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An Important Note
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The final four volumes of the Biscuit McKee Mystery Series were written as one complete book and are meant to be read as such. It is not absolutely necessary that you read the first seven books of the series before you begin reading these, but please note this SPOILER ALERT: There are references in these last four books to some of the problems Biscuit and her friends encounter in the preceding seven books. You will find lists of all the major characters at the end of this e-book.

Finally, the revised versions of the Biscuit McKee Mysteries have allowed me to clear up various inconsistencies that careful readers have pointed out over the years. My thanks to each of you. You know who you are because I replied to your emails.
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PROLOGUE
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The Beginning

The Year - 1692

The Place - Brandtburg, in the Green Mountains of the Northern Colonies

LUCELIA SABRISS LOOKED like a bedraggled owl after a particularly violent rainstorm. Her wet, heavy woolen cloak in dappled shades of gray, brown, and white adhered to her shoulders as she rode into town in the dilapidated wagon. Those eyes of hers, luminous as the owl she resembled, took in everything, missed nothing. 

It was only later that Albion Martin found out that Gilbert Sabriss, the man driving the wagon, was the father of the owl woman. Albion had not truly noticed him that first day and barely acknowledged him from then on until the day in 1693 when he asked Mister Sabriss for permission to court Lucelia.

“Before you begin the courting,” Mister Sabriss said in his quiet voice, “you should know that we lived outside Salem.”

“Salem?”

“In the Massachusetts Bay Colony.”

Albion wondered what this had to do with courting. “Yes?” 

“My daughter was known to the women of the town. She is a healer. She sewed with many of the women. She birthed babies and treated wounds. She used herbs and simples that she concocted, and many times the women of Salem came to her for counsels.”

“Yes?” By this point Albion was thoroughly confused. Why was Lucelia’s father telling him these things?

“We came away, leaving in the middle of the night with little but the clothing on our backs soon after the first troubles started.”

“Troubles?”

“Accusations.”

“Accusations?” Albion could not help repeating the words he heard. He had no idea what the old man was talking about.

They were alone in the room, but Mister Sabriss looked around as if afraid someone might be listening through the very walls. “Witchcraft,” he whispered. “There was talk of witchcraft.”

Albion thought of Lucelia’s gentleness, her kindness, which seemed to be balanced equally by strength, decisiveness, and her fortitude in the face of the ills she fought on a daily basis. Had she not tended Albion’s mother through the wracking cough that had beset her for months? Had she not administered teas and poultices day and night? Had she not rejoiced with the entire family when Mother recovered? 

From that first vision of her the previous year, with her soaked bonnet limp around her head, Albion had scarcely noticed another person in all of Brandtburg. If his horse had not had such sense, Albion would have ridden straight into the side of the tavern that first day. So now, when Mister Sabriss said his daughter might have been accused as a witch had they not escaped when they did, Albion refused to believe it. 

It was not long, though, before the Brandt men in the town began to say that Albion had been bewitched by the large-eyed woman. If Albion was bewitched, though, so must have been his parents, for they both approved of Lucelia. The elder Mister and Mistress Martin liked Lucelia’s father well enough, too, although Mister Sabriss was an unassuming man who seldom spoke above a breathy whisper. 

It was only after William, the first child of Albion and Lucelia, was born in 1694 with a white birth caul clinging to his body so tight it looked like a shroud, that the rumors began to grow. None of the midwives had ever seen a caul birth before, but of course they had all heard that such a child would have a lifetime affinity for water. One had been born in the neighboring valley some years before, and word was that the child grew to be happier in a boat on the nearby lake than on the shore with the other children. It was not natural.

After Lucelia’s next children were all daughters, one a year for five years, and all of them born with the sac-like caul, the Brandts began to question the right of the Martin family and all their near kin to be there in the Brandt family’s valley. After all, Albion Martin and his parents had not lived long in Brandtburg. It was but Albion’s grandsire who had first come this way and married a local woman. The Brandts had lived there for more generations than anyone could remember, unlike those newcomer Martins.

When tinker-borne rumors of what happened in far away Salem finally filtered into the Green Mountains, the Brandt men began to shun the Martin who had married the wide-eyed refugee, the one who had come into their quiet valley so soon after the Salem witch trials began. With the shunning came the Brandts’ disapproval of Albion’s parents as well, for had they not welcomed the witch woman and her father into their family?

It was only after the shunning that Albion and Lucelia moved, in 1700, with his parents, her father, and the six children away from the center of Brandtburg to a cluster of cabins they built well to the east of the town, on the west-facing slope of the nearest mountain, where the land was filled with rocks, but was fertile indeed. The rocks were useful for marking the boundaries of the fields, and the work of removing the rocks made for strong young men.

So, amid the newly cleared and fertile fields, they raised their children and accumulated around themselves the beginnings of the Martin clan. 

Albion’s father thought the move was a fine idea, for he had never been comfortable around the Brandts. Albion’s mother missed her women friends, but had, of course, been raised to believe the scripture that commanded “whither thou goest,” never realizing that the woman in that story had been going, not with her husband, but with her dearly beloved mother-in-law.

~~~~~
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WHEN THE BRUISED AND battered bodies of Albion and Lucelia Martin were found in a roadside ditch three years after they moved away from the center of Brandtburg, it was Albion’s mother who took over the raising of William and his five sisters. Nothing was ever proved as to whose hands had done the deed. No one ever stepped forward to claim responsibility for the murders, although there was rejoicing among the Brandt men that evening after the word had spread that the witch and her husband were no more. 

Eventually, Albion and Lucelia’s only son William Martin, the first child who had been born with a caul, married and had but two children, both of them boys. He named his sons Homer and Silas.

Lucelia and Albion’s five girls, raised with firm but loving discipline by their grandparents, grew to marriageable age and were soon wed to men who came to the valley from other parts of the colonies. So began the growth of the community on the mountainside to the east of Brandtburg, as the Garners, the Breetons, the Hastings family, the Russells, and the Surratts had children of their own. 

Richard Hastings founded a public house in the center of Brandtburg; Haverill Breeton caused havoc among the Martin community and the Brandts as well when he built his house in Brandtburg next door to a Brandt; and Reverend Russell caused a church to be built toward the eastern edge of the town to service all those who were kin to the Martins.

The Martin women gradually formed deep and trusting friendships with the Brandt women, particularly after Mistress Breeton invited them to a quilting bee at her house, one that was attended by her next-door neighbor and numerous other Brandt women as well. The Brandts came as much to satisfy their curiosity as to do their quilting. 

But most of the men of the Martin clan kept to themselves, even when they sat long evening hours in the Hastings tavern.

