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        I am dedicating this book to two people…because I can.

      

      

      

      
        
        Petra, your colourful personality, your infectious smile, your love for family and friends, and your positive stance in life, have all been inspirational in creating my heroine for this story: Leelo.

      

      

      

      
        
        You said it yourself so eloquently:

        “Someone you feel like you've known and loved forever”

        You are that someone to me too.

        Love you hard, lady.
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        Papa, it’s the little things that live on in my memories.

      

      

      

      
        
        The armfuls of peonies you used to bring me every spring are now inked on my skin, to carry with me always.

        The easy smile I see around the perpetual pipe in your mouth, when I smell your favourite tobacco.

        The special bond we shared ensures I will always wear a smile when I remember you.

      

      

      

      
        
        Love you, Papa, and rest in peace.

        You’ve had a good run.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A new season comes both in warning and promise.

      

      

      

      Leelo

      

      I recognize the place from the file the lawyer showed me.

      A beautiful twenty-acre piece of property, just off Highway 101 east of Wawa; prime land along the shores of Whitefish Lake, which included a quaint little motel, as depicted on the photographs.

      Okay, I’m lying; what I’m looking at is nothing like the goddamn pictures from the file.

      More like a post-apocalyptic scene from the Walking Dead. Dilapidated buildings that look like no one’s even been through here in decades, and yet I know for a fact, Uncle Sam was running it just five years ago, until his health started slipping and he ended up in a home.

      There’s a hole, the size of the Vesuvius crater, smack in the middle of the parking lot. It’s going to need a mountain of gravel to fill, before someone gets swallowed up. It’s like a damn sinkhole, it’s so big. Guess that’s the ‘minor pothole’ Henry Kline of Kline, Kline & McTavish warned me about.

      Okay, so it’s not exactly Club Med, but I can do something with this.

      Open eyes, open mind, and open heart, I promised myself. Giving myself pep talks is a skill I’m still developing, after a lifetime of very successful toxic inner dialogue.

      Just like I’m doing for myself, I can give this old rattle of a motel a second chance at life as well, with some elbow grease and a lick of paint.

      I look around as I open the door of my old, beat-up Jeep Cherokee and stick a tentative leg out. I’m immediately attacked by swarms of black flies, which probably haven’t seen a meal in a while, and here I am presenting them with a smorgasbord. The nasty little fuckers reign supreme here in the north from mid-May through to July.

      I dive back into the Jeep and pull out my tote, which holds two brand new cans of bug spray, fortified with Deet, the only thing that might slow down these bloodthirsty mini vampires. I spray myself liberally, almost choking in the process. I hate the smell of bug spray, it makes me gag, but it’s part and parcel of living in the Great North, so I’d better get used to it.

      Zipping up my hoodie, like that would keep them out, I turn back to what’s supposed to be my new lease on the future. The small, eight-room motel and bar that belonged to my uncle, up until he died six months ago. Now it belongs to me.

      I’ve never seen the place before, even though Uncle Sam had it for damn near twenty years. I’d always meant to come up here, bring the kids, but life always got in the way. Instead, Uncle Sam would drive down to the city to spend the holidays with us every year, and every time when saying goodbye again, I would tell him we might drive up that summer. We never did.

      The main building is set back a ways off the road, shadowed by large trees. A long, one-story structure with eight units; except on the left side of the main building, where a second story juts up above what I presume to be the bar. The large picture windows, I’m surprised are still intact, on either side of the door and the burned-out neon advertising for Molson Canadian hangs lopsided behind the glass.

      On the opposite side of the motel units is a separate small building that is supposed to house a laundry facility, a large generator, and storage space.

      The house is supposed to be built behind the bar, invisible from the road, and facing toward the lake.

      The gravel crunching under my feet is the only sound I hear as I make my way around the bar to find my new home.

      -

      “Excuse me…”

      The same guy who looked me up and down before giving me the stink-eye when I walked into the Home Hardware in town, does a fine job of ignoring me now.

      “Sir, I could use a hand,” I try again with barely subdued irritation.

      The older lady behind me in line at the paint counter clears her throat and that gets his attention.

      “Can I help you, Mrs. Stephens?” he says, with a bright yellowish smile for the woman, who steps up beside me. He doesn’t even spare me a glance and I’m sure steam is flowing from my flared nostrils.

      “Yes, you can, in fact,” the woman replies, and I’m about to turn and walk out of the store before I resort to violence.

      It’s a two and a half hour drive to Sault Ste. Marie to find another half-decent building supply store, but I’ll be damned if I let myself be treated like this. I’ll just have to go back to the motel and make a complete list of stuff I’ll need in the near future, because I won’t be making that trip daily. I have a motel to renovate, and even though aside from painting, I don’t have the foggiest idea what I’m doing, I’m determined to have at least two or three of the rooms ready to go by the end of June.

      “You can start by serving this young lady,” she says pointedly, nodding in my direction.

      The man audibly scoffs, I presume at the use of both young and lady, neither of which are what I would call an apt description of reality. I’m going on forty-six and show it, and with my ringed nose, blue-tipped hair, and visible tattoos, I’m hardly lady-material. I got away with my appearance closer to the big city, but here in the sparse North, I stand out like a sore thumb.

      It doesn’t seem to faze the grey-haired woman, who actually looks like a lady, with her carefully coiffed hair, wrinkled but manicured hands, and chaste pearls at her thin neck. Her eyes are bright and fierce on the man across the counter.

      “Don’t you start with me, Travis McGee. I’ve known you since your scrawny little tush was still wrapped in diapers, and I know for a fact your mother would turn in her grave if she could see you behave like this.”

