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      Emily Garland stared at the blank white page on her computer screen. Less than five hours to meet her Urban Living deadline, and she still hadn’t come up with a new way to spin the same old condo stats.

      She blamed the lack of concentration on her upcoming meeting with Michelle Ellis. Why would the editor-in-chief of Urban Living Publications want to meet with her in person? Outside of the obligatory appearances at builders’ conventions and awards galas, Emily couldn’t remember a time when she’d met with Michelle face-to-face. Certainly she’d never been invited to her office. She glanced at her Timex Ironman watch. 11:03 a.m. Time to get writing.

      While it’s common knowledge the Greater Toronto Area’s (GTA) high-rise market is through the roof, most people don’t realize how far along it has come: as of this reporting period, high-rise condominium suites make up approximately 60 percent of total new homes sold.

      According to the Urban Building Association (U-BUILD), several factors are behind the condo surge, including a shortage of land. With limited supply, the cost of detached, semis, and townhouses has continued to escalate.

      “Condominiums are a practical alternative,” said Garrett Stonehaven, a prominent real estate developer and CEO of HavenSent Developments, Inc. “Builders are also ‘right-sizing’ to create more space-efficient and, thus affordable, units.”

      Right-sizing for affordability. What a bunch of hooey. After ten years of writing about the residential housing industry, Emily had been around Garrett Stonehaven enough to know he didn’t have an altruistic bone in his handsome, six-foot tall body—at least not once the television cameras stopped rolling. But it didn’t matter what she thought. The camera loved him. The readers of Urban Living loved him. Which was why Emily quoted him, every chance she got. It was called job security, a precious commodity to a freelance writer. She wrote a while longer until it was time to zero in on the closer.

      “As the builder/developer of CondoHaven on the Park, we are interested in foreign and local investment potential,” said Stonehaven. “But our primary focus is, and always will be, building homes for people to come home to.”

      
        
        - 30 -

      

      

      Complete blather, Emily thought, entering the somewhat archaic -30- to denote The End. She looked at her watch. There was still plenty of time to get in a five-mile run.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Emily arrived at the offices of Urban Living Publications at promptly five p.m., punctuality being both the curse and the reward of living life eternally on deadline. The offices took up a generous portion of the forty-fourth floor. Someone was doing okay. The going rate for commercial real estate in the financial sector was in the nosebleed section of dollars per square foot.

      A petite fifty-something bottle blonde in a navy blue power suit marched out of a glass-walled office. “Emily, dear, so glad you could make it.”

      “Michelle. Good to see you.” Emily held out her hand before Michelle could get into the whole hugging, air-pecking-on-the-cheek business.

      “Come to my office. We need to talk.”

      The office was far more luxurious than Emily could have imagined. Emily had always thought editors and publishers were crammed into windowless, paper-infested cubbyholes. This was definitely a far cry from the cramped Queen Street quarters where she’d interned for a small press publisher right after graduation. Those offices had mounds of manuscripts threatening to buckle battle-scarred tables and bookcases overflowing with titles from past to present, bestsellers and busts and dreams turned to dust.

      Michelle’s office, on the other hand, featured a bank of windows with a view of the city’s waterfront. A handful of sailboats dotted the late season waters. The remaining walls were covered in paintings, although none were immediately recognizable, at least to Emily’s untrained eye. She suspected they might be by up-and-coming artists. She’d heard Michelle was heavily into the art scene. A massive mahogany desk—real mahogany, not the laminate look-alike she had in her own home office—held nothing but a twenty-seven-inch iMac, a twisty-looking acrylic sculpture in shades of gold and cobalt blue, and a silver-framed photograph of a fine-boned teenager, his straw-colored hair and peach fuzz whiskers glinting in the noonday sun, his clear blue eyes looking up with adoration at a tall, handsome teenager standing next to him.

      “My son and his best friend,” Michelle said. “The sculpture is from an Aboriginal artist in Northern Manitoba. But enough of the pleasantries. I’m sure you’re curious to know why I asked you here, Emily, dear, instead of sending the usual email. Or calling.”

      “A little curious.” Hoping for the best, expecting the worst. Already a little tired of the “dear.”

      “I’m assuming you’ve heard the Huntzberger acquisition rumors?”

      Word on the street had Michelle and a couple of silent partners in negotiations to purchase Huntzberger Publications. Emily debated feigning ignorance but instead opted for the truth. Publishing was a small world. No way Michelle would believe she hadn’t heard. “Yes.”

      “They’re all true. Like many publishers these days, Huntzberger has been bleeding red ink. With the possible exception of tabloid journalism, people simply aren’t buying print like they used to. But Huntzberger’s loss is Urban Living’s gain. My partners and I believe that properly managed, and with some innovative investments, publishing can be more than profitable, it can be lucrative.”

      Once again Emily wondered why she’d been summoned. As a freelance writer, she wasn’t exactly privy to any corporate secrets. “I’m sure it’s a wonderful opportunity.” She straightened her posture and attempted to look suitably impressed.

      “More than you can imagine. The official announcement of the acquisition was sent to all the media outlets earlier today, embargoed until tonight’s six o’clock news. From that point onward, we’ll be known as Urban-Huntzberger, Inc. My partners are in the process of preparing our IPO. These things take time, but we’re hoping to get listed within a few months.”

      Preparing an Initial Public Offering, getting listed on the stock exchange. It had definite possibilities. Maybe Michelle was going to offer her a full-time job, one with benefits: dental, medical, paid vacation. A girl could dream. “Who are the partners?”

      “They prefer to remain silent investors for the moment, though that will change when we go public. But you needn’t let such things concern you. I’ll remain editor-in-chief for all Urban-Huntzberger publications, and you’ll continue to report directly to me on any assignments. Which brings me to today. We would like to offer you an assignment. But this one is a bit, hmmm, different.”

      Emily shifted forward in her seat. “Different?”

      “It would involve relocating.”

      “Relocating?” Emily realized she was beginning to sound like a bit of a parrot. “To where? For how long?”

      “To Lount’s Landing. For as long as it takes. Probably three to six months. Possibly longer.”

      Lount’s Landing? Emily searched her brain for any sign of recognition. None came. “Where exactly is Lount’s Landing?”

      “About ninety minutes northeast of Toronto. A charming little hamlet nestled along the shores of the Dutch River. We’ve arranged for a monthly lease on a Victorian row house within walking distance to the town’s Main Street. Even better, we’ll cover the rent for the course of the assignment.”

      Emily tried not to stare. Urban Living Publications, or rather, Urban-Huntzberger, had rented a Victorian row house? In a town called Lount’s Landing? For a long-term assignment? What on earth?

      “I know, dear. It’s all rather overwhelming, but we specifically selected you for the assignment. You’re a talented writer. A thorough researcher. A hard worker. Utterly reliable. More importantly, you know the business from top to bottom.”

      Maybe the last five years of trying to put a new spin on the same old condo stats hadn’t gone unnoticed after all. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. But permit me to be perfectly frank. There was one other important consideration. You don’t appear to have any ties to hold you here.” Michelle turned to her computer, pulled up a document, and began reading. “No siblings. Both parents deceased. Father when you were fourteen. Stomach cancer. Mother two years ago.” She paused. “Accidental overdose.”

      Emily went from stunned silence to outright indignation. They had been investigating her? Knew, or at least suspected, about her mother’s suicide?

      And what was all that nonsense about not having any ties in Toronto? Sure, Kevin might have dumped her for that blonde bimbo who called herself a personal trainer, but it wasn’t like she didn’t have a friend to her name. Besides, she’d known it was over with Kevin for a long time. But she’d invested so much time and energy in him, trying to make it work. And then for him to up and leave her, as if she had been nothing more than a meaningless diversion…

      “If you’re trying to portray me as a loner loser —”

      “Not at all, dear, not at all. We understand the healing power of solitude. We also know you privately loathe Garrett Stonehaven. Not without cause, if our research into your mother’s situation can be trusted. All things considered, we believe you’re the perfect candidate for this assignment.”

      All things considered? What did that arrogant SOB Garrett Stonehaven have to do with an assignment in Lount’s Landing? His turf had always been in Toronto’s downtown core. More importantly, what did all this have to do with her mother’s death, accidental or otherwise?

      “We particularly enjoyed your exposé of the Kraft-Fergusson brownfield development,” Michelle continued. “And you’re always saying how much you enjoy the investigative side of journalism. We’re simply willing to provide the opportunity, albeit at a much higher level. We’re also willing to compensate you handsomely for the privilege, including benefits and stock options.”

      Emily thought back to her coverage of the brownfield scandal, the weeks of investigative research, trying to learn all she could about the types of hazardous waste and chemical pollutants industries like Kraft-Fergusson left behind. Remembered the long days of chasing down leads, the hours of writing and rewriting.

