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Note to my American readers:




This novel uses Canadian spelling, which is sort of a hybrid of US and UK English. You’ll see words like colour, neighbour, practice, and licence, and they’re not typos. That said, and despite the many eyes that have checked the manuscript, I can’t guarantee perfection. But I’ve done my best!




Also, you’ll encounter some French-Canadian and other words and names. Here’s some basic pronunciation help:




ami: say “ah-MEE” (friend)




Ayon: say “Ay-ON” where the “ay” rhymes with “hay” and without saying the “n” in “on”




chérie: say “sha-ree” (a term of endearment, like dear)




Dafiq: say “dah-FEEK”




finis: say “fin-NEE” (the end)




Gilles: the “g” makes a zh sound as in “treasure,” and the name rhymes with “hill,” so say “zhil” (If you have to, call him Jill. Please don’t call him Giles, or he may haunt you.)




Luc: close enough to say “Luke”




Honore: say “on-ORE”




Renaud: say “re-NO” (like the car)




Safia: say “sa-FEE-ya”




toujours aimée: remember the “zh” sound from “treasure” and say “too-zhoorz ay-may” (always loved, and a play on Amy’s name)














A father to the fatherless, a defender of widows,

is God in his holy dwelling.

God sets the lonely in families,

he leads out the prisoners with singing;

but the rebellious live in a sun-scorched land.




Psalm 68: 5-6, NIV


Chapter 1




The doorbell echoed from the main floor. Amy dropped the square of sandpaper onto the frame she’d been finishing and flexed her aching fingers.

Overhead, light footsteps headed for the door. Michael’s aunt could sign for the delivery, but Amy wanted to check the boxes. She rolled her shoulders to work out a kink, then slid from the stool and brushed a layer of dust from her clothing.

Aunt Bay’s voice met her at the top of the basement stairs. “She may not want to talk to you.”

Not the printer order after all. She, as in me? Amy took a few silent steps but stopped out of sight.

“Please, I’m on a deadline.” A male voice, light and with a hint of a quiver.

Amy grinned. Aunt Bay had that effect when she wanted. It might be fun to let her soften this guy up a bit more, but Amy stepped into the hallway. “Is there a problem?”

Aunt Bay huffed at the man. “Come in, then. But if she says no, you’ll be leaving.”

The visitor took three quick steps inside before Michael’s aunt could change her mind. “Amy Silver?”

“Yes?”

He wasn’t much bigger than Aunt Bay, but closer to Amy’s age. A bit older, maybe in his late 20s. Black, with tight-curled hair and black-framed glasses. Despite the passive voice, his gaze spoke determination. “I’m Troy Hicks, a friend of Michael’s. I’m a journalist.”

“Okay.” Amy nodded, waiting. Did he want to write about the art studio? But why would Aunt Bay object?

Troy adjusted the laptop bag strap on his shoulder. “I know this is a sensitive topic for you, but I’d like to ask about your accident.”

Amy glanced at Michael’s aunt. Felt the quiet of this rambling house that had become her sanctuary. Looked back at Troy. “Why? It’s been almost two years.”

Dark eyes studied her. “There was a similar crash in the States recently. The local paper is interested in a follow-up on your recovery. Just a short human interest piece.”

Pain radiated in Amy’s hip and she shifted her weight to her good leg. “I live with the after-effects every day.” She wasn’t crazy about being in the paper, but after all Michael and his aunt — great-aunt, really — had done… A positive mention of the painter and his studio could bring him a new customer or two. She smiled at Troy. “Okay.”

Aunt Bay’s face relaxed. “Good for you. I knew you were healing.”

Amy turned to Troy. “If Michael gets back soon enough, he can join us.” She led the way into the living room and sank into the nearest chair. Pain lanced her hip, then began to ebb. She pulled a steadying breath.

Troy settled opposite her, and opened his laptop on the low table in front of him. He pulled out his smart phone and tapped the screen. “All right if I record this? I’ll take notes, but I like a verbatim backup.”

“That’s fine, I guess.”

Aunt Bay entered the room carrying a tray with three glasses of ice water. Amy reached for a glass. “Thank you. My hip started to go. I needed to sit.”

“I saw it in your face, child.”

“You’re too good to me.” Aunt Bay and Michael, both. They’d taken in a virtual stranger because she had no family of her own. Amy had met Michael, what? Four times before the crash? Five?

Troy moved his laptop onto his knees. He held Amy’s gaze for a few seconds, and flashed a reassuring smile. “I appreciate this. I’ll ask a few questions, we’ll chat, then I’ll distill it into an article once I leave.”

Aunt Bay set the tray on the coffee table beside Troy’s phone, and carried her glass to a chair that let her observe them both. “You’ll let Amy see what you’ve written first?”

