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The Lawyer

T

ory didn’t want to put up with any of this today.  Between the days’ worth of clients, contractors, city employees, and supplies she’d had to deal with, she was more inclined to return to the serenity of her tiny apartment and soak as much of her body as she could cram into her miniscule bathtub.  It wasn’t a glorious prospect by anyone’s standards, but it was enough to keep her from jabbing a pencil into someone’s hand during one of the many headache-inducing conversations she’d been forced to deal with throughout the day.

Mondays were a particularly bad day for anyone who worked in the interior design business.  Any client who felt cheated because they couldn’t reach her during the weekend often decided that the best way for her to start her week was to hear about all of the ideas they’d Googled when they couldn’t reach Tory, which resulted in changes, which resulted in phone calls to disgruntled contractors who wanted to at least try to meet deadlines.  It also meant trying to change orders which had already been placed, redrafting plans which needed to be resubmitted to the city for approval, and recalculating the budget.  It was a delicate balance, which Tory thought she pulled off well enough, even though it was a headache to deal with on most days.  But it had trained her to see the big picture; take in all of the facts and try to see the main goal in all of the chaos swarming around.

However, if there was ever one piece of advice that Tory would give anyone, it was that if they decided to do a renovation, and their designer looked like they were about to lose their mind but were keeping it together by plastering on a wide smile and saying ‘of course we can do that’ or ‘what a great idea’, it was best to back away slowly if they wanted to keep all of their fingers.

It didn’t help matters that after dealing with all of the normal Monday avalanche of crap, Tory still had to have extremely aggravating conversations with clients to explain why the budget had changed from the originally agreed upon prices.  Those were never fun, even when it was the client’s fault.  And even after six years of doing her job, it still astounded her that clients thought they could make changes to things and think that it wouldn’t cost them a penny more...especially when it meant new permits and pushing back construction deadlines.  Contractors absolutely loved it when clients pushed back on schedules and deadlines, Tory thought sarcastically.  It was something that she was made keenly aware of on a daily basis.

And she could only reflect on those kinds of conversations bitterly.  It was rarely her fault that changes were made, and yet, she was forced to take the brunt of people’s frustrations and sourness.  In Tory’s opinion, being a designer would be such a better job if there were no clients involved.

But unfortunately, the headaches were all part of the job.  And some days just happened to be worse than others.  And today had been one of those days.  She had been shoved into the role of mediator and marriage counselor no less than three times during the day, and those sessions felt like they were physically dragging her down.

It hadn’t helped that Tory knew about this meeting looming up at the end of her day.  She’d answered a call the Friday before, from a lawyer.  No good news ever came from lawyers, and he had been disturbingly vague on the phone, which she didn’t have a lot of patience for.  All he’d said was that he needed to meet with Tory on Monday to discuss something very important; and her mind had been running away from her with all of the possibilities throughout the weekend.

It wasn’t as though she’d had an extremely hard life.  It wasn’t as though luck had been against her every time she turned around.  She had a perfectly decent, ordinary, almost boring kind of life.  Tory had grown up with good parents, she’d gone to decent schools, she wasn’t wealthy, but she hadn’t wanted for much when she was growing up.  And when she’d decided that she wanted to be an interior designer, her family hadn’t argued with her.  Plus, they’d supported her decision when she’d done her internships with a few contractors to learn the ins and outs of construction and renovation.  So, when she finally opened her own design company, which was really only her and whoever she subcontracted per project, her family had only been proud of her.

On most days, her job wasn’t too big of a headache.  She enjoyed what she did, and that made the bad days not so bad, when she looked back on them...they just weren’t so fun when she was going through them.

But somehow, she was dreading this lawyer meeting even more than the last call she’d made to her contractor to make the third set of changes in the last two weeks.  Mostly because this was something that she wasn’t prepared for.  She didn’t know how to deal with lawyers.  And even though Tory wasn’t afraid of the unknown, there was no drive in her to find new challenges and experiences.  She liked her life simple, and she absolutely was not a huge fan of surprises.  And legal surprises were not something that she needed.

Tory had never had to deal with lawyers.  Even when she’d started her business, her father had helped her.  Having started his own hardware company, he knew the ins and outs of starting and running a small business, and he’d been successful enough, so she hadn’t felt compelled to consult anyone else.

So, yes, vising a lawyer was not on the top of the list of things she wanted to do...especially when she didn’t know what the meeting was going to be about.  She was a planner.  She liked to be places at least fifteen minutes before she needed to be.  She like to schedule deliveries for at least a week before they were needed.  She bought Christmas presents and had them stacked in her closet in June.  It was just the kind of person she was.

This was killing her.

