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Chapter One

			july 20, 2024

			Aubrey had settled into a familiar summer routine at her old Muskoka cottage. She was enjoying the weather, her summer friends, and being alone to read. She also regularly spoiled herself with healthy meals and her daily dram of Scotch. At seventy years of age, she no longer worried about serious illnesses. Imminent death was not on her radar.

			She eagerly awaited the arrival of her granddaughter Amy, who would join her in two weeks for the month of August. They spent the month doing all the touristy things Muskoka had to offer, including farmer’s markets, antique shops, summer theatre and dining out. That collection coupled with daily swims, boat rides, and SUP paddles made for a memorable summer for them both. 

			Aubrey’s cottage was a two-story building that sat near the water. It was slightly elevated above the granite rock that surrounded the island. There was also a small log bunkie to the north of the cottage which Amy used each summer. The main cottage had been built in the early twentieth century by Scottish settlers to the area. It had two stories with dormer windows and a large screened-in front porch. The exterior was clad with wood siding, which was stained a dark brown. Cedar shingles, complete with a grey lichen coating, covered the roof. There were two massive brick fireplaces poking their chimneys into the Muskoka skyline. Viewed from the outside, the cottage gave observers a ghostly feeling. 

			

			Inside the main building was far more charming. One of the large brick chimneys extended from the main floor upwards. Fireplaces had ben carved out in the living room downstairs and the master bedroom upstairs. They were both fronted by impressive solid maple mantles made from wood well over a century old. The walls were panelled in sturdy pine. Aubrey’s collection of local art, which she had painstakingly sought out and purchased over the decades, hung on the walls. Large leather sofas, white wicker chairs, wide plank yellow pine floors, and thick Persian carpets completed the impression of substance and style.

			On the far side of the island was the boathouse, with staff quarters above and the main dock adjacent. It had been years since there were any permanent staff required on the island, so the upstairs boathouse had been converted to storage for boat paraphernalia, and a winter home for mice and red squirrels. 

			Hal, Aubrey’s maintenance man, was working on the dock which was taking an inordinate amount of time. Regardless, it was nice to have someone other than her visiting the island. It made Aubrey feel safer. Her loneliness seemed to be intensifying which she felt was odd. Her therapist in Princeton, New Jersey, had told her that time would heal all wounds. She doubted his words, as she reminisced about her deceased husband Bennett each day during her pre-dinner cocktail and chill time. 

			Aubrey had not been sleeping well as of late and was acutely aware of sounds in the night; from the odd midnight boater to the barred owl that hooted at about 4 a.m. each morning. One night she heard a boater approach the island and appear to stop and shut off the motor. She reasoned it was a night angler. That night she struggled to get back to sleep, however did, and was awakened at 6 a.m. by her bedside alarm. She donned her swimsuit, cover-up, and sandals, and took the steps down to the dock. The steps were getting harder to negotiate as she aged, so she considered asking Hal to build her a set of wooden steps that were not as steep or slippery as the flagstone steps she was currently negotiating. Reaching the dock, she shed her cover up and sandals, put on her flowered swim cap and goggles, and considered how far she was going to swim. She was trying to build up her distance each swim with the goal of swimming between the boathouse and the dock twice. She decided this morning she could complete the task and slipped into the water to follow the shoreline. 

			The temperature of the water was perfect, not too cold to be a deterrent, and not ‘soupy’ warm. Aubrey had certainly slowed down her stroke rate over the years but was still able to muster an acceptable front crawl. After a full hour of swimming, she waded out of the water and sat on a Muskoka chair on the dock to rest. Once again, she heard faint noises. She believed she heard the screen door on the porch close. I must be imagining things, or the water in my ears is playing tricks, she thought. It was time to freshen up with a cup of coffee. She climbed the stone steps and entered the kitchen, grabbing her favorite pottery mug. She had prepared her drip coffee maker the previous night and flipped the switch to get it started. When brewed, she filled her mug with coffee, sweetener and milk and sat at the kitchen table with her iPad to catch up on the morning news.

