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      Leave it to me, a real-life certified genius, to fall at the feet, literally, of a gorgeous man. Yeah, I’m a klutz and this isn’t the first time I’ve slipped, tripped, or fallen, but did it have to be at that moment?

      Not all bad, though, because Ben needs help with his house renovation and I’m looking for a job. Lucky for him, I’ve held a hammer … once or twice. Anyway, I’m a quick learner, carpentry involves lots of math, and so I’ve got that covered.

      There’s something else going on in his life, though. Secretive phone calls and mysterious absences.  Vague references to his life in Halifax before he moved to MacLeod’s Cove really pique my curiosity. You’d think someone in this small town would know something about the guy.

      Don’t get me wrong, Ben’s a great boss and super fun to talk to. And when he kissed me, and I kissed him back – woo, boy, keeping this casual is proving difficult.

      But I can’t stop wondering about his secrets. That one time I challenged him, he promised to answer all my questions later.

      I’m still waiting. And maybe I won’t like the answers.
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      Ben Masters measured again before cutting the piece of lumber. The walls weren’t square, nothing was square, but if he wanted square, he wouldn’t have purchased an old building to renovate.

      The phone in his back pocket buzzed. A text from Doug. It’s broken. No hammer time for a couple months. Sorry.

      Damn. His brother’s skiing accident was bad news for both of them.

      Ben texted back. No worries.

      The lumber, tools, and everything else required to renovate a 150-year-old building and turn it into a restaurant and bar would be hard to shift on his own. This was a minimum two-man job. Maybe he should hire a crew like everyone suggested. He had the money, no question there.

      Except he wanted to put his own sweat into his dream. Do most of the work with Doug’s help like always. Plus, the fewer people involved, the less risk of secrets getting exposed.

      Freezing rain clattered against the windows facing the street. Sidewalks would be slick. He grabbed the bag of road salt, opened the front door, and inhaled cold, fresh, briny air. Only the sound of frozen rain hitting the ground broke the stillness. Weird how the slower pace of MacLeod’s Cove was growing on him. A city boy all his life, he had envisioned dividing his time between Halifax and wherever he happened to be. But now he was inclined to sell that enormous house in the city. Who needed eight bathrooms? He grabbed a handful of salt and tossed it on his front step.

      A woman turned the corner at the end of the block, slipping and sliding and grinning from ear to ear. Man, she was cute.

      Look away.

      He tossed more salt on the next step down. He wasn't looking for a relationship. Maybe in a few years. Maybe he could fade into the background, meet someone who liked him for more than his money. Yeah, like that would happen.

      A few feet from his front door, the woman lost her footing and fell on her rear end.

      He dropped the bag and skidded down the steps.

      

      Jinny Hardwick yelped. Leave it to Miss Klutz of MacLeod’s Cove to fall on her ass. At least the icy surface was a good excuse. The last time she fell on her ass was on a dry day in October.

      “I’ve never had a woman fall at my feet before.” A man held out his hand.

      She took the offered hand and eased to her feet. Nothing broken. A miracle she’d lived this long without a serious injury, though not for lack of trying.

      “Are you okay?”

      She peered out from under her hat brim at the man. A man she’d never seen before. A scrumptious man getting wet. “Yes, thanks. You should go—”

      “Come inside and make sure.”

      Her car was at the far end of the next block, and she could use a minute to collect herself. “Yes, thanks.” And spending a few minutes with the gorgeous man was the least she could do. He had come to her rescue.

      Jinny hobbled inside the old building. She rubbed her rear end while taking in the walls stripped to the studs, scuffed floors, new lumber piled here and there, tools of various sorts scattered around, and bare bulbs suspended from the ceiling.

      The man held out his hand. “I’m Ben Masters.”

      She pulled off her glove and shook his hand, large and strong and warm. “Jinny Hardwick. Thanks for your help.”

      “Short for Virginia?”

      “Jinnifer. Mom was in Amsterdam when she discovered she was pregnant, and she loved the sound of their word for gin. Spelled differently, of course. Mine is like Jennifer, with a letter changed.” This wasn’t the first time she’d explained her name, and the words fell off her tongue.

      “I like names that have a special story attached. Are you any relation to Hardwick Farm Brewery?”

      “My brother’s business. I’m his one employee.”

      “The stout is great.”

      She grinned. “That’s my favourite, too.” She gestured to the mess. “What’s this going to be?”

      His smile broadened. The beauty of his face stole her breath. Not male model beautiful, but real-world handsome and beaming with happiness. “This floor will be a restaurant and bar, casual dining, local fare. The second floor will be a social club for teenagers.”

      “Very cool.”

      He went on to explain about the separate entrance for the kids and all the things he hoped to provide for them. His dark eyes and broad smile telegraphed his excitement. His cuteness skyrocketed. She’d swear a minor earthquake had been centred below the town, below this very building. And then there was his body. Strong and tall and … wow.

