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Lisa Daniel's station manager took so long to decide to send her or not, the convention hotel filled up. The station travel manager said he couldn’t find a room, but offered her a pitiful budget to make her own arrangements. Lisa's annoyance dissipated when it dawned on her his ineptness may work to her advantage. She has a built in get away excuse and will have time to herself without the inconvenience of fellow conventioneers knocking on her door to join the party.

Lisa has a problem tolerating the inane babble that goes on at these events and the contacts she has made at the last three haven’t done her career a lick of good. She passed on a room two blocks away for a much less costly one three miles down the road. This saved her enough to rent a car and have an extra two hundred bucks to spend from her expense allowance. A car to herself is nice. It gives a genuine sense of freedom from the pack. She’s been to Dublin, twice, but never Northern Ireland. Her initial impression of Newcastle was it retained a small-town homeliness among its hustle and bustle. Lisa dropped by unannounced to see an old friend, but discovered they were in France. She checks into her bed-and-breakfast three miles down the road, in Dundrum. It’s right on the main road overlooking Dundrum Bay. 

The first speaker of the convention is scheduled for 9 AM, which gives her plenty of time to shake off the effects of the check-in get together. The fog is dense, getting her as wet as a light rain. She has time for a leisurely trot along the shore road. It’s dark, but the streetlights provide enough illumination to cut through the fog for her to turn off on a parallel nature trail. A swirling mist hovers over Dundrum Bay. The streetlights’ glow highlights its twirling bands. Lisa slows down to check for a breeze, but feels none, making the swirling mist a mystery. The convention be damned; she has a new project.

[In the absence of a breeze, what makes fog swirl?] Lisa cannot recall anything similar. Her thoughts are so focused she doesn’t notice the fog dripping down her face. She’s jogging in an33/ automatic trance. The article forming in her mind, exposing this local phenomenon, it will make them recognize her work. Other stories and myths are sure to surround it. She will start by asking the B&B owner. Lisa picks up her pace as she nears the Murlough Nature Preserve trail. It will meld onto Keel Point Road for a short distance, then it’s across the inlet bridge. 

They know Lisa prefers early runs, and as they hoped, her partying late last night didn’t affect her, nor did the fog deter her. Nathan alerts Janice, Lisa has quickened her pace and will arrive soon. They don’t want to use their backup plan, but if she returns to her B&B, they will have no choice. 

Janice jogs in place, warming up to look like she too was jogging. She’s planned for various ways Lisa may react to being surprised by running into her. She may pause, jog in place, or even run. Janice is confident Lisa’s competitive nature won’t resist the urge to show off her prowess with someone along for the run, thus dashing any thoughts she may have of cutting her run short. It is possible, though doubtful, unless they underestimated how much she drank the night before. They watched her drive from the convention to her B&B. She didn’t swerve, and she walked straight when she arrived. Janice couldn’t conceive her not taking the bait. 

Nathan tracks Lisa with a high powered monocular from behind a tree near the shore on the other side of the bay. Nathan signals Janice with a double click of their phone’s walkie-talkie. She cracks her neck and jogs toward the inlet bridge.  

“Oh, my god! Lisa, is that you?" Lisa turns, taking a defensive stance. Janice pushes her hoodie back so Lisa can see her face better. “Imagine running into you here?” 

Lisa is relieved when she recognizes Janice. She jogs in place to keep the chill from seeping into her. “How strange, indeed? What brings you to Dundrum?”

Janice moves closer, her smile getting bigger. “We have a nephew here. Lives on the hill next to the castle.” Janice knows questions are forming in her head and changes her jogging in-place to baby steps forward. “Mind if we jog while we chat?” She lifts a shoulder of her jacket. “My jacket is light and I don’t want to catch a chill.” Lisa agrees. “I can’t believe you’re in Dundrum, Northern Ireland. Wow! Everyone goes to Newcastle, unless they have relatives or are here for the annual Bay Day’s festival. I don’t see the attraction, really. The hotels and everything are half the price here and just a stretch of the legs away. You could walk it drunk at midnight if you had to.” They both laugh. Janice adds, “Between us, I am too old for that sort of thing anymore.” 

