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From the first scene depicting Lori Wheeler’s frustration with the criminal justice system, Carol McPhee captures the reader. Turmoil and guilt abound, but Lori’s courage and spunk see her through. Rand McCormick strives to bring down criminals with single-mindedness until he sees Lori. Her dislike and distrust of police compel him to show her how wrong she is. Danger, conflict, and suspense abound in this captivating romance between a woman who believes her dreams of love died with a car crash and a Mountie whose dedication makes love a complication he doesn’t need. A great adventure for a stormy night or a sunny day at the beach.
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An ugly shouting match in the corridor ahead caught Rand McCormick’s attention as he headed to the courthouse exit. A mini-skirted girl in her late teens screamed obscenities at a young woman walking down the hall. Hindered by a noticeable limp, the target of the profanity cringed and moved closer to people that Rand assumed were the woman’s relatives and friends. The angry teen tried to force herself into the group, but a burly security guard stuck out his arm and restrained her. Muttering indistinguishable words, the girl’s male companion pulled her away. The two groups filed through separate doors into courtroom 702 of the Halifax Law Courts.

“What’s going on, Don?” Rand asked a city policeman standing near the door.

“Hey, Rand. Didn’t recognize you out of your RCMP uniform. An accident case is being tried. Been like this all week. How Lori Wheeler can hobble in here every day and keep her cool amidst the foul words that gal spouts off, beats me. The girl’s boyfriend ran a red light, killing Lori’s sister. Big mouth was with him and she lied on the stand. Lori works for the Nova Scotia Department of Justice and she’s convinced justice will rule.”

“Any other witnesses to the accident?” Rand shook his head in sympathy.

“Yeah. Another teenager with an attitude and you know that means grandstanding more than telling the truth.”

Rand understood because he’d seen many convictions lost when there were no credible witnesses. “Suppose it would be all right for me to sit in on this? I’m in undercover work now; I’ll pull my ball cap low so no one will see my face clearly. You won’t throw me out for wearing a cap will you?”

“I don’t even see you, just hope the judge doesn’t. Go ahead. Today’s gonna be the windup of the case.”

Rand slid into the back row. He’d already watched the finish of a drug smuggling case this morning, pleased that the evidence he’d presented to the crown attorney held up. He didn’t have to blow his cover by testifying. Dressed in jeans, navy shirt, and a scuffed brown leather jacket, he blended in with the crowd.

Lori Wheeler sat directly in back of the prosecutor. Rand watched her turn and murmur something to those in the row behind her. When she looked up, her eyes darted past him and around the confining security of the paneled courtroom walls. She looked comfortable in these surroundings. And why not? Working for the Justice Department, she would spend a lot of time in this building.

Rand’s conscience stirred. An aura of confidence always impressed him because his dangerous assignments occasionally rattled his own nerves. Her neatly coifed, burnished hair, pulled back into a simple bun, glistened under the inset fluorescent lights. As she chatted a few minutes longer, her white teeth flashed their perfection. He wished she would smile, but she didn’t. And he didn’t have to wonder why. The cause of the noticeable scar tracking down one of her cheeks would have scarred more than her face. He wondered why she hadn’t had cosmetic surgery or at the very least worn her hair down over it. Maybe she wanted to use the damage to evoke sympathy from the judge and spectators.

“Everyone rise.” The bailiff’s voice quieted the chatter and everyone stood. The judge entered and took his seat. As the defendant’s lawyer reviewed his client’s case, it became obvious that the testimony given by the young witness for the prosecution had been torn apart on the stand. Under cross-examination, he’d broken down and confessed he hadn’t even seen the accident, but merely happened along afterward.

“In conclusion, Your Honor,” the legal aid lawyer droned, “no evidence has been produced to prove beyond a reasonable doubt that my client was the one who didn’t stop with the change of lights.” The lawyer stretched back his shoulders and marched to his seat. The assembly stared at the judge. And waited.

“Do you have anything further to add, Mr. Dunn?” The judge’s question spiked tension into the air.

