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  They were young.


  In the prime of life and recently married.


  And then the diagnosis came.


  Cancer.


  George and Jason make arrangements to travel back to George’s home state of Vermont so he may pass away in the town where he grew up, but a terrible storm diverts the couple into the gates of an out-of-the-way hotel called Borderland.


  Sure, the employees are well dressed and polite. Sure, the food and entertainment are old-time fare. But it’s all a schtick, right?


  Or is there something far more sinister at work here?


  Welcome to the Borderland Hotel, where you may check in, but you’ll never, ever leave.


  Prologue


  The Borderland Hotel was built in 1894, near where the Chemin de Champney road in Canada crosses into Champney, Vermont. At the time, there had been a railroad crossing there, and the owner, Mr. Thibault, had visions of weary travelers stepping off the train and needing a good meal and a bed for the night. Today, the tracks have been torn up, and only an overgrown bike trail shows the path the trains once took. The border station has been converted to a private home, and a sign warns cyclists not to cross the border at that location. Few remember the sprawling Edwardian hotel with its beautiful walled garden of roses and neatly trimmed topiaries crisscrossed by flagstone pathways.


  Yet it is still there. The gardens have been claimed by the surrounding forest, and the hotel is no longer visible from the main road. But a faded wooden sign, painted in white and remnants of gold, still directs travelers to venture up the long, winding drive in search of lodgings.


  ***


  The gardens were what bothered Rebecca Thibault the most. She could remember what they’d been like, how magical they’d appeared to her as a little girl. Her father hadn’t lived to see them—or the rest of the hotel—finished. He’d died of a stroke the year the foundation was laid, leaving his wife to oversee the hotel’s completion. When her health also began to fail her, Rebecca stepped in as curator.


  Miss Thibault had operated the hotel for a very long time now, assisted by a small staff still dedicated to the old place. Mr. Harvey, the old gardener, wasn’t up to maintaining much more than the rose beds on the patio, where guests were served tea in warm weather. It would have been nice to hire someone to…well, certainly not to replace dear Mr. Harvey, but to give him some assistance—a younger man who could reclaim some of the garden—but the money simply wasn’t there.


  Inside the hotel was another matter. There were two young maids, a cook, and Thomas to help with any odd jobs. Their wages were low, due to the financial constraints, but they were still expected to take pride in their work. Rebecca demanded that linens be kept clean, woodwork polished, walls wiped down, and rugs taken outside often and thoroughly beaten. The hotel had working fireplaces, despite the steam radiators that were installed when it was built, and it was necessary to continually purge the rooms of soot.


  It was the thought of fireplaces that led Rebecca to wonder if the fire in the drawing room might be burning low. Earlier that morning, Mrs. Corwin, a guest from New Hampshire who’d stumbled across the Borderland on her way to Newport, had requested Thomas build up the fire for her so she might warm herself while sipping her coffee. It wouldn’t hurt to make certain it was still burning and perhaps ask if the guest might like another cup of coffee.


  To her dismay, when she entered the drawing room, Rebecca saw immediately that the fireplace was dark and cold. Furthermore, there was a dank, unpleasant smell to the room—something sour and rotten. When had the maids last aired the room out?


  “Mrs. Corwin?” she called, approaching the stuffed Edwardian chair in which the middle-aged woman sat. From behind, Rebecca could see only the hem of the woman’s pastel-pink bathrobe and one of her ridiculous furry slippers. There was no answer, but she said, “I see Thomas let the fire go out. Shall I call him to light it for you?”


  When there was still no answer, she walked quietly around to the front of the chair, not wanting to disturb the woman if she were sleeping. But she soon saw there was little cause for tiptoeing. Mrs. Corwin wasn’t sleeping. Her robe was pulled tightly about her body, one browned, shriveled claw of a hand clutching the collar. Her other hand rested upon the small mahogany table beside the chair, the handle of a delicate china coffee cup still hooked by a bony finger.


  Rebecca shuddered at the sight of one of her china cups perched so precariously on the edge of its saucer, barely prevented from falling over by that lifeless hand. She bent to retrieve it, noticing a ring of dried coffee staining the inside of the cup. How long had it been sitting there? Surely the inch or so of coffee indicated by the stain couldn’t have evaporated in just a couple of hours.


  Mrs. Corwin’s arm crackled and shifted when the cup was removed, causing the dried parchment face to swivel on the neck and gaze with hollow eye sockets at those silly slippers. The lips were drawn back from ill-fitting false teeth, and the mouth was frozen open as if gasping for air.


