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Deadly Burden

A Green Dory Inn Mystery, Book 4







Obey the police and stay safe, or follow her heart and help unmask a killer?

Landon Smith solved the last murder by accident⁠—⁠and nearly became the next victim. When a shocking death strikes her close-knit circle, can this amateur sleuth discover who wanted the town busybody dead?

The dead woman knew too much about too many people. Was she silenced to protect a secret? Or because of one she wouldn’t tell? And how can a dyslexic trauma survivor find clues the professionals miss?

Landon can’t afford to be sidetracked by a vindictive guest at the inn or by unexpected family drama. Or by falling for the geeky writer next door—now that he’s over her. With a storm closing in and no leads in sight, Landon’s first Christmas at the Green Dory Inn is shaping up to be anything but merry and bright.

Mystery/suspense meets Christian women’s fiction with a chance of Christmas romance in Deadly Burden, book four in the Green Dory Inn Mystery series.
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Note to Readers




Lunenburg, Nova Scotia, is a real town—a UNESCO World Heritage site. The Green Dory Inn and most other places mentioned in this novel are products of my imagination and in no way intended to represent real locations.

I have also taken creative licence with the inn’s geography by elevating that part of the coastline to allow for the sea tunnel beneath it. One of the perks of writing fiction is being able to adjust the facts as needed to accommodate the story.

Non-Canadian readers, please note I’m using Canadian spellings in this book. You’ll see words like colour, neighbour, licence, and travelling, and they’re not typos. You’ll also see some hyphenated words like mid-fifties and mid-size.








Dedication




This one’s for Dad.

The character of Roy is entirely fictional—but the two of you would have had a blast sharing tales of past shenanigans.

I am beyond grateful for your love and I can’t wait to hug you again in Heaven.








Meet the Key Characters




Anna Young: owner of the Green Dory Inn

Bobby Hawke: Landon’s friend and neighbour

Ciara Williams: Landon’s friend

Dee Elliston: local physiotherapist

Dylan Tremblay: Landon’s friend, local police officer

Elva Knapp: woman who lives near the inn

Freesia Bachman: dog-loving woman

Gwen Smith: Landon’s mother

Hope Bellgrove: Elva’s visitor

Kenzie Garner: trouble maker from out of town

Landon Smith: our story’s heroine, Anna’s friend

Phil Kirkwood: snow globe recipient, Ciara’s stepfather

Roy Hawke: Bobby’s grandfather, Anna’s neighbour

Starr Elliston: child who wants to help solve the mystery

Whitney Kirkwood: Ciara’s mother

Vi Foley: Nigel’s mother








CHAPTER 1







Saturday







THIS ELF COSTUME itched. Tugging at her too-short skirt, Landon Smith reached her free hand under the community centre’s Christmas tree for the final present—a mug-sized box wrapped with holly-red paper and a silver bow and marked “open last.” She crossed the stage to where Santa waited, white-gloved fingers spread on his knees, his red velour coat straining over a plump pillow.

A snowy beard covered his extra-wide jaw, but his smile twinkled in his sea-blue eyes. One lid dropped in a wink. “You’re a natural.”

It had been more fun than she’d expected. Bending nearer, she passed him the gift. “What I am, Roy, is a soft touch who can’t say no to my favourite neighbour.”

“Favourite, am I? Don’t let my grandson hear that.”

Santa Roy peered at the printed tag, then leaned toward the microphone. “Phil Kirkwood. Didn’t I see you already with the other board members? You must have been an extra-good boy this year.”

Around the tables, a few people paused their conversations. Heads turned to track the blond man who stood and made his way to the stage. He took the stairs at an easy jog.

The light caught a piece of glitter on his suit jacket sleeve and flared it like a sequin. Landon repressed a grin. Not even Phil’s designer elegance could escape the hazards of the season.

Roy held out the box in one hand. “Tag says to open it on stage. I won’t make you sit on my lap.”

Phil eyed the spindly white chair. “Good call.” He glanced at the gift tag. “What’s this about?”

“One way to find out.” Roy covered the mic. “Open up so we can be done. I’m melting in this getup.”

With a smile for the crowd, Phil pulled the ribbon free and let it fall. “Thank you to someone.” The red paper ripped and dropped. Then he removed the box lid and passed it to Landon.

Sparkly tissue paper rustled—more glitter for his suit—and he drew out a small jar. “A Christmas treat.”

He focused on a printed label on the lid. “Christmas twenty years ago.” The words came out low and hoarse. His throat convulsed.

He flipped the jar upside-down. Not cranberry sauce or pepper jelly after all—clear, sparkly liquid. A homemade snow globe.

All colour vanished from his face. His whispered curse came out like a sob. Blindly, he thrust the jar into the tissue paper and pushed the box toward Roy.

Landon raced after him to the stairs. “Phil, slow down. Let me help.”

