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This book is dedicated to my own mom, Joy. She’s always been there for me, living up to her name.
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Delia Stimpson Grade Four 

Christmas Journal Project

Buckeye Lake Public School

December 1946


Ms. Bailey says our first marks for the new year are this little book we have to write by the time we go back after holiday break. We all know it’s her way of making us practice penmanship when school is out when we would much prefer doing pleasanter things, but she says our penmanship is not good at all. 

It is snowing SO HARD today. All us students will probably write that. First thing this morning, Pastor Skip, who I live with now, took me to the Ben Franklin store with my money to buy Christmas presents for the people I love. So, for him, I got a book sort of like this one. I figure he can use it to write down the things he wants to tell me. Rules, mostly. He tells me good things to do and bad things not to do. He tells me those things all day, every day. I figure he should just write them down. Then maybe I can read them when I feel like hearing those things. I don’t always feel like it, I can tell you.

Charlie Graham is my best friend. I got him a comic book. They don’t have the best ones here at the lake, but Pastor Skip says the roads are bad and we can’t go to Newark. I got Hickory, Charlie’s grandpa, lures because he fishes even when the lake is ice. And for Rosie who is Charlie’s mom, I got her a pretty necklace with beads of all the colors that remind me of the things she makes. She is an artist. She does not have a husband. She just has Charlie. And she has me. I try to be with her as much as Pastor Skip lets me be.

