
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Reality and superstition collide when a snowstorm traps a group of friends in a historic house haunted by the spirits of its former inhabitants.

	 

	 

	A life-altering experience drives Naya Rollins to the mountains of Vermont. Two months after moving into her new home, she discovers its former inhabitants linger on.

	Michael Bradbury had not seen his childhood friend, Naya, for two years. Bumping into her brother Luke and getting invited to visit her in her new home gives him the chance to come clean about his feelings for her. What he isn’t prepared for is coming up close and personal with the paranormal.
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	This story would never have seen the light of day if it were not for three beautiful people. KP, who thought naughty and charcuterie go hand in hand; C, who encouraged me nonstop to write about the paranormal activities, and my daughter, for teaching me the basics of preparing a charcuterie board and for suggesting I make this a paranormal horror just because. When great minds think together, beautiful stories come to life.

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	Naya Rollins floated in the black void of a dreamless sleep one moment, and the next, she opened her eyes fully alert. Something had woken her up. She wondered what was going on as she looked around her dark bedroom. Nothing moved in the dim light of the nightlight, and all was quiet. She pushed her hand under her pillow and pulled out the phone she’d shoved there. Staring blearily into the activated home screen, her eyes took a moment to focus, only to see it was four-thirty in the morning. It was no longer unusual to wake up at that particular time. Not since she’d moved into the new house.

	Moving slowly and silently, she slipped her feet into the slippers by the side of her bed and stood up. The dog snores told her that Jenny, her Pocket Bully, hadn’t heard her. She really didn’t want to deal with her pet’s early morning rowdiness. She took a moment to listen to the silence yet detected nothing unusual nor heard any sounds that would alert her or her dog of an intruder.

	By the time Naya exited the toilet, she was too wide awake to attempt to go back to sleep. Jenny was sitting up in her bed, her tail wagging a mile a minute, clearly ready to start her day. Jenny’s wide-eyed stare made her laugh. When she opened the bedroom door and signaled Jenny out, the dog excitedly took to her feet and exited the room.

	Naya stumbled out of the bedroom with cobwebs still in her eyes, following the trail of night lights plugged in at four-foot intervals along the corridor. She stopped at the top of the staircase, where she’d placed a huge Chinese camphor wood chest. A friend had found it for her, and it only took one whiff to fall in love with the scent. The aroma cleansed her lungs whenever she breathed it in. Jenny scrambled past her, and she hurried to follow the dog down to the first level of the house.

	After letting Jenny out the back door, she turned and headed toward her coffee station. She stopped in her tracks mid-yawn when she stepped into the kitchen. Something didn’t feel right.

	Not for the first time since she’d first set eyes on the house could she swear something had moved just out of the corner of her eye. There was no explanation, no proof something moved. Just that nagging feeling that something wasn’t quite right. As she looked around, nothing seemed out of place. It couldn’t have been her friend, Carol Sweetman, who had surprised her by arriving two hours earlier and announcing she was staying for the weekend. But judging by the quiet, Carol was still asleep.

	She flicked on the light switches one by one, the brightness momentarily blinding her before her vision cleared. Everything seemed to be in its usual place. She must have stood there for a full minute before she gave up, but the curious feeling that someone or something had been inside continued to bother her.

	A sip of strong, black coffee later, she heard Jenny’s pitiful whining and scratching on the door to get inside. Naya had never liked the idea of a doggy door, and the thought of having one while living alone in the mountains only made her paranoid. As the dog passed her, she looked out into the back garden. A light mist had settled over the grounds, and a strange sort of chill in the air that had nothing to do with the winter weather made her shiver. The perimeter lights lit up the surroundings. She saw nothing out there, yet she couldn’t get herself to step back inside the house and close the door. A feeling swept over her, telling her to look beyond the obvious. She continued to stand there, staring and running her hands over the tops of her arms.

	What’s going on?

	No answers came.