      I watch in amusement as the grown man, at least my age, if not older, blushes and lowers his eyes.

      “But, Mrs. Stephens…”

      “None of that, Travis. That’s no way to welcome a new neighbour now, is it? Last time I saw the old Whitefish Motel, it looked like it would need quite a bit of work. Doesn’t seem too smart for the one store in town, that carries the supplies to get the work done, to be turning away good business now, does it?”

      I’m actually dumbfounded. I can’t remember the last time a complete stranger volunteered to fight my battles for me. She turns to me with a smile on her face, only highlighting the plentiful wrinkles around her eyes. But the eyes are a clear blue and sharp as a blade.

      “Let’s get introductions out of the way, shall we?” She reaches out a hand to me and I automatically place my work-roughened palm against her soft one. “Charlotte Stephens. If no one has yet, let me be the first one to welcome you to the neighbourhood, so to speak.”

      Neighbourhood is a bit of a stretch, given that my place is a good fifteen minutes out of town, but in these regions, anyone close enough to visit within an hour’s travel is considered a neighbour. To some at least.

      “Pleased to meet you,” I respond when I finally find my voice. “I’m Lilith Talbot, but my friends call me Leelo.”

      “Happy to meet you, Leelo. One day you’ll have to tell me over a cup of coffee, how you came by that interesting name, but first why don’t you let Travis get you what you need?”

      I turn to the man who still eyes me with distaste, even though he clearly tries to hide it. I proceed to hand him the paint chips I’ve chosen for the much-needed fresh coat the motel rooms are crying out for.

      Forty-five minutes later, I finish loading the cans of paint, the bucket of drywall compound, putty knives, repair kits, and an assortment of tape, rollers, and brushes. It barely fits. I had to fold down the back seats to stack twenty-two boxes of end of the line, laminate flooring they had on sale, as well as a few boxes of shingles, and my old Jeep is loaded down heavily.

      I almost jump when a hand falls on my shoulder.

      “Didn’t mean to startle you, luv,” Charlotte Stephens says apologetically. “I was hoping to catch you before you took off and give you my number.” She hands me a folded sheet of paper with a phone number. “I know how daunting it can be to move to a new place, especially when you’re a woman alone. I did the same thing, almost fifty years ago, when I moved up here for a teaching position. If not for Elizabeth McGee, Travis’ mother, I might’ve turned tail and ran right back. She took me in as a friend and helped me ride out some bumps. I’d like to offer the same to you. I may not be worth much when it comes to hands-on help needed at the motel, but I assure you, I have a willing ear, I bake a mean pecan pie, brew a good strong cup of coffee, and I have time. More time than I know what to do with most days. You want that ear? Or perhaps just the company? Give me a call anytime.”

      “Thank you,” is all I can manage, taking the paper from her hand, before she nods and turns on her heels.

      The unexpected kindness goes a long way to soothing the dark lonely hole in my chest.
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      Roar

      

      “Doyle!”

      I close the gate of the truck before I turn to see Kyle Thompson heading toward me with determined strides, as much as his shiny loafers will allow. My least favourite person in this town, and that’s saying something since there aren’t many people I like to begin with. Kyle is a local realtor and self-proclaimed developer, with questionable morals. I’ve never liked the guy. Too fucking fancy, if you ask me, and so damn slimy, mud wouldn’t stick.

      I cross my arms over my chest and grunt in response when he’s close enough. I don’t like wasting words and certainly not on our local wheeler and dealer.

      “How’ve you been, my friend?” he starts, his recently capped teeth on full display.

      I raise an eyebrow at his misplaced familiarity, given that we’ve never seen eye to eye on anything.

      “Busy season coming up?” he continues undeterred, tipping his head in the direction of the load of supplies weighing down my truck.

      “Cut to the chase, Kyle. Got shit to do.”

      The fake jovial demeanour he’s trying for quickly slides off his face, leaving a distasteful scowl.

      “What do you know about your new neighbour?” he asks, his tone barely civil now.

      “Neighbour?” I feign ignorance, even though I know damn well he’s talking about Sam’s old place, where for the last week or so I’ve seen an old, navy blue Jeep parked the couple of times I’ve passed it. Neighbour is a bit of a stretch anyway, since my place is five kilometres up from the turn off, just past the motel, but it’s the closest I have to one.

      “The Whitefish,” he says by way of explanation. “I hear some woman moved in?”

      I heard that, too. Travis over at the hardware store just filled me in, actually. Didn’t have much good to say, only that some hippy chick, with a nasty attitude, was in to buy supplies earlier. Not that I put much stock in Travis’ opinion, he’s a piece of work in his own right.

      “So I hear,” I confirm, shrugging my shoulders. “Here’s a suggestion, though; you wanna know something, try talking to her yourself. I’m not one for socializing.”

      With that I turn on my heels and get in the truck, not waiting for a response. As I drive off, I see his angry scowl in my rearview mirror. Stupid motherfucker should know better than to try and get any kind of help from me. That ship sailed a long fucking time ago.

      I have guests coming in tomorrow and want to get these supplies sorted away. I still have to get their cabin and boat ready. The damn engine is still in pieces on my front porch, waiting for the new propeller and fuel line in the back of my truck. Every winter I service the outboard engines of the fishing boats that I rent out, along with the six cabins. Once fishing season starts, my lodge is booked solid and I don’t have time to dick around with equipment breaking down. So I make sure everything is serviced.