I will see them all soon. Tonight is Emily’s wedding. Emily is Charlie’s aunt, and she is Rosie’s sister. She is marrying the park cop, Drew. Pastor Skip says I have to wear the dress with the plaid Mrs. R handed down to me that was her daughter’s. Emily said I might have her flowers from her wedding because I like flowers, and now I remember I forgot to buy Emily a Christmas present! Charlie says she gets to go on a honeymoon so maybe she will forget that I forgot. We got to go now. Pastor Skip says the roads are getting real snowy.



~~~~~
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A bride and groom were supposed to understand the whole thing about it being bad luck to see one another before the wedding. Didn’t everyone know about that? Rosie Graham figured it was never supposed to fall entirely on the Maid of Honor to run herself ragged all day blocking a couple from cursing their own marriage.

Not that Rosie really believed in luck, per se, but she did believe in traditions rooted in romance. At least, for other people.

“I think it’s just that the groom isn’t allowed to see the bride unless she also sees him too ... at the same time,” Drew Mathison reasoned through the crack she’d permitted in the porch door. 

“That makes no sense,” Rosie told him, standing guard in her fluffiest robe, her red-gold hair in curlers. A wicked swirl of winter teased goosebumps on her legs, and she tried to close the door. Drew’s foot blocked it. Classic police detective move, Rosie thought as she shivered.

“C’mon, Rosie. Em and I have things to talk about.”

They probably did. A blizzard threatened. Or had already arrived. Rosie wasn’t sure when a thing like that was officially underway, but the fact she couldn’t make out the lake from right here on Towpath Island for the curtain of blowing snow meant the blizzard had most likely, in fact, hit. 

“You’ll have the rest of your lives to talk.” Traditions were traditions, blizzard or no blizzard. She pushed harder on the door. 

Anyway, she’d been hearing her little sister talk non-stop for two dozen years and could attest that most of what she said could certainly wait a few hours. 

“Just five minutes.”

“No.”

“Ask her. She wants to see me, I know.”

“It’s bad luck, and you know that it’s bad luck. Why am I the only one committed to doing this right? I’ll pass her a message, Drew, and that’s that.”

Only, the message he’d given her to pass on was so nonsensical and sappy—not about snow at all, it turned out—that Rosie had refused to repeat it to her sister. 

It seemed the couple’s long separation in the fall trumped both luck and tradition. They’d barely left one another’s sights during waking hours since their engagement. 

So, Rosie was reduced to enlisting her ten-year-old son to help keep Emily from sneaking Drew in at the back of the house on their wedding day. 

Charlie, whose legs had grown as fast as his cowlick-swirled sandy hair, had taken to the task with his usual zeal. Freckles standing out against the winter pallor of his sweet baby face, he had made himself a soldier, thwarting plots by the lovebirds and reporting back to his mother, the General, on the battlefield of matrimony.

After another hour had passed, he saluted. “Sir,” he addressed her. “The groom says he is suffering from frostbite. What would you have me do?” Charlie loved war movies. He knew the drill.

Rosie sighed and scrubbed shortening off her fingers with a dishrag. The frosting would have to wait. She moved reluctantly to the front door once more, this time flanked by her faithful soldier. Outside, Drew was, indeed, coated in frost and snow. 

“If you’d go find something useful to do, you wouldn’t be cold,” she teased, opening the door only two spare inches this time, too narrow a space for a boot. She braced her shoulder against it. 

Drew Mathison informed her he’d had to help push her Aunt Cookie’s and Uncle Burt’s car out of the ditch on Liebs Island, but they were now safely arrived at the little chapel. Rosie peered out again at the storm and considered. The snow seemed to riot not just the sky but also from the ground and everywhere in between. What would they do?

“I need medical care before my digits fall off.”

“Your bride is in no way qualified to provide first aid. Go to the barge house with the other men, Mathison. They’ll fix you up.” Rosie couldn’t help but smile at the twinkle in her almost-brother-in-law’s eyes beneath brows dusted by snow.

“Hey! Remind Emily what we said. No postponing,” he called as she stepped back.

“I want to be with the men in the barge house, too,” Charlie complained behind her when she’d locked the door against the storm and the persistent, frozen groom. Charlie followed her up the staircase, carrying a small pot of black tea, a domestic task that had effectively dissolved his soldier fantasies and reduced him to whining.

“The fellows are running here and there, dealing with the storm, Sweetheart. You’re better off warm here, with us, than next door.”

“But I wanna run here and there, too. With them.”

“Release him,” Emily put in with an indulgent laugh from Rosie’s large, drafty bedroom. She made a move to help with the sloshing tea pot. “I promise to be good if it means Charlie gets to be a guy.”

Rosie snorted doubt over the bride’s promise to behave, but she tousled Charlie’s hair. Both sisters understood Charlie had had precious few opportunities to be a “guy” before Drew had pressed into their lives. “Go put on your wedding suit, and we’ll see about you joining the others.” The wind howled, which made Rosie add, “You’ll need your boots.” 

He was gone before she’d finished, and Rosie leaned her backside into the bedroom door to shut it. As Emily poured cups of tea, one of Grandma Louise’s old Benny Goodman albums played “Jingle Bells.” The bride was dressed in her warm, fancy underthings and a thick, not-at-all fancy blanket she’d draped around her shoulders. She carried her own cup to the window, where the pane rattled and the lake was hidden in the white cloud of the storm. 

“One of your wedding presents is a bona fide natural disaster.” Rosie made her voice as pleasant as possible as she came alongside her sister, sipping the tea.

“Heaven knows we’ve had experience with the unnatural ones,” Emily said, then flashed her contagious smile. “Might as well try something new.”

Anyone would know the pair of them for sisters, seeing them framed in that window, watching it snow out of similar blue-green eyes. Both were on the tall side, leggy like their dancer mother had been rumored to be. The differences between them were in their mouths and hair—mostly the fact Emily’s hair and smile were pure, sudden yellow sunshine, while Rosie’s hair and grin were the slow, blossoming orange of a sunset. 

As they regarded the storm raging on the other side of the glass, it was probably a good thing that neither were prone to melodrama or despair. Those had belonged to their mother; Grandma Louise had not permitted them in the girls when that mother had disappeared.

“The fact is, I’ve never seen a storm like this,” Emily said. “Drew’s parents turned back around before they’d made it to the Ohio border.”

“I heard. Sorry they can’t be here.”

Emily sighed. “At least we got to spend Thanksgiving with them, so they know what they’re getting for a daughter-in-law.” She sipped tea. “For better or worse.” Now she shot Rosie a vulnerable glance. “Do you think we should reschedule?”

As if to punctuate her question, the window rattled harder. Rosie wondered how they would make the short distance to the chapel in this weather. 

“Do you want to reschedule?”

“I want to get married today, Rosie,” Emily said on another sigh. “I overheard Cookie and Burt were already in a ditch driving the few miles out here. What if someone gets stranded and freezes to death just because I’m being stubborn?”

They were often forced to play “mother” for one another in turn. It wasn’t a role Rosie took lightly. Being a mom was what she did, even when it meant switching off her “sister” hat. Drew clearly did not want to cancel, either. He practically vibrated with enthusiasm to take these vows. Unsure of what the right advice was, as she was often unsure, Rosie draped her left arm over Emily’s shoulders.

“Drew said the two of you decided to stick to the plan. I was supposed to remind you.”

“Yes, but ...”

“There are enough people safely arrived to do this thing, Em. The others aren’t making the attempt, so they’re safe at home. Those who were coming are here, and you wouldn’t want that to be for nothing. I promise we will make sure those few get home safely afterward. For now, Pastor Skip and Delia are already at the chapel with Burt and Cookie. Grandpa will head over with us and Charlie, of course, and Drew’s set. I think everybody’s all set. You can always have a celebration later with those who couldn’t make it, after all.”

“Hmm. What about Dottie?” Their good friend was supposed to stand up with her during the ceremony.

“Dottie rode over with our aunt and uncle. She’s there. So, you know what that means?” Rosie planted a soft kiss on her sister’s cheek. “It means it’s time to get you dressed, you beautiful bride, you.”

Rosie turned to blink away the tears that threatened and pulled Emily’s dress off the hanger. It was made of creamy parachute silk, easy to come by after the war, with beadwork of the same hue in a flower pattern over the bodice.

Rosie kept her own movements calm as she helped make sure Emily was satisfied with her appearance. No hurry. No worry. There’d been enough of that, and, if they were going to keep this designated wedding day, then Rosie was determined it not be frantic, no matter how much the house on the towpath groaned in the wicked wind. 

~~~~~
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Buckeye Lake, dug in another century as a feeder for the Ohio-Erie Canal, now featured a pier amusement park owned by their friend Dottie’s family. 

Because of that, the lake had become a summer destination for people across the Midwest, an oasis of fun surrounded by miles of cornfields. It had quieted a bit during the war, but 1946 had proven the best summer yet for lake crowds. In the winter, the shops and resorts were boarded up, hibernating until May.

The old canal system, of course, had long since ceased operation, but bits of it were still evident here on the west end of the lake. A strip of the old towpath running along the canal remained as Towpath Island, connected to the larger Liebs Island by a footbridge. Rosie’s grandfather had built his marina on one side of the footbridge, and he’d built the family farmhouse they lived in now on the towpath. Beside the two-story house was an old canal barge Hickory’s own grandfather had won in a poker game, hauled up out of the canal onto Towpath Island and converted into the little cottage where Emily lived. 

