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      Molly Maguire hated online quizzes. Pick a five-course meal to learn your ideal vacation. Choose an outfit and find out your princess type. The answers were as mind-numbing as the questions.

      And what did any of the hypothetical scenarios prove? She liked steak, so she was destined to spend her next holiday in the woods? She hadn’t taken a vacation since childhood. On the off chance she received a cash windfall, she was more likely to stay in the city than leave.

      She preferred pants to skirts, so she was a swashbuckling princess pirate? With her predisposition for motion sickness, she wasn’t likely to hop onboard a ship and set sail. The results were meaningless.

      She didn’t need a quiz to tell her what she couldn’t live without. She had irrefutable proof of what she would grab in case of a fire. A phone, a blazer, a laptop, a camera, and an oversized tote purse. Because the terror of escaping flames in the early morning hours was her reality. And with no time to think, she’d grabbed what she couldn’t live without, including the once-prized camera she hadn’t touched in well over a decade.

      What did any of it signify other than, at thirty-five, she had lost most of her worldly possessions and wasn’t sure what she’d replace or how? The tragedy erased every illusion of comfort she’d created and forced her to live truthfully. On paper, she had less than nothing, thanks to her student loans. Reality finally matched.

      Sitting behind her desk in the high-rise office building in the Chicago Loop, she tugged the blazer over her pajamas, glad she’d left the garment draped over her chair last night. A whiff of smoke tickled her nose. She frowned and pressed the phone tighter to her ear.

      Her life’s goals had been modest, scaled back after a series of creative failures discouraged her from pursuing her passion. Support herself and maybe—one day—own a home. Have a family. Those were far-off dreams in the wake of her morning.

      She had grabbed the purse she used every day. It was big enough for her laptop and camera, and she kept her keys and wallet inside. The black bag hung on a hook near what had been her front door. On the rush out of the apartment building, she hadn’t spared a thought for her splurge purchase, the designer bag still in its box on the top shelf in her closet. The old cliché—use it or lose it—wasn’t so far off the mark.

      She propped her elbow on the desk, resting her head against her hand as hold music droned. After the unwelcome morning wake up, she had headed to the office. She had nowhere else to go. While she might have idly pondered how she’d respond in a worst-case scenario, she’d found herself shockingly unprepared for the reality.

      Her only family, her mom, lived a six-hour car ride away. Without a vehicle, Molly couldn’t spontaneously drive there. Besides, Mom was off on a once-in-a-lifetime vacation around the world. She shouldn’t have to deal with an interruption because her adult daughter’s life crumbled under the weight of the real world.

      Molly modified her goals to one immediate need. Call her insurance company so she could recover something. In the interim, she’d have to check into a hotel, floating by on her credit cards. Fear kept her from checking her bank account balance. Cash hadn’t magically doubled overnight.

      Calling her insurance company about her renter’s policy violated her boss’s rule of  no personal business on company time. If she used her cell, she might be able to get away with it. But she didn’t have a charger and wouldn’t waste the battery if she didn’t need to. Maybe she’d get an exception for extraordinary circumstances. Or she could finish the call before her boss showed up. She needed one moment of good luck. With her home gone, how much worse could her day get?

      A knock shook the propped-open door, rattling the wall stopper.

      She jerked, dropping the phone to the desk, and widened her gaze.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      A kind-looking, older man in a gray suit filled the doorway. With thinning silver hair, he entered the room belly first. If Santa was real, he’d just strode into her office. Was he here to tell her if she’d been naughty or nice? She didn’t need more judgment. Not today.

      She cleared her throat and pushed back her chair, clutching her blazer closed as she stood. “My apologies, I’m sure. Do we have a meeting?” She waved her hand to the seat in front of her desk.

      The man pulled out the chair and sat. “Well, not exactly, though I have been eager to make your acquaintance, Ms. Maguire.” The chair groaned. “You must forgive my impertinence.”

      If she started a tally of everything that had gone off course so far, she’d be in the thousands. Whatever he wanted would only promise more distraction and trouble on an already full day. She nibbled her bottom lip and sat.

