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  Chapter 1


Sunlight sparkled through the trees like fireflies. Alex opened the car windows. Pine. It smelled like pine. And dirt. And water. It wasn’t the brine of the sea, but she could still smell Lake Michigan. Its vast expanse was like a homing beacon. 
It was a late August afternoon. She’d followed the coast north from Chicago, taking her time to stop at each lighthouse she could find. Despite celebrating her 51st birthday just three months before, childlike wonder consumed her. It was no surprise, really; surviving breast cancer could do that for a person.
Alex tipped her head towards the window, the wind buffeting her short curls. Even that filled her with joy. In the past year, she’d left her condo only for medical treatments. She’d never been so lonely or isolated. Every time she saw her nurses, she’d begin a monologue that ran the entire four hours she sat in the chair. Those saints gracefully listened, replied when appropriate, and the following week would ask her about things she’d mentioned the week before. They made the worst time of her life, if not enjoyable, at least bearable. 
The only people she saw besides her medical team were her best friend Emily, her now-ex boyfriend Ben, and the couriers who dropped groceries at her door. While she was grateful that she could order whatever she wanted and it would simply show up, the isolation made her stir-crazy. Alex gravitated towards solitude, but for someone who traveled for a living, being stationary was stifling.
But she’d finished her treatments. She’d faced the beast and was cancer free. To celebrate, she accepted an invitation to visit a small town in Wisconsin’s famous Door County. She was joining a select group of travel writers for a few days of exploration, research, and, if things were like they’d been before her diagnosis, outright pampering.
Alex was ready. Oh boy, was she ready.
As she neared her destination, occasionally she’d pass a sign planted next to the road. “Save our home. Say NO to Kaine’s Course!” it pleaded. Her old instincts raised their eyebrows. Could it be? She’d ask. She’d be on the peninsula for three days, and she would learn as much as possible about the place in that short time. Her heart sped up. “Do I even remember how to do this?”
She squeezed the steering wheel and took a deep, calming breath. “Yes, you do, Alex,” she muttered to herself. Then said it again, louder. She did this often. Pep talks were how she’d gotten through the last year, and she knew they’d get her through the next few days.
Boutiques soon replaced the groves of birches and cypress and the cottages that overlooked the lake. She turned into a circular driveway and saw the red top of a lighthouse beyond the roof of a two-story lodge. The entrance was an impressive dark timbered A-frame. Although it was summer, she pictured it covered in snow, with garlands of lights strung across its front. 
Alex pulled into a spot to the right of the entrance and turned off the car. She steeled herself. Took another calming breath. Got out, slung her laptop bag over her shoulder, pulled her carry-on out of the trunk and walked towards the front doors. She gripped the handle of her suitcase. “Pull it together,” she said. “You can do this.” Inhaling deeply, she lifted her head, rolled her shoulders back, and entered the historic inn.
She paused in the entry, her eyes adjusting to the dim lighting after the bright afternoon sunshine. Straight ahead was a wide staircase with curving banisters of dark polished wood, carved from logs and worn smooth from decades of use. The reception desk lined the wall to the right, and Alex walked over. 
A statuesque young woman looked up. When she smiled around a mouthful of braces, it was obvious she was a teenager. The older Alex got, the younger everyone else appeared. By the time I’m sixty, I’ll think she’s twelve, she thought. 
“Welcome to The Mast,” the receptionist said. “Are you checking in?”
“Yes. My name’s Alex Paige,” she noted as she pulled out her driver’s license and a credit card. “I’m one of the writers who’s visiting this week.” She reached down to scratch the ears of a fluffy fat cat that had padded over to rub against her calf. The white Persian turned its head so Alex could get the exact spot behind the ear; its face was so flat it looked like he’d run headlong into a wall. She stood up and brushed white fur off her hands.
“Ah—you’re our first to arrive! And I see you’ve met Alvin.”
Alex raised an eyebrow and smiled. “As in Alvin’s Landing? Is he named for the town, or is the town named for him?”
The receptionist giggled. “He definitely likes to think the town is his, don’t you?” she said to the cat. “Alvin here was a stray that kind of took over the place, so Evelyn, the owner, named him after her great-great-grandfather. Hold on, I’ve got something for you.” She turned around and picked up one of several gift baskets arranged on the credenza. Alex could see an envelope with her name on it, a journal, a coffee mug, and a bag of chocolate-covered cherries, among other goodies nestled in the wicker.
“And the great-great-grandfather is who they named the town for,” Alex confirmed, looking at the teenager’s name tag. “Is that right, Lindsay?”
“Exactly! Landed here during a storm and never left. The whole story’s on a USB drive in your basket.” Lindsay placed two plastic cards in a sleeve and set it on the counter. “Here’s your keys. You’ll be on the second floor at the end of the hall.” She leaned over and whispered, “You’ve got stairs to the beach next to your room; I think it’s the best spot in the place!” Lindsay straightened up and continued in her official voice. “Your itinerary’s in the basket as well, and the opening reception begins at six tonight in the Schooner Room.” Lindsay pointed up the stairs. “It’s right up there at the top. You can’t miss it.”
“Thank you. Will you be at the reception?”
“Oh no,” she said. “I just man the desk. I guess I should say I woman it,” she giggled again. What a delightful young lady, Alex thought. “But I’m sure I’ll see you lots over the next few days. Enjoy your stay.” 
Before Alex turned around, a voice purred in her ear, “What’s a fine specimen like you doing in a place like this?” She’d recognize that voice anywhere.
“William!” Alex spun around and hugged the gorgeous man behind her. 
“What are you doing here?” he said.
“Well, hello to you, too! I decided last minute—as in yesterday. I wasn’t sure how I’d feel.”
“I’ll forgive you for not telling me, then,” he said. “I am SO glad to see you. Would you look at that hair! It’s coming back thick. Very Cruella de Vil. Love it.” William grabbed Alex’s chin and turned her head left and right, like he was her grandmother making sure she looked healthy. Which, in a way, was exactly what he was doing. “It suits you.”
Alex patted her curls, short and black and streaked with gray. She knew it wouldn’t be long before she’d have a hard time taming them. That was just fine with her, since until two months ago she didn’t know if her hair would ever grow back.
“Thank you, thank you. I’m getting used to it.” The two grinned at each other like a couple of lovesick teenagers, although they were nothing of the sort. The first time Alex and William met had been four years before on a press trip on the Mississippi River. They hit it off immediately, mainly because they both had a crush on the same guy. William left Missouri with a phone number, and Alex had found a new friend.