			The coffee tasted bitter, so she checked the date on the milk carton. Sure enough, it was past its due date. She opened the grocery app on her tablet and added milk to her shopping list. Aubrey continued to sip her coffee despite its bitterness, as she was not about to abandon one of her precious morning routines.

			Aubrey began to feel her heart race and a dizziness came over her. It was an odd feeling she had never experienced. Her limbs started to shiver and ache as if her muscles were rubber bands tightening with each passing second. She wished she could ask someone in the house for help. Where is Bennett when I need him? I feel ill and must get to the phone, she thought.  As she arose from the kitchen table her legs gave out and she fell, spilling coffee all over the kitchen floor. I must clean this up, she thought, but she couldn’t move a single limb. An intense burning feeling came over her as she lay on the tile floor struggling to get her breath. After a few moments, a pillow was pressed over her nose and mouth. Her painful struggle to stay alive was over.

			• • •

			July 21, 2024

			Hal had arrived early at the marina, parked his truck, and strolled down to the docks where his work boat waited. It was a reinforced aluminum 18-footer with a Merc 40 horsepower engine and tiller drive. The boat was full of stuff, primarily his tools, but also pieces of pressure treated lumber, nails, screws, and assorted hardware left over from past jobs. Hal had retired from building cottages and boathouses on the Muskoka Lakes. His new gig was as a maintenance man for cottager families. His skill set included carpentry, electrical work, plumbing and property maintenance. It was a valued assembly of skills which was quickly dying out in the region. He was so prized that he could pick his jobs and pick the people he wished to work for. Those so fortunate as to garner his services knew better than to piss Hal off. A late payment or a snobbish slight intended or not, and he would walk. He had zero tolerance for much of anything at his age.

			This morning, he was headed to an island owned by the formidable ‘old lady’ McNaught. He wasn’t sure why he referred to her as an old lady, as she was around his age. They both were widowed, she ten years ago, and he five. They had the grief surrounding a loss in common and would often talk when he was working around the cottage. The cottage was on Island M, which was a throwback to earlier days when the Ontario Department of Lands and Forests ran out of clever names for islands and had to revert to the alphabet.

			The morning began hot and muggy with overnight temperatures only cooling down to the low twenty-degree Celsius mark. Lake Joseph was eerily calm, and without a breeze humans were easy targets for the pest of the day, deer flies. Hal glanced around the marina and boat launch and saw the usual collection of contractors loading up their boats with supplies for the day. Most wished Hal a good morning as he was the longest serving member of the imaginary Muskoka builder’s guild. Anyone that could last as long as he, and still be upright, was highly respected. Hal started his boat and accelerated out of the marina leaving the deer flies and his comrades behind.

			Island M was two acres in size and only a ten-minute ride from the marina. Local lore believed it to have been in Aubrey’s family since around the turn of the twentieth century. Aubrey’s great grandfather, Dr. McNaught, was a professor of European Languages at Princeton University and a friend of Woodrow Wilson, the two-term American president. While in university, the two young adventurers camped in Muskoka one summer, returning to buy property when they could afford to. The island was passed down through the generations to Aubrey and her husband Bennett, who were the only ones in her family that showed a real interest. When Bennett passed away of a stress-induced heart attack fifteen years ago, Aubrey offered the property to her two sons. Strangely, neither were interested. She then began an annual pilgrimage to the cottage that began in May and lasted to Mid-September. She was joined for the month of August each year by her granddaughter, Amy.

