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            About Frozen To Death

          

        

      

    

    
      After being duped out of her life by her ex, Lizzie Lee is broke, divorced, and unemployed. She has nowhere to go until her mom tells her she bought a rundown old cottage in Bleak Lake.

      

      Lizzie has never heard of Bleak Lake but decides she has no choice but to help her mom fix up the cottage and start a B&B. After renovations, they open the doors to their first guests, except Lizzie wasn't expecting a dead body. Finding the deceased in the cottage, nearly ruins the business before it's even started. Lizzie's only option is to solve the crime as quickly as possible.

      

      Read about Lizzie's one-year plight in her new home in this seasonal box set, which starts at Christmas and ends a year later.

      

      Death by Plantation by P. A. Thomas

      Welcome to Bleak Lake Cottage, where everything’s perfect except for a murder on Christmas morning.

      Invisibly Accused by R. C. Barnes

      Somebody has poisoned the newly crowned Queen of the Sweetheart Festival, and it is up to Lizzie to protect her best friend's daughter from being accused of murder.

      The Body Below Deck by Bea Kendall

      Lizzie and Ken take to the high seas for a much-needed vacation, but with a killer on board, cruising the Caribbean gets deadly serious.

      For Whom the Bell Tolls by Katherine Tomlinson

      A not-so secret wedding ends with the groom, whom everyone thinks is a gold-digger, is found dead from the poisoned wedding cake.

      Shanghaied by Revenge by Aliyah Burke

      Refusing to stay on the sidelines when a young bride-to-be is kidnapped, Lizzie may be the only one who can figure out what happened, and mount a rescue.

      

      With a name like Bleak Lake, you might expect a quiet town, and the sheriff would like nothing more. The community thrives, and they welcome visitors alive!

      

      Bleak Lake, where secrets and rumors collide, but murderers cannot hide.

      

      These books are clean with no foul language, and no adult sexual content. Please note that a different author has written a different story based on the same world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Death By Plantation

          

        

      

    

    
      Welcome to Bleak Lake Cottage, where everything’s perfect except for a murder on Christmas morning.

      

      Lizzie Lee is forty-five, divorced, and still living with her mom. After her husband ran off with a young model, leaving her penniless, Lizzie, once an avid fan of Nancy Drew starts to rebuild her life. Her mom is a widow, and when she tells Lizzie about her plans to move across the country and start her dream to open a B&B, Lizzie decides to follow her.

      She didn’t expect the cottage to be a complete dump, which would take one year to rebuild to its former glory. After a year of renovations, Bleak Lake Cottage opens their doors to guests. They just didn’t expect to find a body on Christmas morning.

      Bleak Lake is a medium-sized town, where the local detective’s biggest case involved searching for a missing cat.

      Lizzie uses her skills to help solve the case of who killed the guest in her cottage.

      If she can solve the murder, then maybe the cottage can have the reputation it deserves and not be known as the location of the first murder in Bleak Lake, in over fifty years.

      The more Lizzie spends solving the case, the more she worries that her mom’s dream of having a thriving business might end up a dead one.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          P. A. Thomas

        

      

    

    
      “Tomorrow’s the day!” Mavis, my best friend, and I rose our glasses in a toast as we sat in the French restaurant, Frenchette.

      “Ah, tomorrow’s, the big day, no? You’re opening your B&B?” Celine Dubois, Frenchette's owner acknowledged as she stopped at our table. She’d been nicknamed the French Marilyn Monroe because she had not only the blue eyes and blonde hair like her, but she dressed as if she were in the sixties. It was her style, one that suited her; men loved it, and women like me complimented her on it. Tonight, she had on a black turtleneck sweater which hugged every curve of her body, with no sleeves and a matching skirt, which did the same.

      I wished  I could dress like that and get away with it, but I was happy to be an admirer on the sidelines, complimenting her not only for her good taste in clothes, but her body too.

      “How can you eat all this good food and have a shape like that?”

      She chuckled and then smiled at me.

      “Some say  I’m too big to be wearing things like this.”

      “Anyone who says that should be sent my way,” Mavis said as she dropped her fork, and looked at me as if I’d said it about her.

      “You shouldn’t allow people to get to you like that.”

      She shook her head and waved her finger. I gave her a reassuring smile, and then carried on eating. The way she dropped her fork, and her nostrils flared up, she scared me.

      Mavis said  I should get to know Celine better, but I’d been too busy trying to get the cottage ready, so my socializing hadn’t extended to having more than one friend.

      “Join us. Celebrate with us  the end of an era,” I said.

      Celine rose an eyebrow as if she was completely confused.

      “Sorry, but Lizzie loves to talk in riddles. She’s trying to say that, yes, we are celebrating the opening of the B&B, which means that it is the end of her trying to renovate it.”

      “Ahhh!” Celine said and tipped her head in a small bow. "Then I wish you Bonne Chance.”

      I was happy about no longer having to renovate it, or deal with anyone in construction, ever again, in my life. Some of them were great, but others treated women as though we were incapable of doing anything but getting them a drink from the kitchen and they would come up with a price for the work. It was as if they’d won the lottery once they found out there was no Mr. Lee, just myself and Mom. It seemed to make them think they could take advantage of us, but I’d read one too many DIY books and watched YouTube videos as if it were my daily chore. I knew what the work involved, and at times I wondered why I didn’t take the plunge and do some of it myself.

      “Do you mind if I toast with you, to celebrate?” Celine asked.

      Mavis shook her head. “Of course not. It is your restaurant.”

      As Celine returned with a flute of champagne to join us in our toast, she smiled at us both. It was a warm smile as if she was happy to have us in her restaurant. We booked a corner table, so it wasn’t as if everyone could see  the owner was sitting with us. Not that they cared; it was full of couples  too busy saying sweet nothings to each other and not bothering about three middle-aged women toasting and drinking.

