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      JOURNAL ENTRY

      1 May 1928

      Why did I follow General Rockwell to these God-forsaken mountains? “Just to pay our respects”, he said. Fool. But I saw the potential of Twin Springs and convinced the Private's widow to sell to the General. He should be grateful. Instead, he gives me a new mission—one  without glory that reduces me to commanding servants, not men.

      Even the mighty General doesn’t know about the wealth that runs below Twin Springs. I knew the tide of war had turned in my favor when I caught the colored chef slipping through the secret passageway behind the bookcases. With a little ingenuity, plaster, wood and paint, I created a secret room. My Headquarters. From which I’ll win this war. From the other side of the wall, everything appears to be on the up and up. My office is an ordinary room with a table, chairs and an insignificant desk raised on a platform. Only I would think to hide a lever within the desk’s small drawers. A simple twist of the knob and I slip into my Headquarters to plan.

      I am a man of caution. In case the perimeter of my Headquarters is breached, who’d think to look for another secret passageway? No one. But with the push of a button, an ordinary bookcase reveals a stairway that leads down to my new creative endeavor. Running moonshine.

      I’ll have to dispose of the chef. After all, Flamme knows my secrets. But, I’ll keep him around until the right opportunity presents itself. I might need a patsy to blame for the moonshine.

      I will lay siege to the General’s three daughters, his Gems, and vie for their trust and affections. I’ll begin with Emerald. Plant my seed within her. Then, I’ll belong, and I can address her as he does, Emma. His sweet Emma will be mine.

      I'll dispose of the other two sisters, guaranteeing that any future descendants who inherit the hotel from this point forward will be from my seed. The hotel will belong to me, to my lineage, as it should be.

      Lt.
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      PROLOGUE

      If Isabella Fairbanks had known that morning would change her life, she would’ve hidden better. But, at the tender age of eight, her friends called her Izzy, her father was larger than life, dreams were make believe, boys were gross, and ghosts lived only in books. Most of all, she’d be able to live within the safe walls of Twin Springs Hotel and Spa forever and ever. She couldn’t have been more wrong.

      Izzy paused before deciding which wing of Twin Springs’ attic to hide in. She picked at the torn wallpaper with her fingernail and nibbled on her lip. Leaning forward, she snuck a glance further down the corridor. The thick mass of her blonde hair swung forward and blocked her vision. Annoyed, she crinkled her nose and shoved it out of her face.

      The attic’s hallway transformed into a playground and before her stretched a runway of possible hiding places. Decision made, she sped through the seemingly endless hallway. Exhilaration pulsed through her compact body and drowned out the soft thuds of her tennis shoes on the threadbare carpet.

      Her sister’s counting down bounced off the cracked plaster walls. “Ten, nine, eight⁠—”

      Excitement bubbled within Izzy and she skidded into a room, where an errant ray of early morning sunlight struggled through a window covered with decades of dust, narrowly lighting it. Mindlessly, she crawled over boxes that crunched under her weight and squeezed herself behind a tottering, half-dressed Christmas tree.

      Something brushed against the back of her hand, almost like a soft breeze. Snatching her hand close to her chest, she sucked in a breath and swallowed a scream. She couldn’t believe her eyes. Beside her, in a gauzy pink dress with a white apron tied over top, crouched a young woman not quite as tall as the Security Manager’s son, Niles. She blinked hard, but the woman was really there. “Gosh, you aren’t supposed to play in here,” whispered Izzy. “It’s off limits to guests.”

      Her sister’s countdown sounded off in the distance. “Six, five⁠—”

      The woman’s mouth curled up at the corners and her green eyes glittered in the dimly lit room. She pressed a slender finger to her lips and motioned for her to follow.

      In the distance, Ava yelled out, “Ready or not, here I come.”

      Izzy squeezed her eyes closed, drew her knees in tight to her chest and scrunched down. Resting her forehead on her jean clad knees, she clenched her muscles to keep from moving. Every sound, no matter how small, rattled around in her head like nails in a cup.

      Her sister thundered past the door where she hid.

      Gradually, she opened her eyes. Tinsel had stuck to her face and she peeled it away. Peering out from behind the tree, she checked to see if the coast was clear. A relieved breath swooshed out of her and she plopped back down, wiped her dusty hands on her equally dirty white t-shirt and pushed her hair back to study the woman.

      Her brow furrowed. How could she get her to leave and not give her away? After all, guests weren’t supposed to be in her special place. But she just sat there, staring at her. Her father’s phrase of “guests first” chanted in her head and the woman’s smile grew as if she could hear her thoughts. “I’ll help you find your way back to the Grand Lobby. But you can’t tattle and tell my dad that I was playing in the attics. Deal?”

      The woman nodded, and she could’ve sworn she whispered within her head, “Deal.”

      Izzy scrambled over the boxes and paused to check for Ava at the door. “We must make it quick. My sister will call me a cheater if she can’t find me up here.”

      Allowing the woman to follow, she trotted down the hallway to the back stairs but the woman veered off through a door that she’d never explored.

      In a mock whisper, Izzy called out, “That’s the wrong way!” She chewed on her lip. “Oh man,” she bellyached to herself, “I’m gonna get in trouble if you get lost.” She flipped around and chased after her. “Wait!”

      But the woman ignored her. Further down into the belly of the hotel they wandered. She strolled just ahead and paid no notice to her calls to wait.

      Jogging to catch up, Izzy skidded to a stop at the end of a hall where double silver doors stood sentry. But the woman was gone. Suddenly uneasy, she pushed up onto tiptoe and stretched to see through one of the circular windows high in each of the doors. Unable to gain enough height, she cracked open a door and peeked inside.

      With her legs crossed at the knee, the woman was perched on top of a shiny counter. Izzy’s heart beat hard against her ribs. Getting caught in the hotel’s main kitchen was way worse than playing in the attics. She pushed through the swinging doors, “We’re not supposed play here.”

      The woman’s head tipped to the side and she grinned. A loose strand of hair fell into her face and she twisted it up and around the knot of blonde hair piled high on her head. “Hungry?”

      The woman’s voice was super soft and Izzy leaned in, “What?”

      Her face lit up with soundless laughter and she gestured for Izzy to help her gather a mixing bowl, spoon and ingredients.

      Izzy broke eggs on the rim of the bowl and allowed the gold and white gooeyness to seep between her fingers. As she sifted, flour filled the air, floated softly down and covered the counters in a thin film of white. She added the rest of the ingredients and mixed the batter. Holding the bowl tight against her chest, she carefully folded in the blueberries. With the help of the woman, she turned on the big stove, seasoned her first pan and learned the sound the batter makes when it hits a pan heated just right. Together they made blueberry pancakes.

      “What’s your name?”