	After one last glance into the darkness beyond where the gardens ended, Naya turned around and went back inside the house. Picking up her cup, she moved to the living room and sat in one of her comfy chairs, pulling up her feet and wrapping one arm around her knees. She stared at the unlit fireplace, thinking about how different her current lifestyle was.

	It hadn’t taken her long to get used to the peace and quiet in the Vermont mountains. It was a welcome change from the hustle, bustle, and toxic competition among influencers in Los Angeles. Looking down at her feet, clad in warm fluffy slippers, she wondered, not for the first time, what had driven her to move to Los Angeles at barely twenty years old. She didn’t have to live there to be a successful influencer or businesswoman. However, one thing that hadn’t changed over the years was her need to know what was going on in the world. It was time to listen to the news.

	Bad news first thing in the morning was not something she cared to suffer through, but it had become a ritual for her. Every single channel she logged into played the same miserable broadcast as the others. She gave up and looked through the streaming service before moving on. She tuned into an online video-sharing social media platform, where she watched a Korean lady going about her daily household chores with soothing background music. The site had an abundance of relaxing videos and always showed great recipes that she enjoyed trying out. Her granny’s recipes were great, but she liked to experiment. She was successful most times, but there were other times when she followed everything to the letter, and the food still ended up as inedible goo.

	The show was halfway through the thirty-minute presentation when she heard Jenny make a weird sound. She looked up to search for her, expecting to see her curled up and asleep. It surprised her to find Jenny sitting on her haunches, staring out the glass doors. Naya glanced through the window and saw that other than the illumination from the perimeter lights, it was still dark outside.

	Every so often, the dog would tilt her head, first to the right, then to the left.

	She didn’t know how long she watched Jenny’s odd behavior, but she found it cute. A smile graced her lips as she turned her attention back to finish the Korean show. She checked on Jenny every so often, but the dog never moved from her vigil. She was simply too adorable.

	Three years before, one of Naya’s influencer friends had an American Bully who had a litter of puppies. Naya had gone to her friend’s house one day to discuss the possibility of a video collaboration and left with the six-week-old puppy in her arms. Jenny had climbed onto her lap, gave her one lick on the chin, and successfully maneuvered her way into Naya’s heart. The mini-documentary of how she’d met the puppies had become one of the most viewed collaborations she’d ever gotten involved with.

	She glanced out the window to see dawn spread across the horizon. Smiling at Jenny’s antics, Naya took a picture and immediately uploaded it to her Instagram account. As the file finished loading, she sipped on her coffee, only to discover it had gone ice cold. Putting her phone down on the ottoman, she stood up and made a fresh cup of coffee before settling on the sofa. Another program came up, one about homestead gardening. When that show ended, she got up and walked over to the bank of refrigerators. Opening one, she considered what she could do about breakfast. The incessant pinging of notifications in the background didn’t sway her from her task. Preparing food had become a passion, and she was hungry.

	It still blew her mind how many followers had set their notifications on for her posts. Thankfully, she’d been on social media long enough and had learned to tune out the incessant noise. With her grilled cheese done and plated, she set it on the kitchen island, arranging it so she could take a picture to post on her socials. After posting it, she ate her breakfast in peace. For once, Jenny was not hanging around her legs, begging for scraps of bread. Done with breakfast, Naya stood up to pour herself her third cup of coffee, placing her empty plate in the sink along the way.

	Her breath hitched when her stomach acids churned. “I really should limit my coffee intake.” She grimaced as she rubbed a hand over her stomach. She took another gulp and rolled her eyes in appreciation. “I’ll never give you up, baby.”

	She walked over to where Jenny was still sitting and patted her head. It was a quiet morning, but sometime between cooking and eating breakfast, the temperature had fallen, and she could feel the cold seep into her bones. A heaviness in the air made her think a storm might be building.

	Her new home was the opposite in terms of weather. The mountains of Vermont were cold, but the air quality was gloriously fresh and unpolluted. LA, on the other hand, was totally different. She had needed a one-eighty, and the town of Amber Ville fit the bill perfectly.