      “Ah, I need to have a little break. I’m tired.” I sighed, thinking about the last few months, working night and day to get the B&B ready took a lot more out of me than I’d realized.

      Mavis nodded in agreement, and I knew the words which were going to come out of her mouth next. Celine didn’t mean to make me feel awkward, but I did  every time the topic turned to children, knowing I could never have them.

      “Being a mom and running a business isn’t easy.”

      Celine sighed in agreement. I knew nothing about children or running a business;  I was about to find out about one but never the other.

      “Here’s to new beginnings.” I stood up with my glass, feeling awkward that Celine was standing and we were both sitting.

      “New beginnings,” we all repeated in unison as our flutes touched, and we smiled at each other.

      “Drinking when you should be working,” a woman snarled as she approached us. I was too busy enjoying the champagne; it tasted so good, that I didn’t notice who was heading in our direction.

      “Here she is!” Celine sighed as she put her flute down, and the mood had been completely dampened.

      I began to sit down, thinking that if Celine wasn’t having any more of her champagne, then I would happily finish it for her. Mavis slouched as she sat down, looking at me and not at the focus of Celine’s attention: Harriet, the local gossip. Wearing her large round glasses, she reminded me of Edna Moda in The Incredibles.

      “I didn’t know she ate here,” I said before emptying my flute, then putting it down.

      “It looks as if neither did Celine.” Mavis cringed.

      Harriet acted as if she owned Bleak Lake and had the right to dictate who should and shouldn’t open a business here.

      Harriet’s husband, Steve, had a pub in town – The Monk Pub. Consequently, she acted as if she owned Bleak Lake and had the right to dictate who should and shouldn’t open a business here.Mavis motioned in their direction, and Harriet was yelling and causing a scene as she did whenever she saw Celine. One time, Mavis even witnessed Harriet shouting at Celine on the street.

      “We were supposed to come out and enjoy ourselves, not have the local gossip spoiling our night.”

      Mavis was so friendly that she’d warmed up to Celine from day one. The only difference between them was that Celine’s daughter was a lot younger than Jessica, Mavis's daughter.

      “And you were supposed to be spending one night away from your mom and avoiding drama,” Mavis said.

      I could lie and say it wasn’t so bad, but sometimes it felt like a step backward not forward. Never did I envision  I’d be married for twenty years, then move back home, penniless at forty-five, with my mom.

      Well, it wasn’t exactly back home. After Dad died, she sold our family home, and rented for a while. Then, Mom told me about the venture she had here, the one to buy a fixer-upper cottage, restore it, and turn it into a B&B.

      “I never imagined  I’d be so brave to move to a place I never knew.” I sighed, thinking about the old me. The one that never dreamed of doing anything outside of her comfort zone.

      We ignored Celine as she tried pulling Harriet away from the crowd, most likely so they could speak in the office. We could have intervened, but it was none of our business. The rest of the diners probably felt the same, as they stopped giving Harriet the attention she craved, and carried on enjoying their meals.

      “I was never brave like this when I was married, and I cannot believe that in over a year, I could think of this place as home. The more time I spend here, the more I fall in love with it. Apart from one annoying person, who I avoid like the plague,” I said.

      Mavis nodded, as if she agreed with me; then again, she was part of the reason I loved it here so much. I met my ex at college, and he’d made sure  he was my everything and more, which meant making him my best friend. This meant that the little friends I did have, I turned their back on them, as he convinced me that I didn’t need them anymore. I had him. I did everything to please him, including making sure that I had no friends. I was boring and middle-aged by the time I reached twenty.

      “I felt the same way when I moved here. I just couldn't stay in New York where everything reminded me of Jeff.”

      Fresh tears threatened her eyes, so I reached across the table, and squeezed her hand. She had been way too young to become a widow.

      She sniffed, wiping her eyes with her napkin. "Sorry, it's just hard sometimes. But me and the kids love it here.”

      “And Mavis's Delights is the bee's knees and one of the most successful bakeries around. It’s not just local townsfolk who go there. You’re a genius in the kitchen,” I said, complimenting Mavis on her bakery.

      She chuckled, as I flattered her as best I could. Her husband's death still hurt her. Especially the rumors it was suicide that followed her here.

      “Grandma left me all her secret recipes, and whenever there was a cake sale at school, or a family event, everyone would ask me to bake. Life’s funny because I remember hating living in New York and not having a big kitchen. Then I moved here, and it was as if all my dreams came true. Well, not quite…Jessica was a handful when we moved her.”

      I sighed, thinking about her daughter, who only seemed to grunt at me and roll her eyes whenever I tried to strike up a conversation with her.

      “I tell you, I’m glad  her teen years are over. Especially high school, which was rough for her.”

      “Wasn’t it rough for us all, if we weren’t the popular girls,” I said.

      “I tell you, if it wasn’t for that blog  she started after graduation, then I don’t know what would have happened.”

      Mavis avoided my "high school" comment, which confirmed what I suspected, that she was one of the popular girls back in high school.

      Kids.

      An experience I could never relate to because I sacrificed so much for my ex, the Rat. He told me  he never wanted kids, and I did everything to please him, until it was too late, and then he left me for a younger model. Four months later, she was pregnant and he was the breadwinner, bragging to everyone he met. I’d turned a blind eye to where he put his money, and as soon as he filed for divorce, I had access to nothing, even the house we lived in.

      Before, the Rat had said he didn’t want me to work; he wanted me home to cook his dinner and be a dutiful wife. This I did, like a duck to water. It was a shame that he couldn’t be the dutiful husband—and keep his pants on.

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath.  I had enough to worry about tomorrow, I didn’t need to send my nerves into overdrive and think about him too.

      “Hey," Mavis touched my hand and I opened my eyes, "Don't allow thoughts of your ex to mess up what was supposed to be a pleasant night.”