      The woman’s lips curled with pleasure and she nodded. She pressed her finger through the flour-covered counter and wrote her name.

      “Emma,” said Izzy. Her breath blew the flour and erased the letters. Hitting her chest with a flour-whitened hand, she proudly declared, “I’m Izzy.” She bit into one of the pancakes and purred with happiness every time one of the blueberries popped their sweetness into her mouth.

      “Are you a mom? Did you teach your own daughter how to cook?”

      A shadow of sadness dimmed the woman’s smile and she shook her head.

      She stared into the woman’s eyes and realized that she’d found not only a new favorite place to play, but also a friend. “You’d be a real good mom. My mom’s one of God’s angels.”

      “Izzy!” Her father’s voice reverberated through the room. “What’s going on in here?”

      Jumping, Izzy dropped the warm pancake onto the counter.

      Her father stood before her, filling the space of the kitchen with his presence. Niles smirked behind him. She felt there was judgment within the boy’s deep brown eyes. Even though he was only a couple years older than Ava, his size belittled his age. Izzy envied his height but she’d never let him find out.

      Standing beside Niles, Ava struck a dramatic pose with her hands propped on her hips. The crown of her sister’s black hair shimmered within the spread of light and her gaze sparkled with annoyance. Izzy could’ve sworn that green sparks shot out of her sister’s eyes. Right away, she wished her own green eyes could shoot sparks too. At the grand old age of ten, Ava could handle anything. She had a secret superpower that bent others to her will. Izzy nibbled on her lip and silently begged for Ava’s help.

      Their father stepped forward. “I’m waiting for an explanation.”

      Shifting her pose, Ava grabbed his hand. “Wow! She made breakfast.” She winked at Izzy, slipped under their father’s arm and hugged him, “Cool, huh Daddy?”

      “I, I,” stammered Izzy. “We made blueberry pancakes.”

      Her father surveyed the mess within the kitchen. “You’re covered from head to toe with flour. Who helped you?”

      “Emma.” Izzy turned to introduce her new friend but she was gone. Her brow furrowed and she bit her lip. “Where did she go?”

      Niles taunted her, “Dizzy Izzy has an imaginary friend.”

      Ava pushed him. “Don’t call her that.”

      Her father loomed over her and she felt the joy of cooking leaking out of her. Unsure what else to do, she plucked a warm pancake from the top of the pile and handed it to her father.

      He bit off a piece and chewed, his attention never deviating from her face, even though the kitchen staff had begun to file into the room for the next shift. His chewing slowed and his gaze glowed brighter. Glancing between her and the pancake, he broke into a smile so gigantic that it crinkled the skin at the corners of his eyes. “Melts in my mouth.”

      Pleasure coursed through her and warmed her heart. His approval shone over her and she knew that no boy could ever top her dad. She rushed forward, threw her arms around his waist and hugged him tight. “I’ll never love anyone as much as you!”

      He crouched down from his massive height and their green eyes met. He kissed her flour- powdered nose and sniffed her neck. “You smell like vanilla.”

      She giggled.

      With a swipe of his finger, he wiped the tip of her nose clean and ordered, “Don’t come in here by yourself again.” His grin softened his words. “Make sure you help clean up the mess.” He turned to address the Executive Chef, who stood tall at the pass, a beacon in his bright white jacket. “Put her to work.” He winked down at her. “Let me know if she gives you any trouble.”

      Izzy’s gaze followed her father. His shoulders pressed back and his stride strong and sure. Following in his footsteps, Niles stuck his tongue out and trailed behind.

      Returning the insult by sticking out her own tongue, Izzy entwined her fingers with her sister’s. “You know, Ava, I’m really going to yell at Emma when I see her again. She snuck out and left me to take all the blame.”

      Ava’s gaze searched the room. “She must’ve found a really good place to hide.”

      Izzy ripped the last pancake in half and gave one piece to her sister. Her heart raced with a new found excitement. A craving that consumed her. She just had to make something else for her father to taste. She must feel the warmth of his approval again. “It’s okay,” she muttered, her mouth full of pancake. “Emma already showed me the best playground ever. Here.”

      

      Later that night, as she snuggled into her pillow, her thoughts returned to Emma and cooking. Bit by bit, a dream formed around her. One with an older version of herself.

      

      . . . In the distance, the tower’s clock began to strike its midnight tune. The air stilled and the fine blonde hairs on the back of her neck stood. She stiffened. A primal fear, that she didn’t quite understand, seeped into her veins and pumped her heart. One word reverberated through her subconscious. Run!

      But she had nowhere left to go. Before her rose an impregnable wall of fallen rubble blocking her escape. Her bare feet kicked up dust from the dirt floor as she turned and looked back towards where she had come. She’d trapped herself at the end of the tunnel, like a mouse in a maze, afraid to retrace her steps but unable to move forward.

      A vibrating rush of air exploded through the tunnel and propelled her backwards. She lay, unconscious, unmindful of the rocks that fell around her, sealing her in and removing her last hope of escape.

      Just an hour earlier, she’d laughed in delight as her long flowing party dress twirled between her and the man she loved. She’d tasted the sweetness of champagne from his kisses. Sensed her beauty reflected in his gaze. Never again. She’d failed. Failed herself and her love.

      Her chiffon dress was bunched up around her legs, torn and covered with a fine mist of dirt from the blast. Her long hair was no longer in an intricate topknot but wild and loose around her shoulders. Escaped locks splayed across her face and covered the fresh bruises that bloomed high on her cheekbone.

      Between the final bongs of the clock, a spider web of cracks silently formed in the tunnel walls. Leisurely, warm spring water seeped down the dirt walls and darkened them. Rising around her, the water enveloped her in warm loving arms and held her until the last breath left her body. Her once bright blonde hair, darkened and wet, reached out along the water’s surface and she floated, encircled by the water’s embrace, until time and love no longer held any meaning. . .

      

      Izzy surged up in bed and sucked air into her deprived lungs. From that day forward, no matter how hard she tried, she was unable to hide from the dream.
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      FOURTEEN YEARS LATER

      Sitting on a submerged bench, cold winter air swirled around Isabella, but she snuggled down into the warmth of the Hot Springs pool, ever mindful of her cardinal rule—Never allow the water to cover your head.

      She glanced over at Theo Beaumont, a guest. They’d snuck into the Hot Springs after hours. But, being with him was worth any wrath that her father might bring.

      Theo’s eyes were like molten silver. His light ebony skin, toned and muscled. More than that, he listened. Cared about her dreams and aspirations. She was in love and it felt wonderful.

      Stars and the submerged lights cast an ambient glow over the darkness that surrounded them. At the corners, water poured off large boulders creating tiny, personal waterfalls and smooth river rocks lined the edges.  Across from them, a large, cascading waterfall muffled the sounds of the outside world. Maybe they should duck under the wall of water, snuggle on the moss-covered shelf, trail their toes through the power of the rushing water. No one would discover them there. It would be just the two of them. And their dreams.

