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CHAPTER ONE
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Alysha

––––––––
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No need to wait for tomorrow’s Gazette. News of a body recently discovered was all over town. According to rumours, a woman’s body had been found beneath renovation materials at the old movie theatre on the main street. I’d driven by the place on my way home. A couple of police cars and the usual crowd of onlookers left no doubt something suspicious had happened.

As for me, I’d heard the news earlier when a client coming into Bennett Howes’ real estate office had shared the revelation - with a little too much enjoyment in my opinion.

Cassie DeSouza, our cook at Leven Lodge, and never-ending information pipeline, had likely been more than happy to bring all the residents up to speed as well. In my mind’s eye I could see her even now, putting her theories forth to anyone there who’d listen. 

The workday for me had ended, and these thoughts were on my mind as I returned home. I sighed to myself, grateful to have avoided seeing anyone as I made my way up to the third floor of Leven Lodge.

First order of the day - shed my professional appearance and get comfy. Brush out the hair product which keeps my curls in line and find my yoga pants. Not that I do yoga - running’s my thing. And I hoped to have time before dinner to manage at least a short run.

Sitting at my desk at the top of the renovated farmhouse meant being in my happy place. Although I had a town-based office as a realtor apprentice at Bennett Howes Real Estate brokerage, I preferred my spot overlooking the meadow where the alpacas we raised roamed all day. They never felt the cold and would enjoy the snow we’d see in the coming weeks. 

Thinking of snow reminded me I’d need to get another pair of casual dress pants hemmed. I preferred shorts and dresses in the warmer weather but being in the business world meant I needed dressier wear for colder weather. I’d procrastinated having pants hemmed - the curse of being just over five feet. Pants were always too long!

Bennett was an extraordinary mentor and I appreciated all I’d learned from him over the past months. He hadn’t earned the title of real estate king in Grant’s Crossing for nothing. He’s given me the confidence to strike out and start bringing in sales on my own. Earning commission meant extra funds at last for projects around Leven Lodge.

Not long after I started working with him, he’d met Nina Mikado, who is one of our temporary guests here. He’d fallen for her from the get-go, and it appeared they spent all their free time together. I hadn’t intended to be a matchmaker!

Grant’s Crossing had become a destination town for big-city folks. But there’s the irony. They want to leave the city for that small-town feel, but then they end up pushing for the conveniences they’re used to. Both Bennett and I are determined to have Grant’s Crossing retain its friendly small-town atmosphere. Finding the balance will be a challenge.

The upside? Houses were moving quickly, and demand threatened to outstrip supply. More than one developer had approached town officials for zoning permits.

The Rivermill Resort and Spa was a recent commercial addition and had quickly become a favourite for out-of-town visitors. Or maybe it was the notoriety around it due to a murder on the grounds back in the summer which made it popular?

Murder! That brought me back to the news today, and of course, to events earlier this year, when one of our residents, Dianne Mitchell, had come under suspicion. Leven Lodge, which I own and operate, is home to several interesting, retired folks. Dianne is not only a resident but has become a friend and we were all grateful when she’d been cleared of any implication in the murder, despite the fact her fiery temperament had the cops wondering if she’d been involved with the murder of a former lover, Sloane Jackson.

I admired her fashion sense and even though she lived with residents older than her, she’s not ready to give up her hairstylist, or cut back on her make-up budget. I’m working on my confidence level and could do worse than follow her example.

A couple of bills had arrived in the mail, and I put them to one side. My mind rested again on the latest town news, and I truly hoped this murder would have no connection to Leven Lodge or anyone who lived here! We’d had more than our fair share in the short time I’d been here.

Dinner would be served soon, and I predicted lively comments about the death. My boyfriend, Jeff Iverson, needed to get cleaned up before dinner. He spent most of his days with the alpacas I mentioned.

A knock at the door brought me to my feet. I barely had the door open before Dianne strode in, holding an ice pack to her face. “Can I have a word before dinner?”
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CHAPTER TWO
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Dianne

––––––––
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I stood behind the two old biddies in Grant’s Crossing Food Market and did a slow burn. People could be so ignorant, and age is no excuse.

Their white heads leaned together, each trying to outdo the other with their gossip and judgy comments. Marjorie Bell and Janice O’Hare were apparently experts on the newest residents of Leven Lodge.

“And you’d think after they’ve lived in this country, they’d wear normal clothes,” said Marjorie. To which Janice replied, with an Irish lilt, “Government’s letting too many immigrants in.”