	Her phone dinged, signaling an emergency notification. She frowned as she read the weather report that boded ill news of a storm hitting them by seven that evening. She wasn’t too concerned, though. She’d ensured that her home could endure storm damage. It had clearly done so for over two hundred years, so there was no reason it couldn’t do so for another fifty or more.

	The stone house, built in the late seventeen hundreds, sat on a fifty-acre plot of farmland that had included a large barn and two cottages. The house and barn had both undergone renovations, but the two cottages had proven to be beyond repair, and with the Historical Society’s permission, had been demolished. Salvaged materials from those two structures had been fully utilized in various parts of the main house. With the modern improvements she’d had incorporated into the house, she was sure she’d not suffer.

	The only problem she could foresee was the possibility of a power outage. If it had just been her and Jenny, a blackout wouldn’t bother her, but her mother and brother were coming to visit for the week and weren’t used to outages. There was also Carol. After some thought, she decided a trip downtown was necessary, if only to add toiletry supplies. Or maybe she could pick up ingredients to prepare something special. Maybe a charcuterie board. Her family would love that, especially with a good bottle of wine.

	She was still mulling over her plans when the continuous pinging rose to irritating levels. Really? She’d known her postings of Jenny were popular with her Instagram account, but it seemed the notifications had been going on forever. She could mute it, but then how would she know if something important came up? The thought gave her pause. To mute or to unmute. Relying on emails was another option, but reading through a flooded inbox could overwhelm anyone.

	Intrigued over what her followers were hyped over, she opened her account and checked on her notifications. A glance at the number of likes and comments made her blink twice. There were over two million views and likes and twenty thousand comments. Even as she watched, the numbers continued to rise. One comment made her frown, and she scanned through more comments. All of them were asking the same question.

	Who took your picture?

	She laughed at her followers’ overactive imaginations. They tended to ship her with men she’d never even met before. But then one comment made her stop and read it again.

	Naya? You never told us you had a twin sister?

	“Girl, what sister are you blabbing about?”

	Her curiosity piqued, she opened the image she’d posted earlier and zoomed in and out, amused by how Jenny’s ears were cutely curled at their tips. She tapped on the image to get it back to normal size and was about to close the app when it finally hit her. Her breath froze, and her heart began to pound painfully against her ribcage. Blame it on how early it was or her need for more sleep, but it took her mind longer than necessary to process what her fans were going crazy about. She tapped the image with a trembling hand, zooming in and out and sliding right then left to examine it closer.

	Jenny sat with her head tilted off to the left, staring out the glass doors. What her AmBull was looking at chilled her down to her marrow. No wonder Jenny hadn’t made a sound or caused a commotion. No wonder her followers were all excited. Seated on the garden set, about to sip from a cup that she had no doubt held coffee, was none other than a duplicate of herself. Right down to her fluffy pink rabbit-ear slippers. The peculiarity of the image hit her a second time, and her vision blurred.

	Why hadn’t anybody thought to ask what she was doing out there, seemingly unaffected, surrounded by inches of snow?

	Naya’s finger hovered over the delete option. What if someone had hacked her account? But the timestamp was clear, as was the location, and her two-factor authentication security protocol remained inactive. Her mind raced over the possibilities and how to handle the situation. Should she delete it? Speculations would run wild, and a hidden lover would be at the top of a short list. The only way to handle it was to lie. She didn’t think twice and typed out a comment, which she immediately pinned.

	LOL pic taken by my CCTV. It’s also damned cooold! Sorry to disappoint, but I got no lover, bitches!

	Naya chewed on her lower lip as she monitored her fans’ reactions. Five earth-shattering minutes later, the comments slowed down. LOLs and laughing emojis flooded the comment section. Relieved that her lie had worked, she dropped her head into her hands and took deep breaths to calm her nerves. When her heart rate slowed, she stood up and started cleaning the remains of her breakfast.