      On the wall above the door, the clock flashed seven forty. Molly had twenty minutes tops before her boss strolled past the door. With her discerning eye, she’d spot the pajamas at a glance. Molly needed to steal herself and keep calm. Her boss hated emotions almost as much as unwanted surprises.

      The stranger would draw attention. In her role, she sat behind a desk most of the day, entering clerical data for a plastics manufacturing company. The job was repetitive and mindless. It was the latest in a long line of data entry jobs she’d taken since college. Her ability to sit down and get work done kept her employed but never advanced. Not that she particularly had ambitions to climb the ladder in the world of plastics or any other corporation. She did her job and got a paycheck that kept her going. It wasn’t the worst profession. But she didn’t have visitors.

      She had to get this man out of her office. “Oh? I’m sorry, you seem to have the advantage over me, Mr.?”

      “Baird. Leonard Baird, attorney at law.”

      Her stomach dropped. Lawyer? Was she being sued? How much could go wrong? Why was trouble hounding her like she wore a jinxed talisman?

      She looked around anxiously, and her gaze dropped to the bag that held her camera as a long-ago memory resurfaced. During her study abroad program in London, she had stopped in a restaurant for an early dinner in the busy theater district. Like so many other nights, the rain propelled her to seek shelter, and she wasn’t alone. The restaurant was packed with tourists and theater ticket holders taking up every inch. She squeezed through the crowd to grab the last table, a tiny bistro-sized setup for two crammed against the front window and a wall.

      As she set her bag onto the free chair and tugged it next to her, clammy, wrinkled hands covered hers. Molly lifted her gaze off the bag holding her prized possession, her camera, to meet the tanned visage of a frowning, dark-eyed, silver-haired woman speaking in another language and shooting daggers with her eyes. A server called her a gypsy and pulled her away from Molly. And nothing happened despite the chill she’d felt down to her bones.

      Was this morning’s events undeniable evidence of a long-awaited gypsy curse? “How may I help you?” She managed to keep her voice even.

      “I’ve been searching for you, Ms. Maguire, to settle an estate. In fact, I have to conclude the business within the next seven days, or the property defaults to the city.”

      She shook her head. “Excuse me? Property? Estate?”

      “Yes, I fear I have rather unfortunate news to share. Your great-aunt has passed.”

      She scrunched her nose. She didn’t have family besides her mom. “I think you must be mistaken.”

      “Oh, indeed, I am not. Finding you was a lucky break. On a whim, I submitted a sample of DNA, God rest sweet Lily’s soul, to an ancestry tracing company via their mail-order kit. And boom, we got a hit. You, through your father’s family.”

      Was he joking? Or—worse—did he represent a criminal? The ambush was the very worst-case scenario she’d warned Mom about.

      Molly had been against the idea of sending off a spit sample. Mom had insisted. As she aged, she worried about what illnesses Molly might be susceptible to, thanks to her genetics. Dad’s accidental early death provided more questions than answers.

      Humoring her, Molly sent in the vial after Christmas and hadn’t spared a thought in the months since. And now she had proof. Extending herself in any way only opened her to more complications on a day she really needed none. Would she be liable for estate taxes? Was this great-aunt in debt? “Oh, you’ll forgive me. I don’t know that I’m prepared to assume any sort of property at the moment. Let Chicago take the property.”

      “No, ma’am. The city in question is a little town on the shores of Lake Superior. Loon Lake, Wisconsin. Have you ever visited the North Woods?”

      She frowned and shook her head.

      “Well, you are in for a treat. The people are friendly. The air is fresh. And your property is quite a sight.”

      Not my property. Not my problem. “Forgive me,” she managed through gritted teeth. “Not to be rude, sir. But you’re catching me on a rough day. My apartment building just burned down. I have only the clothes on my back. I have a lot to figure out. I can’t take on another responsibility.” Why was she oversharing with this insistent, inscrutable stranger? Because he was a cross between Matlock and the jolly old elf himself?

