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Chapter 1
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Lydia sat up in her bed and looked around. Goosebumps covered her arms. Someone was downstairs; she was certain of it. She looked at her bedside clock: three a.m. All of her current guests were on the second and third floors. She kept the basement locked during the night. The TV and game rooms were down there and she had learned early on that keeping the area off limits during normal sleeping hours was best.

She heard a door slam and cringed. This was the third break-in in the last month. For the most part, she had managed to keep the news of the break-ins from the public, though, she felt obligated to report them to any current and future guests. During the second break-in, a man staying in a second-floor room heard a window break and beat her to the dining room. He helped her clean up the glass and, thankfully, hadn’t immediately checked out.

Lydia tugged on her robe and grabbed her large ring of keys from her dresser. She unlocked the door to the stairwell and crept downstairs to assess the damage. She listened for any sounds from the upper levels that might indicate another guest had been alerted to the intruder, but the big house was silent. 

The basement had three window wells on both its long sides and two more on one short side. She had recently begun replacing all of the windows, as one had been broken during the first break-in too. It had cost her more than she expected and she was relieved to see that all of the windows were still intact. She crossed the room to the exterior door. It was another emergency exit. You could go through it without a key from the inside, but it was always locked from the outside. She pressed the push bar on the heavy door and looked at the jam. It didn’t take a forensic science degree to see that someone had used a crow bar to pry the door open. She took a quick peek at the area near the stairs that led up to the parking lot. She was pretty sure that whoever had broken in was long gone, but she wasn’t planning on confronting the intruder. The concrete steps were deserted and besides the sounds of the wind blowing through the trees, the world around her was silent.

She sighed and stepped outside to see if the door still locked properly. The air was brisk and the wind whipped her grey hair into her face. She tucked it back behind her ears and pushed the door closed. She heard it click, which usually meant that it had locked. Just to make sure, she tried pulling the door open. It was locked tight. Lydia exhaled with relief. At least she didn’t need to have the door repaired or replaced. She pulled out her master key and let herself back in. 

Now to see what damage was done on the inside. She looked around the room and initially wondered if the break-in was some sort of hoax, something to scare her. Then she spotted the bookshelf. It held books of all genres as well as old guest books that dated back to the origination of the business. Grandfather Willoughby, her ancestor five generations back, had opened the bed and breakfast as a boarding house in the mid-1800s for the gold rushers to stay on their way to California. The guest books were scattered across the floor. Some of them had pages that had come loose, either from age or the carelessness with which they were discarded. She knelt down to pick them up and get them back on their shelf. 

Normally, she would carefully put each of them back and make sure they were in chronological order, but it was three in the morning and she would rather get some more sleep. Her mind drifted to her nephew, Bob, who was due to arrive with his girlfriend in a few days and she wanted everything to be perfect for his stay. Bob was a forensic scientist of sorts and would be appalled that she was touching evidence in a possible crime without gloves. She frowned at this realization. Bob was coming for vacation, not work. She didn’t want to bother him with her troubles. She slid the last volume into place and stood up. Time to get some shut-eye.
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Chapter 2
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Cari Turnlyle yawned and rubbed the sleep from her eyes. The sunlight was peeking through the curtains already. She hoped that meant the storms from the past few days were finally over. It had been dreary and wet for at least a week. She was ready for the sunshine.

Cari’s job as an investigative journalist for the local newspaper, The Brenington Beagle, kept her busy. During the previous year, the normally quiet town in New York had seen a spike in crime. Cari had helped solve four murders and stop an arsonist on the loose in her city. Thankfully, the last six months had been relatively calm. The newspaper had hired a new journalist at the end of last year, alleviating her work load substantially. Bryson Millar had moved to the area from New Mexico, where he had worked for over twenty years as a journalist. He preferred the political aspect of the news and balanced Cari’s journalism style well. They had found a nice rhythm of managing the local news and events together. Cari hadn’t taken a vacation since starting with the Beagle almost five years ago and was ready for some time away.