  Rebecca frowned and went to pull the cord hanging beside the fireplace. A few minutes later, one of the young maids scurried into the room. “Yes, ma’am?”


  “Grace, did you happen to notice when our guest…left us?”


  The young girl looked at Mrs. Corwin with wide, blue eyes. “No, ma’am.”


  This sort of thing always put Rebecca out of sorts. She liked to run a tidy hotel. Leaving a mess like this in the drawing room for…well, it must have been months! That was not the sort of thing her mother would have tolerated.


  “Very well, Grace,” she said with a sigh. “Please find Thomas, so the two of you can straighten up the room.”


  Grace wrinkled up her nose and asked, “Should I air the place out, ma’am? It smells a bit off.”


  “I should say so. And have Thomas check the attic for another chair. This one may need to be reupholstered.”


  Chapter One


  He hated the way it smelled in here. It was cold and reeked of antiseptic wherever you went—even in the waiting rooms where worried families gathered to comfort each other during a loved one’s operation. These rooms were sometimes even worse, with their ridiculous attempt at trying to look comfortable and inviting where they were, in fact, like every other room in the damn hospital—utilitarian. It was a place where the doctor or a nurse could walk in with a somber face to share the bad news or with shoulders back to let the family know that things looked good, they looked real good. Either way, there were usually tears, but the room had been created so that they were easily wiped away to make ready for the next.


  But it wasn’t the waiting room George Uphill and his husband Jason were heading toward. No, as the couple walked hand in hand down the hallway, George couldn’t help but feel the anxiety run through his blood like poison, causing him to sweat under his arms. Their waiting was over and the moment of truth had come. Now, as they continued through hallways of that oh-too-familiar hospital on their way to the oncology ward, George felt like a dead man walking. He wanted to turn and run, just to leave this place, get in the car and drive to Mexico where they would find a witch doctor with some Aztec remedy for the mass growing in his brain. They would make him high on peyote and stick him in a sweat lodge, and when he came out, a withered, toothless old man would shake a stick of rattlesnake charms at him as his eyes would roll in the back of his head, and suddenly the gnawing pain would be gone.


  They walked toward the gift shop where a new dad was fumbling for his wallet, his hands shaking so bad with nerves that he dropped it once and nearly flung the credit card at the woman at the register. The woman walked around and securely placed the vase of flowers snug in his arms, gave him a reassuring pat, and walked him to the door. To George, he looked so young and green under the gills, slightly panic-stricken as he walked in front of the couple on his way to the elevator that they were also headed to. He stopped to let an orderly push by with an elderly lady withered on a gurney. Standing there, watching the crossroad of new life and fast-approaching death, George felt his heart jump, knowing deep down he was closer to the woman’s fate than to the elation and adventure of the new father in front of him.


  Aware of the hesitation and stiffness in his husband’s body, Jason squeezed his hand, and George looked at him. Jason was watching him, those same hazel eyes that had peeked out curiously between a stack at a library when he thought George wasn’t paying attention. Those same eyes that always made him catch his breath and steadied his mind. Those eyes that laughed and wept and rolled back in passion when they had been too overcome to make it to the bedroom, and those same eyes that rolled back in ecstasy when George took them both over the edge with whispered passion and sweaty limbs.


  “I’m right here. All the way, George,” he said. All the way—a phrase both of them had used with each other since the beginning of their relationship.


  Jason gave his hand another squeeze as they waited for the elevator door to open. It did, with a ding, and the new father almost mowed into the people coming off but stepped aside just in time after dancing with a nurse who tried to get around him. George smiled, despite himself, as they proceeded onto the elevator still grasping hands.


  ***


  The office was nice, spacious, and well decorated. The two men were ushered in by the doctor’s assistant, Cindy—a sweet lady with a slight southern accent who had always been so kind to them. She asked if she could bring them anything; both men shook their heads, and she politely left them. Jason pulled the chair out for George and sat in the chair next to him, both waiting for the specialist to come out of one of the examination rooms with another patient. Jason reached back over for George’s hand, found his husband’s shaking leg, and instead placed his hand on his knee. The action wasn’t simply for George’s sake; Jason’s insides felt like they were in a vise and the act of trying to calm his husband, in turn, had a calming effect on Jason.