			Hal had been trying to stem the onslaught of sun, water, wind, and animals at the McNaught cottage for the past dozen years. Recently he had removed the three standing dock lights, which Aubrey referred to as the father, the son, and the holy ghost. The plan was to replace the rotted cedar decking underneath the lights on the large dock that sat along the shore from the boathouse. It was affectionately called the swim dock and was the main landing spot for boats coming to the island. Hal pulled his boat up to a section recently completed, set up his chop saw, and began cutting cedar boards to the appropriate length. He then put each board in place and pre-drilled holes for the screw bolts he would use to fasten the decking. Work progressed well until noon when he took his half hour lunch break. He thought about staying put under the shade of a maple tree but knew he needed to check in with Aubrey. He was surprised she hadn’t come nosing around when she heard the noise from his saw. She would often walk down to the dock and sit with her feet in the water and watch him work. 

			Hal reluctantly climbed the stone steps up to the cottage and knocked gently on the front door. There was no answer. He knocked again several times but to no avail. He tried the front door glass doorknob, and the door swung open easily. He called Aubrey’s name from the vestibule but to no answer. As he rounded the corner into the kitchen Hal saw a dark liquid spilled on the black and white kitchen tile. Continuing around the corner of the kitchen island, he saw Aubrey’s body sprawled out across the kitchen floor. She was eerily still. It looked as if she collapsed in the act at throwing her morning coffee at someone or something. She was on the floor in a strange position, on her side with her back unnaturally arched. Her eyes were wide open, and her pupils severely dilated. Aubrey was wearing her swimsuit and cover up which was consistent with her habit of a daily morning swim. Hal quickly approached the body and felt her neck for a pulse. Nothing. He gently rolled her onto her back and began chest compressions, 30 at a time. After several sets and no pulse, he pulled his cell phone out of his back pocket only to discover he had no signal on the island. Fortunately, Aubrey kept a land line in the form of a cream-coloured rotary phone. Hal grabbed for it, and with shaking fingers dialed.

			“This is 9-1-1, what is your emergency?” the North Bay operator answered.

			“I have found a lady deceased in her home on Island M in Lake Joseph. She may have had a heart attack,” said Hal, unsure of his diagnosis.

			“Are you positive the person is deceased?” asked the operator.

			“No doubt about it,” Hal replied.

			“Thank you for your information, sir. I am transferring you to a detective in our Parry Harbour detachment.”

			“This is Detective Sergeant Joachim Nayar. How may I be of assistance?”

			Hal once again described what he was viewing in Aubrey’s kitchen.

			“Are there any signs of foul play, sir, or could this possibly be a suicide?”

			“I don’t see Aubrey committing suicide. She was a woman with lots of energy, very active and engaged in the summer community here,” replied Hal. Just then he turned his head towards the back wall of the kitchen and saw a faded square with a small nail sticking out of the wood panelling.

			“I see at least one of her paintings is missing. Let me check the living room.”

			Hal put down the phone and surveyed the living room. The walls were bare except for 5 additional places where paintings had been hung in the past.

			“It looks as if all her paintings are gone,” Hal stated.

			“Thank you, sir. Are you able to stay on site until police arrive? We should get there by boat in a little over an hour. You are best to leave the building and wait for 
us by the dock. The suspect could still be in the cottage,” said Joachim.

			“Will do, officer. Do you want me to do anything with 
the body?”

			“No, please do not touch anything and exit the building. Please wait for us outside the cottage.” directed Joachim. “We will need to conduct an interview with you if you are able,” stated Joachim.

			“Roger that. My client no longer exists so I suppose I have the day off,” echoed Hal.

			Hal walked the steps back to the dock, laid down with his face turned up towards the sun, closed his eyes, and tried to make sense of what he had just seen. 

			

			

		

Chapter Two

			Joachim Nayar had recently joined the Parry Harbour detachment as a detective after five years as a constable with the Nickel City OPP. He had earned his detective designation and was eager to put his new learning to work. Joachim came from a policing family from the city that was formerly Madras, India. After his family immigrated to Canada, he followed in the footsteps of his father and grandfather, both Indian police officers, and joined the police force in Ontario. 