Double standards; still alive and well.

They moved closer to the cashier and began putting items on the conveyor belt. If I recalled correctly, these two spinsters shared an apartment over one of the stores on the main street. I imagined them sitting for hours at a time, watching the street, and making comments about all who passed within their line of sight.

I knew they were referring to Sasitha and Bachan Patel, who had recently moved into Leven Lodge, the retirement home where I also lived. They’d raised a few eyebrows when they first arrived to be sure, but I enjoyed the change-up in our group dynamics and was happy to have them. Leven Lodge accommodated eight residents and we would be a full house again with the return of Minnie Parker - probably the most colourful and eccentric character I’ve ever met. 

Minnie was elderly, and cranky. After a dramatic shift in her mental health, she’d been briefly hospitalised - about the same time I had been under suspicion of murder - and was expected back as early as tomorrow. To say we’d had an eventful summer would be an understatement! 

But I’ve digressed. Back to my predicament.

The check-out girl ignored the nosy hags’ snide comments as she processed their order. She was young and I hoped more tolerant of her world outlook than her customers. I glanced at the tongue-waggers’ purchases. It made me grateful the lodge supplied a variety of meals for its residents. No fish fingers or frozen pizzas for us!

The red plastic divider went on the conveyor belt, and I began to place the few items I had. I faltered when I heard Marjorie’s accusation. “Dollars to donuts, they had something to do with that body, too!”

Oh, brother – they’d pushed the wrong button. I tapped Marjorie on the shoulder. “Excuse me. You’re personal friends with the Patels, are you?” Sarcasm would probably be lost on them, but I continued. “Saw one of them commit murder as well? Guess you should be talking to the police and not wasting everyone’s time here!” And of course, my voice had risen like a thermometer the longer I talked. Not the first time I’ve had an audience.

I was gratified to see Marjorie’s face turn a lovely beet red. The satisfaction was short-lived. Janice pulled her friend back and flew into my face quicker than lightning. “Mind your own business, Miss Mitchell. Marj has a right to her opinion.” The spittle in the corner of her mouth was a nice touch and I backed up a step.

“Not when it affects the character of someone I know.” The fire was lit, and I knew I should stop, but I didn’t. “You know, Karma is a bitch and I hope she brings friends to everyone who gossips and spreads rumours. It’s not so much fun when you’re on the receiving end.”

I saw it coming but couldn’t move fast enough. The shove from Janice pushed me back into an unsteady display of canned tomatoes and down I went. Not small cans either. The extra-large size and two of them bounced off my face. The only sound I heard came from cans rolling on the tile floor in all directions.

Then it got noisy. A staff person helped me to my feet. A couple of shoppers applauded, but whether for me or the tittle-tattle twins I didn’t know or much care. I needed to get out of there, my mind already calculating where I’d need to go for my shopping needs in the future.

Someone handed me a grocery bag with a hurried explanation. “They’re paid for, but I think you should leave and get some ice on your face.” Expressions on faces ranged from disbelief to smirks. I grabbed the bag and forced myself to exit with some dignity. Back in my car, I gingerly touched my cheekbone. The rear-view mirror was not kind.

I’d need to talk to Alysha first before news of this got to her ears.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Alysha

––––––––
[image: image]


So much for my brief moment to enjoy the satisfaction of another successful house closing. I’d wanted to savour the accomplishment of one more credit to my growing real estate career. Whatever had happened to Dianne meant I wouldn’t be going for a run with Jeff, either. I’d been this close to changing into my running gear! Interruptions went with the territory of owning a retirement home - especially when you lived there as well.

Jeff and I had taken on the operation of Leven Lodge together. We’d been living together since university, and he happily agreed to stay with me when I decided to take up the inheritance I’d been given. We were opposites in a lot of ways. Jeff’s a computer nerd and knows his way around a barbecue grill. He’s tall, and his sweet personality goes over well with the older ones - especially the ladies. Most of them were at least thirty years older than Jeff, so I didn’t need to be jealous.

I tried not to sigh as visions of a head-clearing run in the cool autumn air dissolved. What the heck. Jeff wasn’t here yet anyway. Still out in the fields or barn caring for the alpacas - not enough hours in the day for him when it comes to his pride and joy. Don’t get me wrong, he also is responsible for other chores; yard work, minor maintenance and takes a run to the dump at least once a week. Some days I felt as if I needed to schedule time with him to make sure we saw each other.