      She never believed in Santa as a kid. She definitely wouldn’t imagine for a second that this man had weighed her behavior of the past year and determined she was nice enough for her heart’s desire—her own home.

      And if he really was a small-town litigator,  she’d better have her wits about her. Any slip in demeanor or language at a vulnerable moment could haunt her later. She knew that from all her years watching true crime documentaries. Whomever he was, he needed to leave. She’d had her share of drama for the day. She stood.

      “I am sorry to hear that.” He pressed his hand to his heart. “But you’re in good health?”

      Under his careful scrutiny, she faltered. She was a light sleeper and had awoken before the alarm. If she’d slept even another second, she’d have been trapped. Physically, she was okay with limited smoke exposure, but she was shaken by the experience.

      She shrugged and sank back into her chair. He wasn’t easily deterred. She was too tired for a fight. She’d give him time to finish his prepared remarks about her mystery inheritance. Then he’d leave. “I’m fine.”

      “All we have is our health. You’ll forgive me for the sentiment, but perhaps this is the answer. You need a place to stay, and you own a building only a few hours away. Why not take a vacation? Come north. Sign the papers and accept the keys. You’d be doing me a huge favor.”

      Take a vacation? She nearly snorted. She didn't have cash on hand to fund a spur-of-the-moment trip. If she really did own property, she could visit for a few days to escape from her nine-to-five grind. With limited paid time off, however, she hated to waste a day.

      Or she could sell the property and travel where she wanted. Or, more likely, pay off my debts. Frugal to her core, she always chose the practical option. “I can’t just leave without notice. I really don’t want to take on something without reading all the fine print.”

      “I understand, and I appreciate that. As a man of the legal profession, reading every detail is of the utmost importance to me.” He rubbed his hand along his jaw. “You must do great work here if you are so needed you can’t even take a few days to yourself after enduring a tragedy.”

      She stiffened.

      “Or perhaps you just have a great passion for the job. Like I do.” He nodded and smiled.

      She rested her arms on her desk, gripping both elbows. The stranger’s words—probably meant for polite and meaningless conversation—cut her to the core. No, her work wasn’t her passion. Nor was what she did in pursuit of the greater good. But her bills were paid every month, and in the years since graduation, she had never asked for more. Gambling wasn’t about gaining; it only resulted in losing. She didn’t bet on anything, including herself. “I’m not the person you’re searching for.”

      “Oh, you are, my dear. Without a doubt. And I should know. I left no stone unturned or body buried, as the case may be, to find you.” With one hand, he crossed himself. “Exhuming Lily was the only option available after she’d been interred so quickly. I owed it to her to see this through. When she first laid out her estate years ago, she relayed the family legend. Without a Maguire in residence, the town will decline. A Maguire in possession is prosperity for all.”

      A legend? Sure, she believed in a curse, but to add to her superstitions taxed her mental capacity to the max at a delicate moment. Perhaps she’d been born under a dark cloud. Maybe she’d start throwing salt over her shoulder as a precautionary measure. “I’m sorry, Mr. Baird. I really can’t take on any more complications at present.”

      “I understand. I can help you if you’ll let me.” He slid his hand into his suit jacket and pulled out a card, extending it to her. “You’ve had a tough morning and need time with your thoughts. I’ll see myself out. But if you do change your mind, please make your way north to Loon Lake, Wisconsin. One of the finest towns you’ll ever see. If you can get up there by Sunday night, I’ll hand you the keys and will have truly seen Lily’s last will and testament fully executed and done.” He stood and pushed back his chair.

      Rising with surprising agility, he crossed to the door and glanced back. With a wink and a nod, he left. After several minutes, Molly heard the front door of the office open and shut. She exhaled a slow sigh and stared at the card on her desk. He’d given her a deadline less than a week away. She hated the imaginary ticking now ringing in her ears.

      A place to stay was tempting. Nothing ever happened without some sort of catch. Even the jolly old elf expected payment in the form of good behavior. Besides, Mr. Baird wasn’t Santa, dropping off a present and fulfilling a wish. He’d have a demand.

      Beep, beep, beep, beep.