“And look at you, Mister Oh-So-Rugged. Seems like campervan life still suits you.”
William preened. He somehow made preening look natural, like it was the only appropriate response to compliments. “Yes, yes it does, doesn’t it?” he said. “I tell you, though. I am ready for a few nights of de-luxe accommodations.”
“You and me both,” she said. Alex hoisted her gift basket. “Looks like they’ll be taking care of us this week. After this past year, I am ready.”
“I bet you are,” he said, and turned to check in with Lindsay, stooping to pet Alvin first. “Well, hello there, Mr. Fatty Flatty-Face! They didn’t tell me a feline’d greet us. This day keeps getting better.”
While Alex waited, she scoped out the lobby. A giant globe sat between shelves laden with leather-bound books and mariners’ navigational tools. She recognized a sextant, a few telescopes, and several compasses. Lithographs of schooners and aged photos of the inn’s early beginnings lined the walls. Leather couches and chairs studded with brass tacks sat in clusters designed for conversation. On the other side of the room, the gift shop displayed branded apparel, plus books on ship lore, how-to fishing and hunting guides, and marine-themed keepsakes. There were even a few ships-in-glass-bottles. The whole place felt like a throwback, what she imagined a seafarer’s library would be. It was warm and charming, and she felt instantly at home.
William had just thanked Lindsay when a petite woman with wavy red hair and a sprinkle of freckles across her cheeks stormed into the lobby. The woman stopped abruptly, spinning to face a skinny man in a button-down plaid shirt. Alex thought he looked like someone trying simultaneously to be preppy and rugged. Neither worked. 
The redhead jabbed a delicate finger at the man. “You knew,” she seethed. Even from yards away, Alex could see the woman was seething. “You knew what he planned to do all along, didn’t you?”
The man reached out, but the woman brushed his hands away. 
“Evelyn,” he said, “what did you think was going to happen? That he was going to plunk down all that money and not change a thing? This is an investment, hon. The inn needs to change.”
“No, it does not. It is just fine the way it is,” she said, each syllable clipped like her words were being transmitted by telegraph.
“Evelyn, Evelyn, c’mon. You know things can’t stay the same,” he whispered, putting his hands on her shoulders. This time, she let him. “You know this. I know you do.”
The woman slumped and nodded slightly with her eyes fixed on the floor. William moved next to Alex. “Don’t stare,” he whispered. Alex turned her head away, realizing she was going to have to get used to being around people again.
Evelyn must have caught the movement with her peripheral vision, because she looked over. She visibly shook herself off, pasted a smile on her face, and walked the few steps towards them with her hand outstretched. “Hello there,” she said. “You must be a couple of the writers here for the week.” 
Alex shifted her gift basket on her hip so she could take the proffered hand. “Hi, I’m Alex, and this is William.”
“Oh, I’m sorry!” the woman laughed. “I should have seen you had your hands full. I’m Evelyn Dahl. My brother, Lars, and I own,” she paused; “owned this inn and we’re thrilled you’ll be staying with us.”
“If your lobby is any indication, we’re going to love it here,” William said.
 Vindication flickered across Evelyn’s face as she glanced at the man she’d been arguing with. He ignored her pointed glare and reached out his hand.
“Hi, I’m Nicholas Langley, but my friends call me Nick,” he said, shaking their hands with the vigorous attention of a used car salesman. Or a politician. “I’m Village President.” Of course you are, Alex thought. “More importantly, I’m engaged to this lovely woman and I can tell you she runs a tight ship,” he said while draping his arm around the redhead. “Ba dum bum.”
Evelyn’s smile thinned. She bent down to pick up Alvin, using the movement to step gracefully away from her fiancé. “Lindsay, it looks like these are our first to arrive. I’m going to head to the marina, but I’ve got my radio; will you let me know when the rest of our writers check in?”
Lindsay nodded, and Evelyn turned back to Alex and William. “I’m sure Lindsay mentioned the itinerary’s in your basket. My card’s in there, too, so if you need anything during your stay, please don’t hesitate to let me know.”
She set Alvin on the back of a couch, turned around, and headed to the opposite corner of the room, walking under a driftwood sign carved with “This way to The Rowdy Cormorant” and disappeared downstairs. The cat jumped down and padded after her, and Alex’s eyes followed, noticing the marina through the floor-to-ceiling windows. Nick watched Evelyn, then he turned back and quickly shook Alex’s and William’s hands, although not quite as aggressively this time. “It was nice meeting you both. I’ll be at the reception this evening, and I look forward to talking with you more.” He slicked back his hair with his right hand and, to their surprise, turned and walked out the front door.
“Huh,” William said. “I thought for sure he’d follow her.”
“You and me both.” They began walking towards the elevators. “Seems like this trip may be a little more interesting than normal.”
“Oh, Alex, every trip with you is interesting.”
William was Alex’s travel writing buddy, and she especially looked forward to any press trip when she knew he’d be there. Knowing he’d be on this trip had influenced her decision to attend. That, and because if she didn’t get out of the house soon, she’d pull out her very short hair and she didn’t want to have to grow it all over again.
William specialized in outdoorsy adventures and wrote for the biggest national and airline publications. He traveled the country in his campervan, Bessie, named after his spunky grandmother. She’d been a rebel soul who hated being confined to one place. After she died, he quit his corporate job, bought a campervan, christened her for the woman who’d always inspired him, and never looked back. The life, as Alex said, suited him, and he had the freedom to indulge his passion for nature. His devotion to the great outdoors came through in beautiful, lyrical prose that made the reader feel like she was waking up to the same bubble-gum colored sunrise he did. 
Small towns were Alex’s area of expertise. She believed that every place, and every person, had a story, and she wanted to tell all of them. People opened up to her; it was a gift that meant her pieces always had that something extra. She’d begun her career as an investigative journalist and was making a name for herself when she realized she couldn’t do it anymore. Uncovering corruption was worthy and necessary, and she knew that, but she was too much of an empath. It was destroying her soul.
After one last story that ended up in a conviction, but with no justice, she quit. She’d had a dream as a young girl to travel the country and tell its stories and decided that’s exactly what she was going to do. It had been five years, and although she occasionally freelanced, she published most of her work on her own site. Alex had a fierce independent streak and wanted editorial control. Writing for herself had the added benefit of paying much better, and much more consistently. 
Until last year. 
“You really do look great,” William said.