      “The food is good here. Expensive, but good,” I said, quickly changing the subject.

      The starter was great, Mavis went for the baked goat’s cheese on toasted ciabatta, whereas I was a little more adventurous and went for the Langoustine Pil-Pil.

      "Yeah, but I made a mistake going for the sticky lemon chicken. You made the right choice with the half order of honey-roasted duck.”

      She forced a smile as she tried to tuck into it. We shared some of our dishes so we could each try the other’s.

      “Well, you did spend thirty minutes choosing what to eat.”

      She chuckled. “And you spent three seconds, and your choice is a lot better than mine.”

      We both roared with laughter, then we tried to keep it quiet as some of the other patrons turned to look at us. We continued to talk about her daughter and her crazy blog, Bleak Lake on the Blog. Not the most creative name, but it was enough to keep a teen, now turned young adult, happy and put a smile on her face.

      “Ladies, didn’t you like your choices?” Celine came to us with a concerned expression as Mavis struggled with her main course. Mavis shook her head, with a guilty look on her face.

      Like Mavis, she was a single mom, too, but I didn’t know the whole history of her life before she moved here. Nor did I ask. At the end of the day, it wasn’t my business.

      “Sorry ladies, but Harriet took the wind out of me. I don’t understand why she keeps coming here and causing trouble.”

      We nodded in agreement—it wasn’t nice. How would Harriet like it if Celine went to the pub and started causing a scene? She wouldn’t tolerate it.

      Celine didn’t wait for a response, as she knotted her fingers. “I’ll talk to the chef about the chicken.”

      As quickly as she was with us, she disappeared again.

      “Steve really needs to keep his wife under control. I mean, she cannot be going around hassling good honest women.”

      I couldn’t help but chuckle as she spoke.

      “Good honest women, you sound so old-fashioned, but I get what you mean. There is no way  this restaurant is a threat to the Monk Pub. The food is different. The people too. I mean, is she going to do the same thing, when we open the B&B?” I asked.

      Mavis shook her head.

      “No, she won’t because she doesn’t see you as a threat, or your mom. I mean, Celine’s got curves that most women would want, plus the blonde hair, and sexy, long legs.”

      I chuckled. “Thanks, Mavis. I feel so much better now.”

      She waved her hand, trying to dismiss what she’d just said. “No. Not like that. It is just that Celine, with her French accent and everything, has everyone on their knees. I don’t think she  realizes her own beauty. You’re beautiful, too, but in a different kind of way.”

      I knew what she was talking about, and I didn’t need her to stroke my ego. When I was with the Rat, I needed someone to remind me that I was worth talking to. He made me feel as if I didn’t deserve the air  I breathed.

      He left me brokenhearted, but then I didn’t realize that my self-confidence had all but  vanished until I moved here, and it has been growing every day.

      Talking about Celine and her plight, made me forget about all the issues that could come up tomorrow with the B&B’s opening, which was exactly what I wanted and needed right now.

      Something was going to go wrong. I was sure about it. I just needed to make certain that no matter what, it would be solved in a heartbeat. We’d worked too hard to make a success of the business, and nothing was going to drag it down.

      Nothing.
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          P. A. Thomas

        

      

    

    
      I’d been working so hard. Too hard, in fact, because this month in helping Mom to open the B&B,  I’d lost a whopping ten pounds. Yeah, so it wasn’t great because, realistically, I needed to lose thirty, but every pound counted.

      “Are you weighing yourself again?” Mom asked as she caught me in the bathroom.

      I needed to learn to shut the door. I’d been living alone for a year before moving to Bleak Lake, so little things like shutting the door as I entered the bathroom escaped my mind.

      “Sorry?” I asked innocently, while quickly shifting the scale to the side.

      Mom waved her hands, and her dark bob bounced on her face as she did it. She was holding her iPad which could only mean one thing. I was upset  I hadn’t lost another pound since this morning, so I decided to endure her.

      “Let me guess, Bleak Lake on the Blog?”

      “Yes, that Jessica! Look what she wrote on her blog today.”

      Mom shook her head as she stuffed her iPad in my hand. I’d told her to stop reading the blog, because as I suspected with the countdown to the opening of the B&B, Jessica would have something to say about us.

      “Mom, what do you mean? It is the complete opposite. The blog is fantastic and just what we need. Can you believe we’ve had three new bookings this morning because of it!”

      She shrieked, I couldn’t believe  this was the same person who constantly told me to talk to my one and only friend in Bleak Lake, Mavis, about Jessica and her blog.

      I hadn’t read what she posted, but seeing as two previous ones mentioned the blog, I decided  it must have been good. Now that I was actually reading it, I was confused why Mom was ranting about it being bad.

      “Oh, Lizzie, you’re a really slow reader.”

      Mom snatched the iPad from my hand and then skimmed to the section she wanted me to read.

      “Here. Read this part.”

      The iPad was pushed back into my hands, and I read it out loud.

      “The new owner of Bleak Lake Cottage, Hazel Lee, is kind, considerate and a welcome delight to the community. Anyone who stays in the Bleak Lake Cottage will be sure to have more than a wonderful experience." I then said to my mother, "I don’t understand; the way you came into the bathroom, I thought she posted something horrible about us on the blog.”

      Mom threw me a look, one that said, don’t mess with my glorified moment. Let me enjoy it.

      “Well, maybe because it is true.” She snatched back the iPad, and I could tell she was disappointed about my reaction, like I’d been a few seconds ago about my nonexistent weight loss. I really needed to stop obsessing about everything. I began to feel nervous about going back into my old ways, like when I was married, pondering and thinking about everything  I did. I didn’t want to go back to the old me. I liked the new one, but as my eyes met my mom’s, I wondered if opening the B&B meant that maybe it was a good time for us to go our own ways. It was one thing to live with your mother, but to work with her and spend every waking moment with her, perhaps it was taking its toll on us.