      She tore her gaze away before she embarrassed herself. “Where’s everyone else?” She expected to see a couple more tool-belt-wearing dudes with pencils tucked behind their ears. But the place was silent. Eerie. She was alone with a stranger. But rather than nervous, she was comfortable. Like she’d known this guy for years and not the four and a half minutes since she fell on her tush. She hoped that wasn’t how the victims felt when they met Bundy.

      “Funny you should ask. My brother, who is the rest of my crew, has a brand new cast on his right arm and he’s right-handed.”

      “Dang, that’s too bad. Wait … it can’t be just two of you.”

      “I enjoy the work, the challenge. Got the whole winter to finish.” He shrugged. “But an extra pair of hands would come in handy.”

      Jinny admired that work ethic because she also had to finish what she started. She also enjoyed creating things. Too bad enthusiasm didn’t always equal skill. Nine times out of ten, her crafting attempts didn’t resemble the photo on the instructions. Case in point, her current project. Surely there was someone out there with feet of different sizes who needed new socks.

      She glanced around again and then back at the gorgeous hunk of manhood. Did she dare? She was looking for a new job and here was a job opening. “I know someone who’s looking for work.”

      “Can you give me his number?”

      “He’s a she, and you’re looking at her.”

      His brows rose to the ceiling, or near enough. “Yeah?”

      “I come cheap, I need the job, and you’d be helping me out.”

      “Helping you out how?”

      “I need to get out of my brother’s house.” She laughed. “And I need the money.” And she needed to do something other than coast through life. At the rate she was going, she’d run out of momentum and be stuck at the bottom of a hill just waiting for a rockfall to land on her head.

      “What about your job at the brewery?”

      “Very part time. I can easily do both.”

      “You’ve done carpentry before?”

      “I’ve dabbled.” Kind of. “Not formally trained, but living on an old farm and helping build the brewery gave me experience with a hammer.” Sort of. More ripping out nails than pounding them in. Landing this job had suddenly become as important as her next bar of chocolate, and that was pretty darn important. “I’ll take minimum wage.”

      He shook his head. “Can’t do that.”

      Dang.

      “I’ll hire you for a one-month probationary period, at five bucks an hour above minimum.”

      She snort-laughed. “Shut up.” What was it with this guy?

      “I’m serious.”

      “Too much.” She didn’t mind stretching the truth, but refused to earn more than she was worth.

      “You’ll need the extra cash to get outfitted unless you already own safety boots, safety glasses, and proper gloves.”

      Good point. All that stuff would be expensive. She told her guilty conscience to shut up and held out her hand. “Deal.”

      A quick handshake, further discussion about the job, and she left the building. If the sidewalks weren’t a skating rink, she’d attempt one of those heel-clicking hops. Now to practice her hammer skills, once she bought a hammer.

      

      The cautious drive home over icy, slushy roads gave Jinny time to reconsider.

      What the heck have you done, Jinnifer? You know nothing about renovating a building.

      A colossal mistake.

      She’d be fired on day one.

      But still she fizzed with excitement at the challenge ahead, trying something new.

      She also fizzed at the image of Ben, tall, cute as heck, and strong. That smile … those eyes …

      Shut the fizz off.

      This was a job and nothing but a job. And temporary.

      The lights were off in the old barn when she got home. Nate must have finished his brewery work for the day. She carried the bags from her car into the house. Slinky eased to her feet from her bed under the kitchen table and limped to the door.

      “Hiya, girlie. You have a good day? Poor old thing.” Jinny ruffled the dog’s shaggy fur and kissed her nose. “Just wait until you see what I bought.”  After kicking off her boots and hanging her coat on a hook, she dumped the contents of her bags on the kitchen table. The hammer had a smaller grip to fit her hand. The flat pencil was bright orange, therefore harder to lose, according to the guy at the store. But he didn’t inhabit her world where pens and pencils vaporized. A bright yellow measuring tape, also harder to lose, and something called a speed square. The leather tool belt to hold it all had one large pouch plus multiple loops for tools.

      She’d finished lacing her new boots when Nate came in from the dining room, his office space for the brewery. “What’s all this?”
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      Jinny adjusted the tool belt around her waist. Thank goodness it was more comfortable than it looked. “I’ve got a job.”

      “Doing what?”

      “You know that building on Prince Street that’s been empty for a few years? Next to Seaview Flowers.”

      “I know it.” Nate washed his hands in the old, enamelled sink before pulling a bag of brussels sprouts from the fridge.

      “This guy is renovating it, turning it into a restaurant and some kind of club for teens.”

      “Cool idea. And your job?” Nate dumped the sprouts in the sink and turned on the cold water.

      “I’ll be helping him with the carpentry and stuff.”

      Nate snorted. “Since when are you a carpenter?”