Her boyfriend, Bob, had asked her if she could take off for a week to ten days so they could go on a trip together. She had never traveled with anyone except her family and was a little hesitant to say yes at first. Though she and Bob occasionally slept over at each other’s apartments, they hadn’t really discussed moving in together. Going on a vacation together seemed like a big step for their relationship. Bob suggested she request the time off first and then make up her mind about traveling with him. When Ollaman, the editor and her boss at the Beagle, said he would be happy for her to take a week off, she decided to go for it. She didn’t know what Bob had planned for the trip. He had told her to pack swimwear, active wear, casual clothing, and something dressy for dinners out.

Bob had asked her to be ready to go by nine o’clock. She hadn’t done any packing yet, but she still had over an hour. Once she got out of the shower, she could get everything in her suitcase. She swung her covers off and rolled out of bed. She needed to get the coffee machine going first; then she could shower. Then she could pack. She had barely reached her bedroom door when her phone started ringing with Bob’s ringtone. She quickly grabbed it and answered while hurrying over to the coffeemaker.

“Hey, Bob! I was just about to jump in the shower. What’s up?”

“Just checking in. Were you able to fit everything in one bag?”

Cari chewed on her lip and mentally debated her response. “Uh, one bag...”

“Have you packed anything yet?” He laughed.

“Well, I have thought about it a lot.” She responded as she poured the coffee grounds into the filter and hit start.

“Okay, I’ll let you get to it. Text me if you think you’re going to need to check a bag.”

“Ok, will do. See you soon.”

“Love you, Cari.”

She smiled. “Love you too.”

She and Bob started dating a little over nine months ago. Bob had initiated the relationship. Cari had been a little uncertain about going from friends to dating; she didn’t want to lose their friendship. He had won her over and she hadn’t regretted it for a minute. Back in March, he confessed to her that he said “I love you” into the phone after she hung up and had been doing that for a few weeks, trying to work up his nerve to say it to her in person. She smiled as she remembered the conversation. Bob was the kindest person she knew; she didn’t deserve to be loved by someone so great. She was grateful for his presence in her life.

The coffeemaker beeped, bringing her back to the present. She clapped her hands to try to propel herself into action. Coffee, shower, pack, let’s do this!

Cari wrapped a towel around her head hoping to speed up the drying process and took another gulp of coffee. She realized that her good intentions of making a packing list the evening before had not come to fruition. She would just have to wing it as usual. She pulled open her dresser drawers and counted off seven of each item as she tossed them onto the bed. Laughing at herself, she stopped and decided to get her suitcase out before going any further.

She lifted the edge of the bedspread and peered under her bed. A few wayward socks lingered in the shadows, along with some charging cables and an empty water bottle. She sighed. She thought she had stuffed the suitcase under the bed after using it last. Maybe it was in the coat closet. Flipping the closet light switch on, she looked inside. One jacket hung on a hanger while two others seemed to have slipped off. They had fallen in a heap on the floor. She lifted them and breathed a sigh of relief. Her green suitcase sat on its side in the corner. She set the jackets aside and pulled the suitcase out.

She quickly unzipped it and then scooped all of the clothing from the bed inside. That was easy enough! She padded over to her bedroom closet and selected her favorite long cardigan to go along with a green-striped shirt and some jeans. She knew they were flying somewhere but wasn’t sure how much walking they would have to do in the airport. She settled on her sneakers for footwear rather than her more stylish flats, just in case. She tossed the flats over to the suitcase on the bed. She mentally crossed items off of her packing list and decided she just needed to get her toiletries and she’d be ready to go.

She returned to the bathroom after tugging on her clothes. She had travel-sized toiletries in the bathroom drawer already in a bag. Thankfully, it held a set of makeup too, so she didn’t need to gather any of the items from the countertop. She tried to brainstorm where they might be going as she finished getting ready. Maybe a beach? He said to bring my swimsuit. Or maybe there’s a pool at the hotel. Or maybe— 

Cari was just finishing applying her makeup when a knock at her door startled her as she was applying her mascara. She frowned and jumped up to answer the door. Before she could peek through the peephole, Bob called out to her.

“Cari, it’s me! Are you ready?”

She unlocked the door and pulled it open. “Hey Bob, I’m just finishing one thing...what?”