      Except, I’m running behind. We’ve had one of the harshest winters on record, and I’ve had my hands full digging out from under the damn snow every day. When the final melt off finally came, three of my six cabins had sustained damage to the roofs and I had busted water pipes at the main lodge.

      Up ahead, I can see the sign for the motel. There’s an opening in the dense tree line on the north side of the road that cuts back toward one of the many inlets of Whitefish Lake. The motel is set back, about halfway between the road and the water. Weeds have overtaken most of the gravel driveway and parking lot, and the general lack of maintenance, these past few years, has taken its toll on the motel itself as well. The old Jeep is parked in front, and I just catch a glimpse of blue hair ducking into the building.

      Who has blue fucking hair?

      -

      “Roar, your guests are here!” Patti ducks her head into my office, a big smile on her face. “We’re in business,” she announces, and I can’t help but smile at her excitement.

      Patti’s worked for me since I bought the property, a little over ten years ago, but we’ve known each other since elementary school. We were part of the same group of friends, growing up in Wawa. She’s about the only person I can tolerate for longer than five minutes at a time.

      I don’t have work for her during the long winter months, and to be honest, she doesn’t really need it anymore, having built up a lucrative cleaning business in town. Each spring she’s back here, though, getting the cabins ready for the guests. The one time I suggested I find someone else for the couple of days a week I needed a hand, because she seemed busy, I thought she’d deck me, so I never mentioned it again.

      I stand up and move around the desk, when Patti blocks my path.

      “Cabin three is ready for them,” she says, putting a hand on my chest as she hands me the keys. “I’ve put Ace in his pen so he doesn’t scare off the guests.”

      With my hands on her upper arms, I gently move her aside, but not before bending down and pressing a kiss to her forehead.

      “I’ll introduce him,” I reassure her.

      My dog looks fierce, with his light blue eyes and massive head, and he can make a lot of noise, but he generally loves people. They just don’t always love him, which is why I make it a point to introduce him to every one of my guests myself.

      “Ace. Come.” I hold open the gate to his fenced-in pen on the side of the small office building. “Heel,” I tell him before he lopes off to greet the newcomers.

      As it is, I see the two guys hesitate to get out of their car. A nice car it is, too. Not often you see a Lexus coupe in these parts. Not much use for them, especially in the winter. These two are clearly city dwellers, coming up to the Great North to remind them they’re still men. A lot of them do. Folks who spend most of their time behind desks and in boardrooms, who forget how to still their minds. Who have lost touch with the universe around them in the pursuit of the holy dollar.

      Some come here to get in touch with their humanity, by leaving civilization behind, and some come simply so they can brag later about their prize catch or harrowing adventures. Not sure where to place these two. One guy is older, perhaps in his fifties, and the one behind the wheel looks like a younger version. A father-son combo, by the looks of it.

      Finally, the older man in the passenger seat opens his door and gets out. I can sense Ace’s excitement, but he keeps his nose right by my hip. I rest my hand on top of his head as I nod at the older man.

      “Welcome to Jackson’s Point. I’m Doyle, and this here is Ace.” I pat his head again. “He’s friendly.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        In the blue of endless skies in her eyes, I see a raging storm.

      

      

      

      Leelo

      

      “Sorry, Mom, I don’t think I can make it up there until the end of June, at the earliest. It’s crazy busy; we’ve got back-to-back jobs lined up here, and you know I spend the weekends at Jess and Dad’s new house, finishing that up.”

      I wince at the reference to my ex and his new wife, and the easy future they seem to be building. I bite my tongue to not to let some snide remark slip out. I’ve done too much of that already, and it has done irreparable damage to my relationship with my kids.

      I’m not sure what I’d been thinking when I called Matt that morning, but the sight of yet another massive leak, in the ceiling of room seven this time, had spooked me. Suddenly not so sure about my plans to do some patch work myself, with YouTube as my instructional guide, I caved and called.

      Logically I know they’re busy in the spring, I know it would take him a full day of driving to get up here, and I know he doesn’t agree to my moving up here, in the first place. I believe his exact words had been; “You’ve gone fucking mental, Mom!” Yet, as always, there is that small part of me that secretly hopes he’ll surprise me and come to my rescue.

      That had been my mistake early on. I’d looked at my kids for support when their father first left, putting unattainable pressure on them when the situation had already been difficult enough. A father who’d lied, not only to me, but to them as well, for the better part of a year before walking out, and a mother who could barely get herself dressed in the morning, let alone look after her kids. It had been ugly and I had been rocked to the absolute essence of me. A new reality I could not recognize, couldn’t handle. I’d felt so safe, so secure, in my place in the world, as a wife and mother. When the house of cards came down, I didn’t even know myself anymore.

      That first year had been brutal. I did and said so many things I now wish I could take back, but the damage was done. At the end of it, Gwen, who’d been in her third year in university at the time, had withdrawn altogether, not speaking to either me or David, and Matt started avoiding me. He’d still been in high school and chose to stay with his father.

      When Gwen sent me an email, asking me not to disrupt her convocation with my presence, it was an excruciating wake-up call. And when Matt didn’t ask me to come to his graduation the year after, I wasn’t really surprised. Hurt, yes, but not surprised.

      I knew I had to find a new way to define myself. Learn how to choose for me, how to take care of me. It’s not been easy.

      When Uncle Sam died and left me this place, it seemed like such an amazing opportunity. A chance to start new, to fully stand on my own two feet.

      Yet here I am, biting my tongue and fighting tears because my son is too busy to come running to my rescue.

      “Of course, honey,” I reassure him with fake cheerfulness. “No worries. It’s not a big deal; I’ll get it done. Your mother’s got some tricks up her sleeve, you know?”

