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      Some people say I’m a workaholic. They claim I need a life, go on a date occasionally.

      Some people need to shut up. I can’t achieve my goal of securing my position as next-in-line at my dad’s company unless I put in the hours. I’ll make time for fun and friends once I’m in the corner office.

      But my plans take a back seat when my former roommate begs for help in dealing with the shit-show following her husband’s sudden death. I rush to quaint MacLeod’s Cove to console two little boys swamped with grief and discover a financial mess bordering on catastrophe, to say nothing of the brewing scandal.

      Not all doom and gloom though because the small town holds a big surprise. Daniel was a hot and heavy and fun weekend of hotel sex years ago. A notch on my lipstick case – if I had one. But now he’s everywhere I turn, in the cafe, at the marina, in my bed.

      Maybe it wasn’t just a conference fling after all?

      All my strategic goals go down the crapper. I’m dividing my focus between my real life in the city, and the fantasy world of sandcastles, sailing, and romance.

      It needs to stop or everything I’ve worked for will be lost.

      And maybe it’s too late for a second chance.
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      Gemma Murphy navigated the quaint historic streets of downtown MacLeod’s Cove, despairing of finding a parking spot. Too many tourists enjoying the fine July weather. She didn’t have time for this. Screw it. Just go to Claire’s and muddle through.

      No, she needed caffeine, and she needed it now.

      She took the next right and drove up the steep hill, mostly stopping at every stop sign. A car pulled away from the curb – her day was looking up. Prime spot, other than being four blocks from her goal. At least it was all downhill. She’d bitch about the return trip later, that whole crossing the bridge thing she was trying to adopt.

      If she’d known she’d be hiking the Himalayas, she wouldn’t have worn heels. At least the breeze kept her sweat to a minimum.

      No line at the Roasted Bean Café, the day was getting better and better. She ordered a dirty chai latte and checked the messages that had been pinging for the last five minutes.

      Another customer arrived, male, smelling nice. She tore her gaze from her phone screen.

      It can’t be.

      It was.

      Dang, maybe he wouldn’t recognize her.

      “Gemma Murphy, it’s been a long time. Are you here on vacation?”

      Shit.

      “Daniel, hi.” Points to him for dredging her last name from the memory bank. Better than she could do. Smith? “My best friend lost her husband. Do you know Claire MacAskill?” Her cell phone buzzed.

      “No. Are you here for the funeral?”

      “That was last month. Now I’m helping her figure out how to be the executor.” She glanced at his left hand. No wedding ring. Why’d you look, Murphy?

      “My mom passed away two months ago. Red tape doesn’t help with the grief.”

      “I’m so sorry for your loss.” Of course, he’d have a mother. A father, too. Heck, he might have ten siblings. Family wasn’t discussed when they first met. Too busy screwing each other into exhaustion. “Are you on vacation?” She willed the coffee machine to steam faster, and not only to get out of this awkward situation. She should be at her office in Halifax taking charge of the acquisition. Because, if you wanted something done right …

      “I live here.” He smiled at the barista. “Large two shots with milk.”

      Gemma grabbed her drink and smiled a thanks to the barista. “Since when?” Her phone buzzed again. She glanced at the screen. Theo. World’s best assistant. She’d be lost without him, and he knew it.

      “Grew up here, moved back a year ago to be nearer my mom.”

      “You’re a good son.” Matched what she remembered from their brief encounter five—no, eight years ago. Dang, she was getting old. Only thirty-six and the years were already passing too quickly.

      He shrugged. “It’s all good. I’ve got to run. Great seeing you.” He picked up his coffee and strode out the door.

      So not fair that he hadn’t aged a day. She waited for a count of five and followed.

      As expected, the return climb to her car had her mumbling most of the curse words in her vocabulary. The gorgeous views helped a bit. She took a breather before the final push up the steps past the bandstand. If she wasn’t wearing hose, she’d take off her shoes. Shouldn’t have worn heels, except she’d been at the office, and she always wore heels at the office. Made her feel like a grown-up who had all her shit together.

      Gemma pulled up in front of Claire’s house. Things had gone downhill since the funeral. Clearly a house of mourning with its unkempt lawn and scraggly garden.

      She grabbed her bag and cup and headed to the front porch. The door opened before she got to the steps, and the youngest of the two boys watched her approach. “Hi, Andrew. I hope you don’t mind me coming for another visit.”