      “Sorry, Mom. I didn’t realize  you were so sensitive.”

      She was really being paranoid, because Jessica posted something nice, but she still read it as something negative. I’ve never seen her like this, so I decided to tone it down and comfort her, instead of agitating her even more.

      “Really, Lizzie? Every time she posted something horrible about the cottage, you thought I wouldn’t complain?”

      She had a point. Then again, it felt at times as if she was complaining about everything, and I couldn’t keep up with what she had issues with.

      “Yeah, well, maybe Jessica is trying to make amends by now posting something nice about you.”

      Mom shook her head, not feeling my new wave of encouragement.

      “Or maybe she’s trying to get more hits?”

      “Likes. Hits. You must have heard the term before, Lizzie. Have you been living under a rock?”

      The confusion must have been clear on my face as she went on to elaborate what she meant by "hits." If you call three years since the Rat left me, and two years of several nights passed out in front of the TV watching free prime series on Netflix and HBO, then yeah, I had been living under a rock. My surprised face was because  Mom knew more about how the internet world worked than I thought she did.

      “No,” I whispered, feeling as if she was taking her frustrations out on me.

      Before she said another word, I blurted out, “Look, I’m going to Mavis's to grab a doughnut and coffee. I’ll be back by one for the opening.”

      I walked past her, but I knew what she was going to say.

      “Ask Mavis if she knows what Jessica’s up to. I don’t want any more surprises today.”

      I nodded, because she was making no sense. She acted as if Jessica posted something horrible, when it was the complete opposite. She was nervous and wanted to complain about something. That something was Jessica, so I headed to see Mavis. I loved my mom with all my heart, but sometimes, especially at my age, it felt like she was a little too overbearing. At least, when I was younger, I was living under her roof and following her rules, and living by them. Now, I was still living under her roof, but only tolerating her rules, because this time I had the choice to leave. I was a grown woman, I didn’t have to  live with her.

      I didn’t know which one was worse.

      Tolerating or following?

      Hmm.
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      Mom left and I decided to have a shower before heading to see Mavis. I could tell it was going to be a difficult day for us both. Sure, we’d had the odd conflict when we were renovating the cottage, but nothing like this week. This week, both of us were clearly nervous. Neither of us had run a business before, and it was going to be one big learning process.

      When we first moved here, the cottage wasn’t habitable, so we lived and rented the Rivers' house, which was only a fifteen-minute walk from here. Luckily, we managed to cut down our expenses by not renting a hotel room. The Rivers were an elderly couple who decided to go on a year-long cruise. Something they’d dreamed about since forever, so they rented us their cottage at a low rate. Enough for them to enjoy their cruise, and they were secure enough to give us the responsibility of taking care of their two dogs.

      With the low rent, and with Mom and I working on different things during the renovations, we didn’t have as many conflicts as we’d been having lately. Since we moved to the small bungalow which used to be a barn at the back of the cottage. The previous owners had remodeled it to be a two bedroom space with a cozy living room. We both had the vision to renovate it, but we wanted to make sure  the cottage was restored to code first. Once that was completed, the bungalow was updated and we were excited about the B&B at first, but the more I thought about it, the more it started to sink in that Mom and I couldn’t go on like this.

      It wasn’t healthy for either of us.

      As I headed to the shower, I was thinking about Jin and Jen Rivers, their two beagles, and the walks I used to take them on every morning. Back then, Mom and I had space. Sure, we were renovating the B&B, but it didn’t feel as if we were in each other’s pockets.

      Not like now.

      Maybe the best thing to do would be for me to have a hands-off position once the place was up and kicking. Our plans never got past the “come and move to Bleak Lake to get the place set up” stage.

      We’d done that.

      Now what?

      I couldn’t cook, because we had hired a Chef. One with so much experience of international cuisines. Something I never had, and we decided that we would have a top Chef to attract not only guests, but visitors to the town.

      We had only ten rooms, and we’d found a cleaner, so that wasn’t an option either. We both didn’t need to be behind the reception desk. I’d reached out to the local businesses, starting with renting bicycles, bikes, and skates from Peter Joans. Even if he was Harriet’s son, we’d struck a discount with him, for anything rented by guests who was staying in the cottage. Also, any guest who ate in any of the local restaurants, from Frenchette to the nice Italian bistro that opened recently, their clients would get a discount if they stayed in the cottage and vice versa. Bleak Lake had grown so much in the year  we’d been here. The number of restaurants and things to do were growing every month. Mom’s vision of tourism really hitting Bleak Lake was starting to become a reality.

      Mom was on the most popular hotel booking sites, and she had a website, so all she really needed was good reviews and someone to help with Google searches, which she’d found. So everything was falling into place as far as bookings went. We were fully booked for the peak season, but we needed the same thing for the slow season, too, at least a 50 percent occupancy rate, which was the main issue. One  which we had envisioned, and we were working on ways to make sure  it happened.

      Mom and I had a joint account, so I wouldn’t have to feel like a child, going to her for money. She said as soon as the business got going at full capacity, she would start paying me a wage. I told her there was no hurry, and it was great at the time thinking of it that way. But as I got dressed, then started to dry my hair, and put on a little makeup, all I kept thinking about was what was she going to pay me for? What would be my title? And my salary?

      I admired myself after I put on my black dress, which I bought around three months ago, for today’s opening. Wow, it wasn’t suffocating me like it did in the store, and it had taken me longer to remove it than it did for me to put it on. I said  it would fit by the time we officially opened. I felt proud about it loosely fitting, because I’d kept up with my diet regime and exercise, even if the pounds weren’t shedding as quickly as I hoped for.

      Maybe life wasn’t so bad.