“Trying out a new look today?” He crinkled his nose at her. He was dressed as usual in khaki pants and a polo shirt. 

“Oh, what?” She scurried back to the bathroom to look in the mirror and laughed. “Well, this is definitely a new look!”

A long black line streaked across her face from the corner of her right eye to her hairline. She grabbed a tissue and used some water to wipe it off. She probably should have just gone without makeup. She usually only wore it for special occasions, but the trip seemed special.

“All set?” Bob asked from the living room.

“I think so. Let me just grab my bag,” she said as she walked over to her bed. Cari grabbed the suitcase handle and began to pull it from the bed. Unfortunately, she had not zipped it closed, so everything flew out onto the floor. “Oh no!”

Bob ran over to see what was wrong. He sighed and then laughed. “Can I help you scoop everything back inside?”

Cari already had an armful and was tossing it into the bag again. “Sure. You know, now that I can see everything again, I think I forgot to pack dress clothes. Whoops!”

Eventually, she had everything in the bag and they were on their way to the airport. Cari’s foot bounced in anticipation of the day. She was really curious to find out where they were going.

“So, when do I get to hear of our destination?”

Bob grinned. “Well, first, we have a flight to Minneapolis—”

“Minneapolis! I’ve never been there.”

“Well, that’s not our final destination. We’re going to rent a car and drive a few hours into Wisconsin.”

“Oh, I’ve never been there either. Will we get to see the Great Lakes?”

“We will get to see one Great Lake. Lake Superior. That’s all I’m saying for now. I’ll send you your boarding pass after we park.”

Cari smiled. “I’m really excited, Bob. Thanks for planning a vacation for us.”

* * * * *
[image: ]


THE FLIGHT TO MINNEAPOLIS was on time. After making their way through security, Cari got them both a coffee and a bottle of water while Bob found some snacks to tide them over until they could eat lunch. She sat down next to Bob at the gate and started rifling through her bag for the book she was reading. Bob was sending someone a text. He looked up when she sighed.

“Everything okay?”

She frowned. “I thought I packed the book I was reading, but I can’t find it in here. I guess it’s still in my apartment.”

He bit back a grin, but she could see the humor in his blue eyes. “You? Misplace something?”

“Shut it. I might have packed a bit hastily.”

“You could always buy a new book to read from one of the shops around here. If you don’t mind the mark up, of course.”

Cari smiled. “I have some e-books on my phone. I’ll just read one of those. Hey! Let’s take a selfie, document the start of our vacation!”

She took out her phone and opened her camera app. Bob leaned in and she did her best to fit them both into the frame before clicking the button. The image was a little crooked but satisfactory.

Bob’s phone buzzed with an incoming text. He glanced at the screen, then turned the phone to silent and slid it into his pocket. Cari wondered who he was chatting with but figured he would let her know if it was important.

She had barely read a handful of chapters in her e-book when the gate attendant announced it was time to board their flight. It would take them a little over three hours to reach Minneapolis. She opened her boarding pass on her phone and stood up to wait with the rest of the travelers. Bob did the same. Before putting on his backpack, he unzipped one of the pockets part way, looked inside, and then quickly rezipped it. She gave him a funny look, but he didn’t notice.

They got settled into their seats and watched as the plane filled with passengers. As they pushed back from the gate, Cari noticed Bob sending another text to someone before putting his phone in airplane mode. They didn’t have to wait too long to be cleared for takeoff. Cari closed her eyes as she always felt a little uneasy during the start of a flight. She tried to think about something else to take her mind off of the bumps they were experiencing. Bob has sure been on his phone a lot this morning. Usually, he hardly touches it. I wonder who he’s been texting. Maybe it has something to do with the trip. I probably should have texted or called Grandmother. Oh well, I can do it when we land...

“Cari! Look out the window!” Bob’s voice startled her awake.

“Oh! I didn’t realize that I fell asleep.” She looked out the window and saw the Great Lakes below. “That’s incredible. I’ve never seen them before. You said that we’re going to be near Lake Superior?”

Bob nodded. “Yes. We have about a four-hour drive after we land. I hope that’s okay.”

“Of course! It will be great. A road trip and a spectacular view. Win-win.”