He brushed off her grasp, then clutched the railing, and descended at a cautious pace. His weaving steps carried him to his table where his wife stood to meet him, hands outstretched.

“Phil, dear, what is it?”

Even visibly pregnant, Whitney Kirkwood reminded Landon of a china doll. Petite, with long blond curls, peaches-and-cream skin, round blue eyes, and now, pink lips forming a perfect O.

Phil’s brief touch to her fingertips cut short. He sank into his chair at the wide round table. “Get your coat, darling. We’re leaving.”

She studied him, teeth worrying her bottom lip. Then she whirled and dashed toward the coat check.

Landon perched on the edge of Whitney’s seat. “Let someone drive you home. Get your car tomorrow.”

“I’ll be fine.”

The conversation level rose around them, people at the other tables dismissing Phil’s reaction or speculating about the cause. Around the circle of his table, faces turned to him in concern and open curiosity.

Into the pause, a brown-clad arm shot between Landon and Phil and plucked his half-empty water glass from the table. “Drink.”

Landon slid her chair sideways to make space for a wiry little woman with sharp brown eyes like a robin’s.

The woman kept her focus on Phil until he obeyed.

Sputtering, half-choking, he drained the glass and set it on the white linen with a shaky hand.

On stage, Roy hefted his gift sack. “Ho! Ho! Ho! Santa says, have a merry Christmas. And he hopes there’s some turkey left for him in the kitchen.”

He navigated the stairs. Without appearing to hurry, he reached the table quickly.

“Vi.” He nodded a greeting to the unfamiliar woman. Then, laughing, he clapped one white-gloved hand on Phil’s shoulder. His sea-blue eyes shone hard and serious as he leaned in. “Don’t give them the satisfaction.”

Phil tipped his head and gave a good impression of sharing a joke. Anyone at a distance might buy it, that nothing shattering had happened. Close up, his pallor and a tightness around his eyes gave him away.

Landon knew him as her friend Ciara’s stepfather. Stiff and purposeful. The one soft spot she’d seen came from concern for his wife, and even then, he’d maintained control.

Whatever this snow globe meant, it mined something deep. About Whitney? He’d mumbled “Twenty years ago.” That would be before they’d met.

Landon gathered her hair in one hand and let the blond strands slide through her fingers. Whatever had followed Phil from his past would touch Whitney with her high-risk pregnancy in her forties. Could it affect the babies?

Beside her, the woman in brown—Vi—stepped up to Roy. “Show me.”

The old man might not have the belly for a traditional Santa, but his white eyebrows and deep laugh lines fit the role perfectly. Now, those eyebrows arched into the fur trim of his Santa hat. He looked at Phil and hefted his not-quite-empty sack.

Phil glanced in the direction his wife had taken. “I have nothing to hide. But I don’t want to upset Whitney.”

When Roy set the box on the tablecloth, Vi plucked the jar from the tissue paper. Instead of holding it high to catch the light, she cupped it as if to shield the contents from view. Her breath hissed through her teeth.

Fingers spread wide, Phil bounced his palm on the table. He lifted his gaze to Roy. “Who gave you this?”

Landon shook her head. “It was with the others when we arrived.”

Roy dug an index finger under the furry Santa hat. “Evidence for a mischief charge. Person should know better than to mess with a lawyer.”

The lines around Phil’s mouth dug in deeper. “I’ve never been able to locate her. This time, she must be here.” He pushed to his feet, narrowed eyes scanning the room.

“Oh, she’s here all right,” muttered Vi. “But she’s not who you think.”

The wiry woman darted crablike between the round tables to clutch the sleeve of a tall girl in a puffy silver coat. Despite the size difference, she hauled her toward Phil like a runaway child.

Phil stood to meet them.

The girl’s sullen gaze pinned him. Stormy red surged in her cheeks. Lips locked in a tight line, she let her glare say it all.

Feet anchored in place, grip firm on the girl’s arm, Vi assessed her. “That was spiteful and cruel.”

The girl continued her stare down with Phil. “Why accuse me?”

Vi shook her arm. “Everyone else looked shocked or concerned. You were satisfied.”

Phil broke eye contact, but with no evidence of defeat. He held up the snow-globe jar for his tablemates to see. “It’s a truck smashed through lake ice. To remind me of the loss of a good friend.”

Landon had barely glimpsed it on the stage before he rushed away. Not round or dome-shaped like a traditional snow globe, it was a small jam jar filled with glitter water. At the base, the tail end of a brown toy pickup truck stuck out of a dark-blue opening in the white “ice” with the cab submerged.

Phil set the jar into the box and tucked the tissue paper over the top. He spun to confront the girl. “What’s your connection with Pattie Garner?”

She yanked her arm free of Vi and folded both tight against her chest. “She’s my mother.”

He matched her posture. “I had assumed she was sending the cards. Was that you as well?”

Behind him, Roy planted hands on hips, scowling. The Jolly Old Elf’s evil twin. Angry twin, at least. The image made Landon want to grin.