      I’d achieved more in the space of one year than I had in twenty years of marriage. I wasn’t a failure like the Rat had labeled me to be. No, I’d become a lot more than that—so much more.
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      I was in the office, the small one we’d built behind reception. Mom didn’t want to build it at first because she was obsessed with having every little part of the cottage as an option for a room. The idea of only having ten rooms with the thousands spent to renovate it, I didn’t blame her for feeling that way. The money she’d spent on this place was more than she’d realized from the start. But I knew  her expectations were too low regarding the budget  she had set to renovate this place. As soon as we arrived, I knew she was in for a shock. I, too, was thinking  she had set herself up for a fall because we’d both never done anything like this before in our lives.

      Mom had managed to decorate the part of the office that she didn’t need into a mini living room. She’d bought a new white sofa, which just about squeezed into the corner. A table, chair, and a bookshelf. Things which didn’t need to be in here. I’d told her a dog and a cat could not do the tango in this space. She told me never to bring a cat nor a dog in here, and to certainly not try and give them dancing lessons.

      As if I would!

      I came in here to make sure  the guest list and everything was in order before we checked in the guests. Mavis had told me about the company she used to do all the software for the bakery, and usually I shivered at the idea of being close to technology, but she wasn’t kidding when she said that even a baby could use it. It was so damn simple.

      “I love the software we use. It makes everything so easy,” Mom said as she entered the office.

      “It’s crazy. It even sends a message to the cleaner to say when the guests are coming and when they’re leaving, so we do not have to do a thing.”

      She nodded. “Yep, it’s amazing, but there are some things about technology  I don’t like.”

      Really? I’d never heard her doubting  it all before now.

      “It makes life easier, but we end up using less of our brain.”

      “We become more organized,” I offered to Mom as a benefit of having such software.

      “I suppose.”

      She didn’t seem as excited about opening later on  as she had been yesterday. It was as if she were a totally different person.

      “It’s just that it’s real now. Great, because we need the money, but then the other side of the coin is that we have real guests: real people who are going to pay money to stay here.”

      That was the whole point of opening up a bed and breakfast. So guests could stay here.

      I decided to change the mood by going through the guest list. She was having pre-wedding nerves, just like I did when I was getting married. I wished those fears had been so big  they’d persuaded me that going down the aisle was a bad idea. A really bad idea. One  I would regret not just then, but for the rest of my life.

      My old friends, the  ones I had before the wedding, were all telling me  I was making the biggest mistake of my life.

      The Rat told me  they were jealous, and I believed him. That was when I realized the saying, love is blind really was a thing. I thought it was made-up, especially because the Rat told me to get rid of my jealous friends once the wedding was over, and this was exactly what I did.

      This was different, Mom wouldn’t regret buying this place, nor all the money she’d spent on it. I supposed it was a natural feeling and one that not only did she need to succumb to, but me as well. Otherwise, the grand opening I had planned would be a waste of time.

      “We have the Hopes staying here, and they have requested a second room next door to the presidential suite.”

      Mom giggled. “The sister, Cynthia, has called a million times. She keeps saying  she needs to be right next door to keep an eye on her brother and his new wife.”

      “Yeah, but I explained that the room is a single and very small. She said she didn’t care.”

      Swiftly moving on. Considering it was Christmas Eve, we didn’t really have the flexibility if we had to make any last-minute changes. Most things shut up shop earlier during the holidays, but I was sure  everything was perfect. But then again, there was no such thing as perfect.

      “Regarding the sisters, Ivy and Isabella Hall, Ivy called yesterday to make sure  their room is ready for two days. They’ll be coming today and leaving the day after Christmas.”

      Mom didn’t respond, so I went through the list, thinking that we were not doing so badly, considering we were only opening today. With the last-minute bookings, we’d rented seven out of the ten rooms. I thought it was a good start, especially seeing as we weren’t the only B&B in town.

      Russell Bleak has a successful inn, and he maintains it well. We went to see him when we first moved to Bleak Lake. He said  he didn’t see Mom or me as competition. He was happy  someone else had an inn in the area because as Bleak Lake had gotten busier, due to its expansion, he had to turn people away.

      Besides, it was nice to think  we could do the same thing for him, once we had the fantastic reputation  he had in the area.

      “Ethan and Charlotte Miller have booked online. They’re a young couple, so we can give them information about hiring bikes, the restaurants, and even about Silver Hole, the nearby town that specializes in Old West reenactments- and has the whole ghost-town vibe; young people seem to be going there, like crazy. It’s really succeeding.”

      “Really? You still haven’t been there?” Mom asked me.

      I forgot not only was my mom computer savvy, but she was an explorer too. Maybe include the deets of silver Hole here When we had weekends free, or it was a holiday, she would travel all around to the nearby towns. Not like me.

      When we did have free time, I tended to spend it with Mavis or going over things, I just wanted everything to be perfect. It wasn’t as if I was a perfectionist, but this was my first project, and I wanted everything to go right.

      Everything.

      I decided  once the B&B was open, I would have more time to do things. I must admit looking at the way the software worked, I was beginning to see more and more that my role in our endeavor would surely disappear.

      I scrolled down to the next listing on our computer log.

      “Ford Davis, no idea who he is, or why he wants to stay. But he’s just booked for one night. Christmas night only.”

      Mom nodded, respecting my decision not to talk about my lack of exploring, and focusing back on our guests.

      “Ricky. Argh. Mom, why didn’t you say anything?”

      “Shoot. I was going to tell you, then with everything, I completely forgot. Yeah, Ricky is staying for two nights too. The night after Christmas.”

      No, no, and no.

      Ricky was the Rat’s business partner and best friend. Then everything blew up, and the Rat's affair was exposed. Ricky and the Rat both met in college, but I never liked him much. Not at all. I found him creepy because he used to flirt with me. All the damn time, even in the Rat’s presence. The Rat called him friendly. How was patting your best friend’s wife on the butt, friendly?

      Then, I started putting on weight, and automatically he stopped trying to hit on me. I hated him then, and the idea of him coming here, most likely wanting to spy, just annoyed me.