Cari yawned and rolled her head from side to side. She wasn’t usually one to nap and felt a little silly about falling asleep in the middle of the day. She looked at her watch and raised her eyebrows.

“Was I asleep for almost two hours?”

Bob looked at his own watch. “Thereabout, yes. I saved you some snacks. Are you hungry?”

“I am, thanks. What do you have?”

He handed her a bag of pretzels and a granola bar. “I have some candy too, if you want any of that.”

“I’ll keep you posted. We’re still getting lunch after we land, right?”

“Definitely! We should be on the ground in about an hour.”

“I completely forgot to call Grandmother before we took off,” Cari told him.

“I wondered if you were thinking about her earlier. I saw you fingering your locket as we were taking off.”

Cari blushed slightly. “You’re right, I was thinking about her. I meant to tell her that we were headed to Minneapolis. I guess I can give her a better update once we land.”

“I know she’ll be excited to hear from you. Isn’t she spending time with your sister and her kids this week?”

“Oh, that’s right! Bea was going to bring the kids up after their school lets out for the summer. I think their last day was yesterday. Hilary and Joel were really excited about it. I know Grandmother loves getting to see them more.” Cari smiled as she thought about her niece and nephew.

“How is Robby’s job? I haven’t heard her talk about it since they first moved in.”

“I’m not sure. You’re right; she doesn’t mention it much. He seems really busy, though.”

“I guess that’s good, right?” Bob asked.

“Seems like it.” Cari looked out the window again. 

The plane bumped around a bit and she saw they were passing through some clouds. The fasten seatbelt sign illuminated and a flight attendant announced they would experience some turbulence for a few minutes and to please remain seated. Cari ate a few pretzels. The turbulence was fairly mild, but she hoped it would pass soon. She hadn’t flown in years and had forgotten it kind of put her on edge when the flight wasn’t smooth.

“What kind of food would you like to have for lunch?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Not a sandwich.”

Bob pretended to take notes. “No sandwiches. Okay, got it.”

She laughed. “What sounds good to you? Have you been here before?”

“It’s been a few years, so I’m not sure what’s around. I thought we might get something light and then have more food at dinner.”

“That works for me.” She felt the plane drop a bit and realized they were in the initial descent just as the flight attendant made the announcement.

“I’m going to read a little of my book before we land. Do you want any more pretzels? I think I’ll save the granola bar for later.”

Bob took the bag of pretzels from her and returned them to his backpack. The man seated to Cari’s right was asleep.

“Has our seatmate been asleep the whole time?” Cari asked, leaning over to Bob.

“I think so. He’ll wake up when we land. It’s nearly impossible to sleep through that.”

Just as Bob predicted, the man jerked awake when the plane’s wheels hit the runway. Cari looked in the seatback pocket just to double-check that she hadn’t stuck something in there. Satisfied that it was free of her belongings, she pulled her messenger bag out from under the seat in front of her. When she turned to look at Bob, he was already sending a text on his phone. He looked her way and then slid the phone into his pocket.

“Everything okay?” She asked him.

“Huh? Oh, yeah. Everything is fine. I was, uh, just...checking in with Chris at work,” he stammered a bit through his words.

She raised her eyebrows. “And?”

He gave her a blank look at first and then nodded. “Everything is fine, just like I said.”

Cari wondered who he had really texted. It wasn’t like Bob to lie, but she was fairly certain he had not been texting Chris.

“Okay, great. Once we get off the plane, we’re renting a car, right?”

“Yes,” Bob said a bit distractedly.

“And then lunch?”

“And then lunch.”

The plane taxied to the gate and after a few minutes, they were able to stand up to exit the aircraft. Cari grabbed her suitcase from the overhead bin and followed the other passengers off the plane with Bob behind her. Once they were in the airport, she fished around in her bag for her cell phone.

“I’m going to give Grandmother a call while we make our way to the rental car area,” she told Bob.

“I read online that we don’t have to take a shuttle to another location; the rental cars are onsite.”

“Awesome.”

She pulled her phone out and unlocked it. After taking it out of airplane mode, she found her grandmother in her contacts list and hit the call button. She answered on the first ring.