One side of Troy’s mouth curved down. “That’s actually discouraged. Second-guessing dilutes the original tone and causes missed deadlines.” He glanced at Amy. “Are you concerned I’ll misrepresent you?”

Amy shook her head.

“Okay.” Troy checked his laptop screen. “Two years ago this November, a private plane carrying you and your fiancé, Gilles Renaud, crashed on a rural highway.” He looked up. “I’m sorry, Amy. There are no words for your loss.”

Amy’s throat tightened. “I’ll always miss him. We talk about him a lot, and sometimes that makes it easier.”

Aunt Bay sniffed. “Far better than stuffing away the grief and pretending he never existed.”

Troy nodded. “Gilles was an experienced pilot, and weather conditions were fair. I’m told it took a great deal of skill to bring the plane down in one piece.” He glanced back at his laptop. “According to my notes, Gilles died from internal injuries, and you spent weeks in hospital. Everything changed that day, but you’ve found strength to carry on. And you’ve stayed in Nova Scotia instead of moving back to… Ottawa?”

“I brought everything with me when I came here to marry Gilles.” She’d had nothing — and no one — to return to. “Michael and Gilles were best friends. In his own grief, Michael gave me a place to stay when the hospital discharged me. His great-aunt moved in to help me.”

“And to keep folks from talking.” Aunt Bay levelled a stare. “I should have introduced myself. Beatrice.” She pronounced it BAY-a-triss, then spelled it for him. “If you can get your tongue around that, feel free to call me by name. Otherwise, it’s Miss Rockland.”

A grin split Troy’s face. “BAY-a-triss it is. Thank you.”

Amy looked at the older woman. “It was Gilles who nicknamed you Aunt Bay. Michael told me.”

“Yes. That first summer Gilles stayed here. An irrepressible teenager ready to take on the world.” Beatrice turned to Troy. “This was my home then. When I bought a condo in the city, Michael took over the house for his studio. The light off St. Margaret’s Bay is perfect in his work room, and he gets tourist traffic in the summer.”

Troy typed a rapid burst and paused, hands over the keyboard. “Amy, you mentioned your hip. Is this related to the crash?”

“My leg was trapped when the plane crumpled, and I ended up with a dislocated hip. The surgeon repaired it, but if I stand too long, or over-exert it, the pain comes back.” Amy grimaced. “When I’m out with Aunt Bay, I’m the one with the cane. At twenty-five.”

She waited until Troy stopped tapping keys. “I wanted a way to give back to Michael and Aunt Bay, so I started helping with the paperwork and accounts between physiotherapy appointments. I’m good with numbers. Michael, your typical artist, isn’t. Then I learned how to do framing and other support work, to give Michael more time to paint.”

Amy sipped her water and rested the glass on the arm of her chair. “I could get back up to speed with the banking world and apply for work in my field, but I like it here. Less money, but less pressure, and right now I don’t want any stress.” Her fingers twisted the end of her ponytail. “So am I still healing? Or am I hiding?”

Troy grinned. “I’m a journalist, not a doctor. Sounds to me like you’ve got a good thing going, win-win all around. Have you kept in touch with Gilles’ family?”

Speaking of stress… “Please don’t mention them in your article. They wouldn’t appreciate it.”

“Okay. Now, there’s one other angle I wanted to look at in passing. Are you satisfied with the investigation into the crash?”

Amy pressed her back into the chair. “Why?”

“Coverage of the American crash suggests there are a few ways to sabotage a small plane that are virtually untraceable. Did Gilles do a pre-flight inspection?”

“I followed him around the plane. It was fascinating.”

Troy nodded. “Forgive me — did he take it seriously, or was it a formality?”

Amy stiffened. “Gilles may have had a reckless streak, but he was obsessive about mechanical safety.”

Aunt Bay snorted. “Daredevils can’t risk equipment failure. Not that he’d try anything crazy with Amy in the plane. He treated her like spun glass.”

“Here’s the thing.” Troy positioned the laptop more squarely on his legs. “Gilles’ pre-flight should have caught any ordinary mechanical issues. After your crash, I asked his flight club about the possibility of sabotage — just to cover every option. They shut me down faster than you can say ‘No comment.’ Fine. I thought it wasn’t likely anyhow. But now I know it’s possible. I asked again this morning, and they hit me with a guilt trip. Said to respect you, not to dig up past pain.”

“Yet you’re asking me about it.”

“Because I do respect you.” Troy sat forward, one elbow on the edge of his laptop. His features hardened. “If someone did this to you and Gilles, you have a right to know. To see justice done.”

Amy stared. “But who? Why?”

“That’s the other reason I’m asking. You and Michael knew Gilles best. Did he have enemies? Personal or business conflicts? I won’t put anything you say now in my article, but I’d like to keep recording for myself.”