Tory shoved all of that aside as she walked into the impressive downtown Toronto building.  The designer in her forced her to take in the details of the cavernous lobby of the building.  In true cosmopolitan fashion, everything was polished and hard, reflecting her back on herself at least a dozen times as she stood and waited for the elevator that would take her up to her doom...or whatever was waiting for her on the seventeenth floor.

About twenty minutes later, she was sitting in Mr. Hasting’s office, glancing around at everything.  She could admit that when she pictured this office, she thought that it would be like something out of a crime novel, with dark shelves filled with thick, leatherbound volumes.  A massive, dark, carved wooden desk.  Stuffed wingback chairs, probably in a dark green.  And one of those green and gold banker’s lamps sitting on a leather blotter.

But the office wasn’t anything like that.  Everything was sleek and modern, with pale wood paneling on the walls.  There was modern artwork with splashes of bright colours splattered across the canvases hanging on the walls.  The desk was still impressive and took up most of the space, but it was made of glass and chrome instead of dark wood.  One wall was completely made of glass, overlooking the corridor and a conference room on the other side.  And on the opposing wall were high windows offering an impressive view of the sprawling metropolis.

It was all so much less atmospheric than Tory had been anticipating, and that loosened the knot twisted in the pit of her stomach.

Mr. Hasting was a portly little man, who never owned a suit which quite buttoned correctly over his belly.  His balding head wasn’t something he did much to hide, and he had a pair of glasses which sat perched on the end of his nose, always threatening to slide off at any second.  He would never be known as a shark in the legal community, but he kept his work neat and tidy, maintaining the confidence of his small roster of clients.  Hastings wasn’t bloodthirsty, but studious, meticulous, and as dedicated to his work as he was to his family.

He was nothing like what Tory had been expecting when she’d received the call, just as much as she hadn’t been expecting the office she was sitting in.  But it only made her all the more curious about why she had been asked to come to this meeting.

“Miss...Wallace.  Ah, yes”, Mr. Hastings smiled over his file, “How are you today?”

“Fine, thank you”, Tory lied quietly, “A little curious.”

“Well, sure, I think that’s what most people feel when they’ve been called to a law office”, Mr. Hastings offered her a comforting smile, which helped Tory feel a little more relaxed.  In general, Mr. Hastings didn’t seem like much of an intimidating man to her, which removed the looming sensation of being sent to the principal’s office.

“So, why am I here?” she probed, since the lawyer didn’t seem to be in any rush to give her any real information.

“Did you know a Mr...” Mr. Hastings consulted the file again, “Ethan Blake?”

Tory took a moment to think on it.  The name was familiar, but not one that she had heard in a while.

“He was a client of mine, a few years ago.  I remodeled his home business.”

Thinking back, now that she was sure that she had the right person, Tory could remember Mr. Blake pretty well.  He had been a nice man, and one of the rarely easy clients.  He’d run a small barbershop out of his home, so after years of business, he’d decided to invest in having a professional setup in his house, with a separate entrance, its own bathroom, and a small space for his office to do his paperwork.  It had been an interesting and fun project, and Tory had gotten to know him pretty well, for a client.  But she hadn’t heard from him since the renovation had ended.

“Is he suing me or something?” she asked worriedly.  She wasn’t sure that she had the resources to take on that kind of thing.

“Actually, no.  Unfortunately, Mr. Blake passed away a few weeks ago”, Mr. Hastings said sympathetically.

“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that.  He was a nice man”, Tory said sadly.  Even though she hadn’t thought of him in a while, she could remember the nice conversations they’d had, and it was sad to think that he was gone.

“I can’t say that I knew him very well”, Mr. Hastings admitted “I only got to know him when he came here to write his will.  And since his death, I’ve been focused on contacting all of the beneficiaries.”

It sounded like it hadn’t been a particularly good day for Mr. Hastings either.

“Mr. Blake didn’t have any direct descendants.  No children, no siblings, and his parents passed more than a few years before he did.  The only beneficiaries he had are a few friends, spread around.  And because it’s been quite a while since he wrote the will, it has taken some time to track everyone down”, Mr. Hastings admitted with a wary sigh, as though he’d had to run across the country personally to find everyone, “But you are the last beneficiary listed in the will.”

Tory was stunned, “Mr. Blake left me something in his will?  He was just a client”, she shook her head disbelievingly.  It didn’t seem right to her that she should be left something by a past client.

“Be that as it may, he did leave you something.  Along with this letter”, Mr. Hastings produced an envelope from his folder and pushed it across the desk, “He has left you the deed for a property he owned out in New Brunswick.  A property known as Carnation Corner.”