The girl’s mouth tightened.

A deep breath strained Phil’s suit jacket lapels. Gone was the shaken recipient of an unwanted gift. His impassive features, his set shoulders—arms uncrossed now and at ease—and his voice when he spoke were pure professional lawyer.

“I have to ask why this matters so much to you. The accident happened before you were born.”

“Yeah, before I was born. My father died that day because of you. It should have been you.”

Sweat popped on Phil’s forehead. His lips pulled in like he’d had a rush of saliva. Or bile. “I gave up wishing for that a long time ago. Regret won’t bring anyone back.”

He paced a slow, careful circle that brought him into her space. “Your father. That would make you nineteen. Born in August.”

“So you can do math.”

Phil groped for the table behind him, barely missing his dessert plate. The weight of his palm hitting the surface rattled the cutlery. He kept the eye contact. “What’s your name?”

Before the girl could answer, Whitney rushed past her, wrapped in a blond-tipped fur coat. “Phil, whatever it is, let’s go.”

When he hesitated, she plucked at his suit sleeve and pressed her other hand on her rounded stomach. “Please. Stress isn’t good for the babies.”

He blinked at Whitney, down at the tan leather glove splayed across her coat front, then focused on the girl. Waiting.

“Kenzie.” Her chin lifted. “Remember my name. And his.”

Phil winced. “There’s more you need to know. Where can I find you?”

“I’m leaving in the morning. Expect a card next Christmas.”

As Phil allowed Whitney to draw him away, he focused on Landon. “Is there a vacancy at the inn?”

“Yes.” Bookings were scarce this close to Christmas.

“Bill me for her room. Vi, convince her to stay.”

Phil settled his hand over Whitney’s grip on his arm and dipped his head to speak softly as they made for the exit.

Landon stared after them. This bitter, disruptive stranger had hurt—and shocked—Phil deeply, and the man wanted to land that kind of a guest at the Green Dory Inn? It could be a tense few days. Followed by a barbed review if anything went wrong.

So they’d serve with their customary hospitality. And Landon would keep her thoughts to herself. She stood and offered the girl a friendly smile. “So, I’m Landon, and my friend Anna Young over there runs the Green Dory Inn. We’d be happy to have you stay with us if you’d like.”

Kenzie glanced at the box Phil had left on the table. “What could he have to say that’s so important he’d pay to keep me here?”

“Might be worth finding out.” Landon couldn’t wait to see Phil’s stepdaughter’s reaction to this. In the past, Ciara had accused Phil of throwing money at her to leave town. Now, he funded a malicious stranger to stay.

He’d better not be setting the inn up for any more trouble.

Vi jabbed a crooked finger at the girl. “Behaviour like yours, you don’t deserve to know the rest. You have to earn the right to hear it.”

Kenzie’s eyes slitted. “That’s not what he said.” She turned her back on her accuser. “Hag.” The hiss slipped out so low Landon barely heard it.

From Vi’s grin, she’d heard it just fine.

Landon stifled her own mirth. “I don’t know Phil well, but he doesn’t waste time. If he has information to share, it’s important.”

“Go home,” Vi taunted. “And always wonder. He knew your father better than anyone. Bet he could fill in some gaps.”

Kenzie zipped her coat. “Give me the details about your inn and maybe you’ll see me tomorrow.”

Landon wove her way among tables of chattering people until she reached her friends. Kenzie wouldn’t stay. And Phil? The gift had shaken him. Humanized him enough that she found herself praying he’d find peace.

Anna looked up at her approach, a welcoming smile curving her generous lips. A pearly enamel snowman pin shone against her fir-green sweater.

Landon took the empty seat beside her and gulped a glass of water. Elf duty was thirsty work, especially in this hot, scratchy, and short costume. “The things Roy cons people into.”

Across the table, Bobby Hawke smirked. “You’re one to talk. Who nearly got me arrested in September?”

Heat prickled under her collar. It hadn’t been her fault… exactly. Definitely hadn’t been his.

He was the self-proclaimed “getaway driver” who’d agreed to help her. A few years older than she was, maybe in his late twenties, he lived with his grandfather, Roy, next door to Anna’s Green Dory Inn. With his perpetually shaggy hair and goofy tee shirts—today’s was a cartoon raisin with stick arms and legs sporting a Santa hat—this geeky writer had become her best friend.

“Ho, ho, ho.” Roy deposited a steaming plate of turkey dinner in front of Landon and another at his spot next to Bobby. “Those ladies in the kitchen are treasures.”

He had shed his gloves, and now he swiped the plush Santa hat from his head. A quick finger-scrub left his thick white hair sticking up like frosty grass.

The other six at the table were enjoying a second cup of coffee or tea and finishing their pumpkin pie. Roy and Landon, his last-minute helper, had rushed from distributing gifts to the children and mothers at the local shelter to a repeat performance here at the community centre for the shelter volunteers and board members.