This conversation was unreal. Amy rubbed her hip. “Gilles didn’t seem worried about anything. He was, when we met. Said he was running away from God — don’t repeat that. We fell in love, he settled whatever was bothering him, and we came here to get married.”

“Gilles had a reputation with the ladies, but this would be a pretty extreme response from a spurned lover. I don’t suppose you have any enemies yourself, Amy?”

Amy’s scalp prickled. Enemies? She forced a laugh. “Not the murdering kind.” Gilles’ mother. Her own unseen father. “Besides, I’m an easy target and I’m still here.”

Aunt Bay reached over and squeezed Amy’s arm. “Thank God for that.”

Troy checked his phone. “Michael hasn’t replied to my text yet. When he does, I’ll ask if he remembers anything. Thank you both for your time.” He shut the laptop and slid it into his bag.

Amy sat forward in her chair, preparing her hip joint to stand. “It’s been nice to meet you. Thanks for checking on me, and good luck with your article. I really don’t think there’s anything to the sabotage idea, though. Just because it could have happened doesn’t mean it did. Everyone loved Gilles.”

Aunt Bay stood without any effort. “I agree with Amy. But I hope Michael invites you back socially. He works too much.”

Troy looked at the older woman. “Are you a praying person like Michael, Beatrice?”

At her nod, he took her hand. “Then pray for the truth to come out.”

~~~

Troy’s visit left Amy on edge. She popped a couple of painkillers and forced herself to finish sanding the frame she’d abandoned, but instead of applying the final layer of clear-coat, she cleaned up and roamed into the kitchen.

Aunt Bay looked up from sliding a meatloaf into the oven. “You have an hour, if you’d like to lie down.” She added foil-wrapped potatoes and closed the door.

“Thanks, but I think I’ll make some tea and sit down with the heating pad. Maybe read a bit, unless you’d like to chat.” Amy filled the kettle and opened the tea cupboard. “Would you like a cup?”

“If you’re making herbal.” Sharp blue eyes studied Amy. “Don’t fret over what that young man said. If there was the slightest hint of sabotage, Gilles’ parents would have never let it rest.”

Amy reached for the chamomile tea box, then chose spearmint instead. She tossed two bags into the teapot. “Honore wouldn’t. And heaven help the culprit if she found him. But Luc’s been different since the crash. I’m not sure he’d notice.” Amy couldn’t blame the man for retreating into his grief, but in the hospital, injured and alone, her encounters with Honore had shredded what was left of her emotions. When Honore cut her off completely, it was a relief.

The kettle clicked off. Amy hadn’t heard the water bubbling. Thoughts of Gilles’ mother would do that. Amy’s hand trembled as she poured water into the teapot.

The doorbell rang. “This time it’d better be our delivery.” Amy set the kettle down and started for the door. She should have grabbed her cane from the closet.

Beatrice slipped past her. “Let me. I’ll have him bring the boxes out to the table.”

Amy changed direction and grabbed the nearest chair. At seventy-plus, Aunt Bay could likely still heft those boxes herself, one at a time.

The courier drivers never let her try. One stamped into the kitchen now, box in his arms. “Afternoon, Miss. Here on the table good?”

“Yes, please. Thank you.”

“No problem.” He left and returned with a second box. “The other lady already signed for them. Have a good one.”

“You, too.”

The front door banged shut. Aunt Bay stepped back into the kitchen, Amy’s cane under one arm. “In case you need it.” She propped it against the wall by Amy’s chair and handed Amy a knife. “You open the boxes. I’ll pour our tea.”

Amy had forgotten the tea. She slit the packing tape and folded back the box tops.

Aunt Bay set two steaming mugs on the table at a safe distance from the boxes. Both women reached into the nearer box at the same time, bumping hands. Beatrice laughed and drew back. “This was your idea. You go first.”

Amy pulled out a memo pad, faintly printed with water lilies from one of Michael’s original paintings. She held it to the light. “I like it. Not too washed out, but light enough to write on. And his name and website at the bottom are clear.”

Beside her, Aunt Bay studied another pad. “The hand-written letter may be nearly extinct, but people always need note pads.”

They’d chosen elements from a few of Michael’s paintings: the white lilies, an antique bucket overflowing with water, ducks on a lake, a waterfall. As well as the muted pads, the boxes held full-colour note cards, desk calendars and fridge magnets. Michael sold the original of each painting, but he kept digital copies to use in smaller reproduction prints. Why not expand the idea and use snippets from a larger work for gift items?

They had the second box half empty when the front door opened. “I’m back!”

Aunt Bay called, “We’re in here, Michael.”

Troy’s words about sabotage flooded Amy’s mind. Her hand froze around a bundle of magnets. What would Michael think? She listened as he went into the office and fiddled around.

Then he came into the kitchen, hair still tossed from the breeze. His smile sweetened something deep in Amy’s heart.

She’d loved Gilles, always would in a way. But this unassuming painter had no idea how she felt now. Would he ever stop grieving enough to see her as a woman instead of a co-worker — or his dead friend’s fiancée?