      “I can learn. I bet there are a ton of videos online.” In theory, anything was possible. She clomped up the stairs to grab her laptop and then returned to the kitchen.

      Nate was still at the sink trimming the ends off the sprouts. “You need more than videos. Hammering a nail takes muscles and practice. Remember the last time you tried to hang a picture?”

      She logged on and began her search. “I patched the hole. And I have muscles.” She was in shape from running, and she did a few push-ups … a year. Her brother had inherited his stature and dexterity from their dad, while she’d inherited their mom’s curly hair and … that was it.

      “You’ll do more than tap a brad into a wall. Grip a hammer for a few hours and your arm will ache.”

      Jinny shrugged. “I’ll get stronger. It’ll be good for me.” Practice could only improve her hand-eye coordination. Besides, her boots had steel toes. She’d be fine. She’d look up what a brad was later. She scrolled through the results of her search for basic carpentry. “Here’s one. Carpentry 101 how to build a bookcase.”

      Nate sighed. “If you’re serious about this, I’ll teach you the basics. I don’t want you losing a finger.”

      “Your assumption that I’ll screw up is insulting.” Accurate, though. The accompanying diagram looked simple, basically a box with extra bits.

      “The only power tool you’ve used is a battery-powered drill. People get injured and permanently scarred or worse around table saws. I’ll teach you. No arguments.”

      “Fine. You give me instructions, a demonstration or two, then leave me to it.” Nothing worse than someone hovering.

      “Stubborn.” He opened a cupboard and grabbed a large pot. “We’re eating last night’s leftovers for supper.”

      “Fine by me.” Jinny scrolled through the list of videos. Dovetails, mitred corners, rip-cutting – a whole new vocabulary. “Please don’t mention my job to Mom.”

      “Why not?”

      “You know why. She’ll freak out about how I’m wasting my life, flushing my degree down the toilet, blah, blah, blah. I don’t need her style of loving support right now.”

      Amelia walked into the room, yawning and stretching. “Sounds like I missed an exciting conversation.”

      “I’m sorry. Did we disturb you?” Nate leaned away from the sink for a kiss.

      “Nah, I’m done for the day. My eyes are spinning like a kaleidoscope on speed. I’ll work on the designs in the morning. What did I miss?” She picked up the needle-nose pliers. “What’s all this for?”

      “I got a job.” Jinny filled her future sister-in-law in on the details, omitting Nate’s negative prophecy of dismemberment.

      “That’s cool. We can always use another restaurant, especially during the summer. What kind of food?”

      “Ben said casual and local, that’s all I know.”

      “I love the teen club idea. What do you know about Ben?”

      “Last name is Masters, from Halifax originally and now living in Blue Rocks.”

      Amelia picked up the new hammer. “Do these come in pink?”

      Jinny laughed and cleared the rest of her tools off the table. “Not in our town.”

      

      While Nate was in the brewery after supper to check on the latest brew, Jinny and Amelia tidied the kitchen.

      “You feel okay working alone with this Ben guy?” Amelia wiped the table.

      Jinny scrubbed at the glass lasagne pan. Cheese had chemically bonded to the surface. “You know how you can sense when someone is an okay person?”

      “Most of the time, sure. But—”

      “How did you feel the first time you met Nate?” Jinny scraped at the gunk with a knife, which slipped and jabbed her in the palm. No blood. Score one for her. “This needs to soak.”

      “I wasn’t alone in an empty building for hours at a time.”

      “Sure, but how did you feel?”

      Amelia’s face softened with a radiant glow. “Intrigued, annoyed … safe.”

      “Exactly. I feel safe.”

      “Intrigued?” Amelia winked.

      “This is just a job.”

      Jinny’s love life fell squarely in the once burned, twice shy category. Twenty-four years old before her first boyfriend. Maybe she should have given it another year. She’d fallen deeply, foolishly in love with Dieter the previous summer. The rhapsody lasted three whole months. And then the arguments started. About how she was wasting her life. How she would regret not going to med school. Even so, she was devastated when he suggested they take a break. Her devastation evaporated when she discovered the real reason he needed space. Asshole.

      Better to stay away from potential assholery and focus on her life.

      Jinny filled a glass from the tap. “Who knows? Maybe carpentry is my destiny.” Provided she didn’t lose a finger. At least the steel-toed boots would keep her feet intact.
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      Ben set his lunch cooler on the passenger seat of his truck, climbed behind the wheel, and cranked the engine. Visions of the large piece of haddock waiting in the fridge for supper made him eager to get home. But a niggling worry had him driving in the opposite direction. A few minutes later, he pulled into the Crofts’ driveway.

      Mrs. Croft opened the front door. “Why, we were just talking about you. Come in out of the cold. Land’s sake, I don’t think spring will ever arrive this year.”

      “Nice to see you, Mrs. Croft. I hope I’m not interrupting your supper.” The scent of roast chicken made his mouth water.