Roy split a dinner roll and slathered it with butter.

Bobby elbowed him. “Better not do that when Mom and Dad come.”

Sea-blue eyes sparkling, the old man took an enormous bite, chewed, and swallowed. “My body, my choice.”

“Gramp, that’s not what that means. At all.”

“Still true.” Roy waved the remaining morsel at Anna. “Prepare for a guest tomorrow. A girl named Kenzie. Landon’ll fill you in later.”

Her heaping plate wafted Christmasy goodness, but she didn’t reach for her utensils yet. “You think she’ll come?”

His grin stretched until he resembled a satisfied cat. “Vi played her like a master. She can’t leave now.”

“This is the girl you were talking to with Vi and Phil?” Anna’s expression clouded. “Phil seemed upset.”

“It was mean, what she did to him.” Scowling, Roy described the snow globe and Kenzie’s accusation about her father. “I thought Phil was going to keel over on the spot. And now he wants her to stick around and talk to him.”

Landon cut a strip of turkey. “Vi seemed to have an inside track. Who is she?”

“Vi Foley. Nigel’s mother.” A furrow rippled Anna’s broad forehead. “I’m surprised you haven’t met her yet.”

To the right of Roy, their neighbour Elva set her mug down with a firm rap. “Vi knows the skeletons in every closet.”

Bobby drained his coffee cup. “Most people have things they want to keep quiet. Even the geezer in the red suit.” He gave his grandfather another elbow dig. “Says he’s waiting for the statute of limitations to run out. I think he’s kidding. I hope he’s kidding.”

Roy held a finger to his lips. “Some things go to the grave.” He winked at Landon. “Don’t tell that good-looking young cop who’s been hanging around.”

“You’re incorrigible.” Not the first time Landon had told him that. She focused on Elva. “Vi was furious Kenzie breached Phil’s privacy in public.”

“A real Ghost of Christmas Past.” Bobby gave an exaggerated shudder.

Elva’s lips made a sour twist. “That girl is trouble.”

The silver strands in Anna’s brown bob glinted in the overhead light. The last of her smile faded. “There’s hurt there, beneath the anger. Imagine never having the chance to know your father.”

“Means he could never let her down.” Elva’s words, sharp and final, drew a swift study from the younger woman she’d brought as a guest.

The guest, Hope, would be left to wonder. Even Anna, with her heart for misfits and the wounded, hadn’t been able to crack Elva’s barriers.

Landon and Elva had begun a cautious friendship after events this summer, but Landon had no idea what Elva’s father had done to earn her scorn.

Unlike Kenzie with Phil. If the girl did show up, could the two trust one another? Should they?

Trust. A shaky subject for Landon these days. The risk of loss cut too deep.








CHAPTER 2







Sunday







AT THE EDGE of the flagstone path from the inn, Landon stopped and lifted her face to the drifting snowflakes. Their frosty kisses melted on her cheekbones. White tipped the grass, but the lacy flakes were too sparse to build up on the driveway.

Inhaling the crisp air, she crossed the wet pavement to Roy’s old blue pickup. Roy had added a front-mounted yellow plow blade for the winter. Behind the wheel, Bobby wore a lumpy multicoloured hat.

When she opened the passenger door and saw it clearly, she burst out laughing. “What’s that supposed to be?”

He pinched the shiny yellow star at the hat’s tip, and the bunched fabric inflated, stretching into a tree hung with baubles. “Don’t disrespect the hat.”

Climbing in, she snickered. “It’s not the hat I’m worried about. What did Roy say?”

“Who do you think gave it to me?” Another squeeze of the star let the hat slump onto his head.

“I can’t wait to see Ciara’s reaction.”

When they reached the Christmas tree u-pick, Ciara’s late-model Volkswagen Bug was already parked. Their friend scooped up her tiny Chihuahua from where he’d been exploring fallen bits of greenery and hurried their way.

Her straight-cut brown wool coat, nearly as dark as her hair, didn’t show the pup’s paw prints. The bright-pink silk scarf tucked into her collar matched her lipstick.

Once he exited the truck, Bobby blew up his hat again and waited.

Ciara’s mouth dropped open, but for once, nothing emerged but a tiny squeak. One gloved hand shifted to cover her dog’s eyes.

Priceless. Landon swallowed a giggle.

Bobby swept the hat from his head with theatrical flair. “I couldn’t find a matching one to fit your pooch.”

Ciara retreated, smoothing the dog’s snowflake-patterned jacket. “Moxie’s fine the way he is, thanks.” Then she pointed to the log-cabin-style building across the parking lot. “This’ll be fun. I want to check out the gift shop once we have the tree.”

“Trees,” Landon said. “One for Anna and one for the inn’s common room.”

After checking in, the three friends trekked along a frost-hardened dirt road to their assigned section. Faint strains of “I’ll be Home for Christmas” followed from the gift-shop speaker.