The barge house, as they called it, puffed smoke from its chimney in a determined way against the heavy fall of snow. Rosie could just make out the rooftop through the upstairs window of the farmhouse, from which she also spotted the figure of an elf-like man running through the storm. 

This would be Hickory Graham. 

The man who had been more father than grandfather to her banged in from his front porch just as Rosie bulleted down the stairs. 

“Woooo-eee,” Hickory was crooning as he paused inside the door, muscling it shut against a cloud of wet white. 

Charlie pounded downstairs just behind his mother, overtaking her at the bottom. He had dressed with little finesse in his suit, one pleated pants leg bunched up in a boot. 

“Can they still do it today?” Rosie asked her grandfather as she helped her son into a thick parka. Hickory did a little dance that involved stomping his feet and rubbing his gloved hands together. He looked like Santa in his bright red coat and bright red cheeks beneath shy, blue eyes. He was chuckling as he caught his breath.

“Never felt it quite this cold before,” he observed. “But a wedding will be fun.”

“Charlie wants to go with you guys from the barge house.”

“Of course, he does. He belongs with the men.”

Charlie puffed up. 

“A man whose bow tie needs a bit of help,” Rosie observed, done trying to chase her son around. “Will you ask Drew to help him with it?” Before she knew it, the pair left, sucked out into the storm by a sense of adventure.

Rosie flew into the kitchen, where she figured new plans were in order regarding the meal she’d been preparing. The original menu had seemed easy enough. A lovely turkey dinner for the wedding guests, with all the trimmings. But that plan had included Drew’s mother, Aunt Cookie, Dottie Berkeley, and herself in the kitchen. Now, their club of cooks and grand plans had tanked with the temperature, and there would be few people to feed, anyway. 

The morning, after all, had dawned with phrases like “storm of the century.”

Rosie regarded the cake, still a bit too warm for frosting. Raw ingredients were everywhere, and the turkey still cooked. A full meal just wouldn’t work. Even the few folks who’d made it to the church on Liebs Island could not get down here to the towpath in this weather. She decided to transport what she could to the chapel, where guests could have a quick snack to bolster them before nightfall made getting home in the storm even trickier. Cake and turkey would do the job. Cheese and relish trays had already been prepared. This could work.

The cuckoo clock on the kitchen wall indicated the cake would simply have to be iced, warm or not. Rosie still needed to dress herself and find a way to transport the basic fare, as well as the bride, to the church. Would a vehicle even make it up the hill by the marina at this point? 

Rosie drew a slow breath to settle her mind. Decorating things was her sweet spot. Making something simple into something delightful was what she’d been created for. So, she swirled the frosting she’d prepared before Drew’s latest attempt to infiltrate the house. With steady, sure hands, she sea-shelled it onto the base of the white cake with a smooth knife that had belonged to her grandmother.

Nearly everything in Rosie’s domestic life had once belonged to Grandma Louise, from the embroidered towels on the oven door to the woven rugs on the floor. Only Rosie’s artistic life managed to be her own, which suited her just fine. She loved the photography dark room at her boardwalk studio on the north shore, she loved the little garage she shared with her mentor where they blew glass sculptures, and she loved her sketchpads, her pastels, and her charcoals, always waiting for her at the top of the stairway. With all of that, though, she also loved this kitchen and the way it kept Grandma Louise alive for her. Even the knife, as it swirled a design in the frosting, seemed to convey an abiding love. 

She told herself being alone with this cake and a tight deadline, surrounded by the memories of the godliest woman she would ever know, could go a long way in chasing away the sense of loneliness that pressed so close lately. 

Rosie turned the platter and kept applying frosting as fast as she could without getting messy, knowing all the while she had no right to feel lonely at all ... which was likely why it had taken her so long to identify what she’d suspected, at first, was restlessness. Just a simmering frustration. 

She loved living in the house where she’d grown up, after all, with her grandfather for company.

Then, there was Emily, who would at least begin her married life in the barge house next door, where she’d lived since returning from college to take over the local newspaper. Rosie knew she could talk freely with her sister. It had been the Graham Girls against the world more than once. 

Then, of course, there was always Charlie, her bouncing not-so-baby boy, with his agile mind and his affectionate nature. Raising him alone demanded all her best energy.

Who could manage to feel lonely with all that in her life? 

Certainly, her sister’s relationship with Drew Mathison had probably helped Rosie redefine her own restlessness as loneliness.

Drew had shown up in early summer, seeking a witness to his brother’s murder who could help him shut down a Reno gang and find some justice. It was, in fact, Emily who had hidden that witness Drew sought, for his safety and in the name of childhood love. It had taken weeks, along with a few threats from Reno, for Drew to earn Emily’s trust. And that was only after he’d won her heart.

Rosie was happy for them, even down in the deepest part of her heart where she expected to find envy. There was no envy there, though. Drew, who was now running the park’s watercraft division of police, was just what Emily needed and deserved. He brought out the best in her sister, Rosie reflected as she swirled the top icing. A true partner.

It was just that, the part about partnership, that Rosie supposed had her feeling lonely. Not envious. Just lonely. 

She’d had her own chance at marriage just a month before, after all. A proposal from a man she admired and liked ... but did not love. Perhaps it was as much her necessary “no,” as it was her sister’s enthusiastic “yes,” that had Rosie flirting with self-pity. 

She looked at the cuckoo again, and her heart stuttered as she yanked off Grandma’s owl-print apron. There was a crimson, wrap-around dress waiting for her that would be more acceptable as wedding attire than the robe-apron combination. 