      “No, it’s okay, I guess. Mom is crying again.”

      She squeezed his shoulder as she walked past. Shoes lay where they’d been kicked off. Discarded toys and books cluttered the living room. She set her bag on a chair before following the sounds of distress to the kitchen. The sink filled with dirty dishes was a sure sign that things were worse than she’d thought.

      Claire huddled at the small table in the corner, sniffling into a sodden tissue. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what to do.”

      Gemma gave her a hug before pulling up a chair. She grasped one of Claire’s hands, flinching at the cool, clammy skin. “Don’t apologize, you idiot.” She pulled the phone from her pocket and glanced at the incoming text. Rexford needed to talk. Bully for Rexford.

      “I know you’re busy, but I had no one else to ask.”

      Gemma made sure there were no little ears in the room. “What do Phil’s parents think?”

      Claire snorted. “His mom’s in denial. Her precious son would never do anything wrong. All she does is take the boys to their house and spoil them rotten, get them hyped up on sugar before sending them home.”

      Gemma squeezed her hand. “Let me tidy up while you give me an update.”

      “I’ll get to it later.”

      “Bet you said that yesterday. I’ve been on my butt all day, this will be my workout.” She filled one side of the double sink with hot water to let the crustiest dishes soak and filled the other side with soapy water. As she started washing the glasses, mostly milk and juice, she couldn’t help but notice how many wine glasses there were. “So?”

      “I’ll check on the boys first.”

      A good ten minutes lapsed before she returned, by which time the glasses were washed and draining. Gemma slid a stack of plates into the suds. “Are they okay?”

      “I caved and let them play video games, even though they’ve had their screen time for the day.”

      “Relaxing the rules won’t hurt.” She scrubbed at a stubborn spot of tomato-based crustiness. Praise be for dishwashers. She’d switch to paper plates if she had to deal with this every day.

      “I hate giving in when they’re so foul. I’ve always been the strict parent and now feel like an ogre.”

      “With their dad gone—”

      “Dead. He’s not gone, he’s dead. A buried jar of ashes.”

      “Claire, I—”

      “Sorry. Ignore me.”

      “Tell me how I can help.” Every problem had a solution, you just needed a detailed plan and a list of tasks.

      Claire pulled a dish towel from the drawer and picked up a dripping glass. “I shouldn’t have left it to Phil to handle the household finances.” She put the glass in the cupboard and picked up another. “My part-time job was supposed to be for my benefit.” She raised her voice, mimicked her late husband. “Get out into the community, talk to other adults.” She set that glass in the cupboard and picked up a coffee mug. “What he really wanted,” She was yelling now, face flushed. “Was more money to—” She flung the mug to the floor where it broke into four equal pieces. “I don’t understand. Every bit of our savings. I’ll lose the house.”

      Gemma dropped the plate back into the sink and rushed to the two shocked faces in the doorway. “Come on guys, back to your room. I’ll take care of this. Don’t worry, your mom will be okay.”

      Andrew’s tears overflowed onto his cheeks. “I don’t want to be homeless.”

      Claire pushed past, the sound of her running feet receding up the stairs.

      Gemma’s throat squeezed. She pulled Andrew close, his little body tense. “That won’t happen. You have my word.” Not sure how she’d come through on that promise. “Your mom is stressed, but we’ll get it straightened out.”

      Thomas, the older by a couple years, crossed his arms over his narrow chest. “She’s being stupid.”

      “Shut up!” Andrew threw a punch that didn’t land.

      “Hey, both of you.” Gemma squatted to be on eye level. “Squabbling doesn’t help. What can you do for the next hour while I help your mom?”

      “It’s my turn to play dragon master.” Andrew swiped at his dripping nose.

      “I haven’t finished my turn yet, you loser.”

      “Enough.” Gemma clenched her teeth. Give me strength. “There will be no name-calling. You’ve just forfeited the rest of your turn.”

      “You can’t do that!” Thomas’ face reddened, his fists clenched. “I wish she died instead of Dad!” He pounded up the stairs and a moment later, a door slammed.

      Andrew turned to the wall, covered his face with his arms, and sobbed.

      Gemma’s throat ached. She understood how Andrew felt. Alone, hopeless, no control. She straightened and glanced around the messy room. Where was a parenting handbook when you needed one? What did you say to a kid whose life was in turmoil? She rubbed Andrew’s back, so tender and fragile. “Can you help me?”