      She frowned and stared at her lap. She hadn’t hung up the phone and now only heard a busy signal. Shaking her head, she pressed the receiver and dialed again. She was put on hold with an estimated wait time of forty minutes. She snorted. She’d been on hold for over an hour already. This Monday really lived up to the hype. Powering on her computer, she searched for Loon Lake on the internet.

      Images of a quaint town, shops on a boardwalk, and a beautiful white Victorian resort flashed on her screen. She scrolled through the gallery of search results. Mr. Baird had good reason for the pride in his voice. The town looked picture-perfect.

      She amended her search, adding autumn and clicking for updated results. With each new photograph, she felt a peculiar piercing in her heart. Her palms tingled. Her fingers flexed with muscle memory from her long-ago photography days. Then she searched again for spring, followed by summer and winter.

      Did the green hills shine in the summer during a rainstorm? Was the sky truly so impossibly blue in frigid January? How could the trees glow so vibrantly orange, yellow, and red in the fall? The photos must be doctored. No place was so beautiful and pristine in the modern era.

      For a little while, she lost track of herself, her predicament, and her location. With each updated search, she dove deeper into the dark waters of the lake. The act was almost meditation.

      “Molly. What are you doing? What are you wearing?”

      Her boss, Stacey’s crisp, clear voice carried through the open doorway.

      Molly dropped the phone, the receiver clattering on the desk as new-age music droned. Heat crept up her cheeks. Molly met the arched-brow stare of her boss.

      A petite woman only a few years older, her boss operated in clear black-and-white terms. And she stared pointedly at the phone.

      Molly hung up the call and pulled her hands off her keyboard and into her lap. “Oh, hi, so, not-so-funny story, my apartment building is gone.”

      “So you’re just going to work in your pajamas and make your office your new studio apartment? You can’t conduct personal business here. You know that.”

      “I understand.” Molly tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, fingers brushing her burning cheeks. “It’s just a one-time thing, and I thought⁠—”

      “No, we have very clear standards. I can’t believe you’re violating the rules. After so many years here.” Stacey pinched the bridge of her nose. “I’ve given warnings. I simply… I was informed of this lapse and can’t ignore it.” She shook her head and frowned. “Don’t make this difficult. You’re out. Please pack your things and go.”

      Where? Shutting her gaping mouth, Molly nodded and dropped her gaze. She stared at her keyboard until her boss’s steps echoed down the hall.

      Packing her office into a banker’s box was easy. Only a few personal items decorated the bland, beige space and fit into the cardboard box with room to spare. Where could she go? According to the itinerary, her mom was currently cruising through Central America. Molly had no other family. She had no close friends who would let her sleep on a sofa.

      She never had much faith in destiny. Until right now when fate slapped her in the face.

      She was heading north.
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        * * *

      

      Grant Reem never wasted a day. His carpe-diem attitude wasn’t because he scheduled every second of each hour. Despite reading books on time management and taking courses on optimization, he’d never applied the techniques he’d learned. His strict adherence to not planning was the key to his success in living and working to his fullest potential.

      He had made some mistakes along the way and had his fair share of regrets. If he ever had the chance to right the past wrongs, he’d gladly accept the opportunity with a grateful heart. But he didn’t focus on the past.

      Once he’d proven himself an undisputed winner, checking every box on society’s vision of success, he’d found the top of the corporate ladder a lonely place. He climbed down. And now, he could embrace no demands on his time and truly be on his own. A life of contentment and peace, his future and time controlled by his own two hands. He didn’t want more.

      Scanning the display rack, he grabbed a bottle of sunscreen and a blanket emblazoned with the Chequamegon Bay Yacht Club logo. August on Lake Superior required both. Storms moved swiftly, promising fluctuating sunshine and temperatures almost on the hour. Summer slipped past. Autumn clamored for attention.

      He’d stopped at the store several times since taking ownership of his new business and returning to the region for the first time in years. He’d grown so used to the convenience of stopping at a corner store whenever he had a need and forgot how different life was in the idyllic setting of the North Woods. Writing a list and planning ahead would save him from another visit and more exposure to the side-eyed gazes of the employees he’d gotten to know by name.