As Rosie burst out through the kitchen’s swinging door, though, she let out a cry of dismay.

It was her exclamation that broke up the kiss Emily Graham was sharing with Drew Mathison in the living room. They made quite the picture, embracing before the roaring flames of the fireplace.

Emily whirled around, her lipstick smeared onto her right cheek. She held up a hand at Rosie as if her big sister were an approaching beast who needed appeasing.

“Now, Rosie,” she soothed, and her cheeks turned a sweet pink. “Our luck is already shot, and we don’t do luck anyway.”

“We’re making up our own rules,” Drew defended with a triumphant grin. The words sounded extra ironic from a man who’d spent years in the Army and law enforcement.

Rosie let her breath out in a huff and turned to go upstairs to her own dress. Maybe they were right. Maybe they needed to create, in some small way, a world that made sense to them. “You two deserve a blizzard, you know!”
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Chapter Two
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When electrical power snapped off around the lake, Gabe Adams stood at a window and watched little flames of light appear in the windows of the Liebs Island Chapel across the street. 

“Who would be having a church service on a night like this?” he wondered out loud. 

“Wedding,” said Ruth as she lit a fourth oil lamp in the parlor.

“Still, though ...” he remarked. That looked like madness, in this storm.

By contrast, he was snug inside the inn, listening to the sluggish pulse of an ornate grandfather clock join the song of the storm that rattled the stone building’s thick, expensive windows. Gabe knew how much those windows had cost. He oversaw purchasing, after all, for all the FH Resorts establishments, including the Fairchild Island Inn at Buckeye Lake.

Ruth, the inn’s capable caretaker, blew out the match she’d used to light the final lamp and walked back to the kitchen.

FH only used the best materials, so it never occurred to Gabe the windows wouldn’t stand up to this storm. He was also grateful he’d had the foresight to upgrade the coal-burning central heating just after the war had begun, so the electricity going out only meant lighting a couple of oil lamps for comfort. One of many convenient things he’d accomplished during the war.

Like just about every man his age, Gabe had intended to fight Hitler, of course. Yet, an injury to his lower leg while supervising a redesign five years before had kept him stateside, making money faster than he’d ever meant to.

The Lord did work in mysterious ways. 

Now, the Christmas holiday promised to be quiet and restful. Especially if they ended up with a few feet of snow, and the view out the window seemed to hint at it. Gabe had ridden out to the lake early that morning with the Fairchild family: Camden, Margo, and their grown son, Keith. 

Camden had wanted to get away, if only for a week, from the weight that came of owning hotels and resorts in Columbus, Cleveland, and New York City. This one at Buckeye Lake, smaller than the others, had promised to be otherwise empty for Christmas. Gabe had suggested it to his employer as the perfect spot for holiday relaxation. Then he’d bribed Keith Fairchild to help sway his father.

The bribe had only cost Gabe a ticket to the fights.

“It’s supposed to be an actual getaway,” Keith had argued privately. “Tell me you’re not going out there to work on the resort plans, Adams.”

“If Dot Berkeley wants to work on the resort plans, I won’t deny her the chance,” Gabe had responded hopefully.

As operations manager of all the FH Resorts properties, Gabe Adams was always working, and he couldn’t afford to leave behind the weight of it as Mr. Fairchild could. Yet, in this holiday “getaway” plan, he recognized a chance to combine both work and pleasure. 

The proposed north shore resort at Buckeye Lake promised to be the company’s finest, most lucrative property yet, even stacked against the New York City hotels. Though it would only operate at capacity from May to September, Gabe calculated the four-story, opulent family resort with its acres of gardens and docks extending into the lake so close to the amusement park would line the Fairchilds’ pockets and, in turn, his own.

If he could just finally close the deal and get the thing built.

Zoning challenges from nature lovers and scathing editorials in the local paper had stalled the project to protect some kind of marsh, but no one at FH was worried that the hurdles would truly prevent zoning approval. Gabe wasn’t, for sure. They had an ally in Dot Berkeley and her family, who were selling the chunk of north shore land alongside their boardwalk amusement park. Dot even wanted to invest in the resort itself, as part of the deal. 

Which was where pleasure might mingle with business, Gabe hoped, this Christmas season.

Yes, if the lovely Dot wanted to come by the little island inn and work on the plans for the newer, grander resort, Gabe was happy to be on site to work alongside her. The pair had been meeting for dinner, off and on, both at the lake and in Columbus. 

Dot was beautiful, capable, intelligent, driven, and polished.

Gabe wasn’t sure when dinners had veered away from negotiations to flirting and dancing, but veered away, they had. 

“Are you interested in her on a personal level?” Keith had asked, but he hardly needed an answer. He’d known it from the time Gabe had leaned on him, as a friend, to convince Camden and Margo that the Fairchild Island Inn would be the perfect place to get away for Christmas. “I suppose the two of you do make a dashing couple.”

Gabe agreed, so all that remained was to make sure Dot Berkeley did.

This intense storm, however, had not been in his carefully laid plans.

“They’re saying it’s some kind of blizzard,” Camden had huffed over their light lunch. 

“Well, Columbus will be getting hit, too, Dad,” Keith pointed out. “Might as well be here as there, eh?”

“We’re better off here,” Gabe had assured them. The thick stone and amenities of the classy little inn would last several Fairchild lifetimes. 

It never bothered Gabe that he wasn’t a Fairchild himself. The family had helped build him into the man he was, as surely as he’d helped build their empire. 