			Joachim sprung into action and looked for a member of the marine unit to transport him to the island. Jamie Ross was on duty and received Joachim’s instructions.

			“Jamie, we have a suspicious death in a cottage on Lake Joseph. Can you hook the boat and trailer to my SUV and accompany me to the scene? I’ll alert the coroner, the Ident team, and the body transfer van.”

			“I am on it, detective, should have everything ready in ten,” said Jamie.

			Jamie Ross had grown up in Parry Harbour, the only son of a Great Lakes ship captain. He had worked at a popular marina growing up and had lots of experience delivering boats to the rich and famous cottagers on the Muskoka Lakes and Georgian Bay. He had a shock of red hair on top of shaved sides of his head, giving him an Olympic flame look.

			Jamie set about hooking up the detachment Stanley, complete with twin 250 hp Yamaha motors. He felt the horsepower was a little much for the daily duties of the OPP, but at full throttle it was a hell of a ride. Jamie had lots of experience backing up a vehicle. He expertly backed the Ford SUV to within inches of the trailer coupling using his back-up camera. He then adjusted the coupling by pushing it directly over the ball and lowered the coupling onto the trailer hitch. Two chains and the attachment for lights were secured, and the vehicles were good to go. He was proud of the fact that in times of crisis he could swiftly complete this task. 

			“Got her all ready, Jamie?” Joachim asked.

			“Aye, Captain,” was the response.

			“Looks like you forgot one thing,” said Joachim.

			“What?” asked Jamie, instantly reviewing all the steps he had just done.

			“The captains lunch!”

			“How about a knuckle sandwich, detective?”

			“Very funny, tough guy. Let’s get this show on the road. It looks like we have a serious crime to investigate.” 

			Jamie and Joachim jumped into the cruiser, and Jamie expertly manoeuvred the rig out of the crowded parking lot and onto the street. Fifteen minutes later they arrived at the marina and boat launch and Jamie, seeing no other boats waiting in queue, swiftly swung the trailer around, backed it in the shallow water, untied the safety straps, and jumped in the boat. He instructed Joachim to continue to back the trailer into the water until the boat was free and then park the rig in the grass parking lot adjacent to the boat ramp. Jamie fired up the big engines, backed the boat out of harms way, and tied it to the end of the pier. They decided to wait for the coroner as he was the one person that could provide them with information on the cause of death. 

			The two waited fifteen minutes before the ominous looing black coroner’s van appeared at the boat launch. The coroner, Dr. Nick Heath, Joachim, and Jamie had yet to meet. Joachim was pleasantly surprised to see the coroner was a younger man in his mid-thirties, dressed in jacket and tie with a neatly cropped shock of sandy brown hair. He had worked with a much older man in Nickel City, a semi-retired internist who struggled to walk let alone do his job.

			After introductions, Jamie escorted Dr. Heath to the boat. When the other two were seated, Jamie eased the boat out of the harbour before opening the throttle and letting loose the 250 horsepower engines. The boat planed and they were cruising at 50 kilometres-an-hour in no time. 

			Hal could hear the whine of the Yamaha engines before he could see the boat. He never understood why the OPP needed such powerful boats. In the Muskoka Lakes there was a lot of water to cover but you could not escape their confines. There was no navigable outflow from the inland lake system. He rolled over and splashed some water on his face to brighten up before the interrogation. As the boat approached the dock, Hal grabbed the bow line and wrapped it around the bollard. Joachim exited and secured the stern before introducing himself, Jamie, and the coroner.

			“Hello, Hal, and thanks for your quick work reporting the fatality. Jamie is going to ask you a few standard questions while Dr. Heath and I examine the body. I expect by the end of the interview we can let you go home to more pleasant circumstances,” said Joachim.

			Hal was visibly shaken by what he had seen. There appeared to be a tear on his cheek or was it just a sweat stain?