      “Not at all. We just finished eating.” She shuffled toward the kitchen.

      Ben kicked off his boots and followed. As he’d suspected, the table was set for the supper still cooking on the stove. Mrs. Croft was confused again. “Is Daniel around?”

      Footsteps pounded down the stairs. “Someone here, Ma? Oh, hi, Ben. Good to see you.” Daniel pulled out a chair. “Take a load off. You wanna stay for supper?”

      Ben relaxed in the chair. “No, thanks. I need to get home. I’m about ready to crash.”

      Mrs. Croft went to the living room and the TV volume increased. Daniel frowned. “I need to get her hearing aids checked.” He sat at the table after checking on the chicken roasting in the oven. “How’s the renovation going? Fill me in.”

      “Doug’s right arm is busted.”

      “Damn, that sucks. Give him my best. Leaves you in a bind.”

      Ben chuckled. “Serendipity is real. A replacement fell at my feet.” He described Jinny’s arrival.

      “Hardwick? Any relation to—”

      “The brewery, yeah. Her brother.”

      “Nate got together with Amelia from next door.” Daniel gestured with his thumb. “They own Bennetts’ Market. I thought Jinny worked in the brewery.”

      “She does. Wants another job so she can move out of her brother’s house.”

      “I didn’t know she was a carpenter.”

      “Claims she’s had some experience.”

      “I hope you’ve got good insurance.”

      “Platinum coverage, but I’ll monitor things. If she’s all thumbs, I’ll figure something out. How well do you know her?”

      “Hardly at all. I don’t see her around town much. Why do you ask?”

      “Just wondering if she likes to talk, gossip, whatever.”

      “My impression, and that’s all it is, is that she’s shy and doesn’t have many friends. But I could be way off base. You worried about the truth coming out?”

      “Always.” Letting another person into his world was a risk. The only people who knew there was more to the man calling himself Ben Masters were Ma, Doug, Daniel, and his old mentor, Mr. Berrigan.

      Daniel leaned back in his chair. “There’s always a non-disclosure agreement.” A hissing came from the stove. “Shit.” Daniel dove to rescue the pot of potatoes boiling over.

      “I’ll let you get to your cooking.” Ben headed toward the front door. He stopped at the archway into the living room. “Bye, Mrs. Croft. I’ll see you later.”

      “Why, I didn’t know we had company.” She moved to displace the large white cat sleeping on her lap.

      He held up his hand. “I’m on my way out. You enjoy your supper.”

      Daniel joined him at the door. “I’ve said it before, and I’ll keep saying it, thank god she’s got a good sense of humour.”

      “You lucked out in that respect. You still able to work here?” Ben nodded toward the dining room converted into a high-tech home office.

      “No problem. A home health worker keeps her company every morning. And Ma goes to bed early, which gives me all evening to work.”

      “Doesn’t allow for a social life.”

      Daniel laughed. “What’s that?”

      “I hear ya.” Ben zipped his coat and stepped outside. The storm had passed, leaving the night sky ablaze with a billion stars. Glittering ice coated tree branches giving the illusion they were lit from within. Being away from the big city was great. It would be nice if he could keep his other life from messing up this paradise.

      He’d been home for about an hour when his private cell phone rang with the generic ringtone of a stranger. Time for a new number? Pain in the ass. He glanced at the screen. A 902 area code. He added call Martha to his mental to-do list.
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      Jinny was awake before her alarm sounded, an occurrence so rare it tempted her to start journaling just so she could make a note. When she got downstairs, the coffee was keeping warm and Nate’s boots weren’t by the door, which meant he was in the brewery. She poured a cup, added a smidgeon of milk, and sat at the table.

      A minute later, she peeked out the window. What was taking so long? She needed to learn her new trade and perfect her skills and she had only two days. She carried her mug to the back door to watch for signs of movement. By the time he emerged from the barn, she had finished her first cup of the day.

      She opened the door when he got to the top step. “Good morning.”

      “Hey, you’re up bright and early.” He stepped past her into the house.

      She stuck to his heels like a lost puppy. “What’s your schedule like today?”

      “The next batch of Winter Ale needs transferring to the secondary.”

      “You’ll have time to help me get used to my new tools, right?”

      “After breakfast, and after you help me in the brewery. How’s that for a deal?”

      She squelched her sigh. “Sounds good.” She opened the fridge door and scanned the shelves.  One good thing about Amelia moving in, besides making Nate a happy bear instead of a grumpy bear, was they never ran out of food. “What do you want for breakfast?”

      “Waffles, bacon, eggs…”

      She sent him her patented look of murder. “In the real world?”

      “Two eggs, scrambled, and toast? Pretty please?”

      She chuckled and grabbed the egg carton. “Coming right up? What’s Amelia doing today?”

      He settled on a chair with a fresh cup of coffee. “She’s got that design project to finish. I don’t expect to see her until suppertime.”