Lisa contemplated doing that last night after discovering the cabs stopped running at 11:30. She chuckles at the remark, but the timing of it seems odd. [Did Janice see her last night?]

Across the inlet bridge, at the head of the trail near Murlough Country House, before Lisa can ask, Janice cries, “Oh, shoot! I have a cramp. Geez, it’s a bad one. I have to stop.” She hobbles to a tree to stretch out her calf, wincing in pain. 

Lisa lifts her leg and kneads it. After a few squeezes, she notices her muscle is soft and pliable, unlike cramped muscles she has massaged before. As she begins to ask what is going on, she sees a hair fall in front of her face. In less than a blink of an eye, it is gone. She feels a thin line pulling taut against her neck, but a muffled ‘caakkkking’ sound is all she can emit as the wire cuts in tighter, choking her even more. Lisa twists and turns, attempting to face her attacker. She kicks out, striking Janice in her shin. In a flash of thought, she expects Janice to help her. She claws at the wire and her assailant’s hands, desperate to loosen their grip.

Lisa’s blood vessels pulse with each beat of her heart. Her face is hot and wet. She pushes off a tree, making Nathan stumble. Hope courses through her when the wire loosens. She made her attacker shift to keep from falling. Lisa twists to the right and lands a punch in her attacker’s face with her left. Their movement is jerked to a halt. A third hand grabs the front of her vest, pulling her around, up-righting them. A fourth hand forces her to her knees. She tries to get up, is dragged further into the trees. 

Lisa follows the arms connected to the hands dragging her. At the end of their search, she finds Janice’s face. She gurgles and snot runs down her face. [Why?] Screams in her head. Close to passing out, she launches a vicious attempt to break free. Clawing at the original attacker’s face with one hand and grabbing his crotch with the other. Janice kicks her in the groin and grabs her hands. Her eyes hurt, her lungs burn. The taste of metal floods her mouth. Lisa’s eyelids flutter, giving everything a strobe light effect. Janice squeezes her face, shakes it, and holds an eyelid still. She bends close. Janice’s hands are cool, soothing on her skin. Then, above the pounding in her ears, she hears Janice.

“You’re rude Lisa. Rudeness can’t be tolerated.” 

Lisa went limp. Her tongue lolling out of the side of her mouth. They know it to be a sure sign she is close, but not quite dead, yet. Nathan continues applying pressure with the garrote. He twists it in place, ensuring no chance of recovery. He drops her to the ground. It makes her teeth clack. Janice winces at the sound before kneeling down and examining her face. The eyes still bulge, the skin warm and so red it almost matches the blood seeping around her neck.  

They prepared a shallow grave in an ivy filled depression yesterday near the edge of the tree line. Nathan had lifted the thick layer of ivy from the ground, so covering Lisa will be a quick, neat process. They only need for her to remain hidden until they depart the area. An old woman walking her dogs is the only other person they observed at this time of day for the three days prior. She alternated the direction of her walk each day. If she remains true to her habit, then this morning she will take the loop in a counterclockwise direction. It will take her fifty minutes before arriving near this spot on the trail. They will be long gone and hope her dogs won’t alert her to the body.  

After covering Lisa, Nathan rolls his overcoat up and puts it into a plastic bag. Janice changes her jacket and pulls his from the backpack. 

“Damn it. She scratched you.” His hand goes to his left cheek. “No, in front of your Tragus, on the right.” He looks at her and rolls his eyes. “Near your right sideburn. It’s not bad, easily explained as a scratch from a branch.”

He tsks, and wipes his face with a hand-wipe. “Damn thing stings. It’s these kinds of things, why I prefer my methods. No physical contact. But ‘you’ need to be up close every so often.” 

He doesn’t see any specs of blood or skin, but it will only take a minute to be safe. He takes a modified pair of pruning shears out of his backpack. When finished, he sprays bleach on each of Lisa’s fingertips before sealing them in a baggie. He does the same with the shears.

