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        Dark Deeds

        Book 4

        Megan Scott/Michael Elliott Mystery series

      

      

      Where evil lurks, no one is safe.

      The suspicious fire that destroyed the shed exposes a surprise corpse—not what ghostwriter Megan Scott and investigative reporter Michael Elliott expected when they reserved a cabin at their friends’ lakeside resort in rural Ontario.

      Fear overshadows their visit like a looming storm. Their friends are receiving anonymous threatening letters. An elderly resident is reported missing. Locals are wary. They aren’t used to outsiders snooping around town, asking questions.

      When Michael makes a connection to a cold case, evidence points to an ex-convict looking for revenge. He’s had reconstructive surgery. He could be anyone.

      Terror blankets the town as the body count mounts. The killer is playing dangerous mind games with everyone—especially with Megan. If she doesn’t find him first, she could well become his next victim.

      
        
        Praise for Dark Deeds:

      

      

      
        
        “Extremely well-plotted and punctuated with shocks… delivers great twists and turns.” (Reviewer)

      

      

      

      
        
        “A solid, well-written taut mystery .” (Reviewer)
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      Michael hunched over the steering wheel, our car headlights cutting through the darkness. With nothing to guide him but the random reflective post along the narrow country road, he kept a sharp lookout ahead.

      Leaning back, I gazed through the sunroof. Towering trees on both sides of the road blended into the starless sky, obscuring defining lines. The night was as soundless as it was black. We might as well have been in the middle of nowhere.

      Michael glanced at me. “I can’t stop thinking about that cold case file on my desk.”

      “It’s a miracle you managed to get a weekend off,” I said, “and now all you talk about—”

      “Hold on, Megan. You had back-to-back meetings with clients the past two months and couldn’t take time off either.”

      I sat up. “At least I’m home every night, not meeting sleazy informants in dark alleys.”

      He threw me a side-glance. “That’s a low blow.”

      “Not compared to the ones you got chasing the bad guys.”

      He frowned. “I happen to like my job.”

      I wished I could say the same about mine. At best, this weekend trip in late May pulled me away from my home office in our Montreal condo. After a week from hell that included lengthy meetings with clients who didn’t know what they wanted, to clients who obsessed about every project detail, I was ready to swap my ghostwriting job for Michael’s investigative reporting. Damn the risks.

      Well…not quite. I wasn’t one iota as brave as Michael.

      I looked at him. The headlights from the occasional oncoming car swept over his steadfast expression and intense blue eyes. I loved this determined aspect of him the most. “We’ve been promising Jessica and Ethan for months that we’d book a cabin at their new lodge in Lanark County. This trip is a good break from work. And your cold case files.”

      “That’s asking the impossible,” he said. “You already know that.”

      The sound of sirens crept up on us.

      My heart beat faster.

      A fire truck raced past—its red light bar flashing, tires spewing dust and stone pellets onto our windshield.

      I flinched, raised my hand in a protective gesture.

      Michael jerked and hit the brakes, lurching us both forward.

      My stomach did a flip.

      Michael touched my shoulder, his eyes fixed on me. “Are you okay?”

      My breath caught in my throat. “Oh, my God! We’re in the middle of nowhere. Who would have expected that?”

      “No kidding.”

      I opened the passenger window and took a gulp of fresh air, then closed it.

      A police car sped by, its siren blaring. The OPP insignia identified it as a cruiser belonging to the Ontario Provincial Police.

      My stomach did another flip. “I don’t have a good feeling about this. Jessica and Ethan just bought their property last fall. What if there’s a fire at their lodge?”

      Michael checked his rear view mirror before driving on. “We’ll find out soon enough.”

      A small white feather on the dashboard caught my eye. What was it doing here? Did it enter earlier when I opened the window? I tucked it inside my handbag.

      I looked up at the road and shuddered. A shadowy abyss surrounded us, making me all the more apprehensive about what we’d find when we arrived. “This road gives me the creeps.”

      Michael kept a steady gaze ahead. “We’re almost there.” His voice was calm, reassuring, but it did nothing to dispel my uneasiness.

      As we neared our destination, billows of white smoke rose above the trees to our left and vaporized in the air. My hand trembling, I pointed it out to Michael. “Isn’t that where we’re heading?”

      “Yes, and it doesn’t look good.”

      We took the turnoff to Jessica’s Lodge moments later and drove along a gravel road that separated the resort from the neighboring property on the right. A row of dense trees lined both sides of the road, giving my claustrophobia a boost. The tree-lined road ended abruptly, a stretch of asphalt replacing it. Michael veered left onto the path leading to the resort.

      I froze. A fire truck’s light bar flashed on Jessica and Ethan’s two-story clapboard house, thick smoke and flames shooting upwards.

      My heart picked up speed. “Oh, my God! Their house is on fire!” I had my hand on the door handle before Michael had turned off the engine.

      He peered through the windshield. “No—the flames are further back.”

      I jumped out and raced toward the scene, my heart thumping. Michael followed close behind.

      To the left of the house, flames engulfed a wood shed wide enough to store two mid-sized cars. Firefighters in protective gear battled the blaze with their high-pressure hose, blasting the shed and the lofty trees behind it, sending steam and wet debris flying into the sir, the rushing sound from their hoses competing with the crackling and hissing of the blaze.

      An OPP officer forced a small crowd of people to move back on the lawn, away from the fiery fringes. Another officer stood next to his cruiser and spoke into his police headset.

      I spotted Jessica holding Amy, her eighteen-month-old daughter, and hurried over. The child’s tiny arms wrapped tightly around her mother’s neck, the cherubic golden curls blended into her mother’s blonde shoulder-length hair. Ethan stood on Jessica’s left, unmoving, his strong chin jutting out. Shadows from the flames flickered across his troubled expression.

      “Jessica! Ethan!” I shouted above the noise. “Is everyone okay?”

      Jessica focused on me for a long moment, dazed. “Megan… Oh, you made it.” She hugged me with her free arm, then hugged Michael. Her eyes welled with tears and she wiped them away. “So good to see you guys again.”

      Ethan leaned forward to shake our hands. He stopped short of hugging us, which surprised me. He’d always been so expressive of his fondness for us. “Believe me, this isn’t the welcome we had in mind for you.”

      “Was anyone hurt?” Michael asked.

      Ethan glanced at the people huddled on the lawn, their hair blowing in the wind, their attention focused on the fiery scene. “No. The shed is the problem right now. It’s only a hundred feet away from our clapboard house. If a tiny spark hits it, we’re in big trouble. There’s still a chance the fire could spread to the forest and bordering properties.”

      A firefighter barked orders over the cracking of wood and gushing of water, drawing our attention. His team shifted their efforts to another section of the blaze.