      “That sucks.”

      “Good for her bank balance. A one-woman business doesn’t always get to enjoy an actual weekend.”

      “As we know.” She cracked two eggs into a bowl. “Should I make eggs for her too?”

      “I’ll go ask.”

      She set the frying pan on the stove and turned the burner on low. After many instances of trial and error, she’d learned the best way to achieve creamy cooked eggs was low heat and butter. Lots of butter.

      Nate returned, followed by Amelia. “Yes, please. I’ll have an egg. Anyone want to split a muffin with me?”

      “I will.” No way would Jinny pass up a chocolate chip muffin. “I’m close to perfecting my recipe. Adding a smidgeon of espresso powder to the batter was …” She kissed her fingertips like a famous chef.

      Amelia put a muffin in the microwave to warm. “You’re a genius.”

      Jinny finished cooking, refilled coffee mugs, and they all sat at the table, just like an old-fashioned family. “How are Nicole and Ross handling parenthood?” Amelia’s sister had given birth a week before Christmas and three weeks early, which had caused all sorts of uproar.

      “I think Nicole is doing better than Ross.” Amelia laughed. “She found him sleeping with the baby monitor pressed to his ear.”

      “Aww, that’s sweet. And baby Oliver?” Jinny jumped to her feet to let Slinky in from outdoors.

      “The best baby in the world. He now sleeps for three hours at a stretch.”

      “Will you have to work her shifts?”

      Amelia dolloped orange marmalade on her muffin. “This is our slow season, so with Dad back working part time, we’ve got it covered. But if Nicole is still on maternity leave come summer, I may have to step in.”

      “Or you guys could hire additional staff.” Nate buttered his third slice of toast.

      Amelia took Nate’s hand. “Number of staff isn’t the issue, sweetie. Our brand is to always have a Bennett on the premises.”

      “Yeah, Nate.” Jinny grinned. “You should know that by now.”

      This had become a family joke of sorts. Nate wanted to spend time with his partner, but she honoured the family code.

      “You’re right. What was I thinking?” He kissed Amelia’s hand before clearing her plate off the table. “While you’re busy with your design work today, I get to teach Jinny how to not cut off her fingers with a table saw.”

      Jinny stuck her tongue out at him, just as she’d done her whole life. It helped that he was fourteen years older, so they were never into that whole sibling rivalry thing. When she’d reached junior high, he was a second father of sorts. Convenient, since her actual father had left home to find himself.

      “Do you have a project in mind?” Amelia cleared the table and turned on the tap to fill the sink.

      Jinny fed Slinky the bite of egg she’d saved. “I found plans online for a simple bookcase.” She turned to Nate. “Are there any one-by-twelves in the barn?” She preened for using contractor lingo and hoped it would impress Ben. She’d hate to lose her job on the first day.

      “Old shelving in the tack room might be close to that size.”

      Jinny grabbed her coat off the hook by the door and shoved her feet into boots. “I’ll go check it out.”

      “Watch for rusty nails.”

      “Yes, daddy.” She opened the door.

      “You might need a hammer.”

      “Right.” She grabbed her shiny hammer and spotless work gloves and hurried to the barn. The warm interior smelled of yeast and malt. Light glinted off brewing equipment that resembled parts of a rocket. The former tack room in the unheated portion of the barn seemed colder than the outdoors and smelled of old hay and rodents. The light from the lone lightbulb seemed to get sucked into the shadowy corners. She located the shelves, which Nate failed to mention were piled with ancient junk. Lovely.

      She retrieved a stepladder from the brewery and cleared off old cans of who-knew-what, many glass jars of rusty nails and screws, and a ball of twine chewed into a fluffy mass. Mice. Ugh. A box of old doorknobs, the white porcelain kind like they had upstairs in the house, was the only treasure.

      The shelves were attached to wooden brackets with short nails. She pried them loose, bashing only one knuckle. Out in the daylight, the scuffs and stains on the planks were more apparent. The patina of age. Full of character. Vintage. She set the shelves on the back porch and entered the house.

      “Success?” Nate sat at the table, tying his boots.

      “You don’t mind me cutting the boards?”

      “Glad you’ll put the wood to use. I’ll carry them downstairs.”

      “Let me wipe them off first. And I need to wash my hands. Mice.”

      “Not surprising.”

      Five minutes later, they were both in the brewery doing a task they’d done so often they could accomplish it blindfolded. But they didn’t because that would be silly. They returned to the house in no time and Jinny grabbed her laptop. She joined Nate in the basement workshop, otherwise known as the furnace room. The monster-sized saw was like an instrument of torture she’d seen in a movie.

      She buckled her snazzy new belt and donned her snazzy safety goggles.

      When Nate demonstrated use of the saw, the high-pitched roar of the blade ripping through the poor defenseless piece of scrap lumber jacked her heart into hyper mode, waking that good old fight-or-flight instinct.