Janice looks at her watch. “It’s damp and cold. Let’s get out of here.” They are giddy with their success, but their escapade isn’t complete until they are on their flight home this afternoon. Janice snuggles into her brother’s side as they walk away, arm in arm.

Maya Campbell woke up raring to go, forgetting to put her slippers on. A fact she’ll regret half way through brushing her teeth when the cold of the tile floor cramps her toes, making her step from foot to foot until she finishes. Her Royal Naval Sea Cadet group will begin prepping a donated sailboat for painting today. The sea captivates Maya. The stories of pirates and far-a-way places have always enticed her. Maya is thirteen.

The boat sits upon blocks ready to be worked on a mere mile and a half from her house, and will pass it on the way to school every day. She should have stayed on the road since the tide just turned, leaving the shore soft, but she made a game out of making footprints while she walked.  

Maya stops and squats to take a picture of the light glinting off her footprint’s edges. While crouched over, she sees three people standing close to each other across the bay near the edge of the tree line. To her, the person in the middle looks as if they are having a seizure, but she can’t tell from this distance. Standing up, she zooms in with her camera, but the three of them stepped further into the woods and fog drifting between them is thicker. She squats, hoping to record them from under the fog. At this angle, trees and brush obscure most of the details. She forgot to reset the zoom before recording them, but you can see them. Two tall people with a shorter one in between.

A van pulls up with four other sea cadets with the First Lieutenant in charge of their division. They call out to her to help unload the van. She takes a last look, but throughout the day Maya wonders what the three people were doing so so early in the morning. Whenever she gazed across the bay, those questions nagged her. Tomorrow is Sunday. She will get up early and look around where she saw them. Maya has explored every inch of Murlough Nature Preserve and Keel Point since she was a baby.
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Maya’s annoyed with herself for not getting up early enough to go to Murlough trail before church. Now she has to wait until after church to investigate the area she saw the three people at yesterday. After church, she dashes home, changes her clothes and runs all the way to the Murlough Country House. She catches her breath before going down the trail veering away from the house. 

The trail is a loop. One leg takes you through the middle of the island to the shore. Then it runs along the shore, returning to the front of Murlough Country House. She walks along the shore trail because the three people had to have walked this way. The spot where she saw them isn’t far. Maya scans the ground along the way. For what she doesn’t know, but it doesn’t take long to reach the spot they were at. Before doing anything, she puts her hands on her hips and surveys the area, comparing it with her memories. She learned to work in overlapping circles working at an archaeology site last summer. She sees an area where the leaves aren’t as flat as the rest of the wooded area. It’s a sizable area and leads away from where she saw the three people. Maya follows the disturbed path, careful not to step on it. She finds broken branches along the path to the larger disturbed area. Here she finds divots and fresh ruts in the dirt. Circling to the far side a patch of ivy is uprooted. Maya chuckles. The lessons her uncle gave her to track sheep in the spring high grasses on his farm make seeing these disturbances easy in comparison. 

Continuing around the path, edging closer, until she is five steps into the Ivy when her foot hits a hole and gets tangled. She stumbles yelling, “Janey Mac!” as she grabs hold of a low pine branch. The branch snaps, letting her fall to the ground. “Oh, Janey Mac!” As she rolls over, shaking the tumble off. When she stands to brush off her knees, she stomps her foot and smacks her hands. The green marks on her new pants are sure to get her a lecture from grandmother. The branch that failed to save her slips from her hand to reveal a black piece of material. Maya grabs a tree trunk to lean over it as far over as she dares. It appears to be one of those expensive workout jackets. She thinks, [What were the three people were wearing? Come on, think Maya. One had a hat and jacket, definitely jogging. But what color? The short one in the middle had on a black jacket. One tall person had a coat on. Strange thing to wear hiking or jogging.] She wishes she had her phone with her.

