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Danielle Reid hiked up the muddy loop trail of Frontenac Provincial Park. Sweat poured down her back, and her legs hurt from the steep inclines, but she pressed on. She was moving from Kingston to Toronto, and it might be weeks or even months until she could hike this trail again.

Three days of heavy rain had left the ground soggy and thick with mud. Swarms of mosquitoes came out in force, and the songbirds chirped cheerful tunes.

Lined with tall pines and elms and flanked by vibrant ferns, with splashes of colour from numerous wildflowers, the trail was perfect.

She stepped on a rock and hopped over a patch of thick mud.

A smooth male voice came up from over a hill followed by a rough woman’s voice. His voice was calm, but hers was cranky.

Danielle hauled in a deep breath, then took a series of small steps, focusing on where she put her feet. Mud squished from under her hiking boots, and she slipped forward, catching herself with her hand. She wiped her hand against her trousers, then pressed on. The steeper the incline, the smaller her steps, the heavier her backpack and the faster her sweat poured.

One more step, and she was at the top of the hill.

A brown-haired man was helping a woman down the hill and over a log. He was wearing hiking clothes and boots, and she, yoga clothes and running shoes.

“There’s so many bugs.” The woman swatted the air.

“Want more DEET?” the man asked.

“No. I want to get out of here.”

Danielle sipped water from her CamelBak water bottle, then started downhill. Baby steps down, stepping over a series of knotted roots and around a large boulder. Her foot caught in a divot, and she slipped, but caught her balance and continued.

“Why did you pick this trail?” the woman at the bottom of the hill said, hands on her hips. “It’s muddy.”

“It rained,” the man said. His voice was even a little sad. “There’s some nice views from here.”

“How much farther is it to the parking lot?”

“We can make it in ten.”

“That long?”

Danielle continued her descent, hoping she could skirt the quarrelling couple. She stepped over a large root, but her toes caught over a bump, and she fell forward. Her arms pinwheeled, and she tried to run down the hill to maintain her balance, but she stumbled and kept going.

She hit her head, her shoulder, and her knee. She reached for a root to steady herself but fell farther down. The muck was slicker than a thousand-dollar-an-hour criminal defence lawyer, and she kept falling.

The man turned towards her, and Danielle crashed into him, knocking him to the ground, and they tumbled a few times, stopping hard against a tree. 

Danielle groaned, and he let out a loud ugh.

The woman shrieked.

Stunned, Danielle lay on top of him, nose to nose. She forced a breath into her lungs, and her sides throbbed in pain.

Strong hands held her against a very firm, very masculine body.

“Danielle?” The man’s voice was comforting and familiar, and he smelled of spice and machine oil. His arms wrapped around her in a giant but tender bear hug, protecting her from rolling farther down the hill. One large hand rested against the small of her back keeping her safe.

She opened her eyes to narrow slits. Her lips were a hair’s breadth away from a mouth she had wanted to kiss for years.

Dark brown eyes looked up at her, and a slow grin curved his cheeks.

“Matt?” She slid off him onto her side. Huge mistake. Pain crushed her body, making it hard to breathe and move.

“I’m glad to have bumped into you.” He laughed.

She placed her arms on either side of him and tried to push up, but her hand slipped, and she crashed into him again. “More liked tumbled.”

He steadied her. “Either way. It’s good to see you.” His voice was reassuring, and his mouth was next to her ear. His lips grazed the shell of her ear, and all her awareness went to the sensitive skin there.

“Stay down until I assess you.” Matt Fortes eased her CamelBak combo backpack and water bottle off her shoulder, tossed it aside, then helped her lie flat on her back.

They had been friends from grade three through high school when family relationships put a severe strain on their friendship. Kingston was a big, small town. Small enough to keep up with people even if they didn’t meet in person but big enough that some social circles only touched one another from time to time.

He had a strong chin, a wave to his dark brown hair, and a gentle soul. He was more gorgeous today than he had been in high school. “I need to make sure you don’t have a neck injury.”

She rolled onto her back, sinking a little into the mud.

“Did you hit your head?”

On the first tumble, maybe the second, but definitely by the third. She reached for the back of her head, felt a bump, winced, and then looked at her fingertips. No blood.

“May I?” Matt asked.

“Sure.”

He felt the back of her head. “Are you dizzy?”

“No.”

“How’s your vision?”

The dimple in his chin, the swell of his Adam’s apple, and the column of his neck were all clear and in sharp focus. “I’m okay.”

He unclipped his backpack, then eased it off. A Kingston Fire & Rescue patch was sewn onto the side of it. He removed a first aid kit, snapped a chemical pack, and applied it to her head. “Keep that against your head, and I’ll finish examining you. Can you wiggle your toes?”

She did. “Yes.”

“And your fingers?”

She did.

“Any sharp pain in your neck or back?”

“No.” Danielle released a long breath, but shock and adrenaline ripped through her, sending tremors the length of her body. “You made lieutenant firefighter?”

“Still a volunteer.” His gaze met hers for a moment, and his eyes widened a little with pride and honour.

Matt was the guy who smoothed things over, unruffled feathers and put out fires—all except two very important fires. The one in her heart for him, and the burning hatred his family had of her family.

She slid the icepack to another spot on her head, and the throbbing eased. “Still a firefighter.”

He put on latex gloves, peeled back a section of her torn hiking trousers, then cupped her ankle. “Any pain here?”

“No.”

He pressed her knee. “Here?”

She winced. “A little.”

He cut away her trouser leg and cleaned a large wound. “There’s no large swelling. That’s a good sign. It means you haven’t broken a bone.” He took a third gauze and dabbed away some dirt and blood. “A few cuts and bruises but no major lacerations.” He continued his examination, cleaning each wound with due care and attention. “Ready to stand?”

No. “Yeah.”

“How long is this going to take?” the woman with Matt asked.

He frowned. “I’m examining her, Rachel.”

Rachel shook her head and walked a few feet away, then spun around and placed her fists on her hips. A shaft of sunlight illuminated her frown.

Matt extended his hand to Danielle. “Take your time to stand.”

Another wave of pain struck Danielle, and she hauled in a deep breath, then grasped Matt’s hand. “I think I can stand.” She pressed her weight into one knee and made to stand.

Matt looped an arm around her waist. She leaned into him, the strength of his arms and the firmness of his chest. She lingered a moment longer, took a shaky step forward, and then another.

“Are you injured?” Danielle asked.

“No. I caught you and barrel-rolled you to the ground.”

“Something they teach you as a firefighter?”

“Something an older brother learns to keep a bratty younger brother in line.”

She laughed, and the pain in her side worsened, but it was worth it. She had a bratty younger sister and wished she had mastered Matt’s barrel-roll move. It would have saved a lot of hair pulling, foot stomping, and hiding cherished toys.

He walked beside her. “Think you can make it to the parking lot?”

If she said she couldn’t, would he carry her back to her car? “Yeah. I think so.”

He picked up his backpack, fastened the clips across his waist and chest, then picked up Danielle’s CamelBak and slung it over his shoulder. “Danielle, Rachel. Rachel, Danielle.”

Danielle inclined her head to Rachel.

Rachel had ginger hair cut to her jaw, a delicate chin, round eyes, a beautiful face, and long legs, but a stern expression. She swatted a mosquito against her neck, turned without a word, and walked up the trail.

Nice to know she cared. Danielle followed with Matt taking up the rear.

Rachel stopped in front of a series of moss-covered logs placed over a small ravine and her brow knitted in a furious face. She tilted her head towards the ravine and shot Matt a fix-it look.

Matt hurried his pace and walked around Rachel, crossed the logs, then turned and offered his hand. Rachel took his hand and walked across, her sneakers squeaking against damp wood.

Matt turned to Danielle and extended his hand, and she took it and crossed the logs.

“It’s not far now,” Matt said.

Rachel tipped her chin up and picked her way around a series of rocks. Thinner than Danielle by several kilos, Rachel had the body of a supermodel who attended cocktail parties but who ate only the olive in her martini and called it dinner.

Pissed off, Danielle sucked on the inside of her cheek. Rachel had no appreciation of how great a guy Matt was.

Danielle followed in silence but didn’t put her full weight on her left knee. Her ankles ached with equal pain, but short of using crutches she wouldn’t be able to minimise the pain.

Smoke lingered in the air.

“Do you smell that?” Danielle asked.

“Yeah. Smoke.” Matt pointed to a point off the trail. “I see some scorch marks. I’m going to check them out. You can see the parking lot from here. You two can go ahead, and I’ll catch up.”

Rachell huffed and stomped towards the parking lot.

There was no way in hell Danielle was going to walk with Rachel. She’d likely shove her in the bush and leave her to die. Danielle followed Matt. “I’m curious about what happened.” Partially true.

“Are you up for it?” Matt asked. “It’s quite a ways.” 

“I’ll manage.” She hobbled deeper into the brush, took out her phone, and took pictures of the devastation. “I didn’t see any lightning, did you?”

“Me either, but this wasn’t caused by a lightning strike. There’s no indication of ground current or that a tree was struck.” He walked a few more paces, and the brittle undergrowth crackled under his boots.

“A hiker tossed a lit cigarette?” She took several more pictures of the area and a few of Matt. Pensive brow lines furrowed his forehead, drawing out the intelligence in his eyes.

“It’s rained enough this year to prevent that kind of fire.” He walked a few more steps and disappeared behind a mossy oak.

She hobbled behind him, taking a video of the area. “Walk me through what you see.”

“Writing a story?”

She walked behind the tree. “You never know where this could lead.” Heat crept up her throat and found a permanent home on her cheeks.

His gaze slid to hers, and his lips twitched in a slight grin. “I’m looking for the point of origin of the fire. And I’ve found it.” He crouched and pointed to a battery-operated electric bug zapper with a damaged cage beside a pile of ash and burned twigs.

“A short circuit in the bug zapper?”

“Not likely. And if it were a short circuit, it wouldn’t be here. It would be closer to the trail.”

“It’s a good one hundred and fifty feet from the trail with plenty of trees blocking the spot. It didn’t short on some camper or hiker, and they threw it in panic.”

“No. Not with this evidence. There’s no indication this was used as a camping site.” 

An unsettling feeling lodged deep in her chest. “This wasn’t an accident.”

“No. It wasn’t. Lab tests will be able to tell us what caused it. I’ll call the conservation officers at the park’s office to come collect the evidence.” He removed his cell from his trouser pocket, made the call, provided the GPS coordinates, and swiped it shut.

She walked around the area and took pictures of boot prints and burned vegetation. Pine needles, ferns, and other forest debris obscured the ground. “I see boot prints but no other evidence of who was here.”

“Same here.”

“How long ago do you think the fire was set?”

“The smoke’s still in the air, and the soil around the point of origin is still warm. I’d say within the last hour.”

“An hour?” Her voice hitched. “Any guesses who would do such a thing?”

“This isn’t a typical fire for teenagers messing around after too many beers. Those usually happen at actual campsites.”

“It’s risky starting a fire here, isn’t it? The parking lot is only a short walk.” Danielle gestured over her shoulder.

“You can’t see it from here, and maybe whoever did this thought no one would be hiking so soon after a heavy rainfall.”

“It’s arson?”

“At the very least, it’s starting a fire in a provincial park without a fire permit. They could probably be charged with arson.”

Bingo. A crime. The magic word sent her curiosity to the moon and back in anticipation of finding clues and solving it. If the story was big enough, she could pitch it to her new editor-in-chief. If it was only of local interest, she could sell the story to a Kingston newspaper. “Let’s get to the parking lot. Maybe we’ll luck out, and they’re still around.”

He adjusted his backpack and led the way back to the trail.

The forest around the trail thinned, and the muddy track widened onto the gravel parking lot.

Rachell leaned against Matt’s truck, head bent towards her cell phone. “Took you long enough.”

The muscles of Matt’s jaw bunched, and then he handed Rachel his keys. “I’m going to drive Danielle home.”

“You don’t need to,” Danielle said. “I can make it back.”

“You might have a concussion, and it’s almost an hour back to Kingston. I’ll drive you home to make sure you get there safely.”

Scowling, Rachel snatched the keys and walked over to his truck.

Danielle inclined her head towards Rachel again, but Rachel turned her back.

Well, screw you too.

Rachel climbed into the truck and started its engine.

Danielle took pictures of the license plates of the two cars and two trucks in the parking lot. She walked the lot's perimeter, taking pictures of tire treads and the garbage can. She lifted the can’s lid, but the plastic bag had been replaced, and nothing was inside.

“See anything?” she asked.

“Nothing pops,” Matt said. “Which one’s your car?”

“The Dodge Cruze.” She reached into her pocket and handed him the keys.

They walked a few steps in silence.

Matt opened the passenger side door to Danielle’s car, and she got in. He put his gear in her trunk, then sat in the driver’s seat and pushed it back. “Where to?”

“Grenville Park.”

Matt turned the ignition, and the engine sputtered, then caught. “When was the last time you had maintenance done on it?”

The last time she could afford it was months ago. “I had the oil changed last month.”

“Just the oil? No inspection?”

She shook her head, and the throbbing returned.

He turned the car off, popped the hood, and walked to the front of the car. He lifted the hood, spent a few minutes inspecting something, then closed the hood and returned to the driver’s side. “Your fluids are low, and I want to take a closer look at it at the shop tomorrow.”

Not the shop. His brother and father would be there, likely his grandparents. She couldn’t face their scorn again or how they would look at her like she was less than a worm. “I, uh, uh—”

“Consider it part of the rescue package.” His voice was rich and textured with charm and honesty. “There’s no point in getting you out of the forest if you can’t make it home safely. I’ll pick up the car tomorrow morning and drop it off in the afternoon.” A handsome, lop-sided smile curved his cheek.

The throb in her head was replaced with a throb in her heart. “Thanks.”

He backed up the car and drove out of the park. “I read your article on the recalled soap being stolen and used to cut drugs.”

“Keeping up with my career?” A touch of joy and a lot of surprise infused her voice.

“Hard to ignore the best crime reporter in Kingston.”

She sat a little straighter despite the pain in her side. “That was one hell of a case. Winnifred Graham scooped me, but I interviewed your cousin Manny and his wife, Sylvie, and presented a fuller version of what happened.”

“Yeah. My grandmother wouldn’t shut up about it for weeks. She printed every article and blog about the case and put it in a scrapbook for him.”

“Every?” Danielle’s voice had a little hope and a lot of pain.

Matt slid his gaze to her. “Every article. Especially yours. She said you had the best reporting.”

Danielle almost fainted. “Really?”

“Yeah.” He turned from the park’s entrance onto the highway.

“Did she scratch my name out or blacken my photo?”

Matt ran his tongue along his lower lip.

Shit. Mrs Fortes had probably done some creative crafting to paste a sticker over her face and name. “They know my dad was cleared of any criminal wrongdoing.”

Even though Dad had been cleared of the crime, Danielle had her suspicions. Ever since the allegations came to light and Danielle’s parents split over it, she had been driven to find the truth.

Truth, no matter how painful, always needed to be exposed.

The line of Matt’s shoulders sagged. “I know. They know but don’t want to believe it.”

It was the same story that circled back every time she and Matt bumped into each other. Matt’s eyes were always kind, his gentle presence comforting, and his family's behaviour intolerable.

“Girlfriend” by Avril Lavigne played on the radio.

Danielle checked the side mirror.

Rachel followed them in his truck.

“How long have you been together?” Danielle asked.

“First date.”

Good. “Ouch.”

“Yeah. After I drop you off, I’ll drop her off. Call it a night.”

“You can come back.” Come back to her. Come back to a life they should have built together.

“What?”

“You rescued me. How about I make you dinner?”

Matt stopped at a stop sign, then drove on. “Are you sure you don’t want to rest?”

Aches and soreness pressed against her body. She wasn’t comfortable sitting or standing and doubted she could lie down. “I’m good.”

“All right. I’ll drop you off, then Rachel, and come back.”

There was absolutely nothing wrong with catching up with a dear old, sexy as-hell, heart-of-gold friend. They had an arson story to solve, and her heart would never be in danger.

Somewhere deep inside Danielle, a part of her fell into a hysterical laughing fit.
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Matt Fortes slowed down in front of a series of apartments. “Which one is yours?”

“Last one.” Rachel clutched her purse.

He pulled to a stop in front of her building. “I think it’s a one-and-done.”

She glared at him. “You think?” She opened the door, slid down from the cab, and slammed the door.

There was no more perfect sound to end the date.

A weight eased from his chest. The dumpster fire that had been that short relationship was put out. He pulled back onto the road, returned to his place for a quick shower, drove to Danielle’s, parked, and pushed her apartment buzzer.

The oddest feeling of excitement and nervousness swirled in him. Excited at seeing a friend he hadn’t seen in years, nervous because he hadn’t seen her in years.

The door clicked open, and he took the elevator to the eighth floor, walked down a well-lit hallway that smelled of pasta and pastries, and knocked on her apartment door.

“It’s open.”

He eased the door open and stepped inside. Opened boxes half-full of household items lined the walls, and the rich aromas of beef and vegetables came from the galley kitchen. Danielle stood with her back to him reaching for something in a cupboard.

A series of salt and pepper shakers stood on a shelf, and he chuckled. “You still collect salt and pepper shakers?”

She opened the fridge door. “Yeah. I can’t get enough of them. Want something to drink? I’ve got beer and wine.”

“Beer’s good.” He stepped out of his shoes and placed them by the door.

Danielle walked out of the kitchen holding two open Spearhead Decoy Lagers and handed him one. A healthy rose painted her cheeks, but there was one thin scratch along her jaw and a small bruise under one eye. Her curly, wet hair fell past her shoulders, longer than the last time he had seen her. A few bruises marked her arm, more light purple than black.

But she was still stunning and curious and determined.

“Dinner won’t be long.”

He took the beer. “Thanks. Redecorating?”

“Moving out.” Pride flooded her beautiful dark-brown eyes. “I’m moving to Toronto. I’m going there on Monday to check out a few places to rent, and I start the Monday after that.”

Shit. Romeo and Juliet had better chances of getting together. “That’s short notice.”

“Tell me about it. The recruitment process took three months, and then I got less than two weeks to move. I’ll be paying rent on two apartments for a month and a half.” She smoothed her hair. “I got a job as a reporter for the Canadian News Organisation. I’ll be covering city hall.”

“That’s good news. Got tired of covering crime?”

“Never.” She returned to the kitchen, collected plates, and set the dining table in the small eating area behind the sofa. “I want to work with an organisation with more resources to cover bigger crimes.”

“You covered the pollution case well.”

She slid her gaze to him and held it. “Winnifred Graham of the Kingston Observer scooped me on that one.”

“On one story. How many others did you scoop her on?”

Danielle pressed her lips together. “I’ve broken several stories about local graft, helped solve a murder, and broke the story about a rash of convenience store robberies.”

“As a freelancer.”

“That’s right.” She invited him to sit at the dining room table, but he remained standing, preferring to wait for her. A set of novelty microphones and tape recorder salt and pepper shakers stood on the table.

She went to the kitchen and returned with plates of beef and vegetables.

“You still have those?” He had found the salt and pepper shakers over ten years ago at a garage sale. The paint was chipped and faded, but they were perfect for Danielle.

“They’re my favourite set.”

“Glad you still like them.” He waited for her to sit and then sat down. “Are there any bigger crimes to cover?”

She smoothed her half-dry hair away from her face. “It’s a bigger city, more organised crime, and larger city budgets to pilfer from. And it’s the seat of the provincial government. All sorts of eyebrow-raising land deals are happening that need more light shed on them.”

“I thought covering city hall was more about bylaws and local issues.”

She shrugged, and the collar of her shirt shifted, revealing tan lines. “It is. I’ll start off by covering churnalism, typing up whatever press releases they want to be issued. But once I prove my skills, I’ll put in an application to the crime desk.”

“A good plan.”

“You?”

“What about me?”

“What have you been up to? I thought you wanted to become a fire investigator.”

His eighteen-year-old self, who was hell-bent on conquering the world, winced. Back then, he had been convinced he would make fire investigator by twenty-five. Now, he’d be thrilled if he’d make it by thirty-five. “I’m still working towards it. I took my mechanic’s course to be able to work at the shop, then studied and trained to be a firefighter. I’ve been a volunteer firefighter for eight years, taking chemical and electrical engineering courses on the side, but then I took a detour and a heavy truck mechanics course.”

“Really?”

“Why are you surprised?”

“I’m not surprised, I’m curious. All you talked about was a career in firefighting and fire investigation.”

“Kingston Fire & Rescue prefer hiring full-time firefighters for those roles.”

“What’s keeping you from going full time?” 

His family’s garage. “Fire investigation is what I really want. I take chemical and mechanical engineering courses, keep my certifications up to date, read the Fire, Building, Criminal and Fire Protection and Prevent Acts like they’re the best things ever written, ask for opportunities to shadow investigators, and keep fit.”

“It shows.” Her eyes widened, and colour settled on her cheeks.

He suppressed a grin by eating another piece of beef.

“I mean, you’re dedicated to it. You’ll make an excellent fire investigator. Ever consider applying to other cities?”

The pleasantness of the meal burst. It was a rehashing of an old argument that left him raw. “I wouldn’t want to leave my family.”

She pushed a vegetable around on her plate. “I don’t hate my family.”

“When was the last time you spoke with your mother?”

Danielle lowered her gaze and mumbled something.

Matt grunted. This swing from happiness to frustration in their relationship had been present for over fifteen years. They were perfect walking buddies in grade three and went everywhere together in elementary and middle school. Then things turned rocky in high school after her father stole from the real estate business he had co-founded with his father, Papai.

Danielle folded her utensils across her plate. “How long will the lab take to analyse the ash?”

Any more abrupt change in conversation and Matt’s nose would be broken. “The arson happened in a provincial park, which makes it the jurisdiction of the Ministry of the Environment, Conservation and Parks.”

“Thought it was the Ministry of Northern Development, Mines, Natural Resources and Forestry?”

“It was. The government shuffled things around. They’ll run it through the provincial lab and get back to me.”

“How long will it take that?”

Matt shrugged. “I don’t know. It won’t be a high priority because no one was injured, and there wasn’t much property damage.”

The corners of her mouth pinched the way they did when she chased down options and strategies. “Think your cousin Manny will run the plates?”

“I can run them by him. Not sure he’ll find enough probable cause to check.”

“I’ll do some digging at my end. See if I can find anything about the area’s cars, park users, and other strange fires.”

“I’m going back to the park tomorrow afternoon to do a few other loops.”

“I’ll go with you.”

He arched his eyebrows. “You took a nasty tumble today. Are you up for it?”

She shrugged. “There might be evidence out there that will get washed away if it rains again.”

“How about I carry you? Spare your ankle some torment?” He kept his tone light, but he would do it.

“Some of those trails are over twenty kilometres long.”

“Consider it training to keep me fit as a firefighter.”

A deeper shade of red painted her cheeks. “You’d do it, wouldn’t you?”

For her, anything. Heat crawled up his throat, and a ball of fire settled behind his Adam’s apple, burning every word before it reached his tongue. “I’ll ask Manny to tell his conservation officers to watch for unusual fires. How about you take the weekend to recover, and next weekend we’ll go up for a hike.”

“Next Saturday, then.” She looked up from her phone. “The weather forecast for next weekend looks good. And it doesn’t look like it will rain this week, and any evidence will likely be preserved.”

Silence descended over the conversation.

He cleared his throat. “How’s your head?”

She touched the back of her head. “The bump’s still there but doesn’t hurt as much.”

“Ice will help.”

“Will do.”

“Have you changed your bandages?”

“I did, and I applied Polysporin. Tomorrow I’ll put some vitamin E cream on it.”

“Good.” He rose and collected his plate. “Dinner was delicious.”

“You don’t have to clear the table.” She stood. “I’ll take care of it.”

“Pick you up next Saturday at eight? That puts us on the trails by nine.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

He put his plate down, went to the door and put on his shoes. “Want my number?”

“Did it change from a few years ago?”

Emotion flared in him. “No.”

She scrolled through her phone and texted him.

His cell phone pinged and flashed the name Danielle Reid. He hadn’t cleared her number either. “If you’re not feeling well, let me know. I’ll come by. I’m on call tomorrow for Kingston Fire & Rescue, and I’ll need my truck. When are you leaving for Toronto on Monday?”

“Around seven. I don’t want to hit rush hour traffic.”

He grunted. “I’ll be here around six-thirty, and we can swap cars.”

“I don’t want to put you out. I can rent a car.”

“It’s all part of the service.” He kept his tone light like he’d do it for everyone. He stepped into the hallway, determined to get to the bottom of things on Saturday.

#   #   #
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“Light My Fire” by the Doors screamed on his phone. His eyes flew open, and he slapped the side table beside his bed. The song had banished the dream from his head, and Matt swung his feet over the edge of his bed.

His clock read three a.m.

He tapped his cheeks twice to awaken fully, acknowledged the emergency call from Kingston Fire & Rescue, then dressed and went downstairs to his truck. He turned on his green volunteer firefighter light under his rearview mirror and drove to the fire station on Gore Road.

He parked, hurried inside, put on his bunker gear, then climbed to the rear seat of the fire engine.

Other members of his team were already in their turnout gear and good to go. Volunteer firefighter Colm Taylor sat beside Matt, his features sober and tired.

Colm Taylor was a retired sergeant of the Canadian Armed Forces. His chin was granite, his gaze piercing, but put enough beers into him and he could tell the grandest of tales.

Lieutenant Peter Douglas sat in the front passenger seat looking something up on the computer. “Call’s a kitchen fire at a residential building.”

The driver drove the truck out of the station’s bay and onto the quiet street. After several turns and a rolling stop, the engine pulled to a stop in front of a bungalow on a darkened street. The driver put the engine in park, and Matt climbed down.

The owners and two young children stood barefoot in pyjamas on the sidewalk, faces drawn long with horror and fright.

“Is there anyone else in the house?” Matt asked.

“No one. Our children are here.” The woman held the hands of two crying children.

The lieutenant walked the house’s perimeter and then returned to the truck. “Electricity and natural gas have been cut off. The kitchen’s at the back?”

“Yes,” the woman said. “I don’t know how it started.”

Matt put on the mask of his self-contained breathing apparatus, his SCBA, turned on his helmet light, grabbed his combination axe-pickaxe Halligan bar, and ran to the back of the house, smashing the kitchen windows to vent it. The weight of his SCBA tank was familiar and needed, a lifeline of oxygen in a room where the fire sucked it all out.

Through thick smoke, furious orange and red flames flared. The fire hissed, and the fire changed direction.

Matt hurried back to the engine, picked up the hose, and jogged back with Colm and another volunteer firefighter. Hose pressurised, they opened the line onto the fire.

A column of fire recoiled at the touch of water, then whipped around and lashed back at them. The fire spread into a half dozen small tendrils, dancing and skirting and hopping their way out of the deluge of water.

Matt directed the water onto the thickest part of the inferno, but the fire fought back, hissing, shifting, and darkening one surface, then jumping to another.  The smoke thickened, and the flames sputtered and died.

Sweat poured down Matt’s back, and the strain from holding the hose stiffened his arms and shoulders. He walked out of the husk of a kitchen towards the engine and laid the hose on the ground.

Colm and his hose team followed Matt out, dragging gear and hoses with them.

Matt got a thermal imaging camera from the engine and walked with Colm back to the kitchen. Matt inspected the kitchen and adjacent rooms for fires in the walls.

None. Satisfied, he walked the length of the kitchen, tracing the point of origin of the fire. He followed the burn marks from lightest to darkest and stopped in front of a charred oven with its knobs turned to the right. “Evidence points to leaving the oven on.”

“Looks like it,” Colm said.

The flames hadn’t touched the dining room, but a thin layer of ash covered the floor near the kitchen. “They got lucky.”

“That’s if the insurance pays for a total rebuild.”

Matt grunted. He and the other firefighters loaded their gear into the engine, and the driver took them back to the station.

Tired but wired, Matt drove to his apartment and flopped on his bed.

The clock read 4:47 a.m.

He turned on his side, but sleep didn’t come. He rolled onto his back but ended up staring at the ceiling. His alarm rang, and he got out of bed, showered, and headed over to Danielle’s. He picked up some breakfast after the fogginess of his thoughts cleared.

He arrived at Danielle’s and was buzzed up to her apartment.

The door to her apartment was slightly open, and Matt stepped in. “Hello?”

The smell of strong coffee wafted from the kitchen.

“I’m in the kitchen.” Danielle stood in front of the oven, scrambling eggs. She had an easiness about her, a calmness that said she was always in control but never forceful control. “How do you take your coffee?”

He closed the door. “Black, thanks. How’s your head?”

“Still have a bump on it, but the swelling’s reduced.”

He grunted. “And the bruises?”

“A bit sore, but what can you do?” She poured him a cup and handed it to him. “Didn’t sleep well?”

He scrubbed his day-old beard with his hand. “Got a call on a fire.”

“Anyone hurt?”

“No one. Small kitchen fire. Easily contained.”

“I’m sure the family appreciates your swift efforts.” She stirred the eggs with a spatula. “I’ve made extra eggs if you’d like. I got distracted going through emails and updating my blog. Breakfast will be more of a deconstructed omelette or a new type of scrambled eggs.”

“Sure. I’ll take some eggs.” He sipped the coffee, and the rush of caffeine invigorated him. “What did you blog about?”

“The fire in Frontenac Park. You never know if someone saw something until you mention it.”

“What’s your blog called?”

“Reidaboutcrime.ca.” She walked out of the kitchen holding two plates of deconstructed omelettes and sat at the dining room table.

Matt sat and had a second breakfast. “Great name.”

“I thought so.” She lifted her shoulder in a sexy shrug.

He swiped the website on his phone and signed up for reminders. “How long have you had it?”

“A few years now. I put stories on there that I can’t sell. Some of them are long-term projects. I keep hoping that some leads will develop, someone will develop a conscience and reach out.”

“Which case?” He scrolled through the subheadings on her website—theft, arson, murder, assault, and white collar. Respect and admiration swelled in him, expanding his chest and his heart.

Her serious gaze met his. “You know the case.”

“The police cleared your father.”

“Maybe, but the forensic accountants found—” She made air quotes with her fingers. “Irregularities.”

“People make errors.”

“One or two errors, sure. People hire incompetent staff, people are tired and make mistakes, and people rush and do things incorrectly. But—” She shook her head. “Not my father. He’s too meticulous.”

“Any leads on it?”

“None. But one day I’ll figure out how he did it.”

A part of him smiled. “You’re smart and determined. You’ll get to the bottom of things.”

“I have to head out.” She handed him her keys. “There’s a rattle, and sometimes the engine sputters.”

He had noticed both, and the car’s fluids were low. Her left rear tire had low tire pressure, and he was certain there was a faulty piston. “I’ll take a look.” He handed her his keys. “The tank’s full.”

“Thanks. I’ll be back sometime tonight.”

“The car will be ready. Text me when you’re back.” He left her apartment, walked to her car, sat in the driver’s seat, adjusted it and the mirrors, and turned on the ignition.

The motor coughed like an old man fighting for his last breath, but the engine eventually caught.

Matt clicked on his seat belt and took the backstreets to his family’s garage to avoid stalling on major roads during rush hour. He pulled into the left bay of his garage and stepped out.

A Portuguese radio station from Porto, Portugal, played on the garage’s speaker system.

Matt texted his cousin Manny about the fire and the need to do lab tests on the ashes.

Matt’s brother Hugo stood in his coveralls underneath a late model Honda Civic hoisted on a lift. Younger than Matt by two years, Hugo had Papai’s jawline and strong nose and Mamãe’s love of music. “Since when do you pick up cars without the tow truck?”

“Helping a friend.”

Hugo peered around a wheel. “Don’t recognise the car.”

“Do you personally need to know everyone whose car I’m repairing?”

“Some woman hooked up with you so you can repair her car?” Hugo grunted and returned to repairing the Honda Civic. “Hope it was a good fuck. See a movie tonight?”

“Can’t.”

Hugo grunted.

Matt chewed the inside of his cheek, crossed the bay to his pile of coveralls straight from the cleaners and passed a series of photographs on the wall. At the centre of the photos was a fifty-year-old one of Vovô, his grandfather, in overalls holding a two-year-old Papai, and grinning as he pointed to the shop’s sign on opening day.

The second photo was of Vovô with one arm draped over a three-year-old Papai, standing in front of him and holding Matt’s then one-year-old uncle Ricardo. Vovô’s other arm pulled a heavily pregnant Avó towards him.

The third photo at the top centre was of Matt when he was accepted as a volunteer firefighter. He stood in his formal uniform with his lips twisted in a proud smile. The photo next to that was of Matt in his firefighting gear in front of a truck.

A series of photos featured Vovô working on cars with Papai getting older, first playing with plastic tools, then when he was eight or nine, using real tools. Then, when Papai was about Vovô’s age in the first photo, Papai held one-year-old Matt in his arms next to Vovô. All shared the same proud grins.

Then the pi ctures repeated themselves with Matt working beside Papai, first using plastic tools, then graduating to real ones.

Each shared the same smile, had the same overalls with their names stitched over their shirt pockets, and sported Vovô’s dark eyes.

Many of the colours of the photos were faded but not the pride and close family ties they portrayed.

“Where’s Papai?” Matt pulled on his coveralls and zipped up the zipper, then set to work on Danielle’s car.

“He got a call to tow a stalled car on Highway 401.”

Heavy truck after heavy truck rolled by, heading into the industrial park up the road. A light rain fell, muffling the machine-gun fire sound of a tractor trailer’s Jake Brakes.

“La Bachata” by Manuel Turizo played on the radio.

Matt’s cell phone pinged, and he looked up the message. A text from their accountant flashed on his screen explaining that she had emailed their quarterly financial statement and that she’d be happy to sit down with them to review the numbers.

He opened the attachment and stared at the third consecutive quarter in which profits and revenues had decreased.

He didn’t need to meet with the accountant to know what needed to be done. Upgrade their equipment to reduce time spent on each repair, migrate to an online booking and billing system, and expand to include heavy truck repairs.

Papai turned into the garage parking lot and backed the tow truck up to the empty bay. He jumped down from the driver’s side seat. He had full lips that were quick to smile except during a Porto Futebal Club soccer game loss, and then only profanity came from them.

“We got the numbers from the accountant,” Matt said.

Papai pressed the lever to lower the dump bed of the tow truck. “The numbers are fine. We can still pay the bills and salaries.”

If prices of parts didn’t increase one penny more, and if no one expected a raise for the rest of their lives. “They aren’t fine. We need to make some serious changes to how this garage operates.”

Papai stepped onto the dump bed and removed the chain from the right front tire of the Ford Edge. “We’ll talk about this later.”

“Now.”

Papai walked to the other side of the Edge and removed the chain. “I see no reason to change things that have always worked.”

“Things aren’t working anymore. We’re losing too much money. We need to modernise our systems.”

“You worry too much.” Papai unhooked the last of the chains, went to the driver’s seat of the Edge, and backed it into the bay.

Matt slid his gaze to Hugo who stood under the Honda Civic, draining it of oil, silent and pretending to ignore everything.

Like Hugo always did. Sucking up to Papai like the little shit he was.

A muscle in Matt’s jaw bunched. The last leaf tumbled from the family tree.

Matt was going to finish his fire investigator courses and open his heavy truck garage.
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Chapter 3
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Danielle drove on Highway 401 west to Toronto. At Cobourg, the four-lane highway turned into six lanes, in Oshawa, six expanded into eight, then to sixteen in Pickering. A local radio announcer said traffic on the 401 was light and moving well.

She tightened her grip on the steering wheel with clammy palms and checked her rearview mirror, the passenger side mirror, the passenger side blind spot, then the driver’s side mirror, the driver’s side blind spot, and back to eyes front on the road.

The eight-lane section of the 401 cutting through Kingston was nothing like this.

Cars and trucks and big rigs surrounded her, boxing her in.

The pleasant voice of the GPS informed her she was on the fastest route and to keep to the expressway.

The car behind Danielle rolled up to her rear bumper, wanting her to go faster. Danielle pressed on the accelerator, bringing Matt’s truck thirty kilometres over the speed limit, and still the car behind her edged her forward.

She followed the GPS to the first apartment she wanted to see, then circled the block three times looking for a parking spot. With confidence, she parallel parked Matt’s polished truck between a mint-condition 1960-something car and a convertible.

Somewhere, her driving schoolteacher smiled.

She met the house owner whose basement apartment she wanted to see. The owner could have been plucked out of a cartoon with colourful trousers, overly large eyes, excessive jewellery, and a shoe collection that lined the length of the wall from the front door to the rear entrance.

Danielle was led to the back of the duplex to the rear entrance and down a short flight of stairs. The owner pushed aside a curtain and showed her the apartment with pride.

Danielle almost choked on her laugh. The apartment was half of the basement with a kitchenette consisting of a small fridge stored under the counter and an old microwave, a patio table with two chairs, room for a twin but not double bed, and a bathroom with a stand-up shower and toilet. And to boot, there was no lock to her apartment, only the curtain and no windows, and for the absolute top of her budget.

Hard pass.

She drove to the next three apartments, which all had similar setups, except the last basement apartment had one small window that would be covered in snow half the year.

Harder pass.

Demoralised, she leaned her head against the steering wheel of Matt’s truck. She puffed out her cheeks and blew out a long breath.

Two more places to visit for the day. She had one week to find a place and start moving her stuff in, but with so much to pack and distribute among friends and set up in Toronto, she didn’t have time to go back and forth every day. Except a tank of gas was cheaper than spending the night at an Airbnb or a hotel.

Pity party over, she put the truck in drive and visited a condo on the twentieth floor of a forty-year-old building. She was buzzed up, then she took the longest elevator ride in her life and made her way to the far end of the hallway and knocked.

A petite woman with black hair and streaks of bright blue in it answered the door. She had tattoos of a flower garden down the length of one arm. About the same age as Danielle, she seemed fun and wouldn’t take shit from anyone.

“I’m Lam Vinh.” She inclined her head towards the inside of the condo and let Danielle in.

A small galley kitchen with a few dirty dishes in the sink led to a living room adjacent to a dining room with a table and four chairs. The floor needed sweeping, and the blanket draped over the back of the sofa needed to be washed, but overall the place was clean enough, bright enough, close enough to work, and affordable enough.

“This is the room for rent.” Lam opened the door. “But you have access to the rest of the condo.”

Danielle stepped inside and almost suffocated. A single-person bed was pressed against the wall, and there was only one single-door closet. She walked to the window and opened it, but it only widened a fraction of its width.

Lam leaned against the door jamb. “Developers don’t want to get sued by the parents of children who fell or almost fell out of the window.”

So much for fresh air.

The room brought new meaning to the term spartan living.

Danielle chewed on the inside of her cheek. “I’ll have a key to the condo and its code?”

“And a key to your bedroom.” Lam tapped against the doorknob.

“And what is it that you do?”

“I tend bar. I work most nights and sleep in the morning.”

That could work. Not having to interact much with a roommate could be a good thing. “And this is your condo? You’re not subletting?”

“This is my condo.”

A burst of excitement shot through Danielle. One step closer to her dream of being a crime reporter with fantastic resources to dig for truths and expose crime. “I’ll take it.”

“It’s yours as soon as I get the first and last month’s rent.”

Danielle had never been so happy to remember the advice of Professor Nguyen who had said journalism was a tough profession with numerous layoffs and hurdles for freelancers. Save for rainy days because there will be more rain than sunshine. Danielle’s savings would cover most of her rent, and hooray for personal lines of credit for the rest.

“I’ll need a contract.”

“I have one ready.” Lam turned and went to the living room, and Danielle followed.

Lam handed over a one-page renter’s agreement with the usual clauses for liability for property damage. Clean, straightforward language.

Danielle signed, transferred the money, got her set of keys, and drove back to Kingston at the beginning of rush hour. She released her tight grip on the steering wheel past Port Hope, then flexed her fingers and felt the circulation return.

In Kingston, she pulled to the side of the road and looked at her cell phone. She had three texts from Mom asking if she was free on Friday to be set up with a man.

No thank you. She wasn’t into long-distance relationships and certainly didn’t want to meet a man that Mom liked. Mom insisted on Danielle marrying up, which, according to Mom, meant only dating a man who made mid-six figures. Money solved everything. It didn’t matter how much of an ass he was, how terribly he treated Danielle, or how often he cheated.

Hard pass.

Danielle texted her mother one word—no.

She scrolled through the rest of her messages and stopped at Matt’s. A little thrill rocked through her at the opportunity to see him again. It was stupid and silly but still there, and it perked her up. He had texted her that her car was ready.

She sucked on the inside of her cheek. She didn’t want to see Mr Fortes and Hugo, but Matt had done her a huge favour.

The clock read six p.m.

Matt had stayed after closing for her.

Nervousness fluttered in her chest. She was an adult. She could do this. Matt was a friend, and there was no law about friends not seeing one another.

Her palms and soles turned slick from worry, but she womaned up and drove to Matt’s garage, stopping first to refuel his truck.

He stood facing away from her in the centre bay working on a car. She lost sight of him when he walked to the back of the shop. He reappeared holding a battery. His strides were long and unhurried, and the oil stains on his overalls screamed man at work.

She tilted her head to gain a better look at how his overalls fell over his perfectly curved ass, and a little strangled noise caught in her throat.

He looked up, and gorgeous dark brown eyes met hers. A stain was smeared across his work overalls and partially obscured the Matt stitched in red lettering over his breast pocket. He could pose for every charity calendar, and any month would do—or all of them.

She parked his truck and climbed down. “I didn’t mean to keep you. It took longer than I thought in Toronto.”

“You found a place?”

A temporary one. “It’s good enough for now.”

He grunted. “The car’s fixed.”

“How much do I owe you?”

“Nothing.” He lowered his gaze, and one cheek flexed in a shy smile. “It needed a tune-up. Nothing more.”

She hadn’t had sex in over a year and needed a tune-up, too. “Thanks.”

A car pulled in behind her, and Danielle turned.

Hugo stepped out of his truck. A slightly shorter version of Mr Fortes, Hugo had the same dimple in his chin and the tendency towards asshole-ness. His expression turned from shock to anger, and his brows knit into a unibrow. “What the hell’s going on?”

Dread cooled Danielle’s blood to ice. She straightened and turned to Hugo, ready to face an onslaught. “It’s nice to see you too.”

Hugo walked right past her. “What the hell is she doing here?”

“I gave her car a tune-up.”

Hugo scoffed. “And what’d you charge her?”

Matt opened his mouth, then closed it.

Danielle reached into her purse and removed her wallet. “Tell me how much I owe you.”

“Jesus Christ,” Hugo said. “You’re the one going on about how much this shop needs to improve its finances, and you’re giving her, of all people, free car repairs? She can’t be that good of a lay.”

“What the fuck, Hugo?” Matt’s voice lowered to a growl, but his expression remained calm and collected. “You don’t speak to her like that.”

“I’m telling Papai.”

“You’re a grown man, and you’re going to run to Papai?”

“It’s not right for her to be here.” Hugo walked to the back of the garage, picked up a tool from a toolbox and stomped back to his truck. He slammed the door, turned on the engine, and peeled away from the garage with the tires squealing. His brakes screeched at the stop sign, then his truck’s tires squealed again, and he drove away.

Guilt spiked in Danielle, and she turned to Matt. “What do I owe you?”

“Like I said, nothing.”

Matt was always a generous friend who gave without expectation. Her blood warmed with his gesture and gentleness. “Hugo said the shop’s losing money?” She pulled out her credit card.

He motioned for her to put the card away. “We can still pay salaries and the bills, but—” He pressed his lips closed.

“But?”

“Times are changing, and we need to change with them. We need modern equipment, and more and more people are buying electric cars which we can’t repair.”

“I can pay for the parts?”

Matt’s cheek curved in a lopsided grin. “We’re good.”

“Thanks.” She returned her credit card and put her wallet in her purse. “Why not?”

“It’s the batteries. Once they fail, it’s often cheaper to buy a new car. And there’s no resale value after ten years.”

“Really?”

He nodded. “And there isn’t much to repair with their engines.”

“Where does that leave the shop?” She walked towards the wall of family photos. Each photo showed love, pride, and closeness, which Danielle’s family stopped having when she was twelve and Dad’s scams were revealed.

“It leaves me starting my own garage.” Sadness and determination weighed down his words. Sorrow lines appeared between his brows.

“Where are you going to set up shop?”

“I don’t know. I’m meeting with my bank tomorrow to see how much I can borrow.”

“How are you going to manage with your fire investigation courses?”

He shrugged. “I’ve worked full-time and gone to school part-time for the better part of twelve years. With a loan, I can hire someone to do the books and admin and another heavy truck mechanic.”

“Wouldn’t it be easier to work for another garage?”

Sadness flashed in his eyes, and he swept his gaze toward the photos. “It’s not the same. I need to do this on my own.”

Uncertain what to say, she chewed on the inside of her cheek.

Matt stood tall but alone, and somehow his overalls seemed to weigh on him, drowning him in decisions.

“Anything I can do to help? I’m pretty good at research.”

One cheek lifted in a slanted smile. “I’m good, but thanks.”

A long silence stretched between them with a string of recollections, resolutions, and responsibilities pressing against her.

His phone rang with a Portuguese song, but he didn’t answer.

“Your mother?”

He shook his head. “Papai, and I’m in no mood to answer him.”

“Hugo is a whiny little brother, isn’t he?”

“He’s thirty years old, and all he does is seek Papai’s approval.” Matt raked his fingers through his hair and blew out a breath.

“Hungry?” she asked.

“I could use a bite to eat.”

“Merchant Tap House?”

“It’s the best place in town.”

“Dinner is on me.”

Some of the tension in Matt’s jaw eased, and his eyes held a silent thank you. “I’ll follow you.” They exchanged keys, and she drove towards downtown Kingston and parked on the street.

Matt parked behind her, and they walked to the pub and sat at a table on the patio.

The air carried the freshwater smell of Lake Ontario, fragrant flowers, and delicious food.

Danielle ordered a Spearhead Decoy lager, Caesar salad with chicken strips, and Matt a Riverhead lager and burger.

“Any word when Manny will get the results back?” Danielle asked.

“The evidence is gone.”

Danielle’s reporter instincts went on full alert. “Gone? How?”

“Someone came by and picked up the bug zapper and cleared away the ash.”

A side story turned into a lead story. “That’s no coincidence.”

“Nope.”

The server set their beers down in front of them, then went to a nearby table.

“Why cover it up?” Danielle stopped a drop of condensation from sliding down the length of her beer glass with her fingertip. “No one got hurt. Nothing was lost except for a bug zapper.”

“No one got hurt that we know of. I asked Manny to call around local hospitals and walk-in clinics to see if someone came in with burn wounds.”

“It wasn’t an accident. Why commit arson? How much does a fire permit cost in Frontenac?” She didn’t wait for an answer and looked it up on her cell. “Five dollars per season. No one’s that cheap.”

Matt raised and lowered his eyebrows. “I’ve seen customers haggle over two-dollar fuses.”

She tipped her beer in his direction. “They got a rush out of being almost caught?”

“Possibly.”

“That suggests, what? A thrill-seeking teenager? Someone on a dare?”

Matt lifted a firm but non-body-builder shoulder and let it fall. “The typical arsonist profile is one of two things. Either it’s a developmentally delayed individual who has been held back a year or two in school and sets fire for excitement. Or someone does it for profit, in which case they’re usually unemployed or on the verge of losing their job and set arsons for money.”

“The first seems to apply more.”

“Maybe, but we’ll need more evidence. Frontenac Park isn’t a place where teenagers go to hang out. It’s forty-five minutes from East Harbour, the nearest town, and Kingston’s a good hour’s drive away.”

Danielle removed a pen and notebook from her purse and jotted down a few keywords—fire permit, five dollars, loner, insurance money, thrill, and boredom. “Older teenager, teen or young adult.”

“Maybe. More and more teenagers don’t get their licenses at sixteen. They Uber everywhere and can’t afford to go that far out.”

“True. Where does that leave us?”

Matt’s intense gaze landed on her, drawing her into his mesmerizing dark eyes. He sat still and straight and silent, with only the tight pinch of the corners of his mouth to betray any emotion.

The word us hung in the electrified air between them.

“Always follow the evidence.” His voice was smooth but strained.

The evidence was that they were meant for one another since third grade when their teacher paired them up as walking buddies. Every child in their class had been partnered with another and made to hold one rope as the teacher and teaching assistants walked from the school to the local park. Ever the gentleman, Matt had taken to walking on the outside nearest the traffic.

“Which leads where?” She sipped her beer and wished she had ordered something stronger.

“Not sure yet. We have boot prints we can’t match. I can try to track down the bug zapper, but it’s a popular brand, and they might have bought it online. The serial number can be traced if we had the zapper, but Manny can enforce that, not me.”

Danielle swiped through the photos she had taken of the arson scene. “I see the brand of the bug zapper.” She zoomed in. “And I have the serial number. I’ll see what I can turn up.”

“You know someone at the manufacturer?”

“I have my sources.”

A slow grin lifted and parted his lips. “You’ve always been resourceful.”

A little burst of heat touched her cheeks. Not resourceful enough to solve how Dad embezzled the money and win back the support of Matt’s family. “We’ll figure this out.”

There was that pesky little word again—we. It implied a them, and them suggested a permanence to their arrangement. But she belonged in Toronto, and he would never leave Kingston.

“Next steps?” she asked.

“We wait for Manny to come back with information. And this weekend, we hike the trails for signs of arsons. But Manny said he’d send out his conservation officers on all the trails this week. It’s unlikely we’ll find something on the weekend.”

“Something I’ve learned about criminals is that they often return to the crime scene.”

A lopsided grin tugged at his cheeks. “You want to set up a checkpoint at each park entrance and check people’s boot treads?”

“Boot treads and bug zappers.”

“We can get away with asking for boot treads to ensure no one is bringing an invasive species into the park, but bug zappers might be a stretch. Most campers bring them.”

She tapped the tip of her pen twice against her notebook. “What happened?”

“With?”

Twelve-year-old them, all set to enter high school as an it-couple, inseparable until they were separated by circumstances not of their making. “After trade school, after you became a firefighter.”

After they lost touch except for occasional overlaps in social circles.

“Still chasing the dream of being a fire investigator.”

“But?”

Matt made a non-committal hand gesture. “I qualified for volunteer firefighter on the first try and got stationed on Gore Road.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

He inclined his head a little, enough to acknowledge her meaning. “Work at the shop. I’m on call for the fire department on a rotation of three days a week.”

“That’s your schedule. But what happened to you?”

The server placed their meals down in front of them, then asked if they’d like another drink. They both ordered another round.

Then silence. Not awkward, not mournful, but a tricky silence with landmines of shared memories, common friends, and families that would sooner draw knives and stab one another than share a meal.

She sipped her beer but didn’t touch her salad. She had lost her appetite for food some time ago and only wanted to know how Matt was fairing. “No one ever caught your eye?”

Matt rubbed his palm against the curve of the armrest. “I thought I might marry Deborah, but she landed her dream job in renewable energy in Alberta, and Papai needed me to take over the shop during a health scare. I couldn’t leave, and she didn’t want to do long distance.” His voice held no remorse, only the cool distance afforded by time. He tipped his chin towards Danielle.

Matt wouldn’t do long distance, and her current move to Toronto, left any possibility of them about as likely as finding intelligent life on the moon.

Her turn. Her turn to divulge heartaches, heartbreaks, and hearts that could never be repaired. “When I did my first internship in Ottawa, I met a fellow journalist. We liked reporting on crime. We liked eating Thai food and biking on the paths next to the canal. He was offered a full-time job at the newspaper we had interned at, and I was left to freelance. Again. He treated me like I wasn’t a real reporter anymore.”

“It’s his loss.”

Damn right, it was Ping’s loss. “No one else but first-date disasters?”

“No one important. They wanted me to wear the firefighter’s helmet in bed but shrieked when I must wear it for work.”

“Hose lovers.”

He chuckled. “If I said that, I’d be slapped in the face.”

“Correction. You’d get laid first, then slapped in the face.”

He tipped his beer in her direction. “Fair point.” He sipped his beer. “But seriously, no one serious?”

“Nah. I’ve had a few relationships that made it to a year, one to a year and a half. But I keep landing back here. I did two internships in Ottawa, then bounced back to Kingston. I had a contract to do some reporting from Windsor but couldn’t stand my editor and came back.”

“What was wrong with the editor?”

“Kept looking for ways to get his hand up my shirt.”

Matt’s features hardened, and all trace of the gentle, generous man disappeared. “He hurt you?”

“Annoyed me, chased me, but didn’t hurt me. I’d have kneed him in the nuts, then written a story about sexual harassment in the workplace with a page-wide picture of him.”

Matt grunted, and admiration sparkled in his eyes. He ate one bite of his hamburger, then put it down.

Danielle picked at her salad. The chicken strips were juicy and grilled to perfection. “What of our fire?” Her eyes widened at the implication of her question. “With the arson investigation?” The words tumbled out of her mouth so fast, the syllables slurred into one sloppy word.

He held her gaze a moment longer, his expression unreadable, then reached for his beer. “I’ll contact some of my firefighter friends to see if they’ve heard anything about local firebugs.”

“I’ll check if there are any problem teenagers around that like to light fires.”

“Been reading up on psychological profiles?” His voice held two notes of admiration.

“It’s not the first arson I’ve investigated. Hard to see it being for money. Unless—”

“It’s a practice run,” they said at the same time.

“Testing a way of setting a fire before going after a place for money.” Danielle’s phone vibrated, and she looked at the screen. Mom had called three times in the last half-hour, which is something Mom never did unless there was an emergency and was calling again. “Sorry, I have to answer this.” She took the call.

“Where have you been?” Mom’s voice verged on hysterical.

Danielle’s pulse slowed, bracing for terrible news. “Out with a friend. What’s going on?”

Matt ordered another beer.

“Who’s that with you?” Mom asked. “Are you on a date?”

No. She wasn’t on a date. “I’m out with a friend.”

Matt chatted with someone from another table, something about soccer.

“Why’s that voice familiar?” Mom asked.

Danielle wanted to sink into her chair and disappear under the table to muffle the ambient sounds. She turned her back to Matt and cupped her hand over the microphone. “What do you want?”

“I’ve found the perfect man for you. He’s a doctor studying to be an orthopaedic surgeon. He’s tall, dark, handsome.”

Danielle looked over her shoulder to her ideal version of tall, dark, kind, intelligent, and handsome. “You forgot to mention rich.”

“That’s implied. I wouldn’t have mentioned him to you if he wasn’t. What’s the point, otherwise?”

Love, happiness, companionship, someone to care for and who will care for her. “Is there anything else?”

Matt shared a story about a midfielder with a couple from another table.

“That’s Matt Fortes, isn’t it?” Mom’s voice was sharp and barbed.

“Yes.”

“You have the nerve to hang around Matt Fortes?”

Hanging around implied so much more—her bare legs around his naked waist with her bum resting on the edge of a counter. “It’s none of your business.”

“It damn well is my business. The accusations his family threw around your father tanked his business and wrecked our marriage.”

Tanked Dad’s business and when the money ran out, Mom saw no need to hang around. Danielle lowered the volume on her phone in preparation for an onslaught from Mom. “I’m working an arson case with him.”

“Tell him to tell his bitch of a mother that I loaned her my pristine and full set of Myott Flow Blue service set. I want each piece back without chips, scratches, or water marks. And I’ll tear her hair out if she ran any of those dishes through the dishwasher even once.”

Danielle swung her gaze to Matt. “I’ll have a word with him.”

“That’s all you’d better have with him. It took me a long time to get the attention of this surgeon. He won’t wait around forever.”

“You’ve been stalking him to have him date me?”

A contemplative silence filled the line. “I was being strategic in my approach and ensured that I’d be at the same place he was on several occasions.”

“You’re stalking him?”

Matt swung his gaze to Danielle and arched his eyebrows.

“I’m ensuring you have a comfortable future. It took me a year to get comfortable after the divorce. One long year that I had to worry about every penny.”

One year until Mom sunk her claws into another man, a richer man with three car dealerships and plans for expansion in Belleville and Cornwall.

“Dad always paid you child support and alimony.”

Mom scoffed. “That’s a fraction of my budget when we were married.”

“I have to go.”

“I want my dinner set back.” Mom ended the call.

How much would a replacement of the Myott Flow Blue dish set cost to have Mom shut up about it?
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Chapter 4
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Matt drove from his apartment to Danielle’s and pulled in front of her building.

The morning was clear without a cloud in the sky, and the air smelled of freshwater and sweetness.

Danielle stood out front. Her curly black hair was tied back in a messy bun that brought out the quiet intensity in her eyes.

He could hike twenty kilometres and be in top form, but one look at her and his breath was gone.

Her features brightened, then she walked towards him, unclipped the buckles of her backpack, shrugged it off and handed it to him. “Thanks.”

He took the backpack. It had to weigh twenty-five pounds. “Are you camping?”

“No. I brought some food for our lunches.” She flashed a smile that was beautiful and daring.

“You didn’t have to bring lunch.” He had packed a lunch for both and plenty of high-calorie snacks to keep them going.