“It’s a house?” Tory’s shock had her frozen in her chair.  By all accounts, Mr. Blake had been a nice man, but she hadn’t thought that he would be wealthy enough to own a second home.  His home in the city hadn’t been very large...not big enough for Tory to think that he had other properties.  She wondered if this was the only one.  And why had he left it to her?  It was more than a little strange, and it was something that she knew she would be wondering for a while to come.

“It’s a rather nice period home, as far as my understanding”, Mr. Hastings nodded approvingly as he glanced in the file, where Tory assumed there were numerous assessing facts and figures listed about the mysterious property.

“But why would he leave me a property?  I’m not a relative, so is that even legal?”

None of this seemed right, or real.

“It’s not my job to question why.  But I can assure you that it’s all legal, and that you are now a homeowner.”

Tory didn’t stay much longer.  She remained for a few more minutes, just long enough to sign some paperwork and take Mr. Blake’s letter from Mr. Hastings.  But after that, she stood outside of the fancy office building, just staring across the street without really seeing anything.  What had just happened seemed impossible.  She couldn’t have imagined that she was being called to a lawyer’s office to inherit a house in a town she had never heard of, from a client she hadn’t seen in years.

Tory couldn’t decide how she felt about that, or what she was supposed to think of it.  All she knew was that it was a new start that she hadn’t been expecting.
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The Dump

T

he drive out to Brennan’s Bay was a long one, even taking the Trans-Canada.  In fact, Tory thought the trip felt twice as long, with time passing incredibly slowly on the long stretch of road because there was no scenery or anything to distract from the dullness of the view, and the lack of interest in anything on the radio.  It might have helped if Tory had a travelling companion to fill in the long stretch of time, but she’d been alone with nothing but her thoughts about what she’d left behind, and what was coming up ahead.

Before leaving Toronto, she’d taken the time to clear up her work, finishing up with her current clients, and renting out her apartment as a vacation rental.  She’d stored some of her things in her parent’s garage, packed the rest in the back of her clunky, old pick-up, and hit the road.  It all sounded much simpler than it was, but with her great determination and awesome organizational skills, it hadn’t taken her long to get the ball rolling.

The truth was, she was intrigued by the property that had been left to her.  She hadn’t been able to find out much about it online, and there were no pictures.  Even Google Earth didn’t have a good shot of the property because it was hidden behind some very overgrown hedges.  It was clear to Tory that Mr. Blake probably hadn’t been out on the property for some time...or he just hadn’t been keeping it up.  But she was leaning towards him not having been out on the property because she could still remember the state of his city home.  Mr. Blake had been a very tidy man.  He didn’t have much in the way of belongings, but what he did have was well-maintained, clean, and kept in its place.

When Tory finally pulled up in front of the house, and found a way through the thick hedge surrounding the property, she was pretty quick to realize that Mr. Blake’s neatness and tidiness did not extend to Carnation Corner.  The cute name did nothing to describe the...well, the dump standing in front of her.  But she could see everything that the house could be, even where it might have been difficult for some people.  It was a Tudor house, with severely pitched roofs, worn and dirty brick covering the lower level of the house, and dingey stucco on the upper level.  The wood framing the stucco portion looked aged and weather-beaten, but it wasn’t beyond repair.  The wood and iron windows were cute; Tory just hoped that they opened and that she wouldn’t need to change them all out.  It would be an expense she’d rather avoid.

Solely based on the outside, Tory already had her own hopes for what the inside would look like.  Clearly, no one had been there for a long time, and Mr. Blake had obviously never hired anyone to keep up the place...but then, she’d been expecting that too.  She just hadn’t expected it to be this bad.

Shortly after she’d gotten home from visiting Mr. Hastings, she’d read the letter that Mr. Blake had left for her.  She’d ended up reading it so many times that she felt like she had it memorized by now.

Dear Victoria,

When a man comes closer to the end of his life, it becomes abundantly clear all of the dreams which never seemed to come to pass.  You know that I consider myself to have lived a good life.  I had friends, I had family, I had my own business, and I lived each day with positivity and enjoyment.

When my time ends, I want to make sure that I can spread some of my good luck amongst the people who have coloured my life.  As there are so few with whom I felt a close connection, I’ve been fortunate enough to be rather exuberant in granting wishes.  And I hope that I have fulfilled yours and started you on a wonderful journey.

Prepare yourself for a bit of a job when it comes to Carnation Corner.  I bought it in such rough condition because I remembered how it was always your dream to renovate your own home from the ground up.  I hope that Carnation Corner will offer you the chance to fulfill that dream; it’s a challenge that you are more than ready to handle.  I just hope that you will absorb every moment of it...don’t see it as a job, but as your dream.  And live every moment to the fullest.

Best of luck, and may all of your dreams come true.