“Alysha?”

“Oh, sorry. Lots on my mind. What on earth happened?”

“That’s what I’m here to tell you. And I wanted to catch you before dinner.” She strode further into the apartment, headed for the sofa and parked her butt.

She pulled the ice pack away from her face and I winced. “Ouch. Hope you’ve got ample make-up to match the bruises. Would a glass of wine help?” And then with some guilt at not asking first, I offered an apology by asking if she’d seen a doctor. She told me she wasn’t going to bother.

Dianne smiled at me as she repositioned the ice pack against her face. “I’ve never heard you use sarcasm. But take it from me, not everyone will get it and it’s not your style. Thanks for the offer, but I’ve taken some pain pills so I’d better pass. Raincheck?”

“Of course. Anytime. Now tell me how you earned the new look? And how’s the other guy’s face?”

She chuckled. “Oh, no, Alysha. I’m the only one sporting bruises. But there’s a couple of people I know who could do with a bump or two!”

Dianne proceeded to tell me about her confrontation at the market regarding the Patels. I sensed she might be elaborating a bit on the shoving match resulting in her injuries, but that’s Dianne. If what she told me was true, I might have said something in the store as well. She wasn’t quite finished, and I let her vent.

“I can’t understand the narrow-mindedness of some people. The Patels are a terrific couple and make a welcome addition to the Lodge and Grant’s Crossing. I’m sorry, Alysha, those small-minded people upset me and it’s no secret I have a motor mouth. I am more than a little embarrassed now, but I did want you to hear it from me, first.” She stood. “Sorry, I know you’re only just home from work and I’ve taken enough of your time.”

“Not a problem, but as long as you’re certain you don't need medical attention, I’ll need to move you along. I appreciate you coming to me. Nothing worse than a blindside, so thanks.” We moved toward the door, but I inwardly groaned when I heard footsteps approaching. Now what?

I opened the door, diverting another knock. The home’s housekeeper, Jan Young, stood there.

Where would I be without Jan? Her stabilizing influence reached all corners of Leven Lodge. She’s become a mother-figure to me and keeps me grounded.

Over the summer a few grey strands had made their mark in her beautiful long black hair. I envied her make-up free complexion. To me, she didn’t resemble her age.

Her wide grin and sparkling brown eyes made me believe she had news. Uncharacteristic of her, she also seemed flustered. Her hands twisted at the apron around her waist.

“Alysha!” And then she noticed Dianne. “Oh my! What happened?” Without waiting for an answer, she circled back to the reason she’d come. Dianne’s face came second to Jan’s news. “You’ll never guess. Minnie’s here! The hospital released her a day early. She arrived by taxi, and I’ve taken her to her room. Thankfully, she had been accompanied by an aide. Someone’s signals got crossed and I never received a phone call to let me know, but all the paperwork is in order.”

She finally ran out of steam, and I could get a word in edgewise. “And how is she?”

“Better than I expected. She seems happy to be home and made no fuss. I guess we’ll have to wait and see.”

“Wow. So much for schedules, right? Are you okay? You said you had everything ready for her tomorrow, so... I’m glad she’s back.”

Jan nodded. “I think so, little one. But coming this late in the afternoon - I don’t know if she’ll want dinner.” And then her eyes returned to Dianne.

“Jan, take a breather. I’ll go and welcome Minnie back into the fold, you can let Dianne provide the war details. Stay up here for a bit, where no one can find you, I hope.”

Jan straightened out her apron and went to Dianne. “My, what a bump. Okay, let’s hear it, Dianne. But the condensed version please, I have to help Cassie with dinner.”

I slipped out of the room, leaving Dianne and Jan to catch up. I ran down the stairs and tentatively knocked on Minnie's door.

I fixed a smile on my face to greet her, not sure what to expect. She’d been hospitalized after a breakdown in the summer. A long-time resident of the home, she had a contentious streak and didn’t play well with others. But thanks to my grandmother, Estelle Grant, Minnie was forever promised a home with Leven Lodge.

She possessed a sharp tongue and spoke without a filter, but she was as much a part of our home as anyone. Her and her knitting. I wondered if she still knitted like a fiend.

When she had her breakdown, we learned her story. And came to understand some of her eccentricities. Hoarding had been the worst, with offensive odours from rotting food affecting Dianne the most. Their rooms shared a bathroom and a dank and offensive smell often pervaded Dianne’s space and clung to Minnie herself.