      “The debris in the shed could have helped spread the fire,” Jessica said. “The previous owner had left old furniture and cardboard boxes in there.” Her lips quivered. “We also lost a 1960 Chevrolet Corvette that’s worth about fifty thousand dollars.”

      Michael’s eyes went wide. “What?”

      “It belongs to our neighbor,” Ethan said. “We bought this portion of land from his family next door with the agreement to continue storing the car here.”

      “I hope it’s insured,” Michael said.

      “Hey, that’s not my problem.” Ethan smirked. “They can’t even fix the broken window at the front of their house.”

      I exchanged a subtle glance with Michael. Ethan’s comments were impulsive and crude, not at all in line with the considerate man we knew.

      Ethan went on. “I’m more concerned about the new freezer they delivered here today. I told the delivery people to unload it in the shed. We had no place for it in the house. See that extension over there?” He pointed to a good-sized section jutting out from the side of the house. “That new storage area was supposed to be completed by now.” His jaw tightened in frustration.

      “The contractor told us he couldn’t finish the floor in the extension because the company had ordered the wrong hardwood,” Jessica said by way of explanation. “That’s why we had the delivery people place the freezer in the shed.”

      Ethan shook his head. “You can’t trust anyone to do anything right these days. It’s been one damn thing after the other—”

      The deafening sound of creaking timbers filled the air. The shed walls collapsed in slow motion, the roof caving in.

      The guests shrieked and tripped over one another in their panic to move back from the blaze.

      Ethan gaped at the fiery display, anguish sweeping over his face. “Oh, hell!”

      Jessica’s eyes moistened, and she tightened her grasp around Amy.

      I felt so sorry for them. I turned and met Michael’s gaze.

      He put his arm around me. “What rotten luck,” he whispered in my ear.

      I jumped as orange sparks burst like fireworks, then drifted and swirled in air drafts above the blaze. A firefighter shouted out orders, and the team repositioned the hose to prevent flames from spreading to the extension and nearby trees.

      “I’ve had enough of this.” Ethan edged toward Michael. “You and Megan are in cabin number five. If you want to drive me over there, I’ll give you a hand with the luggage.”

      “Sounds good.” Michael led the way to our car.

      I turned to Jessica. “Is everything okay with Ethan?”

      She juggled Amy in her arms, avoided my gaze. “Yes. Why?”

      I shrugged. “He seems different. Cynical. Not upbeat the way I remember him—especially from your wedding. The way he danced with you all night, how he sang along with the live band…”

      Her face lit up. “Michael’s singing wasn’t so bad either. Remember how exhausted we were by the time it was all over?” She giggled.

      “Yes.” I chuckled. “We slept for days.”

      A cloud swept over Jessica’s face. “Getting this place up and running was a lot of work. It still is, but I can’t depend on Ethan to help me. His high-tech job in Ottawa puts a lot of pressure on him. Overtime…deadlines… It only adds to his stress level.”

      That might explain his change in behavior. I hoped it was temporary. “You still have a day job, right?”

      She nodded. “Weekday afternoons at the public records office in Fernlea. And that’s after I serve breakfast and lunch to the guests here.”

      “How did you ever manage to get the resort ready so fast?”

      “I flipped out.” She feigned a low scream. “I had to oversee the landscaping and home renovations, and furnish the log cabins. Lots of work, but it was fun too.” Her smile faded. “The people are different here in Fernlea.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s a tight-knit community. Residents aren’t receptive to strangers moving in, and Ethan and I aren’t used to feeling like outsiders. Some of the things they’ve said to us were downright rude.”

      “Like what?”

      “Oh…silly things.” Her expression brightened in the next moment. “We made it, though. We finally realized our dream.”

      “I’m impressed,” I said. “As always.”

      Amy uttered a few words I couldn’t make out.

      “Who takes care of Amy?” I asked Jessica.

      At the mention of her name, Amy smiled at me and reached out to touch my hair. She let out a soft “ooh,” then pulled back and hugged her mother’s neck.

      “Mom often babysits her,” Jessica said.

      “She lives nearby?”

      “Only minutes down the road.”

      “That’s convenient.”

      “For both of us. After Dad died last year, she sold the farmland and didn’t have much to keep her occupied. Oh, she has lots of friends, but nothing replaces family. She’s the main reason we moved to Fernlea. Now her whole life revolves around Amy.” She turned around. “There she is, chatting with the guests.” She waved her over.

      Mrs. Holt waved back. After exchanging a few words with two middle-aged women in pastel tops and pants, she headed our way.

      “Jerm’y?” Amy said.

      “No, not Jeremy,” Jessica said. “He’s at home with his dad. Look, Granny’s here.”

      “Granny!” Amy held out her arms and slid into her grandmother’s grasp.

      “What were you doing there, Mom?” Jessica asked.

      “I was trying to calm your guests’ nerves,” Mrs. Holt said, her tone matter-of-fact.

      I took in her tall, elegant frame crowned with short, wavy white hair. If anyone could ease the guests’ apprehensions with her poised demeanor and comforting voice, it was Jessica’s mother.

      Mrs. Holt smiled at me. “Megan, welcome to Jessica’s Lodge.” She leaned over to hug me. “Jessica told me you and Michael had booked a cabin.” She scanned the grounds. “Where is that good-looking man of yours anyway?”

      “He went with Ethan to drop off our luggage in the cabin,” I said.

      “I’ll see him later then.” She turned to me. “You can’t believe how happy I am that my little family moved to Fernlea. I’ve been begging them for years to relocate here. Especially after Amy arrived.”

      Jessica hugged her mother. “And we finally did, Mom.”

      Amy reached over and touched Jessica’s shoulder. “Mama.”

      Mrs. Holt balanced Amy in her arms. “I hope you and Michael enjoy your stay here—regardless of this unfortunate mishap.” She gestured toward the shed. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to put this child to bed. We’ve had enough action for today, haven’t we, Amy? Say bye to Mama.”

      “Mama.” Amy waved as Mrs. Holt carried her to the house.

      “She’s adorable,” I said to Jessica. “Is Jeremy Amy’s little friend?”

      “No, he’s our caretaker. A seventeen-year-old who tends to the grounds and does maintenance work in the area. He lives with his father across the lake. Amy likes him. Since seniors make up half the population in Fernlea, there aren’t many children nearby.” She shrugged apologetically. “We’re sending Amy to daycare this fall. She’ll make new friends closer to her age then.”

      Drops of water hit my face. It was raining.

      A car pulled up and parked alongside Jessica’s house. A slim, dark-haired man got out of the driver’s side and hurried in our direction, his overcoat flapping in the wind. “Jessica, what happened?” His voice was raspy—a smoker’s voice.