Alex smiled and thanked him. They got off the elevator on the second floor. “We’ve got a couple of hours before the reception,” she said. “I’m going to tour the grounds. Want to join me?”
“I’d love to, but I’ve got to file a story,” he looked at his watch, “within the next forty-five minutes. I’ll text you when I’m done.” He bussed her cheek and opened the door to his room.
“Sounds good. Have fun writing!” She walked to the end of the corridor and entered a spacious suite with a plush, king-sized bed, a couch and coffee table, a desk, and a wet bar, where she set down the basket. What grabbed her attention, though, were the picture windows and the glass door that led to a balcony. She stepped out and looked over the marina and its rows of mostly empty docks; the sail boats, speedboats, fishing boats, and yachts must be out for the day. Lake Michigan danced, the light reflecting on the ripples like fireworks. A tear slid down her cheek.
“I’m here,” she thought. “I’m back.”
This was going to be harder than she realized. More than once in the last year she thought she’d never be a travel writer again. The interminable treatments, the nausea, the parade of side effects that continued to pop up even now, two months after her last radiation—would she ever be truly done?
She decided it didn’t matter if she was or wasn’t, if she ever felt healthy, or strong, or like her old self. She knew she would never feel like her old self again.
And that was okay. Because, really, how could she?






  
  Chapter 2


Alex added a touch of mascara, happy that she had eyelashes once more, even if they were a little thin. She grabbed her room key and cross-body bag containing her camera and her notebook. It was time to get to work. 
She found the staircase next to her room that Lindsay had mentioned and practically skipped down the flight. She flung the door open, crossed the sidewalk into the grass, and turned to face the back of the inn. A swath of grass ended where the marina began. Clusters of red, blue, and yellow Adirondack chairs reclining on the sandy beach beckoned, and Alex knew that’s where she’d be watching the sunrise the next morning. She slipped off her white canvas tennies and felt the cold silkiness of the grass. It was damp; beads of water clung to the blades, like a sprinkler had recently been running. She walked towards the shore. Grass became dunes became beach, and Alex spontaneously grinned. Sand clung to her feet and she rinsed them off in the gently lapping water. To her left were a couple of fire rings filled with charred logs and, behind them in the grass, an outdoor bar where a young man stocked beer and liquor for the evening. Alex stopped to talk to him for a moment. “What time do you open?”
“Five,” he said. “We’ve got live music starting at five-thirty. A local singer-songwriter duo from Chicago who play here every summer. They’re great—you should come by.”
“If I can, I will,” she said, although she knew she probably wouldn’t be able to. These press trips were always go-go-go and they squeezed the itineraries full of activities. Maybe she could find a way. It would provide great local color.
She resumed walking until she arrived at the marina. It was a decent size, but small compared to the harbor she could see from her condo in Chicago. That marina would practically swallow the whole town of Alvin’s Landing, as would some of the yachts. At the base of the marina, she saw a sign for the Rowdy Cormorant on a cabin connected to the inn by an open breezeway. A little further, a squat building with large picture windows faced the marina. Between the two sat an old fishing shack, its white-washed boards flaking paint like dandruff. A sign advertised Live Bait. The shack looked like it had been there since the 1800s, and Alex realized it just may have been. It contrasted with the modern metallic docks, which were obviously new; it didn’t look like they’d been through even one season.
She started making her way toward the shack, stopping to take pictures for her site and social media. She framed the back of the inn, the beach, and the marina. When she reached the dock, she put her canvas tennies back on and walked silently on their rubber soles. A woman sat on a bench facing the water, her face in her hands. The fat white cat from the lobby sat at the woman’s feet, one paw on a freckled shin. Before Alex could decide whether to turn around or keep heading towards the obviously distraught redhead, Evelyn lifted her head, recognizing the journalist. Evelyn wiped her face and scooped up Alvin, who turned in a circle before settling in with his head on his paws. He covered Evelyn’s lap entirely. “Hi Alex; did you find your room okay?”
“Yes, and it’s beautiful, thank you. I love the balcony. May I?” Alex asked, and when Evelyn nodded, she sat down. “Makes me wish I could sit there all day, but I know we’ve got a lot to see.” 
“Sue’s definitely got you busy while you’re here.”
Alex reached over to scratch Alvin behind the ears. “This is quite some place,” she said. “How long has it been in your family?”
“Forever,” Evelyn said. “My great-great-grandfather built that fishing shack in 1898. Sometimes I can’t believe it’s still standing.” She smiled, but it quickly disappeared. “And now we’re going to lose it all,” she murmured.
Alex gave Evelyn a sideways glance. The reporter in her wanted to ask. She didn’t.
Evelyn tipped her head back to get the full force of the sun on her face. She visibly calmed herself, then looked at Alex, specifically at her hair. “You’re a survivor?”
“That obvious, huh?”
“I recognize the curls.” Evelyn ran her fingers through her full head of red waves. “It comes back. It’ll take some time, but it comes back.”
“Was yours always red?” Alex asked.
“Yes, but after chemo it turned white and then had streaks of brown, blonde, and red. I felt like a calico.”
“I know what you mean. William said I look like Cruella de Vil. Personally, I’m thinking more bride of Frankenstein.”
Evelyn snorted, startling the cat. Alvin jumped down and stalked off in a huff. The two survivors laughed. “How long has it been?” Alex asked.
“Six years.”
“Wow. You must have been pretty young.”
“I was thirty-one, so yes,” Evelyn said, then glanced at Alex. “You’re young yourself.”
Alex laughed. “Fifty-one, thank you very much. If I had to get it, I’m grateful it happened when my body was still pretty strong. Now I’m determined it always will be.” 
Evelyn scooted back and stretched out her legs, crossing them at the ankles. She hugged her chest. “I know what you mean. It was awful, the worst experience of my life, but at least one good thing came out of it.”
“Oh?” Alex prompted.
“This. That I’m here. I’d been living the high life in the big city, but when I got that diagnosis, the only place I wanted to be was here. It’s home.”  
Alex could hear the sadness in Evelyn’s voice. “Tell me about it,” she said. “Makes you realize what’s important.”
“It sure does. And this place—the inn, the marina, Alvin’s Landing, all of it—this is the most important thing in the world to me.” Evelyn’s eyes glistened. She sat forward and put her head in her hands. “I don’t know what I’m going to do.”
Alex waited. “What happened?” she finally asked, softly.
“Honestly? I don’t know. We had a terrible storm last winter that destroyed the docks and ripped off the roof on one wing. That meant all new docks and a whole new roof, but we should have had enough to cover it,” Evelyn said, then forced a smile. “Enough about that. You’re not here to listen to my problems.”