      He dried his eyes and nose with his shirt sleeve. “What?”

      “I’d like to hire you for an important job.”

      “I’m not old enough to work.”

      “You’re the perfect age for this job.” She led the way to the living room and spotted a box of tissues. She handed a couple to Andrew, though it was too late for that shirt. “Your first assignment is to find everything of yours and take it to your room.”

      He stuck out his lower lip. “That’s just regular chores.”

      “It’s part of life, kid. For a limited time, you’ll get paid.”

      “How much?”

      Avaricious bugger. “Do you get an allowance?”

      “Five dollars a week on Sundays.”

      “I’ll raise it to seven, but only if you do what’s required without whining.”

      “What about Thomas?”

      “He and I will negotiate if he’s interested in helping the family. Deal?” She held out her hand.

      He grabbed it and gave a couple of pumps. “Deal. Do I get paid now?”

      “It’s not Sunday.” She wiped her hand on her slacks. When did kids age out of being sticky? “I suggest you get started.”

      Once he was busy sorting through the pile of stuff on the sofa, she returned to the kitchen and the dirty dishes. When you didn’t have total control, you were at the mercy of someone else.
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      Gemma gave the counters a final wipe. Supper done. Thanks to kind friends and neighbours, several casseroles languished in the freezer.

      She stepped into the slightly neater living room. Andrew needed a few pointers, but at least she now had somewhere to sit. Gemma flopped onto the sofa next to her friend. “Time to be proactive.” Every problem had a solution. It was just a matter of finding the easiest and quickest.

      “You were always so good at taking charge.” Claire picked at a ragged nail.

      “How do you know the money is gone?”

      “I got around to opening the mail this morning. The bank wants to discuss the second mortgage.”

      “Second?”

      “I swear I didn’t know.”

      “Show me the bills.”

      Claire rested her head on the sofa back and closed her eyes. “I am so tired.”

      “We’ll sort through it together. Maybe it’s not as terrible as you think.” Yeah, maybe it’s worse.

      Claire set a small metal file box on the coffee table and opened the lid. Several file folders contained a few sheets of paper each.

      “This is it?” Gemma pulled out the folder labelled utilities.

      “Phil went paperless, so most everything is online.” She shoved at the pile of un-filed papers. “I guess threatening notices come in the mail.”

      Gemma shuffled through the bills. Every account was late, most by a couple of months. “And the mortgage?”

      “The bank manager called. I’ve never been so embarrassed. I see her at the cafe all the time.”

      “How’d he get a second mortgage without you knowing?”

      “He must have told me the papers were for the original one, and I trusted him.” She pounded the seat cushion. “How could he do this to me?”

      Gemma sorted through everything and put the most urgent at the top. “What do you think he’s done with the money?” Drugs, maybe. Hard to picture quaint MacLeod’s Cove with illicit drugs.

      “I know what he’s done with some of it.” She was back to picking at her nail. “Gambling.”

      “You mean poker games with the guys?”

      “No. I don’t know. I think I found online gambling accounts.”

      “Can you show me?”

      Claire left the room, her steps dragging like she’d aged fifty years in the past month. Gemma did a mental calculation of the money owing. Three thousand would cover the most urgent bills. But then there’d be next month. Claire’s part-time job at the cafe wouldn’t cut it.

      Claire returned with a few sheets of paper, which she tossed onto the coffee table.

      “Did he have life insurance?” Gemma set the utility bills aside and picked up the pages that showed activity on something called OGNS. The account was in Phil’s name, with a post office box.

      “Yeah, but I can’t find the policy.”

      “I don’t see credit card bills.”

      “He wanted us to use cash as much as possible.”

      “You can’t gamble online using cash.”

      Claire’s cheeks paled.

      “You must have a credit card.” Gemma bought everything with plastic and seldom had more than a twenty in her wallet.

      “Only for emergencies. I haven’t used it in ages.”

      “These,” Gemma flapped the gambling transactions, “were printed. I doubt he used his work computer.” Phil wasn’t the brightest bulb in the box, so maybe he had. She looked again at the papers. “One from January and one from May. Maybe he tried it only twice. Where’s your computer?”

      “He had a laptop. I’ll get it.”