	Soon after the renovations had begun, she’d begun experiencing strange, unexplained events. Odd things that she had tried to disregard until they became harder and harder to ignore. It had all started with soft thuds that gradually changed to banging noises. All that had changed two months prior when she’d completed her move and started staying in the house full-time.

	Nothing unusual happened the first two nights, but beginning the third night, loud bangs would wake her from a deep sleep. Like clockwork, the noises generally started between three and three-thirty in the morning. Occasionally, the noises would start earlier, but more often, they began later. Gradually, though, the noises were accompanied by the appearance of strange shadowy creatures. Sometimes in her room, most times in the corridor outside the bedrooms. It had happened enough times that she could now identify two entities that kept coming back. One man and one woman. There were others, but they were too fleeting for her to form a concrete impression. Curiously, she’d never once felt alarmed. Surprised, yes. Curious, for sure. But scared? No. Not even nearly.

	The month before, she’d asked for help from the sheriff, Amos Ferrise, to rule out squatters. He’d sent two cops to investigate right away. They searched every room and potential hiding place but found no evidence of stray animals or squatters. However, the deputies recommended she install perimeter lights and security cameras in and around the house to keep on the safe side. They even recommended a nearby company that would watch over her property and immediately notify the sheriff’s office if there was an emergency. So that was that.

	Naya readily agreed with the need to protect herself, so she hadn’t hesitated to have the additional safety precautions put in. However, she was not ready to accept whatever was going on inside her house, especially not after seeing her doppelgänger.

	After staring at the mute icon for what seemed like an eternity, she finally mustered the courage to click it. For now, muting the notifications was the best way to keep the distractions at bay. She had enough on her plate, and the last thing she needed was a constant reminder of the oddities that seemed to be multiplying by the day. It was a temporary solution, but it would give her the peace she needed to focus on the tasks at hand. Foremost on her mind was how to ask the sheriff to explain her double to her.

	“He’ll probably dismiss me as one of those baffling California influencers.”

	Jenny looked up at the sound of Naya’s voice. Her tail wagged, and she let out a soft whine. Naya stood up to prepare Jenny’s breakfast, but not until after a rigorous round of belly scratching.

	“Your mama’s not weird. Also, I’m not from LA. I only lived there for a while.”

	With a last pat on Jenny’s shoulder, Naya stood and went up to her room. A long hot shower really sounded good. The day was already turning out to be a challenge, and she really needed to relax. There was a lot to do before her mother arrived. She threw the pajamas in the laundry basket, belatedly thinking about having to deal with her laundry that same weekend.

	She was skipping down the stairs, busy dealing with the buttons on the cuffs of her blouse, when she heard a creak. She looked up at the stairwell and frowned at the sound of scurrying on the floorboards coming from overhead. It sounded like an animal had managed to get in her attic, but with the incoming storm, no one would be available to deal with it.

	As she reached the bottom of the steps, her mind was occupied with thoughts of how to best handle the creatures. She was wrapping a wool scarf around her neck when suddenly, an odd sensation washed over her. Her hair stood on end, and she quelled the urge to run. Jenny stood at the bottom of the stairs, facing the living room and staring at somewhere in front of her.

	Naya slowly traced Jenny’s line of sight, and what she saw made her blood run cold. A middle-aged man dressed in outdated, heavy gray overalls was crouched before the roaring fireplace she couldn’t remember lighting. Her breath caught in her throat, and breathing became an impossible task. The man shifted to gaze up at her. A gentle smile curled his lips, and it was all she could do to not smile back. He lowered his head as if to say hello, then vanished into a whirling gray mist that briefly floated above the floor before dissipating entirely. She blinked rapidly and sat on the nearest chair when she could finally take a breath of air. Checking around her, she saw that everything was as it had been before, except for the fire. Other than her and Jenny, the room was empty.

	Jumping to her feet, she shrugged the strap of her bag over her shoulder and turned her back on the room. “Fuck this shit. I’m out of here.”