“I do have one question,” Alex said. “As I was driving in, I saw signs about ‌Kaine’s Course. Would that be Trevor Kaine?”
Evelyn’s head snapped towards her. “You know him?”
“Oh, yes. I know him,” Alex said, and stopped. She didn’t want to talk about Kaine and the profound impact he’d had on her life.
“Well then, what’s happening here won’t surprise you.” Evelyn paused. 
Alex waited. She knew that silence created a vacuum that needed to be filled, and while she was somewhat surprised that Evelyn was being so open with her, especially considering she was there, in part, to learn about the wonders of this woman’s family business, Alex also knew her gift. People talked to her. They always had. Cashiers, fellow commuters, soon-to-be-indicted felons. They all talked to her. After being isolated from all but a few of those closest to her and her medical team for the past year, Alex was relieved to know she still had that something, whatever it was, that inspired people to confide in her, even when they knew she was a writer. 
“After the expenses from the roof and the docks, we were going to lose the inn,” Evelyn continued. “The marina. Everything. Then he shows up.
“Nick brought him in. He’d worked with him in Chicago and said Kaine was the answer to all my problems. I knew of him; he’d been a summer local for years. But then I guess he decided Chicago wasn’t enough; he needed a piece of this.” She gestured with her left arm and then brought her hand back and twisted her engagement ring. “He gave us an offer we couldn’t refuse,” Evelyn said wryly, then grimaced and stared out at the old fishing shack. “We signed the papers this morning. Trevor Kaine now owns The Mast and everything that comes with it.”
Oh no, Alex thought. Now she understood the argument between Evelyn and Nick in the lobby. She knew Kaine. She knew that if he had his way, what she saw now, everything that made this place comfortable and inviting, would disappear.
“I’m so sorry,” Alex said. “What’s the deal with the signs about a course?”
“Golf course. See that forest? Those bluffs? All of that natural beauty?” Evelyn pointed to the undeveloped land on the other side of the marina. “He wants to turn it into a golf course.” The disgust rolled off of her like steam. “And guess where he wants to put the pro shop?”
Alex realized immediately. “The fishing shack.”
“Yep. You’ll see the plans tonight. He unveiled them this morning. After we signed the paperwork, of course.”
“Can you back out?”
“And do what? No. The banks won’t give us a loan and no other investors are showing up.” Evelyn sounded defeated. “And Nick knew. He knew all along.” She held out her hand and looked at her ring. The reflection of the sun off the diamond practically blinded Alex. It didn’t suit Evelyn in the slightest. “He’s not who I thought he was.”
“Men,” Alex commiserated.
Evelyn raised her eyebrows. “Spoken like someone who knows. You single?”
“I am now. Let’s just say he wasn’t who I thought he was, either.” Alex sighed. “You discover a lot about someone when you go through something traumatic, and I discovered I didn’t really like him, and I certainly didn’t like who I was with him.”
“Good for you.”
“Thanks.” Alex paused. “I realized—and I know you’ve probably felt this, too—that you don’t know what’s going to happen from one moment to the next, so I darn well better choose what I do with each moment wisely. There was no way I was going to spend another moment with someone I didn’t like or respect, and who certainly didn’t respect me. I was a trophy, and the way Ben acted through my treatment?” Alex rolled her eyes. “He thought he was so noble, insisting on driving me to treatments, buying flowers weekly even though I told him the scent made me sick because of the chemo.
“Then he told me I’d be beautiful again once my hair grew back.”
Evelyn gasped. “He actually said that?”
“Uh, huh. I looked at him straight on and said, ‘I’m beautiful now. Thank you for everything, but we’re through.’”
Evelyn inhaled. “How’d he take that?”
“Let’s just say he’s persistent.” Alex glanced at Evelyn. She wondered if the other woman was considering how Nick would take a similar goodbye.
“I’m half afraid he’s going to show up here. Even though it’s been a couple months, he hasn’t quite gotten the message.”
“Men,” they said together.
They smiled at each other. “I probably shouldn’t have told you all that, considering what you do,” Evelyn said, “but for some reason, I trust you.”
“I’m glad you did. And don’t worry. I’m a happy writer.” Inside, though, Alex was scheming. She knew Trevor Kaine and what he was capable of, and she was going to do everything she could to help save the Mast. Alex didn’t know what that was, but she’d put him down once. She could do it again. 
Alex’s phone vibrated and she looked at the screen. How’s Alvin’s Landing? “Speak of the devil.”
“You’re kidding, really?” Evelyn asked.
“He’s like Beetlejuice. Don’t say his name three times.”
“Sounds like you’ve got your very own Voldemort.”
Alex laughed. “Ha! He’s not quite that bad, but you know how I said he was persistent?” She waved the phone and it buzzed again. “Oh, come on! You’ve got to be kidding me.”
Please stop, she typed, but before sending, realized the second message wasn’t from her ex. It’s time to get ready! 
“Saved by the William.”
Evelyn raised her eyebrows.
“He’s letting me know it’s time to clean up for the reception. He must’ve gotten his story filed.” Alex quickly replied On my way and stood up. “It was really great talking with you.”
“You, too. I think I needed it.”
“It would be a wonder if you didn’t,” Alex said. “I’m sorry about what you’re going through.”
Evelyn’s eyes swept across the marina, landing on the fishing shack. “Thanks. Me, too,” she said softly. “Well, I’m for damn sure going to make sure I enjoy it while I can, which means enough moping and time for me to get ready as well.” Evelyn walked towards the front of the inn, and Alex walked back along the beach to her corner suite. She had just passed the gazebo when she heard a man calling down from one of the balconies.
“There you are!”
Alex looked up to see William leaning on his railing. “Hurry and get changed so we can grab a drink,” he called to her.
“Yes, dear,” she grinned.
As Alex changed into something more appropriate for a welcoming reception, her determination to help Evelyn grew. This was Trevor Kaine, and she knew that whatever he had planned would not be good. 






  
  Chapter 3


“You’re kidding. Trevor Kaine is here? He bought this place?” William asked. 
“Yes, and you know and I know there’s something hinky in the contract.”
“Of course there is. It’s Trevor Kaine.” He took a sip of his beer. “Think he’ll recognize you?”