Sculpted evergreens stood plump and vibrant in a winter-browned field, spaced to allow room to grow. Here and there, a young tree, barely knee-high, splashed a lighter green. Sawdust and fresh stumps reminded Landon they’d left this a little late in the season. No wonder there were so few cars in the parking lot.

A child’s laugh rang from somewhere to the left.

Bobby pointed with the yellow-handled bow saw he’d brought from the truck. “How about that way?”

In among the trees, the heady scent of balsam fir and sharp winter air flashed Landon back to childhood. To a similar lot with her parents and sisters. Before everything fell apart.

Under the guise of brushing melted snow from her cheeks, she blotted tears with the back of a red-mittened hand. “I wish Anna had come too. How am I supposed to choose for her?”

Last year, her first as a widow, Anna had flown to spend the holidays with her daughter. Determined to celebrate Christmas in her own home again, she’d felt coming here to the same tree farm without her husband would be too painful.

Ciara twirled around, one arm flung wide and the other cradling her little dog. “This is magical. We had a real tree once, but it came from a setup in town. And once Mom married Phil, it was artificial designer decor all the way.”

Bobby laughed. “That’s what we had at home. Practical and a lot less mess. Any year we came for Christmas, Gramp always brought me here. Dyer’s Trees… that’s Anna’s neighbours Blaine and Tricia.”

Blaine had offered to cut and deliver for Anna, but when Bobby volunteered the truck, Landon jumped at a day in the open air. University end of semester had her brain wound too tight.

She circled one tree and then the next, watching snowflakes land on the foliage and drinking in the sharp-scented air. “They’re all beautiful. And I don’t want to cut any of them.”

“If we don’t, Blaine will. Anna already paid him.” Bobby pressed the curved tip of the bow saw into the ground. “Do you want to go home empty-handed?”

“This is what they’re grown for. Like flowers or fruit. Or beef.” A toss of Ciara’s short brown hair dismissed any concern.

Bobby pointed the saw at the tree nearest Landon. “Do you like bushy or skinny? Or we can walk further.”

Ciara stamped her feet. “My toes are getting cold. I didn’t want to wreck my boots in the mud.”

Bobby eyed her sneakers, then cocked an eyebrow at Landon.

“Let’s get one of each.” She could spend all afternoon here in this peaceful place, but there were trees aplenty behind the inn. No point turning Ciara’s feet into ice blocks.

She chose two good candidates and declined Bobby’s offer to try the saw.

The blade rasped, biting into the tree trunk.

Ciara set Moxie on the grass, keeping him away from Bobby’s activity. The little dog darted under the nearest low-hanging branches, tangling his sparkly teal leash.

“Silly boy.” Ciara bent to free him. “Listen, what can you tell me about last night? About that snow globe?”

Puffing from the saw’s motion, Bobby didn’t look up. “Phil okay today?”

“He says he is, but Mom doesn’t believe him. And this isn’t just about me wanting dirt on Phil.” A corner of her mouth pinched in a smirk. “Although I do. Mom called me last night—I was at my office party.”

Ciara glanced over her shoulder. “This stays between us. Phil paced around the house and then took off. Said he had to walk. He was gone for hours. Mom was terrified. I had to go over and sit with her. She kept hyperventilating, and I was so worried about the babies. If he compromises her pregnancy⁠—⁠”

Her features tightened, accenting the sharpness of her nose. “I guess he has a super-bitter ex who blames him for someone’s death. She’s been sending cards every Christmas. That’s how Mom found out. There has to be more, the way he reacted last night. You know Phil. Nothing rocks him. But when he came home, he was gutted. And furious.”

Everyone at the table had heard Kenzie’s accusation. Yet if Phil had been involved, he’d have been convicted. He wouldn’t be a lawyer now with that background—unless he got off on a technicality.

The chill tracking Landon’s spine had nothing to do with the snow. If anything illegal lay in Phil’s past and it came back to bite him now, Whitney’s high-risk pregnancy could be in jeopardy.

She bit her lip. “Phil made it sound like the girl who brought the gift didn’t have all the facts. What she said might not even be true.”

The first tree fell to the grass with a gentle whoosh. Bobby moved to the second. “And now we’ll never find out. Gramp couldn’t believe she didn’t show up at the inn today.”

“Anna too.” Landon and Anna had waited around all morning, missing church. Wherever Kenzie stayed last night, check out would have been before eleven.

So much for Anna’s ideas on how to get Phil and Kenzie together for a Christmas reconciliation. Landon kept her relief to herself.

Ciara’s lips formed a bright-pink line. “I need to know if this could affect Mom.”

Bobby kept his head down, arm moving in a regular rhythm. “You could, oh, I don’t know, ask him?”

“Does Phil seem like a true-confessions sort of guy to you? Besides, he doesn’t like me.” She picked up Moxie and inspected his paws, rubbing them free of snow. “Come on, Bobby. You’re a computer guy. Help me out and find the accident online?”