“Cari! I kept thinking you would call. How are you, my dear? And where are you?”

Cari laughed. “Hi, Grandmother. I’m doing well. I’m in Minneapolis with Bob.”

“Minneapolis! Wow! I bet it’s beautiful there. Are you going to see the Great Lakes?”

“Well, all I know so far is that we’re going to see one of them: Lake Superior,” Cari told her. “I did get to see all of them from the plane, though.”

“This is quite an adventure that boy has planned for you. Where are you headed next?”

“I’m not sure, but I’m excited to get there.”

“Well, I’ve been busy getting everything ready for my little greats to get here later today. Hilary has been calling me every night to tell me about all the things she wants to do.”

“I know they’re excited to see you again.”

“Not as excited as I am. Now, you be sure to send me photos of your adventures and let me know where you are once you get there.”

“I will, Grandmother. I love you.”

“I love you more.”

* * * * *
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LYDIA SMILED AT ONE of her guests as they passed each other on the narrow staircase. The bed and breakfast only had two rooms on the top floor. Both were considered to be suites with their own balconies. She had reserved the one with the better view of Lake Superior for her nephew Bob and had just finished getting the room in order for their arrival later that afternoon. She was looking forward to his visit and the opportunity to meet his girlfriend.

She passed by the welcoming desk and continued outside to the mailbox to collect her mail. She sighed when she saw the state tax assessor’s return address on one of the envelopes. Her property taxes had continued to increase seemingly exponentially over the last few years. She knew people sometimes protested their tax assessments, but she wasn’t familiar with the process. If Harvey were still alive, he would know what to do.

Her late husband had run the bed and breakfast alongside her throughout their marriage in addition to working as a CPA at a public accounting firm in Duluth. He had been her handyman and business manager of sorts until his pancreatic cancer diagnosis a few years ago. Harvey had gone through numerous rounds of chemo and radiation as well as surgery, but in the end, it wasn’t enough. Thankfully, his “real” job had good health insurance or his treatments would have left them completely broke. Even good health insurance isn’t enough with cancer. Eventually, you reach the experimental stage of treatments and nothing is covered. As it was, she still needed to find creative ways to cut costs to keep the bed and breakfast afloat. These tax increases were threatening to take it all away. When Harvey’s insurance wouldn’t cover some of the experimental treatments, they decided to mortgage the business. It hadn’t been an impulsive decision, but she knew they had rushed through the process in order to get the money faster. Now there was a mortgage payment to go along with the property taxes. When she had time, she needed to give the mortgage a second glance. 

Lydia knew that her brother Jack could probably help her with all of this tax nonsense, but she hated asking him. He didn’t live nearby and had his own problems. Plus, asking him for help meant admitting she couldn’t handle the business on her own. She wasn’t ready to grovel yet. The bell above the door rang, bringing her back to the present. Lydia glanced up to see a couple entering with their luggage.

“Welcome to The Boarding House. You must be William and Claudia Berk. My name is Lydia. If you’ll step over to the desk, I will get you checked in for your stay.”

The middle-aged couple rolled their two suitcases up to the desk and smiled at Lydia. The woman’s jet-black hair was cut in a bob that framed her pale face. She removed her sunglasses, displaying bright blue eyes with a dusting of freckles across the bridge of her nose. Lydia thought to herself that the woman could easily pass as Snow White if she wore red lipstick. Her husband removed his hat, revealing a smooth head. His skin was as dark as his wife’s was pale. He had a warm smile that set Lydia at ease.

“Beautiful building you have here,” the man said.

Lydia beamed. “Thank you, Mr. Berk. It’s been in my family for several generations.”

“We read about its history when we were making our reservations online. We have really been looking forward to this visit,” the woman remarked.

“Wonderful! I have you down for three nights with us. I just need to see a photo ID to confirm who you are.”

William pulled out his wallet and handed Lydia his driver’s license. She quickly matched the name and address to the reservation in her computer and then returned it to him along with a key to their room.

“Here is your room key. You’ll be in number six; it’s on the second floor. Did you want to make any dinner reservations with our restaurant while you’re at the desk?”

