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LEXIE PULLED INTO THE parking lot and stared at the brick wall as though it might offer a clue to her irrational behaviour.

“Lexie Swinton, what on earth were you thinking?” She yanked the rear view mirror around to study her reflection. The image looking back at her didn’t respond. She raked her fingers through her hair, grabbed her purse, and headed for the studio. Half an hour on the treadmill wouldn’t undo what she’d done, but it would give her time to reflect... time to consider a future that suddenly looked uncertain.

The roar of an airplane engine cut through the fog of anger that had clouded her judgment. She turned to watch the floatplane pull away from the dock, making its way cautiously toward less congested water where it would take off. There was something about the constant movement in the harbour that calmed her; water taxis bustling to their pick-up points, whale-watching boats, commercial fishing boats, and her personal favourite, the small local airlines that flew between Victoria and Vancouver, as well as up-island. To Lexie, the constant movement resembled a well-choreographed ballet, and was the reason she’d started coming to New Beginnings, the fitness studio overlooking the harbour.

She entered the lower level of the building and punched the elevator button. Not for the first time she was thankful for the retro-fitting of the historic building. Built in the 1850s, the old building had been a warehouse... a storehouse of supplies for the thousands of miners who flooded the area to stock up before their final push to the Klondike Gold Fields. Most days she paused to reflect on Victoria’s colourful history, but today was different. Today she was merely thankful for the modern elevator that deposited her in the lobby.

New Beginnings. She’d been coming to this fitness studio for several years, and rarely took note of the sign, but today the words spelled out in pink neon mocked her. New beginnings indeed!

“Hi, Jodi.” She summoned her most cheerful voice to greet the studio owner.

Jodi looked up from her position behind the desk, and a frown creased her brow. “I’ll get back to you,” she said into the phone, then closed it briskly.

“What are you doing here?” She made a show of looking at her watch.

“I quit.”

“You what?”

“I quit. I quit my job.”

“Come on, Lex. Be serious. What are you really doing here?”

Lexie studied the woman who had become her friend over the years. During that time, she’d watched Jodi build her business. She had more energy than ten normal people, and it showed in the indefatigable way she drove her personal clients. Lexie had seen many people – men and women – arrive at the studio in terrible shape, some with their spirits broken, only to re-discover their inner strength. She admired the other woman immensely, but did she really know her? She was about to find out.

“I’m serious, Jodi. I quit my job today.”

“But... you can’t do that.”

Lexie smiled. It wasn’t much of a smile, but it was there... she’d felt her lips twitch. “But I did.” There! She’d said it out loud. And it felt good. She glanced up at the wall clock. Had it only been half an hour ago? “Just now, as a matter of fact.”

“What brought this on? I thought you loved your job.”

“I love the work, but I don’t love the job.” Lexie stepped away from the desk and peeked into the workout studio. She didn’t want to be overheard. Three women were at work on their circuits, ear buds firmly planted in their ears.

Jodi wasn’t convinced. “There’s a difference?”

“To me there is.” Lexie rolled her shoulders in an attempt to relieve the tension. “Tell you what, give me half an hour or so to walk off some of this stress, and we’ll have coffee together.” She tilted her head toward the coffee bar. “Okay?”

“All right, but I want the whole story,” Jodi called after her. “No backing out.”

Lexie waved over her shoulder and headed for her locker, one of the perks of membership. Changing quickly, she made her way into the studio and over to the treadmills facing the window. The treadmills in front of the television screens were popular with some fitness devotees, but being able to watch the action in the harbour won her over every time. Even in the dark winter months, she was drawn to her favourite spot.

As she got up to speed on the machine, she wondered if she could be considered a voyeur. Not in a pervvy sense, but as someone who was so busy with their own life that they took pleasure in watching others. The notion wasn’t new; it had been lingering at the back of her mind for some time. So why did it bother her so much today? 

“Because it’s true,” she murmured, speaking her thoughts aloud. “I was so thrilled to have that job I lost sight of everything else.” Such a simple, obvious concept and yet she’d never expressed it before... never admitted that she’d allowed her work to take over her life. Maybe that’s why today felt so right... at least the quitting part. Her equilibrium might be shaken, but she’d think long and hard before getting herself into a similar situation.

Her thoughts were interrupted when a man walked out onto the dock belonging to Coastal Air. One of their pilots, she’d observed him many times, but today he looked different... or was she seeing him through a fresh set of eyes? He’d always seemed a little mysterious, and she liked it that way. Watching him unobserved from the safety of the fitness studio allowed her to imagine him as a free spirit, taking off for parts unknown while she remained earthbound, tethered to her job. Or at least that’s the way it had been in the past.