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Naya pumped the brakes as she slowly drove down the road, her knuckles blanching as she gripped the steering wheel. It was an instinctive action, one she knew she didn’t need to do, but she couldn’t help herself. It gave her a sense of control over the fear of the car sliding over the ice-covered road. Visibility through the windshield was practically non-existent. Large snowflakes the size of golf balls fell from the sky in a steady stream.

	She reconsidered going out to get some last-minute groceries for the eighth time since she’d left her house because of the number of snowflakes hitting the windshield and the wipers groaning under the strain. Already, what normally took her half an hour to drive had stretched to over an hour.

	Didn’t her weather app warn her of an incoming storm?

	“I really should pay more serious attention to those notifications,” she muttered at the angry sky.

	Although her pantries were full enough, as she was the type who never allowed a shelf to go half empty, she wanted to make something without dealing with the oven or the stove. Of course, the extra heat would raise the temperature in the house, but she just couldn’t think of slaving over it. Not now. Moving between states, dealing with the strange things happening in her new home, and everything else in her life mentally exhausted her.

	“I really should control these urges of mine,” she mumbled. She leaned over the steering wheel and assessed the sky again. “I can make it.”

	If things had worked out differently, she would be lounging on her sofa with Jenny curled up next to her and enjoying a hot cup of cinnamon chamomile tea while listening to calm music. Not driving in a snowstorm that came out of nowhere because she’d been too unnerved to stay in her house. These days, she wasn’t much into socializing or pushing herself to seek out acquaintances for the sake of networking, not like she had before. Not since—

	She shook her head. No. She was not going there. Not now. Not ever.

	Her attention bounced back and forth between the road in front of her and the GPS on her phone. According to the system, she was still a few hundred meters from her target. Visibility through the windshield was almost nil, so she couldn’t tell if she was still on the road or the sidewalk. She reached out and tapped on the screen, zooming in for a clearer image, relieved to see she was still on the road. She only needed to move the car a few more meters further, and she’d be able to park. Wishing herself luck, she lightly pressed the accelerator and sighed in relief when the car moved a little faster.

	Suddenly, the sky brightened and the snow stopped. Naya leaned over to peer overhead again and saw the clouds had parted like the Red Sea, revealing semi-clear skies and the blurred shape of the sun.

	Her jaw dropped. “Incredible.”

	Taking advantage of the unexpected respite from a potential accident, she quickly maneuvered her car next to the now highly visible curb. As she did so, people started to walk out of establishments, most likely taking advantage of the weather just as she was.

	Amber Ville, Vermont, was not exactly the kind of place she’d envisioned herself moving to at twenty-four. However, with her life map unexpectedly obliterated, the small town turned out to be the perfect place to find herself and feel safe once more. With fewer than ten thousand people, it was a drastic change from what she had been used to in LA.

	Despite the small population, the one strip mall boasted incredible selections that one would only expect to find in big cities with hundreds of thousands of people. There was also the farmer’s market that didn’t have to advertise organically grown fruits and vegetables. The town was already uniquely famous for its choice of green agriculture and cattle farming.

	Different.

	That, in a nutshell, was exactly why she’d bought a historical landmark house for less than two grand.

	She had stumbled onto the property listing, and when she had gone to look at the place, the real estate agent, Rachel McPherson, began telling her about the town’s green initiative. She didn’t have to think twice. To the older woman’s surprise, Naya had paid the full amount in cash and closed the deal within the hour.

	Documentation, on the other hand, took longer than expected. Six months, to be precise.

	Historical society representatives had been especially concerned about Naya’s proposed kitchen renovations. Ultimately, she had gotten her way by not going against structural restrictions and keeping her preferred design within the specified limits.

	She had completed her master’s in interior design during her rounds of physical therapy and procured her license as a certified interior designer. The credential had kept her expenses to the minimum, which allowed her to channel her money to the materials and equipment necessary to get the house of her dreams.