      But he wasn’t a checklist kind of guy. Neither was he used to having limited options or everyone so painfully aware of his actions. Taking over a bankrupt tour boat company in a tiny offshoot lake from Lake Superior, however, he’d had to adjust to both. Scrutiny was his constant companion in the sparsely populated region.

      He’d come to nearby Loon Lake to build something for the rest of his life. A small enterprise he could manage by himself. A quiet life without any unnecessary attention or trials in the court of public opinion on a national stage. He could handle a few curious locals.

      He approached the counter and set the goodies next to the cash register.

      “Can I help you find something in particular?” Jayden asked.

      The pimpled teen was young, pale, and gawky. He reminded Grant of himself at fifteen. In those days, his mom couldn’t keep enough food in the house to satisfy him. She had forced him out of his bedroom and into the sunshine. She had complained video games and hours on the computer would get him nowhere.

      He named the house he bought her nowhere so she’d be correct. She’d laughed and hugged him hard.

      “I’m good, Jayden. I can always stop by again if I need something else.”

      The teen nodded and rang up the purchases.

      Grant pulled his wallet from his back pocket. Dealing with physical currency was just another adjustment to his new life. With the money magnetically clipped to his phone, he pulled out his cell, too.

      The screen flashed with a familiar number. He hit ignore call. Answering and explaining himself again would only bring him down on a sunny day. He pulled out a fifty-dollar bill, waited for the change, and deposited a tip in the jar on the counter. Slipping the phone and cash into his pocket, he grabbed the purchases and exited via the side door.

      Drawing in a deep breath, he filled his lungs with clean, pine-scented air. His boat shoes slapped against each wooden plank. He loved the greatest lake of them all and the towns along its shores. Everything was brighter and crisper. From smells to sights to sounds, the southern shore of Lake Superior was unmatched.

      In his pocket, the phone vibrated.

      Nothing could ruin his day. Not even an unwanted voicemail. He blamed himself for the persistent phone calls. He should have formulated a better, more satisfying, and final response to the inquiries from the CEO of the conglomerate that bought his company a year ago. The leadership team remained unconvinced that he was enjoying a break from his workaholic ways at forty. Early retirement didn’t always last.

      The company hadn’t known about the four years of what ended up being six years in undergrad. He was quite happy to take his life one day at a time. He hadn’t gotten his act together until absolutely necessary, aka when his parents threatened to stop paying his tuition. He had changed for a woman, too, but it was too little too late to impress her.

      Once he had started his business, he hadn’t stopped. Never taking time off as he built a company from nothing to a multi-figure valuation. He could understand why other executives would think he was itching for a return. Perhaps he could have been convinced if he’d been asked earlier. He had spent much of the past year at his ailing grandpa’s bedside. After his passing, Grant might have been tempted to return to work. Unfortunately for the corporation, an entirely new venture captured his attention, and Grant was not interested in returning to the West Coast.

      “Mr. Reem? She’s ready.”

      Grant raised one hand to shield his gaze against the bright glare off the lake. He spotted Jayden’s older brother, Liam, at the pump on the fuel dock. Grant cupped his mouth. “Thanks.” Jogging along the wooden walkway, he strode down the pier and hopped aboard the Tommy Buoy.

      He had enough boating knowledge for casual pursuit. His thirty-five-foot yacht was pushing his capabilities to the limits. He liked the solitude of not employing a crew on his own vessel. After years of being responsible for others’ livelihoods, he welcomed the peace. If he ran aground, he only impacted himself.

      Soon enough, he’d have to hire a full staff to run his tour boat business properly. Tickets, merchandise, guides, and a website demanded as much attention as driving the actual boats. Before long, he’d be the boss again. He could do the role with aplomb. But he had no illusions. With a decade running a company, he was all too aware of the stresses of the job and savored his solitary start for as long as he could. He climbed aboard and hopped into the cockpit.

      Liam untied the lines.