“Think of it as a small token of appreciation for your help.”

His pulse went into a higher gear. He closed the tailgate and climbed into the driver’s seat.

She clicked her seatbelt and rolled down the window. “How was your week?”

“Long. I managed to speak with my bank and get my head around some numbers.” He pulled the truck away from her apartment and drove toward Frontenac Park. Traffic this early on Saturday morning was non-existent, and he managed to make good time to get out of the city onto Highway 9. “I took a look at some commercial properties for my shop.”

“Find anything?”

“A few old garages that needed too many renovations to convert to accommodate heavy trucks.”

“Have you checked with the municipality?”

He frowned. “Why?”

“They often have matching grants to help businesses with those renovations.” She took out her cell phone and swiped the screen. “I’ll find the link and send it to you.”

“Thanks.” Moments later, his cell phone pinged. “I’ll have a look. How was your week?”

“About as long as yours.”

“How’d you know my week was long?”

She traced the skin under her eye in a semi-circle motion. “You look as tired as I feel.”

He couldn’t deny that. “I was on call for the fire department two nights this week, and we had two kitchen fires in one night and a car crash the next. I couldn’t catch up on my sleep because the shop had an influx of customers, and then I spent much of the evenings inspecting properties to ensure they complied with the fire code.”

“Are you up for these hikes?”

“I’m always up for hikes.” He needed time with her. “Your week?”

“Back and forth to Toronto, moving some things in, updating addresses. I will write a story on how banks have invented time travel.”

“Time travel?” he asked.

“Yeah. Every time I walk into one, it takes at least one hour to go through the paperwork, but sometimes even something as simple as updating my address can take an hour and a half.”

“Think your editor will let you run with that as your first story?”

“There’s always hope.”

He turned left at Moons Corners, then right onto Highway 19.

“Any word from your firefighting friends?” Danielle asked.

“None. I spoke with Colm, who said he’d contact some of his East Harbour contacts. They’d be the closest fire department to call if something happened in Frontenac.”

“Nothing from Manny?”

“He asked his conservation officers to watch for irregular fires.”

“Irregular fires?” Danielle’s voice hitched.

Matt shrugged. “That’s what he called them. Fires in weird spots, outside of the campfire pits, can’t be attributed to lightning strikes.”

“But only keep an eye out? They didn’t go through the trails?”

“No. They’ve got a few projects to rehabilitate the habitat for grey rat snakes and Blanding’s Turtles. Those take priority because they’re endangered species.”

Danielle swiped open her cell phone. “All right. The arsonist took a huge risk by lighting something close to the parking lot. It’s been dry for a few days, and more people will be on the trails. Work our way into the first half kilometre of each trail to see if they’ve set something else off?”

“What if the thrill is almost getting caught, not setting the fire?”

“Like some sort of fire voyeur?”

“Something like that,” he said.

“Have you ever heard of someone like that?”

“Most of the time it’s the thrill of setting the fire. But who knows, some people have their heads screwed on a different way.”

Danielle tapped the corner of her cell phone against her thigh. “I’ll have to do some research on that. I didn’t find any mention of that criminal profile in the academic papers I read, but I have a psychiatrist contact at Millhaven Institution. She’s seen all sorts of criminally insane people and might be able to point us in the right direction.” She swiped her phone. “I’ve just texted her the question.”

Matt grunted, pulled his truck into the park’s main entrance and parked. “I won’t be long.” He climbed down, went to the office, bought a parking pass and day passes for himself and Danielle and returned to his truck.

“I’ve heard from the psychiatrist, and she said it’s unlikely that voyeurism is a driving factor, but she couldn’t rule it out entirely without extensive testing of a suspect.”

Matt put the parking pass on his dashboard.

“What do I owe?” Danielle unzipped a thigh pocket on her hiking trousers and removed a wallet.

“We’re good. Which trail?”

“Then dinner is on me.” She zipped up her pocket.  “How about the Corridor trail? Then we can decide whether to press deeper into the park. I’ve downloaded the latest trail guide.”

So had he, as well as the local weather report, the report on expected wind patterns, and blackout zones where cell phone coverage could be spotty.

“Sounds good.” He drove the truck to the parking area, parked, handed Danielle her backpack, then gathered his gear. He removed a can of DEET and motioned for Danielle to turn around, then applied it to her back, arms, and neck.

Danielle turned around, covered her eyes, and he sprayed the front of her. Then, she covered him with DEET.

At eight in the morning, the summer sun was out in full force, warming his face and the back of his neck. He adjusted his Porto Futebal Club baseball cap.

Danielle clipped on her backpack, wiggled the straw of her CamelBak to be closer to her mouth, and led the way to the trail with confident strides.

Birds sang, a chipmunk squeaked, and many small creatures scurried in the underbrush—the soothing sounds of the forest were the equivalent of the babble of a gentle brook. The air was fresh and heavy with the scent of loam.

They hiked in silence for an hour, stopped to admire a herd of three deer, then walked along Big Salmon Lake. A beaver sat on a log near the water’s edge, munching on a branch.

Danielle swatted a mosquito against her neck, then stopped. “Can you get my can of DEET? It’s the first thing in the backpack.”

He unzipped the top zipper and removed a can, then sprayed her with it. She took the can from him and applied it to him.

“Some hikers leave small pieces of cloth to mark their trail, and we leave cans of DEET.”

He laughed and put the can back into her backpack. “One can every ten meters.”

“It’s a buggy summer, isn’t it?”

“It’s all the rain we got in the spring.”

Danielle hiked on and stopped at an unoccupied camping site. She walked to the fire pit and then onto the metal storage container meant for food to keep the bears and raccoons out.

Matt followed.

There were no scorch marks outside the fire pit, and only a pile of ash remained inside the stones.

“See anything?” She slid open the food bin.

“Nothing unusual here. You?”

“Only a bunch of empty beer cans.” She closed the door. “Ready to hike on?”

“Always.” He swatted a cloud of mosquitoes away, then walked on, swallowing some bug along the way. He coughed but kept walking.

His cell phone pinged. He slowed his pace and checked his message—a random text from a woman he had been on three dates two months prior. She had seemed nice on the first date, clingy on the second, and batshit crazy by the third. He ignored her text and caught up with Danielle.

A park sign nailed to a tree indicated a washroom and emergency supplies ahead.

The breeze shifted, carrying with it a new onslaught of mosquitoes.

Matt removed his bandana from his trouser pocket and covered his face, but the bugs kept flying at him. He swatted the air and moved on.

Danielle stopped in front of an outhouse and then walked behind it.

Matt strode ahead, taking great interest in the trail signs. He opened the box indicating emergency supplies—gauze, cortisol cream, a map, and emergency contact numbers.

All was in good order, not that Matt had any doubt that Manny would run a ship-shape park.

“Matt?” Danielle called out.

“Yeah?”

“Need your help.”

“With?”

“I found something.”

He hurried towards the outhouse, but the door was wide open. He strode behind it, and the forest was thick but not impenetrable. “Where are you?”

“Here.”

“Here where?” He walked towards the sound of her voice.  “What did you find?”

“I found another bug zapper.”

He walked farther from the trail and over a little hill.

Danielle stood at the bottom of the hill next to a pile of debris. “See that?” She pointed, then took pictures with her phone.

He stopped next to her and followed the line of her toned arm, down the length of her long fingers to a pile of garbage, including old tee shirts, a bug zapper, some magazines, and some other things stuffed into a black garbage bag.

“See any signs of a fire?” He removed his backpack, took out his first aid kit, slipped on some latex gloves, and then walked over to the bag. He held it open, and Danielle took pictures of the contents.

“It’s not the same kind of bug zapper,” Danielle said. 
“It looks really old, like something they would use in the seventies or eighties.”
He took out some items from the garbage bag. He picked up a tattered tee shirt with a faded Black Sabbath logo, then removed a May 30, 1970, edition of Canadian Magazine and some rusted camping gear. “Looks like someone went camping decades ago and decided to ditch their gear instead of bringing it back home.”

“Guess camping wasn’t for them.”

He grunted, repacked the items, and carried the bag to the garbage bin next to the outhouses.

They hiked throughout the morning, then stopped for lunch and ate her offerings of imported cured meats and delicious cheeses first. Then they walked on some more, stopped at another unoccupied campsite, and ate the lunch he had packed.

Danielle sat on a log and flexed and pointed her toes. “That was a delicious beef sandwich. Where’d you buy it?”

“I made it. It’s my Avó’s recipe. She taught me—” He let his sentence die off in his mouth, not wanting to ruin the pleasantness of the day.

Small frown lines appeared on Danielle’s brows. “It’s okay to talk about your grandmother.”

“I know.”

“But?”

Avó had been the most adamant that Danielle’s father had taken their money. She had whipped the family into a frenzy that, in another century and with pitchforks in hand, would have amounted to a witch hunt.

Avó had stayed up every night, going over every receipt, every bank record, every piece of correspondence from accountants Danielle’s father had hired and had spotted a tax error from three years prior amounting to an unclaimed tax refund of ten dollars. She had cited the error as one of many more that she would uncover from the incompetent and criminal accountants with whom Danielle’s father had been in league.

However, further errors weren’t found. Avó’s and Vovô’s, as well as Papai’s and Mamãe’s life savings, had been drained without further evidence of where the money had gone.

A failing real estate business with poor timing in a market of rising interest rates and construction costs is how Danielle’s father had explained it.

Theft and embezzlement are how Avó chose to describe it.

But Avó had also taught Matt how to cook, had cheered him loudest whenever he played soccer, and had kept the family focused whenever there was a crisis.

Matt shrugged. “I thought it made you uncomfortable.”

“I can’t say it’s easy to hear about your family, but it’s one hell of a sandwich, and I’d like to know how to make it.” Eagerness infused Danielle’s voice.

“The secret with Prego is to ensure the beef slices are thin and seasoned with garlic. But too much will ruin the sandwich.”

“And here I thought it was some ancient, old-world family secret passed on from generation to generation, but no one could write it down out of fear of someone stealing it.”

He chuckled. “Not for a Prego sandwich, but she’ll take her recipe for chicken piri-piri to the grave.”

“She wouldn’t even share it with your mother?”

“There’s a rumour going around that she’ll include the recipe in her will and will only entrust it to her favourite grandchild.”

Danielle laughed, pure and light. “Ready to hike more?”

His legs and ass hurt. He’d spent too much time hunched over cars this week. “Sure.”

They hiked the rest of the trail but found nothing and returned to his truck, unloaded their gear, and placed it on the truck bed.

“Is there a place to get coffee nearby?” Danielle asked. “We could ask the locals what they know about the fire.”

“East Harbour’s about ten minutes from here. There’s a restaurant that caters to locals.” He put the truck in gear and drove to East Harbour.

Two-hundred-year-old buildings flanked Main Street. Most homes had been converted to businesses with pristine lawns, colourful signs over their entrances, and displays in their windows.

A large sign of a construction company stood on the lawn in front of the East Harbour Historical Society building. Beside the sign was a notice of extensive renovations and the corresponding building permit number.

He parked the truck near a restaurant called East Harbour Eats, walked to it, and opened the door for Danielle.

She stepped in, and he followed.

The delicious aromas of burgers and fresh coffee teased her nostrils. A series of photos of men in military uniforms hung on the walls. One had a group of soldiers standing at ease in front of desert-camouflaged tents. A few others were taken in front of mountains and stacks of sandbags. All pictures were of dry, dusty landscapes, likely Afghanistan.

A few other photos of activities in the town were displayed on another wall—children’s sporting teams, a few official photos involving the mayor, a few of the fire department, and several of the restaurant. All photos showed a tight-knit community.

Next to the photos were various military memorabilia and framed articles ranging from recent to decades old. One highlighted the contributions Mayor Micheline Grant had made to the community. Another article showcased the contribution the Grant Lumber Mill had made in rebuilding East Harbour after the fire of 1912, and other articles featured the contributions of other Grants.

Danielle walked to the far booth near the window overlooking the street and sat.

Five older men sat at the booth next to hers. They had weather lines across their faces from hours in the sun and wore hunter camouflage and work boots. Locals through and through.

One by one, the men swung their gazes towards Danielle, then to Matt and back to Danielle. Silent judgement flicked in their eyes, a one-second assessment of Danielle and Matt to ascertain neither were locals.

Matt sat across from Danielle.

A server with the name Jordan stitched in blue took out a notepad from a pocket in his apron. In his mid-forties, Jordan had tattoos the length of both arms. One was the crest of a military regiment with a beaver in its middle.  The other tattoos were of skulls, daggers, and guns. “What can I get you?”

“Coffee.” Danielle picked up the laminated menu, then looked at Matt.

They had hiked over twenty-five kilometres, and he could eat a moose. “I could eat. I’ll take a coffee to start.”

Jordan nodded. “I’ll be back soon.”

“Are those your family members in the articles?” Matt asked.

An obvious question, but a lead-in.

Jordan lifted his chin in the direction of the wall. “Yeah. The Grants were the founders of East Harbour.”

“Which businesses did they own?” Danielle ran her hand over the laminated menu.

The gesture was non-threatening, and her tone light, but Matt knew she was alert to all details. A part of Matt smiled.

Jordan wiped his hands on his greasy apron, and his round cheeks rounded further into a proud grin. “Six generations ago, my family settled in the town. My great-great-great-great-—” he ticked off the greats on his fingers, “grandfather founded East Harbour. He started a lumber mill and a flour mill.”

“There were a lot of settlers back then?” Matt asked.

“Mostly Irish workers working the Rideau Canal. When their contract was up, or they couldn’t stand the terrible working conditions any longer, they pitched a tent on any patch of land and cleared it.” Jordan turned to the five men in the booth. “This here’s Bruce Harris. His family’s from around these parts.”

Bruce Harris was a fifty-something man with a greying ponytail hanging to his midback. Too young to be an authentic hippy, his laid-back demeanour screamed he wanted to be one.

That, and the smell of marijuana that came from him.

“That stone farmhouse on the way into town,” Bruce said, “my great-great-great-grandparents built it.”

Matt nodded.

Jordan continued his introductions. Dwayne Robinson was a stoic sort, the kind of man who preferred to grunt and nod instead of forming a complete sentence. His gunmetal grey eyes matched his hair. He had a tattoo of a Halligan bar crossed over a shovel on his forearm.

A firefighter.

Matt had so many questions to ask the man—what were the worst fires he had put out, what were unique ways someone had set a fire, how did they detect the incendiary method, did East Harbour need a fire investigator, even on a volunteer basis.

Questions and more questions whirred in Matt’s mind.

Jordan continued his introductions—a retired mechanic who looked more like a Hell’s Angel with a scraggly beard and hardened look in his eye, a man so thin Matt wondered how he had the strength to walk, and a man decades older than the rest.

A series of construction trucks rolled by on Main Street and stopped in front of the Historical Society.

Jordan frowned.

Matt might never get coffee at this rate, let alone food.

“What is it?” Danielle asked.

“It seems half the buildings got grants from Heritage Canada to maintain their properties.”

“That’s good, isn’t it?” Matt said.

“Not when the trucks have taken up all the street parking for the past two weeks with no end in sight and when the money could be used to support businesses instead. A lot of businesses want to expand but can’t find the workers to build new sites because they’re all repairing a hundred-year-old plaster. Besides, when you start opening old walls, you’ll find all sorts of other stuff like asbestos, and it costs even more money to repair.”

“Which other buildings are being renovated?” Danielle clicked open her pen.

Jordan’s frown deepened. He mumbled something, then he turned on his heel and introduced a pair of ladies at the other end of the restaurant. The blond raised her hand and waved, and the brunette nodded.

“I’ll be back with your coffees,” the Jordan said.

Danielle turned her cell phone screen down on the table. “East Harbour has a rich history.”

“It does,” Bruce said. “This place has it all—military history, infrastructure history, cultural history. The town’s finally embracing all of it.”

“What do you mean?” Matt asked. “We passed dozens of well-maintained historical buildings.”

“Yeah. The buildings, but not the history behind them. I’m on the board of East Harbour’s Historical Society. We’ve received a substantial grant to review the town’s archives.”

Dwayne nodded.

“What are you researching?” Matt asked.

“We’re looking into the prominent members of the community. The people who really built this place and gave it its character.”

“Like the server’s family?”

Bruce nodded. “Like Jordan Grant’s family. They founded the town, and his family members remained East Harbour’s spine throughout the Boer War, World War One, the Depression, World War Two, the Korean War, and Afghanistan. Everything that would rock and shock a community, Jordan’s family was there to calm people’s nerves. Pretty much every family member owns a business.”

“Burnaby,” Bruce said.

“That’s right. The Burnabys are another prominent family, as are the Cammers, the Brownings, and the Darlingtons—among many others.”

“What did they accomplish?” Danielle asked.

“All sorts of things,” Bruce said. “Multi-generational businesses that brought electricity to the town, generous donations to the library and recreational facilities.”

Jordan returned and placed a cup of coffee in front of Danielle, then Matt. “Ready to order?”

“What are your specials?” Danielle asked.

“Cumberland Pie, it’s a long-standing secret family recipe.”

“It’s a day of family recipes.” Danielle’s voice was sweet and pleasant. “What is it?”

“Beef and potatoes with a twist.”

“Sold,” Danielle said.

“Same.” Matt handed the menu back and turned to Dwayne. “How long were you a firefighter?”

“Still am,” Dwayne said.

“Where?”

“Here.”

“How long have you been with Fire and Rescue?”

Dwayne nodded. “Thirty years.”

“What’s your role?”

“Captain.”

A man of few words indeed. “Any interesting fires?”

“Plenty.”

“Such as?”

“About twenty years ago, there was a fire at the Grant Lumber Yard. You can imagine how quickly it went up.”

“Anyone hurt?” Danielle asked.

Dwayne shook his head. “Happened on a weekend. A dry weekend. We suspected a mouse got into the wiring but found an electrocuted muskrat in the parking lot.”

“Anything more recent?” Matt asked.

“Kitchen fires, campfires that got out of control.”

“I’m a volunteer at Kingston Fire & Rescue.”

Dwayne grunted. “We’re fully staffed.”

Matt sipped his coffee, but it was hot and burned the top of his mouth. He almost spat it out but forced it down his throat. “I wasn’t asking for a job.”

Yet.

“I was asking if you’ve seen any unusual fires of late.” Matt placed his cup on its saucer.

“Nothing really.”

“Anything outside town?”

Dwayne narrowed his eyes. “Why?”

Suspicious man. “I’m studying to be a fire investigator and could use exposure to different kinds of fires.”

Dwayne scoffed. “We’ve got our own fire investigator. Been doing it for seventeen years. Testified in provincial and federal courts and received dozens of citations for excellent work.”

Exactly the kind of experience Matt needed. “Can I shadow him? Pick his brain on old fires?”

“She has her process and hasn’t accepted being shadowed in ten years.” Dwayne’s words turned cold.

Matt sat straighter. “Why not?”

“The last person who shadowed her messed up a scene, destroyed the evidence, and the arsonist’s defence lawyer got him acquitted.”

“Do you have more than one fire investigator?”

“No.”

“Is there a fire investigator in a nearby town I can shadow?”

The small muscles around Dwayne’s eyes tightened, but he remained quiet. Quiet like a stone in the middle of a forest undisturbed for centuries.

Matt swivelled his gaze at Danielle in a silent plea for help.

She offered him an understanding but amused look. “How’s East Harbour to raise a family?”

Matt struggled to keep his features calm at the sharp turn in conversation.

Dwayne grunted. The same grunt that indicated interest, agreement, and disagreement. It was more of a multi-purpose, multi-tool grunt good for all occasions.

Bruce swigged his coffee and swallowed hard. “It’s a good place to raise a family. A tight-knit community with plenty of things for children to do—Girl Guides, Boy Scouts, soccer, hockey, ringette, dance, music lessons, and plenty of outdoors things like campgrounds, cycle paths, and swimming.”

“Anyone not fit it?” Danielle asked.

Bruce frowned. “We have annual pride parades. Plenty of people show up in support.”

“Arhaan,” Dwayne said.

“That’s right. Arhaan Das is a five-year-old boy with a rare blood disorder. The closest treatment is in Toronto, and the entire community fundraised to help cover the costs of hotels and travel. He was in a wheelchair, and we came together to renovate the house to accommodate him. Everyone’s welcome here.”

“Sounds like a great place to live,” Danielle said. “Any problem teenagers?”

“The usual sort. Petty vandalism or graffiti, nothing serious.” Bruce tapped an advertisement on the laminated place map. “You two thinking of moving here? If you are, I know a great realtor.”

A blush settled on Danielle’s cheeks. “We’re not quite there yet.”

Matt’s pulse quickened. It had never occurred to him to raise a family outside of Kingston. Kingston was family, familiarity, and future. “We’re investigating arson in the park.”

Dwayne grunted.

Bruce raised his eyebrows. “Arson? Big fire?”

“A small one,” Matt said. “It could have been teenagers messing about.”

“We would have noticed something like that.” Bruce looked at his friends at the table, and one by one, they nodded.

Jordan came by with their meal, and the conversation between tables died down.

Danielle and Matt left the restaurant and went to Matt’s truck.

“And?” Danielle asked.

Matt drove back to Kingston. “And? Either they don’t know their grandchildren, or it’s someone else.”

“Or it’s a one-time thing, but I doubt it. Had more of a testing-out feel to it.”

“You base your stories on intuition?”

“Never. I follow the evidence, and the evidence suggests a thrill component, the risk of being caught. To me, this arsonist is going to try again, and next time it’ll be a bigger fire.”

An unsettling feeling rattled Matt.

Danielle was right.

This was only the first fire of many, and the thought hardened his stomach.
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Chapter 5
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Danielle unpacked her small suitcase, hung five changes of clothes in her closet, and slid the suitcase under the bed. Nothing else fit into her room. There was no place for a dresser, no place for her desk, no place for her laundry basket if it wasn’t placed inside her single-door closet.

She straightened her queen-sized sheets over her single-sized bed and doubted the reason she had moved to Toronto.

Danielle’s cell phone pinged.


Christine: Have a great first day

Danielle: Thanks


A series of other pings from friends wishing her a terrific first day. A few images and GIFs were shared on her Facebook page with variations of knock them dead, smiley faces, and good luck, but nothing from Matt.

Her heart sank a little, then a lot.

Dressed in her best blouse and wool trousers, she ate a bowl of cereal and scrolled through the news. Her cell phone pinged.


Matt: I know you’ll wow today


She laughed out of happiness he had texted her. A renewed friendship is what she needed. Everything else in her life was in flux—new job, new apartment, no friends in Toronto.


Danielle: Thanks

Matt: How’s the room?


Cramped, stuffy, with one small window that if widened to its full inch gap, would let in a howling wind. A high-sky view of the city wasn’t worth the sky-high rent.


Danielle: It’ll do

Matt: How’s the neighbourhood?


Concrete and asphalt replaced lawns, billboard poles stood in place of trees, and there was constant noise—cars, buses, construction, and businesses receiving clients and deliveries. All-consuming noise.


Danielle: It’s pretty good. There are plenty of shops and restaurants. I’ll show you around when you visit


She hit send, and then anxiety gusted through her like a windstorm. There needed to be a function to remove texts and emails from people’s devices, a type of five-second rule that allowed the sender a little time to reflect on what they’d just sent.

Seconds ticked by.

Her mouth dried, leaving behind the pasty taste of honeyed cereal and powdered milk. She gripped her cell phone, thumb resting over the message she shouldn’t have sent. Each second dragged, stretching longer and longer until a minute, then two lapsed.


Matt: Any Argentinian restaurants?


She looked up Google Maps and zoomed in on the high street one block over.


Danielle: There’s one within walking distance of my place. There are also El Salvadorian and Brazilian restaurants on the same street

Matt: Good. We’ll go to them all. Have a great day

Danielle: You too


Her cell phone rang with Lady Gaga’s “Telephone”, the ringtone she had assigned her editor, and she answered it. “Danielle Reid.”

“There’s a press announcement at city hall at nine. Go to HR and get your press pass, then get to the announcement.” The editor’s voice was firm, indifferent, and as hard as a twenty-four-carat diamond.

Churnalism. Danielle hated churnalism. She despised the notion of reporters being spoon-fed facts and details, then expected to turn such so-called facts into so-called stories. No time to fact-check, no time to add context, nothing but smile-and-nod-and-we’ll-churn-out-three-hundred-words.

But churnalism would get her to the crime desk, and if she had to type up some mindless stories for a few months, so be it.

So. Be. It. In giant, flashing neon lights that pointed her to the rest of her career.

“I’ll be there.” Danielle dressed, downed a cup of coffee in the kitchenette and placed the mug in the dishwasher. Her roommate’s dirty plates lay on the counter and the breakfast bar, but Danielle wasn’t going to fall into the trap of cleaning up after her roommate.

She walked to the Go Train stop, and the train pulled into the station. Full. She waited three minutes for the next train, and it, too was full.

Great. First day on her dream job, and she was going to be late. She’d figure out public transportation later and rushed back to the apartment to drive her now-repaired clunker through clogged streets lined with the saddest, thinnest trees she’d ever seen. She turned onto the Don Valley Parkway and hit a traffic jam as impenetrable and resistant to time as the Great Wall of China.

Matt’s repairs to her car were perfect. No rattle, no chugging, no grinding. She had been to half a dozen mechanics in the past ten years to keep her clunker operational, and every time she had left a garage, a new problem or worrying sound or leak had appeared.

For the first time in years, she felt safe in her car.

She drummed her fingers against the steering wheel and cast a nervous glance at the driver beside her. A man in his thirties looked ahead, bored. On Danielle’s other side, a woman rested her wrists against the steering wheel and picked at her nails.

A sense of being caged strangled Danielle, pressing hard against her shoulders and stiffening her neck. In all directions, cars and trucks inched along the highway like this volume and flow of traffic was nothing of significance.

Danielle tuned into Canadian News Organisation’s Toronto radio station.

“Traffic is moving well this Monday morning.” The announcer’s voice was chipper.

Danielle checked Google Maps, but there was no faster alternative route.

Shittiest start of any first day on the job.

Anxiety coiled and whirled inside her. She was in a metal cage stuck on a road she couldn’t leave, already late for work, and there wasn’t a damn thing she could do about it.

The flow of traffic picked up, and she drove into a parking lot, got sticker shock when she saw the hourly parking rates, and signed in with HR.

A middle-aged HR man looked up at her over the rim of his glasses. The sags in his jowls and the disapproving look in his eyes screamed his negative opinion of her. He slapped her press pass into her hand without a word, then shoved some papers for her to sign.

Fantastic. She was almost fired within a minute of her dream job. She skimmed the papers and signed on the highlighted spots, then collected her press pass and hurried down the street to city hall.

Impressive and dominating, Toronto City Hall, two concrete, twenty-something-storey buildings slightly curved into an oval shape, stood parallel to one another.

A security guard directed her to the press room, and she elbowed her way to the corner of the room to get a clear view of the press officer addressing reporters.

A woman with frizzy black hair stood at a podium. “Any questions?”

Plenty, like, what was the announcement?

Danielle scrolled through the social media feed of city hall for a hint of what was announced. Nothing.

“How will that change zoning?” a man asked.

“There will be no changes in zoning.”

“How is that possible?” the same man asked. “That city property has long been zoned industrial.”

“That’s correct. It was classified as industrial thirty years ago, but the city never removed its original zoning of commercial. That property has dual zoning, and the city has agreed to sell it to a conglomerate for commercial purposes.”

Danielle scribbled some notes on her notepad. “At what price? And the name of the conglomerate?”

The press officer swung her gaze to Danielle and skewered her to the wall.

Danielle shrunk a little from having spoken out of turn, but she needed answers. Press conference protocol would be respected in her second press conference.

“As stated in the brief,” the spokesperson’s tone was reprimanding, “the property will be sold for fifty million to Toronto Holdings, which is fifteen per cent above market rate. Torontonians are getting good value.” The press officer’s tone remained polite, but it had an edge of irritation.

A dozen reporters stared at Danielle, some in disbelief, others in disapproval, all with a look that suggested amateurs weren’t welcome.

Heat settled in Danielle’s cheeks and spread throughout her face and down her neck. She ducked her head and scribbled some irrelevant notes in her notebook.

A dozen reporters filed past Danielle, and Danielle was the last to leave the room. She walked to the Canadian News Organisation’s office a few blocks away and presented herself to the editor-in-chief, Aditi Kaur.

A few inches shorter than Danielle, Aditi made up for it with presence. Lustrous locks tumbled onto her shoulders, and she wore a crimson pantsuit that drew attention. She had discerning eyes and a bearing that took and gave no excuse. “Welcome. We’ve set you up with a desk and a laptop. Stories are filed by 3 p.m. Your desk’s at the end of the row. It’s the only one that’s empty.”

Danielle nodded, then walked to her desk at the far end of the room near the supply closet, passing a cluster of cubicles with half-walls. She recognised crime reporter John Shaw and walked up to him.

A man in his late forties with a bald patch, John Shaw had a seriousness about him reserved for philosopher professors and snipers. He finished typing a paragraph, then swung his gaze towards her. He raised his chin a fraction of an inch.

“I used to cover crime in Kingston.”

“With the Whig-Standard?”

“Freelance.”

John leaned back in his chair. “What are you covering here?”

“I’m covering city hall for now, but I’m working my way towards covering crime.”

His frown deepened. “Financial crime is already covered by two reporters with extensive background in finance and accounting. Indictable offences are covered by two court reporters and a former cop. Everything else goes through me.”

There wasn’t much crime left to cover. “What could I cover?”

“Exactly.” John straightened and continued typing.

“I’ve been working a white-collar case for several years. I’ve been stuck with the financials.”

John slowed his typing. “Have the police laid charges?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Police resources are stretched thin covering other forms of crime. They don’t always have the technical expertise to comb through books and sort through shell companies.”

John grunted. “What evidence do you have a crime was committed?”

“Decent people lost all their investments.”

“Businesses go bust all the time.” John’s voice was indifferent. “What hard evidence do you have of a crime?”

Anger bubbled in Danielle. She refused to be indifferent when innocent people were taken advantage of and abused, and their lives thrown into turmoil simply for trusting the wrong person. “None.”

“Is it an active case for the police?”

“No.”

“Is it an active case for the Ontario Securities Commission?”

“No.”

John typed faster. “Then you have nothing to go do. You can approach the other reporters if you want, but they’ll tell you the same thing. There isn’t a story until there’s evidence.”

So much for a warm welcome by her new colleagues. Screw him and the other reporters. She could outwork and outwrite the rest of them.

She walked her to her desk that had a semi-dead plant sitting on its corner, and the leather of her chair seat was well-worn. She went to the kitchenette and got a mug of coffee and a glass of water, then watered her plant.

She opened her laptop and researched Toronto Holdings, its proposed plan for the property, and the zoning.

Her cell phone pinged, and she smiled. A friendly message in a morning that had had only unfriendly people.


Matt: It goes?

Danielle: It goes. You?

Matt: Not bad. What’s your first story?

Danielle: The city has sold off some of its holdings for fifty million

Matt: that’s a lot of money


Not in Toronto.


Matt: That’s a good first story


Not really.


Danielle: Thanks. How’s the shop?

Matt: A slow day

Danielle: Using the time to study for your heavy truck certification?

Matt: Yeah


She didn’t know what else to text.

She wrote eight hundred words on the property, how the city lacked a plan for the use of the property, and how Toronto Holdings had transformed other similar properties into more usable public spaces.

All filed by 2:30 p.m. on her first day. Not one type-o in sight, and she hit her word count.

She leaned back in her chair, pleased. The content of the story wasn’t grand or important, but she would buy a paper and frame her first article.

“Danielle.” Aditi leaned out of her office door. “A word.”

Danielle picked up her notebook, then walked to her editor’s office. “I’ve filed my story. Have you seen it?”

“Seen it and read it. Why didn’t you mention the mayor’s brother is a senior vice president of Toronto Holdings?”

A little choking noise caught in Danielle’s throat. “I did background, and it didn’t come up in any of the conflict-of-interest disclosures. In previous reports on initiatives between city hall and Toronto Holdings, there weren’t any mentions of the relationship.”

“That’s because we had a mayoral election last month, and the brother won the mayoral race. Approving the sale was his first act in office.” Aditi’s no-excuses gaze landed on Danielle.

Danielle’s lips parted, and she forgot to breathe. She stood numb and shocked. “I’ll be more thorough on background.”

“Do so. You’ve got thirty minutes to add that to the story.”

Danielle inclined her head and shuffled back to her desk. Three unread messages flashed on her phone, and one of them was from Matt.

She pushed back the need to read his message and focused on her story. She read articles on the mayoral race, identified occasions when the brother was on the campaign, and included the possibility of a conflict of interest and filed her new story.

She picked up her phone.


Matt: I asked my firefighter friends if they’ve heard of anything in Frontenac or near East Harbour. Nothing.

Danielle: I’ll look into the businesses to see if any are struggling. I’ve got a few contacts in the insurance industry I can ask

Matt: Good

Danielle: I’ll be back in Kingston this weekend. Up for another trip to East Harbour?


They could play the lovey-dovey couple looking into a place before buying into a community.


Matt: Saturday?

Danielle: I can pick you up for eight

Matt: We’ll take my truck.

Danielle: Sure. Lunch is on me

Matt: Sounds good


Her heart made a pleasure little humming, soft and melodic, and strong enough for Danielle to remember she had one.

But her career was in Toronto, and Matt’s family hated her, and Danielle’s mother couldn’t stand Matt or his family, and, and, and—too many ands as to why they couldn’t be together.

She wasted an hour and a half of her day sitting in traffic to get back to her milk carton-sized room and flopped on her bed.

One room over, Lam was having sex so loud the noises were more appropriate for rutting moose.

So much for Lam working nights and Danielle having the place to herself.

Danielle put on her earphones, shoved her laptop into her purse, and went to the coffee shop on the corner. She had to establish new contacts. She jotted notes and priorities and researched some restaurants and bars where city hall political staffers hung out.

She finally had the backing of a large news organisation and, with it, the ability to crack a huge story.

She’d make the crime desk within six months. It was an all-embracing truth, something she felt and knew was right, and she would conspire with the universe to make it happen.
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Chapter 6
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Matt picked Danielle up from her Kingston apartment and drove to East Harbour.

Danielle leaned her head on the window and closed her eyes. The circles under her eyes weren’t quite dark purple, but they were visible. Her breathing slowed, and her head lolled a little to the left, then she snorted awake.

“Sorry.” She cleared her throat but continued to rest her head against the glass. “Been a long week.”

Not as long as his. “The job has longer hours?”

“My days have longer hours.”

He chuckled.

“I’m stuck in traffic for two or three hours a day. If I take public transport, I’m not really gaining more time. I spent every night at the coffee shop until it closed and only got a few hours of sleep.”

“Why?”

“My roommate’s very enthusiastic with her boyfriend.” Danielle’s tone was flat.

He could get very enthusiastic with Danielle. “Tell her to go to his place.”

“His roommate kicked them out.”

He laughed. “Then tell them to get their own place.”

“I would if that didn’t leave me on the hook for paying full rent. I’m still thrilled about the potential of the job, but I’m tired.” She stifled a yawn and closed her eyes. “Traffic out of Toronto was terrible last night. A six-car pile-up reduced eastbound lanes to one, and I didn’t get into Kingston until midnight. Mind if I doze a bit?”

She could sleep on his shoulder, and he’d hold her against him, protecting her neck and head from bobbing with potholes. He’d always protect her. “Not a problem.” He turned off the radio and drove on, keeping to the speed limit to give her a few more minutes of rest.

Her light snore filled the cab, and he shifted his gaze to the driver’s side window to hide his smile. He parked his truck in front of East Harbour Eats. “Danielle?”

She released a slow breath. “Hmm?”

“We’ve arrived.”

She drew in a long breath, straightened, and blinked several times. “First place to investigate?”

“Fire and Rescue.”

She dabbed the corners of her eyes clear of sleep, lowered the passenger side visor and slid open the mirror. “Good start.” She flipped up the visor and got out of the truck.

Matt climbed down from the cab and strode to the front of his truck. “It’s that way.” He pointed and fell in beside Danielle, and they walked up the street.

A cluster of people congregated around a two-hundred-year-old stone house with a large garbage bin in front of it. Damaged pieces of drywall, timber and other construction discards poked out from the top of the bin.

A proud metal sign stood in the small front yard of the house and read East Harbour Historical Society in gold letters against a black background.

Half a dozen people covered in plaster dust milled about near the front door of the building, and excited chatter erupted from them. Former firefighters Bruce Harris and Dwayne Robinson stood in the middle of the group.

Matt stopped a few feet away from them. “What’s going on?”

A woman with purple and pink streaks in her silver hair stood at the centre of the group. Her nose was short, her lips were full, and from the colourful clothes and abundance of plastic jewellery, she could quickly swap clothes and accessories to fit into any decade or century. “We have to stay calm.”

Another round of excited chatter.

“Calm?” Matt asked. “What happened?”

The silver-haired woman turned to Matt. “We’ve found remains.”

“Remains?” Matt asked.

“A skeleton buried in the walls.”

Danielle removed her cell phone from her purse and swiped the screen. “What do you know of the remains?”

“Nothing yet,” the woman said. “We were renovating the historical society and taking down walls to upgrade the insulation and wiring. We thought it would be easier to—”

“The body,” Matt said. “You said you found a skeleton.”

The woman smoothed her hair. “Yes, in a wall in a basement.”

“Have you contacted the police?”

“We haven’t gotten that far. As soon as we found it, I got everyone out to not disturb the scene.”

Good. Matt removed his cell phone from his pocket, dialled the local Ontario Provincial Police number and requested a police officer and a forensics unit.

Twenty minutes later, an officer showed up. He stepped out of the black and white OPP vehicle. He was young, with a strong chin and the look of a man who was always in control. Acker was on his name tag. “What happened?”

The woman stepped towards Officer Acker and explained the situation.

Officer Acker walked to the back of his police vehicle and removed a yellow roll of police line do not cross tape.

“Luke?” Danielle asked.

Suspicion flared in Acker’s eyes.

“As in James Acker’s son, Luke?”

The suspicion in his eyes deepened, and he remained silent.

“I’m Danielle Reid. I interviewed your father a few years ago over the illegal dumping by the Dorrells.”

Acker gave a slow nod. “It was a big case.”

“Huge story,” Danielle said.

Acker inclined his head and secured the perimeter with the do not cross tape. “Everyone needs to step away.”

The group of Historical Society people shuffled along the sidewalk. They congregated near the corner of the street, and Deidre, the woman with the silver hair, gave instructions on where to find the remains.

Danielle approached the Historical Society people, and Matt followed.

Each member of the Historical Society was caked in dust from head to toe. A short woman in her forties hugged herself. None avoided Matt’s gaze, none shifted their weight, and all looked on with curiosity and shock.

“What’s your name?” Danielle held her cell phone out in the space between her and the silver-haired woman with streaks of blue and purple.

“Deidre McCarthy, I’m the president of the East Harbour Historical Society.”

“Was there any clothing beside the remains?” Danielle asked.

“None that we could see. There might be some more things in the wall space.”

“Who owned the house prior to the Historical Society?” Danielle asked.

“It was owned by the Taylors, then before them, we think, the Rosses. I’d have to consult the records.”

“Are the Ross’s still in town?”

Deidre shook her head, and her long gold earrings swayed. “They sold and retired in Victoria. Said the climate agreed with them more. And their children moved on.”

Danielle wrote something in her notebook. “Is there anyone who knew the Ross’s who might shed light on the previous occupants?”

“The Ross’s owned the house eighty or so years ago. I can ask around if anyone remembers anything, but I’m not hopeful about finding new information. It’s a small town, and things like this tend to stick around in rumours and legends. And I’ve never heard a whisper said of someone being murdered.”

“What part of the house were the remains found? A recent addition or an older part?”

“I couldn’t tell you. Bruce might know.”

“It was a junction between the original house and an addition,” Bruce said.

Matt made eye contact with Bruce, then inclined his head to the side in a silent invitation for Bruce to follow him. Matt walked a few paces away from the group.

Bruce’s cheeks were a little paler, but he followed Matt.

“What did you see?” Matt asked.

“I was working in another part of the basement when I heard Deidre yell. I went over, and she was pointing at a hole in the wall. I couldn’t see anything at first. I took out my cell, turned on its light, and looked in. I saw the skeletal remains of an individual but couldn’t ascertain if they were male or female, but from the development of the bones, they appeared to be adult.” Bruce’s tone was matter-of-fact and professionally detached.

“Any belongings beside the remains?”

“None that I saw.”

“Any newspapers stuffed in the wall that might indicate when the individual was placed in a wall?”

“My priority was securing the scene.”

Matt nodded. It would have been his priority as well. “They were remodelling the basement?”

“The entire building. They received a Heritage Canada grant to restore it.”

“How old’s the building?” Matt asked.

“Almost two hundred years old. It’s one of the original houses of East Harbour. It’s been a home, telegram office, a newspaper office, and now houses the East Harbour Historical Society.”

Matt grunted.

Bruce turned and gathered with a group of men near the bin of discarded drywall and other construction materials.

Danielle approached Matt. “And?”

“He didn’t see much. Deidre?”

“Happened too fast for her to see anything.”

“Anyone else have any insights?”

Danielle shook her head. “None so far, but it has piqued their interest. I’ve enlisted the help of Deidre and Alice. They knew the area well and could give me a lot of background. Deidre reached out to the Review Mirror, the local paper, to check if anyone was reported missing. And Alice is going to look through the archives of local churches to see if they could cross-reference births and deaths.”

“People move. That’s quite the task.”

Danielle lifted a slender shoulder and let it fall. “They’re history buffs. They love these kinds of mysteries.”

A series of Ontario Provincial Police vehicles parked on the street. Flashing blue and red lights strobed, and police officers and crime scene technicians strode towards the Historical Society building.

Matt stood next to Danielle for hours, watching as more and more East Harbour residents crowded the streets.

Danielle circulated among the crowd, cell phone in hand, performing interviews, then came back to Matt.

Matt held back, taking photos of the building and the crowd, looking for things that seemed out of place.

Deidre approached Matt and Danielle. “All I can say is hooray for digital archives. The Carvilles built the house in 1809, and then it was sold to the Abbotts in 1835, who then sold it to the Whittakers in 1855.”

“That’s a great place to start,” Danielle said. “We can dig deeper into the women in the household.”

“There were a few fires in town that destroyed a lot of church and municipal records. It may take some time to piece things together.”

“We’ll figure it out.”

Deidre flashed a smile, then turned and returned to the other women of the Historical Society.

Bruce stood by Dwayne. The men exchanged words, occasionally nodded, then alternated crossing their arms over their chest, letting their arms fall to their sides, and standing in silence.

Danielle slipped her notebook into her purse. “I got some great background on Eart Harbour, but no one can think of a missing person in the area. You?”

“Nothing.”

“A late lunch?” Danielle slipped her cell phone into her purse.

“Sure.” He turned and walked with her across the street to East Harbour Eats and held the door open for Danielle.

The place was empty except for one server who stood by the front door watching the events across the street. A large poster by the cash indicated a second location would be opened in Newburg in the fall.

Danielle entered and took a corner booth next to a large window. The circles under her eyes had darkened, and her mane of curls was wilder.

The server walked up to them, took their orders, and returned with two cups and a large pot of coffee.

Danielle poured herself a cup, sipped it, and then released a low ah. “That’s what I wanted.”

Matt wanted her. “When will the police have the results on the remains?”

“No idea. But someone stuffed into a wall is usually murdered, and that will take priority. I gave Luke Acker my card in case he needs background. If I knew when the person died, it would help narrow down when to look.”

“The Historical Society will have plenty of work on their hands sorting through newspapers and archives.”

“If they can find something. I’ll research other local papers for missing people and check with the national missing person’s list.”

“Anything I can do to help?”

Danielle downed her coffee and poured herself another cup. “Your family still owns a cottage around here?”

“Yeah. About thirty minutes away.”

“Can you ask your neighbours if they have heard of a missing person and if they know any teenagers with behavioural issues?”

“Don’t all teenagers have behavioural issues?”

“I was behaved.”

“The hell you were.”

She placed her hand on her chest. “Moi? Behavioural issues?”

“You’d mouth off at anyone over twenty.”

“I was standing my ground and being assertive.”

“You had that Goth phase.”

Danielle’s eyes widened, then the corner of her mouth tugged up in a half smile. “I had forgotten about that.”

“For two weeks, you walked around school caked in more white makeup than a Geisha.” He chuckled.

Her brown eyes still sparkled with interest and intrigue, even though they had layers upon layers of makeup. And underneath all that hurt and anger, she was still Danielle and fiercely protective of her friends.

She smoothed her hair. “That’s true, isn’t it? It wasn’t any worse than you wearing that bucket hat and orange overalls.”

A surprised laugh rumbled up from deep in his chest, trailing with it a wave of embarrassed heat that warmed his face. “I forget about those.”

“Trust me. I didn’t.” Her gaze met his for the briefest of instances, and a cherry red flush spread across her cheekbones.

A thousand and one possibilities played out in his mind. A long-distance relationship, him moving to Toronto, centred around the familiarity and comfort they brought to each other, all ending with strain and heartbreak when their families tore into one another. “What else do you remember?”

The colour on her cheeks paled, but she pulled her shoulders back and looked him in the eye. “You never held it against me. I lost all my friends when rumours spread that Dad had embezzled the money, but not you. You defended me.”

Not enough to keep her part of his life. “I did what any friend would do.”

“You did what any great friend would do.”

The server came and served them their food.

Danielle bit into her burger. A droplet of grease trickled down the corner of her mouth, and she dabbed it away with a napkin. “My parent’s divorce was finalised around that time. Three years of hell being the rope in a tug-of-war over which parent got custody of me.”

“That was a rough time.”

“Very rough. It got worse after that—” She bit off her words.

Worse yet because his family had begun their lawsuit against hers. “You can say it.”

One curl fell from her ponytail, bobbing with the shake of her head. “It was a tough time for both families.”

A polite way of saying his family made her life hell for years.

“There are some things I don’t want to relive but am forced to every day.” She folded her napkin.

“Like what?”

“The same fights between my parents. They’ve been divorced for almost twenty years, and they still bicker about everything. I tell them I’m an adult, and they don’t need to interact, but they always find ways to needle each other.”

“Think they’re still in love with each other?”

“I hope not. They’ve both remarried, and things will get a lot messier if they do. Besides, if all they do is fight, is that really love?”

Matt shook his head.

“Anyways.” The circles under her eyes had darkened, as had her expression. “I have some packing to do. There’s a tonne of stuff I need to sell and get rid of.”

“You’re absolutely convinced Toronto is the right move for you?” He fought to smooth out his frown. That was a horrible question to ask.

Danielle’s hard stare met his. “What does that mean?”

Shit. He was in it now. “I mean, you had a few opportunities in Ottawa and Windsor that didn’t work out, and you came back to Kingston.”

“Those were internships, and this is a full-time job. They’re different.”

“Are they? You said you didn’t like doing chur-churn—the reporting where all you do is repeat public service announcements.”

“Churnalism. And no, I’m not too fond of it, but once I prove myself, I can transfer to other news desks. And they have a huge crime desk in Toronto.”

“How many reporters?”

She angled her gaze towards the floor. “Six.”

“Six?”

“It’s more than what the Kingston Whig-Standard has.”

“Yeah, but six? Any of them nearing retirement?”

She made a noncommittal motion with her hand. “I have two juicy stories here in East Harbour to add to my portfolio. If we can crack the cases of the arson and whose remains those are, then imagine the stories I can cover with the resources of the Canadian News Organisation.”

“Think covering a likely murder isn’t important?”

She frowned. “That’s not what I said.”

“It’s what you meant. You think unimportant crimes happen in villages and small towns, but whoever was stuffed into that wall had parents, likely siblings, and friends.”

“I’m too tired to get into this.”

“We’re not getting into anything.”

Sadness weighed down the fatigue in her eyes. And all the possibilities he had thought of with a relationship with her also played out in her eyes, and all ended in the same irreconcilable spot. “We never did get into anything.” She reached for her purse and took out her bank card. “Lunch is on me.”

“You don’t have to.”

“You paid the gas, and a reporter always takes care of their sources.”

“A source?” He’d been downgraded from friend to source. He drew his chin as if he had been punched, then drove her to her apartment in silence with the radio turned off.

Danielle drew her eyebrows together. “I’m sorry.”

“A source?” His voice hitched.

She reached for his hand and stroked the back of it. “You’re a friend who is kind enough to volunteer your time to work on a story. I always find ways of hurting you when it’s the last thing I want to do.”

He looked out the windshield.

A woman in pink exercise clothes with her head bent to her cell phone walked a Doberman with a pink bow on its rhinestone studded collar.

Matt blew out a breath.

“Matt?” Danielle asked. “What are you thinking?”

“It’s all right.”

Without a word, she leaned against the arm of the door. Her apologetic gaze landed on him.

The hurt her words caused dissipated, but their imprint remained.

“Let me know how the drive back to Toronto goes.”

She flashed an understanding smile. “Thanks again.” She climbed out of the truck’s cab and went to her front door.

He waited for her to enter her apartment building, then drove to his one-bedroom apartment—simple, functional, and cheap enough that he didn’t have to take out too much student debt to pay for his courses.

Flopped on the sofa and his feet resting on the coffee table, he flicked through random episodes of a show he had liked ten years ago but now found stupid, then went to bed early.

He didn’t sleep well, ate a light breakfast, and went to the gym. Sore but showered, he went to his parents’ house to watch the Porto Futebal game with Papai, Vovô, Manny, and Hugo.

Matt walked into the house through the kitchen door and removed his shoes.

Mamãe and Avó sat at the kitchen table preparing sardines like they always did for snacks during the soccer match.

Manny’s black Labrador sat near Mamãe’s feet, looking up at her. He wasn’t begging but rather extremely attentive to Mamãe’s actions.

A round of raucous laughter came from the living room. A can popped open, then someone turned up the volume of the television. A Portuguese-speaking announcer presented the players and their positions.

Matt went to the fridge and took a beer.

A blue and white dish set was displayed in the hutch, the one belonging to Danielle’s mother. The dishes were the first thing anyone saw in the kitchen, and a new oak hutch had been bought to show them off.

“Are you ever going to give those back?” Matt asked.

“Why would I?” Mamãe tossed Manny’s dog a sardine, and the black lab snatched it out of the air.

Return the plates because it was the right thing to do.

“Matt, hurry. The game’s started,” Hugo said from the living room.

“Be right there.” Matt plucked a sardine from the plate and ate it. Its rich fish flavour and meaty texture would always bring him back to this kitchen, in front of Mamãe and Avó preparing the meal. “The dish set doesn’t belong to you.”

“It’s a small repayment for all the money we lost.”

“It’s still not yours.”

Mamãe looked up from the sardines. “What’s gotten into you?”

Nothing. Everything.

Papai and Hugo refused to modernise the shop. Mamãe and Avó refused to give back the dish set and still displayed framed newspaper clippings of the alleged embezzlement on the living walls. There were more articles on that than on the shop, the charity work the family did in the Portuguese community, and the commendations Manny and other family members had received. Everyone in this house was focused on the past.

Well fuck that. The last straw had fallen onto his back, and Matt was going to start up his shop. He needed change, new walls to look at, and the freedom to move forward with his life.

He texted his realtor to pull together the paperwork for a lease on a garage he had found near Highway 401.

His phone pinged with another text, this one from a fellow volunteer firefighter, Colm Taylor, indicating there wasn’t a firebug in the area.

That was that. There was no reason to be tied to Danielle as she investigated the story.

A clean break from that past as well.

Perfect. He could move on in every aspect of his life.

If only it didn’t leave him feeling hollow and shitty.
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Danielle stared at the brake lights of the car ahead of her. Westbound traffic on the 401 had ground to a near-halt with people returning from cottages and weekend getaways.

The couple in the car to her right laughed at something, and the woman in the car to Danielle’s left had a bored look on her face.

A flittering sensation of frustration filled Danielle. She gripped the steering wheel tighter, wishing she had a monster truck to drive over all these cars. So much of her life in Toronto was spent idling in traffic or waiting for a bus or a Go Train that had enough room for her to squeeze into it.

She hated the sensation of being cooped up, the wasted hours of her day when she could be hiking, researching stories, or even sleeping.

The car in front of her inched forward.

Danielle eased her foot from the brakes, and her car rolled forward a few feet.

She grabbed her phone and restarted her playlist. She had listened to the entire playlist twice since being caught in this traffic jam.

Hours later, she arrived home, exhausted. She changed into a tee shirt and yoga pants, then flopped onto her bed.

She ignored Mom’s texts about wanting to set her up with the orthopaedic surgeon, a businessman who owned five restaurants, and a vice president of accounting at a national company.

She wasn’t in the headspace to date.

The door to the apartment opened, and Lam’s voice filtered in. A shrill laugh followed by sloppy kissing followed. Shoes shuffled against the floor, and the roommate’s door closed.

Loud sex noises followed that sounded like they were exaggerating them to film a porn movie.

Danielle chewed on a few choice swear words, then banged her fist on the wall. She was too tired to wait in a coffee shop for them to fall asleep.

Someone banged on the wall, and Lam and her boyfriend both sniggered.

“Want to join?” the man asked.

Lam’s boyfriend laughed, and then the sexual noises continued. But louder this time, like they had hooked themselves up to a speaker system and wanted to broadcast to an entire football stadium.

If Danielle had one more ounce of strength, she would open the door to Lam’s room and yell at her for being a shitty roommate.

But she was too tired for that. She’d yell at Lam in the morning and start looking for another place to live.

That is, once she stopped paying rent in Kingston, which would be a few weeks. And when she was past her first and last month in the condo. Her budget had stretched so far it had snapped.

Danielle sighed, gathered her stuff, and headed to her car in the parking garage. She opened her laptop, logged into the Wi-Fi signal of the café next door, and researched back issues of newspapers and only found five had been digitised. Eyes fatigued from staring at a screen for hours, she zoomed on the small block print. She’d have to go back to East Harbour and check the physical archives.

East Harbour. She wanted to text Matt and invite him to come along. He had local contacts and local knowledge, and there still was an arson case to solve.

She ran her thumb over the screen of her cell phone, tempted, but then resisted the urge.

Maybe this was the last time their lives intersected. There were too many forces pushing them apart. He was and will always be anchored in Kingston. And she had finally landed her dream job.

She updated her crime blog with a short paragraph that remains had been found in the East Harbour’s Historical Society building and ended the post with an appeal for information.

Preliminary research done, eyelids heavy, and words blurry on her screen, she closed her laptop and returned to the condo. She eased the door open.

Silence.

Blissful silence.

She went to her room and collapsed on the bed, needing every precious second of sleep she could get.

Her alarm rang too soon. She had slept short but soundly and woke with enough mental clarity to write. She hauled herself out of bed, showered, and took the train to work.

At the downtown station, the Go Train rolled to a stop, and a mass of people flooded from the train onto the platform. Danielle sidestepped a woman pushing a stroller, yielded to a blind man tapping his white cane on the ground, and hurried up the platform to her office.

Sweaty and already tired of the day, she stepped off the elevator on her floor and walked to the office.

Aditi stood at the kitchenette and poured a cup of coffee that had Editor in Chief with the Canadian News Organisation logo. Hair styled in the latest fashion and dressed in an elegant pantsuit, Aditi looked ready to take on the world.

Danielle poured herself a cup of coffee. “I have a lead on a story.”

“Is it city hall related?”

“No. It’s about remains that were found in a wall of an old building.”

“Where?”

“East Harbour.”

Aditi frowned. “Where?”

“About an hour north of Kingston.”

“Whose remains are they?”

“They don’t know yet.”

“Any recent missing persons case in the area?”

Danielle sucked on the inside of her cheek. “None recent. The OPP didn’t comment if they suspected the person was abducted or murdered or something else.”

Aditi shook her head. “Not important enough of a story. Let the local press handle it. Cover city hall.”

Danielle opened her mouth to protest but stamped down the need. The second week on the job wasn’t the time to pick a fight with the editor-in-chief.

The morning grew longer despite Danielle being on her second cup of jet fuel. She finished her crackers, picked up a ham and cheese sandwich from the ground floor cafeteria and headed out to city hall.

At least she’d be punctual this time.

Notebook in hand and cell phone ready to record, she took up a seat in the first row right across from the lectern.

The city’s press officer walked to the podium. “At the request of the Toronto Transport Commission, the City of Toronto has agreed to create an additional two thousand parking spots at the park and ride locations throughout the city.”

Parking spaces. Joy of joys. Danielle raised her hand, asked a question, stayed for the rest of the conference, and returned to the office.

Story filed, she scanned the press release schedule. Tomorrow were updates on improvements to dog parks, and on Wednesday, they wanted to announce changes in the water treatment system.

And the week got longer.

She called Deidre, President of the East Harbour Historical Society. “Have you found out anything?”

“Nothing. I’ve searched the newspaper archives all the way back to the seventies, and there’s no mention of a missing person. I’m going to go back further.”