As she watched, he ran his hand along the leading surface of the wing that hung over the dock, then he ducked underneath, checked something, and emerged with a satisfied grin. A day’s growth of beard darkened his jaw, and she surmised that the company either didn’t care about their employee’s appearance, or didn’t know. A well-worn chocolate brown leather bomber jacket stretched across broad shoulders and a pair of faded jeans clung to his thighs. Her gaze travelled back up his body and for an insane moment she wondered what his beard would feel like beneath her fingers. It gave him an edgy look. Edgy and yet confident; she wouldn’t think twice about going up with him.

Now where had that come from? In all the times she’d noticed the man, he’d only been a moving part of the tableau that unfolded every time she stood here. And now here she was, weaving him into her fantasies. That might have been okay when she was younger, but as a mature woman she knew better... didn’t she? She pondered the question as he passed to the other side of the aircraft, only his lower legs and feet visible underneath the fuselage. As far as she knew, there was no age limit on attraction. So what if she was almost thirty? She glanced down at the readout on the treadmill, surprised to see she was walking far beyond her normal pace. Breaking barriers... that’s what today was about. She found herself smiling just as a flurry of activity drew her attention back to the dock.

An employee wearing a Coastal Air jacket appeared on the dock pushing a dolly loaded with several cartons. He spoke briefly to the pilot, and then loaded the cartons into the hold of the aircraft. Moments later a man in a suit appeared, his tie loosened and a briefcase in his hand. Lexie recognized the type; no doubt a businessman from Vancouver who’d come over for the day and was now on his way home. As the capital city of British Columbia, Victoria represented an amazing amount of business for those who wanted to work with the provincial government.

The pilot extended his hand toward the businessman; they shook hands and exchanged a few words. They appeared to be at ease with each other, as though the businessman made the trip on a regular basis. They both boarded, and a short time later the floatplane pulled away from the dock.

Lexie followed the progress of the aircraft until it was out of sight. Several small companies operated out of the harbour, but she paid closest attention to the comings and goings of the Coastal aircraft, from their base directly in front of the New Beginnings studio. As each aircraft departed, she imagined them flying to their destination. She’d seen an ad for Coastal Air some time back, and her favourite imaginary route was up the east coast of Vancouver Island, looking down on the spectacular shoreline and the myriad islands that dotted the Gulf. A few months after arriving in Victoria, she’d indulged herself with a solo trip “up-island” as the locals referred to it. She hadn’t thought about that interlude for a long time... surprising, since she’d enjoyed it so much. Several nights at a B&B in Qualicum Beach had confirmed what she’d been told – that Vancouver Island was one of the most beautiful places on earth.

The timer on the treadmill emitted a soft beep, bringing Lexie back to the present. Knowing it wasn’t fair to keep Jodi waiting much longer, she headed for the self-serve juice bar and poured herself a cup of coffee. Pure sacrilege, she told herself, climbing up onto one of the bar stools, but she didn’t care.

Jodi materialized at her side moments later, a no-nonsense look on her face.

“Feeling better?” she asked, one eyebrow raised.

Lexie sighed. Her friend wasn’t going to make this easy. “A little.”

Jodi twisted the top off a bottle of water and took a long swallow, eyeing Lexie the entire time. Her tough exterior softened, and Lexie was reminded of the endless compassion the other woman displayed for everyone around her. “So,” she said tentatively. “Why didn’t you tell me you were unhappy?” 

Caught off guard by a stab of guilt, Lexie couldn’t speak for a moment. It appeared that Jodi’s feelings were hurt. She lifted her coffee cup to her lips, then set it down without drinking. “I don’t know, Jodi. I really don’t know.” Her gaze drifted around the studio, as though the answer might be lurking behind one of the pieces of equipment. “I think it was loyalty.” The words almost stuck in her throat. Working at Bistro Provencal had been her first job as head chef. Fresh from training in Switzerland, she’d been thrilled to get the position. Working long, hard hours for the past four years, she’d been a major part of growing the restaurant from a moderately successful business to one of the top three restaurants on the island. It had never occurred to her that her loyalty was not returned.

“I’m sorry I didn’t say anything. I didn’t tell anyone, actually.” She picked up her coffee mug and cradled it between her hands, relishing the warmth. “You see, in the beginning, Chris was good to work with.” She grinned. “We had our disagreements, but generally we worked things out based on what was best for the restaurant. In retrospect, I think he resented the fact that part of my training in Lucerne was restaurant management. He probably thought I was trying to take his job away from him, as if I had time!”

Jodi leaned forward. “Chris?”

“Yes, Chris Manley, the restaurant manager.”

“You must have been unhappy for quite a while. I know you’re not a quitter. You wouldn’t up sticks over a single incident.”

Lexie lifted her eyebrows. She’d always known Jodi was perceptive. “You’re right, of course. Things have been going downhill for about a year now.” She shook her head. “I can’t believe I’ve let it go on that long. It’s been little things. You know, buying cheaper cuts of meat so I had to work miracles to maintain quality. Putting pressure on me to cut down portion size. It’s not as if our portions are all that big to begin with.”

