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      I am a Canadian author, and this series takes place in Canada. As a result, this book uses Canadian English spelling (which is basically a mishmash of British and American English). So strap yourself in for seemingly superfluous ‘U’s and other Canadian quirks. (Obligatory Canadian apologies in advance.)
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      Whoever came up with the idea of forty being the new thirty was full of it. Either that, or they were on something. I mean, even at thirty, my mother had a twelve-year-old daughter—me. (She and my dad got started early, but soon decided that one headstrong child was more than enough.) By the time my mom was forty, I was off at university.

      Even though I had recently crossed the threshold of my fourth decade, I couldn’t imagine having a twelve-year-old of my own—never mind a kid away at school. Especially when I had just been fired from said school and was on my way back to my childhood hometown in the hopes of finding a bed at my parents’ place. (Nothing like moving back in with your parents twenty years after you had moved out to make you feel like a real grownup. Maybe forty was more like the new twenty.)

      Then there was the whole finding a dead body thing…

      The dead body thing hadn’t happened yet. At this point, I was still focused on the getting fired thing, and how I was going to tell my parents about it during the long drive back to Ashwood as the sun sank behind me in my rear-view mirror.

      I kept one hand on the steering wheel and reached down for the large plastic vessel in the car’s cup holder. The drink had lost its chill long ago, coating the sides of the cup with warm perspiration. It almost slipped out of my hand as I picked it up. I jammed the straw toward my mouth while keeping my eyes on the road. I hadn’t reached the highway turnoff yet, and driving from downtown Toronto out to the ’burbs during rush hour was not my idea of a good time.

      The straw missed my mouth on the first try, jabbing my cheek instead. I uttered a sigh and tried again. This time I found my target. I took a long sip, filling the car with unladylike, rattling slurps that told me the cup was empty. All I managed to get was some warm air and a few slushy bits of mango pineapple smoothie. They slammed into the back of my throat, nearly triggering a coughing fit. I jammed the empty cup back into the cup holder. The tangy McDonald’s drink was an addiction of mine (minus the yogurt). I tried to limit myself to two of them a day. This was my third one, and I would probably pick up a fourth once I got into town.

      It had been a rough day.

      It wasn’t exactly my fault I had been fired. I mean, what two grown men choose to do with each other has nothing to do with me. I really didn’t see how it was the university’s business either. But since both men were professors, and relationships between colleagues were supposed to be a big no-no, it had become a Situation.

      I had been Professor Marston’s teaching assistant in the Creative Writing Department for years. Of course, I had known his secret. And I had kept my mouth shut. (What his wife made of it, I had no idea.) And since I hadn’t come forward to rat him out, and no one could possibly believe I hadn’t known about the affair when a jilted coworker finally blew the whistle, I had been fired along with both professors as collateral damage.

      Mom was going to be pissed. I knew I would bear the brunt of it at first. Then she would turn on the university. I knew I would have to hold her back from composing some scathing email to the Toronto newspapers, or calling the faculty board to give them an earful. Maybe it would be better not to give her any details…

      I finally arrived at the Ashwood exit and made my turn. I slowed to a stop at a red light and tried to ease some of the tension from my shoulders. I wasn’t exactly excited about the idea of moving back in with my parents, even temporarily. But I had few friends downtown, and no desire to run into any of them—or my former students—and have to explain my awkward situation. It was bad enough I had spent so many years as a teaching assistant without making a move toward professor. (Not that I didn’t have my reasons.)

      So I had packed up my little blue Corolla with all the essentials from my downtown apartment and hit the road. I had already paid rent for the rest of the month. I would worry about getting the rest of my stuff later. In the meantime, I would use my parents’ spare bedroom as a base of operations until I found a place of my own somewhere in town. Of course, I would also have to come up with a way to explain how I could afford a place of my own now that I was seemingly unemployed…

      A loud honk jarred me back to reality.

      “Son of a narwhal!”

      The words tumbled from my lips. My heart was hammering in my chest. (Even when I had just had the bejeezus scared out of me, I still couldn’t shake my mother’s deeply ingrained no-cursing rule. Or my unconventional work-arounds.)