      It had been one of the most rewarding—and frustrating—experiences of her career. Rewarding because she had finally been taken seriously as a journalist. Frustrating because, despite the fact that HavenSent Developments owned the Kraft-Fergusson land, she’d never managed to pin any of the toxic dirt on Garrett Stonehaven. Thanks to his accountant, Eldon Thornbury, a vile man who slithered through loopholes and then sewed up the ends, HavenSent, and Stonehaven by association, had been completely exonerated of any wrongdoing. Had been lauded, in fact, for their utmost co-operation with all authorities.

      “You have my attention.”

      Michelle reached into a drawer and pulled out a contract.

      “First, Emily, we need you to agree to our terms and conditions, the usual confidentiality and exclusivity verbiage. I assure you, nothing sinister is behind the offer. We have only your best interests at heart. Of course, if you don’t want the gig, there are plenty of other writers who would jump at the opportunity. Kerri St. Amour, for example.”

      Kerri say-no-more? They were comparing her to that backstabbing hack? Emily glanced at the numbers in front of her and thought hard. Get the goods on Stonehaven and get paid for the pleasure. There was enough money on the table to stop renting, put a down payment on a place of her own. Maybe take a few months off, write the historical romance she’d been dabbling with for years. It might be therapeutic to start over, go to a place where nobody knew her, a place where she wasn’t Kevin’s somewhat pathetic ex-fiancée. But was it all too good to be true? There had to be a catch. In her life, there was always a catch.

      “What would I have to do?”

      “HavenSent Developments is exploring a development opportunity in Lount’s Landing. Nothing unusual, though it is a bit far afield, even for someone as ruthless as Garrett Stonehaven. But our source tells us there’s more to Stonehaven’s latest plan than meets the eye. Much more.”

      “Where do I fit in?”

      “The town has a monthly magazine, Inside the Landing. It’s a promotional glossy, similar to Urban Living, albeit on a much smaller scale, with stories about businesses in the community. Runs about forty pages, could be more if the ad revenue was there. It now falls under the Urban-Huntzberger umbrella. The previous owner had been ready to sell out and retire for some time.”

      “And my role?”

      “You would be responsible for all the editorial content, make some much-needed improvements to the publication. In fact, we’d encourage it as part of your cover.”

      Ah ha, catch number one. Part of my cover. Mind you, it did sound intriguing. “If I agree?”

      “You’d move to Lount’s Landing. Get to know the town, the people, make some friends. Find out what Garrett Stonehaven’s up to. And write us an exclusive that will have Urban-Huntzberger’s stock market value skyrocketing higher than the latest GTA condo.”

      Emily suspected this went way beyond a publisher trying to make money. What had Stonehaven done to warrant a Michelle Ellis sponsored witch-hunt? Who was Michelle’s source of information? She cursed herself for wanting to find out, when every instinct told her to run.

      “And the source?”

      “Better you don’t know. That way you can observe everyone with the same degree of neutrality, although we have arranged for you to connect with a Johnny Porter. He’s the chairman of the Main Street Merchants’ Association. He seems keen to keep Inside the Landing operational, although that’s all he knows. It would be best for all concerned if you kept it that way.”

      Emily nodded. It certainly sounded as though Urban-Huntzberger had everything covered. She wondered whether she should study the contract, contact a lawyer. Take a moment to decide whether this was the opportunity of a lifetime or an act of insanity. “How long do I have?”

      “We need an answer ASAP. You’d move in by the end of the month, sooner if possible. The rental house has been recently renovated and is currently available.”

      Michelle stood up. “Emily, you’ve been in this business long enough to know this kind of assignment doesn’t come along every day. Work with us. Get rich with us. And help us to expose Garrett Stonehaven for the lying, cheating, bastard we both know he is.”

      Definitely more to this scenario than meets the eye. Emily pulled a gold-plated pen out of her handbag, a graduation gift from her mother a dozen years ago. She twirled it between her fingers, remembering how proud her mom had been, her daughter the first one in the family to go beyond high school. Remembered the way her mother had looked the last time Emily saw her, shell-shocked and shattered.

      “Where do I sign?”
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      Lount’s Landing appeared to be a town in transition. Nestled among the Victorian architecture and the freshly painted shops with cutesy names like “Book Worm” and “Second Hand Rose”—the former a bookstore, the latter a consignment clothing shop filled with vintage and designer fashions—there were telltale signs of more radical change, starting with the “For Sale: Development Potential” real estate sign on an old elementary school at the foot of Main Street.

      Emily’s first order of business was a meeting with Johnny Porter, owner of It’s a Colorful Life, chairman of the Main Street Merchants’ Association, and her key contact—not that he knew the real reason behind her move to Lount’s Landing. As far as Johnny was concerned, she was simply the new editor of Inside the Landing.

      It’s a Colorful Life was a throwback in time, the sort of store you’d expect to find Jimmy Stewart wandering into in Bedford Falls. Plastic paint trays hung from the ceiling like oversized Christmas ornaments. Every wall surface was covered with clusters of paint chips, a kaleidoscope of reds and blues and golds and ochers, of greens and purples and pinks and whites. She wedged her way between aisles of metal bins overflowing with rollers and brushes and sandpaper and masking tape, dodging paint cans piled high into pyramids.

      The faint scent of vanilla filled her nostrils. “Pure vanilla extract, the real stuff, not the imitation kind,” a man’s voice called from the back of the store. “Stir one tablespoon into a gallon of paint and you get rid of that new paint smell. I add it to every gallon I sell.” He came out into the open, held out his hand, and smiled. “Emily Garland, I presume.”

      The main thing Emily noticed about Johnny Porter, beyond the fact he was roughly her age and drop-dead movie star gorgeous, were his eyes. Eyes so dark brown they looked black. Miner’s eyes, her old pals at boarding school would have called them, the kind of eyes that could dig their way into the depth of your soul. Emily made an effort to collect herself. Acting like an infatuated high school student was not the way to start off her new life in Lount’s Landing.

      “And you must be Johnny Porter.” Emily shook his hand, noticing his grip was firm but gentle. Thought his hand lingered a moment longer than necessary. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      “Likewise,” Johnny said, although Emily got the distinct feeling he was assessing her. She wondered if she made the grade.

      “I wanted to thank you, Johnny, for all your efforts to make my transition from Toronto easier. Getting the office space ready, arranging for the house rental with Urban-Huntzberger, all your notes about the businesses and shops along Main Street. I can’t imagine what I would have done without you.”

      “Nonsense,” Johnny said, waving aside her accolades. “That’s what we call good, old-fashioned small town hospitality. As chairman of the Main Street Merchants’ Association, I consider it part of my responsibilities. It’s in the Association’s best interests to have the editor of Inside the Landing championing our cause.”

      “Thank you, anyway.”

      “You’re welcome, anyway.” Johnny smiled. “So I take it the house is good? You’re the first renter. The owner, Camilla Mortimer-Gilroy, purchased it a few months ago, a bank foreclosure. It was in tough shape, and that’s putting a gloss on things. She had it renovated from top to bottom, paint, new countertops and cabinets in the kitchen and bath, refinished all the floors.”

      “The living room walls are bit greener than I’d like, but it’s nothing I can’t live with. It’s just a short term rental.” Emily stopped. Day one and she had almost blown her cover. She would have to be more circumspect if she stood any chance of keeping her assignment a secret. “Then again, I may live there for quite some time. I’m hoping to save up some money and buy a fixer-upper of my own.” No need to mention the planned fixer-upper was in Toronto.

      “Then there’s no reason to live with a paint color you don’t care for. I told Camilla not to go with Warm Winter Wheat. Sounds lovely and soft and golden, but it always looks green in a north facing light. Hay Bale would have been a much better choice for the room’s exposure. It would warm up the room completely.”

      “Wow, you know a lot about color.”

      “I should, owning a paint store,” Johnny said with a grin. “But the truth is color has always fascinated me. Did you know that in Victorian times, flowers were used as a way for men to communicate their feelings to the women they were courting? Social conventions restricted conversations for a variety of reasons, but sending flowers of a certain color or type allowed secretive messages to be sent. There were even floriography dictionaries.” Johnny laughed. “Listen to me, going on and on. What I’m trying to say is that people should enjoy their surroundings, and choosing the right paint color is one way of adding to that enjoyment.”

      “You’ve sold me on the Hay Bale, though I should probably check with the owner first.”

      “Don’t you worry about Camilla. We go way back. I was a friend of her late husband, Graham. I can still remember when Camilla moved to Lount’s Landing to become mistress of the Gilroy Mansion. Created quite a stir. Everyone had expected Graham to marry a woman with connections to the family and plenty of her own money.”

      “I gather she had neither.”

      “At least none that anyone was aware of. After Graham died, Camilla turned most of the mansion into a Bed and Breakfast. Created more talk, not that she had much of a choice. Graham liked to live large on the family legacy, and he didn’t have much in the way of insurance.”

      “When did he die?” Always the journalist, a bit too pushy for her own good, but this time she needn’t have worried. It appeared Johnny liked nothing better than to talk. She made a mental note to be careful of what she said around him.

      “He died about five years ago, snowmobiling accident. Rode out on the Dutch River before the ice was safe and sliced straight through. By the time anyone found him, it was already too late.”

      “What a horrible way to die.”