      She knew better than to fall for a guest but something about Theo made her heart pound within her chest and cast all caution aside. “Has it only been a week?” she questioned. “It feels like I’ve known you since, forever. When do you check out?”

      Placing his arm around her shoulders, he pulled her close. “We’re supposed to leave tomorrow, but I’m going to see if we can extend another week.”

      Heat radiated from his bare chest. Only her green string bikini and his trunks separated their skin. Her fingers stroked the muscled ridges of his chest, down to his abdomen. She sighed. “Then you’re back to college to finish your Masters.”

      “And you’re off to England for your apprenticeship with a three star Michelin Executive Chef.” He kissed her on top of the head. “You’ll be an awesome Chef one day.”

      She groaned, “Dad says, if I want to run the main kitchen at Twin Springs, then I need to start at the bottom and learn from the best. Someplace where they don’t know I’m the owner’s daughter.”

      Theo opened his mouth to reply but the pool’s gate jiggled. “Quick, duck under the water.” He moved to push her under.

      Panic exploded within Isabella and she slapped at his hands, “No. I can’t.” She screamed, “No!”

      But it was too late. He’d pulled her beneath the surface with him.

      Water flooded into her mouth. She gaged and choked. Instantaneously, she struggled and ripped at everything around her. A light flickered back and forth above the water and the dream of her drowning pressed her down.

      Strong arms pulled her to the surface. “Are you okay?” Enveloped in Theo’s embrace, his concerned gaze was only inches away. “Sorry, Isabella.” He squeezed her tight and she could feel his heart pounding against hers. “You scared the crap out of me.”

      Her chest heaving, she choked out between breaths, “Don’t. Ever. Do. That again.”

      He smoothed her wet hair back and placed tiny kisses all over her face. “I’m sorry. I thought you could swim.”

      She felt like a fool. The old nickname Dizzy Izzy rattled in the back of her head and shame flowed through her. “I can swim.” She steadied her breath and leaned her forehead against his chest.  “It’s just that I have this fear of drowning,” she mumbled. “Since I was a little girl, I’ve had dreams about suffocating under the water.”

      He squeezed her tight. “Forgive me.” He tilted her chin up and pressed his lips against hers.

      Her heart thundering in her ears, she sunk into the kiss. Her hands slid up his muscled chest and around his neck.

      A blinding light broke the two apart. “Dad!” she cried out and she shriveled inside at being caught. And with a guest. Lifting her hand, she attempted to block the light. “I’m sorry⁠—.’

      “Theo’s in the pool, k-i-s-s-i-n-g,” jeered a young girl’s voice. “First comes love, then comes marriage, then comes a baby in a baby carriage.”

      Theo groaned. “My sister.” Effortlessly, he lifted himself out of the water.

      Outside of his embrace, the water cooled around her.

      He snagged the flashlight from his sister and clicked it off. “What are you doing out of bed?”

      “What are you doing in the pool?” challenged his sister.

      Her vision blurred from the flashlight’s beam, Isabella could barely distinguish the two forms in the darkness. She blinked. Theo had wrapped his tall form in a white robe. He grabbed his little sister by the hand, “I’ll be right back.” Stalking off, she heard him grumbling. “You’re such a pain.”

      Isabella leaned her head back against the smooth edge of the pool. Her dreams were just that, dreams. Childish dreams. “I’m a strong swimmer,” she reassured herself. “I’m safe.”

      Thinking about Theo and his sister, she grinned. At one time, she’d been the little sis, spoiling her older sibling’s fun. She spread her arms and water flooded into the split she created on the surface. How could something so soothing be so dangerous at the same time?

      Something brushed her foot. She frowned and pulled her feet in. “Theo?” she called out.

      “Yes,” his husky voice answered.

      “You’re back.” She relaxed.

      Something grazed her ankle.

      Her brows knit together. “I hope you didn’t give your sister too hard of a time.”

      A vice like grip encircled her ankle and dragged her under. Water flooded into her open mouth and she choked. Pressing her lips together, she attempted to preserve what little air she had. Her long hair swirling around her, she kicked at the hand but it held strong and dragged her further and further down, towards the deep end of the pool. To the bottom.

      Pressure built up in her chest as she struggled to escape, but she was held firm. Stars twinkled above and lights played off the water’s surface. No matter how hard she squirmed and kicked, she couldn’t reach them. The last of her air escaped in tiny bubbles and floated up towards the top. She watched as they left her to die, the edges of her world darkening.

      

      Then she was free.

      

      She floated for milliseconds, until her brain kicked into gear and she clawed her way to the top. Choking, she broke the surface, sucked fresh air into her deprived lungs and swam to the pool’s edge.

      Manic laughter pelted her from the distance as she coughed up water and clung to the side of the pool. Exhausted, she laid her head upon her arms. “I can’t believe you think that’s funny,” she whispered. “I hate you.”

      Arms trembling, she strained to lift herself out. Once free from the water, she collapsed on the hard tiles and pulled her knees up into her chest, wrapping her arms around her shaking legs. Tears rolled down her cheeks as she wept into her knees. Lifting her head, she shouted, “I hate you, Theo Beaumont!” Her shoulders racked with sobs, “I hate you.”
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      The next morning, trees flickered past Theo Beaumont’s sightless gaze and snow swirled around the car as his family drove through the Blue Ridge Mountains and way from Twin Springs.

      All he could think about was Isabella. Her thick, sunny, yellow hair, bubbly laugh, and those eyes. He smothered a groan. Her eyes shimmered like emeralds.

      “I think you should start right away,” his father’s voice carried from the front seat, but didn’t break through Theo’s delicious musings.

      He drummed his fingers upon his knee. He hadn’t been able to convince his parents to stay longer. When he’d told Isabella and bent to kiss her goodbye, she’d shoved him away and stormed off. His heart felt like a boulder within his chest. Was she upset that I couldn’t make it back to the pool? Did she think I didn’t care?

      “Theo!” His father’s stern voice pierced his thoughts. “Are you listening?”

      He sat up straight and glanced up at the rear view mirror. Inwardly, he cringed at the disappointment that he saw in this father’s blue eyes. “Sorry.”

      His sister giggled next to him. “He’s in looove.”

      “Shut up, Maddy,” he griped, but lovingly tugged on one of her black curls. “You’re lucky that you’re only eleven. Otherwise . . .” He wiggled his eyebrows and she laughed.

      “That’s exactly what I’m talking about.” His father pumped the brakes as he maneuvered a hair-pin turn. “You need to wet your feet in the family business. Do the next two years on the job with me.”