      I immediately cringe at my awkward assurances. He’s not stupid, and no matter what I say, it’s like shoving my foot even further down my throat.

      “Don’t do anything stupid, Mom,” Matt cautions me. “Don’t go climbing on a roof without someone spotting you. Actually, don’t go climbing at all. Call in a professional.” My twenty-year-old son is telling me what to do. How’s that for lack of faith?

      I force myself to shrug it off.

      “Gotta go, Mom.”

      “Sure thing, Bud. Call me when you have a chance, okay?”

      I end the call, drop the phone on the counter, and top up my travel mug with fresh coffee from the pot.

      I have a choice. I can feel sorry for myself, which won’t get the roof fixed. I can find a local contractor and get charged through the nose, which I don’t have the bank account for. Or I can get my behind on that ladder, and fix the fucking leak myself.

      Determined, I pull my laptop toward me, flip it open and Google do-it-yourself roof repairs.

      I’m no wilting flower, goddammit. Not anymore.

      Fighting words that come back to bite me in the padded ass only a couple of hours later.

      -

      I’m feeling pretty smug, having made my way up on the roof. Not really a hero when it comes to heights, my confidence grows with every damaged shingle I pull up and toss over the side, into the parking lot below. I’m thinking I should probably have rented a bin to dispose of old building materials and such. The pile below is rapidly growing and won’t be so easy just to haul away and drop off at the dump myself. Not without at least a pickup truck.

      This is the problem, when you take on a project with no experience and limited funds. You start out cutting corners from the get go, and that never ends well.

      Fuck it; I’ll make some calls when I get down.

      Another thing, I didn’t consider, is that it’s not just the shingles that are old and damaged, but in some spots, the underlying materials have been either ripped or rotted away. Like above room seven, even the decking has soft spots and holes where the wood has rotted away. Everywhere else I can get away with replacing just shingles, but this is one spot where I’ll have to replace everything, and I don’t know if I’m equipped for that. I might be able to get some shingles up on the roof by myself, but I don’t think hauling the plywood decking up here is something I can do alone.

      As it stands now, I have a hole in the roof and dark clouds rolling in on the horizon. I’m going to need to get that hole covered before it lets loose. The wind is picking up already.

      I remember seeing a blue tarp rolled up in the rafters of the laundry building.

      Vertigo hits fresh when I swing my leg over the side to find the rungs of the ladder. I take a deep breath to fortify and steel myself for the trip down.

      Of course, I have to haul the damn ladder all the way to the other building and hoist it up against the rafters. Swearing under my breath when I feel spiderwebs hit my arms and face, and I pray to God they don’t come with spiders. I really don’t want to have a major freak-out at the top of a ladder.

      The moment I can reach the blue tarp, I yank on it, dislodging it from the rafters. With a wet-sounding thud, it lands on the concrete floor below, sending up a billowing cloud of dust and dirt. That’s gonna be a bitch to haul up on the roof.

      With a long rope I spot, hanging looped on a peg beside the old generator, I wrap the tarp and leave it rolled up at the bottom of the ladder. I climb up, taking only the end of the rope with me, and using the ladder as a slide, I start pulling up the blue material.

      I think I’ve used every swear word, known to mankind, by the time I manage to finally pull the tarp over the lip of the eavestrough and onto the roof. I let myself fall back and huff it out, when the first raindrops hit my face.

      Fucking hell!

      In a scramble, I untie the rope, and try to wrestle the material flat. Unfortunately, the wind has other ideas as it gets hold of the edge of the tarp, and I find myself struggling to keep it, and myself, on the damn roof. A corner of the tarp gets hooked on one end of the ladder, and I watch in horror as it slides away from sight. The loud smack of metal against the gravel below is confirmation that my one means on and off this roof is gone.

      Adding insult to injury, big fat drops hit my face and drum out a staccato on the roof, mocking the fact that I truly don’t have a fucking clue what I’m doing. When a bolt of lightning strikes with a loud crack, close enough I can smell ozone in the air, I drop down on top of the tarp, holding it down, while making myself as flat as possible.

      What brilliant irony that would be; woman attempts roof repair in thunderstorm, dies in process.

      I don’t even try to hold back the angry tears and pathetic sobs. It’s not like anybody cares, or even sees.

      “Get your damn arse down here, you fool woman!”
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      Roar

      

      I don’t fucking like going into town.

      Only reason I went was because Charlie called me. She’s the only woman I’d drop everything for. Especially after finding out Joe Love was going to charge her three hundred dollars in labour to install her new toilet. That bastard is always trying to capitalize on the fact he’s the only plumber in town. He doesn’t care that Charlie is on a fixed income. He’s a fucking weasel.

      I spent most of my morning hauling out the cracked old porcelain throne, and listening to Charlie drone on about her meeting with my new neighbour last week. I’m sure that toilet had been there since they first did away with the original outhouse, and I ended up having to replace some of the equally dated and massively corroded drainpipes. Needless to say, I smell like I just crawled out of the goddamn sewer, but Charlie has a working can again.

      I passed on having a shower in her tiny claw-footed bathtub to rinse off the stink, since I was going to have to pull on those same clothes again, but I’m starting to regret that. Even with the windows on the truck rolled all the way down, despite the sheet of rain pouring in, the stench is making my eyes water.

      A flash of blue to my left catches my eye, and I almost drive off the road, when I see what I assume is my idiot neighbour, struggling with a tarp on the roof of the motel. In the middle of a goddamn thunderstorm. To emphasize my point, a loud crack accompanies the blinding flash of a lightning strike, and I watch the woman go down. Son-of-a-bitch.