      While Claire went upstairs again, Gemma did more math, adding the gambling losses to the total. Still under five grand. Not the end of the world.

      Claire returned with a laptop. “I can’t remember the last time I saw him use this.”

      Gemma opened the laptop. “Password?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Gemma’s brain suffered a mini explosion. Impossible to imagine not having a connection to the whole wide world. She typed in password. Nope.

      “What’s his cell phone number?”

      She typed as Claire rattled it off. Nope.

      She tried the home address. Nope. Tried it backward, all lowercase. Bingo. What an idiot. “I’m in.”

      The household accounts folder was straight forward, names of utilities and corresponding passwords. Strangely, she found a credit card statement under DIY tasks. Current balance owing was high five figures, something she couldn’t write a cheque to cover.

      Oh, yeah, you sure did it yourself, didn’t you, Phillip?

      The other folders, at least a dozen, were labelled with cryptic names. She clicked on the one named CyberFortune. Three files, top one listed dates and money figures, all in the negative. Next file, dates and negative figures.

      Three more similar folders. Sixth folder, two files, one list of losses over a three-year period, the other - hey, one win.

      The extent of the gambling, if that’s what it was, was mind-boggling. He had accounts at over twenty sites. The sense of dread filling her stomach grew until she was sort of breath.

      She opened another folder with the name of a different bank and found another credit card account. Now they were up to a high six-figure debt.

      Gemma’s heart raced. Claire was in super deep shit.

      Claire peered over her shoulder. “Did you find the insurance? It was for half a million.”

      “Still looking.” Gemma wiped sweaty hands on her trousers, opening and scanning, opening and scanning. Half a million wouldn’t be enough. “Do you have a lock box at the bank? That’s where I keep important documents.”

      “We used to, but Phil figured that since we live in such a safe town, it wasn’t necessary.”

      “What about a fire safe?”

      “No.” Claire grabbed the pile of bills. “Not that I know of.”

      Gemma scrolled, searching for something that might be insurance and was ready to give up when she spotted a policy number. Yes! Life insurance. Thank god thank god. She scanned the document. Her heart thudded once. She took a few deep breaths. She turned to her friend. “He cancelled the insurance last year.”

      “This can’t be happening. I am so fucked.” Claire leaned forward and hugged her knees.

      Gemma glanced at her watch. “I’ll stay over. We can figure out what to do in the morning. Is that okay?”

      “Yes, more than okay.” Claire turned her head and rested her cheek on her knees. “You are the best.”

      Gemma rubbed her back. “I’ve gotta be honest. It’s not looking good.”

      “At least I don’t feel so alone now. The guest bed is still made up from when you were here for the … shows what a lousy housekeeper I am. I’ll loan you a nightie.”

      “Thanks, that’ll be great. I’ll just pop to the drugstore for a toothbrush.” She shut the laptop and grabbed her bag. “Need anything?”

      “Happy medicine?”

      “We can pick that up at the liquor store later, and I don’t mean booze.”

      Claire grinned. “I haven’t smoked pot since before Thomas was born.”

      “Might be what you need right now. Take the edge off and help you sleep. Back in a few.”

      Gemma strolled down the hill, the distance too short to mess with finding a parking space near the store. The lowering sun hung over the golf course hill across the harbour, bathing the landscape in a golden, sepia tone. Couples and families crowded the sidewalks, perhaps out for a walk after enjoying supper in one of the many restaurants along the waterfront.

      Maybe, after she finalized the acquisition, she’d treat herself to a long weekend here. Book in at one of the B&B’s, pretend she was a tourist.

      She selected a toothbrush, a travel-size deodorant, and a small hairbrush. Bypassing the snack aisle because neither she nor Claire would benefit from comfort eating, no matter how badly it was needed, she paid and stepped out into the balmy evening. Opting for a different route back to the house, she passed a new restaurant. The Living Room. The windows were too high off the street to see in, so she climbed the steps to peek at the menu and the interior. Relaxed and comfortable, her kind of place. The menu was interesting, too. The next time she visited, she’d come here for sure. She glanced at the people sitting at the bar. The blond guy … Daniel.