She finds a longer branch to poke the ground with. Each time she pokes the ground, the material shifts. It’s giving her the willies. When she pokes ten inches away from the material, her stick meets a different resistance from the other spots. She uses a leafier branch for a broom. Before moving closer, she takes a deep breath. She sweeps the area again, pulling up more ivy runs. A flash of copper catches her eye. Not daring to move closer, Maya leans in, using the stiff branch to crane her neck until she can make out an embossing on copper. Maya crams her fingertips into the bark of a tree to lean even closer. The extra inch allows her to make out a bird holding a sprig of flowers on the card. The detail of the work fascinates her. She reaches down, forgetting the precautions she has taken to this point to pick it up. When she picks up the card, the outline of the ivy hits her. She knew it, but didn’t want to admit it to herself. She drops the card and takes off to get the police. 

Mrs. Coyle is finishing her morning loop of Keel Point with her two dogs and sees Maya running through the trees. She yells at her, “Maya! Come here, lass.” She waves, but Maya runs past her, then stops and turns back. 

“Mrs. Coyle, I need your phone. I have to call the police.” 

“Calm down.” She puts her free hand on Maya’s shoulder to make her hold still. “Tell me what’s going on.” Maya tells her what she found and Mrs. Coyle calls the police. They wait together at the end of the driveway of the Murlough Country House. It took every bit of Mrs. Coyle’s willpower to keep from having Maya show her what she found, but she knows the police won’t want her, or anyone else, mucking about. She makes Maya call her father. The police, Maya’s father, grandmother, aunt, uncle and their new baby converge on the scene at the same time.

Sergeant Rooney knows Maya, knows her to be a good kid, and Mrs. Coyle is a bit of a snool, but isn’t one to lose her head. She impressed him by not snooping around with her two dogs. After hearing Maya’s story, he takes her hand and escorts her down the trail.  

“You don’t have to worry about me, Sgt. Rooney. It scared me at first, but not anymore.” 

Sgt. Rooney squeezes her hand, telling her she needs to show him where she found what she found and he will take care of everything else. The sergeant stands her to the side while he pulls enough ivy and debris off to determine what is under it. He knows the pale, waxy skin color too well, and at least the right hand is missing its fingertips. Maya is inching forward. When he points at her, she halts. 

Inhaling loud enough for Maya to hear, she sees the sergeant cross himself before shouting to the other officers to secure the area. He points to distant spots. “From the head of the trail to the shore and a hundred feet further down to there.” He shakes his head before taking Maya away to get a better statement. 

Sgt. Rooney makes her slow down in the retelling of her story. “I came out here today because I was sure they were up to something.” She looks at the ruffled trail of leaves and then up at the Sgt. “I guess I was right.” 

Sgt. Rooney wants to believe Maya didn’t get a look at any of them. He doesn’t know the Detective assigned and wants to save her a trip to the station, so he has her wait for him. He has to hand it to Maya. For a thirteen-year-old, she’s handling the experience better than a lot of adults. Two more officers arrive. He has one wait with Maya, her family and Mrs. Coyle. He has to oversee the preparations for the Scientific Support Unit.

Detective Sergeant Elliot arrives. He speaks with Maya while waiting for the crime scene technicians to give him permission to enter the scene. After speaking with Maya and her father, DS Elliot tells them, “The press is going to badger you to speak to them. It’s best you tell them something. I’d appreciate if you limited what you say to, ‘you found the body while out for a walk?’ Which isn’t a lie, but you understand?” He wants to laugh because Maya looks at him the same way his wife does when he asks her if she understood something. “This part will be harder, but is more important. You must say nothing, not even to your Gran or best friend, about the copper card. It could be significant in catching the killers.” He looks up at her father, who nods in agreement. “In a few weeks, maybe a month, I’ll let you know and you can tell her all about it then.” He studies Maya. “Can you do this for her?” He points to the sealed off area.

Maya already planned on telling her fellow cadets, but when the detective put it to her, making her promise to remain silent, with her ‘Da’ standing next to her, looking at her, she had to agree to remain quiet. 