“No, sir,” the prosecutor answered.

The judge addressed the parties. “It always distresses me, in cases such as this, when there is no clear-cut picture as to who was at fault the day a life ended. Each side has had ample opportunity to provide the facts. Yet, I found the prosecution’s witness lacking credibility, even before he admitted to his lie. In this country each person is presumed innocent until proved guilty. Only the participants know the truth here, and they are the ones who must live with the result of a rash action. This case boils down to who ran the red light? I cannot, in fair judgment, rule on the culpability. Therefore, case dismissed.”

A gasp swept through the audience as the verdict registered in their minds. One lone voice rang out.

“You can’t d-do that!”

Rand looked over the heads of those seated in front and watched intently. He noticed Miss Wheeler trembled after she spoke out and stood, her hands fisted, probably in an attempt to maintain control. He could tell she was on the brink of losing her composure.

“H-How can you pretend to deal out justice by dismissing the case? Where is the f-fairness for m-my sister? She had her whole life before her!”

Rand held his breath. This was a judge who prided himself on his impartiality, but he had a quick temper.

Miss Wheeler’s voice started out steady, this time. “I’ve worked for justice and expect to see it put to its best use—to stop those who think it’s okay to do whatever they want when driving a l-lethal w-weapon.” Her tone notched up on the last two words in a crescendo of fury that could not be mistaken.

At the wave of voices noisily agreeing with her, the judge slammed the gavel several times. “Order in the court! I gave my ruling and it stands. I’ll tolerate no further outbursts. Sit down, Miss Wheeler. Rogers, control that woman, please.” The bailiff hesitated, then with a wide sweep of his hand motioned Lori to her chair.

She ignored the warning and stood her ground. “You can’t let it go like that.”

“I can and I will,” the judge replied and added, “you’ll face contempt charges if you don’t control yourself.”

“Lori, sit down. It’s over.” The prosecutor reached back and placed his hand gently on her arm, distracting her.

Her hands flexed and rubbed the sides of her long black skirt. A quick glance back at the judge’s fierce expression drained what little color she had. Her outburst had taken its toll on her frail-looking body. She slid into her seat and stared at the prosecutor. “I can’t believe the judge is letting him off.”

Rand strained his ears and listened as she continued. “It’s not over,” she muttered, “not for me, not for Mum and Dad. The driver can’t be allowed to walk away. He’s been caught driving under the influence before; everyone knows he’s guilty.”

“Lori, he was under the legal limit, but you’re free to file a suit in civil court. His past escapades can be profiled there.” The prosecutor spoke loud enough for even Rand to hear at the back—no doubt intended to put fear into the young man.

“I don’t want money. I want him in a place where he’ll have a long time to think about what he’s done. I just can’t go through another trial. I have to concentrate on getting better.”

Rand scanned the rows of distressed onlookers. When he turned back, she had stood again. Her eyes searched the spectators in a silent plea and came to a puzzling halt when they met his. Motionless, she stared at him.

He realized he was filled with anger and probably showed it. Anger for all the cases he had seen lost for lack of clear evidence. Anger for the pain she must feel now. Pain he’d felt when his brother had died of a drug overdose and left him obsessed with stopping the destructive availability of illegal drugs. He noticed there were no tears in her eyes. It impressed him that she had not given way to hysterics, but had pointed out her position with passion and daring.

“Be quiet and sit down. My last warning, Miss Wheeler!” The judge would brook no more disobedience.

Her pale skin now ghostly, she sank to the chair, clearly numbed. Rand understood there had been another death today—the death of her conviction that justice would prevail. She had to accept the inevitable, let go of her resolve, and surrender. She would have her own private battles to fight for some time, as he was still fighting his, and he hoped she came out of it with the same strength and moxie she showed in court.

She looked like a wounded animal caught in a trap with no place to run if she could get free. Rand could have told her it would end this way when he’d heard in the summation how damaging the witness’s inaccuracies had been. Did she have no one to advise her? Why hadn’t the prosecutor known he couldn’t rely on the witness?