	Gutting and refurbishing costs came in at a little under three hundred thousand. Still, it was an amount she had been comfortable and well prepared to spend, especially because of certain provisions that otherwise would not even be part of a regular heritage house. The house had already boasted a wet pantry, a dry pantry, a cold room, and an ice cellar, of all things. She had been lucky the cellars only needed minor upgrades. It was the main floor where most of her renovations occurred. She had taken down dividing walls to create a more open layout, which required complete rewiring that took up a large part of the budget. That, and her bank of refrigerators, which had given her team a lot of headaches, but in the end, that, too, had been finally rectified.

	Naya’s ideal layout for a house had always made her mother want to cry out in exasperation, for her dream was all about an open floor plan with thirty percent of the area dedicated to the kitchen. It never failed to confuse her poor mother. Well, Naya got what she wanted. Her mother had despaired but had gotten over that quickly. She was now on her way to visit because she wanted to see what Naya had done to her home and to personally test out the kitchen for herself.

	Her stomach grumbled, reminding her that she’d only had a cup of coffee and a cheese melt before she’d left the house... and about Carol, who had still been sleeping. Thinking about Carol and how she’d complained about not having the time to pamper herself, Naya sent a quick message to her new friend, Lexi Alexander, whom she’d met the first week she’d moved to Amber Ville. Lexi owned the one spa in town that Naya had walked into in desperate need of a manicure. An hour later, she’d had perfect-looking nails.

	The phone vibrating in her hand brought her out of her musings, and when she checked, Carol’s appointment was set. That done, she got out of her car in the semi-familiar downtown area and did a slow turn on her heels.

	She easily spotted a diner she hadn’t tested out yet. It was easy to notice, as it had a huge hand-painted sign that spelled out DINER in all caps. She’d never be caught entering one if she’d still been in LA, but here, she couldn’t care less. And truly, she didn’t see how anyone would recognize her, not in this neck of the woods.

	Keeping her influencer name had been a tough decision, but she had not worried about that. For one, she looked different now. She’d lost too much weight and had gone through several plastic surgeries to fix the damage from her fall. Although she had started her influencer hobby again, she maintained a constant veil of mystery by never fully showing her face to her followers. That earlier post of her outside only showed her side profile. The undamaged side.

	Her assistant had said the half-glimpse was like a silent promise. Plus, she had to admit, it gave her an air of mystery. Her marketing side acknowledged it as a story waiting to unfold, a secret poised on the edge of revelation which would fan her followers’ anticipation. Their reactions, whenever they caught a half-glimpse of her face, was one of eager expectation. Her relationship with her fans was enough that they even wrote threads of their understanding that when she chose to step forward, the world would not be the same.

	Still, she hesitated. They most likely expected she looked the same way she’d always had. Little did they know.

	Although she was still technically an influencer, her new address and lifestyle change had affected how she dealt with that aspect of her life. In LA, she had been all over social media. Dancer, actress, singer, makeup guru, and businesswoman. For some weird reason that she still couldn’t quite understand, she’d managed to rack up millions of followers and successfully made money from it all. With a lot of help and consultation with the right financial advisers, she became one of the world’s most influential and successful influencers. Her company had grown rapidly as well.

	That was then.

	Presently, she had a food and house designer blog where she shared the hundreds of simple, tested, and approved recipes she’d learned from her grandmother, Irene, and mother, Kelly. The interior design part of her blog was still in its infancy but was gaining attention, especially after she’d posted the reel of how she’d designed her coffee station.

	Two years of extensive physical and psychological therapy had involved a lot of pain and frustration, and creating delicious foods had become her source of respite and happiness.

	These days, she didn’t have to spend sleepless nights thinking up content. Her company was highly popular and kept her financially stable. Her comeback on social media had been met with skepticism, especially when her presentations no longer involved complicated productions. Fortunately, seconds or under-a-minute clips were the in thing, and her short photo presentations and videos of easy step-by-step cooking instructions for her favorite recipes had been accepted by a wider audience. She posted her more detailed blogs on her website, where she wrote down her thoughts and reactions to her creations.