      “There was a fire in the shed,” Jessica said. “They’re trying to stop it from spreading.”

      Worry lines formed across his forehead. “Do they have any idea what caused it?”

      “Not yet,” Jessica said.

      He switched his gaze to me. “Are you a guest here?”

      “Yes,” I said.

      “Oh…sorry about that.” Jessica introduced me to Foster Wade, an historian who had rented one of the cabins this week. “Megan is a very good friend. We go all the way back to our university days.”

      “That can’t be too long ago.” Foster grinned, causing wrinkles to gather around his deep-set eyes. “Pleased to meet you,” he said to me, then turned back to Jessica. “Did you have lots of stuff in the shed?”

      “Old furniture, a vintage car—”

      “A vintage car?”

      Jessica avoided his gaze. “We were storing it for a neighbor.”

      “That’s unfortunate.” He paused. “What about the freezer they delivered today?”

      “It’s probably destroyed too.”

      Foster pulled up his coat collar as the rain increased. “That was a bit of bad timing.”

      “You oversaw the delivery,” Jessica said. “It went well, didn’t it?”

      “Yes, it did.” He looked down, casting shadows on his face. “Not that it makes any difference now.”

      Jessica was about to say something but stopped. A firefighter was heading toward us with a determined stride.

      Foster placed a hand on Jessica’s shoulder. “I’ll see you tomorrow. Try to get some rest.” He slipped away to join the other guests.

      The firefighter walked up to Jessica. Dark smudges soiled his face and uniform. Beads of water glistened on his helmet. The acrid smell of burnt substances irritated my nasal passages with each breath I took.

      “Mrs. Bryant, I’m Captain Everest,” he said. “We’ve got a handle on the fire.” His tone was assertive. “We were able to spare some of the trees by the shed and prevent the fire from spreading.”

      “Thank you, Captain,” Jessica said. “I’ll let my husband know. Oh…I noticed a broken window on the property next door. As far as I know, no one lives there. Maybe the vandal is the same person who set fire to our shed.”

      “We’ll look into it.” He hesitated. “Are you and your husband new to this town?”

      “Yes. We moved in last fall.”

      He fixed her with a wary look. “We’ll need to assess the damage in the shed before we can estimate the dollar value of your losses. You’ll receive a report later on.” He gave a nod in her direction, causing water to slide off his helmet, then turned and rejoined his team.

      “Why would he want to know if you and Ethan are new residents?” I asked Jessica.

      “People in small towns are sometimes opposed to outsiders moving in and setting up a business,” she said. “Like I said, they know how to make us feel like outcasts.” She let the topic die on her lips.

      I glanced up. “How about that? No more rain.”

      “It hardly ever rains in Fernlea,” she said, “and when it does, it’s not for long.”

      Jessica’s curls had straightened out from the rain. I put a hand to my curly mane, knowing the rain had the opposite effect on me. Yep, my hair was even frizzier now.

      “Come on,” she said. “Let’s go see what the guys are up to.” She led me across the lawn.

      A burst of flames behind us lit up the grounds. The light revealed a semi-circle of log cabins not far from the lake’s edge ahead of us. Just as quickly, the firefighters overpowered the flames and plunged us into darkness once more.

      Unsure of my footing, I hung onto Jessica’s arm. “I can’t see a thing out here.”

      “That’s because you’re a city girl.” She laughed. “You’ll be able to see this place better in the sunlight tomorrow.”

      “I can’t wait. Do you like living here? Running the resort?”

      “Yes. Despite the threat of wildfires, I feel safe in Fernlea.” She sighed. “I’m eager for the day Ethan and I can quit our day jobs and retire here.”

      “I hope you get lots of customers,” I said.

      “Oh…you reminded me. Thank you. Thank you. Thank you.” Jessica wrapped her arm around me and hugged me, laughing. “That promotional package you put together for the resort was wonderful.”

      “My pleasure. It was a welcome change from my usual routine.”

      “We placed the ad in major newspapers right away and had a fantastic start. Our cabins are booked this week and into the next.” She paused. “That is, if word that we burnt down the neighbor’s vintage car doesn’t get around.”

      I shared her anxiety. Bad news had a tendency to travel fast, especially in small towns. “The important thing is that the fire didn’t cause damage to your home or the cabins.”

      “That’s true.” Jessica gave me a quick hug. “I’m so glad you’re here, Megan. More than ever, I need your advice about something.”

      I sensed the urgency in her voice. “Go ahead.”

      She hesitated. “Let’s wait until tomorrow when things settle down.”

      “Okay. Tomorrow.”

      Jessica had been the go-to friend I’d turned to throughout our university days if I needed to discuss anything from clothes to courses. After my husband Tom died, she came to Montreal to spend a few days with me. That this confident woman needed my feedback now was rather surprising. Then again, maybe I was making too much of it.

      The grassy terrain inclined slightly as we approached the log cabins at the far side of the property, the lake glistening beyond them. Intermittent light from the flames behind us revealed five identical log cabins. Each had a sloping, single-gabled timbered roof and flower boxes. Even at this distance from the fire, the dank odor of burnt wood reached me and ruined the ambiance.

      Jessica led me to cabin number five, the one at the farthest end and closest to the road leading up to the property. “The entrance is at the back of the cabin.”

      She guided me around the corner and onto a porch, then opened the door.

      Except for a closed room at the back, which probably led to the bedroom, the open area included a kitchenette on one side and a sitting area on the other. The entire space was the size of a large bedroom. A table lamp by a paisley sofa and matching armchair shed a dim glow. A ceiling fan hung from the rafters, vibrating noisily, its blades cutting through the air at rapid speed. Two small windows fed my claustrophobia, and I was glad we’d only booked the weekend here.

      Michael and Ethan sat at an oak table in the kitchenette. As Jessica closed the door, a draft caused the pendant lamp over their heads to swing slightly and cast macabre shadows over their faces.

      “Management is looking to ‘retire’ employees once they hit forty-five,” Ethan was saying to Michael, making quote marks with his fingers. He looked at Jessica and me. “That’s five years away for me. Even if I get lucky and they let me put in ten more years, I can’t count on a full pension.”

      “Which is why we’ve invested in this lodge,” Jessica said, pulling out the other two chairs for us. “We don’t want to work for someone else the rest of our lives.”

      “We might not have a choice,” Ethan said. “I was just telling Michael about our plans to expand the resort. We want to build more cabins, but our two-acre lot is stretched to the limit. Purchasing another portion of the lot next door is our only option. The guy owns ten acres.”

      “Sounds interesting,” I said.