“Were the bones found with anything? Clothes, personal items?”

“Not that I’m aware of.”

Danielle wrote personal items in her notebook and underlined them. “Have the police removed the do not cross tape?”

“We have the building again. The OPP took pictures of everything and samples of the drywall and timber in the wall.”

“Any idea when they’ll get the results back?”

“None.”

Danielle wrote a list of things to follow up on. “Does the Historical Society have letters from the region?”

“Boxes and boxes of them. Every time someone does a house renovation, they discover more in their attics. Most don’t know what to do with them and give them to us. We’re in the process of digitising them to preserve them, but all these things take so much time.”

Danielle tapped her pen against her notebook. “How many do you have scanned now?”

“Only a few dozen. We had to catalogue them and then write up what was written. Reading scrawls on the original letter is one thing. Trying to make out the writing on a scanned document is quite the other.”

Danielle couldn’t disagree. With her first internship in Ottawa, she had been sent to the National Archives to do some background research. It’s a wonder anyone could read any letter ever. “I can go to East Harbour this weekend. Help you go through things.”

“I’d like that. I’ll make some tea and biscuits.”

“Excellent.” Danielle ended the call.

Purse in one hand, groceries in the other, she entered the apartment. The door to her roommate’s room was open, and the apartment was empty.

Maybe, just maybe, her roommate had gone over to her boyfriend’s place or was working night shifts at the bar.

Her cell phone pinged with a message from Matt.


Matt: The remains are of a woman


The fatigue that weighed her down popped, releasing a burst of energy and enthusiasm.


Danielle: How do you know?

Matt: Manny


Cops. Few professions were as networked as cops.


Danielle: Did they identify her?

Matt: No. But the bones are almost two hundred years old, and her skull suggests she was Caucasian and she had at least one pregnancy

Danielle: Do you know if went full term?

Matt: Report says she gave birth. Don’t know more

Danielle: Was she found with anything? Clothes, jewellery, anything that would identify her?

Matt: None that they mentioned

Danielle: Any hair or teeth remaining to do some DNA tests?

Matt: Both. DNA will take time

Danielle: How long?

Matts: Manny said six months, maybe longer. The case isn’t a priority


Danielle rested her thumbs on the edge of her phone. She should invite him to go over the archives with her.


Matt: Asked the neighbours at the cottage, and no one remembers someone missing. No one can think of a local case

Danielle: Thanks for checking

Matt: Anytime


Danielle stared at the screen. She hated text messages. There weren’t any dots or spinning wheels to indicate someone was typing. Conversations died on their own without the formal hellos and goodbyes of letters or phone calls.

A minute passed, then a second, and a third without a text from Matt.

She called it an early night and slept reasonably well.

The rest of the week was a blur between waiting for the Go Train or the bus, weaving between hordes of people on the sidewalk, and mind-numbing press conferences by city hall. She managed to hit both her daily work counts and deadlines, and by Friday, all she could think of was joining the mass exodus from the city.

Part astonished, part unfazed because she wouldn’t expect anything less, she was elated to find that Matt’s repairs to her car held. She drove with confidence and the certainty her car’s engine wouldn’t sputter and leave her stranded on the side of the highway.

Stiff from sitting in the car for almost four hours, she took the elevator to her apartment and unlocked the door.

The air was stale, and she opened the windows wide, and a satisfied sensation rolled over her. What a strange little pleasure being able to open them fully.

She packed her remaining linens and dishes. She’d find a storage unit in Toronto for a month or two until she could break her lease with Lam and find another place.

There was nothing like starting completely over in life at thirty-two.

She let the sad thought wander to the edges of her mind, then slammed the door shut. She had toiled for over ten years to generate the opportunity in Toronto with the Canadian News Organisation, and she wasn’t going to fail.

She disassembled an IKEA shelf, placed the screws into a Ziplock bag, and turned her attention to her desk. She couldn’t unscrew three screws, and if she used a drill, she’d wake up the neighbours.

Tired but eager to get to East Harbour to investigate the letters, she went to bed on a sheetless bed and used a couch cushion as a pillow but slept very well.

Morning came too early, and she showered, ate a light breakfast of two boiled eggs, made a large pot of coffee, poured it into her largest camping thermos, then drove to East Harbour and parked in front of the Historical Society’s building.

The stone building had a permanence to it. With large windows on the first and second floors, small windows in the attic, and a prime location at the centre of East Harbour, the building would have been built by one of the richest individuals in the town. The building had a stoic character, solid and stately without being a scandalous eyesore.

She grabbed her thermos and her purse, then stepped out of her car and greeted Deidre.

Deidre was a grand lady who was part flair and grace and all grandeur. She wore the purple and blue streaks in her hair with pride, and her movements were fluid as if she was performing an underwater ballet. “Thanks for coming so early.”

Seven a.m. on a Saturday after a one-hour drive from Kingston and a four-hour drive the night before. Early. What came before early? Before? Pre-historic?  “It’s my pleasure. Can I see where the remains were found?”

Deidre led Danielle to the basement.

The staircase was narrow but had recently been repaired with new planks of lumber, and new lighting illuminated the basement. A wheelbarrow encrusted with cement stood in the far corner of the low-ceiling basement. Thick stone walls, a dirt floor and a dozen 1960s-esque metal filing cabinets comprised the room.

The temperature in it was several degrees lower than upstairs.

“We fundraised to have dehumidifiers installed.” Deidre walked to the far end of the basement. “It’s enough to ensure the paper in the filing cabinets won’t dissolve from an improper environment.”

“It’s a good set-up.”

“Good but only adequate. If we were in a bigger city, we’d have tens of thousands of dollars to preserve our heritage.”

“Can I see where the remains were found?”

“The hole in the wall.”

“What led you to look into the wall?” Danielle asked.

“We got money to repair the building. The foundation was crumbling, and we were walking around with a contractor to figure out the original stonework. A house as old as this has had many renovations, add-ons, and forgotten recesses.”

“You broke into the wall?”

“Bruce was testing the quality of the mortar, and some stones came loose, and pieces of the wall fell. He stepped into the hole and found another section of the basement.”

“How old is the section?”

Deidre adjusted the collar of her blouse. “Anywhere from one hundred to two hundred years old. I don’t have any pictures of the house during that time, and the construction techniques would have been the same. Why?”

“I want to determine if she was murdered here or if she was killed somewhere else, then placed in the walls.” Danielle wrote the question in her notebook. “Any sign of lye or something else used to cover the smell?”

“The police are still running forensic tests. We won’t know for some time.”

Danielle walked to the hole, removed her cell phone from her purse and took pictures of the area and inside the wall. There was only dust, cobwebs, and old pieces of wood with dry rot. Nothing personal, nothing to indicate who the woman might have been or why she had been disposed of so unceremoniously in a cistern and covered up.

She stepped into the hole and took pictures of the brick cistern. “The OPP have had forensics go over the entire place?”

“That’s right. We can continue with the reno work.”

Danielle walked around the cistern. The space was cramped and dark and smelled of stale air. What a horrible place to spend eternity.

“She was under stones?” Danielle asked.

“That’s right. None of them were moved.”

Danielle kicked one over, and it rolled twice, landing on a side with a red mark on it. “What do you think this is?”

“It’s a rock.”

“On the rock.” Danielle retrieved a Ziploc gab from her purse, turned it inside out and picked up the rock.

“Could be a rust stain, mud, something else.”

“Hopefully, it’s blood. I’ll send it off to one of those DNA sites. They might be able to tell us who was in the wall.”

Deidre inclined her head. “Maybe.”

Danielle sealed the rock in the bag and pocketed it, then stepped out into the main room of the basement. She shook her hair free of cobwebs.

Deidre stood in front of a metal cabinet and patted it twice. “We keep the letters here until we can scan them.” She removed a keychain from her trouser pocket and unlocked it. “We have stacks of letters dating back from the 1820s when Irish workers first settled the region. We’ve been in touch with many Historical Societies in Ireland and swap letters. They have the letters our locals sent home, and the Irish Historical Societies send us those to scan. And we sent the letters our locals received and sent them to Ireland for them to scan.”

“That’s a nice practice.”

“It’s always great to see both sides of the story.” Deidre removed a box and handed it to Danielle. “Given that the remains are about two hundred years old, we can start with the oldest and work our way up.” Deidre handed Danielle two boxes, then took two for herself and led the way back upstairs to the back office of the museum.

“Are these organised?” Danielle placed her boxes on a solid oak desk with gorgeous carvings of beavers, moose, deer, and Canada geese on its legs.

“We tried but failed to keep up over the years. Some of these are organised by church, by decade, by people who wrote to their family in Europe, by government officials who corresponded with the Upper Canada government.”

“No system, then?”

“No. No official system yet,” Deidre said. “There are thousands of documents to be sorted. We had applied for funding for an archivist or librarian intern, but we were turned down. We don’t have enough volunteers to sort through all of this.”

“How many volunteers do you have?”

“Five.”

“Five?”

“Five.” Deidre’s tone was resigned. “Young people don’t care much about history these days. They grow up in East Harbour and then leave without a connection to their ancestors. Working-aged people are struggling to stay afloat and take whatever work they can. Grandparents are having to do everything else.”

Danielle inclined her head. Everything Deidre had said was true.

Deidre took out a stack of letters tied together by a blue string. “I’m afraid we must do this old school. Keep the letters for each stack together, and then see if we can find a letter mentioning a missing woman.”

Danielle opened her thermos and turned its cap upside down to function as a coffee cup. She offered Deidre a cup, but she declined, then Danielle poured herself a coffee.

Caffeine jolted her brain to heightened alert, and she skimmed through old letters. Rather, she tried to. The loopy and scrawled handwriting from two hundred years ago was hard for her to read. She held up a letter, angled the page away from her and squinted at the words.

One long series of loops and swirls looked back at her.

Deidre laughed. “It takes time to learn how to read quill scratches.”

“Time? Try a decade.”

“The study of history requires patience and great reading glasses.” Deidre rose from her chair and crossed the room. She returned with a plate of freshly baked ginger nut biscuits.

Danielle picked a biscuit and bit into it. A splash of ginger and spice coated her tongue. “This is delicious. Did you make it yourself?”

“I get them from the ice cream shop up the street. In the summer, they sell ice cream. In the winter, they are a bakery.” Deidre flashed an approving smile, then flipped through a series of letters.

Got to love the adaptability of small-town businesses.

Danielle’s morning was long. From overloading on caffeine, lack of sleep, and squinting at the looping and dizzying handwriting, Danielle struggled to focus. She had read messages from Irish workers to their families in Ireland explaining they would send money soon for the passage over, updates on the construction of the Rideau Canal from the English engineers to Colonel John By, and letters between vicars, but nothing pertaining to a missing person.

Danielle folded a letter and put it back in its stack. “Did you find anything interesting?”

“Plenty of interesting things.” Deidre picked up three letters. “There is some correspondence on the effects of the Great Fire of 1856 that burned half of the town, iron shortages because of the construction of the locks, complaints about Mayor Irving’s direction for the town and rumours he had a mistress, and some reports of petty crime from the canal workers.”

“Any details on the woman?”

Deidre looked up her notes. “We’ve been able to find some women who lived in the house. Mary Carville was married to Theodore Carville. They were the first owners of the house and had six children, four of whom were girls. The oldest daughter was born in 1811, and the youngest in 1818. Clair Abbott was married to Ernest Abbott, and they bought the house in 1835. They had five sons. The Whittakers didn’t have children.”

“That’s great work. Did any of them have servants?”

“Servants?”

“Most servants at the time would have lived with the family, no?”

“That’s right.” Deidre sipped her tea. “I think there’s a mention of servants.” She picked up a stack of letters and thumbed through them. “Mrs Carville wrote to her family in England she was pleased to receive an indentured servant but didn’t provide her name. And the Whittakers also received five children.”

“Thought you said they didn’t have children?”

“None biologically, but it appears they applied to receive children from Britain to work their farm.”

Danielle frowned. “What does that mean?”

“Today, we call them Home Children. They were indentured servants shipped to Canada to work farms.”

Uncertain what to make of this strange information, Danielle sucked on her cheek. “Do you know if any of the children were girls?”

“I’ll dig some more. Alice is good at cross-referencing this kind of stuff. I’ll enlist her help.”

Danielle removed her phone and looked up Indentured Servant Records Canada. A series of scanned ship passenger documents appeared written in their original loopy handwriting.

Too many swirly letters written in archaic handwriting. Too many words to decipher.

She squinted, unable to tell words from scrawl from encrypted scratches. A sharp pain developed behind her eye just from looking at it. “Excellent.”

Jordan carried two plates and served the table beside Danielle’s.

“Is that your Cumberland pie?” Deidre turned and faced Jordan.

“You know it is.” He adjusted his apron.

“You ever going to share the recipe?”

His cheeks curved in a cocky grin. “If I did that, I’d lost half my clients.”

“They’d still come to eat it here. People can make steaks, lasagne, and almond salmon at home, but they still go out to eat them.”

“I’ll take my family recipe to my grave.” He waved to a customer entering the restaurant, then walked up to the front counter.

Danielle picked up her cell and checked the time. It was going on three in the afternoon.

“My grandson has a soccer game at four.” Deidre tidied the desk and stacked the letters.

“Can I take these with me to study?”

“Sure, but please be careful with them.” She handed Deidre a stack of envelopes. “There are some from the 1810s and 1850s. I’ve given more stacks to other members of the Historical Society to review.”

“I’ll be careful with them. I can send them back to you next week?”

“That works.”

Danielle put the envelopes in her purse and crossed the street to the East Harbour Eats. She could survive for only so long on coffee and ginger cookies.

A few people were hammering election signs onto their front yards.

She entered the diner, sat in a corner booth, ordered, and read some more letters. She collected a pile of letters marked sent from Halifax and another pile marked sent from East Harbour.

A few letters contained tender correspondence between a soldier and his wife. There was an exchange between city counsellors expressing concern over the mayor’s refusal to pave the streets even though businesses said it would improve their profitability. A woman complained to her sister in Halifax that her neighbour had the best furniture in town, and she couldn’t afford to buy herself a set.

A day wasted on background research and no solid clues. Irritation gnawed at Danielle. She wasn’t even able to eliminate anyone in all the letters she had read.

People filtered into the restaurant and took up booths next to Danielle’s.

She finished her meal, paid, and walked to her car.

The prickly scent of smoke filled the air.

Thick smoke rose from the Historical Society, consuming the building behind a thick veil.

The wind shifted, billowing smoke down the street and assaulting Danielle’s eyes.

She blinked away the stinging tears, but the smoke was too thick and too encompassing. She coughed and turned her back to the fire, then dug her phone from her purse and made to call 9-1-1.

The sounds of sirens rose from a few streets away and approached with speed. The flashing lights of the engines provided strobed ruby and white sparks of light through charcoal clouds.

Her reporter instincts overtook her, and she recorded the scene.

Matt climbed down from the engine in full firefighting gear and hurried up to the fire engine. The name Fortes was written across his lower back in reflective letters.

“What was Matt doing here?” Danielle mumbled to herself but kept her phone pointed at the fire.

With confidence and efficiency, he walked the perimeter of the building and knocked out the windows with his Halligan bar.

“Gas is off,” someone’s radio squawked.

“Electricity is off,” someone else replied over the radio.

Thick black clouds of smoke billowed from each window, enveloping the building in a hellish nightmare.

Matt came from the other side of the shop to the front and knocked out another window.

Danielle wanted to yell out to him to be safe, but her mouth had turned dry from the fire, not from the logjam of emotions in her throat.

No. Dry from the fire. That was it. Had it to be from the fire.

She watched on. Each hiss of the fire, each crack of a beam, and each beat of her pulse made her jump.

Stay safe, Matt. Stay safe, Matt. She repeated her intention into the universe, wanting every single billion-something star to look down favourably on Matt.

Leading a hose team, Matt entered the inferno, and the last Danielle saw of him was his name in reflective lettering, disappearing into the blaze.
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Hand gripping a two-and-a-half-inch water hose, Matt stood in front of the entrance of the alpha side of the building.

The incident commander had directed the engines to park at the corners of the building outside of its collapse zone, but Matt would have preferred all engines be parked two blocks away to be free and clear in case the fire decided to spit bricks.

The lag bolts that steadied the exterior brick walls looked creaky and old, and Matt tasted bile at the thought of them blasting from the walls like pistons without cylinders.

The steady pressure of the hose against Matt’s gloved hands provided a comforting reminder of the power he wielded.

Fire scorched, water drenched. Flames burned, water doused. The smoke blurred vision and choked and suffocated and billowed to the ceiling like its rightful place was between humans and sunlight.

Matt would beat back the smoke, the flames, the tendrils of fire that maimed and wounded and branded. The hose line Matt gripped had the power to vanquish the nastiest of blazes and save all lives.

“Need a secondary sweep?” Matt asked over the radio.

“Investigatory sweep is done,” the incident commander said. “Secondary sweep completed. No victims. Prior inspection indicates building doesn’t have asbestos or vermiculite.”

“Acknowledged.” Matt entered the alpha side of the building and directed the hose towards the centre of the corridor.

The heat of the fire assaulted him like a battering ram to his sternum. Columns of fire snaked up the walls, claiming the building as their own, daring Matt to push them back.

The building was a widow maker—all sweet and pleasant on the outside, but on the inside, she’d clamp her fiery fangs around his neck, wrestle him to the ground and press her full weight against him to relish the sensation of his life draining from him.

And she’d flash a seductive smile at him all the while.

The fire hissed, the beams crackled, and the mortar that held together the two-hundred-year-old structure fizzed and popped and threatened to burst.

Matt pressed into the corridor, directing the hose on the floorboards and then onto pieces of burning one-hundred-something-year-old tables with charred pamphlets and burning flowers.

The fire lashed back, sending two columns of blaze towards him.

Matt raised the hose and directed the jet of water towards the flames.

They flinched, then gathered strength and whipped around again.

“Watch the wall,” Colm said over the radio. “Lose the wall, we’ll lose the staircase.”

Matt shifted his stance and directed the water stream from the two-and-a-half-inch hose towards the staircase.

The fire licked its way up the stairs like an elemental slinky.

Matt strode up the hallway and directed the hose to the front room.

The jet of water burst onto display cases, knocking some back.

A second hose team approached from Matt’s right, and they directed their line to the back of the room, attacking the fire from another angle.

Upstairs, something loud crashed.

The walls of the building issued a plaintiff groan. One hundred and fifty years of standing against nature and the elements, the building had met its match.

“Hose Team One, report,” the incident commander asked through the radio.

No response.

Matt’s mouth dried and sweat slicked his brow.

Crackles and hisses and taunts from the fire filled the silence.

“Need another team upstairs,” someone from Hose Team One said.

Another loud crash came from the second storey, then debris fell from the ceiling onto the display cases, burying them.

“Hose Team Two, move to the second floor,” the incident commander said.

“Understood.” Matt sprayed a path from the front room to the staircase, then climbed each step by keeping his weight near the wall.

The staircase ended on a large landing with antique furniture reduced to charcoal.

Matt took a few steps away from the stairs, giving time for his team members to reach the second floor. He sucked in large breaths and would need to replace his SCBA tank soon.

The fire on the second floor raged. Thick smoke rolled at shoulder level, rendering the only thing visible the flames outlining each doorframe, marking each entrance into a level of hell.

Metallic glints of pipes reflected from the ceiling, and useless sprinklers sat perched on the ends of pipes, looking down at Matt helplessly.

Matt swore under his breath, then pressed forward, directing the jet of water ahead of him. “Where are you, Team One?”

“Second door on Bravo side,” someone answered. “Trying to save the roof.”

The muscles in Matt’s arms fatigued from holding the hose, but he blocked out the pain and led his hose team down the hall and entered the second room on the left.

The smoke streamed from the open window and thinned over a spray of water from the water cannon on the truck outside.

The roof groaned, and the floorboards under Matt’s feet shifted.

He sucked in more air, trying but failing to ignore the subtle buckles and sways of the building.

Hose Team One changed their angle of attack, directing the water next to a closet. The water pressure burst through the wall, revealing a plastered-over old compartment.  A column of fire sprang from the wall onto the Hose Team One, pushing them back.

“Fuck,” Matt said. “There’s a void.” He directed his hose towards the new area, beating it back.

Six hose teams, five hours, four changes of SCBA tanks, three water cannons streaming water on the outside corners of the building, and the fire was finally contained.

Matt ran a thermal scanner along each wall and discovered three more voids, two of which had fires. With those fires contained, he continued his examination of the building.

He inspected the rubble, tracing the fire’s path from the second floor to the first and down to the basement to its point of origin.

The basement was dark and damp, and everything smelled of wet ash and smoke.

Old metal filing cabinets stood in twisted heaps on the front end of the basement. The foundation had different holes from various renovation activities.

A massive charring pattern flared from a melted electrical socket and followed a straight line to the stairs.

An electrical short started the fire, and someone had used an accelerant to spread the fire.

Arson.

Exhausted, Matt blew out a long breath and leaned against a fire engine. He opened a water bottle, chugged it, opened another bottle, chugged that, then devoured a protein bar.

He checked his cell phone and saw a message from Papai and another from Hugo, both checking in on him. He texted them back, saying he was fine. He had an unanswered call from Mamãe, and he gave her a quick call back.

Townspeople congregated on the sidewalk in the same clusters they kept when eating at the restaurant.

Expressions serious, Bruce, Jordan, and Dwayne stood at the corner, closest to the fire engines. Tears streaming down her face, Deidre stood with the other ladies from the Historical Society.

Danielle wrote something in her notebook, then looked up. Their gazes met, and a faint smile curved her lips. She inclined her head to him.

Matt removed his helmet and tucked it under his arm. He ran his fingers through his sweaty hair, then strode towards Danielle. “What are you doing here?”

“I was going to ask you the same question.”

The red and white flashing lights of the emergency vehicles shone on Danielle’s face. The lines of her mouth were tight, and worry weighed down her expression. Even her curls seemed to have less bounce and fewer twists.

“I was doing some training with the local station.” He tilted his chin towards her.

“Researching background on the remains. Did everyone make it out all right?” She peered around him in the direction of the engines.

“A couple of close calls, but yeah, everyone’s fine.”

“How are you doing?”

He blew out his breath and turned his back to the crowd. “It’s been a long day, but everyone made it out okay. That’s what counts.”

“Don’t give me that.”

“What?”

“That bullshit answer. How are you doing?”

He scrubbed his face with his hands, going against the grain of his day-old beard. Sweat and ash stung his eyes, and he wiped them away. “Like crap. I need to soak in a hot tub for an hour, then crash for twelve. Plus, the fire was an arson.” He kept his voice low.

“An arson?”

“I’m positive. They tried to make it look like an electrical short caused the fire, but there’s clear evidence of an accelerant.”

“What kind?”

He shrugged. “Gasoline, most likely, but forensics will have to figure that out.”

“Where did the fire start?”

“In the basement.”

Danielle’s eyes widened. “Are you serious?”

About her. About them. “Always.”

“The basement? That’s where the remains were found.”

“You think someone torched the building to destroy evidence on a two-hundred-year-old murder?”

“I do.”

He rubbed the back of his neck, but the stiffness in his muscles eased its iron grip. “What’s there to gain in that?”

“A better question is, what’s there to lose?”

“They can’t be prosecuted for a crime someone in their family did. Let alone something that happened hundreds of years ago.”

“True.” Danielle ran her tongue along her lower lip. “What if the murder covers up a bigger scandal? Something that someone doesn’t want to be revealed today?”

“Like what?”

She shrugged. “Something still hidden in the building? Another body? Correspondence that identifies the murderer? I don’t know. But there was plenty of evidence in that building that’s now a pile of ash.”

“It would have to be a massive scandal for someone to be afraid of it leaking.”

“Money. Sex. Power. Crime. Those are some things people don’t want public.”

He tried to order his thoughts, but one by one, they ran off in different directions. He drank from his water bottle. The splash of cool against his tongue was a welcome respite. “Anything about the locals jump out at you?”

“Like if one of them smells of gasoline and has burned eyebrows.”

He chuckled. “Something like that.”

“I took photos of everyone and recorded quite a bit of the blaze, but I can’t say anyone seemed out of place.”

“Send me the videos?”

“Sure.”

“There’s something else bugging me. I think the Frontenac fire is related to this.”

“Why?”

“Electrical fires are different. When it’s an arsonist seeking a thrill, they’ll grab a can of gas and a packet of matches. When they’re looking to cover it up, they’re testing different ways of setting fires.”

“Like with a bug zapper.”

He nodded. “Something happened a week or two, maybe longer, before we found the fire in Frontenac to set this arsonist off. And until we find out what they want, more buildings will burn.”
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Chapter 9
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Danielle sat on the floor of the living room of the condo Toronto with a stack of papers spread out around her. She had filled up her camping thermos with Tim Horton’s coffee, loaded up on sandwiches, and then set to the task of identifying recent events in New Harbour.

Small towns and small-town news indicated the building of a new boat ramp to accommodate more tourists. The local girls’ soccer team beat the reigning Hastings champions. The federal minister of Parliament held a press conference to announce more money to protect heritage properties. The municipality debated expanding sidewalks and whether to convert street lighting to use solar panels. Three people complained about too many raccoons.

Absolutely nothing related to a controversial topic.

Danielle searched for news items two and three months prior, but it was all more of the same. She went as far back as two years, and the most contested issue in the previous mayoral elections was the proposition of a one-dollar-a-day parking fee for the use of municipal parking.

She sipped her coffee, and the caffeine gave her brain a much-needed jolt. She researched the people in New Harbour from 1809 through to 1870.

Anishinaabe and Huron-Wendat First Nations, farmers, canal diggers, soldiers, indentured servants, trappers, and tradesmen.

She sorted through the archives of indentured servant contracts and newspaper notices indicating a contract had been paid in full or the intent to sell a contract and complaints from the servants for particularly cruel and harsh punishment.

She had emailed a history professor at the University of Ottawa for background on indentured servitude and received a list of websites and books for background research.

A message pinged on her cell phone, and she swiped open the screen and read a post left on her blog.


UnknownUser37: Why haven’t you found them yet?


Great. Some jerk pretending to be a source turned out to be an online hater.


Danielle: I follow the evidence

UnknownUser37: He was right in front of you yesterday in New Harbour

Danielle: What do you mean?

UnknonUser37: The guy you’re looking for was right in front of you

Danielle: Which guy?

UnknownUser37: Figure it out


Part curious, part annoyed, Danielle sucked on the inside of her cheek. She had been targeted by other wackos before, people who liked to hide behind a computer screen and taunt her.

Death threats, sexual harassment, comments saying women shouldn’t be reporters, and all manner of insults had been posted on her blog and under her articles for other news organisations.

So far, all death threats had been cowardly blowhards. Most sexually suggestive comments hadn’t led to a physical confrontation, except for one asshole who showed up at the newspaper in Ottawa when she had interned. Danielle had called security, and she hadn’t heard from the man since.

And yet, for all that possibility of danger to herself, she had also received important information through anonymous tips.

UnknownUser37 was most likely messing with her, but there was a slight possibility they knew something.

She sipped her coffee, giving her nerves another reason to do a jig.

Her phone pinged, and curiosity got the better of her. She picked it up and read the message from Mom, then almost threw her phone across the room.


Danielle: Stop trying to set me up


Mom texted, but Danielle refused to read it.

Danielle rubbed her temples, but the rising tide of being overwhelmed pressed against her. New job, new city, multiple stories to track down, old stories to resolve, long distances to travel, and a roommate from hell.

She breathed in through her nostrils and exhaled through her mouth, following the instructions of every yoga instructor she had ever had.

A little more grounded, she shifted her focus to work and checked her emails.

Deidre and Alice sent a resume of the letters they reviewed. They found records of soldiers marrying women from neighbouring First Nations tribes, but since the skull of the woman found was Caucasian, it couldn’t have been them stuffed into the wall.

Danielle returned her attention to Annie Boyne. If the woman in the wall were the lady of the house or another woman of importance, people in the village would have noticed her disappearance or death.

A servant, on the other hand, particularly an indentured one, wasn’t held in such regard.

Danielle had a name and a birth year, more than enough information to get some background on Annie. Danielle contacted the City of Liverpool’s Research Officer and asked for information on Annie—birthdate, parents, where she was born, siblings, and other information on her.

Then she turned her attention to reading about Liverpool in the 1810s—a historically significant port since the sixteenth century, though inhabited since the Iron Age. In the late 1700s, the Industrial Revolution was in full swing, and Liverpool became a significant port in the Consumer Revolution and the Atlantic Trade.

Danielle clicked through some articles. All concurred that most indentured servants shipped to Canada came from extremely poor backgrounds. Housing conditions in Liverpool in the 1800s were terrible, with over forty per cent of the population living in cellar residences.

Danielle’s cell phone rang. Matt’s name flashed across the screen, and a thrill shot through her. She answered it.

“Annie Boyne was stabbed between her lower ribs with an upward motion, and her hyoid bone was crushed.”

Danielle winced. “Stabbed and choked?”

“It appears to be the case.”

“That’s brutal. Is there any way of knowing how many attackers?”

“Not that they said.”

Danielle clicked open and closed her pen. “What else did it say?”

“She was missing four teeth, but the remaining teeth were in good enough condition for the time she lived. A few untreated cavities but no abscesses. According to the coroner, the remains measured five feet, which put the woman two inches below the average height of a woman for the time. She would have weighed around ninety pounds, which puts her underweight by about fifteen.”

“She was poor, then.”

“Probably.”

Danielle wrote down the findings in her notebook. “Did the coroner mention anything else?”

“One of her feet was slightly clubbed.”

“Who do you think she was?” Danielle asked.

“An indentured servant in the colonies.”

“Yes, but beyond that. What do you think her hopes were? Which colour do you think was her favourite? As a person, who do you think she was?”

Matt drew in a long breath, then released it. “I don’t know. Who do you think she was?”

“I think she was one of two things: a woman crushed by poverty and forced to relocate to Upper Canada to pay back her debt—or the debt of a family member. Or, she could have been adventurous.”

“Adventurous?”

“Yeah. I read that some indentured servants did so voluntarily to pay for their passage across the Atlantic.”

Matt grunted.

“What does that mean?”

“It means I don’t know. I need more evidence.”

Danielle doodled in the centre of a page in her notebook. “What else have you been up to?”

“Hugo and I went to see Fast Furious.”

“Which number are they on?”

“I can’t count that high.”

She laughed. “Was it good?”

“It had expensive cars, car chases, and explosions. Yeah, it was good.”

“Any other plans this week?”

“Wednesdays, I always go over to my parents, and the family crowds around to watch a Porto game. We have dinner afterwards. You?”

“Background research.”

“You haven’t gone out to try that Brazilian place?”

“Thought I’d stay in to enjoy the quiet of the condo.”

“Roommate’s out?”

“Yeah, and I don’t care where or for how long.”

He chuckled. “Still, it might do you some good to take a break from work.”

“I’ll show you around when we’ve figured out the connection between a two-hundred-year-old murder and an arsonist.”

“Then we’ll solve this tonight.”

She smiled into the phone, knowing he couldn’t see her, but unable to stop herself. “Deal.” She rubbed her eyes. “It’s an interesting story. I don’t want it to be pushed off the side of my desk with updates on parking meter fees and warnings about speed reductions when they repaint a road.”

“We’ll figure this out. There fire at the Historical Society is being investigated as an arson, and we’re waiting on further forensics.”

“What do you hope they’ll find?”

“Anything that leads to the arsonist. There was a surveillance system installed, but I don’t know about the quality of the video. It was on a closed system, not the cloud, and the hard drives were badly damaged. IT people are looking at it now to see if they can salvage anything.”

“East Harbour Eats is basically across the street. Do they have surveillance cameras?” Danielle asked.

“None.”

“No other security precautions? Some of those artefacts could be worth a lot of money.”

“The insurance company required new windows and a sprinkler system.”

Danielle frowned. “Did it turn on?”

“That’s one thing the renovation money would have bought.”

“How do you know that?”

“I saw the piping for it during the fire. They were installing it on the second floor.”

“Horrible timing.”

“Or perfect timing for the arsonist,” Matt said. “Burn whatever evidence now before a sprinkler system has the possibility of preserving it.”

“Who would know a system was being installed?”

“The contractor, the installation company. The Historical Society might have named the company they wanted to use in their grant application.”

“Think someone in Ottawa has a connection to East Harbour?”

“Who knows?” Matt said. “But they would have seen the application and known what they wanted to buy.”

Danielle doodled in the centre of the page. She started with a straight line, then made a series of triangles, then coloured in every other triangle. “It’s someone more local. Someone who can’t or won’t walk away.”

“After two hundred years? What’s keeping them there for that long?”

She stopped doodling. “Money. Power. That’s about all I can think of.”

“How much money is there in East Harbour?”

“Apparently, enough.”

“I don’t buy it. Arsonists don’t commit crimes to protect their pride or business interests. They set fires for thrills and revenge.”

“What’s the revenge for a two-hundred-year-old murder? Who would do? Which culture carries a grudge for that long without escalating every chance they get, and everyone knows about it?”

A contemplative silence filled the line.

Danielle drew a little more in her notebook, then checked to see if the line was still open.

It was.

“I don’t know,” Matt said. “I suppose some Scottish clans, Afghan clans, First Nations tribes, or African tribes might still hold a grudge about what happened hundreds of years ago.”

“Your family has a cottage near East Harbour. Hear of any tribal warfare?”

He chuckled. “None come to mind. But there was this one summer where each father on the street of my cottage had a barbecue war.”

Danielle drew a large zero, then coloured it in. “Barbecue war?”

“Yeah, they got into a competition into who could catch—fish or hunt—then barbecue the best dinner.”

“Who won?”

“Vovô.” Matt’s voice left no doubt who won the contest.

“Was he repeat champion?”

“Three years in a row. Best northern pike between Ottawa and Toronto.”

She would have liked to have tasted it, even just once. But that wasn’t possible. Not with the history between their families. “Got the recipe?”

“I have the recipe and the fishing license, but not quite Vovô’s knack for the barbecue.”

“What about an open fire?”

“Next time we hike, I’ll cook it for you.” His voice was warm and rich and so full of honey it gave her a sugar rush.

“Think they have fire permits in Toronto’s parks?”

The warmth of the conversation burst, leaving only a cold silence between them.

Her hand stopped doodling. Her lungs stopped breathing. Her eyes stopped blinking. She stared at the scribbles of her page. The patterns and loops filled in spaces, blurring into one giant mess.

A never-ending silence stilled everything in Danielle.

“I mean, for when you visit.” Her words cascaded into one another into an almost incomprehensible slur.

“It’s not that simple.”

“How can I make it simple?”

“All my family’s here. I have my fire investigator courses. I have my heavy mechanic courses.”

“Didn’t one of your cousins join the army?” She tried to infuse lightness in her voice, but her words came out heavier than lead.

“He did.”

“But?”

Matt cleared his throat. “He’s based in Kingston or Ottawa or Montreal.”

“Ottawa and Montreal are only an hour further away than Toronto.”

“In good weather, in good traffic, and only on the outskirts of Toronto. But it’s not just the distance. My family and career are here. If I transfer, I’m starting completely over as a mechanic and firefighter. I have no contacts and no clients. I might as well be eighteen again trying to find my way.”

Danielle pressed the tip of her ballpoint pen into her notebook, the only thing keeping her tethered to a situation where all she wanted to do was float away and disappear.

The corners of her eyes filled with tears, but she refused to shed them.

Matt held a large piece of her heart, but she was master of it.

She swallowed hard, not trusting her voice to stay even or her eyes to stay dry. “So, um, how do we lure the arsonist out? We know they’re local. We know they’ve got a connection to a murder that happened in the 1810s.”

“Danielle.” His voice was heavy with emotion.

She glanced away from her notepad to the corner of the room where it was dark and safe and hidden. “The arsonist? How do we find them?”

He cleared his throat. “We find out what recent events tie to the past.”

“That’s the thing. I don’t get it. There’s nothing in recent East Harbour news to suggest scandal. Only small local stuff that has nothing to do with the past.”

“What about the neighbouring villages? Newport or Southdock?”

“Nothing. I’ve expanded my search for all hamlets, villages, and towns in all directions for seventy kilometres. That brings me to Kingston proper or the outskirts of Ottawa.”

“What if something else is hidden in the walls?” Matt asked.

“Like more bodies?”

“Any other missing people?”

“Nothing popped out when I was searching, but I was only looking for a missing woman. The men would have been more transient—fur traders, workers on the canal, settlers pushing further.

“Any fires in East Harbour?” Matt asked. “Anything that would have killed people? Or flooding, causing people to be swept away.

“There was a Great Fire in 1823 that destroyed most of the town, but no corresponding deaths were recorded in the churches. And there was another Great Fire of 1856 and a third in 1905. Fifteen people died from the one in 1905.”

“We’re spinning our wheels.”

She was spinning her heart. “Is there anything from the building’s forensics that would indicate more bodies stuffed in walls?

“I’ll ask the local fire department to test the voids for bones and preservatives. I’ll have them test for lye and baking soda, and salt. I didn’t see any barrels, but if there are other bodies in the house, they could have been stored in vinegar to mask the stench.”

Her brain rattled. “Why not dump the body in the woods? There would have been plenty of spots where no one ventured to dump the body. She weighed next to nothing.”

“Maybe a woman killed her and wasn’t strong enough to carry out to the woods, or she couldn’t get away long enough from the house.”

“Maybe. But you’d think she’d attack her husband for cheating on her.”

“Different times. She would have likely needed his income and physical labour to survive.”

Danielle pinched the bridge of her nose, but the motion didn’t clarify her thoughts. “My brain is fried.”

“So’s mine. What do you need from me?”

A kiss, a hug, a future. “Look into the forensics and local events.”

“Can do. Good night.”

“Night.”

Danielle ended the call.

Exhausted, she gathered her papers and laptop and stacked them into a neat pile and went to bed.

She dreamed of empty walls and unanswered questions and the people of East Harbour carrying about their business as if nothing had happened.
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Chapter 10
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Matt sat at the small lunch table in Papai’s garage. A half-eaten Prego sandwich sat on its saucer, and a tendril of steam rose from a fresh cup of coffee.

Portuguese music played in the garage, and both Papai and Hugo worked on their respective vehicles.

Matt dialled the East Harbour Fire Department. “Anything from forensics?”

“They confirmed the accelerant was petrol, and the fire started in the basement.” Captain Philip Clarkson of East Harbour Fire & Rescue had a commanding but friendly voice.

“Anything from the ashes in the voids?”

“No more human remains we found on the property.”

“Good.” Matt smoothed the edge of his napkin. “What else did they find?”

“Lye. Large quantities of it throughout the house.”

Matt grunted. “Anything else in the walls?”

“Same thing they usually find in these kinds of buildings—sawdust, newspapers, straw, whatever else they could find to insulate.”

“What about the insurance? Any high-value items insured?”

Captain Clarkson laughed. “I said you could help with the investigation, not lead it.”

“I didn’t mean to overstep, only eager to apply what I’ve learned.”

“I appreciate the enthusiasm. The museum didn’t have any high-worth items. They had some old clothes from the 1810s, a few old muskets and firearms, and assorted tools. The firearms were separately insured, and the insurance company insisted on special cases to house them.”

“They survive the fire?”

“Fully intact.”

“How much would they be worth?” Matt asked.

“They have an 1801 Brown Bess worth about ten grand and an 1850 Enfield worth about eight grand.”

“Any signs of the case being tampered with?”

There was a moment of silence. “I’ll look into it.”

Point to Matt. “What about war medals or jewellery?”

“Nothing of worth listed in the insurance.”

“Any reports from local medical clinics or hospitals about burn victims?”

“Checked three times. Nothing.”

Matt went through the list of questions provided in his textbook. Nothing suspicious turned up. “Inspect the tapes of the security camera?”

“I was going to go through them tomorrow.”

“Mind if I drive up to watch them with you?”

“It’s your gas.”

Matt checked the calendar on his phone. “I’ll be there around four tomorrow.”

“That works.” Captain Clarkson ended the call.

Matt took a bite of his Prego sandwich.

Papai entered the small kitchen, tossed an oily rag into a dirty clothes bin, and sat across from Matt. “You’re working too hard. Want to watch a ball game tonight?”

“I’ve got class until nine.”

“Catch up at the bar after?”

Very few things would make Matt happier. “See you there.”

Matt got into his truck, drove to East Harbour, and dialled Danielle.

“I was just about to call you.” Each word was more cheerful than the previous.

He breathed in the joy she brought him, then exhaled the sad reality they could never be together. He glanced in the rearview mirror, but the change in scenery didn’t change his heart. “What’s going on?”

“I tracked down another source in my father’s case.”

Matt remained silent but shifted his gaze to the road ahead of him. The long, familiar road that always led back to the no man’s land of evidence, where every lead and document went to die in obscurity.

“Are you there?” she asked.

“I’m here.”

“Okay. I tracked the letter carrier who worked on our street.”

Matt frowned. “They can’t possibly remember every single letter they delivered throughout their career.”

“Not that.” Irritation chased away the pleasantness in her voice. “I’ve tracked them down to see if they remember anything unusual around the time of the scandal. They walked the same route at the same time every day for years. They would have noticed something out of place.”

“Like that?”

“Like Dad shredding evidence or throwing away a lot of garbage for a few weeks.”

“You’re grasping at a thread that’s already snapped.”

Danielle sighed. “It’s an angle I haven’t covered before. I’m also looking into landscaping and snow removal companies.”

“Are you ever going to let it go?”

“When I have the truth.” 

“And what if you never have it?”

“I keep looking.” Her voice was unapologetic.

This wouldn’t be an argument he would have for the rest of his life. He couldn’t stand the conversation when it popped up for his parents, and he most certainly couldn’t endure it in a romantic relationship. He drove for a while in silence. He slid his gaze towards his phone, and Danielle’s name still showed on the screen.

“What are you up to?” she asked.

“Going to review video footage of the arson in East Harbour.”

“Let me know what you find out.”

“Will do.  You hear from the DNA test?”

“Not yet.”

Another silence filled the line, one he wanted to fill with flirty banter and an invitation for her to reconsider her move to Toronto.

But the words didn’t come, and both the road and the silence stretched for another kilometre.

“Are you up to anything tonight?” she asked.

“Dinner with my family. You?”

“Nothing, really. I don’t know anyone here.”

“Can’t have lunch with a colleague?”

“It’s not exactly a warm and fuzzy newsroom.”

“With your charm and intelligence, you’ll win them over in no time.”

“If only I had the same confidence in me as you do in me.” Her voice warmed with a smile.

“I’ll always bet on you.”

Something beeped near Danielle. “I have to go, or I’ll miss my train home. See you this weekend? Maybe a hike in the morning, then go to East Harbour to do some digging?”

“I have firefighting drills in the morning in East Harbour and Newport, but I can meet you there for a late lunch.”

“It’s a date, uh. It’s—” She stammered. “Uh, it’s a—”

He’d give his left nut for it to be a real date. “It’s a lunch with a friend.”

“Yeah. That’s it. Lunch with a friend. See you then.” She ended the call.

The highway got longer and more silent.

#   #   #
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Matt sat next to Captain Clarkson in his office in East Harbour.

Captain Clarkson was forty-something years old with greying eyebrows and a clean-shaven head. He was slow to judge a person but fast to assess a situation. He placed a VHS tape into a dusty VCR.

“Where did you find one of those?” Matt asked.

“Had to raid my father’s garage.”

“The insurance company didn’t make them go digital?”

Clarkson placed the tape into the VCR. “It was part of the upgrade.” He pressed play, then fast-forwarded the tape.

The video was grainy and lacked definition and sound. In the video, bright sunlight shone through the Historical Society’s windows onto displays, cases, and rugs. One full day passed, and no one entered the building. Moonlight and the dim light from the garage light or porch light of a neighbouring house cast shafts of soft light into the Historical Society.

Nighttime on the video, and no one had entered.

On the second day, the video showed Deidre opening the Historical Society. She gathered some papers and sat at the front desk, reading. She greeted four visitors and gave them a tour.

On the third day, the same thing happened, only with five visitors and Alice dropping by to spend a few hours with Deidre.

On the third night, someone had entered from the back door. With a dark hoodie pulled over their face, they walked with their back to the camera and their shoulders rolled forward.

“That’s the arsonist.” Matt pressed the pause button on the VCR.

“See how they entered?”

“They didn’t break the glass. I didn’t see any damage to the door jamb. Did you?”

Clarkson shook his head. “They picked the lock or had a key.”

“How many people have keys?” Matt didn’t wait for an answer. He picked up his phone, looked up Deidre’s phone number, and texted the question, then Matt pushed the play button and played the recording at normal speed.

The tape moved forward. The suspect walked down the corridor, then went to the basement.

“Is there footage of the basement?” Matt asked.

“Only footage of the museum.”

Three minutes passed, then the arsonist came back into view at the top of the staircase leading to the basement. The arsonist walked towards the rear door, then stopped in front of a side table with newspaper clippings hanging above it and some items spread out over a doily. The arsonist went to pick up something.

A flash of light blinded the camera, and a second later, flames engulfed the hallway.

The arsonist flung open the door and ran outside.

Matt rewound the tape several times and replayed it from the time the arsonist came back from the basement and made to leave.

“What do you see?” Clarkson asked.

“The arsonist is about five foot ten, maybe eleven. Probably of medium build, but they could have worn padding under their hoodie to bulk themselves up.”

“I agree. What else?”

“They had a key or are handy with lockpicks. That’s how they entered. They know the building well enough to know where the cameras are and how to hide from them.”

“Also, agree. What else?”

Matt rewound the tape another time and played it at half of normal speed.

The arsonist walked from the basement door to the rear door, turned slowly to the side table and reached for something, then the flash of the fire brightened the screen.

“He wasn’t expecting the fire to go off so soon,” Matt said.

“Yeah, but he used petrol to accelerate the fire. He should have known it would have gone up quickly.”

“Amateur?”

“It’s a random target for an amateur. Normally, they’d burn something in a less central location where there were people around or something easier to get to.”

“It’s more like he got distracted by whatever he found on the table and lost track of his timing.” Matt rose from his chair. “I’m going to go see what he was looking at.”

#   #   #
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Matt entered the Historical Society through the charred frame of its rear door. Beneath his shoes, the burned floor crunched.

The door jam had no gouge marks or other indications of being forced.

Matt crouched and examined the lock. A tarnished brass doorknob hung proudly against the remains of an oak door. Again, no screwdriver indentations. “How old do you think that lock is?”

Clarkson grunted. “One hundred, one hundred and twenty-five years old. The doorknob matches the hinges.”

“How many keys to a hundred-year-old door do you think are out there?”

“Beats me. But that lock can’t be that hard to pick.”

Matt turned on the light of his cell phone and peered into the lock. The mechanisms appeared to be intact, but he’d have to consult with a locksmith. He took a few photos of the doorknob, lock, and mechanism, then entered.

Clarkson followed Matt. “The camera was pointed here.” He gestured to a burned side table standing next to a small staircase leading upstairs.

Matt picked up a few blackened pieces of something. What they had been and what they had signified, only Diedre or something else from the Historical Society could tell. “There was a hose directed here?”

“Correct.”

“From the rear entrance in?”

“That’s right.”

Matt strode along the hallway, past a series of silver picture frames darkened by grime and soot, eyeing the debris pushed against the walls and floorboards.

A shattered crystal decanter, a pair of broken blue vases with landscapes, a silver British military gorget, a series of medals whose ribbons had been burned, and some silver candle holders lay pilled up against the floor.

“Anything of value?” Clarkson asked.

“Plenty of things of value, depending on who you ask.” Matt put on a pair of latex gloves and picked up a silver candle stick. It felt heavy in his hand. He looked at its bottom and found the marker’s mark, then looked it up online. “Charles & George Reily & Storer designed and crafted the candlesticks in 1826.”

“What’s it worth?”

“About a thousand a stick.”

“That’s worth stealing.”

“Is that enough to set a fire? The arsonist didn’t seem to know the candlesticks were here until they were on their way out?” Matt put the candlestick on the floor. “Besides, they were both right in front of the rear entrance. They could have smashed the window, grabbed them, and left.”

Clarkson walked the length of the hallway, then turned on his heel and faced Matt. “Do you remember where the other silverware was?”

Matt looked up the Historical Society’s collection on its website. “It lists a few items in a silver tea set but has an article on how rare silver was in Upper Canada at the time.”

“That makes it more expensive?”

“Not in the overall silver scheme of things. Only rare for Upper Canada in 1830. It would have been the most prized possession of someone wealthy merchant’s wife. How would it get here?”

“Someone imported it from England.”

Matt picked up a second candlestick and inspected the silversmith marks. Identical. He walked to the other silver items and checked their marks, but they were from other silversmiths who, according to the internet, were a mixed bag of English, French, and American silversmiths.

“What are you thinking?”

“I think the arsonist wanted to hide something the Historical Society had found or was putting on display.”

“To my knowledge, they haven’t had new displays in some time.”

Matt scrolled through their website. “Their website doesn’t contain information on a new exhibit.”

“If they were trying to hide something by burning it, the item or items were already here.”

“The bones. Nothing else has changed in East Harbour except for their discovery.” Matt placed the silver items back on the floor.

“Who cares about a two-hundred-year-old skeleton?”

“They didn’t just die. They were murdered.”

Clarkson raised his eyebrows, then let them fall. “Sure. But that was two centuries ago. There aren’t any great mysteries in the village.”

“What about thefts or crimes?”

Clarkson shook his head. “My family’s been here for over a hundred years.”

Matt blew out a frustrated breath. “You know the area. You know the people. Who would set fire to a place and, on their way out, spot something and try to grab it before the flames brought the building down?”

Clarkson removed his captain’s hat, raked his fingers over his clean-shaved head, then put his hat back on. “I don’t know. It doesn’t fit.”

“Is there anyone in town that has a grudge against the Historical Society building? Someone who was forced to move out of it because their family couldn’t keep up with the mortgage payments?”

Clarkson shook his head. “The family who owned the building were glad to sell it to the Historical Society because the Historical Society was able to restore it to its former glory.”

“Thought they got a grant to modernise it?”

“It’s been forty years. There’s a lot of upkeep that needs to be done.” Clarkson kicked at a burned book with the toe of his shoes. “The building needs to be gutted and rebuilt. Not sure they can raise the funds.”

“Anyone have a grudge against any of the members of the Historical Society?”

Clarkson’s cold captain-appraising-a-situation gaze landed on Matt. “You’ve been poking around these arsons a while. What do you think?”

Matt pulled his shoulders back and tipped up his chin. The only thing he needed was a formal firefighter’s uniform and formal cap, and he’d be ready to go on parade. “I think there’s someone in East Harbour who doesn’t want something exposed.”

“Evidence?”

The same method of arson was used—something, likely a potato chip bag, connected to an electrical device to set up the spark. Then, an accelerant was used to ensure the building was engulfed in flames before Fire and Rescue arrived. “Every arson is connected with someone related to the Historical Society.”

“Who has a grudge against them?”

Bruce Harris had a grudge against Deidre for their divorce, was a former member of the Historical Society, likely still had a key, and knew how to set a fire.

Matt remained silent, ordering his thoughts, and weighing how much he could trust the captain, knowing Bruce had once volunteered for the local fire and rescue.

Clarkson strode a few steps down the hallway and peered down the staircase leading into the basement. His movements were fluid, the muscles of his jaw relaxed, and nothing gave away his thoughts.

A nagging feeling burrowed between Matt’s ribs, drilling deeper until the feeling found a spot in the cavern of his chest where its gnawing sounds echoed loud and clear.

Any great captain knew their crew, their strengths, weaknesses, troubles, and conquests. The captain might be covering up Bruce’s tracks, or whatever Bruce hoped to hide could also implicate Clarkson.

A good recommendation from Clarkson could put Matt in line for a promotion to a paid firefighter’s position in Kingston or, better yet, to a paid fire investigator position.

Or worse, Clarkson could spread rumours about Matt’s professionalism. Matt would be black balled for the rest of his career.

The worrying feeling hollowed Matt out, leaving him numb and wary.

He flexed and unflexed his fingers, but the gnawing continued, ravenous and uninterrupted. “It’s someone local.”

Clarkson looked over his shoulder. “And?”

“We’ll bring these silver items to the lab and run them for prints. The arsonist might have touched them.”

Clarkson removed a large evidence bag from his pocket, put on latex gloves, then collected the items. “I’ll send them off.” He walked to his truck.

Matt stayed with Clarkson until he packaged the evidence and sent it to the lab, then drove back to Kingston to have dinner with his family.

Stomach full of Mamãe’s delicious codfish casserole, Matt settled on his sofa to read his fire investigation manual. The letters turned into a jumble on the page.

Who was hiding what in East Harbour?
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Chapter 11
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Danielle sat at Alice’s dining room table across from Deidre.

Oil paintings, mannequins clad in clothes from the 1840s and 1920s, and furniture smelling of smoke lined the walls of the dining room. The living room was packed tight like the trunk of an SUV on a family cross-country road trip, leaving only one small gap to allow the driver to see through the rear-view mirror.

Every moving company in the country would use their compact packing as a case example of how to pack up a house.

History books of Upper Canada lay open on the lace tablecloth beside stacks of old letters, shoe boxes of old photographs, and various personal items from the 1820s salvaged from the fire.

A series of watercolour paintings of landscapes leaned against the wall. Their vivid shades of green and blue faded over time, but their scenes remained beautiful, and the words Upper Canada were written at the bottom.

“Isn’t that North Otter Lake in Frontenac Park?” Danielle pointed to a painting with a view of a lake.

“Well done.” Alice walked to the bookcase, took a notebook, and handed it to Danielle. “The artist is Francis Scott. He was a quartermaster in the British Army and drew his travels.”

Danielle flipped through the notebook’s pages.

One sketch was of a large port at the base of a mountain overlooking an ocean with the word Gibraltar at the bottom.

Another sketch of was plantation surrounded by palm trees with sacks of something, likely sugar, stacked by a ship with the caption of Barbados.

She returned to the drawings from Upper Canada. “Are these from East Harbour?”

“Some are. Others, we think they are from East Harbour or Kingston.”

One illustration was of a cluster of wood and stone houses. Three couples stood in front of a flour mill in fine clothing, a few men stood in front of the buildings, and a cluster of women in work clothes stood off to the side.

“Think one of these women in Annie?” Danielle asked. “It’s dated from 1828.”

“It’s possible. He never named the people in his drawings. Which is such a shame.”

One of the women had reddish-brown hair and a brown shawl over her shoulders. She stood with her shoulders back, and her head tipped up, proud despite the stains on her apron and the patches on her skirt.

Scott drew a few other people, their faces taking up most of the pages. Farmers, labourers, soldiers, grand ladies with expensive clothes.

And then, there were a few of the women in the work clothes with a patched skirt. Unruly locks of hair tumbled from her coif, and in one image, the tops of her boots were worn and in need of shining. But the woman’s eyes remained confident and intelligent.

In one drawing, the woman balanced an overflowing basket of laundry on one hip. Thin, to the point where her cheekbones were sharp and her cheeks hollow, she remained true and undaunted. Scott hadn’t drawn one worry line, one pouting lip, one dip of her shoulder. Whatever burden the woman in the image carried, she did with strength.

Another image had a woman’s hand holding a thimble with a dent along its rim. Her fingers were long and thin with a callous on the pads of her hand, but she was graceful and elegant.

The other pictures of East Harbour were of landscapes, farm animals, and homesteads, but no people.

A cold rain pelted against the bay window, making the dreary morning more miserable.

A late assignment at Toronto City Hall led to a late filing of a thousand-word story on changes to how the city subsidised public transport. Groups representing transit users had voiced strong protests over shrinking support, and organisations representing individuals with mobility impairments condemned the move, claiming it condemned people who depended on special needs transportation to be cut off from shops and services.

The story was too important for Danielle to wait until Monday, and she had stayed in the office until eight to ensure its accuracy, and she had given voice to those most affected by the changes.

She had left the office very late with an empty stomach, got back to her apartment at a quarter to nine, and drove to Kingston, where she had flopped onto her mattress around one in the morning.

The annoying beep of her phone’s alarm jarred her from her sleep a few hours later, and she kept her appointment with the lovely ladies of the Historical Society.

The sound of rain soothed Danielle, almost to sleep. The smell of rain lulled the part of her brain she used for logic and reasoning.

Danielle chugged a strong coffee. Part of her was relieved she wouldn’t be hiking with Matt. A larger part of her was impatient. She had to wait another two hours to see him and his gorgeous dark-brown eyes.

Alice carried a coffee from the kitchen to the dining room and placed it on a clear spot on the table. “How do you take yours?”

“Black, thanks.” Danielle removed her laptop from her purse and opened it on the table. “I’ve been doing some more research into newspaper archives. There were indentured servant contracts posted in the Montreal Gazette. The owners of the contract wanted to sell it to raise funds.”

Annie poured Danielle a cup of coffee and set it in front of her, then poured Deidre a cup. “Any mention about Annie Boyle?”