“I don’t think so. I look a little different now,” she said, patting her hair. “And besides, back then I could barely get past his gatekeeper and he’d never give me anything but a phone interview. All my in-person investigating was with people he’d damaged, hurt, or outright ruined. The rest was contracts, etc. FOIA was definitely my friend.” As an investigative journalist, Alex had frequently requested filings through the Freedom of Information Act.
“What a slog.”
“You got that right. I kind of miss it, though.”
William put his beer down and looked at her like she’d lost her mind. “Really? You miss spending hours and hours trying to find that one little detail that’ll ‘throw the book at ’em,’ as they say?”
“Sometimes. It felt great to know that what I was doing was helping people.”
“A, you help people now and B, at what cost? I didn’t know you then, but from what you’ve said, you were miserable. Not eating, not sleeping, and look—you ended up with someone like—“
“Don’t say his name! You’ll conjure him. He’s already texted me once today and apparently knows I’m here,” she grimaced. “I wish he’d get the hint and leave me alone.”
William shook his head. “You know as well as I do that is not going to happen. Maybe you can sic Harriet on him.”
Alex burst out laughing. “Now that’s an idea! She’s been after him for years. Who knows? They might be very happy together.”
He looked sideways at her. “You know she’s going to be here, right?”
“What? No. Seriously? My first trip back and not only is Kaine involved, she’s going to be here, too?” Alex sipped her beer and wiped a bit of foam from her upper lip. “Thank goodness you’re here. You’re going to keep me in line, right?”
“Heck no. I’m going to be riling you up.”
Alex clinked her glass to his. “That’s why I love you.”
They were sitting at the bar. At four-thirty in the afternoon, the Rowdy Cormorant was anything but. When they were on press trips together, it was their habit to meet for a drink before the madness began. They knew this would most likely be the only time they’d have together, because once the tour started, the next few days would be all about the destination. There would be some opportunities to chat, but mostly, they focused entirely on work.
Before they realized it, more than an hour had passed and they were going to be late to the reception. They finished their now-lukewarm pints and exited the lounge, following the path that paralleled the marina. A group of tourists piled out of a tour boat named Amelia and walked towards the inn. 
“Oh, my,” William said. “Would you look at that?”
“How could I not?”
They stopped to appreciate a tall, wide-shouldered, scruffy-faced, lantern-jawed man wiping down the boat. The man looked up at them and nodded, and then he gazed beyond them and smiled thinly at a brunette walking in his direction.
“Hey, Juke,” they heard her say. “Ready for tomorrow?”
“Of course. You sure we should still do it with today’s news?” His voice was a deep rumble that resonated in Alex’s very core. She and William had to keep walking, so they couldn’t continue eavesdropping.
“I think he’s our tour guide tomorrow,” Alex said.
“I certainly hope so,” William said as he craned his neck to continue staring.
Alex nudged him and he faced forward. “I don’t. We won’t hear a thing he says. Now that is one cool drink of—“
“Um-hmm. You said it.”
They entered the inn and walked upstairs to the Schooner Room. It was smaller and more intimate than Alex expected, but it overlooked the marina and the A-frame provided soaring windows. The sun wouldn’t set for another couple of hours and it was a beautiful summer evening. Although they were only five minutes past the reception’s start time, it was already in full swing. She saw Evelyn talking with Jackie, a writer Alex knew who was based out of Seattle, and a couple of people she didn’t recognize. Near the windows, Nick rested his elbow on the bar while a man wearing a slick suit ordered a drink. The man’s back may have been to her, but Alex didn’t need to see his face. She’d know Trevor Kaine anywhere.
And there was Harriet, right at Kaine’s other side, shrugging her heavy purse up over her shoulder.
“Great. Her. And of course she’s talking to him.” Alex waited until Nick and Kaine, followed closely by Harriet, moved to a high-top, one of several standing in front of the windows. When it was clear, she and William walked to the bar and each ordered an Old Fashioned. 
“When in Wisconsin,” they cheered. 
Over the rim of her glass, Alex observed the two men ignoring Harriet, who then noticed someone else was actually paying attention to her. “Incoming,” Alex warned.
William turned around. Took a slow sip of his Old Fashioned. “Oh. Hello, Harriet.” 
“Hello,” Alex said to her as well. “How are you?” 
“Alexis. Bill.” She slurped her white wine. “I see you two are starting with the strong stuff.”
Alex tensed and William gently gripped the back of her arm, a warning to let it go. 
Her name was Alex. Not Alexis, not Alexandra, not Alexa. Alex. William was William. Not Bill, and never, ever Billy.
As Alex had done every other time, she ignored it.
“We figured we’d try their specialty,” Alex replied, “since we’re here as their guests and all.”
“Well, good for you if you can handle it. You know how these trips are, and I wouldn’t want you to be worn out after your first night.” Harriet paused and looked directly at Alex’s chest. “Especially with what you’ve been through.”
William jumped in before Alex could respond. “Thank you so much for your concern, Harriet.” He dripped saccharin, but his sarcasm was unmistakable. 
Alex took his cue, refusing to engage, and looked over Harriet’s shoulder. “Oh, William, look. It’s Jackie. I haven’t seen her in ages. Shall we?” She steered him away. “Enjoy your wine, Harriet,” she said over her shoulder.
William leaned in. “Breathe,” he said under his breath as they walked.
“I am. I just wasn’t ready to deal with—that—yet. Let’s go see what Jackie’s been up to.”
Jackie tipped her glass of bubbly to Alex and William as they approached. “Well, hello, you two! Long time no see.” Jackie turned to the others at the table with her. “Heather, Greg, meet Alex and William.” The four shook hands. 
While they talked, a passing server offered blackened whitefish wrapped in phyllo dough with heirloom tomatoes and crispy basil, shadowed by another wielding a tray of crostini topped with medium-rare steak, creamy brie, and cherry compote. The hi-top was quickly littered with crumpled napkins. As the writers talked, Alex watched Evelyn’s fiancé work the room, parading like an arrogant A-lister on the red carpet. William could give him a lesson or two in preening, she thought.
A singular ting of a knife tapping a glass cut their conversation short, drawing their attention to the group standing at the windows. Alex recognized the woman who’d been talking to the tour boat captain on their way from the Rowdy Cormorant. Evelyn had changed into something more formal, and she looked dazzling. Nick couldn’t stop staring at her. Her emerald green pantsuit brought out her eyes and made her red hair even more vibrant. She looked distinctly uncomfortable, focusing on the floor with her arms crossed over her chest. She stood in the middle, with the other woman and Nick on one side and two men on the other. 