The driver looked relieved. Rand figured he’d been shaking in his boots until the judge ruled in his favor. The girlfriend, hanging tightly onto his arm, grinned with smug satisfaction at the victory. Rand was tempted to go up to the teen and wipe the Cheshire smile from her face. How many times had he seen that same victorious smirk cross the faces of those he thought he’d nailed?

Perhaps he should express words of condolence and understanding to Miss Wheeler, but with her downcast eyes, he was afraid he might only add more misery. Clearly devastated, she wouldn’t be receptive to a stranger’s distilled explanations.

Rand wished this woman could let the defeat roll off her back. No, it was better not to get involved. Her supporters would bolster her confidence. She’d be okay. When she left the courtroom, she would be out of his life.

~ * ~
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SEATED IN LOCHABER Haven’s restaurant, Lori Wheeler watched a spooky sight round the bend of the mist-shrouded river in front of her—a large yacht navigating to the resort’s dockside. She shelved her glum mood just as a waitress approached.

“We’ve never had a yacht that big try to dock here,” the waitress exclaimed, looking out the window. “If the captain takes her any farther up the channel, he’ll never get her out.” She pressed her hands to the small of her back in awe of the spectacular appearance.

Lori’s eyes widened and she glanced up at her. “He’s taking a risk to escape the heavy fog, isn’t he? It must be scary out on the Atlantic.” She peered back at the skilful progress of the yacht. “It looks like he’s trading one hazard for another.”

As the craft sliced through the mirror-black water, Lori’s curiosity pushed her misery to the back of her mind. The apparition slowed and inched forward. “He probably has every navigational instrument known to man on board.”

“That won’t help him in these tight quarters.” The waitress, dressed in a white blouse and a Nova Scotia tartan skirt, stood beside Lori and, mesmerized by the vision, suspended the water pitcher she carried in midair.

Lori didn’t need to be told that this narrow river, carved inland from the rugged Nova Scotia coast, would cause problems for the boat. The rock-bound cliff rising on the far side of the channel screamed danger. On this side, the resort’s dockside hosted small pleasure boats, not long luxurious ones. The risk of damage to the yacht and surroundings intrigued her.

The yacht’s engines stopped.

Lori’s interest honed in on a hazy figure as it leapt from the wheelhouse down onto the main deck. She could barely make out the captain’s cap. Two green-shirted lodge employees rushed to the wharf, yelling out suggestions. There simply was no room to tie up, let alone latitude for the boat to turn and leave. Reversal, skirting the bend, begged for trouble in the deepening fog.

The yachtsman’s white sneakers stood out as he tracked from one end of the craft to the other, surveying the water’s glassy surface. He climbed back up to the wheelhouse and disappeared.

Lori squinted and concentrated on the boat’s ultra-white gleam piercing through the opaque vapor. The eerie motion of the yacht started again, but was so slow it was almost impossible to detect. If it hadn’t been for the few ripples of dark water kissing the Fiberglas sides and the slight bubbling wake, she would have thought the mirage had anchored. Nudging closer to the cliff, the yacht edged along the rock base. Suddenly, the water stilled.

A second shadowy form appeared on the deck. She watched as he checked the sides of the yacht and appeared to holler up to the boat’s captain, his words muted by the dampness in the air and the barrier of the restaurant’s glass. A few minutes later, the phantom slung a rope over the rail. He accurately scored a hit from the bow as the looped end draped over one of the four pylons fastened to the cliff rock. Embedded there for tying up the overflow when the main dockside was filled, tires dangling from the posts protected boats from scrubbing against the hard surface.

“They made it.” Lori’s rare burst of enthusiasm surprised her.

“I’d like to be here to see how they squeeze out.” The waitress laughed, filled Lori’s water goblet, and returned to the kitchen.

