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            Chapter One

          

          Jessie

        

      

    

    
      The best part of waking up at five in the morning is getting out on the beach for my run before the other joggers, walkers, or scavengers get out here and get in my way. Often times I don’t even play music, preferring instead to listen to the waves crash along the shore. It helps me relax and prepare for the day ahead of me. The only thing on my mind is the sand under my feet and my breathing as I run my usual two-mile stretch.

      It’s not an easy run, that’s for sure. The traction I get in the sand is quite different from what I used to get on the treadmill when I lived in the city. But the extra exertion is what I need to make this precious time count. There aren’t any gyms in Montana Beach. There isn’t much of anything, really.

      When I reach the end of the beach where it starts to get marshy, I see that the sun is sitting just on the horizon over the Atlantic Ocean. As I turn around to head back to Montana Manor, my long shadow stretches inland, interrupted only when I pass under the pier.

      Grandma Ethel is sitting on the back patio with a cup of coffee watching the sunrise as I come up. I’m sweaty but energized.

      “Enjoy your run, Jessie Girl?” she asks.

      I nod. “The sunrise is really beautiful today.”

      She smiles. “It always is.”

      Knowing that I’m short on time, I tell Grandma, “I’ll be back down soon to help you with breakfast. Just going to run up and take a shower real quick.”

      “Take your time, dear. I’m content right here.”

      Racing up the steps to the attic apartment I share with her, I head straight for the bathroom and hop in the shower.

      This is the same routine I do every day. Up with the sun, run on the beach, quick shower, and then start breakfast for the guests. It’s the same routine I’ve had for most of my life. My grandparents built Montana Manor when they first got married and have been running the small inn ever since.

      It’s the only place for overnight accommodations in town since the Montana Motel closed down several years ago. Well, it’s the only one if you don’t count the many rental houses that sit throughout the small village now that a lot of the permanent residents have moved away.

      Like Montana Beach, the Manor isn’t perfect. It could use a new roof, updated fixtures, and I’m sure the wiring isn’t up to code. But it’s home.

      Braiding my wet hair, I make my way back down to the kitchen where Grandma is already frying up some eggs. I grab a pan, throw some bacon on it, and fire up the burner next to her.

      “How many do we have this morning?” I ask.

      “Only the Harmons. Janet said they’re early-risers, so I expect them to come down anytime now.”

      “How long are they staying?”

      “Until tomorrow night, although they still have to pay the rest of their bill. They mentioned something about paying today, but I told them they can wait until they check out, too.”

      “Okay.” I wish Grandma wouldn’t tell people that. They’re our only guests and it’s the middle of June, which should be the start of our busy season, but we haven’t seen an uptick in guests yet. When I was a little girl the Manor used to be filled with guests from May into October. Now we’re lucky if we can fill up in July.

      Grandma reaches around me to grab two plates and flips the eggs onto each of them with a spatula. “Now, if they do pay today, I want you to run to the bank to deposit some of it. The rest will have to go toward groceries.”

      “Did we get another reservation?” I toss the bacon onto a plate and dab away as much of the grease as I can with a paper towel.

      “One couple, yes. They’re arriving tomorrow. I think they may be honeymooners.”

      “What makes you say that?” I ask.

      Grandma picks the bacon from the paper towel and arranges it on the plate while I pop some bread in the toaster.

      “Their reservation came through as the Newmans, but her credit card was under a different last name.”

      “Then they probably are.”

      There isn’t a lot to do in Montana Beach, but we still get a lot of honeymooners. I guess the quiet beach town is a lure to many newlyweds. Still, most of the guests we used to get are now more interested in the many activities up on North Beach, which is highly-commercialized nowadays.

      The toaster pops and we hear footsteps on the stairs.

      “I’ll get them started with drinks,” Grandma tells me. She pulls a pitcher and a Tupperware of fruit out of the fridge and sets it on a tray with two glasses. “Can you cut this up, please?”

      “I’m on it.”

      “Thank you, dear.”