      I swing the truck around and rush toward the building, getting my teeth rattled when I hit that damn pothole in the middle of the drive. There goes my suspension.

      A ladder is down on the gravel, and I pick it up, lean it against the eavestrough, and climb up. I’m not sure what I’ll find, whether she’s hurt or what. All I can see is one foot wearing a pink sneaker stick out over the edge.

      “Get your damn arse down here, you fool woman!” I call up, tugging on the foot, which is immediately pulled back before it kicks out at me violently.

      “Don’t touch me!” she screeches in a high-pitched, panicked voice.

      “Settle down,” I yell over the din of the storm, grabbing onto her ankle when her foot comes precariously close to breaking my nose. It wouldn’t be the first time that happened; my nose has seen action before. “Let go of the tarp and slide toward me.”

      “I can’t,” I can hear her sob. “There’s a hole in the roof, the rain will come in.”

      I take a deep breath and throw a pleading look for patience up to the dark skies when another flash of light crackles the air.

      “Won’t matter if you get yourself killed first. Now let the damn thing go and slide toward me.”

      I step one rung higher, so I can see the woman lying face down on the roof. First things I notice, because they’re damn hard to miss, are solid legs and a sizable ass in army fatigues. Beyond, just a bright blue ponytail is visible.

      “Let go,” I urge her on. “Before we both drown or get fried.”

      She doesn’t respond, but sticks her butt in the air as she moves backward toward me. I carefully guide the foot I was loosely holding onto a rung on the ladder, about three above the one I’m standing on, and she manages to swing her other foot down to join the first. I have to turn my head to the side or I’d have my nose pressed into that ass, and that’s a bit much for a first introduction, even for me.

      I keep my arms braced around her as we slowly make our way to the ground, the blue tarp blowing off the side of the roof. With my feet on solid ground, I put my hands on her hips to help her down the rest of the way, dropping them the moment she turns around to face me.

      I barely have a chance to take in her soaking wet, bedraggled appearance, when she throws her arms around my neck and starts sobbing into my chest. What the fuck am I supposed to do with that? But before I have a chance to figure it out, she releases me and takes a few steps back.

      “You reek,” she spits out disgustedly, crinkling up her nose. “You smell like shit.”

      “You’re welcome,” I fire back, good and pissed. This is why I don’t do women; they’re confusing as fuck. Bawling, warm and helpless, in my arms one second and spitting venom the next. “And maybe it’s because I just spent all morning servicing Charlie’s drain.”

      A look of shock registers in her blue eyes as her mouth falls open.

      “Look,” she says, lifting her hands defensively. “I don’t know who you are, but I’m pretty sure your Charlie wouldn’t appreciate being talked about like that. And also; eewww!”

      The disgust on her face would be comical if she hadn’t already pissed me off. Without a word, I turn to my truck. I have some tools in the box in the back. The woman clearly thinks I’m leaving, because she hurries after me.

      “I’m…I’m sorry,” she stammers. “Thank you for…”

      “Go inside.” Her eyes go wide at my growled order and her arms fold defensively around her waist. Arms I now notice are both covered in ink: bold, bright, and colourful ink. Great, a damn hippie.

      “Rude!” she spits out, closing a pair of full plum-coloured lips into a straight line.

      “Lady, just get in the house and get dry.”

      I turn back to my toolbox to find my staple gun, when I finally hear the crunch of her sneakers on the gravel moving away. It takes me a good forty-five minutes to haul that damn tarp back on the roof and staple it over the hole. By the time I lean the ladder on its side against the wall, under the overhang, I’m soaked down to the last thread. There’s one bonus; the stench of sewage is well and washed off.

      I haven’t seen or heard the woman since she finally marched herself inside, so I go in search of her. I know the house is behind the bar, since I have some good memories there: watching the occasional Sunday night game with Sam and a bottle of Glenlivet.

      The door to the bar is closed, so I walk around the side of the building and find the side door into the kitchen open. The bar and the house are separated by an industrial-sized kitchen. Sam only used the fryer and the grill for wings, fries, and burgers; the only things he’d serve if he was in a good mood. From the kitchen, I find the door to the living room beyond open and step inside.

      Nothing has changed, other than the colour on the walls. The yellowed, old wallpaper is replaced with a putty-coloured paint, that actually makes the space look bigger. The furniture is the same, though. Old and ratty.

      On the old, grey tattered couch, the woman is lying curled on her side, apparently sleeping. I’m struck by how different she looks with her face peaceful instead of disgusted or panicked, and I take a minute to look her over. Her hair, which she had in a lopsided ponytail earlier, is now loose and partially covering her face. Dark, almost auburn morphing to bright blue halfway down the strands. Those plum lips, that were clamped shut so tight earlier, are now relaxed and slightly pouted, a perfect focal point in her pale round face. I can’t see her eyes, but I know they’re a bright blue. The colour of a morning sky.

      Goddammit, just what I need; she’s fucking pretty.

      Without waking her, I turn on my heels, make my way straight back outside, and get into my truck.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Some lines, once they’re crossed, can never be drawn again.

      

      

      

      Leelo

      

      “Hey there, it’s Travis, right?”

      The man in question turns to face me, sporting the scowl I’ve seen before. Despite the fact he clearly hasn’t warmed to me yet, he nods in response. It’s progress—of sorts.

      “I need some half-inch plywood and tar paper.”