      With a wave, Grant navigated away from the dock and into the open water. He passed the tree-lined southern shore of Lake Superior and motored in silence. The yacht club wasn’t convenient for him to fill up his tank, but it was his current best option. His new business had had the ability to fuel its vessels. But, like many things he’d discovered in his money-pit purchase, it wasn’t operating at its fullest potential and hadn’t been certified and inspected for years.

      Until he fixed the pump at his own dock, an absolute must to run tours efficiently, he enjoyed his scenic trips around the lake every week. He steered into the channel. Directly across lay the historic sawmill marking the start of Loon Lake. The vinyl-siding-clad structure rose like a modern-day colossus from its own dock, jutting into the icy water. The historic wheel was barely visible.

      Scanning the opposite side of the lake’s mouth, he frowned at the log cabin, wracking his brain to remember what it was. “Historical society and museum,” he announced, snapping his fingers. As if on cue, Elise McKenna, the buttoned-up, stoic curator and one-woman town tourism board, rounded the building and spotted him. He waved.

      She stiffened and—after a pause—tilted her head.

      Her tight greeting made him chuckle. He was officially a part of the community now. He’d launched his website hours earlier, boasting of unrivaled tours at some future date to be determined. The statement was a verifiable fact as he had purchased the only licensed business operating on the water. He needed to get his bearings before the tourists realized he was still learning the area.

      He headed to his newly acquired boathouse, raising the exterior rolling door remotely and steering inside to dock for the night. With a few more hours of daylight, he could find peace. As soon as he laid his head on his pillow, he knew he’d be plagued again by all the old haunts and taunts. The missed call from his former assistant stirred up his anxiety.

      With his company sold and the pressure of the corporate world behind him, he vowed a new start with a break-even business, showing tourists the lakeshore he’d grown up loving. He found purpose in helping others, often in surprising ways. A quiet life spent giving back was all he could dream of for his next act. But he worried that he had let down his former staff despite their assurances they understood. He needed a better work life balance than he found in Silicon Valley. At the first chance, he’d jumped out of the rat race and straight into a lake.

      He steered into the slip and lift, docking the boat and using technology to secure his position. For the time being, he’d only invested in what he could control himself. His lawyers and financial planners toiled behind the scenes, sorting through the mess of his newest venture and determining how to scale and grow. He believed in tackling problems step by step, and he’d start his tours one boat at a time.

      “Need any help?” A deep voice called over the mechanical whirring of the lift.

      “I’m good,” Grant shouted. With the boat in position, he cut the engine and leaned back in his captain’s chair to study the visitor on the dock.

      In the dim, overhead fluorescent lights, Christopher Lewis still found a way to shine. He was a commanding presence. As the proprietor of the biggest business on Loon Lake, a historic inn Grant had enjoyed vacationing at every summer as a child, Christopher was involved in everyone’s professional affairs. In addition to the inn, he oversaw the boardwalk as landlord of all the shops hugging the lakeshore. The community relied on tourism and each other in a symbiotic relationship heightened by the summertime season.

      Grant respected that and was also grateful for the other man’s wife, Ashley Hale-Lewis. He suspected that Christopher’s visits would be even more frequent if not for the lady’s influence in giving Grant a bit of space as he began to sort through his purchase and triage the business.

      “I saw the website is up and running. Looks great. Cheers to progress.” Christopher pumped a fist in the air.

      Grant chuckled despite himself. Christopher was the closest thing Grant had to a close friend in town. He could handle a little meddling for the chance at human interaction. “I’m getting there. I promised I’d be fully operational by next spring, and I meant it.” He scrubbed his hands over his face. “The financials were a mess. The debts have been cleared. I’m trying to determine what can be salvaged and what must be scrapped. At this point, it’s such a disaster that I’d be tempted to throw out everything and start over. But I don’t know how I’d get a construction crew started in time with your project.”

      “It’s a chicken-and-egg scenario.” Christopher nodded. “I wouldn’t mind if we could bring in more construction companies and give people more job opportunities. It’s hard to lure anyone here without a steady paycheck. After the lighthouse is built at the inn and this property is sorted, what next?”

