased it a month ago,
and I’m officially taking over today, in fact. I’m learning as I
go, you could say, but I’m loving it. It’ll be an interesting
challenge. In my former life, I was a teacher. A wife and mom,
too.”

“Well, good for you.” Ms. Singer
seemed genuinely sincere. “I visited the inn once before, and have
wanted to return ever since.”

“I find it can have that effect,”
Max agreed. “I plan to update it a bit more, but really, I want to
keep the same feeling it’s always had. So far, I’ve polished the
wood floors and replaced a few rugs.” Not wanting to talk too much,
Max ended the conversation with, “Let me know if there’s anything
you need. And I hope you’ll enjoy your stay.”

Next Max turned her attention to
whom she assumed was Keith Lombard or Parker Graves. Her money was
on Keith Lombard. He was a handsome man, and she guessed too mature
to be the boyfriend of Char’s distant cousin, Krista, age
twenty-four, due to arrive sometime today.

“Professor Lombard?” Max
asked.

“Yes. Hello. And you are, Max, is
it? The new owner?”

“I am. Officially starting today.
I thought I’d pop in and say hello to my first guests. I hope you
like the breakfast spread.”

“I love it, a positive change for
sure. I’ve been staying here for years, and always had to go into
town for breakfast. Are these bear claws from The Front Porch
Bakery?” He held one up and took a large bite.

“You guessed it,” she smiled. “And
we’ll have a complimentary glass of wine and some cheese and snacks
out every afternoon.”

The little town
was close. Guests of the inn could walk there if they chose, but
Maxine’s goal was to give them a reason to stay and enjoy the
grounds and nearby shoreline. There had always been a little store
in the reception area with snacks and local crafts, cold drinks,
ice cream bars, and bottles of wine. Max had decided to provide a
light breakfast with coffee and pastries from local shops.
Makes it more homey. This way no one had to get up early in search of a good
strong coffee. They could always find it in the living room. So
far, so good.

“Professor Lombard,” Max
began.

“Please, call me Keith,” he
interrupted.

“Sorry, Keith. Are you still
willing to lead an educational ‘walk and talk’ today about the
Snowy Plover? The bird, I mean. Not the inn.” He smiled.

“I would be happy to, if any of
your guests are interested. Why don’t we plan for two o’clock? We
can gather here before setting out.”

“Yes, perfect. At the very least,
it will be me and my friend Charlene who should arrive soon.
Possibly her cousin. I’ll write it on the chalkboard in the
reception area so anyone else who wants to can join us. And thank
you. I’m grateful to learn more about the birds.”

Next Max approached Mr. McMartin
who was sharing a small loveseat with Roxanne Whitam. The two
looked very cozy, legs touching from thigh to knee, with Roxanne’s
arm draped across the backrest and stroking the back of his head.
“Hmm,” Max thought. “Maybe they’re a thruple.” It was a term she’d
recently learned from her son, Sawyer, and it would explain why
they wanted the adjoining rooms. Though why anyone would want to
share a man was beyond her, even one as good looking as Mr.
McMartin. But wasn’t he also like seventy-five? Pearla spoke before
she could.

“Is there
anything I can get you two, Mr. and Mrs. McMartin, is it?” Max
wanted to give her a shove. Pearla knew full well that was not Mrs.
McMartin, and she was clearly enjoying stirring the pot.
Why? Must you, Pearla? Max thought. Roxanne instinctively removed her hand from the
back of Mr. McMartin’s head as if she just realized what it might
look like to onlookers, and answered, “I’m not Mrs. Mc Martin. Just
a friend. Right, Walt?” Walt hastened his body to the edge of the
small sofa, trying to put some distance between them and looking
uncomfortable.

“That’s right. We’re old
friends.”

“Who’re you calling old, now? You
know I’m far younger than you and much younger than Rose,” Roxanne
teased.

It was fascinating to watch the
exchange. Even more so when Rose McMartin appeared as if on cue
entering through the reception area. She was subtly attractive, not
flashy like her friend Roxanne. She gave her husband a look that no
one could miss, disdain with a side of boiled anger, and stood next
to Roxanne’s half of the sofa. Roxanne made no effort to move. Rose
turned her back and grabbed the nearest chair, a large wingback.
She dragged it over to face the sofa. Her smooth expression did not
fully hide the fury brewing beneath the surface.