	To her delight and surprise, her more than fifteen million followers on Instagram had crossed over with her to TikTok, which now boasted over thirty million followers. She still couldn’t quite wrap her mind around those figures. Especially as compared to her previous releases, blogging about her dog, interior designing, and food preparation should have been considered boring. Of course, according to her analysts, she’d lost several million through her journey, but she’d easily gained more. The loss hadn’t worried her. Shifting from dancing and cutesy unboxing videos and such had been good when she’d been in her teens, but not when she was now an adult who’d had a trauma the whole world of the internet had witnessed in real-time.

	Thankfully, the many business opportunities that had opened for her then still ran smoothly and continued to give her passive income. The day-to-day running of her business was easily handled online thanks to her great team, including her parents, brother, and personal assistant, who were loyal to her. Her brother especially... Dearest Luke.

	She’d called him a dweeb when they’d been younger, even been mean to him because she could be and she’d been a self-entitled brat of an older sister. But he’d been her source of strength after the attempt on her life and had helped her through the toughest times. It hadn’t been her mother who’d kept the monsters out of nightmares, it had been Luke who would come in and take her in his arms until she settled down to sleep. It had also been Luke who had suggested she consider an influencer makeover when she’d thought about quitting. With his help, and their mother’s, she made the journey from a teeny bopper influencer into a mature blogger who no longer had to film get-ready-with-me makeup uploads. These days, designing a coffee station for a particular holiday was racking up the views.

	Going back to her analogy of a life map demolished, that had been her life.

	Smashed to a million shards and pieces.

	But not ended... Never ended.

	She loved life too much to let a simple distraction like an ex-fiancé attacking her and leaving her for dead at the bottom of a ravine destroy her.

	 

	*

	 

	Naya snapped her attention back to the present and stepped into the diner, making a beeline for one of the three empty tables at the far end of the surprisingly expansive room. As soon as she took off her parka and gloves and sat on the chair, a server approached her with a menu.

	“I’ll be back with you in a sec,” the young woman said before leaving her to read the menu.

	Nodding her thanks, she took out her phone and checked her emails. There were several from her assistant reminding her of some online meetings. One schedule caught her attention. The meeting was set for ten that evening. She typed out a message, telling her assistant about the incoming storm, and asked her to cancel all online meetings until further notice.

	Naya looked around and saw no one minding her. Then she turned her attention to the menu, squinting at the tiny print blurring in across the page. She placed two fingers over the menu and pinched them together before spreading them apart. Only after repeating the action three or four times did she realize why the print did not magnify.

	“Ah, damn.” At least with her phone, she had the option to use extra-large font or magnify, but she couldn’t very well zoom in on a printed menu.

	That was another change brought about by the accident. It had taken the rescuers more than three days to find her, and exposure to the elements had managed to ruin her vision for some reason. A medical diagnosis had been spouted, but she had never been good at understanding those things and no longer cared. Her eyesight had been affected, and she now had to use reading glasses. She dug into her bag in search of the pair, and when she couldn’t find them, she upended the contents on the table. The loud clattering noise effectively silenced the low conversations from the other tables, and she dipped her head to apologize to the one nearest hers, occupied by an elderly couple.

	The kindly old woman, who bore a striking resemblance to Estelle Getty, smiled endearingly at her. “Lose something, dear?”

	Heat rising to her cheeks, Naya managed to smile back. “I seem to keep forgetting my reading glasses.”

	“Oh, that shouldn’t be a problem. Julia will help you out. She’ll soon be with you. Have a nice day.”

	“Good to know. Thank you.” With rising self-consciousness, Naya slowly and quietly replaced the scattered items into her bag. No server arrived, so she picked up the menu again and narrowed her eyes to try to make out the words.

	“Need help?”

	Naya jumped in her seat and blinked up at the young woman from earlier. Now that the girl was standing nearer, Naya could see that she must have been all of sixteen, from how thin she was and the braces.