      “There’s a catch.” Jessica sighed. “We’ve made an offer to purchase part of the land next door, but the owner doesn’t want to sell. The property is co-owned by Burt Garner and his elderly mother. She used to live there until last fall. Burt told us she suffered from Alzheimer’s disease, and he had to place her in a special home. He used to come around every couple of weeks, but we haven’t seen him in about a month.”

      “What does he do?” Michael asked.

      “He works for a flooring company full-time and as a handyman part-time,” Ethan said. “He’s been living in Fernlea for decades and owns another house in town. We don’t know why he insists on hanging on to the property next door when he has no intention of moving in. It makes the situation even more frustrating.” His lips tightened.

      Jessica frowned. “What’s more, the house was vandalized lately. I noticed a broken window in front.”

      “For all we know, Burt has probably gone on a trip and told no one.” Ethan tensed up, the veins visible in his neck. “The next time I see him, I’ll make sure he takes an extended vacation.”

      “Don’t do anything rash, Ethan,” Jessica said, her voice calm.

      He stared at her, anger flashing in his eyes. “Jess, I’m not stupid.”

      Jessica smiled. An attempt to diffuse the tension? “I know that, Ethan. That’s why I married you.”

      “Ethan, I’ve never seen you this angry,” I said. “Is everything okay? How are things at work?”

      He gaped at me as if I’d unearthed a dark secret. “It could be better. There are lots of frustrated employees vying with me for the same position up the ladder. They’d do anything to discredit the competition.”

      “Before you decide to punch anyone in the face,” Michael said to him, “talk it over with me. Okay?” He gave him a friendly jab in the arm.

      Ethan gave him a shy grin. “Okay.”

      I changed the subject. “How did you decide on the name Jessica’s Lodge?”

      Ethan stuck out a thumb in Jessica’s direction. “Her mother’s idea.”

      “She thought it sounded friendly and homey,” Jessica said.

      Ethan rolled his eyes. “It also sounds like something only your mother would come up with.”

      Jessica looked at him. “We both agreed it was a good name.”

      “We had no choice. Your mother had already decided it for us.”

      There was a knock at the door.

      Jessica and Ethan stared at each other.

      Jessica whispered, “Who could that be?”

      “Only one way to find out,” Ethan said, rising from his chair.

      He walked over and opened the door a crack, then opened it wider.

      Captain Everest and a police officer stood on the porch.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Bryant, we’d like to speak with you,” the captain said.

      “Sure, come on in,” Ethan said, motioning them inside.

      Captain Everest glanced at Michael and me, then looked back at Ethan. “It’s a private matter. Can we speak out here?”

      “Excuse us,” Jessica said. She followed Ethan outdoors, leaving the door slightly ajar. Whether she’d done so on purpose or by accident, I wasn’t sure, but Michael and I were now privy to their conversation.

      “This is Detective Sergeant Lionel Cole from the Ontario Provincial Police,” the captain said. “He has something to tell you.”

      The detective cleared his throat. “There’s no easy way to say this. We’ve discovered a corpse in your freezer.”
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      Ethan paced in his living room, fists clenched. “Your mother begged us to move to Fernlea. She lived here all her life and said we’d be safe in a small town. First the fire, now a corpse in our brand new freezer.”

      “The police will know the identity of the body soon,” Jessica said. “I’m sure there’s an explanation for how it got there…and how the fire started.”

      “An explanation?” Ethan bumped into a side table, knocking over a family photo that included Jessica’s mother. He didn’t bother to set it upright. “Our guests saw the forensics team transport a body bag out of the shed. The detective ordered them to stick around for questioning. Can you imagine what they’re thinking?”

      Jessica walked over and set the family photo upright. “They must be horrified. Just like we are.”

      “Ethan, I’m sure your guests understand the investigative process,” Michael said. “Besides, the detective said he wouldn’t take up too much of their time.”

      “We’ll see how that goes,” Ethan said. “He promised he’d stop by later tonight.”

      Mrs. Holt walked in with a tray. She set it on the coffee table next to a stack of trendy home décor magazines. “Michael is right. It’s a shocking discovery, but the guests surely won’t object to the police questioning them. They obviously had nothing to do with depositing the body in the shed, though someone must have seen something.”

      Ethan raised his hands in the air. “How could the delivery people not notice there was a body in the freezer? They uncrated the damn thing. They must have looked inside it.”

      “Maybe the body was dropped off later.” Michael raised an eyebrow.

      Silence hung in the air.

      “Are you saying someone carried a stiff into the—”

      A hard stare from his mother-in-law stopped Ethan in mid-sentence. Mrs. Holt gestured toward the tray. “Please, everyone, sit down and help yourself to some decaf coffee.”

      Jessica and Ethan each took a mug and sat in the steel blue upholstered sofa. Mrs. Holt joined them.

      Michael and I settled in the matching loveseat opposite them. We hesitated to reach for the coffee. We preferred caffeinated coffee.

      If only to be polite, I reached for a mug and took a sip. The taste was bitter—like coffee that had sat on a burner all day. As I placed the mug back on the tray, I felt Mrs. Holt’s eyes on me and pretended to be studying framed portraits of Jessica and Ethan on an adjacent wall.

      “We overheard the detective ask you about the delivery company,” Michael said to Ethan.

      Ethan nodded. “Freeze-it Incorporated. It’s a national company. Quite reputable.”

      “How did you learn about them?”

      “I researched a bunch of companies online. Their name popped up under a local supplier.” He drank some coffee.

      “Detective Cole didn’t say as much, but I think he suspects the company transported the body here,” Jessica said. “What if it’s true?”

      Ethan shook his head. “It makes no sense to me. Why would a five-star company risk its reputation?”

      “Maybe a disgruntled employee,” Michael said.

      “Just our luck he happened to pick our property.” Ethan grimaced.

      “How well do you know your guests?” I asked Jessica and Ethan.

      Ethan shrugged. “As well as you can possibly get to know anyone who rents a cabin for a few days and then leaves.”

      Jessica leaned forward. “I met the guests when they checked in and had a chance to chat with them. The young married couple in cabin one arrived here yesterday afternoon for a honeymoon weekend. They’ve been virtually invisible.” She grinned. “Two middle-aged women in cabin two checked in on Wednesday. They’ve been shopping and visiting the sites, so we haven’t seen much of them either. A middle-aged gentleman checked into cabin three earlier this week. He spent most days fishing in the lake nearby.” She glanced at me. “Foster Wade. You met him. He’s a Canadian historian. He booked cabin four for the week and might extend his stay. He’s been taking notes and photos of historical buildings in and around town.”

      “I met many of the guests,” Mrs. Holt said. “They’re a charming group of people.”

      Ethan stared at her. “Charming? One of them could be a killer.”