“Here Roxanne. I brought you a
chair. You can move now.” She indicated the chair with a controlled
swoop of her hand. “I’m going to get a coffee and some fruit, and
I’ll be back.” She turned her attention to her husband.

“Walt, do you need a
refill?”

“No thanks, Dear” he replied
sheepishly. As soon as Rose walked away, he hissed, “Move Roxanne,
it’s not funny. Don’t mess with her like that, you know how
delicate she can be.”

“I’m delicate too,” Roxanne
pouted. She touched his hand and stood as Rose returned, balancing
a plate and a coffee.

“Leaving?” Rose narrowed her eyes
and asked pointedly.

“Yes, I think I’ll find a book and
go to my room. Are we still going into town later?” Roxanne
directed her question at Walt, not Rose, but Rose
answered.

“No. I want to go down to the
shore and hear the presentation from the naturalist. I can’t do
both. It’s too much for me, I think. My knee isn’t completely
healed yet.”

“Oh, I guess I’ll come along too,”
Roxanne said.

The conversation was
uncomfortable, yet fascinating to watch, and Max excused herself
and Pearla with, “Great, then we’ll see you all later. If you need
anything, don’t hesitate to ask Pearla, or me,” and she slowly
backed away with Pearla taking the cue to leave as well.

After coffee and some breakfast, the guests
were free to explore the grounds, take a swim in the heated pool,
relax in their rooms or go into town. Those who wished to join the
walk to the shore with Professor Lombard, would meet in the lobby
at two.

When the ladies were back in the reception
area, and out of earshot, Pearla was first to whisper, “Oh man,
that Roxanne is a firecracker. What nerve! I mean the guy’s wife is
literally right there.”

“The walk down to the shore should
be interesting watching those two mix it up,” Max said as she
noticed Charlene’s red convertible pull up in front of the
inn.

“She’s here.”


Chapter 2

Charlene

 


 


Charlene hung up with her best
friend Maxine and cranked up the stereo in her new red Mustang. She
alternated her hands on the steering wheel, flexing her fingers to
keep the joints supple. Even at fifty, she could turn heads. She
was beautiful without trying, but this last flare up was taking its
toll. Her rheumatoid arthritis was unpredictable. Sometimes it
would go into remission and Charlene would feel as if she had a new
lease on life. She would hike and travel and plan activities to
exert herself to exhaustion knowing that at any point, the cycle
might begin again and leave her virtually disabled and feeling old
and depressed. The last flare up settled in her hands and was
nearly unbearable. She wasn’t able to paint at all and some days
even turning the pages of a book would cause her fatigue and
frustration. Add to that, the meds often gave her brain fog and
made it difficult to focus.

The disease was all but invisible. She looked
healthy. Close friends knew she was experiencing a flare up when
they saw her face. Her sharp cheekbones and deep dimples were muted
and her features rounded by the course of steroids she had to take
to get relief. Her strict regimen of yoga and healthy eating kept
her in the best place to fight the disease. Travel kept her sane,
too.

The Snowy Plover Inn had always
been a place of comfort for Max and Char. Charlene was an only
child, so by default, her best friend was included in the small
family’s vacations and other adventures. The inn was a
multiple-times-a-year destination, it being an easy
three-and-a-half-hour drive from where the girls lived. Every
visit, the girls stayed in the same room. Their room was adjacent
to Char’s parents, had its own bathroom, and was connected with a
den in between. Visitors could rent all or part of the multi-room
suite. Char’s parents were far more lenient and trusting than
Max’s, and when the girls stayed at the inn, they were allowed to
do pretty much anything they wanted.

“Your parents treat us as mature
ladies. It’s so refreshing,” Maxine commented once when they were
young teens.

“Huh? Yeah, I guess so,” Char
said, having never really considered it.

From second through eighth grade,
the girls consistently visited the inn three times a year. Four
days over winter break, four days over spring break, and one or two
weeks over the summer. The inn fit into the regular pattern of
their lives and marked the passing of each season as they grew from
girls to young women. Their room was always ready, waiting for
their return. The girls could picture no one else using the room
and thought of it as theirs alone.

