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      The huff of the bus’s hydraulic brakes roused Margot from her doze. She opened her eyes and stared out the bus’s window at the snowy mounds covering every available inch of landscape outside of Belvedere’s Bed and Breakfast in Collingwood, Vermont. The small town was just a short trip from Port Marie. While Margot loved her hometown, after the year she’d had, she needed a break.

      The little B&B would be the perfect getaway for New Year’s Eve. Chances were, she’d spend it in the company of strangers, not that she minded. Although, now that she was here, a part of her questioned why she hadn’t accepted Sam’s offer to spend the holiday together like they’d done in their youth.

      “This is where you needed to go, right ma’am?” The driver called out to her when she had stayed rooted to the sidewalk in front of the quaint, three-story house with rosy pink shutters and cream-colored siding.

      “Yes, thank you,” she answered with a forced smile. Then she closed the distance to the tiny front porch and shouldered her way through the front door into a cozy foyer.

      Heat blasted from old-fashioned radiators and she let the warmth seep into her skin, beating back the chill from her brief time outside. Even after having time to acclimate to New England weather, she was convinced her core temperature was stuck in the Middle East.

      As she let the heat revive her, Margot took a moment to take in her surroundings. The house was a typical New England home with wood paneling and tasteful prints of town squares and ocean views leading up the first set of stairs. Directly ahead of her sat a small desk, and off to her left she heard the commotion of people around a dinner table. She left her bag by the front desk and poked her head into the dining room. Six people sat around a heavy oak table.

      “Oh, you must be Margot,” an older woman with gray hair announced, her voice carrying across the room, loud enough to stop the side conversations.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Margot answered. “I’m sorry to interrupt dinner. The bus was behind schedule.”

      “Nonsense, come right in.” The woman turned her attention to a teenage girl staring transfixed at her phone. “Valerie, put that thing down and go get another place setting.”

      Valerie let out a sigh, but set the phone down and walked past Margot toward what Margot assumed was the kitchen. The woman rounded the table and extended a hand to Margot.

      “Caroline Belvedere. Proprietor.”

      Margot shook Caroline’s hand. “It’s very nice to meet you.”

      Caroline glanced over her shoulder at the other diners. “You can take the seat beside Kalina,” she said, pointing to a redheaded woman possibly in her early thirties.

      Margot took the seat offered to her as Valerie returned with a bowl and utensils. As she served herself some soup and bread, Margot took stock of her fellow boarders. Kalina eyed the man beside her. She noted they both wore wedding rings and it was a likely assumption that they were here together. Despite that connection, Margot caught the averted glances and the tight lines around both of their mouths.

      She turned her attention to the pair on her right. The young man sported a military buzz cut and she spotted dog tags around his neck. He offered her his hand. “Private Dennis Parker.”

      “Margot Quade, former Army Chaplain.” Margot felt the weight of her own dog tags and cross against her chest. They were a comforting reminder of her calling.

      The young woman on Dennis’ other side sat hunched over her bowl of soup, the sleeves of her turtleneck sweater pulled down well over her hands. Margot thought she saw the faint yellowish green of a healing bruise on her left cheekbone. Her blonde hair fell over one shoulder. The table dropped into an uneasy silence, everyone turning their attention back to the meal.

      “So, Dennis, what branch of the military did you say you were in?” Caroline said, breaking the uncomfortable silence at the table.

      “Marines, ma’am. I deploy in a few days,” he answered in a deep, bass tone.

      “And did I hear you say that you were in the Army, Margot?” Caroline prodded.

      “That’s right. I’ve been home for about a year now,” Margot answered after a mouthful of soup.

      “Well, thank you both so much for your service,” Caroline said with a bright smile.

      “Nana, they hate when people say that. It’s like hypocritical,” Valerie said loudly.

      Margot said nothing to Valerie’s comment but smiled to herself. She knew some soldiers who felt that way. However, if her host wanted to thank her for what she’d done for her country, she’d accept the statement of gratitude. Dennis stayed silent, too. His face turned stony as he focused on the food in front of him.

      Out of the corner of her eye, Margot noticed Kalina lean in and whisper something to her husband. He waved her off and she let out an audible huff of annoyance. The woman beside Dennis remained quiet throughout the whole meal.

      “I don’t think caught your name,” Margot said, hoping to pull the young woman into the conversation.

      Her gaze flickered toward Margot. “Cecelia,” she mumbled.

      “What brings you to Collingwood?” Margot asked.

      “Just visiting,” Cecelia mumbled into her napkin.

      The conversation died down again as everyone focused on finishing their meals. Maybe it was her pastoral training, but Margot sensed Cecelia needed someone to lean on and open up to. Unfortunately, as soon as she finished eating, Cecelia had quickly retreated upstairs.

      “Why don’t I show you to your room so you can get settled?” Caroline said, appearing at Margot’s side.

      “Sure. Thank you.”