      Grant pocketed his keys and tapped the garage door button to lower the water gateway.

      The mechanical clinking echoed off every surface inside the boathouse. The loud cacophony gave him a chance to regroup and get onto the dock. His instinct to rush in and save the day with his finances had often proved counterproductive. He believed in giving a hand up whenever he could. But as a benefactor, he’d been burned several times.

      “Do you think the town could support continued growth and development?” Grant asked as the room quieted. “Can the infrastructure be stretched for more residents? I’m asking for myself, too. Thanks for letting me stay past my welcome at the inn. It’s nice to have a break from the boat and a shower I can stand fully upright in. I’ve had no luck finding a place to live.”

      Christopher waved off the comment. “It’s a small price to pay to have this business in capable hands. The inn relies on the tour boats and vice versa. As for the second thing, I would hate for the lake to be overdeveloped, but I fear it’s only a matter of time. Lily Maguire’s heir might develop the building.” He shuddered. “Can you imagine how overrun the town would be if it’s turned into a high-rise?”

      “Do you mean like apartments?” Grant couldn’t picture it. “Are you sure?”

      “I don’t know. Just thinking about something Ashley mentioned a while back. But now I can’t stop worrying about it. Hopefully, the search for the mystery successor will be a dud, and Elise will secure the land for the historical society.”

      “Any construction on the shore would change the lake forever. Especially in such a prime location.”

      “And I’d have to admit my wife was right.” Christopher shuddered. “She warned me about the possibilities once the last Loon Lake Maguire passed.”

      Grant rolled his eyes at Christopher’s dramatics. Ashley was often correct with her snap judgments and quick assessments. “Nothing she hasn’t heard before. I wouldn’t worry. I’m sure Elise won’t let anyone change the lakeshore without a fight. She’ll have to stare at the monstrosity from the museum across the water.”

      “And she’s determined to claim the building for the town.” Christopher stroked his chin.

      Elise picked up the micromanagement where Christopher slacked. Between the pair, nothing happened in Loon Lake without a lot of civic oversight. Elise had threatened Grant with litigation almost as soon as he had assumed control of his rundown tour boat business and lakefront property. She’d tossed around words like historical landmark and cultural significance.

      At first, he’d thought she was joking. The boathouse and dock better resembled a trash heap than an important institution. Once he had understood her seriousness, however, he’d changed course. He’d rather have friends than enemies, especially as a newcomer to the tight-knit community.

      “If you need anything, you’ll reach out?” Christopher asked.

      “You’ll be my first stop. You’ve done too much already.”

      “I need you to be successful. We all do.” With a wave, Christopher strolled away, his footsteps echoing on the wooden dock throughout the boathouse.

      Grant appreciated the weight of the words. In a major demonstration of trust and respect, he’d been brought into the inner circle of business owners. The significance wasn’t lost on him. The start of the summer had sparked major upheaval that led to his purchase. He still wasn’t privy to all the details, so he minded his every step. He’d do his best for the community. He was ready to belong somewhere. What better place than a lakeside town?
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      Molly approached the empty host stand at the brewery and grill. The sweet smell of spilled beer perfumed the air, and she breathed deep, inhaling the aroma like she strode through a rose garden. She’d never been so happy to see a bar in her life. She dropped her chin to her chest and rolled her neck.

      To top off yesterday’s string of bad luck, she discovered the few hours’ drive Mr. Baird mentioned was actually eight from Chicago. She hated driving under the best of circumstances. Her current predicament was far from ideal. She rented a car and drove north, stopping at the outlets to buy a week’s wardrobe and spending the night at a cheap hotel. This morning, she awoke and determined a plan. She called Mr. Baird and continued to her destination, parking at a red brick structure past the town’s welcome sign.

      She stood at the host stand, rocking front to back and stretching her sore muscles and stiff back, grateful she didn’t have hours more to spend behind the wheel.

      “Table for one?” A young woman holding a menu in her arms asked.