“That would be lovely. Do you have anything around six-thirty tonight?” Claudia asked.

Lydia pulled up the reservations app and checked the availability. “I sure do. Let me get you on the list.”

She added their names and then swiveled her chair around to face the cabinet behind her. She kept her welcome bags in the bottom cabinet and gave one to every first-time guest.

“Here’s a little something I put together for all of my first-time guests. It has a paper map of the area, which includes information about the ferry and other tourist attractions in town. It also has a handful of items from some of our local businesses. If you could just take a moment to sign our guestbook before heading to your room, I would appreciate it. Enjoy your stay!”

“Wow! Thanks so much!” Claudia exclaimed. She grabbed the pen next to the large book and scripted in their names, dates of stay, and hometown.

The couple lifted their suitcases and began climbing the stairs to Lydia’s right. She smiled to herself. It always made her happy when her guests were happy. Her smile faded as she remembered the break-in earlier in the week and the taxes looming on the horizon. She sifted through the other mail in her pile and walked over to her office to put the important items in the top drawer of her desk for later. She sighed and checked her watch. Bob should be arriving in the next hour or two based on the texts he had sent her earlier.
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Cari gazed out the window at all the green, rolling hills. She wasn’t sure she had ever seen so much open space. She saw horses and cows grazing in some of the fields, but others were vacant. Wildflowers of a variety of colors covered the ditches alongside the road.

“Is it always so green out here?”

Bob nodded. “In the summers it is. In the winter...well, it’s pretty frozen up here just like in New York.”

“You’ve been here in the wintertime? I thought you grew up near Chicago.”

“I did, but...”

“But what?”

“I guess it’s time to let you know where we’re going.”

Cari leaned forward in anticipation.

“We’re headed to Harborville, Wisconsin. My family has owned and operated a bed and breakfast there for several generations. We used to celebrate Christmas there every year when I was a child.”

Cari clapped her hands. “Oh wow! That’s so exciting. Several generations, huh? How many?”

Bob shrugged sheepishly. “I should know the answer to that question, but I’ve forgotten. It goes back to the gold rush, if I remember correctly...Grandfather Willoughby was the original owner of the business.”

“That’s incredible. Grandfather Willoughby! I love it. It’s still in your family, so who is running it now? Your parents are still in Chicago, right?”

“They are. My dad’s big sister, Lydia owns it now. It usually passes down to the oldest child, though occasionally, it skips over a generation. In fact, Lydia inherited it from my great-grandfather. None of his children were interested in running the place, so he just kept at it until Lydia was out of college and married.”

“And married?” Cari asked.

“Don’t take it the wrong way. Aunt Lydia didn’t need to be married to inherit the place. She just happened to get married right after she graduated from college.”

Cari nodded. “What a cool thing to have in your family. Imagine all the memories tied up in that place. Who will your aunt and uncle pass the business onto?”

Bob bit his lip. “Well, Uncle Harvey passed away last year—”

“Oh, I’m so sorry. How terrible.”

“He had pancreatic cancer. It was pretty bad.”

“Do they not have children?” Cari asked hesitantly.

“No, they do. Their daughter is a professional ballerina—”

“Oh wow! That’s really neat. Where does she dance?”

“She’s with the Toronto Ballet right now.”

“So, she’s probably not going to take over the business...”

Bob grinned. “Probably not, but her younger brother might. He’s studying business in college. He’ll be a junior this fall, but he’s doing some sort of study abroad program in Europe this summer.”

“That seems like good experience. I’m really excited to see the bed and breakfast, Bob! What a great surprise!”

Bob smiled. “I’m really excited to show it to you. I’ve made reservations for all sorts of activities on the lake too. Kayaking, a lighthouse tour, a ferry trip—”

“Now I know why we needed a whole week for this trip!” she laughed.

Bob steered the rental car around a curve and Cari gasped. Lake Superior was in full view. The sun was shining, making the lake shimmer and sparkle.

“That’s amazing. What a view!” she exclaimed.

Bob grinned and blushed a bit. “Wait until you see our view from the bed and breakfast tomorrow. The sunrises here are indescribable.”