“None directly, but there was mention of several Irish domestic servants. One of them could have been her. Given the size of the population and the demographics at the time—” She looked up the demographics on her phone. “Upper Canada, now Ontario, had a total population of 260,000 inhabitants. And Lower Canada, now Quebec, had a total population of 400,000 people.”

“Any evidence Annie Boyne first landed in Quebec or Montreal?”

“I didn’t see her in any of the ship’s passenger or cargo manifests.”

“Cargo?” Deidre asked.

“You never know how a captain might have classified them, but I can’t find her on any ship.”

“Have you tried Halifax? That’s the most logical port of arrival.”

Danielle looked up National Archive records. “It would have made her journey inland that much longer. Kingston was an established town, and it would have been faster for her to sail there.” She looked up from her monitor. “Do you know how the deals were brokered? How did someone buy an indentured servant?”

“If they were convicts and sent over, they would be sold upon arrival,” Deidre said. “Sometimes, an employer had contacts in Britain and arranged for their transport. I’ve been looking into the archives and haven’t found anything about Annie Boyne. I’ve only started research into the Home Children. It’ll take some more time.”

Her pulse beat a steady rhythm against her temple, a sign she had already had too much coffee for the day. She picked up her cup but didn’t drink from it, weighing the benefits of a jolt of energy against an increasing headache.

She set her cup down, then picked up a ceramic thimble from the table. “Any significance to this?”

The clouds shifted, and the rain poured in higher volumes, darkening the room and casting shadows along Deidre’s face. “Only small items I salvaged from the fire. I didn’t have anywhere else to put them.”

“How much were you able to save?”

“About half, but of the half, there’s a lot that’s ruined or will need extensive rehabilitation.”

“Will the insurance cover it?”

“The damage to the building, but how can you replace a hundred-year-old picture frame that was crafted by a master or an antique wood inlay armoire?”

Danielle ran her finger along the edge of her laptop.

“Once the piece is gone, so too is the story with it,” Alice said. “Someone made that armoire, and someone bought it. There must be some family history around, some funny story about how the dog snapped up the Christmas turkey from it and ran outside.”

A heavy silence descended over the room, and the sound of rain only deepened it.

“What other avenues are left to research?” Danielle took out her notebook.” National Archives, newspaper archives, church archives, court records about indentured servant archives, ships manifests.” She wrote each down.

“Personal correspondence and official correspondence.” Alice patted a stack of letters. “Municipal records like maps and bylaws. Census records.”

“Oral history,” Deidre said. “I’ve tracked down the previous owners of none remember anything related to an indentured servant.”

Danielle dropped her pen and rubbed her temple. She needed a solid meal that included a healthy portion of lettuce and non-fried vegetables. “Any local authors cover the history of East Harbour?”

“I wrote two books,” Deidre said. “I didn’t uncover anything related to Annie Boyle.”

“Anything stand out about the prominent citizens? Anyone denounce another too loud, anyone disappear from town and come back for a while?”

“Mary Carville,” Alice said.

Deidre looked up from the letter in her hand. “That’s right. There was some correspondence between her and her sister in Halifax saying that she would visit Bytown for a while.”

“Did she have family there?” Danielle asked.

“None that we could find,” Deidre said. “And remember, at the time, the journey to Ottawa would have been difficult and expensive. Even with the canal built, she risked contracting malaria.”

“Why go to Ottawa?” Danielle doodled in the centre of the page, drawing a little Parliament building with a Canadian flag on top of the Peace Tower. “Her family was in Halifax, and the better shops would have been in Montreal or Halifax. If she wanted to get her hands on some expensive furniture, she would go to those cities. What did her husband do?”

“He owned the lumber mill,” Deidre said. “It could be he wanted to visit the lumbermills in Ottawa because they were quite advanced for their time.”

“Maybe.” Danielle drew the Senate next to Parliament.

Alice placed her cup on the tray, rose and bent at the waist, stretching. “I could use a walk. It always helps me clear my mind.”

“That’s a good idea.” Danielle closed her notebook and rose. For a second, her muscles forgot how to hold her weight, and her knee popped. She caught herself, then rolled her shoulders back. “Are all the salvaged items from the Historical Society here?”

“I’ve got some at my ice cream shop,” Alice said.

“Mind if I look? It might reveal another line of investigation.”

“Not at all.” Alice adjusted the collar of her oversized shirt.

Danielle wasn’t sure if Alice had lost a lot of weight, had undergone some form of medical treatment like chemo, or enjoyed drowning in clothes that were three sizes too big for her.

Danielle gathered her purse and followed Alice and Deidre out of the house.

The rain had stopped, but humidity still clung to the air, labouring her breath.

She followed the women up a tree-lined lane to Main Street and Alice’s shop. The walk was short, but the heaviness of the air ensured Danielle would need a shower.

Alice entered her ice cream shop, and the bell above her head chimed.

A blast of frigid air struck Danielle’s cheeks, cooling the beads of sweat on her brow and sending a frisson down her spine.

A series of portraits with carved wooden frames rested against the wall. The ice cream shop’s plastic chairs had been turned upside down and rested against the tables, leaving two love seats with plastic sheets pulled over them for the customers to sit on.

A series of boxes stood stacked near an armoire displaying porcelain knickknacks and some personal items.

A disinterested teenager rose from his chair behind the counter and looked on blankly. “Can I take your order?”

“We’re here for the antiques, Ryan,” Alice said.

Ryan grunted, sat, and bent his head to his cell phone.

Danielle walked to the armoire.

A set of silver brushes with engraved swirls and roses and matching mirror and comb was on display, next to a wooden one. The wooden set lacked a mirror, and neither brush nor comb had any design and both missed teeth.

“Do you know whose sets those are?” Danielle asked.

“We know the silver set is from Carvilles. Mrs Carville had bequeathed them to her oldest daughter, who didn’t want them. They went to the youngest daughter, who gave it to her daughter, but she ended up selling them and other items to maintain her household after her husband’s death.”

“How sad.”

“Such is life, I’m afraid.”

“And what of the wooden set?” Danielle asked. “Who did they belong to?”

“I’m not sure, but they were in the same lot of goods as the silver brush and were kept by the woman who bought it. I think they became children’s toys.”

A series of decorative thimbles stood on the shelf, followed by one practical metal thimble with one dent along its top rim.

“Think it’s the same thimble as the one drawn in Scott’s books?” Danielle asked.

“Who knows?” Deidre said. “Those thimbles were cheap and damaged easily. Also, the thimble might have been damaged when it got dumped into the box or from the fire.”

Danielle walked across the ice cream shop.

The whir of the ice cream freezer’s compressor competed with the gush of air from the air conditioner.

Danielle eased a painting of a landscape from the wall. A portrait of a woman with reddish-brown hair stared back at Danielle. Soft lines arced around the corners of the woman’s full month, and her thin lips curved in a confident smile.

Gaze straight, eyes a clear grey-blue, freckles sprinkled from one ear across her cheekbones to her other ear, and reddish-brown locks framing her face. The woman was stunning.

Calm, collected, and in possession of herself.

The collar of her simple light-brown blouse, the soft touch of sun on the tip of her nose and the lack of jewellery on her earlobes or neck suggested a humble background.

“That’s her,” Danielle said.

“Who?” Alice asked.

“That’s Annie Boyne.”

“How can you be sure?”

“I know.”

Deidre placed a hand on Danielle’s shoulder. “Sometimes we seek connections to the past because we want to see them. We can’t make out the signature of the painter or the year it was made. Nor is there any indication of the name of the person who was in the portrait.

“Look at her. Doesn’t she remind you of the servant in Scott’s sketchbook?”

“There’s a likeness, but no proof it was her. Also, there’s no indication the drawings were from the same place. He sketched in East Harbour and Edinburgh, Scotland, and many other places. Maybe the woman didn’t even exist.”

Danielle’s pulse slowed, but she didn’t take care gaze off the portrait. “I know she was a person, and I think she lived in East Harbour.”

“Why?”

Every reporter instinct in her flared with the challenge. “Her clothes are authentic for someone who was a domestic in the 1820s in Upper Canada. Her hairstyle is plain and simple and indicative of a servant. Her expression is convincing and vivid and gritty, though beautiful, not like she was a composition of several women in some artist’s mind, but flawed and perfect like a real person.”

“There’s no proof she existed.”

“The artist drew her.”

“That’s not proof. I need a letter to a patron indicating the work was complete. I need the signature of the artist, or the name of the woman painted. I need some other piece of corroborating evidence the woman in the portrait existed.”

A sheet of chalky dryness covered Danielle’s tongue. Proof. Danielle was excellent at finding proof.

She carried the painting to the table, flipped it over, and removed it from its frame, then turned it around.

The initials FS were painted in the bottom right-hand corner, small and faint and the number 21.

“There.” Danielle tapped the edge of the painting. “FS. Likely Francis Scott. Did he sign any of his sketches in the notebook?”

Alice took out the sketchbook and thumbed through the pages. She stopped at the drawing of East Harbour and its residents. “Yes, FS. They match.”

“Good,” Danielle said. “That helps us establish a timeline. She was likely alive when he drew this portrait in 1821.”

Alice held up the notebook. “And she was drawn in these pictures of the town in 1823 and 1825.”

“And the other owners bought the house in 1835. Was there any indication that Annie’s employment contract was transferred to them?”

Deidre and Alice shook their heads.

Danielle’s cell phone pinged, and she took it out of her purse.


Matt: At East Harbour Eats

Danielle: I’ll be there in five


Danielle slid her phone into the back pocket of her jeans, then put the portrait back in its frame. “I’m going across the street for lunch with a friend. Do you mind if I meet up with you afterwards?”

“We’ll be back at my place,” Deidre said. “I’ve got more of Scott’s drawings to go through. Maybe we’ll be able to spot some town drawings without Annie in them, and that will help narrow the year she was killed.”

“Good thinking.” Danielle crossed the street to East Harbour Eats.

The clouds had lightened from a dark grey to a bright grey, and the sidewalk had dried, but the humidity still hung in the air. This kind of mugginess would stay for days, threatening to rain but never quite managing it.

Head bent towards his cell phone, Matt sat in the corner booth, back to the window. His dark hair had a wet sheen to it. Shadows stretched across half of his face, darkening the circles under his eyes, and partially masking his mouth. His muscled shoulders rolled forward, and there was a sluggishness to his motions.

All Danielle wanted to do was drive Matt back to his place, close all the blinds, confiscate his cell phone, and watch over him until he got sixteen hours of uninterrupted sleep.

She shuffled to him, fighting the drag in her step and the weight of her purse that wanted to pull her shoulders down. “Should you be here?”

Matt looked up from his phone, and exhausted eyes met hers, but the corners of his mouth rounded in a glorious grin. “As opposed to where?”

“Resting.”

“Solving crime rests me.” His grin deepened, banishing some of the exhaustion on his features.

“How were the drills?”

“They went well. We practised pumping water out of the lake, how to manage silt, how to keep steady pressure, and how to contain a forest fire.”

“Cottage country drills?”

“Pretty much. Dealing with campfires that got out of control, getting cars and ATVs out of the water, and lightening strikes.”

A sixty-something-year-old server approached and took their orders.

Danielle’s caffeine-induced headache pounded in her temples, reminding her to drink anything but another coffee. She ordered carbonated water and a Greek salad with grilled chicken—two minor concessions to her body that had been stuffed with takeout for the past two weeks.

“How was your family dinner on Wednesday?” Danielle asked.

Matt arched his eyebrows. “Don’t you want to go over the evidence?”

“Is there anything new?”

“Went over the footage from the Historical Society. I saw the arsonist, but nothing to identify them.”

The surge of enthusiasm ebbed, then flowed out of Danielle. “Then let’s speak of other things. Anything else but the story.”

“My brain’s broken, too.”

Danielle angled her chin towards her chest to muffle her soft laugh. “If only there were a potion one could drink for clarity.”

“Thought that was coffee’s job.”

“It’ll clear cobwebs until the fourth cup of the day, then after that—” Danielle shook her head. “It’s anyone’s guess. Sometimes it’ll bring you energy, other times a massive migraine.”

“And you, right now?”

“On the verge of a migraine.” She glanced up at the server, thanked them for the bottle, and twisted it open. The soft pops of bubbles and a fresh lemon scent filled the air.

“Take a weekend off. Catch up some rest.”

“Have a little getaway to a small, touristic town steeped in history but only a short drive from Kingston?”

He chuckled. “I’m serious.”

“I could say the same about you.”

“You work a full-time job, volunteer part-time, and are taking two courses. If I didn’t know better, I’d say you’re hiding from life.”

Matt’s eyebrows shot up. “Hiding? I’m living my fullest life.”

“When was the last time you went out?”

“I had a beer with my father on Thursday and dinner with my family on Wednesday.

“I meant out with friends.”

“I grabbed a beer or two with the other firefighters sometimes after a shift.”

“Are they your friends?” Danielle asked.

“Colm is. I gave him a ride today to the drills.”

“Am I keeping you from driving him back?”

“No. Colm’s visiting someone—” Matt let his sentence trail off.

“Visiting someone in their bed.”

“Probably. He said to text him when I was done.”

“You evaded the question.”

“What question?” Matt’s voice was all innocence and sweetness.

“About you hiding from life by working yourself to death.”

“I seem to recall you crashing into me when I was out on a date.”

“A first date and the woman was totally wrong for you.”

“The right one keeps leaving Kingston.”

Heat warmed her cheeks, and she almost melted into Matt’s hands. “I worry about you. You’re from Kingston, but all you do is hang around with your family.”

“You’d rather I cruise bars?”

“I’d rather know you’re having a good time at life.”

“Who says I’m not?”

Danielle reached across the table and ran the tip of her finger around the arc lines that bracketed his mouth. “The only time you smile is when you say hello to me. You’re so serious about everything else.”

He angled his mouth towards her hand, and his lips lingered against the pad of her finger, but he didn’t kiss her.

Heat blasted against her, scorching her cheeks and ears, and tips of her toes, and melted her core. Maybe the entire restaurant was on fire, or each building along the street blazed in the greatest fire East Harbour had known since 1905, or maybe a volcano rose from the depths of Earth spewing magma.

Whatever it was, Danielle’s body turned boneless, incapable of holding her straight. She eased her hand from Matt’s face and cupped the bottle of water, but its condensation did little to cool her.

“I watch futebal games,” Matt said. “I hike. I have a life outside of work.”

“Who do you talk to?”

Matt drew his eyebrows together. “Hugo. Manny. Colm.”

“You talk to Colm about the mysteries of the universe?”

Matt chuckled. “Firefighting, hockey.”

“You hate hockey.”

“You asked who I speak with, not if I enjoyed the conversation.”

“I’m too tired to laugh.” But she laughed anyway.

“Besides, I have family and work friends. Who do you have?” His tone was serious and loaded with caring, and she almost burst out crying.

She had him, with his kind smile, a sympathetic ear, and a comfortable shoulder. “You know how it goes. I’m moving to a new city, have to close off some business in one and make new contacts in another. These things take time.”

“Have you gone to one restaurant in Toronto?”

“I’ve picked up lunch a few times at a fast-food place. Then, one around the corner to escape my roommate’s sex-athons.”

“But the Brazilian place you mentioned. You haven’t gone to that?”

“I was going to go with you.”

Gorgeous dark eyes held her gaze. His chest didn’t expand for a full five seconds.

The server returned with their meals. A perfect interruption to the conversation, and Danielle was going to tip them thirty per cent.

She grasped for conversation subjects. His family was off-limits. She knew nothing about cars except how to start and stop them and absolutely nothing about soccer. “How many weeks do you have left in your courses?”

“Which? The heavy truck or fire investigator?”

“Either.”

“A few more weeks until my final exam for the heavy truck. And I have a handful more case studies to work through for the investigator.”

“Then you’re qualified to apply for the job?”

He shrugged. “Technically, I’m already qualified but haven’t had any interviews. I’ll keep upskilling until I land the interview and the job.”

“Sounds tiring.”

“It is, but that’s the grind, isn’t it?”

“Not afraid of burning out?”

“What’s worse? Having a dream and never working towards it, or having a dream and reaching it at the expense of everything else?”

Danielle drummed her fingers against the table. “Both suck.”

He chuckled. “Which is worse?”

“Wanting something and never going after it. You’ll never know what could have happened had you dared.” Her heart raced to him, chased him, followed him up the street and around every corner and darkened alley.

“I’m going after what I want.”

Her breath jammed down her windpipe. He wanted two careers, but not her. She looked out the window, blinking away blinding tears and choking back years of bottled-up emotions.

She barricaded her emotions where they belonged, deep inside her, behind decades of focus and work and toil, and locked them in a small box for which no one had the key.

Her mind took over, reminding her of the decades-long toil of mind-numbing stories, rejections, having phone calls ended, and emails unanswered.

She was going after what she wanted. Clarity and purpose returned to her, and she ran the tip of her tongue along her lower lip, uncertain what to say.

A series of sirens rang out across East Harbour.

Red flashing lights reflected in the window, followed by a series of police cars and fire trucks. The vehicles stopped across the street at Alice’s ice cream shop. Thick smoke billowed from the shop.

Danielle’s stomach sunk. Annie Boyne’s portrait, the Historical Society’s archives, the knickknacks, and personal items from people who had walked these streets one hundred, one hundred and fifty, two hundred years ago—all that history and heritage burning.

Danielle shimmied over to the end of the booth and leaned her head against the window to gain a better view.

But the view wasn’t better, only first responders cordoning off the road and preparing their assault against an inferno. Firefighters dragged hoses to the fire hydrants, walked with determination to the front of the building, Halligan Bars in hand, and the captain in a dress white shirt pointed left, then spoke into their shoulder-mounted radio.

Matt reached into his wallet, dropped a generous amount of bills onto the table, then rose. “I have to go.”
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Matt breathed through his SCBA and entered the ice cream shop in East Harbour through the main door on the alpha side for an exploratory inspection and to remove trapped people.

Colm Taylor walked behind Matt, carrying out a second sweep of the building.

Three support beams and the tables and chairs at the front of the shop were on fire, and plastic items melted into unidentifiable shapes.

A flame flared at Matt. Fires were beasts, using heat and flames like claws and fangs. They lurked in walls, in basements, in closets, ready to lash out and attack.

Matt’s pulse picked up speed, and sweat dampened his neck and underarms, but he steadied his breath and pressed forward into the fire.

He inspected the front area, then entered each washroom and circled to the back storage room, looking for victims.

None.

Good.

He doubled back on his steps and checked the storage closets, the restrooms, and the storage area under the sink in case an animal was hidden and turned over the tables in the front.

Again, no victims were hiding or unconscious.

He climbed the stairs to the second storey. The fire hadn’t yet reached the second-floor apartment, and he went through every room and closet, checking under two beds and doubling back again to ensure he hadn’t overlooked something.

No victims.

He returned to the main floor and assessed the direction and likely cause of the fire. The flames were angriest near two freezers, and likely an electrical short sparked the fire.

He exited the building, motioned for the hose team to advance, then took up his position as nozzle firefighter and walked into the building, pulling the hose with him.

Orange and red flames flickered, lashing out like fiery whips, warning Matt to back away.

Matt turned on the nozzle and directed the jet of water at the freezers. He firmed his grip on the nozzle, fighting past the kick of water pressure.

The fire hissed, and smoke thickened, but Matt kept the water stream directed at the most intense part of the fire. A beam groaned, and another snapped, and debris fell from the ceiling to the floor and landed with a loud bang.

The smoke thickened, and Matt breathed harder. He pointed the hose towards the support beams, and the fire fizzled and coughed.

The main fire was doused, and Matt and his team turned over beams and tables to extinguish the embers, then inspected the walls to ensure the fire hadn’t spread into them. Remnants of old knob and tube wiring lay blackened in the wall. The wiring had to be a century old.

Matt followed the charring pattern in the rubble to the point of origin. The scorch marks led to a pair of freezers, not of modern, stainless-steel design, likely from the mid to late nineties. He moved the freezers away from the wall, revealing two two-hundred-and-twenty-volt electrical sockets burned to a crisp.

“There’s the culprit.” Colm walked up to Matt. “A mouse got into the wiring, chewed the cable, and set the place on fire.”

Matt sucked on the inside of his cheek. Colm suggested a plausible scenario, and the electrical wiring was old. It wouldn’t take much for it to catch fire.

A nagging, whirling feeling swirled in Matt’s gut. An electrical short caused the fire, but he didn’t know what caused the electrical short.

He collected some ashes from behind the freezers for analysis and to confirm the cause, then checked the windows and rear door for signs of forced entry.

None.

Every firefighter was out, and Matt left the building and dragged the hose back to the engine. He removed his helmet and coat, and the warm summer night’s air cooled the sweat on his brow, but adrenaline still raced through him. He wouldn’t be able to sleep for hours.

He inspected the hose for damage, then folded it back into its resting position.

Dozens of people congregated near the burned-out building. Matt swept his gaze over the crowd, looking for suspicious behaviours, people out of place, and a teenager or two lurking on the edges. No one was out of place, no one was elbowing their way to speak with a firefighter, but most had their phones out recording the scene.

Stunning dark brown eyes, the colour of coffee, looked back at him.

Danielle.

She held her phone up in his direction, then lowered it. She squeezed her arm against her side, keeping her notebook in place and had a pen placed behind her ear. Armed with the tools of her profession, she was ready for any witness statement, confession, and piece of evidence. She had a grittiness about her that he admired.

Eyebrows arched and head slightly tilted back, she raised her hand in a small wave.

Surprised to see her, he waved back, then walked towards her, removed a handkerchief from his pocket and dried his brow. “What are you doing here?”

Danielle motioned for them to walk away from the crowd, and he followed.

She slipped her cell phone into the back pocket of her jeans. “I was going to ask the same thing.”

Her presence was sweet on a day that had only been sour. “A Kingston firefighter I work with knows some people here and came up to make introductions. I was poking around the local fire department to see if they knew of anyone who might be an arsonist. Got the call for this fire and offered to help.”

“They let you take point over their crew?” Her eyebrows rose and fell, and she made a flustered gesture with her hands. “I didn’t mean it to come out like that.”

“Some of their firefighters were called to another fire, and I have the most experience in this group.”

“Thought you asked around last week?”

He shrugged. “Calling around isn’t the same thing as looking someone in the eye and assessing their reaction.”

“What was the cause of the fire?”

“Off the record?”

Danielle nodded.

“Electrical.” He turned his back from the crowd and walked a few steps further away.

Danielle followed. “What aren’t you telling me?”

“Nothing. It’s a very old building. This may be an accident. Can you send me the videos you took of the fire and the crowd?”

“Sure. Think it’s arson?”

“I think it is. I’ve collected some ashes and sent them off for processing.”

“Why do you think that?”

He ran his hand over his head. “Coincidence. Too many electrical fires in a short period. I mean, yeah, it’s and old building, but there was no other indication of problems with the wires.”

“What sparked the fire?”

“I don’t know yet.”

“I don’t think it’s an accident.” She swiped her phone, and his cell pinged with a new message.

“Why?”

“I spent the day with Deidre going over old letters. And Deidre said she had given Alice some letters to review.”

“What’s in the letters?”

“I don’t know. Yet.” Danielle’s voice hitched with excitement and curiosity.

“What do two-hundred-year-old letters have to do with an ice cream shop? It’s a ten-kilometer-wide stretch.”

“Is it? Remains are found, and possible evidence of the culprit is destroyed a week later?”

He rubbed the back of his neck, and it was still sweaty. He dried his hands with his damp handkerchief, no help there. “There’s not enough of a connection between the ice cream shop fire and body. The remains are two hundred years old. What possible motive could someone today have to keep the culprit hidden?”

Danielle’s eyes widened, and the fiery inquisitiveness that burned in them was brighter than any blaze Matt had ever fought. “Maybe someone is covering up a scandal.”

“Who cares about a two-hundred-year-old scandal?” 

“The arsonist.” 

“Thought journalists followed the facts?”

She tipped her chin up. “I do follow the facts.”

“There aren’t current facts tying the fire of the ice cream shop and the remains. Uncover anything else about the woman in the wall?” 

“Nothing. Find anything else about the arsonist in Frontenac?”

He shook his head. “Alice is the owner of the building?”

“I think Alice owns the building. She’s over there.” Danielle gestured in the direction of a woman sobbing against Deidre’s shoulder.

Matt walked towards Alice, and Danielle followed.

“I don’t understand what happened. I put thirty years into building a business, and now it’s gone.” Alice’s eyes were swollen from crying, and she clutched the top of her blouse. A woman in her sixties, she was petite with a round face. Her purse was slung over her shoulders, and she kept pushing the strap back up. “What caused the fire?”

Matt didn’t answer the question. Ascertain if she caused it, then divulge appropriate information. “Were you in the building when the fire started?”

Alice sniffled, then dabbed her eyes. “I was returning the letters to Deidre.”

“Where did you meet her?”

Alice pulled her brows together, and four ridges appeared on her forehead. “At her house. Is this an interrogation?”

“These are standard questions.”

“Deidre lives around the corner. I popped out to bring her back the letters.”

“How long were you gone?”

“Not ten minutes. I chatted with Deidre for a little bit, and then we decided to have dinner at East Harbour Eats. We were walking over when we saw the fire.”

“See anyone around your store?”

Alice’s desperate gaze landed on each person standing on the sidewalk. “It’s in the centre of town. Maybe someone else saw.”

One by one, the people shook their heads.

“Where am I going to stay?” Alice’s voice cracked.

“With me.” Deidre pulled Alice into a tighter hug. “I’ve got the spare room, and we can contact your insurance company.”

“When can I move back?” Alice asked.

“The house needs to air out, then reassess if it’s safe for you to go in.” Matt shoved his handkerchief back into his pocket. “And the insurance company will send someone to take photos and assess the structural damage. They’ll have contacts of contractors to help you rebuild.”

Alice gave a short nod, then turned to Deidre.

Matt excused himself and walked towards the fire engine.

Danielle lingered behind. “Are you okay to get back to Kingston?”

No. He was tired but wired, and the rush of adrenaline wouldn’t subside for at least another hour. He wouldn’t turn down a ride from Danielle.

“I drove my truck.”

Danielle pressed her lips into a straight line. “It was good seeing you.” She turned to walk away.

“I haven’t eaten dinner,” Matt said. “I have to go back with the engine, then I’ll shower at the station, but we could eat afterwards.”

Danielle stepped toward him, and her scent of strawberry and kiwi added a bit of zest to the smokey street. “In Kingston at the Merchant Tap House?”

He didn’t want to talk here, either. The town was in shock, and Matt needed distance from it.  “Sounds good. Give me an hour and a half.” He walked back to the engine and climbed up into the cab.

Colm sat across from Matt. “I see why you’ve been hiding her.”

“I’m not hiding her.” He was hiding his heart.

“Then I get a go? I know I’d make her like it.”

Matt balled his fist. One lunge and he was convinced he could strike Colm square on the chin and knock him out. Matt hardened his stare and looked out the window.

Colm smirked. “You are hiding her.”

Hiding implied Matt was ashamed. He wasn’t. He was proud of Danielle, but his life was complicated, and their lives together would be even more complicated.

One of the firefighters drove the engine back to the station, and Matt climbed down and ensured his borrowed gear was in good order, then he showered and drove Colm home in silence.

Halfway between East Harbour and Kingston, Colm laughed.

Matt tightened his grip on the steering wheel, refusing to ask about whatever Colm had laughed about.

“She a hose lover?” Colm stretched out his legs. “Accidentally bumped into you in a bar, pretended to have car trouble, and next thing you know, you’re in the back seat with her?”

Matt had time to land one punch on Colm’s chin, then correct his steering to avoid going into the ditch. “Fuck off.”

“Think she’s a tag chaser?” Colm rolled up his sleeve and revealed his Royal Canadian Regiment military tattoo, then rolled up his other sleeve and revealed his tattoo of a Halligan Bar crossed over a shovel. “Or a hose lover?”

“Shut. The. Fuck. Up. Talk like that about her again, and I’ll put you through five brick walls.”

Colm laughed louder.

Matt frowned. “I’ve known her since high school.”

“Really?”

“Yeah.”

“You bang her then?” Colm asked.

“Fuck off.”

Colm chuckled. “Jepsen’s Garage is hiring a heavy truck mechanic.”

Matt knew the place. It had a reputation for shoddy work and a shitty work environment. “They’re always hiring.”

“It’s cause they’re growing.”

“It’s because they can’t keep their mechanics.”

“It’s work.”

“I have work.” Work in a declining business with co-owners who saw no need to change things. But he had work.

He stopped his truck in front of Colm’s condo.

“You on call on Monday?”

“Yeah.”

“See you then.” Colm got out of his truck, and Matt drove to the Leon’s Centre to park, then walked to the Merchant Tap House.

Danielle sat on the patio, an untouched beer in front of her. She had changed to a light cotton blouse unbuttoned to the third button, revealing the tanned sweep of her chest but not the swell of her breasts. She had pinned back some of her hair, drawing more attention to her stunning eyes.

She looked up from her cell phone, and her appealing smile lifted her cheeks and added extra sparkle to her eyes. “You made good time.”

He’d break the speed of sound with his truck to make his appointments with her. “Traffic was light.”

A server in a too-low shirt and a too-high skirt came by, took their orders, and then went to another table.

“Have you found a place yet?” Danielle slid her cell phone into her purse.

“A place?”

“For your shop.”

“I thought I had, but someone signed the lease before I could.”

“That’s too bad. Any other places that you like?”

“There aren’t that many commercial spaces that are equipped to be a heavy truck garage.”

“Any you can retrofit?” she asked.

“It would cost too much.”

“You could look for investors or a partner.”

“Your father’s not investing money in my business.”

Danielle drew in a sharp breath, and then the smile that had brightened her face collapsed into a darkened frown.

Shit. Fuck. Jesus Christ. He held both his hands in a forgive-me-gesture. “I meant I don’t know anyone who wants to start a business with me. All the students in my heavy mechanics course have jobs lined up. One guy was interested, but his credit rating is shot, and he can’t get a loan.”

“What about your firefighter friend?”

“Colm?”

Matt laughed. “He’s the most broke of the bunch. Bought a new car that set him back sixty grand and has an eye on a jet ski that’ll cost another fifteen.”

“He likes his toys.”

“He likes the women his toys attract.”’

“Figured as much.

“How’s that?”

Danielle lifted a shoulder and let it fall. The movement drew Matt’s gaze to how the collar of her blouse caressed her neck.

She traced the edge of her cell phone with her fingertip. “He has a predatory look about him. His gaze is cold and assessing, like he’s evaluating you to see if you’re beautiful and thin enough for his time.”

Matt couldn’t disagree.

The server returned with Matt’s beer and their food.

“What are you doing tomorrow?” He fought to rein in his eagerness.

“Back to East Harbour. There are different letters to review. They have other archives that I can sort through.”

“What kind of archives?”

“Birth and death certificates. The local newspaper will also have copies of their back issues. I’m hoping there are also other municipal records to delve into.”

Matt’s mind numbed. Danielle was looking for a speck of dust in a haystack. “Need help?”

Her cheeks curved, and her eyes softened. “You’d help?”

Always. “Sure. It’s a lot of work to go through those documents.”

“Thanks. I have a bunch of things I need to take care of tomorrow and then drive out to East Harbour, and after that, I have to head back for Toronto.”

“How’s Toronto?”

Danielle bit into her hamburger and chewed, and chewed and chewed, the look on her face pensive and deliberative. “It’s a lot of work.”

“All new jobs are.”

She looped a lock of hair behind her ear, but the motion didn’t hide the tightness in her mouth. “It’s busier in Toronto. It's a lot nosier with colder people. The boss is all right. It’ll take some time to develop sources, but that’s to be expected. And it’s where I need to be.” Her voice held confidence, yet her shoulders sagged a little.

“I hear there are good hiking trails.”

“I haven’t had the chance to visit the city. It’s been work, traffic, and here on weekends.”

“How’s the packing coming along?”

“It’s not.”

He’d been collecting empty boxes and newspapers for two weeks. “I can drop by in the morning and help. I’ve got plenty of newspapers to wrap your salt and pepper shakers.”

“Well, that collection is my life’s work.”

“Best protect them, then.”

Her smile returned, this one more private, and softened the corners of her mouth and eyes. “Always the first to volunteer, aren’t you?”

A touch of heat warmed his nose and ears. It had to be the beer, even if he had had only one. “Always happy to help a friend.”

A streak of red spread across her chest and crawled up her neck.

“Mateus?” Mamãe’s incredulous voice came from the street.

Horror weighed on Matt’s chest. His mother stood on the other side of the patio railing on the sidewalk. Her eyebrows rose and higher still, then bunched together. Her normally elegant features were marred with loathing. “What are you doing with her?” She spoke in Portuguese.

Papai stood next to Mamãe and muttered Portuguese curses and insults under his breath. A fraction of an inch taller than Mamãe, Papai stood with his brows bunched into a frown. His easy-going nature transformed into something ugly.

An engine block clogged Matt’s throat. “I’m having dinner with a friend,” he said in English.

“You call her a friend? She ruined us.” Mamãe spoke in Portuguese.

Crimson high on her cheeks, Danielle reached for her purse and removed her wallet. “I should go.”

The din of the restaurant-goers softened, and one by one, the servers stopped circulating between the tables, and within seconds, everyone was on Matt.

“We’ve not finished our meal.”  Anger firmed Matt’s voice. “I’m tired of the old arguments. Danielle’s father may have embezzled money, but every investigation cleared him. And need I stress again that Danielle is not responsible for her father’s actions.”

“She tainted,” Mamãe said, still in Portuguese. “She comes from a bad family. That mother of hers is another piece of work. Good families stick together in tough times. Her mother left the moment the scandal hit the newspapers. What do you think she will do to you?”

“If you’re going to insult her,” Matt said, “at least use her name and say it in English.”

Mamãe drew in the same kind of long breath she had done when Matt and Hugo were children, and they had done something wrong, and she was deciding what kind of punishment to mete out.

Matt lifted his chin and looked Mamãe in the eye. He wasn’t twelve years old anymore, navigating a family crisis. He had gained perspective and facts and was abso-fucking-lutely tired of living in the past. “You have to move on.”

Mamãe’s eyes widened, then narrowed. “It almost destroyed the family, everything we’ve worked for.”

“A lot of things almost destroy families. I know someone who started a business and ran it successfully for six years, then the market changed, and they had to declare bankruptcy. Antonio Garcia was an excellent husband and father and made a decent living, but his wife still cheated on him. Terrible things happen to good people.”

“You’re turning your back on us?”

“Never. I chose to move on.”

Mamãe jabbed a finger at him. “You’ll regret this day. You’ll wake up one and realise that she’s not what she seems to be, and she’ll not be the mother your children need, and when you need her most, she’ll do what her mother did to her husband and abandon you alone and in the cold.” Mamãe scowled.

Sadness, frustration, and a sense of needing drastic change hollowed out Matt’s chest. “She’s an excellent friend.”

Mamãe tipped her chin higher than any imperial princess and walked away with a huff.

Papai lingered a moment longer. “How can you upset your mother like that?” He also spoke in Portuguese.

“I’m not responsible for Mamãe’s actions. I’m tired of this argument.”

Papai’s frown deepened into the kind of scowl that sucked out all light and joy from the sky.

As a boy, Matt had only seen that frown three times. Once, when Avó was sick in the hospital, the doctors didn’t know if he’d make it. A second time, when Matt was eleven and had promised to look after Hugo while his parents ran errands, only to ignore Hugo, and Hugo, the bratty little brother he was, ran to the park up the street and twisted his ankle in the playground. And a third time when the news hit of losing all the family’s life savings in the business with Danielle’s father.

Now was the fourth time Matt had seen it, and it gutted him.

“Don’t bother coming over on Wednesday to watch the Porto futebal game. Your mother may never recover from this betrayal.”

Brutal. Family futebal nights had been their tradition since Matt could remember. As a boy, Matt had refused to play in a soccer league that had games on Wednesday nights because he didn’t want to miss futebal night with his family. Papai kept the shop open late on Tuesdays and Thursdays but never on Wednesdays.

He ran the tip of his tongue along his lower lip, tasting his words, but all were sour and bitter. “I’m still a part of the family, and I still want to be a part of your lives.”

“Not with her around.” Papai shook his head, turned on his heel, and hurried to catch up with Mamãe.

Rumble, crack, and crash. The fault line in his family from an earthquake of a conversation left him on one side and everyone else on the other side.

The restaurant-goers turned to their private conversations, with only a few sending sideways glances at Matt.

Glad he could be someone else’s cheap entertainment because he felt like shit.

Matt smoothed an eyebrow, then looked over at Danielle. “I’m sorry. You don’t deserve any of that.”

Tears brimmed in Danielle’s eyes. “It’s me who’s sorry. I cost you so much.”

She was worth the price and then some. “It’s them who need to change. They’ve been driven by anger for so long, looking to blame someone else for just shit luck. I’m tired of it. It was holding me back.”

“You’re going to turn your back on your family?”

He smoothed the other eyebrow. “It’s them turning their back on me. I’m trying to get them to change the shop so they don’t go broke. They won’t have it. I’m done being stuck.”

Danielle cleared her throat three times but remained silent. The mist in her eyes cleared, and her mouth firmed. “How can I help?”

“Help?”

“It’s not going to be easy going into the shop on Monday. Everyone else probably knows by now what happened here.”

Matt’s cell phone pinged six times, and someone was calling him.

Yup. Everyone else knew by now.

He ignored them. He had enough bullshit from his family for one night. “I’ll deal with that on Monday.”

She reached across the table and patted his hand.

The touch was light yet comforting and dragged his thoughts from the fight with Mamãe to a future he’d build brick by brick.

Tonight, he had the courage and determination of a firefighter running up seventeen flights of stairs into a blaze so hot it would make hell feel cold. He threaded his fingers into hers and squeezed.

Danielle’s chest rose with one long breath. “Are you sure?”

“I’ve never been surer.”

Pride and admiration rounded Danielle’s jaw into a full smile. “Thinking of leaving Kingston?” There was a hopeful tone in her voice, one that went straight to his heart.

The question hung between them, a cord linking their teenage selves to their adult selves. But the cord flapped in the wind, uncertain if it had the strength to keep them together.

Leave Kingston? He opened his mouth to speak, then pressed his lips into a thin line. The courage he had had moments prior to carving out a trench between him and his family dissipated.

Kingston was home. Kingston was where his family was, and they would cool down—eventually. Everything and everyone he knew, except for Danielle, was in Kingston. Everything in Kingston was familiar and close and historical and innovative. He could leave the city in twenty minutes and head to any number of trails.

Toronto was a cement cage that suffocated all residents with fumes, smog, and congestion. Toronto was alien, distant, some unknown world of towering condos and office buildings where everything was different yet the same.

Starting a business was risky enough. Starting a business in another city without a local partner or a way into that market was nearly impossible.

His pulse slowed, bogged down by having to start everything over. If he had a chance at being a fire investigator, it was here in Kingston and his network and because of his good standing with Kingston Fire & Rescue. Toronto didn’t have volunteer firefighters, only full-time staff, and even with his exemplary record and eight years of experience in Kingston, landing a job there was more networking than skill and competence.

Both his careers were here, but hers was in Toronto.

His heart pinched. He opened his mouth again, but again, he closed it. “Thinking of stopping investigating what happened with your father’s business?”

The enthusiasm in her expression waned, and she lowered her gaze. Her locks tumbled on either side of her face, darkening her eyes, and obscuring her mouth. “I can’t. I need to find out what happened.”

“It will eat at you for the rest of your life.”

“Don’t you want to know what happened?”

“I do, but I’m tired of having events that I had no control over poison my future.”

She squared her shoulders and tipped her chin up. “There’s always a new witness, a new document, some new forensic technique to develop new information.”

The pinch in his heart sharpened, slowing his pulse and breath.

They finished their meal in silence, and he walked her to her car, then went back to his truck and climbed into the cab.

The steps towards his business and profession were never lighter, even if leading down a long road. The steps towards a happy future were never weightier, and the distance between him and Danielle lengthened every day.
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Chapter 13
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Danielle brewed a pot of coffee, then applied a thick spread of cream cheese to a bagel. She hadn’t slept well, and her dreams were filled with images of her destroying beautiful things.

She had woken three times in the night, and each time, more guilt and sadness pressed on her. Tears had streamed down her cheeks the last time she awoke.

The feeling lingered and found a permanent home between her lungs and her heart.

The front door buzzer rang, and she answered it, letting Matt up.

She went to her door and opened it a crack, then went back to her galley kitchen as if she wasn’t excited or nervous to see him or had lost sleep. She bit into her bagel and almost gagged. It was stale and hard and disgusting. She’d have to do a grocery run on the way back from Toronto next weekend. Or, at the very least, an early morning Timmies run for fresh food.

There was a knock at the door, and she answered it.

Matt stood there, leaning into her apartment. His wet hair had a wave to it, and his athletic shirt hugged his chest. He was lean and had wiry muscles from work and exertion, and he was everything powerful without being overpowering.

Yum. Yum. Yum. Give her a case of whipped cream to cover and lick off every part of him.

He stepped inside her apartment and leaned a hand truck against the wall. “Everything good?”

Everything was super-fantastic-better with him around. “Come in. I’ve got fresh coffee and stale bagels.”

He chuckled, and the low rumble of it went straight to her nipples.

“I’ll take a coffee, but I’ll pass on the bagel.” Coffee carrier and two pieces of food in a take-out wrap in hand, he walked towards her. His strides were fluid and confident and unhurried.

Matt. Always volunteering. A very feminine part of her warmed. “You brought coffee?”

“And breakfast.” He placed the tray on her counter. “Wasn’t sure what you took, so I got a double-double and an egg omelette sandwich.” He handed her a wrapped piece of food.

She took it and bit into it. Anything had to be better than an old bagel with cream cheese nearing its expiration date. “Thanks.”

He unwrapped his food and bit into a Western bagel. “What are you bringing with you?”

Him. If she could bring one thing, it would be him. “My salt and pepper shakers.”

He arched his eyebrows. “Nothing else?”

“The condo already has furniture. I’m only there for another two months.”

“Really?”

REALLY. If she ever took on another roommate, she would have them undergo psychological and behavioural testing and a thorough background check before she agreed to share an apartment with them. “Yeah. I can’t live with Lam. She’s too much, but I don’t know where I’m moving to.”

“There’s a large garage with a tonne of space at the cottage. You can keep your things there.”

She almost put her hand on her chest. Almost, but she reached for the wrapped breakfast Matt had brought her and tore open the waxed paper, revealing an egg, bacon, and bagel breakfast. Nothing looked as good, smelled as good, or held the promise of filling her hollow stomach as well as this breakfast.

“Won’t your family notice my sofa, shelves, and mattress?” She bit into her breakfast sandwich and didn’t care that she spoke with her mouth full.

“It doesn’t matter what they think.”

Wow. Double Wow. Stack her spine and reinforce it with steel. She wasn’t wavering or swaying at the words from his mouth.

Her gaze met his, and for a moment, the universe aligned, and the distance between Toronto and Kingston was non-existent, like someone had invented Star Trek-worthy teleporting technology.

She enjoyed the trill of her pulse, then ate another piece of her breakfast sandwich. “It’s a lot of stuff to store.”

“There’s a lot of space to store it.”

Could a modern woman swoon? Could she drop her breakfast sandwich in a faint worthy of a 1930s black and white movie starlet? Maybe more modern women swooned by having both their hands over their heads, lying sprawled and fully exposed on the mattress.

Whatever. Whatever was the modern equivalent, she’d stretch, swoon, smile, sway, savour, salute her way to that blissful place where her head would rest more than comfortably on his shoulder, and her body was five times sated.

She sipped the fresh coffee Matt had brought. The caffeine jolted every sense and coursed down every vein, leaving her awake and jittery and wanting nothing more than his touch.

“You’re serious.”

“I am.” He put his coffee on the counter. “How much stuff needs to be moved?”

“Pretty much all of it until I figure out where I’m landing.”

“I’ll get to it then.” He walked over to the hand truck and wheeled it into the living room, loaded her sofa, and wheeled it out of her apartment.

An hour later, most of her belongings, except for an air mattress and a small pot she used for camping, were loaded in the bed of Matt’s truck. She looked back at her near-empty apartment. Pieces of cardboard and lint littered the carpet, and the space seemed bigger now without her in it.

She had lived most of her adult life here. She had spent hours chatting with friends, supporting them through breakups and bridal showers. She had broken up with a boyfriend she had thought was The One in this room, and she had decided to leave for Toronto in this room.

She took a picture of the place in some vain attempt to mark the moment she was almost done with this phase of her life, then went downstairs and climbed into Matt’s truck.

He drove towards East Harbour, then veered off onto a country road before the town, pulled into the lane of his family’s cottage and unloaded her items.

The cottage hadn’t changed in twenty years. Built from wide logs with broad white chinking to separate them, the cottage had a tidy front rock garden with bright flowers and a stone path leading to the front of the house. The trees on either side of the laneway had grown, but not one had been felled, and not one new tree had been planted.

Everything the Forteses did stayed the same.

Her stomach tightened. Matt’s parents would never change, and she and Matt could never be together.

Back at the truck, Danielle brushed a lock of hair from her brow. “We’ve missed our calling. Moved everything out in under two hours.”

Matt flashed a lopsided grin. “If being a heavy truck mechanic or a fire inspector doesn’t work out, I have a fall-back position.”

She laughed. Her cell phone rang, and Dad’s name popped up on the screen.

And with that one ring and one glance, her happiness burst.

Truck engine still off, Matt lowered his hands from the nine and three positions and hooked two fingers on the bottom of the steering wheel in quiet confidence. “Not going to answer it?”

She wanted to let the call go to voicemail. Instead, she answered it on the third ring. “Yeah?”

“You’ve finally realised I had nothing to do with it?”

Never. “What are you talking about?”

“I heard about what happened at the Merchant Tap House.”

“Having me followed?”

Dad sighed. “Kingston’s a small town. Word got back to me quickly. I’m making sure you’re okay.”

“What do you want?”

“My business reputation back.”

“Something like that is earned.”

“Something like that is stolen.” His voice was smooth on some words and jagged on others. He cleared his throat. “Are you seeing him?”

Yes. No. Damn. She wanted Matt as a boyfriend. It was complicated. “It’s none of your business.”

“It is my business if they’re going to do to you what they did to me.” Dad’s voice filled with concern.

“I’m an adult.”

“And I’m still your father. I was transparent with them about the business deal from the start. I encouraged them to get a lawyer to review the documents, and I agreed to use the accountant they suggested. When the deal went sideways, I fully cooperated with the police, the Canada Revenue Agency, and every single forensic accountant the Forteses threw at me. All found nothing.”

Danielle shifted her gaze from the side window to the front. The highway stretched before her, then a little way up ahead, a series of black chevrons against orange road signs indicated a curve ahead.

Life was a series of curves. Some she took at speed and made the turn. Others, she’d been thrown over the guard rails and landed dazed.

She couldn’t make sense of Dad’s business dealings and how they had completely collapsed. Mom blamed Dad. Everyone blamed Dad, and the reporters covering the story at the time all wrote about the suspicions of the business community.

Danielle shifted her gaze from the turn ahead to the forest lining the road. “Thanks, Dad.”

“Don’t let them gang up on you and ruin you.” He ended the call.

She held onto her cell phone, uncertain what to make of the conversation. Matt was a sweetheart of a guy who always did the right thing. His family was close-knit, upstanding people who had one really bad thing happen to them.

Worry wormed its way into her chest, finding a little place between her ribs to settle and grow.

Matt tossed her a look and raised his eyebrows.

It was everything, the real reason why she and Matt hadn’t gotten together years ago. “It’s nothing.”

Her cell phone pinged, and she looked up to see an anonymous comment on her blog, then frowned. “This is so strange.”

“What?”

“Someone called UnknownUser37 is saying that I should dig deeper into the fire at the ice cream shop.”

Matt shifted in his seat, and the full intensity of his gaze landed on her. “Why?”

“Doesn’t say. Only to look into it further.” She typed a response: anything I should look at?

“Do you get a lot of comments on your blog?” Matt asked.

Far fewer than she’d like to admit. “Not really. That’s what makes this strange.”

He leaned against the armrest, all casual male model posing for a firefighter’s calendar.

She dabbed the corner of her mouth, certain she had drooled, then forced her gaze back to her phone. Not that the text had changed, or a new comment had appeared.

“Any way to track it back to the sender?”

She texted the question to her technical support person. “I’ll find out.”

Hike or work on a case. Her heart wanted to hike next to Matt, get away from computers and documents and have the sun warm her cheeks and unpolluted air fill her lungs.

Her mind yelled, ‘story!’ Story won. “There’s still time to go into town and have lunch, poke around for any new information on the fire at the ice cream shop, and review some of the archives. Lunch is on me.”

Arrived in East Harbour, Matt parked in front of the East Harbour Eats.

The burned-out ice cream shop looked worse in daylight. A once-proud stone building that anchored the town in history was charred and gutted and, with it, a sense of place ruined.

Danielle took another photo of the building to make a before and after picture. Such a loss of heritage.

Matt held the door to the restaurant open, and she walked inside and sat in the corner booth—a booth that was becoming their booth.

Deidre, Alice and two other women from the Historical Society sat at a booth close to them with dozens of letters stacked on the edge of the table.

Glasses hung off the tip of Deidre’s nose, and she looked over to Danielle and gave a little smile, then returned to her work.

“Anything interesting?” Danielle took her seat in the booth.

“Plenty of interesting things, but nothing relevant to the woman found in the wall.”

“Any word on the autopsy?”

Deidre moved her purse and placed it between her and the wall. “That nice young officer said he’d call with any information.”

Jordan stepped out of the kitchen with a tray of appetizers and served the women of the Historical Society, then took Danielle’s and Matt’s orders. He wore an army tee shirt with a V-neck that revealed chest hair and a range of army tattoos, though their significance escaped Danielle.

The bell over the front door chimed, and Bruce, Dwayne and a few other men entered and sat at the far end of the restaurant.

Deidre peered over the edge of her glasses, and a disapproving humph parted her lips. Her mouth puckered into a scowl, and she sat hawk-like, ready to pounce.

Bruce settled into his seat across the restaurant and swept his gaze across the place. He gave a curt nod to Danielle, and then the pleasantness in his demeanour vanished. “What are you doing here?”

“I was going to ask the same thing.” Deidre folded the letter she was reading and placed it onto the pile next to her.

Danielle slid her notebook out of her purse. “What’s happening, Deidre?”

“I’m conducting a meeting of the East Harbour Historical Society.” She tapped her veiny hand on the stack of letters. “We’re the proper conservators of East Harbour’s history.”

Bruce snorted. “You don’t have a monopoly on history.”

“We’re archivists and historians, and we have the skill sets to ensure history is accurately interpreted.” Deidre’s pronunciation turned clipped and reserved as if she was an English society lady having tea and crustless cucumber sandwiches on a veranda overlooking the half-starved Irish workers digging the Rideau Canal.

Shocked, Danielle turned to Matt, who shrugged.

Danielle straightened, clicked open and closed her pen. “What’s this about?”

Bruce raised his chin in the direction of Deidre. “Them lot can research tea sets and whatever people ate two hundred years ago, but we’re looking into the people that made history. The workers, the soldiers, the politicians.”

Deidre pulled her shoulders back. A haughtier lady with a snobbier set to her shoulders the world had never known. “If you are implying that cultural history is of no importance, then you are gravely mistaken. The lives these people led, the families they had and left behind in Europe, the food they ate, the loves they loved and the loves they lost, all matter.”

Jordan served Danielle and Matt their coffees.

“What’s going on?” Jordan asked.

“It’s an old dispute between the groups.”

Historians and archivists had arguments. Since when? Oh. Since time began. Danielle swallowed a laugh and turned her camera setting to record. “Dispute?”

Bruce held up the laminated menu and snapped it. The wobbly noise carried across the restaurant. Brow, lips, and jaw tight from a frown, his pout rivalled that of any pissed-off teenager.

Deidre picked up her teacup but didn’t drink from it. “We’re investigating the remains of the woman found.”

“You have no idea how to investigate a murder,” Bruce said.

“We’re looking into missing persons, sudden absences, unexplained reasons why people moved away.” Deidre sipped her tea, drawing one long, graceful sip, then setting the teacup down without a clink against the saucer.

“Evidence. Facts. Forensics,” Bruce said. “That’s what’s going to solve this case. There was an English garrison in the area. We’ve got their records. Some captain, quartermaster, or soldier will mention a prostitute they encountered, then went missing.”

“There’s no evidence the woman was a prostitute,” Deidre said.

“There were women in the area at that time. A few of the Irish workers had managed to bring over their wives, and a handful of English officers had wives daring enough to live here. Dollars to doughnuts, she was a prostitute that was killed.”

“It’s not like the likes of you will ever find out.”

“The likes of us?” Bruce’s voice lowered, much in the way men’s voices lowered when they were on the verge of losing all control.

A shudder rattled Danielle’s bones.

Deidre tilted her chin towards Bruce.

Bruce met her gaze and lifted his chin higher.

Jordan went over to Bruce’s table, said something Danielle couldn’t quite make out, then chatted with the men. A minute later, Bruce’s fierce scowl transformed into a raucous laugh.

Danielle stopped recording, then looked over her shoulder at Matt.

Eyebrows slightly raised, Matt sat with his wrists resting on the edge of the table. He gave his head a slow shake.

Danielle pushed off the record button of her photo app and turned to Deidre. “What was that about?”

Deidre blew out an exaggerated breath. “Do you want to know?”

“Yes.” She tried to put as much detached professionalism in her tone, but she feared it sounded too much like a nosy teenager angling for details after a high-profile split.

“All they care about is military history. Who shot who? Who got appointed to what? Who bought their military commission and then leveraged that into a political appointment? They founded East Harbour Military and Political Historical Society a few years ago like they had the monopoly on the truth.”

Alice tossed an irritated glance over her shoulder in the direction of Bruce’s table. “It’s vile and myopic.”

“But they underestimated us.” Deidre’s tone turned contemptuous. “We got the grant to continue researching, not them. We got the grant to investigate the lives of people, not just the accolades of men of historical note. There were servants, wives, prostitutes, soldiers, settlers, farriers, First Nations, canal workers, and all sorts of people who contributed to the fabric and history of East Harbour. And we’ll research everyone who was a member of this community.”

Alice collected the envelopes and placed them in her purse. “Let’s continue doing this somewhere else.”

“And cede ground to them?” Deidre looked over her shoulder. “It’s a great restaurant. We were here first.”

“I just want to go ho—” Alice’s mouth straightened, and all fight left her. She rolled her shoulders forward and buried her face in her hands, muffling quiet sobs.

Deidre wrapped an arm around her friend’s shoulder. “The insurance investigator will be here this afternoon. And my house is too big for me. You’ll always have a place to stay.”

Alice sniffled, then dabbed her eyes.

The women left East Harbour Eats without a second look at the men at the far booth.

Danielle turned to face Matt. “What do you think about that?”

“It’s small-town politics. People hold grudges for twenty or thirty years.”

Sounded like big-town politics like in Kingston. “I’ll check on the grants they received. It seems to be the source of conflict between them.”

Jordan approached and served them their food. He had a Vote Jordan Grant campaign white on maroon button on his shirt. The colours matched the sign of his restaurant. “It’s not about the grant.”

“What is it then?”

“Deidre and Bruce used to be married.”

“How long ago?” Danielle asked.

“They were married twenty-five years and then split about four years.”

“Who left who?”

“She left him two weeks after their oldest moved out of the house.”

Shocked, Danielle raised her chin a little.

Matt’s lower lip relaxed, leaving a small gap between his lips.

“Rumour has it she planned it for years.” Jordan took a basket of condiments from another table and placed it on Danielle’s. “Squirreling cash here and there, planning for the day she would leave.”

“Any proof of it?” Danielle asked.

“None his divorce lawyers could find. And they hired the best accounting firm in the region.”

“Bergeron and Wilson Chartered Accountants?” Matt asked.

“That’s the one. How do you know them?”

“My parents used them for a business.”

Jordan grunted.

“How much do they hate one another?” Danielle asked.

Jordan looked in the direction of Bruce and his friends, then angled away from them. “She was over him the minute she walked out the door. Him? I’m not sure.”

“What did he do?”

“Do?”

“As a profession.”

“He works construction, but he was also a volunteer firefighter.”

Matt sat taller. He slid his gaze to Danielle, and his dark brown eyes shimmered with interest. A silent exchange occurred between them, and then Matt removed his cell from his trouser pocket.

Ding. Ding. Ding. She might have a winner for the arsonist. “Does Bruce have any financial troubles?”

“Name a divorced man that doesn’t?” Jordan’s tone was bitter.

A pissed-off ex-husband with a pile of debt looking for revenge. Deidre took the house, the children, and even Bruce’s Historical Society. Bruce had the skills and knowledge of how to set an electrical fire.

Ding. Ding. Ding. She might have a winner for the arsonist.

Matt reached for his cell phone and texted someone.