~~~~~
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FRIDAY, 17 APRIL 1741

SILAS MARTIN AND his elder brother ambled down the gentle lower slope of the mountain through the gathering dusk to Robert Hastings’ public house in the center of Brandtburg. “You will be married on the day after the morrow,” Silas said, curtailing his stride to match that of his much shorter brother, “and then you will spend all your days and nights with your wife, and there will be none of your time for me.” Silas cuffed his brother’s arm in good humor. “So tonight, I will buy you your last drink as an unmarried man.” 

“I accept your offer of the drink.” Homer elbowed Silas in the ribs a little harder than absolutely necessary. “We may have to imbibe once again tomorrow eve, and I will let you buy me that one as well. And then on the Sunday night, you will buy me my first drink as a married man.”

“Not so!” Silas knew Myra Sue Russell well enough to know that she would think poorly of a new husband who went drinking on his first night of marriage. And Homer must have forgotten—how could he?—that the tavern would be closed as it always was on Sundays. “You will be more than busy Sunday evening.” Silas elbowed Homer back, and it might have devolved into one of their good-natured brotherly tussles if Homer had not, uncharacteristically, turned solemn.

“You will find a woman of your own on our long road, and then I will buy you your last drink.”

“I will hold you to that promise, brother.”

Silas knew tonight’s ale would not be the last of Homer’s drinking, despite how much they joked about it. The man loved spirits far too much to give them up just because he was getting married. Silas only hoped he could keep Homer on his feet the day of the wedding. It would not do to have him fall flat on his face at the altar.

They approached the tavern from the fertile land to the east, as always. As they passed Reverend Russell’s church, Silas slowed his steps, gazing at the sunken grave where his father, William Martin, had lain for three years and at the fresher earth, still mounded up, that held his mother. Homer had not slowed at all, and Silas soon trotted to catch him up. 

Silas could not help but look to his right before entering the crossroads where the tavern sat, to where Gore Mountain towered in the distance, visible between two of the intervening smaller mounts. He loved that sight, particularly now in the waning light of a spring evening, while what was left of the sun shone on the snow-covered tip. Within moments, though, his view of Gore Mountain was obscured by the spreading beechnut tree that stood almost like a sentinel before the inn.

As they entered the small tavern, they ignored the group of Brandt men gathered at the far end of the room around a dark, wax-stained table beside the fireplace. Instead, they walked to an empty bench in the corner closest to the bar. 

Ira Brandt, drunk as he had frequently been since the death of his wife, hoisted himself to his feet. One of his compatriots reached out to prevent the large candlestick in the center of the table from toppling as Ira steadied himself none too gracefully and raised his pewter mug of ale. “Behold, the grandsons of cowards!” he shouted to the assembled men. His words may have been slurred, but his voice carried easily across the length of the room.

Silas looked at his elder brother. He tended to defer to Homer, simply because Homer was the older of the two, but sometimes—often—Silas thought he himself had better sense. On an occasion such as this one, he knew without a doubt he had much better sense. They both were men, but Silas, at nineteen, felt himself to be far more grown in many ways than his twenty-one-year-old brother.

Homer hardly paused a heartbeat before he said, “What we fear in ourselves, we accuse in others.”

Ira snarled, and Silas could see Homer tense his arms.

Silas quietly counted the men encircling the table. Seven of them. Two of us. He did not like the odds. Ira’s brother, Hubbard Brandt, the most sensible of the Brandts so far as Silas knew, was not among those seven. Why could Homer not keep his mouth shut?

“Your meaning, sir?” Ira asked, none too pleasantly.

Silas thought Homer’s meaning had been perfectly plain, but perhaps the reasoning was too obscure for Ira’s muddled brain. Silas had been a bit surprised that Homer had stated his case so well. Homer’s remark had been almost literary, but since Homer could not read and was not usually that philosophical, Silas decided it had been only a fortuitous happenstance. Perhaps Homer had heard some such comment from Myra Sue Russell, Homer’s intended. If so, Silas was equally surprised that Homer had remembered it.

Homer’s voice cut across the room as sharply as a thrown knife. “Our grandsire’s father sent yours howling to the west like a whipped cur.” 

Now he has done it, Silas thought, inwardly cursing his brother for his impetuous anger.

“A lie! That is a lie! It was the Martin who ran, the Martin who left to go east!” Ira had appeared red-faced before, possibly just a trick of the light from the fire, but now his face darkened as his bulbous eyes frogged even farther out in anger. For the first time, Silas saw that Ira believed what he said. What, he thought, if the lie had indeed been on the Martin side?

~~~~~
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THE INNKEEPER, ROBERT Hastings, was a man well accustomed to stopping disruptions before they went too far. It was good business sense. Despite the fact that he was leaving with all the other Martin descendants within two days, he could not allow a brawl in his tavern. He had arranged to sell the public house to a man newly come to the valley. He could not afford to deliver damaged goods to the new owner. The new owner was prepared to pay in ready cash, which Robert Hastings needed, for he had agreed to finance the company as they traveled, knowing that barter was not always possible. He would be well repaid once they reached their destination, wherever that was.

Before the two angry men could approach each other, Hastings stepped between them and held up his wide fleshy hands. “Gentlemen, gentlemen! We will have peace in this room. It is a common room, where all are welcome so long as they leave their contentions outside.”

Hastings may have been a part of the Martin clan, but his ale, brewed by Chauncey Endicott, was the finest known in the valley and beyond. While most of the Martins lived to the east, and most of the Brandts lived to the west, men of both families met almost nightly in the middle. It was usually peaceful. Robert Hastings intended to keep it that way until the very last moment before he started on the trail out of town Monday morning.

Such was the respect of the community for the portly, good-natured publican that the men stopped advancing and slowly unclenched their fists. Neither was willing, though, to be the first to turn away. Knowing this, Mister Hastings offered them each a free flagon of ale.

“I will accept happily,” Ira Brandt bellowed.

“I thank you for your generosity, sir,” Homer said without taking his eyes off Ira, “but my brother will buy my drink, in celebration of my upcoming marriage.” He eyed Ira Brandt from head to foot and added, “I prefer to drink with my own kind.” 

Robert Hastings felt the wrath of the Brandts even before he heard their murmurs of anger at the obvious insult. He raised his voice to an ebullient tone. “In that case, Mister Martin, I will provide your second pot of ale.” It was just enough to lessen the tension. To be sure of the effect, Robert Hastings laughed aloud. His father, Richard Hastings, the original innkeeper, had taught him early how a good loud laugh that sounded genuine was one of the best ways to alleviate a dangerous situation. Father had made young Robert practice his chuckles over and over and over again, until it was almost impossible for someone hearing his hearty jollity not to join in.

As Robert grew older, his girth had increased to such a degree—almost as round as his bulbous nose—that when he laughed, his belly trembled and heaved, doing a dance all its own, and Robert had perfected a way of patting it that for some reason added to the mirth of those around him. The overall effect of joviality never failed to infect the surrounding men.

In the ensuing merriment, indulged in by all present, even the two near-combatants, Robert Hastings smiled and smiled as he served the ale. Behind his twinkling eyes, however, he thought, ‘Homer Martin is like to get himself killed with such a stubborn, unyielding bullheadedness. I hope he does not bring down the wrath of Ira Brandt on all of us.’ At the same time, he knew that Ira was as obstinate as Homer. Not a good combination to have together in a public house. Or anywhere else for that matter.