      He turned to speak to the bartender and her memory returned with a rush of heat. The conference in Calgary. That first evening, she met him in the lounge. They didn’t leave her room for two days. Missed the entire conference. Two days and two nights of the most intense sex of her life. On the third morning, she woke to find him gone. An enormous bouquet of cream and blush roses arrived at her office a few days later. No note other than his name, Daniel … Jones? For a nanosecond, she’d been disappointed by his dismissal but was soon distracted by her quest for world domination, in her little corner of the world, and thought no more about him.

      She turned and hurried toward the house. He’d been one of those encounters that made you wonder, what if? She picked up her pace.

      Dreams didn’t get their own column on a spread sheet.
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      While Claire met with a lawyer the following morning and the boys were being watched by Phil’s mom, Gemma returned to the Cafe. A fine drizzle dampened the streets and dripped from leaves. Rarely did the weather suit her mood so perfectly.

      She settled at the table next to the window and placed a call. “Theo, what’s happening? … Sorry, I’m … sorry. Good morning how are you. Now tell me the worst … jeezus …” She glanced around, afraid she’d offended someone, but the café was empty. Maybe the rain and fog kept people away. “We’ve barely started negotiations. Why is Rexford—?”

      Fuck a duck.

      “My dad will—”

      The cafe door opened, letting in a waft of cool, humid air. And the man she expected to never see again.

      “I’ve gotta go. Call me if you sense imminent anything.”

      She sipped her peppermint mocha latte and stared. Dang, he was handsome.

      He caught her ogling and his smile filled with sensual awareness.

      “Hello, Daniel, we meet again.”

      “You’ve discovered the best coffee in town.”

      “Elixir of life.” An email notification drew her gaze to her laptop. The CFO. Subject line read urgent.

      He laughed. “Truth. They do a mean cinnamon roll, too.”

      “Those are my downfall.”

      The ding from another email, this one from HR, same subject. What the hell was happening?

      “Well, I’ve got to run. Great seeing you again.” He picked up his large coffee and strode out the door just as Claire arrived. She’d been crying. She waved at Gemma and stepped behind the counter.

      The café owner emerged from the back room. “Oh, sweetie, I didn’t expect you in today. You should focus on you and your little boys.”

      “No, Jan, I want to stay busy.”

      “Not if it means dripping tears onto the muffins.” Jan smiled and gave her a hug before waiting on a customer.

      Claire slumped in the chair opposite Gemma. “But I need the money.”

      “We’ll figure it out.” Gemma packed up her laptop and notepad. “Do you want a coffee?”

      “No, thanks.” Claire’s usual healthy glow was now a faded pallor. “We need to rescue the boys.”

      Gemma needed the prognosis so she could plan her next steps, figure out when she could get back to her job. “What did you learn?” They turned the corner and climbed the hill away from the harbour and the shoppers and sightseers.

      “It’s not good. Give me a minute, please.”

      “Take your time.”

      They arrived at the house without another word spoken.

      Pandemonium awaited when they stepped inside. Thomas, Andrew and two other boys were playing some kind of war game with large guns that launched foam bullets. There was yelling. Lots of loud yelling. Claire’s mother-in-law sat amongst the mess in the living room. A mess that had sprouted in the hour they were gone.

      “I said no friends in the house.” Claire dropped her purse. Gemma picked it up and hung it on the newel post.

      “The boys were bored. What’s the harm?” She flicked through a celebrity gossip magazine.

      “They have books and board games. Thomas and Andrew! Back yard. Now.”

      “But it’s raining.” Mrs. MacAskill pursed her lips and frowned. Her usual facial expression. Doubtless frozen in place from being a cranky woman her entire life.

      Claire spoke into the vacuum of blessed silence. “Not anymore. Besides, they won’t melt. They’re not the wicked witch of the west.”

      Gemma coughed to cover her snort of laughter.

      Fortunately, Mrs. MacAskill missed the allusion. “I suppose you don’t need me here any longer.”

      “Thanks for keeping an eye on them.”

      “I hope you get this mess straightened out soon. The boys shouldn’t live under this stress.”

      “It’s not my fault your son lost everything.”

      “You always were one for exaggerating. I’ll just say goodbye to my grandchildren.”

      Gemma followed as far as the kitchen, fighting the urge to kick the bitch in the ass. She watched through the window over the sink until Mrs. MacAskill was out of sight.

      Only mid-morning, too early for an adult beverage. But there was nothing wrong with medicinal rum, right? She made two mugs of tea, was liberal with the shot glass, and joined Claire at the dining room table. “Here you go. This will make the world a better place.”