Alex glared at the man closest to Evelyn with revulsion. His tailor-made navy suit made his girth look like it was more muscle than the fat she knew he carried, and he wore a silk shirt open at the neck, revealing a gold chain. A gold chain? Really? Kaine was even more of a cliché than she remembered. He towered over the nervous-looking man next to him, who kept looking at him like a puppy seeking approval. With his slight build, red hair, and freckles, this had to be Evelyn’s brother, Lars.
Alex studied the dynamics of this odd group. Maybe it was her months of relative isolation while she took chemotherapy, but she was now even more attuned to the interplay between others. She’d always been empathetic, absorbing the feelings of those around her, which was why she had stopped being an investigative reporter, but now it was like her senses were on high alert. Alex assumed the woman at the end was Sue, the tourism director. She looked nervous. Nick looked smug. Evelyn looked like she wanted to scream or cry or both.
Standing to one side of the group was a woman holding a stack of folders to her torso, which was simultaneously lean and voluptuous. She looked familiar, but this was a woman she’d remember. She was stunning, in a Barbie-doll kind of way. Chocolate pencil skirt, beige silk camisole topped with a flowing olive-green kimono, stiletto heels, and eyelashes that were obviously not original equipment. Blonde chunky curls pulled into a half-up, half-down, intentionally messy do that Alex knew took hours to put together. She touched her short curls; even when her hair was the same length as the blonde’s, she couldn’t invest that much time styling it. She’d planned on it, the last week before she shaved her head to prevent the trauma of it disappearing, clump by clump, but there were other things that were far more important to her, like baking cookies and spending time with friends and family. Or reading. Or writing. Or anything, really.
Alex felt a vague dislike for the woman, and she instantly admonished herself. She could be a perfectly lovely person, she thought. Alex knew she was being catty.
“Rawr,” said William. Apparently, so did he.
“I know. I’m trying not to judge.”
“Succeeding?”
“Trying.”
Harriet glared at them from the next table over and shushed them. They smiled at her, then turned to face the row of people standing with their backs to the windows. 
Once the brunette who’d tapped the glass with the knife had everyone’s attention, she smiled at the room, putting the utensil on a passing tray and raising her glass. “Hello, and welcome to Alvin’s Landing and The Mast. I’m Sue Morris. As you know from our correspondence, I’m the director of our tourism board. It’s nice to meet you all in person, and I want to extend my sincere thanks for visiting our home, our piece of peninsular paradise.”
Alex gave William a sideways glance. “Peninsular paradise,” they mouthed, grinning. There was nothing like a tourism professional selling a destination.
“I’ll be with you the next few days, so I won’t take up too much of your time tonight. I did, however, want to introduce you to a few people.” Sue gestured to her left. “This is Nicholas Langley, our village president, and next to him is Evelyn Dahl, whom some of you have already met. At the end is her brother Lars. Their great-great-grandfather built The Mast. You could say it’s in their blood. 
“In between those two is Trevor Kaine. Mr. Kaine’s from Chicago, but he’s been spending his summers with us for ages, haven’t you?” 
The man nodded and put his hand on Evelyn’s shoulder. She visibly bristled. Alex involuntarily focused on the signet ring circling his middle finger. The stone was bigger than the key card to her room. “I sure have, Sue,” Kaine said. “Alvin’s Landing is really something special, and we’re about to make it even more special.” 
He put his other hand on Lars’ shoulder, like he was laying claim to the siblings. “What these two have done with their little family business is wonderful, but I’m here to bring this piece of history into the twenty-first century.”
Evelyn finally looked up and the stare she directed at the confident man with his slicked-back hair should have turned him to stone. Alex could understand that reaction. Little family business exuded condescension and derision. Par for the course with Trevor Kaine.
“What Lars and Evelyn have here is a quaint inn, but in the years I’ve been coming here, I’ve seen its potential. I’ve seen the potential of this whole county.” He removed his hand from Evelyn’s shoulder and snapped his fingers. One of the servers who’d been passing out appetizers jumped over with a remote control and a glass of sparkling rosé. “While you’re here, you folks are going to be treated to some of the most beautiful landscapes and views you’ve ever seen. You’ll also get an excellent taste—and I mean that literally—of the best food north of Chicago.”
Kaine grabbed the drink with one hand and the remote with the other. He clicked a button and a screen dropped from the ceiling behind him. 
“Yes,” Sue jumped in during the break in his monologue as he swallowed. “We’ve put together an incredible itinerary—“
“But I believe,” Kaine continued, as if she hadn’t spoken, “that The Mast can be so much more. Alvin’s Landing deserves so much more.” Kaine took another sip of wine before continuing. “And I should know, since I’ve built some of the most successful developments in Chicago and the Midwest.” 
Alex choked on her drink, but Kaine didn’t notice. 
“If the serving staff could leave the room, please, I’ll show you the bright future I’ve planned for this—what’d you call it, Sue?—peninsular paradise.” He walked to the bar, refilled his wine, and pointed the remote at the same server who’d given it to him. “You. Dim the lights on your way out.” She did as asked without acknowledging she’d heard him and slipped out the door.
“Ladies and gents, I present to you Kaine Resort and Spa.”
Drone footage and renderings depicting Trevor Kaine’s vision of what he believed Alvin’s Landing “deserved” filled the screen. The comfortable inn, with its lodge-like feel, would become a white-washed resort. An infinity pool would replace the lawn and fire pits; the Rowdy Cormorant would no longer welcome locals as well as tourists and instead become a piano bar specializing in twenty-dollar martinis, ten-dollar craft beers, and shared plates that weren’t big enough for one person, let alone two. There would be a luxurious spa with a menu of the most exclusive treatments. Gone would be the shack that still provided bait to the working anglers who docked at the marina. Gone would be the working anglers, their boats replaced by obnoxious yachts with names like Diamond Destiny and Liquid Serenity. Lars watched with avaricious glee, glancing between Kaine and the screen. Evelyn looked like she was going to be sick.
It took eleven minutes to detail the plans Kaine had for the inn, which were bad enough. Then, for the next nine, the video explained why there would no longer be a fishing shack; he was replacing it with a pro shop and a nineteenth hole—a pro shop and a nineteenth hole because he planned to turn the adjoining Reserve into a golf course. 
William gripped Alex’s hand. This was the opposite of what a place like Alvin’s Landing should be. Kaine was going to make this comfortable getaway into one more cookie-cutter resort that catered to the one-percenters.