~~~~~
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FOR AT LEAST SIX MONTHS out of every year, snows howled around the cabins and came near to cutting each family off from the others in the valley. This forced isolation helped to soften the brawling. But come springtime, the tensions would rise again, and fights broke out with little provocation—usually over mistaken matters of family pride, although what fights did happen were often resolved when all the men repaired to the tavern to nurse their cut lips and bruised knuckles with a pint of Chauncey Endicott’s fine ale. 

Still, there were fights. The valley where they all lived had become too crowded. It was harder and harder for the two family groups to avoid each other. It was harder, too, for the younger sons who would not inherit land from their fathers to find room for themselves. 

The Brandt houses still tended to cluster at the western side of the valley. The Martins, who had come later to the valley, had all settled on the eastern side, except for a few, like the minister who lived beside his church, the Hastings family who lived above the tavern, and the Breetons who lived in the middle of the town, surrounded by willow trees next to a small brook. And next to a family of Brandts. All the rest of the Martin clan lived in homes clustered partway up the mountainside.

Some months ago, before the harvest, Homer Martin had addressed the assembled men of the Martin clan who had gathered in Reverend Russell’s church at Homer’s behest. “I will not be able to hold my wrath for long,” he told the men.

Silas Martin wondered at that. Considering the number of fights Homer had instigated, Silas thought his brother’s choice of words a poor one. He had held back nothing, as far as Silas could see. 

For the most part, the two groups coexisted fairly amicably. When there were fights, it was usually Ira Brandt or Homer Martin who started them. As far as Silas knew, the women of the two clans enjoyed each other’s company. Only a few held to the strait-laced old enmities.

The men had heard much from travelers, and from the peripatetic tinkers who visited several times a year, about the lands to the south, where the winters were less severe, where the livestock had ample grass year-round. “Why can we not leave these Green Mountains,” Call Surratt proposed that evening in response to Homer’s statement, “and take our families to a place where they will no longer live in dread of retribution?”

“Do you fear the fighting, cousin?” Willem Breeton’s raspy voice cut through the mutterings of the crowded assembly.

Silas was not surprised that Willem Breeton wanted to stay, for his wife of many years was sickly and very well might not survive a long journey.

“Never!” Call sputtered. “I am no coward, but I wish to raise my family where I can spend my hours working, and not defending myself and them from the cowardly Brandts and their kin.”

Eventually Willem Breeton came to believe that his wife might benefit from milder weather. He committed himself to the journey, and when his wife died that autumn, he convinced himself that leaving would be better for his four living children.

Gradually the men worked out a plan. They spent the ensuing winter gathering their gear, repairing their wagons, and rigging canvas covers and tents for the rains they were bound to meet along the upcoming journey. Their womenfolk saved and stored, quilted and sewed, preserved foods and organized the household goods. In the spring, they would leave. 

Silas Martin did not want to leave, although he admitted—only to himself—that life would be somewhat easier without Sophrona Blanchard swooning around him. She would be left behind with no regrets on his part whatsoever. In fact, his only regret was the month he had wasted when he first thought he might want to court her. Thankfully, he had come to his senses. Not that he had been unwise to have been attracted to a plump, curly-haired Brandt, but he had been ill-advised to feel even a passing interest in so vacuous a young woman. She seemed not to have a thought that was truly her own.

He loved these green hills and mountains, though, and hated to leave them. He knew he would miss the sight of Gore Mountain towering to the north, and surely the blazing autumn glory of these hills could not be matched anywhere else in the colonies. But the people, the ones preparing for the journey, were his family, his kin. He and his brother were the only direct male descendants of the first Martin to come into these parts of the northern colonies, while it was still wilderness indeed, before it even had a name. That first Martin had sired one son and twelve daughters. The second Martin, Albion, had sired one son and five daughters. 

Now the eleven family heads who had gathered in Reverend Russell’s church were linked together not only by the bonds of blood but joined in intention as well. They were the great-grandsons of that first generation. Besides Homer and his nineteen-year-old brother Silas, the extended Martin clan—all those who had chosen to leave—included almost ninety people. By the time they left Brandtburg the following spring, there would be more, but the men that September night in 1740 had not considered the needs of the women who were with child. Why should they? Women always adapted. And anyway, did not the Good Book say, “Whither thou goest I will go”? It was a woman’s lot to follow her husband.

The men made their plans, not striving to keep them secret. There were arguments around the various family fireplaces, of course. The women raised valid questions, and the men often as not adjusted their plans to deal with the women’s objections—as if the changes had been their own idea. Gradually the mood of the people as a whole swung about in favor of the exodus. 

The Brandt men accused them of cowardice in leaving, and privately boasted of their own prowess in driving off the evil Martins.

The men who had chosen to leave congratulated themselves on their foresightedness.

The women simply planned and packed and took private moments to say farewell to their dear friends among the Brandt women.
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Day 1

Wednesday December 6, 2000

Martinsville, Georgia

I LOOKED ACROSS the breakfast table into the eyes of my husband, Bob Sheffield. “This is probably as good a time as any to tackle the attic,” I said.