      “Huh?” Stunned, Theo’s mind raced to catch up with his father’s conversation. “What about college? I’m so close to my masters.”

      “College will be there. You need to learn how the real business world operates.”

      Theo’s mother placed her hand on her husband’s arm. “Maybe we should slow down.”

      Swiftly, the car decelerated. “I don’t think we got the best directions from that young man at the Front Desk. I sure don’t remember these turns.”

      Theo’s brain hummed with possibilities. Maybe if he wasn’t at college, he could see Isabella more. The idea appealed to him. His family owned a global properties and investment company. In England, they ran a chain of hotels and high-rise office buildings. “I could work at the branch in London.”

      “Is your girlfriend going there?” asked Maddy. “You should’ve seen them last night.”

      “You don’t know what you’re taking about,” he shushed her. “Stay out of it.”

      The epitome of style and grace in her silk pant-suit, his mother turned in her seat and asked, “What girl?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m talking about,” declared his father. “Girls and drinking. That’s what college teaches our kids today.”

      “You were drinking?” his mother’s silver gaze widened. “With a girl?”

      Maddy wrapped her arms around her shoulders and pursed her lips into a pouty kiss, making smacking sounds. Her black curls bounced around her small face. “They were k-i-s-s-i-n-g,” she chanted.

      “N-no,” stammered Theo. The possibility of any time with Isabella faded the further they drove.

      “Don’t tell me no!” Anger deepened his father’s voice. “One day, you’ll take over the family business. You need to experience the hard knocks of the real world. Turns boys into men. Work a sixty-hour week and you won’t have enough energy left to waste your time with girls and drinking.”

      “I wasn’t drinking!”

      His father hit the brakes and they skidded around a corner. The car rocked.

      “I don’t feel good,” his sister wailed and rolled down her window.

      Snowflakes and cold air swirled around inside of the car. His father grabbed a napkin and scrubbed at the inside of the windshield. “Close the window, Maddy. It’s fogging up the car. I can’t see.”

      She leaned her head further out the window.

      If he wasn’t going to London with the possibility of seeing Isabella, then he wanted to finish college. He leaned forward. “I don’t want to wait on finishing my degree. All my friends will be graduating. I don’t want to be left behind.”

      “Left behind! You see working with me as being left behind?”

      His mother un-clicked her seatbelt. She turned and knelt on her seat. “Calm down. If you want to finish college, I’m sure you and your father can come to an agreement.”

      She laid her hand on his father’s forearm. “Let him follow his dreams.”

      “I don’t know, Jacqueline.” His father’s gaze met hers and he sighed heavily. “Alright. I’ll think about it.”

      She addressed his sister, “Madison Jacqueline Beaumont, close that window.” Even mad his mother was beautiful. Her dark hair was smoothed back into a bun at her neck and her silver eyes glittered against her smoky ebony skin.

      “I’m going to be sick,” Maddy moaned and leaned her face further into the cool wind.

      Theo squinted to see through the swishing windshield wipers and twirling snow. There was something in the distance, coming straight at them. “Dad.”

      “Don’t worry about it we’ll talk about it later.”

      A van. His heart beat hard in his chest. A white van was speeding straight towards them. “Look out!”

      His dad swore and swerved.

      Maddy screamed.

      Theo heard his father’s foot slamming against the brakes. Over and over. But the car spun and skidded sideways.

      Clutching the seat in front of her, Maddy’s screams pierced the air.

      “Hold on!” shouted his father as the car shot over the cliff.

      

      For an instant, the cold air was filled with silence. The world around them was bright with clouds. Beautiful. As they plummeted, Theo rose in his seat. Snow covered trees rushed past. Then the world exploded with the sounds of metal screeching against trees and Maddy’s high pitch screams. The car plowed a path down the steep mountainside and came to a jarring stop. The sudden silence was deafening and the world around him faded to black.

      Theo came to with snowflakes swirling in the cold air. He licked his lips and tasted blood’s metallic flavor. The car had landed sideways, pinned between the mountain and the branches of an enormous oak tree. He hung from his seatbelt with his sister weeping below him.

      “Maddy,” he croaked. “It’s going to be alright.” He braced himself within his seat and un-clicked his belt. Carefully, he dropped down and stood on the doorframe. The car shuddered beneath his feet. “Look at me.”

      Maddy’s eyes met his.

      “We’ve got to get out of the car.”

      She nodded.

      “Hold on to me.” She wrapped her arms around his waist. “Get clear of the car. As fast as you can.” He un-clicked her seat belt and lowered her down, through her window, to the ground below. “Now you, Mom.”

      He turned but her seat was empty. “Mom?” He ground his teeth together and held back the tears that blurred his gaze. The windshield was gone. The cold mountain breeze and snowflakes slapped his face. His world shattered, the gates flooded open and his body was racked with pain. “Mom!” he shouted.

      His father moaned, dangling above him.

      “Oh God, Dad.”

      Bracing his feet on the headrests, Theo climbed out of his window and knelt on the driver’s door. Tiny pieces of glass littered the inside of the car and covered his father’s still body. Blood soaked his blonde hair and dripped down his pale, white skin. “I’m going to pull you free.”

      He made a gurgling sound, his breath barely visible in the cold air. The steering wheel was jammed deep into his chest.

      Straining, Theo attempted to pull his father out. He wouldn’t budge. Wedged between the seat, the steering wheel and the tree.

      Blood ran down from his father’s nose and pooled in his mouth. Theo pulled his shirt over his head, used it wipe the blood away and pressed it against his father’s nose. More blood trickled from his ear. “It’s going to be alright. I’m going to get you out.”

      His father stared. His pupils were wide in a glassy sea of dark blue.

      And Theo knew. His father didn’t have much time. “No, don’t leave me. Hold on Dad. Please don’t leave me.”

      He embraced his father around the neck and held him close. “Please don’t go.”

      “Take care,” his father whispered in his ear. “Take care of the girls.”

      Choking on his tears, Theo whispered back, “I will. I promise.”

      “Beaumonts never break their promises,” his dad choked out the words, and he was gone.

      Stunned, Theo stared down at his father. “I caused this. I shouldn’t have been arguing with you. Distracting you.”

      Grief overwhelmed him. “My fault,” he chanted, crying on his father’s shoulder. “I’m so sorry.” Sobs racked his body. “All my fault.”

      Unsure how long he cried, he rubbed at his face and leaned back onto his heels. With the pad of his finger, he drew each of his father’s eyes closed. “I promise. I’ll take care of the girls.”

      His tears had soaked his father’s white shirt. A drop of blood fell along with the tears and spread into a circle of crimson. Another drop fell and pooled. Sniffling, Theo rubbed his nose, thinking he had a bloody nose. But droplets continued to form, spreading across his father’s shoulder.