Lori sipped her water and turned back to watch the excitement. The captain reappeared, and with bounding agility duplicated the performance of his mate, winching the yacht’s stern securely to another pylon along the cliff’s stone wall.

The two men stood on the deck engaged in animated conversation. The way their arms flung in wide measuring gestures, their concern involved the limiting space they were in. She wondered if they had argued about their destination beforehand, because it was evident the mate was not pleased to be here. The captain’s tall, large frame was impressive from this distance, especially with his bone-straight stature. He seemed determined to win the discussion and she saw he finally succeeded. The two men ended the argument and worked to lower an inflatable rubber boat with ZODIAC printed on the side. The pair climbed in and paddled the short distance to the dock.

Her chin resting on her steepled fingers, Lori followed their movement while waiting for her meal. Her face heated when the captain glanced up at her window as he walked with his mate up the incline from the wharf. At the sight of her, he came to an abrupt stop. She wanted to look away, but something compelled her to meet his brooding scowl. Her head reeled from the impact.

“Do you know those men?” Lori asked the waitress when she served her a small tossed salad with a tiny loaf of homemade bread.

“They’ve been here before, but not with the boat. They came for dinner one night last week.” She bent down and whispered, “I remember because the captain left a big tip, and of course his good looks make him hard to forget.” The waitress moved to tidy nearby tables.

When Lori looked back outside, the captain was still staring up at her, even though his companion had continued into the sports office beneath the restaurant. Was the man spellbound? Not by her beauty, he wasn’t. Nothing about her should attract his attention. To Lori’s way of thinking, there wasn’t a thing about her to attract anyone. Since the accident, there was less reason than ever to draw a man’s eye. But her scar was on the side away from his line of vision—he hadn’t seen that she limped.

She narrowed her eyes and bore down on his mist-bound face, then realized something was vaguely familiar about him. She couldn’t remember where she might have seen him. That was the way of her memory the past year. Nothing, except for the anger, stayed in focus long. As quickly as she managed to grasp some tidbit of information, it left her.

This lack of permanent stability, in addition to her bitterness, forced her delay in returning to work. As the Administrator of Criminal Court Services, her job had always satisfied her. But she believed in justice for all, then. Lately, she’d realized she might never again be able to face entering the building. And did she really care? Yes. She cared. Cared enough to absorb the expense and come to a resort she could hardly afford.

The man outside lowered his eyes with her inspection, then took off his cap and ran his fingers through his hair. Without looking back up, he placed the cap on his head and chased after his companion.

Lori absent-mindedly drizzled the house dressing on her salad and sipped the ice water to clear her head. Where had she seen him before? When? She stared into the gloom.

“Ma’am, you’re dinner will be ready in a few minutes.” The waitress seemed concerned she wasn’t eating, but the woman had been right. He was not the kind that could be easily forgotten.

Lori took her first bite of salad and, while chewing it, cut off and buttered a slice of the fresh loaf. This bread smells delicious. The butter melted quickly. It tastes even better.

She continued eating, but her mind ran rampant. The moment she had seen his thick dark hair, it commanded her attention. She had a habit of noticing men’s haircuts and was certain she would never have forgotten that healthy mass. The strength harbored within those frowning eyes twitched every nerve in her body, though. She had seen them before somewhere. He’d seemed shocked to see her, as if he recognized her. Damn. Why can’t I remember?

Lori knew very well why she couldn’t remember him or much of anything pleasant these days. Her mind had wedged in the fallout from the disaster that killed her sister and nearly finished her as well. The day after tomorrow would be the one-year anniversary of the event that had changed her life forever.

A year ago, she’d been a typical professional sprouting her wings in a great job in the revered halls of justice. She’d settled into a life filled with promise and high expectations. Late September had been unseasonably warm and she and her sister, Penny, had decided to pack a picnic lunch for the beach to celebrate one of their last days of single life. They were each getting married in a double ceremony on the weekend.

As Lori maneuvered the quiet early morning streets out of the city to the shore road, Penny chattered on, happily engrossed in talking of how their lives wouldn’t change just because they’d be living apart. Since they were marrying brothers, they would always be close.