      Maybe this was a mistake.

      Suck it up, Jinnifer.

      Nate handed her another piece of scrap. “Your turn.”

      She flexed her fingers. She really, really liked having so many fingers.

      Definitely a mistake. She placed the wood on the table and gripped the saw’s handle. For crap sake, this was ridiculous. She’d dissected previously living things, handled razor-sharp scalpels, and conquered deadly microorganisms. One piece of equipment would not stand in her way. She pressed the start button and thanked god for a healthy sphincter.

      Once the cut was made, she let out her breath. She grinned at Nate. “That wasn’t so hard.”

      His lips twitched. “You can move the blade faster.”

      She gave him the side-eye and lined up another cut. After a few more practice runs, her hands stopped shaking.

      The old planks were cut and ready for assembly by lunchtime and by late afternoon she was the proud owner of a cute and rustic, sturdy and mostly square waist-high three-shelf bookcase. As a bonus, she’d done ninety percent of the work. As a bonus bonus, none of her body parts were missing.

      Nate helped her carry the new piece of furniture to the little craft room next to her bedroom. She was damned proud and wished she could show Ben. Since she was supposed to be an old hand at construction stuff, she snapped several photos and preened in private.

      She sat at her desk to watch more videos on carpentry and house construction. Nothing but straightforward geometry, her favourite type of math.

      Before heading downstairs for supper, she removed the bandage from her one injury, a minor abrasion. She’d call that a triumph.
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      Ben drove to Halifax in the hour before dawn, the horizon a pearly grey, the roadway clear of traffic so early on a Sunday. He exited the highway and headed away from the coast. Another turn took him onto a narrow country road that climbed into dense evergreen forest. He turned again into his driveway, came around a wide bend and stopped while the gate slid open.

      The driveway was plowed, and the under-surface heating kept the cobblestones free of ice. A minute after entering his property, he arrived at his house nestled in a small stand of hemlock. With his duffel bag in hand, he strode up the rear stairs and punched in the security code.

      He tossed the duffel’s contents into the washing machine, poured in detergent, and pressed start. Then climbed stairs two at a time to his second-floor bedroom. He changed from his MacLeod’s Cove jeans and sweater to his Halifax jeans and sweater – less faded, no paint spatters. He ignored the large closet full of seldom-worn power suits.

      After a quick check on all three levels to verify that the security system was worth the price tag, he headed to his favourite room. The six-burner gas range with two ovens was the focal point. The shade of blue enamel had been a special order, but well worth the wait.

      He opened the fridge and pulled out a carton of eggs, a hunk of cheddar, a bunch of green onions, and a bag of spinach that wasn’t quite wilted. Ten minutes later, he slid the frittata into the oven to finish cooking while he prepared an espresso. He carried his late breakfast to the den and sat at his desk. His second favourite room housed things that were personal and held meaning. Unlike the artwork gracing the other walls, he’d personally collected the sketches and watercolours in this room over the last few years.

      He shuffled through the mail left by his personal assistant. Martha had also written a note.

      Sean Baker from The Tidewater Bulletin has telephoned twice this week. I deflected his questions. I fear we will hear from him again.

      Damn. Sean had been on his tail for months, determined to gnaw his way to a story. Maybe the reporter was the mystery caller.

      He booted his laptop and dashed off an email to Martha, cc’d to Daniel and Mr. Berrigan, suggesting a video call. Martha replied within minutes – she was available all day and could meet in person.

      Ben finished his meal, downed a second espresso, and put his dishes in the sink. His laptop chimed. Mr. B. was free that afternoon and was happy to swing by.

      Ben strode to the garage and opened the bay housing his city car, a second-hand luxury sedan. The middle bay sat empty, and the far bay housed additional tools he’d soon move to MacLeod’s Cove.

      His car purred to life, and he headed into the city. The chime of his phone signalled a response to his email. He pulled over into an empty parking lot. Daniel would be in the city that afternoon and could also meet in person. He returned to the road after arranging the time to meet at his house.

      He parked in a guest spot in front of a row of condos. Doug answered the door with a cast on his right arm, the whole thing propped up with some kind of scaffolding. “Hey, come in.”

      Ben stepped into the two-story vestibule and gestured to the injured limb. “How’s it feeling?”

      “Tight and aches like a bitch.” He led the way to a comfortably furnished room with a million-dollar view of the harbour. “Have a seat. Help yourself to whatever. There’s coffee in the pot.” He fell into an easy chair.

      “Thanks, I just ate.” Ben sat in the adjoining chair.

      “You arrive this morning?”

      “Yeah, a couple hours ago. That looks like more than a simple fracture.”

      “Three, one needed a pin. Should be good as new.” He yawned. “Sorry, got little sleep.”

      Ben glanced at the TV playing a black-and-white movie. “What’s this?”