      Theo looked up and into the beautiful, unseeing, silver eyes of his mother. Her body was draped over a branch above his head.

      “No!” Gut wrenching sobs permeated the air. He’d already failed. “I promise. I’ll take care of Maddy. I promise.”
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      PRESENT DAY. FIVE YEARS LATER.

      The sun peeked over the mountains and cast shadows off of the headstones of the dead and across the feet of the living, there to pay homage to a boss, friend or mentor. Mourners swarmed around Isabella and flooded the grassy area before the casket. Her father’s casket.

      Standing beside her sister, Ava, she shook the hands of her Twin Springs’ family as they passed along their sorrow and condolences. Thanking them for coming, she gave each person a sprig of lavender from a large basket. They laid the flower on top of her father’s casket and his favorite scent filled the air around them.

      Her gaze flickered from their drawn faces to where her father lay. Her chest ached and she rubbed at it with the heel of her hand. The most important man in her life was now gone and she’d been chasing her own dreams so hard that she hadn’t seen him for over a year.

      Pressing a tissue to her nose, she sniffled and whispered, “We should’ve come for Christmas.” Instead, she and Ava had met in Munich and enjoyed the Christmas Market. “Can’t get that time back.”

      Her beautiful head bent, Ava brushed away tears with her fingertips and croaked, “I know.” Her glossy black hair fluttered in the wind. “You’ve been working in London. But I was only a quick flight away. I should’ve been checking on him.”

      Their childhood friend, Niles, came and stood at her side. His great height and grizzly bear width cast a shadow over her and darkened her already bleak world. “At least he’s with your mother.”

      “Thank you. That is something,” she murmured. Inside she screamed that she didn’t care. She wanted him with her. With Ava.

      “How will you girls run the hotel on your own?” He rubbed the shaggy brown beard that covered his face. “It’s a heavy burden, Twin Springs.”

      Shock reverberated through her body. She and Ava now owned Twin Springs. They were responsible for the Grand Dame’s future.

      Her gaze flowed over the large crowd. Almost every soul before her was employed by the hotel. Whether or not they could put food on the table for their families depended upon her actions. Her judgment. Her decisions.

      Ava’s fingers entwined with hers and she glanced over to her sister’s matching green eyes. Grief, sorrow, and something else dwelled within her sister’s normally steady gaze. Was it fear?

      But Ava would soon return to the stage where she belonged. Then, it would be up to her to carry on their family’s legacy. She leaned in, pressed her forehead against her sister’s and embraced her in a tight hug, sharing for a moment their sorrow and combining their strength.

      With a deep sigh, she leaned back, and whispered. “I know.” With the pad of her thumb, she wiped away the tear that had escaped from the corner of Ava’s eye. “But it’s all going to be okay.”

      She turned back to Niles. “You’re right. It’ll be tough.” She responded with false bravado. “We’ll figure it out.”

      “Don’t worry,” added Ava.

      “Remember, I’m here to help.” Niles kissed each sister on the cheek. “Benjamin Fairbanks was a father figure to me, too.”

      “Yes.” She hugged him and handed him a flower. “We can always rely on you.”

      Niles moved on but the significance of his words weighed heavily upon her shoulders, as she turned to receive the next person.

      “Oh, Izzy.” Smothered in a massive hug, Isabella sunk into the soft body of the woman who’d nurtured her wounds, from a scraped knee to a broken heart, after her mom had passed.

      “Maude,” taking refuge in her soft brown gaze, she replied, “I’m so glad you’re here.”

      “Psh, mi nina,” she clutched Isabella’s hands between her own. “Your father had the biggest heart of any man I’ve ever known.” She crossed herself. “Rest his soul. How a stroke could have snuck up on him, I’ll never understand.”

      Pushing back the tears clogging her throat, all she could do was nod. How would she ever fill his shoes? The weight of the responsibility compressed her chest. She could barely breathe.

      “Mi querida, you come down to the kitchens.” She patted her hand. “We’ll cook up some blueberry pancakes and remember him. Si?”

      Swallowing hard, she pulled her lips into a semblance of a smile. “Yes.”
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      Steam rose from the emerald green casket as the budding morning warmed the earth and Theo understood that even though his friend and mentor, Benjamin Fairbanks, had already joined his ancestors around him, the grief of the living had just begun.

      Over the heads of the mourners, he glimpsed Isabella’s corn silk hair, captured up high on her head. Her beautiful emerald eyes swept the crowd and his heart thundered within his chest. Feeling as if he’d been gut punched, his breath swooshed out of his chest and the past five years faded away. She was just as he remembered.

      Emotions coursed through his tall frame. Yearning and loss. She’d traded her tomboy jeans and t-shirt for a black pantsuit, but he could still see the Isabella he’d fallen hard for. The woman he’d compared every woman to for the last five years, all of whom he found lacking.

      He squinted and looked closer. Beside her tall, slender sister, Isabella appeared even more dainty and fragile. Her lips quivered as she spoke and her face was pale, drawn.

      “Take care of the girls.”

      His father’s words reverberated through his brain and he took an involuntary step forward, but the priest escorted the siblings to their seats. They settled into the front row and the priest’s robes rustled in the breeze as he hunched over each sister, held her hands and murmured words to ease their sorrow.

      Theo faded into the back of the crowd, to where the trees shadowed his height. His attention zeroed in on a flash of bright pink among the crowd. A woman in a silky pink pant-suit glowed in contrast to those shrouded in black around her. Heat inched up his neck. “Maddy.”

      He resisted the urge to grab up his little sister and yell at her, because that was an indulgence he no longer allowed himself since their parents’ death. Now he must protect her feelings. Be her biggest supporter.

      He swallowed a groan of embarrassment and his lips formed a thin, taunt line. He shook his head at her lack of respect. Purposefully, he eased the muscles in his face so that his disappointment wouldn’t show. “She’s only sixteen,” he mumbled.

      “Que?”

      His attention swiveled towards the voice at his elbow. Maude, from the hotel’s kitchen, stood beside him. Her brown hair was covered by black lace and a small black handbag was tucked under her arm. Even she’d swapped out her usually bold, vibrant clothes for the veil of black. “Nothing.”

      Her gaze searched the crowd where he’d been staring. Only the slight raise of her brows acknowledged the fact that she’d noticed Maddy’s attire. “It’s good of you and your sister to attend.”

      “Of course, we came.”

      Maude’s teenage son stood beside her. His face was pale and taut with the pain of loss. Theo estimated the lanky boy was around the same age as his little sister. Even though Marc’s suit was still creased from the bag, it was black and respectful.

      “Ben was a friend of my parents.” His gaze flickered to the twin headstones on the outskirts of the graveyard. “After their death, he became my friend. My mentor.”

      She nudged her son. “Sentarse con Maddy.”