A man entered the restaurant and walked towards Jordan. He had tattoos of skulls and daggers on both arms and one of barbed wire around his neck and wore camouflage pants. Hair cut in a number two style long buzzcut, he had the presence of a hardened soldier and swaggered towards Jordan and clasped his shoulder. “Going into politics?”

“Yeah. Continuing the family tradition of service.” He inclined his head to Danielle and Matt, then turned with his friend and walked towards the counter.

Laughter came from Bruce’s table, and someone said ‘Fuck off’ between chuckles.

“We have to investigate Bruce Harris.” Danielle kept her voice low.

“I’ve already texted Colm and a few other firefighters I trust for background on him.”

“I’ll do some digging on my end—financials, if the police were ever called, and background on the divorce.”

“What would have triggered him?”

Danielle clicked her pen open and closed. “He’s pissed off and wanted revenge.”

“Sure. Maybe. But what would trigger him to do something now?”

“Deidre took everything from him, including a large grant that could have gone to the Military History Society of East Harbour.”

Matt nodded his head slowly. “I’ll make some discrete enquiries about Bruce.”

“Good. I’ll do some checking on my end, see what shakes loose.”
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Chapter 14
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Stomach full of subpar coffee, Matt strode up East Harbour’s Main Street next to Danielle. “You hope it’s blood?”

He ignored the thirteen text messages and missed calls from Hugo and Papai on his cell. All were from family, and all were from family members with whom he didn’t want to speak.

At least not until the fire in their veins was doused, and they could speak with level heads. Matt would check the messages later, but not before going to bed. If he did, their spiteful words would keep him up half the night.

“I found a rock with what I think is blood on it near where they found the remains of the woman and sent it off for DNA testing. Hopefully, the hundred-dollar investment will pay off and lead us to more information about her.”

“How long will it take?”

“The site says a few weeks.” Danielle reached into her purse and removed her notebook. “Deidre and Alice found out a few things.”

Matt arched his eyebrows.

“The Carvilles, the original owners of the house, had an indentured servant named Annie Boyne. She was from Liverpool and was twenty-two years old when she sailed across the Atlantic.”

“Indentured servant? She owed money?”

“Yeah. Fifty pounds, fifteen shillings, and three pence.”

Matt frowned. “What’s that in today’s money?”

“About four thousand, five hundred dollars. She would only have been paid pennies a day, and her employer would charge her room and board. It would have probably taken her a lifetime to repay.”

“Did she ever repay?”

“Alice is tracking that down.” 

Matt grunted. “Do you know how she incurred the debt?”

“No. At least not yet. Her parents could have taken on the debt, and the creditor forced her to pay. She could have been a gambler, or a brother bought a commission in the Royal Navy or Army, died, and it was left to her to pay the debt back.”

Matt’s cell phone vibrated, but he ignored it. “What else was found?”

“Alice tracked down the names of the Home Children girls. “Violet Trenholm was ten years old and from London. Beatrice Smead was twelve years old and from Bristol.”

“They crossed the Atlantic that young?”

Danielle lifted a shoulder and let it fall. “Apparently.”

“What became of them?”

“I don’t know yet.”

“Any word on the police forensics?”

She shook her head. “They’re really backed up.” She removed her credit card from her wallet and placed it near the end of the table. “What are you doing this afternoon?”

Spending as much time with her as possible. “Nothing planned. I don’t have any classes for my fire investigator course or my heavy truck mechanic course this week. I’m only on call for Kingston Fire & Rescue for two nights.”

“Don’t you want to rest?”

“I don’t understand the meaning of the word.”

“I get that.” Her words were light and amused and fluttered straight to him. “Things are always a dead stop, and you’re scratching and clawing to get momentum, or things are so fast, you can’t keep up. You blink, and it’s a year, and you have no idea where the time went.”

“It takes time to make the life you want to live, doesn’t it?”

The full intensity of her beautiful gaze met his, and the air turned electric.

“Every good thing takes time,” she said. “Pieces need to be sorted out.”

“Aren’t two heads better than one?”

“Often they are, but sometimes old problems need to be solved alone.” The intensity of her gaze faded, and her voice softened.

“What about a sabbatical?”

“A sabbatical?” She traced the edge of her credit card with her fingertip.

“An agreement to take a break from working on them, give the problem time and space. Revisit in a few years.”

She gave her head a little shake. “Reporters are like cops. We have a pile of mysteries on the corners of our desks. We’ll revisit them every few months to see if there have been any developments. Some cops have cases they continue to work on well into retirement.”

There was nothing left to say on the matter.

His phone rang, and Manny’s name flashed on the screen. Matt answered.

“Not coming over to watch the Porto game?”

Shit. A Sunday Futebal game. Matt only missed games when he was on call as a firefighter. “I’m giving them time to cool off.”

“Your mother was more hurt that you didn’t show up.”

“Did she apologise for her behaviour?”

A long silence followed, heavy with thought.

“Look, everyone wants you here,” Manny said. “I’m your cousin, and I want you here. Sylvie made lasagne.”

It was not the same as an apology, but Sylvie’s lasagne was almost enough to tempt Matt. Almost. “I’ll pass this week.”

“Give them time to adjust.”

“They’ve had twenty years.”

“It devasted them.” Manny’s voice was one decibel above a whisper.

It had devastated Matt. “There’s therapy for that kind of anger. Programs to help them overcome it.”

“Be reasonable.”

The picturesque small-town street lined with brick and stone buildings didn’t calm him. Everything on the street was postcard-perfect, and everything in his family was a big fucking mess. “I am being reasonable.”

“Don’t put me in the middle of this.”

“You’re the one who called.”

“Christ, Matt.”

Matt shrugged, not that Manny could see him.

“Be that way. But your parents and brother are hurting that you’re not here to watch the game.”

No more concessions for poor behaviour. “Tell them to act like adults, and I’ll come over.”

Manny sighed, then ended the call.

Danielle’s mouth pinched into a straight line. Curly locks tumbled past her cheeks and rested on her shoulder, forming a veil of sadness. “They haven’t cooled down?”

He was stuck in some no-man’s land, not wanting to head back to Kingston, but his business in East Harbour for the day was done.

Danielle looked up at the sky. “It’s a beautiful day. Have time for a hike? Not like a full loop, but a few kilometres to stretch the legs.”

The private part of him he kept just for Danielle smiled. Always. Anything to get outdoors and be with her. “Sure.”

She paid the bill, and he drove them to Frontenac Park, parked his truck, then took out two bottles of water from the backseat and handed her one.

They walked a short four-kilometre route billed as a family trail. It was flat, well-travelled, and well-maintained, allowing parents to push strollers with ease.

“What was your worst day on the trails?” Danielle walked beside him, her steps smooth and her breath even.

“Worst day funny or worst day someone was injured?”

“Your pick.”

“Worst day on the trails funny is when Hugo wanted to impress a woman he was dating. He kept saying how he could survive anything, just give him a pocketknife.”

“Yeah?” Danielle stepped on a rock and over a puddle.

“He’ll fish now and then at the cottage, but that’s more to spend time with Vovô than to catch dinner. Anyways, he ended up hooking up with a woman who loved chasing military tags.” He stepped onto a series of logs over a large puddle, then turned and offered his hand to Danielle to help her cross.

She slipped her hand into his, and for one glorious second, his universe was whole.

She crossed and let her hand fall to her side and hiked on, and with that simple motion, his universe fractured.

“Anyways,” Matt said. “He brings her up to Frontenac, trying to impress her with his camping skills—let me catch a fish and cook it over a campfire for dinner, type of thing. And he ends up capsizing his canoe, swimming back to shore, eaten alive by black flies, and when he tries to change in the tent, ends up knocking the thing over.”

Danielle laughed. “And how did you find out about this?”

“The woman he was with recorded the whole thing and posted it on social media. They somehow managed to stay together for three months after that, but Hugo refused to do anything outdoors-related again.” The tree canopy was thick and blocked the brightness of a midday sun. “Your turn.”

“Funny or worse day on the trails?”

“Funny.”

Danielle walked a few paces. The sun caught strands of her hair, highlighting its natural charcoal and purple highlights. “My friend Christine and I went hiking. She wasn’t paying attention, and her backpack caught on a branch. She struggled to free herself of it, and then, in the process of trying to free herself, the clip of her backpack caught her shirt. She struggled against it, and then her shirt wormed its way over her head, taking the backpack with her. She stood in her bra in the middle of the trail.” Danielle laughed. “Her shirt was completely ruined.”

Matt chuckled.

“That’s not the worst of it.” Cheeks a healthy shade of pink, Danielle hauled in a few breaths. “There were a couple of guys hiking behind us who saw the whole thing.”

“Bet they liked the view.”

“More than that.” Danielle swiped away tears from her eyes. “Tristan stepped forward, peeled the shirt off his back and handed it to her.”

As any proper man should. “What happened after that?”

“They married a year later.”

Matt grunted. “And your disaster story?”

“I twisted my ankle and had to hobble my way out.”

“Didn’t call the conservation officers?”

“I wasn’t going to be carried out on a stretcher like some prissy Roman aristocrat too lazy to walk. I only had a kilometre left to my car, and I found a branch I could use as a crutch.”

“Glad you made it out.”

“You remember Lydia?” Danielle asked.

“Your sister?”

“The only way she’d go on the trails is if she had a personal gilded litter carried by four men in loincloths.”

He chuckled. “I don’t remember her being that bad.”

“She has more expensive tastes than Mom. Canada’s gross national product might be able to sate her love of expensive things.”

He laughed.

“And your worst hike?” Danielle asked.

Ending this hike with her and fearing it might be his last with her. “I was in the middle of nowhere, halfway through the Rideau Trail, when my cell phone pinged with an urgent message from Colm. I ran the rest of the trail, but it took me two hours to get back to my car and back to Kingston.”

“Everything okay with Colm?”

“Colm ended up staying three days in hospital after a bad car accident. Everything eventually turned out okay.”

“I’m glad to hear that.” Danielle stepped out of the forest and back into the parking, then walked to Matt’s truck. Her legs were toned, her strides smooth, and the gentle sway of her hips appealing.

Matt climbed into the cab and clicked on his seatbelt.

Danielle sat next to him and rolled down the window.

Fresh air carrying the tang of pine and cedar wafted in and mixed with strawberry and kiwi shampoo, invigorating Matt. Four scents Matt could never get enough of.

He backed out of the parking lot, then turned onto the road back to Kingston. His cell phone rang, but he didn’t answer it.

“Any plans for the week?”

Fuck all if he could manage it. He had about one hundred hours’ worth of sleep to catch up on. “Studying. Looking for places for my shop.”

“You?”

“Try not to strangle my roommate.”

He chuckled. “I think you’ll find a way.”

“I’m not so sure.” She leaned her head against the passenger side window and closed her eyes. “Minutes feel like years when I’m around her.”

“You’ll find something else.” Maybe with him, if she could let go of her father’s case.

Danielle’s phone pinged, and she read it. “My tech person looked at the comment on my website, and they can’t track back where it came from.”

He turned a corner and eased his foot off the accelerator, coasting through a small hamlet.

A series of trucks and cars with green flashing lights drove by, and Matt pulled over to let them pass. Volunteer firefighters were going somewhere fast.

Matt’s heart jumped in his chest, and his palms itched to turn the truck around and catch up to them to ask if they needed his help.

“Want to follow?” Danielle turned in her seat and looked out the back window of the truck.

“I don’t know how long the fire will take to put out. Won’t you be late arriving in Toronto?”

“People’s lives could be at risk. If you could help them—”

Matt checked in front of him, then his truck’s blind spot, peeled his truck across the road and followed the volunteers to a small fire station past the hamlet. He parked behind them, rolled down the window and introduced himself.

“A semi hit a car, which crashed into another car,” a woman said. “Follow us.”

Matt switched on his green light, waited for the fire engine, the ambulance, and the command vehicle to pull out of the station, and then followed them back onto Highway 19.

They drove for ten minutes, and the rescue vehicles slowed and pulled off to the side.

Matt pulled up behind the last vehicle and parked, then handed Danielle his keys. “If you need to get back to Kingston, take my truck. I can get a ride from someone else.”

“I’m staying.” Notebook and cell phone in hand, she dropped his keys into her purse. She opened the door and walked around to the front of the truck.

Matt got out, took his firefighting gear out of the back seat, dressed, tucked his helmet under his arm, and strode to the commander and introduced himself.

The commander’s face was grim, but her gaze never left the scene. She carried the weight of command with ease. She pressed the button on her shoulder radio. “Dispatch, we’ll need four ambulances, four tow trucks and one heavy tow.” She motioned for a firefighter to approach Matt, then walked to the scene.

A tractor-trailer was jackknifed across the highway. The driver stood on the side of the road, cell phone to his ear. His voice trembled, and he scrubbed his face and held onto the long hairs of his beard at the end of each sentence. Then, he repeated the motion.

Two police vehicles were parked on either side of the accident. The officer on the north end of the accident indicated traffic to stop, and the officer on the south end of the accident directed traffic to proceed along the shoulder.

The driver of a minivan rolled forward, turning her head towards the accident. A gravel truck driver followed the minivan, and he rolled down the window and gawked.

Ghouls. Every one of them sought some twisted thrill in the blood and gore of injury and death.

Matt turned his back to the traffic.

A Nissan Micra was smashed against the front right bumper, but its driver wasn’t visible.

Firefighters approached the Nissan and looked inside, then one of the firefighters pulled out a blanket and spread it out inside.

Matt’s gut pinched. Someone was dead.

Two other vehicles, a Toyota RAV4 and a Jeep Wrangler without a top, had damage to their hoods, side panels, and front wheel wells, and their drivers and passengers sat in their vehicles.

The Toyota had hit an electricity pole, knocking it over. One cable had snapped and dangled to the ground.

The air thickened with the smell of exhaust, fear, and leaking fuel.

A child’s piercing cry carried from the Toyota RAV4, but Matt couldn’t see the child. The airbags had been deployed, and a motionless woman lay against the driver’s side bag.

The sounds of sirens and hissing damaged radiators and running engines of heavy trucks rumbled.

A firefighter approached Matt. “We’ll clear the RAV4 first. The cable’s live. We’ve called the utility company to turn it off.”

The electricity cable whipped against the ground, and its raspy noise was a reminder of how dangerous it was, then it stopped its deadly dance.

“You get the driver.” The firefighter motioned for another to join, then stepped down into the steep ditch.

Matt hustled to the driver’s side door of the RAV4 and tried it, but the door was jammed shut. He took his Halligan tool and pried it. With a disgruntled pop, the door sprang open.

The woman’s face was turned towards Matt, and her eyes were glazed. Unblinking, motionless, and still. The unnatural bulge in her neck was a tell-tale sign it was broken.

A band of tightness formed around Matt’s chest, squeezing him of breath and feeling. He checked the woman’s pulse in her neck. Nothing. He checked for breathing. Nothing.

Matt walked back to the engine and removed a three-lead ECG to check for a pulse.

“The driver’s gone,” the commander said. “Work on getting the child out.”

He pushed the thought of a motherless child out of his mind, put the ECG back in its spot, returned to the RAV4 and placed a blanket over the mother. He walked to the rear passenger door and opened it.

A little boy of two or three years old sat in his booster seat. His face was fire engine red, and tears streamed down his cheeks, dripping off his chin onto the straps of his child seat. He flailed his arms and kicked his feet and screamed.

“What’s your name?” Matt struggled to keep his voice pleasant in such an unpleasant scene.

The boy gasped for breath and screamed some more.

Nothing was wrong with the boy’s airway, and the movement of his limbs indicated proper circulation.

“My name’s Matt, and I’m going to get you out of here.” He unclipped the boys’ child seat, but the buckle was jammed. Matt applied more force, and the buckle released.

Free of his constraints, the boy’s kicks and flailing were wilder. “Maty.”

“That’s right. My name’s Matt. Does it hurt anywhere?” Matt lifted the boy’s shirt.

Red welts in an x pattern marked the boy’s chest, but no bones protruded from the boy’s skin.

Matt lifted the boy out of his seat. “It’s all right.”

The boy gasped for breath, then struggled against Matt’s hold, reaching over Matt’s shoulder towards the mother. “Maty.”

Matt’s heart shattered. The boy was too young to explain what had happened. He carried the boy to a triage area set up by three ambulances and handed the boy to an EMT.

“The mother?” the EMT asked.

Matt shook his head.

The EMT gave a curt nod, then walked to the back of their ambulance and sat the boy down.

Matt returned to the crash and helped take out the steering column of the Jeep. Both their legs had been crushed, but the driver was alert and responsive. They might not walk right again, but they would live.

Another firefighter positioned a backboard near the driver, and Matt secured the neck brace around the driver’s neck.

The driver winced and grunted with each movement. “Can you give me anything for the pain?”

Matt secured air casts around the driver’s leg. “Only a doctor can.”

With careful, coordinated lifting, Matt and the other firefighters lifted the driver, secured him to the backboard and carried him to the ambulance.

The damaged telephone pole and live cable were addressed, and the fuel spills were covered with absorbents.

Police officers interviewed the drivers and witnesses, took pictures of the scene, and collected evidence.

Tow trucks waited behind emergency vehicles.

Two hours passed, but Matt’s adrenaline still ran high. The image of the dead mother’s blank face seared into his thoughts. He blinked away the image and looked up onto a near-cloudless sky, but the pale image of her bloodless cheeks remained. He swept his gaze over the emergency vehicles.  Echoes of the boy’s desperate cries carried across the eerie stillness of the scene.

He drew in a long breath, but the knots of emotions remained twisted in his gut. This scene would haunt him, be the ever-present weight he dragged around.

One by one, the ambulances drove away, their lights flashing but their sirens off. Matt doubted he would ever know how the passengers fared.

Unanswered questions gnawed at him. He would be walking down the street and spot someone who looked like a person he had rescued, but he had never approached them.

The commander went from firefighter to firefighter from other stations, sharing a private word and a pat on the back with each. Then, she walked up to Matt. “Thanks for your help. We really needed it.” She extended her hand, and Matt shook it.

He nodded, never comfortable saying it was a pleasure to help because it wasn’t pleasant confronting death. “You have a fine crew.”

“That they are.” She nodded, then strode towards her SUV.

The police officers directed the tow trucks to approach, and the drivers positioned their trucks in front of the damaged vehicles. Beds were lowered with the loud whirring of an engine, and chains rattled and were wrapped around the front tires.

The response was an efficient deployment of resources, and within the hour, except for the damaged electricity pole, there would be no indication of the car accident.

Except for the human wreckage and the lives permanently destroyed and altered as a result.

He walked to his truck, removed his gear, and stored it behind the driver’s seat. He leaned his head against the driver’s seat and closed his eyes, letting wave after wave of emotion pound him.

The air shifted and carried the scent of kiwi and strawberry.

Danielle placed a hand on his shoulder. Her touch was light and comforting, a tether to a reality where not everything sucked.

He stood there, back to the world, head against his seat, feeling so much it numbed him.

“How about I drive us back?” Danielle asked.

He wanted to drive. He needed something to focus on, to keep his hands busy, to press the accelerator until every piston in his truck’s engine pumped as fast as it could.

He cleared his throat, straightened, and faced her. “Yeah. Okay.” He walked around the back of his truck and climbed into the passenger seat. The edges of his vision were fuzzy, and he couldn’t focus on anything other than the glove compartment.

Danielle pulled herself up into the driver’s seat, adjusted it, and turned the ignition, then drove in the direction of Kingston.

“What did you find out?” He leaned an elbow on the armrest.

Grass fields ringed by trees rolled by. A house here, a farm there, all nestled in a hodge podge landscape of clear areas, groves, and narrow rivers.

“Do you really want to know?”

“Yes.”

“The driver of the Nissan swerved to avoid hitting a porcupine, then overcorrected and went into the opposite lane. The tractor-trailer driver did a sharp turn to avoid hitting the Nissan but did and ended up jack-knifing his rig. The bed of the trailer swept across the road, striking the Toyota and the Jeep. The Toyota ended up hitting the pole, and the Jeep went into the ditch.”

A child lost his mother over a fucking porcupine. “Jesus Christ.” He blew out a breath. “Did the police locate the father?”

“He died fighting in Ukraine.”

Matt pressed his eyes closed. “Fuck.”

“The police did locate his grandmother, and she’ll meet the child at the hospital.”

He looked up Maty on his phone—Ukrainian for Mom. Matt raked his fingers through his hair. “What about the other drivers?”

“The driver of the Nissan didn’t survive. She was a university student doing conservation fieldwork. The truck driver was starting a five-day run from Kingston to Saskatoon. He’s been driving for twenty-four years and has clean AZ and G licenses. Not even a speeding ticket. As for the people in the Jeep, they’re friends going for a hike in Frontenac Park.”

Matt sat back in his chair, the strength in his body to face the rest of the day long gone. He sat in silence until they reached the edge of Kingston.

Danielle missed the turn towards her place.

“Where are you going?”

“Going to drop you off first. You need some rest.”

“I’m fine. Drive to yours. It’s only a ten-minute drive to mine.”

“Up for a coffee?”

He needed something, anything, to keep his mind from turning over what he’d seen today. “There’s a Timmy’s on the corner.”

“Go inside or drive through?”

Whichever had the fewest number of people. “Drive through.”

Danielle pulled his truck into the drive-through, bought two coffees, placed them in the cup holders, parked at the far end of the parking lot and opened her window.

They sat in an understanding silence, the steam of the coffee curling in whisps.

Time passed. He drank half his coffee. His heart still beat. Danielle’s gentle presence was a precious comfort.

Danielle leaned her shoulder against the window, angled towards Matt but not facing him square on. Her brow, mouth, and lips all relaxed.

The stress of the day eased a little, giving him enough space to shove the experience into one of many dark places he kept hidden and locked in his mind.

“I’ve covered crime and car accidents for years.” Danielle opened the window farther, and street noises of passing cars, someone speaking loudly, and a jackhammer filled the cab. “There are always stories that stick with you.”

He arched his eyebrows, then tilted his chin up to encourage her to speak.

“I covered a story where the father snapped and killed the mother and two children. I went out to the crime scene while they were still processing it. Saw the bodies being removed, smelled the air that was heavy with iron and blood—” She shook her head. “It was gruesome. And I’ve covered more than my share of fatal car accidents. There was one where some teenagers partied on a Friday night, and the driver was drunk out of her mind and crashed into a restaurant. The driver lived long enough for the ambulance to arrive but died at the scene along with her two friends. A couple sitting in the corner booth were severely injured. He had just proposed to her over dinner, and then both ended up in hospital for weeks. She needed five surgeries to repair the damage to her spine, but she still has severe nerve pain and had to go on disability.”

He lowered his gaze to the armrest between him and Danielle. “How do you deal with it?”

“I write about them as people, not as statistics. I make sure that I include who they were, what they liked, what their hobbies were, not just what they did for a living. They’re people who had friends and families and will be missed.”

“But it stays with you?”

She gave a slow nod. “I do my best to follow all the investigations through to court cases and appeals. These things take years to work their way through the courts, but I have a list of cases that I follow.”

“That’s heavy.” Quite different from his experiences. He arrived on the scene, did his best to remove the injured from harm, put out the flames, contained the oil leaks and whatever else spilt onto the road, and then rolled away, rarely hearing anything more about the survivors or their families.

“It’s a way of getting closer. It takes time, like grief, but when I follow a story from start to finish, I keep the memory of the person alive.”

“Some of those responsible get away without punishment.”

“That’s true.” She inclined her head. “It pisses me off when that happens, and then I write a story about the victim’s families, their response to the results of the trial or appeal or parole hearing.”

“You need a superhero cape.”

A little bit of red dusted her cheeks. “I need more storage on my phone to conduct longer interviews and take more pictures of scenes and people.”

Comfort at her laugh and presence replaced the sorrow of grief. He checked his phone. It was going on seven p.m. “You’re going to arrive late in Toronto.”

“Don’t worry about Toronto.”

“But traffic?”

“I have a way of making up for lost time.” The corners of her mouth curved a little.

If only they could make up for lost time. “Thanks.”

They drank their coffee in silence, then he picked up both empty cups and brought them to the garbage bin across the parking lot. The movement reminded him he lived with a body and a heart, not just a head that kept spinning painful memories.

He climbed back into his truck, and Danielle drove them to her place, parked in front of her building and got out.

Matt walked around the front of his truck to the driver’s side.

Mahogany brown eyes filled with emotion and empathy met his. “If there’s anything I can do... If you need to talk, text, call, or send smoke signals. Whatever, just do it.” She wrapped her arms around his waist and kissed his chest, then tipped her head up.  “Promise me.”

His hands slid to her waist and held her. A moment, a series of seconds, whatever it was, it wasn’t long enough. A muffled groan caught behind his Adam’s apple, and he nodded.

What was it they said—a kiss made things better? He slowed his breath, dragging his breath behind it until both almost came to a dead stop. Slower and slower until the moment stilled, now was not the time to think of how sweet and soothing Danielle’s kiss would be when it was on his lips.

She stepped away from him and let her hands fall to her sides. “I’ll be back next weekend.”

“I’ll be here.”

“I’m serious. If there’s anything, you call.”

He inclined his head. “Sure.”

She held his gaze a moment longer, uncertainty and possibility wrestled in her eyes. She sucked in one large breath, then walked to her car and drove away.

Matt’s cell phone rang, and he reached into his truck to get it from the armrest. Colm’s name flashed on the front screen, and Matt answered. “Yeah?”

“What did the fuck did you do?”
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Chapter 15
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Danielle sat at her desk at the office of the Canadian News Organisation, scrolling through news reports. She had arrived very late last night and had gotten up very early to beat the worst of rush hour traffic. A pot of coffee and an energy drink left her jittery but not mentally alert enough to suffer through another mind-anesthetizing press release. Any more of this, and she’d be hospitalized with a coma.

Aditi walked towards Danielle’s desk. “Any news from city hall?”

“A few press releases. There’ll be an update on the state of the city’s finances this week. I’m doing some background research on inflation and stretching resources to help the homeless.”

“Good. Include the near-homeless, too. And tie it back into the mayoral campaign promises.”

“Will do.” Danielle wrote campaign promises in her notebook.

She spent the morning and the early part of the afternoon researching and cross-referencing facts. Some interesting, most not, all depressing, about the lack of affordable housing. She included a story about a woman who worked three jobs but still couldn’t afford to live on her own. Student debt, few well-paying jobs, and the soaring cost of everything left her living paycheck to paycheck. She included the lived experience of a middle-aged man who had developed a mental illness, and the wait times for support were so long that he didn’t get the help he and his family needed. Without a spot at a psychiatric facility for him and his care needs increasing, he left his family and became homeless.

The human faces and the struggling lives told the real story behind the faceless, nameless, sterile statistics.

Danielle filed her story and was out the door by three thirty to be on the first wave of rush hour traffic.

A quick stop at the grocery store netted her a bag full of fruit, instant noodles, a cooked rotisserie chicken, a bag of high-end coffee, and a few containers of trail mix.

She entered her condo and stood on its threshold, grocery bag in hand and purse strap falling down her shoulder. She squeezed her arm against her purse, keeping it in place.

Silence. Glorious silence and an empty condo.

Danielle entered, put her groceries away, made herself a pot of coffee and settled on the sofa to do some research into East Harbour.

She started with social media, scrolling through links and posts and relationships. In a small town like East Harbour, everyone had at least three points of connection between them.

Bruce and Deidre had been married, had young adult sons, were original members of the East Harbour Historical Society, and now hated each other.

She texted William Doyle, a now-retired police officer who had worked with her to investigate drug smuggling through the Thousand Islands.


Danielle: Can you look into Bruce Harris of East Harbour for me?

William: Sure


She searched the public logs of the Ontario Provincial Police for the street and address where Bruce had lived with Deidre.

Nothing.

She looked up Bruce Harris’s name and only found articles when he was mentioned as a firefighter responding to a car accident or a fire.

She did the same for Deidre Harris but turned up nothing criminal but plenty of articles related to the Historical Society. She searched under Deidre’s maiden name and only found more references to the Historical Society.

Danielle’s eyes watered, and she blinked away the fuzziness around the edges of her vision. A mild headache spanned the length of her brow, and she slid her gaze from her laptop screen to her notebook.

A series of names, groups, and activities connected by lines had once started as a spiderweb of relationships. Still, they ended in a Gordian knot worthy of a soap opera.

Small towns.

She checked her email, and she received an acceptance of the article she had filed on the road accident from the editor-in-chief of the Kingston Whig-Standard.

Her heart cramped at the sound of the boy screaming for his mother. She would never forget that haunting, mournful wail.

Her cell rang, and her mother’s name appeared on the screen.

Who did Mom want to set her up with now?

“Yeah?” Danielle said.

“How’s Toronto?”

“It’s all right, but it’s taking some time to adjust to.”

“Have lunch in the Financial District. Landing a nice man will cheer you up. You know who I saw today?”

Danielle sucked on the inside of her cheek. “Who?”

“Marissa Fortes.”

“Matt’s mom?”

“Is there another Marissa Fortes in Kingston?”

Not that Danielle knew. Danielle flipped to a new page in her notebook and doodled in its margin. This wasn’t the kind of conversation Danielle wanted to waste precious middle-page space on.

“She was at the grocery store, walking around with her chin tipped up, looking down at everyone, like she always does. She walked right past me, then stopped and talked with one of the clerks, and tossed me an angry look. The clerk followed her stare and looked straight at me.”

Danielle doodled more on the page. “And?”

“And? And what? This running around with Matt must stop. People are talking about what your father did, and it’s reflecting poorly on Bob.”

Bob was Mom’s third husband and was scandalously rich. He had two cottages, and the cheapest came in at one million two hundred thousand dollars. He also had a Mercedes Benz or Audi for each day of the week and spent more time in the sauna or on the golf course than overseeing his business empire.

Danielle reached for her coffee and rested the cup on her thigh. The ceramic cup warmed her hand and leg but somehow left her cold inside. “It’s none of your business.”

“Think of Lydia.”

“What about her?”

“Your sister is finishing her master’s in business administration. She doesn’t need this stain attached to her. She’s just starting her career.”

“She’s studying in British Columbia and has a full-time job working at a multi-national company. She’s on the fast track to handling a one-hundred-million-dollar investment portfolio. She’s fine.”

“She’s not fine. Once she’s done her MBA, she’ll need to expand her network, set her sights on landing a man with equal ambition, and climb.”

Climb. Reach. Climb. Reach. That’s all Mom wanted to do. Being comfortable, having great friends, having a rewarding job, none of that mattered. There was always a shinier ring, a larger house, a more expensive car, and a more exclusive set of friends.

“Anything else?” Danielle stifled a sigh.

A silence followed.

“Think of her.” Mom’s voice was cold and insistent.

Like Lydia would ever think of Danielle. Lydia hadn’t called, emailed, Facebooked, Instragramed, or texted Danielle in six years to wish Danielle a happy birthday or a Merry Christmas, even though Danielle had sent birthday and Christmas wishes to her every year.

Lydia didn’t think of Danielle, why the fuck would she think of Lydia. “Yeah. Okay.”

“Not okay. Commit to it. She still has a shot at a career and a great life.”

Fucking hell. “I’m two years older than her, just landed the job I’ve wanted for the past ten years, and I’ve broken big stories. I’ve put criminals behind bars.”

“But do you own the condo you live in or drive the latest model Audi?”

Strength, pride, and self-esteem drained from Danielle, and she sagged into the sofa. “Anything else?”

“You going to keep avoiding how off the rails your life is?”

She was right on track as far as Danielle was concerned. “Anything else?”

“I met a senior mechanical engineer. He’s a bit older than you, has two children a few years younger than you, but is a senior partner at a firm based—”

“Gotta go.” Danielle swiped the call shut. She’d rot in Hell for hanging up on Mom, but then again, Mom would burn in Hell for trying to shove Danielle in the face of random rich men who crossed her path.

Danielle leaned her head against the back of the sofa and stared at the ceiling. It was barely past seven in the evening, but the weight of the weekend and the day crushed her.

Her cell phone rang, and a surge of irritation rattled every nerve. She reached for her phone, ready to scream into it that her mother had no business interfering with her life. “What?”

“Bad time?” Matt asked.

The irritation ebbed from Danielle, and Matt’s smooth voice soothed her. Never a bad time to speak with him. “No. Thought you were someone else.”

“Who pissed you off that much?”

“Take a guess.”

“My mother.”

“Close. Take a second guess.”

“Your mother.”

“B—I—N—G—O. And Bingo was his name—o.”

He laughed. “What’d she do?”

“Doing things that mothers usually do.”

“You mean to annoy you.”

She laughed. “More than that.”

“Baked every pie in the cookbook and expect you to eat each of them in front of her.”

She laughed harder. “Something like that.”

“You’ll all right, though?”

“Yeah. I used pepper spray, and Mom backed away. She can’t tell me who I can and can’t be friends with.” She caught her breath. “How’s your week?”

“Slow enough.”

“How have you been doing?”

“Haven’t slept well.”

“I haven’t either. The little boy’s screams ripped through my dreams.”

“Mine, too,” Matt said.

A sad silence followed.

“How are your parents?”

Another silence followed, somehow heavier and burdened. She looked at her phone’s screen. The call was open, but Matt didn’t speak.

“They’re okay,” Matt said. “Hugo and Papai were at the shop yesterday and today. Mamãe brought a casserole by for lunch.”

“Fish?”

“What else would a Portuguese casserole be?”

Danielle’s body warmed, and she pressed her eyes closed. “Your family apologised to you?”

“Not quite. They haven’t apologised for their horrible treatment of you, so whatever they say to me doesn’t matter until then.”

A wave of comfort enveloped her, wrapping her in soft flannel, keeping her warm and safe. “Thanks. What’s happening?”

“Nothing. Watching Netflix.” His voice was guarded, hiding something.

“And?”

“Nothing.”

“Why call?” And not text, email, or send a smoke signal.

“Wanted to hear your voice.”

The tips of her ears flamed, and she almost called the fire department to put her out. “It’s good to hear yours, too.”

“What happened today?”

“I reported on city hall and did some background on the residents of East Harbour.”

“Anything interesting?”

“Nothing interesting to report about city hall politics. Short of the mayor showing up for a press release half-drunk out of her mind, it’s hard to get excited about it.”

He chuckled. “That kind of thing would have made Kingston news.”

“And I’d be the first one to report it.”

Another silence, long and amiable.

She took her pen and tapped it twice against her notebook. “I’ve been looking into the backgrounds of the residents of East Harbour.”

“Anything interesting pop?”

“I didn’t find anything through public police logs. I’m waiting to hear back from a retired police officer.”

“Anything out of place?”

She glanced down at her mess of a notebook page with a series of loops and lines connecting different people. “Not really. It’s a small town. People bounce off one another. Why?”

Matt drew in a long breath.

A pregnant pause followed. Any more pregnant, and the silence would need an emergency c-section.

“I heard from a firefighter friend to back off.” His voice was guarded.

Danielle raised her head from the back of the sofa and stared at the fifty-three-inch darkened television screen affixed to the living room wall. “What does that mean?”

“I’m not sure. But I’ve known Colm for year ten years. He’s not the sort of guy to back down from a fight.”

“What did he ask you to do?”

“He didn’t ask...more like strongly suggested that we stop investigating the arsons in East Harbour.”

“Why?”

“Don’t know. I pressed him on it, but he didn’t say.”

“Do you trust him?”

“Yeah. He’s a firefighter.”

Danielle clicked open and shut her pen. “What’s his financial situation?”

“I don’t know?”

“What’s his family situation like? Anyone deep in debt, anyone involved in crime?”

“I don’t know.” Matt’s voice tightened.

“What about his job? Any problems there?”

“He’s not a suspect.”

“How do you know?”

Silence, prickly and irritated, occupied the line.

“I just know.” Matt’s voice was firm, like that of a judge passing a sentence. “He’s a former soldier, won medals in Afghanistan, and is a volunteer firefighter.”

Danielle swivelled her gaze from the television screen to the darkened living room window. A thousand lights reflected at her—living room lights, bedroom lights, the neon lights of the airport and shopping malls. There were more lights than she could count, but none were the stars she wanted to see.

“Does he have any relationship with Bruce?” Danielle asked.

“Bruce was a volunteer firefighter eight years ago, and Colm might have trained with him then.”

“No other overlap? Military or sports?”

“Not that I know of.”

Danielle wrote down the questions in her notebook. “Why tell us to back off?”

“I don’t get it.”

“Could Bruce be some sort of undercover firefighter looking for the arsonists?”

“If he is, he’d be the first-ever firefighter to go undercover.”

She clicked her pen open and closed. “Bruce is right for this.”

“I know, but there’s no physical evidence tying him to anything.”

She rested the back of her head against the top of the sofa, content to stare at the ceiling. “Where does that leave the investigation?”

“Forensics. Maybe they’ll find something with a fingerprint or fibres or something.”

“Bruce inspected the basement for renovations. His fingerprints are all over the place.”

“I know,” Matt said. “But maybe he touched the electrical socket where the fire started. Maybe there’s some other place they found his fingerprint where there’s no logical explanation for him to have touched it.”

“How long will the lab take?”

“I don’t know. There was a fire at a warehouse in Kingston this week. Structural damage to the building is over a million dollars, and over half a million dollars of stock was lost. That’ll take priority.”

“I tracked down the bug zapper.”

“And?” Matt asked.

“It was bought Kingston two years ago from a hunting store, but the purchaser paid in cash.”

“There goes that lead.”

“Anything on the boot prints?” she asked.

“Nothing from Manny.”

Danielle tapped her pen twice against her notepad. She wanted to draw frustrated lines on it, crisscrossing over her notes until they were completely crossed out.

Trust the universe to deliver her a massive story in rural Ontario when all she wanted to do was follow her dream in Canada’s largest city.

Traffic noises drowned out her thoughts. An incessant string of honks hammered against her temple, tiring her. Noise, light, and air pollution were all around her, and her body revolted at it all.

She pulled her attention back to what she wanted to hear—Matt’s voice. “What’s really going on between you and your family?”

A heavy silence followed.

“I know you’re not telling me everything. It’s my reporter instincts.”

He sighed. “They’re digging their heels in on this one. Hugo won’t speak with me, and Manny reached out to me so I could watch the Porto soccer game with them on Wednesday. I went over, and it was like I wasn’t even there.”

Her heart found a new hiding place behind her lung. “I’m so sorry. Maybe we should—” She pressed her eyes closed. The remaining words of the sentence turned sour on her tongue. The honourable thing for her to do was to break off her contact with Matt and create distance between them to give him space to reconcile with his family.

Her heart thudded against her rib in a not-so-subtle reminder that it wouldn’t go down without a fight.

“It’s them that need to grow up. Their behaviour is getting stale, and I don’t have time for it anymore,” Matt said.

“Are you looking for a breather from them?”

“Looking for a new start.”

“Why now?”

Matt drew in a long breath, and then he exhaled. “I work harder, I get more training and education, but everything seems stuck.”

Her heart seemed stuck, too. “I know the feeling.”

“You dared to head to another city and start. I’ll summon the courage, too.”

She went to the window and opened it to its full width of a small crack. Polluted air and noise filtered in the condo. “You’re the one who rushes into burning buildings to save people. That’s courage.”

He chuckled. “That’s training.”

“Seriously, if you’re leaving Kingston, do so on good terms with your family. It’ll eat at you if you don’t.”

“Did you leave on good terms with your parents?”

“That’s different.”

“How?”

“Mom uses people to get money, and I don’t want any part of that. And Dad—” She ran her hand along the window frame. “Well, you know the deal between myself and Dad.”

A contemplative silence swelled over the line.

Danielle returned to the sofa and sat. She knew these silences, these unhurried moments where Matt arranged his thoughts and sorted through his feelings.

“I can’t leave right away, and that’ll give me time to speak with my family and give them time to adjust. It’s not something I’m rushing into to get away from them.”

Good. She couldn’t live with herself if he derailed his life because she had entered it. “It’s good to hear.”

“I’ve been looking into buying into a shop.”

She lifted her head from the backrest and sat taller, waiting, anticipating. “Find anything?”

“Nothing in Kingston, but I’m looking in the Toronto area.”

Joy shot through her. “Really?”

“Yeah. Highway 401 is the busiest in North America. There’s plenty of demand for heavy truck mechanics. I need a new market.”

She needed a new heart. “What about your fire inspector job?” Her brain blurted the question, but her heart wanted to reel the words back in.

“I’ll be starting from scratch in terms of seniority, but there are more firefighters in Toronto and more arsons. The opportunity’s there.”

“Can you do both at the same time and not burn out?”

“It’s rotational shifts. If I land a job as a firefighter, I can work a day or two at the garage. I’ll have more money to hire staff and keep the place going.”

She wanted to kiss him. She wanted to dash to her car, peel out of Toronto and keep her foot flat against the accelerator until she arrived at Matt’s and kissed him. She wanted a wet and sloppy kiss driven by enthusiasm and hope. Then she wanted to press her body the length of him and strip him naked to run her tongue down every handsome inch of him. “I can help with the job search.”

“Thanks. I’ve contacted some business brokers.”

“Any idea how long it will take?”

“I don’t know. I’m in Kingston until my courses finish in a few weeks. Then, there’s a whole process of vetting the business, going through the books, making sure the taxes are up to date, the ownership structure is clear, that sort of thing.”

Weeks? Months? Years? How long would it take? “That can take a lot of time.”

“It’s not something I want to rush into. There’s a lot of money on the line.”

She wanted to rush into his arms. “Yeah. Due diligence.”

“Yeah. You’ll have to show me around Toronto. You mentioned there were hiking trails and nice restaurants.”

“I haven’t had the time, but we could explore them together.”

“I’d like that.”

“We could get drinks on Friday?”

“I’m on call Friday for Fire and Rescue, but we could have breakfast on Saturday and head up to East Harbour.” His voice held hope and honey and the promise of happiness.

“Sounds good.” She clicked on her phone to check the time. Hours had passed in what seemed like minutes. “I have to get some sleep.”

“Me, too.”

She held the line open, debating if she should make a kissy noise. She decided against it. The first kissy noise she would make would be from tasting his lips and sliding her tongue into his mouth. “Get some sleep.”

“You, too.”

The line remained open a few seconds more, and then she swiped the call closed.

Lam entered the condo, dumped her purse on the kitchen counter, walked to the living room, turned on the television, and flopped onto the couch. “Didn’t know you were back.”

“Been back since Sunday night.”

Lam shrugged. “Are you away this weekend?”

“Yes. Why?”

“I’ve got some friends coming over. Mind if they use your bed?”

Fuck, yeah. She wasn’t going to have someone have a sex-athon on her mattress. She could burn the sheets and buy new ones, but a new mattress? That was outside of her budget. “It’s my room. I don’t want anyone else in it.”

She’d lock her door and place some fibres in the door hinges. If she spotted them on the floor, that meant her door had been opened.

Lam turned up the volume on the television to an intolerable level. “Fine. Be a bitch.”

Tension wound between Danielle’s shoulder blades. She didn’t need this. She wanted a good night’s sleep, the one golden clue that would crack the motivations for the arsons in East Harbour, and the taste of Matt’s kiss on her lips.

Danielle picked up her laptop and checked her emails one last time before going to bed. She skimmed through the unread messages and stopped on the fifth from the top.  An email from Library and Archives Canada, but her attention was pulled lower to the twelfth message. The email notified Danielle her blog had a new comment. She clicked the message open.

UnknownUser37 wrote back off bitch.

The message zapped all sense of sleepiness from Danielle. She was on the trail of one hot story, and there was no way in hell she was going to let it go unsolved.
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Chapter 16
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Matt closed the hood of an early model Nissan Sentra, then wiped his hands with a cloth and shoved the cloth into the pocket of his coveralls.

It was late Friday afternoon, and a warm drizzle of rain dampened everything. The air smelled of oil and worms.

Hugo stood under a car hoisted on the car lift. He had graduated from ignoring Matt to the occasional grunt of acknowledgement.

Portuguese dance music blared on the radio. Hugo had blasted the music all week, drowning out the possibility of serious conversation.

Papai chatted with a customer in the parking lot. Apparently, Papai was still capable of talking, just not to Matt.

Irked at his family’s adolescent behaviour, Matt called the customer to let them know their car was ready. Matt did two oil changes and then offered to help Hugo with the car he was working on.

“You don’t need to double-check my work.” Hugo plugged the diagnostics cable into the car.

“I’m offering to help.”

“I’ll manage.”

Matt pressed his tongue into the inside of his cheek. Hugo had spoken full sentences to him, indicating some progress. Hugo was still an asshole, indicating no improvement on that front.

Papai walked away from the customer. The smile that rounded his face vanished, leaving only the bumpy lines of a scowl.

“Any other cars that need to be worked on?” Matt asked.

Papai shook his head.

The silent treatment stretched and stretched until it was tight and suffocating.

“You’re acting like children.” Matt stood with his feet firmly under him and arms by his sides. It had been years since he had to wrestle Hugo to the ground and knock some sense into him.

The line of Papai’s jaw hardened. “A business partner has never betrayed you.”

“It’s your pride fueling this?”

“I loved that man like a brother. We had family outings together. I brought his family over to our cottage.”

“I was there. I remember.”

“You don’t.” Papai hissed. “Kurt Reid looked me in the eye every day for five years. He clasped my shoulders when we had a big sale of a property, we celebrated our children’s birthdays together, and I considered him my best friend. To see how easily he lied, how he turned on me and my family in a heartbeat. That I can’t get over.”

Matt lowered his gaze. What was he to say? Repeat again and again that neither the police, the Canada Revenue Agency, nor the forensic accountants had found any evidence of wrongdoing. He was tired of that conversation. “You’re going to let hate eat at you the rest of your life?”

Papai drew his eyebrows together, but the motion didn’t hide the hurt and pain in his eyes. “I would never wish that kind of betrayal on anyone. That’s why you stick with family in all things. Starting a business with someone else is a disaster. They’re not looking out for your interests, and they’re always positioning to advance theirs. They’ll squeeze every penny from you and walk away without any remorse.”

A hard lump lodged behind Matt’s Adam’s apple. He ran the top of his tongue along his bottom lip, but the motion didn’t rally his courage. Fuck it. There was never going to be a good time to stay this. Now or never. “I’m looking into buying into a heavy truck mechanic garage.”

Eyes wide and head shaking, Hugo tossed a wrench into a toolbox.

Unblinking, Papai stood motionless. The lines around his mouth seemed deeper, darker, near bursting at holding back a volley of insults. Colour drained from his cheeks, and then, a few heartbeats later, a furious flush crept up his neck and enflamed his cheeks. “Is this some sort of joke?”

Matt’s palms dampened, and he shook his head.

“After what I just shared with you? You want to jump into a business?”

Matt refused to gulp. “That’s right.”

“With whom?”

“I don’t know yet. I’m looking in Toronto.”

The colour on Papai’s cheeks darkened from crimson to a purplish red. “Toronto? There aren’t enough heavy trucks in Kingston for you to repair?”

“There’s plenty to repair, but it’s too expensive to set up shop here.”

“I hear Jepsen’s wants a business partner.” Papai’s voice wavered, and the anger in it tapered.

Matt held Papai’s gaze. “If I buy into that place, I’ll lose my reputation as a mechanic.”

“You could buy a majority share, turn the place around.”

“It’ll take more than me to do that.”

Papai slid his gaze to Hugo, who shook his head.

“I’m not interested in heavy trucks, and there’s no way I’m working for Matt.”

So much for a brotherly bond. “Kingston’s too expensive to open a new shop.”

Papai narrowed his eyes. “The farther you are from the 401, the fewer trucks will roll by.”

“Toronto.”

“Toronto? You think Kingston’s too expensive, and you’re going to try to open a shop in Toronto? Have you seen the lease rates?”

“That’s why I’m looking into buying into an existing business.”

Papai shook his head. “Run any business through an entire accounting firm and an entire law firm. They’ll say it’s squeaky clean, but it’s the other owner you need to worry about. No amount of vetting can get inside someone else’s head. They’ll cheat you like my partner cheated me.”

Tired of this conversation, Matt opened his mouth to call it a day. His cell phone rang with the opening riffs of Light My Fire by The Doors—a call from Kingston Fire & Rescue. He took the call, acknowledged to dispatch he was on his way, and hung up. “I gotta go.”

Papai sighed. “This isn’t over.”

It was for him. Matt unzipped his coveralls and tossed them into the bin to be cleaned.

“I’m trying to save you from the worst mistake of your life.”

“What’s a mistake for someone is the right decision for another.”

Papai said something, but Matt ignored him. He wasn’t going to waste time rehashing an argument that had been chopped into fine pieces. He strode to his truck and drove off towards the fire station.

He put on his turnout gear and joined Colm inside the engine, and the driver drove them to a series of apartment buildings overlooking the St. Lawrence River.

Colm arched his eyebrows at Matt.

Nope. No more conversations for Matt today. He was fed up with talking. Matt looked out the window, ordering his thoughts to calm himself. Nothing worse than being distracted at a fire scene.

He let his mind blank, and the lump in his throat cleared.

Black smoke billowed from three windows on the eighth floor.

The driver parked away from the building in case of a structural collapse, and Matt got out.

A stream of people filed out of the building and milled around the parking lot. The incident commander motioned for them to back away, but most of the people remained too close to the building.

The incident commander walked up to a few people in security uniforms, spoke with them, and then returned to Matt’s engine. “Grease fire on the eighth floor that’s spread throughout the apartment and might have jumped to other units.”

The sounds of multiple fire trucks approached from several angles, and engine after engine pulled in front of the building.

A battalion chief stepped out of an SUV and strode towards the security guards.

Matt affixed his helmet, grabbed his Halligan bar, and climbed up eight flights of stairs. He sucked in steady breaths and kept his pace even.

He started the procedure for vertical ventilation of the building to vent the fire and superheated gases. Four hours to contain the blaze, three hours to inspect the walls to ensure the fire hadn’t jumped into another unit, and another hour to sort through the debris.

Sweaty, hungry, and exhausted, Matt removed his helmet and climbed back into the engine. His muscles complained about having to climb one more step.

Colm sat across from Matt. Streaks of grime covered Colm’s face, and he stared blankly ahead.

The driver pulled into the station and parked, and the firefighters climbed down.

“Grab a burger?” Colm asked.

Yes, Matt’s stomach pleaded. Preferably two, maybe even three. “Sure. There’s a twenty-four place around the corner.” Matt went to the washroom, washed his face, then climbed into his truck and drove to the burger place.

Colm pulled up next to Matt and got out of his truck.

They entered the restaurant, ordered, and sat at a table.

Matt unwrapped his burger, and the crinkling of the wax paper never sounded better. He bit into his burger, and it was the best thing he had tasted all week. “What else can you tell me about the fires in East Harbour?”

Colm ran his hand along a military tattoo on his forearm. “Nothing.”

“Nothing? You warned me to back off. What’s going on up there?”

Colm averted his gaze.

An unsettling feeling roiled Matt’s stomach, and it wasn’t from the greasy burger. “What have you been up to?”

“Up to?”

“In general?” Gambling, needing more money to spend on women, needing to repay an army buddy, being pissed off at the world and needing a release.

“Work. Firefighting. The usual.”

“Nothing else? No new soupe du jour?”

The corner of Colm’s mouth curved. “There’s always someone new.”

“Anyone with expensive tastes?”

Colm swung his gaze to Matt. “What the hell does that mean?”

Matt shrugged. “Just that. Why warn me off?”

Colm balled his burger wrapper. “I can’t get into it.”

“Who warned you off?”

Colm shook his head.

“It’s against the law to help cover up a crime and aid the criminal in getting away.”

“Fuck off. I warned you to stay away as your friend. You have no standing there. The politics in East Harbour are vicious. Let the local fire department figure things out.”

“Vicious politics in a small village? What the fuck’s going on out there?”

“It’s clan warfare. Everyone’s been stuck in that village for so long that everyone’s up each other’s asses. You go in there and try to sort things out, and they’ll rope you in and tie you up. Save your career. Let the locals handle it.”

Jesus Christ. If another person gave him career advice today, he’d put his fist through a wall. Matt couldn’t let the arson go. Not when there were so many threads to pull on and the local fire department had no sense of urgency to resolve it. “Who warned you off?”

“That’s what I get for trying to help a friend.” Colm rose, collected his tray, and walked away.

Fuck it. Matt tossed his wrapper onto the tray, grabbed his half-drunk water bottle, and brought his tray to the garbage bin. He dragged his tired ass to his truck and drove home.

The dash clock read one in the morning.

He hauled his tired body to his bed, set his alarm for seven thirty, and then fell asleep.

His phone rang, and he swatted his hand against the nightstand until he found his phone. He rolled onto his side and answered. “Yeah?” His voice was hoarse.

“You have an outstanding amount of two thousand dollars at the Canada Revenue Agency. You can transfer funds through Apple or Amazon gift cards by pushing one. If you fail to pay the outstanding amount, CSIS will be sent after you.” The woman’s voice had a thick Asian accent.

Matt groaned, then swiped the spam call closed and blocked the number. His taxes were paid in full and on time, and there was no fucking way the Government of Canada would accept gift cards as forms of payment.

He cleared his throat, but it remained dry. One long breath to steel himself for the day, then on the second came the realisation that he’d spend it with Danielle. Fully alert, he swung his feet over the edges of his bed and stared at his cell phone.

Ten in the morning.

Fuck. He’d overslept by two and a half hours, and Danielle would be pissed at him. He dialled her number.

“Everything all right?” Her voice was soothing, comforting, and everything he lacked in his life.

He ran his hand down his face, and his day-old stubble pricked his palm. “I can be there in thirty minutes.”

“What happened?” There was no accusation in her tone, only concern.

“I overslept.”

“You said you were on call. I read there was a significant fire at an apartment building.”

“Are you looking for a story?”

“What? No.” Her voice held a twinge of hurt. “I’m asking if you’re okay.”

Fuck. “I’m sorry.”

“What happened?”

“Yesterday was long. Took eight hours to put out the fire.” Longer still because of the fight he had had with Papai and Hugo, then whatever the fuck the conversation with Colm was.

“That sounds exhausting.”

Beyond that. He needed another twelve hours of sleep and an hour in the sauna to work out the knots in his muscles. “I’m good. There’s still time to do some digging in East Harbour.”

“Are you up for it?”

Anything so long as it was with her. “Yup. Just need to shower.”

“I can be there in thirty minutes.”

“That works. Breakfast from the drive-through, then onto East Harbour?”

“I’ll pick something up.”

“It’s my turn to buy.”  He swiped the call closed, showered, shaved, and met her downstairs.

Danielle pulled into the front of his apartment building in her Dodge Cruze. The engine sounded better, but rust marks were forming around the bottom edge of the doors.

Matt waited outside, and he opened the passenger door and sat. The reassuring scent of kiwi and strawberry shampoo surrounded him, and all he wanted to do was lean over and kiss her. He ran his tongue along his lower lip, not yet able to muster the courage to act on what his heart screamed for him to do. “Sorry for being late.”

She put her car into drive and steered out of the parking lot. “It’s okay. I needed the extra rest as well.”

“Thought you were sleeping on an inflatable mattress?”

“Yes. But I bought top-of-the-line camping gear, and it’s pretty good to sleep on.”

Stay at his place tonight. Fall asleep, sated, and sweaty in his arms on a good mattress. “Find out anything else about the woman in the wall?”

“I did more archival research. Managed to cross-reference census documents from Library and Archives Canada. Turns out there were three live-in indentured servants in the area. They have correspondence from their families in Ireland and England.”

“Thinking it’s a maid that was murdered?”

“They’re the only women unaccounted for in the death records. They might have moved away or died alone in a hovel, and no one bothered to record their deaths.”

“Okay. Some wealthy man hired a servant, got her pregnant and killed her.”

Danielle pulled into the Tim Horton’s drive-through lane. Four cars were in line. There were two truths in Canada—Canada was cold in winter, and the people who worked the drive-through window of any Tim Horton’s had to be on their game because the traffic was non-stop.

Coffee and food collected, Danielle turned onto the highway towards East Harbour. She reached for her coffee and brought it to her mouth. She blew on it, then set her cup down. “I’ll contact local churches for marriage records, and I’ll look up records for Intent to Marry.”

“You mean a dowry?”

“No. An Intent to Marry involves payments made by the groom or the groom’s family to ensure the legality of the upcoming marriage.”

Matt grunted. “Never heard of that.”

“The joys of digging through archives.” Danielle stopped at a red light. “If the servant was an indentured servant, there could be a record of her contract or her sentence. The trial would likely have been in England, but I’ll check the Law Society of Upper Canada Archives as well.” The light turned green, and Danielle drove forwards.

“Let’s work on the assumption that she was a servant that ended up stuffed in the wall. Maybe she saw something she wasn’t supposed to see or had an affair with the husband. The wife found out and killed her, or the husband killed the maid to keep her from divulging their affair.”

“Hard to prove any of those two hundred years after the fact. But it’s a plausible scenario.”

Danielle pulled her car into a parking space on Main Street East Harbour and parked. “First stop the Historical Society, then we’ll connect with the Military Historical Society. Maybe they have access to other archives.”