      I read off the list I compiled at home with the help of a do-it-yourself website. I hope to hell I calculated it all correctly, because I haven’t been able to work up the courage to get back on the ladder to measure. Instead, I measured on ground level and guesstimated the rest. Not very scientific I’m afraid, but then I always sucked at math. I don’t know half of the tools the site said I need, but I’m sure I can find out their purpose on YouTube.

      By the time Travis has stacked up everything I had on my list, it’s clear to me that my trusty Jeep will never be able to haul it home. Travis, who has yet to utter a single word, silently leads me to the cash register. My mind is working hard, trying to figure out how to get the materials back to the motel, which is why I don’t pay much attention when he rings up my purchases. But when Travis finally speaks, he delivers the heart attack with malicious glee.

      “That’ll be $973.98.”

      “What?”

      I ask, but I barely hear the explanation, I’m concentrating too hard on getting my heart beating again. A thousand bucks? With what I’ve spent so far—including getting utilities hooked up and Internet installed, which by the way is not quite as simple as it is in the city—I’ve already blown through almost half of the total budget.

      David had bought me out of the marital home, and I rented a place these past years, so a large chunk of that money was left. Plus, I sold off most of my belongings before I came up here, so I had what I thought was enough to fix up the place and sustain myself until I could start making some money, but at the rate it’s flying out the door, I’m not sure I’ll manage.

      Can’t rent out a room that doesn’t have a roof, though. I’ll just have to suck it up, along with the extra ninety-five dollars he’s charging me to deliver the stuff tomorrow, since there’s no way I can make it fit.

      I scowl at Travis’ smiling mug in my rearview mirror as I drive off the parking lot, my Jeep as empty as my wallet.

      The sign of the liquor store beckons me when I turn onto Broadway, and who am I to ignore its call? I’m in dire need of some liquid courage so I can get myself back on that roof tomorrow. I have no choice now. There’s no money left in the budget to hire out the work.

      Besides, a little buzz might help me forget the embarrassing episode from yesterday.

      I pretended to be asleep when he walked into my living room. My saviour; the Neanderthal. Only words out of his mouth were either barked or grunted—and the man called me woman. Who the fuck does that? Does he think he’s the bad boy hero in an HBO feature? Ridiculous.

      Although, I have to admit, despite my mild hysteria at the time, the feel of his big body behind mine, and his hands on my hips coming down that ladder, stirred something. He’s not bad to look at either, what I could see in that downpour and with that sopping beanie pulled down over his eyes. Reminded me a little of that old Brawny commercial, the lumberjack guy. He was large. Big-boned and a little ruddy looking, but that could’ve been the cold rain beating down on us. It was running down a largish nose that looked like it had seen a round or two and dripped from the heavy beard covering the bottom half of his face. I have no clue who this man is and frankly, after the vile stuff coming out of his mouth, I don’t care to know—but for a moment there, I might’ve been curious.

      Anyway, I’d heard him come in when I was still curled up in a fetal position on the couch, and I feigned sleep so I didn’t have to talk to or face him. The experience was embarrassing enough without adding insult to injury.

      Armed with a brown paper bag, hiding two bottles on the seat beside me, I head home. Moscato for lighter days and a bottle of scotch for those days when total obliteration is required—like maybe today.

      -

      “Erm, excuse me?”

      I yell up at who is fast becoming the bane of my existence, crawling over my roof, but not before taking a long hard look at that firm ass, clearly outlined in a pair of well-worn jeans. He probably has abs to match, the kind you can bounce quarters off of. Try and do that off mine and you’d need heavy equipment to excavate it.

      The moment I pulled onto the property, I recognized the monster-sized pickup truck parked outside number seven. I glance over at the brown paper bag, deciding on the spot that it’s definitely a scotch day.

      “Hello! What are you doing on my roof?” I try again. This time there is movement.

      A head peeks over the side, a familiar beanie pulled low over deep-set eyes. The heavy beard I thought was dark brown is actually more of a rusty colour in the bright midday sun.

      “Fixin’ a hole,” he rumbles in a deep baritone, with a barely distinguishable roll of his eyes. But it’s there, in his voice.

      “I admit I might have been a bit out of it yesterday, but I’m pretty sure I would’ve remembered contracting out a job I have every intention of doing myself.”

      If I wasn’t irritated enough by the big lug’s mere presence, he really puts a target between his eyes when he barks out a laugh.

      “I’m pretty sure I can manage, I’ve ordered everything I need. They’re delivering tomorrow,” I throw out there, planting my hands on my hips for emphasis, as I watch him swing his legs over the side and climb down.

      “Cancel it,” he snaps, stepping off the ladder and into my space. I lift my eyes and instantly bring up my hand to shield them when I’m nearly blinded by the bright sun backlighting his bulk.

      “I will do no such thing.”

      I try hard not to be intimidated by this stranger giving me orders. This is my property, and I don’t have to listen to anyone, especially not some random stranger.

      “Your call,” he says, pulling off his beanie with one hand, while wiping the sweat of his wide forehead with a dirty rag he plucks from his back pocket. “You wanna waste your money, that’s your business. Be stupid, though, given I’ve already got everything you need here.”

      I’m half registering what he says, too mesmerized by the copper mop of hair, laced with grey, which popped out from under his hat like a damn white rabbit. Luscious, shiny hair that gleams like a new penny in the sun.

      “I don’t even know who you are,” I mutter lamely.

      I realize I’m staring when he bends forward to bring his face close and his eyes level to mine.

      “Doyle,” he rumbles.

      Hazel. His eyes are hazel; that blend of brown, gold and green, that looks fucking amazing against the tan and freckled skin of his face.