      The teen nodded and moved up the aisle, threading his way along the knees and legs of the mourners, and sat in the empty seat beside Maddy. Ignoring the boy, his sister pulled out her cell phone and began texting.

      Maude made a slight humming sound in the back of her throat. “It must be hard on your sister, not having another woman to guide her.”

      His mother’s smiling face flashed before his eyes, an exact replica of his little sister’s, and a wave of protectiveness crashed over him. “We make do.”

      Maddy wound a ringlet of her ebony hair around her finger and a flash of green winked at him. His mother’s emerald ring. Right then he understood.

      Maddy hid her pain beneath a shroud of pink. Otherwise she would’ve never worn such a coveted family heirloom.

      “I understand my sister can be,” he paused and searched for the best word or phrase. Intrusive? Pain in the ass? He chose a more appropriate word. “Challenging. But I give her whatever she wants.”

      Maddy continued to play on her phone instead of giving those around her the reverence they deserved. “If I have anything to say about it, she’ll never want for anything. She’s had more heartache than any little girl deserves.”

      Fellow mourners settled in to pay their respects and the wooden seats groaned as if unable to bear the weight of their sorrow. From personal experience, he understood that the world around them was gray even though the rising summer sun had already begun to shine. The priest’s monotone voice lowered into an opening prayer and the crowd hushed.

      With the priest’s words, handkerchiefs were pulled out of pockets and the sleeves of the women to stem the flow of tears. Isabella’s head dipped and she dabbed her eyes. He wished he could absorb her pain.

      Once again Maude hummed beside him. “When did you last see her?”

      Obviously, nothing was missed by the older woman. “A little over five years ago.”

      “A boyhood crush then?” More humming and her brow arched. “How old were you then?”

      “Twenty-five.” He gave a self-mocking chuckle. “I was a stupid boy. It wasn’t until the day after I left her that I learned the responsibilities of a man.”

      She clutched the sleeve of his suit and whispered furiously, “Are you saying that you got Izzy pregnant?”

      “No, no.” He splayed his hands out before him. The minds of the fairer sex. Young or old, he’d never understand how women ticked. How they formed their conclusions. “It was the next day that my parents passed away. Then I gained the responsibility for my family’s business. For my sister.”

      His gaze flowed over Isabella and her sister. They rose, placed flowers on their father’s casket, then stood guard and gave their undivided attention to the people who continued to form a long line before them. “That was the day I put boyhood dreams and wishes aside for duty and responsibility.”

      He studied her dainty frame. Her lily white skin was almost transparent with grief. Her smile was genuine, though, as she greeted those who wanted to pay their respects. “How is she?” The words slipped from his mouth.

      Maude pulled a rosary from her handbag. She rubbed the beads between her fingertips and worry creased her brow. “I’m not sure. She’s tough. But rumor is that she’s given up the idea of finishing her apprenticeship and becoming a chef.”

      He rolled his shoulders back and, as much as he hated to lose her again, he responded, “She shouldn’t. She can go back and finish. I’ll handle everything at the hotel. Just like I promised her father. Then she can return and be Twin Springs’ Executive Chef. If she wants.”

      Maude hummed again and he was beginning to realize that meant he screwed up in the older woman’s eyes. “No. Her father could’ve just handed it to her. She’ll want to earn it herself. Comprehende?”

      He was prevented from questioning the validity of Maude’s comment when a man appeared beside him. The Security Manager name badge glinted gold against the breadth of the black suit that spanned his wide shoulders.

      “You’ve met Niles?” asked Maude. “His family has worked at Twin Springs for generations. He grew up with Isabella and Ava.”

      “Of course.” For such a giant man, he moved surprisingly quiet. “Benjamin spoke highly of you.”

      “Such a sad day.” The man’s deep voice reminded Theo of rocks tumbling down a mountainside. “Must remind you of your parents’ funeral.”

      “What?” Pain stabbed his heart. “What did you say?”

      “You’re parents. I wasn’t the Security Manager when they died, just worked in the lobby, but I remember their funeral. Just days after Isabella left for London. I’m sorry for your loss.”

      Clenching his teeth, Theo refused to return to the last funeral where not one but two caskets had laid in the place of honor. Where his sister had wept unbearably next to him. “Thank you.”

      “I always wondered why Benjamin allowed them to be buried in the family’s private graveyard.”

      Theo swallowed hard. Reeling from the conversation, he murmured, “The plots were a generous gift from Ben. Allowed my parents to be buried in the mountains where we spent our last family vacation together.”

      Out of the corner of his eye, he could almost discern the two headstones where he’d just laid fresh flowers. Someone shifted within the shadow of the trees. A man, his cap pulled low, looking out of place in jeans and a grungy shirt.

      “Who’s that?”

      “Who?” asked Maude.

      He turned back, “The man in the trees.”

      “I don’t see anyone,” replied Niles.

      Theo searched the edge of the forest, but the man had disappeared. “Never mind.”

      “How are you going to tell them?” asked Niles.

      His brows furrowed. “Tell them what?”

      “That you were with their father when he had the stroke. That you were the last person to speak with him before he died. And now you and your sister own Twin Springs.”

      Maude smacked Niles on the chest with a quick swat of the back of her hand. “It wasn’t his fault that he happened to be with Ben both times.”

      Theo’s blood boiled. “We don’t own the hotel. We purchased half the hotel,” he corrected, “to help Ben pay off old debts, renovate and keep the doors open.” Five years ago, he would’ve punched the man. Not now.

      Instead, he kept his hands busy by straightening his tie. His voice lowered to a tone he’d later recognize as his father’s. “I’ll tell them when I think it’s best. Neither you nor anyone else who works for Twin Springs will breathe a word about either subject until I am ready.”

      The man snorted, “Good luck.”

      “Let me make myself crystal clear.” Theo stepped closer. His voice was deadly soft. “If Isabella or Ava find out that my sister and I own part of the hotel or that I was the only one present when their father had a stroke, you’ll be the first one fired. Then, who ever has the big mouth. Got it?”

      Maude spoke up, “Isabella isn’t stupid. She’ll ask questions.”

      He studied Isabella and Ava. He knew that, like everyone else gathered here, these two people were loyal to the Fairbanks sisters. But he had a promise to keep to Ben. To take care of his girls.

      He might not be allowed to coddle her like he did Maddy, but Isabella deserved one day to grieve before life’s realities closed in on her. Before her world changed. “Give her today to be with her sister and say goodbye to their father. Everything else can wait. The hotel can wait.” He could wait.

      He tugged his gaze from Isabella. The sun had burned away the mist and revealed the glory of Virginia’s Blue Ridge Mountains that encircled them. Tucked into the spectacular setting behind the sisters was their legacy and his albatross, Twin Springs Hotel and Spa.