“Why do I think that won’t happen?” He stroked his dark luxuriant mustache—the one I’d talked him into growing. Years ago, I’d read a sign somewhere or other that said ‘Kissing a man without a mustache is like eating eggs without salt.’ I couldn’t agree more. I’d always had a soft spot for a thick mustache, although I drew the line at full beards until I found out how soft Bob’s beard was. My late husband had grown a beard for a short time—a very short time. His had felt extremely scratchy.

“You’ve been putting that job off ever since we moved in here,” Bob said, drawing me back into the present. “Why would you start it today?”

I could help you.

Why indeed, I wondered, as my orange and white tabby cat jumped up into my lap, meowed, and kneaded my stomach gently. She adopted me five years ago when I moved here to become the librarian in this small town in northeast Georgia. That was the year I found a dead body on the library stairs.

Excuse me?

“What’s wrong, Marmalade? Why are you squawking like that?”

Squawking? I am the one who found the body.

Well, truthfully, Marmalade here was the one who found it. That was the morning I’d met my Bob, who at that time was the town’s only cop. My name is Bisque McKee. My nickname since childhood has been Biscuit. And when Bob and I married, I kept my birth name, as I had done with my first husband, Solomon Brandy. Sol’s and my three children took a while to accept Bob completely, especially the two girls. They didn’t want to seem unfaithful to the memory of their dead father, I guess, but Bob’s common sense, good humor, integrity, and downright kindness eventually won them over. 

SoftFoot is a very nice human.

When Bob and I bought this huge old house, we found its attic stuffed with the debris of generations of inhabitants. I swear, every single one of them must have added to the assortment of unwanted paraphernalia in the cavernous space at the head of the creaky old stairs. Come to think of it, I’d left a number of ‘no longer wanted but too good to throw away’ bins in the attic of my former house in Braetonburg, the next town north of Martinsville, but it wasn’t as if I were abandoning all those items to strangers. My younger daughter and her family lived there now—and I supposed that some day she’d be asking herself why on earth Mom had left behind all that junk for her to clear up.

I’ve been promising myself ever since that first April when I moved into this old house, that I would sort through everything someday. So why indeed did I want to do today what I’d been putting off for years?

“Because the weather looks like it’s closing in,” I said. “The radio says the ice storm of the century is on its way.” I paused to look out the bay window at the ice-encrusted gardens. “I’d say it’s here already.”

You are right, Widelap. All the squirrels and birds have been chattering about it for several days. We knew it was coming.  

"I suppose you’re right,” Bob admitted. “The storm’s already here, although I wish this were a weekend so fewer people will be out on the roads.”

I blew out my breath. “Nobody’s going to be on those roads with this much ice.”

He raised one of his dark eyebrows at me. “You have more faith than I have in the common sense of the drivers around here.”

Luckily our town was small enough that most of us walked wherever we wanted to go. Except for Sadie Russell Masters, who drove her bright yellow Chevy every time she had a chance.

"If the storm holds up for very long, we’ll have to cancel tap dance lessons next Tuesday." Then I remembered and swore under my breath. Since I generally never do that, even quietly, Bob looked a question at me. "The library board meeting," I said. "We scheduled it a week early because of the holidays coming up."

"Look on the bright side. You might miss tap dance, but you’ll also miss that meeting." 

I could tell he was laughing at me, but I didn’t mind. After all, he was right. I’d had a sneaky feeling for the past three months that Clara deliberately scheduled the monthly library board meetings on Tuesdays just so I’d have to miss my class. What on earth did that woman have against me anyway?

"Tonight's council meeting’s been postponed," he said.

"Good. You never enjoyed attending those anyway. Was anything important on the agenda?"

"Are you kidding?" The laughter left his face, though.

"What’s wrong?"

He let out a deep, noisy breath. "Last night, just before I left the station, we had one of those hunter-finds-an-unidentifiable-body faxes come in."

Another body? Where?

Marmalade squawked and jumped from my lap into Bob's lap.

"You didn’t mention it."

"It wasn’t here in Keagan County. South a ways."

"So why would they fax you the notice?"

"Probably somebody decided to look into cold cases and threw out a net to every station in a hundred mile radius to see if they could catch anything."

"Seems like quite a long shot."

He took off his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose. "You never know. They had a femur, so they could make a pretty good estimate of the person’s height, and one of the other bones had evidence of a fairly serious old break."

"Then, they could just search medical records, right?"

He looked at me with what seemed to be compassion for my naiveté. "They’d have to know which records to look through. Old X-rays can verify an identity after the fact, but aren’t much help during the initial trace."

"Could it have been a hunter who shot himself by accident?"

"Herself. They had enough bones to tell it was an adult female."

"Any teeth?" I knew dental records could help.

"Nope. No teeth. The neck vertebrae were still there, most of them. Enough to show it was probably murder. The fax included a couple of photos, and it was pretty obvious, but the skull was missing."

"Ewww! The body was beheaded?"

"It’s much more likely," he assured me, "that a bear or a dog carted off the skull."

"Could they check DNA?"

"Not if they don’t have the missing person’s DNA already in the system. Anyway, DNA tests take forever, and this case would be pretty far down on the totem pole. They had some hair, too, but no indication whether it was from the victim or somebody else."

"You think it might have been somebody from here?"

"We don’t have anybody missing, but I set Reebok to searching through old files just in case. You know how he loves to do stuff like that."

I set my tea aside. It didn’t seem quite so soothing at the moment. "So it wasn’t a recent body?" 

"It wasn’t a body really. Just some bones. And a few short hairs, wound around one of the finger bones."

Why was I so worried about this?

When my children were little, I used to have nightmares that one of them would go missing. I wondered if my daughters ever had the same fears now that they were mothers themselves. At the moment, I couldn’t imagine anything worse than losing a child. But then I thought about some of the things Bob had had to investigate over the past few years—someone’s murdered sister, fiancé, wife, son, mother, and even a dear friend of ours. I picked my tea back up and cradled the warm cup between my cold hands. Any death, any loss, took a toll.

I looked across the table again and felt inexpressible comfort when Bob met my gaze.

I was so lucky to have him in my life. Even after five years with him, we could still find new topics to talk about. Just last night, we were snuggling before going to sleep. He’d said something about the beehives he’d gotten from Sadie Masters, my favorite eighty-something person in the whole world.

“Sadie’s amazing,” I said.

“You have no idea.”

“What do you mean?”

“Did you know she was one of the original Rosies during the second world war?” 

“Rosie the Riveter?”

It was too dark for me to see his nod, but I felt it against my hair. “Really? I had no idea. She never mentioned it.”