“Couldn’t you complain to the owner?”

Lexie turned away, but not before a blush rose into her cheeks. “You’re not going to believe this, but I’ve never met the man. Our cheques come from an accounting firm, and when I’ve tried to ask Chris about him, I get the run around. According to Chris, the restaurant is just one of many investments the man has. The last time I asked, he said there was a new owner who has left the running of the restaurant to him.”

“So you’ve never met him? That’s unbelievable.”

“I know. But I haven’t needed to. Except for this. And now... today... Chris went too far.” She dropped her gaze and gathered her thoughts. “One of the most popular features of our menu is our wine and cheese pairings. We buy as much of our cheese locally as possible.”

Jodi made a face. “I didn’t know there was anyone producing cheese on the island.”

Lexie nodded, warming to one of her favourite subjects. “There are, actually. Several. One of them supplies us with our raclette.”

“What’s that?”

“It’s a type of cheese, but in the context of the restaurant, it’s a relaxed way of eating, involving melted cheese, potatoes, vegetables and various meats.”

“Sort of like fondue?”

“Not exactly, but just as much fun. Anyway, there’s a small farm up island that produces raclette cheese, plus several others.” She rolled her eyes. “They make a blue cheese to die for, but that’s a story for another day.”

Jodi frowned. “So what happened?”

“Chris announced this morning that we’re doing away with the wine and cheese pairings, and that the raclette meals take too long, and he wants a faster turnover.” Lexie’s voice had risen, and she forced herself to slow down. “He informed me that from now on, we’ll be buying a limited amount of cheese from one of the wholesalers in town.” She shook her head. “I still can’t believe it. He’s revamped the entire menu, and without even consulting me.” She threw up her hands. “What’s the point of being head chef if he doesn’t even ask my opinion?”

“So he hurt your feelings. Is that worth quitting over?”

“No, but it’s more than that. We’ve developed a personal relationship with a couple of the small farms that produce the cheese. We’re their biggest customer. You can’t just cut them off like that with no warning.”

“But with you gone, they don’t have anyone to fight for them.”

Lexie dropped her head into her hands. “True, but he’s not going to change his mind. He’s already had new menus printed. Don’t you see, it’s the principle of the thing. Cutting off those suppliers was the last straw.”

Jodi reached out and laid a hand over Lexie’s. “I understand, and for what it’s worth, I agree. I was just playing devil’s advocate.”

Lexie raised her head. She’d thought she’d be relieved after unburdening herself, but no such luck. Telling Jodi hadn’t changed anything. She looked at her friend. “Do you think I was wrong to quit?”

“That’s a tough one. You have to live with yourself.” Jodi tilted her head, regarding Lexie for several long moments. “I’ve never known you to be anything but confident. This is a new side to you.”

Lexie blinked back tears of frustration. “I can run a kitchen, which as you know isn’t easy, but my personal life is a mess. I’m not nearly as tough as I pretend to be.” She sat up straighter. “But I’m not backing down. I don’t care if I end up flipping burgers. I won’t work in a place like that.”

“Who will run the kitchen? Tonight, for example... who will cook?”

“I’m not worried about that. My staff is well trained. Come to think of it, Chris was probably trying to force me out. I wouldn’t be surprised to learn that he’s already talked to other chefs.”

“So what will you do?”

Lexie spread her hands. “I don’t know, but fortunately I have enough money to live for a year without working.” She gave a half-hearted laugh. “I’ve been too busy working to spend what I’ve made.” She stood up and tossed her empty cup in the disposal bin. “Right now, I think I’ll sleep for a couple of days. Quitting is exhausting.”

“You’ll let me know how it goes, won’t you?”

“Of course I will. I’m as anxious to see how this turns out as you are.”
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Chapter Two
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JESSE ARRIVED HOME later than usual. It had been a long but satisfying day, and he had the luxury of knowing that Maggie, his live-in housekeeper would have supper ready for him.

He parked his Land Rover, entered through the garage door and hung up his jacket in the mud room. His architect had frowned when he insisted on a mud room, but he didn’t care. He’d grown up kicking off muddy boots by the back door, and just because his new home occupied a waterfront lot in one of the most desirable areas of Victoria didn’t mean he would forget his roots.

“Hi, I’m home.” Delicious smells drifted throughout the house and he poked his head into the kitchen. “Smells good Maggie,” he said. “Do I have time for a beer?”

“Take all the time you want.” Her gaze slid past him and rested on a small figure in the doorway behind him. “Luc had a snack after school.”