DS Elliott didn’t have to think very hard to conclude this wasn’t a robbery. The woman’s fitness tracker and earrings weren’t taken. They found a key with a B&B’s name, so her identity won’t be a mystery for long. A more mysterious piece of the puzzle is the copper card. Does it hold a special meaning for the victim, or is it a message from the killers? Is it something else?
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Anna hears the news as she passes the side parlor where Mr. Dobant is watching TV. She calls Janice, “Turn on your TV. Lisa Daniels is dead. They say she was murdered in Ireland.”

“Lisa? The weather girl Lisa?” Anna hears Janice typing and assumes she is looking it up on her computer. “My, my. She’s only a few years older than you, Anna. What a shock it must be for her family.” Janice texts Nathan while talking to Anna. {Lisa Daniels - Murdered in Ireland.} “Terrible thing and right before Christmas.” Anna hears tapping again, then Janice says, “Mr. Dobant is the only person I saw her speak to for any length of time. Make sure you let him know, since he is here.”

Nathan hates texting. He tells Janice all the time, once it is online, it’s out there forever. The message makes him stop clearing the walkway and head inside the hotel.

Anna nods yes, holding the phone before saying, “I found out when I passed him watching the report on TV a few minutes ago.” Since it’s Janice, she steps into her office behind the front desk and closes the door then says, “I want to give him a few minutes, even though I got the impression they were less than buxom buddies, but you never know.” She hesitates. “Two years ago, she told the temp we hired when Maria had her baby to watch out for him because he was a pervert. He is a tad odd, but who isn’t?”

“We all have our peculiarities.” Smirking, Janice caresses her neck. “Lisa wasn’t a kind person. Still, it will be strange not to see her on TV anymore.” 

Anna hangs up and is about to check up on Mr. Dobant when Sheriff Leon Vesly enters. “Anna, is Janice around?” Janice descends the stairs. Twenty years and it still creeps Anna out how she always seems to pop up at the right time. 

“Sheriff, how nice of you to stop by.”

“Can we talk? It won’t take long.” Janice points to Anna’s office behind the lobby desk. Sheriff Vesely nods in agreement. The office is just big enough for two people. Her grandfather designed it to be uninviting, to keep the managers in the lobby taking care of the guests. The Briarwood is a niche hotel, known for its personality and care of its guests. In truth, most guests are there to kiss the ring, so to speak, of the true directors of the Walters Foundation. A rare few come for the hotel’s unique architecture and the nature preserve.

“What can I do for you Sheriff?” Janice infers this is an official visit since he didn’t remove his hat and is using a formal tone.

“You’ve heard about Lisa Daniel, the meteorologist on WSCR.” Janice touches her neck and nods. “They found the poor woman buried in a shallow grave. In Northern Ireland, of all places.” He bobs his head twice then Janice adds, “Who even gets mugged in Northern Ireland, let alone murdered? Quite the something, yes Leon?”

Leon shuffles his feet, alerting Janice he has to say something he doesn’t want to. He takes off his hat and inches closer. “Detective Sergeant Elliott, he’s the one in charge of the case in Northern Ireland, requested I stop by and ask if she had any encounters, incidents during her stay here?” Janice reminds him of a Greek statue, the way she tilts her head up to one side with her hand on her neck. 

She turns abruptly. “Why the interest in my hotel?” She doesn’t allow him to answer. “As a matter of fact, Leon, she had a reservation for this week, but canceled this Wednesday past. She didn’t say why. I guess she should have come here instead of visiting a foreign land.” She raises an eyebrow and turns down a corner of her mouth. The printer churns out a copy of the reservation.

Leon clears his throat and scuffs the floor with his toe. “Jan.” It doesn’t surprise her he reverts to using the familiar name of their youth. “They found a receipt in her bag from Briarwood.”

Janice blinks her eyes several times. “From last year, because she hasn’t been here this year.” They look at each other. “So because of a year old hotel receipt they sent you to speak with me? The workings of the police never cease to amaze.” Leon bobs his head, then holds out his hands, palms up. Janice brings Lisa up on the computer. “Last year she checked-in on 6 December and checked-out at 11:10 AM on 13 December. I can tell you this, Lisa Daniels’ interaction with the staff was contentious. Guests come here more to be left alone than pampered.”