Ethan Blake

It was one of the sweetest things anyone had ever done for Tory, trying to make her dreams come true.

She had wanted to renovate her own home from the ground up ever since she’d finished with her last internship.  When she was working with clients, she couldn’t help but imagine all of the ways she would do things differently if they were her homes.  She’d had to push all of that aside when she was working with clients, and always told herself that every time she put something aside in her savings account, it would one day be spent on her house.  For her dream.

Carnation Corner was definitely going to be a big job, but she was looking forward to getting her hands dirty.  She knew that she could handle this.  And at the end of it, she was going to have her own property.

Because of where she was, she wasn’t sure that she would keep the house when she was done.  She wasn’t sure if she should live in the house, rent the house out, or sell it so that she didn’t have to deal with it anymore.  It would be nice to buy something back in Ontario, closer to her family, but maybe she would get attached to this place through the process.

There was just no telling, yet.

But that was something to deal with much further down the line.

For the moment, Tory wanted to take a quick look around, just to see how bad the situation was, and then drive around to find her rental.  She’d been fairly certain, with the lack of information and photos she’d found, not to mention Mr. Blake mentioning the state of the house, that the situation would be a hair too rough for her to actually stay at the house, so she’d planned ahead.  And with a single glance around, she was grateful that she’d made the reservation.

As soon as she stepped through the front door, Tory knew that everything she had been expecting the property to be was at least ten times worse.  The floors didn’t just creak beneath her feet.  She could see where they were lifting and splitting from years of neglect.  Door frames didn’t sit quite straight, from what she could see from the light of her cell phone.  She was too afraid to attempt flicking a light switch before she saw an electrical panel.

The stairs to her left had definitely seen better days, and she wasn’t sure that hanging onto the railing would save her from falling.  But it was hard to really see what was going on, since everything was coated in a thick layer of dust and grime.

To the left, just before the stairs, there was a small room that Tory already knew that she was going to change into an office.  And to the right was a sitting room with a decent fireplace that she was going to need to have inspected, if she didn’t want to risk burning the house down.  Between the two, there was a hallway that led down to a dining room, which had access to the kitchen.  All of the rooms were a decent size, and something that she could work with, but she would have been able to tell a lot more if she could just find a fuse box.

As far as Tory knew, there wasn’t a basement for the house, which meant that the electrical panel had to be somewhere on the main floor, probably tucked away in a closet or something.  She would need to change that to be in accordance with current building regulations, but she assumed that she would be able to turn on the lights for a few minutes without burning down the house.

At least, she hoped that she could.

True to the style of old homes, there wasn’t much in the way closet space, so it didn’t take too long to find the only closet on the main floor.  It was in the middle of one of the kitchen walls, where it almost completely blended in with the wood paneling.  At least it did in the dark.  The round, heavy handle on it looked tarnished, but it turned easily as Tory twisted it to the left and pulled the door open.

That was when all hell broke loose.

Or at least, it was as close to hell as Tory ever wanted to get.

This was because, as the door started to swing open, a weight behind the door pushed it open the rest of the way, and Tory jumped back when her flashlight caught a hint of what was falling towards her.  And when the dead body landed with a thump against the floor, the most blood-curdling scream tore out of her throat in a way that she couldn’t stop even if she tried.  She had no control over it.  It was like something else had taken over her body...something that would have done really well in a horror movie. 

But in Tory’s mind, that was also where the dead body belonged.

It wasn’t the first weird thing she’d found in a home where she was doing a renovation.  She could probably write a book of all of the odd things she’d found hidden in walls she’d torn down.  The oddest one was when she’d been converting an old church into a house, and found a gay porn video tape in one of the walls.

But this was far worse.

Had Mr. Blake killed someone and left them in the house?  Was that why he didn’t care what the state of the house was?  He’d never seemed like that kind of man, but she couldn’t say that she had ever met a murderer before.  What did they always say?  It was the quiet types?  But that wasn’t how Tory would have described Ethan Blake.  He was quiet, but he was kind, right down to his soul.  She knew that.

Plus, despite the fact that she really didn’t want to take a good look at it, Tory knew that she definitely wasn’t looking at a skeleton.  The body looked too...alive, except that it was dead.  But it had all of its flesh, it wasn’t rotting away...aside from the hole in the side of its head, you might have thought that he was just sleeping.  Which would have been weird, but probably not weirder than being a murder victim in someone else’s house.

Between shock and fear, it took a second for Tory’s feet to catch up with her brain, but in the next second, she was tearing out of the house like the hounds of hell were on her heels.  She didn’t care about dust, debris, or crumbling floors.  She just took off like the roadrunner in those Sunday morning cartoons she used to watch as a kid.  It was a miracle that she didn’t leave a human-sized hole in the door as she went, but she wouldn’t have been surprised if there was a puff of smoke in the shape of her body left behind.