In winter during their stay, the
twin metal frame beds had thick plaid flannel duvets and there were
extra chunky blankets on the sofa and armchairs in the private den.
Pinecones and evergreen boughs with red ribbon decorated the coffee
table. In springtime, their beds were made up with pastel quilts—a
tulip pattern for Char, who always took the bed on the left, and an
abstract pattern for Max on the right, though the girls usually
pushed the beds together to make a large king sized one where they
stayed up whispering and giggling late into the night. For summer,
it was bright white matching thin chenille bedspreads with tassels
and crisp white cotton sheets.

The scents at the inn were always
the same, but changed with the seasons: cinnamon and pine for
winter, lavender and vanilla for spring, and coconut and ginger for
summer. Once the girls entered high school, the local public school
for Maxine and a private academy for Charlene, the visits became
sporadic and were no longer a priority.

Charlene jumped out of her car and
rushed up the wide front steps, pushing open half of the double
door and stepping inside the lobby looking radiant as always with a
huge grin. Her unruly curly hair was up in a messy bun and she
sported her signature red lipstick. She wore snug black jeans that
shouldn’t look good, but did on her curvy frame, an oversized white
cashmere sweater, and a flowy blue scarf tied perfectly around her
neck. Charlene always looked like she consulted daily with a
personal stylist and she could pull off any fashion, any mixture of
styles and colors. Max had lamented this since they were kids,
impressed by her best friend but also a tinge jealous of how
effortless Char made it look. If Max even tried to pull off some of
those combinations, she would look foolish or clownish; this she
knew from experience and Char’s well-meaning attempts to impart
some style tips.

After a long hug and a quick hello to Pearla,
Charlene peppered Max with a rush of questions.

“Has Krista arrived? How does she
seem? What about her boyfriend? What are the other guests like? Are
you at capacity? How did the floors turn out? I can’t wait to see
the cottage.”

“Okay, hold on. No, Krista isn't
here yet. Neither is her boyfriend. The guests are charming, you
can meet them later during the educational walk with the professor.
We’re at half capacity so far, floors came out great.” She took a
breath, “Whew. Now let’s go see the cottage, unless you want to
grab some coffee and a Danish in the lounge,” Max said.

“I can move your car,” Pearla
offered.

“Yes, please, and we need to catch
up too, later.”

“Definitely.”

Charlene tossed Pearla her keys
and followed Maxine into the lounge. Only Ms. Singer remained. Her
back was to them and she was looking at the bookshelves. Max
silently congratulated herself on thinking ahead to have two of the
author’s books on display.

“Introduce us,” Char whispered. Max
responded with wide eyes meant to signal, “No, not now,” but Ms.
Singer turned to face them and instead Max said, “Ms. Singer, this
is my best friend, Charlene. She is staying for the week as well.”
Char walked over with her hand held out.

“It’s nice to meet you. I’m a
devoted fan of your books. I’ve read them all.”

“We won’t bother you though,” Max
said.

“Thank you. It’s always nice to
meet a fan,” Ms. Singer replied.

Charlene
appreciated the author who wrote her books using a practice called
method writing, a process similar to method acting in that the
writer fully immerses themself and tries to embody the character to
better understand their perspective. Being an erotic romance
author, Char wondered what this immersion might look like and was
curious to ask M. Singer about it. As well, she longed to ask what
the M. stood for. Maybe
later.


Chapter
3

Rose

 


 


Rose and Walter McMartin had
stayed at the Snowy Plover Inn before. It was Rose who had
suggested this getaway to her husband who lately seemed out of
sorts, complaining that his golf game was off. He was irritable and
snippy with her and left for hours at a time while leaving his cell
phone at home. Rose had tried to search his phone for clues, but
was locked out. He’d changed the password and hadn’t shared it with
her. When she tried to bring up her concerns, he brushed her off,
apologized, and acted sweetly for a few days, bringing home flowers
or her favorite wine, or even treating her to a massage, which he
considered a waste of time.

“I was just at the gym. I don’t
know what you get so jumpy about, Rose.”

“Am I jumpy?” Rose wondered. After
all, Walt was seventy-two and though in great shape, his
cholesterol was high and he was a true Type A personality. He’d
just passed his fifteenth year of retirement as a firefighter and
still looked as handsome as ever. Between coaching the golf team at
the local high school, and helping their daughter start a
landscaping business, he was constantly busy. Rose had commitments
too, but was far more flexible with her time, and if an opportunity
to travel came up, she took it.

It was on a
cruise that Rose and Walt met Roxanne. She was with her boyfriend;
one
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