      Theo scrutinized the archaic hotel with its grand staircase leading up to a columned veranda with a fountain sputtering in front, brick walkways, massive lawns and extensive gardens. Quickly, he calculated the immense amount of man-power and money required to maintain the opulence. And now, due to the death of the man before them, bringing that monstrosity of a red brick hotel back from the depths of bankruptcy was his Herculean task. He rolled his shoulders and the ramifications of a ‘deathbed promise’ soaked into him, became a part of him and melded with an older, more sacred vow. He’d take care of Benjamin’s girls. No matter what.

      He glanced over to the Fairbanks’ sisters. He yearned to hold Isabella, to comfort her, but he understood that the sight of him would bring added pain once she discovered that he owned half of her inheritance. A part of him wanted to rush up to her, tell her, crumble to his knees and beg her to not hate him. But was that best for her?

      It didn’t matter. Whether he told her today or tomorrow, she’d think he was underhanded. She’d hate him either way. After all, a broken heart needs somewhere to place the pain.
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      The next day, Isabella sat on the edge of the Hot Springs pool, her legs dangling into the water. Heat rose from the pool and combatted the cool mountain air, causing a mist to roll across the surface. Unable to sleep, only the morning sun had beaten Isabella to the pool. By midday, it would be filled with splashing kids. But now, it was serene. Quiet.

      “I knew I’d find you either here or in the kitchens,” said Ava, gracefully settling down beside her. Even in exercise clothes, her sister looked as if she’d stepped out of the pages of a fashion magazine. “Did you have a restless night, too?”

      She trailed her toe through the water. “Yeah, bad dreams.”

      Concern wrinkled Ava’s elegant brow, “About Dad?”

      She shook her head and tucked an errant strand of hair back up into the top-knot. “No, about drowning. Always about drowning.”

      Ava laced her fingers with hers. “Dad always thought it helped to talk about it.”

      “I guess.” Isabella sighed heavily but it was moments before she could bring herself to share, even with her sister. “I could feel the hot springs’ water rising. Inching a path up my face. The circle of air around my mouth became smaller. And smaller.” She sucked in a deep breath, as if it was her last. “Until it was devoured and spring water poured into my lungs.” Slowly, she released the air, remembering. She’d woken, gasping for air and drenched in sweat, the scent of vanilla floating around her and suffocating her within its sweet aroma.

      “Oh, Izzy. That’s awful.” Her sister wrapped her arm around her. “How can you even stand being by a pool?”

      “I have to.” She drew her knees into her chest and wrapped her arms around them. “I can’t let the dreams win. Let the water win.”

      Quiet, the girls stared out over the water.

      Isabella asked, “What did you dream about?”

      “I’m not sure,” Ava shrugged. “I just remember these golden eyes.” She sighed. “I woke up on a lounger in the Garden Room, snuggled up to a pillow.”

      “Me with nightmares, you sleepwalking again. It’s got to be the stress of Dad’s death.”

      “And of Twin Springs.” Ava scrambled to her feet. “You conquer your fears. Get your laps in. We’ll need to strategize later.”

      Isabella did as her sister suggested. Spent a good half an hour switching from stroke to stroke as she crossed the pool. Always with her head above the water.

      Drying off, she slipped into the ladies’ bathhouse and tugged on a pair of black skinny jeans and matching tank top. She twisted a bandana, then wrapped it around her head and tied it at the base of her neck, right behind her ear. Fully prepared to meet her sister, she grabbed her bag, crossed the lawn and entered through the side doors into Twin Springs. She passed through the wide hallways, papered in creams and draped with antique furniture. Taking the elevator up to her room, she dumped her bag on her bed, shut her door and turned to track down her sister.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she glimpsed a woman wearing a pink dress with a white apron tied over top. Memories tingled in the back of her head. Something was familiar about her. “Wait,” she called out.

      But the woman slipped through a nondescript white door.

      “Excuse me,” called out Isabella as she followed her down the stairwell, just catching a glimpse of her dress, around each bend. “Ma’am.”

      As Isabella knew it would, the staircase opened up to a long hallway that ran towards the kitchens. “Where did she go?”

      Rushing down the hall, she pushed open one of the tall, gray, swinging doors and entered the main kitchen. She searched for the woman but she was gone. “Darn.”

      The kitchen bustled around her. Drawing in a deep breath, she absorbed the aromas sizzling in the air. “Home. I’m finally home.”

      She trailed her fingertips lovingly along the cool, clean surface of a stainless steel countertop. The kitchen staff was hard at work. A portion prepped for the evening dinner service. Another portion churned out hot, buttery biscuits, hand cut hash browns and mounds of fluffy golden scrambled eggs. Wait staff in crisp white shirts and black pants hefted up huge silver trays and carried them into the Main Dining Room for the breakfast buffet. Here she could separate herself from reality. “No Pain. No sadness. No nightmares. Just hard work and my kitchen family.” A wide smile spread across her face. “What would it hurt to spend an hour in the kitchen?”

      Marc returned her welcoming grin. The tall, lanky boy was elbows deep in a sink of suds. His Yankee baseball cap faced backward and captured his coffee colored hair close to his scalp. A couple strands broke free from the confining brim and curled around his ears. She walked over and pinched his bulging bicep between her thumb and forefinger. “Nice guns for a thirteen year old.”

      He flicked suds at her and flexed. “Sixteen and ripped.”

      “Please.” A giggle escaped and sounded foreign to her ears. She wiped bubbles off her nose. “Your mom can still whip your butt.”

      He shrugged, then glanced over his shoulder. “Nobody messes with mamacita.”

      Following his gaze, she couldn’t miss Maude chopping away at her station. Her cook shirt exploded with neon colors. A pill box chef cap, in a nauseating lime green, was perched high on her head and attempted to trap her cocoa brown curls. “I’d better say good morning.”

      Laughter fled from his young face and his voice lowered. “The Chef doesn’t like talking. I’d wait until after service.”

      Ignoring his advice, anticipation and joy soaked in and filled the hole in her heart. “It’ll be good to cook with an old friend.”

      She tied a Twin Springs signature green apron around her waist, washed up in the hand sink, and dove in to help the older woman. She bumped Maude lightly with her shoulder. “Marc grew up.”

      Maude’s shoulders stiffened. She leaned forward and scanned the kitchen before shuffling closer. In a low whisper she said, “Si, I caught mi Marcos texting three different girls last night.”

      An unladylike snort erupted from Isabella, followed by a chuckle. “Oh,” she winked at her, “a player in the family.” She dragged the word player out for emphasis. “He must get his moves from his mama. You were pretty saucy in your younger days. Led the boys in a good chase.” Her laughter rang out.

      A porcelain plate slammed down on the pass counter. Shards of shiny black dining ware and food shot through the kitchen. The two women jumped apart.