Jesse turned. “Hi, Bud.” Luc was only partly visible in the doorway. He had a habit of shielding his body behind whatever object was closest and once again Jesse wondered about the child’s past. As tempting as it was to question the boy, he knew he had to gain his trust before he started probing. The boy had been with him for almost six months now, ever since his mother – Jesse’s sister – had overdosed, ending her life. The child had woken, found his mother and calmly walked to the apartment next door.

Thinking about that scene, Jesse’s heart ached. He’d known his sister was troubled, but she’d refused his assistance every time he offered to help. Knowing that didn’t lessen his guilt every time he looked at the boy; he should have tried harder.

“I was going to have a beer and sit outside. Would you like to grab a soft drink and join me?”

One large blue eye regarded him cautiously and Jesse was rewarded with a hint of a smile. “Okay.” Luc walked to the refrigerator, opened the door and perused the selection before looking back at Jesse.

“Take whatever you want.” How many times did he have to tell the child that he could have whatever he wanted? A few more, evidently.

Drinks in hand, they wandered through the great room and onto the veranda. The previous home that occupied the lot offered very little in the way of outdoor space, one of the reasons Jesse had instructed his builder to do whatever it took to obtain permission to tear it down and re-build. Located on a rocky outcropping facing Washington State’s Olympic Peninsula, Jesse’s home was constructed of heavy cedar planking. The plan was that it would weather over the years to a soft grey, complementing the shoreline. Outside space was the one element Jesse could not live without; the veranda was spacious and welcoming. He’d chosen the outdoor furniture himself, insisting on pieces that would not only be comfortable, but would stand up to the weather.

He settled into his favourite chair and waited until Luc did the same before speaking. “Did you have a good day today?”

The boy nodded. Jesse considered asking him about school, but he already knew the answer. That question was invariably met with the same answer: “Okay.” He decided to change things up. “So, what did you do after school? Anything interesting?”

“I played Minecraft.”

“Minecraft. Do you like that one?” Jesse knew all the games on Luc’s computer. In his absence, he’d given Maggie the authority to buy any age-appropriate computer games the child wanted, as long as she kept him informed. It wasn’t nearly enough... he’d rather be the one to help Luc choose, but he’d spent a lot of time at home when the child first arrived, and his business had suffered. He’d finally admitted that there was only so much he could do, and had returned to his regular work schedule. 

“Yeah, I like it a lot. You get to build stuff.” For the first time since Luc arrived, Jesse saw a flash of excitement in the boy’s eyes. It came and went in a matter of seconds, almost as though he regretted revealing too much.

Jesse tipped up the bottle and pretended he hadn’t noticed. “I like to build stuff.” He held up the bottle and looked at the setting sun through the pale liquid. “When I was a kid, we used to go camping. I’d build little forts in the woods and pretend I was shipwrecked.” He turned to Luc. “Have you ever read Robinson Crusoe?”

Luc opened his mouth to speak, then changed his mind.

“What?” said Jesse. “What were you going to say?”

“I went to the library a couple of times on Saturday when they had story time. They were reading Robinson Crusoe. I thought it was stupid.”

Jesse didn’t try to hide a grin. “Why?”

Luc rolled his eyes. “The guy was such a loser. Always whining about something.”

Jesse let out a bark of laughter. “That’s what I thought, too. I never could figure out why it was supposed to be such a great book.” He held up his hand for a high five and was rewarded with a return salute. Something inside him wanted to grab the boy’s hand and draw him into an embrace, but the child had already pulled back. Jesse chanced a quick look and saw a lingering smile on Luc’s face. That would be his reward for now.

“I had a pretty good day,” he said idly. “Flew a customer and some freight to Vancouver.” He finished his beer and set the bottle on the floor. “Got caught up in some traffic getting out of Vancouver harbour on the way back. They closed it for a while due to a boating accident. That’s why I was late.”

“Oh, I forgot.” Luc climbed out of the big chair and stood tentatively beside Jesse. “Your friend came over.”

“My friend?”

“That lady with the blonde hair.” He lowered his eyes. “The one who doesn’t like me.”

“She likes you, Luc.” The moment the words were out, Jesse regretted them. Sylvia didn’t like the child around. It had become a bone of contention between them, and had caused Jesse to view her in a new light. She enjoyed being seen with him, enjoyed everything that went along with his money, but she balked at including Luc in their plans.

Luc raised his head and regarded Jesse, but remained silent. The eyes that looked at him had seen more than any child should have to endure, and Jesse realized that even eight-year-olds can build up a low tolerance for bullshit.

“You’re right, Luc. She doesn’t like children.” Jesse sighed and raked his fingers through his hair. “What did she have to say?”

Luc acknowledged Jesse’s comment with a brief nod. “She left a note for you and I forgot to give it to Maggie. Shall I go get it?”

“Yes, please.”

“Here you are.” Luc handed him an envelope and returned to his chair.
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