      When she disappears into the dining room to greet them, I pop open the Tupperware and start cutting the fresh pineapple and cantaloupe into cubes.

      “They want to eat out on the patio,” Grandma tells me when she comes back in. She sets the plates on the now-empty tray.

      “I can’t blame them.”

      “Neither can I. Now hurry up with that fruit, dear, their food is getting cold.”

      Deciding that I’ve cut enough, I drop the fruit in two small bowls, pass them to Grandma, who loads everything up.

      After the Harmons have been served, I return to the kitchen and pick at what’s left of the bacon and finish off the extra pieces of fruit that I cut. Not the best breakfast, but I have a lot to do today.

      Grandma comes in and helps me clean up. Just as I’m loading up the dishwasher, the Harmons bring in their plates.

      “Oh, you didn’t have to bother yourself with those!” Grandma chirps as she takes the plates from them and sets them on the counter next to me. “Did you enjoy it?”

      “It was delicious, thank you,” Janet says.

      I look back at her and smile. “Glad you liked it.”

      They’re an older couple who are on vacation to celebrate their recent retirement. They’re friendly, but I know they only chose Montana Beach because it’s quieter than North Beach or any of the other resort towns around. It would be better for business if Montana Beach wasn’t viewed as a sleepy little town. Still, a guest is a guest, no matter who they are.

      “Any plans for your last full day in town?” Grandma claps her hands together and brings them to her mouth like she’s praying.

      The Harmons turn to each other and Janet says, “I think we’re going to head to the wildlife refuge and go for a walk. See if we can spot anything.”

      “Oh, how nice! If Cheryl’s working, tell her Ethel says hello.”

      Mr. Harmon smiles. “Will do. Take care, now. We’ll be back for dinner!”

      When they’re gone and the dishwasher is all loaded and running, Grandma hands me a wad of bills. “They’re all paid up. Would you mind logging this into the computer before you run to the bank? I’ll get started on cleaning up their room.”

      I take the bills and start to count it out. “Sure thing, Gram.”

      Montana Manor is by far the architectural jewel of Montana Beach. When my grandparents built it, they wanted it to look like a five-star stay that had a personal touch for a fraction of the cost. So the three-story Victorian building on the corner of First Street and Montana Boulevard stands out among the modest bungalows that make up most of the housing stock in town. It’s situated just outside what used to be a bustling shopping district and sits right on the beach.

      Originally, my grandparents lived in their own small house on Third Street, but the demands of being innkeepers became too much, especially when they had my mom, so my grandpa converted the walk-in attic to an apartment for the family, which is where I currently call home.

      It’s also not the best in terms of temperature control. It can be stifling hot in the summer and freezing cold in the winter. Usually it’s pretty good, though, but it definitely could use some upgrades, just like the rest of the building.

      Honestly, with the number of stays so low, we could probably move down into one of the bedrooms on one of the lower floors and not sacrifice too much. But we’re hopeful that things will turn around.

      At least, Grandma is. I’m the one who faces the reality of the numbers since I’m the one who logs them into the spreadsheet on the computer. They’re not good.

      The corner of our large apartment living room has been serving as our office since I came back from New York. Previously, Grandma had been using a small bill-paying station in the main kitchen as the office, but I told her that it wasn’t a good idea to leave our finances out in the common area where guests could see.

      So with the fan blasting on me and coffee mugs, books, and other paper weights to keep everything in place, I study our financial spreadsheet in our stifling apartment. If I go out and buy $200 worth of groceries right now, we’ll be operating in the red, which doesn’t leave us anything to make up for the slow winter months. Even with the Newmans coming tomorrow, we don’t have a lot of money to play with.

      I spend the next half hour crunching numbers, trying to figure out where we can cut more expenses to save some money. Trouble is, I did this all two years ago when I first moved back home. We’ve cut as much out as we can.

      Grandma says she doesn’t need a regular salary thanks to the stash of savings that Grandpa left her when he died. I’m already paying myself under the table at a rate lower than minimum, and I’m considering cutting that as well. Since we’re living here, we don’t need to pay for our own housing costs, but we do need to live.