      Claire stared into space. “Phil was fired the week before he died.”

      Gemma plunked into a chair. “Why?” Holy shit. Would this disaster ever end?

      “Suspicion of embezzling. The police are involved.”

      Gemma let a litany of curse words flow through her brain. “But only a suspicion, right?”

      “Word is that Hargreaves is in financial trouble because of what Phil stole. Might go out of business. Ten people could lose their jobs.” Claire’s face was blotched, as if she’d been slapped. “I can’t stay in this town.” She had been slapped, by the man who’d promised to love and cherish until death.

      “Alleged to have stolen. Let’s not—”

      “Can you imagine the crap the boys will get from their friends when this comes out? Jimmy’s dad works there. What will happen to that family?”

      “Innocent until proved guilty, right? You didn’t know.” Gemma hated the glimmer of doubt that made her ask, “Did you?”

      Claire slid an old sales flyer under Gemma’s mug. “Not a clue. But I don’t see how that’ll matter. Guilt by association. I’m the wife. They’ll assume I was in on it.”

      “Your friends will stick by you while the investigation proves he acted on his own. Provided he did anything illegal. Drink up. We need a strategy.” Gemma blew on her drink and took a sip.

      “I suppose you’ll get out a spreadsheet.”

      Gemma smiled. “Hey, nothing wrong with order. How much is Phil alleged to have taken?”

      “I appreciate your open-mindedness, but given what we saw on his laptop, I’m sure he did it.” Claire slumped lower in her chair. “Over two-hundred thousand.”

      Gemma set her cup on the table before she dropped it. Added to the credit card debt and the mortgages, with no life insurance, Claire was beyond bankrupt.

      She clasped her friend’s hand. “I wish I could promise everything will work out, but … what did the lawyer say?”

      “He only handles easy stuff like wills and real estate sales and breaking bad news. He recommended a criminal defence lawyer.”

      “Shit.”

      “I need to lie down. I feel a migraine coming on. Can you—”

      “I’ll take care of the rug rats.” Thank goodness they were old enough to look after themselves.

      She followed Claire up to her room, got her settled with the drapes closed, and eased the door shut.

      After making sure there were no casualties in the back yard, she sat on the couch and opened her laptop, ready to fight her own war. Her phone blared like an old-fashioned car horn, her Dad’s text notification.

      Get your butt in the office. The deal you’re cooking up stinks.

      What are you talking about?

      Heard Marshall is up to his old tricks.

      What are you talking about??? She could have added more question marks.

      If you’d asked my advice, I’d have warned you off. He’s a crook.

      You could have volunteered that info. Relax your jaws, Murphy.

      He allowed her to present her proposal to the other top management. He let her make a fool of herself.

      Didn’t know he still held the reins.

      Where did you hear this news?

      Reliable source.

      Meaning?

      That’s all I’ll say.

      Gemma screamed under her breath. Dang, that hurt. She rubbed her throat.

      I uncovered nothing wrong when I sounded out Harvey and Ethel.

      Glorified yes-men.

      And yes-woman. Equal opportunity and all that. The public financial information looked sound.

      Ever heard of cooking the books? God damn it, Gemma. Back off and take another look. And talk to Rexford.

      So he can seize control? From her cold, lifeless fingers.

      Grow up.

      She stuck her tongue out at the phone.

      Talk to Lloyd Rogers. He’ll give you an unbiased assessment.

      Your old college roommate? Now there was a glorified yes-man.

      Lloyd’s not a puppet. He’s a smart guy and a lawyer. Talk to him.

      Fine. Send me his number.

      A minute later, Lloyd’s contact info was on her phone.

      She closed her eyes and leaned back. Could this be right? Had she missed something? Had she been a few signatures away from making a colossal mistake?
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      Daniel Croft pulled into the marina and parked next to the office. Imagine running into Gemma Murphy two days in a row. Eight years and she hadn’t changed. Still beautiful, still tightly wound. Seeing her at the cafe, on the phone, tapping the keyboard – boy, he didn’t miss those days. But his former job wasn’t the only thing she brought to mind. That weekend …

      He climbed from his truck. There’d been more than just hot sex with Gemma.

      He sipped his coffee while ambling toward the floating docks. “Morning, Roland. Heading out?”