She remembered stopping for a red light on the outskirts and the smile on Penny’s glowing face when she looked over at her. Her sister’s soft silky voice was always music to her ears. “The light’s green. You can go, Lori.”

Lori glanced up and nodded. “Right. Don’t be impatient; we’ll get there soon enough.” She accelerated.

Penny’s horrified scream and the sound of crunching metal were the last things she remembered until she woke up to the bleeps of hospital monitors. How she wished she could forget those sounds, but they were forever engraved in her mind. They haunted her in the dead of night, even now. The next thing she recalled was the bad memory of a uniformed RCMP officer asking pointed questions. She had answered with great difficulty and pain, thinking, Why don’t you do your job and throw the jerk that hit us in jail, instead of badgering me?

Lori shook the fog from her head. Now, she was filled with resentment toward the legal system. And especially to those who pretended to uphold it. No justice had existed for her in the court.

She blinked back tears and stared at the boat nuzzled against the cliff. The modern sleek lines and huge size spoke of unimaginable wealth. The boat must have luxuriant space on all three levels. What would it be like to live free to wander on whenever tired of a place? She would love to escape to far away countries and forget what had brought her to this resort.

And what of the stranger with the sulky glimmer in his eyes? Handsome didn’t begin to adequately describe him because it wasn’t perfection in his features that abounded, but more the way the individual features blended, giving him a strong presence. His prominent forehead, carrying thick dark eyebrows, also bore the weight of an errant forelock dripping low in spite of his attempt to smooth it back. His neck’s hairline kissed the top of his collar in a neat style. The firm jut of his chin broadcast determination. But it was those midnight eyes that had drawn her—even through the mist they’d held a curious spark that appeared ready to dissect the soul of anyone who faced him.

“You like my yacht?”

“What?” She jumped. “Oh... Hello.” Lost in her own private thoughts, she hadn’t heard the captain come into the dining room and go to the next table. He tossed his cap onto one of the chairs and pulled out another, facing her. Keeping his eyes on her, he sat down.

“Your boat is beautiful. I can’t quite make out the name on the side.” She had to say something or the silence would embarrass them both.

“It’s called Destiny.”

Lori smiled, wishing it really would be her fate to travel the seas, hair blowing free in the wind, a handsome captain steering her safely. Barely keeping her head above water, she didn’t have time for frivolous dreams. She glanced around the room, surprised not to see his companion and also becoming aware that, as yet, they were the only guests in for dinner. Suddenly self-conscious, she finished her salad and sliced off more bread while he perused a brochure retrieved from his pants’ pocket.

The waitress brought the new guest a menu and poured water into his glass.

“Is there something on the menu you would recommend?” the captain asked.

Lori looked up, expecting to see his question directed to the waitress, but his piercing stare was aimed at her. Its intensity got on her nerves. She wished he’d make his own decision and leave her to contemplate how she could stand spending the next fourteen days here amongst strangers. With the silence getting on her nerves, too, she answered. “I’d recommend the smoked planked salmon.”

“Is that what you’re having?” he asked.

“Well, actually, no.” Lori laughed. She’d never tried it and wouldn’t be having it now because it was too expensive. The sound of her laughter dismayed her. She hadn’t laughed in months. “Ah... I’m having the stuffed chicken breast.”

He wrinkled his nose in distaste and turned to the waitress. “I think I’ll go for the large steak... rare with fries. And I’d like two glasses of your Masi Costasera, please.”

The man did look like a meat-and-heavy-on-the-potatoes kind of guy. It would take a lot of food to fill that long body. While he smiled at the waitress, Lori studied his rugged face again, glad that the misty air no longer clouded her vision.