			“As soon as I am released, I am going to the Beer Store and then fishing. There is no better remedy for stress,” Hal announced.

			“I agree, and I will ignore the bit about going to the beer store. Remember, “water on the water and beer on the pier,” said Joachim.

			“Oh, shit, sorry I mentioned that. It has been a hell of a morning.”

			“I understand, but don’t complicate things with a DUI,” warned Joachim.

			“Yes, officer,” replied Hal, with a sheepish look on his deeply tanned and wrinkled face. Hal looked every bit his seventy years of age, with a mop of white hair and stooped shoulders, well earned from a lifetime of carrying lumber and cement.

			Joachim then left Jamie to interview Hal, and took a slow walk up to the cottage, looking for footprints or any other signs of an intruder. When he reached the porch, he marvelled at how well kept the century old building was. It had a fresh coat of paint on the porch floorboards and a very stylish and comfortable looking wicker porch swing. These people certainly have style, he thought. As he entered the foyer, he could smell coffee and another metallic odour that he couldn’t identify. Entering the living room, he saw the faded marks on the pine panelling where the paintings must have hung. All sorts of questions sprung to mind, chief among them was; what were the type, vintage, and value of the missing pieces. Judging by the cottage they were likely to be old and valuable.

			Entering the kitchen, the two aromas intensified. The coffee spill had yet to dry and there lay poor Aubrey, flat on her back, staring at the painted tin ceiling. There was only one kitchen chair overturned, and there did not appear to be any signs of a struggle.

			Joachim was immediately taken with the wiry frame of this older lady. Her skin bore the natural wrinkles of age, but her tanned arms and legs showed off a good deal of toned muscle. Joachim hoped he looked in as decent shape at seventy as Aubrey did. Her bathing suit and cover-up were designer fashioned, giving her the look of aging elegance. 

			Joachim noticed the stiff, arched posture of the deceased, and her dilated pupils. He knew immediately that this was not a natural death. Aubrey certainly did not deserve to die so early, and in such a peculiar fashion. Joachim promised himself to find the underlying cause of this crime and bring whomever responsible to justice.

			Dr. Heath entered the kitchen and began examining the body. He felt for any wounds on the body, noted the body temperature and the lack of flexibility of the limbs. He also noticed the metallic smell coming from the coffee spilled on the kitchen floor.

			“It appears this lady died of a heart attack which is odd in such an athletic looking person. There are no obvious wounds to the body. However, there is a strange smell to the room, so it is possible that she ingested something that caused her heart to fail,” proclaimed Dr Heath.

			“You mean she was poisoned?” asked Joachim. 

			“It’s a possibility. I will order a tox screen to find out.”

			“Thanks, Doctor. When can the OPP expect the results?” asked Joachim.

			“In a day or so. You can order the body transport people, and I will have the pathologist get to work as soon as possible.”

			“Thanks, Doc, for your quick action on this,” said Joachim.

			“Glad to be of assistance,” said Doctor Heath.

			Joachim shook Dr. Heath’s hand, pleasantly surprised at his positive attitude.

			He then called for the Ident team and the local mortuary to come to the boat launch and for Jamie to continue his boat taxi service, returning Dr. Heath and picking up the others. 

			It took an hour to do the exchange. Joachim and Jamie used that time to string as much caution tape as they could around the island. They included the boathouse, the cottage, the bunkie, and some of the trees on the island. When finished, there was no doubt that a crime had occurred at Island M

			When the Ident team arrived, they quickly set up their cameras. They had a new system that took photos from multiple angles of the crime scene. The photos were then blended into a video reconstruction of the scene. This was helpful for investigators to review when trying to find a missing piece of the crime scene puzzle. Joachim left them to their work and sought out Jamie. He was down at the dock seeing Hal off.

			“Find out anything interesting?” Joachim asked.