      The older man, weathered and grey like an old fish shack, knelt near the engine of his small boat. “Bit too foggy.”

      “Don’t want to get run over, right?”

      “Need to figure out why this thing’s underpowered.” He frowned at an oily piece of metal.

      “Afraid my knowledge starts and stops with pulling the cord.” Daniel sipped again, unable to shake Gemma from his thoughts. They’d connected in that hotel room, as if they lived months in only a few days.

      “You took her down toward Bayport?”

      Her being his sailboat tied up alongside and not the woman filling his thoughts. “Not yet, still getting my sea legs. I stay within sight of land.”

      “If you happen to head south, keep an eye out for Tinker’s Cave.”

      “Too small to be a cave.”

      “Big enough for pirate treasure.”

      Daniel chuckled. He’d heard similar tales his whole life, the fabled Oak Island being the most famous. “Someone would have found it by now. You have a nice house, maybe you have a sack of gold doubloons stashed in your attic.”

      “I’d be sunning myself by a Florida pool if that were the case.”

      “You want to sail that way with me some day?”

      “More fun to explore on your own.” He turned his back to rummage in his tool chest, signalling the end of the conversation.

      Daniel glanced at his own boat before heading toward the marina office. Few boats were out of their slips, everyone cautious of the fog that could thicken to an impenetrable solid wall without warning.

      Doug sat at the desk playing online solitaire. “How do.”

      “Good morning, partner. Slow day, eh?”

      “Same old, same old. Saw you chatting with Roland. He tell you about the trouble?”

      Daniel perched on the window ledge. “What trouble is that?” He drained his cup. Used to be, he’d be on his third by now, needing the jolt of caffeine to power through his schedule. The simpler life meant one cup of joe was enough even after staying up late reading the latest thriller by Patrick Evans, a famous local author.”

      “Seems money has gone missing up at Hargreaves. A chunk of money.”

      Daniel blew out a whistle. “I heard something last night at The Living Room but no details. Do they know what happened?”

      “Suspicion is, it involved a guy who died recently. Died suddenly.” He raised his brows.

      “You know him?”

      Doug shook his head. “Heard of him. Now there are questions about the cause of death.”

      “Last name MacAskill?”

      “Friend of yours?”

      “No.” What were the chances? No wonder Gemma’s friend needed help. And with more than probate. “Heard the name. That’ll keep the tongues wagging for a while.”

      Doug chuckled. “Nothing we enjoy more than a scandal. A shame for the kids, though.”

      “How many?”

      “Two young boys.” Doug’s frown deepened. “Shame for the wife, too.”

      “Unless she was in on it.” Daniel stood to stare out the window. Swirls of fog drifted like wreaths of smoke. Gemma better be careful.

      “You come here just to be an office ornament?”

      Daniel grinned. “Prettier than you.” He lifted his empty travel mug. “I’ll stick this in my truck. You have time to tackle the business plan?”

      They spent an hour toying with some forward thinking while squeezed behind the front counter. At least they weren’t bothered by customers. Except they weren’t bothered by customers.

      While Doug went to the hardware store to buy a new outdoor spigot, the latest thing to break, Daniel opened the door at the end of the hall and stared at the crowded back-office slash storage room slash dumping ground for god knew what.

      Something stank of more than the dead air of a disused space.

      He closed the door.

      The fog was lifting, time to get out on the water. With summer half over, he was running out of warm days. And the marina was running out of time for the business to grow.

      He cleared the headland and a strong breeze slammed into the sail. Keel was inches from breaking the surface. He wrenched the tiller hard left. The boat levelled out, and his heart remained in his chest.

      Holy shit, that was close, Danny boy.

      He gave himself a pat on the back for knowing what to do. Blamed his sudden sweat on the humidity rather than gut-churning fear.

      
      Gemma searched the fridge. Not much the boys would eat. They’d emptied the box of sugary cereal that morning, accompanied by slurping and giggling. Getting along for a change. She stared into the freezer. Three casseroles to choose from. Ugh. She rummaged in the cupboard and found one slice of bread, dried out rather than mouldy.

      Her laptop sat open on the kitchen table, a memo from Theo screaming in black and white. More rumours about the company she planned to acquire.

      She’d known Marshall, owner of MQT Recruiting, for years. Never imagined he’d be involved in anything illegal. There had to be a mistake.

      Yeah, and Phil had been a model citizen.