  This whole ordeal had stressed both men to the extremes, throwing a huge wrench into their day-to-day life. Six months of doctors, needles, chemotherapy, radiation, and worry had caused George to lose his hair and the pep in his step. Both of them were considerably wealthy, having made their fortunes in various enterprises, Jason as an engineer and George as a doctor, and while the medical bills had put a dent in their accounts, it was barely even noticeable. Money couldn’t buy you happiness, and it certainly could not buy you health. It wasn’t like Jason hadn’t tried. During those late nights when George had been overcome with exhaustion, Jason had been up all night on the web, checkbook ready, trying to find any plausible way to cure his husband, even if it left them in financial ruin. Alas, M.D. Anderson hospital in Houston was their best hope.


  “I wonder what’s taking so long,” George said. “She said my results were in and—” He was interrupted by the door opening up and the doctor walking in.


  “Good morning, George. Hello, Jason, how are you?” She walked past them and moved around to her side of the desk. As she passed, she brushed her hand along George’s back, and a knot in Jason’s stomach that had been there for months tightened. There was something about the touch that was sympathetic, and suddenly he was very afraid.


  “Pretty good, Doc. How are you?” George asked anxiously as his knee began to bounce.


  She didn’t answer right away but grabbed a folder off the top of her filing cabinet and sat at the desk before looking at them both. She was a beautiful black woman with skin the color of mahogany, wide, almond-shaped eyes, and honey-colored irises that just drew you right into her gaze. When they had met, she had spoken to them with confidence, professionalism, and a determination that had directed their attention at defeating the cancer growing in George’s brain. But now, she seemed a little flat, and Jason wasn’t the only one to pick up on that.


  “It’s not working is it, Dr. Coleman?” George asked.


  “No, George, it didn’t work. Now, we can continue to treat with higher doses of both chemo and radi—” she started, and as soon as she did, George didn’t feel like the floor had gone out underneath him. Instead, a calm washed over him, unlike anything he’d felt since this experience began. He was dying. He would soon be gone. George lifted a hand and kept Dr. Coleman from continuing.


  “Thank you, Doctor, but I’ve been sick for almost a year. How long do I have?” he asked point-blank. There was a protracted period of silence as the truth hung between them all. Then everyone started talking at once.


  “George, I think you should let her—”


  “I’m not spending what short time I have on this earth throwing—”


  “There are alternatives—” Dr. Coleman urgently tried to break in between the two.


  “George!”


  “—up everything I eat, passing out from exhaustion, shitting out chemicals, feeling like I am dying anyway, dammit. How long do I have?!” he shouted at Jason and then more gently as he turned back to the doctor, “Please.”


  Jason was stunned wordless and could only look at her for guidance, a glimmer of hope in some alternative treatment, but those hopes were dashed when she sat back in her chair and gave him a sorrowful look. Suddenly it felt as if all the oxygen had been sucked out of the room and the three of them sat suspended in a vacuum. For the life of him, he couldn’t seem to draw a breath. Once more he reached for George’s hand and felt George’s fingers clasp his like vise grips.


  “Without the constant use of chemotherapy and radiation to keep the tumor at bay… You’re dying, Mr. Uphill. I’m sorry.” She looked George in the eye, and he kept her gaze for as long as he could before finally nodding.


  “Wait, what about the alternatives?” Jason asked, finding air again.


  “Most of those are still in the experimental phase, and if anything, they would, like the chemotherapy, extend his life incrementally.”


  Panic-stricken, Jason leaned forward, all self-control fleeing. “What are we talking? Days? Weeks? Months?”


  Dr. Coleman regarded him with the same amount of sympathy. “There is no way to know. I could order more treatment, but unless George approves of it, there’s nothing I can do. I would say, from the results of the tests, that he has six months. I am so sorry.”


  Jason turned his attention from the woman behind the desk to his husband, whose shoulders had slumped, his face paled. Jason withdrew his hand angrily. “So, you’re going to give up? Just like that? Ten years together, and six months is all I can hope for now? You…you took on the Wall Street crash with more fire than this. We almost lost everything and you told me not to give up, and now, you’re…you’re…this is your LIFE we’re talking about!”


  “Sweetheart, it’s not the same thing. I don’t want to be sick—” George protested, but Jason was shaking so bad with rage he couldn’t take another word coming out of his mouth.