      Margot retrieved her bag. She waited while Caroline checked her in on a slender tablet and then followed the woman up to the second floor.

      “Now, we’ve got a half bath on this floor. Though if you need a shower, you’ll have to go up to the third floor,” Caroline explained.

      Margot nodded mutely as she stepped into a quaint little bedroom with a queen-sized bed and accent pillows. It looked quite inviting with what she guessed was a hand-made quilt laid squarely on top of it.

      “Does everyone eat meals together?” Margot turned to face Caroline, who stood in the doorway.

      “At least breakfast and lunch. Food is usually ready in the morning by about seven.”

      “Great. Sorry again for arriving so late,” Margot repeated.

      “Don’t you worry about it, dear. Honestly, it was nice to break up the tension a bit.” Caroline took a step into Margot’s room and glanced out into the hallway.

      Margot recognized the gesture for what it was. Her host was about to share whatever gossip she had on the other guests … whether Margot wanted to hear it or not.

      “Now, normally I don’t like to talk about people,” Caroline said, “but this is not how I expected to spend my holiday. Kalina and Chris, the married couple across the hall from you, have spent the entire time bickering. And poor Cecelia … well she jumps at her own shadow.”

      “Is she here alone?” Margot bit her tongue the moment the words were out of her mouth.

      “No. She arrived with Dennis, but they’re in two separate rooms up on the third floor. I can’t put my finger on it, but there’s something off about the pair of them.”

      “I’m sure it’s nothing,” Margot said. Still, she couldn’t help wondering if perhaps Cecelia needed a kind shoulder to lean on. A stranger who wouldn’t judge her.

      “If you don’t mind, I’m going to just take a quick peek upstairs and get the lay of the land,” Margot fibbed.

      “Of course.”

      Caroline retreated to the first floor and Margot ascended to the top level of the house. She spotted three doors on the hall. The first revealed the bathroom. The second was empty with a military bag sitting neatly at the foot of the bed. That left the room with its door mostly closed. She approached, knocked twice, and waited.

      “Go away,” Cecelia called through the doorway.

      “Is everything okay? You seem upset,” Margot replied.

      “I’m fine. Please just leave me alone.”

      Margot wanted to push, but she knew better. Whatever was weighing on the girl wouldn’t be lifted, especially if Margot tried to force the issue.

      “Well, if you need someone to talk to, I’m just downstairs one level.” Margot returned to her own room, offering up a tiny prayer that everything would look brighter in the morning. After all, it would be a brand-new year. As Margot settled in across from the window, she could see distant flashes of color as the locals let off some early fireworks displays to celebrate the occasion.
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      Margot wasn’t sure what woke her at first. She sat up, wide awake in the unfamiliar room, and looked around. Something had roused her, but what? She checked her phone and saw it was 6:10 in the morning.

      Climbing out of bed, she pulled on the jeans and sweater she’d worn the day before and crept into the hallway. The door across the hall remained closed and she moved with quiet steps to the landing leading both up to the top floor and down to the first floor.

      Her gut told her to head downstairs, and she did her best to move quietly on the worn wood. It creaked and betrayed her presence as she reached the bottom. She passed the dining room, the table empty but ready for the next meal, and entered the kitchen. A pot of coffee sat on the percolator and by the tiny drops marring the countertop, someone had already taken some. She poured herself a cup after rummaging through two cupboards to find a mug.

      Standing with the mug in hand, she gazed out the window above the sink. She caught a glimpse of messy blond hair disappearing out of view. Then the back door opened, and Cecelia entered, looking dazed. Her shoes were caked in snow and she wore no coat, only a bulky sweatshirt with her hands pulled inside the sleeves. Her entire frame shook from the frigid temperature.

      “What were you doing outside without a coat?” Margot prompted, guiding the girl to stand away from the partially open door.

      “I’m fine,” Cecelia answered, teeth chattering together.

      “You’re not fine. You’re freezing. Wait here, I’ll find a blanket,” Margot said, using her Army-trained authoritative tone.

      Cecelia flinched, but stayed put while Margot went in search of a blanket. She pulled open every door on the first floor until she found a linen closet with some shawls. She grabbed two and returned to the kitchen, where she draped them over Cecelia’s shoulders.

      “Do you drink coffee?” Margot asked. “I can make you some.”

      Cecelia shook her head. “No. I’m just going to go take a hot shower.”

      Margot eyed the girl as she pulled the shawls tighter around her torso and traipsed up the stairs. Margot grabbed a third shawl from the closet and stepped onto the front porch. The early morning air was crisp, but not nearly as cold as she had expected. The night had been windy, blowing snow drifts into new formations. It wasn’t enough to obscure the dark smudge of fabric on the ground at the base of the front porch. She set her mug of coffee down on the railing and descended to the front walk.

      Dread filled the pit of her stomach. Please Lord, don’t let this be another test of strength. After uncovering the truth to Port Marie’s pain-filled past, she wasn’t sure she was
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