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Itll be fun!

Those were my moms words. Itll be fun!

At the time, Id thought so too.

Her idea of fun was to pack up her divorced middle-aged life and move up north. Way up north. Where winters are cold, snow and ice exist in abundance, and my dad could become a distant memory.

Not that I blamed her for wanting to get away from it all. Dad recently announced that he planned to remarry, and Im not exactly thrilled with the prospect of having a stepmother. Marsha isnt wicked or anything. Actually she asked me to be one of her bridesmaids, but I told her that I needed to think about it. Ive never been a bridesmaid before, and Im not sure I want my first time to be at my dads wedding. Because its totally weird thinking of him with a wife who isnt my mom. And okay, I resent that hes going to marry someone else. It feels like hes not only betraying Mom, but betraying me.

So when Mom told me she wanted to move and asked, What do you think? I replied, Lets do it!

Of course, that was before I was standing in the front parlor of our new digs, shivering, with my parka zipped up tightly and my gloved hands tucked beneath my arms, searching for a little extra warmth.

It was, like, negative one thousand degrees outside. You think Im exaggerating, but Moms idea of fun included moving to an island on the Great Lakesin the middle of winter, when the surrounding water was starting to freeze. It was that cold. Although cold doesnt adequately describe it. It was much, much colder than cold.

I was going to have to pull out my thesaurus and learn a whole list of adjectives for cold.

Wed flown into the small airport about an hour earlier. Our luggage had been loaded onto a taxi, only this taxi was a wagon with runners instead of wheels, because, oh, yeah, the island is covered in mounds of white glistening snow.

Id actually been excited when Mom mentioned the snow, because arcticlike weather was a totally new experience for me. Ive spent most of my seventeen years living in north Texas. When it snows half an inch, schools and businesses shut down, and the local news interrupts the regularly scheduled programming to provide up-to-the-minute progress reports on the trucks dumping sand on the expressways. The reporters stand on overpasses explaining that its really cold, while showing footage of fishtailing vehicles, people slipping (yes, falling down on icy streets is newsworthy in north Texas), and children sliding down hills on baking sheets because we dont, as a rule, invest money in sleds.

Im pretty certain that kids here have sleds, and that the news isnt going to include roving reporters asking people how theyll deal with the half inch of snow forecast to arrive by nightfall. Here snow is measured in feetpossibly yardsand freezing is clearly a way of life.

Cars, motorcycles, and trucks arent, however.

Did I forget to mention that? The island has a ban on motorized vehicles. Theyre left on the mainland.

Mom thinks this is quaint.

I havent quite decided, although Im trying to be open-minded about it. I was hoping to guilt Dad into buying me a red Ford Mustang when I graduate from high school. So I either need to guilt him into buying me something else, be content to drive only occasionally when Im on the mainland, or move off the island permanently. Something to think about later. Right now, I was suffering from brain freeze.

There, I think I can feel warm air blowing out now, Mom said. She was standing on a chair, her one bare handthe other was still glovedpressed against a vent in the ceiling.

Shed adjusted the thermostat on the heater as soon as we walked through the door. Then shed lit a fire in the gas fireplace in the parlor. I discovered that a gas-burning fire with fake logs doesnt generate as much heat as a wood-burning one. But then its not as much trouble to start and keep going, either.

Mom stepped off the chair, faced me, and grinned. But it wasnt her natural grin. It looked fake, painted on, forced, as though she didnt want to acknowledge that wed made a huge mistake. My mom is the most honest person I know, but this smile had the makings of a conlike the one you get when your mom takes you to the doctor and tells you that whatever the doctor is going to do, it wont hurt. But it doesalways. And so you start to recognize that smile and dread it.

Mom removed her woolen cap and static electricity made her short blond hair stick up at various angles. I figured my own blond hairwhich hangs just past my chin and, under normal circumstances, which these were not, curls at the endswould do the same thing when I removed my cap. But Id read somewhere that a huge amount of body heat escapes through the head, so I kept my hat snugly in place, trying to trap as much heat as possible inside my five-foot-two-inch frame.

It just takes the air a while to warm up, which makes sense if you think about it, since the air is so cold, Mom said, rambling, as though trying to convince herself as well as me that everything was going to be all right.

And once it gets warm, itll stay warm, I said optimistically.