      Mrs. Holt drew a quick breath. “That’s absurd.”

      “That’s not what the detective thinks,” Ethan said, a smug look on his face.

      “You mentioned you had a caretaker,” I said to Jessica.

      She nodded. “Jeremy worked here earlier today but left at noon to tend to other customers.”

      “Trustworthy?”

      Jessica’s voice broke. “Yes.”

      “Damn it, Jess,” Ethan said. “Stop covering for him.” He turned to us. “The boy is a rehab delinquent. Petty theft.”

      “Jeremy is a hard worker.” Mrs. Holt glared at Ethan. “I have no complaints whatsoever about him.”

      “Let’s be fair,” Jessica said, raising a forefinger. “Jeremy is trying to re-establish himself in the community.”

      “You think so?” Ethan smirked. “He stole plywood from us—and not just once.”

      Jessica looked at him. “It was old plywood.”

      “Does that make it less of a crime?”

      “Those pieces of wood were useless to us. Besides, Amy likes Jeremy. I happen to think that children are innately drawn to good people.”

      “Where does he live?” Michael asked.

      “Across the lake with his father,” Jessica said. “He goes back and forth by canoe.”

      “A hard worker?”

      “He’s seventeen years old and a slow learner, but he gets the job done.”

      “Eventually,” Ethan said, rolling his eyes.

      “The boy has a good heart,” Mrs. Holt said. “He goes the extra mile to satisfy a customer.”

      “Mom’s right,” Jessica said. “Even though our neighbor Burt Garner doesn’t come around as often, Jeremy still mows his lawn and fills the holes that groundhogs dug in his backyard. Burt always treats him well, and Jeremy has grown quite fond of the old man.”

      The front doorbell rang.

      “That must be the detective.” Ethan rushed into the hallway.

      Jessica followed right behind him.

      They were only steps away, so we couldn’t avoid hearing their conversation with Detective Cole in the hallway. From my vantage point, I could a little of Jessica and Ethan.

      “I’ve finished interviewing your guests,” the detective said. “They’re free to leave whenever they want.” He paused. “We’ve also made arrangements to transport the body to the coroner.”

      “Do you know the identity of the person?” Ethan asked.

      “We can’t establish that fact right now.” The detective’s tone was composed.

      “Nor the cause of death,” Jessica said.

      “Correct. That’s for the coroner to decide, as well as whether or not an autopsy is warranted.”

      Mrs. Holt rose to her feet, her heels clacking as she crossed the floor into the hallway. “Hello, Lionel.”

      “Oh…Fiona,” the detective said. “I didn’t know you were still here.”

      “Always the devoted grandmother.” Mrs. Holt let out a short laugh. She stood behind Jessica and placed her hands on her daughter’s shoulders. “Lionel, I couldn’t help overhearing. I hope your investigation won’t trigger needless gossip around town. You know how much this resort means to my daughter…to all of us.”

      “We’ll do our best, Fiona, but this case is a tricky one. We have an unexplained fire and an unidentified corpse. Residents don’t appreciate either, especially when…” He hesitated. “Well, you know what they think of outsiders.”

      “My daughter isn’t an outsider.” Mrs. Holt’s tone was defensive.

      “I know that, Fiona,” the detective said, sounding conciliatory. “Look, it’s early in the investigation. We have to wait and see where it takes us.”

      “When do you expect to have some answers?” Mrs. Holt asked him.

      “In the following days, though the final report might take more time.”

      “How much time?” Ethan asked.

      “Days,” the detective said. “Maybe weeks.”

      Ethan raised his voice. “Are you kidding me? That long?”

      I cringed.

      Ethan ranted on. “What if word gets out to the rest of the town? What will people think about us?”

      “I have no influence over gossip.” The detective kept his voice even. “Truth is, our resources are stretched. Meanwhile, this investigation is ongoing. The fire department will provide an assessment of the damages shortly.” He handed Ethan his business card. “Here’s where you can reach me. Good night, Fiona, everybody.” He left.

      Seconds later, the door closed with metallic finality. Ethan and Jessica returned to the living room, their expressions more strained. Mrs. Holt took her seat on the sofa.

      Ethan studied our faces and smirked. “I guess you heard. If word gets out about the corpse—which it probably will—we can kiss our future goodbye. It’s not as if people find a dead body on their property every day.”

      Jessica looked at him, her eyes widening. “You scare me when you talk like that, Ethan.”

      “Face the truth,” he said to her. “The detective is just beginning his investigation, and he’s obviously not telling us everything. This is not going to end well.”

      “On the contrary,” I said to Ethan. “I thought he was upfront with you and Jessica.”

      “I agree,” Michael said. “You’re reading too much into this.”

      Ethan put his hands on his hips. “You should know better, Michael. Detectives will follow any path that’s short enough, and the shortest path is to Jessica and me.”

      Jessica snapped. “What are you talking about, Ethan?”

      He gestured toward me. “Look how fast Megan became the prime suspect in her husband’s murder. And then Michael.”

      I gasped.

      Jessica glared at Ethan, her cheeks flushing. “That’s so crude, so inappropriate.”

      Michael put a hand on my arm, then said to Ethan, “You can’t begin to draw comparisons. What happened here has its own set of circumstances.”

      Ethan ignored him and ranted on, waving his arms. “Think of the bad publicity this is going to generate.”

      “The irony about bad publicity,” I said, “is that it fades as soon as someone overturns it with the truth.”

      Ethan shook his head. “This incident is too big to ignore. The whole town will turn against us because we’re new here.”

      “Not if I have anything to say about it.” Mrs. Holt’s voice was firm. “People know me. They know they can trust me.”

      “Lots of good that’s going to do me.” Ethan folded his arms. “Jessica might be spared because she’s your daughter. But me? I’m a stranger. An outsider.”

      “Mom and Megan are right,” Jessica said to Ethan. “This matter is going to blow over soon. In the meantime, I refuse to give in to gossip. I’m going to do everything I can to keep Jessica’s Lodge going.”

      “It’s late.” Mrs. Holt stood up. “It would be best if we all got a good night’s rest and talked about this in the morning. Things always look better the next day, especially after a breakfast of Jessica’s pancakes and sausages.” She picked up the tray of mugs and headed for the kitchen.

      “I need fresh air.” Ethan stomped out without another word.

      Jessica flinched at the sound of the front door slamming shut.

      Michael and I exchanged uneasy glances.

      “What the hell is the matter with Ethan?” I asked Jessica.

      She blinked away tears that threatened to spill. “You’ll have to excuse him. This resort has been a big drain on us, financially and emotionally. And he’s been clocking extra hours on the job to prove he’s a valuable employee and not an old timer in the high-tech industry.”