      “Doing what you love?” Johnny shook his head. “No, Graham would rather have died snowmobiling than doing anything else. He was always a risk taker. And he’d been riding on thin ice for years—quite literally, and in more ways than one. It was just a matter of time. I’ve often wondered if his death really was an accident.”

      “But what about Camilla? She must have been devastated.”

      “She was, although to be honest I was never quite sure what devastated her more, Graham’s death or the fact he left her penniless. They’d been married less than a couple of years, and I think Graham kept his financial affairs close to the vest. But Camilla’s got a keen business sense. She started out by fixing up one room and bath and renting it out. Five years later, she’s got one of the finest Bed and Breakfasts in this part of Ontario.”

      “I’m looking forward to meeting her. Camilla sounds like she’d be a great interview. Readers love those sorts of stories.”

      “I’ve suggested as much to her, but she’s publicity shy. Says she had enough of the media hounding her after Graham died.”

      Emily could understand that. Some reporters—like Kerri St. Amour—were positively ruthless. She would wait, be sure to try a gentler approach when the time was right.

      “I’ll remember that when I call on her.”

      “Someone you definitely want to interview is Arabella Carpenter.”

      Emily thought back to the notes Johnny had provided. “The owner of the new antiques shop on Main Street?”

      “The Glass Dolphin. The grand opening is this weekend.”

      “What good timing. Covering the opening will give me some material for the publication. Plus it would be a great networking opportunity. I’m assuming other business owners will come by to support her.”

      “They will—at least everyone who belongs to MSMA—but I have to warn you. Arabella’s an expert when it comes to antiques, and she’s a charming woman, but she can also be a tad irascible. Proceed with caution is all I’m saying. If she thinks you have an ulterior motive, you’re toast.”

      An ulterior motive? What was Johnny hinting at? Surely he didn’t suspect…

      “I don’t think networking is an ulterior motive, but thanks for the heads up.” Emily looked at her watch. It was getting late in the day, and she wanted to reread her notes about Arabella before heading over there. “I’ll pay Arabella a visit first thing tomorrow morning.”

      “As long as you’re going there, can I ask you for a favor? Would you deliver this invitation to Arabella? It will save me the trip. Not to mention a confrontation.” He handed her two cream-colored envelopes. “There’s one for you, too.”

      A confrontation? Interesting. “What’s it for?”

      “A presentation about a proposed new development. I understand from your boss that you know the presenter. A man by the name of Garrett Stonehaven.”

      Her boss, Michelle Ellis, had assured her their agreement was confidential, but she couldn’t escape the feeling that Johnny was testing her. She contemplated her options and decided to go for surprise.

      “Stonehaven’s in Lount’s Landing? I’ve covered his condo developments in Urban Living for years. He never struck me as a small town kind of guy.”

      “Consider this your opportunity to find out more.” Johnny smiled and Emily thought she detected a hint of relief in his eyes. “Oh, and one more word of warning.”

      “Yes?”

      “It would be best if you gave Arabella the invitation as you were leaving.”

      “Why?”

      “Let’s just say Arabella has been more than vocal about her vision of what’s right for Main Street. And I don’t think Garrett Stonehaven’s plans play any part of it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      The alarm clock radio came on at exactly seven a.m., the sounds of Hey Joe filling the room. Arabella Carpenter pushed the snooze button, not just for the extra ten minutes of sleep it might afford her, but to drown out the music. She mostly loved the Classic Rock Q107 played, but she had never understood the appeal of Hendrix. Especially at seven a.m. on a Tuesday.

      Arabella dragged herself up and into the shower before the allotted ten minutes were up, knowing she had a busy week ahead. Saturday was the grand opening of The Glass Dolphin, her new antiques shop on Main Street.

      There were some, among them her know-it-all ex-husband, Levon, who might say this wasn’t the time to invest heart and soul—not to mention her hard-fought life’s savings—into brick and mortar when so much of today’s antiques trade was negotiated online. But while Arabella had considered hiring a web design firm from Toronto to “enhance her online presence,” replacing lemon oil and old leather with search engines and live bidding was as foreign to her as relinquishing the tactile feel of page and paper for a Kindle.

      She squeezed into a pair of faded jeans and threw on a souvenir sweatshirt from the Royal Ontario Museum. Raked her fingers through chin-length auburn curls, glad she’d abandoned her fling with the flat iron. A pair of sneakers, a down-filled jacket, and she was out the door.

      Arabella’s walk from her midtown rental to the Glass Dolphin took about twenty minutes, including a breakfast stop at the Sunrise Café for a take-out coffee and a toasted cinnamon raisin bagel. She enjoyed the journey to and from each day, even if exercise wasn’t exactly on her top ten to-do list. She’d also come to appreciate the finer points of the town, though when Levon had dragged her here from Toronto a dozen years ago she couldn’t see it. Her favorite part of these walks was seeing the gradual transition of Lount’s Landing, the way the town was embracing its history. She loved the idea of being part of the revival.

      Her route took her past the Main Street Elementary School. Two years ago, the school board had put it on their deaccessioned list, claiming the early architecture was too costly to modernize for the few children in the area. A few months ago a “For Sale” sign had been posted on the property. Last week the sign had been replaced with a large billboard announcing, “Another Property Sold by Poppy Spencer.”

      Arabella hoped a cutting-edge developer would convert the space into loft condominiums. She could imagine herself living there, the school grounds home to green space, some picnic tables, a pond with ducks and geese, maybe a fountain that lit up at night. She’d read about other schools being repurposed. Why not in Lount’s Landing?
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      She arrived at the Glass Dolphin to find a slender woman in a thin coat shivering by the front door. Arabella had made similar wardrobe miscalculations in November, a month where the prevailing Lount’s Landing winds could be as unpredictable as an eBay auction.

      “Sorry to keep you waiting, but we’re not open until Saturday,” Arabella said, pointing to a sign in the window. Something was vaguely familiar about the woman, though she couldn’t stick a pin in it. Early thirties. Hazel eyes with a bit of a fleck. Dark brown hair tied into a ponytail, a red knit beret sloped back from her forehead. She wears it well, Arabella thought with a touch of envy. Her own attempts at beret wearing had resulted in the rather unflattering look of a Victorian shower cap crossed with a tea cozy.

      Mind you, the Coach handbag Beret Girl carried was definitely a knockoff. The single rows of Coach’s signature C’s, versus double, the way the C’s didn’t quite line up at the center. It was a dead giveaway.

      Arabella prided herself on her ability to spot the real from the reproduction. The antiques world was full of fakes. But not the Glass Dolphin. Within her walls, everything would be original, from the exposed beam ceiling and the carefully restored pine plank floors to the merchandise she sold.

      Authenticity mattered.
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      “I’m sorry to intrude,” the woman said. “My name’s Emily Garland. I’m—”

      That’s where she’d seen her before. “I thought I recognized you. You’re the writer from Urban Living. They always include your photograph under the Contributors section.” Arabella opened the door. “Come in, you’re starting to look a tad blue. Ignore the myriad boxes. This week is all about unpacking and setting up displays. The larger pieces of furniture will be delivered from storage on Thursday.”

      “Thanks, I’m frozen solid. I’m surprised you read the Contributors page. I always figured only folks who looked at it were family members and envious writers. But what’s an antiques shop owner in Lount’s Landing doing reading Urban Living?”

      “The better question would be, what’s a writer for Urban Living doing in Lount’s Landing?”

      “Fair enough.” Emily handed Arabella a business card. “Actually, I left Urban Living. I’m the new editor of Inside the Landing.”

      “So you’re the one. I heard the owner finally sold the magazine. Wanted to retire for a while, but it turned out to be a bit of a tough sell. Not surprising. It was a bit tired. Not many people bothered to read it, went straight from the porch to the blue bin.” Arabella blushed. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have been so blunt.”

      “No worries, you’re absolutely right. I wouldn’t have read the old magazine either. But I have big plans for a new format. More coverage of local events, plenty of photographs, in-depth interviews with local business owners. Give it a bit of a personality.” Emily shrugged. “It seemed like a good opportunity.”

      “It sounds nice. Or at least nicer.”

      “I hope so. That’s why I’m here. I was talking to Johnny Porter.”

      Arabella nodded. Johnny was good people, and a strong advocate for the businesses on Main Street. He’d even started the Main Street Merchants’ Association, of which she was now a proud member. If she had her way, history would be making a comeback in the Landing.

      Emily said, “Johnny tells me you’re planning a grand opening on Saturday and Sunday. I’d like the Glass Dolphin to be Inside the Landing’s first big feature story. I could cover the entire weekend, include some background information. The story behind the store. What do you think? It’s free PR for you, and it would give me the kick-start I need.”

      Arabella contemplated the offer. No question the Glass Dolphin could use the free press. As long as it was free. She’d heard of publications that offered free PR and then tried to upsell it with a paid advertising pitch. Then again, outside of the unfortunate choice of fake purse, Emily appeared to be perfectly legit. And she knew from personal experience how difficult it could be coming to a small town where everyone knew one another. If it hadn’t been for Levon, she might have gone back to the city within a few short weeks.