      “Angels with Dirty Faces, Bogart.”

      “One of his lesser-known films.”

      “Have you seen Ma yet?” Doug wiggled the fingers of his injured arm and grimaced.

      “My next stop. Anything I can do for you?”

      “Thanks, but I’ve got it covered. Emmy is stopping by later.”

      “How’s she doing?” Doug’s tenth girlfriend in the last five years. Or was it the eleventh? Women grew disillusioned when the relationship was nothing but late nights on the town and a few hours in the sack. It could be true love this time. Stranger things had happened.

      “She’s busy selling homes in that new development out past Spryfield.”

      “Good for her.”

      “We see each other on weekends.”

      “Two-career couples are like that.”

      “Seems I don’t miss her when she’s not around.”

      “Not a great sign.” They must be nearing the two-month anniversary, Doug’s average.

      Doug shrugged. “Anyway, how are you doing? Do you have a line on someone to help with the renovation?”

      “I hired your replacement.”

      Doug feigned a wince. “I’m wounded. No one can replace me.” He shifted in his chair and winced for real. “Shit. You should see the bruise on my back. I’m surprised I didn’t crack my spine when I hit that tree.”

      “Glad you omitted that detail earlier, or I’d have been more worried.”

      “Comes with the territory. Skiing is boring without that hint of danger. Who’d you find? A local guy?”

      “Local gal.”

      “No shit? Who’s that?”

      “Jinny Hardwick. Her brother runs a brewery.”

      “I’ve sampled a few of his brews. She got experience?”

      Ben grinned. “Claims she does, but I have my doubts.” When she shined those blue eyes in his direction, he couldn’t turn down her offer.

      “How old is this chick?”

      “I’m not sure, mid-twenties.”

      Doug grinned. “Cute?”

      “Prettier than you.” Beautiful, in fact. Her long, curly hair looked soft enough to sleep on, or next to. If he were ordinary Ben Masters, he might ask her out.

      “Har, har. When does she start work?”

      “Her one-month trial starts tomorrow. We’ll see how it goes.” He just needed an extra pair of hands at this point. “Provided she doesn’t slow me down too much, she’ll keep the project going until you return to work.”

      Doug’s phone chimed. He frowned at the screen. “Another woman bites the dust. She’s too busy for anything besides work.” He set his phone aside without sending a reply. “Dumped via text is a new low. Know what I regret most?”

      “What?”

      “She was my excuse for not needing Ma to move in.”

      Ben chuckled. “She’ll love taking care of you.”

      “I’ll eat well, that’s for sure.”

      “I’m heading to her place next. You want me to tell her?”

      “Nah, I’ll call her.” He closed his eyes. “I’ll be trapped and at her mercy.”

      “Will you let her drive your car?”

      Doug’s eyes popped open, wild and terrified. “Thank god she’s never driven a standard.”

      “You’ll come to appreciate her more sedate pace.” They often joked that they could walk faster than she drove.

      “Before you go, I heard through the grapevine an old friend of yours is in town.”

      “Based on your expression, you don’t mean an actual friend.”

      “Freddie Sanders.”

      Jeezus. “He’s out?” Not a friend.

      “Yup, good behaviour.”

      Ben snorted. “I don’t believe it.” Not the Freddie he knew.

      “Anyway, forewarned is forearmed.”

      

      Ben left his car parked and walked the three blocks to his mom’s condo, located over high-end boutiques and one of the best restaurants in the city. Since moving in a year ago, she’d become the leader of a gang of widows.

      She opened the door, out of breath and excited. “Douglas just phoned.” Ben followed her into the bedroom where she was sorting through masses of clothes on her bed. “I’ll be staying with him for a few months.”

      “I think it’ll be a week or two.” Poor Doug.

      She shook her head. “We’ll see.”

      “You can always come back if you’ve forgotten something.”

      “I won’t leave him on his own.”

      He shouldn’t take delight in his younger brother’s imminent torture. “You’ll work it out. I’ll let you get to your packing.”

      She looked up. “I’m sorry, I should have asked how you’re doing.”

      “I’m great. I’ll call you later.”

      “Perfect. Now…” She hurried toward the hall. “I’ll need towels.”

      Ben left her to pack up half her belongings.

      

      Ben refilled Mr. Berrigan’s mug, the heady aroma of imported Italian coffee blending with the faint woodsy smell from the fireplace. “You don’t think I need to worry?” He offered to refill Daniel’s mug as well, but Daniel waved him off.

      “Not unduly.” Mr. B stirred in three spoonsful of sugar. “You’ve done all you can. No sense being paranoid.”

      Ben picked up his own mug. “What do you think, Martha? You’ve dealt with similar things.”

      “I agree with Mr. Berrigan and Mr. Croft. The best thing to do at this juncture is to act as though nothing is happening.” Martha made a note in her planner.