      “It sounds as if you’re making excuses for his behavior,” I said.

      The color rose in her face. “No, I’m not.”

      “He’s been working at the same job for years. It never affected him before.”

      Her expression hardened. “His job has become more demanding lately. Throw in the discovery of a corpse, and it makes for a lot more stress than most people have to deal with.”

      “If there’s anything I can do to help,” Michael said, his voice soft, “just ask.”

      Jessica hesitated. “Okay.” She sat opposite us. “I’m asking now. There’s something I need to tell you first. I cleaned up the shed this morning before I went to work. I put every piece of old furniture and tools in a corner and stacked the cardboard boxes in another pile to make room for the freezer. I swept the floor from one end to the other—even under the car. I promise you, there was no corpse in that shed.” She gave us an astute look. “Someone dumped the body in the freezer while Ethan and I went shopping later this afternoon. The delivery people had to have something to do with it.”

      “The detective said the investigation was ongoing,” Michael said. “He’ll be checking out everyone who recently stepped foot on your property.”

      Jessica sighed. “What I keep asking myself is, why us? Why dump the dead body here?”

      “There could be a connection that you don’t know about yet,” Michael said. “Who owned this property before you and Ethan purchased it?”

      “Burt Garner’s mother,” she said. “It was a rental property, but judging from the poor condition of the house, I’d say it had been decades since anyone lived here. We did major renovations in the house before we moved in. I’m talking replacing the plumbing and installing new floors.”

      “And the extension to your home is part of that renovation?”

      “Yes. Like we told you earlier, we’d arranged to have the freezer delivered today. We thought the extension would be finished by now. Then the flooring company tells us they delivered the wrong hardwood, so they couldn’t finish the job in time. We didn’t want to cancel the delivery of the freezer. It would have caused more problems, not to mention extra fees. So we asked them to unload it in the shed.”

      “We had the wood floors done in our condo,” I said. “They ran out, but the flooring company had extra hardwood on hand.”

      “They told us the company only keeps samples in their showroom,” Jessica said. “No extra supplies. In any case, our contractor promised he’d deliver the extra hardwood by the weekend and finish the job. I haven’t heard from him.”

      I cast a glance around the room. Decorative moldings bordering nine-foot tall ceilings, matching baseboards, walls in a neutral shade of taupe that contrasted beautifully with the dark oak floors… The color scheme extended to the hallway. “What you and Ethan have accomplished here in such a short time is fantastic.”

      “Thanks.” Jessica smiled. “We were lucky to find such a cool place for our getaway.”

      “How did you find it?”

      “Through Mom. It took a while to get the legalities sorted out, though.” She grew pensive. “I hope our little business will create positive vibes. If we can attract tourist dollars, the residents of this town might stop seeing us as outsiders.” She looked at Michael. “What I was getting at earlier… I need your help.”

      “Name it,” he said.

      “I don’t want to interfere with police work, but I know Ethan is impatient with the length of time the investigation might take. Would you mind talking to the guests before they leave? Don’t tell anyone you’re an investigative reporter, though. It might scare them. Act friendly like. Maybe they saw something before the fire that can help us.”

      “Megan and I will work it as a couple. We’ll be discreet.”

      To Jessica’s questioning look, I said, “I help Michael with the research part of his investigations sometimes.” My involvement was often more intricate and dangerous than I let on, but now wasn’t the time to discuss it.

      Jessica nodded. “Sounds like a plan.” The stress from this evening’s events vanished from her face, only to return seconds later. “One more thing. Be careful. Whoever did this can’t be too far away.”
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      My first glimpse of the resort in the daylight convinced me that Jessica and Ethan had chosen the perfect location for Jessica’s Lodge. Imposing maples and oaks overlooked the spring growth and hugged the resort on three sides. The early morning dew glittered on a thick lawn that sloped from the main house to the five log cabins. Gentle waves lapped the pebbled shores of a shimmering lake steps from where we slept and offered a spectacular view, no matter the time of day. I captured the moment and soaked up the tranquility. Who could ask for more?

      I took a deep breath. The acrid scent from last night’s fire instantly drew my eyes to the shed’s charred remnants. Yesterday’s sordid discovery of the corpse flashed to mind like a clip out of a horror movie.

      “I wonder if this place is worth the gamble for our friends,” I said to Michael as we headed to Jessica’s kitchen for breakfast.

      “Are we talking about the time and money they’ve put into it?”

      “More than that,” I said. “Jessica had to quit her job and leave her friends. You know how it is with friends once you move away. Out of sight, out of mind.”

      Michael shrugged. “You’re her friend and you’re here.”

      “It’s not the same. Jessica and I go way back. We have staying power between us.”

      “Sort of like what we have, right?” He took my hand and squeezed it.

      I smiled. “You could say that.”

      “We could make our staying power more official, you know. I can easily picture a small wedding reception here by the lake.”

      He’d been hinting at tying the knot for a while now, but I’d dismissed the idea. One trip down the aisle had been enough for me. I didn’t want to spoil what we had between us. “Nice try, Michael.”

      He shrugged. “Hey, you can’t blame a guy for trying.” He stopped and gently pulled me to him. His voice grew soft. “Maybe I’m wrong, but sometimes I get the feeling you don’t trust me.”

      I looked up at him and met his gaze. For a brief moment, everything around us seemed to disappear. I felt as if time had stood still—just for the two of us. “I do trust you.”

      “Then?”

      “It’s me. I don’t trust myself.”

      His eyes remain fixed on me. “You never mentioned this before. Why now?”

      “Because of last night. The dead body. It brought back the shocking memories of Tom’s death, how he’d deceived me…”

      Michael waited for me to go on.

      “Marriage seems so…final. Like the end of the road. I just want us to be together. Always.”

      “I plan to live a long life with you, Megan. Marriage or not.” He pulled me closer and kissed me.

      Butterflies flew inside me. As long as Michael was by my side, I had all the happiness I needed. I took his hand and we continued our walk.

      “What were you saying about this place being a gamble?” he asked.

      “Mainly that Jessica and Ethan’s move to Fernlea meant a lot of sacrifice and chaos, not to mention caring for Amy all the while” I said. “Renovations, construction of the cabins—it went on for months. Throw in a fire and a dead body, and presto! You have monumental stress. It’s a miracle they’re still holding it all together.”

      “They’re good friends. Despite what the police investigation digs up—or not, I’ll help them in any way I can.”

      “So will I.”

      Michael glanced around and gestured in a wide arc. “Look at this place. The trees, the lake, the vast land, the tranquility... As much as I adore our condo in downtown Montreal, I’d love to live in a place like this when we retire.”