      “You don’t have to have any dealings with him. I’ll handle it all.”

      “Mom, he hasn’t put what time he’s checking in. It has been three years since the divorce. I need to stop dwelling in the past and think of the future.”

      She rushed over to me, then squeezed herself to get around the desk to give me a hug. Mom wasn’t large, not like me, but I could tell the difficulty  she had in reaching me in such a small space. She was probably regretting filling this place up like a storage cupboard.

      “Maybe you were right.”

      I pretended not to know what she was talking about. No more was she hugging my back, but instead pulling away.

      “I’ve overloaded this office. It’s too small to have all this stuff. But, I gather you noticed that when you sat in the chair.”

      I said nothing, seeing as she had answered her own question. Then I looked at the names of the guests again, wondering what we were thinking about spending Christmas with a bunch of strangers?
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      “Good morning, ladies.” Trent beamed as he walked into the cottage. He was the local wine merchant, and as far as I was concerned, I’d placed all our orders for today. He reminded me of Pierce Brosnan, without the Irish accent, but with the charm and style to go with it.

      He was the local attraction, Mavis, my best friend, told me, once I moved into Bleak Lake. I thought  she was exaggerating, but from the moment I met him, he hadn’t stopped flirting with me, and then I witnessed him doing it with every lady, including Mom.

      “Good morning. It’s so nice to see such a smiling face,” Mom said with a look of scorn as her eyes met mine.

      I rolled my eyes, and decided I would leave the reception. This was clearly Mom’s hint at wanting to feel special and  be alone with Trent. This was one of the few times  I would ask myself, Why am I still living with Mom?

      “Hazel, don’t be so mean to Lizzie. She’s been a big help to you. And this is why you’ve been one of my best clients so far. She’s just so organized,” he said, then he reached out his hands to envelop hers.

      Trent drew closer to her, and he put his arm on the reception desk as if he owned the place. Mom giggled like a teen. I hated the way she became like a damsel in distress whenever he was around. When he used to do it to me, I suppose I used to behave the same way, until he began to flirt with Mom.

      And then I was, like, gross.  I was embarrassed by Mom’s antics all over again.

      Mom and I flirted with the same guy. We were close, but we weren’t that close.

      “Sorry, darling,” Mom purred in my direction, then as soon as she finished, her eyes were back to being fixated on Trent.

      My eyes widened because Mom usually called me Lizzie or Liz, and when she was annoyed she drew out my name and called me, Elizabeth. But darling, honey, or even sweet thing, never entered her vocabulary when she talked to me, not even when I was a child.

      “I’m just so nervous about this whole opening and the mayor coming here. I can’t even think straight.” She started fanning herself.

      “Mom, do you have hot flushes again? You know the menopause.”

      Again, she looked at me with scornful eyes, and I chuckled as I walked away from them.

      “Your mom’s too young for that. I’m still not convinced that she is your mom. More like your sister. Or your younger sister,” Trent said.

      Trent smiled at Mom, ignoring me.

      Please!

      “Oh yes, people say that to us all the time.” Mom giggled once again.

      “The people in your head,” I muttered as I left the reception area and started to head to the rooms. Mom was thin and in good shape, for her age, but no one had seriously thought  she was my sister.

      Or had they?

      Their chatting turned into mutters as I distanced myself from them. Today had to be perfect. In a few short hours, we were going to be checking in our first guests; a wave of excitement and nerves overtook me, as I started to head up the stairs to inspect the most expensive room in the cottage: the  suite the Hopes had requested. I did wonder if it was a good investment to convert it into a suite because we could have made three bedrooms out of it: one double and two decent-sized singles, the suite was that big, especially in comparison to the rest of the rooms. But it had a single room next to it, one that was booked but it was small, really small, and the cheapest room we had. It had a living room, a small side kitchen with a bar, a king-sized bed, which felt like at least five people could sleep on it, and a bathroom, which had a shower and a bath. It was an executive suite, and I tried to make it special. Mavis reckoned I’d done a good job when she came for a “tour”.. I didn’t want the quality of the rooms to let us down when we had worked so hard to put this place together.

      I smiled as I reached the suite, then made sure  the one elevator which led straight up here was in good working condition, so if we had a guest with disability issues, and they couldn’t book a room on the ground floor, they'd be able to make it upstairs to the suite.

      I had inspected everything yesterday and the day before, but sometimes things went wrong. My lack of experience had taken over, as no more did I feel confident about my choices of the suite.

      We went with a neutral style for each wall, in beige, but where the king-sized bed was positioned, in the corner of the room, I decided that wall should be painted deep red, like the carpet. I didn't go for the conventional, plain, boring room like I did with the other rooms. I picked abstract paintings which had bright red and yellow colors to give a little flavor to the room. Mom asked if I was going to move into the suite considering the amount of time  I spent at  antique fairs, trying to get odd things like the lampshade, and the corner desk. I wanted to bring in a bit of old and new. Everything about this suite had my personal stamp on it, and I wondered if maybe I went a little overboard.

      Mom was right, neutral was easy, and appealed to everyone’s tastes, but then I wasn’t appealing to everyone’s taste, only mine.

      Anyway, Mavis visited, and said that if they didn’t live in town, she would happily rent out the suite. It was something I should be proud of. So I held my head up high and decided to  not act like the overgrown child that moved to Bleak Lake to live with her mom, but instead be the confident flower  I had grown into; I was going to blossom some more, and stop being scared of my own shadow.
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      “Two doughnuts and a large cup of coffee?” I beamed as I arrived at Mavis's Delights and out in my order  . She had her hair tied up in a loose bun as always. She wore a black polo-necked dress, which matched her hair and dark eyes; her dress also emphasized her size-four figure.