“She wasn’t the woman on the poster, but she definitely worked as a riveter.”

This didn’t sound right. “They had heavy industry around here back then?”

“No,” Bob said. “If I remember correctly, when Wallace shipped out overseas, Sadie traveled to Omaha to stay with Wallace’s war-widow sister. You’ll have to ask her for the rest of the details.”

“That woman probably has stories that could fill years.” I yawned. “I’ll ask her the next time I see her. In the meantime, I think she’s the wisest person I know—except for maybe my mom. And your mom.”

“A function of advanced age, maybe?” I could hear the laughter in his tone. “Think we’ll ever get there?”

“If we keep learning from Sadie, we just might."

"I’ll be sure to do that."

"Bob? Why didn’t you ever tell me that before? About Sadie, I mean."

He brushed a stray lock of my hair back away from my face. "You never asked me about it."

He had a point there. "Okay. So what other interesting stories have you never told me about"—I let out another enormous yawn—"about people here in your hometown?”

“I’ll think of some more to tell you. Tomorrow.” And he’d given me the sweetest goodnight kiss.

Look!

Marmalade let out a loud yowl that interrupted my reverie. She jumped onto the wide windowsill and seemed to inspect the backyard. I couldn’t see anything in particular. Bob turned his head to follow my gaze. Marmalade swiveled her head back and forth, almost as if she were watching something fly by her. A bug, maybe? Although what any self-respecting bug was doing out and about in frigid weather like this was anybody’s guess.

There is much to see if only you would open your eyes.

~~~~~
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1978

“MOMMY? SEE THE ...” Three-year-old Charlie Ellis paused because she didn’t know the word. She made wavy motions with her hands. She loved the way colors looked brighter when the ... the special things fluttered around her head.

“There aren’t any butterflies this time of year, honey. It’s winter. Once the cold goes away and the sun warms up the trees and the flowers, the butterflies will come back. You’ll be able to see them then.”

Charlie tilted her head to one side and watched the flutteries for a while. She remembered butterflies. At least she thought she did, but that had been a very long time ago before the air got so cold outside. These weren’t butterflies.

Every time she tried to talk to Mommy about the flutteries, Mommy thought she was saying something different. 

One fluttery brushed the end of Charlie’s nose and she laughed.

“What’s funny, sweetheart?”

“Tickles.”

“You want me to tickle you? Okay!” Mommy swooped in and scooped her up into a big laughy tickly hug.

One of the flutteries wavered right next to Mommy’s cheek, but Mommy didn’t act like she even felt it.

Maybe she didn’t?

––––––––
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BY THE TIME CHARLIE was five, she’d learned the word for angels. Her flutteries didn’t look like any of the angel pictures in books, but maybe everybody else had different angels.

In kindergarten, she tried to draw pictures of her flutteries, but they never looked as bright and as beautiful as what she saw around her.

“Are those butterflies, Charlie? They’re very bright.”

Charlie studied her teacher before answering. “Yes,” she finally said. “Butterflies.”

Just to be sure, though, she took the picture home.

“I love your pictures, darling. They’re the prettiest butterflies I’ve ever seen.” Mommy stuck the picture on the fridge with a big red magnet and then knelt to hug Charlie.

This is good enough, Charlie thought as she hugged her mommy. I just won’t say anything about the flutteries anymore. She planted a big kiss on Mommy’s neck, right where a fluttery had been a moment before.

––––––––
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BY THE TIME CHARLIE was in second grade, she never saw the flutteries anymore. 

Whenever she felt a soft wisp against her nose or her cheek, she brushed it away. It was probably just a mosquito. Or her imagination. Mommy had talked a lot about imagination. She said Charlie had a very big one.

~~~~~
[image: ]


2000

FROM A BLOCK up the street we heard Doodle-Doo, Maggie Pontiac’s rooster, issue a loud complaint about the cold. At least, that was what it sounded like to me. I took another big sip of licorice root tea, savoring the sweetness of it. Then I had to shuffle my mug as Marmalade jumped from the windowsill onto my lap.

Your lap is warmer than the window.

"So," Bob asked, "you really are going to tackle the attic?"

“Why not? It’s way too hot in the summer, but now seems perfect. The wood stove is cranking out enough heat to warm the upstairs without a bit of a problem, so I won’t freeze. In fact, I think it’ll be cozy. Do you want to help?”

I will spend the time with you.

I patted idly along Marmalade’s back as she kneaded my lap and purred loudly, and I watched Bob run a hand through his silver-sprinkled black hair. “Let me see...” He peered at me over the rim of his reading glasses. “I need to think about this. Do I want to spend hours in a crowded attic,” he asked, “nosing through old trunks and organizing hatboxes and rummaging around broken hobby horses that may have been up there ever since the esteemed Homer Martin founded this town in 1745?”

I nudged his shin under the table. “Why,” I asked with a laugh, “do I think your answer is no? And anyway, that hobbyhorse isn’t broken. At least I don’t think it is. It’s just old and faded. And it couldn’t have been just Homer. I’m sure his wife Mary Frances had a lot to do with the founding as well.”

“If you say so, my love.” 

The words might have been sarcastic coming from any other man, but Bob’s tone was agreeable. One thing I really like about my husband is that he’s so fair. All the time.

He turned his attention back to his chicken, mushroom, and onion omelet, and I munched idly on a piece of stove toast—buttered bread that I’d browned in one of my cast iron skillets. I’d made toast that way for years. Who needed a toaster when it tasted so much better like this? I inhaled that unforgettable smell of yeasty homemade dill bread. The dill was some I had harvested and dried in the late summer. Yum. My garden, thank goodness, had finally recovered from all the disruptions of a few years ago, when we’d found unknown graves here and there.

All the extra loaves I’d baked yesterday were wrapped and tucked into the freezer. No sense trying to bake bread only one loaf at a time. Occasionally, I double the already-generous recipe. For some unfathomable reason, this time I had quadrupled it. When it rose, it almost overflowed my largest mixing bowl, and I was thankful I had enough bread pans to handle it all.

I prefer my own food. You could give me some of that chicken in the white coldbox.

I felt a surge of optimism, probably prompted by Marmalade’s extra-loud purr. I could tackle the attic. The good thing about a heavy snowstorm was that it prevented anyone from going anywhere. At least, it did in here in the south. Nobody knows how to drive on the ice because we almost never get any to practice on. And the incline of the Martinsville streets as they slant up from the Metoochie River makes driving even more treacherous. A good day to stay inside and eat soup, since my library would have to be closed anyway. 