	Naya made a face. “Do you mind if I ask you about what’s good? In my mad rush to get to town before the full storm hit, I forgot my glasses back home.”

	“Sure, what do you have in mind?”

	“You don’t happen to have a spinach, feta, and egg white wrap, do you?” Her mother always told her it never hurt to ask.

	The young server giggled. “In fact, we do. It’s a house specialty and one of our daily best sellers.”

	Naya stared at her server, unable to hide her surprise. “Oh, my God! You’re such an angel. Can I have black iced americano with one pump of sugar to go with it?”

	“You sure can.”

	Naya couldn’t believe her luck. She might not miss the city, but she couldn’t deny her love for some specific offerings. Amber Ville’s surprises kept on coming.

	“This is a diner, why do you serve café... never mind. I’ll take it if you have it.”

	“No worries. My mom was a barista in DC before the lockdown. When that happened, she came back here to help Grandad. She missed the food and tested out a change on the menu.”

	“Well, you mentioned it’s a daily best seller. I take it that means her intuition was spot on?”

	“It sure was.” The server turned to go but snapped her fingers and turned back around. “By the way, I’m Julia, your server for the day.”

	“I’m Naya. And thank you so much for the help. You’re a sweetheart.”

	Julia’s answer was a wide grin and a happy skip. Naya shook her head. The girl was such a breath of fresh air, and so very different from the sophisticated teens she’d gotten used to in LA. When Julia returned with her order, Naya thanked her again, snapped a picture of the plate, wrote an amusing narrative of how she got to enjoy the meal in the middle of the boondocks, posted it, and then dug into her wrap.

	“God, this is so good,” she muttered between bites. It was perfect.

	As she savored her breakfast, she thought about how she could help to get more business into the diner through her platforms. She really should learn how to make these wraps at home. For one thing, it would be much cheaper. Then again, if she came to the diner for breakfast, it would make part of her life easier and get her out of the house for a while. She could come to town early in the morning, have something to eat, and swing by the grocery. Really, it would be a simple change to her routine.

	She continued to think about the business side of the diner and felt they were doing quite well but had some room for improvement. Something that wouldn’t ruin the ambiance of the place. Well, maybe she would brainstorm ideas when she couldn’t find the chance to go downtown. Otherwise, she decided to relax and enjoy the diner’s home-cooked meals that rivaled big city and big-name cafes.

	Feeling somewhat better now that she had food in her stomach, she trudged through the ankle-deep snow that had settled on the sidewalk. The storm signal issued while she’d been enjoying her food said the heavy snowfall earlier was just a taste of what was to come. She stopped in her tracks and stared down at the notification again. Her sigh created a billow of fog in front of her.

	“Great. Mom and Luke are coming over, and a storm is about to hit town.”

	The latest notification reminded her that she wanted to make sure she had enough food and other stuff to last several days. Like toilet paper...

	Her phone vibrated again just as she stepped into the grocery. She winced when she looked at the display but answered anyway. “Hey. Carol.”

	“Hey you, where have you been?” Carol groused. “I’ve been calling and calling to give you a message, but you never picked up. It was your dad. He said he couldn’t get a hold of you. He also mentioned your mom’s on the way here. To Vermont. Amber Ville, Vermont. Did I mention Vermont? Why didn’t you say anything earlier? Speaking of which, why didn’t you wake me up?”

	A wave of discomfort swept through Naya, but she pushed it away and laughed at Carol’s dizzying tirade. “Sorry, I completely forgot to mention Mom was coming over. We planned the visit to coincide with her vacation.”

	“What do you need more stuff for? Knowing you, you’ve already got everything here.”

	None of your business. “Look, I needed to grab some stuff. There’s a big storm coming, and I must make sure we’re fully stocked. Just in case. Do you need anything?”

	“There’s a storm coming? When? Never mind, I’ll check the weather updates myself.” Carol sounded impatient, making Naya frown. “The reason I’m calling is that I woke up to the dog on my

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
cover.jpeg





images/image.jpeg