All in the past now, the hoarding anyway, and I anxiously wondered what therapy had done for her over the weeks she’d been under care. While she’d been away all the residents voiced their concern for her.

So, I was astonished, to say the least when her door opened and the tiny birdlike woman - one of the few people I could look eye-to eye with - threw her arms around my neck.

“Oh, Alysha, it’s so good to see you and thank you for having me back.”

“Minnie, you look wonderful... and rested. Welcome home. The others will be happy to see you. Will you join us for dinner tonight?” 

“I don’t think so. Not tonight. I need to settle in and unpack. I bought some new clothes. Frank helped me pick them out. He’s been marvellous to me.”

It was like a different woman speaking. Minnie had always been thrifty with her words; she’d said more in the last few minutes than I’d ever heard. “I understand, of course. How about I have a tray brought up and you can eat while you unpack?”

“If it’s no trouble? I will be down for breakfast.”

“No trouble at all. The others will be so anxious to see you! And I’m happy to hear Frank has been helpful. He’s been a loyal friend to you for a long time.”

She nodded and lowered her eyes. Was she shy about mentioning Frank? They did have a history. Frank Adams, our part-time gardener and general handyman, had known Minnie for decades - they’d nearly married at one point. Age and arthritis slowed him a bit, but his help around the grounds, and with Minnie, was invaluable.

“If you change your mind, we’ll be meeting in the front room in thirty minutes for the usual Happy Hour.” Even though Minnie never drank alcohol, she loved our Happy Hours. There would usually be someone who made a target for one of her barbs.

“Not tonight, Alysha, but thank you. I’m nervous to see everyone again. Will they accept me back? And Dianne? How did she ever put up with me?”

“Minnie, take your time and only join us when you are comfortable. Oh, and we have some new guests I believe you will like. Did Frank mention them to you? The Patels. They’re in the McTaggarts old room.”

“Poor Jock and Bea. Seems a long time ago now.”

At the risk of a sentimental slide into memories of those no longer with us, I changed gears. “So don’t forget I’ll have a tray brought up in a little bit. But if you need anything, let me, or Jan know. Okay?”

I moved away and wonder of wonders she smiled at me. I’ll have a word with Frank - he’ll probably be able to add a bit more information.

My watch said there’d be no run now. But I did hear Jeff greeting someone in the kitchen below. So, he’d finally torn himself away from the alpacas. If not before dinner, then afterwards, we needed to talk. Time for a re-adjustment, or a refocus of his time - on me!
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Dianne

––––––––
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The swelling had subsided, but I didn’t have enough foundation, or skill, to disguise the dark bruises forming on my cheek. I had my story at the ready and rehearsed it again as I headed downstairs for breakfast.

A copy of the morning Gazette lay on a table in the front hallway. Of course, the body discovered yesterday warranted headline status. But there were scant details. Suspicious death, next of kin not yet notified, police investigating, and so on. The theatre undergoing renovations had been a hot topic of late around here. An established theatre group - The Countryside Players - had outgrown their small facility about twenty minutes away from Grant’s Crossing and had recently bought the old movie theatre. They’d even scored a funding grant from the town council to help them establish their presence. Another future tourist draw. Some of our gang had already volunteered to take part in behind-the-scenes activities. Well, it would all be on hold for a while now, I guess.

Chattering voices and the enticing lure of fresh coffee said Leven Lodge’s day had started. No one paid much attention as I poured myself a coffee from the side table and took my place. All eyes were on our returning Minnie Parker.

When I’d last seen the feisty senior, she had lost all her belligerence and fighting spirit. And boy, over the years, we had some lively matches. No one had been safe from her verbal attacks - except Frank. But one day this past summer it all came crashing down, literally, for her and led to a hospital stay. Today, she wore updated clothes and – wait – was that a smile on her face?

Any concerns I entertained about her reaction to the Patels were non-existent. Minnie sat next to Sasitha Patel, who couldn’t do enough for her – passing her the butter, filling her water glass. Her husband, Bachan, who was always pleasant, ensured his wife’s plate was never empty. A little too much sweetness for me first thing in the morning. Quite the reverse to how our former residents, Jock and Bea McTaggart, behaved.