Tory knew what she needed to do, but she had no idea where she was supposed to be going.  Even with her fogged-up brain, it was clear that she needed the police.  But where were they?  Plus, it was late.  In a small town like Brennan’s Bay, Tory wasn’t even sure that they would be working this late.  She couldn’t imagine that they dealt with murders on a regular basis.  Maybe they wouldn’t even handle this one.  Maybe they would get help from another town.  Maybe that was where she was supposed to go.  Maybe they wouldn’t even have police in this town, and she would end up running around in circles for no reason...that was how small this town was...and how freaked out Tory was.

She felt lost.  She didn’t know what to do, and she wasn’t thinking clearly.  Tory knew that she should ask someone where the police were, but she didn’t know what kind of chaos that could cause in a small town...or in any town.  A new, crazy woman running through the streets looking for the cops wasn’t the first impression any girl could live down.  In a place like this, she could only imagine that news of a raving lunatic and a dead body would spread like wildfire.  But there wasn’t any stopping that.  Even if she wasn’t the one to spread it, people were going to find out that someone was dead in the town.  That couldn’t possibly go over well.

Tory slammed the door of her truck behind her before she turned it down the road, heading for the main street.  When she’d looked into the town, she’d discovered that there was only one main street down by the water, where all of the local businesses were.  And from her research, she knew that there was really only one of each store on the strip.  A grocery market, a hardware store, a few different restaurants, some specialty stores, an antiques dealer, and one bar.  And as she drove down the street, she wasn’t surprised to see that most of the businesses were closed.  But there was one that she knew was guaranteed to be open: the bar.

The amber light glowing through the windows out onto the front porch of the building confirmed that her instincts were correct.  And even though she was still freaking out about the body in her house, she almost laughed when she glanced up at the sign over the porch.  The Bar.  That was the name.  She was so used to there being hundreds of bars in the city, all with kitschy or pun names.  Seeing something literally named for its purpose just seemed...hysterical.  And it fit the simple kind of atmosphere she expected of the town.

Tory scrambled out of her truck, feeling light-headed and out of breath, and didn’t bother to lock it as she ran into The Bar.

As she glanced around, she couldn’t stop her designer brain from kicking in and taking in the surroundings.  The place was designed like it was named.  Simple.  There wasn’t any kind of theme or ridiculous decoration.  The Bar was covered in a lot of wood, making it a very warm and cozy place to sit and unwind.  It also made it very dark.  The lack of brightness wasn’t helped by the old industrial-style lanterns hanging from the ceiling, which was also covered in wood.

The space wasn’t large, but there were a few round tables scattered around, surrounded by mismatched chairs, most of which looked like they had come from before the turn of the century.  Bench seating stretched along the two side walls with tables pushed up against them.  And at the back was the bar, flanked on either side by glass-paned doors which looked out at the water and hinted at a very narrow deck out back.  Even now, in the dead of night, it was an impressive view with the moonlight on the water.  It was serene and added to the moody, old atmosphere of the place.  And if she wasn’t so frazzled, she might have been a little more into the place.  It was a decent enough spot to unwind and be left alone, which was just her kind of bar...simple was just her kind of anything.

The Bar wasn’t packed, to Tory’s great relief, but there were still a few people scattered around.  It was late, and she was sure that the place did more business earlier in the evening, if she could judge based on the numerous tables with their tops still littered with empty beer bottles and glasses with their last dregs of wine.  But again, she thanked God for small miracles, because the less people who saw her in her manic state, the better.

Tory didn’t look around at the other patrons who still lingered.  Instead, she marched up to the bar...well, to be honest, she staggered up to the bar while trying to pretend she still had confidence, but she managed it with the kind of determination that only comes from being weirded out beyond belief.  She was sure that she looked like a deranged mental patient escaped from the hospital, but there wasn’t much that she could do about that.  So, she moved with as much purpose and speed as she could until she was standing in front of the bar, mostly using it to hold herself up as she stared at the bartender on the other side.

The man looked like he had probably lived his whole life in the bar, even if he wasn’t always behind it.  He had an apron tied around his slight beer gut, and grey scruff shadowing the bottom half of his face.  His wavy grey hair still appeared pretty thick for a man his age, and curled at the ends.  And pushed up his face, sitting in front of grey-blue eyes, were an oval pair of wireframed glasses.

In almost stereotypical fashion, he stood behind the bar, cleaning out a glass as he’d watched Tory march towards him.