  “What about what I want? I spent months taking care of you—late nights of fever and vomiting, back and forth to the hospital! For what? For what?!” Jason stood and ground his teeth. He wanted to hit George but didn’t dare. He wanted to tear his own hair out, but his eyes welled with tears as he bit down on the inside of his lip, and his fists were clenched so tight at his sides his nails dug into the palms.


  “Just calm down…” George beseeched, also standing up and reaching for Jason, but Jason angrily swiped his hand away.


  “Don’t touch me! Don’t tell me to calm down! Get your ass back on chemo, grow some fucking balls! Fight!” he yelled as his vision swam and his mind reeled.


  “Baby, please…” George said, reaching for him again, but Jason kept fighting him off and shaking his head.


  “No.”


  “Jason…” George grabbed his husband’s elbows and gripped as hard as he could.


  “You’re giving up on me. You’re giving up on us! You son of a bitch!” Jason sobbed, trying to break free. In frustration, anger, and fear, he lashed out. The sound of his hand across George’s face stopped his heart.


  His husband’s head had cocked to the side from the force of the blow, but as he turned back, Jason didn’t see anger. No, that fire was gone now. He saw the same blue eyes that had returned his curious glance between the stacks ten years ago. The same blue eyes that had once been filled with concern when Jason wrecked his prize Mustang. But now, those eyes were filled with a sorrowful truth that tore Jason’s soul from his body and brought the grief and despair breaking through the last weak barrier in his mind.


  “I don’t know how to do this without you, George. What am I gonna do?” Jason fell against his lover’s chest as both of them wept, and George held on to him.


  Chapter Two


  The sun was shining when they stepped out of the hospital; the sky was a bright, robin’s egg blue with a few wisps of clouds like baby’s breath in a bouquet of flowers. The fragrance of wisteria and jasmine carried on the early summer wind, with the rich undertones of morning dew burning off a freshly mowed grass as a maintenance man traversed a zero-turn mower over the south lawn. In the trees, black-bodied grackles bitched back and forth with one another, bobbing their purple-hued heads as if in parliament.


  The doctor had given George a great deal of pain medication and pamphlets detailing what she referred to as “end-of-life care” for when the time of his passing grew closer. She walked them out of her office, once the tears and the apologies for their outburst had been shed. Dr. Coleman would have no apologies offered to her, not for “being human beings,” she said, and literally walked with them back through the hospital and to the front door, hugging them both one last time.


  As they made their way down the steps, George was struck with the beauty of the day. All around him there was life; from the traffic a few hundred yards off to the heat of the sun on his brow, everything seemed to be boiling over with it. Jason was quiet, solemn, and his shoulders sloped down so much he looked as weary as George felt. His heart broke at the thought of leaving him alone in the world, and he couldn’t help the thousands of questions that were all speaking at once, just like the birds in the trees they passed. Would he be all right? Would he find another? Would he remarry? The thought of another man touching Jason, of someone else knowing him the way George did, made him burn with jealousy so hot he had to shove it away to keep from lashing out.


  Other questions were there as well. More macabre questions, the kind that sent his pulse racing and made his mouth dry, wanted to bare themselves, and he entertained a few. Did it hurt to die? Who would come to mourn him at the graveyard? Did life exist after this one? There it was, that million-dollar question everyone asked themselves at some point, adding their contribution to the never-ending debate about who we are, where we came from, and where, if anywhere, we go when it’s all over.


  George wasn’t particularly religious; he’d been raised a Methodist as a young kid. Now he was a “CEO Christian,” which meant Christmas, Easter, and One other time a year. He didn’t know whether that made God angry, and he certainly wasn’t going to suddenly start attending church now he was dying. He felt like that would be insulting to God, somehow.


  They continued toward the parking structure and the elevator up onto the fourth floor, where their car waited for them. All the while, Jason was silent, and that silence gnawed at George, making him feel guilty, making him want to cry all over again—do whatever was possible to let Jason know he wasn’t suffering alone. So, he did what he knew to do. He reached out a hand and took Jason’s.


  Jason stopped dead in his tracks. A woman with a small child walked past and politely nodded at them. She seemed harried, and the child in her arms fussed a little as she hurried to the elevator George and Jason had just come off. The parking lot was cool as the wind whipped through the empty spaces and down the ramp toward them like the Pamplona bull runs. George shivered.


  The woman hadn’t seemed bothered at all by them holding hands, but Jason waited until she was well out of earshot before he said anything.


  “I feel completely deflated, George. What do we do now?”