      “Own Jackson’s Point. Fishing lodge up on the north shore. Our properties share a border along the northeast side of your land. Consider me your closest neighbour.”

      “Oh.”

      “Yeah…”

      His drawn out response shakes me out of my stupor.

      “Well, Doyle, nice to meet you and all, but still don’t really get what you’re doing here?”

      “Starting to ask myself that,” he mumbles in his beard, as he covers those gorgeous tresses with the dull grey knit beanie again.

      “Then perhaps you should go,” I snap in response. “I don’t have the money to spend on labour anyway.”

      The low growl coming from his chest area has me move back a few steps, but instead of attacking me, he turns around and starts back up the damn ladder.

      “Hey!” I call after him. “Did you not hear me?”

      “Had some materials left over from a renovation on one of my cabins last fall,” he throws at me over his shoulder. “Call Travis, tell him to cancel the order and refund you the money.” Without another look he disappears over the edge of the roof.

      I’m about to protest again when his head pops back over the side.

      “A beer’d be nice. I’m frying like a turkey on Thanksgiving up here.”

      The gall!

      It takes me a minute to will my blood pressure down to manageable levels, before I turn back to my Jeep and snatch the brown paper bag off the passenger seat. With my version of a Xanax clutched in my arms, I march around the side of the bar and into the house, where I first call Travis to cancel my order and have him refund the money to my credit card, and then I sit down at the kitchen counter to pour myself a stiff glass.

      Definitely a scotch kind of day.
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      Roar

      

      She never brought me that beer.

      I’ve been up here in the baking sun for three hours, doing my goddamn neighbourly duty, and not even a bottle of water. Piece of work she is, throwing attitude when I’m saving her from fucking killing herself. I haven’t seen her since she stomped her jiggly ass inside the house. I watched it move all the way around the corner.

      What the hell is she thinking? She’s clearly a city girl, with those tattoos and that hair. Sticks out here like a sore thumb. And getting this damn place up and running again? By herself? She’s obviously deranged.

      Next time I feel a nudge of chivalry, I’m gonna eradicate it by the root.

      I pull the rag from my back pocket and wipe the sweat off my face and neck. It’s not even June and the sun is hotter than Hades. One benefit is that the bugs don’t like the heat either, not that they bother me much; I’ve developed thick skin over the years, or maybe they’ve just gotten sick of the taste of me.

      I toss the last of the old shingles she had piled up in the parking lot in the back of my truck and get behind the wheel. One final look in the direction she disappeared, and then I resolutely put her out of my head. I start the truck and turn up the road, where a cold beer and a lazy afternoon of fishing is waiting for me.

      Except, when I finally get back to the lodge, after dropping off my truckload at the dump, Patti comes tearing out of the office waving her arms.

      “We’ve got a problem,” she says breathlessly when I get out from behind the wheel. “Your guests have stranded their boat on a rock on the far shore.” She points out over the water, where I can only just make out the aluminum hull of one of my rentals and one person appearing to stand on the water, waving their arms frantically. I know the rock he’s standing on. I had a near encounter with it when I first moved out here. It’s large, about ten feet across, and almost invisible, just under the surface when the water is high with the spring runoff. It’s the reason I dropped three buoys to mark the spot. Buoys I can usually spot from here, but that for some reason I can’t find them now.

      “Why didn’t you call?”

      “I tried, but it went to voicemail,” she replies, irritated.

      My hand automatically reaches for the phone in my pocket when I remember I left it in the truck while I was on the roof. I reach through the window and snatch it off the console, looking at the screen. Five missed calls, all from my own office.

      For some reason that makes me even more annoyed with my new neighbour. Business before anything else, and already that woman is messing with my otherwise good judgement.

      I immediately start walking in the direction of the small dock, where my own boat is tied off, Patti trying her best to keep up.

      “I couldn’t get your boat started,” she pants.

      “You couldn’t steer a boat in the open ocean; what the hell were you thinking? You better not have flooded the engine.”

      “You’re an asshole, Riordan Doyle. A class A asshole.”

      She’s right. I am an asshole, taking it out on her. I’m pissed at myself for dropping the ball, for getting distracted by a blue-haired, blue-eyed city girl with endless curves, who has no goddamn place being up here by herself in the wilderness. Playing the goddamn knight in shining armour to a damsel who seems to favour distress. No gratitude either, so I’m done with that.

      Patti doesn’t do boats, unless someone else is driving and it’s moving at trolling speed. I know that.

      “Sorry, girl,” I mutter, as I climb aboard and mentally cross my fingers she hasn’t drowned the engine with her attempts to get it running, but Patti’s already stomping off. Luckily the engine kicks right up.

      About an hour later, after I plucked Bishop Junior and Senior off the rock, flipped and bailed their boat, and towed it back to the lodge, I go in search of Patti and the first aid kit. Bishop Senior, Adam, cut his leg when he was tossed on impact, and both men are soaked to the core and shivering. The sun is hot, but the water is still freezing. It’ll take until July for it to warm up a bit.

      “We’ll pay for the damage to your boat,” the older Bishop says once he’s patched up, covered with a blanket and warming up in the sun outside the office.

      “Like hell we will,” the younger one argues. “That rock should’ve been marked. We should get you checked out in a hospital.”

      He turns from his father to me, looking at me accusingly.

      “I’m a lawyer. I could sue you for damages,” he spouts, and I have to work hard to keep a straight face.