Matt stepped out of the car and closed the door. He leaned backwards to stretch, but his body was still wrecked from last night’s fire, and it hurt too much to stretch.

Danielle removed her cell phone and read a text message. “Deidre’s at the restaurant.”

He and Danielle walked to the restaurant, and he opened the door for her.

Deidre and Alice sat at the far end in a booth, and Danielle slid into the booth, and Matt after her.

The restaurant’s walls were covered in posters with Vote Jordan Grant, and campaign buttons were available by the cash.

Jordan stepped out of the kitchen holding two plates of food, nodded to Matt, and went to the other end of the restaurant to serve Bruce and Dwayne.

Small towns. Everyone was always everywhere together.

Jordan approached Matt’s table. Danielle ordered a coffee, and so did Matt.

“Do you have access to archives on indentured servants?” Danielle asked Deidre.

Deidre rested her knife on the edge of her plate. “Most of those records would have been destroyed in the fire of 1912.”

This place and its fires. “Any family oral history?”

“It tends to be something people don’t want to talk about. If someone actually paid their debt, they wanted to move on with their lives, not be reminded of it.”

Matt sucked on the inside of his cheek. “Did anyone move back to England after their contract?”

“It was far too expensive to return, and by the time they actually paid off their debts, they would have had more ties here than in England.”

Jordan returned with two cups of coffee, and then he went to another table to check up on the customers there.

“Any word on the forensics of the fire at the ice cream shop?” Matt asked.

Deidre’s mouth tightened into a sad frown. “Nothing. The fire department says the lab’s backed up, and the insurance company won’t pay until they get an official determination. We’re approaching the height of tourist season. If we can’t get the repairs done, we might lose the museum.”

“Can’t fundraise off-season?” Danielle asked.

“We fundraise throughout the year, but what we normally raise isn’t near enough to cover the damage done.” Deidre’s shoulders sagged.

Alice pulled her friend into a hug.

The conversation turned to local politics and who was the favourite candidate to win.

“That would be me.” Jordan’s voice held three notes of pride. “All the other candidates want to waste more money on sports and arts. I’m the only pro-business candidate.”

Bruce knocked his knuckles against his table twice. “Hear, hear.”

Deidre frowned. “It’s arts and culture that draw tourism to East Harbour.”

“There’s no point in coming here if there isn’t anything to do or places to sleep. We need more accommodations for the boaters, kayakers, and hikers. And more services to support them. There needs to be changes in zoning to help businesses expand.”

“You mean you want to give your cousin’s boat repair and rental preferential treatment? That’s nepotism.”

Jordan wiped his hands on his apron. “Adam has the money to expand his repair shop but can’t. It’s not nepotism when zoning issues prohibit the development of infrastructure to service more people. Rick can’t grow his gas station for boats. Suzanne can’t build an extension to add more rooms to her bed and breakfast.” Jordan counted off the businesses on his fingers. “Karen wants to expand her florist shop to a tea shop. There are a bunch of businesses that are hurting because of existing zoning.”

Deidre sighed. “You just don’t get it.”

“Arts and sports cost money. A stronger business base leads to more taxes to pay for those things.”

Deidre shook her head. “I have better things to do than argue with you.”

Deidre and Alice excused themselves, went to the cash, paid their bills, and left.

“Want to see what Bruce and Dwayne have uncovered?” Danielle asked.

“Sure.” Matt rose, collected his cup, and crossed the restaurant to Dwayne and Bruce. “Have a few minutes?”

“Here to talk about history?” Bruce asked.

Matt nodded.

“There’s always time to talk about history.” Bruce slid deeper into the booth, making room for Matt. Dwayne shuffled deeper into his side and inclined his head to Danielle.

Matt sat. “Any word from the fire department?”

“Nothing official,” Bruce said.

“Unofficially?”

“They found evidence that electrical wiring was used to start the fire.”

Matt’s pulse knocked in his throat. He kept his features calm and his gaze in the direction of Bruce. He wasn’t going to let on he had found a similar fire in Frontenac Park.

“What kind of electrical wiring?” Danielle placed her cell phone on the table, recording the conversation.

“Didn’t say,” Bruce said. “Only that the ashes contained evidence of electrical wiring.”

“Modern or old?”

“Didn’t say.”

Matt raised his eyebrows. “You didn’t ask?”

“It’s an old building.” Dwayne’s near-white hair somehow seemed whiter. “Some mouse or rat probably chewed through the wiring and set the fire.”

“Did the report indicate anything else?” Matt sipped his coffee, trying but likely failing to be casual.

“They estimate the entire building needs to be gutted. Odds are the insurance company will require the knob and tube wiring to be completely replaced. The inspector also found problems in the chimneys and with how the attic was being vented. At today’s rates, they’re looking at a bill in the tens of thousands of dollars.”

Matt suspected an insurance scam. The grant the Historical Society received to do research wouldn’t cover this kind of thing.

“Do you know who does their books?” Danielle asked.

“Bergeron and Wilson Chartered Accountants,” Bruce said. “Same accountant we use.”

“What’s their name?”

“Mia Cunningham.”

“Blond hair, blue eyes, about thirty?” Danielle asked.

“That’s the one.” Bruce tipped his mug towards Danielle, and she reached for her phone and texted someone.

Bruce’s cell phone rang, and he answered it. “Okay. I’m coming over.” He swiped the call shut. “Gotta give my kid a ride to soccer practice.”

Matt stood, and Bruce slid out of the booth, then walked up to the front counter to have a word with Jordan.

“Anything else?” Dwayne asked.

Matt slid his gaze to Danielle.

“I’ve got a few questions,” she said. “Do any of your archives include letters from soldiers?”

“We mostly cover official correspondence between officers and National Defence and Great Britain’s War Office. We have archives on newspaper coverage of wars, and we research the lives of soldiers in the area.”

“Marriage records of the soldiers?”

Dwayne shrugged. “The ones we can find. We focus on their military and post-military careers.”

Danielle drummed her fingers on the table. “What would be the best place to find records of their marriages?”

“The local churches.”

“All right, thanks.” Danielle collected her purse and stood.

Matt stood, went to the cash to pay, then held the door open for Danielle, and she stepped outside.

The light rain had stopped, leaving the air thick with humidity. Clouds hung low in the sky, but rays of sunshine poked through.

Danielle blew out a breath, then tugged on her shirt. “How can we be so close to water and still have this humidity?”

“Don’t know.”

“How much time do you have today?”

As much as she needed. “I’m free. I’m not on call again until Monday.”

Danielle walked up the street, and Matt followed.

“You know Mia Cunningham?” Matt asked.

“She was one of the people in the Jeep in the car accident last week. I have her contact information.”

“Think she’ll divulge some information on the financial health of the historical societies?”

“Maybe. I’m hoping she’ll shed more light on what happened with Dad’s company.” Danielle’s voice held hope and enthusiasm.

Matt’s heart missed a gear. Shit. This was another rabbit hole that would lead nowhere and only cause Danielle grief and disappointment. He weighed his words, but all were heavy and harsh.

They spent the afternoon talking with the business owners flanking the Historical Society’s building, then Danielle did a series of interviews on the city council election.

Everything indicated a tight race between a town divided between protecting its small-town charm and history and encouraging businesses from Toronto and chain stores to establish in East Harbour.

Matt’s cell phone rang. The name Rahul Patel appeared on the screen. “Anything?” Matt asked.

“I’ve found a heavy truck shop near the 401. The buy-in is five hundred thousand.”

Matt drew in a long breath. That was nearly twice his budget. “That’s a lot of money.”

“They do a lot of business. They’re looking to expand and want a new partner.”

Danielle stopped walking a few steps ahead of Matt and looked up and down the street.

Five hundred grand. He could get another fifty from the bank, maybe if he talked really fast and the loan officer liked the business. The only way he could raise the rest would be to go to his parents, and he refused to do that.

“I’m going to send you the financials,” Rahul said. “And their business plan. What they want to do makes a lot of sense. Take your time to review things.”

“Okay. Send it over.”

“Already done.” Rahul ended the call.

“Everything all right?” Danielle asked.

Going from okay to good with a shot of making great. “Yeah. That was the business broker. He’s got an opportunity he wants me to consider.”

Danielle’s mouth formed a perfect o, and her beautiful eyes rounded. “You really are serious about moving to Toronto.”

“Yeah.”

She walked towards him. Dark brown eyes met his, held him, captivated him. “You really are serious?”

“In a few weeks. Two months, maybe. I have to get the rest of my certifications, modify the loan application, find a location for my garage, renovate it for what I need, and hire staff. It’ll take time—”

Danielle closed the remaining inches and sealed her lips against his lips.

Sweet and glorious.

She opened her mouth to him, and he slipped in his tongue, tasting, probing, exploring the wonder their relationship had to offer.

He cupped her cheek, drawing her closer, ready to follow her to the ends of the Earth. He poured every feeling and desire into his kiss, stopping only to draw breath. His pulse raced faster and faster still until every gasket was blown.

She pressed a kiss onto his chin, then his jaw. “We’re going to make this work.” Her breathing was short and heavy.

Matt grinned against Danielle’s lips and rested his forehead against Danielle’s. “We are.”

She smoothed her hand over his chest, sending a wave of need through him. “We can make it back to Kingston in under forty minutes.”

He should have brought his truck. At least it had a bed. “There’s a pharmacy around the corner, and my cottage is ten minutes away. No one’s there this weekend.”

“That’s a way better idea.”

He groaned, gave her one last kiss, and tried not to sprint to the pharmacy.
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Chapter 17
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Excitement hummed in Danielle, speeding up her pulse, tightening her fingers around the steering wheel, and drawing awareness to every beat of her heart.

Worry and guilt nibbled at her, drawing her thoughts away from the gorgeous man beside her to the fact they were going to have sex in his parents’ cottage.

“Are you sure they’re not there?” Danielle asked.

“Take the next left.” Matt squeezed her thigh. “They’re not going up to the cottage this weekend, and it’s also my cottage.”

She ran her tongue along her lower lip, tasting his kiss from this afternoon, needing more of it, certain she would feast on it for the rest of her life.

She followed the narrow road to his grandparents’ cottage and parked in front of the garage. Late afternoon shadows played against the brown-painted semi-cut logs of the cottage. The classic log cabin was painted in a reddish-brown stain.

Nestled in a cluster of trees against the background of a peaceful lake interrupted by a series of docks and a few wakes of pontoons, the cottage was everything it should be—rustic and peaceful.

Matt got out and walked around the front of her car with a small paper bag in hand.

Shafts of light pierced through the thick canopy of cedars and pines, sharpening the angles of his cheek, jaw, and chin.  With his fluid strides and lean muscles and desire in his eyes, he was all male.

And all hers.

Anticipation rolled over her, leaving her hot and needy and wet.

Emotions thumped against her chest, kicking her pulse forward until it somersaulted into a fast-paced beat. This was it. She was going to taste him, savour him, feel every part of him against her, in her, around her.

She fumbled for the lock on her armrest, then pushed the door open. He caught the door and eased it open. His desirous gaze never left hers. Always the sweetheart, the gentleman, the soft-spoken man in the corner who never approached any of the dozens of women swooning over him.

Danielle took Matt’s hand and wrapped her fingers around his. A simple gesture, a normal one for couples, that made her heart thump louder. A couple, they were finally a couple, and every teenage daydream, twenty-something hope, and thirty-something craving poured over her, leaving her lightheaded and giddy.

She ran her finger along the inside of his fingers and palm, feeling the patches of hardened skin and the lines of his joints.

He squeezed her hand again, and desire consumed her.

She followed him up the pebbled path to the front door.

He shoved the paper back into his pocket, then removed a set of keys. He fumbled with the keys, grunted something, then shoved a key into the lock and turned.

“Are you sure nobody will drop by tonight?” she asked.

“Mamãe and Avó are at the Portuguese Community Centre for dinner, and Hugo, Papai and Vovô are at the bar watching a futebal game. No one’s doing any surprise visits tonight.”

A triumphant, high-pitched click filled the electric silence between them. Everything drowned in silence. Gone were the insects, the birds, the lapping of waves churned by motorboats on the lake.

Danielle hesitated.

He opened the door and stepped inside. “I’ll lock the door and put a chair against it.”

She followed him, then closed the door and locked it. “Please. I’d feel better.”

He disappeared into the darkened room and returned with a chair, jamming it under the doorknob.

Happiness stole her voice, and she couldn’t express enough words to express her joy, so she arched towards him and kissed him.

Arms looped around his waist, lips pressed against his, she shuffled backwards, and he forwards, deeper into the cottage.

She slid her hands up his torso, relishing its definition and strength, then wrapped her arms around his neck.

Her bum bumped against the edge of a table, and she eased onto it. Her fingers splayed against his chest, spreading the cool cloth of his athletic shirt against his hard chest, then tugging it over his shoulders and tossing it to the floor.

She undid the button on his hiking trousers, then eased them from his hips. She slid her hands under his underwear, following the hard curve of his bum.

A magnificent steel apple.

A low groan rumbled against the column of her throat. Chapped lips pressed against her skin, scratching her, tickling her. “My turn.” He slid his hands under her shirt and peeled it over her face, but not fully down her arms, then lowered his face to the cleft between her breasts. He kissed her breasts through her bra, sucking her nipple, then running his tongue over their swell. He mumbled something in Portuguese that steamed her blood.

He fumbled with her bra clasps. She wanted to help, but her half-removed shirt held her hands back. She turned her shoulder to him, giving him a side view of her back.

Again, he fumbled with the bra clasps, and a frustrated sigh filled the silence.

“Push the two wings together, then unhook.”

“Wings?”

“The two parts that connect to the clasps. Those are wings.”

He grunted, then pushed the wings together, and the clasp came undone, freeing them. He slid his hand beneath her bra and worried her nipple until it was a hard peak, then gave the other nipple due attention.

Masterful hands massaged her breasts, cupping them, squeezing them, letting the weight of them rest in his palms.

The woodland noises faded, leaving only the sounds of Danielle’s and Matt’s heavy breathing.

The coolness of the room did nothing to soothe the fire burning her.

There was him, and there was Danielle, and the rest of the world ceased to exist.

He trailed a line of kisses from her breasts to her neck, then tugged higher on her shirt, freeing her, then he teased her mouth open with his tongue. She sucked on the tip of his tongue, catching his groan.

Her shirt and bra tossed to the floor, Matt trailed his hands along the length of her arms. Rough callouses ran across her tender skin, but there was only reverence in the touch.

He whispered tender Portuguese words against her ear.

She didn’t understand them but felt their emotion, the tremble of their shape against her skin, and their gentle caress on her soul.

More. She wanted more—more of him, more of his sensual words against her skin, all of him pressed against all of her.

She spread her fingers across his shoulders, pulling him nearer.

He straightened, and eyes the colour of coffee looked at her, held her and flooded her core with heat. A grin tugged his lips, then he pushed her slacks down to her knees, dropped a kiss on her knee, and trailed a line of kisses between her breasts, down her abdomen, and then he knelt. He ran his fingers down her thighs, tickled the back of her knee, and then pulled the slacks to her ankles.

Pleasure rocked her, heat warmed her, and all she wanted was for him to plunge into her. She wrapped her legs around his shoulders.

Matt chuckled. “Patience.”

A little frustrated groan caught in her throat. She was tired of waiting. She had waited so long for this. She wanted to pull him closer until nothing fit between them. She wanted to rock her hips and take him all in, feel him swell in her.

He pressed another kiss to the inside of her knee, then another a little higher, and a little higher still. He pressed the breath of his tongue against her panties near the swollen bundle of nerves at the apex of her thighs, and she gasped.

He chuckled against her sex, then spread her legs wider.

Light bathed the top of his head, catching the brown and black highlights of his hair, contrasting the swirls and waves.

She threaded her fingers through his thick hair, and he looked up at her. Face half-shadowed in the dim room, he was the hero in an old black and white movie, whose jawline was always relaxed, but his captivating eyes displayed rich emotion.

He ran small circles with his fingers along the inside of her ankle, up her calf, up the delicate skin of her inner thigh, then slid his hands along her skin, pulling down her panties.

She shifted left, then right, helping him free her.

He tossed her underwear onto the pile of her clothes. And then he was there, again at her core, and he slipped one finger inside her, stroking her wet walls. With each stroke, she turned from wet to slick to waterfall.

Glorious.

Gentle lapping noises filled the space between them, and she leaned back on her hands, exposing more of herself to him.

Desire, pleasure, and the reach for the pinnacle moment of bliss rocked her. A little moan reached a crescendo.

He placed his hand on her cheek, and she kissed the heel of it, then ran her tongue down the length of his fingers and sucked their tips to keep from screaming the roof off.

Her release was fast and rocking, leaving her short of breath, void of thought, and a sweaty mess.

He trailed a line of breathy kisses against her neck, and another wave of pleasure rolled over her.

Her thoughts were fuzzy, and the drumming of her pulse slowed. The tension in her muscles eased, and she slumped a little forward.

Matt slid his hand from her cheek to her waist, steadying her.

Sated, she leaned into his hand and kissed the length of his arm until she leaned forward and claimed his mouth. He tasted of her musk, hikes in sunshine, and forever. She tugged on his chin, encouraging him to stand, and he did.

A thick erection pressed against his boxers, and she helped him out of it, letting it fall. She ran her fingers down the length of his shaft, cupped his balls, then up his cock to its tip.

A growl rumbled in his chest, and he hardened more at her touch. He squeezed her hips.

Still, he looked at her through narrow slits. His breath was steady, his muscles hard, and his shaft rigid.

He waited. Yielding to her, to her pace, to her rhythm.

A surge of feminine pride rolled through her. She reached for the paper bag, removed a condom, and rolled it over him, then ran her hands around his waist and cupped his bum. She would never get enough of squeezing him, resting her hands against him, and guiding him towards her. She shimmied to the edge of the table, then wrapped a leg around his hip.

He entered her in a slow, smooth stroke. He stretched her, and her walls enveloped him, holding him snugly. She hooked her leg over his other thigh, and he slipped a fraction of an inch deeper into her. A heavy sigh, hot and happy and long-held, blew through her lips.

Perfection. No other word could describe the moment other than perfection.

She arched her hips against his, then claimed his mouth in a kiss. Their movements synchronized, a thrust met with bearing down, a kiss for a kiss, a nip on the collarbone followed by a caress in the chest.

Tension rose and rose and tightened, then with one smooth thrust in her, the tension crested in a wave of bliss. She clutched him, held him, certain that if she let him go, the pleasure would carry her away.

Skin hot, cheeks ablaze, and chest to chest with him, she rocked her hips in time with his motions and nipped at the tender spot on his chest.

He dropped his head back, exposing the column of his neck, and thrust into her with his squeezed tight for the fullest and deepest penetration.

Grunt, howl, roar. Whatever the rumble that rattled up his throat, it gained speed and depth and erupted from his mouth, overpowering her sighs and his grunts.

Time slowed, their breaths slowed, their pulses steadied, and the evening air cooled her skin, but his breath warmed her face.

He reached between them, pinched the condom, and withdrew. He placed the condom in the paper bag and helped her off the edge of the table.

She reached for the box of condoms. “There’s still eleven in here.”

He flashed a confident grin, and they used two more.

Sated, sweaty, starving, certain she would sleep for a year, she pressed kisses onto his chest. “I’m hungry.”

“Me too. There’s always something in the freezer.” He padded to the fridge and opened the freezer section. “Pizza or hamburger?”

The sinews of his body flexed with each motion. He was gorgeous, perfect for an Italian sculptor to immortalize him in marble. “Pizza.”

He removed the pizza, placed it on a tray, and put it in the oven.

She closed the curtains and sat at the kitchen table. She would wipe everything down tomorrow, make sure that the lemony scent of cleaner overpowered the scent of sex.

They sat naked at the table and ate. She held his hand with one hand and her slice of pizza with the other. A more perfect Saturday night couldn’t exist.

He hooked a finger over hers and led her down the darkened corridor to a bedroom with a queen bed. He peeled back the covers, and they both slipped in.

She lay on her side and rested her head on his shoulder. Everything about tonight felt right. His heartbeat sounded right, his kisses tasted right, the patterns he traced with his fingers on the swell of her hip and the future they would build felt right, and how he smiled at her looked right.

They made plans to explore new hiking trails in Rouge National Urban Park, the Lower Don Parklands, and Sunnybrook Park. They’d take their gear and hike all day, drown out the sounds and bustle of the city and savour every second together.

A kiss and squeeze of a shoulder or bum punctuated every decision. Every dream drawn in colour and contoured by hope, pulled them a little closer until her leg was draped over his thigh and her ear pressed against his chest. Everything in her life was aligning, and emotions so sweet and pure poured over her. She arched towards his mouth and kissed, soft, slow, and coated with syrup.

She snuggled against him, breathing him in, then fell asleep to the thump-thump-thump of his heart.

She awoke, still draped over him, with a horrible crick in her neck. Her body begged for her to move, to restore sensation in her shoulder, but her heart said to stay. Stay a little a little longer with her temple on his chest, to feel his chest rise and fall with each breath, to hear the steady pounding of his heart.

A thousand needle pins pricked her neck and shoulder, encouraging her to shift her weight. She pressed a kiss to his neck and slid from him, resting in the crook of his arm.

Matt flexed his hand and rolled his shoulder, then kissed her. “Morning.” Gorgeous eyes met hers, and there were as many emotions in them as there were words in the dictionary.

“Been up long?”

“About an hour.”

“And you didn’t move?”

“I’m finally holding you. There was no way I was going to move.”

Joy spread through her, and her hand found his and squeezed it.

He kissed her head. “Hungry?”

“Starved.”

“Hamburger for breakfast?”

Too heavy. “Anything else?”

“East Harbour Eats?”

“Sounds good.” She eased from the bed and walked up the hallway, rolling in that warm, silky feeling of his gaze following her movements. She picked up her clothes, had a shower, and dressed.

Naked, Matt wiped down the kitchen table and chairs with a rag. He sprayed more lemon cleaning products, then wiped the surfaces down again.

A very feminine part of Danielle sighed, and then she slid her gaze to the box of condoms. They still had nine left. Her stomach growled, and another instinct took over.

He planted a playful kiss on her lips, then took a shower and met her in the kitchen. “Ready to head out?”

“Sure.” She drove them to East Harbour Eats and parked on the road, then walked inside with Matt.

A laminated menu with business cards from local shops and realtors and lawyers and towing companies lay on the table.

A server with her hair pulled back into a ponytail walked up to them. “What can I get you?”

One of everything is what she wanted to say. “A stack of pancakes with plenty of butter and coffee.”

Matt handed the menu to the server. “Four eggs over easy with bacon and sausage and beans and toast.”

Danielle arched her eyebrows, and Matt lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “You wore me out.”

The server blushed, jotted down their order and went to the neighbouring table.

Danielle’s phone rang, and Dad’s name flashed on it. She was in too good of a mood to deal with him, and she ignored the call. Dad called again, and Danielle moved her hand to swipe it closed.

“He’s called twice in a row,” Matt said. “Maybe it’s an emergency.”

Matt and his reasonable observation. Danielle picked up her phone and answered the call. “Yeah?”

“I heard about Matt wanting to buy a garage in Toronto.”

“How would you know that?”

“I’ve got business partners throughout Ontario.”

Such a violation of privacy. She wasn’t a teenager cutting school to hang around with a bad crowd. Her career was on track, and she was in a relationship with a kind and decent man who risked his life to help others and who wanted to start his own business. Hardly the wrong crowd and entirely the right man for her. “You’re stalking Matt and me now?”

Matt’s full attention was on her, and he put down his cup of coffee.

Dad sighed. “I’m making sure Matt doesn’t get screwed on a business deal.”

He was one to talk about screwing over a business partner. “Well, go on, then,” Danielle said. “What did your source tell you? And how well do you know the source?”

“The garage that Matt was looking into has problems with its partners. One of them treats the business like a private bank, and the other one looks the other way because he’s never at the garage. He draws pay but doesn’t work there.”

Shit. “What proof do you have?”

“I know many people in logistics. They avoid sending their trucks there for repairs because of the delays in service. If there’s a problem, management isn’t concerned about addressing it.”

“Would this show up in the books?”

“No.”

“How could Matt find out?” She rattled off a checklist in her mind—disgruntled former employees, complaints to the Ministry of Labour about workplace bullying or harassment from improper company leadership, any litigation against them, and reviews of the company on social media.

“I can put you in contact with some of their clients. One-time clients who refuse to go back again.”

Shit. Shit. Shit. Best to save Matt before he sunk his life savings into a cesspit. “Thank you.”

“I’ve always looked out for you.”

Except when his business dealings busted two families. Except when she was most vulnerable as a teenager, and all her friends treated her like she had the plague, and all Dad was doing was spending days and nights with lawyers and accountants.

“What do you know about the business broker?” she asked.

“From what I hear, Rahel Patel is a stand-up guy. He’s usually focused on the restaurants, accommodations, and tourism companies. It’s probably why his network didn’t alert him to the problems in this business. They’re in another sector.”

“Okay.”

“I can ask around to see if there’s a more suitable garage he can buy into.”

Danielle lifted her gaze from the laminated menu to Matt. He sat tall, his expression calm, but his eyes held intense curiosity. He tipped his chin up a fraction of an inch in a silent question.

She pressed her lips into a tight smile. “Yes. Thank you.”

“Anytime.” Dad ended the call.

“And?” Matt asked.

“What’s the name of the garage you want to buy?”

Matt took out his phone, swiped a few times, and then handed his phone to her. She looked up Dibra Garage on the internet. Former employees couldn’t wait to get out of the place, and customers left a series of mixed reviews ranging from the inability to reach management to address a complaint, the prices fluctuating too often, and there were often lapses of communication when a truck had been repaired.

Better she burst Matt’s bubble on this deal. She handed him his phone, and he took it.

His frown deepened, taking with it all the hope in his eyes. He sat straighter, then handed her phone back. “So much for that garage.”

“There’s plenty of places you can buy into. We need to keep looking until we find the right place.”

“That can take months, years, even.”

“Dad said he’d help.”

Matt’s gaze met hers. “You’re back on good terms with him?”

No. Yes. No. Less shaky, more trembly terms. “He’s trying to help on this.”

“He helped a lot.”

Danielle raked her fingers through her hair and pulled it back into a ponytail, but two locks refused to be tucked back. “He’s meddling where he doesn’t belong.”

“You really don’t like family, do you?” Hurt filled his tone.

“I like functional families. I like families that don’t bicker, hurt one another, and don’t fight.”

“You mean you want some perfect television family that doesn’t exist?”

Matt had a perfect family. That is, until she showed up. “Think I’m naïve?”

He shook his head but didn’t say anything.

“I’ve got one sister a continent away in her little world. She takes after Mom and is only concerned about landing a wealthy husband. Mom is—” she made a dismissive gesture. “And Dad, well—”

Matt curled his fingers around his mug. “They’re still your family.”

“Don’t remind me.”

The corner of Matt’s mouth bowed up in a lop-sided smile. “What’s next?”

Fill her void of a stomach with as much food as possible and head back to Matt’s cottage to use up the box of condoms. “Breakfast, then walk around town to trace back the oral history of the Historical Society building. There are plenty of long-standing families in the community. Maybe someone has a family story that can be traced back to the woman?”

The server brought them their meals and went to another table.

Danielle slathered three bricks of butter onto her pancakes, then poured half the container of maple syrup.

Matt winked.

She flashed a saucy smile. “You wore me out.”

He chuckled, and the rumble went straight to her core.

Matt placed his knife on the edge of his plate.

She ran her hand over her cell phone screen. “I got another message.”

“Message?”

“From UnknownUser37.”

“When?”

“A few days ago.”

“And you didn’t tell me?” Matt’s voice hitched with concern.

“We’ve been busy.”

“Still...This could be important. What did it say?”

“Back off bitch.”

Matt’s eyes rounded. “That’s a threat. You need to tell the police.” Matt motioned to the server for the bill.

“A threat or a warning. Hard to tell.”

“Some anonymous weirdo reaches out through your blog and warns you to back off, that’s a threat.”

Danielle tipped her chin up. “I’ve been a reporter for over a decade. I get all sorts of cryptic messages from people trying to help, wiggle their way into the story, threaten me, or direct my attention to another angle, away from the actual responsible party.”

“Seriously?”

“All the time.”

“And you haven’t mentioned it? Someone could harm you.”

She’d been trolled and harassed by men who thought women shouldn’t be journalists. She’d been groped and shoved and had insults yelled at her. One time, she had covered a story involving political corruption, and the brother of the politician had followed her car right on her rear bumper for over twenty minutes despite the turns she had taken. She had called the police, and the brother claimed he had gotten lost in the city.

And so many other times that she had forgotten.

She lifted a shoulder in an innocent shrug. “I’ve not been stabbed or shot.”

Had the shit scared out of her more than a few times, installed extra locks on her apartment door and would only live in a building that had a buzzer.

“This is serious,” Matt said.

“I am serious. Reporters get all sorts of screwy messages from weird people all the time. Most of them are harmless.”

“Most.”

“I’ve had my share of creeps, and I’m still here. Have the police on speed dial.” She laughed softly, but Matt’s expression remained worried.

“Let me know when there’s someone who crosses the line.”

Her girlfriend heart rolled in the sensations of being cared for and protected. Her reporter brain said to back the hell away from her sources. “I’ll be fine.”

He held her gaze.

“If it gets out of line, I’ll let the police know.”

“And me.”

She inclined her head. “And you.”

He eyed her a moment longer, and then the tightness in his mouth relaxed. “What are we doing today?”

Danielle’s cell phone rang, and Mia Cunningham’s name appeared on the screen. Danielle held her finger up to Matt in a wait-a-minute motion, and she answered her phone. “Thanks for getting back to me.”

“What can I do to help?” Mia asked.

“I’m doing background on two cases. One of them is arson on the Historical Society in East Harbour. Would you happen to know anything about that?”

“Nothing.”

“I understand both the Historical Society and the East Harbour Historical Society are your clients.”

Guarded silence filled the line.

“I can’t comment on existing clients.” Mia’s tone was professional.

Danielle tapped her fingers against the table. So much for that line of enquiry. “I’m also working on an older case, one that happened twenty years ago. Your firm did the accounting for Fortes and Reid Co.”

Matt drew a large breath.

“That was before my time with the company,” Mia said.

“There was a huge scandal. Money was stolen, but the police couldn’t find it.”

“What do you think happened?”

Her father found a way to siphon the money from the company and then used it to invest in a technology company. “What I think and what I can prove are two separate things. I’ve asked for interviews of the accountants working on the case, and I’ve always been denied. Could you poke around a little on your own? See if there’s anything you can find.”

Another silence followed, this one longer and more calculating. “What’s in it for me?”

“I can’t pay you, but you could help find a criminal.”

“I can ask around, but I’m not giving you corporate documents. If they catch me, I’ll be fired.”

“That’s fine. All I’m looking for is someone to speak with who worked with Fortes and Reid.”

“I’ll see what I can do.” Mia ended the call.

Matt paid the bill, and they walked on the street.

“You’re not going to let it go, are you?” he asked.

Never. She was in this to find the truth, and often, the truth was ugly. “No.”

“My parents stored a lot of their research at the cottage. You can sort through that as well if you want.”

She stopped walking. “Really?”

“We’ll stop off at your cottage to pick up the boxes.”

She hurried to her car.

Colourful flower containers hung from telephone poles. A triangular banner highlighting the region’s history was affixed to every third banner. One banner had Top of the Lake written on it—the original name of East Harbour. Another banner had a sketch of the original sawmill.

Danielle received a text confirmation for an appointment with Rebecca Bailey, who owned the Lake View Inn.

Rebecca had flowing hair past her back, contained by one elastic band. Her chin, nose, and eyebrows had sharp angles, but she wore loose, flowing clothing with many plastic beaded necklaces. About the same age as Danielle, Rebecca looked like she had time-travelled right out of the nineteen seventies. But her warmth and bright smile welcomed all.

Rebecca bid them welcome and invited them to sit at a table on the wide, wrap-around veranda of the one-hundred-and-sixty-year-old, three-storey brick house, drinking coffee and eating scones.

Danielle took out her phone and started the video recording. “Tell us about how your family came to live in East Harbour.”

“The first member of my family in these parts was a British soldier based in Kingston but relocated here to help protect the Rideau Canal in 1826 or 1827.” Rebecca brought her hand to her chest. “I don’t know how many great-great-grandfathers that makes him to me.”

“Where in Britain was he from?”

“Sheffield. It’s in the north.”

“Who did he marry?”

Rebecca recounted what she knew of her great-grandmothers; one of them was the daughter of a miller, another the daughter of a smith, and there was a rumour that one of her ancestors came from a prominent family in Halifax. Still, no one in her family had been able to confirm that.

Rebecca didn’t report any missing women relatives and produced a family tree that showed how her family had married into several families in East Harbour. Rebecca’s great-grandmother married into the Connolly family. Rebecca’s great-great-great-uncle a McCarthy. Rebecca’s sister had married Jordan Grant’s brother, and Rebecca was dating a Robinson.

Small towns had deep roots, even though some roots might be rotten.

Danielle took a picture of the family tree. “Any unusual story stand out?”

Rebecca offered Danielle and Matt another cup of coffee, and both declined. Rebecca poured herself a cup, mixed in some cream, and then took a sip. “There was one story where my grandfather's great-grandfather was a miller and kept a few sheep. He went to pick something up, and the ram charged at him, hit him square in the rear and knocked him into the water. Does that count?”

Funny, but no. “I’m sure everyone had a good laugh.”

“So, the story goes.”

“Anything else stand out?”

“Well, there’s the story of how someone in the family won a silver fork at a card game.”

“A silver fork?” Matt asked.

“I'm not even sure it was silver, but the story goes someone was playing a game of cards and was out of cash, but for some reason, had a silver fork on him and put it in the game. My great-something-or-other-father-or-uncle won it.”

Useless story for print. It might make an interesting anecdote for the opening of the Historical Society.

Danielle thanked Rebecca and walked with Matt to the sidewalk, then checked her phone. Two more people had confirmed their availability that afternoon, and for two and a half more hours, she and Matt listened to charming, uninteresting, very interesting, and tragic family histories.

The threads that wove the fabric of families tightened and unravelled with one event.

Danielle thanked Thomas O’Brien for his time, then walked back to her car with Matt.

“That was...long,” Matt said. “Any of this useful?”

“These things are like putting together a puzzle without seeing the complete picture. You need more pieces to figure things out.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“We’re working on two stories separated by two hundred years that are somehow related. We’re sorting through a lot of pieces to build the picture.” She unlocked her car and slumped into the driver’s seat. She still had an hour’s drive to Kingston to drop Matt off, then three hours to Toronto. The days kept getting longer and longer, with more highways to cover and less bed to sleep in.

Still, the time with Matt was worth it. “Go to your cottage to pick up the background on what Dad did?”

Matt clicked his seatbelt on. “There’s no proof your father did anything wrong.”

Her gut said otherwise. “I’d like to see the files.” She put her car in drive and followed his instructions down the highway heading southwest towards Kingston, then turned onto a local road.

A plume of dark grey smoke rose from the forest.

“Is that a fire in Frontenac?” Danielle asked.

“We’re too far from the park.” Matt pulled out his cell phone and checked something. “There’s a burn ban in effect. No one should be using their fire pits.”

“Any shops down there? Any public buildings?” Her throat tightened with worry.

“No. Just cottages. My family’s cottage.”

Her car bounced on the pothole-filled road, and its wheels dug into the ground, spitting pebbles and twigs.

The smoke plume reached higher in the sky, darker still, snaking its tendrils against the clear sky.

The smoke thickened and scratched the back of her throat. Worry pinged off each of her ribs, sending nervous jolts of energy through her. She eased the car around a corner, and a thick column of black smoke rose from Matt’s cottage.

Holy shit. The arsonist was on to them.
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“Stop the car.” Matt’s words clogged his throat.

Smoke billowed from the rear of the cottage, and angry orange flames shone from the windows and danced on the inside walls.

Danielle pulled her car to a stop at the end of the laneway.

Matt pulled out his cell phone and dialled 9-1-1. He provided the address, asked for additional gear for him to fight the fire, then got out of the car and strode towards the cottage.

Danielle stepped out of the car. “What are you doing?”

“Doing a walk around. Stay back there.” He walked towards the house, determined to save the cottage, the memories it contained, and the files of the Fortes-Reid business meticulously stored in a bedroom closet.

Hot air dried his eyes, and a terrible dread froze his bones. The taunting crackle of the flames filtered through the window.

The wind shifted, and smoke filled the bedroom window where the files of his family’s investigation into the Fortes-Reid company were kept.

Fuck. He couldn’t get to those files, and the fire engines would take too long to arrive to salvage them.

Every summer memory of playing in the lake behind the cottage, every family summer vacation spent holed up during a thunderstorm playing board games, every fight he had with Hugo because Hugo had scared away the fish with non-stop talking, played in Matt’s mind.

His pulse tripped, stumbling over the pain of losing so much. But he wasn’t going to let this bitch of a fire win.

He called his parents, informed them of the fire, and then cut off Papai, lacking the time to go over the details.

Matt circled the cottage and determined the fire had started in the kitchen and had spread to the living room. He didn’t vent the house because the fire crews hadn’t arrived, and a poorly coordinated venting with fire attack crews could lead to injured firefighters and more property damage.

He strode around to the side of the cottage, went to the circuit breaker to cut the electricity, and walked to the back of the cottage to the patio. He dragged the barbecue and spare propane tanks down to the lake shoreline, then removed the petrol canisters and the lawnmower from the shed and brought them near the shoreline.

Three fire trucks approached, their high-pitched sirens piercing the crackle of the flames.

Matt jogged to the front of the cottage and directed the trucks to park on the side of the lane. Every second that ticked by was another memory burned, another business file destroyed, another cherished memory reduced to ash.

The lieutenant stepped down from the front passenger side door of the engine truck. He had a snake tattoo coiled around his neck and a hardness to his gaze that suggested he had been to Hell and back and would charge back into it when given the opportunity.

“This is my cottage.” Matt jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “I wasn’t here when the fire started, and I don’t know its origin. I walked around the cottage, removed immediate fire hazards, and there was a lake at the bottom of the property. If you have another SCBA, I can be on a hose team.” He produced his volunteer firefighter card.

The lieutenant nodded. “Grab one from the back. You’ll be on the third team.”

Danielle stood at the head of the laneway at a safe distance with her phone pointed at the cottage. She waved at Matt, and he waved back, then walked to the engine and introduced himself to the other firefighters. He pulled on a borrowed SCBA and drew in a large breath. The airflow was normal.

The lieutenant walked around the cottage, disappeared behind the cottage, then stopped by the engine. “Three two and a half hoses.”

The ventilation team approached the cottage with purpose and smashed in the windows of the living room and bedrooms.

The fire hissed, and smoke belched from the cottage, and the flames shrank, then regained their strength.

The first hose team approached the front of the cottage and sprayed water through the door, and the second team hosed down the living room.

Matt took up the last position on the third hose team and advanced on the side of the cottage near the bedrooms.

Each bedroom window was shattered, with thick black smoke filtering out of it, too thick to see through.

Matt sucked in a large breath, then another, focusing on maintaining a steady line. His gaze narrowed on the jet of water from the hose, yet his pulse tripped every other second. The damn flames wouldn’t be put down. They wheezed and cracked with a vengeance.

Two hours of shifting winds, changing fire team positions, of gaining an inch of ground only for the fire to roar and push back. Two hours to contain the fire, then another hour to poke through the walls to ensure the fire was entirely put out.

He removed his SCBA and drew in a breath of ash-filled air. The flames had licked and scarred everything in the cottage. Not one bookshelf, not one piece of furniture or mattress or even plastic plate remained untouched by scorch marks and charring.

Matt picked his way through the debris, following the least burned items to the most burned, and found the point of origin in the kitchen.

A firefighter with brown hair plastered against her head approached Matt. A head shorter than Matt, she walked with a presence and confidence that gave him no doubt she could pin his shoulders to the mat in under three seconds. “Heard this is your cottage?”

What was left of it. “That’s right.”

“The fire started in the kitchen. It looks like a mouse chewed on the wires and set the kitchen on fire.”

“A mouse?”

The firefighter nodded. “The point of origin is behind the fridge. Likely, a mouse got in there and chewed through the cable.”

Matt’s stomach dropped, then bounced back to his throat. A rodent chewed on a wire the same day he and Danielle poked around East Harbour about family histories. His god damned ass, a rodent started the fire. “How sure are you?”

“Well, not a hundred per cent sure, but there’s no sign of an accelerant. We collected ash samples from the point of origin, and we’ll hear back from the lab in a matter of weeks. But from the preliminary evidence, I’m sure it’s due to a rodent. And that’s what sparked the fire.”

What the fuck? He was pursuing a line of investigation into arsons in Frontenac Park and the Historical Society, and she was suggesting some fluke accident involving rodents.

Anger scorched Matt’s throat and cheeks, reminding him some blazes couldn’t be doused with water. “I doubt that’s the case.”

“That’s where the evidence points. What makes you think otherwise?”

He chewed on the inside of his cheek. He didn’t know this firefighter, he didn’t know her crew, but Colm had warned him off.

Colm, a firefighter he had worked with for years, versus the detached tone of a firefighter Matt didn’t know.

Colm won.

East Harbour Fire and Rescue would issue their report as to the cause of the fire, and the insurance company theirs.

From the evidence available to Matt, he couldn’t rule out an accidental fire caused by a mouse, but he couldn’t trust the explanation either.

Video footage caught the arsonist at the Historical Society. Both fires at the Historical Society and the ice cream shop had presence of accelerants. And with Matt investigating the arson, it’s likely he was in the arsonist’s cross hairs.  

No way forward or sideways on the conversation, Matt inclined his head and searched the rest of the house.

He walked to the third bedroom, the one where he and Danielle had slept last night. Burn marks pocked the carpet, half the mattress was charred, and the flames had blacked the closet door.

Chest tight and weighed down by deep doubts, Matt slid open the door. It jammed on its tracks. He crouched, scooped debris away with his hand, and then tried the door again. It slid halfway open.

Cardboard box upon cardboard box stood stacked in the shelving. Each was labelled with years and contents—some family photos dating back forty years, some with names and records from Fortes and Reid Company, and others held tax receipts from thirty years ago. Why Mamãe and Avó kept tax records for so long, Matt had no clue.

Twenty years ago, the contents of these boxes didn’t point to Kurt Reid. Matt had no idea his parents had held onto the evidence for so long. What would have happened if Danielle had had access to these documents fifteen, ten, even five years ago?

Regret plucked at his sides. He picked up the box with the family photo albums and placed it on what remained of the bed he had scorched with Danielle not twenty-four hours earlier. The irony didn’t escape him.

He removed the lid, and the albums were intact, though they’d likely forever smell like smoke. He checked the other boxes. Some were singed, some had water damage that leaked through under the door, but most of the documents were salvageable.

He'd need to buy each firefighter a case of beer to thank them. Box of family photo albums tucked under his arm, Matt picked his way around the debris and left by the blackened husk frame of the front door.

A cluster of tired firefighters stowed their gear into the trucks. They stood in their black turnout gear with their coats open. One opened a hip pocket, removed something, and tossed it into a bin. The high-pitched sound of metal pinging against metal rang out over the idling engines.

Matt made the rounds with each firefighter, thanked them for their efforts at saving his cottage, and promised to drop by the station with a case of their favourite beer.

He walked the length of the driveway.

His parents, grandparents, and Hugo stood on one side of the laneway, clustered together. Mamãe stood on one side of Avó, arm wrapped around her shoulder. Vovô stood on the other side of Avó and held her hand. Tears streamed down Mamãe’s and Avó’s cheeks. Each family member had a grim set to their jaw, a pained look in their eye, and a downward slant to their shoulders.

Danielle stood on the opposite end of the lane, about as far as she could physically be from them without hiding behind a tree.

Both halves of Matt’s life were on opposite sides of the laneway. Not good. He walked up the centre of the lane, extended his hand to Danielle, and waited for her to join him.

She slid her gaze to his family, and the lines between her eyebrows deepened. A moment passed, too long of a moment, and Matt’s pulse slowed.

He’d just put out a fire, and he was tired, in need of a shower and time to console his family. He didn’t have the strength in him to mediate the war between the Reids and the Forteses.

Mamãe’s warning of Danielle not being there for him echoed in his mind.

Dry and thirsty, his throat closed. Not tonight. He didn’t have the strength to choose between Danielle and his family.

Determination firmed Danielle’s jaw, and she stepped towards him, then took a second one with more confidence. She stretched her hand out towards his, and their fingers intertwined. The softness of her touch was a soothing welcome after the hell of the fire.

Hand in hand, they walked towards his family.

One by one, his family’s gazes hardened on him.

Matt had won the battle against the fire, and he could win the battle against his family. He held out the box of photo albums to Avó.

Avó took the box from Matt. Purple veins bulged from the back of her skeletal hands, but she grabbed the box with strength. She flipped through the family albums, counting down the years in Portuguese, and then she looked back at Matt with watery eyes. She stepped towards Matt, elbowing her way between him and Danielle, then wrapped her around his neck and pulled him into a hug. Tears trickled down the corners of her eyes, and she whispered, gasped, and sobbed words of gratitude.

Matt wrapped Avó into a hug, then tried to free himself, but she clutched onto him, holding steady.

Moments, minutes, and memories passed, and Matt eased away, but Avó still held onto him.

His chest dampened from her tears, and he tightened his hug.

Mamãe wrapped her arms around Avó and pulled her away from Matt.

Matt straightened and reached for Danielle’s hand. She clasped his fingers, and Matt’s heart was whole again. He led her to the cluster of his family.

One by one, his family’s stares narrowed onto Danielle and frowns turned to glowers.

Matt squeezed Danielle’s hand tighter, proud she hadn’t flinched or cowered.

“What happened?” Papai asked.

“They suspect a rodent chewed through the wire, causing the fire.”

“A rodent?” Papai repeated in Portuguese. His voice cracked like it had been struck by a Halligan bar.

Matt nodded. “That’s the working theory.”

Avó sobbed. Her slender shoulders shook, unable to keep up with her breath.

Vovô’s mouth was pinched in a tight frown. In a day, his skin had turned ashen. The grey on his temples had turned whiter, and his hands, which had repaired so many cars, seemed weak and incapable of holding tweezers. “We’ll sort this out with the insurance company.”

Matt would need more than the insurance company’s help to make sense of this mess. He squeezed Danielle’s hand, and she returned the pressure, and for one moment in a shitty afternoon, all was right.

“Is there anything left?” Mamãe asked.

“Most of the inside is gone, but the photos are safe. So too are the research files from—” Matt didn’t finish the sentence. He stood between two factions of his life that he wanted to join as one.

Mamãe smoothed her hair, the same motion she had when she was considering how to punish Matt and Hugo when they were children.

Fuck.

Avó stared ahead of her. Tears hung from her eyelashes and dropped down her wrinkled cheeks. Vovô held Avó and whispered comforting words in Portuguese.

“Is there anything else left?” Avó asked in Portuguese.

“There are some more boxes in the closet. The bottom ones are soaked through, and I don’t know how much of the ink has run,” Matt answered in English. “I think the wrench is still on the wall.”

“It is?” Vovô’s voice hitched higher. “Are you sure?”

“I can take a look.” Matt squeezed Danielle’s hand, then walked up the laneway to the cottage. He motioned for Hugo to follow, and Hugo fell in silently beside him.

Matt stepped over a fallen beam in the living room, then crossed the room to the stone fireplace.

Some Christmases had been spent around that fireplace. The dining room table had a few more leaves added to it, stretching it from the kitchen to in front of the hearth.

The cosy fires that had burned in had taken the chill out of the air, added a comforting crackle in the background of laughter, and provided soft light to play with Hot Wheels on the floor.

A gentle fire had kindled Matt’s memories. A brutal fire had torn the memories out of the cottage and gutted it, leaving nothing but ash and scorch marks.

A framed hammer was affixed over the mantle, and the glass was darkened by soot. Matt took it down and wiped his sleeve on it, removing some of the grime.

“Are you going to stand there all day?” Hugo asked.

“Fuck off.” Matt went to the bedroom, handed Hugo three wet boxes of files, and placed the encased hammer on top, then carried the remaining boxes outside.

“We’re having a family dinner tonight,” Avó said. “Now’s not the time to be alone.”

Danielle angled her gaze away from Avó.

His heart dipped a little lower in his chest. He needed Danielle now after this shittiest of shitty days. He knew she had more inner strength than what Mamãe had said. Matt walked towards Danielle and looped a hand around her waist.

She leaned against him a little, then straightened. The doubt in her eyes transformed into confidence.

“We can meet you there,” Matt said.

Avó frowned, deepening the wrinkles around her mouth and brow. She said nothing. Her petite frame stood bolt upright like she was moored to the spot.

Smoke wafted from the cottage up the laneway, partially obscuring Avó’s face. “The meal is for family.”

“I’m family, and I’m inviting her.” He ran a small circle with his thumb across Danielle’s palm.

She ran her thumb over his knuckles.

Avó tipped her chin higher, then turned on her heel and walked to the passenger side door of Vovô’s mint condition 1965 Hampton Blue Cadillac.

Vovô opened the door, and Avó sat. Then Vovô walked to the driver’s side door and got into the car. The V-8 engine rumbled to life, and Vovô drove away.

Mamãe and Papai walked past Matt and Danielle without saying a word, then got into their car, and Papai drove away.

Matt’s breath pressed against his chest, but his lungs refused to draw another breath.

“That went better than expected.” She made an observation, not a judgement.

He exhaled, then drew a breath. “You all right with this?”

“I’m here. I’ll go to dinner if you want me there.”

Her words spread warmth over the length of his body. “But are you all right with this?”

“It’s been a horrible day for everyone. Now’s not the time to poke old wounds. Your grandmother wants everyone together. Let’s get through the meal.”

If Matt could have done a backflip, he would. He pressed a kiss to Danielle’s curly hair. “It won’t be easy.”

“Between us, it never is.” She kissed his lips. “But good things are never easy to get.”

He brushed another kiss against her lips, then went to the fire engine, removed his gear, and packed it into the truck. “What about work tomorrow?”

She checked her cell phone. “There isn’t a press release to cover until Tuesday, and I can work another story by phone.”

Sweaty and in need of a shower and change of clothes, he returned to Danielle, who sat in her car, scrolling through her phone. “Did that weirdo contact you again?”

“Which weirdo?” Her tone was humorous, but the joke landed with a plop between them.

He pressed his lips together, then stared at her.

“Nothing recent from UnknownUser37.” She started the car and drove away.

“Mind stopping off at my place so I can shower?”

She wrinkled her nose. “No problem at all.”

He laughed.
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Danielle put her car in park in front of the house of Matt’s grandparents. She kept her fingers on the keychain, drumming up her courage to remove the keys.

“You don’t have to.” Matt’s voice was understanding and kind.

Of course, she had to. Matt needed her.

She removed the keys, rallied her courage, and got out of her car.

Hand in hand, they walked to the front door of the split-ranch house.

The front yard was immaculate, with a colourful flower garden contoured by stones. The walking path was of various asymmetrical stones surrounded by gravel. Not one blade of grass or weed poked out of the path.

Matt opened the front door, and the salty smell of fish and the spicy scent of pork wafted through the door.

Matt motioned for Danielle to enter.

She did, then stepped out of her shoes, adding them to the neat row by the front door.

Multiple voices came from the kitchen and beyond. Some were engaged in excited chatter, others more subdued as if they were exchanging long-held family secrets.

Matt led the way to the kitchen where his grandmother and mother—Mrs Fortes Senior and Mrs Fortes—stood in aprons chopping vegetables and putting them into large pots on the stove.

“Can I help?” Danielle’s voice squeaked.

No response from either woman. Mrs Fortes picked up a cutting board, walked to the stove, and dumped the chopped onions into a large pot.

Danielle drew in a slow breath. The following three hours were a prep run for the rest of her life with Matt.

Good thing she hiked twenty kilometres on uneven terrain almost every weekend for twenty years. She mentally ticked off the parks she had visited—Algonquin, Beryl Gaffney, Hog’s Back Park, Bon Echo, and Frontenac. Not to mention the ones she would walk in Toronto if she ever had time in Toronto to venture into the green spaces.

Her heart sank, dragging down her shoulders. Almost a month in Toronto, and she had barely seen a tree. Concrete, cement, and confinement in buses and trains, that was Toronto.

And churnalism.

Twelve years of toil to reach this point and get the resources she needed to expose those big stories eluded her. If she had access to more experts, she could finally solve how Dad had stolen the money.

“Coffee, beer, or wine?” Matt asked.

Beer and wine and then something stronger. “Wine’s fine, thanks.”

Matt opened a cupboard, removed a wine glass, poured a glass of Portuguese red wine, and handed it to her.

She took it, then sipped it, fighting the urge to gulp it back.

He leaned in close, and his lips brushed the shell of her ear. “Will you be okay?”

“I’ll be fine.” She mustered a confident smile even though her stomach quivered.

“You can sit in the kitchen if you want. Dinner won’t be long.”

“What are you making?”

“A cod casserole.” Matt pressed a kiss to her cheek, then opened a drawer, pulled out a pristine apron and put it on.

A nervous flutter moved across her chest. Stay in the kitchen and be in the way but appear to avoid his family or go into the living room and face the firing squad.

Matt faced fires to save people. She could face the Forteses to support him.

She gulped her worry, fortified her strength, and Danielle drifted towards the sounds of the voices in the living room. She kept to the edges, to the dimmer parts of the room, not wanting to be seen or noticed or heard or ever have her existence acknowledged.

She swung her gaze over framed photo after framed photo. Four generations of Forteses stared back at her or rather grinned back at her with some variation of the same bright smile. Most of the photos were taken in the last twenty years, but a few were from a family residence in Portugal, judging from the tall, colourful row houses with high arched windows and terra cotta tiled roofs.

Her gaze floated farther into the room, onto the frames of newspaper stories covering the Fortes-Reid business blow-up and the investigations into her father.

Her heart froze. Somewhere between her lungs and her mouth, her breath got stuck, turning her numb.

The living room was a shrine to the damage Dad had caused.

A shrine implied reverence. This place was a tomb furnished with a floral-pattern three-piece matching sofa set with an oak sofa table, coffee table and end tables. Everything about this room was stale, dated, hurt, and cast in pain.

She gripped her wine glass tighter, wishing the shadows of the floor lamps were darker and longer.

One by one, the direct gazes of Hugo, Mr Fortes, and Mr Fortes Senior landed on her like a ten-ton pile of bricks.

Her knees buckled, and she almost dropped her wine glass.

Matt. She was here in support of Matt after a devastating day for the family.

She cleared her throat, tasted an odd mix of bile and wine, then inclined her head to the men.

None inclined their head to her.

Hugo stared at her like she had brought a plague to her house. Mr Fortes looked ready to stick his fingers in the air in some Old-World gesture to cast a curse on her, and Mr Fortes Senior stared on. His stare darkened into a scowl, then deepened further into a glower. The deep lines that defined his cheeks arced in angry wrinkles on either side of his nose.

Danielle’s pulse skidded to a halt. There was no side table, no coffee table, no standing lamp, no couch she could hide under.

Fuck it. She was here for Matt, and if that meant she had to slice and fight and slash her way through those icy stairs, she would summon her inner Amazonian warrior, or whatever the feminine razor commercial called it now, and face these men head-on.

She tilted her chin upwards, wishing she had half the confidence in her as she did the motion. She pulled her shoulders back, making eye contact with each of them.

Matt. Matt. Matt. This was about Matt and supporting him.

She would do this. She would endure the night with grace and poise and plaster whatever fake but believable smile on her lips for Matt.

A knock sounded at the front door, and Danielle started.

Relief washed over her, and then trepidation knocked against her. She didn’t know which to believe.

Mrs Fortes Senior called out from the kitchen in Portuguese, and a man and a woman entered from the front door. The man was about Matt’s height and shared the same dark-brown hair and eyes. He had a confidence and cockiness about him that suggested law enforcement. The woman was toned like she spent her life in a hot yoga gym or on a bicycle, and her dark-brown hair fell past her shoulders.

The man and woman walked past the archway to the living room to the kitchen, both holding platters of food.

Danielle sank back into the shadows of a floor light, happy to sip wine and have all the attention jerked from her.

The man placed something on the kitchen counter, kissed Mrs Fortes Senior’s cheek, then Mrs Fortes’s cheek, and walked into the living room. He inclined his head to Danielle, then took up a seat on the sofa like the cushion had been moulded to his rear end.

Danielle sucked on the inside of the cheek, not yet willing to risk venturing into the centre of the living room and sitting on the flower-patterned armchair.

The woman removed an apron with ease and grace from the same drawer as Matt had, like the kitchen was her own. She placed a casserole dish into the oven, removed a few items from a tote bag, placed them into a bowl, and then mixed them with the confidence of a professional chef.

Julia Child, Rachael Ray, Sunny Anderson, Jamie Oliver, and Gordon Ramsay had nothing on the woman in the kitchen. She acted with confidence and grace, adding a dash of this and a dollop of that, stopping now and then to sample her food.