Michael stepped toward her, smile sliding away. “Of all the times to leave my phone in the car. I just saw Troy’s messages. He had no business bringing up the accident.”

Amy flipped her ponytail behind her back. “I don’t mind him writing something short for the paper. He seems nice. But did he tell you his sabotage idea? Can you think of anyone who’d want to hurt Gilles?” She swallowed hard. “Or me?”

Michael’s eyes darkened to almost brown, drowning the gold flecks Amy loved. “Nobody. Troy’s a great guy, but he tends to see conspiracies everywhere. Gilles wouldn’t want him planting ideas like that.”

Aunt Bay pushed her chair away from the table. “Sit here, Michael, and tell us what you think of the new products. I need to get the vegetables cooking.”


Chapter 2




The two men worked their way around the small gallery, pausing at each painting, occasionally sharing a word or two.

Watching them, Amy stepped closer to Michael. “Business customers are so different from tourists.”

He shuffled his feet into a wider stance, but he still looked like a soldier standing inspection. “They make decisions faster.”

What did these two see, besides the art? Did they notice the wide, aqua-stained floorboards? The pebbled glass ice-water decanter? The subtle splash of the tabletop fountain?

Michael had designed his home gallery to complement the theme of his paintings. More than one tourist, after a glance at the paintings, had approached Amy with a whispered “Which way is the washroom?”

The trickling water likely didn’t penetrate the Middle Eastern men’s focus. Reza Zarin bought paintings each year for his string of hotels. Today was the first time Amy had met his son, Ross. The younger man’s dress was less formal than his father’s suit and tie, but both wore an air of understated elegance. Business must be going well.

The office phone rang.

“I’ll get it.” Amy walked into the adjoining room. Yes, that cut off Michael’s escape, but he needed to practice his sales skills. She picked up the handset from the desk. “Stratton Gallery, Amy Silver speaking. How may I help you?”

“Amy, this is Luc Renaud.”

As if she knew other Lucs. As if she’d forget Gilles’ father. “Could I phone you back? We have clients in the gallery, and Michael will want me to do up the paperwork.”

“If you answered your own phone earlier, I wouldn’t be using the business one.” He sounded weary.

Amy sighed. The man had never recovered from his son’s death. She should have kept in better touch. Except his wife hated her. “I’m sorry, Luc. I promise to call you as soon as these gentlemen leave.”

“You should never have done that interview.”

“What — oh, is it in today’s paper? He didn’t mention you or your family, did he? I asked him not to.”

“Honore is beside herself. Sabotage indeed! That reporter’s words are hurtful.”

Amy stepped around the desk and sank into the chair. “Luc, I need to—”

“Hurtful and untrue. It was an accident. Let it rest. Why bring back all our pain?”

Her forehead dropped into her free palm. “I’ll read what he wrote, and talk to you later. Of course it was an accident. They checked out the wreckage, and they know what to look for. Now, I do have to go.” Amy disconnected the call before he could start another round.

Troy’s visit had seemed so innocent, if his suspicions a bit far-fetched. Now she’d added to the grief of a kind man and given his wife another log for her fire. At least Amy didn’t see Honore anymore.

Amy pushed up from the chair and grabbed her cane on the way back to the gallery. She tried not to use it in front of the tourists, who were prone to pity and questions. The Zarins wouldn’t gush over her. If they even noticed.

They stood in the middle of the room now, turning to face each painting in turn. Some customers liked to see the effect from a distance as well as up close. A few more quiet words, then they stepped toward Michael. He met them half way.

As Amy approached, Zarin Sr. pointed out a peaceful duck scene and a heron, stick-legs in shallow water, head poised to strike its prey. “I wish the ducks in a more rustic frame, like the one beside them.”

Michael studied the two frames, then nodded. “I don’t have another frame that size, but I can have it for you by next week. Monday’s Labour Day, but we’ll be open.”

Zarin nodded. “My son will collect both paintings on Monday, then. He will settle the paperwork now.”

Ross Zarin matched his pace to Amy’s as she headed for the office. “You were in the crash with Gilles Renaud?”

Luc’s words welled up in Amy’s thoughts and she held back a sigh. “You read the interview too?”

Ross glanced at his father and Michael, still in conversation. “My father showed me the article today in the paper. That’s how I knew you. Gilles and I had mutual friends. I’m sorry for your loss. And your injury.” He passed Amy a business card. “If you ever need to talk about it with someone outside of the grieving process, please call me. Even just to have a change of scenery or a coffee. I understand grief.”

“Thank you.” What else could she say? No amount of sympathy could change the past.

Ross lowered his voice. “I was surprised by the sabotage angle.”

“Me too. It doesn’t make sense.”

“Sabotage implies enemies. Gilles had rivals, and — forgive me — ex-girlfriends, but I only heard good things about him. I wouldn’t worry about enemies.”