      His we brought a smile to my lips. It swept over me once again; his consideration for me knew no bounds. I couldn’t begin to compare him with Tom who had been so deceitful.

      Michael placed a hand on his taunt stomach. “Did I mention how famished I was?”

      “At least a dozen times since we woke up this morning,” I said.

      “I kept thinking of Jessica’s pancakes and sausages.”

      His appetite was like a bottomless pit, yet his slim, muscular physique never betrayed the amount of food he ate. I rarely indulged the way he did, and yet I struggled to keep the extra pounds off. Go figure. Of course, if I’d work out and jog as often as he did…

      “Hey.” He gestured toward the lake where a canoe was tied to a wooden dock. “Maybe we can go for a ride in that canoe later.”

      “I think it belongs to Jeremy.”

      “Right. The caretaker. We’ll ask Jessica where we can find him. Maybe the kid noticed something weird yesterday before the fire.”

      As we approached the house, two middle-aged women wearing cotton tops and shorts in pastel shades popped out from behind a clump of bushes. I’d seen them in the small crowd last night.

      One of the women said, “Disgusting.” A jade bracelet dangled from her arm.

      “Good morning,” the other woman said to us. She fingered a blue beaded necklace. “We thought we saw a rabbit running into the forest and we followed it. It turned out to be a large cat.”

      “A very large cat,” the bracelet lady said, crinkling her nose.

      “There are lots of field mice around here,” Michael said. “The cat must have been well fed.”

      “Disgusting,” the bracelet lady repeated.

      “Oh, don’t pay attention to Patty,” the other woman said, waving in her direction. “She finds everything disgusting. I’m Kate, by the way. We’re in cabin number two.”

      Michael and I introduced ourselves and followed the women through the back door into the kitchen.

      The smell of fresh brewed coffee and sizzling sausages awakened my appetite. Jessica was standing by the stove, flipping pancakes. As she turned, I noticed her puffy eyes—she’d been crying.

      “Good morning, everyone.” She forced a smile. “Have a seat. Breakfast will be served soon.”

      From the ceramic-tiled floor to the stainless steel appliances and marble counters, the kitchen reflected cleanliness and efficiency. Pink placemats with matching napkins, two vases of lilacs, and a bowl of fruit adorned a long oak table. White plates and sparkling cutlery completed the setting for eight.

      “What a lovely table, Jessica,” I said.

      “Oh, she changes the table setting every day,” Kate said to me. “And it’s always lovely.”

      “Thank you,” Jessica said over her shoulder. “I hope everyone slept well.”

      “Yes,” Michael and I echoed.

      Jessica glanced at Kate and Patty. “Ladies?”

      Kate said, “I did, but Patty tossed and turned all night again.” She nudged her. “Isn’t that right?”

      “All I can say is, we’ve stayed at many resorts but never one that had a fire and a corpse,” Patty said, her face pinched. “And we’ve never been interrogated by a police detective before either.” She toyed with the jade bracelet on her left arm. “I suppose we shouldn’t be surprised, what with all the horrible things happening in the world these days. It’s just disgusting.”

      “There you go again, exaggerating.” Kate eyed Patty’s bracelet and teased, “Isn’t that jade bracelet supposed to protect you anyway?”

      “Only from illness while on holiday,” Patty said. “That’s what the psychic in town told me.” She paused. “What I said before is true, Kate. The world isn’t a very nice place these days.”

      “That’s why we decided to spend a few days at this lovely resort,” Kate said to her. “And visit those quaint little shops in town.”

      Jessica set down coffee cups and breakfast plates for the two women, then returned with a dispenser of maple syrup. “I’m sorry you had to go through this horrible experience, ladies. I’ll tell you what. I’ll reimburse you for your stay.”

      “Nonsense.” Kate gazed up at her. “We love this place, and the nearby town is so interesting. Lots of arts and crafts stores to visit. Isn’t that so, Patty?”

      Patty nodded, sipped her coffee.

      Jessica served Michael and me. The room went silent as we dug into our plates laden with pancakes, sausages, and scrambled eggs.

      “Are you expecting anyone else for breakfast?” I asked Jessica.

      “Foster came in earlier and had coffee,” she said. “The young couple in cabin number one and the gentleman in cabin number three haven’t surfaced yet.”

      Michael swallowed a forkful of pancakes. “Where’s Ethan?”

      “He went into town to get a few things that we forgot to pick up yesterday,” she said over her shoulder.

      Mrs. Holt waltzed in from the hallway with Amy in her arms. “Good morning, everyone.”

      We exchanged greetings.

      Amy looked adorable in a white playsuit dotted with tiny red roses and a matching hat, her blonde hair falling in soft curls to her shoulders. She waved at us and smiled.

      “We’re all set to spend the day with Granny,” Mrs. Holt said.

      “Granny,” Amy repeated, giggling.

      Mrs. Holt turned to Jessica. “Give me a call later, okay? Amy, kiss your mama goodbye.”

      The child kissed her mother on the cheek and said “mama” in her tiny voice.

      All eyes followed Mrs. Holt and Amy out the door.

      “Amy is such a beautiful little girl,” Patty said to Jessica. “Best you keep a close eye on her in case someone decides to steal her.”

      “Oh, Patty, there you go again,” Kate said. “The perpetual alarmist.”

      “I’m not worried,” Jessica said. “Mom watches her like a hawk.” She placed extra plates of pancakes and sausages on the table. “Everyone, please help yourself to more. Enjoy your breakfast.” She gave us a nod and left the room.

      Michael took the cue and addressed the two women. “That fire last night was something else, wasn’t it? Would either of you ladies know how it started?”

      Patty shook her head. “It’s a mystery to me.”

      Kate jumped in. “We went to town yesterday afternoon and had dinner at a delicious Italian restaurant. When we returned, we went straight to our cabin. That evening, we heard shouting.”

      “It was Ethan,” Patty said, confirming it with a prolonged nod.

      Kate went on. “We rushed out of the cabin and saw the shed on fire. Ethan tried to put out the blaze with a fire extinguisher, but he was too late. It was spreading so quickly. That’s when Jessica called the fire department.”

      “Did you see anyone lingering about that wasn’t a guest?” Michael asked.

      “Oh, playing detective now, are we?” Kate laughed.

      Michael shrugged. “Just curious. I like reading books on true crime.”

      “So do I,” Kate said. “To answer your question, we were gone most of the day. If you ask me, it’s obvious the fire didn’t start by itself. And it’s equally obvious that a corpse didn’t drop from the sky.”

      Patty dabbed at her mouth with a napkin. “We saw a delivery truck.”

      “What delivery truck?” Michael asked.