“You can use a browser too.”

“I don’t know how to figure out the right questions. I tried. Do you know how many fatal accidents there were twenty years ago in December? Phil comes from Saskatchewan, but that’s a lot of land—and it may not have happened there.”

“I’m not going to mess with an innocent man’s past to satisfy your curiosity.”

He’d be remembering last time. When Ciara manipulated them to break and enter to search for evidence.

Ciara cradled her dog closer. “How can I find out if you won’t help me?”

Landon agreed with Bobby, but she understood Ciara’s concern. “At the dinner, Vi seemed to know the secret. Nigel Foley’s mother. She might not tell you what it is, but it didn’t seem to worry her.”

“Nigel? Oh, that weird man with the bicycle. He creeps me out. Phil buys natural remedies from Vi. I can go see her. Pretend I need something. Since nobody here will help me.”

The second tree swished downward. Bobby lowered the saw and pushed to his feet. “Shall we go?”

Landon grasped the thinner trunk and waited for him to pick up the other. It took a minute to get her bearings before starting to drag the tree toward the parking lot.

She wanted no part in Ciara’s meddling. From Vi’s sharp comments to Kenzie at the dinner, the woman would have a stock of choice barbs for defence.

~~~

“I wish you’d let me do that.” In the inn’s basement, Landon reached for the blue rubber storage bin Anna lowered from her perch on the wooden stepladder.

Anna swiped hair from her forehead. “The ornament for Piper will be in one of these. The rest can wait until we set up the trees.”

Anna’s daughter had called in tears tonight at the loss of a treasured keepsake. Her young son had splintered the thin wooden cutout after it slipped off their Christmas tree.

Descending the ladder, Anna sighed. “Pregnancy hormones aren’t helping, but Murdoch made that decoration for her. She’s lost another piece of him.”

Last month marked the first anniversary of Anna’s husband’s death. And this Christmas, each family member carried the added grief of knowing he’d been murdered.

Anna snapped the ladder shut and propped it against the shelving. “We’ll need this again soon. I hope we can get the trees done before⁠—”

The inn’s front doorbell sounded from the main level, followed by a knock.

With no guests expected and December’s early nightfall, they’d locked up at suppertime. Leaving the boxes, Landon jogged up the stairs behind Anna. When Anna flung wide the door, Kenzie stood, hunched and shivering, on the doorstep. Fat flakes of snow stuck to the girl’s hair and the shoulders of her coat.

“You must be Kenzie.” Anna drew her inside and shut out the winter night. “I’m Anna, and you’ve met Landon. Welcome. We thought you weren’t coming.”

Their guest slid a backpack from one shoulder. It thudded at her feet. “I couldn’t decide. Is Phil seriously going to cover this?”

“He called this morning to confirm.” Anna’s tone gave nothing away. Not Phil’s follow-up calls to see if the girl had arrived, nor his eventual request that they text him when she did—if she did.

Anna bustled down the hall to the rear of the inn, rubber-soled slippers slapping the light hardwood floor. “I’ll get your key.”

Landon pushed her own forebodings away and offered a smile. Phil could handle himself. She and Anna would provide hospitality. And not choose sides. “Did you have a good day in town?”

“At first.” The brief animation fled Kenzie’s features. “Until I heard people talking about the dinner last night. Speculating, taking Phil’s side. Without the decency to ask me when I was right there.”

Anna returned carrying a pewter schooner key fob. “Landon, will you show Kenzie to her room? I’ll bring the boxes up from the basement.”

Leading the way upstairs, Landon addressed Kenzie’s complaint. “Small towns are like that. People will defend their own against an outsider but cheerfully dig up dirt themselves. They won’t be so defensive of him when you’re gone.”

She stepped into the Schooner Room and clicked on the bedside lamp. Not as bright as the overhead fixture, but softer and more inviting.

Kenzie plopped her backpack onto the bed’s sea-blue duvet. As she took in the surroundings, her posture relaxed. “Hating Phil has its upside when I can make him pay for a spot like this. I’m a student. I could never afford to stay here on my own.”

Phil had authorized up to a week’s stay. Better not share that tidbit. “What are you studying? I’m at the Mount for social work.” Struggling at twenty-four, older than most of her classmates, and increasingly unsure this was what God wanted for her life.

“First year at Acadia, sciences.” Kenzie draped her coat over the rocking chair. “Home is Saskatchewan, before you ask. I came east to get my revenge on Phil.”

She looked away. “It’s too late tonight to contact him. I’ll get his number from you in the morning.”

Landon eased out of the room. “Anna makes a killer cup of hot chocolate. This is a perfect night for it if you want to come down. She has cookies too.”

And if a little friendly conversation brought information about Phil’s dark secret, it might put Ciara’s mind at ease. Not that Landon was investigating.