      “Oh be quiet, Jamie. You’re barely a lawyer, you just spent your first month articling at my firm,” Adam scoffs at his son. “Besides, I’m perfectly fine, it’s just a cut, and if I recall correctly, I warned you to stay away from any flat spots on the water. You’re the one who insisted you wanted to get under the cover of the shoreline there. Now sit your ass down, have a beer, and consider it a lesson learned.”

      “I’ll get the beer,” I offer, trying not to chuckle at the way young Jamie is put in his place. I didn’t even have to lift a finger.

      Patti is waiting for me in the kitchen.

      “Do you have any idea where those buoys have gone?” I ask her, as I dive into the fridge for some cold ones.

      “Not a clue. I never even noticed they were gone until I saw those two on the rock.”

      I grab four bottles, close the door, and turn to find Patti standing much closer. I hand her one of the beers.

      “You didn’t notice anyone out there earlier?”

      She takes a swig of her beer and tilts her head. “Nope. I wasn’t really paying attention.”

      I respond with a grunt and move to step around her when her hand on my arm stops me.

      “Want me to stick around tonight?”

      Fuck.

      I knew it wouldn’t be easy. Even with her assurances after one lapse in judgement at the end of last season. We’d winter prepped the cabins and cleaned the lodge, and had been shooting the shit over a beer by a bonfire, when once again, even though I’d promised myself not to go there anymore, I didn’t put the brakes on. I was mellow, I was looking forward to yet another lonely winter, and I let my dick do the talking. It was a mistake. Especially after seeing her reaction the first time I suggested the occasional benefits that came with our friendship might not be a good idea.

      I immediately tried to do damage control the next morning, by carefully suggesting this had been a one-off, and that our friendship was too valuable to risk. However, I knew from the brief flash of hurt on her face, that it might not be that simple. During the winter I didn’t see Patti that much, only bumped into her a few times in town, but it had been awkward.

      Then when she showed up a few weeks ago, ready to get the lodge ready for season, things had felt pretty normal again.

      Until now.

      “Patti…” I caution as gently as I can. “I just don’t think…”

      “You know what? You’re right,” she chirps with a big fake smile on her face, making me feel like an ass. “I’ve got shit to do at home anyway.”

      Without another word, she slams her bottle on the counter and rushes past me, out the door.

      Son of a bitch.

      I seem to be doing well with the ladies today.
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        Both bashful and brass; a walking, talking, tempting contradiction.

      

      

      
      Leelo

      
      Drunk is not a good state to be in when you’re painting.

      I never heard Doyle leave yesterday, because by that time I was blotto on my back on the floor. Thank God for drop cloths because I never would’ve gotten the paint stain out. As it is, my tee and cargo pants are relegated to work clothing only, given they were drenched in the slate grey paint I’d been in the process of rolling on my living room wall when I passed out.

      Hungover is really no better.

      Today I’m working on room three, and every time I bend down to dip my roller in the paint tray, I feel like my head’s going burst open like an overripe melon. But I have a dwindling savings account, which is why I’m scrambling to get at least one room half-decent so I can generate some income, and there is no one but me to do the work. Hence, I am working hard to ignore the pounding headache.

      I’m also ignoring the fact that a complete stranger fixed my roof yesterday, and while he was being a typical redneck, male chauvinist pig jerkwad, he also saved me a thousand bucks. And I never thanked him.

      I’m rethinking my decision to steer away from coffee this morning. It’s supposed to be dehydrating, and so I chose a large bottle of water instead, but the lack of caffeine is not helping. I step back, look at what I’ve done so far, and am disappointingly unimpressed with my work thus far. Resolutely dropping the roller in the tray, I move toward the open door to get a pot of coffee going, when I’m startled by a man leaning against a car parked right outside.

      This is the real estate guy. The one who accosted me in the parking lot of the grocery store in town a couple of days ago, in much the same way. Once again, the guy’s hair is almost as shiny as his car and he’s wearing that much too bright smile. This morning, the total effect is almost too much for my delicate senses and I involuntarily squint my eyes against the glean.

      “Morning!” he calls out, a little too loud, when I take a tentative step out the door. I flinch at the sound of his voice, but don’t stop moving, my attention now focused on the cardboard tray holding two large coffees in his hand.

      I mumble an unintelligible response as I bring the cup I snatched from his hand to my lips. My foggy brain is trying to remember his name as I enjoy the first jolt of that warm nectar.

      “I have milk and sugar here,” he says, pointing at the tray he set down on the hood of his car. “Figured I’d let you doctor your own.”

      I’m good. I prefer mine black and strong enough to put hair on my chest, so I just wave my hand at him dismissively.

      “Kyle Thompson.”

      My brain finally produces the name he gave me then, along with his business card that probably still lived in the deep recesses of my purse. At the time, he seemed to know I was the new owner of the Whitefish Motel. He even knew my name, which had been a little disconcerting, and I couldn’t help feeling uncomfortable.

      “Ah wonderful,” he smiles even bigger. “I see I’ve left an impression. Good.”

      He seems very pleased with himself and I don’t have the heart to tell him otherwise. Besides, I should at least be civil to the man who brings me coffee in my hour of need.

      Yet I was far from civil with my neighbour, who not only rescued me from the roof in the middle of a thunderstorm, but was back here yesterday fixing said roof. Guilt dulls the enjoyment of the black nectar that is just now hitting my bloodstream.

      “What brings you here?” I ask, shuffling over to the lone picnic table I discovered in the back and dragged to the front, so I could sit in the sun to take my breaks.

      Kyle follows me and I almost laugh out loud when he pulls an actual handkerchief out of his pocket and tries to wipe the dirt from the bench before he sits down across from me.

      “Just
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