“So she never talked with anyone here?”

“L-e-on, you know I don’t permit my staff to fraternize with the guests.” Janice purses her lips, then twists them in a display of personal dilemma. “Since Lisa departed us in such an unsavory manner, and you divulged what is I suspect a secret.” Leon’s head movement confirms it. She inches closer. Lowers her voice and says, “No one liked Lisa at the hotel. She gossiped about her co-workers, with people she met casually, said the most horrid things. I found out recently she besmirched the name of another guest to two of our summer hires a few years past. I imagine Lisa Daniels has a long list of people who dislike her. She always had an edge to her, but she had become rude when there was no call to be. Her murder would be distressing if it happened to a more likable person.”

Leon sighs. “So many celebrities are so self indulgent.” 

“Mr. Dobant is the only person who spoke to her with any regularity.” She leans close enough for him to smell her. “I believe you will find they not were deep philosophical conversations of two tormented souls.”

“Can I get his phone and address?”

“You’re in luck, Leon.” Janice touches his arm. “He’s here. I’ll ask him to speak with you.” She brings Mr. Dobant to the small office and closes the door so he and the sheriff can speak privately. His questions took less time than it did for Janice to bring him from the front parlor. Leon caught Janice looking, but she’d never prod him for information. She was always like that. It’s why everyone in high school confided in her. Many still do. He signals her to move closer. “He says he warned her that her smart mouth would get her into trouble someday.” 

Janice blinks her eyes and covers her grin with her hand. She missed this insightful side of Mr. Dobant. 

“Between us Jan. I spoke with Major Crimes and they mentioned her being a wisenheimer. One theory is she got mouthy with a local and...” He shakes his head. “Bah,” he waves his hand, erasing the thought. “Damn shame regardless. Poor woman is dead. Thanks Janice. Oh, did you and Nathan have a nice trip?”

“Yes, we did, thank you. The cottage is the opposite of here. Small, homey in comparison. And the mountain views. Well, we like it. You can use our cabin or join us when we go. We can reminisce like old people.” Janice rests her hand on Leon’s arm and fills the lobby with her laughter.

“Sounds nice. I’ll give it some thought. Merry Christmas and have a Happy New Year.” He tips his hat and leaves. Walking to his car, he wonders, as he always has, [Is she genuinely glad to see me? I can never tell.] Her crooked mouth and her sexy half smile drove him and every other boy in town crazy.

Janice watches Leon pull up alongside Nathan. They talk for a few minutes and then leaves. 

A familiar thought comes to Leon as he pulls away, [Those two are Ying and Yang. His mouth is turned down on one side, hers up. You can’t tell if he’s angry, or contemplating something.] He remembers Nathan’s been accused of a few things in the past. It doesn’t last long. He won’t be the one to bark up that tree. He has a good thing going.

The hotel closes at the end of the week and reopens the last week in January. Janice debates inviting Leon to the staff Christmas party next week. She has always liked him, and now that he’s divorced, why not? Only the dimmest didn’t see he and Barbara weren’t right for each other. Janice isn’t looking for marriage, but a man to go out with, be with now and then, would be nice.

Nathan bangs the door when he enters. Janice rebukes him. “Be careful, will you?”

“Ya, ya. It isn’t like I did it on purpose. I got my hands full.” He holds up two bags. “Antonio had these delivered. Then Leon held me up, asking about that weather woman. I made it a brief conversation.”

“I know all about it. Go on before those bags break.”  

Anna checks on the final touches for the holiday decorations, pre-staging whatever she can for the staff’s holiday party. Only two guests remain and they both leave on Friday. This time of year, the hotel is theirs to do with as they please. The sounds of the old house creaking and groaning with each burst of wintry wind make it feel alive. February can be more brutal than January, but with Valentine’s and President’s day, they often fill the hotel. Some years they have a wait list. 
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The month flew by. Anna, Antonio, and Carletta returned to work three days before the hotel reopened to ensure everything’s ready for the first guests of the new year. Eleven guests are booked into seven rooms. Not bad for this time of year. Four reservations are with a real estate convention. Every year, a few of their group stay with them to assess the property on the sly. 