      “Actually, it was a cargo van,” Kate said, cutting a sausage into bite-sized pieces. “It raced out of here as we were driving up the path yesterday evening and practically sideswiped us. I assumed it was the one that Mr. Wade was keeping an eye on.”

      “Foster Wade?” I asked.

      “Yes,” Kate said. “Cabin number four. Ethan and Jessica were expecting a delivery yesterday but couldn’t be here. Mr. Wade was the only person available. Everyone else had other plans or had already left for the day.”

      I asked her, “You’re referring to the delivery of the freezer, right?”

      “Yes,” she said. “Ethan asked Mr. Wade to supervise the delivery people in case they had trouble transporting it to the shed.”

      “Foster Wade is an historian, you know,” Patty said, eyes wide, as if she’d disclosed a secret. “He’s doing research in town.”

      “So I’ve heard,” I said. “Did everything go okay with the delivery?” I asked Kate.

      She nodded. “While we were standing around watching the fire, Mr. Wade came up to us. He said he’d left right after the delivery and everything was fine. He was stunned to see the shed on fire. As we were.”

      Patty fidgeted with her napkin. “If you ask me,” she whispered, “I wouldn’t be surprised if the smoker in cabin number three started that fire. We saw him smoking near the shed every day.”

      Kate gave her a stern look. “Be careful, Patty. We don’t know what caused the fire yet.”

      Patty gazed down at her empty plate and shrugged. “I’m just saying.”

      Kate rolled her eyes. “All done?” she asked her.

      “Yes,” Patty said.

      Kate reached for her handbag and stood up. “Come on, then. We’d better go get ready. We have lots more to do and see in town.” She said goodbye to us, then ushered Patty out the door.

      The sound of the porch door closing brought Jessica back into the kitchen. “Did you get the answers you were looking for?”

      Michael nodded. “A few. What do you know about the man in cabin number three?”

      Jessica sat down at the table. “His name is Sam Norton. He keeps to himself pretty much. I saw him fishing by the lake a few times. I don’t know if he was here when the fire started. I do know the police interrogated him. That’s about it.”

      “What about Foster Wade?” I asked her.

      “Aside from what I’ve told you, he’s writing a book on the history of small towns in Canada,” Jessica said. “He spent most of the week off the property. I feel bad, but I still have to charge him full price.”

      “Any idea when he’ll be back?” Michael asked her.

      She looked out the window. “He’s still here. His car is parked by cabin number four. If you hurry, you might get a chance to speak with him before he drives off.”

      “One last question. Where can we find Jeremy?”

      “He’s working on Mom’s property today. It’s a short drive down the road from here. Look for a white two-story clapboard home on the left. It has a weather vane on the roof. I’ll call her to let her know you’ll be dropping by.”

      Michael and I rushed out the back door and past the charred trees and black remnants of what used to be a shed. We darted across the lawn and the gravel path to cabin number four.

      Out of breath, I tapped on the door.

      It swung open.

      Foster Wade greeted us with a smile. “Come on in. I’ve been expecting you two.”
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      Foster pushed aside a pile of books and papers on the table in his kitchenette, then invited Michael and me to pull up a chair. The pendant light amplified the wrinkles etched across his forehead, making him appear older than the evening before, though round cheeks maintained a degree of youthfulness. Small stains were visible along his hairline—he’d recently touched up his gray roots. I placed him in his late fifties.

      “You were expecting us?” Michael asked Foster.

      “Yes. I saw Ethan at breakfast earlier. He mentioned he was frustrated about how long the police investigation into the fire might take. He told me you were an investigative reporter and that Megan assisted you from time to time. He was counting on you to move things along faster.”

      So much for keeping Michael’s occupation a secret.

      “We’ll get right down to it then,” Michael said. “Tell me about the delivery of the freezer here Friday afternoon.”

      “Ethan asked me to oversee the delivery,” Foster said. “He and Jessica had errands to run. It was late afternoon when the truck rolled in. I have a direct view of the shed from my cabin, so I stayed out of the way and supervised the delivery from here. Two guys managed to unload the freezer without a hitch. It took them about ten minutes.”

      Michael went on. “Did any other vehicles drive up?”

      “Not that I know of,” Foster said with a shrug. “I left right after the truck drove off. I needed to do some research in town.”

      “Were any of the other guests around that afternoon?” I asked him.

      “I don’t usually keep tabs on what people around me are doing,” Foster said. “I’m more interested in the history of a place. Which doesn’t mean I didn’t see a thing or two.” He ran a hand over a slim, straight nose.

      “Like what?”

      “By the time that delivery truck rolled in, everyone had left the premises except the young couple in cabin one.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Aside from my car, theirs was the only vehicle on the grounds.”

      I raised another question. “Did you happen to see the couple walk around the resort?”

      “No. I’m pretty sure they were indoors.” Foster let out a low chuckle. “Those lovebirds are in their own special world.”

      “How about the guest in cabin three?” Michael asked.

      “Oh, you mean Sam,” Foster said.

      “Did you see him smoking near the shed that day?”

      “Yes, I saw him. He’s a chain smoker. No doubt about it.”

      “Did he admit as much?”

      “Not in words. Actions. I’m speaking from personal experience. It takes one to know one. I spent years trying to give up smoking. It’s a tough one to beat.”

      Foster had noticed Sam’s smoking routine. Then again, if Sam were a chain smoker, he’d be smoking so often that anyone would have noticed—like Patty had.

      Michael continued. “Did you notice anything out of the ordinary that day? Other vehicles? Strangers?”

      Foster rubbed his chin. “There’s a kid they hired to mow the lawn and tend to the garden.”

      “You mean Jeremy,” I said. “What about him?”

      “He’s a peculiar sort of kid.”

      “How?”

      “The way he loiters about, not doing much. I saw him peeping into guest cabins the other day.”

      I gasped. “Have you mentioned this to Jessica?”

      “No. It’s none of my business.” Foster checked his watch and frowned. “I’m sorry, but I’ll have to excuse myself. I need to go into town to do some research.”

      I thought it would be polite to ask, so I did. “Mr. Wade, I—”

      “Please, call me Foster.”

      “I understand you’re working on a book about the history of small Canadian towns.”

      Foster smiled. “Yes, I am. Are you from around here?”

      “No, we’re from Montreal.”

      “Is that so? Are you familiar with my work?” He pointed to the hardcover books on the table.

      “I’m afraid not.”

      He picked up one of the books. “I’m sure you’ll enjoy this one. Before I diverted my research to small towns, I published a book on certain historical settings in Montreal and the famous—or infamous—events linked to them.”

      I accepted it. “Thank you. This is quite an achievement.”

      Foster shrugged. “History plays itself out—sometimes with dire consequences. I merely write about it.”

      I fingered the thick book. “I might
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