~~~

Amy brought up the Halifax Herald website on the office computer. She didn’t do this often enough to know her way around the site, and Troy’s story would hardly be a main headline. Eventually she found it. “Plane Crash Survivor’s Second Chance at Life.” Gag. Complete with photo.

She skimmed the article. No mention of the Renaud family. Good. And Troy had included the name of Michael’s studio as part of her new life. If this gave Michael’s business a bit of free advertising, she could live with the sabotage foolishness. Where was that part, anyway?

Troy had included it as an almost throwaway line near the end. “Experts investigating the recent crash of a light aircraft in Maryland confirmed that certain methods of sabotage are virtually untraceable. Given Gilles Renaud’s skill as a pilot and the clear flying conditions at the time of the crash that claimed his life and maimed his fiancée, one can’t help but wonder if this was truly a random accident.”

Maimed. Amy bristled at the word. Troy knew better than that. He must be playing the sympathy angle. She rubbed her hip. The surgeon and therapists had done a good job, and as long as she kept up with her exercises, it only hurt if she over-taxed herself.

Michael poked his head in the door. “Is Aunt Bay back yet?”

“Nope.”

“Great. I’ll see if she can pick up more wood stain for that frame. I forgot we were almost out of that shade.”

Amy glanced at the time. “Catch her fast. She’ll want to get out of the city before rush hour.”

Michael nodded. He pulled his phone from his pocket and headed back the way he’d come.

Phone. Amy should call Luc back. Try to calm him. She pushed back her chair and reached for her cane. Better listen to his messages first, and see if anyone else had called.

Before leaving the gallery, she checked the parking lot. No customers arriving. If someone came while she was upstairs, she’d hear the gallery door chime.

Amy climbed the stairs and went into her bedroom. Her phone lay charging on the bureau. She picked it up. Two voice messages from Luc, an hour apart. He was upset, but demanding an apology would only reinforce the suspicion of sabotage. Would a man used to getting his own way understand that sometimes the best solution was to do nothing?

No other phone messages. Just a text from three days ago. Honestly, she had to remember to check this thing nightly. Except it had been weeks since the last message. This was from Gilles’ sister Emilie. Weekend plans? Call me?

Amy set her phone back on the bureau and headed downstairs. She’d call from the office instead of using her pay-as-you-go cell.

Back in the office, she brought up Emilie’s number on the land-line and hit talk.

“Hello?”

“Hi, Emilie, it’s Amy. I just got your text.”

“Don’t you ever check your phone?”

Amy closed the newspaper web page and checked the studio email. Two new things to delete, and one to read after her call. “I kept putting it down around the studio and losing it, so I leave it in my room. It’s not like I’m in high demand.”

“Amy, it’s been long enough. You need to start living again. Find a new guy. You know Gilles wouldn’t want you to turn into a hermit.”

“Not everyone’s a social butterfly like you two. I’m more of a wallflower.”

Emilie’s snort sounded a lot like her brother. “You’re not even in the garden. You’re hiding on a shelf somewhere.”

“I’m not hiding! I have a job, friends… I’m happy.” When was the last time Amy’d gone out anywhere that wasn’t related to studio business?

“A job. With Michael. Friends. Michael and his aunt. It’s like he’s keeping you hostage or something.”

Amy twisted her ponytail around the fingers of her free hand. “He’s just protective.”

Emilie’s suggestion was even crazier than Troy’s sabotage theory. Which Amy was not going to think about. Gilles had no enemies, so it couldn’t be true.

Could it?


Chapter 3




“Thank you!” The two middle-aged ladies left the gallery, each carrying a small bag of Michael’s new greeting cards.

When the door closed behind them, Amy arched an eyebrow at Emilie. The girl’s short hair was dark today, with bright green tips. “Did you really think you could up-sell them to that painting by acting like you wanted to buy it yourself?”

Emilie flashed a very Gilles-like grin. “Never hurts to try.”

Amy shrugged. “Let’s go relax for a bit.”

“You go. Michael and I can tend to customers.”

Michael crossed the floor toward them. “If someone else comes, we’ll see them.” He glanced at Amy, then back to Emilie. “We were hustling around before you got here, packing for the trip.”

“Trip?”

“Didn’t Amy tell you? I have an exhibit in Toronto next weekend. Same spot as a couple of years ago.” He left the room, Emilie at his heels.

Her words floated back to Amy. “…the year Gilles died.”