  George reached for him and brought him into his arms, savoring the feeling of him against his body. The questions he had been asking himself, he shoved them kicking and screaming into the wind, to get trampled and swept down like bits of paper. Right now, he wished more than ever he could suspend time and soak in the smell of him, of his aftershave and his skin, his shampoo and the cologne he had worn all these years. He reached up and cupped Jason’s face in his hands, wanting to feel his skin under his palms as he ran his thumbs from just under Jason’s eyes down toward his jaw.


  Jason leaned into his touch and closed his eyes for one exquisite moment and parted his lips in a sigh. George leaned in and kissed him, bringing his mouth down gently, and felt Jason open up to him, relished the warmth of Jason’s arms as they went around his sides and up his back. He broke the kiss, both of them panting slightly, oblivious to the world around them.


  George placed one more kiss on Jason’s forehead before they parted and then looked him in the eyes. “Let’s just go. Jump on a plane or get in the car and go. We’re in Houston—we can call and have the house closed up for as long as we’ll be gone.”


  “You don’t want to go home?” Jason asked sadly.


  “It’s not that. I don’t want to sit around and wait.” He laughed. “I suddenly want to live, right here, right now. More than anything, right now, with you. Wind in our hair, the sun on our backs. What do you say?”


  “What will we tell our friends, George? They love you. They’ll want to know and be there…when, when…” He broke off without finishing the sentence, his face crumpled with pain.


  “Then when we get where we’re going, and we’ll leave the invitation open to them to come,” George said. “Whaddaya say?”


  “Your family is in Vermont,” Jason suggested, and George’s heart sank.


  “Why should I go there?” he asked quietly. “They don’t want anything to do with me.”


  “Don’t go for them. Go for you. We don’t have to stay with them, and besides, I’ve never been there. I’d like to see where you grew up.” Jason added gently, “We’ll fly up. Rent a car. I’m sure we can pick one up in Newport.”


  George wanted to say no, but the gravity of the situation took a hold of him, and all he could do was nod. It was what Jason wanted; he could give him that much.


  He smiled. “I love you, Jason.”


  “I love you, George.”


  Chapter Three


  On the Texas highway to George Bush Intercontinental airport, they called their family and friends. As predicted, everyone had questions, comments, and concerns. Most of them were stunned into silence when Jason told them what the doctor had said. When, finally, the news sank in, he listened with a heavy heart as they sniffled their watery responses. He handed the phone over to George, who spoke in hushed tones and a few times even apologized to them as if his diagnosis were his fault. Each one of them promised to do their part to help out as best they could with watching over the house, collecting mail, and as they heard their plans for the immediate future, promised to come when called.


  As the plane lifted off the runway, George sat back in the chair, closed his eyes, and before too long was sound asleep. The medication and chemotherapy wore him out easily, and as Jason sat next to him, he made sure to cover him up to his chin with his blanket to keep him warm. He felt the fatigue hit him just as hard, but as he put his head back on the rest, he was afraid to close his eyes. He didn’t want to lose a minute with George. When he opened his eyes again, the captain was on the intercom telling them that they were making their final approach to Newport and would be landing in a few minutes. He sat up, wiped away the sleep, and stretched.


  George was awake and sipping on something in a plastic glass. “You were snoring loud enough to wake the dead,” he said with a chuckle.


  “Why didn’t you wake me?” Jason sat up straight in his chair. His eyes were grainy, and his body begged him to go back to dreaming.


  “You’ve been watching over me for months now. You needed your rest. Besides, we’re on an adventure, and I think you’ll need your strength.” George set his drink down and opened his arms.


  Jason scooted over and laid his head on George’s chest, feeling George’s heart beating strong and true. Even though the plane was filled to capacity, he didn’t care about this public display off affection. All the pretense from before, worrying about what people would think, evaporated like a castle built upon clouds. Suddenly what had been important then ceased to be, and as Jason lay there, letting the rhythm of George’s heart lull his weary mind back to sleep, he dreamed of a home he would never know again.


  Refreshed by his sleep, when they landed, Jason handled the business end of renting a car, and before too long they were traveling the freeway north toward the Canadian border where George’s family lived. The scenery took Jason’s breath away, especially when they broke from the freeway to go down farm roads. The sky was thick with the heavy, gray clouds of a summer storm gathering strength, but as they traveled farther north, the sun broke through the clouds as if lighting their way.