Give that woman a reality cooking show right now.

Danielle shifted her weight from foot to foot, a not-too-small part of her wishing she had paid more attention in home economics so she could whip something up with flour, blueberries, sugar, olive oil, mint ice cream, or whatever mystery ingredient that was pulled from the depths of the kitchen that she could turn into a delicious treat.

The woman wiped her hands on a dishcloth, then turned her attention to the living room. Her gaze met Danielle’s, and the corners of her full mouth curved in a curious smile. She said something over her shoulder, but Danielle couldn’t understand over the rush of blood in her ears.

Stay standing. Don’t pass out. Don’t let everyone’s glower knock you over. Danielle mustered a weak but polite smile to the woman.

The woman approached with a graceful step, carrying a set of dishes. Her dark-brown locks tumbled down either side of her cheek in a perfect cascade. “My name’s Sylvie. I’m Manny’s wife.” A sincere smile graced her full lips. “I understand you’re Matt’s Danielle?”

Danielle pulled her shoulders back, ready to do battle. She’d defend this space, hold it for Matt, die sprawled out on a horrible, floral-print-twenty-something-year-old sofa so Matt could have a quiet evening with his family. “That’s me.” She perked her voice up like a photo of her and Matt was on the wall in equal standing with the other family photos.

“I hear you’ve known Matt a long time?” Her voice held a hint of francophone accent. Sylvie set the stack of plates on the dining room table.

Danielle pounced forward, reaching for the dishes, taking half, and then placed her share of plates onto the table. A long time? The reference implied the last twenty years had been...null...void...a mere walkable bridge from the time they were barely teens to now.

Except, that walkable path was a torturous bridge of pain, loneliness, failed relationships, stalled career paths in other cities, stalled careers in Kingston, and stalled hearts.

“That’s true.” A safe answer. A true answer. She didn’t know if Sylvie was a friend or a foe, or a spy.

“I’ve known Manny three years.” Sylvie set the dishes on her side of the table. “I can’t imagine a time without him. I’ve read many of your articles.”

The small muscles at the back of Danielle’s neck tightened. “The ones on the wall?”

“Those, but others you’ve written for the Kingston Whig-Standard.”

Danielle inclined her head enough to acknowledge the point but said nothing.

“I’m an intellectual property lawyer, and I started a food company.”

“That’s your interest in crime?”

Sylvie walked to the kitchen and returned with cutlery. She handed a stack of forks to Danielle. “I like to know what’s going on in the city.”

Danielle placed a fork by one plate, then walked to the next.

Behind her, the men spoke Portuguese and laughed at something.

More people entered the house. A few children ran up to Mrs Fortes Senior, hugged her, then Mrs Fortes, and ran to another room. The women stayed in the kitchen to chat, and the men filtered to the living room with beers in hand.

Matt stood by the kitchen sink washing vegetables. He turned to Danielle, and his gaze met hers. His eyebrows tented in a silent question.

Better now. Much, much better. She flashed him a tight smile, and then he winked.

Matt’s grandmother stepped out of the kitchen, holding a casserole and placed it on the table. She returned to the kitchen and came back with a second casserole.

Mrs Fortes and Matt carried out more dishes of food, and everyone in the living room rose and took their seats at the table.

Sylvie went into the kitchen, took out her casserole dish from the oven, and placed the lasagne on the cutting board. Then she returned to the kitchen and brought out a dish of ravioli, then chicken casserole, and a spinach and cheese casserole.

“You made all that in an hour?” Danielle asked.

“I love cooking. And I cook in batches, freeze the extra ones. I warmed up two of them here.”

Danielle remained standing, letting the family take up their usual positions first, then stood behind one of the two remaining chairs.

Matt approached and motioned for Daniele to sit, and she did.

The conversation at the head of the table was in Portuguese, leaving Danielle entirely out of it.

Matt reached for a ladle and handed it to her. “I made a cod casserole.”

She took the spoon and scooped out a generous helping. “Didn’t realise you were such a great cook.”

“Avó taught me.”

She took a bite, and the perfect combination of cod, potatoes, tomato sauce and onions coated her tongue. “It’s delicious.”

Mr Fortes said something to Matt in Portuguese.

“We have guests,” Matt said in English. “It’s not polite to speak in Portuguese.”

“Sylvie’s family, and she’s learning Portuguese.”

Anger burned Danielle’s cheeks. She stabbed a piece of cod and chewed it. She had apologised over and over for her father’s behaviour. One more apology for something she didn’t do wouldn’t matter.

“Danielle is my guest,” Matt said. “You’ll treat her with respect.”

Cutlery pinged against the table, and all eyes were on Danielle.

She straightened her shoulders and lifted her gaze from her plate to the Forteses at the end of the table. She rallied her courage and looked each person in the eye.

“Family’s stick together.” The full force of Mr Fortes’ gaze landed on Danielle. “No matter what.”

“I’m here,” Matt said.

“Are you?”

“I helped put out the fire. Yeah, I’m here.”

“If the cottage had caught fire while you were in Toronto, would you have been able to be present at dinner tonight?”

Matt’s lips pressed together.

Danielle placed her hand on his.

“Mamãe, are you going to be this difficult all night?” Matt asked.

Silence. Not a word. One by one, they averted their gazes. Nothing but a pained silence.

“I’ve lost everything today.” Mrs Fortes Senior pulled out a handkerchief from her dress pocket and dabbed her eyes.

“You’ve not lost everything,” Matt said. “I saved all the important things from the cottage. No one was hurt, and the insurance money will cover rebuilding it. And you still have your house in Kingston.”

“I have videos of the fire,” Danielle said.

“You recorded the worst day this family has had in years?” Mr Fortes’s voice lowered to a grunt.

“I recorded evidence for your insurance company and to show how hard Matt tried to save the cottage.”

“But you did nothing?”

She opened her mouth to speak, but only a strangled noise came out.

“Did you want her to run into a burning building without training or equipment?” Matt asked.

“It’s what you do,” Mr Fortes said.

“I’ve got training, and I had the fire department bring equipment before I entered the cottage. I didn’t enter the fire until I had my turnout gear, and I didn’t go alone. It’s reckless for anyone to go into a fire. We always have at least two firefighters enter the fire and two outside in case the two inside get into trouble. And why would she risk her life for people who treat her like shit?”

Mr Fortes tipped his chin a little higher.

Danielle drew in a breath to the count of three, then exhaled to the count of three. Yoga breaths, she called them. “I’m not my mother.”

Mrs Fortes narrowed her eyes. “Prove it.”

“Prove it?”

“That’s right. Prove you aren’t a harpy like your mother.”

Mom was many things—greedy, shallow, and too concerned with appearances. But a harpy? Only Danielle got to call her mother names.

Danielle rose from her chair. “If I were my mother, I would have married the first rich man she thrust towards me. I’m not after money. I’m not after fame. I’m not after destroying your family in some twisted quest for vengeance. I earn my keep. I made my career. And I’ll stand by Matt no matter how much horse shit you shovel my way.”

One by one, the Forteses and the in-laws sucked the air out of the room. Stunned faces stared on with dropped jaws, but Danielle remained standing and defiant.

Matt’s hand found hers and squeezed it.

Danielle blew out a breath between the o in her lips. She stood, trembling, raging, waiting for the onslaught of insults to come her way.

But none came.

And Matt rose, whispered comforting words in her ear, then bid her to sit.

Mr Fortes moved his jaw from side to side, then turned to his wife and spoke with her in Portuguese.

A few people at the near end of the table started eating.

Danielle blew out a long breath, but the tremor in her hand rolled through her stomach, and for one long moment, she thought she would faint.

“Have a seat,” Matt said.

She eased herself down, trying not to collapse onto her chair.

Matt leaned into Danielle and pressed a kiss on her ear. “You did great.”

She didn’t feel great. “Thanks.”

Across the table, Sylvie and Manny inclined their heads at Danielle.

Maybe Danielle did have allies.

Matt straightened, reached for a bottle of wine, and offered her a top-up. She declined, needing all her composure and wits to survive the evening.

Plates were circulated, food was served and then circulated. Wine was uncorked, and bottles were passed around.

The dining room filled with conversations.

Mr Fortes Senior went into the kitchen and returned with a framed hammer and sat at the head of the table. His eyes misted, and he blinked unshed tears away. “You and Hugo used to play with this hammer.”

“Yeah,” Matt said.

“It’s the tool that built the family.” Mr Fortes Senior ran his hand along the edge of the frame, then passed it to Mr Fortes.

“It’s love that built the family.” Mrs Fortes reached for a napkin and dabbed the corners of her eyes. She rose and collected the photo albums salvaged from the cottage. “Matt rescued these memories.” She flipped through the papers, turned the album around to show others, and pointed to a photo. “That’s the day Hugo won the trophy.” There was no possible way her voice could carry more pride.

She passed the photo album down the table, and each person flipped through the pages, pointing at a photo, and sharing the story behind it.

Memory after memory was shared, and a profound sense of loss descended on the room.

Manny handed Matt the photo album from across the table. Matt turned the pages, and Danielle leaned over to see pictures of a four-year-old Matt in swimming trunks playing at the beach. His nose had a touch of sunburn, but his grin went from ear to ear and nose to chin.

Another photo showed Matt, about aged eight, standing next to Hugo. Both straddled mountain bikes and were on a wet hiking trail.

A third photo showed a slightly older Matt halfway through a cannonball jump from a floating dock into the lake. Danielle sat on the dock with her legs outstretched, and her curly hair slicked back, lapping in the lazy days of a childhood summer well spent.

The next photo had Danielle in the water, reaching up for Matt’s hand. A moment later, she had pulled Matt into the water in retaliation for splashing her.

Danielle’s heart swelled. The photos captured Danielle’s last good summer. In the fall of that year, Fortes-Reid had imploded under a mountain of debt, leaving the Fortes’s struggling under severe debt and an ailing garage and Danielle’s family social pariahs.

Matt closed the photo album and passed it to another family member. “That was a fun summer.”

“We almost turned into fish for all the swimming we did.” He chuckled.

The conversation around the table muted, then stopped. Each family member stared ahead of them, sad and subdued.

Sylvie glanced at Manny, and something exchanged between them. She leaned towards him, whispered something in his ears, and then straightened.

“Are you sure?” Manny’s voice cracked with emotion.

“Very.”

“Hey, everyone,” Manny said. “How about some good news?”

“Always,” Mrs Fortes Senior said.

Manny held Sylvie’s hand. “We’re expecting.”

A round of congratulations filled the room.

“How far along?”  Mrs Fortes Senior asked.

“Four months.”

“And you kept this from us?”

“We wanted...we wanted to be sure.”

Mrs Fortes Senior rose and went to Sylvie and hugged her. The women exchanged private words that left Sylvie with teary eyes and a blushing smile.

Matt raised his glass of wine. “A toast. To new additions to the family.”

Manny and Sylvie raised glasses of water, and everyone drank to their baby’s health.

The conversation turned lively, and baby names floated around. Then baby stories were exchanged, silly things, cute things, and strange little habits each child had.

Only a portion of the significant amount of food had been eaten, and Danielle helped Matt clear the table and store the food.

The Forteses all moved from the dining room into the living room, the adults squished onto the sofa, love seats, and recliners, and the children went into the basement to play.

Boxes of files stood on the side of the sofa with a plastic tray under each to keep the floor dry.

Files. Files into the business.

Laughter and stories told in Portuguese floated around her, but she ignored them. She sat on the floor next to an end table by the boxes.

“Don’t want to sit on the couch?” Matt stood at the entrance of the living room, two beers in hand. He strode to her and offered a beer.

She took the light beer and took one sip. She wanted to sit at the cleared-off dining room table and spread out all the files in the boxes to comb over them. “It’s okay.”

“I can bring the files to my place, and we can go over them.”

Very tempting. She almost grabbed the boxes and bolted shoeless for her car. But Matt’s family wanted him here tonight, and Matt needed her.

“You can go through them now if you want.” Matt sat next to her on the floor, back to the sofa and legs stretched out under the coffee table.

“Thanks.” She opened the lid of the first box.

The conversation remained lively and in Portuguese, but every pair of eyes was on her.

Fuck it. She was in plain sight of everyone. She reached into the box and removed a stack of letters from the Canada Revenue Agency. The letters were filed in chronological order.

At least the Fortes’s were organised when they held a grudge.

She skimmed through the first letters explaining the company would be audited, then a series of correspondence about needed documents.

“Would you be more comfortable at the dining room table?” Sylvie asked.

“Thanks, but it’s okay.”

“Manny’s running interference for you.” Sylvie lowered herself to the floor and sat across from Danielle. “What are you looking for?”

Allies. What a beautiful word. Danielle untied her ponytail, smoothed out her hair, and tied it back again. “Some new piece of evidence or clue as to what happened with the money.”

“I see.” Sylvie removed another stack of files from the box. “I do a bit of commercial law. Maybe fresh eyes will help.”

Danielle spent the next hour sorting through letters, bank statements, and bookkeeping records. She compared each record with the scanned copies she kept in a specially designated Google Drive for this story.

Line by line, she went through the bank statements and the auditor reports. All the numbers matched her records.

Nothing new was revealed.

She ran her tongue over her lower lip.

Something new had to be in this stack of files. Something.

A few of the Fortes’s left, taking young children with them.

Danielle stayed on the floor, examining notes.

She compared the names of accountants from Bergeron and Wilson Chartered Accountants, and all matched what she had. She turned the page of the invoice, and a line about billing hours for bookkeeping showed eight thousand dollars invoiced.

She looked at her version of the bill, but the scanner cut off the line.

She texted Mia Cunningham the name of the accountant connected to the bill, Jennifer Wood, and asked if Mia knew anything about her, then returned to sorting through the documents.

Silvie tapped a few documents against the coffee table, aligning the pages, then put them aside. “The Articles of Incorporation are in order, but according to Innovation, Science and Economic Development Canada, the headquarters were changed three times.”

“My father started the business from his home office, then went into business with Mr Fortes, and they moved to a downtown location and then outgrew that space.”

“Makes sense.” Sylvie took out another stack of files.

Danielle sorted through another box of documents—legal correspondence between the Forteses and their lawyers. The words with prejudice, meaning the answer would be used against them, were typed in bold letters at the beginning of each letter.

She read the letters detailing the Forteses’ legal strategy, the list of witnesses they wanted to call, and the documents they had secured from banks. She compared the list of witnesses to the witnesses the police interviewed.

The police interviewed all but two witnesses.

Danielle clicked her pen open and closed. “Why didn’t the police contact Mr Dinis Ramos and Ms Stephanie Turner?”

Sylvie arched her eyebrows.

Matt shrugged. He said something in Portuguese, and the remaining Forteses levelled against Danielle.

Mr Fortes answered Matt in Portuguese, then resumed his conversation with Manny.

“He doesn’t know,” Matt said.

Curious. The police had followed up on every witness except these two. She reached for her phone and texted a retired police officer who had helped her with several stories. He still had connections in the police department who could provide background on Ramo and Turner.

“Who are they?” Danielle asked.

“Dinis was a salesman for the company.” Mr Fortes leaned an elbow against the arm of the recliner. “And Stephanie used to clean the office.”

This made no sense. Danielle let a few possibilities run wild in her head, but she didn’t catch one by the tail.

More Forteses left the living room, giving hugs to everyone but Danielle. Only Mrs and Mr Fortes Senior, Mr and Mrs Fortes, Manny, Sylvie, and Danielle and Matt remained.

Manny still engaged the senior Fortes in conversation, but the Fortes’s directed their full and silent attention onto Danielle.

Twenty years of chance encounters on the street and the entire dinner this evening protected Danielle from those glowers. She picked up another stack of files and sorted through them.

“It’s getting late,” Matt said.

“I know.” But the answers were here, and she was certain the Fortes’s wouldn’t let her take the boxes away.

Matt stretched his neck, and something popped.

“I don’t see anything unusual in the legal correspondence,” Sylvie said. “The language gets more inflammatory the longer the process takes. That’s normal.”

Her cell phone pinged, and she read the message.


Mia Cunningham: Jennifer Wood still works here

Danielle: Anything unusual about her?

Mia: She’s had the same job for over twenty years

Danielle: Is that normal?

Mia: I hear she’s turned down multiple promotions

Danielle: Why?

Mia: Says she doesn’t want the responsibility


Danielle sucked on the inside of her cheek. So much for that. Her cell phone pinged with a message from her retired cop contact, William Doyle.


William: They would interview all witnesses

Danielle: These two were former employees

Willam: That’s strange, breach of protocol

Danielle: Why?

William: Who was the investigating officer?

Danielle: Detective Laura McKay

William: I’ll ask around and get back to you


Danielle pulled up the LinkedIn profiles of Dinis and Stephanie. Dinis remained a salesman, having worked at a car dealership, a manufacturing company, and now an aerospace company.

Stephanie’s LinkedIn profile showed she still worked at the cleaning company. Danielle looked up the cleaning company, and its website proudly displayed the logos of its largest clients—a chain of car dealerships, a manufacturing company, and an aerospace company.

“They’re acting together,” Danielle mumbled.

“Danielle?” Matt asked.

She blinked and shifted her gaze to him. “Sorry, what?”

“It’s going on midnight. We should leave.”

“A few more minutes. I think there’s something with Ramos and Turner. And I’m waiting to hear from a cop contact who can track down more information.”

Mrs Fortes let out an irritated huff and folded her arms across her chest.

Mrs Fortes Senior dozed, and her light snore filled the room.

Danielle Googled business stories relating to the dealership, manufacturing, and aerospace companies. One of the locations of the dealership had to close, citing a sharp and unexpected decline in sales. The manufacturing company’s fortunes worsened, and it had to let go of twenty per cent of its staff and the aerospace company’s corporate earnings had improved since last year.

She compared the dates of the dealership’s and manufacturing’s decline with Dinis’s LinkedIn profile. He had worked at least three years prior to the declines and changed jobs shortly after the sharp drop in sales.

Her cell phone pinged with a text message.


Willam: Lowest case solve rate in the department


Danielle Googled newspaper stories on the cases, and the detective’s name appeared in relationship to the dealership and manufacturing stories.

Twenty years of blaming her father without evidence pressed against her chest. All the names she’d call him, all the phone calls she didn’t return, all the vitriol she had directed at him forced the breath from her.

She closed her eyes but still felt the prick of tears. The weight on her chest grew heavier and heavier. She rolled her shoulders forward, then leaned an arm on the table, almost but not quite resting her head on her forearm.

She had been a blind, bratty bitch of a daughter for decades, believing everyone but Dad.

Fuck.

Guilt roiled in her, washing out all the anger she had cultivated over twenty years.

“Danielle?” Matt placed a hand on her shoulder. “What’s wrong?”

Her. She sniffled once, then straightened. “Nothing. Thinking the story through.”

At twelve-thirty in the morning, she grabbed her phone and texted Dad, asking him out to lunch tomorrow.

Evidence. She needed hard evidence before allowing herself to think of the headline of the story.

She focused on the documents in front of her, the tingling sensation of revealing the criminal spreading through her. If there was ever a time for Danielle to jump to her feet and yell holy shit, this was it.
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Chapter 20
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Danielle scrolled through her story notes on her Google Drive, then placed her phone on Mrs Fortes’s coffee table. “Have you seen any more invoices from the accountants?”

“There’s some more here.” Matt sorted through a pile and collected some. “What are you looking for?”

She swiped through her Google Drive to her version of the accountant billing. She listed off dates from twenty years prior, and Matt and Sylvie looked up the invoices.

On all the invoices sent to her father and his legal counsel, the name Jennifer Wood had been omitted. Either the line item had been cut from the bottom of the page, or the invoice had been structured in such a way as to cut off in the middle of the page and then start again at the top of a second page. Had the bill been properly printed, all items would have fit on one page. In some cases, the line item hadn’t been included in Dad’s copy.

“What does this mean?” Matt asked.

Excitement cleared her mind. “I think it’s a professional crew.”

All the Forteses sat straighter, their disbelieving gazes sharper.

Sylvie rose, collected a notepad and pen from the bookshelf and sat on the ground. “Walk me through it.” She flipped the notebook to a new page and then clicked her pen open.

“A professional crew?” Matt asked.

“Yeah,” Danielle said. “I think it’s a four-person team. The bookkeeper at Bergeron and Wilson Chartered Accountants can alter invoices and remove her name from them. I think the salesperson creates phoney providers and bills the company, and then the money goes to an account for the embezzlers. The bookkeeper buries the transaction.”

“What about the bank statements?” Matt asked. “Can’t forge those.”

“True.” Danielle sorted through the bank statements. “Bank statements only see the total money in or out, not the specific items or services bought with it.”

“That’s circumstantial at best,” Sylvie said. “We need something stronger to connect them.”

“Stephanie Turner and Dinis Ramos worked at the same time at three companies that had financial problems. And the investigating detective was the same for the Fortes-Reid case as with the car dealership and manufacturing company.”

“Hmm.” Sylvie wrote down dealership and manufacturing company and underlined them twice. “Could be coincidences. It’s been a tough economy for many years, and they are large companies.”

“True.” Danielle pulled up the Bergeron and Wilson Chartered Accountants website and showed it to Sylvie, then Matt. “They also list the same clients.”

“It’s a large accounting company, and Kingston’s a small town. They may share the same clients,” Sylvie said.

“True, but one of my police sources says that Detective Laura McKay has the lowest closure rate. My hunch is that she’s in on this and used her position not to interview Ramos and Wood. By taking them out of the case, their names are never associated together.”

Mr Fortes Senior nodded his head slowly. Mr Fortes pulled his eyebrows together, and disbelief clouded his eyes. Mrs Fortes Senior and Mrs Fortes sat in stony silence.

Furious about the Forteses’s for their disinterest in the truth, Danielle gathered the papers. “I’m going to present this to the police department tomorrow.”

“I’ll go with you,” Matt said.

“And me,” Sylvie said.

“And me,” Matt said. “Tomorrow, I can ask around to see who we can trust in white collar.”

Mr Fortes straightened the recliner and stood. “And me.” His voice was solemn. “We’ll get answers soon.”

No thank you for your diligence. No thank you for putting up with our crap for twenty years. No sorry for accusing your father.

Danielle’s mood deflated. She’d gone from ashamed of how she had treated Dad to excited at having a working theory to still having to work far too hard to gain the Fortes’s trust.

The rollercoaster left her with emotional whiplash. Tired of the day, Danielle inclined her head, then finished putting the documents away.

Matt rose, then helped her to stand, then Sylvie. “It’s nearly two in the morning. How about we meet here at ten at the garage?”

Danielle wanted to say this was her exclusive, but she stamped down her reporter instinct. “That works.”

Mrs Fortes Senior woke with a snort, then wiped the sleep from her eyes.

Everyone said their goodbyes and left.

Matt closed the passenger side door. “You’ve gone really quiet.”

She inserted her key and turned the engine. “It’s a lot to take in.” She pulled the car away from the shoulder.

“You can sleep at my place if you want.”

She’d take lying in Matt’s arms any day of the week. “Thanks.”

“Thought you’d be happy to have solved it.”

Happy. Sad. Ashamed. “The story isn’t printed yet, and Dad’s not been publicly exonerated.”

“It’s a new theory that no one’s ever considered. Manny’s got some friends in Kingston PD. They’ll be able to sort through this mess.”

“It took me twenty years.”

“But you solved it.”

She turned onto the boulevard. Her mind was nearly as empty as the streets. She took the next right, then the next left, and parked in the visitor parking of Matt’s building.

Exhausted, she walked alongside Matt to the front door.

They crossed the lobby and rode the elevator to the eighth floor in silence. Matt unlocked his apartment, and she stepped in.

All she wanted to do was get out of her smoke-smelling clothes and get some sleep.

“Want a clean tee shirt to sleep in?” he asked.

“Please.”

He walked to his bedroom, and she followed.

He removed a tee shirt from a drawer and gave it to her. She changed out of her clothes and into his shirt. It smelled of lavender and was soft on her skin, then she climbed into bed and lay on her side facing him.

Matt stripped to his underwear and got into bed beside her, then draped an arm over the swell of her hip. He pressed a kiss to her nose, then her lips, then closed his eyes.

She lay in the darkened room, listening to his slowing breath. The day she had worked for so long had left her conflicted.

She wiggled closer to him, taking some comfort in his warmth, but shame and regret chilled her. She dozed, then fell into a fitful sleep.
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The sound of Matt’s alarm stirred Danielle from her sleep. “What time is it?” Her mouth was dry, and her words dryer.

“Too early.” Matt’s voice was rough.

The bed shifted, and then the alarm stopped beeping.

“It’s seven thirty,” he said.

Ugh. She tried to open her eyes, but they were too heavy. “Another half hour?”

“Yeah.”

The bed shifted again, and Matt wiggled closer to her, resting his arm around her hip, then pressed a kiss to his shoulder. His breath deepened, followed by a light snore.

She woke up groggy sometime later. She checked the time on her phone, then sat upright, shifting out of Matt’s gentle embrace.

Matt’s arm fell to the mattress with a thump, and he snorted awake. “What’s wrong? Hear from Manny?”

Two hours had passed, and a slew of missed calls and text messages from Dad. “I heard from my dad.”

Her mind cleared, and her heart turned heavier. She clicked through four texts sent within thirty minutes.


Dad: Good for lunch, but out of town. Are you okay? Is Lydia okay?


Ten minutes later, Dad sent another text.


Dad: How much money do you need? I can transfer the money within minutes of hearing from you.


A minute later, Dad sent a third text.


Dad: Did Matt find another business he wants me to look into?


Six minutes after that, Dad sent another text.


Dad: Can take a flight to Toronto and be there tonight. Let me know


She listened to his voice messages.

Danielle’s pulse slowed. Such anguish she had caused him over the years. She texted him.


Danielle: All’s well here. I’m in Kingston for the next few days.

Dad: I can make it back for Wednesday at noon

Danielle: See you then


Dream job in Toronto or not, Danielle would meet Dad in Kingston tomorrow. She’d run the twenty-year-old story by her editor-in-chief as justification for staying out of town.

Matt scrubbed his day-old-bearded cheeks, then sat up in bed. The sheet fell from his shoulders, revealing the toned planes of his chest. “What did he say about you solving the crime?”

“I didn’t tell him.” She needed to apologise profusely first.  “What do you want from Timmie’s?”

“Breakfast sandwich and a coffee, please.”

“I’ll be back.” She dressed, went to her place for a shower and a change of clothes, shoved her laptop into her purse and returned to Matt’s, carrying a drink holder with two coffees and breakfast sandwiches.

She opened the door to his apartment and stepped in, placing the items on the dining table.

Matt had a one-bedroom place that had a kitchenette in one corner, a bedroom off to the right, and a washroom in the far corner. Spacious and functional, it had all the hallmarks of a male space—a large, wall-mounted television, few personal items, and an unmade bed.

She stepped into the living room.

The bathroom door was open, and he stood with a towel wrapped around his waist. Water dripped from his hair, down his temples and his chin and fell onto his chest. He slathered shaving cream on his cheeks, then picked up a razor and shaved from under his chin to his cheekbone in one smooth stroke.

Her lips parted, and she stood, arms by her side, staring.

“Everything all right?” His gaze caught hers for a moment.

He was perfect. “I have breakfast.”

“Thanks.” He returned to shaving, and she returned to staring at him.

Gorgeous.

He changed into a tee shirt and jeans. “I’ll be at the shop, and I’ll call as soon as I hear from Manny. He should have some information on the cops investigating your father’s case and those two people you uncovered.” He kissed her slow and sweet, then grabbed his keys from the counter and removed two keys. “One opens the front door of the building, and the other the apartment.” He nodded and left.

She made a few calls to some non-profit organisations in Toronto working on housing issues, asked for comments on the city’s proposal, and then started writing her story.

She wrote a thousand-word story on the city’s housing policy, quoted some developers who were opposed to it, quoted other developers who welcomed it, the perspectives of near-homeless and homeless people she had interviewed the week prior, and housing advocates.

An hour’s research on many social media platforms revealed no apparent connections between the suspects. She reversed looked up each suspect. Accountant Jennifer Wood had moved once in twenty years from an apartment to a four-bedroom house. Her social media accounts listed her as single. A quick search of average bookkeeper salaries showed Jennifer could afford the house, but just barely.

Cleaner Stephanie Turner had moved three times in the last twenty years, from a poorer end of town to a middle-class end of town but had always rented. Her social media accounts showed her children clad in designer clothes at numerous community activities and soccer practice. A quick search of children’s soccer leagues revealed the season cost the parents one hundred dollars.

Second-hand shops could account for the designer clothes.

Danielle looked up marital records for Stephanie but didn’t find any. With the father in the picture or paying child support, Stephanie could maintain her lifestyle.

Dinis Ramos was on LinkedIn. He had updated his photo three weeks ago, and only marble floors had more polish than Dinis’s smile.

A quick scroll through Dinis’s blog posts showed comments on the state of the Canadian market, his sales strategies, and what he learned during his vacation. At no point did he mention a significant other, but that didn’t mean he didn’t have one.

Dinis lived in Ravensview, an expensive part of Kingston. But if he worked commission sales, such homes wouldn’t be out of reach.

Everything was plausible. Everything was within reasonable limits.

Doubt prickled her skin.

Had she gotten it wrong? Had she been so tired early this morning that her thoughts saw a story in the mirage of facts?

Worried, she stared at her screen, then shook her head. What she had found last night was the closest thing to a working theory anyone had had, and there were too many coincidences for her to discount them.

She checked her phone, but there were no messages from Matt. She turned up the volume to max, and then went to the restroom.

When she came back, there was still no call from Matt.

UnknownUser37. Who the hell were they, and what did they have to do with the arsons in East Harbour?

She left a new message on her blog for UnknownUser37 to reach out to her, and then she refreshed the screen twice.

No response.

She reviewed pictures of the fires at the cottage, the Historical Society, and the park. Nothing jumped out at her. She zoomed in on the photos, moving them across her screen to inspect different angles.

Again, nothing seemed out of place.

“Think. Think. Think.” She tapped her foot against the floor. “Who gains by these fires?”

She took out her notepad and made a list of people in both Historical Societies. She drew connections between names, listing where and how they knew each other.

She blew out a breath, rehashing the same information.

No revelations.

Her stomach growled.

Fine. She’d eat. She went to her car and drove to the Tim Horton’s on the corner.

A long queue of cars stood in the drive-through lane, and she pulled up behind the last.

She checked her phone for messages, and there were none. Then she pulled up her playlist and selected Waiting On the World to Change by John Mayer.

The car in front of her eased forward. Danielle took her foot off the brake, and her car inched forward.

She drummed her fingers against the steering wheel in time with the song. She advanced again, stopping in front of the order screen, and ordered lunch.

Her phone pinged, and she was startled. She reached for her phone but fumbled it, and it fell into the passenger side foot area.

Shit. She put her car in park, removed her seatbelt, leaned over, then read the text.


Matt: Meet at the garage. Manny’s got a contact


Five cars waited ahead of Danielle, and seven cars blocked Danielle’s exit. For one fleeting second, she thought of ditching her car and running across town to Matt’s garage.


Danielle: Stuck in a drive-through, will be there as fast as possible


The driver of the car immediately before Danielle took bag after bag of food like they were hosting a wedding for two hundred guests.

A jittering sensation fluttered through Danielle. She was trapped in this car, and she needed out. Now. She needed to floor her clunker out of this parking lot, drive like she was a mad woman across town and pull into the garage’s parking lot like a stunt car driver.

Twelve and a half minutes. That’s how long it took for the cars ahead of her to get their orders and drive away.

She paid, tossed her food onto the passenger seat, and drove away.

She cut in and out of traffic, making up some but not all the time she had lost, then pulled into the parking lot of the garage.

A half a dozen Forteses stood in front of the open bay doors with Mrs and Mr Fortes Senior at the centre of the group. Mr Fortes Senior inclined his head, but Mrs Fortes Senior remained motionless, but the intense hatred in her eyes from last night was absent.

Mrs and Mr Fortes both inclined their heads to Danielle.

Matt took her head and squeezed it.

Danielle drew in a full breath, soothing some, but not all her nerves.

Manny stood in his Ministry of Natural Resources and Forestry law enforcement uniform, and Sylvie was beside him with a yellow legal pad of paper in hand.

She parked and walked up to Matt.  “And?”

“They’ve agreed to hear the evidence and will be coming over here.” Pride shone in Matt’s eyes.

“Okay. Good.” The fluttering sensation in her chest increased. “Are the files here?”

“They’re in the office.”

“Anything else to do?”

“Wait for the officers to arrive.”

A few more minutes in a twenty-year wait wouldn’t hurt. She paced a few steps, then wheeled around and paced back, and repeated her circuit two more times, and then Matt reached for her hand.

She clasped his hand and stepped towards him, finding some comfort in his touch and presence.

A car pulled into the garage’s parking lot, and a woman got out of the driver’s seat and a man out of the passenger’s seat.

The woman had short, cropped hair that gave her a no-nonsense look during the day and a fun-friend-to-be-around in the evening. She wore a light blue blouse with a grey jacket and darker grey slacks.

The man’s hair had grown shaggy, his two-day-old beard untrimmed, and he had dark lines under his eyes. He walked with confidence, but there was a white stain on his shoulder, and his dress shirt was wrinkled. But there was something about him, a dreamy, happy quality that ruled out a hangover.

Likely a new father.

Manny approached Officers Chang and Gibbard and shook both their hands.

Mrs Fortes Senior welcomed the officers and brought them to the break room of the garage, where four office chairs and two foldable lawn chairs were placed. A tray of Portuguese pastries stood on the table.

The smell of fresh coffee wafted over the smells of oil and gasoline.

Twelve cups of coffee stood on the counter, each filled. Mrs Fortes Senior circulated in the tiny room, offering coffee and pastries, which the officers declined.

Mrs Fortes Senior offered a cup of coffee to Danielle, and Danielle stammered a thank you. Somewhere, a crack formed in the universe.

The Senior Fortes took a seat, as did the Fortes and the officers.

Danielle stood near the door beside Manny, with Matt standing behind her. The rest of the Fortes crowded behind Danielle.

She spent the next hour outlying her case to the police officers. She had been blurry-eyed and exhausted last night when she first connected the dots. Rested and with plenty of caffeine to focus on her mind, the theory made more sense.

“Thank you,” the woman detective said. “We’ll look into it. May we keep these documents?”

“I’ve made five copies of each,” Mrs Fortes Senior said. “I’m not risking losing them.”

The officer inclined her head, stacked the papers that had been spread out on the table, and collected them.

“How long will it take?” Danielle asked.

Officer Chang flipped close her notebook. “I’ll have a word with my inspector and see how we can arrange for this internally without alerting McKay.”

A few more days, perhaps weeks, Danielle could wrestle with the flutters in her chest. Just a little more patience for her to finally have answers.

One by one, the Fortes made way for the officers to leave, and the garage fell quiet, and the Fortes filtered out except for Mr Fortes, Matt, and Hugo, who stood in their work coveralls. Mr Fortes and Hugo returned to work.

Matt inclined his head to Danielle, and they strolled towards her car. His hand had found hers. “Can you stay tonight?”

Her career was in Toronto. Her life was in Kingston. Staying more weekdays away from Toronto was a huge risk, but the reporter in her needed answers. The woman in her needed Matt.

She had pitched the idea of the arson story to her editor-in-chief, who turned it down flat. Danielle wanted to stay with Matt, but she couldn’t risk her dream job. She leaned into him and pressed a kiss to his lips. “I’ll go back to Toronto early tomorrow, then come back here Wednesday morning. I’m supposed to meet my father for lunch on Wednesday here, then back again to Toronto.”

“Netflix and a pizza?”

“You know me well.”

“What do you want on it?”

“Double olive, double mushroom, and pepperoni.”

He pressed a kiss to her hair, then opened her car door. “See you after work.”

Who was running around East Harbour setting buildings on fire?
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Chapter 21
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Matt stepped out his work coveralls and hung them on the peg. He waved goodbye to Papai and Hugo, then went to his truck. He climbed into the driver’s seat, and his cell phone rang.

The name of his business lawyer flashed on the screen, and Matt put the call on speaker.

“I’ve got good and bad news,” Nari said. “Which do you want first?”

Matt leaned his head against the driver’s side window and closed his eyes. Not another tangled mess. “The bad news.”

“The Dibra Garage has liens against it. Lots of them. If you buy into this company, all you’re doing is paying off a creditor.”

Danielle’s father was right.

One strategy for moving forward with his life burst. He rubbed the bridge of his nose, trying but failing to stop the headache from forming. He’d never get out of small engine repair. “You said there was good news?”

“You didn’t waste hundreds of thousands of dollars buying into a failing business.”

There was that. He stopped rubbing the bridge of his nose, and a dull ache stretched across his forehead. “You do any background on the business broker?”

“Rahul Patel is legitimate. His business brokering licence is in good standing, and no complaints have been filed against him at the International Business Brokers Association. This one just slipped under his radar. He normally does food and accommodation businesses.”

Danielle’s father was right again. Matt would buy him a steak dinner. “Know of anyone looking for a partner at a heavy truck garage?”

“I’ve asked around, but the economy’s sluggish.”

“Thanks.” He ended the call, picked up two pizzas and some beers from the restaurant around the corner from his building, and then drove home. He buzzed, and Danielle let him into the building.

People crammed into the elevator, and the ride stopped at every floor before arriving at the eighth.

Matt placed the pizzas on the counter and the beers in the fridge.

Danielle sat at the dining room table with papers spread out over the table. Some sheets had sticky notes. She had placed some sticky notes on the wall and tapped string between sticky notes in a giant web of relationships that would make any conspiracy theorist proud.

She wrote something in her notebook. The focus in her eyes was inspiring and a little terrifying.

“Something I should worry about?” Matt grabbed two beers, then walked to her and kissed her head. He twisted the cap off the beer, then offered it to her.

She took a small sip, then moved some papers aside to find a spot for the bottle. “I’m reworking the evidence we have about the arsons.”

“What do you mean?”

“The residents of East Harbour have so many connections between them—family, business, social. I’m looking deeper into the connections. What slighted or left-out person would be driven to start fires?”

“How long have you been at it?”

“Since I got back from the garage.”

He checked his cell phone. “That was six hours ago.”

“I’ll get to the bottom of this. It just takes time.”

He unscrewed the cap of his beer and took a sip. “Your father was right about the garage in Toronto. The numbers won’t work.”

Thin lines bunched between eyebrows and the corners of her mouth. “I’m so sorry.”

He raked his fingers through his hair. “There’s going to be a garage out there that’s a fit for me. I need to keep looking.”

She stood and walked to him, then wrapped her hands around his waist. She pressed a series of kisses against his chest. “You’ll get your shop. If you need more backing, I can take out a loan and become a silent partner.”

He rested his hand on the swell of her hip and pulled her closer. “I’ll find a way. How about a break?”

“Eat on the couch?”

“That’s the only way to watch a show.” He returned to the kitchen, picked up the pizzas and napkins, and then returned to the sofa.

Danielle sat with the remote in hand, flicking through Netflix options. “What do you want to watch?”

“Something funny.”

“Sounds good.” She clicked through the options, then stopped on a series he’d never heard of and played episode one.

He bit into his triple meat pizza and sank deeper into the sofa. He ate three pieces of pizza and then put his box on the floor next to the sofa. He laughed a few times, but the tension across his forehead remained.

Danielle put her pizza box onto the sofa table, then scooted towards him and cuddled into him. She pressed a kiss to his arm, then turned to face the television.

Matt draped his arm over her shoulder and ran small circles along her collarbone. His attention shifted from the band of tension along his forehead to the softness of her skin and the sensual curve of her collarbone.

She tipped her head towards his and leaned into him, leaving a feather-light kiss on his mouth.

He slipped his tongue between her lips, opening and exploring her mouth.

Danielle fumbled for the remote and turned off Netflix, then slipped her hand under his shirt. Her touch was eager.

He slid his hand under her collar, down the length of her bra strap to her breast, toyed with her nipple until it was erect, then slid his hand across the swell of her breasts to give the other nipple due attention.

His breath slowed, but his pulse accelerated.

She shimmied out of her shirt, revealing a beige bra, and all he wanted to do was taste every part of her.

Gorgeous and intelligent. There were no other words for her.

He leaned forward, and she pulled his shirt over his head. Shirts and bra tossed to the floor, he tugged at the button of her jeans and undid the zipper.

She shifted her weight, pushing herself up to her knees and straddling him.

He slid her jeans down her hips, stopped to nip her breasts, the cleft between them, then slid her jeans and panties down her leg. He dropped a trail of kisses down her chest and swirled his tongue around her navel, drawing laughter from her.

Consumed by it, he eased her beside him, her back resting against the armrest and her legs stretched out across his lap.

He trailed his fingers up her inner thigh, then ran a tiny circle over her sex, and her gasp was all the encouragement he needed.

He tasted the skin of her cheek, neck, and collarbone, then slipped one finger into her wet folds.

She opened a little wider, arching her hips towards him.

He continued his rhythmic movements, his thumb rolling over the bundle of nerves at the top of her sex.

She leaned her head back on the armrest, offering her neck to him, bowing her body against him. She reached for him, fingertips grazing the line of his jaw.

She lay across him, one hand behind her neck.

Glorious in every way, and his pulse beat harder in his throat and in his cock.

He sucked the tip of her finger into his mouth and suckled it.

Her body bowed more, and he dipped his head to suckle her nipple.

A sigh and a drawn-out breath chased a moan from her plump lips, and he chuckled against her skin. He looked up the length of her body, and a beautiful blush reddened her cheeks and flushed her neck and chest.

Her body softened against his, and her stomach rose gently with each long breath. She reached for his chin, pulled him towards her mouth, and kissed him.

She shimmied off him, leaving a spot on his jeans damp, and went into the kitchen.

He stood, pulling down his jeans and boxers over a steel-hard erection, then dropped his clothes into the pile.

With a sensual smile on her plump lips, Danielle returned holding a condom, tossed it to him, and stood in her full naked glory.

He couldn’t open the condom fast enough. He rolled it down his erection and went to her, deciding if he should carry her over his shoulder in a firefighter’s carry or his arms like a bodyguard to the bed—whichever drew the sexiest laughter from her.

Danielle answered the matter for him and leaned over the back of the sofa, giving him a view of her fantastic ass.

He palmed one bum cheek, then pushed into her. She was a slick inferno, holding him, sliding against him, rolling her hips to take all of him in her.

Fuck.

One slight movement from her, and he’d cum so hard, the force would burst the condom.

A second to calm himself, another to place his hands on the swell of her hips, he pumped, slow at first, then gave in to the need building in him.

Danielle’s breath turned ragged, and she met his movements, adding friction and heat. And with her cry of joy, he tilted his head back and released a primal grunt.

Gratification rocked him, boosting him to the stratosphere of pleasure.

Breath short, body sweaty, and movements slowed, he stood catching his breath and corralling his senses.

Danielle looked over her shoulder at him, and her smile turned saucy and sated.

He leaned over, kissed her lips, earlobe, and shoulder, then straightened, pinched the condom, and eased from her. He went to the bathroom, chucked the condom in the garbage, and returned to her.

She sat cross-legged on the sofa, a slice of pizza in hand. “Another episode?”

“Another round?”

She laughed. “Later...maybe.”

He sat next to her, drew a sip of beer, and then resumed the episode.

Perfection.

#   #   #
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Matt’s cell phone alarm sounded, pulling him from a restful sleep. He woke up with something tickling his nostrils. He snorted a breath, then wiped under his nose, pushing away the hair.

He lay curled around Danielle with his nose pressed against the nape of her neck.

She stirred. “What time is it?”

“It’s four.”

She sighed. “That’s really early.”

He pressed a kiss into her shoulder. “I’ll go to Toronto this weekend so you can have more time to relax.”

“When the arson story is done.”

“Okay, but it’s been more than a month since you’ve had time off.”

She stroked the back of his hand. “You relax me.”

He growled against her shoulder.

She turned to him, kissed his nose, lips, and chin, then rolled out of the bed. “Mind if I shower here?”

“There are fresh towels in the closet outside the washroom.”

“Thanks.” She left the bed, and soon after, the sound of the shower filled the apartment.

Matt got up, collected his jeans from the floor and pulled them on. He went to the kitchenette and put on a pot of coffee, then took out his pizza box from the fridge and warmed up a slice in the microwave.

Danielle finished her shower and joined him. “Mind if I leave my stuff on the dining room table?”

“It’s all good. I’ll look at it.”

She ate a cold slice of pizza, downed her coffee, gave him back his keys, then kissed him and left.

He was too alert to go back to sleep. He showered, gathered dirty laundry, and did a load in the building’s laundry room, then returned to study the web of relationships in East Harbour.

He stared at the strings connecting sticky notes, squinted at some of Danielle’s handwriting, and finished two full cups of coffee.

Not to interfere with Danielle’s system, he collected a discarded envelope from the stack of junk mail by his door and a pen, then went to the dining room table.

He wrote down the names of the suspects. Deidre McCarthy was the president of the Historical Society and was an engineer by profession. Bruce Harris used to be married to Deidre McCarthy, started the Military Historical Society, and was a volunteer firefighter for East Harbour who worked construction. Dwayne Robinson was a farmer and a volunteer firefighter.

Three people with the skill sets and knowledge to get around a building and start a fire. Three people who were always everywhere in East Harbour. A wallpaper manufacturer could print their faces and paper the town, and no one would notice because that’s how used people were to seeing Deidre, Bruce, and Dwayne.

He stared at the pictures and notes of Alice Connelly’s burned-out ice cream shop. Her relationship with Deidre could make her a target for Bruce, but Matt had never heard of a jilted ex-husband targeting someone’s friend. The ex might target a new lover, but that wasn’t the case between Deidre and Alice.

Danielle had created a sticky note with Alice’s name and wrote down her age, occupation, involvement in the Historical Society, her location when the human remains were removed from the building, and some of Alice’s friends—per pictures posted on social media.

Thorough.

Danielle had woven a thick tapestry of the relationships in East Harbour.

Danielle had mapped community groups and identified which groups favoured more funding for sports, which wanted more support for the arts, and those who wanted to expand the library. She had noted the mayoral race and which factions in the community supported which candidate. Danielle had identified which groups preferred modernising the town by inviting more chain stores in and which favoured smaller, privately owned business development.

Matt referenced the timing of the fires. Danielle had traced Deidre, Bruce, and Dwayne’s movements almost down to the minute and had referred to social media posts, local media posts, and eyewitness testimony, including the times each suspect spent in East Harbour Eats with Danielle and Matt present.

Impeccable investigating.

Matt expected nothing less.

He picked up his phone and clicked it open.

Seven in the morning. It was too early to call the East Harbour Fire and Rescue, but he put a reminder on his calendar to call later today.

He folded his laundry, then he went to work. The first to arrive, he turned off the alarm, opened the bay doors, and set a pot of coffee. The first hammer Vovô had used in Canada and the one he had built the cottage with was now framed and hung on the wall above the cash register.

Matt zipped up a clean pair of coveralls, then reviewed the scheduled repairs—a new muffler, a catalytic converter, a new transmission, and a few other smaller items.

Papai and Hugo pulled into the garage, grunted their greetings, and put on their coveralls.

Papai’s cell rang, and he answered it. His expression twisted from calm to a frown. “How?” Papai’s eyebrows pulled tighter together, forming one bushy unibrow. “How’s that possible?”

Curious and concerned, Matt leaned against the counter and folded his arms across his chest.

Papai shook his head. “That’s not possible. Speak with my son. He’s a firefighter.” Papai walked from the bay door to Matt and shoved his phone into Matt’s face. “It’s the insurance company,” Papai said in Portuguese.

Matt took the phone. “Matt Fortes here.”

“Sita Mishra of Ontario Insurance Company.  Please know that this call is being recorded to ensure we keep accurate records of our interactions with you. These recordings will be kept in your file and may be used in a civil or criminal proceeding.”

Her words and implications bruised Matt’s honour, and a lump formed deep in Matt’s throat. He remained silent.

“We sent over an evaluator and have determined it was arson at your family’s cottage,” Sita said.

The word was a punch to Matt’s side, and something cracked.  “Arson?”

Hugo stopped working on a car and peered around its hood.

“That’s right.”

“Cause?”

“We know the cause, but we’re pursuing all angles of investigation.”

Meaning they suspected someone in Matt’s family of having started the fire. “That cottage has been in our family for three generations. We’ve always maintained the cottage.”

“Our investigation indicates that as well. However, the garage is struggling.”

Anger heated Matt’s neck and ears. “Selling the property would have earned us more money.”

“Not in this market with these interest rates. You’d get interest in the property, but few, if any, could afford the financing.” Her tone had the hard edge of professional detachment.

An arson here, a car crash there, a workplace accident in the afternoon—no matter the claim or the investigation, the tone would always be cool and suspicious.

“What was the cause of the fire?” Matt asked.

“I’m not at liberty to disclose that at this time.”

“I’m a volunteer firefighter for Kingston Fire and Rescue. I’m investigating a series of arsons in East Harbour, and if the cottage was an arson, I think they may be related.”

“Are you the lead on the investigation?”

Matt looked down at the floor between his boots. “I’m not.”

“Who’s your captain?”

“Jorge Cruz.”

The sound of computer keys clacking filled the silence.

“And what station is he based from?” Sita asked.

“Gore Road.”

More sounds of typing. “That’s in Kingston?”

“Correct.”

“Where were the arsons?”

“They’re in East Harbour.”

A cold silence filled the line. “And your business in East Harbour?”

“We have the cottage, and I frequently hike in Frontenac Park and go to East Harbour to eat.” Matt tried to even out the uneasiness in his voice, but a few syllables trilled.

“Which fires occurred in East Harbour?”

“There was an arson in Frontenac Park and the ice cream shop.”

“And your role in these?”

Matt pushed himself off the counter. “My role? I flagged the arson in the park to the conservation officers.”

“What’s their name?”

“Armando Pereira.”

Sita typed fast, and the sound of key clicking turned ominous. “Is this the same Armando Pereira who is listed as an insured driver of your grandfather’s 1965 Hampton Blue Cadillac?”

Matt’s cheeks turned cold. “Yes. That’s the same.”

“To make sure I understand, you reported a suspected arson in a provincial park to your cousin?”

“He’s in law enforcement and works for the park.”

“And what was the result of the investigation?”

Matt opened, then closed his mouth. “It’s under investigation, but the provincial lab is tied up with other cases.”

“I see.”

His attention fractured, then chased down every possible meaning of those two words.

Hugo and Papai fixed their gazes on Matt. Papai and Hugo were thirty years apart, but they mirrored the other with the tightness in their mouths and the stiffness in their stances.

“Did East Harbour Fire and Rescue ask for assistance in their investigation?” Sita asked.

Matt chewed on the inside of his cheek. “They did not.”

“You’ve imposed yourself in the investigation?”

“Imposed?”

“You said East Harbour Fire and Rescue hasn’t asked for assistance, yet you continue to investigate the arsons. Why?”

“I’m taking courses to be a fire investigator. It’s good practice and experience for me.”

“I see.”

Again, with the fucking I see.

“How long will the investigation take?” Papai asked in Portuguese.

Matt repeated the question in English to Sita.

“We don’t put time frames on them. We like to perform our independent investigations and consider official investigations.”

Matt frowned. “You mean if the fire department determines one thing and you another, you’ll go with your conclusion?”

“It means we’ll consider all evidence available. Including, but not limited to, your relationships with the investigating parties.”

Matt could have called in a favour or two to hide the arson. The inference that Matt was an arsonist made him want to yell at her that it sure as hell wasn’t him.

Shit. Oh-Massive-Shit. He had gone into the remains of his cottage and collected family photos and the archives of the Reid-Fortes company.

He swung his gaze away from Hugo and Papai to the opened bay doors. Two customers had pulled up front, and they walked towards them.

Matt motioned for Hugo to help them. Hugo’s frown deepened into the little brother’s why-is-it-always-me-that-has-to-do-it, and then he strode towards the customers.

“Mr Fortes,” Sita said.

Matt cleared his throat, but he still tasted his wounded pride. It was sour and bitter, and all he wanted to do was spit it out. “Yes?”

“Do not pursue an investigation into the arson of the cottage.” Sita’s tone had turned from cold professional detachment to a harsh warning bearing dire consequences. “When we have identified the cause of the arson, we will be in touch.”

Questions upon questions rolled in Matt’s mind. When will that be, what type of accelerant was used, where did they think the fire started, and who did they suspect started the fire? What would happen to him if he continued his investigation with Danielle? What would happen to Danielle? What would happen to his desired career as a fire investigator if he continued to examine the matter?

He trampled down his arson investigator instincts. “Thank you.”

“We’ll be in touch.” Sita ended the call.

Papai’s bunched eyebrows raised higher until they arched. “And?”

And Matt’s career as a fire investigator might be over before it started. And he was under suspicion of being an arsonist. And nothing about the arson made sense. “They’re looking into it.”

“How long will it take?”

Matt shrugged.

Papai shook his head, then went into the office and returned carrying some picture frames and placed them on the counter. He picked up a hammer, nailed three more nails into the wall, and then added three multi-picture frames of family photos from the cottage.

One photo was taken from the lakeside, looking onto the back of the cottage. The silhouette of the electricity meter was visible on the right-hand side, and a metal tube encased the wiring.

Matt took out his cell and flipped through the pictures he’d taken of the cottage. The electricity meter wasn’t damaged, nor was the metal tube.

Matt zoomed out of the picture, inspecting the outside electrical outlets. The two-hundred-and-twenty-volt outlet to plug in the backup generator was charred black, indicating that it was close to or the origin of the fire. But East Harbour Fire and Rescue thought a rodent had eaten through wiring in the kitchen.

Yet, the generator outlet was on the outside of the wall of the kitchen.

Something nagged at Matt. There was something seriously wrong with this picture.

If the point of origin was inside the house, then this electrical outlet was a secondary fire.

Matt’s mouth dried, and a cold dread crept into his bones.

Proof of arson.

If he told the insurance company, he’d be suspected even more of having started the fire. If he told East Harbour Fire and Rescue, they’d accuse him of coming into their territory without authority.

The only way out for Matt to keep his volunteer firefighting position and his hopes of becoming a fire investigator was to solve this with Danielle.

Hopes, he had learned, often ended up in ash.
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Chapter 22
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Stuffed in a Toronto Transport Commission bus with dozens of other people, some of whom wore too much perfume and others who smelled like they hadn’t showered in days, Danielle swallowed against the rising bile burning the back of her throat.

Thirty minutes later, she stepped off the bus, inhaled a deep breath of what passed for fresh air in Toronto, and made her way to the office.

She wove between hordes of people milling around the sidewalk, jumped out of the way of a series of cyclists, and stepped into a cramped elevator.

At the office, she inclined her head at a few of her colleagues, but none of them acknowledged her.

Editor-in-Chief Aditi sat at her office in a bright red suit with her earbuds in, speaking with someone.

At her desk, Danielle opened her laptop and checked the city hall announcement schedule. Her mind numbed. She would need to spend more time around city hall, the restaurants, take civil servants to lunch and dinner, and develop more contacts.

All of which took months, sometimes to build.

Years in Toronto to do her job well.

Years of intolerable roommates, cramped buses and trains, and barely able to afford anything in a city where everything cost double what it would cost in Kingston.

She leaned back in her chair.

Crime and resources. There was plenty of high crime in Toronto and plenty of resources to solve them.

Focus, Danielle. Focus.

Solve the arsons in East Harbour, then complete the move to Toronto. Help Matt find a heavy truck repair business he could buy into, and all would be well in the universe.

Numbed, bored, disillusioned, and willing to take a hammer to her twenty-something-story condo window and jump out of it, Danielle forced herself to go to the press conference.

The mind numbness of it all wasn’t her idea of a story. It certainly wasn’t turning over stones to get to the real story, the scandal lurking in the shadows, or holding Power to account.

Seven hundred words written according to Canadian newsprint standard were on the screen.

A month into the job, and the most interesting thing she had written was a proposed zoning change to allow for more bicycle paths.

She swung her gaze to the desks where the crime reporters sat, some partially camouflaged by half-walled cubicles and high stacks of files and folders.

Danielle submitted her story to Aditi for review, then walked over to the crime reporters. Danielle tried to make eye contact with John and the other reporters. John typed something, shot her an indifferent look, and then returned to his work.

The others ignored Danielle.

She returned to Aditi’s office and knocked on the door.

Aditi looked up from her laptop. “Yes?”

“I have a business story from Kingston.”

Aditi shook her head. “I’m not running that story from the Toronto office.”

She hadn’t made it this far as a reporter without being persistent. “What about the Kingston office? It’ll be big news there.”

“Who were the victims?”

Dad, and his family, and his business. The lost twenty years she could have had with Matt. “The Forteses and other businesses in Kingston. The gang is still active.”

“Do you have proof they’re embezzling money from the current company?”

“Not yet.”

Aditi leaned back in her chair and drummed her French-manicured nails against the armrest. “What do you have?”