      “It’s been that rough a day! You  haven’t had your first guest yet. Actually, I’m surprised you're here. I thought you’d be rushing around,  doing something which had already been done.”

      She knew me too well. I said nothing but the expression on my face probably said it all.

      “Sit in our spot, and I’ll bring it over to you.”

      I nodded, thankful that the bakery wasn’t crowded. It was only eleven, which meant  it was a little late for the breakfast rush and too early for the lunch crowd. I’d  arrived at the right time.

      She came over at pretty much the same time I started to sit down.

      “You knew I was coming, right?” I said.

      She giggled as she put the assortment of mini doughnuts and chocolate muffins down. It was our usual Friday morning breakfast treat.

      “Well, it is Thursday, and you’ll be officially working tomorrow in the B&B. So, I figured  you’d show up today. And after Jessica’s post, I was like ninety-nine percent sure.”

      She winked at me, while I spied the treats before me. The  chocolate doughnut seemed more inviting than the sugary one, so I grabbed it while she sipped on her hot chocolate. She hated coffee, often saying d she had enough stress at work without adding caffeine to it. I didn’t care.

      I tended not to worry about most health things, even if I did constantly complain about my weight.

      “Slow down! The other one is for me, and the muffin is for Jessica. She said  she wanted to talk to you.”

      Ah, that explained why there were three chairs instead of two.

      “You brought a smile to an old lady’s face this morning. Mom’s  had eight bookings as a result of the post,” I said as  Jessica arrived. I beamed feeling proud about what she’d said about the cottage and happy that she wanted to chat with me, even if I was telling her a white lie, and that Mom had been confused thinking that maybe Jessica’s next post would be far from a compliment.

      Jessica sat down in front of me, and as usual, said next to nothing. I never understood if she was a Goth or a wannabe Goth. Most of the time she would be dressed in black, with as many piercings as one could have on their face. Then the next day, like today, she would be dressed in green, and her hair would be the natural brown color like her mom’s, and she wouldn’t have a frown on her face. Not a smile, but certainly not a frown; that part was for sure.

      “Anyway, I don’t really want to be seen here,” Jessica sighed as if she was bored. She scanned the room to see if anyone was paying attention to us. As if!

      Mavis was a little bit of a control freak when it came to her business and made sure her reputation was stellar and the bakery was always clean and the pastries perfect.

      “I’m meeting Hayley and the girls later,” Jessica said.

      This was the strange part about Jessica. Like today, she wasn’t a Goth because as she had just revealed, she was meeting her old high school friends: two were married with kids, and another one  visited from Silver Hole, the nearby town, from time to time. I realized why she’d left her Goth look behind because she clearly wasn’t hanging out with her Goth friends.

      Mavis was right whenever she talked about Jessica and her switch from Goth to everyday clothes. I thought maybe Mavis was exaggerating about the switch, but sitting with her, witnessing it for myself,  I could tell  it was something Jessica did maybe to please her friends or to fit in. I didn’t know which. I didn’t understand teens, let alone young adults, the category which Jessica fell into, seeing as she was twenty now.

      “Right. I wanted to thank you for the post about the cottage. Mom’s really happy about it,” I lied.

      She waved her hand as if she were getting rid of a fly, and her dark eyes lit up.

      “No. Thank you and your mom. I’ve had more hits on the blog since posting pictures and writing about the cottage. So, I need to do more when you have guests, but only the happy ones.”

      Like there would be unhappy ones. I paused eating my doughnut as she said the last part, but she ignored me and spoke to me as if we were friends. Something she’d never done in the past.

      “When you find the happy ones, then let me know, and I can give them exclusives. You can do a competition. Who wants to star on the famous blog or something like that. Be good for both of us. Gets?”

      Then just like that, the once-lifeless-turned-excited Jessica reverted back to her lifeless self again  as she put her hands on the arms of the chair ready to leave.

      “Me out.”

      She confirmed my suspicions by standing up, and then headed to the door.

      She didn’t wait for a response, and I didn’t know how to react to her. I’d been here in Bleak Lake for nearly two years, and she never formed a sentence let alone spoke to me on a one on one basis.

      “I think  we could be friends.” I said with not a hint of sarcasm in my voice to Mavis after she came back to the table.

      She chuckled. “You have a lot to learn about young adults of today.”

      “Huh?”

      “She spoke to you because she wanted something. If she didn’t need anything, then you would be invisible to her, as you have been for the last eighteen months.”

      “Ouch!”

      “It’s rough, but it’s true. They only get what they need and move on.”

      Maybe I knew nothing about people because when I was  a teen I didn’t remember being like that toward anyone.

      “We were never like that,” I said.

      Mavis waved me goodbye as the bakery started getting busy. I knew  it was my cue to leave because I had a cottage to open. Also, I’d managed to eat not only one doughnut, but three.I’d managed to eat not only one doughnut, but three when Mavis waved me goodbye, the bakery now getting busy. I knew it was my cue to leave because I had a cottage to open.

      I had to be there before she showed up, and get rid of these nerves, which kept appearing and making me doubt my ability to make the cottage a success.

      OK, so I’m a over third of the way in now and there’s no sign of a mystery yet. I have enjoyed what I’ve read so far, and it does set the scene, but it also feels like not much is happening. Hopefully, that’ll change soon.
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      “Twenty-five minutes and counting until we’re open,” Mom whispered,  her fingers  shaking. She was nervous; too much was riding on the success of the cottage, and we both knew it.

      “There’s loads to do in Bleak Lake, such as cycling, hiking, canoeing, surfing for beginners, and during winter, skating on the lake. This is what you told me. This is what will help keep the business going all year round,” I said.

      She smiled as she faced me, no more looking at the mirror in her room and avoiding my stare. She looked beautiful in her red shift dress with her dark hair tied up. No one would believe  she was only sixty-five when she looked as if she was in her fifties at least.