Downstairs, she found Anna in the private sitting room, kneeling between the two open totes, her lap buried in small boxes and random ornaments. On the coffee table lay a pale wooden disc, cut away in the middle to shape a kilted bagpiper. Wood-burned letters around the rim spelled “Piper’s first Christmas” and the year.

Anna indicated it with her chin, her hands deftly repacking the other items. “Murdoch made this one too. She needs it more than I do now. I’ll courier it out first thing tomorrow.”

Footsteps sounded on the stairs, and Landon glanced toward the hallway. “I offered Kenzie a mug of your famous hot chocolate. We could all use a treat.”

“And maybe some answers.” Anna climbed to her feet, brushing flecks of glitter from her fleece pants. “I hope Phil’s not making a mistake. Settle her in the common room while I get it started?”

“Settle” and Kenzie didn’t mix tonight, not even with the girl slouched in the leather club chair by the front window, scattered snowflakes drifting outside. Her feet shuffled in their chunky knit socks. Her elbows moved on the armrests.

She sat up straight, staring at Landon. “Why should I trust you?”

“Um, I’m not sure. Do you want to?”

“I need answers, and I don’t want to talk to Phil.” Kenzie pinched a lock of brown hair, squinting at the ends as if she didn’t like what she saw. “I even crawled to that Vi woman today, but she wouldn’t help. Self-righteous secret keeper. Thinks she’s better because she knows things about other people. One of these days, it’ll blow up in her face.”

“Lunenburg’s like any other town, with more secrets than we know.” Some worse than others. What Landon and her friends had uncovered this summer still sickened her. Vi and her son, Nigel, bore that shadow, as did the neighbouring Elva. And who knew how many others?

Kenzie flicked the strands of hair behind her shoulder. “So I have to see Phil after all. How do I even know he’ll tell me the truth?”

“His stepdaughter thinks he will. And she’s not his biggest fan.”

Her eyes slitted. “You’ve been talking about me too. You all have.”

“My friend is worried about her mother’s high-risk pregnancy.” Landon spread her palms. “It’s not malice or gossip. At least not with Anna and me. We’re trying to understand. You must have expected people to talk, though. Wasn’t that the point of a public gift?”

“Of course. I just didn’t plan to be around to hear it. And I didn’t know his wife was pregnant—and fragile.”

“Does it make a difference?”

“Maybe? That gift really shook him. I thought it would satisfy me.” Kenzie scuffed her fingertips against her jeans.

Landon released a soft breath. “But it didn’t?”

“It’s his fault my father died. Time for a little payback.”

Porcelain clinked in the hallway. Anna entered, her tray balancing three assorted Christmas mugs and a plate mounded with shortbread cookies and gingerbread cutouts. Once Kenzie and Landon each took a steaming mug and a cookie, Anna set the tray on the puzzle table.

She dropped into the wooden chair beside the puzzle, drink in hand. “We need to finish this to make room for the Christmas tree. Sorry it’s not already up to welcome you. I should have picked an easier design. Too much white.”

A slender white lighthouse rose from snow-brushed grey rocks, stormy waves behind and fat flakes blotting a heavy grey sky. On its narrow door, an evergreen wreath sported a Christmas-red bow.

“If I can’t sleep tonight, I’ll know what to do.” Kenzie sipped her hot chocolate. “This is so good.”

Anna beamed. “Whisk the powder into hot milk—or cream. And add a truffle.”

Kenzie drank again, then licked brown foam from her upper lip. “Mom would love this place. Except she couldn’t stand to be near Phil.”

Anna selected a gingerbread cookie. “Does she know you’re here?”

“Of course not.” The words exploded like a sneeze. Or a plea. “Finding the right kind of truck, making the snow globe, imagining his reaction—it was therapeutic. For me, anyway.”

Anna’s eyes closed in what might have been a brief prayer. Then she exhaled. “Phil asks if you’ll phone him by ten tomorrow morning. I’ll give you the number at breakfast.”

“I don’t know why I’m doing this to myself. There’s nothing he can say even if he apologizes.” Both hands clutched her mug. “He’ll try to blame my father. Some twisted form of revenge.”

Said the girl whose whole reason for being here was revenge. Landon flattened a palm against her jeans. “Last night, Phil was reacting. He didn’t have time to plot anything even if he wanted to.”

“He’s a lawyer. They think on their feet.”

Phil had barely kept his feet. No, he’d seemed desperate—hungry—to connect with his self-proclaimed enemy. Like he truly did have details she needed to hear.

Kenzie’s gaze dipped, then tracked between Landon and Anna. “You two don’t seem close to him. So this place is neutral ground. Could he come here? I thought maybe a coffee shop, but this whole nosy town recognizes me now. With points and stares.”

What could shake Phil so badly? And why would he risk sharing it with this stranger bent on causing harm?








CHAPTER 3



Monday



“WHAT HAPPENS IF he can’t get here that soon?” Landon reached over the white pass-through doors from the kitchen to take the phone from Kenzie.