      We don’t even have a lot of amenities to offer our guests. We took the TVs out of each room and cut out cable in favor of a couple streaming apps for the TV in the common living room. Sure, we have the pool, but when you stay at a beach house, you kind of expect a pool. Losing that would take away one of our selling points for guests. And of course there’s the beach, but people expect more than that nowadays.

      Unless we want to be known as the ones who don’t leave their guests toilet paper, we’re fresh out of options for cutting costs.

      Frustrated, I turn off the computer, cut off the power to the fan, grab the money from the Harmons, and head downstairs. Grandma’s throwing a load of towels in the washer in the small closet off the kitchen.

      “Just wanted to let you know that I’m heading out now,” I tell her.

      “Oh good, you didn’t leave yet. Did you make a grocery list?”

      Reaching behind my blonde hair to scratch my neck, I say, “Uh, no. I’m only picking up a few things.” Since that’s all we can afford…

      “Well, I think we should get the Newmans a little something for when they arrive. Wouldn’t that be special? They are newlyweds, after all.”

      “A gift? Like what?”

      Grandma waves her fingers at me and returns to loading the washer. “Anything you can find. Think of it as a wedding present.”

      “We don’t know they’re newlyweds for sure.”

      “Well, they’re on vacation either way.”

      I nod. “Right. Well, I’ll see what I can find.”

      “Thank you, dear!”

      As I run my errands, I consider the best way to tell Grandma how bad things are for us, but every time I try to start the conversation in my head, it always ends with her disappointed look and a pointed, “Oh. Okay.”

      Montana Manor was her and Grandpa’s dream. It’s a part of him that still lives on even after his death. It’s probably why Grandma doesn’t see the need to upgrade the house too much. She’d see it as undoing the work he’s done.

      Everything in town is within walking distance, so it doesn’t take me long to finish my errands. After I’ve unloaded the groceries, I grab a vase from the cupboard above the fridge and start filling it with water.

      “Ooo,” Grandma coos when she sees the flowers on the counter. “Is this what you got for the Newmans?”

      “Yeah. I figured it was something nice without going too overboard.” It didn’t hurt that they were only ten bucks, too.

      Grandma brings them to her nose and sniffs. “They’re pretty. Make sure to put them where they can get plenty of light until they arrive.”

      “Yes, Gram.”

      “Oh, and someone called while you were out. Could you check that? I want to get started on the flower garden out front.”

      “Sure, who was it? Do you know?”

      “No idea, but if it’s a potential guest it’s probably better to call them soon and get them to commit to a stay before they go somewhere else.”

      See, Grandma’s not completely ignorant to the issues with the Manor. She just doesn’t ever talk about them.

      Once I’ve put the flowers in the dining room window overlooking the patio and the beach, I go to the little bill-paying station in the corner of the kitchen. It may have been downgraded from the official office for the Manor, but we still use it to take calls and check people in.

      I hit play on the answering machine and a gruff man’s voice says, “Hi, I’m trying to reach Jessica Ray. Jessica, my name’s Jack Tyson and I just wanted to talk to you about the future of Montana Manor. Give me a call back when you get a chance—”

      “Oh good, you got my message,” the same voice says from behind me.

      I jump at the sound of his voice, just as the automated machine voice says, “End of new messages.”

      “Are you Jessica Ray?” He looks to be about my age, maybe a little older, but no more than thirty-five. Still, the black business suit he’s wearing makes him look like he’s older than he probably is. He shifts a black folder to his left hand as he steps forward to shake my hand.

      “Jessie,” I correct. “You must be Jack Tyson.”

      He nods. “Yes, ma’am. I met your grandmother outside. She said I could come in.”

      “Oh sure, yeah.” I motion through the doorway to the living room. “Here, let’s sit down. Do you want anything? Water? Coffee? Anything?”

      “No thanks, I’m all set.”

      I lead him into the next room and take a seat in an oversized chair. The room is designed for comfort, so when he sits down, he falls back further than he expects.

      “Whoa.” He laughs. “Didn’t think it’d eat me.”