      “This is what I told you when we were coming here, before I  knew  the renovation would end up taking every penny of my savings, and take six months longer than I envisioned.”

      I nodded, thinking this wasn’t the time to bring up the fact that every builder who came here warned her that the cottage had many more problems than they suspected, but they couldn’t confirm for sure until they started working on it. Excitement had clouded her judgment as she chose the cheapest builder. They ripped her off, and caused more damage, resulting in us choosing more reliable but expensive builders to fix the mess. I tried to warn her that it was a mistake choosing the cheap ones, especially because, at the time, we knew no one in the area. I knew this wasn’t the time for ‘I told you so’ accusations, so I smiled and  turned to face the door.

      “I’m going to get ready, and then I’ll meet you there,” I said as I headed to my room.

      “Sure,” she said, as her voice quivered, letting me know  she was really nervous about the opening, but we had no choice. It was Christmas Eve, and we promised  our guests would have a Christmas that they wouldn’t forget.

      I raced to my room, stripped off my clothes, and change quickly. Soon, I would put my anxiety to the side and mom’s nervousness about this being the first business that we'd ever had, and whether it would be over before it had even begun.

      I changed into my black shift dress. I took a deep breath as I put my hair up in a bun, something I wouldn’t usually do.

      Then I applied a bit of makeup, enough for me to make an effort and feel as if I were part of the equation when it came to having a successful business. I made sure that not only did I make myself feel special on the outside, but on the inside too.
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      “I now declare the beautiful Bleak Lake Cottage officially open,” Mayor Lopez shouted as she cut the red ribbon which stretched across our front door.

      Mom cried as the mayor smiled at her, then my mother enveloped my arm as we moved toward the mayor. It was official, we were open, and within one hour, our first guest would walk through the doors and stay in one of the rooms. We had checked every closet, shower, sink, and bed, to make sure that everything was in place and in good working order. We didn’t want any nasty surprises because we needed the money.

      And happy guests!

      As Jessica had delicately put it earlier, "only the happy ones." I understood it to mean that she knew nothing about running a business, and we aimed to keep all the guests happy. Or maybe I was the naïve one, and there wasn’t such a thing? It was impossible to keep everyone happy, but there was no harm in trying.

      “This place is absolutely beautiful. From the red rugs, natural oak floors, and the artwork which  have captured all the best features to make this place very homey,” Mayor Lopez observed, as we watched her eyes dart from the hallway to the sitting room. We had tried to capture a home-from-home feeling and hearing her acknowledge it made me feel proud. It meant  we had achieved the feeling  we wanted.

      Mom nervously said, “That was what we wanted, to make our guests feel and see the beauty of Bleak Lake from the moment they entered. So, we had a local artist paint the best features of the area, from the lake, the mountains—”

      “And even the local businesses. Very clever. You’ve done an excellent job!” Mayor Lopez said as she focused on the paintings and ignored Mom, explaining how we decorated the place. She kept on looking at her watch, and then it dawned on me that it was Christmas Eve, and she had children, so no doubt she wanted to get out of here as soon as possible to go home to her family.

      The camera crew followed her as she admired everything from the decorative ornaments that we managed to hang, crafted by Dennis, who lived in the next town. We told him  it would be good business for him, that we would benefit from it, and so would he. He agreed, and he sought out other artists, too, whose paintings and drawings we hung on the walls.

      Little negotiations and discussions like that, took time, and I hoped  we would gain from it eventually. Mom was impressed with my entrepreneurial skills. I wished  I could take all the credit, but Mavis gave me the idea. She’d helped me in so many ways, by giving me ideas on how to generate money without having guests. Like charging the artists a fee for displaying their work and potentially selling it. I hoped the idea worked because it was a saving;  we’d managed to decorate using a lot of things  we didn’t have to pay for. Mavis had gone on some business courses before she opened the bakery, and she loaned me her books and notes, so that I could use some of the ideas and main concepts for the B&B.

      “It’s all going well.” Mom beamed and took her place behind the reception desk.

      “Lizzie. Are you coming?” She beckoned for me to join her. I never liked having my photo taken, but today I was in the mood. Nothing could hold me back, as I took my place and smiled for the photos, lapping up and the glory as all the sweat and pain of getting this place open was coming to a dramatic end.

      I was ready for the next stage in this business venture, and I could tell by the glow on Mom’s face and the way she grasped my hands, so was she.

      “Smile!” the cameraman said, but I was smiling, showing my teeth and all, something I used to hate with a passion.
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      “Mom, our first guests!” I screeched as the crowd faded away the moment the mayor left. It was crazy to think that as small as Bleak Lake was, everyone craved a moment of fame. It was good news for us too, because Jessica was back, asking for some of the photos for her blog. Her mom was right; she was doing everything in her power to make her blog popular, including striking up a friendship with me.

      Behind Jessica was what appeared to be the reincarnation of Anna Nicole Smith and J. Howard Marshall. This was when I had a closer look at our first guests, and I blinked a few times, thinking my eyes were deceiving me. His wife seemed to be helping him with walking while her assets were on display for all to see. She loosely wrapped her white fur coat around her body.

      “Oh my,” Mom purred,  chuckling as they approached us.

      I wished  I was in the office or something because I wanted to laugh. I shouldn’t, but I couldn’t help it. I wanted to laugh so badly. It was too late to escape, there was nowhere to run, as they approached the desk and the Anna look-alike glimmered and pushed her boobs up with one hand, while using the other  to support her husband.

      I didn’t see who was with them, but as she spoke, shivers ran down my spine.

      “We’re the Hope family. This is my husband, Mr. Hope and his sister. We booked two rooms. A suite and a room for two nights,” Anna look-alike smiled as she tried to hold her breasts in place with one hand, and her husband with the other.

      I smiled at the other woman, but she reminded me of Agatha Trunchbull, in the movie Matilda. She had her dark hair in a bun, so tight, and she
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