      “We can try it, Emily, see how it goes. I’m opening at eleven on Saturday, but I wouldn’t mind showing you around on Friday. Everything will be set up by then. Why don’t you come by after lunch, say about one o’clock? I can give you the grand tour. That way, come Saturday, I won’t feel as if I have to entertain you, and you’ll be able to meet other folks from town without worrying about following me around.”

      “Sounds like a plan. And I promise, there are absolutely no strings attached.” It was as if she’d read Arabella’s mind. “Now let me get out of your way.”

      Emily was halfway out the door when she turned around. “I’d forget my head if it wasn’t attached. I have something for you from Johnny Porter.” She reached into her purse and handed over a cream-colored envelope.

      Arabella opened the envelope the minute Emily was gone. Inside was an invitation to a “Special Presentation” the following Tuesday, hosted by real estate developer Garrett Stonehaven of HavenSent Developments, Inc. A nice, handwritten note from Johnny encouraged her to attend.

      Garrett Stonehaven. Wasn’t he the Toronto developer Emily Garland was always writing about in Urban Living? Now the two of them were in Lount’s Landing. Which could have been a coincidence. Except for one thing.

      Arabella didn’t believe in coincidence.
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      Garrett Stonehaven stepped away from the lectern to address the five people sitting in the room. “And that, ladies and gentlemen, is the dry run. What do you think? Are we ready for next Tuesday evening? Can we sell our plan to the good people of Lount’s Landing?”

      “Yes,” all but Carter Dixon said in unison.

      Stonehaven crossed his arms and studied the lone holdout through narrowed eyes. For a long time no one spoke.

      “I still think the school is going to be problematic,” Carter said eventually. “When the members of the Redevelopment Team were asked to consider properties, it was for a condominium conversion, not some big box store. Everyone agreed the Main Street Elementary School was perfect. Including you, at the time.”

      “We’ve been over this time and again,” Stonehaven said, trying hard to maintain his composure. He clenched and unclenched his fists. What part of making money did this hick from Hicksville not understand?

      “Converting the school into condos is not economically feasible, Carter. StoreHaven will require less capital outlay and encourage local business investment. Not to mention your personal takeaway as a profit-sharing member of the HavenSent Solutions team.”

      “I appreciate the monetary incentives, and I’m all for businesses becoming invested in historic Main Street. I’m merely suggesting we introduce the plans for StoreHaven a bit later on. Get revitalizing first.”

      “We have to be upfront if we’re going to have any sense of credibility. Particularly if we’re hoping to encourage investors, which, I might remind you, has always been the plan.”

      “But the school—”

      “Hasn’t been used for the last couple of years. Surely nobody expected it to stay vacant forever?”

      “Vacant, no, but nobody’s expecting this.” Carter Dixon looked at the other team members. “Am I right?”

      No one responded. A couple of the members looked down at their feet.

      Nor will they respond, Stonehaven thought with satisfaction. Nothing and nobody would get in the way of this plan. Not as long as he was running things. And it was high time this rural renegade accepted it. Nonetheless, he had to at least give the appearance of concession. “What if we titled the presentation something like Neighbors Helping Neighbors?”

      Carter snorted. “As opposed to neighbors screwing neighbors, Garrett? Or businesses screwing businesses? Because that’s what it sounds like to me.”

      “Then you don’t understand my concept, Carter. And if you don’t, others might not either.” Stonehaven closed his eyes and thought for a moment, snapped them back open when the idea came to him. How was it he hadn’t thought of it before?

      “What if we circle the entire concept back to the school, let folks know upfront that the school is the cornerstone of a renewed community.” Stonehaven smiled. “What if we call it The ABC’s of Revitalization: Neighbors Helping Neighbors.”

      “That might work,” Carter conceded. “At least we’re making the effort to be honest.”

      The other team members nodded.

      “Not only will it work, it’s bloody brilliant,” Stonehaven said. His mind and body started to relax. Time to start playing the game.
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      Stonehaven watched the team leave the Community Center. He slipped a dollar into the hallway vending machine for a bottle of overpriced water, walked back into the conference room, and kicked the wall, hard. It didn’t make him feel any better.

      He collected his materials from the podium, sat down at a long table at the side of the room, and considered his plan for the umpteenth time. Reread his notes, flipped through the PowerPoint, reviewed the handouts, looked over the blueprints and the architects’ renderings, the financial analysis and the business case. It may have been a week until his official presentation to the townspeople, but he was nothing if not a perfectionist. You didn’t get ranked as number one in Urban Living’s first annual “Top 40 Before 40” by being sloppy. Didn’t matter that he’d slid in under the deadline a week before his fortieth birthday, or that he’d greased a few palms to get the nod.

      He expected—no, demanded—the same degree of dedication and discipline from everyone who worked for him. And Carter Dixon concerned him. Until now, he’d always had the same team based out of Toronto, people he could trust—as long as he paid them twice what the job was worth. Money could be a powerful motivator.

      Coming to Lount’s Landing meant getting in cozy with the community. So he’d gone against his instincts and brought a handpicked team of local business people on board, folks who had an interest in revitalizing historic Main Street, not to mention lining their own pockets. He’d been confident in his final decision. Everyone had appeared to buy into the concept, including Carter Dixon.

      Sycophants.

      Stonehaven wasn’t fooled by the way Carter had acquiesced. He could sense trouble the same way a bloodhound could catch a scent. No question about it, he would have to terminate Carter’s employment contract. The only decision was how and when to execute the termination. Everything about this project hinged on the Main Street merchants buying into it.

      He should have seen it coming. Wasn’t Lount’s Landing named after Samuel Lount? What kind of town was named for a man who’d been hanged for treason?

      Mind you, even Samuel Lount had his loyal supporters. The same would hold true for the traitorous Mr. Dixon, although arranging a hanging would be out of the question. An accidental death, on the other hand, might have possibilities.

      Stonehaven got up and started to pace. He hated when things got complicated. It was time to talk things over with the one person he could trust, the one person who believed in him back when he was plain old Garry Stone. He picked up his cell and pressed 2-1-5, listened to the ringtone, one, two, three. Waited for the brief voice mail message to finish.

      “Millie,” Stonehaven said, after the beep. “We need to talk.”
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      Emily had spent the rest of Tuesday getting her house in order, buying a few groceries, and going for a one hour run. The best way for her to get the lay of the land, she had decided, was to traverse the streets on foot. In doing so, she got an immediate sense of the community and the people who lived there.

      She’d also had a chance to think about her meeting with Arabella Carpenter, and she was more than satisfied with the results. Johnny had warned her that Arabella could be testy, but all Emily detected was a guardedness that could have come from a distrust of journalists in general. She didn’t take it personally; years of freelancing had given her a hard shell. The Kerri St. Amours of the world gave the job a bad reputation.

      Emily found herself feeling a tiny bit sorry for the antiques shop owner. Opening on Saturday and the furniture not coming out of storage until Thursday? Talk about working close to deadline. And what about advertising? The sole form of advertising appeared to be a sign on the door and word of mouth. Maybe that kind of thing was enough in a small town, but a spread in Inside the Landing couldn’t hurt.

      Wednesday’s first destination would be the Sunrise Café. According to her notes it was also on Main Street, six blocks south of her office. The restaurant had been open for less than three months, but Johnny had said it was already a local magnet for decent coffee, home-style cooking, and a healthy dollop of local gossip.
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      The Sunrise Café was housed within a narrow, brown brick Victorian. A brass historical plaque indicated the building was once the establishment of Murdoch Gilroy, Esquire. Emily wondered if Murdoch Gilroy was any relation to her landlord’s late husband, and suspected he was. A small wooden sign showed the hours as Monday through Saturday, 6:30 a.m. to 12:30 p.m., closed Sundays.

      She tried to think of a restaurant in downtown Toronto that was only open for breakfast and closed on Sundays. None came to mind. Real estate was too expensive to rely only on bacon and eggs for income.

      The front door was painted a bright, sunshiny yellow. Emily pulled on a brass handle and made her way inside. She was surprised to find the place packed.

      The restaurant was charming in a country cozy way, with colorful prints of roosters and other farm life adorning the walls. Overhead, ceiling fans with alternating blades of bright yellow and orange spun lazily, circulating the smell of coffee, cinnamon, and buttered toast.

      A tall, glass display case filled with fruit, homemade pies, and muffins separated the diners from an open-style kitchen. A basket of individually wrapped date squares and oversized chocolate chip cookies were strategically placed next to the cash register. Small town or not, whoever owned the Sunrise Café had business savvy.

      A blonde waitress was the only server in sight. She was rail thin, early twenties, with inky blue eyes framed by heavily mascaraed lashes.

      The tables were artfully arranged to maximize space while providing a modicum of privacy. A small bay window overlooked Main Street, a vase of bright yellow roses filling the nook.

      She took a seat at the table for one and attempted to look inconspicuous. A burly man wearing a Toronto Maple Leafs hockey jersey glared at her, his down-filled ski jacket draped carelessly over the spare chair, the sleeves flopping on the floor.