Amy limped after them. Michael wasn’t tired, just sensitive enough to know that she was. And not wanting to point out her weakness to Gilles’ energetic sister. The year Gilles died. Was that why Michael invited Amy on this trip? They’d be home before the actual anniversary of the crash, but did he think repeating his part of the events might trigger Amy’s grief if she stayed behind?

What about Emilie? The girl had fought her parents to attend university here in Halifax instead of at home in Montreal. She’d hero-worshipped Gilles. Now she pulled at Michael’s arm. “I didn’t know anyone here. You ran away, and Gilles died.”

Michael turned, as if waiting for Amy to reach them. “I didn’t run away.”

Emilie tipped her face to his. “You left us — left your best friend — just for your art.” She broke away from him and fled toward the living room.

Colour washed Michael’s face, and his eyes squeezed shut.

Amy touched his wrist, more gently than Emilie’s tug of war. “It hurt them that you didn’t say goodbye. Gilles understood. He said it was the right choice. You know Emilie, though.”

Michael’s eyes popped open. He stared at Amy. “He knew.” He nodded slowly. “Of course he knew.” The whisper sounded strained.

Amy’s heart went out to him. “I’m sorry it didn’t work out to relocate. But you’re doing well here. And this house is a fantastic setting.”

One corner of his mouth quirked. “Just a bit far from the major markets.”

“You didn’t leave because of someone here, did you?”

His face froze. “What do you mean?”

How could she say this that wouldn’t sound ridiculous? “You and Gilles were close. If someone made you leave town, he might also have sabotaged the plane.”

Michael groaned. “I chose to leave. Gilles chose to fly. No sabotage. Period.”

Emilie breezed back into the hallway. “Fancy Audi just pulled into the parking circle. Maybe this time I can sell a painting.”

With his back to the girl, Michael rolled his eyes.

They started for the gallery as the outside entrance chimed. Emilie opened the connecting door, flashing Amy an impish smile. “Young, rich and gorgeous. Go work your magic.”

Michael’s mouth firmed. Instead of speaking, he hurried past them to greet the customer.

Amy followed. “Emilie, you’re a nut. I don’t have any magic.”

“Gilles thought you did. When you smiled.”

“Gilles made me smile. Nobody else does.” Except Michael, on whom the “magic” didn’t work. Amy peeked into the gallery. “Ross Zarin. He came with his dad on Friday. Up-sell him if you can, but they seem kind of restrained to me.”

Ross beamed over Michael’s shoulder as Amy and Emilie stepped into the room. “Two assistants, today.”

Michael swept a hand toward them. “Ross Zarin, this is Emilie Renaud. ”

Ross bobbed his head and shoulders in an abbreviated bow. “It’s a pleasure to see you both. I hope you’re enjoying the long weekend.”

Emilie mimed mopping her brow. “Michael works us hard.”

Michael snorted. “Everything’s ready to go, Ross. Would you join me in the office? I left the packing open on the piece we re-framed to be sure it’s what your father wanted. While you’re signing, I’ll close the wrap.”

A shadow crossed Emilie’s face. “Could Amy do that? Your aunt was looking for you.”

Ross reached for Amy’s elbow. “Lead on.”

Before Amy knew it, she’d been escorted to the office chair and Ross was inspecting the unwrapped painting propped against the filing cabinet.

“Perfect.” He dropped into the visitor’s seat across from her and picked up the invoice. He gave it a cursory scan and placed it back on the desk.

Amy handed him a pen and showed him where to sign. “Are these for your local hotel?”

Ross scrawled something bold and illegible. “I think Winnipeg. Or perhaps Edmonton. My father has a theory that if guests see scenes of another part of the country, they might decide to travel there as well. Staying, of course, in one of his establishments.”

“You never know.”

Leaning back in his chair, Ross gave a lazy grin. “My father breathes strategy. He came to Canada as a young man with nothing, and now he’s training me to manage his empire.”

“He must be proud of what he’s accomplished.” Amy slid the signed invoice into the file folder in front of her. “Do you have the same entrepreneur’s spirit, or would you rather be doing something different?”

Ross stretched his legs out in front of him. “I never asked that question. A good Muslim son obeys his father, and I find the old ways… satisfying.”

Because you’re a man. Had that shown on her face? Amy softened her features. “We have Muslim neighbours, but not from one of the stricter sects. The wife is allowed out on her own, and she covers her hair but wears North American clothes. She’s been very kind to me since the accident.”

“I’m not surprised.”

Footsteps sounded in the gallery. Amy looked up as Michael reached the office door.

He walked over to the paintings. “Everything’s fine, I trust?”

Ross stood. “Perfect.”

Michael plucked a roll of tape from the desk and closed the packaging. “I’ll carry these to your car when you’re ready.”

“I’ll get them.” Ross scooped the paper-wrapped paintings up in a fluid motion and turned to face Amy and Michael. “Thank you both. Enjoy the rest of your day.”