The strongly defined planes and grooves of his face chiseled to a smooth shaven jaw that softened when he flashed a boyish grin. In the light, she noted a few gray streaks sprinkled through his black hair in a salt-and-pepper effect. He was older than her thirty-two years, maybe in his early forties. The rutted, crinkly laugh lines fanning out from his eyes indicated a sense of humor that probably burst out frequently. This was a man who knew who he was and had no qualms about expressing himself or feeling relaxed in the presence of a woman. Why else would he bother striking up a conversation with her?

For once, she wished she’d taken the suggestion of the doctors and had her scar surgically repaired. She shuddered. It was a constant reminder of how her life had changed, how she was alive to carry on, while Penny was not. If they’d left two minutes earlier, the accident wouldn’t have happened. She was the one who had raced back inside their apartment to grab a jacket, knowing she probably wouldn’t need it. She deserved the disfigurement.

Conscious of the silence at the other table, she kept her head down to hide her distressing thoughts and nibbled at her bread. Once the waitress cleared away her plate, she propped her marred cheek on her hand and gazed out the window, no longer seeing anything. No longer wanting to know that world of freedom and adventure existed out there.

“You do like red wine, don’t you?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“I should have asked first, but I ordered you a glass of wine. I thought if you didn’t speak up and object, it would be all right. It didn’t seem appropriate to drink alone.”

“Oh. I thought it was for the man that was on the yacht with you. Thank you.”

“Are you staying in one of the chalets?” The distinctive, gravelly voice intruded before she could return to her rambling thoughts.

“Yes. I’m staying for two weeks.”

“I see.”

Puzzled by his frown, she turned back to what scenery she could see outside. No, fortunately, he didn’t see. He had no idea what had brought her here. He didn’t know what she’d gone through and she almost wanted to tell him in a plea for understanding. If it would release the pressurized panic that dogged her life, she’d gladly blurt out the information. But nothing could erase her guilt and discouragement. That’s why she was here—to make one last try for closure.

“Are you on vacation?” he asked.

“Vacation?”

“Yes. You know, taking a few days off from the cares of the world.”

“I am taking time off, yes.” But it sure wasn’t what she considered a vacation. That implied sun and fun; she expected little fun here. This would be work.

Scraping the barrel of her bank account, she had come to stay in a chalet at Lochaber Haven in the Eastern Shore region of the province. Although assured her job would be waiting for her, at this point, all she wanted was to be free of the nightmare her life had become. By supplying her own groceries for breakfast and lunch, she could allow herself dinner in the elegant restaurant. If she recovered her emotional balance, she could regain control of her life.

The stranger remained quiet. Did her scar bother him? Did he expect her to hold up her end of a conversation? Perhaps she could prevent her depression from rearing again if she at least took a stab at being friendly. To be otherwise would be unnecessarily rude and not like how she used to be. She’d been struggling to find her old self. This could be a start.

“I like to paint landscapes in my spare time.” He didn’t need to be told that she hoped painting again might take her mind off her heartaches. “I’m here to put some of the scenery on canvas, Mr....”

His brow arched skeptically. Did he not believe her? Why should she care?

“Randall Mc... McDougall. My friends call me Rand.”

She thought it strange that he hesitated with his last name, but his sudden salute coaxed another smile from her lips. “I’m Lorraine Wheeler; my friends call me Lori.”

“I expect you’ll want to paint the rapids then?”

“And the various coves along the coast,” she answered. “This coastline, undeveloped as it is, is a nature lover’s paradise. I never took the time to come here and capture it on canvas.”

His eyes sharpened. She caught a flash of disapproval. Maybe she’d misunderstood. Why would he object? Too insecure to ask, she turned her head and strained to see through the fog. She could barely detect the boat’s outline now. She looked back at him. “The fog is so thick it looks like the Destiny has disappeared. You were lucky to make it up the river. This place was well named when they called it a haven.”

“It wasn’t much of a problem with all the electronic gear the yacht carries, but the storm whipping up the coast could be serious if it doesn’t swing out to sea.”

Dammit, what was it about his expression that seemed so familiar? Baffled by the sober glances he threw her way, she stared at him pleasantly, taking pains to hide her curiosity. “Are you spending your vacation here?”