  Bright streaks permeated through sun-dappled trees and flickered across the windshield, and as they crested a hill, both men watched in silence as green fields unfolded in front of them. In the distance sat a large barn and granary, its red-painted wood a stark contrast to the rolling fields so green it was as if they were dripping with the essence of millions of emeralds. To their right, a wooden fence lined the road, and grazing horses raised their long faces in curiosity as they passed by.


  “My God, I’d forgotten…” George said and placed his palm against the cool glass of the passenger window.


  “Magic lives here,” Jason finished. He reached up and slid the sunroof’s plastic cover back to let the sunlight warm them from above.


  “Look at that—a rainbow, Jason.” George pointed right over a green hill.


  “Of course there is.” Jason laughed, shaking his head. The dark clouds on the horizon were perfectly illuminated with a rainbow that arced from tree line to tree line.


  For miles, they drove, weaving through hills, their car a horse whose master was the road, the engine merely its bridle. After thirty minutes or so, their route took them along a creek, which they crossed via a steel bridge. Below them, the water tumbled over rocks, foaming white, and fast, before the creek widened and opened up onto a lake that was as still as glass. It reflected the sky from above, shafts of golden light brushing the surface of it with a touch so tender it didn’t disturb the bluish-gray symmetry.


  Rain began to spatter on the windshield, and as they proceeded farther into the overcast horizon, the light faded into the rearview mirror, and the world was traded for a darker beauty. Before too long, Jason was forced to turn on the headlights and quicken the pace of the windshield wipers as sheets of rain pummeled the sedan. Sitting forward, he was busy paying attention to the road when George spoke.


  “I think we missed our turnoff. The GPS is going bananas here.” He gave an exasperated sigh.


  “I didn’t see a break in the road. Are you sure—oh shit!” Jason spun the wheel as a huge tree limb came crashing down about ten feet in front of them. The sedan pitched left, skidding on the blacktop as the brakes locked up, and came to a sudden stop jarring them both.


  “Are you okay?” George asked breathlessly, holding onto the “oh-shit bar” on the roof of the car with a hand as pale as his face.


  “I think so,” Jason panted, wide-eyed.


  “Baby, that was some Last Action Hero shit,” he said, laughing, but stopped when he heard a pop and a hiss as the rear of the car sank.


  Jason’s heart sank right along with it. He was about to get soaked. “Let me take a look.” George went to unfasten his belt but Jason shook his head. “No, the last thing you need is to catch a cold. Wait here,” he said and leaped out of the car.


  The rain, luckily, was warm, but he was immediately soaked to the bone as the wind blew what didn’t fall on him right into his face. He made his way quickly to the back of the car and immediately saw the problem: when he had slid sideways, one of the branches of the large tree limb had punctured the tire.


  “Awww, shit. Come on…wait…” He brushed his wet hair out of his eyes and peered through the downpour. “Where did you come from?”


  There, as if it had appeared out of nowhere, was a large house built back on a long, winding road. At the front gate hung a black and gold sign that read The Borderland in fancy script. Underneath it, in the same script but smaller, was the word Hotel.


  Jason looked down the driveway at the old Edwardian sitting stately and proud against the gray, rain-drenched world. Ivy crept up the north side of the building, spread around its windows, and disappeared over the roof. Something about it made Jason a little uneasy, but perhaps they had a room to spare or someone who could help them change a tire. He couldn’t ride down the road on a rim; that was surely another accident waiting to happen.


  He looked down at the branch that had gouged his tire, which he’d need to snap off before he tried to move the car. Putting all his weight into it, he stamped down and heard a crack as his foot hit the ground. He bent over to dislodge the stake now protruding from the ruined rubber. Fearing someone would end up in a situation worse than they were in, he grabbed the huge fallen limb and dragged it over to the side of the road before climbing back into the car.


  “How bad is it?” George asked, eyeing Jason in concern. “You’re soaked.”


  “It’s flat, but there is a light on in that inn. Perhaps we can get some help there. Let’s just get the car under the porter cache and see if anyone’s home, shall we?”


  “I don’t know, Jason. That place looks like something out of a Dracula movie.” George squinted through the windshield.


  Jason reached for his hand as he put the car back into drive. “I need at least some shelter to change this tire. Or to call Triple-A.”


  “Okay. Maybe they have a landline.” George held up his phone. “No service. Yours too—I checked.”