      I blinked and realized the traffic light had turned green. A filthy pickup truck that might have been yellow blared its horn again—an obnoxious, long blast. I offered a half-hearted wave of apology and made the left-hand turn that led into town. The truck followed me through the turn, practically on my bumper. I scowled at it in my rear-view mirror.

      “All right, no need to be a jerk about it,” I huffed, even though I knew the driver couldn’t hear me.

      I had hoped I had left most of the yahoo drivers somewhere back on the highway. I had forgotten the locals could be yahoos too.

      I picked up speed, but the truck remained glued behind me, even though it now had enough room to change lanes. I could barely make out the shape of a driver behind the truck’s grime-coated windshield. My palms began to sweat on the steering wheel as I started to wonder whether they were ever going to lose interest. I gritted my teeth and sped up a bit more in an effort to create some distance.

      The truck roared past me with a final blare of its horn. I watched it go by with a mixture of fear and relief.

      Then the police car pulled me over.
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      My heart was still pounding when I noticed the flashing lights in my rear-view mirror in the growing twilight. I pulled over into the right lane and slowed to a stop. I ran a nervous hand through my mop of strawberry blond curls. As usual, I didn’t know if it made me look better or worse. My hair didn’t even reach past my chin, but it definitely had a mind of its own. My window whirred as I pressed the button to lower it as while the police officer approach—a tall figure with broad shoulders and dark curls in jeans and a navy V-neck T-shirt.

      I blinked as I realized he wasn’t wearing a uniform.

      My gaze darted to my rear-view mirror. The car that had pulled me over was an unmarked, dark blue sedan. I had failed to notice it parked on the shoulder of the road during all the business with the truck. The flashing lights were coming from the vehicle’s headlights in a strobe-like pattern of white, red, and blue.

      I saw myself frown in the mirror, my green eyes narrowing as my imagination kicked into overdrive, supplying an endless stream of reasons the man had pulled me over. Did he recognize my license plate? Had something happened to my parents? Or maybe something had happened in town, and he wanted to warn me about it. Maybe he had seen what had happened with the truck and wanted to talk to me. Or maybe he wasn’t really a cop at all, and this was some kind of crazy set up…

      He flashed a badge at me as he approached, throwing at least one of my theories out the window.

      “You know how fast you were going?” he asked. He leaned against the side of the car as he spoke and folded his arms across his chest. He wasn’t wearing cologne, but caught a whiff of a clean-cut scent, with a faint trace of cedar.

      I gaped up at him. “You’re pulling me over for speeding? Did you see the guy who drove past me? He was practically up my tailpipe.”

      The man’s lips tightened. “He’s a local. I’ll catch up with him later. You, on the other hand…”

      I rolled my eyes. “Oh, so that’s how it is. That truck was the reason I was speeding in the first place! He gets a slap on the wrist, and I get a ticket?”

      I knew I shouldn’t be arguing with him. I should be flashing him my dimples. They’re handy for getting me out of trouble sometimes. But I was still rattled from what had happened with the truck, and the last thing I had expected was to get hit up with a ticket.

      “Who was that guy, anyway?” I demanded. “Is he on the town council or something?”

      The man snorted. “Jeremy Jenkins? Hardly. He’s just not worth chasing. Easier to track him down over at Clive’s, when he’s had a few drinks and calmed down.”

      “Jeremy Jenkins?” I made a face at the name. It made sense to look for him at Clive’s—the local dive bar. “He still lives around here?”

      Jeremy had always been a total jerk. Even though he was a few years younger than me, we had still crossed paths at school, before I had gone off to university. He was a bully and a troublemaker. With a pair of drunks for parents, you could hardly blame him. Not that it made you like him any better when he was trying to shove your head down a toilet…

      “You know Jeremy?” the man asked with a note of disbelief as he looked me up and down with a raised eyebrow.

      “I’m not his girlfriend,” I snapped. As if I would ever hook up with someone like Jeremy… Still, I felt myself flush. “I used to go to school with him. I grew up here in town before moving to the city.”

      “Ah.” The man nodded to himself. His gaze flickered to the backseat of my car, which was crammed with boxes and bags. “Moving back into town, are you?”

      “Yes.” I saw no reason to elaborate.

      After a moment of awkward silence, the man sighed. “Do you have your driver’s license handy?”

      I glared at him before flicking on the car’s overhead light and rummaging through the satchel that lay on
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