      Isabella looked up. A large man, bursting the seams of his Executive Chef jacket, strutted at the kitchen’s pass. His toque hat was shoved firmly down on his head and framed the growing redness of his pallid face.

      A slender, teenage girl followed in his wake. Dressed in what appeared to be her mother’s church clothes, she relaxed against the doorframe. With her fingertips, she smoothed imaginary creases from her gray silk blouse and her black designer slacks.

      The chef’s face ballooned with anger until his words surged forth. He addressed the kitchen. “You giggle! Like school children? While you pass off this swill as food to one of the owners!” He gestured towards the teenage girl. “Do you have cabbage for brains? Can’t you prepare a special meal for our in house VIP’s?”

      In awe, Isabella glanced from the vein protruding on the chef’s neck to the girl’s long, black corkscrew curls that bobbed in agreement to every word. When she realized that her mouth hung open, she snapped it shut. She lowered her voice, “When did Dad hire him? I can’t wait to tell Ava that the chef thinks this young girl is her.” Incredulous, her voice rose. “Who is he, anyway?”

      Maude’s gaze slid away. Without responding, she hummed in the back of her throat, bowed her head and resumed chopping.

      “Who am I?” he bellowed. “I’m Executive Chef Dubois. Who the hell are you? I didn’t hire you.” He gave a contemptuous smile. “Doesn’t matter.” His thick finger pointed towards the swinging silver doors. “Get the hell out of my kitchen!”

      Deathly silence filled the room. None of the staff moved and the food sizzled unattended.

      Heat scaled her cheeks. Obviously if she didn’t know him, he didn’t realize who she was. Hoping to spare everyone further embarrassment, she responded quietly, “I’m Isabella Fairbanks. My family owns Twin Springs.”

      The girl balled her fists on her hips and straightened from the doorframe. Anger pruned the light black skin on her face and formed premature lines around her full lips. “You don’t own this ancient ruins of a hotel. My brother and I do. We purchased it from the lazy old man who ran it.”

      Rage surged through Isabella and blood pounded in her ears. Had everyone lost their mind? Her gaze narrowed. “Lazy old man? Ancient ruins?” Her voice sounded like chipped glass and the knife in her hand pointed at the teen, emphasizing each word with a sharp jab in the air. Her vision clouded with her fury. “No one, I repeat, no one speaks about my father that way.”

      “Are you threatening me?” The teenager threw her shoulders back. Looking down her nose, she hissed, “We’ll see about that.” Teetering on her four-inch heels, she exited through the Main Dining Room.

      Maude’s fingers encircled Isabella’s shaking wrist and coaxed her hand down. “Carino, my sweetheart, they’re owners of the hotel. Some say, your father began turning control over to them about six months ago.”

      Her stomach clenched. She shook her head and backed away. She searched the faces of the people she’d known all her life. “No…”

      Executive Chef Dubois stood victorious at the pass. The kitchen crew kept their eyes down cast and were unable to meet her gaze.

      “No. They don’t own Twin Springs.” Her arms dropped to her side. “My father would never sell. The hotel was a part of him.” A part of all of them. Her breath caught in her throat and she struggled to push words through. “Do Ava and I even have a home anymore?”

      She saw the sympathy in Maude’s eyes. With care, she placed the knife down on the shiny kitchen counter and removed her apron. Methodically, she cleaned up her space. Sympathetic gazes pierced her heart with every move she made.

      Maude grabbed her arm. “I’m sorry, Izzy. Sorry about your dad. About the hotel.”

      Her warm embrace engulfed Isabella.

      “It can’t be true. Why didn’t someone tell me?” The smells of the kitchen combined with the fragrances of her childhood memories. She inhaled deeply and filled her lungs.

      At the pass, Chef Dubois resumed bellowing commands. Marc once again sunk his arms elbow deep into the suds. This was her place. Her playground. Her safe place. It’s mine!

      She stepped out of her friend’s embrace, pressed her shoulders back and lifted her chin. “Where will I find this new owner?”

      “I’m not sure. Maybe in your dad’s office.” Maude splayed a hand over her ample bosom. “What will you do?”

      Isabella ignored the pain crushing her heart. Her voice rang out across the kitchen, “Fight for my place.”
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      Leaving the back areas of the kitchen, Isabella exploded into the colored and vibrant world of Twin Springs. She strode down the wide walkway between the indoor promenade of boutiques. The arching, white paned windows of the different shops displayed a wide variety of goods ranging from children’s toys, to unique gourmet kitchen tools, to luxurious candles, soaps and lotions and ending with specialty fishing and hunting gear. She weaved between the guests that milled about with green striped shopping bags in hand. Their excited chatter filled her ears.

      Turning right, she executed a distracted wave to a maid polishing the antiques and glass tabletops sprinkled throughout the lobby. She marched between the lines of matching pillars that bordered the Grand Lobby and created intimate alcoves on each side of the expansive walkway. She drowned in a new nightmare and muttered under her breath, “Dad sold the hotel? Impossible. He lived and breathed for Twin Springs.”

      A gust of fresh air flowed through the open doors scattered along the outside wall. They led out to a wide, covered veranda, which stretched the length of the hotel’s front. Lounge and rocking chairs, cushioned with yellow flowered and green leafed pillows, welcomed arriving guests. As a child, Isabella and her sister had woven their way in and out of those doors under the watchful eye of their father and the staff. Remembering those carefree times, she kneaded her bottom lip between her teeth. The more she thought about it, her father couldn’t have sold Twin Springs without telling either herself or Ava.

      She plastered a bright welcoming smile on her face and nodded at three bellhops buttoned up in black jackets, piped with dark green. One of the bellhops glanced away and pulled slightly with the crook of his finger at his short, stiff collar. He leaned away from the check-in counter and pretended that he wasn’t just teasing the two young women working at the reception desk.

      Everyone avoided her gaze. Yesterday, she’d assumed her father’s funeral had caused the unusual treatment. But today, she understood that everything in her life would never be the same. I won’t allow strangers to take over. Her hands clenched into fists and she rapped her knuckles on the counter, demanding their full attention. “Where’s the new Hotel Manager?”

      One of the Front Desk clerks stuttered, “I-In the back office.”

      Isabella nodded and rounded the desk. Outside her father’s office door, she smoothed any loose strands of hair behind her ears.

      Her fingers trembled on the knob of the office door that once belonged to her father and she gazed at her refection in the brass doorplate that proudly stated Hotel Manager. She stopped short. Her mind flooded with images of her father, of his office. She knew to the left, a nutmeg colored leather couch stretched beneath a great arched window. To the right, huddled two wingback chairs covered in a brocade of deep purple and creams. Her father’s sturdy oak desk would anchor the room, and he wouldn’t be sitting behind it.
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