“You look like you’re in a snit”, he remarked as Tory leaned towards him.  He didn’t seem at all fazed by Tory’s ‘snit’.  But it didn’t seem like anything would faze him.  As a matter of fact, he had that kind of ‘fuck life and only deal with your own shit’ kind of attitude.

“I need to know who the local authorities are”, Tory said faster than she’d intended.  The words just rambled out of her mouth, tripping over each other in her desperation to find help.  She could already feel her body starting to tremble.  It might have been relief from being around people again.  Alive people.

“We got a sheriff, but I doubt that he’ll be much help to you.”

“Why would you say that?” Tory really didn’t need another challenge right now.

“Elected position.  Nobody should have any faith in that”, the bartender grumbled, “Presidents are elected, too.  You really think they don’t have their own agendas, if they have any agendas to begin with.  Helping people would get in the way of collecting paychecks and creating as much paperwork as possible.  I dare you to ask a government employee if they have a system.”

Okay, Tory thought, so it was clear that he was an angry bartender.  If the dead man in Tory’s house turned out to be linked to the government in any way, this guy should be at the top of the list of suspects.  He was definitely angry enough, and with his eyes almost popping out of his head during his rant, he looked a little crazy.

“Other than that”, Tory pushed aside his ramblings, “Does he handle problems well enough?  Like, he knows the law?”

“Why don’t you ask him that?” a woman sitting at the bar smirked at some kind of private joke.  She looked like she had to be in her forties, if not pushing fifty.  But Tory had to guess that.  There was nothing that actually gave her age away.  Her hair was died a wine-red colour, but there were lines on her face broadcasting years of emotions.  She sat at the bar like it was a second home for her, and her hand curled around the beer glass in a very casual and comfortable way.  She had that kind of attitude that told the world that she didn’t give a shit what anyone thought about her, and she never would.

“Is he here?” Tory asked nervously.  Talking about this in a public place wasn’t really what she wanted.  She’d have to figure out a way to draw them out of the bar before she told them anything.

The woman nodded her head towards the other end of the bar, where there was another patron.  Tory wouldn’t have guessed that the man leaning against the bar there would have been the town authority.  Of course, it didn’t help that he wasn’t wearing a uniform.  But he was also leaning against the bar with the kind of smile every guy wore when he was pretty sure that had closed ‘The Deal’ with a woman.  And the pretty brunette he was chatting up seemed to be just as pleased with the potential direction of her evening.

Unfortunately, neither of them knew that Tory was about to put a damper on the whole thing.  But it had to be done, whether it made Tory a cockblocker or not.

Normally, Tory wouldn’t interrupt any couple in a bar, or anywhere else.  But this was important, and that gave her the confidence to march up to the two of them.  She was so unsubtle about it that she was pretty sure that she could feel the eyes of everyone else in the bar on her.

Swell, she thought, an audience.

Since the sheriff wasn’t facing her, she had to tap him on the shoulder to get his attention, and for a moment it seemed like that wouldn’t be enough to drag his attention away from his date.  But he did finally turn around, and when he did, his eyes were still full of what Tory could only describe as ‘The Smolder’, and she got the full brunt of that before she had to snap herself out of it; that was how hot it was.

He, however, did not snap out of it.

“Can I help you with something, luv?” he grinned as he leaned against the bar, his back to his pretty brunette now.  He had an accent, just in case his looks weren’t enough to make a woman go dumb for a few minutes.  It sounded British to Tory, and it added to his appeal so much that Tory almost forgot why she was there.  The whirling chaos of her mind was not making things easier.

If he wasn’t good at his job, at least he was pretty.  Even in the dimness of the bar, and with her nerves already frayed, Tory could admit that he was a good-looking man.  He had that tall, dark, and handsome thing going for him.  His face wasn’t overly angular, nor was it really round.  He looked sexily masculine, and like he could go backpacking one day and be People’s Sexiest Man the next day.  His dark hair was styled in an ‘I-just-rolled-out-of-bed-this-way’ look, and his espresso eyes were deep and soulful.

And if she wasn’t in the middle of a crisis, Tory might have taken a little longer to appreciate that.

“I need to talk to you”, she said quickly, glancing over his shoulder at the now disgruntled brunette, “Outside, alone”, she added pointedly.  She really couldn’t go into further detail here, in front of people.

The sheriff’s eyes skimmed over Tory from head to toe and back again, in a way that didn’t happen often to her, but often enough that she knew what he was thinking.  And then his grin deepened as he added two and two and came up with fifteen.  She decided that she would correct his math when they didn’t have an audience.

“After you, luv”, he gestured to the door.  She could swear that she heard the brunette huff as the two of them left The Bar, but she would apologize for that later, if she saw the woman again and didn’t decide to run away screaming from the town tonight.