			“We only chatted for a few minutes, but Hal was certainly upset about the death of his client. He was quite fond of her. He said she was well respected and perhaps a bit feared in the local summer community. She was part of a group protesting all the McMansions that are being built on the lake. The so-called summer homes with multi-slip boathouses, float plane hangars, pickleball courts, home theatres, and spas, to name a few perks of cottaging in Muskoka. Aubrey objected to this uncontrolled development as it increased local property taxes and made places like hers obsolete. Hal mentioned that recently Aubrey had been visited by a real estate agent who was pressuring her to sell to a high-end developer,” explained Joachim.

			“Did Hal know anything about the paintings?” Joachim asked.

			“Not really. He said there were rumours around the community that she may have an original Group of Seven painting. Hal couldn’t remember the artist. He said one day she showed him some of her original watercolours by a Lake Joseph artist by the name of Phillip James,” replied Jamie.

			“I wonder if the paintings are mentioned in her will.” Joachim mused. I need to contact the family, so I’ll ask. What was your overall impression of Hal? Was he being truthful?” asked Joachim.

			“Yes and no. He did tell me some truths, but he left out other pertinent facts. We need to bring him in for more questioning,” replied Jamie.

			“We can do that, but right now we should get back to the office to notify Aubrey’s family,” ordered Joachim. 

			

			“Roger that, Detective,” said Jamie, as the two officers climbed down the flagstone steps towards the dock and waiting boat.

			•  •  •

			Once back at the office, Joachim had time to think. He was new to detective work and was unfortunately the only detective currently in the Parry Harbour detachment. He needed help. He asked for a sit down with the detachment commander, Sergeant George McKaskill, to review the emerging case.

			“Sorry to be the bearer of bad news but it seems we have a murder and art theft on our hands. It happened on an island in Lake Joe,” explained Joachim.

			“Who is the victim?” asked the commander.

			“An elderly lady by the name of Aubrey McNaught,” replied Joachim.

			“And you’re coming to me because?” McCaskill asked.

			“I am a greenhorn detective, sir, and I think I need help,” said Joachim. “I don’t want to seem incompetent, but I could use the assistance of a veteran detective.”

			“Good of you to admit it, Joachim. Many an officer would take on something like this and screw the case up royally. Let me call headquarters in Orillia and see who they can send us. Come back in ten minutes and I should have an answer for you,” said the commander.

			Joachim returned and was over the moon pleased with who the commander had secured to help.

			“Joachim, I have the services of Inspector Kate Bray of the Major Crimes Unit at Orillia headquarters. I understand that you have worked together before,” stated McCaskill.

			“Yes, sir! Kate and I worked together at the Nickel City detachment. She is one of the reasons I chose to become a detective. You could not have come up with a better choice,” effused Joachim.

			“Well sometimes even we pencil pushers in senior admin get things right,” said McCaskill. “Kate will join us tomorrow morning.”

			“I can’t thank you enough, sir,” were Joachim’s parting words.

			

			

		

Chapter Three

			Kate had finally achieved a career breakthrough. After several years of applying for Detective Inspector positions, she landed a position with the Major Crimes Unit at Ontario Provincial Police headquarters in Orillia. The new position involved crimes such as murder, kidnapping and human trafficking across the province.

			Kate began her policing career in Toronto and moved to her hometown of Nickel City five years prior. There she worked as a Detective Sergeant. During that time, she met and married the love of her life, Eli, also a law enforcement officer with the Anishinaabe Police. 

			Kate and Eli had resettled to Muskoka several months ago. Eli had taken a position with the Anishinaabe Police on a reserve just north of Parry Harbour. Kate was close enough in Muskoka to commute to her new position in Orillia. They had purchased a winterized cottage on a small lake in the Gravenhurst area. It came with a bit of acreage and access to two Provincial Parks. Together they were able to enjoy their passions for hiking and canoeing from their new digs. 