The pot of chicken stock simmered on the stove, filling the kitchen with that aura of yummy that happens whenever you combine water, a couple of picked-over chicken carcasses, carrots, onions, celery, and whatever else I'd thrown in. I sure hoped the power wouldn’t go out. Of course, I’d already strained out the bones and soggy vegetables and skimmed off the excess fat, so what was left was good chicken broth. All I’d have to do would be to add meat and veggies, maybe some quinoa too, and we’d have a feast for lunch. And plenty for our supper as well. Probably enough for another week and plenty to freeze, too. It was a huge pot, and it always seemed a shame not to fill it right up. I was very glad Bob liked soup and homemade bread.

I like chicken.

Marmalade meowed, and I figured she was asking to go outside. "Not now. You’ll have to stay inside for a couple of days."

Mouse droppings!

"Why?"

"Not you," I told him. "Marmalade. I don’t want her freezing her little paws. Especially if she’s sneezing like that."

We’d installed a cat flap in the back door but had decided to close it up last night to help keep out the cold air. She could use her litter box, and I wouldn’t have to worry about her.

I didn’t have to worry about any of my children, either. Scott and his new wife Pumpkin had a wood burning stove in the Healthy Self herb store—they lived in the small apartment above it. And Sandra, along with her husband and the two girls, would probably retreat to her sister’s house in Braetonburg, so Sally would end up with quite a houseful.

“Have you checked our supply of lanterns?” I pushed a small mound of omelet onto my toast and took a bite, wondering what else I needed to do before the power went out, as I was fairly sure would happen. Georgia ice storms are absolutely treacherous, and the main power station north of here had needed upgrading for some time.

You could give me some chicken.

Bob looked at me over the rim of his glasses.

“Never mind,” I said. “I know you did.” Bob was a cop. Bob was always prepared for any emergency. I took a silent inventory of all our hard-weather arrangements. Candles, lanterns with plenty of fuel, a gas-powered generator to keep the fridge and water pump running, a composting toilet, a whole lot of five-gallon jugs of filtered water in case the pump froze, which Bob swore wouldn’t happen. I hoped he was right. We even had an old-fashioned percolator for brewing coffee over a campfire. We’d tried it out—and it worked just fine—on the wood stove we’d bought last year. 

There had been a particularly persuasive salesman at an Atlanta store we’d visited, who’d told us if we could convince at least five other families to purchase similar stoves, he’d arrange for Bob and me to get free delivery and installation. With a deal like that, how could we go wrong? 

I’d picked a bright red Defiant from Vermont Castings Company. It was redder than Doodle-Doo, Maggie Pontiac’s rooster.

We’d done even better than five, and the salesman had been delighted with us. So now, a dozen other Martinsville families—as well as my parents and my younger daughter up in Braetonburg—had the stoves. The Johnsons, Margaret and Sam Casperson, Carl and Sharon Armitage, Pumpkin, and our next-door neighbor Matthew Olsen had been among the first to accept the offer. 

My friend Melissa Tarkington, who owns Azalea House Bed & Breakfast, had refused, though. “If the power fails some night,” she’d told me, “I’ll just come camp out at your house.”

I could guide you. I see very well in the dark.

“Leaving your B&B guests, I suppose,” I’d said, and Marmalade had gurgled happily beside me.

Gurgled?

“Oh no. I’ll bring them along with me. Your house is big enough for a small army.”

“Well, if you do, bring lots of food. You know I don’t like to cook.”

GoodCook loves to cook.

I couldn’t understand how anyone could have said no to the wood stove deal. Bob and I couldn’t pass up a chance to be self-sufficient. We didn’t get many winter power outages—in fact something about the configuration of our deep dead-end valley gave Martinsville a relatively mild climate year-round—but when the power did occasionally go off—usually the fault of that less-than-dependable sub-station a ways up the valley—I hated to hole up in one room trying to conserve heat.

Sadie Masters, one of my elderly library volunteers, the one who drove her yellow car everywhere, had declined the stove offer as well. “I have my old pot-bellied stove in the parlor. It will keep me warm enough.” I was surprised she’d kept it, since it was the only thing in her house that wasn’t yellow, but then again, her parlor was closed off most of the time, and I supposed it wouldn’t have been safe to paint a wood stove. “Bob, does Sadie have a good supply of firewood inside?”

“Of course.”

Of course. Why had I even asked? He’d been so good about doing extra chores for her after her husband died. In fact, he’d been an angel of mercy for them ever since Wallace had that first stroke a number of years ago. But of course, that was what folks here in Martinsville did. We cared for each other. Especially people as sweet as Sadie.

A sudden gust of wind shook the house and the lights flickered. Oh dear. I wondered if Melissa’s teasing might become a reality. “I’m going to call Mom and be sure she and Dad are okay.”

“No reason why they wouldn’t be,” Bob said, although I thought I detected an undercurrent of some sort in his voice. He was a cop. Cops knew so much about what could go wrong, I wondered how Bob ever managed to consistently see the good all around him. “They bought a wood stove, remember?”

“I know, but I’ll feel better if I touch base. It’ll only take a minute.”

I knew that minute to be true, quite literally. My mother has never been one to chat on the phone. Even this early in the morning, she would have already finished breakfast and would be heading into her studio to throw a pot or work on a new glaze. I caught her just before she left the kitchen.

“Your father already called Mark,” she told me. “He said Blue was packing a suitcase and they’d be over here within an hour.”

“I hope they remembered to float a log in their swimming pool to give the ice a way to expand safely.” My Auntie Blue—short for Beulah—swam every day she possibly could, even when the temp was down near freezing, but this time around, there was a good chance her pool was going to be frozen solid. At least with the wood floating in the center, the expansion of the ice would push up on the log and prevent the sides of the pool from being forced apart.

“Don’t worry,” Mom said. “She added salt to lower the freezing point several degrees, and Mark dumped four big logs in there. Gotta go. My new glaze won’t wait.”

Auntie Blue was a hoot. Once her pool melted—as eventually it must—she’d haul out the logs and swim in salt water. I could almost hear her. Just like swimming in the ocean, but without the sharks, she’d say.

I cannot hear her.

While I was at it, I called my daughters Sandra and Sally. Sandra’s two girls were happy to be facing several days out of school, but they began squabbling loudly and Sandra excused herself “to be sure there isn’t any blood.”