The two left the bar, and were thankfully alone out on the street, but Tory still didn’t want to tell the sheriff about the murder while she was standing in the middle of the town’s main road, and she knew that the other bar patrons had watched them leave together.  They already had their own thoughts about what was going on, and she wasn’t going to try to change those.  They’d figure it out when news of the murder started to spread around town.

“Um...we need to go to my house”, Tory admitted, glancing up and down the street to make sure that they were alone.  The place was dark, with only a few lamps casting pools of golden light on the sidewalks.  But it wasn’t enough to tell if there was anyone lingering around, lurking in the shadows.

“That works for me, luv.  We’ll take my bike”, the sheriff grinned.

“Great, let’s go”, Tory agreed enthusiastically.  The faster they got there, the better.

“You’ll have to tell me where you live”, he pointed out.

“Carnation Corner.  Do you know it?” she shifted anxiously from one foot to another.

“That place isn’t condemned?” he frowned, looking uncertain for the first time since she’d tapped him on the shoulder.

“It’s fine”, she said quickly.  Except for the dead body; but she didn’t mention that part.

“Alright, if you say so”, he shrugged before he pulled Tory towards his motorcycle with a gentle hand.

It was a vintage black and chrome beast, looking like something the town rebel would drive, not the town sheriff, so Tory was hoping that she had gotten the right guy and hadn’t been steered wrong by the stranger in The Bar.  But she didn’t argue as she got on the back of his bike and the two of them roared off into the darkness.  All the way there, she thought about how she was supposed to report a dead body.  Should she be blunt about it, or a little more subtle?  Did it really matter?  They never really showed you that part on TV...cops just showed up and there was a body.  It was very misleading.

The sheriff didn’t waste any time getting them back to Carnation Corner.  It helped that the house wasn’t very far from The Bar.  And when they pulled up in front of the overgrown hedges, Tory felt dread start to twist in her gut again.  She still hadn’t figured out how she was supposed to do this.  Everything just seemed to be happening to her today, and as a planner, she wasn’t coping well with all of this spontaneity.  At least her head hadn’t exploded yet.

Tory climbed off the bike, probably not too gracefully, and wasn’t paying attention as she waited for the sheriff to follow her.  So, she didn’t see it coming when his strong hand hooked behind her neck and his lips landed on hers.  It was so shocking that it had to be the worst kiss in the history of kisses.  But it had been a long day, a weird night, and Tory wasn’t looking for a hookup.  She was looking for a sheriff to be professional, and not try to make out with her in front of a creepy crime scene.

He, however, was looking for a hookup, which was made clear when his other hand slid along her lower back and pulled her closer to him, pressing their bodies tighter together and whispering a promise of what was to come.

But Tory was still frazzled from the day, and her body moved without her brain being in on the decision.  That was the reason she was using for what happened next.  Well, that and the adrenaline rushing through her jumpy brain, making it impossible to actually have a coherent thought.

Experiencing it like it was happening to someone else, Tory’s torso reared back as her fist swung forward, and connected squarely with his eye.  It wasn’t a punch that would knock out Mike Tyson, but it was enough of a surprise that he stumbled back until he collided with his bike.

“What the bloody hell?” he muttered, touching his face gingerly where she’d hit him while trying not to fall over the bike.

“Oh my god, I’m so sorry”, Tory gushed, just as shocked as he was about what had just happened.  She wanted to take a step towards him, but she wasn’t sure that was the best idea.

“What was that for?” he demanded.

“I...um...I might have led you on”, she admitted, though she wasn’t sure that anything she’d said meant that she wanted to sleep with him.  Plus, he’d been flirting pretty heavily with the brunette at the bar.  She couldn’t help but wonder if he was such a man-whore that all it took was her bumbling through a couple of sentences for him to think that she wanted him.

“What?”

“I didn’t bring you here to sleep with you”, she clarified.

“Yeah, I got that message”, he said pointedly gesturing to his eye, “What the hell is going on?”

“I found a body in the house.  I just showed up today and it was there.  I don’t know how long he’s been there, just stuffed in the utility closet, but I don’t think it was very long because he still looks pretty normal...not like those dead bodies you see on TV...and he doesn’t smell bad, I don’t think.  I didn’t really pay attention –” she was rambling and she knew it, but there was really nothing to be done about it.

The sheriff, however, had gone on alert, “There’s a body in the house?” he glanced back at the overgrown hedges, “Who is it?”

“I have no idea!  I don’t live here”, Tory pointed out the obvious.

“You just bought a house with a dead body in it?” he asked skeptically.