“I’ve got original invoices, original spreadsheets, and timelines of employment as listed by the gang members on their LinkedIn profiles. I’ve got independent news articles about each of the companies they’ve worked at experiencing financial difficulties or embezzlement.”

Aditi stopped drumming her fingers. “What else?”

Danielle went through her evidence and methods.

“When did you do this?” Aditi asked.

“When I was back in Kingston.”

“On your own?”

“With the help of Matt Fortes and my contacts.” If Danielle were in a football stadium, she would be standing on the fifty-yard line with every stadium light turned on and a hundred thousand people staring at her, expecting answers.

She had followed the story and had broken it late on a Sunday night with her contacts, with her resources, with her skills.

Her lips parted slightly, and her thoughts lurched inside her. She could crack big criminal cases without the backing of a large news organisation.

What the hell was she doing living in a cupboard in Toronto?

“Send me your evidence and background. I’ll have to think about this one,” Aditi said.

Danielle mumbled her response, then left Aditi’s office. She almost skipped back to her desk and almost jumped and clicked her heels on the way past the crime reporters’ desks.

One by one, the reporters looked up from their work.

“What do you have?” John asked.

None of his bloody business. She tipped her head higher and continued walking.

“You got a lead on something?” John rose. “You can run it by me.”

Over her dead body.

She walked past him without saying a word.

Journalists were as competitive as professional athletes. The latter chased goals and the former chased stories.

She saved her background research and the four-thousand-word workup she had written, then drove back to Kingston, back to Matt.

Highway 401 was a parking lot. No surprise there.

The farther away she was from Toronto, the more energy she had. Financial crimes and frauds rarely got the attention they needed, but Danielle could do it. She had a huge file of court cases she had reported on over the years, and it was time she did some follow-ups.

She tapped her fingers against the steering wheel to Rhianna’s Shut Up and Drive. If only she could drive.

She stopped at the OnRoute rest stop in Port Hope for a bio break and a coffee, then floored it to Kingston. Matt was there, and so was her future. That was where she would break her next big story.

She tallied the unsolved cases in her mind, thinking of leads she hadn’t fully pursued and the changes in technology since the case was first reported.

Changed in technology.

UnknownUser37.

The handle stuck in her mind.

Who was UnknownUser37?

She checked over her left shoulder, ensuring no one was in her blind spot, then steered her car into the left lane and overtook a painfully slow Dodge Caravan.

UnknownUser37.

Who were they? Why engage in a criminal investigation?

Danielle turned on her windshield wipers, looked over her right shoulder, and then straightened. A red hatchback had snuck in beside her, blocking her way into the right-hand lane. She sped up and swung her gaze forward.

UnknownUser37.

Who in the mess of relationships in East Harbour would reach out to her? Who had the most to lose, the most to gain, and wanted to remain invisible but still wanted the truth to come out?

She stomped on the accelerator and glanced over her right shoulder, but a series of red and white semis blocked her entrance into the right-hand lane.

Fuck it. She’d floor her way to Kingston, and with each passing second, the possibilities whirled in her mind. Someone who was a best friend of the arsonist, someone who had witnessed the arsons, the arsonist, a child of the arsonist who had witnessed their parent commit the crime, someone who had seen something and was willing to talk with her.

She had been going one hundred and forty kilometres per hour, forty over the limit, and then inspiration struck her. She had almost—almost—slammed both feet against the brake.

Someone’s child. Someone’s child who had witnessed their parents torch the Historical Society, the ice cream shop, or both. Someone who had no power to report what they saw to the police except by anonymous means.

Soccer, ballet, football, baseball, and dance schedules flipped through Danielle’s mind.

Of all the linkages and overlaps and parents in the tight-knit East Harbour community, only a handful of children overlapped with parents who had an interest in the arson.

Danielle slapped her hand against the steering wheel. She’d pour over the relationship web she had left on Matt’s table and reach out to the children.

She went to Matt’s apartment and texted him she was there, then waited in her car and scrolled through her emails. No new leads, no new announcements from Toronto city hall, nothing but spam she had to clear.

Thirty minutes later, Matt arrived. His usual smile had soured into a tight-lipped frown.

Danielle’s heart sank, and she got out of her car. “What’s wrong?”

“The insurance company thinks I have something to do with setting the arson at the cottage.”

“They can’t be serious.”

“They say I don’t have an alibi.”

“I’m your alibi,” she said.

“I said that, but they weren’t reassured that a romantic partner was the only alibi.”

Indignation rocked her. “You’re innocent. You’ve risked your life for years to help people. How can they accuse you of that?”

The muscles of his jaw bunched, and he swallowed hard.  “Anything to bring up?”

“Nothing.”

He turned and walked to the front door of his apartment. His long strides held purpose.

Danielle jogged up to him, stepped into the door he held open for her, and went with him to his apartment.

“What are we missing?” Matt made a pot of coffee. “I’ve pinged the firefighters I know to see if the forensics came back for the Historical Society and the ice cream shop fires. They’re expected tomorrow.”

“What about the cottage?”

“I don’t know yet. The insurance company probably has identified the cause, but they’re not telling us.”

“Really?”

Matt’s sour expression curdled into bitterness. “Yeah.”

She reached for his hand and squeezed it. “We’ll figure this out.”

He nodded again, and a second time, and with each nod, his expression smoothed further until it was calm. “Leftover pizza for dinner?”

“Always the best dinner.”

He opened the fridge and took out two pizza boxes and two plates, then warmed up two slices for each in the microwave.

Danielle put her purse down at the threshold between the kitchen and living room and went to the table. “I think UnknownUser37 is someone’s child.”

“Whose?”

“That’s what I’m going to figure out tonight.”

The microwave beeped, and Matt collected the food and handed her a plate.

She took a bite and then scrolled through social media. “Deidre and Bruce have two children. One is in soccer, and the other on in arts programs. Both are very active on social media.”

“Do they hang around both parents or just one?”

Danielle scrolled through the accounts. “They have pictures of both, and both parents show up to art shows and soccer games.”

“And the others?”

“Dwayne’s children are older. One lives in Kingston, and the other lives in Ottawa. Looks like they tag Dwayne often in posts and share pictures of visits with Dwayne every month or two.”

Matt sat and leaned back in his chair. His gaze swept over the sticky notes and information on the table. He folded his arms across his chest and leaned his chin against his fist, then tapped his mouth with this thumb. “Arsonists set fires for money, revenge, or pleasure. Who is benefiting from the fire?”

Danielle stared at the evidence until her vision blurred, then she refocused on her pizza and ate a piece. “The Historical Society getting that large grant seems an insufficient motive to burn it down. What if someone’s young and pissed off because their parent is upset?”

“How many years ago did Deidre and Bruce divorce?”

“Twelve or so years ago.”

“Doubt it’s one of the children. They’ve had plenty of time to adjust.”

A fault line cracked her heart. Others seemed to have gotten over so much sooner, but not her. She held onto hate and anger for two decades. Tomorrow was going to be a heavy day. Her jaw slackened from worry and shame.

Matt arched his eyebrows. “Something we missed?”

“It’s not that. I’m having lunch with Dad tomorrow.”

“Ah. I can go with you.”

“Thanks, but I need to do this alone.”

They spent the evening on the sofa watching the number one hit show in Canada, then turned in for an early night. She snuggled into Matt’s protective embrace.

Even Matt’s gentle hold couldn’t shield her from the hurt she had inflicted on Dad.  She imagined the anger in Dad’s eyes, the hurt in his voice, and the way he always turned stone-stoic whenever she mentioned the business imploding.

“I can hear you thinking.” Matt pressed another kiss to her temple. “Tomorrow won’t come any faster if you lie awake all night.” His hand found hers, and he gave her a little squeeze.

She snuggled a little closer to him and let the care in his touch soothe her to sleep.

#   #   #
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Danielle sat in a window seat in a restaurant overlooking the beautiful, two-hundred-year-old stone buildings of Brock Street.

She tapped her foot on the floor to the thundering and irregular beat of her heart. Her thoughts lurched one way, then the other, ordering and reordering the words she’d use to apologise. But none of the sequences were adequate.

Guilt weighed on her, robbing her of the ability to draw a full breath and darkening the edges of her mind, hampering her ability to concentrate.

Dad strode up the broad sidewalk. He wore a tailored navy-blue suit and a light purple shirt. Always tailor-made with fine stitching and a silk tie and pocket square. Always the businessman ready to negotiate the next big deal.

His hair had turned greyer since the last time she saw him, but the pride in his step remained, as did the care in his appearance. But he seemed sadder, somehow. The lines around his eyes had deepened and spread from the corners to his greying temples. Sharp intelligence remained in his eyes, but they were sunken as if drowning in sorrow.

He nodded through the window at Danielle, then entered the restaurant and sat across from her.

A bead of nervous sweat trickled down the curve of her spine. “Dad.” She should reach across the table and hug him, hug him for all the hugs she had denied him for over twenty years. But she didn’t.

“You look well,” he said.

She’d been sleeping better since her relationship with Matt. He grounded her, was considerate, and was always supportive. “Thanks. You do, too.”

The server came and took their orders, and Danielle gained one minute of respite to order her thoughts.

“I figured out what happened.” Danielle picked at her fingernails, then straightened. She owed him eye contact and a clear voice, not the nervous behaviours of a misbehaving daughter.

“And?” His voice was guarded.

“They were very clever about it.”

“They?”

“Does the name Bergeron and Wilson mean anything to you?”

Dad drew his eyebrows together. “The accountants?”

“That’s them. They had a bookkeeper alter invoices to charge dummy accounts and shift money out of the company.”

Dad sat taller and exhaled a long breath, then his shoulders slumped. “Really?”

Danielle laid out her story to Dad. He grunted at each step, then when she finished, he leaned back in his chair and gave a slow nod.

A heavy silence of facts being arranged in the correct order and the story finally making sense engulfed them.

“You figured it out?” A hint of satisfaction crept into his voice.

“It took twenty years, but new evidence came to light, and I was able to figure it out with the help of Matt, his sister-in-law, and some of my sources.”

Dad cleared his throat twice, then looked away. Mist crowded the corners of his eyes, and he struggled to keep his lips pressed into a straight line, but the corners curved into a relieved smile. “And the police?”

“I’ve alerted them. They’re investigating the new evidence, and I’m confident they’ll reach the same conclusion as I did.”

“There are documents to prove this? Independent, verifiable, admissible in court documents to prove the illegal tractions and these people’s involvements?”

“Yes. Plenty of independent evidence.”

Dad swallowed hard, and the muscles of his jaw and throat contracted. “Are you sure?”

“Absolutely.”

“And it’s going to be published in the newspapers?”

“Yeah. Once the police confirm the story, I’ll break it.”

“What of the Forteses? Of Luis?”

Danielle swallowed annoying tears that burned the back of her throat. “They’re processing it. I was there when they met the police, and they’re investing this new line of enquiry.”

“No hint of an apology or official statement recanting their previous allegations?”

“Uh—” Maybe. In a few weeks or a few months, or never. Maybe with the truth, their hatred would subside, and Dad’s pain would lessen.

Maybe.

Unlikely.

But maybe.

She opened her mouth to speak but decided against promising something that might never come.

“Thank you.” He reached for his wallet and took out a few bills that paid triple the amount they had ordered.

Guilt trampled Danielle, leaving her short of breath and disoriented. Their lunch couldn’t end like this. Curt and polite and with a strict exchange of information void of emotional content. “You’re not staying for lunch?”

“I figured—”

Crap. Crap. Crap. Daughter-up Danielle. Daughter-up. She choked on her words, on the thousand and one ways she could apologise. She reached for his hand and stopped short of touching it.

“What changed?” Dad asked.

“Changed?”

“In you.”

Everything. Nothing. Back to everything again. “I realised a huge difference.”

Dad arched his eyebrows but said nothing.

“There’s a difference between trying to prove your guilt and looking for the truth. And once I got it out of my head that I was trying to prove how you did it, I started looking at the actual evidence. Then, the pieces fit.”

Dad adjusted his gold cufflink. “You were blinded by hatred of me?”

Guilty. She should have the word branded on her forehead. “I, uh, I asked you here to explain what I had found and to apologise.”

Dad’s eyes rounded.

“I’m sorry for the way I treated you.” She blurted the words, certain if she stopped, she would never be able to rally her courage again. “I’m sorry I turned my back on you when the business imploded, that I left you alone when you needed your family the most.” Tears of shame burned the back of her throat. “I’m sorry I sided with Mom for all these years. I’m sorry that I didn’t believe you, that I went into journalism to prove how you had stolen the money, and I’m sorry I’ve pushed you away for twenty years.”

Another silence followed, one broken by the squeaking of chair legs against the tile floor from patrons two tables over.

Dad rested his wrists on the edge of the table. “I knew you would solve it. It’s what makes you a great reporter.” Quiet pride coated his words. “I knew the only person in the world to make sense of what happened would be you.”

Danielle looked away and wiped a tear from her eyes. “Thanks. I’ve got a lot of time to make up for.”

“I’m not going to lie. Being rejected by my child hurt. Deeply.” He swallowed hard.

“Can you forgive me?”

“Give me time.”

The gnawing guilt that ate at Danielle’s stomach slowed but still chomped away.

The server approached carrying their meals, and they served Danielle and Dad, then tended to another table.

Dad picked up his Cuban sandwich and took a bite. “What else have you been up to?”

Danielle picked up her fork and poked at her beet, goat cheese and grilled chicken salad. “I’ve been investigating the arsons in East Harbour.”

She updated Dad on her next big story and then chatted about her life.

One text, one call, one lunch, and one dinner at a time, Danielle would rebuild her relationship with Dad.

Her life was in Kingston, not Toronto. Matt, her friends, most of her family, the stories that drove her to sharpen her skills and dig for the truth, all were based here.

She hated traffic and the quarter of her day lost to commuting, the stench of exhaust, the constant noise, the exorbitant cost of everything, the loneliness, the cold colleagues, the mind-numbing stories.

That’s it. She was staying in Kingston.
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Matt picked Danielle up from his apartment and drove them to East Harbour. “How did it work out with your father?”

“Better than expected. We’re going to have lunch on Saturday. He’d like to see you.”

“I’ll be there.” He slid his gaze toward her.

A few curls framed her face, softening her features and adding a bit of playfulness to her look. She sat relaxed in the passenger seat. “I’ve made a decision.”

“On?”

“I’m staying in Kingston. That’s if you want to stay.”

He caught her eye for a moment, then swivelled his gaze back to the road ahead of him. “You’re serious?”

“I didn’t realise what I had in Kingston, and I want to keep it. Can we stay?”

His pulse beat louder, or the engine revved more, or the stars aligned. Whatever it was, it made a loud noise and commanded his full attention. “I’m all for staying in Kingston.”

“Will your family support your heavy truck garage?”

“I’m sure they will.”

“Will they forgive me for almost taking their son away to another city?”

He reached for her hand. “It’s their problem for not seeing how terrific of a person you are.”

Her cell phone pinged, and she looked at the screen. She stared at the screen for a few seconds, and her jaw and her brow bunched.

“What?”

“It’s UnknownUser37 again.” She placed her cell phone screen down against her lap. “It’s nothing.”

“What’d they say?”

“Nothing of importance.”

Every instinct to protect Danielle revved into overdrive. He would punch, kick, bite, elbow, track down and pummel, learn sword fighting, take up mixed martial arts, anything, anything under the silver moon and the bright sun to defend her. “What did they say?” He kept his voice even, smooth, and polished, not possessive, or defensive or willing to torch all of Canada to save her.

Not at all.

“You really want to know?” she asked.

Fuck yeah. “Yes.”

“Says that women have no business reporting crime.”

“Are you serious?”

“Yup. It seems UnknownUser37 is stuck in the Bronze Age. Would rather I forage for nuts and berries instead of exposing lies, discovering the truth, and helping victims express themselves.”

He tightened his grip on the steering wheel. Any tighter, and he’d tear it out of its screws. “What else did he say?”

“Nothing important.” Danielle’s tone was evasive.

“What else did he say?”

She sunk deeper into her seat and rested her head against the passenger side window. “Same shit, different pile.”

“What are you going to respond to him?”

“Nothing.”

“Someone’s calling out your ability to do your job, and you say nothing?”

Danielle ran her hand down her seatbelt and pulled it away from her neck. “What do you want me to do? Call him out into a darkened alley and challenge him to a fistfight? Write a smear campaign against him.”

“Call him out on it.”

“To what end?”

“Expose him for the shit that he is.”

She laughed a humourless laugh. “That’s all I’d be doing. Calling out this asshole or that asshole. I’d have no time to report on stories.”

“What did he say?”

“Does it matter?”

“Yeah.” Matt pumped the brakes at a four-way stop sign. He yielded to the car on his right, then proceeded through the intersection.

“Said he knows how to make me like it.”

His vision narrowed to the line that separated the lanes. The line got longer and longer until it fell off the curve of the road. His pulse pounded in his temple, and one more pound per square inch, his heart could be used a water trunk.

Matt did a tight U-turn, and Danielle tumbled into him, then straightened. 

“That son of a bitch,” Matt said. 

“What’s wrong?”

“It’s Colm.”

“Colm? You think he set the fires?”

“Maybe. But he’s the one harassing you.” He stomped on the accelerator, and the mighty engine of his truck rumbled. He burned two yellow and one red lights, then parked his truck in front of Colm’s apartment building.

He jumped down from the cab, jogged up to the door, and pressed the buzzer.

Danielle caught up to him and adjusted her purse strap. “What are you doing to do?”

Matt opened his mouth to speak, but the door clicked open, and Matt swung it open and jogged up the hall, then pounded his fist against Colm’s door.

Colm opened the door, and Matt drove his fist into Colm’s jaw.

A loud crack sounded.

“What are you doing?” Danielle reached for Matt’s hand, but he shrugged her off.

“What the fuck?” Colm stumbled back and rubbed his chin.

Matt stepped into Colm’s apartment and pushed Colm deeper into it. “Why are you harassing Danielle?”

Colm backstepped four paces. “Can’t she take a joke?”

Danielle stepped between Matt and Colm, then turned to face Colm. “How would you like it if I interfered with your work?”

“I didn’t interfere,” Colm said. “I helped.”

A frustrated sound came from Danielle’s lips.

“Threatening to rape someone isn’t a joke.” Matt flexed and straightened his fingers.

“I get plenty on my own. I don’t need to rape anyone.”

“Why do it?” Danielle asked. “Why leave me those cryptic messages? Do you know who set those fires?”

Colm dabbed a droplet of blood from the corner of his mouth. “I didn’t set the fires.”

“But you left those messages for me to continue investigating,” Danielle said.

“You cover crimes no one else covers. I didn’t want you to lose interest.”

Matt frowned. “You didn’t want her to lose interest, so you threatened her?”

Colm made a dismissive gesture.

“What did you see?” Danielle asked.

Colm shook his head. “Nothing. But those fires are arson. Now get out of my apartment.”

Matt wanted to pummel Colm, but he blew out a long breath, and his pulse slowed. His hand still had a slight tremor from the rush of adrenaline.

“Don’t ever contact me again,” Danielle said.

“Whatever,” Colm said. “Get out.”

Crimson coloured her cheeks, and her lips were drawn together in a disgusted frown. “We’re expected in East Harbour.” She walked out of the apartment without looking back.

“Stay away from her,” Matt said.

“No problem.” Colm pointed at the door.

Matt scowled at Colm.

“You have my word. I won’t contact her again.”

Matt turned on his heel and went to his truck.

Danielle sat in the passenger seat with her arms folded across her chest.

“You’re angry with me?” Matt started the engine.

“I’m—” She shook her head. “I’m...I don’t know what I am. I’m angry at myself for not figuring out sooner who Colm was. I’m furious at Colm for what he did. And I’m a bit envious you got to punch Colm, and flattered you defended me, but you risked going to jail. How did you know it was him?”

“The turn of phrase— I’d make her like it.”

“You’re not worried about being arrested?”

“Colm’s not going to call the cops. If he does, he’ll get arrested for harassing you.”

“Still, it was dangerous. Wasn’t he a soldier? He could have hurt you.”

“No amount of military training can beat older brother training.”

Danielle laughed softly but worry still plagued her features. “How are you doing? Colm is your friend.”

“Colm was my friend.”

“You have to work with him. Think he’ll do something to put your life at risk?”

“I doubt it. Besides, there are other firefighters on the scene, and Colm and I don’t always work the same shifts. I’m moving to Toronto soon, anyways.”

“I cost you a lot. Your family, your friend.”

He parked his truck in front of East Harbour Eats. “Small prices to pay to be your boyfriend.” He leaned over and pressed a soft kiss to her lips.

#   #   #
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Matt sat next to Danielle and across the table from Alice. His phone rang, and Manny’s name flashed on the screen.

“I got the forensic reports on the arsons from the ice cream shop and the cottage,” Manny said.

“And?”

“Some of the ashes near the point of origin of all fires contained Bia...Polypropylene and some potato grease.”

“You mean Biaxially Oriented Polypropylene?”

“That’s it.”

“At the Historical Society and ice cream shop and the cottage?”

Matt swept his gaze across the near-empty restaurant. “It’s a potato chip bag.”

“What?”

“Turn it inside out and place it against an electrical socket. It’ll start a fire.”

Manny grunted. “I didn’t know that.”

“Did forensics pick up anything else? A fingerprint or DNA?”

“They’re still running tests.”

“Let me know.” He needed the call.

Danielle tapped her pen against her notebook. “Is that what caused the fire at the cottage?”

Matt nodded.

Alice swiped tears from her eyes. “Did they find out who burned down my store?”

“Not yet,” Matt said. “But we’re getting closer.”

Alice cleared her throat several times, then reached for a napkin and blew her nose.  “I’ve tracked down records of Annie’s contract, and it seems she had repaid half her debt. I’ve heard from the physical anthropologist at Trent University. The smoothing of Annie’s pelvic bone indicated she had given birth.”

“Who was listed as the father on the birth certificate?” Matt asked.

“I couldn’t find any records of a birth linked to Annie. The father was likely Annie’s employer, Mr Carville. He might have promised her she could repay the debt faster. He might have forced her. She wasn’t in a position to turn him down.”

Matt frowned.

Danielle brought her hand to her chest. “That’s awful.”

“What happened to Annie?” Matt asked.

“You must understand, for a woman at that time, and an indentured servant at that, to be pregnant out of wedlock, it would have ruined her. Even if she had denounced the father in public, no one would have believed her.”

The father was an asshole of a man. Matt lowered his gaze to the plastic placemat covered with advertisements for local businesses. “What would have happened to her?”

“Best case scenario, she could have left her place of employment before showing and found a man who would have taken her in.”

“No convent?” Danielle asked.

“She might have been able to travel along the Rideau Canal to get to the Sisters of Charity in Bytown—Ottawa. If she knew the place existed because there were few newspapers and people didn’t talk about such things back then. The journey wasn’t easy, even if the Rideau Canal had been completed. She would have gambled a lot to travel to Ottawa in search of the Grey Nuns and their convent. Annie would have been received, but not warmly.”

“Would the Grey Nuns have records?” Danielle asked.

“I reached out to them, but they had a series of fires that destroyed their archives. But I think I found the daughter.”

“The daughter?” Matt asked.

“Yeah. About four months after references of Annie’s employment in the Carville household stopped, the vicar recorded the birth of a baby girl for Mr and Mrs Wright. He was a miller.”

“That’s possible, isn’t it?” Matt asked. “For them to have a daughter.”

“It’s possible. But, if you consider the miller and his wife were married for seven years without one child, it’s an interesting coincidence.”

“What happened to the girl?”

Alice patted a stack of letters. “By all accounts, Harriet Wright was raised in a loving home. She was given the best education for her time and referenced in letters by many in the community as an accomplished pianist who had a charitable soul. She raised money for the widows of the men who worked the canal. And there were many widows and orphans. She went on to marry the owner of the lumber mill, Thomas Grant, a second cousin of the Carvilles.”

“What else did the autopsy reveal?” Danielle asked.

Alice picked up her teacup but didn’t drink from it. “Annie Boyne was stabbed to death. They found cuts along her ribs near her spine.”

“Why wait until after she gave birth?” Matt asked.

“Maybe Annie found a sympathetic ear in the Wrights and found employment there. Mr Wright would have been well to do and might have had the money to buy Annie’s contract from the Carvilles. The Wrights might have hidden Annie until she gave birth. Then one or both Carvilles found out Annie had had the child and attacked Annie and murdered her.”

“Think we’ll ever know what really happened?” Danielle asked.

“That’s the thing with history. Some questions go unanswered.” Alice rearranged her stack of envelopes. “I’ve probably found Jordan’s recipe for Cumberland pie. Turns out it wasn’t a Grant family secret recipe. In May 1822, Mrs Mary Carville wrote to Elenora Grant, saying her servant had a delicious recipe and gave it to her. I’m going to make photocopies and hand them out at the library and call it by its rightful name—Annie Boyne’s Cumberland pie.” Alice giggled.

Danielle laughed. “You really think it’s Annie’s recipe?”

“I think so. There is no other record of any other indentured servant working for the Carvilles.”

Matt’s phone rang, and he answered.

“It’s Pete Douglas from East Harbour Fire and Rescue. I want to offer you a role as a fire investigator.”
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A flare of excitement burned in Matt, then died out. For one glorious second,

he believed Pete Douglas’s offer was sincere.

The timing was wrong.

Everything about these arsons was wrong.

“Do you want it?” Pete asked.

Yes. Absolutely.

No. Because he was moving to Toronto.

Shit. Shit. Shit. “Is there an interview process?”

“The role’s yours if you want it. Colm keeps singing your praises.”

Suspicion seeped into Matt’s bones. There was no way Colm would support Matt now, and the timing of the offer was dubious.

“You know, there’s a lot of people who would jump on this opportunity.” Pete’s voice was unusually upbeat.

Matt knew a lot of people who would fight Matt fist and fang and claw and club for this opportunity.

Danielle arched her eyebrows, but Matt shook his head.

“I’ll think about it,” Matt said.

“Get back to me soon because I can’t keep the position vacant.”

“How long has the position been open?”

An uncertain silence sprawled across the line.

“It’s a position we’ve considered adding for some time. East Harbour is growing,” Pete said.

The offer was a bribe.

Anger warmed Matt’s neck. His work ethic and sense of fair play had been violated in the most egregious of ways. What’s the point of learning how to do an excellent job when all it took was to look the other way? “Give me a few days to think about it.”

“Don’t wait too long.” Pete ended the call, and Matt wanted to pound his fist against the table.

“What’s wrong?” Danielle asked.

“I’ll tell you later.” After he collected his scattered thoughts and ordered them in a way that made sense, he’d tell her. He rose, removed a few bills from his wallet and placed them on the table.

“You haven’t ordered anything,” Danielle said.

“Alice’s tea is on me.” He strode towards the door, needing open space and fresh air and distance from the arsons.

Danielle offered Alice a hurried apology, then caught up with Matt. “What’s wrong?” ‘

“The chief offered me a bribe.”

“A bribe?”

“Offered me a position as a fire investigator.”

“That’s good, isn’t it?” Danielle’s voice rose in confusion.

“It’s a fucking bribe. We’re so close to figuring out who the arsonist is that the arsonist called in a chit, and the lieutenant offered me a bribe.”

“How do we know the chief isn’t the arsonist?”

Matt stomped a few paces, then slowed to a loping stride. He signed. “There’s no evidence it’s him. His name hasn’t cropped up once in the investigation, and there’s no physical evidence it was him.”

“Who has leverage on him?”

“I don’t know. He’s been chief for almost ten years. He’s well respected in East Harbour and Kingston. He’ll bring his crew down to Kingston for training, and cottage country yokel or not, his crew matches ours any day of the week.”

“It’s a small town. People bounce off one another.”

Matt shook his head. “Bruce is the only one I think is the arsonist, and Peter never mentioned him. And Bruce never spoke of Peter, for that matter.”

“What connects Peter to the arsonist? A family relation?” Danielle swiped open her phone, then swiped through some social media accounts. “I can’t find an immediate link online, but that doesn’t mean there isn’t one.”

“It’s something so obvious that I’m not seeing it.”

“We’re not seeing.” Danielle scrolled through another social media platform. “I can’t see any strong ties between Bruce and Peter. Their children went to the same school, but that doesn’t mean anything in a small town.”

“It’s right in my face, and I know it.” Matt pushed out the words, uncertain if he spoke or growled them. “Someone who has a connection to Colm. Otherwise, Colm wouldn’t have told you to keep digging and someone who would know how to set a fire by shorting the electrical system. Another firefighter?”

“I don’t think so. Colm was military before?”

A series of photos of smiling mayoral candidates on posters in front yards lined the street.

Realisation knocked Matt square on the chin. “It’s—”

“Jordan,” Danielle said at the same time as Matt.

“Shit. Why didn’t I connect him to this before?” He paced a few steps, then wheeled around and paced back to Danielle.

“He’s so concerned with his image because he’s running for mayor that he didn’t want this to come out.” Danielle took out her phone. “I’m calling Luke.”

“There’s a mayoral debate this afternoon. We can meet Luke there.”

“Good plan.” Danielle finished her call with Luke, then walked with Matt a short distance to the community centre.

A crowd of East Harbour residents streamed into the building and sat on the fold-out chairs placed on the arena floor.

Matt and Danielle remained standing near the walls of the rink by the stage.

One by one, the mayoral candidates took the stage and stood behind their respective podiums.

Deidre stood in the centre of the podiums with a handheld microphone. “I’ll be the moderator of this debate. I have a series of questions to ask the candidates, then we’ll take questions from the audience.” She stepped off to the side. “What, in your opinion, is the most important political issue facing East Harbour? We’ll start with Jordan.”

Jordan stood with his feet wide apart, shoulders back, and hands resting on the podium. He looked confident to the point of cocky. He swept his gaze over the crowd like a returning Roman general at the head of a parade, expecting applause. “Local businesses need more help to remain competitive. I would change zoning restrictions to make it easier for businesses to expand. Then I would—” Jordan made eye contact with Matt. A slight frown bunched his eyebrows.

Matt folded his arms across his chest, then tipped his chin up.

Danielle recorded the event on her cell.

Jordan cleared his throat. “Then I would streamline the approval process for new buildings to be built.”

Deidre asked around round of questions, and the candidates answered.

Jordan’s gaze met Matt’s again, and Jordan’s frown deepened. Jordan removed his jacket and draped it across the podium. Sweat pooled under his arms and in the small of his back.

Deidre turned to the audience. “Any questions for the candidates?”

“I have one.” Matt held Jordan’s gaze. “What would you say to someone who committed a crime to cover up another crime?”

A series of gasps and excited whispers rippled through the crowd.

“What’s this about?” Deidre asked.

“What are you on about?” Jordan asked.

“The arsons were to cover up evidence of the murder of Annie Boyne.” Matt stepped towards the stage.

“The accusation is absurd.” Jordan’s voice was commanding and forceful.

“You care so much about your reputation that you couldn’t stand the fact one of your ancestors had murdered someone. You know your family history so well, and you knew you’re related to the Carvilles, and they owned the house at the time. It’s all in the pictures you have hanging up on the wall of your restaurant.”

“That proves nothing.” Jordan rolled up his sleeves.

“It’s once piece,” Matt said. “You were an electrical engineer in the army and would know how to set those fires. You wanted this position so much that you got the fire chief to offer me the role of fire investigator.”

“What does that have to do with me?”

“It’s in the pictures. You were army pals. I’m guessing the deal was if he offered me the job, he would get more money for the fire department or benefit from the changes you want to make.”

The red on Jordan’s cheeks deepened to purple. “I made friends in the army. That’s not a crime.”

“The Historical Society had footage of the arsonist leaving the building, but on his way out he stopped to pick up something silver. I think you wanted to pick up the silver gorget you had loaned the museum to prevent from being damaged.”

“I didn’t do it.”

“Years ago, you posted pictures of you and Colm Taylor on your social media accounts.” Danielle held up her phone. “Colm tried to intimidate me to back away.”

The back door of the arena opened, and Luke stepped inside. His police radio squawked.

Jordan jumped off the stage, ran to Matt, landed a hard punch on Matt’s jaw, then ran out the back of the arena.

Alarmed mutterings came from the crowd.

Matt stumbled back, caught himself, then chased after Jordan.

Jordan climbed into his truck and sped away, his tires leaving rubber marks on the asphalt.

Matt got into his truck, and Danielle climbed in.

Matt stomped on the gas, peeled out of the parking lot, and followed Jordan up Main Street.

“Where is he going?” Danielle asked.

“Maybe to destroy evidence.”

Jordan blew past a stop sign and took a wide right turn.

A Nissan approached the intersection and swerved hard to avoid Jordan, hitting the curb.

Matt slowed at the stop sign, checked for other vehicles, then accelerated out of town.

“Think he needs the fire department?” Danielle asked.

“His air bag didn’t deploy. He’ll be shaken, but he won’t need a rescue or a tow.” Pain radiated from where Jordan had punched Matt from his chin up his jaw.

Jordan took a sharp right turn, and his truck fishtailed, then overcorrected and fishtailed again.

In Matt’s rearview mirror, red lights flashed. The white and black vehicle of the Ontario Provincial Police pulled up behind Matt and then passed him.

“I don’t understand,” Danielle said. “Jordan’s turned onto a dirt road. There’s nothing but summer homes and a boat launch down there.”

A sickening feeling pressed against the bottom of Matt’s stomach. “There’s an emergency seatbelt cutter and glass breaker in the armrest and a first aid kit behind my seat. Get them.”

She collected the items. “What’s he doing?”

“Nothing good.”

Jordan drove his truck down a boat launch, and the truck came to an abrupt halt with water coming up to the hood.

Luke parked his police vehicle off to the side and stepped out. He reached for his shoulder-mounted radio and spoke with the dispatcher.

Matt parked behind Jordan’s truck and got out.

“Get away from him,” Luke said. “He’s dangerous and might be armed.”

“That truck’s going to sink into the lake.” Matt grabbed the cable from the winch at the front of his truck and ran into the water until he was knee-deep and connected the cable to the rear bumper.

The frame was ringed with rust, and Matt hoped it was strong enough to withhold the jolt.

He motioned to Danielle. “Turn on the winch.”

Danielle did, and the slack in the cable tightened, and Jordan’s truck stopped sinking.

Luke approached the shore, hand near his holstered sidearm. “Get out of the truck.”

No movement from inside the truck.

“What do you see?” Matt asked.

“The airbag is deployed,” Luke said. “Jordan’s not moving.”

Matt turned to jog up the boat launch to his truck, but Danielle was there with the seatbelt cutter and glass breaker.

“Go to the truck and prepare to back up slowly.” Matt took the tools and waded into chest-high water to the driver’s side door.

Jordan’s head was turned to Matt. Jordan’s eyes had a stunned glaze to them, and the airbag had raked his face, leaving behind bruises and scratches.

“Open the door,” Matt said.

Jordan blinked but otherwise didn’t move.

Water flooded the truck’s cabin, swirling around Jordan’s chest.

“Are you hurt?” Matt asked.

Jordan turned his head away from Matt.

Matt tried the truck’s door, but the weight of the water prevented it from being opened. He trudged back up the boat launch, then motioned for Danielle to back up.

Danielle reversed Matt’s truck.

The tow cable tightened more, groaning with effort, the line lashed in the air carrying with it the rear bumper of Jordan’s truck, arcing like a lethal metal whip, then crashed against the water.

The loud slapping sound reverberated against Matt’s chest.

Breath lodged behind his sternum, seizing his lungs until they burned. Matt turned on his heel to get to the store.

Danielle sat in the cab of his truck, both hands gripping the steering wheel. Eyes wide, mouth open, she stared back at Matt.

Luke straightened and let his arms fall to his sides.

“Anyone hurt?” Matt asked.

Luke shook his head, and Danielle remained unscathed in the truck.

Matt cleared his mind of possibilities of catastrophes and refocused it on getting Jordan out.

Jordan’s truck rolled a little deeper into the water, then lurched and ceased forward movement at the end of the boat launch with water pouring into the cab, but the bed was still dry.

Matt waded into waist-high water.

“Should you be doing that?” Danielle asked from the shore. “I’ve called the fire department. They’ll be here soon.”

Matt ignored Danielle and smashed the driver’s side window, and the glass splintered but remained intact, and he pushed it away.

Water flowed around Jordan’s mouth, but Jordan didn’t move.

“Are you injured?” Matt reached into the cabin and cut the seat belt, the stabbed the airbag, which deflated without ceremony, leaving Jordan’s head propped up by water.

Matt grabbed hold of Jordan’s arm, but Jordan jerked his arm free.

Matt resisted Jordan’s struggle with years of older brother evasive and defensive pushes and pulls and eased Jordan out of the truck.

Free of the truck, Jordan struggled against Matt and landed another punch on Matt’s jaw. “I’m ruined.”

Sirens approached, and a series of police vehicles and fire engines pulled up along the clearing.

The truck angled hood-deep in the water, likely lodged against something.

“It’s over.” Matt pushed Jordan towards the shore.

Jordan stumbled forward and heaved a large breath.

Luke and other police officers stood on the shore with their gazes trained on Jordan.

Matt strode up the boat launch and turned to Jordan.

Jordan stood in hip-deep water. Features contorted in a mournful frown. He stood as if wishing the water would dissolve him.

“Raise your hands above your head,” Luke said. “And walk out of the water.”

Jordan looked at some point over his shoulder. He sucked in a series of long breaths, then raked his fingers through his hair.

“Out of the water.” Luke’s tone turned to that of a general commanding an infantryman. There was no mistaking who had the power, the gun, and the control.

Jordan pressed his eyes closed, then opened them and trudged up towards the shore.

“Sit down.” Matt pointed to a large boulder. “Let me check you for injuries.”

Silent, Jordan walked to the boulder and sank onto it. He rested his elbow against his legs, leaned forward, and covered his face with his hands.

Danielle gave Matt a pair of latex gloves and put them on, then Matt examined Jordan.

Minor scrapes against Jordan’s forehead and cheeks, a few welts on his arms and face, and Jordan’s eyes tracked Matt’s finger. No massive swelling to indicate a broken bone or sprained joint and no significant laceration. “He’s fine. He might have a concussion from the air bag being deployed, and he should go to a physio tomorrow to make sure his neck muscles release from the impact.”

Luke removed his handcuffs from his duty belt and slapped them onto Jordan, reading him his rights and the charges of arson and evading arrest.

The East Harbour firefighters looked on, expressions grim and disgusted. They made way for Luke to lead Jordan to the police vehicle.

Luke opened the rear door of the police vehicle, placed his hand on Jordan’s head to prevent Jordan from banging his head, and eased Jordan into the seat and closed the door.

“Arrest Peter Douglas, too,” Matt said. “He tried to bribe me to stay off the case.”

Peter sputtered some incoherent syllables, holding his hands up in the air. He backstepped a few paces, but his wide eyes and sputtering syllables betrayed his veneer of innocence.

One by one, the mouths of the East Harbour firefighters fell open. One by one, they turned to their lieutenant. And one by one, their confused frowns darkened to scowls.

Shocked silence was interrupted by the squawk of Luke’s police radio.

Luke removed a second pair of handcuffs from his duty belt, strode to Peter with solemn determination, charged him with conspiracy to commit arson and bribery, and led him to a second police vehicle.

Matt turned to Jordan’s truck. A pair of hiking boots caked in mud and ash lay on its bed. “Check the boots against the boot prints Matt has. They’ll likely be a match to the arson in the park, and probably the arsons at the Historical Society, my family’s cottage, and the ice cream shop.

An officer put on latex gloves, removed an evidence bag from the back of her police vehicle and searched Jordan’s truck and removed the boots and a toolbox.

Danielle’s fingers clasped Matt’s hand. “How are you doing?”

He chewed on the inside of his cheek, his thoughts too scattered and foggy to express. He squeezed Danielle’s hand, reassured by her warmth and empathy.

Someone hooked two cables to Jordan’s truck and pulled it out of the water. The truck was loaded onto the flatbed of a tow truck, then the driver left the scene.

Fire crew after fire crew loaded their gear back into their vehicles, then each fire engine left the area, followed by the police officers, leaving only Danielle and Matt by his truck.

“How did you know he was going to take his life?” Danielle asked.

“Something about the look in his eye. He has too much invested in East Harbour to pick up and try somewhere else.” He removed a metallic safety blanket from the first aid kit.

“Do you have a chemical ice pack?” Danielle went through the kit.

“I do, but I’ll pick up some real ice from the corner store. Right now, I want to get back to Kingston and veg out.”

“I’ll drive.” Danielle put the items back into the first aid kit, then placed it behind the driver’s seat and sat. “I was thinking my next story should be on tow cable hooks and how to inspect them regularly to make sure they’re still usable.” Her smile brightened. “And I’m going to investigate product recalls. Maybe they’re defective on that model, and the company hasn’t warned the public.”

He spread the blanket over the passenger seat. “You’re far too enthusiastic about that.”

“Getting to the truth and protecting the public is what it’s all about.” She leaned across the armrest. “But first, we celebrate uncovering the truth.” She pressed her lips against his, and an inferno blazed in his heart.
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Epilogue
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Confident in her decision, Danielle and Matt drove down to Toronto.

She parked at a multi-storey parking lot, then kissed Matt on the lips.

“Are you sure?” he asked.

Her heart never beat truer, and her career path had never been clearer. “Positive.”

“Okay. I’ll be at the coffee shop around the corner.” He kissed her again, then got out of her car and walked away.

Danielle drew in a large breath, blew it out with such force her cheeks puffed out, then drew in another large breath.

She needed to settle her pulse. She needed to embrace serenity by focusing on the Dodge logo in the centre of her steering wheel. She needed her thoughts to regroup and wander back from the frayed edges of her mind to form neat, orderly columns.

Another giant gulp of a breath, and she summoned her courage and strode to the Canadian News Corporation building. She pressed the elevator button with a confidence she faked, and stepped in, then stared at the floor numbers above the elevator door.

The elevator chimed, the doors opened, and she stepped onto the newsroom floor like she was the it-person on TikTok with two hundred million followers.

She ignored the journalists at the crime desk, walked past a dozen people she didn’t know, and stopped in front of Editor-in-Chief Aditi’s door, then knocked on its frame.

Phone to her ear, Aditi held one long finger up. She finished her conversation and placed her cell on the table. “Yes.”

Decades of longing for a position at this news organisation dragged, kicked, screamed, got down on the floor and pounded their flailing fists and feet against the floor in a temper tantrum that would be spoken about for a millennium.

Then her heart spoke, softly and quietly and truly.

And her heart won.

She placed her letter of resignation on Aditi’s desk. “I’ve been privileged to work with you, but my career is taking in another direction.”

Aditi sat stoic. “Are you certain about this?”

“Yes.”

Aditi slid the unread letter to the corner of her desk. “I’ll have a word with Human Resources. You can finish out the week.” She inclined her head but didn’t stand or extend her hand.

Danielle inclined her head.

Her world aligned. No more sex-athon roommates. No more mind-numbing hours stuck in traffic. No more fumed-infused air.

She was free, able to go after the story no one wanted to cover, to chase down decades-old witnesses, and to dig for the truth until she had dug a hole through the Earth.

Her steps were lighter and less rushed. A ten-year-long weight lifted from her chest, removing the illusion of the life she wanted.

Enthusiasm flooded her, accelerated her pulse, and tugged on her cheeks, causing a natural high from which she would never come down. The clarity and simplicity of her decision told her it was right.

“Thank you.” Danielle turned on her heel, strode to her desk, collected the struggling plant she had inherited from some unknown person, and walked out the door.

She ignored John and the handful of other journalists who had occasionally lifted their gazes from their screens to her. She would cover City Hall’s press releases, file the stories from her shoebox room, and then finish the week on the road back to Kingston.

She texted Matt and met him at the coffee shop around the corner.

“And?” he asked.

“It’s done.”

“And?”

She slid her hand over his. “I’m feeling great.”

A smile widened his face. “Are you sure?”

“Yes.” She leaned across the table and pressed a kiss to his lips, and tasted sunshine. “Never better. There’s a press briefing in thirty minutes that I must cover. The train station is only two blocks over.”

“See you Friday? We’ll go to the Merchant Tap House to celebrate?”

She pulled him into an embrace she wanted to last forever. “Friday. Merchant Tap House.” Forever. With him.

He kissed her, then left the coffee shop.

She covered city hall story after city hall story. The facts and issues mattered to someone, just not her. She consulted local non-profit associations, business associations, and concerned citizens who have raised their voices above the noise of politics and public bickering.

She wrote excellent pieces and submitted them to Aditi, who found no fault or flaw or grammatical or syntax error.

Self-assured and at peace, Danielle left Toronto at two on a Friday afternoon and headed home to Kingston.

The traffic was brutal to Cobourg, then she pressed her foot on the accelerator, convinced she could close the distance in minutes, not hours.

Car park, phone off, she met Matt at the Merchant Tap House and pulled him into a kiss that would leave him breathless for the weekend.

“Welcome home,” he said.

The evening was spent in a blur of laughs and giggles and ecstasy, stepping into his arms, and then tumbling against his bed in a series of panted breaths and eager touches.

#   #   #
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Hand in hand with Matt, she walked up the sidewalk to the rebuilt Historical Society.

A cluster of people gathered on the sidewalk.

Deidre stood in front of the door. “Thank you for coming here today. We’re excited about the re-opening of the Historical Society and our new exhibits.” She turned and opened the door, and people entered the building.

Danielle and Matt followed and stopped by a display of indentured servants. A reproduction portrait of Annie Boyne based on the pictures Danielle had taken hung proudly in the centre of the wall.

A display case of salvaged items from the fire included some servant’s clothing, a series of tin thimbles, some leather shoes, and a lightly burned wooden hairbrush.

A large information plaque provided information on Annie’s murder, the forensic evidence on her bones that proved she had been murdered, and information on likely suspects.

A few people with the same shade of reddish-brown hair and the same line of their cheeks stood next to the portrait. A woman held her daughter, and the daughter looked exactly like Annie.

Alice handed out information pamphlets that contained Annie’s recipe for Cumberland pie.

“If you’ll follow me,” Diedre said, “I’ll walk you through the exhibit. We’ll start with what life was like in Upper Canada in 1810, then work our way up to the Home Children.” She weaved her way through the crowd and led them to a large map of Upper Canada.

Danielle and Matt stayed behind with Alice.

“You did a terrific job on the display,” Danielle said.

Alice beamed a smile. “Thanks for helping track down Annie’s family. With the DNA test, it was easy to track down her family members. I’m so pleased they showed up.”

“I’m glad Annie got some justice in the end.” Danielle squeezed Matt’s hand, and then they visited the display.

#   #   #
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She changed into a V-neck flowery dress and let her curls tumble to her shoulders. She grabbed a pair of scissors from the kitchen and then met Matt downstairs.

He wore a pair of coveralls with Matt stitched over the pocket and his company logo of a blue-cabbed tractor trailer with Fortes Heavy Truck Repair stitched under the truck.

The Fortes family congregated at the front of the shop.

With a wide grin across his face, Matt parked his truck, took a photograph frame from the back seat, walked around the front of his truck, and helped Danielle down.

Hand in hand, they walked to the Grand Opening banner strung up over the office entrance. She and Matt faced his family, and they took videos and pictures of the moment.

Mom pulled her BMW into the garage parking lot and got out but didn’t approach. Dressed in black with matching gold necklaces, earrings, and bracelets, she looked prepared for a funeral, not a grand opening.

Dad stood off to the side in a fine business suit. His eyes held pride, but the line of his mouth was straight with worry.

Mr Fortes sucked in a large breath, then strode towards Dad, holding a series of newspapers.

Dad pulled his shoulders back.

“I wanted to say.” Mr Fortes’s voice was thick with emotion. “I’m sorry for the way I and my family treated you and your daughter for all these years. You were innocent. You are innocent. I’ve taken out ads in the Kingston Whig-Standard, the Ottawa Citizen, the Kingston Business Journal, and the Financial Post.” He held them up to Dad. “Full-colour ads in large print in the middle of the business section.” He flipped through the pages of a newspaper. “And a second time in the same paper under local news.”

The corners of Dad’s mouth twitched, and he inclined his head. “Thank you.”

“I’m running the ads every two weeks for the next year.”

Dad nodded several times, angled his head towards the ground, and closed his eyes. He stayed in that position for several seconds, then straightened. His expression changed from cautious to overwhelmed to cautious and hopeful. He extended his hand, and Mr Fortes clasped it.

Hugo helped Mrs Fortes carry some boxes to Mom’s car.

“Your dish set,” Mrs Fortes said. “We haven’t used it. It remains pristine and well polished.”

“Thanks.” Mom’s voice was flat.

Matt and Danielle both held the Articles of Incorporation of the business, listing Danielle as a co-founder. She had emptied her savings and taken out a personal loan to co-fund Matt’s business as a present to him. A mortgage to fund a bright future filled with happiness and joy.

Danielle handed Matt the scissors.

An oh-shucks grin curved his cheeks. If he had any more quiet pride in him, he’d burst from his clothes. He cut the ribbon, then gave the scissors to his mother. He turned to Danielle, looped an arm around her waist and dipped her.

She laughed, then sealed the memory with a kiss.
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Indentured servitude is the practice of obliging someone to work without pay for a specific number of years. The person may voluntarily do so in exchange for compensation at the end of their contract, or they may work to repay debt.

Indentured servitude could once be issued as a punishment in a court case. The sentence is no longer applicable in Western countries.

Indentured servitude was a common practice in Canada and was often used as a means of paying for travel across the Atlantic.

For this book, I wrote Annie Boyne as an indentured servant repaying her family’s debts. It must be noted that between 1867 and 1949, Canada received more than 100,000 children who were indentured servants from Great Britain. These children are referred to as Home Children and were shipped to Canada without their parents.

At the time, Great Britain had many children whose parents were unable to care for them. Lacking other social supports, the parents sent their children to institutions. The parents were not told they would lose their parental rights and that their children would be sent to Canada. The children were not welcomed into Canadian families and were used as general labour on farms and in households. Often, the children were made to sleep in attics or barns.

The Home Children Canada charity works to bring to light the stories of these children.

During the First World War, it is believed up to 10,000 male Home Children signed up to fight for the Canadian military.

Library and Archives Canada has a record of the Home Children.

It is estimated that ten per cent of the Canadian population are direct descendants of Home Children.

For the purposes of this book, I made UnknownUser37 non-violent and non-threatening and a red herring for the story. It is worth pointing out that women reporters are often the target of hate, threats of physical and sexual violence, and victims of bullying and physical and sexual violence. The violence may occur on air as people around them seek to disrupt their report, and it may occur through emails, social media, and comments on their online content.

According to The Media Leader, three-quarters of women reporters have experienced a threat to their safety. According to UNESCO, there has been a global rise of harassment and intimidation towards women journalists.

I don’t write dark fiction, and I didn’t feel comfortable inserting a harassment or stalker subplot. I didn’t delve into Danielle receiving threatening statements. I could have added more realism to the story by having internet trolls target Danielle. They would have bullied her, saying women shouldn’t be crime reporters and threatening to rape her and kill her.

The fictional town of East Harbour is on the Rideau Canal. Rideau in French means curtain. The canal was built because of the War of 1812. There had been many battles between the British military, which relied heavily on Canadian irregulars, and American forces. Control over the St. Lawrence River was vital to ensuring supply lines into the Canadian interior.

The canal allowed for the rapid deployment of troops from Kingston, Ontario, to Ottawa (then Bytown, named after Colonel By, who oversaw the canal’s construction) and down the Ottawa River through to the Gulf of St. Lawrence and into the Atlantic Ocean. The canal also facilitated trade at a time when roads were often non-existent or in very poor condition.

Today, the Rideau Canal is listed as a UNESCO World Heritage Site.

In Ottawa, Ontario, Canada, the Rideau Canal Skateway measures 7.8km (4.97 miles) and is the world’s longest outdoor skating rink.

The City of Liverpool, England, is sometimes considered as Great Britain’s second port. The growth of Liverpool’s port was directly linked to the Atlantic Trade or the Atlantic Slave Trade or the Triangular Trade, which took enslaved people from Africa to the Caribbean, then picked up sugar and other trade items to the Canadian and American colonies and brought back other resources for processing in Great Britain.

The Consumer Revolution, in this context, refers to the creation of mass-produced goods (for the first time possible because of the Industrial Revolution) that were widely purchased.

To receive a free copy of the author’s notes with links, please email reneegendronauthor@outlook.com with Volunteer’s Suspicion Resource links in the subject line.
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›  Three Volleys to Love, Novella Three of Heartened by Sport (contemporary, humorous sports romance, contains swearing, no sex), January 2024

›  Silver Hearts, Book 3 of Frontier Hearts (western historical romance book set in the District of Alberta, contains mild swearing and explicit sex), March-April 2023

›  Book 2 of The Nearer Realm Tales (fantasy romance, contains mild swearing and explicit sex), June-July 2023

›  Book 4 of The Outdoorsmen Series (contemporary mystery romance, contains swearing and explicit sex), September 2024
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Previous Releases
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›  Two Hearts on the Backspin, Novella 2 of Heartened by Sport (contemporary sports romance—contains swearing and no sex)

›  The Officer’s Gamble, Book 2 of The Outdoorsmen Series (contemporary mystery romance—contains swearing and explicit sex)

›  The Ninth Star, Novella 1 of the Wild Hearts and Hunts duology (supernatural historical fiction, folklore, romance—contains mild swearing and no sex)

›  The Shopkeeper & Spoon Anthology (collection of historical, contemporary, and fantasy stories—contains swearing and explicit sex)

›  Jaded Hearts, Book 1 of the Frontier Hearts series (Canadian Western historical romance—contains mild swearing and explicit sex)

›  Seven Points of Contact, Novella 1 of the Heartened by Sport series (contemporary sports romance—contains swearing and no sex)

›  The Game Warden’s Match, Book 1 of the Outdoorsmen Series (contemporary mystery romance—contains swearing and explicit sex)
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Recipes
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Matt’s Prego Sandwich
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Ingredients:


-  2 white bread rolls (with or without sesame seeds, but cheddar rolls won’t work)

-  2 beef steaks

-  2 garlic cloves

-  1 bay leaf

-  1 tablespoon of butter

-  1 tablespoon of olive oil

-  Yellow mustard (mild or strong, honey mustard or Dijon)


Preparation:


-  Tenderize the steak and cut into thin slices

-  Chop up garlic and place it on top of the meat

-  Place butter in frying pan, then once the butter has melted, add olive oil and one bay leaf

-  Fry the meat (usually takes 2 minutes on high)

-  Remove steak from pan, then lower heat to medium

-  Cut bread rolls in half and place in the same frying pan you used to cook the meat

-  Remove the bread once toasted (to taste – light or dark)

-  Spread a generous amount of mustard over the bread and place meat on the bread

-  It can be served with a dill pickle


Enjoy!
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Annie Boyne’s recipe for Cumberland Pie
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Ingredients:


-  2 celery sticks

-  1 red onion

-  2 large carrots

-  5 bay leaves

-  3 thyme sprigs

-  2 tablespoons of vegetable oil

-  1 tablespoon of butter

-  2 tablespoons of all-purpose flour

-  2 tablespoons of tomato purée

-  2 tablespoons Worcestershire sauce

-  2 beef stock cubes (crumbled)

-  850g (1.8 pounds) of feather blade beef or another braising cut and cut into large chunks

-  850 g (1.8 pounds) of potatoes (Russett Burbank, Goldrush or Yukon Gold)

-  25g (0.9 ounces) of cheddar or parmesan (finely grated)


Preparation:


-  Heat oven to 160C/285 F

-  Chop onion, celery, carrots, bay leaves, and 1 thyme spring

-  Place onion, celery, carrots, bay leaves, and 1 thyme spring into a casserole dish and add 1 tablespoon of oil and one tablespoon of butter for 10 minutes

-  Stir in flour and the tomato purée

-  Add Worcestershire sauce and stock cubes

-  Gradually pour 600ml (20.5 ounces) of water

-  Add beef

-  Bring to a simmer

-  Cover the casserole dish and cook in the oven for 2 hours and 30 minutes

-  Uncover the tray and cook for an additional 30 to 60 minutes—until the meat is really tender and the sauce has thickened

-  Separately, cook the potatoes in boiling water until they are ¾ nearly cooked

-  Transfer cooked meat into a baking dish

-  Slice potatoes into 1cm cubes (1/2-inch cubes)

-  Sprinkle seasoning, remaining oil, and finely chopped thyme over potatoes

-  Layer on the beef and scatter cheese as you layer the beef

-  Serve

-  Keep leftovers refrigerated or frozen


Enjoy
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Contact
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You can connect with me on:

Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/ReneeGendronauthor

Twitter: https://twitter.com/ReneeGendron

Goodreads: https://www.goodreads.com/

Website: https://reneegendron.com/

BlueSky: https://bsky.app/profile/reneegendron.bsky.social

Newsletter: https://reneegendron.com/newsletter-contact

A Muse Bouche Review: I regularly publish free short stories: https://ambreview.com
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