“You’re kidding, right?” But she’d already hung up.

Sally’s toddler, my second grandson, was the exact opposite of his placid older brother. He always seemed to be fractious, rather like his father, my less-than-favorite son-in-law. I sincerely hoped he’d grow out of it. “Gotta run, Mom,” Sally said after only a few seconds of greeting. “He’s hollering so loud I can barely hear myself think.”

“Wait,” I said. “Did you invite Sandra over in case the power goes off?”

“Yes, Mother.” Sally sounded even more sarcastic than usual. I had hoped that having children of her own would help soften her a bit. We’d had a rocky relationship for years—although some years were better than others. And some were worse.

Then there was my son Scott, who had married Pumpkin, the owner of the local herb shop, just a month ago. They were still in the honeymoon stage, of course, but I thought they might not mind a phone call at this early hour.

“We’re fine, Mom,” Scott told me. “Remember that wood stove you sold Pumpkin?”

“Of course I remember it.”

“It’s churning out the heat even as we speak.”

“Well, take care.”

“Don’t worry about us. With the shop closed, we’ll spend the whole day in bed—uh, I mean we’ll be staying inside.”

I just bet they would. Newlyweds. At least they’d keep each other warm. I hung up the phone and returned to the table just as Bob downed the last of his coffee, picked up our dirty dishes, and headed for the sink. 

“We may have an army descending on us soon,” I told him.

“Your parents and daughters?”

I guess he hadn’t been able to tell too much from hearing only my side of the conversations. “No. They’re all doing fine. But if the electricity goes out, I’d be willing to bet Melissa’s going to turn up.”

I glanced out into the backyard where our new storage shed was filled with head-high stacks of well-seasoned wood. And only yesterday Bob had brought in a huge load of it, filling the large firewood rack we had in the living room. Why on earth had we bought such a capacious contraption, though? Surely we wouldn’t go through that much wood. Luckily, our living room was expansive enough to handle such a big piece of—what do you call a wood rack? Furniture? Accessory? 

The story I’d heard shortly after we bought this rambling old house was that it had served as a public house and inn from way back near the beginning of Martinsville. Although we had no way of knowing for sure, we had come up with an educated guess. The living room must have been originally used as the inn’s main gathering and eating area. I could imagine tankards of ale, straw strewn all over the wide-planked floor to absorb the inevitable spills, and a merry fire in the enormous fireplace—which we’d bricked up when the wood stove was installed. 

On the second floor there were loads of small bedrooms, none of which we used, but I did keep clean sheets folded and ready on each bed—well, on most of them. I didn’t have nearly that many sheets. There must have been families with eight, ten, twelve children living here in the past. I wondered briefly how the mothers ever managed that many. I’d sometimes felt overwhelmed with only three. Of course, each child back then would have had numerous tasks, and the older girls, from what I’d read, always helped to tend the younger children. I thought back to my abbreviated conversation with Sandra. Her two girls could make more noise than a freight train coming through. Now multiply that noise by four or five. I shuddered. The mind boggled to think of a dozen children running through this house. 

“At least you’re completely ready if they come,” Bob said, interrupting my thought process. He plopped both our plates in the sink and ran hot water into the basin.

“How so?” 

He nodded toward the big walk-in storeroom. “That pantry is stuffed to the gills.”

I told you to store extra food. Especially chicken.

Marmalade wound between my legs, purring loudly. I set my mug of tea back down and pulled some cooked chicken from the fridge to place in her bowl.

Thank you.

“We do have a lot of food on hand.” Especially soup and bread, I thought. “Maybe Melissa won’t have to bring quite so much with her.”

“Huh?”

“Melissa has guests this week, so if she comes, she’ll bring them with her.” 

He grinned. “I thought maybe you were talking to Marmalade.”

Dear Bob. He understands when I talk to my cat.

Mouse droppings! You and SoftFoot are my people.

Bob studied Marmalade as she sneezed. I know sometimes he talks to her too. Too bad she doesn’t understand us.

Humans. Will they ever learn?

“This ice can’t last more than a day or two, wouldn’t you say?”

He raised an eyebrow.

“It has to be melted by tomorrow night,” I added. “Or at least by noon or so on Friday.”

“Why would that be?”

“Glaze and Tom are getting married on Friday, as you know quite well, and if you think I’m going to miss my sister’s wedding just because of an ice storm, you’ve got another think coming.”

“I know that.”

“But if the storm lasts, nobody will be able to get to the church, including the bride and groom.”

“These storms seldom last more than a day or two,” he assured me. But then he ruined this reassuring declaration by saying, “But the ice takes forever to melt afterwards, and the weather report said—”

“You know as well as I do you can’t rely on Radio Ralph’s weather reports.”

“Not WRRT,” Bob said, referring to our Keagan County radio station. “It was on NPR. I listened while you were taking your shower last night.” He turned back to the sink.

If we were in for a day or two without power, at least I’d have clean hair. I’d brushed it dry beside the wood stove—loved that process. It’s so much more ... more elemental than using a hair dryer. 

I hated the thought that Glaze and Tom might have to delay their wedding, though. “Bob?”

He rinsed off a plate and placed it on the drain board. “Yeah?”

I picked up a drying towel. “Are you going to turn off the water now?”

“I already winterized the pipes leading to the outside faucets. The ones inside here should be fine as long as we keep the wood stove cranked up. We’ll probably need to leave the cabinet doors open so the heat can get to the drains under the sinks, especially for the bathrooms upstairs where the sink is against an outside wall, but”—he lifted his hands from the soapy water—“this one’s in the middle of the room, so it should be fine.” 

“Just in case, how about if we fill the bathtubs with water?”

He raised an eyebrow yet again.

“If Melissa shows up—and I know she has three guests staying with her, the Pontiacs and somebody else, a professor of some sort—our composting toilet might not handle that many people. We could put a bucket beside each tub so people can flush the regular toilets if the water does happen to freeze.”

“It won’t freeze, but if you’re that worried about it, filling the tubs won’t hurt anything.” He dried his hands and grabbed three plastic buckets from the utility room. “These should work.”

We filled the tubs and left a plastic pail next to each one. If we didn’t need this, it would be a terrible waste of our good well water, but if we did need it, I’d be awfully glad I’d thought about it before we had a problem. Melissa and her three guests, my sister Glaze and her housemate Madeleine Ames. That would be six extra people.