      Emily glared right back when the guy began grumbling loudly about “city slickers,” the irony of supporting an NHL hockey team apparently lost on him. Last time she’d looked, Toronto was a city. A big one. She watched as the man tore a strip off the waitress for leaving peanut butter packets in the jam basket.

      The poor thing tripped over the bulky ski jacket trying to get at the basket. Face red, lips trembling, the waitress pulled herself up, plucked the peanut butter packets from the offending basket, tossed them into her apron pocket, and muttered an apology. She took a deep breath, grabbed a plasticized menu from a stack on the counter, and made her way over to Emily’s table.

      “Welcome to the Sunrise Café, and my apologies for the show. My name’s February. I’ll be your server.”

      “Emily. I’m new in town. I took over Inside the Landing.” She caught February’s confused look. “It’s a monthly magazine.”

      “Sorry about that. I’m fairly new here.” February leaned over conspiratorially. “I’m also a writer.”

      Who wasn’t? Emily wished she had a dollar for every time someone told her that. At least the girl wasn’t claiming to be a poet. The worst was when they started spouting haiku.

      “I’m not published,” February acknowledged, as if sensing Emily’s hesitation, “but I do have plenty of stories to tell.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Working in a restaurant, you see and hear it all.”

      See and hear it all. This pasty-faced young woman might come in handy. “I’m sure you do, February. How about we talk when you’re not so busy?” Emily riffled around in her wallet and pulled out a business card. “Here you go. Call me any time.”

      February took the card and slipped it into her apron pocket. “Thanks. I better get a move on or Ms. Moroziuk—I mean Gloria—will have my hide.” She motioned toward the kitchen, where a sturdily built woman, Gloria presumably, was working a hot grill laden with eggs, bacon, sausage, and pancakes. “Can I get you a tea or coffee to start?”

      “Coffee would be great, thank you.” Emily handed back the menu. “Do you have anything remotely vegetarian?”

      “How’s a BLT without the bacon sound?”

      Emily considered. She’d been trying to make the switch to vegetarianism—mostly because of her ex-fiancé, Kevin—but she couldn’t forget how good bacon tasted. Especially when it was all crispy. And all the veggies in the world hadn’t stopped Kevin from dumping her. Eating bacon now and again couldn’t hurt. Could it?

      “I’ll have the BLT, with the B.”

      February wrote the order on her pad before making her way toward the kitchen. Emily pulled out her tablet. It was always good to eavesdrop under the guise of reading, and she had Johnny Porter’s PDF list of Main Street merchants on there. She could pass the time trying to figure out who was who.
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      Johnny was right. The Sunrise Café was a hotbed of gossip. It wasn’t long before Stonehaven’s upcoming presentation became the source of heated debate. Hockey Jersey kicked things off, a major league scowl spread across his face.

      “I don’t get where you’re coming from, Chantal,” Hockey Jersey said, addressing an athletic young woman sitting at the table next to him. “How can you possibly think a big city developer will know what’s good for the town?”

      “I didn’t say it would be good for the town, Carter. I said we should keep an open mind.” The woman’s hair was black as a raven’s back and cropped close. With the exception of a pair of diamond stud earrings, she appeared to be decked out in yoga wear from head to toe.

      Emily referred to the PDF and pegged her as Chantal Van Schyndle, owner of the Serenity Spa and Yoga Studio. She assumed Hockey Jersey was Carter Dixon, owner of Slapshot, a sporting goods store that Johnny wrote was “barely hanging on.”

      “Chantal’s right,” said another man. He had the ruddy complexion of someone who spent much of his life outdoors. “Let’s wait until we hear the presentation next week and have all the facts.”

      “You think we’ll get all the facts, Ned? You’re a dreamer,” said Carter. “Then again, maybe it takes a dreamer to open a store that sells nothing but bird seed.”

      Ned’s complexion had gone from ruddy to raging, but he managed to keep his voice low. “Birdsong sells a lot more than bird seed, Carter. We sell supplies for backyard birders, something you would know if you weren’t so wrapped up in your precious Maple Losers.”

      Emily checked the PDF again. Ned would be Ned Turcotte. “Bit of a temper,” Johnny had written, “but keeps it under wraps most times.”

      “This will be the Leafs year,” Carter said.

      “Who’s the dreamer now, eh, Carter?”

      “Gentlemen, please, let’s all take a chill pill.” Gloria came out of the kitchen, wiping her hands on her apron. “This here’s a respectable establishment. If you want to get rowdy, take it outside and don’t find your way back.”

      Emily was surprised at how quickly Carter and Ned complied with Gloria’s request. Clearly this was one woman nobody wanted to mess with.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “What do you think, Emily?” February asked after Gloria had gone back to her grill. She gestured to the room at large. “Everyone, this here’s Emily Garland, she recently moved to town. She’s gonna be the editor of Inside the Landing.”

      A murmur of “how’s it goings,” and “pleased to meet you’s” filtered through the restaurant. Carter glared at her. Emily ignored him.

      “What do I think about what?”

      Dead silence. Emily looked around the room and knew she’d made a mistake. No one believed she hadn’t been listening. She was grateful when a successful-looking businesswoman in her late forties came to her rescue. Steel gray eyes partially hidden behind dark designer frames, short brown hair artfully highlighted with glints of copper and gold.

      “Poppy Spencer,” the woman said by way of introduction. “We’ve been discussing Garrett Stonehaven’s purchase of the Main Street Elementary School, and speculating on what he might do with it. Some forward-thinking folks believe he might bring business and investment opportunities to the town. Others, like Carter Dixon here, aren’t quite ready to step out of the past.”

      “Spoken like the real estate agent who sold the school down the river,” Carter said. His face had become red and bloated. He reminded Emily of a pot of borscht about to boil over.

      “You’re being ridiculous,” Poppy said.

      “Down the river,” Carter said, his face getting redder.

      Poppy let out an exasperated sigh. “If I hadn’t sold the property to him, someone else would have.”

      “Paddling, paddling, paddling down the river.”

      “Grow up, Carter.” Poppy turned to Emily. “What we should be debating is whether commercialism should trump traditional town values, or whether the two can co-exist. The answer is, it’s not that simple, now that the mill at Miakoda Falls closed down.”

      Emily silently cursed Michelle Ellis for not mentioning a mill in Miakoda Falls. Or Miakoda Falls, come to that.

      “Closed down and took away plenty of good paying jobs,” Poppy continued. “Since then, most of the Main Street shop owners have been struggling to keep their heads above water. A successful real estate developer like Garrett Stonehaven might be able to help.”

      “Or drown us completely,” Carter said, pulling at his collar. He began making loud gurgling noises. It might have been amusing except for one thing.

      By the time anyone realized Carter was going into anaphylactic shock, he was dead.

      The atmosphere in the Café turned from conversation to controlled chaos. Emily followed the action, keeping every detail fresh in her mind: Poppy Spencer called 9-1-1. Ned Turcotte attempted CPR. Gloria Moroziuk searched Carter Dixon’s pockets for an EpiPen and found nothing but a wallet and a couple of butterscotch candies.

      The paramedics made good time, assessed the situation, and told everyone to stand back, there might still be a chance of revival. Emily caught the look between the two EMTs as they loaded Carter onto the gurney. No amount of epinephrine was going to save Carter Dixon. But they weren’t about to let Gloria’s business hang in the balance. Gloria followed the paramedics, leaving a shaken and mascara-streaked February in charge of closing up. Meals were on the house.

      Emily’s journalistic instincts kicked in faster than a runner’s high. There was bound to be an official investigation, and the closer she was to it, the better. “I think we should make of list of everyone who’s here, along with our contact information. I’d be happy to take that on.”

      Poppy Spencer wasn’t having it. “I realize you’re a stranger in this town, Emily, but we’re all friends here, in spite of what you may have surmised from our earlier debate. What you’re suggesting is completely unnecessary and downright insulting.”

      “I’m not trying to insult anyone, Poppy. I’m suggesting it might be a good idea to have a list, in the event the police are called in.”

      “The police? You’re not insinuating anything about this was deliberate?”

      “Of course not. But if Carter dies, there’s bound to be an investigation, if not by the police, then by the coroner’s office.”

      “This isn’t Toronto, Emily. If and when that is the case, each and every one of us will tell the police whatever we know. The workings of a small town are considerably different than those in a big city. You should remember that if you want to fit in.”

      Was that a warning? Emily glanced around the restaurant and saw the others nodding in agreement. Annoyed and more than a little embarrassed, she apologized with as much grace as she could muster, tossed some change on the table to cover February’s tip, and hustled her way up Main Street to her office. She’d write up her own damn list when she got there, along with her best memory of what everyone had said and done.
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      Emily was so lost in her thoughts that she collided face first into the ladder propped up against the front façade of It’s a Colorful Life. Johnny Porter was standing on the top rung holding a string of Christmas lights.

      “Penny for your thoughts.” A warm smile lit up Johnny’s face as he looked down. “Or should I say a nickel, since Canada gave up the penny?”