      So why had nothing come to light before now? She read the second paragraph again. The one that spelled out Rexford’s discovery about possible price fixing. The price fixing he forgot to tell her because … because he was a bastard and a sore loser.

      She closed her laptop and followed the sound of explosions up to one of the kid’s bedrooms. “Hey, anyone hungry?”

      “Starving.” Andrew didn’t take his eyes off the screen where a robot soldier blasted holes in an alien. Such good, wholesome fun.

      She looked at Thomas, sitting on the floor and watching the action with rapt attention. “Thomas? Where should we go to eat?”

      He shrugged.

      Give me patience.

      She stood in front of the TV. “Earth calling. Speak now or you’ll be eating leftover tuna noodle casserole.”

      Andrew leaned to one side, still firing from both barrels, as it were. “Pizza?”

      “Let’s go. You have one minute to get in the car.” She peeked into Claire’s room. How did she sleep through the noise?

      Gemma grabbed her bag, and the boys joined her on the porch ten seconds later. “Good job, thank you. You’ll need to give me directions.”

      As soon as they fastened their seatbelts, she backed out of the driveway. The woman next door was watering her window boxes. Gemma waved and smiled. The neighbour returned the wave, but not the smile. The MacLeod’s Cove grapevine was no doubt filled with the brewing scandal.

      Thomas was great at the directions, and they were soon seated at the pizza place in town, if crowded tables and a pile of takeout orders waiting for pickup were anything to go by. Not knowing diet rules, she let the boys get what they wanted. The gleam in their eyes suggested that pop was either a rare treat or utterly forbidden. Oh, well, they’d survive. Since her slacks were getting snug, she opted for an antipasto salad. Way too young for middle-age spread.

      “You did, too.” Andrew picked pepperoni off his pizza.

      “Shut up.” Thomas gave him a shove.

      “Hey, stop it.” Gemma leaned closer. “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Behave, you’re in public.” Give me strength. Managing an office of thirty was easy compared to two little people.

      She scooped up lettuce, tomatoes, and diced salami, with the most amazing dressing. A customer turned from the takeout counter. Daniel. Again. Their gazes met. He smiled. Her body woke up, as if she’d had a shot of adrenaline. He walked to their table, pure animal. It didn’t help to know how thorough he was in bed. Or against a wall. The heat prickling her skin told her she was blushing. Too young for hot flashes, too old for blushes.

      What is wrong with you, Murphy?

      “Hi.” He focused on the boys. “Enjoying your pizza?”

      They nodded, shy and unsure.

      “This is Andrew and Thomas, Claire’s kids. Boys, say hello to Daniel.” Carter? Damn it, what was his last name?

      Shame on you, Murphy.

      They glanced at her before mumbling hello. They must not get out often. Or hadn’t been trained from the cradle as she’d been. She smiled up at Daniel. “This the best pizza in town?”

      “Yeah, for the usual style. If you want something gourmet, try Salt & Pepper.”

      “I’ll keep it in mind.”

      “Ouch!” Andrew rubbed his arm. “You’re a poopy head.”

      “At least I don’t wear diapers to bed.”

      “They’re not diapers.”

      Gemma leaned across the table. “We will leave if you can’t behave. Final warning.”

      She glanced at Daniel. “Sorry. Stressful time.”

      He pulled out the other chair and sat. “Have you guys been sailing?”

      They shook their heads.

      “Can you swim?”

      They both nodded.

      “Maybe you can come sailing with me one day. But it takes muscles to hoist the sail, so you’d better eat up.”

      “How big is your boat?” Thomas took a bite.

      Andrew resumed picking cheese off his slice.

      “Fourteen feet. I sail it on my own, but it’s easier if I have help. You know there’s a pirate’s cave not far away?”

      Thomas snorted. “That’s just a story.”

      “Maybe so, but I’d like to see for myself.”

      “When can we go?” Andrew was done with the cheese and was pulling off pieces of crust. The kid had his own style of doing things. Might explain the mismatched socks.

      “We’ll have to clear it with your mom.”

      The excitement left Thomas’ eyes. “She’ll say no.”

      “Yeah, she always says no.” Andrew shrugged.

      Daniel turned to her and mouthed sorry.

      She pushed her plate away. “It won’t hurt to ask.” She tapped his pizza box. “Your lunch is getting
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