The lights went up and Kaine waited expectantly for applause. Four people clapped: Nick, Lars, and Harriet, of course, plus the Barbie in the shadows, who somehow managed to shift the folders she carried gracefully. I would have dropped everything, Alex thought, and realized she might be a tiny bit envious of the woman. Might be? Certainly.
“Mr. Kaine,” Harriet gushed. “What marvelous plans you have. I can’t wait to share the news.”
“Debbie will get you all the details before you leave at the end of the week, right, Debbie?”
The blonde nodded. “Absolutely, Mr. Kaine.”
Harriet tittered. “How exciting!” then looked around the room, lingering on the solid log beams that supported the A-frame. “Modernizing this place is going to make all the difference. I’d love to sit down with you and learn more about your plans.” 
Oh my word, Alex thought. Harriet was actually trying to flirt with the man.
William squeezed her fingers again. “She’s not worth it,” he muttered under his breath.
Kaine glanced at them, peeved that everyone wasn’t as rapt as Harriet, and then responded to his newest fan. “I’m unavailable this week, but I’m sure Nick can spare some time for you, right, Nick?”
Nick, who’d been quiet during the presentation, nodded. “It would be my pleasure. Harriet, right? Don’t you focus on luxury destinations?”
“Oh, yes. Finding only the best of the best is my specialty.”
“Perfect,” he said. “After we finish up here, let’s set a time.” Nick turned to Kaine. “You’ve got something else to tell them, don’t you?”
“Yes, I do. Thanks for the pitch,” Kaine replied, acting like he was catching a football before glancing at the tourism director. “Sue, I know you’ve got a tour of the Reserve set up for tomorrow morning. I decided that’s the perfect opportunity to show everyone how we’re capitalizing on the natural beauty of the park to create the premier golf course in the country.” 
He looked directly at Harriet. “You’re going to love it.” 
Harriet beamed. Nick smirked. Sue and Evelyn simmered. Lars practically drooled. The rest stared in stunned silence. 
During Kaine’s presentation, the staff had set up a buffet on the terrace and put place settings on the outside tables. Evelyn invited everyone to eat and conversation gradually returned. Alex heard snippets here and there. “A golf course?” “But that shack is so charming.” “I thought the lobby looked great.” She was glad to hear she wasn’t the only one appalled by the direction Kaine’s investment would take The Mast. 
She was also glad he didn’t recognize her, not that, as she had told William, she thought he would. It had been years since she’d sat in the back of the courtroom during his trial and conviction for fraud. During his testimony, the megalomaniac had even made eye contact with her and winked, obviously not realizing that she was Alex Paige, the journalist who had unearthed his scheme to defraud investors in his supposedly luxurious high-rise condominiums. Shortcuts and cheap materials would have ensured the building’s collapse if she hadn’t discovered that he was pocketing the difference between his invoices and the actual purchase orders. 
Her investigation thwarted Kaine’s plans to replace brownstones housing independent restaurants, retail shops, and bars with condos and parking garages. Fortunately, although she couldn’t save the historic brownstones, Alex exposed Kaine’s treachery before construction could begin, so only livelihoods, instead of lives, were lost.






  
  Chapter 4


One of those livelihoods was Coda. The club had been in the same underground spot for years and Alex lost count of the number of times she’d taken the bus home at two in the morning after listening to the top jazz and blues musicians in the country. 
She remembered the night six years ago when she learned that her favorite hangout, as well as all the other small businesses on the block, were under threat. 
Alex had been gone for a month on an assignment investigating an embezzling ring in the southern part of the state. Seeing how those politicians had betrayed their constituents affected her deeply, and she knew she couldn’t pursue those types of stories for much longer. Alex tasted bile just thinking about it and she needed a distraction or she’d never get to sleep. She finished unpacking and, even though it wasn’t quite dusk and the band didn’t start until the sun went down, she left her Lincoln Park condo and took a bus to the club. She found Georgia, Coda’s owner, sitting hunched over the bar and swirling a rocks glass of brown liquor, staring at the whisky as it spun in circles. 
“Grab a drink while you can,” Georgia said, her voice husky from decades of smoke-filled rooms.
Alex sat next to her. “What’s up?”
“They won’t renew the lease. They’ve sold the building.” Georgia nodded to the bartender and then tilted her head at Alex. “Get her one of these,” she said.
“How long have you got?”
“Two months.”
“So soon?” The bartender set a scotch in front of Alex and she took a drink. Smooth. Smoky. Georgia’s drinking the good stuff, she thought. Things must be really bad.
“Yep.”
“Can you open somewhere else?”
“Here? In Chicago? No. It’s too expensive and the lawyers wiped me out.” Georgia waved at the liquor lined up in rows on the mahogany bar. “What you see on those shelves is basically all I’ve got left.”
“What are you going to do?” Alex asked.
“Head back home, I ‘spose, although I haven’t been there much in the past thirty years. My grandson knows a place I can play.” Georgia swiveled on her barstool to face the stage at the back of the room. The band, normally keyed up before their gig, looked as despondent as Georgia. “I’ll lose my band, and that sucks. These guys are the best.” 
They were pros, though, and they rallied when the lights went down. It was one of the best nights of music they’d had. Alex was determined to do what she could to save such a special place.
Unfortunately, proving what Kaine was up to took too long and the entire block, including Coda, was demolished. She did, however, feed the information about the payoffs and underhanded transactions to people who could actually do something about them.
Kaine was out of prison within nine months and was back wheeling and dealing. By then, Alex had moved on. Right after the trial, she turned in her press badge and started her new career as a travel writer. She was much happier, although she sometimes missed the thrill of the chase, of bringing down the bad guys.
And now here he was, ready to destroy another special place. Alex felt like Sisyphus, but she was determined to find out what, exactly, was happening. She knew there was something shady, not only because Kaine was involved, but because an aura of greed surrounded Nick and Lars like smog blanketing a factory-filled valley.
“Yoo-hoo, you here?” William moved in front to block her view of the men standing by the windows. The trio had barely moved four feet from the bar the entire night.
She pulled her gaze towards her friend. “Yeah, sorry. Just thinking about, you know,” and she pointed her chin at Kaine et al.
“Have I told you lately how good you look?” he asked.
Alex grinned. William was one of a kind. “Thank you, dear man.” She turned around and crooked her elbow. “I think it’s time for us to learn more about the Rowdy Cormorant since we didn’t get much of a taste earlier, don’t you?”
He put his arm through hers. “Lead on, Lady Macduff.”