The girl stood in the breakfast room. She’d come downstairs shortly before ten, asking to use the inn landline so Phil wouldn’t learn her cell number. And after waiting until the last minute to call, she’d given him a bare thirty minutes to get there.

Anna smoothed her holly-print apron. “You don’t have to rush check out. He asked for an open-ended stay.” She chopped the last word short, then added, “Unless he tells me otherwise.”

“Thank you.” Kenzie hiked a stiff shoulder at Landon. “If he’s late, I may have trouble starting my car. Or misplace my keys. Or maybe I’ll go. This is crazy.”

Anna’s slow exhale carried force. “Warm chocolate chip cookies should break the ice. Did you want to meet in the breakfast room? I can put on coffee or tea so you don’t have to serve yourselves. We’ll get out of the way.”

“Can we use the room with the puzzle? A lawyer would feel safest behind a table or desk. Plus, if I score the comfy chair first, I’ll seem relaxed. And coffee, please.”

“Common room it is.” Anna clattered her baking utensils with uncharacteristic vigour. Trying to keep from saying more?

Exactly half an hour later, a glossy black sedan cruised up the long driveway from the road.

With Anna wrangling cookie sheets in the kitchen and Kenzie planted in the common room club chair, Landon let Phil in.

He stowed his gloves and surrendered his wool coat, revealing a charcoal-grey suit. A peach tie softened the effect. At least he hadn’t gone for full-on intimidating black.

Landon swallowed her nerves. If he’d come from the office, a suit could be his daily uniform. And from what she’d seen, even his casual look would be elegant. Stepping back, she gestured toward the door beside the stairs. “Kenzie’s in there. You can shut yourselves in and have all the privacy you’d like.”

The scent of baking wafted from the rear of the inn. “If you wait a couple of minutes, Anna’s plating cookies fresh from the oven.”

A smile ghosted across his lips. “Most kind of her.” Serious again, he lowered his voice and gestured toward the open doorway. “May I request the courtesy of your presence? Or Anna’s? I prefer not to be alone with a young woman who considers my reputation a commodity to be tarnished.”

Surely, Kenzie couldn’t be that malicious. Or could she? Jaw set, Landon nodded.

Phil paused inside the doorway. “Thank you for agreeing to talk. May I call you Kenzie?”

“It’s my name.” She stood to shake his hand before folding into her seat like she belonged there.

“A difficult name for me to speak, even after twenty years.” Phil took one of the upholstered chairs, gripping the curved oak armrests to reposition it squarely in her line of sight. “I’ve asked Landon to join us—for both our protection.”

“I heard.”

Trying to hide her discomfort, Landon crossed to the wooden chair by the puzzle table.

Phil withdrew a small manila envelope from his suit coat pocket and tapped the edge on one knee. He extended it to Kenzie. “I thought you might like these pictures of him.”

The girl’s features froze. One hand reached. Retracted. “They’ll be compromising. Or demeaning. No thank you.”

So smoothly it could have been his original intention, Phil offered the envelope to Landon. “If you’d be so kind?”

Anna’s arrival with a tray of coffee and cookies made a brief reprieve. Landon declined her offer of a mug for herself. She shouldn’t be here. Yet underneath her shaky nerves, she understood.

Once the door closed behind Anna, Landon took a breath and untucked the envelope flap. Five pictures slid onto her lap. Kenzie’s father was in his early twenties, smiling in each shot. The final image showed him with a second young man, their arms around one another’s shoulders, standing in front of a weathered cabin.

She looked at Phil, down to the photo, to Phil again.

His lips firmed. “I considered omitting that one. But these were all I had.”

Landon put the prints in the envelope and passed it to Kenzie. “He’s enjoying life. I’m sorry for your loss. Both of your losses.”

At the edge of her vision, Phil nodded.

Kenzie clutched the envelope. “I’ll look at these alone. Later. Thank you.”

Blinking rapidly, she walked to the table and one-handedly stirred cream and sugar into her coffee. By the time she took her seat, her lashes no longer fought tears. “My father is still dead because of you.”

Phil cleared his throat. “What brought you to the dinner?”

“Sending cards wasn’t enough. For the twentieth anniversary, I wanted to go big. Do something public. See if it hurt you.”

“Mission accomplished.” His dry tone didn’t waver. “How did you find me?”

“There is a—vacancy—in my heart where I should have a father. Mom made sure I knew from the beginning whose fault it was. I’ve been following you online. When I saw you’d be at that dinner as a board member, I had to come.”

“How far?”

“The Valley. I chose my university location to put you in range.”

“Your mother doesn’t know you’re here.”

“No.”

Phil made eye contact with Landon. “My stepdaughter would crow over any sordid tidbits from my past. Likely in a way that would upset her mother.”

“Whitney doesn’t know?”

“She knew about the accident but not the cause. I confessed the details yesterday.” He leaned against the mint upholstery. “I rely on your discretion. As Ciara did this fall.”

At the mention of sordid
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