      Molly smoothed her ponytail. “I’m meeting someone. Mr. Baird?”

      “The lawyer?” The woman cocked her head to the side and narrowed her gaze. “Are you from around here?”

      Molly shook her head. “No. I had family here. My aunt owned the sawmill?” She could have kicked herself; phrasing her statement as a question was silly.

      The woman recoiled slightly, leaning back as her nostrils flared. “Oh. Right. Welcome to Loon Lake. Mr. Baird isn’t here yet. I’ll get you a table and bring him over as soon as he arrives.”

      “Thank you.” Molly fought the urge to sniff herself. Had she forgotten deodorant this morning in her hazy, pre-caffeine rush to get back on the road? Did she smell bad enough for the woman’s unwelcoming behavior?

      The hostess spun on her heel and strode through an open doorway.

      Molly followed, scanning her surroundings. The historic brick building, a nineteenth-century neoclassical, was lovingly preserved. Inside the main dining room, a large open area boasted high ceilings and exposed beams. Overhead, a gallery of tables hugged the perimeter.

      The hostess pointed to a table in the center of the room, keeping her distance from Molly and darting her eyes to the side.

      Molly nibbled the inside of her cheek. She didn’t want to be on display. While she had changed out of the smoke-scented pajamas into a sundress, she still felt conspicuous. Especially in a small town. Everyone knew everyone here, right? Wasn’t that the deal? No newcomer went unnoticed. A table in the center of the room, fully visible, was too much. Her request might be registered as her being difficult. She’d take the judgment to get out of the way. “Can I sit in a booth?”

      “Of course.” The hostess strode to a vacant booth lining the wall.

      Molly slid over the bench seat. After a day of driving, her body ached from another cramped position. But she didn’t like the other option. “Thank you. This is nice.”

      “Your server will be over shortly.” The hostess set the menu on the table and beat a hasty retreat.

      “Thank you.” Molly repeated, raising the menu as a shield. What had Molly done wrong? Had she been too presumptuous when she introduced herself as having family despite never even knowing her late aunt existed until Mr. Baird contacted her? Should she have made a better attempt at small talk?

      Or, perhaps, exhaustion played tricks on her mind. Perception was easily swayed and not always a fair assessment of a situation. The hostess was working and didn’t have idle time. Molly dropped her gaze to the text, the letters swirling before her. She rubbed her eyes, narrowed her gaze, and tried again. In her purse, her phone buzzed.

      Abandoning the menu, she pulled out her phone, eager for any good news. She’d received an automatic reply to an email she’d sent asking about her insurance claims. She read the note and spotted the phrase following interviews with authorities. Authorities? Like the police? Or the fire department?

      She’d had no formal meeting with either. Was she reckless in skipping town before she’d been formally questioned? She had left a message with her insurance company and filled out an online form. She had called building management, too. The landlord couldn’t offer assistance finding housing. She hadn’t expected any, but she had wanted to touch base.

      No one told her she had to stay. Had her abrupt departure looked suspicious? With any luck, not that she had much these days, her explanations would be sufficient for any law enforcement agency.

      The first meeting with the lawyer had stoked her dormant curiosity about her dad’s family. He’d passed before her tenth birthday. She’d never known any of his distant relatives. A quick internet search pulled up a few mentions of Maguire Lumber, a sawmill begun in the late nineteenth century. Was her dad’s family rich? She’d never imagined her last name posted anywhere, let alone displayed forever on a building in a show of strength and honor.

      She wasn’t sure what to think about being part of a legacy. Did the town hate her sight unseen? Or adore her because of the legend? Both options made her uncomfortable.

      “PEANUT?”

      Warmth spread through her as her stomach fluttered. She dried her trembling, clammy hands on her napkin and pressed her lips together to refresh her lipstick. Shoot. She forgot her lipstick. Nerves and excitement tangled together.

      No one had called her Peanut in fifteen years. The nickname was the invention of her slacker college boyfriend. The one she knew she shouldn’t get involved with. The guy who entered his fifth year of study during her first. She gripped the smooth vinyl seat, securing
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