Alex wanted to say goodnight to Evelyn but didn’t see her. Sue, however, was talking to Harriet near the doors. “Bye, Sue,” she said as they neared the tourism director. “See you in the morning.”
“Great. I’ll be in the lobby at 7:30,” Sue replied and hurried down the stairs.
“Bye, Bill and Alexis. Don’t be late. You wouldn’t want to miss any of the tour,” Harriet said in a voice designed for others to overhear.
Enough. Alex stopped in her tracks and turned to face her. “His name is William,” she clipped, and Harriet’s chin dropped. “My name is Alex. Period.”
Alex whipped around and headed to the lobby, refusing to look back. She could hear William behind her. He didn’t say a word. Simply followed her. 
They reached the bottom of the stairs and she turned tightly, controlling her movements lest she fly out of control. She squeezed her eyes shut, breathed deeply, and opened them to look at her friend with embarrassed frustration. “I know I shouldn’t let her get to me, but I’ve had to put up with that woman and her condescension and her belittling since my very first press trip. She knows darn well what our names are, and she intentionally changes them to suit whatever agenda she has.”
“I know,” William said calmly.
Alex sank into one of the tufted leather couches across from the globe and pictured herself circumnavigating, flying high above the drama below. “Ever since my diagnosis, I’ve thought so much about who I am and what I want and what’s important to me, and part of that is knowing that I can’t let people like her walk all over me.”
“I understand, but she’s insignificant. She doesn’t deserve your attention, let alone your ire.”
“I know. I know. I know.” Alex ran her fingers through her short hair. She still wasn’t used to its length, or lack thereof, but at least it was growing back. “Gawd, she gets to me, though.”
William sat sideways on the couch so he could face her and took her hands in his. “Alex, you are the strongest woman—person—I know. What you’ve been through in the past year is enough to fell anyone.” He took a deep breath. 
“I also know you have an intense sense of right and wrong, and to see Kaine, that poster child for greed, here, of all places, has to be too much. Throw Miss ‘I Only Highlight The Best Of The Best,’” and here William gagged, which made Alex smile, “into the mix and I’m surprised you didn’t start punching.”
Alex inhaled to speak.
“But… “ he put his finger on her lips to stop her. “But I haven’t seen you in a year and a half, and you look great, and I look great, and I hear there’s supposed to be a great jazz band less than five minutes away, and maybe that oh-so-fine boat captain will be there, and if he is and you make me miss him or the music because you want to go all Indignant Defender of the Wronged on me, then I may not speak to you again the rest of the week.”
By the time he was done, Alex was laughing and put her hands up in surrender. “Fine, fine. You win, oh wise one.”
William crooked his arm this time and she snaked hers through. “Promise you’ll behave?” he asked.
“Not on your life. Now stop badgering me. I think I hear a sax calling my name.”






  
  Chapter 5


Alex stopped so suddenly that William bumped into her. “What?” he asked. 
“It can’t be,” she said with awe.
“What is it? Is something wrong?”
“No, something’s right! I’d know that voice anywhere. It’s Georgia Brannigan.”
“Of Coda-fame? That Georgia?” Any time William came to Chicago, Alex bemoaned she couldn’t take him to her favorite club.
“Yes!” She grabbed his hand and pulled him towards the door. She yanked it open and Georgia’s husky tones and exuberant piano playing blasted her in the face. She felt indescribable joy. It had been six years since she’d heard that music, six long years. She’d often wondered what happened to Georgia after the building her club had occupied for decades was demolished, but with Alex’s new travel writing career, and then cancer, she never looked her up. 
Alex found two seats at the bar and they bellied up. She was a bar person. Any time she traveled, she wanted to find the local hangout because that’s where, logically, she’d meet the locals. She turned to smile at the person next to her and realized it was Evelyn. “Hi, Evelyn! You’ve got Georgia Brannigan here? That is amazing.”
Evelyn, who’d been staring into her cocktail, looked up and smiled. “You know Georgia? Small world.”
“Yeah,” William agreed. “What are the odds?”
Alex craned to see the band, tapping her foot as the music buffeted her like a Midwestern thunderstorm. “Actually, they’re pretty good. This area’s a big feeder market for Chicago, and vice versa. They come here to get away from the chaos of the city, and people from here go there to get a little more excitement.”
Evelyn was nodding her head. “Exactly. I went to school in Evanston and spent my first years in hospitality in downtown Chicago. I used to go to Georgia’s club any chance I could.”
“Coda?” Alex asked with surprise, and Evelyn nodded. “Seriously? We probably passed each other on the way to the bathroom, or at the bar. That was my favorite hangout when I was reporting.”
“Small world,” Evelyn said again.
“How’d she end up here?”
Evelyn grinned. “Believe it or not, she’s from here. After she lost her club, she came back home. As soon as I found out, I scooped her up before anybody else could.” Her smile faded. “Now I’m afraid she’s going to lose another one, and it’s all my fault.”
Alex looked at her with alarm. “How could it be your fault, Evelyn? It’s nobody’s fault but that greedy SOB’s.”
Evelyn shook her head. “She lost her Chicago club because of him. I didn’t know it was Kaine, but it doesn’t matter.” Her voice softened to a whisper, and Alex could barely hear her over the music. “I just didn’t know what else I could do. It was the only way to save this place, but it’s not saving it at all.”
“You can’t blame yourself for grasping at what you thought was a lifeline,” Alex said.
William, who’d been silent, spoke up. “She’s right, you know.” He paused. “How did Kaine get involved in the first place?”
Evelyn’s lips compressed into a thin, angry line. “That’s a long story.” The front door opened and her head swiveled to the entrance; her eyes burned at the man who’d entered. “One that involves him.” She put her hands on the bar and stared at her left ring finger, then decisively removed the gaudy diamond ring. “Please excuse me for a moment.”
Alex and William watched Evelyn stride purposefully towards Nick. At first he smiled, but then he seemed to realize he was in big trouble. He reached his hand out to her. She turned it over and put the ring in his palm. 
Nick looked at it in disbelief. “You can’t be serious!” he sputtered. “Because of him? Because I brought in someone who could save this dump?” he gestured wildly.
“Uh-oh,” Alex and William said together.
Evelyn’s face flushed a deep red, then slowly returned to normal. Although they couldn’t see her eyes, Alex was positive fire was leaping out of them. In the background, Georgia called a break, and the bar was suddenly quiet. Quiet enough for everyone to hear Evelyn’s response.
“Get. Out.”
“Evelyn, be reasonable,” he pleaded. “Can’t we
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