“Not really. I’m a writer and working on an ocean adventure story.”

“So are you staying for a while, or are you merely sailing by?” She didn’t mean to pry, but her curiosity got the better of her. Interest in anything again brought encouragement.

“I can write on my own time and in whatever place I happen to be. I haven’t decided whether to stay.”

The waitress temporarily interrupted their conversation by bringing a tray, which she set on a stand near him. She passed him his soup and the two glasses of red wine.

“Would you please give one of these glasses to the lady?” he asked.

She did so, then removed Lori’s dinner from the tray and quietly left. Lori stated matter-of-factly, “You’re lucky to have choices.”

It looked like he did whatever he wanted. She envied that freedom.

“It’s more than luck.”

Lori sipped her wine. Her taste ran to inexpensive white wine, but she hadn’t had any for a year. This had a delicate bouquet and a pleasing flavor. The experience of living like a member of the elite would do nicely for now. She salted her chicken and when she glanced up again, he was breaking crackers into his soup. She took it as an excuse to stop babbling. It was just as well. She’d come here to regroup, not to entangle herself with a stranger. She needed to think.

Acknowledging that she was no longer the independent woman she once was had hurt well enough, but to seek counseling for a mind usually filled with confidence had been inconceivable. Because of the explosive anger so firmly entrenched in her heart, she had sought psychiatric help. She took another sip of wine and let her mind drift back to the doctor’s office.

“Do you have any hobbies, Lori? Anything that gives you real pleasure?” The psychiatrist had peered over his spectacles, giving her the impression something was wrong with her if she said no.

“My work gave me pleasure. But not anymore.” She remembered the vehemence that crept into her tone. “I don’t want to be anywhere near a courthouse,” she’d told him. “Justice is only an illusion and those who act in its name only perpetuate the fallacy.”

The doctor ignored her sharp retort. “I mean, was there something you did for the sheer enjoyment it gave you? Something not work-related?”

The doctor’s fingertips drummed against his desk. The thumping pricked her nerves.

“I used to love to paint nature scenes.”

“Then why don’t you start painting again? The best advice I can give you is to get away from the memories and find something meaningful to occupy your time. Time is the greatest healer of all wounds.”

“I’ve had almost a year and it hasn’t diminished the pain. It’s a waste of time coming here.” With that brash statement she marched over the threshold, furious with the world around her.

The last words she heard him say were: “Sometimes, it helps to replace bad memories with good experiences.”

As she had walked into the warm sunlight, she recognized the dangerous symptoms of the despair in her life—hands that kept actively scrunching into fists or sliding along her thighs to wipe off the sweat, lack of appetite and sleep, sudden hostility. Would she eventually lash out with them? The thought had petrified her, leading her to take one last kick at the can and follow one more expert’s advice.

“Are you from Nova Scotia?” She couldn’t believe she had disengaged her intuition and asked the captain another question.

He swallowed and coughed out a catch in his throat. “No.”

Silence.

“Have you been in Halifax?” Lori persisted.

“Hasn’t everyone?”

His reply was quick, too quick. There was no smile brimming his eyes. She’d annoyed him and not much wonder; she’d been too forward. Time for retreat. “That must be why I thought you looked familiar. We’ve probably crossed paths in one of the malls there.”

Her curiosity stirred even more, but it had to be tempered by the fact that he had answered her questions, though it seemed to be with reluctance. I’m certain I’ve seen him somewhere. Lori started to eat her dinner, but she consciously fast-tracked the past few months. She came up empty. She’d been too many places to remember everyone she’d seen in the hospital, rehab center, and courthouse. And it wasn’t beneficial to remember any of those spots in detail. The faces of medical staff intermingled with those of numerous police officers, all pestering her so they could fill out reports.

When the waitress removed Rand’s soup bowl and brought his entrée, she continued eating. The pressure of his gaze prevented her from enjoying the food though; she merely pushed the vegetables around on her plate. Was it the fact she worked with criminal elements that caused suspicion that something might be amiss, or was it an instinct warning her to be wary of this dynamic male?