A road sign indicated that Harborville was just ahead. Cari continued to stare at the lake in awe. They passed a sign indicating that Harborville was home to just over four thousand people. Restaurants and touristy shops dotted the streets. Bob was no longer using the GPS to navigate; Cari could tell he knew where he was going.

“How many years has it been since you were out here?”

He rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “I would say five or six. I think I last visited right after graduating from NYU.”

They continued down the hill towards Lake Superior. When they were just a block or two from the shoreline, Bob turned into a small parking lot next to a three-story house. Cari craned her neck to read the sign hanging from a post in the front yard: The Boarding House.

“This is it?” she asked.

“This is it. The Boarding House. Originally, it was more of a boarding house than a bed and breakfast. People would rent rooms here for half a week, a week, or possibly longer depending on their circumstances.”

They pulled their bags from the trunk of the vehicle and Bob locked it. Cari pulled out her phone to take a picture of the large house. The trim was painted a light beige that complemented the dark red bricks well. She could see a large flower garden in the backyard and hoped they could check it out later. 

“Are you ready?” Bob asked, tilting his head toward the front of the building.

She grinned. “It looks lovely. I’m excited to see the inside. Let’s get another photo together before we go in, though.”

Bob nodded in agreement and stood next to her. The sign for The Boarding House was on the awning behind them. Cari snapped the photo and then put her phone back in her bag. She followed him to the front door. Just as he was about to open it, a petite woman with shoulder-length, curly grey hair bounded out the door. She had on glasses with bright red frames. Her sparkling blue eyes matched Bob’s to a tee.

“Bob! You made it!” She turned to Cari. “And you must be Cari. It is wonderful to meet you. I’m so happy to have you as a guest for your vacation.”

She grabbed Cari’s suitcase and wheeled it inside, talking the entire way. Cari tried to keep up with everything she was saying.

“...I’m so glad your flight in was uneventful. How were the roads? You never know when someone’s animal is going to get out or when you’re going to get stuck behind a tractor.”

“Everything was great, Aunt Lydia. Cari, this is my Aunt Lydia. She is the owner and operator of the bed and breakfast.”

Lydia blushed. “Oh, forgive me! I didn’t tell you my name. I’m just so excited for you to be here.”

She left Cari’s suitcase near the stairs and sat down behind the desk. Cari noticed a large, old-fashioned guestbook with rows of signatures on the counter in front of them. Skimming through the names, she noticed four other couples and one single occupant would be calling “The Boarding House” home while she and Bob were visiting. Lydia continued to prattle on and Cari tried to focus again on what the woman was saying.

“...top floor. It has the best view of our Lake. You will love it. Here are your keys. Bob, you said that you wanted to eat here several nights during your stay. I penciled you in for around seven each evening. Let me know which days you want to keep and we’ll get it all settled.”

“Thank you, Aunt Lydia. I’ll come back down in a few minutes with the meal plan, okay?”

“Don’t forget to sign my book, dear.” She smiled at them from behind the desk.

Cari picked up the fountain pen and wrote their names on the first empty line, listing Brenington as their hometown. She continued to take in her surroundings as she began following Bob up the stairs: the hardwood floors, the old-fashioned wallpaper, the hand carved banister. The house had been well taken care of. She wondered how often it needed renovations or repairs.

Cari found herself a bit short of breath when they reached the third floor. The stairs were rather steep. Bob inserted the key into the doorknob of the room on the right and swung the door open. There was a full bathroom just to the left with a large, garden bathtub beneath a window across from the door. A king-sized bed was positioned to her right. Across from the bed were two loveseat sofas and a coffee table. She could see the balcony from another large window further to her right. She abandoned her suitcase near the bed and crossed the room to the balcony door. The window blinds were closed, but she could see the afternoon sun peeking through the edges. She unlocked the door and stepped onto the balcony. It wrapped around the corner of the building. The lake sparkled in the sunlight. She saw several sailboats on the lake as well as some people in kayaks. It looked very peaceful.

“It’s amazing, Bob. What a beautiful place!” She called back to him. “Come look!”

Bob stepped outside after double-checking that the door wouldn’t lock them out. As he took her hand, he said, “It’s pretty
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