It was another snowstorm years before, in fact, that had marooned the wealthy Camden Fairchild within yards of Gabe Adams’ family’s cabin in the Hocking Hills. While he was still just a young man, he had been accidentally “discovered” by Mr. Fairchild when he’d dug the man out of his car and saved his life.

Gabe worried, though, that this blizzard would keep Dot Berkeley from coming out to Liebs Island, which caused him to worry that he might truly be in for a week of quiet refinement rather than romance.

The wind howled, the expensive windows shook, and the snow piled up.

Margo had carried on worse than the storm itself when the electricity had first blinked out, but she settled as the main parlor began to glow bright with firelight.

Gabe thought it was rather a shame there were no guests to enjoy the ambiance those warm flames provided against the darkness.
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When Levi “Smokey” Black had shown up with his enormous Allis-Chalmers tractor and wagon at midday, everyone at the towpath had laughed at the way he had decked it all out in jingle bells. 

A farmer, Smokey had grown up with the Grahams and become fast friends with Drew Mathison since they’d both been in Europe during the war. 

By late that December afternoon, however, no one was laughing at Smokey’s tractor. Instead, his forward thinking made him a hero all over again. It was only this jingling wagon and the hardy, four-wheel power of the Allis-Chalmers that got the wedding party up the marina lot and across Liebs Island to the little chapel building, which was fast being buried in snow. 

It was a short trip, really, made nearly impossible by the blizzard. Rosie, with help from Smokey and Hickory, had loaded baskets with the turkey, wedding cake, and platters into the wagon.

Candlelight flickered in the chapel’s windows, and the few guests who had managed the drive out around the lake from town had one kerosene heater going. Bows and greenery were in place for the holiday season. A wedding was supposed to happen, and the people who loved Drew Mathison and Emily Graham were making sure it would still happen. 

Rosie, who loved them very, very much, was delighted as she puffed warm breath onto her pink fingers.

“How nice the candles are!” Hickory laughed beneath a snow-encrusted scarf, and he embraced Cookie and Burt. “I’m not removing this coat for anything, though.” 

Pastor Skip was running in and out to help carry Rosie’s baskets of food in, exclaiming over the scent of turkey while Cookie scolded him for tipping the cake sideways. 

“The poor fellow slipped on the ice.” Dot laughed, looking like a movie star, as usual, moving around to brush the snow off her friends’ backs. “Smashed the cake to bits.”

“And Rosie had it frosted so pretty,” Smokey remarked. 

“Don’t fret,” Rosie said from inside her own heavy hood, still trying to catch her breath. The door shut behind her, and she took comfort in the relative warmth of the little vestibule, smelling as it always did of wax and wood polish. “I’ve entirely let go of all my expectations for this event. Not that it was my expectations that ever mattered.” She let the others arrange the baskets she’d just carried over to a side table. 

Drew was unwrapping his bride from her heavy parka like she was, indeed, his Christmas gift. “This wedding is going to be whatever it ends up being. Right, Em?”

“If we’re married at the end of it, all will be well,” she said with a laugh, letting her old friend, Dot, exclaim over her gown. 

Everyone talked at once.

“Can we change you out of those dreadful boots, though, honey?”

“I’ve got her heels here in this satchel! No, this one here!”

“Mild frostbite is all the rage for weddings this season, I heard.”

“Not sure we’ll be getting back out of here.”

“Well, the turkey is already cold.”

“Stay out of that. We can’t eat until they’re married, for crying out loud!”

“Might as well eat it before it freezes.”

“Charlie, Delia. No running around with all these candles burning.”

“Oh, a pianist! No way Claudia was ever making it from off island. Can we all just hum the wedding march, do you think?”

“Nonsense. I can play,” Dottie said. 

Rosie side-hugged her friend as she passed by. “Can you really?” 

“Kind of. A little.”

“The kerosene heater is warm. Ish. It’s warmish.”

“If the turkey doesn’t last, we’ll just have to eat one another to survive.”

Pastor Skip begged his ward, Delia, to stop making morbid predictions about their fate. She had learned of the Donner Party in social studies just the week before, and she was determined to recount their demise in grisly detail even as Skip tried to get everyone in their places. 

“Drew, you’ll have to let go of your bride for five minutes if you want her to be able to walk down the aisle. Come up front with me now, young man.” Pastor Skip’s smile was as large as the storm. He would always be grateful to Drew Mathison for keeping his son, Gilbert, safe after he’d testified as a witness in Drew’s brother’s murder trial. To get to marry the officer to his sweetheart was making him glow.

“May I kiss the bride first?”

“For pity’s sake,” Rosie murmured, but she couldn’t stop the bubble of laughter as she gave him a shove and guided her very blessed little sister in the opposite direction, toward the drafty rear of the sanctuary. 

“Historians think the Donner party ate the weakest people first, when they knew they were completely trapped,” Delia was saying, the ivory bow atop her head flopping sideways as she followed Rosie and Emily. “That’s what Ms. Bailey says. Maybe even children.”

“Delia, please,” Pastor Skip called in exasperation over the howling wind. “This is a wedding.”

“If the children were anything like you and Charlie, they probably tasted a bit gamey,” Rosie said, enjoying Emily’s laugh as she tucked her sister’s hand into Hickory’s arm to keep things moving. The old man’s blue eyes went wet with tears. A quiet settled over the sanctuary, in contrast to the cacophony of before.