			Kate was the last of her immediate family still alive. She had no siblings to rely on for support or comfort. Her mom had passed away ten months ago from a massive stroke. Her dad and cherished hockey coach had died seven years earlier. The Bray family was down to one survivor. Kate thought it might soon be time to start to rebuild the family.

			Kate was excited at the opportunity to work with Joachim again. When it was confirmed that she was given the case, she phoned her former colleague.

			“Hello, Joachim, how is my favourite Detective Sargeant?” Kate asked.

			“Great, now I know we will be working together,” Joachim replied. “I’ve only been a detective for a couple of months, Kate, so you will have to decide for yourself how good I am at this job. On another note, I am a bit worried about you, given your commute to Parry Harbour. It must be at least an hour.”

			“Do not worry my friend. Eli makes the trip every day and we can occasionally ride together.”

			“How is Eli? Is he able to handle your rapid advancements up the policing hierarchy?” asked Joachim.

			“He’s okay. He doesn’t like my hours, but he enjoys helping me spend my pay increases.”

			“Roger that, Kate. I understand you are coming in tomorrow. Where would you like to start the investigation?”

			“I would like to visit the crime scene, Joachim, to get a feel for what may have happened,” replied Kate.

			“I’ll set that up for tomorrow morning. I have a member of the marine unit, Constable Ross, helping us. Can you meet us at the Lake Joe boat launch at nine a.m.?”

			“Sure, see you then,” Kate said, and hung up. This was an unusual case for an area that experienced few murders. She was excited by the challenge but knew their would be high expectations on her solving the case.

			•  •  •

			Kate met the two officers as scheduled the next morning. After a few pleasantries, she asked Jamie to give her a boat tour of the upper part of Lake Joseph to get a feel for the clientele that flocked to the area each summer. 

			Jamie took them by “Billionaires’ Row”, a section of massive summer homes on Lake Joseph that were named in contrast with “Millionaires’ Row” on Lake Muskoka. The latter was a turn of the twentieth century development near the village of Beaumaris, created by American robber barons with names like Mellon, Carnegie, and Vanderbilt. “Billionaires Row” was a more recent development featuring movie stars, professional athletes, musicians, and Canadian business leaders.

			Kate was astounded by the number of mega-mansions crammed side by side along stretches of the lake. Where does all this money come from? she thought. Each dwelling was a masterpiece of Muskoka architecture, typically a blend of traditional and contemporary design. Some were timber frame homes with large wooden columns supporting expansive windows and accented with Canadian Shield granite. Others were steel structures that looked like wedding cakes decorated with glass. All had an array of peaks across the front of both the residences and the boathouses. The boathouses had anywhere from two to half a dozen slips to accommodate a variety of expensive watercraft. Many boathouses came complete with accommodations above and were surrounded by large decks for taking in the fickle Muskoka sun.

			“This is a step or two above the lakeside homes in Nickel City,” Kate commented. 

			“You should see what’s inside the boathouses,” chirped Jamie. “In high school and college, I spent summers delivering boats to these folks. Most places have a couple of Sea-Doo’s, a wake boat, a cruise boat, and one or two original made-in-Muskoka wooden boats.”

			“You sound like a real gearhead,” said Kate teasingly.

			“Hard not to be when you’re surrounded by this quality of watercraft,” he replied.

			Joachim was mute. He just sat in his seat doing his blink every second routine and looking in awe at the shoreline.

			“I wonder what these people are having for dinner,” Kate commented to no one in particular.

			

			“Whatever their chef and kitchen staff prepare,” answered Jamie.

			“These people have their own chefs?” asked Joachim.

			“And gardeners, chauffeurs, and cleaners. If they have children, there are usually au pairs to look after them as well. It’s a different life from what we’re used to,” commented Jamie.

			“I’m sure they’re no happier than we are,” said Kate, tongue-in-cheek.

			“Right, Kate. I think I could get used to the lifestyle. Maybe I’ll marry a billionaire’s daughter and find out,” chimed Jamie.
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