      “God, I’m sorry, Johnny. My mind’s off somewhere else.”

      “Anything wrong?”

      “I just witnessed a horrible accident at the Sunrise Café.”

      “Accident?” Johnny dropped the string of lights, covering the sidewalk with splinters of blue and green glass.

      Emily jumped back, narrowly missing the curb.

      Johnny cursed under his breath and climbed down the ladder.

      “What kind of accident? Is Gloria okay?”

      “Gloria’s fine, upset, obviously, but that’s to be expected.”

      Good grief, she was making a complete bollix of this. She took a calming breath and recapped the events as succinctly as she could, starting with Carter’s objection to Stonehaven’s plan, and finishing with the paramedics.

      “I got the impression they knew he was dead.”

      “They probably didn’t want to leave Gloria stuck with a body in the restaurant, waiting for the coroner. In Lount’s Landing, everyone has everyone’s back, and Gloria’s been a volunteer at the hospital’s auxiliary for years. It would be a lot less complicated for all concerned if a doctor at the hospital pronounced him.”

      Emily had suspected as much, although she wasn’t sure if she entirely approved. She recalled Poppy’s warning and decided to keep her opinion to herself.

      “I just wish I had done something to try to save Carter. But I thought he was being overly dramatic, mimicking a man drowning. I suppose we all did.”

      She remembered the way Carter had tugged at his collar, his face blown up like some sort of helium balloon, the horrible gurgling sounds coming from deep inside his throat.

      “It must have been terrible to watch. Any idea what caused it?”

      “Earlier, Carter had blasted the waitress, February, for leaving peanut butter packets in the jam basket. So I’m assuming he’s allergic to peanut butter. But February took the packets away, so it couldn’t have been that.”

      “It doesn’t make sense. Gloria would have been careful. She knew about Carter’s peanut allergy. Everybody did. He made certain of it. Carter could be extremely vocal. February Fassbender, on the other hand, is a relatively new recruit. She started working for Gloria a week or so ago. It’s possible she wasn’t aware. What I don’t understand is why he didn’t have an EpiPen. He always carried one. Another thing he thought everyone would want to know about.”

      “He might have forgotten it.”

      “That’s one explanation,” Johnny said, but he didn’t seem convinced. “I need to make a couple of phone calls, starting with Gloria. But I want to hear your version of events again, if you’re not in too much of a hurry.”

      Retelling it would solidify her memory, and spending time with Johnny wasn’t exactly a hardship. “I was heading up to my office, but I suppose another few minutes won’t hurt.”

      “Thank you. Now let’s go inside. You can take a look around while I try to reach Gloria.”

      Johnny disappeared behind a door marked “Employees Only.” Emily wandered around the store. Beyond the paint and supplies there wasn’t much to see, although a small section of wall sporting a selection of plaques and photographs piqued her interest.

      In addition to a plaque declaring It’s a Colorful Life as a “Proud Member of the Main Street Merchants’ Association,” there were a number of plaques signifying sponsorship of local charities and team sports—everything from hockey and baseball to soccer and bowling—along with an assortment of signed photographs thanking Johnny for his support.

      One photograph stood out from the rest, a faded color print of two teenaged boys standing on a wooden dock, a river behind them. Emily guessed their ages to be about fifteen and seventeen. The older boy had his arm slung protectively over the younger boy’s shoulder.

      Emily recognized a young Johnny Porter, shorter, scrawnier, a hint of adolescent acne, but the same dark eyes, black, smoldering, already sensuous. She figured the older boy for Johnny’s brother. There was a strong likeness around the nose and chin. The two of them were smiling widely for the camera.

      “My brother, Jake,” Johnny said, startling Emily. She hadn’t heard him coming.

      “I spotted the resemblance. Are you still close?”

      “He drowned the day after that photograph was taken.”

      Emily put her hand on Johnny’s. “I’m sorry.”

      Johnny pulled away. “It was a long time ago.”

      “Some things don’t heal with time.”

      Johnny changed the subject. “Gloria asked how you were doing. I told her you were here, that you filled me in, that you were fine.”

      “How is she doing?”

      “She’s a wreck. Carter didn’t make it.” Johnny pursed his lips. “There will be a police investigation. Carter’s fiancée, Tiffany Branson, is accusing Gloria Moroziuk of murder.”

      “Why would Tiffany do that?”

      Johnny considered Emily for a moment. “Ah hell, this is a small town. You’ll find out soon enough. Gloria and Carter were part of Garrett Stonehaven’s redevelopment team. Gloria and Carter had been arguing about it. Carter didn’t trust Stonehaven. Apparently he didn’t approve of Stonehaven’s plans for the elementary school, though Gloria didn’t get into details. Some sort of confidentiality agreement.”

      “That’s no reason to suspect Gloria of murder.”

      “There’s more. Gloria and Carter have been friends since childhood. A few years back, they purchased the low-rise apartment building next to the elementary school. They thought the apartment might be a good investment.”

      “Was it?”

      “They manage, but not much more. There’s always repair work to be done, and their tenants tend to be transient. Not all of them leave with the rent paid. Gloria was tired of being a landlord. It was the main reason she opened the Sunrise Café. She was looking for a way out.”

      “Let me guess. Garrett Stonehaven came along and made them a generous offer.”

      Johnny nodded. “Gloria wanted to sell. Carter didn’t.”

      “And if one of them died?”

      “The other would own the property outright.”

      Emily took a minute to process the information. She was about to speak when Johnny interrupted.

      “I know what you’re thinking. Gloria had the means, opportunity, and motive to murder Carter Dixon.”

      “Actually, I was going to ask if Stonehaven knew Carter’s position.”

      “I’d have to say yes. Carter never had an opinion he wasn’t willing to share. Why?”

      “Just curious,” Emily said. But she was thinking about her mother, the way she’d publicly battled with Stonehaven over his CondoHaven on the Park in downtown Toronto.

      And her mother also happened to be dead.
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      When she arrived at the office of Inside the Landing, Emily was still mulling over the events at the Café, along with everything Johnny had told her. Calling it an office might have been putting a shine on things, though, as it was basically a repurposed bedroom, eight by ten, housed inside a converted rooming house that had seen better days.

      The other tenants included a guy who specialized in computer repairs and a husband and wife team who sold mail-order merchandise, mostly crap from what Emily could determine. Did anyone really believe a pair of overpriced spandex shorts could eliminate cellulite?

      The owner of the row house was a thin, bald, birdlike man with heavily veined hands, sagging skin, and nicotine-stained teeth. He also occupied the largest space in the building with Print It! In addition to printing Inside the Landing, his presses produced everything from sales flyers to wedding invitations—and in all likelihood Garrett Stonehaven’s brochures.

      Emily sat down at her computer to record what she’d seen and heard. She was just about done when there was a knock on the door. Curious, she scurried to see who was paying her a visit. She was none too happy to see Garrett Stonehaven standing there.

      “Garrett. To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      Stonehaven pushed his way past her as if she were invisible, and promptly sank into her comfy, secondhand sofa. Emily resented that he had entered without being asked. She resented him sitting on her sofa even more.

      She sat back into the chair at her desk. It was either sit there or stand. No chance in this lifetime was she going to sit down next to him. “What can I do for you?”

      “What are you doing?”

      So much for small talk. “Doing?”

      “In Lount’s Landing?”

      “I’m the new editor of Inside the Landing. Which you must know, since you managed to find me here.”

      “You never struck me as the small-town type.”

      “Ditto. And yet here we both are.”

      “Did Michelle Ellis send you?”

      Did he know about her deal with Michelle? And if so, how? “Why do you ask?”

      “Don’t play games. Did Michelle Ellis send you?”

      “Indirectly.”

      “Why?”

      “She hired me on behalf of Urban-Huntzberger.”

      “Again, the question would be why?”

      “Why did Urban-Huntzberger hire me? Or why did I accept the job?” Emily fixed Stonehaven with what she hoped would pass for a steely-eyed glare.

      “Both.”

      “I could ask why it’s your business.”

      “Let’s say I have a vested interest in making sure my plans for Lount’s Landing come to fruition. I would take a dim view of any interference, editorial or otherwise. A very dim view.”

      “Is that a threat?”

      “Merely a statement of fact.”

      “You overestimate my fascination with you and your life, Garrett. I was offered the opportunity to take on a new job with career potential. I took it. I didn’t know you were here until Johnny Porter handed me the invitation to your presentation.”

      “I suppose I have to take your word for it. But know this. There will be a heavy price to pay for anyone who attempts to sabotage either me or this project.”

      Emily bristled at the allegation. How dare Stonehaven come to her office and start bullying her?

      “And what will you do, Garrett? Ruin their reputation in the same way you managed to pulverize my mother’s? Or maybe you can drive them to take their own life, arrange an accident?”

      “Pulverize reputations? Drive people to suicide? Arrange an accident? What an overactive imagination you have, Emily. It sounds like you’ve been watching too many movies.”

      Emily fought the urge to drive the smug look on Stonehaven’s face right into next week.