  “Hey, we’re on an adventure, right? I’m sure the place is just fine,” Jason said with a smile, but as he drove across the threshold of the property, he felt a chill down his spine. Attributing it to his drenched clothes and the car’s air conditioning, he shook off a shiver and pulled in, wondering if anyone was home.


  Chapter Four


  Thomas had been helping Mr. Harvey trim the hedges along the front walk—or rather, he was trimming the hedges while Mr. Harvey stood behind him and “directed” him—when the rain started. He persevered for a short time, but eventually, the old man said, “Looks like this’ll go on a mite.”


  “Guess so,” Thomas agreed. He was nearly done and didn’t want to stop, but the rain was coming down heavier by the minute. Maybe he could sit on the porch a bit and sharpen the lawnmower blades, gardening shears, and some of the other blades he and the staff used around the house. He’d been meaning to get to that for a week or more. It was still warm out, and he hated to waste the entire day indoors.


  Mr. Harvey had his cane with him, but Thomas still offered an arm to guide the man up the walk so he wouldn’t slip on the wet flagstones. They didn’t speak of it, but it was getting close to Mr. Harvey’s nap time, anyway.


  This was how Thomas came to be sitting in one of the white wicker chairs on the front porch, sliding a whetstone along the blades of gardening shears, when he heard the screech of tires and a crash. He leaped to his feet and skidded down the path to the garden gate, leaning out to see part of the main road where it intersected the narrower road that led to the hotel. A black car had gone into the ditch, but the two men in the car didn’t appear to be hurt—at least, not badly.


  The driver climbed out to examine the front tire which, as far as Thomas could see, had gone flat, and then leaned back into the car to speak with the passenger. After a moment, they both turned to look at The Borderland, and Thomas instinctively ducked behind the ivy that covered the pillars on either side of the gate. Then he turned and ran back up the walk and into the foyer of the hotel.


  “Miss Thibault!” he shouted, his voice echoing in the large empty space.


  A minute later, the owner came out of the library, her lips pursed in displeasure as she walked unhurriedly toward him. “Is there some reason you felt compelled to run around shouting rather than come find me, Thomas?”


  “Sorry, ma’am,” Thomas said, trying to calm his panting. “It’s just…we may have guests.”


  “Guests? Where?”


  “They’re outside on the road, ma’am. They had a car accident.”


  Rebecca looked distressed. “Are they injured?”


  “I don’t think so, ma’am. But they might be coming inside.”


  Reflexively, the hotel matron brushed her hands along the folds of cotton at her hips to make herself presentable, though there was little need. Her dress was old-fashioned but clean and tidy, as always. “I’ll send Tilly upstairs to prepare some rooms. How many are there?”


  “Two men, ma’am.”


  “Very well.” Rebecca turned away, then hesitated. “Perhaps you should go check on them and see if they need assistance.”


  Thomas glanced away, flexing his large hands in agitation. Rebecca knew him well enough by now to recognize his discomfort.


  “Really, Thomas. Shyness is one thing, but we mustn’t forget our duty. You can at least show them the way and see to any luggage they may have.”


  He thought about digging in his heels for a moment, but he rarely defied her when given a direct order. “Yes, ma’am,” he mumbled and turned to go back out into the rain, which was coming down hard now. He grabbed his yellow Mackintosh from the wall pegs on his way out the door.


  ***


  By the time Tilly had responded to the bell and been sent back upstairs to prepare a couple of rooms, Thomas had returned. The two men who entered the foyer behind him were drenched to the skin and looked utterly miserable. One was muscular and tall, with jet-black hair only slightly graying at the temples; he was carrying a suitcase in his left hand.


  Thomas carried the second man’s suitcase, and it was easy to see why. Though he was likewise tall and well-built, he somehow seemed frail, as if drained of nearly all of his energy. His companion touched his elbow lightly with his right hand as if to guide him.


  Rebecca was all too familiar with the way illness could ravage the body, and she knew instantly this man was ill. With what, she couldn’t say. The sight of him brought back dark, unpleasant memories—memories she struggled daily to put behind her—but she’d never been one to turn away people in need of shelter, and she wasn’t about to start now.


  “This is Miss Thibault,” Thomas told the strangers, setting the suitcase he was carrying down on the carpet. Rebecca was pleased he’d remembered his manners, though barely.


  She stepped forward, smiling, and extended her hand. “Gentleman! Welcome to The Borderland Hotel.”
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