Before the four-day convention is over, one of them will make a pitch to Janice. He will tell her how much she could make from the sale, or how much more the place could be if she allowed them to develop it. 

Her response is always the same. “You didn’t do your research. There is no reason for me to move or build up our hotel.” 

She’s right. Her great-great-grandfather purchased most of the shoreline from Sandusky to Painesville, including most of Cleveland’s waterfront by 1870. He owned the docks, and everyone paid to use his docks and shores. A solid twenty-five percent of the shops along the shore were in rental properties he owned. They said he could smell an opportunity three counties over and knew how to take advantage of it. His innate business sense made him rich and influential. 

The Civil War interrupted several of his businesses, but other opportunities more than made up for the lost revenue. The death of his son Carter in 1870, caused by complications from a bullet lodged near his spine during the war, made Sobel Walters yearn for a simpler life. He arranged land swaps with the state for access to most of his docks and shoreline properties, while still receiving a percentage of their earnings. He got the nine square miles along Lake Erie tax free for as long as the family retained the deed through the Walters Foundation. Today, these are obscure documents hidden in the bowels of Cleveland’s archive. In the early 1900s, a Cleveland mayor tried to wiggle out of the agreements and soon found himself out of a job and relocated to New Mexico. He never returned to politics, or Ohio. The area remains undeveloped. In the early 1950s, four and a half square miles required a few amendments to facilitate its function as a park and nature preserve along the shore. Other sections allowed a limited amount of residential homes, with the understanding they only bought a right to use, with the property deed remaining with the Walters Foundation. The immediate acreage surrounding the Briarwood Hotel looks similar to what it did when it first opened in 1875. So as long as Janice and Nathan control the foundation and holdings, it will remain as is.

Neither the Jansen nor Scarletti parties have arrived. Three inches of snow has accumulated on the ground and a storm is creeping across the lake. It’s nothing for those living along the North Shore to get excited about, but outsiders not used to their severity may be caught unprepared. Nathan reminds her every year they aren’t her responsibility until they hit the parking lot. It never stops Janice from being concerned. Their parents reveled in running the Briarwood. To Janice and Nathan, it is a means to an end. Nathan felt it made him a prisoner of their heritage. Janice feels trapped some days, but the idea of the hotel and surrounding area being turned into a condo or resort is untenable, so she remains.

She takes another look at the parking lot before calling Leon. He will know in a minute if an out of county car has been in an accident. Janice notes the time, 4:35 PM, she taps her foot. Their parking lot lights should be on by now. 4:37 and she types a note to Nathan to turn them on. As she hits send a dark, sleek station wagon pulls into the lot and the lot is filled with light. It must have startled the driver because they swerve a little. They park three car widths away from a green SUV. Nathan clears a pathway that will last a few minutes. It won’t be long before the snow contractors plow the lot and rotate through to ensure the paths around the hotel are clear. They will keep the paths clean until midnight and then resume in the morning at 5 AM.

Janice watches them get out of their car. Seeing two girls, she knows this must be James and Carol Jansen and their daughters: Anne, 12 and Elizabeth, 14. Why anyone would bring children to Lake Village, this time of year, still perplexes her. The village is cold and deserted. She expects the girls will spend most of their time in the game room, as countless others have done. James Jansen leaves their bags in the car to escort his wife and girls to the entrance. Janice likes him already.

Nathan watched the car pull into the lot. He slow-walked over until James Jansen returned to retrieve their luggage. When James opens the station wagon’s rear door, he mutters, “They aren’t even going to wear half the stuff they packed.” He’s a little embarrassed when he realizes Nathan is standing there. Nathan grins and grabs three. 

Nathan stops James from loading himself up to make it all in one shot. “You don’t want to set yourself up for a fall and spend your week on your back. Leave them. I will get them while you get checked-in.” While they walk, Nathan tells him, “You are in rooms nine and ten on the west wing.” He liked James Jansen, if for no other reason than his sense of chivalry. 