Oh, definitely, Mom said, her fake smile shifting into a more normal-looking one. I doubt well ever turn off the heater.

Except during the summer.

Maybe not even then. Depends on whether or not weve thawed out. She laughed. Who would have thought cold could be this cold?

Its an excuse to buy more clothes.

Like you need an excuse, Mom said.

Okay, I was a clothesaholic. I loved buying clothes. I was pretty pumped that I was going to need to stock up on winter clothes that Id never needed to buy before.

Mom spread her arms wide. Welcome to Chateau Ashleigh. Our new home and business.

I smiled at that pronouncement. Couldnt help myself. Shed named our new Victorian bed-and-breakfast after me: Ashleigh Sneauxpronounced Snow. In our present circumstances, the irony of that didnt escape me.

Mom had kept the name a secret, so when we arrived, I was totally stunned to see the carved wooden sign hanging on a post near the white picket fence surrounding the Victorian house. Its so like Mom to do something special for me, and I have to admit that I think the name sounds a bit romantic, which would go with Moms goal to create a romantic atmosphere for guests.

Moms a romantic at heart, in spite of the fact that things for her and Dad didnt last forever. I admire that about herthat she isnt bitter about being part of a statistic. She still wants to go in search of better things, something she didnt have a chance to do when she was younger, since she and Dad got married the summer after they graduated from high school.

Moms always advising me to wait. Have fun, enjoy life, get married later, much, much later.

Not a problem. Quite honestly, I wasnt even interested in having a boyfriend. I know that sounds strange. Every girl I knew was obsessed with having a steady guy. Not me. I was, however, obsessed with guysplural. I liked dating guys. Lots of guys. For short periods of time. Its sorta like going to a wine tasting, I guess, where you taste samples of wine until you find one that you really like. Then you buy it in abundance. Not that Ive ever been to a wine tasting, but Ive heard things.

Anyway, that was sorta my attitude when it came to guys. Try them all. Dont settle, because as soon as you do, someone else might come along and then you have to go through the whole breakup thing before you can go out with him. Better to keep the options open. Besides, there are a lot of guys to sample!

Or at least there were back home. Id dated several guys at my school, and I was all about exploring possibilities.

Here the possibilities would be severely limited. The island has one school, grades kindergarten through twelfth. The junior class has five studentssix when I enroll after the winter break. So getting married is definitely not in my immediate future. As a matter of fact, getting a date might not be doable either. I didnt want to think that I might be reduced to online dating.

Yeah, right. Hook up with a serial killer, why dont you, Ash?

My guilty pleasure is horror movies. The more horrific the better. So I have a tendency to view danger in the world where none exists. I get a rush at the idea of people in perilin the movies anyway. Someday I want to write a horror novel, and Moms plan of moving to a small island with a tiny population has called out to the writer in me, the part that craves solitude and quiet in order for the muse to come out and play.

Im not planning to make any changes to this room, Mom said suddenly, snapping me away from my thoughts.

Moms a fixer-upper lover. The previous owners left not only their furniture, but the need for numerous repairs. Hence Moms reasoning that we needed to move here during the winterbefore tourist seasonso we could fancy things up and get the business ready to go. I really appreciated that she considered me her business partner.

Of course, I wouldnt get too involved until summer. School comes first, and that works for me. The bed part of our B&B means making other peoples beds, when Im not exactly in the habit of making my own. The breakfast part means cooking breakfast for strangers. I dont even make breakfast for myself. Nor am I prone to getting up early unless I absolutely have to.

Mom removed her other glove and quickly shoved both hands into the pockets of her parka, unwilling, I guess, to admit that the house still wasnt warm enough. I wondered if it ever would be.

Ready for the grand tour? Mom asked.

I smiled. Sure. Why not?

She did a Vanna White arm extension, indicating the room in which we were standing. The parlor, where well serve afternoon tea.

A worn Oriental rug covered most of the hardwood flooring. A couch, a couple of chairs, and a coffee table were arranged in front of the fireplace. Other plush armchairs sat in front of the bay window. The curtains were drawn back and the front porch that spanned the width of the house was visible. Someonea kind neighbor perhapshad generously shoveled away the snow from the porch, the steps, and the front walk, so Mom and I had been granted safe passage into the house when wed arrived. I had a feeling that in the days ahead, shoveling snow was going to become one of my jobs. I suddenly found myself wishing that I had a brother.