      Ben was doubtful. But he’d hired Martha because of her security expertise.

      Martha stood to clear away the empty mugs and snack bowls. Ben waved her away. “I’ll take care of this if you want to head home.”

      “Very good, sir. Thank you.” Martha slipped her coat on, a gold brooch gleaming in the light from the desk lamp. “Good evening, gentlemen.” And she was gone as quietly as she did everything. Came with her training, whatever that had been. Impeccable references aside, most of her working life was shrouded in mystery and Ben had been warned to not pry.

      Mr. B set his cup on the tray and stood in front of the fireplace, much as he’d done at the front of the grade eleven history class. “Reconsider spending so much time in McLeod’s Cove. Hire a crew, as we’ve all suggested—”

      “No.” Ben strode to one of the French windows overlooking the terrace and the dense forest beyond. The setting sun cast a pink glow on the treetops, hinting at a warmth that didn’t exist. “The restaurant has been my dream since grad school. I want to do the work.”

      Daniel stood as well. “Stay in MacLeod’s Cove full time. You can hang out with me more often, build your credibility as a regular guy. Are we done here?”

      “Yeah, thanks for stopping by. I hope I didn’t disrupt your plans.”

      “I had nothing planned until this evening.”

      Ben grinned. “What’s her name?”

      Without answering, Daniel raised his hand in farewell. At one time, he’d left a trail of broken hearts in his wake as he travelled the world for his job. But since moving home to care for his mom, he seldom spent a night away. The lady must be special to keep him in the city.

      “I’d better head home as well.” Mr. B rubbed his hands together, his face lit with the gentle smile that had hidden nerves of steel and the strict discipline of a great teacher. “We’re having a small dinner party, and I’m Maria’s sous chef. Why don’t you join us?”

      “Thanks, but I doubt I’d be good company. We’ll arrange something for next time. Or you both can join me in MacLeod’s Cove, and I’ll show you the sights.”

      “We haven’t been down that way in years.” Mr. B slipped his coat on and pulled his wool hat low over his ears.

      “The local distillery makes a mighty fine dark rum.” Ben followed him to the front door.

      “Now you’re speaking my language. I’ll clear my schedule in the next week or two. Take care.”

      Ben returned to the den to tidy up before he headed out. Rather than worry about the reporter’s threat to his privacy, his thoughts kept returning to MacLeod’s Cove and the cute woman he’d hired.
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      Jinny arrived at the work site Monday morning bright eyed, bushy tailed, and hopped up on caffeine. She’d been awake since five, too excited to sleep, too excited to read. Even though she was early, a few lights gleamed inside the building. Note to self, her boss came to work early. Made sense since this was his dream project. She knew all about those, having helped Nate with the brewery.

      With her loaded tool belt slung over her shoulder, she stepped into the building. “Hello?” She set her stuff on the workbench next to a file folder.

      Footsteps overhead preceded feet, then legs, then the nicely contoured torso of Ben as he descended the stairs. “Good morning. You have a good weekend?”

      Jinny pulled off her gloves.  “Yes, not bad. Boring stuff like laundry. How about you?”

      He cut a glance at the three fresh bandages she had applied before leaving the house and his lips twitched at the corners. “About the same.” He picked up her tool belt and examined her tools. “You bought all this?”

      “I didn’t want to borrow Nate’s stuff and leave him stranded. I need my own tools anyway for when I buy my own place.”

      “That your plan?”

      “Eventually. Just a small house in town, nothing fancy.”

      He opened the folder. “I need you to sign a few things, basic employment forms. And I’ve put you on my insurance.”

      “Wise man.”

      His lips twitched again. “Take your time. I’m running to the hardware store for more fasteners.” He grabbed his coat and let in a blast of icy wind as he stepped out.

      She’d read every page and signed all the dotted lines before he returned.

      “You’ll stay in MacLeod’s Cove?” He donned his tool belt and dropped a handful of nails in the largest pouch.

      She buckled her own belt, glaringly new next to his, aged with a dark patina. “This is my home.”

      “You ever live anywhere else?”

      “In Halifax, when I was at Dal.” All the grads called Dalhousie University by its short form.

      “I went to Dal, too. What did you study?”

      “Pre-med.”

      His brows rose. “That’s impressive. My major was computer sciences.”

      She grinned. “And neither of us are using our degrees.”

      “I guess not.” He turned away and rummaged atop the workbench. “Let me show you what I have planned.” He opened a three-ring binder. “The plan-of-work details everything that needs to happen before opening day.”

      “That’s a thick book.” A lot of stuff that needed to get done by … “When do you plan to open?”

      “Victoria Day weekend. Which is why I need help.” He flipped through the pages one by one. “Demolition is mostly done.”

      The third weekend in May was only a little over four months away. She blew out a breath. His brother had better heal quickly. “Thank god for that.”

      His deep laugh warmed lady parts that had no business being warmed by
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