      “All I know is that I’ve only been in town a couple of days, Garrett, but even I know that Carter Dixon wasn’t exactly your biggest fan.”

      “So? What of it?”

      “So Carter Dixon is also dead.”

      Stonehaven raised his eyebrows. “Carter’s dead?”

      Was he truly surprised by the news? A decade of interviewing and writing about the man and Emily still couldn’t read him. “Yes. Earlier today. At the Sunrise Café. The police are investigating. Unfortunately, I was there to witness it.”

      “Death does seem to follow you around, doesn’t it?” Stonehaven said. “First your mother and now Carter Dixon. You might want to heed my earlier warning. You know what they say. Things tend come in three.”

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Emily asked, not sure she wanted the answer.

      She needn’t have worried.

      The bastard walked out without answering.
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      A confrontation with Stonehaven might have sent some folks to the nearest bar. Others might go in for chocolate or some other form of comfort food. Emily got her headspace back by going out for a five-mile run. By the time she returned to her office forty-five minutes later, she was feeling refreshed and ready to tackle what she’d come to think of as her investigation. Regardless of whether it was an accident or something more sinister, her nose smelled a story in Carter Dixon’s death. But first she needed to do some research. Not knowing anything about Miakoda Falls had almost put her in an embarrassing position at the Sunrise Café. She was determined not to let it happen again.

      A few hours spent online, supplemented by a couple more at the local library, filled in most of the blanks. Not only was the library stocked with volumes of the area’s history, the head librarian, a silver-haired sexagenarian, was more than willing to share her knowledge.

      The basic facts were this: Cedar County was a sprawling 975-square-mile stretch of land comprised of three burgeoning towns in the southernmost corridor, all within commuting distance to Toronto. Agricultural lands and gradually expanding villages lay in the middle. In the north were the tri-communities of Miakoda Falls, Lount’s Landing, and Lakeside. The latter was largely considered cottage country, an enclave of summer vacation homes, albeit with a modest core of permanent residents, mostly retired.

      Policing the area was the Cedar County Tri-Community Policing Center, affectionately known as the One-Trick-Pokey. Located inside the original train station in Miakoda Falls, the Center had been opened at a time when the towns had been growing in leaps and bounds, fueled by a buoyant economy, high paying jobs in the mill, and rumors of an automotive plant coming to the area.

      The mill had closed down, just as Poppy Spencer had informed Emily, and the automaker had fallen upon recessionary times. Any plans for opening a new plant had been abandoned, causing much of the tri-town’s workforce to seek housing and employment opportunities elsewhere.

      Nonetheless, the One-Trick-Pokey remained, although its primary role now involved registering bicycles and handing out pamphlets on boating safety and Neighborhood Watch programs. The Lakeside cottagers expected—no demanded—a high standard of service for their maximized waterfront tax dollars and minimized part-time residential status.

      As best as Emily could gather, getting assigned to the Cedar County Tri-Community Policing Center generally meant an officer’s career had stagnated beyond redemption. She could imagine the response to Tiffany Branson’s telephone call questioning her fiancé’s death by peanut butter. According to the librarian, Tiffany wasn’t a stranger to calling the police. “An active imagination, Tiff has. Started when she discovered Nancy Drew. Liked to pretend Lount’s Landing was River Heights.”

      Emily decided to talk to Gloria Moroziuk, February Fassbender, and Tiffany Branson. She figured Tiffany would be busy making funeral arrangements, and a call to the Sunrise Café resulted in nothing more than a recorded message saying the restaurant would be closed until the following Monday.

      She could wait. In the meantime, there was one day until the dry run with Arabella at the Glass Dolphin. Tomorrow she’d try to learn a little bit about the antiques business, show Arabella she took her job seriously.

      If Johnny was right—and there was no reason to doubt him—Arabella would be less than thrilled with anything Stonehaven might have up his sleeve.

      Which suited Emily perfectly. She just had to find a way to ignite that particular fire.

      Because the one thing Stonehaven didn’t react well to was opposition.

      Emily couldn’t wait to give to him.
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      Arabella surveyed the stack of unopened boxes. The thought of unpacking years of inventory might have been daunting to some, but not to her. She was determined to savor every moment.

      She’d been dreaming about owning an antiques shop for ten years, first with Levon, and then without him. No one could take it away now.

      But Levon had taught her well, Arabella realized with a trace of nostalgia. She remembered the days when they’d go picking together: estate sales, yard sales, auctions. Levon had an eye for finding a bargain in the rough. It was unfortunate his idea of picking things up went beyond antiques. For him, everything in life came down to the thrill of the hunt.

      But he had taken her on as an apprentice when she had nowhere to go and no one to go to, and for that she would be forever grateful. Under Levon’s tutelage, Arabella learned to love antiques for the history they told, the stories they shared. Take clocks. She could pinpoint the region a clock was made simply because of the primary and secondary woods selected. The same held true for antique furniture. No cheap “Made in China” knockoffs back in the nineteenth century. Craftsmen took pride in their work, unlike today’s shoddy built-in obsolescence.

      It was close to four o’clock before Arabella stopped, exhausted and hungry. She admired her wall of clocks. The styles were a nice assortment: regulators and banjos, schoolhouse and steeples, gingerbreads, and ogees. Tomorrow morning she’d hang up the vintage posters, the oil paintings and watercolors, the maps and mosaics, before the movers arrived with the furniture. Everything was going to be perfect.

      She sat down on top of a stack of flattened boxes and began to cry.
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      “Am I crazy for thinking I can make a go of it on my own?” Arabella asked. She was perched on a wooden bar stool at The Hanged Man’s Noose, munching morosely on an order of Full Noose Nachos, all gooey cheese and ground beef, sour cream and spicy salsa, guacamole and pimento olives. A half-empty glass of chardonnay was close at hand.

      “Of course you’re not crazy,” said Betsy Ehrlich, deftly pouring draft beer for two men sitting at the end of the bar, watching television.

      “Maybe I can still get my old job back.”

      “You’re kidding, right? That job at McLelland Insurance was sucking the life out of you.”

      “You’re right, you’re right. I know you’re right.” Arabella took a generous sip of her wine.

      “Do you really think I have a chance?”

      “Arabella, you’re going to be the pride of Main Street.”

      “You have to say that. You’re my friend.”

      “True, but I also know what it takes to run a business on Main Street. And you, Arabella Carpenter, have the magic combination.”

      With the exception of the two men, the pub, for all its phenomenal nineteenth-century saloon décor, was deserted. Not exactly a magic combination, but Arabella decided it was best not to go there. “What’s the magic combination?”

      “Passion. Knowledge. Integrity. Plus you care about all those dusty old things.”

      “Those dusty old things are antiques,” Arabella said, but she was smiling. Betsy could always lift her mood. Not to mention the Full Noose Nachos, which were to die for.

      “Okay, so that’s settled. Now you can do me a favor.”

      “Anything.”

      “I’ve been working on a signature drink, a house martini. I’d like you to try it.”

      Arabella was more into Australian chardonnay than hard liquor, no matter how fancied up it was, but she had to admit having a signature drink was trendy. And trendy couldn’t hurt, even in a place like Lount’s Landing.

      “What’s in it?”

      “Blueberry vodka, triple sec, and blueberry juice.”

      “Sounds yummy. What are you going to call it?”

      “A Treasontini.”

      “I love it,” Arabella said, laughing. “Not only do you evoke images of a hanged man, you remind us why and how Samuel Lount met his death. But what’s the occasion?”

      “You know that real estate developer, Garrett Stonehaven, the one who’s always in the news? The tall, dark, handsome HavenSent guy?”

      Arabella nodded. She was no longer laughing.

      “He’s here. In Lount’s Landing. Arrived a couple of weeks ago. He’s staying at the Gilroy Mansion.”

      Arabella nodded again. She didn’t trust herself to speak.

      Betsy chattered away, mixing up a Treasontini at the same time. “He’s been in here a few times, always alone. Always orders the same red wine, Châteauneuf-Du-Pape.”

      “You stock Châteauneuf-Du-Pape here? Isn’t it a bit pricey?” Business must be better than she thought. Like most pubs, Betsy’s markup on wine, beer, and liquor was substantial.

      “Definitely pricier than my usual selection, but Johnny told me Châteauneuf-Du-Pape is one of Stonehaven’s few vices. So I took a flyer and bought a case at the liquor store. Figured worst-case scenario, I could always return them.”

      “Clever.”

      “I thought so,” Betsy said, a self-satisfied expression on her face. “Stonehaven has a plan to revitalize Main Street. It sounds exciting.”

      “Have you seen the plans?”

      “Not exactly,” Betsy admitted, handing the Treasontini to Arabella. “But he told me it could help Main Street merchants. He’s offering investment opportunities. What’s not to like? He booked The Hanged Man’s Noose for a post-presentation shindig. It will be great for business. Garrett’s going to foot the bill for the entire evening.”

      Garrett. Trust Betsy to be on a first-name basis already. The woman would flirt with a corpse. Arabella attempted a weak smile.