Half a dozen small dried flower arrangements were scattered throughout the room, on the mantel, on various small tables. Cluttered didnt begin to describe the dcor.

Mom led me through the entryway. The front door had an amazing oval-shaped etched-glass window. We walked across the hardwood floor and into the library.

The room smelled musty and ancient. Along two walls, dark bookshelves stretched to the ceiling. Another bay window with the draperies pulled back offered a slightly different view of the outside. I could see the snow-covered lawn and street.

A large desk sat near the window. Everything looked antique. Not a computer in sight.

Mom and I went down the hallway, passing a bathroom on the right, turning into an alcove on our left before we got to the stairs. The alcove led to the dining room.

Well serve breakfast in here, Mom said.

A big, sturdy table sat in the center. A china hutch held plates and glasses. Portraits taken about a hundred years ago adorned the walls. I figured they were just to create atmosphere. I mean, if they were portraits of the previous owners family, surely they would have taken them.

We went through the room and into the kitchen.

Let me guess, I said. This is where well cook.

Mom laughed. She has a really nice laugh. Soft and full of fun. And she laughed all the time. Or at least she had BDBefore Divorce. As much as I hadnt wanted to leave my friends in Texas, I was hoping that Mom would be happier here and laugh more.

Dont give me a hard time, Miss Smarty-pants. She walked to the sink and looked out the window at the backyard, which was blanketed in snow.

I remembered reading somewhere that people could go blindand crazysurrounded by snow, because all the white is disorienting. I wondered if people got lost here, if they had rescue dogs.

This is going to be fun, Mom said with a sigh.

Its really quiet here, though, isnt it, I said, more as a statement than a question.

She turned around. Thats because there arent any cars.

But still, the silence was eerie. I told myself that it was because I wasnt used to it. But it was more than that.


Its just so horror movieish, I said. You know. A mother and daughter in an old house that creaks and moans andits cold. Houses in horror movies are always cold.

Mom shook her head. I dont know why you like watching scary movies so much.

I joined her at the window. Id always been fascinated by the idea of snow, but now that I was actually here I found it a bit unsettling. In a few more weeks, the ferry that runs between the island and the mainland would shut down for a couple of months. Then wed be trapped.

Deranged killers and psychos would have a field day before the first thaw. And no one would know until it was too late. Hadnt I seen that scenario in a movie? I shuddered at the thought.

So why do you think the owners wanted to sell the place? I asked.

Because its haunted.
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I felt my eyes widen and my jaw drop. Seriously?

Laughing, Mom reached out and snatched off my cap. Yeah, my hair did the whole flying-around-my-head thing. I hadnt considered that living in the cold would mean endless bad hair days.

No, silly, Mom said. Its not haunted. The owners wanted to retire. So here we are. Why dont you go pick out your bedroom? Any room you want.

Which room are you going to take?

Back behind the stairs is a large bedroom. Im going to take that one. I figured youd want something higher up.

Definitely.

Back in the hallway, I grabbed my backpack, deciding to leave my suitcase. No sense in lugging it around until I picked which room I wanted.


Most of our stuff was being shipped here. Until it arrived, I had only the essentials of my life.

The doorbell rang, and through the etched glass on the front door, I saw the shadowy outline of two people. I wasnt certain I should open the door. I was pretty sure I wouldnt know them. And what was the crime rate here? Would anyone even hear us scream?

Moms hurried footsteps echoed between the walls as she rushed from the kitchen. Having removed her parka, she rounded the corner into the hallway. She was wearing a mint green sweater that matched her eyesand mine. My grandma always told me how much I looked like Mom when she was younger. It gave me hope that Id look like her when I was older. She was pretty. Another reason I didnt understand Dad wanting to marry someone else.

Open the door, Ashleigh. But she rushed past me and did what shed ordered me to do. It was part of her AD (After Divorce) personality. She wanted to control everything.

A girl about my age and a woman a bit older than Mom stood on the porch, their breath coming out in white wisps, their cheeks and noses red from the cold.

Hello! the woman exclaimed before Mom could say anything. Im Laura Evans and this is my daughter, Nathalie. We saw you arrive earlier and wanted to welcome you to the neighborhood.

Come in, Mom said, and then introduced us.

I brought you some warm spice cake, Mrs. Evans said.