      I grin and wait for him to reposition himself on the edge of the couch.

      He sets the folder on the coffee table, intertwines his fingers and asks, “How are things going?”

      I shrug and maintain my smile, not sure what he means. “They’re fine.”

      “Everything’s going well with the business and everything?”

      Nodding, I say, “Yeah, we’re chugging along.”

      “So you’re struggling?”

      “I didn’t say that,” I shoot back.

      “Miss Ray, I didn’t mean for it to sound like an attack. I apologize for that. What I mean is, the village of Montana Beach has seen a steady drop in population over the last few years. Along with the people, the businesses have been disappearing as well. Now that a lot of the stores and restaurants are closed, there isn’t a lot for tourists to do here—”

      I hold up my hand to stop him. “What’s your point?”

      “Montana Manor has become iconic to the village,” he says. “Not necessarily because of its architectural design, which is unconventional for this area, but because of its proximity to the ocean, state parks, and North Beach.”

      “The architectural design is ‘unconventional’?” I’m offended on behalf of my grandfather.

      “It’s beautiful, don’t get me wrong, but it doesn’t really fit in with the style people think of when they imagine a relaxing beach vacation.”

      “What are you getting at?”

      “I would like to discuss with you—and your grandmother—what it would cost to take the Manor off your hands.”

      My brow furrows. “You mean you want to buy it?”

      He nods. “Absolutely. Real estate in North Beach is getting increasingly expensive and I believe that Montana Beach is the next hotspot.”

      “Hmm.” It’s intriguing. If we didn’t own the Manor, we wouldn’t have to pay for its upgrades and we may be able to still manage it. This might be the answer to our financial issues and would ensure that the building is maintained the way that it should be.

      Mr. Tyson smiles. “I can see you’re considering it.”

      “Well, I’d need more details first. How much are you offering? What does the future look like if this went through? Would we still manage it? Would you hire new staff? Would we have to move out of the apartment upstairs?”

      Mr. Tyson’s smile fades and he opens the folder. “Well, I had something specific in mind.”

      He hands me the folder and I see a rendering for a glass-faced hotel tower with several balconies angled toward the ocean. It still doesn’t hit me what it is until I notice the other landmarks by the street.

      “You want to tear down the Manor?”

      “We’d pay you full market value.”

      I set the folder on the coffee table and shake my head. “No.”

      “Miss Ray, this building is outdated. It’s past its prime. By working with me, you’re ensuring that thousands of families will be able to enjoy everything Montana Beach has to offer for generations to come.”

      “What about the generations of families that have already enjoyed the Manor? What about the historic value of it? What about the family-owned business you’ll be shutting down for an overbuilt hotel that doesn’t offer the same personal touch that we can?”

      Montana Beach is my home. I don’t want to see it become a smaller version of North Beach.

      He taps the folder. “I can leave this here with you to think about.”

      I pick it up and hand it to him. “No, there’s nothing to think about. We’re not selling. Thank you, Mr. Tyson.”

      When I stand, he hesitates, but follows suit. I lead him to the door, but before he leaves, he hands me a business card and says, “Think about it.”

      “Goodbye, Mr. Tyson.”

      Finally, he leaves just as another man approaches. The newcomer is wearing a maroon T-shirt that’s soaked with sweat. It doesn’t help that he’s in a dark pair of jeans and has a large bag slung over his shoulder.

      “Are you the one I talk to about getting a room?” he asks with a smile. When he steps inside, he removes his sunglasses.

      “We don’t take walk-ins,” I tell him with the edge still present from Mr. Tyson. The no walk-ins policy came during our prime, as Mr. Tyson called it. When we were almost always booked to capacity.

      “Oh,” he looks disappointed. “Is there anywhere else in town you can point me to? Or maybe make the exception this one time?”

      I sigh, remembering how bad our finances are. “Yeah, I suppose. Come in. We should be able to get you into a room.”

      He steps inside and drops his bag by the door. “Thank you, so much.” He offers his hand. “I’m Mason.”
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