      “You’re going to come, aren’t you?” Betsy sounded concerned. “To the presentation? And the after-party?”

      “I wouldn’t miss either one for the world,” Arabella said, and downed the Treasontini in one quick gulp.
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      Arabella’s sweatshirt and faded blue jeans had been replaced by a pair of black denim skinnies tucked inside knee-high riding boots, a crisp, white blouse, and a herringbone blazer. Red, green, and yellow Bakelite bangles clinked on her right hand. On her left hand, the tiny diamonds on the dial of her Art Nouveau-style wristwatch sparkled. Emily was proud of herself for recognizing both Bakelite and Art Nouveau. Her research had paid off.

      The Glass Dolphin had also undergone a serious transformation. Every space was maximized; every nook and cranny filled with decorative pieces, from floor lamps and fireplace implements to fountain pens and furniture. Each wall conveyed a theme, from a comprehensive collection of clocks, to a wall of posters, prints and maps, to another wall filled with mirrors and sconces and girandoles. Throughout the space was the organized clutter of china and cabinets and chests and chairs, of quilts and coverlets, of paperweights and pretty things.

      The back of the shop had been set up as an appraisal center, with a large oak desk, a stacking bookcase brimming with reference books, and a burgundy leather chair broken in by time. The only modern touch was a laptop computer.

      The shop should have looked crammed and chaotic. Instead, Arabella had managed to make it look downright cozy. A place to explore, like some sort of magical world where time managed to stand still.

      “It’s magnificent, Arabella,” Emily said, and meant it.

      “Thank you. I’ll admit I’m more than a bit nervous. I’ve planned this for so long.”

      “I know where you’re coming from. My first issue of Inside the Landing has to be fantastic. That’s why this is so important to me. How about you show me around and I’ll ask questions as we go?”

      “You’re on.”
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      “I have a few nineteenth-century maps,” Arabella said, walking over to the wall of prints and posters. She pointed to a framed map with the inscription Upper Canada, with all the Great Lakes, the image size about eight-by-ten inches. It was priced at $275. “Notice how it’s all hand-colored and engraved. This map is dated 1881, so it’s an accurate depiction of the time. Earlier maps often have cartographic errors. For example, maps from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries depict California as an island.”

      “California as an island?” Emily shook her head in wonder. “Would an error like that increase or decrease the value?”

      “Maps with cartographic errors typically command a good deal more money than factual representations, however attractive the factual representation might be. There’s a fascination with seeing the world the way some explorer charted it, albeit incorrectly, centuries ago.”

      “Do a lot of people collect maps?” Emily had never heard of such a thing, though she had to admit the story about California as an island was interesting. Even the map of Upper Canada had an appeal she couldn’t quite explain.

      “Certainly some folks do, but others buy one map and no more. Consider that for less than the price of a limited edition print you could own a unique piece of wall art.”

      Emily studied the map for a moment. Arabella was right. It would make a nice conversation piece. She thought back to yesterday’s research.

      “What about fakes and reproductions? I read that could be a concern if you aren’t dealing with someone reputable.”

      “That’s a good question, Emily, and a significant concern in the antiques trade, although the money and marketplace has to be strong enough for fakers to bother. The map of Upper Canada, for example, is priced at $275, but I’ll likely end up selling it for around $250. Antiquers are born to haggle. As for reproductions…” Arabella paused for a moment. “Do you know the difference between fakes and reproductions?”

      Emily was embarrassed to admit she did not.

      “Let’s look at the Sharon Temple, a national historic site in the Town of East Gwillimbury. A few years back, the Temple reprinted a late nineteenth-century map of the town for fundraising purposes. Quite a plain map, aesthetically, but of interest to local residents. Unframed reproductions were sold at the town’s two libraries for five dollars apiece. But here’s the thing. The reproductions were clearly marked. There was no intention to deceive.”

      Emily nodded. So far, so good.

      “Now let’s consider fakes. Some fakes start off life innocently enough, not as reproductions, but simply as another item made during a time when such things were popular, like a stained glass lamp from the early twentieth century, or a piece of pottery from the same period. Somewhere along the way, an unscrupulous seller adds a forged signature, like Tiffany Studios, or Rookwood Pottery, with the intention of deceiving the buyer to get far more money than the object is worth.”

      There’s a lot more to this antiques business than I realized, Emily thought. She nodded again.

      “Then we come to our deliberate fake, something that starts off life with every intention of deceiving. We are seeing more of this coming out of Asia, everything from totems and tribal masks to Chinese porcelain and bronze sculptures. If the market is hot, and the money is there, someone, somewhere, will try to exploit it. That’s why it’s important to work with a reputable dealer. Of course, the age-old caveat applies. If something seems too good to be true, it probably is.” Arabella smiled. “Then there are knockoffs sold at a fraction of the cost of the real deal. You see it a lot with brand name clothes and accessories at flea markets.”

      Emily looked down at her fake Coach purse and blushed. Had Arabella noticed it was a knockoff? She made a mental note to ditch it as soon as she got home, replace it with her no-name leather satchel.

      “I’m so sorry, I’m afraid I may have gotten carried away,” Arabella said, her tone apologetic. “If I start pontificating again, feel free to kick me in the shin, or start snoring loudly. Some sign to let me know I’m being impossible.”

      Emily laughed. She couldn’t help but like this woman.

      “Actually, Arabella, I found it fascinating.” She twisted the strap on her handbag. “Do you find yourself categorizing people the same way? As genuine, deliberate fakes, reproductions, or knockoffs?”

      Arabella thought for a long moment before answering. “I suppose I do. But unlike objects, I like to believe everyone has a chance to become genuine again. At least people with a conscience.”
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      Emily was impressed with the sheer volume of knowledge Arabella possessed, but even more, she was impressed with the woman’s passion for the objects in her shop, from the furniture, printed material and clocks, to a variety of goods which fell under the umbrella of “smalls,” a catch-all phrase which referred to any small utilitarian or decorative item, excluding art. Emily had been admiring a red and white cameo glass perfume bottle with a sterling silver stopper, tagged as “English, Thomas Webb and Sons, circa 1900,” when the doorbell rang.

      “Not sure who that could be,” Arabella said, making her way to the door.

      It turned out to be Johnny Porter carrying an enormous bouquet of flowers: a mix of white carnations, daylilies, sunflowers, and assorted greenery. A tiny silver helium balloon with a “Congratulations!” message floated in the center.

      “For your grand opening, Arabella,” Johnny said, giving a little bow and handing her the bouquet. “Courtesy of the Main Street Merchants’ Association.” He looked around the shop. “The place looks great.”

      “Thanks, Johnny. I couldn’t have done it without your support.”

      “Utter nonsense. It’s all you.” He turned to Emily. “It’s nice to see you again, and I’m glad to say, under much more pleasant circumstances.”

      Emily felt her cheeks grow warm and caught Arabella’s glance, a cross between amusement and bemusement.

      “It’s good to see you again, Johnny. I was going to call you later today. Have you heard any more from Gloria? I called the restaurant yesterday, but all I got was a message saying it’s closed until Monday.”

      “Gloria’s fine, though she’s more than a little worried about how this might affect her business. Tiffany has been making some noises, but thankfully the police aren’t taking her accusations seriously. Cried wolf too many times, is my guess.”

      “I was thinking of calling on Tiffany,” Emily said, “but it sounds as if she wouldn’t be the most reliable source.”

      “What’s all this about Gloria and Tiffany and the police?” Arabella asked. “I usually stop at the Sunrise on my way here, but I’ve missed the last couple of days because I’ve been so busy getting everything ready. It’s like I’ve been living in a vacuum. Is everyone all right?”

      “Not exactly,” Emily said, and filled Arabella in on the happenings at the diner. Johnny added what he knew. The coroner had ruled the cause of death as anaphylactic shock, and based on the stomach contents, peanuts appeared to be the culprit. The police interviewed both Gloria and February, but were treating Carter’s death as an unfortunate accident.

      “Apparently Carter had pancakes that morning,” Johnny said. “Since Gloria only uses canola oil, something February and previous waitresses confirmed, they suspect the pancake mix had traces of peanuts.”

      “Poor Gloria,” Arabella said. “Carter could be a first-class pill, but he and Gloria went way back, and they owned that apartment building together.”

      “I also feel badly for the waitress, February,” Emily said. “From what I can gather, she only recently moved into town. What a situation to find herself in.”

      “I wondered how she wound up in Lount’s Landing,” Arabella said. “It’s kind of a sleepy place for someone her age, and she didn’t appear to have any friends or family here. Do you know, Johnny?”

      “Gloria thinks February was trying to escape something in the city, like a bad relationship.”

      Emily thought back to her brief conversation with February at the restaurant. “She told me she wanted to be a writer. She might have thought a small town would be a good place to hunker down and write. She also said she had plenty of stories to tell, something about hearing and seeing things as a waitress.”

      “Did she, now?” Johnny smiled. “I enjoy a good story. Perhaps one of these days we’ll get a chance to hear them.”
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