Rosie blinked back her own tears once more. The storm took a backseat to the vision her sister made, the muff over her hands bedecked in mistletoe, the gold of her hair shining like the hope and certainty in her smile. Rosie let her arms encircle both Emily and her grandfather, and for a moment the three of them stood united. 

This old man had given the sisters a home, together with his wife, and he’d later helped them make sense of her death, added to all the loss they had already experienced. Rosie would never forget the way Hickory and Emily had stood beside her, a unit like the one they made now, when little Charlie had arrived fatherless, and she herself had to face coming-of-age as an outcast. 

How did a person thank other people for all that history? An embrace hardly seemed enough.

“I love you both,” Rosie whispered, and Hickory swiped at the tears on her cheeks with the ratty handkerchief he could reliably produce at any moment. “I’m so happy for you, Em.”

Up front, Dottie plucked out the wedding march. Pastor Skip raised his voice over the howling wind, as the temperature in the sanctuary dropped still more. 

The vows were magical enough and brief enough to keep Delia temporarily quiet about their future as cannibals. Burt, in his hardy baritone, led the group in “How Great Thou Art,” acapella. 

They were only a verse in when the chapel door burst open and, in another cloudy explosion of snow, Police Chief Gunn clomped into the peaceful, candlelit scene. 

“Gunn!” Pastor Skip called as the man wrestled a toboggan cap off his face.

“If you’ve come to object, you’re too late,” Drew called good-naturedly to his former boss, pulling Emily hand-in-hand down the aisle toward him. The couple stopped in front of him. “You okay, Chief? Sorry we had to start without you.”

Chief Gunn had known the Grahams all his life, and he’d been the one to hire Drew when he’d appeared in Buckeye Lake last summer, on the hunt for Gil, the missing witness. “Congratulations, Mr. and Mrs. Mathison,” the chief gasped, face red from the wind.

“Hey, now. I haven’t officially introduced them yet,” Pastor Skip hollered.

“Whatever their names now, they’re going to need to seek shelter and fast. You all do,” Gunn said, his expression somber.

“We’d noticed there’s a bit of snow falling,” Burt put in.

“More than a bit, I’m afraid,” the chief continued as the party gathered around him. He coughed into his coat sleeve. “The latest from the weather service says we’re in for a bad several days here, and power’s out all over. Anyone without enough firewood isn’t going to make it. Temperature keeps falling fast. I’ve got a lot of folks to check on. Possibly to move.”

As if to punctuate this dire news, a fir tree that had been brushing one of the church windows blew right through the glass and shattered it over pews as the group cried out in alarm. Frigid air funneled in with a screaming sound.

Drew, who had been a light-hearted groom moments before, was suddenly a soldier again, moving fast. “Gather the food up again, everyone. Bundle up.” 

“For now, all of you should head across the road to the inn,” Gunn instructed. “They have a working heating system, and I doubt you’ll make it back down to the towpath in this. Not tonight.” 

A different but even less pleasant cold moved through Rosie’s veins. “The inn?”

“The Fairchild Inn. They’ve got heat and room for you.”

That was when Rosie decided, with some regret, that she would simply have to freeze to death. 
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Chapter Four
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From the common room of the Fairchild Inn, there was no way to know that, outside, trees were falling and pipes were freezing. 

Within the stone fortress, Gabe watched Margo Fairchild produce another porcelain sheep from a nest of newspaper wrappings and straw. The straw, in fact, was the only manger-like aspect of the nativity she was assembling on the polished oak table near the fireplace. 

Gabe rested his chin on his hand and watched this latest sheep take its place alongside a porcelain section of fence. The pieces were all white and perfect, shiny in the candles and oil lamps Ruth had lit. 

For his part, Keith Fairchild had surrendered to a nap, his own chin planted on his sweater. Soft gargling sounds came from the back of his throat. Camden Fairchild read a newspaper close to the opposite side of the fire from his wife, glasses perched on the tip of his nose. He cleared his throat approximately two times per minute. 

Gabe had created a mental chart to track it. 

Newsprint crinkled, this time from Margo’s side of the fireplace. Gabe waited in expectation of the next shiny, delicate creature to emerge. At last, the paper gave birth to a cow. Careful with the twiggy little bovine legs, Margo inspected the porcelain for smudges before placing it on the other side of the fence from the sheep. Then she stepped back, considered, and moved the cow a quarter inch to the right. 

The wind howled in contrast to the soft snore and the barely audible click of porcelain on polished oak.

Gabe thought he might run mad from boredom, and this was only their first day at the inn. Christmas was still days away.

He fantasized about rushing out into that storm, just catapulting himself from the overstuffed chair and pumping his arms and legs hard into what looked like a wall of wild white beyond the windowpane. No coat. How alive he would feel. 

Until he froze to death.

“Gabriel? Are you all right, sweetheart?” 

Margo was squinting at him across the room, a shining camel cradled in her hand. 

“I’m fine. Why?”

“You just made a sound, is all. Are you warm enough?” Now Camden was also squinting in Gabe’s direction, over the paper. Their son continued snoring softly.

Gabe had made a sound. Heaven forbid. He shook his head, hoping the sound hadn’t been a growl. 

He owed these people everything: his shoes as polished as the tabletop, his fine sweater vest over his tailored shirt. Restless, he rose and walked to the broad window with its cushioned seat. Besides the fireplace, this charming window seat was the showpiece of the common room. His job was to know exactly how much it cost to add an extravagance like this cozy seating to a hotel.

It was just so quiet. Quiet enough within to make the storm somehow appealing without.