Carol Jansen checks in, while the girls complain about being hungry. The younger one tells Anna they are going to starve to death if they have to wait until breakfast. Anna hands each of them a cookie. 

Janice descended the stairs appearing at just the right moment as usual, informing Carol, “With the storm setting upon us, we have prepared a fixed menu this evening. I would appreciate everyone to be seated by 7:30 pm. Details are on the sheet.” She taps the one on the front desk. If you need something special, please let Anna know.” Carol is relieved they will not have to brave the weather for dinner. The storm was becoming fierce and going out isn’t an option. “Breakfast and lunch will be served at their regular hours tomorrow.” 

James introduces himself and waits for Janice to extend her hand. Instead, she selects a bag with wheels and escorts them to their rooms, numbers nine and ten on the west wing. 

“Each wing.” The image of the hotel having wings always makes her smile. “Has two adjoining rooms. From room ten, you can see the boardwalk, but in an hour it will be a white blur. By morning, the entire boardwalk will be a winter wonderland you can explore.” She can sense the girls are less than overjoyed with this information. She isn’t surprised.

The plow truck clatters past as it makes its first pass. From behind the plow, the Scarletti party pulls in. Their SUV sits higher than the plow truck. The passenger door flings open as the front passenger’s feet kick it open. The door is prevented from rebounding because it hits the unfolding ladder which Rosie Scarletti needs to climb down. She doesn’t wait for the others and leaves the door open. She is halfway to the entrance when their personal assistant, Nicole Miron, slides out the rear door. Adam Scarletti makes no attempt to help her close the heavy doors against the wind. She struggles, but closes their doors with two large shoulder bags slung over her shoulder.

When Adam reaches the front desk, he gives Anna a quick once over, then mumbles loud enough for everyone to hear, “Thanks for the help, D-e-a-r.”

“You wanted to go on this trip. We should have turned around when we started wiping snow off the windshield. No, nothing doing. Your big truck can handle anything. And now we are stuck here.” 

Anna interjects, hoping to remind them they are in the public space of the hotel. “You will be in the East Suite. At the end of the hall to your right.” Rosie snatches the key from Anna’s hand and storms down the hall. James and Nicole follow with most of the bags. Rosie didn’t wait for her to escort them, nor did they wait for anyone to help them with their bags. Anna watches them disappear into their suite. She will slip the pink sheet with the dinner menu under their door in a few minutes. 

She jumps when she hears Janice from behind her say, “It will be difficult, but keep your distance from them.” 

Anna sees Janice jut her chin at Nathan as she turns to go up the stairs. Nathan puts the Scarlettis' remaining bags on a cart and heads to their room. He grabbed a pink slip to save Anna the trip. Anna is sure Janice must have been a cat in a former life. 

The storm worsens throughout the evening. By morning, eighteen inches is on the ground with more to come. The guests are all up by 9 AM. Janice, Nathan, and Carletta DeLuca, the head housekeeper, serve breakfast.

Speaking loud enough to fill the room, but not directed at anyone, Rosie Scarletti asks, “Did anyone else hear that racket this morning?” When no one responds, she asks, “Am — I — the only one who heard it? Snow is supposed to be an insulator.” 

Nathan enters with a tray of croissants and an array of spreads. “I will take a chance. You heard a thud around 4:30 this morning?” Rosie faces him, but he isn’t sure if she is sneering or straining to see him. “That would have been me raking the roof.”

“You mean the roof is going to fall in?” She smacks her husband Adam’s arm with the back of her hand. “I never.” She breathed in and flopped back in her seat to let everyone know she of her displeasure. 

“If I may?” Nathan doesn’t wait for a response. “The roof is sound and in no danger of collapsing. The hotel has weathered many such storms and worse since 1875. I rake the bulk of the snow to prevent it from sliding and falling on an unsuspecting early riser. Ice already lies hidden from the previous snow
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