How sweet, Mom replied. Would you and Natalie

Not Natalie, Mrs. Evans said. Nathalie. I didnt know whether to name her after my older brother, Nathan, or my younger brother, Leland, and so I combined the two and made up a name.

How original, Mom said.

Nathalie and I looked at each other, and clearly neither of us could believe the inane conversation our moms were having. I felt an instant connection with herand also a sense of relief. Knowing so few kids lived on the island had caused me some apprehension about moving. What if I didnt meet anyone I liked? Would I live here without any dates or friends?

Nathalie pushed back the hood of her coat, revealing red hair pulled into a ponytail. If she lived in Texas, shed have a lot more freckles. Her nose turned up on the end. She was a little taller than I was and quite pretty.

Mom took their coats, which left me feeling a little ridiculousI was still bundled up. So I took off mine and helped Mom hang everything in the hall closet.

Ashleigh, why dont you and Nathalie get settled into the parlor, while Mrs. Evans and I make some tea to go with this wonderful-smelling spice cake? Mom suggested, before leading Mrs. Evans away.

I looked at Nathalie. She didnt even look cold. I had a feeling that I did. I still couldnt feel my nose.

You know, if you spray Static Guard on your brush and run it through your hair, itll make it stop flying around like that, she said, twirling her finger near her hair like she was trying to say I was crazy.

Thanks for the tip. I have a lot to learn about living in the cold.

So, where are you guys from?

Texas.

You dont sound like a cowgirl.

Im not. Im a city girl.

Why did you and your mom move here then? she asked.

Mom was looking for something different.

She laughed. Well, Im sure youre going to find it here. Isnt Texas all desert and tumbleweeds?

Now it was my turn to laugh. No. Not all of it. We have woods, mountains, hills, lakes, rivers. You name it, we pretty much have it.

Not according to the movies. You know, they made a movie here once, she said.

Really?

Yeah. They used the ritzy hotel thats up on the hill, just up the road. Women arent even allowed on the grounds after five oclock if theyre not wearing a dress.

Youre kidding.

She shook her head. No. Mom says theyre very traditional. I think theyre dumb.

Gotta say I agree with you. So do they make a lot of movies here?

Only a couple, but a lot of actors come here to get away from it all. I saw Heath Ledger once.

No way! In person?

She nodded, then shrugged. At least, I think it was him. My boyfriend didnt agree.

You have a boyfriend?

Yeah, sure. Dont you?

No, not really.

Why not?


Im not really interested in having a boyfriend.

She looked at me suspiciously. Why not?

I shrugged. Just figure I have plenty of time to get serious later.

Do you date?

Oh, yeah, sure. I really like dating.

I cant imagine not having a boyfriend.

I smiled. I cant imagine having one.

She looked at me like Id come from another planet.

So, do you want to sit in there? I pointed to the parlor, realizing I never really imagined Id ever invite anyone to sit in one. I mean, really, who had parlors these days?

Not really. Ive never been inside this house. The Shoemakers didnt have kids, so She shrugged as though that explained it all.

The Shoemakers were the previous owners, and I guessed Nathalie was hoping for a tour.

Todays the first time for me, too, I said. We both laughed. Id forgotten how hard it was to get to know someone. But Nathalie made it seem easy.

Wheres your bedroom? she asked.

I was just about to take a look around and decide. Want to come with me?

You betcha. Sure beats having tea with my mom. Her idea of exciting conversation is discussing Victorian lace.

I grimaced.

She nodded. Exactly.

As we climbed the worn wooden stairs, each of our steps echoed around us. The house had been built sometime in the 1880s, and it sounded old, felt old. Okay, it felt haunted. The perfect setting for a horror movie.

When we got to the second floor, it was like wed stepped even further back in time.

A short hallway to my right led to a couple of bedrooms that were separated by a bathroom.

Oh, totally awesome! Nathalie said as she peered into one of the rooms. I think all the furniture is antique. You must have paid a fortune for this.

Mom probably had, but, fortunately, money is one of the things that isnt a problem for us. Dad is a big corporate executive. He and Mom split everything theyd acquired over the years right down the middle. Except for me, of course. If they fought about anything, I didnt know about it. That didnt make it any easier, and I cant deny there were a lot of tears. But at least there wasnt really any bitternessor financial squabbling.