Now he took to watching the stark white nativity scene take shape in reverse, reflected in the window glass before him with streamers of white snow like a backdrop in the darkness behind it. There was also the reflection of his own face, a shade or two darker than anyone else’s in the room.

Then the quiet came to an end.

Beyond the archway behind him, the heavy inn doors slammed open, and the raucous sound of a dozen voices came rushing in with snow and frigid air. 

Gabe’s first thought was that a group of intoxicated Christmas carolers was attacking, but certainly no one would be caroling—drunk or sober—in a blizzard. Well-wrapped bodies kept tumbling through the doorway, though, one after another, exclaiming and coughing and making both alarmed and happy noises. 

A middle-aged man and woman with their arms full of baskets, a very old man still managing to keep up with the others, a young boy and girl darting around the others, a woman with another large basket, the preacher Gabe recognized from town. A small cluster of others, unrecognizable in flapping winter hats, practically fell on top of one another as they slid across the now slick tile flooring.

It took two of them to shut the door against the storm once more.

Ruth, after lighting the oil lamps, had been down the hallway and in the kitchen, but she still made it to the foyer before the Fairchilds had roused themselves from their reading, their nap, and their shock, respectively. 

“Here we come a wassailing,” a deep voice rang out from the group, making them all laugh and forcing Gabe to wonder if his first impression had been correct. 

Everyone was talking at once.

Somehow, it was through this indoor storm that Dot Berkeley appeared! His Dot Berkeley. The one he’d all but given up on getting to romance over his holiday trip. Now, she was here, and she pushed through the cluster of chaos and spotted him through the fur-lined hood of a thick coat, her dark curls ice-encrusted to that fur. 

“Bet you weren’t expecting this,” she called as they started toward one another. “The wedding managed to happen, believe it or not.”

Wedding. It clicked for Gabe that Dot had said she was in a wedding, but he hadn’t realized it was the blizzard wedding across the street.

“And now ... wouldn’t you know it ... we’re stranded!” someone declared.

“A tree crashed right through the stained-glass window!”

“I’ve never felt it this cold. Never.”

“You’re coming from ...? The church, then?” Camden Fairchild had found his voice in the choir, seeming to just remember he owned this place. Next to Gabe, Dot had removed a pair of fine gloves and was blowing on her fingers.

Gabe reached over and chafed them between his own to help warm them.

“Yes, forgive us!” The old man still standing in the foyer with the others pulled off a cap that covered what turned out to be a bald head with a tuft of white around the edges, his cheeks bright red and his blue eyes bright and vital. Gabe now decided this was somehow St. Nicholas leading the fray. “Sorry there are so many of us and that we just burst in like that, Fairchild.” 

At that, Camden seemed to recognize the old man and moved quickly toward him to shake the work glove he’d extended. “Why, Hickory Graham! Didn’t know it was you. Been a while! Come in, come in.” 

Gabe recognized the name from Graham Marina, just down the hill and next door to the Fairchild Inn. The properties shared a beach on the lake, and Gabe figured the men must have seen one another off and on for decades. 

“Good to see you again,” Graham said cheerfully. “Mrs. Fairchild, hello ma’am. Chief Gunn said you had working heat here and advised us to come over.”

Camden looked blank, and the refugees looked at one another as the room adjusted to the fact that Gunn had forgotten an important loop in the communication. 

Gabe wondered how many more people the police chief would be sending to the inn. In his mind, he calculated beds.

“It makes sense, of course,” Keith said, speaking for the first time. Gabe just now noticed his friend standing stiffly next to the sofa where he’d dozed a few minutes before. Though he spoke to the room in general, he watched his father. 

“I’m so sorry to impose,” Graham said. “Gunn didn’t ask before he sent us here, did he?”

“No, but that doesn’t change the fact you’re perfectly welcome, Hickory,” Camden said with extra warmth to make up for the silent beat of confusion they’d all just endured. 

“It’s only until Smokey gets back, anyway,” Hickory informed the inn’s owner, and everyone stood with coats still on in the foyer. 

Pastor Skip, beside the man called Hickory, explained to the room: “Smokey, err, Smokey Black has a tractor and small wagon, which is how we all made it up to the church in the first place. He took the bride and groom and half of a turkey back down to the barge house for their honeymoon and was going to make sure their place and Hickory’s are able to hold enough heat from the stoves.”

“Well, come in for now and get comfortable, for heaven’s sake,” Margo decided, rubbing her arms from the chilly air they’d brought in. Gabe figured she’d rallied once she realized they were being picked back up again shortly.

Ruth materialized again with a mop for the snow falling off boots.

Gabe, inspired by Margo to remember his manners, took Dot’s coat and draped it over the chair he’d been in minutes before. She smelled, as always, like very subtle and very expensive roses. Tucking her curls back away from her face, she grinned and assessed him. “I like your sweater.”

“Thank you. You look lovely.”

“If that’s even close to true, it’s a small miracle.” She laughed. “I’d already climbed out of a ditch before this latest bout with the elements.” 

“It’s a shame about this storm, but I’m glad I get to see you.”

“Me too.” 

Gabe leaned in and placed a kiss on her cheekbone. She reached down and squeezed his hand affectionately, which wasn’t pleasant. Her fingers still felt half frozen. 

“Come stand closer to the fire,” he insisted, which turned out to be a popular place to be. 

With the whole group shivering their way over to the stone hearth, Gabe bent to feed the already lively fire some additional wood. If this inn was the only source of heat left on the lake, then he’d do his part to make sure there was plenty to go around.