They escorted Ross to the door. When he’d gone, Amy turned to Michael. “What did Aunt Bay want?”

He shrugged. “She put Emilie to work making a salad to go with dinner.”

~~~

The salad’s vibrant greens and glossy cherry tomatoes complemented Michael’s homemade lasagna when it was finally time to eat. The scent had been teasing Amy for the past hour.

Aunt Bay glanced around the heavy oak table and fixed her eyes on Emilie, whose hand reached for the garlic bread. “Let’s pray. Father, thank You for this fragrant meal and the hands that prepared it. Bless it to our use, and us to Yours. Amen.”

Emilie snagged a thick slice of bread. “Sorry. I forgot.” She turned to Michael. “So when are you leaving?”

“M-m.” He made an exaggerated chewing motion. Or maybe not so exaggerated, given the huge bite mark in his slice of bread.

As Aunt Bay dug into the lasagna pan, Amy passed the salad to Emilie. “Michael wants to start tomorrow. We’re going to take an extra day, because it hurts if I sit too long.”

Emilie clanked the serving spoon against the salad bowl. “You’re going with him?”

Michael held up a finger. “We’re camping. Separate tents. And two rooms in Toronto.”

A smirk touched Emilie’s lips, but her brow smoothed. “You’re so old-fashioned. It’s cute.”

“Whatever.” He lifted a square of lasagna onto her plate, then one for Amy, before serving his own. “See, I’m chivalrous, too. And I can cook.”

Aunt Bay snorted. “Doesn’t matter how great a catch you are, if you won’t swim near the bait.”

He reached for the salad. “Two wonderful ladies in my life already.”

Amy’s cheeks warmed. She stared at her plate. In his life but not in his life.

“Two single ladies you’re keeping out of circulation.” Emilie rapped twice on the tabletop. “Especially Amy. Michael, don’t bury her with my brother.”

Heat washed Amy’s face and down her neck. Her fingers felt like ice.

Michael touched her arm and she flinched. He pulled his hand back. “Emilie, that’s enough. Amy will move on when she’s ready. Here, in my house? Under my protection? Let her grieve.”

Amy made eye contact with Emilie and shook her head.

Emilie held her gaze. Her lips moved in a silent I told you so.


Chapter 4


Amy had assisted with Michael’s exhibits before, but never more than a few hours’ drive from his studio. With frequent stops to stretch, her discomfort wasn’t as bad as she’d feared. Nonetheless, she opted to use her cane throughout the show at Toronto’s Linden House Gallery. As art appreciators, these patrons would be less concerned with sympathy than informal tourists.

Returning from the washroom, she paused at the exhibit room entrance. A gentle hum of conversation drifted from the visitors as they circulated among the paintings in pairs and clusters.

How many of the arts reporters invited to last night’s opening soiree had written reviews? How many of the press releases she’d sent out had been noticed? She’d created a Facebook event, too, for Michael’s local followers, and sent a newsletter update to his email subscribers. Linden House staff had done the same with their contacts.

Amy’s job was to raise Michael’s business profile, as well as rescuing him from the paperwork he dreaded. He didn’t like these functions either, although the moral support of her presence seemed to help. At least he accepted shows as a necessary evil. The most beautiful art in the world wouldn’t do much good if nobody saw it.

Look at him now, standing with an elderly couple, head tipped, listening. Smiling gently. Being authentic. He didn’t need to sell — just to be himself.

Amy stepped into the room and wove her way through the visitors, pausing to greet anyone who made eye contact. Snippets of conversations lapped at her ears.

“Such natural colours… it’s so clear, like looking through a window… I can almost feel the spray from that wave… see how the raindrops glisten.”

A mother and daughter chatted in front of a painting of two chickadees splashing in a birdbath with two more of the little birds flying to join in. The girl, maybe nine or ten, spotted Amy’s name badge. “Miss, how did he get the birds to pose like that?”

Amy smiled. “Michael works from photographs. He’d never get the birds to hold still, and water’s always changing too. He spends a lot of time observing, with his camera ready. Sometimes he’ll even combine two or three shots to match the image in his mind.” She pointed. “This is the birdbath outside his studio. You should have heard the racket these little guys were making. We think they’d just left the nest, from the way they carried on. Just like human brothers and sisters.”

The little girl grinned back. “Me and my brothers are louder.”

Her mother lifted an eyebrow. “You can count on that.”

Chuckling, Amy moved on. She caught sight of Michael talking with a couple closer to his own age. The woman was pregnant. Another patron stepped nearer, and the woman placed a protective hand over her stomach. Michael beckoned Amy to join them.

Up close, the couple were older than she’d thought. Mid-thirties?

The woman smiled and put out her hand. “Amy? I’m Carol. Your cousin? From a thousand years ago. Almost twenty, anyway.”