Almost as soon as we finished filling the tubs—we used hot water, to add a bit more heat to the house, at least until it cooled off—the lights flickered again. We were prepared, though, so the flickering didn’t seem quite so ominous. We opened all the cabinet doors beneath the sinks just to be on the safe side.

Before we went downstairs again, I detoured into the bedroom and picked up my heavy fleecy vest. I’d read once that if you can keep your head covered and your chest insulated, then you’ll stay warmer. Well, even with the wood stove churning out the heat, if the power went out I wanted to be as warm as I possibly could. I didn’t want to put on a hat and end up with flat hat-hair, but just for good measure, I went ahead and put the vest on over my bulky sweater. Might as well be fully prepared.

Downstairs, I pulled a box of heavy knitted slipper socks out of the closet. If we had an influx of people, I didn’t want them tromping around in their boots, and they probably wouldn’t want to freeze their feet. Even through winter socks, the wide plank floors would be cold.

~~~~~
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AZALEA HOUSE, Martinsville

C. C. MELLINGER, Ph.D. was used to snow and ice in Vermont, but hadn’t expected it in northeast Georgia. The wind had cranked itself up to a screaming fit, and showed no sign of moderating its tone of hysteria. She could still see out the window of Azalea House, the bed and breakfast place she’d chosen as much for its name as anything else, but didn’t hold any hope of the visibility lasting for long, since the ice seemed to be building up on everything in sight, including the windowpane itself. In the distance, she heard a rooster crow raucously. “If I were you,” she muttered, “I’d stop crowing and nestle down in a warm pile of straw out of the wind.”

She shifted her pencil to her other hand and used her fingertip to trace her initials on the frosty glass. Then she laughed at herself. Such a homely, normal reaction to a fogged up window. This house wasn’t a new one by any means, and she wondered how many other fingers over the years had reached out to trace their own initials. That was just one of those things that everybody did, yet people seldom left any record of having done it. In all her research, she’d never found an old letter or a diary that said, “I traced my initials in the window fog this morning.” 

She’d thought a winter sabbatical in Georgia would be a welcome change from the six months of Vermont winter and the month-long, near zero bouts that her home state was prone to. As it was, she’d been lucky last night to get her rental car all the way down the winding river valley in the dark. The drive from the Atlanta airport hadn’t been too bad—although she would have been hard-put to find her way if Melissa hadn’t sent her such detailed driving directions. Once she left Interstate 85 and headed north on 441, dusk had descended. That hadn’t been too bad, but as soon as she eased through the cliff-sided pass into the town of Russell Gap, she’d been hit with a nearly blinding barrage of sleet, backed up by a wind that raged up the valley from the south. Thank goodness there had been little other traffic on the road.

A gentle knock on her door broke into her reverie, and the welcome voice of Melissa Tarkington asked, “Would you like some coffee, Dr. Mellinger? I just brewed a new pot.”

“Yes, I’m coming!” She strode across the room, tucking her pencil into the top of her thick braid of russet hair. It wasn’t that long past breakfast, but she longed for a hot cup of coffee, more to warm her cold fingers than to fill her sated stomach, although the breakfast coffee itself had tasted like a dessert. Melissa had told her that she used only shade-grown coffee.

When she opened her door, she found Melissa, dressed warmly in black sweatpants and a bulky red sweater, just turning away. Melissa looked back at her newest B & B guest and smiled. “I know it’s a little early for a mid-morning snack, but there’s some coffee cake, too.”

“Sounds heaven-sent right now.” Probably loads of calories, but with this weather, she had a feeling she’d appreciate the extra fuel. “And please call me Carol. I was beginning to wonder at my sanity for having subjected myself to this weather. In fact, at home we’d be gearing up for the January thaw in a few weeks.”

“I hate to bear bad news, but I just listened to the weather report on National Public Radio, and they said this looks like the ice storm of the century.”

“That doesn’t sound encouraging, but I shouldn’t be surprised after what I had to drive through to get here last night. At least I have one cold-weather outfit with me.” Actually, the only warm clothes she had were the ones she’d worn from her house to the airport the previous day. The same ones she had put on this morning as soon as she looked out the window. They were a bit rumpled, but she’d rather be warm than fashionable any day. She’d assumed December in Georgia would be mild, and her suitcase contained a lovely complement of summer slacks and lightweight tops. Carol Mellinger wasn’t used to the South.

Melissa paused at the head of the stairs and looked her guest up and down. “We’re about the same size. If need be, you’re welcome to borrow some of my clothes.”

“Thanks. I appreciate that. What I’m wearing will get old—and odiferous—fairly soon.”

“We don’t usually get this much winter down here,” Melissa said over her shoulder as she led the way downstairs to the snug kitchen, “especially in this long narrow dead-end valley. The bad heat of summer always seems to pass us by, and the winter ice storms hardly ever happen here. I guess this is our lucky year for a little excitement in the way of weather.” She bypassed the dining room. “I hope you don’t mind sitting in the kitchen. It’s cozier in there.”

Carol followed Melissa, sniffing appreciatively at the smell of freshly baked coffee cake, interlaced with the comforting aroma of freshly brewed coffee. She settled into one of the carved chairs that surrounded the sturdy old maple table. The blue and white checked tablecloth and the white-painted cabinetry exuded old-fashioned warmth. If she had to be caught in an ice storm, at least she was cozy and comfortable, sitting on a well-padded chair, and getting ready to enjoy some superb coffee. Her first breakfast here had been superlative, although she’d had to think a while about those cheese grits before she tried them out. Research. That was what it was. Research. They’d been quite tasty, in fact. She idly wondered if she could whip some up for a faculty get-together when she returned to Vermont. She wondered if the grocery stores in Vermont even carried something as southern as grits. Maybe Melissa would give her the recipe?

Meanwhile, a midmorning snack sounded like a great idea. She studied Melissa’s warm clothing. “You said you don’t usually get much winter weather, but you certainly seem to be prepared for it.”

Melissa smoothed her sweater over her hips. “This Georgian is absolutely terrified of snow. Most of us have down parkas and long johns and enough sweaters to outfit a polar expedition. Once the temp drops to sixty-five degrees, we haul them out.”

“Sixty-five degrees would be considered a heat wave in Vermont this time of year.”

“I’m really sorry about this weather. There are so many interesting little shops in town, all within a block or two, and most of my guests enjoy walking around.” She looked out the window. “It’ll be a while yet before that’s possible.”

“Well, the storm can’t last too
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