The Patels were an attractive couple, to say the least. In their late sixties, I’d heard, they didn’t look their age. Bachan sported a greying and neatly trimmed beard, which contrasted so well against his dark skin. He retained a youthful vigour and build. The air of confidence he carried only added to his overall appeal. And Sasitha? A classic beauty, with her still jet-black hair. She usually wore it long, flowing over her shoulders. They both favoured colourful clothing and we’d been awed whenever Sasitha dressed in one of her exquisite sarees. The classic Nehru jackets which Bachan preferred suited him. Stunning. She was a little shorter than her husband, and her svelte figure put me to shame.

Rose Edwards raised a questioning eyebrow at me as I sat down, but her twin sister, Lily Courtemanche, hadn’t even glanced my way. And Philip McGee, our retired university professor? I wouldn’t expect a comment from him unless the place was on fire, or he’d misplaced his elbow-patched sweater.

Nina Mikado hadn’t made it downstairs yet, and Alysha and Jeff had followed me in. Alysha unusually quiet, and Jeff wore a scowl. I noticed they greeted others but didn’t say much to each other. At least Alysha spoke to me, in low tones.

“Morning, Dianne. Still tender?” 

“A little, yes. But no one seems to have noticed. Minnie’s taken the spotlight.”

Alysha smiled. “No kidding. Hope you’re not upset?”

“I’ll survive. So, you talked with her last night. How is she?”

“I need to speak with Jan later about medications and follow-up appointments. But, overall, I’d say she’s made a remarkable recovery. I feel like we have to get to know her all over again.”

“Sasitha has taken a shine to her. Look.”

Sasitha had clasped Minnie’s hands in her own. “Oh, my dear new friend, Minnie. I am thinking we will be the best of friends. One hundred percent. What do you say?”

A year ago, Minnie would have never allowed such familiarity. And I could only imagine the reaction our Minnie of old would have had. Today, she offered a bashful smile to Sasitha. “I hope so, too. You know, I wasn’t here when you arrived. What made you decide to come to Grant’s Crossing?”

Sasitha’s eyes sparkled, and she glanced around the table. “I am knowing everyone here has heard already our story. May I repeat for Minnie?”

No one disagreed and once Bachan refilled his wife’s glass with more orange juice she began.

“My most lovely husband, Bachan and I, had an arranged marriage where we lived in Pune, India. We were young and that was the way. A very happy thing we liked each other.” She giggled.

I never grew tired of the obvious affection Sasitha and Bachan had for each other. I stole a glance at Jeff and Alysha. She smiled, but a deep frown still creased his face.

Sasitha beamed at her husband. “Just as today, my husband has always been so handsome, and he became an actor! I was so proud. After some time, he found for me employment working on costume design for the movies as well. We met so many famous people! Later, dear Minnie, please come and see pictures I have of those days. You will enjoy.”

I glanced over at the sisters. Twins in name only. In their early seventies, they were as different as night and day. Both in physicality and personality. Rose had the bored expression of someone who’d heard a story a million times, but Lily sat with her hands cupping her head and nothing could tear her gaze away from Sasitha. I didn’t mind hearing it again. And Bachan? He never interrupted his wife and let her be the star when telling it. My cynical side said he likely knew better than to interrupt her, so she’d finish up already! But maybe not. They doted on each other.

I refocused on Sasitha. “And then in 1975, we decided to leave India for your beautiful Canada. We already had friends living in Scarborough so that is where we went, too. For many years we lived there.”

Her smile dimmed, and I knew what was next. “In those years we had hopes for starting a family. To raise children and... But the gods determined no. Not one, but three children I miscarried. It was not to be.” She raised her hand to wipe at moisture leaking from her eyes. Not a sound from the table other than the tinkle of her numerous wrist bracelets.

Minnie reached out a hand and touched Sasitha’s arm. She, too, had suffered a miscarriage. She didn’t say a word, but if there was ever a poster for bonding moments, they’d be featured on it.

Sasitha patted Minnie’s hand and continued. “Many times, when we were not working, we liked to take drives out into the country. So many pretty small towns we found. Isn’t that right, babu?”

“Exactly as you say, priya.” Bachan’s warm, brown eyes were tender as he spoke to his wife. “Many happy hours we spent on these trips.”

“And so,” Sasitha picked up the tale. “When it came time to imagine retiring, we decided to make one of these beautiful places our home. We drove through Grant’s Crossing a year ago and knew we needed to be here.”

Lily clapped her hands in joy. “I love this story, and I’m so happy you decided to come here to live.”

Outbursts weren’t common for Lily, and she reddened immediately and gave the last piece of toast on her plate serious consideration.