Nathalie looked at me. People really get into the old stuff around here. The Victorian Walk is next weekend. A lot of the houses are opened up for touring, and all the money collected goes to the Historical Preservation Society. Im selling tickets if you want to go.

Looking through old houses really wasnt my thing, but I was trying to make a friend here and I didnt want to hurt her feelings.

I might. I dont really know. I mean, I just got here.

Oh, right. Sorry. Guess you need to find a bedroom before you start planning your social calendar.

Would I even have a social calendar here? Would I meet other kids? Would we hit it off? Would we want to do things together?

Anyway, I thought you said youd never been inside this house, I said.

Right. The Shoemakers usually closed it up and headed to Florida for the winter, so this one was never included on the tour. Im guessing they decided to sell and stay down there?

I think so.

Fine by me. They were totally no fun.

Do a lot of people leave for the winter? I asked.

Nathalie shrugged. Some do. Most dont. Most of our businesses rely on tourism, and since we dont get many tourists in winter, some people will close up shop and head to sunnier places. She laughed. I sound like a Chamber of Commerce ad, dont I? She peered into another room. So which one is going to be yours?

I dont know.

I went in the other direction, walking along the carpet that lined the floor. Quickly I looked into the four bedrooms on that end of the hallway. The rooms had canopied beds and lots of lace and frills.

I figured this would be a popular floor for our guests, and I was looking for privacy. Im not unfriendly, but I wasnt sure how much Id like living with strangers.

At the end of the hallway was another set of stairs.

Im going to check out the next floor, I said.

Ill come with you, she said as she followed me up the stairs.

On the next floor, we went in different directions, looking in the various rooms. These arent that much different from the ones on the floor below, Nathalie said. Is your mom going to let you fix up your room however you want?

I hope so.


Let me know if you want to paint it. My boyfriend and I can help you.

That was exactly what I wantedto be a third wheel.

My best friend, Tara, had recently hooked up with a guy, so I knew from experience that it isnt fun hanging out with someone when the boyfriends around.

Thanks, but Im not sure what Im going to do yet, I told her.

At the other end of the hallway was yet another set of stairs. They were much narrower than any of the others. And they creaked more. Halfway up was a small circular window that looked out on the frozen land and the surrounding lake. My new home.

The stairs ended. To my left was a door with an ornate glass doorknob that rattled when I turned it. As I opened the door, the hinges squeaked as if they were practicing to be the sound effects in a Hitchcock movie.

Sunlight filtered through the windows, but still the room was a little dim. I glanced around cautiously, looking for spiderwebs, but couldnt see any.

I did see the light switch, though, so I flipped it on. It didnt make a lot of difference. The four bulbs in the tulip-shaped holders in the ceiling must have been about fifteen watts. But they made enough of a difference that I could see Id discovered my haven.

When Mom and I arrived, I had noticed that one of the upper rooms had a rounded corner, a turret. This was it.

Totally awesome! Nathalie said. I love this room!

I was pretty crazy about it too. In the curved corner was a small sitting area. One side of the room had a window seat covered in pillows of various shades of pink. Vents along the floor blew in the warm air that had finally started circulating through the house after Mom turned on the heater downstairs. A brass bed with a lacy pink canopy caught my attention. So romantic. On either side of the bed were windows that looked out onto the front lawn, the lake, and the trees with their leafless branches covered in icicles and snow.

Ill bet this is where a servant slept, she said. I think they always made them sleep in the attic.

Is this the attic? I asked.

Shrugging, she sat on the window seat, brought her feet up to the pillows, and wrapped her arms around her legs. You have got to have a sleepover up here.


I sat on the bed. Sleepover implies multiple friends.

Her light blue eyes twinkled. Hey, youve got me. And I have friends.

How many friends?

She laughed. What kind of a question is that?

Well, I researched the schooland there arent a lot of kids on the island. Back home, we had more than twelve hundred students in my junior class.

She looked horrified. I wouldnt like that at all.

Well, see, thats the thing. I dont know if Ill like being in such a small school.

It was the one part of Moms plan that I worried about. Would I fit in? Would the students accept someone who talked with a slight drawl and was severely challenged when it came to building a snowman? Would we have anything in common?

Cliques pretty much ran my old high school. With so few students, could they have more than one clique?

More important, could you have a clique of only one person?
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