Margo was quick to introduce herself to Dot, whom Gabe had told her about. The two women were a pair, standing together. He realized how natural Dot looked amidst the luxury of this waterfront inn, her pearls a match for Mrs. Fairchild’s. 

Perhaps that was what had his eyes tracking to another woman who did not look natural standing in this room. 

Why he noticed her at all, he couldn’t say, with all the commotion at the fireplace. She had put down the packed basket she’d carried in, but the young woman, apparently about the same age as Dot, stood off to the far side of the entryway, still wrapped tight against the storm. 

Something about her posture conveyed misery.

Concerned, Gabe made his way over to help her off with her thick coat. He noticed how bright her eyes were against almost colorless skin. She could have been the white porcelain figure of the nativity Mary, were it not for her floppy, knitted cap and mismatched mittens. Her eyes, somehow haunted, tracked to his only when he was directly in front of her.

“Welcome,” he said in a soft voice because he had the feeling she might run back into the storm as he’d just been imagining doing himself. “May I help you with your coat? It’s a great deal warmer by the fire.” 

She shook her head. “Thank you, but no. I’m fine here. Smokey should be back any minute to get us and take us home.” She softened the refusal with a smile but leaned back against the paneled wall to convey her determination.

“And how far is home?” 

“Oh. Um. Just down the hill.” She extended a mitten, crusted in ice as Dot’s hair had been. “I’m sorry. I’m Rosie Graham.” 

“Rosie Graham ...” Gabe thought hard. He knew the name, perhaps from Dot. “Are you the bride, then?”

“No, that’s my sister, Emily.”

“Ah. So, the maid of honor. I’m Gabe Adams.” He endured the handshake, wiping the bits of melting ice off his palm on his corduroy slacks.

It was sliding into place for him, now. Gabe had met Emily Graham over the summer. If he wasn’t mistaken, she was the one publishing the articles about his resort project in her paper. She and her sister had grown up with Dot. 

The woman in front of him seemed to be making the same connections.

“Oh,” Rosie said with a nod of recognition. “You, you’re Dottie’s ... friend.” She managed a small, polite smile, but he noticed her gaze darting around the room. It occurred to him he wasn’t having any luck putting her at ease. 

“That’s right. Dot’s over by the fire. Why don’t you come join us?” He looked back toward the fireplace only to see Dot working the room in that way she always did. Poised, charming, mildly aggressive. There’d be no getting her attention. 

Gabe tried to make sense of these two very opposite women as lifelong friends.

A boy of about ten scampered up, having shed his hat so that his sandy-blonde hair stuck up every which way, and the very nervous and cold Rosie Graham reached out and clamped one of her mittens around his arm. 

“Charlie, please stay with me.”

“Mom, have you ever seen a fireplace as big as that? And the lady said she’s going to make cocoa to warm us all up!” 

“I doubt we’ll be here long enough for cocoa,” she responded in a tight voice that matched her grip on his arm. “Just stay right here.” It wasn’t a suggestion. 

“But ...”

“Smokey will be back to take us home any minute.”

“I wanna stay here for a while, though! It’s fun! And warm!” 

“We aren’t staying, Charlie.”

Gabe felt like an intruder into something he didn’t understand. 

Perhaps the woman was a recluse, which would explain the pallor and her general discomfort. He eased away, wishing himself back to the comparative vitality of the fireplace, but he found his path blocked by another child who had tumbled in with the group, this one a girl. 

“I’m Delia,” she said to Gabe, startling him a little. “It means I’m a good deal. Get it? Delia?” She was about the same age as Charlie and was missing a front tooth. Her floppy hat with pompoms hanging to her shoulders had remained on, though her coat was dragging behind her, seemingly stuck to one wrist. 

“Nice to meet you, Miss Delia. I’m Gabe. May I help you with your coat?” He bent to pick most of it up from the floor and tried to tug it over her wrist, but it was blocked by her fist. She squirmed and opened that fist, revealing a bright shard of sharp, blue glass.

“Is that ...?” Rosie asked, moving from the wall toward them.

“I picked it up when the window broke at the chapel. Look at the light through it!” Delia held it up toward the fireplace, but Rosie was busy inspecting the little girl’s palm for cuts. 

“That’s sharp, Delia. Be careful.” 

Once she had shifted it to the other hand and Rosie released the one that, thankfully, wasn’t bleeding, Gabe swept the entire plaid, woolen coat up from the floor as it fell. Delia thanked him even as she held the glass up for Charlie to admire. 

Gabe smiled, the chaos of the room and these children reminding him of his family’s little cabin in the Hocking Hills, bursting at the seams with large and small people who liked to make noise. Suddenly those memories felt so much closer. 

He grinned at Rosie over Delia’s braids. “Your children are fun.” 

Rosie’s homemade hat was sideways from her battle for the shard of glass. “Children are fun, for sure,” she said. “Delia belongs to Pastor Skip, though. Technically.” 

The pastor seemed to hear his name and headed over, along with Dot, but Delia had already scampered closer to the fire, taking Charlie with her. Gabe left the pastor chatting with the reluctant Rosie Graham, who hadn’t so much as unbuttoned a button of the thick collar of her coat.

“To think,” Gabe told Dot. “I was bored out of my mind a few minutes ago.”

“I see you met Rosie,” she said, leading him away a little.

“Yes. She doesn’t seem to want to join us as much as the others do.” Dot looked over to check on her friend and shrugged. Gabe tried to sort it out in his mind. “It’s her sister that’s down on the resort, right? The one who got married today?”
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