Philip had remained silent during the recounting, but I sensed his agitation to get away from the table. He has autism and while he’s connected well with Jeff and Frank Adams, he prefers not to linger over meals or social gatherings. Books and alpacas are his escape.

Jan must have been waiting outside the dining room because as soon as Lily spoke, she entered and began clearing away the breakfast remains. Clearly, she’d given the Patels time to connect with Minnie and I gave her a smile of acknowledgement when our eyes met.

Still no sign of Nina. Not a surprise. Our spirited writer-in-residence wasn’t a morning person. Her temporary stay for the summer had been extended to the end of the year. Not without some challenges. Her tiny mutt, Hemingway, being chief among them. When she’d shown an interest in developing a story, using the twins as role models, Rose and Lily had cajoled Jan and Alysha into extending her stay. To the surprise of some, Lily had a way with Hemingway and her promise to keep him out of Jan’s prized gardens helped nudge Jan toward agreeing. In my humble opinion, her romance with Alysha’s boss accounted for most of her absences.

Jan’s entrance signalled the end of breakfast, although we were all free to hang around for as long as we wanted. Philip was the first to leave, with the twins not far behind.

And still, Jeff and Alysha had barely spoken. Jeff pushed his chair away. Alysha reached for his arm. “A run later?”

“Not sure,” he mumbled and left.

The Patels stood, and Sasitha put a hand on Minnie’s shoulder. “Please, come with us. We have much to talk about.”

Minnie smiled up at her new friend. “Can I see some of those pictures you mentioned?” Then she turned to me. “Oh, and Dianne? I hope those bruises on your face aren’t as painful as they look.”

I was floored and had no response. Who was this person and what had happened to the Minnie of old? What a difference. Was it too good to be true? Guess I hadn’t needed to have a story ready to explain the bumps and bruises after all. But the day wasn’t over.

And then they were gone, leaving me with Alysha.

“Right. What’s going on with you two?”
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CHAPTER FIVE

[image: image]


Alysha

––––––––
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I’d have to delay this conversation. “Sorry, Dianne, I have a busy day ahead of me. Can we talk after supper this evening?”

She nodded. “Sounds like a plan. How about I see if Jan’s available for one of our tete-a-tetes? I think we’re overdue for one.”

Jan, Dianne, and I had developed a routine of meeting on a semi-regular basis to catch up on Leven Lodge-related items. Dianne had earned our trust to be included, but I stayed on the alert to ward off any potential gossip. I counted Dianne as a true friend, even though she was old enough to be my mother, but her tendency toward hearsay and sarcasm needed watching. Otherwise, we three made a strong and united team.

“I’ll leave it with you. Right now, I have to fly. Later.”

True, I did have a busy day ahead of me and not much time to reflect on Dianne’s question. What was going on with Jeff and me? 

Knowing Dianne, she’ll demand answers but I’d rather Jan’s voice of reason than her jaded and often disparaging comments of men in general.

The sun shone in a cloudless, brilliant blue sky as I drove into town. Thanksgiving was behind us, and we now had a typical fall day. I pushed aside all thoughts of Dianne and Leven Lodge and planned my workday.

With two scheduled house showings, phone calls to make, and an overflowing email inbox, there’d be scant time to think about much else.

My morning had been going well. I now added the possibility of listing a new property in the next day or two, and I felt pumped. I’d just hung up the phone when the front door to the business swept open, and I heard, “There you are, chickie.”

Like an elevator in freefall, my mood dropped. Nina Mikado’s personality ran to extremes, and I couldn’t even imagine why she’d come looking for me. Today’s outfit may have been meant to represent beautiful autumn colours, but the exaggerated size of bright yellow and red maple leaves adorning her tunic top made me blink. I scanned for signs of her muse, Hemingway. She’d often wrap up her tiny dog in a sling disguised as a scarf. But not today; he was absent. Lily had become fond of the dog and never hesitated to dog-sit, so I assumed that was the case today.

“Something I can help you with, Nina?” I vowed to be all business.

She pranced across the room and sat in the chair on the other side of my desk. Her flowery scent drifted in behind her. “No, nothing important. I came into town for this and that, and thought I’d like to see where you work.”

More likely hoping to see Bennett, I thought.

She scanned the small office that was mine, for now. “You could do with some plants or some art on










[image: image]























































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
\ACTING OFF-SCRIPT.

A G’ant’s Crossing StOl’Y





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