“No...I inherited a house with a dead body in it...apparently.  And I thought that I should tell the authorities, but I didn’t know where to find them, so I stopped in at The Bar to ask and one of the patrons pointed you out.  I didn’t want to tell you about the body with so many people around.  I figured, in a town like this, that news would spread like wildfire, and that might be a problem for the investigation.  I thought I could tell you when we got here, but then you started kissing me, and –”

“I thought you’d pulled me out of The Bar for another reason”, he muttered as he straightened from the bike.

“Obviously”, Tory rolled her eyes.  It wasn’t as though he hadn’t made that perfectly clear.

“I’m sorry, but people don’t tend to report murders to me at The Bar”, he said pointedly.

“In a town the size of a postage stamp, I would hope that people don’t need to report murders to you at all.”

“That’s also true”, he muttered, “Well, then, let’s get on with it.”

“Don’t you need to call in a team of people to rope off the place, catalogue evidence, and do other crime scene stuff?” she asked nervously as he walked past her and pushed through the hedges.  As much as she didn’t want to, Tory followed him.

“You watch too much television”, he muttered, “Besides, I’m the only legal authority in this town.”

“Okay, but do you know what you’re doing?”

The sheriff turned and glared at her, “I could call in some of the locals, if you’d prefer.  Maybe the town drunk, or the local priest?”

“I’m not asking to be snotty.  I’ve never had to deal with a dead body before.  I don’t know what’s involved”, she admitted.

“At the moment, I’m all who needs to be involved”, the sheriff grumbled.  He turned back around and stalked up the steps with Tory chasing after him, stumbling through the dark until they got through the front door and the sheriff turned on the flashlight on his cell phone.

“What’s your name?” he muttered as they wandered down the hallway with only the creaking of the floorboards breaking the awkward silence between them.

“Victoria Wallace, but people call me Tory”, she sighed, “I drove in from Toronto today.”

“You said that you inherited the house.  From a relative?”

“No, a former client.  I’m a designer and I did his home barber shop a few years ago.  He died a little while back, and his lawyer got in touch with me a week ago to tell me that I inherited the house.  I took some time off to come down here and take a look at the property, to figure out what needs to be done to fix it up.”

Tory realized that was probably more information than she needed to give, but it was a good distraction from the fact that she was about to see a dead body for the second time tonight, which wasn’t something that she’d ever wanted to do once, let alone twice.

“Do you have somewhere else to stay while the crime scene is processed?  I wouldn’t recommend staying here even if I wasn’t going to have to tape it off”, the sheriff muttered as he shone his light around, taking in the dilapidated state of the place.

“I have a rental somewhere else in town.  I was going to go there, but I wanted to stop here to check out the place before I went”, Tory admitted.  It would have been so much nicer to have a good night’s sleep before she’d had to see a dead body practically fall on her.  She also would have been on better footing with the sheriff than she was right now, mostly because he wouldn’t have thought that she was hitting on him, and she wouldn’t have ended up punching him in the eye.

If that didn’t say ‘awkward’, then Tory wasn’t sure what would.

“Where’s the body?” the sheriff interrupted her thoughts and her new fear of being arrested for assault.

“In the kitchen, in the back”, she pointed towards the doorway at the end of the hall.

Tory had to give the man credit.  He didn’t seem at all perturbed as he ducked through the archway to avoid some cobwebs, and moved swiftly into the kitchen.  She wasn’t as eager to follow him, but she wasn’t too keen on standing around either.  There was strength in numbers.

When she stepped into the kitchen, the sheriff was already standing over the body, peering at it objectively as he angled the light around it.  Tory was more than happy to hang back near the doorway and watch him inspect the body.  She didn’t want to get much closer.  It wasn’t as though she thought it was a zombie who would lurch up as soon as she approached it, but she’d been close enough to it for today.  And there was just something about a body that didn’t really welcome people to gather around.  Not mentally stable people, anyway.

“Looks like either a blow or a gunshot to the head”, the sheriff muttered to himself.

“Do you...uh...recognize him?” she asked.

“Yeah”, he muttered, “It’s George Cahill.  Damn ‘n blast.”

Well, if his tone and expression were anything to go by, it seemed that wasn’t good news.  Though Tory couldn’t imagine that any body was good news.

“Was he a personal relation?” she asked tentatively.

“No”, he said shortly.  It seemed that he didn’t want to discuss this.  At least not with Tory.  That seemed fair.

“Um...do I need to stick around here?” she asked, shifting nervously.  The atmosphere was starting to get to her.  Tory didn’t consider herself to be a scaredy-cat.  She didn’t go out of her way to watch horror movies, and she couldn’t say that they didn’t put her a little on edge.  But spiders and rats didn’t freak her out when she ran into them occasionally, while she was doing renovations.  She didn’t like them, but they didn’t scare her.

But there was
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