Amy shook hands instinctively, trying to match the face to her memory. She’d been so young when her cousin Carol, who’d lived with them, had gotten pregnant and married — in that order. To a shiftless guy a few years her senior, reinforcing Amy’s mother’s repeated message of abstinence. Could this be the same guy? Maybe Mom had been wrong.

Carol gestured to the man beside her. “There’s been a lot of water under the bridge since then. This is my husband, Joey.”

Another handshake, warm and somehow caring. Amy glanced between the two of them. “How did you find me?” Why did they bother?

Carol stepped closer to Joey. “We tried last year, to invite you to our wedding.”

Joey nodded. “I Googled you again a few weeks ago, on a whim, and found you on Michael’s website. Carol was actually here at his exhibit two years ago, and this gave us a great reason to come back.”

“We’d love to offer you both a meal while you’re here,” said Carol, “or dessert after the exhibit closes tonight.”

“What do you think, Amy?” Michael’s expression said his question really meant how’s your hip?

She could pop an extra painkiller for the chance to reconnect with an actual family member — one who wanted to spend time with her. “Could we?”

Michael checked his watch. “We’ll be here until eight. Is that too late?”

“Not at all.”

“Perfect.” Michael glanced around. “I need to mingle. Would you give Amy your address for the GPS? And thank you.”

Amy watched him sidle past a knot of well-dressed women and approach a solitary visitor admiring a painting. “It’ll be good to sit and chat. We don’t need to put you out for a meal, though.”

Joey linked hands with Carol. “She likes to feed people. I married her for her cookies.”

“You did not!” Carol slapped her other hand against his stomach. She grinned at Amy. “I married him for his music collection. I’m glad you can come tonight. I’d love you to meet my son, Paul, if we can track him down.”

Their banter stirred the empty spot in Amy’s heart where Gilles had been. The spot that Michael’s friendship somehow made emptier. She pulled a notepad and pen from her pocket. “How do we find you?”

After she’d taken down the address, Amy excused herself to circulate. She left Carol and Joey lingering in front of a dew-drenched clump of pansies in a blue earthenware pot.

They stayed at least another half hour, and intercepted Amy to say goodbye when they left.

By closing, a handful of Michael’s paintings bore a “sold” sign. The atmosphere had been positive all day, with smiles and hushed conversations. Amy leaned on her cane. Satisfaction didn’t ward off fatigue. Or pain.

The GPS did most of the talking on the drive to Carol’s place. Amy leaned against the headrest, glad not to be peering at a city map.

Michael hummed quietly under his breath. Relieved to escape the crowd? He navigated the van through a network of residential streets and pulled up in front of a two-storey home.

Amy stirred. “They said it’s a basement flat, and to use the back entrance. I really appreciate this, Michael. You have no idea what it’s like to have no family.”

“Maybe Carol remembers some of your childhood escapades. I might learn something.”

Carol — and her dog — met them at the door. “Settle down, Chance. Let them in!”

A warm, spicy scent set Amy’s taste buds tingling. Amy put out her palm for a doggy nuzzle, then wiped it against her leg while Chance inspected Michael’s shoes.

“Just hang your coats on the pegs, and come have a seat. I wasn’t sure how quickly you’d get away, so our chicken needs a bit longer in the oven.” Carol led them into a cozy living room with a Monet print over a brown cloth sofa. A matching armchair and faded green recliner clustered to the side, facing an ottoman with a tray of four tall glasses.

Amy nudged Michael. “Does the Water Garden make you feel at home?”

“Or like I need to go back to school.”

Joey stepped into the room from a short hallway, buttoning a sweater over his shirt. “I should have warned you, Michael, Carol’s into Impressionists. Have a seat.” He dropped into a corner of the couch. “Whoever’s the most tired gets the recliner. It’s comfier than it looks.”

Michael made a sweeping motion with his arm. “Amy? Even the best chair won’t help my tired brain.”

Her hip twinged as she lowered her body into the seat. “I may be here for the night.”

Carol offered Amy a glass. “Water?”

“Yes, please. I’m parched. There’s only so much I dare drink at a ‘Waters’ exhibit.” Amy balanced the glass on the armrest and kept a light hold on it. Chance had lain down between the couch and other chair, but a single bound and one swipe from his tail would be all it took to soak her.

Michael took a glass and sat in the other chair by the dog. He trailed one hand along the furry head. “Schmoozing is hard work.”

Carol settled on the couch. “Especially being on your feet the whole time. I’m glad you could come tonight, though. There wouldn’t be a lot of time tomorrow between church and the gallery opening, and we have an evening meeting.”

“Church?” A hint of energy lifted Michael’s tone.

“Would you like to join us?” Joey stretched his legs out in front of him. “It’s pretty informal
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