“Aren’t you hungry?”

Not having expected further conversation, she flinched. Her raised brow brought a suggestion from him. “Look, it’s no fun eating alone. Do you mind if I join you?”

Her stomach played leapfrog. “Ah... I d-don’t mind.”

“Good.” He moved his wineglass and dinner plate to her table, along with the loaf of bread that came with his order. The attentive waitress passed him his cap, which he laid on the corner of the table.

Lori waited for him to make some remark about her scar; he couldn’t miss it at this close range. Most people shifted their view to anywhere but her face. Rand was different. He never broke eye contact, and she quickly developed an appreciation of his polite manners. It had been a long time since she’d had the pleasure of male company. Not since—well, that was over, no point in dredging up another part of the aftermath.

“Where did your companion go?” she asked.

“What companion?”

“The man who was with you when you came up to the lodge.”

“Oh, he’s an employee who helps with the navigation and stays on board when I’m not there.”

“You’ll be sleeping onboard tonight, won’t you?”

“No.”

“You have a bed at your command, free of charge, and you choose not to use it?” She suspended her fork just shy of her mouth.

“That’s right. I like to get my land legs once in a while, so I’m staying in chalet eight.”

“Next door to mine.” Lori chewed and swallowed her bite of chicken. He was right. It was more enjoyable eating with companionship. And much more interesting.

“Really?” A frown crept across his face. The way his deep brown eyes darkened even more she thought for a minute he was going to make some sexist remark, but he refrained from risking dissension. She couldn’t help but smile at his quick realization: she wouldn’t like being trifled with. She’d put up with enough of that for a lifetime when she’d gone through the trial. Her experience with her newly acquired volatile temper warned her that she would jump on him in a minute if he pushed her too hard.

“Did you know your face lights up when you smile?” Rand’s question took her by surprise. She never thought much about smiling—she didn’t have cause to these days.

“Doesn’t everyone’s?” Her words had a sarcastic bite. She realized she’d not had much reason to smile and that was one more thing she resented.

“Touché. I was out of line when I said, ‘hasn’t everyone’ been in Halifax. I didn’t mean for it to come out that way.”

“No problem. I shouldn’t have pried.” She sipped her ice water.

“Are you here alone?” He appeared to be making an effort to get past the ruffling he had caused.

“Yes.”

Rand spread his napkin on his lap. “There isn’t much to do around the resort by yourself, unless you want to vegetate.”

“That’s exactly what I want to do... enjoy the serenity, use the workout room, swim, and paint. Actually, there’s lots to do. I might rent a canoe and explore.” The smile he tossed gladdened her heart. She was amazed at how she suddenly felt lighter. It was fun to be argumentative and not have it thrown back in her face. Energy poured out of her pores, and she attacked her dinner with delight.

She finished her meal before he did, and rather than order a pricey dessert, she asked for coffee. She needed to do something with her hands that were nervously massaging up and down her thighs. Pretending a leisurely hold on a mug would keep them secure.

His expensive cologne, well-tailored navy blazer, and crisp white shirt, combined with his confident air, radiated wealth. Here was an individual who never had money worries like she had. Her medical coverage had carried her through the horrendous expenses involved in surgery and rehabilitation, but her sick-time income had run out, and her meager savings had been stretched to the limit with basic living expenses. If she couldn’t go back to work soon, she’d be in dire straits. It would mean moving back home. The last thing her parents needed was a daily reminder she had cost them one of their daughters.

The coffee was strong and hot. Its aroma heightened her senses and sharpened her interest. A nagging doubt he was not as he seemed sifted through her mind. The forceful set of his chin and the deep penetration of his dark eyes stirred up images of the interrogations she’d been through, stabbing the inner sanctum where her judgments formed. She suspected he might want to extract information she preferred to keep buried.

“You didn’t say where you were from.” She’d do some interrogating herself.
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